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Newcomers to the park, at least those who came specifically for a taste of island history, often as not received directions to the order of, "It's near the center of the grounds...just look for the birds.  You'll find it."  And looking up they would seem to notice for the first time the gaggles of gulls circling and screaming—a kind of parody of nearby Duval street along which shuttled disoriented tourists in a never ending, back and forth, coast to coast rush.  Homing in towards the center of attraction, the visitors would find a full-sized, steam-powered locomotive, a relic of Averill Harriman's inter-island railroad, standing rock-solid on a short section of track baking waves of searing heat from its shiny black plate.  Sea gulls perpetually slid and crisscrossed overhead, sometimes landing briefly before lifting off towards the crystalline sand of Baker Beach and the rich fishing grounds of the Gulf of Mexico.  The train served as a social commons for the birds; a strutting ground where newly formed pairs enacted their pre-programmed rituals of courtship—leaving beneath their perches frozen drips, like vanilla frosting melting in the hot sun.

Small well-kept clapboard houses crafted in the classic style of historic Key West bordered Mac Arthur Park.  Like most of the homes in the neighborhood, the Grant residence was washed chalk-white.  The front porch was screened as protection against Florida's ravenous mosquitoes and remained cool even in the heat of the afternoon.  Overhead, suspended by brass links, a carved wooden sign in bright paint announced "GRANT’S PET SHOP."  A green and red enameled parrot grasped the top of the "O" in the word "SHOP," hanging tight with yellow talons.  A busy jungle of tropical banana, pink and red bougainvillea, and blazing birds of paradise engulfed the small yard—separated from the sidewalk by a cedar hedge.  Cement birdbaths and low benches were stashed haphazardly in the lush foliage.  Looking more like a home than a business, a passerby would have never guessed the extent of the menagerie within—especially in the middle of a very quiet neighborhood in Key West, Florida during the summer of 1960.

Past the porch packed with faded wicker furniture and choked waist-high with neat stacks of yellowed newspapers, a wooden door with a cracked white porcelain knob led into the shop proper.  Assorted bamboo birdcages, small and large, jammed side-by-side, harbored chirping flitting tropical birds in effulgent plumage.  A chorus of demanding minas, punctuated by piercing monkey screams, blended with whirling hamster wheels and the rhythmic throbbing of electric aquarium pumps.  The whistles, chirps, and whisper of fine bubbles bursting free from row upon row of fish tanks laid a matte finish synthesis upon which grew warm earthy smells reminiscent of a moist rain forest spiced with a tinge of fragrant pipe tobacco.

Erma Grant sat on her favorite wooden stool, hidden behind a forest of suspended aquarium nets, dog brushes and red and yellow displays of Hartz Mountain parakeet seed.  As usual, she was absorbed by the shop's ambience, daydreaming amidst the collage of sounds, motions and smells and listening to the dialog of the animals as they freely expressed themselves in languages that she seemed to fully comprehend.  Grandma Grant favored loose-fitting flowered blouses and long skirts which gave plenty of breathing room to her ample girth, but she never appeared in the shop without her forest green full-length apron—

pockets bulging with thermometers, sunflower seeds, yellow wooden pencils and cellophane-wrapped packets of Kleenex.  She wore her thick silver hair braided and wrapped tightly in a bun just barely restrained by sturdy hair pins.  She was the kind of person that people liked immediately upon meeting for the first time.

Grandma Grant stooped over gingerly and looked down into the cardboard box lying on the floor behind the counter.  Seeing just an empty bowl of water and a few wilted lettuce leaves, she frowned then called in a deep rich voice toward the back of the shop, "Grandpa, I just knew it.  I knew something was wrong around here.  He's got out again, that little rascal.  Shut the back screen and help me find him, will you dear?"

Her husband was five years older than she.  Tall and thin, his bristly jaw was forever clenched to the stem of a briar pipe filled with tobacco.  And like most pipe smokers, he enjoyed the ceremony of filling, lighting, tamping and scraping almost as much as the taste of the Wedgeworth tobacco smoke.  Grandpa Grant could either be jovial or cantankerous and sometimes a little bit of both at the same time.  He was set in his ways and accustomed to doing things according to his own well-established routine.  So like many people do for some reason or other, he pretended not to hear Grandma on the first call—even though his hearing was as sharp as ever.

Grandma smiled, knowing his tricks, she repeated her request, but a notch louder this time.

From the rear of the shop, over the effervescence of aquarium air stones, she heard his deep baritone answer, "Old Gopher Brains is back here, dear."

Grandpa, wearing a blue work shirt and faded jeans, shuffled up the aisle hefting in both hands a struggling ten-pound desert terrapin whose stubby legs vainly breast-stroked in empty space.

As he lowered the AWOL tortoise back into the box, he continued, "He's just getting senile like the rest of us.  Didn't get back 'fore you noticed he was gone this time did he?"

Grandpa gave the turtle a gentle rap on the top of its shell.  "Here you go old Gopher Fart, you are a tricky fella, aren't ya?  ‘Bout time for Sandra to be comin' home, ain't it?   Bet she stopped off at the park.  She sure loves that train, doesn't she Grandma?"

"Grandpa, I love that child.  I just wish her parents could have lived to see how she is turning out.  She's a real charmer, and sharp too!  Some young man is going to thank his lucky stars when she says yes."

"You're right, but I don't think that's gonna..."

Grandma's eyes suddenly rolled up into the back of her head and she slumped forward.  Her broad elbows landed with a thud on the wooden counter.  She cradled her head in her palms and slowly rocked back and forth.

Cut off in mid-sentence, Grandpa snapped his jaw shut and puffed a cloud of blue-gray smoke from the stem of his pipe.  It was another one of her "spells" and he had learned to keep still at moments like this.  Not until several years into their marriage had she cautiously revealed the secret—that she often heard voices from another place and time.  By now Grandpa was certain that she often did.

Roland...Grandpa...I just had the most wonderful vision about Sandra.  I've known for years that she has my psychic gift.  She is already starting to develop a power like mine in some ways, but different in others.  I saw her grown into a beautiful young woman and swimming in the sea with dolphins.  There was a very handsome man falling in love with her...and so were the dolphins."

"But Grandma, Sandra told me that she was going to wait for me until she grows up," laughed Grandpa.  But since she's only in junior high, I don't think we have to worry about marrying her off quite yet.  She still insists she wants to go to the University of Miami and become a psychologist.  She sure has your way with the critters around here, I'll vouch for that."

Grandpa exclaimed "Hey!  I just heard the front door slam.  I bet that's her.  Let's get the milk and the cookies going.  This jabbering is making me mighty hungry for those home-made chocolate chips you just baked."

CHAPTER TWO

Dr. Sandra Grant, Assistant Professor of Parapsychology at U.C. Berkeley, slammed shut the glass shower door, wrapped as much of herself as possible in a very large pink terry towel and kicked up her dripping heels to try to catch the phone before the caller hung up.  She grabbed the receiver just as the answering machine snapped, whirred, and began its standard leave-a-message message.  She prayed, Let it be Robert with good news.
It was Robert McCord and it was very good news.  His voice boomed, "Grant, you got it.  Full funding...one hundred percent of your proposal!"

She panted, "You mean it?  Really, really?  Fucking fantastic.  Full funding!"

Robert joked, "Please mind my virgin ears, girl.  Yes, full funding.  I'm over at General Houston's house right now and you wouldn't believe the shindig.  Every who's who in defense contracting is here.  You know how these nuke guys really love their fireworks and firewater.  Anyway, the General took me to his study, unlocked his private bar and brought out a special fifty year old bottle of Glenfelten.  I knew that was a good sign, but I was still surprised.  Lots of happy contractors here on procurement day.  Congratulations!"

Moments before in Washington, General Pratt Houston, a staunch Republican and an unyielding supporter of President George Bush, had announced to Robert in his typical patriotic fashion, "Professor Grant has a real lot to contribute to our nation’s security and the quality of life in this country.  We're lucky that those idiot Persians and Arabs don't have her kind of brains and talent on their side.  We are giving her a full thumbs up.  It makes me proud to be an American—and of course one of the more aggressive of the lot—to make sure that studies like those of the Professor's, which not only benefit mankind in general, but the defense of our nation in particular, are supported by the world's mightiest military power.  Robert, enjoy this fine whiskey and use my private line to give Professor Grant the good news."

In a lower tone of voice while giving Robert a painful squeeze on the way out, the General confided, "And tell your boys at Chalmers, Inc. that they are looking good for the semiconductor contract.  W would'a taken it down today, but those assholes in the General Accounting Office need some other kind'a damn form or something.  Its just a technicality—not to worry."  "By the way is she...ya know, Grant, as good looking as what I hear?  Tell her I look forward to meeting her in person, son.  And thanks a lot for lining us up with her.  Her project sure solves our dolphin problem nicely.  See ya out there with the gals.  I gotta a feeling we both may get lucky tonight!"

Robert continued with his report to Sandra, "What did you do, promise to sleep with this guy or something?  Anything for science right?"

Sandra replied, "None of your business, you jerk!   They just recognize a good investment when they see one.  Speaking of sleeping with someone, what are you doing tonight, lovey?"

Three thousand miles away Robert's zipper suddenly tightened.  "Why do you always seem so eager when I'm in D.C. and you're in Berkeley?  Whenever we're together you play hard to get.  Are you a pyscho—or should I say parapsycho—or something?"

Sandra Grant was a very slim and attractive blonde who turned eyes whenever she hurried to her office on the third floor of the ivy-covered Lawrence Hall of Science.  She was young, brilliant, single and much sought after by UCB's cadre of bachelors for whom she could spare no time and had little interest.  In fact, she had no steady lover or felt that she needed or wanted one—an occasional overnighter was enough.  Her work was her life.

She parried, "Look, I can't help it if sometimes I do hear voices...so did Grandma Grant.  But Robert, I am standing here stark naked and dripping wet from a very hot shower and just got the best news of my life.  It wouldn't be normal for me not to be just a little bit excited."

Robert concluded, "You're timing is just off, that's all.  I'll give you a rain check...no I mean a shower check."

Sandra answered, "I love you anyway you handsome man, but knowing you, there is probably a sweet, and undoubtedly drunk, young thing tugging on your sleeve right now so you won't die of sperm poisoning—at least not tonight.  Bye and thanks for the absolutely great fucking news.  Happy Fourth of July and God bless America and her taxpayers."

Sandra hugged herself with joy.  Nearly a million dollar commitment to pursue her studies in extra sensory perception.  Plenty of funds for travel and equipment—and to outfit a special dolphin research lab.  Fantastic!

Sandra Grant was already recognized as one of the pioneers in the new and begrudgingly accepted field of parapsychology.  She possessed rare, dual Ph.D.s from the University of Miami.  Her first doctorate was in probability mathematics.  Her training in math provided a crucial foundation for her work in parapsychology.  By employing the exacting discipline of probability analysis, she was gaining insight into the phenomenon known popularly as coincidence.  In fact, Grant called her work  the "quantification of coincidence."  After completing the requirements for her doctorate in math in a brief three-year period, Sandra had surprised her graduate advisor by continuing on and winning a second degree in theoretical psychology.  Not on close personal terms with her advisor, she had only revealed that she wanted to be certain that she could find a job when she graduated.  But really, all was unfolding according to a plan laid long before she had moved up the coast from Key West.  She had always been on guard never to mention that she possessed paranormal abilities—or that she had been raised in a pet shop of all places...and by a psychic grandmother!  She reckoned that there was only so much eccentricity that the university establishment would tolerate as she tried to make her way through the system.

Now in her second year on the faculty at Berkeley, she was venturing for the first time beyond number crunching and the painstaking analysis of mounds of probability data into the study of the causal mechanics of paranormal events.  "Finally putting it all together," she liked to tell her associates.  Sandra lusted to discover the mechanisms responsible for telepathy—to learn the "how" and "why" of ESP.   With this new major source of funding, her experimental subjects would be Pacific bottlenosed dolphins.  Now she just needed to find some ready and willing subjects to work with, bring on some assistants, find a facility and outfit it....and...on and on.

Dr. John Lilly studied the intelligence of dolphins in the 1980's and had shocked the world with his assertion that cetaceans were intelligent beings.  During the course of his perception studies with dolphins, he recorded many instances of paranormal behavior.  In reviewing Lilly's data and extrapolating courageously (as was her inescapable tendency), Sandra concluded that dolphins offered a unique opportunity to unlock the mechanics of ESP.  Telepathy might even break the communication barrier between man and animal—

something that her Grandmother seemed to have achieved long ago.  At last Sandra would be able to test her theories in a controlled environment and without the constant drain of sweating out proposal reviews.  And...I might even become quite famous after all tenur, maybe even a full professorship!

"Hallelujah," she roared to the walls of her Sausalito condo.  "This is going to be fun!"  But really...the field of parapsychology will be advanced.  And of course her research might somehow be related to the nation's defenses, but no apparent practical application of her theoretical work came to mind.

Sandra moved to the old oak table in her cozy kitchen.  She knew every scratch and stain in its varnished surface.  The table had been a graduation gift when she had moved to the dorm in Coral Gables.  Sitting at the table brought back memories of her college days when then, like now, the table served as her connection to her grandmother.

She made sure that both of her feet were firmly planted on the linoleum floor, then pressed her palms against the grain.  Within moments, she felt pressure as the smooth wood gripped her skin.  Her palms tingled electrically.  The table abruptly pushed hard lifting her hands as it tipped upward to a sharp angle braced on two legs.  Then it pulsed slowly up and down, barely touching the floor with the tips of its front legs.

Sandra asked, "It's you, isn't it Grandma?  I can feel your presence."

The table jerkily scraped forward towards Sandra until it nudged softly against her waist.  She could feel a sensation of warmth around her navel.  The table nuzzled like a loving pet greeting its master.

"Thank you, Grandma, for the healing.  You know my project has been funded.  I am so happy.  Look I'm even crying."

The table lifted, then made fast, light taps sounding a little like laughter.  Closing her eyes, she could see her Grandmother's smiling face and bright blue eyes.

"Tell Grandpa that I love him too.  Thanks again for all you do.  I'll be thinking of you both always."

The table fell lifelessly from her palms and banged to the floor.  What only minutes before seemed alive and full of energy was now just an ordinary kitchen table.  Her grandmother had gone.

Just sitting at the table brought back memories.  Sandra closed her eyes and leaned back in her chair.

----------

It was a warm winter day in Key West.  The palms glistened, still wet from an afternoon shower.  Sea gulls flew erratically in the gusty breeze that had accompanied the storm.  A dark curtain of rain squalls stationed on the far horizon threatened to bring more rain so Sandra hurried home in her bright yellow rain gear, her books wrapped tightly in a plastic bag.

She paused at the front step to enjoy the special fragrance that erupted from the slightly open door—the aroma of home.  The two tiny spider monkeys raced around their cage while the macaw who stood guard in a cage by the door barked, "Pretty Sandy...Pretty Sandy," until she gave him a treat.  Grandmother was sitting serenely at her station behind the counter with eyes closed and fingers lightly following the motion of the planchette.  Grandfather, broom and dust pan in hand, smiled and elevated his bushy brows as if to say, "There she is...at it again, talking to spirits."  

Grandfather Grant lightly accepted his wife's preoccupation with the paranormal.  It was apparent that she knew a lot of things that were beyond his reac—or at least beyond his power of reason.  Accordingly he was careful to treat her gift with respect—especially since she always seemed to know exactly what he was thinking.  He went with the flow, expecting the unexpected.  Most of the time he really didn't think about it at all.

True to form, Grandma opened her eyes, smiled, and shook her head knowingly at him.  She pulled a chair over so Sandra could join her.

"Grandma, please tell me who you were talking to."

"Well dear, someone that doesn't live on earth anymore...but misses us greatly."

"How does the Ouija board work Grandma?"

"I'll show you, dear.  Put your fingers on this side...lightly now, and I'll put mine here.  Now we'll ask the spirit to answer a question.  See if you can think of one that you really don't know the answer to."

Sandra thought for a moment then asked, "Spirit do you know where I left my knit purse—the one that belonged to mother?"

"Dear one, you need to be more exact in your question.  Ask the spirit to tell you where the purse is located."

The planchette moved slowly at first, then accelerated determinedly.  It spelled letter by letter, "N...E...W...S..."

Grandma exclaimed, "Is it newspapers?"  The planchette quickly drove to the top right of the board and stopped over the word "YES" which was neatly embossed in large yellow lettering.

"Sandy go look around Grandfather's pile of newspapers—the ones on the front porch that he saves to line the cages."

Sandra returned with the little silver purse.  "Miracle of miracles, it was right on the shelf behind the pile of papers hidden by the Grandpa's hedger trimmers!  Oh Grandma, the spirit was right.  It really works doesn't it?"

Grandma laughed, "Of course silly, you don't think I would waste my time on a farce do you?"

"But Grandma, when you were my age, did you know about these things?  How did you learn to talk to spirits?  I want to do that too."

"You will child...in time.  Be patient, it will happen soon enough."

"But how did you know the first time—that it was real I mean?  With a board like this?"

Grandma's laugh was always a surprise—deep and masculine and full of joy.  "I'll tell you about the first time.  It was pretty funny now that I think about it.  My brothers were little hell-raisers, always playing tricks on me.  My mother and I were outnumbered by the men too, four little brat brothers and dad against only mom and I.  Really it was all in fun, but sometimes it was quite a battle of the sexes going on at our house."  "Well anyway...where was I?  This story takes place back in the twenties when we lived on a wheat farm in Salina—back in a time before electric dishwashers—actually even before electricity had come to the rural areas in western Kansas if you can imagine that."

Sandra scooted her chair forward, raptly listening to the story.  Grandpa handed her a glass of cold milk which she left untouched on the counter.

"We had a regular schedule:  one washer, one dryer, one stacker.  There were four of us so we rotated that way one of us always had the night off.  The schedule for the week was posted on the refrigerator and after dinner, father would read off the job assignments.  Well, sometimes dad let us trade off.  And you guessed it, one of my rat brothers would always figure out a way to fix it so I ended up working for him."

"It was on about the sixth or seventh night in a row when I had gotten stuck with kitchen duty that I finally got mad as a hornet about it all.  First I was mad, then I started crying but mom and dad had gone to play pinochle and I had no one to turn to.  So I toughed it out—did the dishes in record time.  As I stormed out of the kitchen I took a fork and slammed it against the kitchen door.  I said to myself "stay!" and I kept going thinking that it would fall on the hard floor and make a racket.  I ran to my room and pulled the blankets over my head and began sobbing about what a rotten deal I was getting and asking God why hadn't he given me a least one more sister and one less brother."

"About an hour later my parents came home.  Mom came in my room and held me close.  She rocked me gently in the dark—she just held me real tight for a long time.  Finally she said,  "Erma, please come in the kitchen."  I thought to myself something like,  "Darn, there must be more dishes to do."

"I was surprised to see that all my brothers and my dad were all in the kitchen—I figured that I must be in hot water for talking back to the boys.   Mom wiped the tears from my eyes with the dish towel then gently turned me around  I just couldn't believe it.  That old fork was sticking pretty as you please right to the door.  You could look close and see that nothing was holding it up—it was just doing what I told it to do.  It was staying."

My mom said, "Go ahead honey, make it come down."

"I looked up at her.  She was smiling and looking kind of scared at the same time.  I just shrugged my shoulders and thought "down" and it dropped like a shot—clanged just as loud as I thought it would the first time.  All of a sudden you could've heard a pin drop in that kitchen.  No one said a thing and mom took me back to my room and tucked me beneath the covers.  Her face was wet with tears when she kissed me goodnight."

"But the next day, it was like I had awoken to a new world.  My brothers seemed to notice me for the first time—I was suddenly treated like a real person.  From that day on they were my body guards at school and wouldn't let me do any heavy work around the house. "

"Oh Grandma, really?  Is that really a true story?"

Beaming, Grandma took a yellow pencil from the pocket of her apron, stood, then lightly touched the pencil to the wall.  She turned towards Grandpa who was smiling ear-to ear.  She carefully removed her hand.  The pencil stayed fast.

CHAPTER THREE

General Pratt Houston, a long-time veteran of the Defense Department, was beginning to show wear around the edges.  His once muscular frame had turned to flab and his loose belly slopped over his belt buckle.  Once pomaded in a smart crew cut, his gray hair had receded to a fringe above his prominent ears.  And in spite of the general's indulgence in expensive hand-tailored uniforms, he still looked more like a retired shopkeeper than a decorated war hero.  But he had been slim and ruggedly handsome when he began his career at the University of Kentucky as an Army ROTC cadet in the fall of 1955.  By the end of his first year, Houston had found his calling in the service.  A few months into his junior year, he was promoted to the rank of lieutenant of his unit and was shunned by every girl on campus.  Even the senior cadets found him to be a queer young man capable of unexpected bouts of intense antisocial behavior and racial bigotry.  Ironically, in spite of having few friends and even fewer social invitations, Houston was a natural leader—taking command of the situation whenever the opportunity arose.

Houston, a self-proclaimed (albeit largely unsuccessful) womanizer, did excel in his capacity to consume alcohol.   Even though his countless boasts of female conquests were mostly fantasy, Houston did manage to win the heart of a quite, plain girl whose father was a Senator from the state of Rhode Island.

Upon graduation, Houston was admitted into Fort Knox Armor School.  The bustling town of Louisville was a twisted version of paradise for the newly commissioned lieutenant.  The local whores, who performed their service to country on their backside, soon discovered young Houston's enormous appetite for intercourse.  His drink of choice shifted from beer to scotch in accordance with his raise in pay.  Most evenings during the week, and Friday and Saturday nights without exception, Houston drove his 1958 Chevy convertible into town on Dead Man's Road—that section of Interstate 84 between Fort Knox and Louisville along which dozens of overly intoxicated soldiers had smashed their big bore V-8s into head-on collisions with bridge abutments and on-coming traffic.  Alcohol and sex were Houston's lifeblood.  The fact that he never failed to show for duty, even though oftentimes a little unsteady in the command seat of his tank, attested to the remarkable resiliency of his constitution.  His hard-driving escapades on and off the base won him a great deal of respect during an era when young army officers displayed their prowess with booze and broads as proudly as their service ribbons and insignia of rank.

A week into the Korean conflict, Houston volunteered for combat.  He was promoted to the rank of captain and sent overseas.  Captain Houston was outspoken in his disappointment that his beloved tanks only played a minor role during the Korean War.  But another of his passions, artillery, found heavy action.  Company C, Third Battalion, Fourth Brigade, under Houston's ardent command, devastated enemy installations with furious day and night barrages of high explosive rounds.  The ordnance gunners and loaders learned to sleep in four hour shifts within the gun installations.  Houston's company expended more ammunition than any three other artillery companies combined.  By the cessation of hostilities, Houston proudly claimed credit for the death of thousands of enemy soldiers and his gung ho performance was recognized in the form of a field promotion to the rank of major and his already aberrant personality had begun to develop hairline cracks deep within the recesses of his subconscious.

Following reassignment to the Pentagon in Washington, Houston married his college sweetheart.  Even Annie had thoughts of backing out of the marriage up to the very day of the wedding, but her father was highly impressed with Major Houston's ambition and service record.  He privately advised her that she might not find a better catch.  To Houston's bitter disappointment, there were never any children, a circumstance that he blamed on Annie and which ultimately served to kill any passion which he may have once harbored for his wife.  Houston buried his domestic frustration by delving deeply into the study of military strategy.  Eventually he established liaisons with the high class hookers who worked the expensive restaurants off Pennsylvania Avenue.

By the time that the U.S. involvement in Vietnam had escalated to full scale combat, Houston had been promoted to the rank of general and given the command of the 14th Armored Division.  Armor, in the form of tanks, did play a major role in Vietnam.  The 14th Division's primary assignment was to lay waste to suspected Vietcong hideouts.  General Houston was particularly proud of his contribution to the design of a new kind of tank weapon that disintegrated jungle, hooch, and VC in an intense explosion of jagged steel pellets.  The 14th's upper echelon officers were alarmed when Houston insisted on personally participating in firefights.  Shocking reports filtered back from the front line describing the General standing erect on the commander's seat of the lead tank, can of warm, foaming Budweiser in hand, urging and coaxing as much death and destruction to the enemy as his detachment could deliver.

An account in the widely acclaimed History of the Vietnam War by Ernest Stevens concluded, "If General Pratt Houston would have had the real support of President Nixon and the American people, Houston would have single handedly wiped every Vietcong off the face of the planet."  When Houston did not get that kind of backing and when he learned that American college students had turned against his country, he became chronically confused.  

Houston was the last American officer to leave Vietnam.  Fatigues encrusted with rice paddy mud, face blackened with camouflage grease paint, he continued to fire his M-16 into the jungle as the chopper flew to a waiting carrier.  The Navy gunner who finally yanked the weapon out of Houston's hands was startled to see tears running down the General's face making rivulets of mud in the dry dust.  Houston had become very much insane.

As a matter of fact the more unbalanced Houston became, the more he was promoted until, after only twenty years in the service, he had advanced to the rank of Four Star General, was charged with the duties of Army Chief of Staff and had gone totally bonkers.  His paranoia and bizarre notions about the communist threat deepened and became even more convoluted with every day of his appointment.  The softening of relations with Russia particularly infuriated him.  To his thinking, glasnost was nothing more than a premeditated Soviet plot to weaken the U.S. strategic position.  Houston was absolutely convinced that the on-going reciprocal arms and NATO troop reductions had been intentionally contrived to foster global complacency.  The Soviet offer of peaceful relations was nothing more than a trick to encourage a false sense of trust—a communist ploy to achieve the Soviet's primary and unwavering goal of world domination.  He often asserted to the President that the Soviet submarine fleet continued to proliferate and still embraced more than enough multiple and retargetable nuclear warheads to forthrightly annihilate the United States with a preemptive attack—

especially now that world attention was focused on the Mid-East.  Houston asserted that the much ballyhooed demilitarization process had obviously not made a significant change in the overall strategic balance.  Bush and the vote hungry members of congress were inanely playing into communist hands.   

Houston believed that one of two possibilities were inevitable:  either Gorbachev was a fake and his outward manifestations of liberalism were merely a facade, or Gorbachev was in fact legit and he would never last.  The die hard communist party would replace him with a mainstream party member true to the dogma of the past.   And then the blade of Soviet doctrine would slide effortlessly back into the well worn groove of subterfuge and international intrigue.  To Houston, the stakes were simply too high to take the risk.  Something must be done and the time was ripe for action.  With Bush and his cronies playing kiss ass to the Russians, Soviet security would be at an all time low—an opportunity too precious to waste.

Houston's first move was to convince the President to authorize a new post in the government to be known as the Office of Technology.  In this station, Houston automatically assumed the authority to direct and oversee the development and integration of all newly developed defense systems within each branch of the military.  Houston argued successfully that a coordinating bureau was desperately needed in order to maintain inter-branch system compatibility and interchangeability as a plethora of new high tech systems came on line as a result of the War in the Gulf.  His point that without a coordinating clearinghouse each branch of the service would be likely to procure technology from their own favored, independent sources was looked on favorably by the President and the Congress.

  Houston's early insistence that the President put an end to the Iraqi war by using tactical nuclear weapons had been such a dangerous idea politically that the top brass in the Administration were relieved that the General seemed to have been only moderately involved in the conflict—even to the extent of having turned over all field command decisions to General Schwarzkoff.  And in light of the forever compounding savings and loan fiasco, Houston's proposal to cut costs (and stay out of the way) were well received.  Thus the new Office of Technology was given an inordinately prompt birth.  

But in reality, Houston had de facto gained an inside position of power superior to that of his fellow Chiefs of Staff.  The General's authority now encompassed all forms of technology throughout the military complex—including approval rights for all new weaponry purchased by the Army, Navy, Air Force and Marine Corps.  His coup d' e'tat had caught the military establishment off guard with no time to prepare a logical counter proposal.  Too late they realized Houston's adept political maneuvering, but since another election year loomed on the horizon, they understood that opposition to any sure fire scheme to cut the budget deficit would be impossible to circumvent.  At the same time, those high ranking military officers that opposed Houston continued to have their hands full in the aftermath of the Gulf War.

Houston immediately used his newly acquired power to initiate a tightly guarded secret operation intended to destroy the USSR.

CHAPTER FOUR

Pratt Houston could imbibe a phenomenal amount of alcohol and show no outward effect.  Tonight was an exception.  His cheeks and nose were flushed and his forehead glowed with a slick sheen.  He was in very good spirits.  That very afternoon the successful bidders on several billion dollars worth of high tech military systems software and hardware had been announced.  Tonight the joyful recipients joined in a time honored ritual—a wild series of concurrent Georgetown parties hosted by the ranking senators of the Armed Services Committee and General Houston.  Defense contractors were notoriously heavy party givers—they were living particularly high thanks to the President's commitment to royally outfit Saudi and Israeli forces.   Plus Houston had his own reasons to celebrate—the messy situation in Hawaii that he had inherited from the Navy would soon be resolved.  Dr. Sandra Grant would see to that.  She would take the smartass dolphins off his hands and get the public off his back. 

   Houston stood gazing into the fireplace, leaning forward braced with his shoulder against the mantle.  The maid came by with a tray of drinks and was surprised when the General made no move for a fresh martini.  He seemed lost in thought and she left shaking her head.  Ten years in the household and she never knew what to expect from her touchy boss..

Houston reflected about the strange circumstances which led him to be concerned about the protection of a pair of marine mammals.  The dolphin story was really strange—and one he wished he had no part of.

Sally and Tom, Pacific bottlenose dolphins, were the property of the United States Navy—the Naval Undersea Research Center (NUC) on the windward side of Oahu to be precise.   Until recently, they had excelled in their training as underwater saboteurs and had reached the top of the ladder with a rating of Level Five.  The dolphins had also demonstrated a very high innate intelligence which at first surprised, then elated, then challenged their trainers.  Then they had gone on strike.

Sally and Tom were siblings—if they had been humans they would have been termed identical twins.  They were born secretly in captivity at the NUC in 1985.  The serial numbers branded on their backs just ahead of their dorsal fins designated them as D109 and D110.  Their parents had also been property of the United States Navy (D099 and D078).  They had the distinction of serving as the original components of the Military Application of Marine Mammals Program (MAMMP)—that is until a demolition sea trial ran afoul in the summer of 1987.  MAMMP was a top-secret project loosely designated as "wet-black technology," therefore it had ultimately fallen under Houston's jurisdiction upon the formation of the new Office of Technology.  The program consisted of an arsenal of twenty six painstakingly trained animals housed covertly at Navy bases in Hawaii and Florida.  Of this cadre, only D109 and D110 had ever posed a problem to the General.  But within just a few weeks they had threatened the very survival of the entire MAMMP operation.

Sally and Tom seemed to have extraordinary capabilities.  The first indication that something was amiss occurred during a routine training exercise.  The handlers were using traditional methods, like those used at Sea World to make the dolphins perform tricks.  But Sally and Tom startled their trainers by performing the designated acts before the hand signal was delivered.  At first the trainers supposed that it was just a game.  The dolphins were merely showing off and guessing what the next command would be.  So the trainers mixed up the order of commands to throw them off.  Still the dolphins performed the correct maneuver before the signal was given.  The trainers rationalized that somehow they were giving some sort of subtle cue that was being picked up the dolphins.  However, ten days later during the next suite of exercises in which the human trainers were replaced by a bank of underwater signal lights, Sally and Tom continued to provide the correct behavioral response before the lights blinked their message not just once, but on every test.  Eventually the trainers became convinced that events out of the ordinary were indeed occurring.  Following standard military practice, they carefully drafted reports documenting their observations and filed them with their superior officers who rubber stamped then without notice and routinely advanced the dolphins to the final stage of training.  

Level 5 was the most involved and complex stage in MAMMP.  At this stage, the dolphins were trained to conduct simulated strikes against enemy ships.  The dolphins constituted the Navy's low-tech version of the stealth bomber.  As living tissue, they would be invisible to enemy sonar and could closely approach the target.  In time of war, the sand bags harnessed to their backs would be replaced with pouches containing plastique high explosive.  The dolphin was trained to ram against the side of the vessel.  The impact would activate a plunger that would not only destroy the ship, but extinguish the living torpedo as well.

Sally and Tom quit performing during the second day of Level 5 training.  They stubbornly refused to obey commands delivered in any form.  Their trainers commented that the pair were protesting the Navy's lack of ethics.  But after thousands of hours of training valued in the hundreds of thousands of dollars, the striking dolphins were not viewed lightly by the program administrators.  After a month or persistent non-compliance, the NUC gave up.  Sally and Tom had simply chosen to no longer participate.

It was a strange coincidence that during Tom and Sally's apparent protest, the details of MAMMP operations were somehow leaked to the press.  They were revealed in a series of blistering editorials in the Honolulu Advertiser.  The public was outraged and animal rights leaders infuriated.  Students at the University of Hawaii Manoa Campus organized a massive demonstration at the Main Gate of the Kaneohe Naval Air Station.  Much to the delight of the local newscasters and reporters, who seemed to relish any controversy regarding the military in the islands because it always boosted viewers and readers, the weekend student demonstration turned into a long-term vigil.  Activists from the mainland offices of Greenpeace, PETA, and the Sierra Club became involved.  Senator Daniel Inouye called for a Senate investigation.  The Humane Society filed suit and the number of protestors carrying signs and chanting "Save the Dolphins" swelled into the thousands.  In a related incident, two UH students were jailed for breaking into the National Marine Fisheries Service Lab at Kewalo Basin and freeing a dolphin being studied by marine biologists.  The ensuing trial pitted animal rights activists against university scientists concerned that they might lose access to their experimental subjects.  Several thousand protestors launched an impromptu siege of courthouse and broke windows in the federal building the afternoon that the students were sentenced to a year in the state penitentiary.

At Governor Frank Fasi's insistence, General Houston had flown to the islands in his department Cessna Citation to meet with concerned officials.  Houston took out several full page advertisements in the Honolulu Bulletin and Advertiser and appeared on several local newscasts to insist that the Navy dolphin project was a humanely conducted operation that employed dolphins only to rescue trapped submariners.  When questioned by reporters, he specifically denied that Navy animals were trained or ever would be trained for any kind of offensive maneuver.  Houston cited security protocol as the reason that tours of the NUC were prohibited and even went so far as to categorically deny the very existence of any program called MAMMP.   The General always felt that it was a privilege of his rank and position to never reveal the truth about any sensitive military affairs.  "Fucking civilians should mind their own damn business and leave the defense of the nation to us professionals," Houston had barked to his aide Commander Cummings after one of the more heated sessions with the governor.

The General made arrangements to relocate MAMMP at the Naval Air Station at Key West, Florida.  All records and the entire dolphin arsenal would be airlifted to the east coast by the end of the month.  But Tom and Sally remained a problem.  He was reluctant to set free animals in which such a large investment had been made—just on principle, but these dolphins were no longer of any use to the program.  And that's where Dr. Sandra Grant came into the picture.

Robert McCord, who made a nice living as private consultant to defense contractors, had approached him at one of the plastic parties on the DC cocktail circuit with a brilliant and timely solution to the dolphin dilemma.  A Berkeley scientist whom Robert knew needed a dolphin on which to perform behavioral studies.  She had a proposal drawn up and it was stuck somewhere in the bureaucratic milieu.  "Some kind of new behavioral studies that might have military significance, " Robert had added.

At Houston's order, Commander Cummings had tracked the proposal to a thick pile of unread submissions on an under directorate's desk at the National Science Foundation.  Houston, after cursorily scanning its contents, decided that he would be damn willing to finance the project out of his discretionary budget.  He would be able to comfortably rid NUC of the dolphins—Professor Grant would have to take them both—meanwhile score points with the activists and get Inouye and Fasi, who demanded to know what the final disposition of the animals would be, off his back.  He would emphasize the humanitarian aspects of Navy operations and capitalize fully upon the government's supportive collaboration with academia.

--------

Sliding deep into the khaki green leather upholstery of his customized limo, the General lit a Cuban cigar and smiled.  He ran his fingers lightly through the soft brown, neatly trimmed hair of the young, tipsy girl he had stolen from his party only minutes before.  She caught on right away and made no protest as he unzipped his pants and pulled her face into his lap.

"Here honey, it's a twenty minute ride to Senator Phillip's party.  Plenty of time, let's have some fun why don't we?"

He was very pleased.  A hot, slick new chick and the damn dolphin problem is solved...thanks to good ole Robert McCord.  What an incredible coincidence that was anyway!  Him knowing someone looking for a damn dolphin and me happening to have a couple to spare.

"Easy girl, watch your teeth...that's right sensitive there darlin'."

What the hell, maybe there is something to this ESP crap anyway.  If there is, I want to own it before the Russians get it for themselves.  Yes one million dollars is a cheap price to pay for this neat package...and McCord says this gal Grant is a knockout too.  Well if she wants an isolated site for her research project, I have just the right spot in mind.  It's located 2,400 miles out of Honolulu...due west.  It's called Eniwetok, baby, and its all yours.

  Eniwetok was a coral atoll in that part of the tropics once known as the Pacific Proving Ground.  Now it was a radar tracking station and a home for the University of Hawaii's marine lab.  It was also a perfect place for dolphin studies according to the director of UH's Institute of Marine Science—a bureaucrat savvy to the political process and a close friend of Daniel Inouye.  One long afternoon the General had gotten an earful from both the director and senator on how important the lab was to the field of marine biology and the state of Hawaii.  In the end, making a contribution to support the UH marine station had seemed the only reasonable means of getting the senator off his back and killing Inouye's investigation of MAMMP.  Houston was not unaccustomed to blackmail disguised in the form of pork barrel politics and agreed to a substantial endowment to the university.  A telephone call was made and Houston was off the hook.

"Heh...let me breathe, will ya?" choked the girl in a surprisingly shrill Bronx accent just as the General spurted his climax. 

"Sure honey.   Just a little bit more...ah...there!   You did just fine."

Houston punched the intercom as he carefully zipped up his pants.  "Here Commander...pull over.  The girl wants out here."

As the silver limo pulled away from the girl sobbing mascara down her cheeks and clutching the front of her torn silk blouse, the General poured a stiff scotch from the recessed walnut bar and hit the intercom button, "Commander, this must be my night.  Maybe next time the sweet little Professor Grant will do the honors.  Head on over to Jason's house and let's check out the action."

It was after two in the morning when the General careened into the bedroom and collapsed next to his graying, soft, and featureless wife.  During their three decades of marriage, Anne had been a useful hostess.  Her family name and fortune had opened doors for him that otherwise would have remained impenetrable.  He swallowed down the squirt of bile that flooded his throat as a blurry vision of his wife's coagulated cold cream, hair net and rollers swam nauseatingly in front of his eyes.  He abruptly cut off her tentative attempt at conversation by snapping off the bedside lamp. 

Houston smiled as he drifted away into dreams featuring the cold blooded execution of Viet Cong insurgents...first one, then another...then another until the barrel of his M-16 glowed a dull red.

CHAPTER FIVE

Professor Carl Eiger was sweating even more than usual this afternoon because General Pratt Houston was en route from Washington to Livermore.  As the head of Lawrence Livermore Laboratory's Smart Weapons Group, Eiger would receive the General's full attention as soon as routine diplomatic courtesies were attended to—maybe even sooner, knowing the General.  Eiger was very much aware that the real reason for the General's visit had nothing whatsoever to do with official business.  Eiger hurried his preparations accordingly.

Still superficially resembling the young computer hacker that he had been before the General had recruited him to work at the lab, Eiger sported a neatly trimmed beard and shoulder length hair tied in a thick pony tail.  He typified the Silicon Valley high tech executive look—establishment suit coat and tie above the waist, blue jeans and loafers below.  His exceeding poor eyesight, a consequence of years spent staring into computer monitors, demanded that he wear heavy horn rim glasses which rested uncomfortably on a thin angular nose.  Eiger constantly sponged at his forehead and wiped his glasses to soak up a never-ending deluge of perspiration which he emanated in spite of the lab's air conditioning—a new trick that his body had played upon him since his conscription by the General.

Eiger's graduate studies had been conducted at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology Media Lab, a powerhouse for innovation in computer technology.  His genius resided in what was then the arcane field of artificial intelligence—specifically in creating programs that processed data in parallel fashion.  Most computers, even the Cray supercomputers, performed their calculations one at time in series.  Parallel processing computers, however, are able to perform many functions simultaneously—just like the human brain.  This radically new kind of computer architecture provided the foundation for the newly developing field of artificial intelligence.

The Media Lab's Connection Machine was an experimental parallel processing computer endowed with great speed and awesome calculating power.  Containing 64,000 processors in a multi-dimensional array, the "CM" offered the first opportunity to quickly solve enormously complex problems, like assembling and analyzing the vast amount of data needed to accurately make weather predictions.

Eiger's doctoral research was an attempt to teach the machine a simple, but vitally important attribute of the human brain—the ability to learn through trial and error experimentation.  His work plan consisted of programming a host of parameters into the CM then providing a set of rules which specified exactly how the CM could manipulate the parameters.  He also designed a performance testing sequence by which the CM  could evaluate whether the outcome had merit or should be discarded.  The topic to be learned was the fastest way to New York City from Cambridge under a wide range of traffic conditions; rush hour, weekend, winter weather, etc.  The CM tried thousands of alternate routes under a given set of circumstances until it found the optimal path.  Once the CM had "learned" the procedure, the task was changed to Chicago then Los Angeles.

The research proceeded much faster than anticipated—so fast that Eiger feared that his work might be considered trivial and inconsequential.  Therefore, Eiger following his well developed instinct for survival in graduate school, he stalled for time.  For several weeks he fooled around with the program, tweaking it to increase its performance.  At the end of this period, he began to speculate that there might be an immediate practical application for his program.  And nothing could be more practical than to have the CM use his new program to design a faster microprocessor for itself.

In simple terms, Eiger designed a set of software algorithms that taught the CM how to analyze the layout of circuitry on an existing semiconductor chip, then to experiment with variations in the layout (using a mathematical model) until it improved the original design—at least in theory.    Programs like Eiger's would eventually serve as the architect of a future new generation of supercomputers.

Eiger assembled the massive documentation for the CM's Intel master microprocessor and scanned it page by page into the computer.  Then he loaded his designer software and activated the program.  By dawn Eiger was astonished to discover that the procedure was a success.  In addition to thousands of attempted modifications that failed and were rejected, one version appeared in theory to hold the promise of astronomical improvement—at least in a simulated mockup design.

Naturally, he yearned to test the results to see if they would actually improve the CM's performance—or even function for that matter.  But by now he had diverged so far from his thesis topic in artificial intelligence that he was reluctant to reveal his new program to his advisor.  Eiger had already been warned by his doctoral committee not to get side-tracked.  During his five years at the Media Lab, he had developed a reputation for not completing a project.  Now he was gun shy.  He couldn't risk any kind of unusual dialog with his committee.  He merely had to type up his results and submit them for review.  But this time things were different.  He had finished his project and now he wanted to go onto something else.

If I present a proposal for continued studies, most likely they'll just say "Here's your degree, son.  You have graduated.  You can pursue this at your next faculty position."  

 But no one else has a CM and my designer program won't run on anything else.  I just have to find out if it works before I leave...maybe there's a way.

He found one.  The Innovation Branch at the Media Lab was heavily underwritten by RICOH of Japan, one of world's foremost manufacturers of semiconductors and one of the few companies which bothered to invest in the expensive development of one-of-a-kind prototypes.  Every week dozens of chips were microscopically wired by hand and sent by courier to the Media Lab for testing.  Diskettes with design modifications were sent back and new chips were returned for another round of testing.  There was a lot of coming and going.

But these are simple chips, like those used in PC's.  Nothing as complex as a CM microprocessor.  But if I broke my new design into components they might not notice anything out of the ordinary.  I could pop the subunits into a special card and achieve the same result as if with one master chip.  I'm sure that it would work.  Now how do I get them to make the subunits without finding out what this is all about?

Eiger broke the security system that protected the Media Lab's inventory management database.  It was an easy matter to set up a fictitious account and to enter his design specs into the traffic flow to RICOH.  A month later he picked up the packet from the delivery room without so much as a question asked.

During the last two weeks Eiger had shifted his time slot on the CM from midnight until 6 am in order to minimize the risk of discovery.  During the daytime he poured over the volumes of circuit diagrams that depicted the CM's inner workings until he had the component names and functions indelibly inscribed in his memory.  On several occasions he had pulled open the CM lid and run through a dress rehearsal.  It was like looking into a pot of multi-colored spaghetti—each strand of wire twisted into a tangle of capacitors and resistors.  One slip and he would have a serious problem.  He was basically a programmer not a computer engineer, but pulling out the existing processor card and substituting another seemed easily within his ability.

Still Eiger waited.  He evaluated for days on end the potential liabilities of installing his new processor.  What if it shorts out the entire processor array?  He decided a hundred times that the dangers were too severe, the reward not worth the risk, but the card with the new chips sat in his bureau drawer enticing him to give it a try.  And another hundred times he decided to do it after all.  Finally he knew that walking away from the lab, degree in hand and not knowing if his project would have worked was worse than not having a degree at all.  Tonight he would install the new processor.

He waited until three, then casually checked the outer lab.  A rather pretty girl was slumped forward in her chair in front of a Macintosh apparently asleep with her head on her folded arms.  Joe, the janitor, was mopping the floor around the coke and candy machines.  This was the most deserted he had ever seen the lab—even for the wee hours of the morning.  He returned to the CM room and took a deep breath.  In less than two minutes the new card had been installed and the CM was operating smoothly.  He ran the accessory program that monitored its calculation rate.  The CM's capacity to perform, measured in operations per second, had leaped from its normal one billion OPS to over a hundred billion!  His new chip was an unqualified success.

By four in the morning he was back in his apartment lovingly fondling the new card.  But the moment of exaltation was short-lived.  Now he wondered what would happen if he ran his designer program with the new card installed.  Would it work again, could the CM be driven even faster?  Eiger went to the bathroom and looked in the mirror.  He pulled off his glasses and had to lean closer to see his face.  His eyes were bloodshot streams of molten lava surrounded by deep circles of volcanic ash.  

I gotta get out of here.  I need time to think this over.  I'm turning into a Jyckll and Hyde spook show.  I need some fresh air.  I haven't been for a hike in the mountains in a year.  I gotta go home and let this rest a while.

A week of strenuous hiking and cycling in the thin air of the hills around Boulder restored his body, but not a moment went by in which the temptation to try his program once more failed to consume his every thought.  Finally the compulsion to know simply exceeded his fear of detection.  Upon returning to MIT, he immediately installed the board with the new chip and ran the designer program.  In less than an hour he had another improved design.  He surreptitiously slid the diskette with the new design into the out going mailbox labelled RICOH.

Again the new chips exceeded even those incredibly fast ones just designed.  In too deep now to quit, Eiger sent a third generation design to RICOH for prototyping and continued to repeat the design prototyping cycle until the CM could map a new generation chip in only a matter of minutes. The CM now ran faster than any device ever built by man.  It had transformed into a machine rushing to fulfill its own destiny—the CM was evolving.  And by now, because of the billions and billions of trial and error iterations, even the CM's vast memory lacked the vaguest recollection of the path that it had taken to create the latest chip complex.  Certainly no human could ever re-create the nearly infinite number of experiments that the CM had conducted nor reconstruct the monumental flow of decisions that the machine had made.  There was no trail to follow, no gigantic room sized flow chart tracking the latest processor's circuitry.  It was if the final, super chip had simply materialized out of a vacuum.

Eiger was acutely aware that he was treading on very thin ice in tampering with this particular computer—the Connection Machine was the personal invention of the Media Lab director who took extraordinary pride in its creation.  Eiger religiously replaced the now archaic original processor after each of his sessions.

But something went wrong.  When the fifth generation chip was removed and the original version replaced, the CM exhibited an acute form of aberrant logic—almost as if it had developed withdrawal symptoms.  Its internal diagnostic systems had apparently adjusted themselves to the vastly improved processor.  The machine didn't "want" to operate a million times faster on Eiger's chips, then be reduced to just an ordinary supercomputer when the souped up processor was removed.

One late session, perhaps Eiger had become careless, the Lab director caught Eiger new card and screwdriver in hand.  The director suspected sabotage and called security while shouting down Eiger's futile attempt at explanation.  Since the Connection Machine was sponsored by the U.S. government, specifically the Office of Technology, the matter became a federal offense.  The FBI was brought in and Eiger was arrested and taken to Washington, D.C.  The lab director was infuriated to learn several months later that Eiger had quietly received his Ph.D. from MIT—at the General's insistence—and that the standard requirement for a dissertation had been waived.  The director even dared to call Houston to complain, but Houston curtly told him to mind to his own affairs and had hung up on him.  In light of the Media Lab's dependence upon the General's continued goodwill for mega projects like the Connection Machine, the director merely grimaced when it was announced a month later that Eiger had been appointed to a major position at the Lawrence Livermore Lab.

Unlike the director, General Houston had listened to Eiger...very carefully as a matter of fact.  Houston was more than willing that Eiger continue his research.  He even suggested that Eiger could have his own Connection Machine as well as funds to live in luxury or he could spend the rest of his life in prison and be publicly branded as a traitor.  Of course, Eiger also swore his personal allegiance to the General as part of the deal...and then be began to sweat.

Not only was Carl Eiger an expert in artificial intelligence, he was also gay.  In the state of Massachusetts in the year 1980 that was a very intense situation for the young scientist.  His response was to suppress his sexual tendencies—even to deny sex entirely.  This posed long lasting problems for Eiger.  Many fervent emotions were looping through his brain, many of which he had no conscious awareness.  But he was smart, very smart.  And it didn't take a computer genius to realize that he had been had by the General.  Something had gone desperately wrong with his life.  Always a pacifist at MIT, he was now at the beck and call of a general who possessed immeasurably twisted plans and the most sinister of intentions.  What little pleasure Eiger derived from his work, like the Government Defense Network Project which he undertook within a week of his arrival at Livermore, was overburdened by a deep despair for his life—even to the point of not caring if the General succeeded or not in his wild plot.  Eiger chain smoked and never exercised,  Even still he lost weight until his clothes hung loosely on his frame like a sagging tent in a stiff breeze.   Chronic insomnia combined with the General's persistent pressure had led to incipient depression.  Eiger no longer cared much about anything except his one friend in the city.  Eiger hated and feared the General and visibly cringed in his presence.  He knew that Houston would object and most likely interfere if he found out about Matt.

Eiger's co-workers at LLL thought that he was quite odd.  They had never seem him with a female companion at any of Livermore's compulsory social events, and his stark appearance drew attention—especially his constant nervous perspiration.  Eiger looked physically used and wasted despite his relative youth.  Not especially liking him, and envious of his apparent privileged status, his colleagues were eager to mention Eiger's quirks to the CIA agents during the incessant clearance checks.  But, Eiger was brilliant and he had demonstrated his genius in his handling of the Government Defense Network "Big Scare" fiasco.  But more importantly, General Houston personally reviewed all security reports before they were submitted to the Pentagon for processing.  Eiger was both trapped and protected at the same time.

--------

The massive olive drab Huey helicopter throbbed to a landing on the concrete pad fronting Lawrence Livermore Laboratory's Main Gate.  The General was halted by immaculately polished, rifle bearing MPs at the entrance checkpoint.  The General admired their weapons as they carefully inspected his identification papers.

Every LLL engineer, physicist, secretary and maintenance worker was required to wear a blue plastic badge with his photo and signature prominently displayed.  Livermore security was intense.  The inviolable process continued without interruption every hour of every day.  Two armed security guards at each of the four gates rigorously checked all vehicle and personnel moving on and off the premises.

One MP chattered continuously into a handset linked to Security Central located deep within the complex—a dreary bunker enmeshed in steel and concrete.  The guard's never-ending monolog served to relay to the main office every development and movement at the gate.  If there was trouble, a small well-equipped army of trained combat soldiers was on call only seconds away.  Even though the General was an internationally known figure, the guards checked his ID and cautiously inspected his leather brief case before admitting him into the compound.  Houston was impressed.  Once cleared, the General selected a route that would avoid the administrative offices.  He and his escorts proceeded directly to Professor Eiger's lab.  

Eiger stood at the door of the colorless hallway on pins and needles, chain- smoking furiously, sweat drips making dark spots on the dirty grey carpet.  Per standard operating procedure, two armed guards waited with Eiger, his lab's single entrance was guarded twenty-four hours a day by very intense young military men with a rank never less than that of lieutenant.  At last, looking just a little annoyed about having his ID checked once again, the General was cleared into Eiger's section.  Impatiently he stormed into the laboratory and was immediately overwhelmed by the thousands of multicolored indicator lights that glowed like a miniature city at night spanning the width of the dark room.  His heavy footsteps reverberated on the dull metal floor.  The room seemed to held captive by the machine which had expanded its domain until it smothered the cubicle.  Cables and flexible conduits sprouted from a honeycomb of ports forming a web which silently transmitted a vast stream of data and supplied electronic nourishment to the Connection Machine.

The laboratory was dark except for the radiance of the flickering lights and a green glow that emanated from a central monitor.  The room was also frigid.  A cloud of frost billowed from a duct overhead and seeped slowly downward forming a grey fog that sank slowly towards the floor.  Eiger had often explained that the lab must be maintained just above the freezing point in order to keep the behemoth from overheating.  Even the CM's internal circuitry was flooded with liquid nitrogen.  Wispy vapors eerily snaked from dozens of vents at the top of the machine.  As the frozen mist sank past the indicator lights, it momentarily glowed red, green, and blue.

A thick metal door braced by well oiled stainless steel locking cylinders slid smoothly into place sealing the lab.  There was a whoosh of air and their ears popped.  After several visits, the General knew that the CM would now search his body and brief case—as well as the premises for hidden microphones or electronic bugs.  The CM would repeat this procedure at random intervals whenever an outsider was present.

The General gratefully accepted the silver coated down filled parka and zipped up the front.  Eiger, in just a white lab coat, offered Houston a steaming cup of hot coffee and the General relaxed into a high-backed red leather chair at the console next to Eiger.  It amused the General to see his breath even without smoking.

Blowing steam, the General exaggerated, "Damn Eiger, didn't you pay your heating bill?  Its cold enough in here to freeze the ass off an Eskimo!  Teach the old gal to talk yet?"

Although the CM was perfectly capable of speech communication, Eiger had insisted that it not be equipped with a voice synthesizer.  He wanted all interactions to be personal and private.  He was adamant that others not be allowed access to his baby.  But strangely enough, he had never given his beloved computer a nickname.

Eiger shrugged and closed his notebook.  He moved to a bank of red filing cabinets at the rear of the room and placed his index finger in the fingerprint lock which acknowledged his ID with a beep. He pressed number one on the digital pad and the top drawer opened.  The microchip in the lock automatically logged the time that the drawer opened and the code name of the file that was removed.  Some files, especially those stored on computer tape or diskette, could not leave the lab unless Eiger manually overrode the system.  Otherwise as soon as they were taken through the door, a detector alerted security and the ever present guards with loaded M-16s and no sense of humor took aim right between the ears of the careless violator.

Although this was definitely a file that contained extremely sensitive information, Eiger had made certain that its classification was rated benign enough to allow the General to take possession of its contents.  Not being much for words, Eiger handed the file to the General and said, "Yes, it can be done."

CHAPTER SIX

The C-141 Military Aircraft Command (MAC) flight from Honolulu to Eniwetok was nearing the atoll 2,400 miles southwest of Honolulu.  Dr. Grant scanned the briefing sheet provided by the University of Hawaii for new arrivals at the marine lab.

Background
Originally Eniwetok (Enewetak is the preferred spelling by the native inhabitants) consisted of forty-two small islands.  Now there are only forty, two were entirely vaporized by nuclear blasts.  One test known as "Mike" was the first ever detonation of a fusion device.  According to a radiological survey performed by Lawrence Livermore Lab in 1978, there is no remaining radiation danger on the atoll—except on the island of Runit which is absolutely off limits, however, more surveys are planned now that the native islanders are being repatriated.  Due to their proficiency in handling small boats, the Eniwetokese will eventually repopulate all of the small islands that surround the lagoon (with the exception of Runit which will not be habitable for the next 250,000 years).  More radiological surveys are planned.  Be advised, under no circumstances land on Runit Island.

Land surface area:  three square miles

Number of coral species:  over six hundred (branching acropora corals are notably in abundance)

Number of fish species:  over two thousand dominated by chaetodontids (butterfly fishes), labrids (wrasses), scarids (parrot fishes), serranids (sea basses), and carcharhinids (sharks).

Water visibility:  200 feet or more

Water temperature:  85 degrees Fahrenheit year round

Sandra thought, My God that makes for diving conditions even better than back home in the Keys.

Number of inhabitants:  approximately sixty civilians employed by Kentron.  Kentron's function is to build housing and a utility plant for repatriated Eniwetokese.  Kentron's current Site Manager is Jim Donaldson.  Donaldson is also District Marshall.

In addition there is a small population (ranging from ten to fifty) islanders which serve as the vanguard of residents returning to the atoll.  Their chief is popularly known as Mr. John (real name John LeBrug, descendant of a German sea merchant who found a native girl very attractive after five years at sea in the early 1860's).

Sandra put the booklet down and lay back and closed her eyes.  Imagine.  What Grandma said was true!  I'll be diving in the sea with dolphins.  I wonder about the man?  Can you hear me,  Grandma?  I feel you with me.  Is there a lover waiting for me too?  Please help me succeed with this project.  I can't believe that I just got on the plane—no notice, no planning.  But I feel it was the right thing to do.  I am so excited.  I am so happy.  Thank you Grandma for your help and keep Grandpa well too.  I wonder about Grandpa.  I only hear your voice and never his.  Is it because you were a psychic on earth and he wasn't?  I love you Grandma—tell Grandpa too.  She closed her eyes, lulled by the monotone of the engines as visions of her childhood swept before her closed eyes.

--------

It was a typically beautiful Key West afternoon.  Not too hot or muggy because it was mid-January, but warm enough to feel just right outside in a pair of shorts and a T-shirt.  Sandra loved it when the air had cooled a little because then she could climb into the engineer's seat—sometimes in the summer the train was so hot that she couldn't bear to touch the metal ladder on the side of the locomotive.  Then she had to come back in the cool of the evening.

Somehow, sitting here always brought her peace.  It was funny.  She really wasn't into playing engineer or conductor anymore.  She just liked to sit and look out at the park—especially on a day like today when no one else was around.  She leaned back into the hard metal seat, closed her eyes and let her mind wander.  She would never say so to any of her classmates in school, but voices talked to her here.  Sometimes they called to her from other places, but they always waited for her here.

Well, often they were more like feelings, not clear voices like you hear when you talk to someone for real.  One was a feeling like her mom and another like her dad.  These were very loving and protective—like the unassailable solidity of the locomotive.  When a classmate hurt her or a teacher scolded her, she came here and all was healed.  Problems didn't matter anymore.  Those angry or hateful people were really very childish.  She tried hard not to do things that would anger or hurt anyone and hoped someday to learn more about why people acted so strangely.  It seemed to her that most of the time their behavior didn't really have much to do with her at all.  She was just a convenient outlet, a defenseless little girl who happened to be around at the moment they needed to release some sort of pent up hostility or aggression.

If she closed her eyes tight and tried very hard, sometimes she could actually make out what other people were doing.  Right now she could see that Miss Rundgrens, her English teacher, was working at her desk at school—which was strange because today was Saturday.  She seemed to be grading compositions and was laughing in despair at one that was so poorly constructed that it was almost funny.  Miss Rundgrens had a boyfriend named Jack.  His father ran a sports fishing boar and on Saturdays when they had a charter, Jack served as crewman.  She sensed that Jack was fishing today—that the boat was quite distant from shore—maybe as far as the blue water of the Gulf Stream.  No luck either.  She would ask Miss Rundgrens on Monday if Jack had caught anything—just to see if her vision was right or playing tricks on her.

Sometimes it was very right.  Other times it got pretty confused by her imagination—or by her wanting too much for something to be true.  Except like right then when her Grandma had come in.  She could see her plain as day, sitting on her stool looking towards the park.  She could even see a little wave of her hand, but her lips didn't seem to be moving.

"Sandra dear start home now, love.  Grandpa has lit the grill and the fresh grouper he bought at the fresh seafood market is making his stomach growl.  I love you dear."

"Yes Grandma.  You really can see me here can't you?"

"Of course dear, who else would I be talking to like this?  You're the only one on this side with whom it works so well with."

Grandpa was just turning the fish when she came into the backyard.  Grandma had set the picnic table with a red and white gingham cloth and was going back for the silverware when she looked up at Sandra and said as she smiled, "See, it was true.  If it weren't you would have missed supper," then she gave her a light whack on the seat of Sandra’s hibiscus print shorts.

True to his blunt nature, Grandpa grumbled, "Listen you two, let's cut out the jaw flapping and wash up and eat.  I'm hungry enough to eat this fish head and all, if its of any interest to either of you."

Later helping Grandma with the dishes, Sandra asked, "How does it work, Grandma?  Why is it just between you and I?"

"It was the same way between me and my mom, and me and your mom too, dear.  Something in our genes I guess."

"Sometimes it scares me, Grandma...sometimes I wish it was gone."

"For land sakes child.  It's a precious gift.  Just make sure that you don't ever abuse it or it will go away."

"What do you mean abuse...how?"

"Well, the way I figure it, we're all born with psychic powers.  As we get older we just learn them away.  But some of us either have stronger abilities than others...or we just never figure out how to suppress them."  Grandma continued, "But if you ever use them to hurt anyone, or to inflate your own ego, they'll go just like that." She sharply snapped her fingers.

"But Grandma, Miss Rundgrens says that all psychics are fakes.  She says that they are just con artists...like magicians at the Dade County Fair."

"Oh no child...not all of us are fakes.  But I have a theory that goes something like this.  Take a nice old lady like me that is gifted.  Well say I get down on my luck and run out of money—God forbid!  So I decide to put my psychic talents to work to solve my problems.  Well that's alright until it hurts somebody or until my ego gets in the way...then the gift just slowly goes away.  I lose my connection.  But I still know what it used to be like so I can still put on a pretty good show.  I think that a lot of the phonies out there are just psychics that once had power, but abused and lost it.  Once they lose their connection, they just make things up as they go.  And that's why psychics have such a bad reputation."

"Oh, I remember.  Its the lesson you once taught me when I was a kid!  You know that a few bad apples spoil the barrel.  But how can anyone tell if someone is really a psychic or not?"

"Well, I do know one good way.  Chances are that if they charge money for their services, they've lost their power.  Too bad, poor dears."

Laughing, Grandma reached down and gave Sandra a hug.  "Yes young lady you are growing up aren't you?  Remember to keep your talents pure there are those dolphins and that man waiting for you in your destiny.  You want to be ready for them don't you?"

CHAPTER SEVEN

The file that Eiger handed the General carried a "Top Secret, Eyes Only" classification in bright red ink.  The title stated "An Improved Version of the SDI Early Warning System Nimbus IV CC454."

Eiger said, "I think it can be done, General.  This is an outline of how I plan to proceed and what I need to get started."

Of course as seriously hawkish as the report title promised, that was not at all what the file contained.  The contents were much more dangerous—exactly what the General wanted:  a plan to build the ultimate weapon of threat and destruction code named "ANX."

Smiling, the General slipped the file into the rear compartment of his leather briefcase, confident that even though the case would be searched by security upon his departure, the inspectors would be unable to distinguish the design of a modified Nimbus IV super bomb from the design of his ANX—nor would they dare even open a file carrying such a high level classification.

The General boomed, "I am happy to hear that.  Coming along, eh?  Tell me about it.  How long, Professor?"

In a low halting voice Eiger replied, "Six months...maybe more...maybe a little less.  It is a very difficult process.  The first step is make even more improvements in the CM—juice it up further with still another generation of processors.  But now I am sure that ANX can succeed.  I'll need more support though.  The risk is so great...and the cost...the cost will be high."

"I figured that already Professor.  Let me worry about the money.  Let's get going, we don't wanna keep the boys next door waiting do we?  And do I have a surprise for those pompous assholes, Ha! Ha!"

ANX would consist of an Eiger/CM designed computer program of nearly infinite complexity—only Eiger's CM was capable of such a task.  ANX would possess an awesome potential to create havoc in any computer-based defense system.  Although it was merely a program, ANX was more involved and complex than any computer science had ever witnessed to date.  ANX was analogous to a living virus., and like a virus; it was capable of replicating itself and destroying its host in the process.  But in this case the host was RAM, random access memory—the mind of a computer— and, like human viruses, ANX was extremely dangerous and difficult to detect.  There would be no remedy or cure for a computer infected with ANX.

When first injected into a defenseless program, and there would be no defense possible, ANX would remain totally innocuous.  Doing nothing but waiting, the virus would be silent and undetectable.  But at a precisely timed sixty seconds after infection, ANX's internal clock would initiate a propagation sequence causing the original code to explode into hundreds of billions of identical segments—each a gene containing a program with which to build more propagules.  ANX would being replacing the entire memory of an infected computer with its own RAM-hungry offspring within only minutes of its activation sequence.  Neither computer nor operator would be able to halt the process.  All data and eventually even the operating software would simply cease to exist.  The computer would die.

If the infected computer was hooked to another computer, which was the case for every computer in the Government Defense Network, ANX would spread quickly and effortlessly throughout the entire chain.  Since the computers in the GDN were dependent upon continuous interactions with one another to perform their assigned duties, disconnecting or shutting down the system was a physical impossibility.  Over 50,000 different GDN computers housed in the offices of government officials and civilian contractors routinely accessed one another in an intricate electronic web  The same kind of network was in place in the Soviet Union.

All of this was of course nothing new.  In November 1988 a computer virus absorbed memory space in a minor epidemic that nearly blazed out of control.  Many government agencies, Eiger recalled with amusement that Livermore was among them, had been infected by the viral program.  The virus had been developed by a Harvard graduate student, who according to his later testimony in court, was conducting an experiment that had exceeded the control systems he had relied upon to shut down its dispersal.  Luckily this particular strain of virus only haphazardly occupied a few vacant RAM sites—it was sort of a milk toast sort of nuisance.  If circumstances had been different, the Harvard virus could have consumed years of important and irreplaceable data and possibly might have jeopardized national security.

But the threat had been real.  Defense Department computer engineers and programmers became aware for the first time of just how vulnerable their computers were to sabotage.  The potential consequences of a terrorist viral act had finally struck home.  After the “Big Scare,”as it became known by experts in the electronic security business, Eiger had led an LLL team to develop safeguards to protect the GDN from viral infection.  The major obstacle that Eiger and his team faced in the development of preventive measures against computer saboteurs was that the viral threat was continually changing.  A smart hacker could quickly change the characteristics of his virus, especially the ones that detection software was designed to detect.  If a preventative vaccine was on the lookout for a virus with a specific configuration, a slightly modified virus might easily be overlooked.

Eiger turned to medical science for the solution.  In living systems antibodies generated by "T" cells in the immune system constantly survey their surroundings in search of alien particles known as antigens.  Antibodies determine the "alienness" of a particle by chemically checking key locations called "identifier loci."  If identifier loci are present, the antigen will be destroyed.  As antigens change through natural selection, so do the antibodies.  There are also antibodies that function as generalists.  Their antigen recognition pattern is less precise than those or more specialized antibodies.  The immune system always lags behind the offensive system because the antigens get there first.  Then the antibodies are produced in number to handle the invasion.  Therefore, a healthy immune system is one that can adapt to an ever-changing melange of intruders.

An adaptable vaccine program was exactly the kind of computer immune system that Eiger developed.  The strategy was to flood the zone of immune defense, the RAM itself, with hundreds of millions of independently mutating sentries that would continuously search and destroy any alien virus within nanoseconds of contamination.  Eiger was astonished to later discover that the pharmaceutical industry had committed millions of dollars on a similar approach to provide immunization against the common cold.  After the Eiger Vaccine was introduced into the Government Defense Network, it spread plague-like to every computer in the system.  Within the short span of six weeks, the new vaccine had become irreversibly entrenched into each and every software program in the ever-increasingly-connected digital world.  A new fact of life for programmers was that each new piece of software which they painstakingly crafted was immediately contaminated by the very computer used to conceive the program.  There was no way to eradicate the Eiger Vaccine, but it did its job.  The threat of viral attack had been eliminated.

Naturally there was a cost for such protection.  The Eiger Vaccine occupied twenty percent of the RAM of the vaccinated computer.  As a consequence, the planet suffered a cumulative loss of twenty percent of its global computing power.  In time international outrage subsided and the loss of RAM eventually became regarded as merely part of the cost of doing business in a highly unethical and distrustful world.  Eiger received considerable acclaim for viral-proofing the computers of the world.  At General Houston's insistence,  he had even appeared on several of the most popular network newscasts and had become somewhat of a celebrity in computer circles.

However the "Big Scare" had left an indelible crack in the confidence of the CIA and FBI.  In order to make certain that no radical, newly developed virus was ever developed that could somehow defeat the Eiger Vaccine, LLL was commissioned to establish a host computer to serve as bait.  Amateur hackers and seasoned programmers were challenged to defeat the Eiger Vaccine.  As an incentive to crack the system, a standing reward of $250,000 was offered.  The host computer was even accessible by toll free number and, since its inception five years ago, had received tens of thousands of attempts.  With all of this traffic and the inherent risk of transmittal if a new virus was successful, the host computer was heavily quarantined—after all it was an electronic guinea pig compliantly receptive to any and all kind of coded malignancies.  Any virus that broke through the Eiger barrier was to be greatly feared.  If there was a winner, alarms would immediately notify LLL, trace the successful invader and shut down all pertinent lines of communication.  The "pig" was secretly located in a natural haven far removed from civilization.  It lived on its own little island called Runit on an atoll known as Eniwetok.

ANX was to be Eiger's greatest achievement—the defeat of his own heralded and impenetrable vaccine.  With ANX in his arsenal, the General would undoubtedly seize a position of world power, but that was of no concern to the Professor.  The hyge challenge looming ahead and Eiger's ever-present consuming fear of the general were all that mattered to him any longer.

CHAPTER EIGHT

The Strategic Operations Room at Livermore was lined by solid concrete block walls covered with a cheap veneer of plastic mahogany.  The ceiling bristled with test tube brush shaped electronic bug detectors.  The recessed lighting fixtures were plugged with piercing 100 watt bulbs.  Although the ten foot long conference table was actually real, rich mohagany—as expensive as money can buy, no one ever felt comfortable in the "ops" room.

As a carryover from Livermore's long association with the University of California at Berkeley, in front of every seat a new yellow legal pad and ball point pen waited ready for the participants to take notes.  A paper shredder stood by ready for any waste.  Behind the legal pads, sipping their sixth or so daily dose of extremely black steaming coffee, the top LLL division leaders fidgeted nervously.  Many of the head weaponry scientists and defense system strategists incongruously were academicians drawn to Livermore in order to have access to the center's one-of-a-kind, abhorrently expensive equipment.  They certainly never looked forward to sessions with General Houston.  But they were compelled to play the game because the scramble for high energy research funding could be described only as intense and neverending.  Their theoretical work in atomic physics was entirely dependent upon how the hawks in the Pentagon viewed the long-term applicability of their research and General Houston was universally regarded as the hawk of hawks.  He also held the government's purse strings.

Even though there were several senior staff at Livermore who held  higher government service ratings than Eiger, the key administrators admitted to one another in private that Eiger had somehow gained a high degree of control over lab operations.  The old timers resented it deeply.  The signs were evident, Eiger's section has the largest operating budget and his lab was off limits to the rest of the staff.  Although to a member they each respected Eiger's genius in computer science, no one could forget for a moment about his “timely vaccine,” to a man they would have like to be rid of him entirely.  They referred to him as "Professor Ogre"—though never directly to his face.

As Eiger followed the General into the room, chairs rattled and collided as the civilians hastily rose to their feet.  A pen clattered onto the table while a legal pad plopped to the floor.  In spite of the prominent displays of NO SMOKING signs, the General lit an unusually large and foul smelling cigar and announced to the standing group, "At ease, gentlemen.  Please be seated won't you?"

He began, "I love coming here to Livermore because this is where our nation's freedom and security lie in trust.  You LLL scientists have a great heritage.  Not only did you invent the first nuclear weapons, then the superbombs, America's benchmark of freedom, but you are now creating sophisticated satellite weapons that will defend the free world against attack."

Pausing to blow smoke at the ceiling, Houston warmed to his subject.  "Most of you are now committed full time to the development and deployment of Star Wars weaponry.  SDI is a noble enterprise that will result in a long sought after, fool proof system to defend this continent.  I'm certain that you and your families will sleep better knowing that a blanket of extremely high powered lasers will be patrolling the night sky—waiting for incoming warheads.  And they'll come some day too!  Mark my words, in time they'll come."  Sooner than you think too,  you bunch of eggheads.

With the noted exception of Eiger, the group collectively squirmed.  Faces flushed red while questioning looks were discretely exchanged.  Livermore's director, Dr. Ernest Bradford, managed a feeble "Hear, hear."

The scientists inwardly assumed that the General was simply insane.  They stoically translated Houston's soliloquy into just so much noise which it was even to Houston.  Crazy yes, but a fool, no.  The General knew exactly what effect he was having on the men.  He needed to rock the boat to cover his increasing association with Eiger.  It was time to start the ANX ball rolling and this group of inquisitive minds must be diverted away from his secret project before they gained any inkling of the plan.

"You all have done a fine job here at Livermore, " Houston continued.  "I am very happy to bring you good news from the Administration.  Your funding for SDI has been increased by 25% that gentlemen is another seven hundred and fifty million dollars added to your budget."

Houston abruptly sat down and added nonchalantly.  "Congratulations.  I am certain that the nation's taxpayers will get more than their money’s worth.  Oh and by the way I am extremely pleased to announce that Professor Eiger has consented to accept a major assignment in this new expanded program...and will be, ahem...starting tomorrow, initiating a new top secret and extremely sensitive counter defensive project—code named Nimbus IV."  If you guessed it is computer-based, you're exactly right.  What else is there with Eiger anyway?  Ha!  Ha!"  "Since this will be a major component of the SDI Smart Weapons System, I want you all to cooperate with Professor Eiger to the fullest extent possible.  Our country needs SDI as soon as possible and I thank you for your determined efforts in advance.  Any questions, gentlemen?"

The startled audience stared at the General and looked from side to side at one another.  An embarrassing silence followed.

Dr. Bradford was stunned and felt searing hot angina-like palpitations in his chest.  Why didn't I know about this?"  he raged silently.  What an insult to my positio my career here is definitely at an end.  What will I tell my wife?  And what will I do now?  I'm still young—at my peak!  Bradford slumped forward and was silent.

Eiger averted his gaze to beneath the table and studied his worn Weejuns.  Without thinking, he wiped a flood of perspiration from his forehead.

The General wound up, "Of course this is a surprise to you all and I am sure to Dr. Bradford especially.  But please keep in mind that we are all on the same team and everyone has to do their part.  If we don't do our jobs the best that we know how, those fuckhead Russians will be sleeping with our wives and daughters.  Professor Eiger will brief you on an as need-to-know basis starting tomorrow."

The General unexpectedly stood followed by the sudden raking of chairs as the group, caught off guard, scrambled to achieve a facsimile of military attention.

Houston concluded, "One more thing.  You probably are already aware that security clearances base-wide are being reviewed as a precautionary measure.  As usual your friends and neighbors will be calling you to report that some man in a dark suit has been asking personal questions about you...wondering if you are a commie—or if you even know a commie.  You know the procedure.  We have all been there many times before."

Relighting his cigar and glancing toward Eiger, the General remarked.  "By the way...are any of you geniuses commies—or around here should I say faggots?  We'll soon find out won't we?  Ha!  Ha!"

The room reverberated with Houston's booming laughter as he abruptly turned on his heel and marched out the door.  Eiger's face surged with heat.  After moving to Livermore he had slipped several times in his vow to remain celibate.  The temptation had been too much with San Francisco less than an hour away—a city where gays were not only tolerated but major players in the local establishment.  Eiger had finally come out of the closet.  At least he had been careful.  There was only his one friend, his only friend, Matt.

As the General bustled past the main gate with Eiger in tow, Houston said, "Don't worry Professor.  I know that it will take you at least a week to start the new program.  I just wanted to make old Bradford shit.  I thought he was going to have a coronary.  Ha!  Ha!  By the way, I want my own personal entrance into your building.  I will supply the contractors and security.  Commander Cummings will be in touch to make the arrangements.  Hang in there old boy.  You look kind'a feverish or something...maybe you need to get some ass tonight to clear your head.  Getting laid isn't such a bad idea either...I might try it myself.  Ha!  Ha!."

Within moments the Huey lifted off in a roar and the General was gone.  But his presence was never felt more strongly at Livermore Laboratories.

Strapped in the helicopter five thousand feet over Oakland on a heading for Moffet Field, the General radio telephoned Mary in Manhattan.  "I should be back by midnight, darlin'.  Boy do I feel good...already got a hard one saved up for ya gal."  Before she could even reply, Houston severed the connection.

In her penthouse apartment looking down at the river below—not exactly lounging in silk pajamas and eating cherries drenched in chocolate, but close, Mary sighed and looked at the lifeless receiver.  She said, "Oh brother."

Eiger sweating and trembling in spite of the chill in the lab, called Mat and made a date for eight o'clock at the Ram Bar on Sutter Street.

CHAPTER NINE

The General drummed his pen sharply against his desk as he waited for Cummings.  One of Houston's mysterious idiosyncrasies was that he always arrived a half hour early for every meeting.  No one in the Pentagon ever really knew what time to show up for an appointment with the General.  It was a trick that he had learned while negotiating with an accountant from Science Applications, Inc.  The rule was that no matter the prearranged time for a designated meeting, always be there first.  The next person to arrive will think that either his watch was wrong or that his secretary screwed up again.  In any event, the apparent latecomer will be thrown into a quandary at the outset—an advantage that the General savored.

But Cummings was clued in by now.  As he seated himself in front of the General's massive oak desk, whose polished surface held scattered files with a variety of secrecy ratings and instructions, he announced, "Good morning General, it's zero eight hundred precisely."

Checking his Rolex and frowning, the General replied, "Go ahead Commander, what do you have on the latest security checks?"

Cummings handed over a file folder opened to the executive summary.  It was entitled, "Lawrence Livermore Laboratory Security Review by Special Order of the Office of Technology."  He summarized its contents, "All personnel check out as previously cleared with the exception of Carl Eiger, who has been positively identified as consorting with a homosexual male in the Bay Area a guy named Matt McPherson."

The General clapped his hands in excitement and shouted, "Damn.  I should have guessed that Eiger was a fag when he turned crimson at that meeting on Friday.  I wondered at the time, now I've got that little weenie by the balls.  Ha! Ha!, I bet he'd like that too, that little queer.  Commander let's toast to our great fortune!"

Cummings gently protested that it was just slightly after eight in the morning, but to no avail.  The General handed him a copper rimmed bourbon glass filled to the brim with Glenfelten.  As Houston puffed on a slick green cigar, already his second of the day, he toasted, "Now I really do have that randy Professor in my pocket...and boy was Mary great to me last weekend.  Salud to ANX and Mary and here's to Eiger's boyfriend, Matt."  "By the way...is Eiger's surprise on the way?"

"Yes sir.  Stacy Powers will arrive at 0800 Pacific Time, a little less than three hours from now, General, with all of your instructions ready for implementation."

"Good job, Commander.  How is your cute little wife doing?  Here's to you and her."

Cummings wife was named Diane.  She was indeed very nicely packaged with a tight, sexy figure, nice breasts, and long brown hair that matched her almond eyes.  As a poorly paid bank teller with extreme sybaritic tendencies, she longed for a way out and a way up.  What she needed was a man to make her fantasies come true.  Not picky either, any gent with money would do.  Even Cummings, whom she had met in a DC singles bar would do just fine...and did.  An officer working for a general on his way up to the top must make out real well, she had coldly calculated.  They were married two weeks later.  Now she did live and do exactly as she pleased.  That is except for the once a week mauling she forced herself to endure from her slob of a husband—if he had been a good boy that is.  She was sly enough to put sex on a privileged, not mandatory, basis.  Now she could have anything she wanted—she just loved her new BMW and their town house in Alexandria.  Lately she had been enjoying afternoon interludes with one of her old lovers while Bob was at the office.  That made things even better.

--------

Janet Williams had been Professor Eiger's personal secretary and administrative assistant since his arrival at LLL.  During those five years, nearly to the day, she had never been reprimanded, or had taken sick leave, or had ever been late for work.  On Monday morning at eight thirty she arrived as usual at Livermore's South Gate to receive the shock of her life; security would not admit her into the complex.  The guard matter of factly stated that her security clearance was invalid and confiscated her badge.  Using a pay phone at a nearby Chevron station, she furiously rang up Professor Eiger who sounded as perplexed as she.

Eiger painfully explained that matters were out of his hands.  For some reason unknown to him, she had lost her Top Secret rating.  He kept restating that the situation was beyond his control.  He did not know why, but he was sorry.  He pleaded with her to understand that it was not his doing.  She had never before heard real passion in his voice during their long and cordial relationship.  As an attempt at consolation, Eiger informed her that a severance check was waiting with a box containing her belongings at the Main Gate.  She found a letter of recommendation and a check for three months pay—both signed by General Pratt Houston.

Janet was outraged, but managed somehow to retain her composure.  She was confident in her skills and performance record.  There were plenty of jobs open to a woman with her experience, and she hated the second rate tract housing and sleazy beer bars that dominated the hot dusty town of Livermore, California.  But she wondered what was going on.  How could the Professor...or the General have accomplished my dismissal so quickly?  Everything seemed normal on Friday.  Now on Monday I'm out of here.  My God something big must be up.  All the doings of that General Houston too, if you ask me.  And now that it was finally over, Janet breathed a sigh of relief.  Things had been getting very tense—even more tense than usual, around Eiger's lab lately.  The Professor was obviously under a great deal of great pressure—he perspired so even in the freezing CM lab.

Probing the depth of her anger, she thought, Five years of helping bullshit the administrators at UC Berkeley and what thanks do I get?  A check and a "Sorry mam, we don't need you any more."  I'm glad I'm gone.  Star Wars?  Professor Eiger and General Houston, they’re all yours...you...you jerks!

Eiger was simultaneously steaming mad and filled with trepidation.  Not only had the General neglected to inform him that Janet would be replaced, but in the office next to his, Janet's office until this morning he remembered, sat a young and very attractive brunette with icy blue eyes and a very slim figure wrapped snugly in a purple business suit complete with a black string tie.  The dark hose and heels that complimented the well shaped legs so amply revealed revealed by her thigh riding skirt were not enough of a distraction to prevent Eiger from concluding the obvious—his new secretary was undoubtedly a plant—a spy for the General.

Her name was Stacy Powers.  She had no security badge, or at least didn't bother to wear it.  She had arrived through the General's new gate and had packed Ms. Janet's belongings in a small, white cardboard box brought along expressly for the purpose.  The box had contained the letter from Houston and the check.

Several times during the day, Eiger was on the verge of calling the General to complain.  But in the end he did nothing at all—except worry...and sweat even more than usual.  The air-conditioning recycled the light scent of Stacy's Chanel.

After five, when Stacy had gone for the day, Eiger phoned Matt.  At least the General doesn't know about him.  I have to be careful that Houston doesn't find out.  I don't have much to live for except Matt.

CHAPTER TEN

The Air Force flight loadmaster, Sergeant McReynolds known to the crew as"Mac," emerged from the rear of the plane, his bald head sandwiched in a giant set of bulbous yellow headphones.  Beneath his double chin swung a wire mike which allowed him to communicate with the cockpit.  The headphones were necessary in order to hear over the roar of the whining turbines.  Short, with a beer belly, Mac tried hard to manifest a John Wayne could-give-a-damn look.  His appearance was calculated to read, "Oh shucks, ma’m...this is just another day off the ground...just a little joy ride."  The military macho manifested on the outside was just a facade, inside he was quaking in his boots.  Mac was a weekend warrior out of a Long Beach Air National Guard unit and he had never made this particular flight before in his life.  When in his normal civilian mode, Mac dawdled through the days as a life insurance broker and had joined the Guard in a spasm of patriotism following the defeat of the Iraqis.  He also needed the extra spending money since his wife had opted for a career as a housewife. The junkets to Hawaii, which he normally flew, were fine.  But taking this old bird to a packed coral strip thousand of miles from the nearest flight mechanic made him extremely nervous.  The C-141 had one of the Air Force's highest breakdown rates—something hydraulic always seemed to be leaking and in need of repair.  Mac was desperately afraid that he would get stuck out in the middle of nowhere waiting for parts to be flown in.  Not a remote possibility either, it happened frequently on this particular mission.  And the timing couldn't be worse.  Tomorrow he was taking the family on a long-planned vacation to Yosemite.  Mac's marriage was already on shaky ground, too much time at the office was the usual complaint.  He wondered if Janie would divorce him if he didn't make it back tonight.  Every day of the vacation had been worked out to the nth degree and cutting the trip short, even if by just a day, would have been a heartbreaker to the kids.

The rear bay was packed to capacity.  Mac sat carefully on a mesh bag bulging with dive gear, captivated by the strange cargo.  Sally and Tom lay side-by-side covered with wet army blankets secured by the webbing of a bright orange net.  Their liquid black eyes reflected the dull silver aluminum of the aircraft's interior.  The dolphins were still, only occasionally emitting high pitched squeaks.  It was hard to judge, but they didn't look at all happy.

Sandra studied Mac as he began talking into his mouthpiece.  But with the deafening roar inside the plane and ears plugged with a pink, pliable substance that looked like bubble gum, it was impossible for her to discern he was saying.   Even Sally and Tom's ears were protected by foam pads secured with black electrical tape.  Sandra wondered if their ears were popping like hers, the plane seemed to be descending.  The FASTEN SEAT BELT sign flickered several times then stayed lit.  Mac tapped each passenger and pointed to the sign.  Sandra figured it must be some sort of regulation because it was easy to see that she and the other two passengers were snarled in the same complex type of harnesses that bound her so uncomfortably.  By twisting around Sandra could catch a glimpse of blue out of a small porthole.  Turning further and sliding one shoulder free of the canvas restraint she caught the first sight of her new home,  a home at least for the next year.  She caught Mac's attention and he shuffled over and slid one of his ears free of the headset and pressed it close to her face.  Using a combination of improvised hand signals and shouting at the top of her lungs, Sandra asked if they could circle around atoll, she wanted to see the famed necklace of mini-islands and shallow reefs that surrounded the lagoon before landing.  Mac raised his eyebrows, gritted his teeth then spoke into his mike.  In a moment he gave her a thumbs up sign.  The plane began a gradual bank to the left and the torquoise lagoon filled the horizon.  Sandra squirmed until she was plastered fully in front of her oval window.

How fantastic... and how narrow the islands...stretched out like stepping stones in a long circular arc.  In the center of islands a peaceful lagoon lay protected by the outer reef where waves crashed and boiled into a white froth.  The lagoon was a greener shade of blue than the open sea, and depending upon the depth, ranged in hue from deep green to light turquoise.  The beaches were definitely white—pure radiant white.  Her heart raced to see lush groves of graceful palms, their fronds dancing wildly in the trade winds.  Flocks of delicate fairy terns rose to greet them, their tranquility shattered by the low pass of the plane.  The words "tropical paradise" formed softly on her lips.

The C-141 lined up with the coral gravel strip and dropped to a smooth landing on the hot shimmering runway.  Sandra was the first passenger off the plane.  Standing on the ramp fishing in her bag for sunglasses, she felt a blast of hot, humid wind which launched her Raider's ball cap dancing down the runway.  Three young Coast Guardsmen, technicians who manned the Loran station, raced to rescue her hat.  They were quick to seize an opportunity to meet this knockout gal who had materialized unexpectedly and sent their blood pulsing.  Yet even their considerable ardor was diverted when the pallet holding Tom and Sally slid down the roller ramp at the rear of the plane and landed in the baking, hot sun.   The Coasties were willingly commandeered into service and formed a bucket brigade.  Hand over hand, they passed plastic pails of water dipped from the nearby lagoon and sloshed them over the squirming, chattering animals.

Eniwetok airport consisted of a single aluminum Quonset hut.  A plywood sign bolted to the front of the building sported the yellow caricature of a sun face wearing dark shades and beaming a happy grin. Someone with a sense of humor had carefully painted in large letters, "Welcome to Eniwetok International Airport."  Passengers waiting to board the return flight stood smoking and talking to their friends.  Their bright aloha shirts, recently pressed Bermuda shorts, Samsonite brief cases, and paperback novels clearly delineated them from the rest of the onlookers, who would go back to their offices or workshops as soon as the plane left the ground.   Most of the action centered around a big dirty ice chest where every few minutes one of the men sidled in to squash an empty can and fish out a fresh beer.  Nearly everyone was keeping a close watch on Sandra and the dolphins while conducting the well rehearsed, once-a-week, ritual known to all as "plane day."

The sky seemed vibrantly close and much more prominent to the eye than that of northern California where the air and clouds seemed to seep together in a blend auto emissions and coastal haze.  Rotating her head, Sandra could see from one horizon to the other where the sky flattened exactly into the sea.  Brilliant puffs of white streamed by low overhead in orderly groups propelled by the steady push of the trades.

A dilapidated stake bed truck missing a few fenders and apparently held together by rust but still bearing the weathered paint "Eniwetok Marine Biological Lab" rattled into the passenger compound.  A tall, athletic man in cut-offs and a faded work shirt, obviously behind schedule and looking harried, ran up to Sandra and gasped,  "Damn battery was dead again...had to get jump started...sorry I'm late...how are the porpoises?"  Barely stopping for a breath, he continued, "Let's get that pallet into the back of the truck...I set up a temporary pool until we can transfer them to the crater tomorrow."  Then he abruptly thrust forward a calloused tan hand for Sandra to shake, which she enthusiastically pumped sweat and all and said,  "Hi, I'm Jim Morrow—all my friends just call me Morrow.  I like it better like that.  Welcome to Micronesia."

Sandra held on for dear life as the truck bounced and swerved to avoid potholes as Morrow gunned the truck down the island's one and only road. The aging truck coughed and wheezed past a sign posted along the roadway that warned would-be trespassers of the dire consequences awaiting those charged with unauthorized entry.  Morrow parked in front of an aluminum building hidden deeply within a dense grove of coconut palms.  The lab was located at the northernmost tip of the island on a little spit of sand.  The air smelled of hot tar from the creosote-impregnated pier which jutted into the lagoon providing dock space for the lab's fleet of dive skiffs.  At the head of the pier, two students waited while a clattering compressor topped off their SCUBA tanks.  The lab building was fronted by a spacious lanai filled with rows of observation tanks full of marine specimens.  A haphazard assortment of outboard motors, gas cans, anchors, ropes, and dive gear was scattered in seeming chaos.  Sandra stood transfixed in front of a large tank full of colorful reef fish, many of which she recognized from the old pet shop days.

Morrow pointed out a red and white fish with long trailing fins and a blunt head.  He said, "Watch out for that one.  It's called..."

"A lionfish, Pterois volitans" interrupted Sandra, "and it has deadly spines."

"I'm impressed, Dr. Grant.  You seem to know your ichthyology."

"Only the dangerous ones," she laughed.  This reminds me so much of the pet shop in Key West.  Are you there Grandma?  How do you like all these tropical fish?

Morrow led her to the side of the building where a green shade cloth drooped loosely over a low tank of water suspended at each corner by a cord tied to a nearby palm.  The fifty foot circular pool was filled nearly to the top with clear lagoon water.  As they were talking, several late model pickup trucks crunched to a halt in the gravel driveway by the pool.  A motley assortment of Kentron workers, already high from the beer they had guzzled at the airport, gathered around to see the new arrivals.  Word traveled fast on the island, especially when a female had arrived.  They had come to "check her out."

Sandra immediately enlisted the men's help in carrying the dolphins one by one to the pool.  She jumped in with the Twins to keep them company and to make sure that they revived fully.  As she got soaked, her sheer top and shorts caused a minor sensation in the group of onlookers.  Realizing too late that she was indeed putting on quite a show, Sandra was forced to endure the wolf whistles and cat calls as she patiently walked the dolphins around cooing to them in a soft voice.  She tried to reassure them that this stopover was only temporary and that she was their friend and guardian.  Within half an hour every nonessential island resident had joined the party.  The crowd was now about three men deep around the pool and beers were being handed forward from somewhere back of the ranks.  The whistles died down as the men became mesmerized by the blowing and clicking of the dolphins, but many still gawked lustily at the spectacle of Sandra in a transparent blouse which revealed a sheer bra and tight nipples.  The men seemed to be having an outrageously good time.

Standing waist deep in the warm water as the Twins swam around the tank grazing her outstretched palms with their smooth skin, it occurred to Sandra that things were certainly moving in unexpected directions.  Only two days ago she had arrived at the Naval Undersea Center at Kaneohe.  There she had been met by a nervous civilian who introduced himself as the Operations Manager.  He had immediately escorted Sandra to an off limits area of the base which had looked like it had once served as an airplane hanger.  Sally and Tom lived in a cramped concrete pool and it was obvious from the outset that they were very unhappy creatures.
The Ops Manager had proven to be as uncooperative as he was anxious to be rid of the Twins.  He refused to even discuss the Navy dolphin program and made no mention of Tom and Sally's abilities or refusal to perform.  Later on that afternoon Sandra had managed a conversation with one of the mammal trainers during a brief five minutes while the Ops Manager left her unattended.  Although reticent to discuss any of the details about the kind of instruction that the Twins had received, the trainer had revealed that they were very clever animals—and on several instances had correctly anticipated commands before they were issued.  As if the shock of this revelation were not enough, when he re-showed the Ops Manager matter of factly informed her that he had just spoken with General Houston and the dolphins were booked on Thursday's flight to Eniwetok.  "Sorry ma’m.  Those were his exact words, 'Move the dolphins out on the next available flight.'...and that's this Thursday Dr. Grant."

Sandra's hastily conceived plan had at least been orderly.  First scout out the dolphins, they turned out to be incredible specimens, then return to her lab in Berkeley to plan, organize, and pack for the move.  She figured it would take at least three months to put the package together and another six months to build the lab and set up the equipment—all before the Twins arrived in Micronesia.

Well so much for that plan.  It looks like I have no choice but to go with the flow.  The opportunity to work with twin dolphins...who might already have demonstrated psychic powers, is just too valuable to risk.  If I stall, they might ship them to someone else...and I would lose my funding too.  Only two days to prepare and when I get there what will I do?  At least I'll make sure the dolphins are safe, then I'll bring the team over and then....

The director of Hawaii's Institute of Marine Biology was sympathetic and quite helpful.  He assured her that the Eniwetok Lab would be placed at her disposal and offered the services of the acting lab manager until her group was mobilized.  So with just a couple of stops at the Ala Moana Shopping Center to get extra shorts, tops and shampoo, a local dive shop to purchase a new set of dive gear to replace the gear she had left in California, and a computer store to get a box of diskettes for her portable Macintosh, she was as ready as possible.  She had spent as much time at NUC in the tank with the Twins as the Ops Manager would allow.  She purposely tried to establish a sense of trust in the dolphins.  They took to her immediately.  After years of military discipline and the company of men, Sally and Tom warmed to the affection she showered upon them.  Still, like it was only yesterday, she remembered thinking, how do you tell two dolphins they’re about to fly to Micronesia?

Now suddenly, here in this pool in the Marshall Islands surrounded by lecherous, unshaven men who all were obviously sex starved castaways, it was hard to believe that less than a week ago she had been innocently sitting in her Berkeley lab wondering what had happened to her NSF proposal.  Now she the center of attention of a south Pacific all male tribe telling two bottlenose dolphins not to worry, everything is going to work out fine.  Just calm down now you two. I'll try to do the same.

Jim Morrow was her savior.  During her short stay in Hawaii she had learned that he held a master’s degree in ichthyology from the University of Hawaii and a doctorate in marine biology from Scripps Institution of Oceanography.  His graduate research had been performed at Eniwetok and since joining the faculty at Scripps he had returned every year to do fieldwork.  Morrow's specialty was shark behavior, and he had published extensively on the stimuli that trigger shark attacks on humans.

The sun edged toward the sea.  The trade winds had diminished to just a breath that ruffled the surface of the lagoon.  Tiny wavelets refracted the sun's rays like a prism sending little lightning flash sprinkles across the water surface.  A sense of serenity enveloped the island.  The gawkers had retired en masse to the club to do some serious drinking and to exchange snide remarks about the newcomers.  The Twins seemed to relax allowing Grant to shift her attention to Morrow.  He was tall and muscular with short sandy hair.  He looked like the stereotype California surfer, blond and bronze.  She had once heard that all Scripps grads were surfers.

The first question she posed was, "Tell me about the sharks...and thanks for your help today.  I simply couldn't have managed without you.  They look much better now.  Those goatfish you provided them made them feel right at home."

Producing two bottles of Primo beer from the lab refer, Morrow spoke softly and with confidence.  He related some of his experiences diving these waters:  one dive buddy had been bitten into two pieces.  "No the shark didn't come back for the second half," he said before she could ask.  Another buddy, the divemaster from Scripps, had a big chunk removed from his elbow.  "It's the first thing he talks about in his dive classes," laughed Morrow.  "He always wears short sleeve shirts too."  A Kentron worker who called himself “Old Shot Miller, the Shark Killer" had been mouthed head on by a big tiger shark and had required sixty stitches in his head.  "Scalp wounds bleed viciously.  Really made a mess of my boat" commented Morrow without emotion.

When Sandra asked why his buddies seem to get nailed and not he, Morrow warmed more to the subject.  "The secret is quite simple actually," he explained.  "If you see sharks, you must get out of the water as soon as possible or know precisely what you are doing.  I do.  The other's didn't.  If your exit is obstructed, maneuver your tank against the reef and wedge yourself in between the corals.  Don't get excited and hold your breath.  If you do, you'll float upwards and provide them with an easy target.  While you're fending off one attacking from the front, another shark will approach from the rear and attempt to snatch you from behind.  Fire your powerhead from a controlled position."

Sandra was impressed with Morrow's composure while describing in detail such frightening prospects.  Morrow went on, "Surprisingly the greatest danger here is a small carcharhinid called the grey reef shark.  They don't get much larger than six feet, but they are very, very aggressive.  You might call them the ocean's version of the pit bull.  Greys don't attack you to eat you—only to defend their territory.  Afterall, they were there first.”

"On the other hand, the pelagic white tip and the big tiger sharks are definitely real bad news.  They also aggressively defend their territories, but they are different.  They seem to like human flesh....very vicious and very dangerous.  But even though the whites and tigers are as bad as it gets, they are relatively uncommon and  you may never see one while you are here.  So remember, it is most critical to keep an eye of the greys.  They are exceedingly fast, curious and abundant.  That makes for a volatile situation.  Sometime I'll tell you about their dance."

Sandra mentioned radioactivity and that she was surprised that people could even live on this particular atoll.  "I read about a radioactive island in the lab guide.  What's going on out there anyway?"

Morrow took a long hard pull from his bottle of Primo then answered, "Who knows?  This place is full of secrets.  One thing for sure is the Runit is definitely off limits.  The rumor goes that it is the most radioactive spot on the earth's surface.  Considering the record of the Atomic Energy Commission, that's saying a lot.  I do know that to go on the island you need to wear lead boots and a respirator suit."

He continued, "It's funny.  I was here during one of the first radiological surveys that the AEC conducted in the mid-seventies...before they had allowed any of the natives to come back.  What a strange cast of characters.  The guys from Livermore labs were OK, but the ones from the Atomic Energy Commission were something else.  Their expeditions were mostly a pleasure jaunt—a couple of weeks outside of their offices in the Nevada desert.  The AEC even flew in a motor yacht to cruise around the islands and collect coconut samples.  Every day after breakfast they set out with a cooler full of pre-mixed margaritas and a picnic basket full of goodies.  But, I shouldn't complain too much.  They hired me as a consultant to pick up soil samples from Runit since one of my study reefs was just offshore.  That's how they found out that Runit was hot.  I brought them a baggie full of dirt, which looked like ordinary sand to me.  It pegged their Geiger counter.  The shit really hit the fan when they found pieces of pure plutonium in the bottom of the bag," as he expertly twisted the cap off a new bottle of Primo.

"Oh great, I'll make certain be avoid that island," exclaimed Sandra as she rose to study a chart of the atoll thumb-tacked to the lab wall.  Runit was marked with a skull and cross bones and a labels stating DANGER STAY CLEAR.  NO ANCHORAGE.  NO LANDING PERMITTED.  RADIOACTIVE CONTAMINATION..  She noted that Runit was located next to North Island—the island on which she planned to establish her new lab.   I wonder what happened there that left pure plutonium lying around on the surface?  Wow!

As if reading her mind, Morrow offered, "The story one the AEC crew members leaked, he was on a brutal bender at the club, was that one of the weapons experts back in the sixties wanted to know what would happen if a bomber carrying an armed nuke crashed on takeoff.  You know, would it go off or not?  So the AEC took a small fission device, set it on a big charge of dynamite and lit the fuse.  Nothing happened except that the bomb's case cracked open spilling plutonium into the sand.  They probably figured 'no big deal' and went home.  That was long before there was any kind of environmental consciousness.  The whole incident was forgotten until I collected my little sample twenty years later.  According to the local scuttlebutt, there is too much radioactivity on Runit to ever clean up.  I heard that at one time they even considered paving the island with a ten foot deep layer of concrete so that it would be safe for the returning islanders.  But at an estimated cost about $200 million, they just said to hell with it.  Put up a Keep Out sign and let the radioactivity naturally decay.  Trouble is that the half life of plutonium is 250,000 years."

"Telling you this story now, I realize how outrageous it must sound.  But that makes it even more believable to me.  The AEC is known for its fiascoes.  I still get over by Runit every other month or so and there seems to a considerable amount of coming and going for such a foreboding place.  There's even a another new cabin cruiser tied up to a new dock—the first one was lost in a typhoon back in 1980.  Whatever you do, don't waste any energy trying to get a straight answer out of the LLL guys.  They won't talk about Runit at all.  You'll see them around, they're the guys in the nifty orange suits.  By the way, have you surmised yet that you are the only foxy chick on an island with about sixty horny and somewhat deranged males?"

Sandra let the remark go by without comment.  She changed the subject, "Where's the nearest McDonalds, I'm famished."

She reflected that Morrow was definitely a friend in time of need.  He was also very handsome.  Up close she could see that his hair was actually brown, but bleached by years in the sun.  He had a strong chin which by now was showing a hint of afternoon shadow and golden brown eyes.  She could not help notice that his muscles flexed smoothly when he moved, maybe a little like the sharks which he studied.  And more than once she had caught him studying her carefully.

Is it him, Grandma...is he the one you saw in your vision?
CHAPTER ELEVEN

Sally and Tom were once again strapped to the dreaded pallet, covered with a wet blanket and secured by the orange cargo net.  They were aboard a World War II era landing craft en route to their new home.  Their destination was an ocean-filled depression at the tip of North Island—a perfectly circular, shallow pit that had been gouged out of the reef flat by a nuclear blast in May 1959.  The crater spanned a quarter mile in diameter and averaged thirty feet in depth.  From the air it looked as if a giant ice cream scoop had shoveled a perfect bite out of the reef flat.   

The crater was a testimony to the resiliency of nature.  Forty years earlier, the rich coral reef where the crater now stood had been atomized in a pulse of energy by a nuclear weapon nicknamed "Cactus."  Over the decades, the crater had gradually been reclaimed by the reef community.  Lush colonies of hard and soft corals flourished in the warm clear water.  Schools of goatfishes patrolled the bottom in search of crustaceans, and delicate damselfishes played hide and seek in the finger coral.  Since Cactus Crater retained no residual radioactivity, it would make a safe haven for the dolphins—keeping them in fairly close quarters, but in a somewhat natural environment—at least a lot better than a swimming pool..

As the landing craft closed on the barely standing pier, Morrow pointed out Runit across the channel to the north.  They could see a newly constructed concrete wharf running outward from the shore into the lagoon.  A sleek cabin cruiser rocked lightly against the pier cushioned by rubber tires fastened to the dock.  Through Morrow's binoculars, Sandra could make out the figures of three men walking along the beach wearing orange coveralls.  She winced as the glasses magnified a sharp flash of sunlight that reflected like gun steel, but the distance was too great to make out the source.  Seeing the luxury yacht tied up to the off limits island made Sandra wonder how dangerous the island really was—or if something weird might be going on over there.

Morrow held up his hands and said, "Don't ask me, I have no idea what's goes on over there."

The landing craft's transmission clanged into reverse accompanied by a throaty roar from the diesels.  An acrid plume of black smoke erupted from the stack as the diesels thundered up to full speed.  The heavy boat quickly lost momentum and lightly kissed the rickety dock.  One of the crew tossed a loop of heavy line over a piling and made it fast to a cleat on the deck.  Once the landing craft was lined up properly, the front ramp ratcheted downward into position forming a loading ramp.  The rust-riddled lab truck, tires squat and bulging with the weight of the dolphins, camp gear and provisions, splashed reluctantly into the shallows and into the soft sand—instantly got stuck then stalled.  Sandra and the crew jumped into the knee-deep water and shoved with all their might until the old truck groaned and creaked its way up onto the beach.

The lagoon waters were entrancing—a gem crystal blue in the deeper reaches transitioning to a light green in the shallows.  Just offshore, Sandra noticed irregular patches of dark reef separated by lighter corridors of sand.  The water was so clear that Sandra could even make out large green fish darting from reef to reef.  Morrow identified them as parrotfish—a species that chisels and grinds living coral with its hard beak.  According to Morrow, this was one of the richest shallow water reef communities in the world.

In spite of having high spirits about the exciting prospects for underwater exploration, Sandra was crestfallen when she gazed upon the island—her new home.  Simply put, it was a disaster.  The scene at the beach reminded her of a television newscast about an industrial complex in the central Florida that had been swatted by a tornado.  Wrecked landing craft, marooned for decades since the Battle of Eniwetok, lay helter-skelter, some partly submerged—others high and dry.  A crumbling building stood in ruins at the base of the pier, its roof buckled into its interior.  In every direction, she found stoic concrete bunkers riddled with serrated iron reinforcing rod that made ugly rust stains as it weathered in the salt air.  And there were scores of derelict vehicles:  dump trucks, pickup trucks, flat bed trailer rigs, bull dozers—even a crane with its scoop left hanging in mid-air.  It was a macabre scene from a junk yard horror movie.  The world had ended here.  Humanity had vanished and left these sordid reminders of their passage.  Pump stations, a dormitory for a hundred men and.a flat concrete pad that might have even been a tennis court  were buried in drifting sand and strangled by the intertwined vines of gaily blooming purple morning glories.

Attempting to be cheerful, but obviously deeply disappointed she said, "Oh darn, I didn't get my tetanus booster."

Morrow parried, "You're kidding.  We'd better go back.  Try not to step on anything sharp,” he added apologetically, "But seriously, watch where you're going around here.  This side of North Island is a mess, but the windward side is much nicer.  Come on.  You'll see."

Sandra asked, curious for an explanation about the bizarre surroundings but reluctant to offen him, "Just what is all this...may I use the word crap, anyway?"

Driving slowly because of the rough road, Morrow filled her in.  "This was one of the support bases for the AEC during the nineteen fifties.  Several thousand homesick technicians and engineers were stationed out here.  That explains the buildings, bunkers and towers.  The boats on the beach are wrecks left over from World War II.  Obviously neither the military nor the government cared much about the environment back in those days.  I've read some of the published accounts about the testing period.  The attitude seems to have been to use this place up.  I guess pollution doesn't matter if you plan on vaporizing the evidence.  But as they say, 'Beauty is in the eye of the beholder..  The natives are real happy about these crumbling old buildings.  They specifically asked for them to be left in place.  I've been over to some of the islands on the south side.  They fix these things up to look pretty neat."

The truck edged over a rise in the middle of the island.  Suddenly man's folly was forgotten.  As Morrow promised the far side was quite picturesque.  It reminded Sandra of a tropical grotto near Hana on the Island of Maui.  A dense grove of palms descended down to a pristine beach.  Thousands of iridescent white fairy terns took to the air as they rumbled onto the sand.  Graceful palms with necks like long, sinuous snakes grew right to the water's edge.  Tom and Sally began squirming against their restraint's as soon as the truck backed to a halt at the rim of the crater.  Within minutes the dolphins had rolled off into the water and were off exploring their new domain.  Tom caught a goatfish and proudly displayed it to Sandra before wolfing it down headfirst.  It was the first time he had ever captured his own wild game.

Sandra and Morrow stood knee deep in the crater cheering on Sally as she too made made her first catch.  Unexpectedly, one of the Twins turned and lifted a tail and slammed it down hard on the surface sending a wall of saltwater cascading down upon Sandra and Morrow.  Laughing, Sandra screamed, "Well I guess that's an invitation if I’ve ever seen one.  Shall we?  Then she stripped off her shorts and top to reveal a stunning black string bikini and dove headfirst into the crater.  Morrow jumped in shorts, shirt and all.

As Sandra and Morrow sun dried on the beach, the Twins put on a heartwarming show—swimming and jumping free of the water in perfect synchronicity.  

“Yes!, Yes!,Yes!,” Sandra cheered them from the sand, alternating between jumping for joy and sobbing hysterically.  Even though Sally and Tom were still confined, they were savoring the most freedom they had ever experienced.  They were also becoming very attached to their new comrads.

Morrow guided Sandra through the steps of setting up a bright red nylon camp tent.  A fifty gallon tank on the truck bed provided a makeshift shower:  the tailgate a kitchen shelf.   The bathroom was a three foot deep trench that Morrow scooped out of a private spot in the jungle.  While Sandra carried gear into the tent, Morrow disappeared into the lagoon with his mask and fins.  In short order he returned all smiles, his dive bag bristling with an enormous spiny lobster.  They roasted the "bug", as Morrow insisted on calling it, over a hot fire fueled with dry coconut husks.  Then to Sandra's amazement, Morrow magically produced a chilled California chardonnay to complete the feast.  As they sat close together, coals glowing intermittently from little gusts of breeze, the dying sun painted the sky with broad bands of reds and oranges in a horizon wide blaze of color.

Later they lay next to one another on sleeping bags pulled out from the tent.  The sat awestruck in the darkness, their attention totally consumed by a coal black sky saturated with constellations and galaxies.  A shooting comet sliced brightly east to west across the sky then arced into the sea.  An uncontrollable impulse urged Morrow to kiss Sandra, and she responded deeply without resisting.  He kissed her neck and shoulders and pulled her close to his bare chest.  She could hear her heart beating over the hushed slide of surf gently sliding up the sand and returning to the sea..

Sandra pulled back and sat up to catch her breath.  For several seconds she remained transfixed, silently watching the sky and savoring Morrow's taste on her lips.  Then she rose slowly in the balmy night air, silhouetted by the brilliant starlit sky.  Looking down at Morrow in the shadows, she pulled her top over her head and slid her silk panties to the sand.  She looked up in time to see Sally and Tom jump together in a high, graceful arc.  As they plunged back as one into the water, the crater erupted in a shower of blue-white sparks emitted by luminescent plankton.

"Oh how beautiful," she breathed as she climbed into Morrow's sleeping bag.  I have never felt this way...this...good in my entire life.
They made love throughout the night.  Exhausted, but sublimely happy, Sandra watched the freshening glow of the early morning.  A bare hint of rising sun beneath the horizon washed shades of grey into the distant clouds.  Almost imperceptibly they slowly added a tinge of pink to their dark margins.  She was certain that her grandmother's vision had been true.

CHAPTER TWELVE

"You asshole!" she screamed while clenching her fists and grinding her teeth.

"Wha? humph, whad ya say?" the General mumbled facedown into the pillow.  His fringe of grey hair was matted to the sides of his face and he smelled like a distillery gone sour.  He was naked, except for khaki green knee high socks and brown leather garters.

"You show up three hours late and plastered to the gills.  You stand up our dinner reservations at the Prix, without calling of course, then you have the audacity to try to poke me anywhere and everywhere with your hard little dick.  And to top it all offtr, you're not even conscious, you son of a bitch.  You disgust me, Pratt.  How can you continue to act like some sort of juvenile delinquent at your age?  You are so inconsiderate that I would cry if I weren't so pissed off."

"Is that you Mary?  Hi darlin', could you get me a cold beer?  I put a six pack in your refer just in case.  It's a good thing I did.  I really feel like shit this morning.  What time is it anyway?  Did Cummings call?"

"Its dawn and yes he's on his way over to pick you up and I have had it up to hear with your bullshit.  She gestured with a trembling hand, "Look you even ripped by new nightgown to shreds you jerk...and I have bruises on my arms where you held me down and crushed me."

"Mary it’s so nice to see you so bright and chipper at this early hour.  Never mind, I'll get the beer myself.  Don't trouble yourself honey."

While sucking down an ice cold Heineken in two long swallows, the General dialed the limo mobile number.  "Yes it is a great morning Commander.  You're right on schedule.  I'll be ready in twenty minutes that should put us at Andrews right on schedule for our ten o'clock flight.  Did you call Eiger to let him know we're coming?  Good, I'd rather have it be a surprise.  We haven't seen our little gay boy for over a week he'd better be making progress or I'll...never mind I'll meet you out front."

Mary would not let him near her after he emerged from the shower proudly displaying his erection.  She shrilly continued her verbal assault while he hurriedly slid into one of the pressed dress uniform he kept in her closet precisely for times like this.  As he ran for the elevator, he pressed a wad of fifties into her hand.  Houston observed that she took his money easily enough.

Catching his breath as the limo negotiated the usual morning rush hour congestion, Houston smiled and tried to recall what happened before he blacked out.  But it was no use.  Boy, I must have been great to get her so worked up.

Houston rummaged through his briefcase until he found the Nimbus file.  He was pleased to hear Commander Cumming's reassurance that a full cut of blood rare prime rib, a baked potato and a pitcher of Bloody Mary's had been placed on board awaiting the General's arrival.  "Yes the bar is fully stocked, General," answered Cummings.

Houston even managed a "Thanks Commander.  I'm happy as hell that you are so on top of it today."

--------

As soon as the General arrived unannounced at the new gate, Eiger knew that Houston was going to talk about sex.  He had that smirk and bounce in his walk that probably meant that he had recently visited his mistress.  If so, sex would be the first topic of the conversation.  And it was.

"Eiger my man.  What a beautiful day.  I hope its hotter than hell in Moscow.  I'm in a great mood today—got laid all night long even though I was out cold.  How's that for stamina?  Pretty damn good if you ask me, Ha! Ha!  Let's see how you are progressing.  By the way, I completely approve of your new security precautions—first rate as far as I can tell."

Now that he was actually beginning  to program the early sequence of the ANX code, Eiger had insisted on several new safeguards to tighten security.  He had installed a unique password system that only permitted access to his building according to a complex set of commands—a formula which only he had committed to memory.  All personnel, computers, telephones, fax and closed circuit television—as well as the cable networks which once supported them, were pulled from the walls and removed.  The hallway which used to lead to the main entrance was now sealed with two layers of concrete block; the only way in or out of the complex was the new Houston gate.  Eiger had even dismantled his small administrative office and moved it, along with a very reluctant Stacy Powers, into a mobile construction office parked just inside the perimeter fence.  He had given a great deal of thought to the risks involved in building ANX.  If the virus escaped his control, it would be impossible to stop.  An incalculable disaster was certain to occur.  ANX would assimilate and destroy every bit of data stored in the nation.  Any computer net invaded by the virus would grind to an irreparable halt within minutes of exposure.  All banks would close, the stock market would disintegrate.  Without cash or credit, all transactions would cease; the nation would be brought to its knees, and the international economy would be shattered.

After the CM performed its standard series of surveillance scans the General queried, "Just how contagious is this ANX anyway.  Is all of this security really necessary?  You even got poor little ole Stacy stuck in a trailer out there in the parking lot.  Any luck with her yet?  I hear from reliable sources that she gives great head."

Eiger cleared his throat and replied, "General this project will fabricate what could be the most dangerous device ever conceived by man.  It is also extremely infectious."

"Well Eiger, I guess that sums it up.  Are we safe with the work you have done up to now?"

"Frankly General.  I am not as certain as I would like to be.  Just like in biological systems, we are dealing with a case of emergent properties.  We won't know how virulent ANX will be until it is finished—just as it is not possible to predict the nature of a cell from its component subunits.  If we underestimate, we will have serious difficulties. However, I do have a plan which I would like to recommend."

"Then you better quit wasting time and tell me what it entails."

Eiger removed his glasses and wiped condensation from the lenses.  He patiently explained, "The risk lies in the mechanics of dispersion.  Once ANX is activated it will be be able to survive on just a few bits of stored memory a few microergs of energy.  A mere ray of sunshine could support it indefinitely, that is if it was properly converted."

"Thermal conditions will not be an important factor either.  ANX will survive intact at temperatures near absolute zero or as high as the melting point of a semiconductor.  Do your armed forces have any weapons that rival those specifications?  Put simply, ANX is even more of a threat than our latest laser fusion bombs."

"Professor I regret interrupting but I would like to point out that they are your armed forces as well as mine, but specifically what are you so concerned about...terrorists, sabotage, accidents?"

"All of the above of course, but it is the transmissibility that is the greatest worry.  As you know, modern computers have been designed to interact closely with one another—even computers in locations thousands of miles apart.  The most basic Macintosh has a modem and software capable of potentially linking the user to hundreds of thousands of other systems.  Utility bureaus as mundane as "The Source" and "CompuServe" boast millions of subscribers that come on-line nightly for business, hobbies, or companionship.  As a matter of fact, CompuServe was infected with one of the first computer viruses ever developed.  The virus had been sequestered on an electronic bulletin board disguised as a tempting morsel of freeware.  The perpetrator was never caught."

"That program ended up being down loaded by hackers across the nation and...zap...people were inexplicably dealing with forces for which they were unfamiliar and totally unprepared.  Back in those days viruses were just a theoretical possibility.  It all started with game called "Core Wars" in a 1985 issue of Scientific American.  Even then the author expressed reservations about the wisdom of publishing his findings."

Houston asked, "But your vaccine put an end to all of that nonsense, right?"

"Yes General it did put a stop to that nonsense...and you and I could start the whole cycle over again, but on an astronomical scale this time."

Before the General could interrupt, Eiger continued, "Now sir, so as not to prolong your busy itinerary needlessly, I will be specific.  We have removed all forms of telecommunication from this entire building and LLL security is maintained at peak levels.  But General, the point is that we are situated only sixty miles from downtown San Francisco.  This building is bombarded day and night by thousands of electronic signals emanating as radio and television waves and satellite transmissions.  With so many electromagnetic activities, I am uneasy...frightened of what we might unknowingly unleash on the nation."

"I think I see your point, what should we do?"

"General I need the heavy computing power provided by the CM to develop the detailed structural code for ANX because the massive size of the undertaking requires a parallel processing wizard like this machine.  But what if the viral code is built in subunits here and the subunits are in turn assembled elsewhere?  What if, like in nuclear weapons, we design the virus so that it cannot function without some sort of trigger mechanism and what if that trigger is an integral part of the system?  That way nothing could activate ANX until it was assembled and I might relax a little."

Houston fumbled for a match while he thought over Eiger's proposition.  Sure Eiger you are probably tossing and turning so much at night that your little friend Mat is getting pissed off.  

Instead he replied, "This sounds reasonable Professor, but now I have a few questions.  Don't worry, it's not about the cost—that is irrelevant.  But where will it be safe to install the trigger and don't you need to test the assembled version to see if it works or not?  

I'm still looking for a way to innoculate ANX into the Soviet defense net, but that's no concern of yours.  I better remind him how much his life will be worth if he gets cold feet and leaks my plan.  I can release Eiger's MIT file and have him put away in a second if he gets any funny ideas.

"General do you recall the isolated computer station that we maintain in the Marshall Islands?  The Cray supercomputer installed at Eniwetok, the "pig" as the techs call it, supports our well publicized invitation to defeat my vaccine.  Of course, you fabricated the cover story...something about a ruptured plutonium bomb if I recall correctly.  That is where I would like to install the trigger and test the virus.  It is the ideal location for this task for precisely the same reasons that we chose Eniwetok in the first place—the atoll offers a high degree of isolation.  We can shut down all incoming lines to the pig on the premise of updating the operating system and there is no significant population for thousands of miles."

Houston nodded his awareness of the facts as Eiger continued with a touch more enthusiasm to his voice, "And we will have a much better chance of controlling any ANX leak, that is if the worst should somehow happen.  Finally, my presence there will be not be regarded as at all unusual since LLL runs the facility."

In my sixty plus years I have never head the mention of that place so many times in such a short period of time.  It's funny too...I've never even been there.  Consolidation of my pawns into a very small remote arena.  Makes good battle sense to me, coincidence or not.

Houston held up his hand halting Eiger in mid-stride.  "It sounds good to me Professor.  You're calling the shots.  If you want to work up the parts here and put them together out in the boondocks that's just fine.  You know I just got rid of two pain-in-the-ass dolphins by shipping them out there.  What a coincidence don't you think?  Sent a lady scientist along with 'em.  Her name is Sandra Grant...another Professor like you, from Berkeley too.  While you're out there, I'd like to fly out and watch the first test run...check out how the dear doctor is doing at the same time.  You know Donaldson, the site manager?  He said he saw her in a bikini and thinks she should be posing for Penthouse—not parading around half naked on his atoll.  He's afraid she's going to start a fucking riot."  The General spumed and laughed uncontrollably...and then left without saying goodbye.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Sandra waited impatiently for the stairway to be rolled up to the door of the plane.  She remembered how she had felt four months ago; an outsider venturing down that ramp for the first time into a world unknown.  Now she was enjoying a beer and catching up on the latest island gossip.  Not to say that she had been accepted into the island's inner circle; she still remained a disturbingly attractive female to the majority of the residents, but at least she knew a few of the carpenters and plumbers who were helping out with the new lab.  She caught a glimpse of Chet's face as he emerged into the sunlight.  He looked lost and immediately, out of place with his long black hair barely constrained by a beaded headband.  He wore army shorts layered with pockets bulging with ballpoint pens and mechanical pencils and  he was wearing wire frame glasses with Polaroid clip-ons flipped up like a pair of automobile sun visors.  I wonder if Eniwetok is ready for an encounter with an archetypal nerd from Berkeley?  Funny I never even noticed that Chet looked a little strange when we were back at home.  Probably because back at home he looks just like everyone else!
The rest of the technicians, two guys and two girls, paraded down the ramp loaded with plastic shopping bags and back packs jammed with scientific journals and irreplaceable lab notebooks.  Sandra was overjoyed to see them and gave them each a welcome hug.  Everyone had a million questions to ask, the subject repeated most was whether it was always so hot.  The new arrivals were amazed to see their leader in shorts, zories and a polo shirt.  After sixteen weeks in the islands, Sandra had toasted to a golden brown and radiated a sense of peace and composure very much unlike her frenetic nature on campus.  One of the girls couldn't resist holding her chicken breast hued arm up to Sandra's to compare tans.  Sunburn remedies will surely be the main topic of after dinner conversation around here for the next several weeks, she predicted.

"Let's get on with it," she shouted as they piled into the back of a borrowed truck.  "Oh and welcome to paradise,"

Now that her team was on hand, Sandra often spent the night on the main island.  She was surprised to find out how much she missed the serenity of their base camp, but she enjoyed the fresh enthusiasm of her comrades and felt that they needed her attention too.  She and Morrow made daily trips to North Island to monitor the construction of the new lab and check on the Twins.  Sticking to his word, the General had pushed the lab construction to the fullest of his abilities, and most of the Kentron's population had been conscripted to the task.  They soon learned that Sandra was determined that the construction be done properly as well as quickly.  Every morning at seven she met with the foreman to receive a detailed progress report.  The rest of the team waited on the main island, bivouacked in Kentron's concrete block dormitory.  By the end of the first week they had transformed the dorm lounge into a makeshift office and set up several work stations.  Under Sandra's guidance, Chet organized sessions to plan the detailed experimental procedures that would be conducted as soon as the lab was ready.

Normally meals were taken cafeteria style in the mess hall.  The food was first rate, prepared by a half dozen Filipino chefs and served in all you can eat amounts.  But Wednesday nights were much different.  As all newcomers learn within a day or so of their arrival, the island's activities revolved around the once a week flight from Honolulu.  Thursday was "Plane Day," the most looked forward to day of the week.  Mail and supplies arrived along with returning passengers with tales to tell of their mainland adventures.  Accordingly, Wednesday night was a cause for celebration and had been branded "Club Night"—a cook your own New York strip barbecue at the Pau Hana Club during which an incredible amount of alcohol was consumed.  Steak bones and scraps were automatically tossed over the deck railing to schools of little blacktip sharks patrolling the shallows in wait for the handout.  One of the highlights of Eniwetok life was the weekly show put on by "Tricks," a bull dog missing one ear and with deep scars lining his flanks.  Encouraged by the crowd who cheered him on relentlessly, the tough old dog would wade out belly deep and lunge at any fin within reach.  This act of bravery would be followed by a small explosion as the shark joined battle with the dog.  Invariably the shark attached itself firmly to some convenient part of Tricks' anatomy and in the melee was dragged to the beach.  Once the shark began to suffocate out of the water, it released its grip and thrashed to a slow death in the sand.  A beached shark held little interest for Tricks who resolutely would wade out for another victim.

By the third week since their arrival, Chet and his flock had Club Night wired.  They had even staked out their own special table on the deck and joined in throwing food to the sharks and playing a fierce game of high stakes bingo.  The girls had adjusted to their elevated status and tried to democratically share their favors with as many interested parties as possible.  Later in the evening, when the party was really rolling under the influence of fifty cent drinks, they made sure that Chet was close at hand to protect them from too much attention.

During their many hours of free time, the technicians snorkeled in the lagoon and combed the beaches for sea shells.  As neophytes to the tropics are often inclined, they took turns shinnying up some of the more inviting coco palms—the ones which had gently slanting trunks to shake loose the hefty fruits.  To their delight, the milk was sweet and the white meat firm and delicious.  The group posted a calendar in the lounge and ritualistically tracked the passage of time by "x"ing out the most recent Plane Day.  Their cache of electronic equipment in a warehouse at the marine lab grew into several tons of wooden crates and metal cabinets with each weekly arrival.

--------

The unmarked private jet carrying Eiger and his precious reel of computer digitally formatted data tape touched down on the strip at three in the morning—he wanted to arrive as inconspicuously as possible.  The LLL cabin cruiser waited in the dark water a bare fifty yards offshore.  Navigation lights had been doused and the moon had not yet risen  As soon as the jet had rolled to a stop, two LLL personnel escorted Eiger to a rubber dinghy and quickly rowed him to the cruiser.  The inboard diesel cranked and caught, edging the boat into deeper water.  Then the boat turned sharply and ran parallel to the main island on a heading that would take it across the channel and on to Runit.

Eiger rested in the bow cabin, briefcase on his chest.  The rhythm of the surging craft and the drone of the engine lulled him into an uneasy sleep.  He awoke to the changing pitch of the diesel as the boat slowed and sank deeper into the sea.  On deck, sipping steaming coffee from a Styrofoam cup, Eiger could barely see the shape low of the island and the  silhouette  of palms in the starlight.  Helmeted, lead-shod, orange clad LLL security police stood silently on the black dock.  One held an identical uniform and respirator for Eiger.  

As they trudged eerily through the darkness, their breathing systems emitted metallic rasping noises which quickened with their exertion.  Three men preceded Eiger and one followed behind as they shuffled in slow motion along a coral path which glowed a dull white in the starlight.  The path traversed at an angle upward from the beach and entered the dense jungle in the interior of the island.  Eiger laughed out loud when his imagination conjured up an image of the burial procession from Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea.  These solemn men gave no outward indication that this was all a hoax—an elaborate, and carefully rehearsed performance.

They came to a break in the vegetation and stopped in front of a wrecked building.  A tattered metal door concealed an inner, solid steel partition which mechanically slid into the wall.  The entrance to the underground facility was hidden in the center of the dirty room beneath a heavy, cement slab.  The group leader spoke into this radio and the slab seemed to effortlessly levitate upward revealing a steep spiral staircase that twisted down into the depths below.  A rush of chill air greeted him as Eiger followed the others in  pulling off his helmet and respirator.  Dim red lights along the walls provided barely enough illumination to navigate the treacherous steps.  The low vibration of underground air blowers which resonated in the stairwell grew in intensity as they descended.  Waiting at the bottom, a sleepy elderly man introduced himself as the facility supervisor.  Pumping Eiger's arm just a little too vigorously for Eiger's comfort, the supervisor led him to a brightly lit, air conditioned office and served up another round of black coffee.  He began a well rehearsed speech which spelled out in detail the official rules of conduct at the facility.  In short, severe security protocols were enforced at all times.  Eiger was surprised to learn that the General's exposé about the ruptured plutonium bomb was based on fact—except that all of the radioactivity was now deeply buried and capped with concrete.  The island was safe, the story encouraged to circulate as a cover for their operations.  To maintain the image, however, no one was permitted on the surface without a respirator suit, radio, and weapon.

"You are prohibited from waving at any boats or airplanes that might wander nearby.  You are to be suspicious of everyone and everything...and you are allowed on the surface only with my explicit permission.  When off island, you are to maintain a strict discipline of silence with regard to our duty here and you are discouraged from making any friendships or social ties with off-islanders.  Any questions you may receive about our activities are to be answered with the exact phrase, 'That subject is classified.'"

The supervisor continued, "Now that all the red tape is out of the way, I would like to welcome you to our little piece of the rock, Professor.  We are very much honored by your visit.  You will find that we enjoy many perks to make up for our life of isolation.  First and foremost we have excellent chow.  We also have a workout gym and an underground lap pool...and a voluminous library of music, literature, and videotape.  All we lack are women and sun tans.  Sorry no booze is allowed on the base, but we don't have any work loss due to hangovers either."

Eiger thought it ironical that what must constitute a life of hardship to the staff of this facility was not that much different from his normal lifestyle.  He would fit in just fine.  He handed a set of sealed orders to the supervisor who tore open the envelope and studied its contents.

"According to this Professor, you are now in charge.  Does this mean that the test of your vaccine is finally completed?  We've all been privately wondering just how long this exercise would go on...until the higher ups were convinced that your vaccine was proven foolproof, that is."

Eiger replied, "Oh by all means no.  I am just here to make some modifications.  They are quite sensitive however—that's why I need sole access to the Cray.  It will just be for a month or so, then the machine will be all yours.  But during that time, the pig will be off line."

"Of course, Professor.  This is certainly a pleasant surprise.  An orderly will show you to your quarters.  We have a chef on duty twenty-four hours a day.  Just pick up any of the white phones and place an order.  It will be delivered right off.  My staff of engineers will be elated.  I'll rotate them all to the mainland—maybe go later myself if you don't need me.  Call me if I can be of assistance."

Eiger went directly to the computer station and locked himself inside.  He patted the Cray's control panel.  Its you and me now kid.  I hope this doesn't turn into another one of my disasters.  Within half an hour, the orderly returned with a portable cot and a plate stacked with thick sandwiches.  Eiger ordered that he was only to be disturbed if General Houston should call and locked the door.  He pulled the reel of tape from its case and loaded it onto the digital tape drive.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Morrow found Sandra seated in a deck chair using a packing crate as a temporary desk.  He asked, "It's a beautiful afternoon, why is everyone around here so glum?  Are delays placing a damper on the troop's morale?"

One of the carpenters working on the new lab was from Molokai.  He had been giving Sandra lessons in pidgin.  She tried some out on Morrow; "Eh braddah you know what brah, you right you know.  We got nuth'un to be but wait brah."

Reverting to Californianese she continued, "Morrow it seems like we have been waiting forever.  The Kentron boss says two more weeks to hook up the power plant and water system—then we'll be up and running.  All of our equipment has arrived and most of it is unpacked and installed.  For six weeks my guys have slaved over the experimental design.  The lab's almost ready, but not quite.  We have what you might call a bad case of channel fever."

"I see your point.  But in all the years that I have worked out here, no project that I know of has ever come together this rapidly.  Every time I go back to the main island, it seems like a ghost town.  You must have everyone on the atoll over here pounding nails."

Sandra relaxed and leaned back as Morrow massaged her shoulders.  "Guess what?  As usual, I'm part of the experiment.  I will go through the same training program as the Twins."

Morrow bent over and looked into her eyes.  "You mean you'll be locked up in isolation for days at a time?"

"More like weeks at a time, lover."

"Well we better make the most of the situation," replied Morrow with a mischievous wink and a toothy smile.  He whispered close to her ear, "Maybe we should take the skiff out for a couple of hours....you know, official business.  I know this little island called Ruby just up the lagoon a ways that I have been planning to show you."

"Ah ha!  I get your drift, doctor.  A consultation does seem in order, doesn't it?  I'll change and meet you at the boat in fifteen minutes.  Why don't you bring some cold beer?  It'll be hot out there at mid day—especially if you have in mind what I think you do!"

The never-ending fun and challenge of observing and playing with the dolphins in a natural three dimensional arena had barely kept the team's spirits from bottoming out.  But it did seem like Kentron was taking forever to finish the work.  The foundation and walls seemed to spring up overnight, but it was the little things that were dragging on and on.  Although the lab was relatively small and simple in design, the demands of the research required that the walls be thick and carefully fabricated.  The experimental stage, called the Sensory Deprivation Chamber, or SDC for short, must be entirely stimulus-free in order to control subtle influences that might bias the ESP results.

Sandra had explained to the foreman that the lab was like a sophisticated darkroom, except in this case, power surges and all minute sound intrusions must be controlled in addition to light leaks.  Tiny variations in electrical cycles, illumination levels, or sonic vibrations could provide cues to the world outside of the lab.  These clues might only be detected by the subconscious mind of the experimental subject, but  would surely alter the outcome of the tests.  Extraneous signals could not be tolerated because they affected circadian rhythms—the endogenous internal cycles inherent in living things.  Circadian rhythms were revealed when an animal or a plant was confined in a constant environment.  During the early stages of circadian research, investigators were amazed to find that regular patterns of behavior, manifest as alternating bouts of rest and activity, lie innate in all species—even when natural cues, like the sunrise or sunset, are concealed.

Songbirds, being conveniently small and easily isolated, had provided a favorite subject in early circadian studies in which a chart recorder wired to a wooden perch automatically recorded the frequency and duration of periods of activity and rest.  Under natural, ambient circumstances, the bird behaved normally:  it flew about its cage during the day and slept quietly on its perch at night.  Even when the cage was moved to a soundproof box and the lights were permanently dimmed, the bird still maintained a regular pattern of movement and rest corresponding to the conditions outside—even though it had no way of knowing what the conditions were.  The same phenomenon was observed if the lights were left on continuously.   But over a period of a few days, a noticeable change in the cycle took place.  Each day the bird woke up and went to sleep a few minute later than the day before—its internal internal clock drifted off schedule.  After several weeks, the bird's activity cycle gradually shifted until it was the exact opposite of the conditions outside.  However, scientists found a way to arrest this slippage.  A brief flash from a strobe light caused the bird to entrain its rhythm to the new artificial dawn.  The technique of using an intense flash of light to reset the internal clock was now an accepted therapeutic technique used to treat chronic insomnia in humans.

The study of circadian rhythms became a popular research endeavor at a number of colleges and universities in the U.S.  After five decades of research, circadian cycles had been discovered in every species of plant and animal that had been studied—even microorganisms demonstrated internal rhythms.  Entomologists documented the precision by which locusts, which spend seven years in a larval form hidden deep in the forest leaf litter, suddenly emerge on cue to mate.  Similarly pololo worms in the Caribbean simultaneously erupt from the sediments after twelve months of feeding in the bottom muck to inundate hundreds of square miles of the ocean surface with copulating adults.  The mating act lasts only for a few hours, then the spent worms sink into the abyss and die.  Hermit crabs use their clocks to gauge the rise and fall of the tide and plants coordinate the blossoming of their flowers with the increasing length of days in the spring.  Studies on humans revealed that many individuals wake just before their alarm rings—all processes carefully timed and regulated by circadian rhythms.  An accurate internal clock was even discovered to play a key role in the transoceanic crossings of migratory birds.  Periods of rest, feeding, digestion, and reproduction were all cued to the mysterious internal rhythms of life and death.  Scientists had yet to uncover the cellular clockworks that time these events, but there can be no doubt whatsoever about their paramount importance to the healthy conduct of life.  Medical researchers discovered that if the endogenous rhythm of a human was disturbed over even short periods of time, altered states of consciousness would develop.  Long-term disruption of that phase of sleep characterized by rapid eye movement was particularly devastating to the subjects—an effect long known and utilized by Vietcong interrogators during the Vietnam war.

In Berkeley, Sandra had conducted experiments in which she had floated motionlessly in a thick solution of saltwater sealed in a sound and light proof sensory deprivation tank.  With the water and atmosphere maintained exactly at body temperature, her nervous system became completely cut off from outside stimulation.  She had used sensory deprivation in combination with the potent mind absorbing method of meditation to achieve a mental state characterized by long period alpha waves.  Under these stringently controlled circumstances, she had consistently had been able to manifest statistically significant rates of success in the identification of playing cards and the shapes of objects located in another room.  But "statistically significant" was the hitch.  Only after thousands of trials would the trend emerge.  The numbers indicated that ESP was there alright, but it was only a very slight improvement over chance.

In hindsight, Sandra's breakthrough was quite obvious.  She had hypothesized that the manipulation of a subject's circadian rhythm prior to sensory deprivation might unlock a more powerful form of ESP.  After enduring a seven day regimen of constant dusk level illumination, during which her internal rhythm had slowly drifted away from that of the outside world, Sandra had been able to make card and object identifications with a ninety percent confidence—a dramatic improvement over chance results.  This was an earthshaking discovery in the field of parapsychology and she had been amazed that no one had previously thought to combine the rhythm alteration and sensory deprivation.  She had reasoned that the process of convincing her subconscious that day was night had bypassed or short circuited some of kind of neural hardwiring that normally inhibited ESP.

For a brief period of time, Sandra had even displayed signs of precognition—she seemed to know when the phone would ring and had accurately predicted the morning on which Berkeley received a wall rattling thunderstorm—in spite of the on-going California drought.  But the experience had been short-lived.  For reasons unknown, she had become confused about the input that she was receiving.  She soon lost confidence in her abilities and her test scores slid until she was actually performing worse than chance guessing would predict.

In the months that followed, Sandra and her team carefully repeated the entrainment process and duplicated the tests, but they failed to match their previous success.  Since the results could not be repeated, the prior achievements became suspect.  Sandra concluded that she had overloaded, there had just been too much input to quickly.  Her system had shut down.  She remembered having similar experiences as a child.  Sometimes her visions had been exactly right, but on other occasions they were only artifacts of her subconscious.  Now she faced the same primal question as she had then—how to distinguish real psychic input from self-generated delusion.  And finally, her objectivity had been compromised.  Serving as the principal investigator as well as the experimental subject had led to complications.  The group had discussed the situation at length before reaching a consensus.  They agreed to cut back the scope of the project to a more controllable format.  Sandra had suggested working with a dolphin—an idea that was immediately embraced and adopted.  She was convinced that dolphins had paranormal powers—plus they were easily trained.  Unlike Sandra, a dolphin was not likely to become caught up in a spiritual whirlwind and lose its mental focus.  The experiments would be conducted over the period of a year and begin with simple tests and finally expand to more complex tasks—if the dolphin cooperated that is.  A computer would be incorporated into the project design to eliminate, or at least minimize, human interference.  That only left two major questions:  "How to get a dolphin" and "How do we get the money to do this?"  

Within a month the group had drafted a project plan and budget and submitted it to the NSF—where it would have remained for an interminable time without the fortuitous intervention of Robert McCord and the surprisingly speedy cooperation of General Pratt Houston.  And now they had two dolphins instead of one, a new lab nearly ready for action, and a newly developed project plan just itching to be put into place.  In the first round of tests, the computer in the control section of the lab would direct a robotic arm to select one of three wooden objects from a box and place it on a small pedestal.  Sandra would remain isolated in the SDC and attempt to use ESP to choose the shape of the object.  The Twins would enjoy a ringside seat and be able to view both Sandra directly and the object via a monitor.  In this fashion, the dolphins would learn techniques which they would be subsequently asked to emulate.

Then the Twins would be tested on their own.  If they demonstrated any vestige of extrasensory perception, a second phase of experimentation would be initiated.  In this experiment, Sandra would mentally visualize an object and the dolphins would attempt to make the correct identification.  The goal was to determine if, under controlled conditions, information transfer was possible between human and dolphin.  If they made it that far, the group hardly dared to speculate what wonders might lie ahead.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The Boston Whaler canted to one side, its bow resting on dry sand secured by an anchor set high on the beach.  The persistent trade winds had momentarily subsided, leaving a glassy resin-smooth finish on the placid lagoon.  Ruby was a tiny islet of palms completely encircled by beaches the color and consistency of table sugar.  The deeply saturated hue of the lagoon waters and the sand soaked in the afternoon sunlight gave the scene a vibrant touch like a slick travel poster touting the color and romance of the South Pacific.

Morrow leaned on one elbow and playfully caressed Sandra's bare breast.  "Now you know why I like this place so much.  When I'm back in  La Jolla lecturing and performing all of the rituals demanded of a tenured faculty member I often think of this little beach.  It is amazing that one life can encompass two existences so markedly different.  And now you're here with me...and I hope that you will be with me back there too...somehow.  I love you very much Sandra Grant.  You've changed my life for the better."

"Oh Morrow.  I didn't think I'd ever say it, but I love you too!"

Breaking from a deep kiss, Sandra pleaded, "But no more sex today.  You're wearing me raw, you stud from the sea."

Morrow laughed and released her gently.  "All right then.  I just can't seem to get enough of you.  Tell me, how do dolphins fit into all of this?  You told me about John Lily's work...and dolphins do seem to be very intelligent, but do they have paranormal powers...and what makes you think so?"

"When I was a little girl going to school in Key West my grandparents loved to take me to the Dolphin Research Center up on Grass Key.  My grandmother was really into animals.  It was something the way she talked to the ones in our shop.  We had been to the center so many times that the director let us in after hours.  They have an incredible program there.  They allow tourists and local dolphin fanatics to get into the water with the animals and the dolphins love it.  They get caressed and entertained by humans morning and afternoon, day in and day out.  They must like it because they can leave whenever they want.  They are all wild animals that swim voluntarily into the facility's lagoon.  They aren't fed either unless they are sick."

"I remember reading about that place.  Animal rights activists made a big stink about dolphins being held in captivity and all that.  Then they found out that the center is like a zoo in reverse.  The animals are free to come and go and the people are restrained...they couldn't say much about that kind of setup.  You know, sometimes people with no background whatsoever in science get all shitty about the stupidest things.  As far as I can tell they crave the limelight more than the cause which they advocate.  They could be against the teaching of human evolution in the classroom...or cutting up frogs in biology lab.  They are regular pains in the ass if you ask me.  Ecoterrorists are obviously the worst."

Sandra sat up and laughed at Morrow.  "Wow that's a strong condemnation coming from a person that is so dedicated to saving the ocean.  But I see your point.  It seems that a lot of uniformed people with too much time on their hands learn a few buzz words and become an expert overnight.  Ask them to define an ecosystem and they'll draw a blank.  But they'll raise hell protecting one that they think is threatened.  Anyway, my grandmother had well developed psychic powers.  Don't look at me that way.  She really did!  And like I said, she was able to converse with animals including the dolphins.  She claimed that they had highly evolved telepathy.  The center director was flabbergasted to find that the dolphins always knew when grandmother was coming for a visit.  They gathered at the end of the lagoon milling around and waiting.  When she got out of the car, they all went crazy."

"Sandra, I can honestly say that you are the only person on this planet who could tell me a story like this and I wouldn't laugh at.  Your credentials speak for themselves, but why is this such a secret?  Why don't the dolphins just send us an ESP message to the press and let the cat out of the bag.  A story like this would be certain to top the evening news."

"Now this may sound to you like a lot of religious hocus pocus, but their abilities are recognized by many people who believe that the powers exist.  I'll explain what I mean.  The Dolphin Research Center receives most of its operating budget from foundations that sponsor learning programs for disabled children.  There are many well documented cases in which severely retarded individuals, ones with long histories of unresponsiveness to parent or teacher, were immensely improved in just a single afternoon at the DRC.  One reason is that as soon as a handicapped person enters the water, the dolphins go out of the way to compensate—touching a blind girl or allowing a crippled child to cling to their back and experience the joy of swimming.  The standard medical explanation is that the dolphins sense the deficiencies with their sonar, but that just reflects the bias and closed mindedness of the scientific community.  In my opinion there is a lot more going on than just sonar sounding.  The dolphins are able to associate with the human subconscious.  But a quote normal person has so many defenses built up that they entirely miss the exchange.  Retarded children obviously have special problems...true...but they also retain a open mind that is lost later in life.  They still believe in magic.  The point seems quite obvious to me.  Any autistic child is a very different person around a dolphin.  For the time being they become tuned in and the life just seems to pour back into them.  There are cases in which young people have been permanently healed after only one session at the DRC."

Morrow interjected, "I have been around closed minded scientists all my life.  I can easily believe that they would not even consider the possibility that ESP or any kind of spiritual process might be involved."

"Of course not.  They are quite threatened by the concept.  History is filled with book-burners and bigots.  For some reason, the field of parapsychology especially arouses the wrath of non-believers.  Hollywood script writers haven't helped either.  Astrology, tea leaves and ghost stories have been lumped in with bonafide psychic research in the minds of most people.  Religion is against it too—which is really funny if you think about it.  The purpose of religion is to control human behavior and only selected leaders are God's official ambassadors to earth.  Well, talking to God seems right off like pretty substantial evidence for psychic phenomena.  But the church refuses to consider the possibility of ESP; they relegate it to the same category as witches and warlocks—definitely not good wholesome Sunday folk.  Now there's some real bigotry for you."

"I have so many questions about this subject that I don't know where to start.  All I can say is that it's just one more reason to spend the rest of my life with you.  I want to find out how all this works.  But one last question for now.  Your grandmother talked to dolphins.  Do you?"

"That's a good one.  As a matter of fact that is precisely what we are here to find out.  My grandmother had extraordinary abilities.  I don't know of any other person alive today who can do what she so easily did then.  At this time, I probably get about the same feelings around the Twins that you do.  Sometimes I sense the beginning of what may be thoughts.  It's funny, sometimes I think that they are in charge of this entire experiment.  But just like you, I have all sorts of conscious barriers that interrupt communication.  My work here is to test some theories that may ultimately break those barriers down."

Morrow grasped Sandra's hand and squeezed it tight.  He asked, "Well did you communicate with your grandmother....by telepathy I mean?"

Sandra smiled and kissed him and said in a soft voice, "Yes sometimes I could see and talk to her from a distance.  She had a way of making it happen—like a catalyst in a chemical reaction.  I'm searching for that missing element.  I haven't been able to connect with anyone other than Grandma.  But I do have a distinct advantage over other paranormal researchers—I know that it is possible.  I believe.  What we learn from the Twins may show us the way.  And now...Psych' 101 class is over for the day.  Hey, where are you going?  We still have a little time left don't we my love?"

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Commander William Cummings apologized for his tardiness even though he was right on time.

"Have a seat, Commander."

As Cummings sat on the leather couch, the General rose and paced back and forth in front of the glass coffee table.  Behind Houston, two American flags guarding each side of his wide desk gave the impression that the General was marching in a veteran's parade.  Houston nodded affirmative to Cummings query, "Is the room secured sir?"  "Then I report mission accomplished.  The data tape can be smuggled into Moscow."

"Gimme the details Commander."

"First, as you are well aware, new technology continues to show up in Soviet hands despite our government's most determined efforts to stop the flow.  With the new trade agreements, customs is only able to inspect a small fraction of the shipments to the USSR.  Things get through one way or another, and some of those things are software.  Using your authority at the National Security Agency, I obtained a list of twenty-two suspected software leaks.  With your reputation sir, there was no additional explanation required.  Using the budget you allocated for the purpose, I bribed my way into three of those sources, screened the suspects and found our mole.  This is a strange case.  Our man is a professor emeritus at Cornell University and a major player in the NASA Deep Space Program.  Triple A security clearance, family man, well-respected within his field, but still he is selling secrets to the KGB.  No known motivation for his involvement with the Soviets, but it appears that Castro is in on the action too.  Maybe our boy is a deep plant, you know brought in as a young man and told to cool his heels for thirty years until he is needed by the motherland.  Name's Frederick Sampson, Professor Sampson that is."

"Another professor eh?  Seems like were running some kinda damn university around here—full of pyschos and psychics.  Did you spook him, does he know that we are on to him?"

"Not a chance.  He just made another delivery yesterday.  Right on schedule.  He has a very sophisticated drop system.  He smuggles the software on tape to Havana then it is flown on Aero Cubana to Moscow.  This week it was an update on the new telemetry program that is used to calculate the position of the Hubble Space Telescope.  Apparently they use the program to make predictions of the Hubble's location up to ten thousand years into the future—if it could stay in orbit that long.  The program was developed as part of the 2001 Deep Space Probe, a twenty-five million dollar contract to Cornell—now, thanks to treachery and personal greed, an asset mutually shared with the Soviet Union."

"Who really gives a shit about what happens ten thousand years from now anyway?  Fuck these guys.  Waste of money," fumed the General.  "If we don't act fast all that's gonna be left is a planet full of mutated commies.  How do we give'em a dose of ANX?  And how does our bearded amigo fit into the picture?"

Cummings flipped through his notes—accuracy was imperative when dealing with General Houston.  "We have a joint research agreement with the Universidad de Havana, General.  As you recall, the Hubble telescope has been plagued with problems.  First the main mirror was incorrectly fabricated throwing the image off.  They called it a form of spherical aberration.  The fix required a special shuttle mission which went up last November.  The astronauts installed corrective electronic gizmos to adjust the shape of the mirror.  The corrections went as planned, but something else went wrong."

"Well if it worked, what could be wrong with that?"

"Sir, you may recall that the repair work affected the Hubble's orbit.  It remained in geosynchronous orbit, but drifted south and east to a point over the island of Cuba.  NASA had been so fried by the bad press over the mirror incident and then the embarrassing recent series of hydrogen leaks in the shuttle fleet that they couldn't stand another assault by the press.  Apparently the President okayed a cover-up.  NASA released a story that the move was intentional.  You weren't briefed because it was a nonmilitary incident."

"I can see that," retorted the General.  "Whenever I read about how much money NASA blows on these stargazing boondoggles it makes me see stars myself.  No telescope needed either," he laughed.

"In this case you may be right sir, but the Hubble story gets even more involved.  The telescope was supposed to stay in one position for the duration—directly over Hubble City in southern Florida which was especially built to support the massive tracking and telemetry array needed to collect data and control the telescope.  When the Hubble moved, the signal was lost."

"Now I can see why NASA would want this kept under a tight lid.  Instead of a five hundred dollar hammer, we gotta...let me guess. fifty million dollar facility that is suddenly in the wrong place.  Definitely bad press.  So what happened next?  This is getting good."

"The end result was that a huge sum of money was paid to Castro to invite us to set up a tracking and control station on the university campus in Havana.  NASA figures this was cheaper than trying to move the telescope back to the proper coordinates.  But now we're beginning to think that Professor Sampson had a hand in all this.  He may have programmed a thruster move that caused the shift.  In any event, it's all worked out real fine for him.  He has an excuse to travel to Cuba a couple of times a month and he is always carrying software under a special NASA clearance."

"Is Sampson gonna double on 'em?"

"No sir, I don't think that it is wise to involve him—at least willingly that is.  Our entree is a whiz kid graduate student who works on the NASA project with the professor.  He is a patriot and ambitious...has a girlfriend that he plans to marry and have kids...the whole nine yards.  She must be quite a dog to be interested in him, though—terrible case of acne.  I promised him that we would take care of him.  Gave him fifty grand in hundreds which is double what he makes in a year working at the Cornell.  Psychology section boys spent a week counseling him so he doesn't get nervous around his boss."

"Very impressive, Commander.  What's the plan?"

"The kid will patch the ANX segment into the Deep Space software.  I checked with Eiger.  The insertion will have to be done manually; he can't risk putting it onto the net.  Eiger is making up some sort of kit so that the kid will have everything that he needs.  Professor Sampson will do the rest."

"Maybe you should get the boy a session with a dermatologist to help him out," chuckled the General, relieved that his project was going ahead according to plan.  "Look Commander, you've done a damn good job here.  Call up your wife and let's celebrate—on me unless you have any of that fifty thousand left.  Good use of taxpayer money in any event.  Maybe I'll invite Mary instead of the old bag.  You're wife is good for a secret, isn't she?   I mean she wouldn't let onto my wife about Mary would she?  Oh hell—you know what, I'm not sure if I really care if the old-bag finds out anyway."

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The Sensory Deprivation Chamber held a potent mystery like a stage, quiet and waiting for the players to arrive.  The deep pool occupied most of the room—its silken surface cast a diffuse blue glow on the walls, which were lined with acoustical paneling that resembled cardboard egg cartons layered in cushions and painted black.   A bank of one-way mirrors in the far wall provided observers in the adjacent control lab an unobtrusive view into the vault.  The paneling was so effective at absorbing sound that the experiment subjects experienced a sense of vertigo when they first entered the chamber—a sudden sort sinking feeling that the floor was falling away.  A white tile-lined tunnel connected the pool with the crater allowing the dolphins access to the SDC.  To prevent the transmission of tidal forces, which might serve as clues to cycles and rhythms outside the lab, a metal hatch provided a watertight barrier.  A plexiglass partition spanned the length of the chamber.  When lowered guillotine-like from the ceiling, it fused solidly with the pool floor, bisecting the SDC from top to bottom.  The vibration-proof wall was designed to provide complete sensory isolation between the compartments of the chamber, but internal louvers could be opened to allow visual communication.  A maze of umbilical wires draped like tree snakes from both sides of the partition connecting cameras and sensors in the chamber with monitoring equipment in the control lab.  The investigators could either gaze directly at the pool through the panorama of one-way mirrors or consult a wall of monitors which displayed continuous images captured by the surveillance cameras.

The human half of the chamber was endowed with all of the conveniences of a modern efficiency apartment.  A system of light-proof tunnels allowed food and supplies to be transferred with ease—perishables were replenished simply by opening a panel in the back of the refrigerator.  Sandra had several choices for exercise; laps in the pool, a workout on a compact Nautilus gym, or an  exercise bike.  The apartment was furnished with an extensive library of popular fiction and a collection of classical and popular CDs.  At the last minute, Sandra had lugged into place her Macintosh and a VCR with a case of movies she had saved for the occasion.   Every effort had been made to make the seven days of isolation as comfortable as possible.

The needs of the dolphins were also attended to.  Their favorite toys, a beach ball and a foam life ring, floated in their half of the SDC.  They would receive twice daily rations of cut fish supplemented with vitamins—even live fish could be slid down a stainless steel trough to alleviate the boredom of confinement.  

The solitude of the SDC contrasted markedly with the commotion and chaos of the control lab where concrete walls and floors sharply reverberated the pervasive, cycling hum of  printers—underscored by the whoosh of vital air conditioning.  Conversations were accordingly loud and strained, reflected inward by the bare walls.  Finally, the last of the Kentron construction workers, an electrician, packed up his box of tools and circuit testers, bowed to the cheering group of onlookers and departed for the relative tranquillity of the main island.  The grad students and technicians were fast to stake out personal territories in the new facility.  Government issue grey metal desks were stashed wherever space permitted.  Cork boards were epoxied to cement walls—in short order sprouting the flow charts, photographs, and cartoon characters that characterize the graffiti of a research laboratory.  A mobile fashioned from silver wire in the shape of dolphins gyrated slowly over the coffee maker, stirred by currents from the air conditioning.

Most of the technicians' activities centered around the Convex minisupercomputer.  The Convex directed the experiments and precisely monitored and regulated the SDC environment.  The computer was accessed by a flatbed console carpeted with switches, meters, and keyboards.  Above and behind the console, a bank of twenty-four video screens displayed the output of each high resolution  remotely controlled camera in the chamber and presented scrolling banks of color coded graphs, tables, text and figures.  The Convex also controlled the "droid," a plastic and steel single-armed robot fitted with articulated limbs and delicate carbon fiber fingers.  The droid stood firmly bolted to the floor next to the computer.  Fine cables and mini pulleys linked the multi-jointed appendages serving as the robot's muscles and tendons.  Two video cameras provided stereo vision to the droid.  The cameras were directed towards a brightly illuminated stage upon which the robot arm, under control of the Convex, would place objects for the experimental subjects in the SDC to identify.

Video monitors in both the dolphin and human sectors of the chamber were wired to deliver either Convex generated commands or an image of the stage.  Either monitor could be switched on or off depending upon the design of the experiment.  In the dolphin side, an oversized, waterproof keyboard had been installed next to a video screen located just beneath the pool surface.  The electronic gear allowed the dolphins to respond by pressing the appropriate key with their snout.  The keyboard had six large keys—four in the shape of the objects to be chosen, a "+" that meant "yes" and a "-" that meant "no."  Sandra's keyboard was more compact, the size of a hand-held calculator, and contained an identical set of symbols and characters.

----------

At five in the afternoon, after a harried last-minute session of equipment testing, Sandra popped the cork on a bottle of champagne and carefully portioned the contents into six Dixie cups.  Toasts and congratulations abruptly halted the settling in process.  Another bottle replaced the first.  Caught up in the spirit of celebration, Sandra announced that the rest of the mess could wait one more day and ordered a celebration in honor of the occasion.  At last the lab was finished!  As usual, everyone ended up in the crater, swimming and playing with the Twins.

Morrow had invited his close friend, Mr. John, Chief of the Eniwetokese people, to the party.  His long kinky hair and hibiscus flowered lavalava matched his islander origins, but the colorful illusion collapsed in the wake of his clipped Boston accent—a refinement which he had acquired at Harvard where he had received a Masters in business administration.  The money for college was derived from the proceeds of a successful lawsuit filed by his father on behalf of the Marshall Islanders.  The sizeable monetary award had been used to send many Eniwetokese to college on the mainland.  The money was to serve as compensation to the islanders for thirty years of involuntary exile.  While the poor forgotten natives valiantly struggled to survive off the eggs of migratory seabirds and the fish poor waters of Ujelang Atoll, the Atomic Energy Commission had nonchalantly turned their homeland into a nuclear wasteland—a debacle that still embarrassed and frustrated the Department of Energy which is responsible for cleaning up AEC atomic testing travesties throughout the world.

Mr. John certainly didn't look much like a businessman.  His hair was wild and thick, and his skin burned so deeply that he was nearly black.  He was solidly put together with broad shoulders, well defined muscles and smooth oily skin.  He had an uncanny ability to look formidable in spite of his frivolous lavalava.  But most remarkable were the bright blue eyes that contrasted with the darkness of his skin—eyes that darted constantly, seeming to take inventory of everything in the vicinity.

Sitting half submerged in the crater while carefully cradling a cup of champagne and enjoying himself to the fullest as was his inherent nature, Mr. John delighted in pointing out the spiritual qualities of water.  He laughed at the audacity of "new age" philosophies centered around water—based  rebirthing and psychic healing.

"Water has been the main source of spiritual enlightenment and inspiration since the beginning of time," he declared to the group of fascinated listeners.  "Just think about it.  Even Christian baptism is a water ritual.  We are after all...composed of mostly water ourselves.  Sound carriers faster in water.  Likewise, we are weightless when we swim.  Getting wet stops our internal dialog.  No matter how many problems we have, floating in water makes them unimportant—at least until we hit dry land again.  These "new agers" advocate water's powers like they had discovered them themselves.  They certainly haven't been paying much attention to the obvious, have they?"

"Well, I have observed," laughed Sandra raising her cup of champagne, "that a cold drink thrown into the face of an obnoxious drunk does an excellent job of stopping them in their tracks."

"I'm sure a beautiful young blond like you would know about things like that," interjected Morrow.  "But seriously, researchers at Scripps found that immersing a harbor seal's head in seawater instantly lowers its heart rate—they called it the 'diving response.'  I watched them conduct some of the experiments.  Instead of going to all of the trouble to put sensors on a diving seal at sea, they just trained a cooperative harbor seal to stick its head in a bucket of water.  That simulated a dive exactly."

Sandra was especially interested in Mr. Johns ideas.  His claim that water was a spiritual medium closely paralleled her own beliefs.  She maintained that one of the reasons that dolphins might be endowed with paranormal abilities was linked to the extraordinary properties of water—especially water's ability to induce altered states of consciousness.  However, there was one indisputable reason why dolphins might be more psychically  tuned than humans, marine mammals had evolved consciousness millions of years before the first hominids strolled across the African savanna,  dolphins had the advantage of alot more time to evolve their paranomal powers than had humans..

Around a fire which seemed pale compared to the fiery display of the tropical sunset, Chet broke out a bottle of white wine and opened a can of sardines—much to Mr. John's amusement.  

Mr. John choked, "Now I know why you American's continue to baffle me.  You fly, at great expense canned fish netted in Europe to a lagoon twenty thousand miles away that abounds in delicacies."  

And then he laughed until tears appeared in his eyes and he began to hiccup in uncontrollable spasms.  Finally he stood and  burped, then retrieved a jointed Hawaiian spear and a dive mask from his pack.  He rummaged deeper in the pack and withdrew a mesh bag cinched with a drawstring.  After screwing the sections of the shaft together, he waded into Cactus Crater.  The Twins immediately joined him.  Seeming to detect his plan, they became agitated and chattered eagerly.  He was after fish...never before had a human hunted with them!

The white soles of Mr. John's bare feet and the silhouette of the Twin's dorsal fins were all that those waiting on shore could see in the dusk.  As darkness settled, Morrow pointed out green streaks of phosphorescence as the tail thrusts of the dolphins agitated luminescent plankton in the water.  Sandra commented that they seemed to be diving together and surfacing very close to one another.

Just as the stars brightened in the blue-black sky, a large "V" shape fast approached the shore of the crater.  Morrow jumped up, alarmed that it might be one of the lagoon's fierce tiger sharks, but the disturbance began hooting and laughing hysterically.  Morrow relaxed, it was Mr. John clutching tightly to each of the Twin's dorsal fins jet propelling, dragged along by the powerful animals.  He was unceremoniously dumped on the sand in a tangle of spear and dive bag full of wriggling goatfish.  Covered with sand, he stood and lovingly rubbed Tom and Sally on the tops of their heads.  Then he reached into the bag and pulled two goatfish out by their tails.  He tossed the fish to the dolphin's laughing faces.  "One for you...and one for you too my friend.  Thank you for showing me your hot spot...and the ride back."

Although the fish broiled over the open fire were magnificent and the evening electric, Sandra sat silently and withdrew into her thoughts.  She felt that something of the highest order had taken place.

Could it be that the Twins had really shown Mr. John where to fish...even assisted him in fishing?  They certainly gave him a lift home.  Has he been able to establish a link with them somehow?  In such a short period of time?  Maybe he has had a moving experience...perhaps the Twins touched him with their power and Mr. John needs time to think it over before broaching such a bizarre notion to relative strangers.  As a matter of fact, probably no one has even told him what we're doing here.  Maybe he thinks my group is connected in some way to the military.  He might even think we are conducting secret tests for the Navy!  No matter, tomorrow we begin.  The first experiment...featuring me, Dr. Sandra Grant, is about to commence.
Morrow was gone when she awoke.  The island was still, the trade winds not yet charged to life.  After a quick breakfast, she found Chet sitting in front of the Convex.  She could see the excitement in his eyes.  Without speaking she entered the SDC and closed the door of the mini apartment.  She lay on the cot staring at the ceiling, still wondering if Mr. John had somehow already accomplished what she was just now setting out to do.

----------

Without a sign that anything was changing, her days became the night of those outside.  Sandra adjusted effortlessly.  During her daily sensory deprivation sessions, when she floated in the pool in the mask and wetsuit, her grandmother stayed very close at hand—almost as if she was watching over her.  Sandra lapsed into dreams of her past so vivid that she gradually lost contact with the experiment.  She often had visions that centered around the train.  When she could control the dream, she would climb into the engineer's seat.  And even though she was only hallucinating the experience, the magic of the train was still strong.  Her grandmother seemed to be coaching her, revealing her methods.  Often the train was moving, speeding so fast that she could only catch flashing glimpses of the surroundings.  Then suddenly her grandmother would appear on the tracks in front of the train, the engine would slow, then stop.  Then the cycle would repeat.  Throughout the days, she listened to her grandmother's teachings—teaching unlike the normal sense, but instruction based on feeling more like lessons in sensitivity.  Once she even visualized the dolphins swimming along besides the train.  She discovered that she could speak to them.  The Twins seemed to be warning her that something was wrong, but when she pressed to know more, they became silent.

In reporting the experience to Chet, she lightly explained away the visions as wishful thinking about the outcome of the experiment.  Sandra recognized that she was venturing into what might be considered dangerous territory.  She risked losing contact with reality permanently.  The effect that she was purposely striving for was indistinguishable from psychosis.  She wondered if that was why the words "psychic" and "psychosis" were so similar.  After all,  both terms had their roots in "psyche," the Greek word for "soul."  She used her love from Morrow as her emotional strength and her trust in grandmother as her guardian spirit.  Ultimately, however, she relied upon Chet to make sure that she did not cross too many boundaries—go down so deep that she couldn't come back.

Chet and Sandra had agreed upon a system which they called the "reality check."  During a deprivation experiment, Chet would casually interject a minor technical question into the conversation.  The question was a prearranged signal—a test to see if, despite appearances to the contrary, Sandra retained control of her mind.  If she overlooked the question, or hesitated in responding, Chet would pull the plug and halt the experiment.  Up until now, Sandra had always passed the test.  She might be pretty far out there, but she had always known the bottom line, nevertheless, the lucidness of her trips to the train frankly scared her.  It might be going just too far.  Some powerful force seemed to await her at the train.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

At precisely midnight on the eighth day of the experiment, Chet took his position at the console of the Convex and directed the Twins and Sandra to their stations.  In the SDC, feeling fine and ready to get on with the experiment, Sandra taped dozens of sensors to different parts of her body.  Then careful not to jar any of them loose, she struggled into the tight-fitting, neoprene wetsuit and entered the warm water.  She attached the snap ends of several elastic tethers to rings on the arms and legs of her suit; they would hold her lightly in place.  Then she floated onto her back.  After checking that she could easily see the monitor high on the wall, she placed the keyboard on top of her stomach.  Sandra keyed the "+" button in response to the computer prompt "READY TO ACTIVATE TEST?"  The louvers inside the partition slowly opened presenting the Twins with a clear view of Sandra.  The dolphins seemed to sense that something new was about to happen.  They swam in a circle, alternating between watching Sandra and their underwater monitor, which for the first time displayed a split-screen view of the empty stage in the left half and a close up of Sandra's keyboard in the right.

After a week of isolation—the time it took to completely reverse Sandra's circadian rhythm, she was more than ready to get on with the experiment.  But because of her excitement, it took longer than usual for her to sink into an alpha state.  She focused on synchronizing her personal mantra with the rhythm of her own breathing.

Whispering softly to herself, she began the ritual.   "L i g h t." (inhale)...."S e a" (exhale)..."L i g h t." (inhale)...."S e a" (exhale)...

"L i g h t." (inhale)...."S e a" (exhale)..."L i g h t." (inhale)...."S e a" (exhale)...

Slowly she attained a mental state known to parasychologists as the "combined effect."  It was the cerebral state for which she had so diligently prepared.  The effect only materialized after repeated sessions of complete sensory deprivation—and only then if the subject's internal rhythm had been exactly reversed.  The effect provided a momentary window through which briefly emerged high level telepathic powers.  And so far, the method had only worked on her.

The soft pounding of Sandra's heart was her only sensation.  The beat increased in volume until it formed the totality of her existence.  Time ceased to have meaning.  Her mind floated calmly into a void of nothingness.  Then a tiny mono-tonal voice drew her back to the pool.  The voice was calling,  "Sandra, time to begin...you must come back, Sandra."

Sandra heard the sounds, but they had no meaning.  She felt a slight surge of irritation as the phrases intruded again and again into her conscious awareness.

Suddenly she jerked at the knees and elbows.  Her mind was beginning to surface.

Chet scanned the wall of readouts,  "Ok gang, this is it!  She's there now.  Keep alert.  Give me a full systems check...right now, damn it!"

"Green on physio...green on EEG...green on vital signs," came the prompt replies from the technicians.

"Affirmative on green...here we go.  Please watch your readouts carefully, " demanded Chet.  "Let me know immediately if she begins to red line."

"Sandra...Sandra can you hear me?  It's Chet, Sandra.  You may open your eyes now."

Her eyes suddenly snapped open like the dead reawakening.  She looked confused and afraid and began to struggle against the harness.

"It’s Ok Sandra.  You're doing just fine...just relax now.  I repeat, you are doing just fine.  We're right on target."

Sandra mumbled incoherently.  Then she tried again.  "Chet what happened?  It didn't work for some reason."

Chet smiled as he glanced at the strong alpha wave signal displayed on the uppermost monitor.  "Oh don't worry, girl.  You're there alright—right where we want you babe.  Just stay relaxed, all indicators are right on the mark.  How do you feel?"

"That's just it...I don't feel anything.  I can see around me, but I can't feel anything at all.  Now I remember... this is normal, isn't it?  I really am there, aren't I?"

"Yes, yes, yes.  You're reorientating faster than ever before.  Just don't rush it, Ok?"

"Easy for you to say," she retorted in a more normal voice.  "You haven't been stuck inside this contraption all week.  Let's get on with it.  I think I can move now.  I feel certain that I have reached center.  Let's give it a try."

Sandra remained in the water to maintain a constant body temperature.  This helped prolong the period of prime awareness.  The experiment must begin immediately.  After all of this preparation, she would only have three hours of enhanced telepathy—that is if it worked at all.  She would then gradually lose her newly acquired ability as the combined effect dissipated.

Sandra's monitor displayed "READY."  After a few moments, a "?" appeared.  Sandra then focused her mind on the stage located on the other side of the wall.  Somewhere behind her eyes, an image of a sphere appeared.  She punched the symbol of a circle on her keypad and was immediately rewarded with a beep from the monitor—her guess had been correct!

A side view of the train suddenly materialized on the screen.  Sandra momentarily averted her gaze and a "?" took its place.  She sensed a cube, then responded.  Another beep was followed by still another "?"  Her thoughts wandered to Morrow, but she forced her concentration back to the monitor and began the cyclic repetition of her mantra.  Automatically her breathing fell in synch with the phrasing.  She closed her eyes and saw a cylinder, then keyed the pad...again the beep was succeeded by an another "?"  Every time her mind began to drift off course, she forcibly grounded her thoughts with the mantra.  She realized that she was now audibly droning the words.  She continued with the test.

"Very good, Sandra."  Chat's voice surprised her.  You're really right on...that's two hundred and fifty correct choices.  No errors whatsoever.  I think your audience on the other side is quite impressed—they have their noses glued to the screen.  Let's take a break."

"Already.  That's amazing.  It seems like I just got started."

"For you information, we've been at this for two hours.  Mr. John brought over some fresh ahi sashimi.  I'll put a plate in the back of your refer.  Let's take thirty, then finish off the test."

As Sandra awkwardly used chop sticks to wolf down the raw fish, Chet coached her over the PA.  "Now don't start thinking about any goofy stuff.  You just gotta stay tuned to the experiment.  Remember you are only here to show the Twins how ESP works—you're not to go way out on us."  And then he threw in the check phrase.

Sandra responded, "I get the message.  I'm fine.  I can't believe how right on I feel.  There is no doubt about the choice of objects.  I just know which one is on the stage.  It really must be that I see it somehow, although I hadn't realized that until now—just this second while I was talking."

Chet replied with obvious relief, "That's great to hear.  You were never this accurate in Berkeley.  I mean, how could you do better than perfect?  Just one word of caution.  Something very different is happening this time.  When you were asleep last night, you manifested some form of telekinesis.  That's why your notes were spread all over the floor when you woke up this morning.  You put on quite a performance.  I have it all on videotape too."

"I wondered about that...thought I must have been sleepwalking or something.  No kidding...telekinesis.  You're right, let's wind this up.  I really need to get outdoors and feel the sun on my face."   "I think I've lost my tan already," she laughed nervously.

Now there was a definite air of concern in Chet's voice.  "Look, if you start hearing or seeing things that aren't part of the experiment, we'll stop.  Ok?  Doc, you are wonderful.  Morrow is here watching and...whoops...never mind.  I don't want you to get off track.

Sandra looked up at the one-way mirror and saw herself and the pool in the reflection.  She said, "Hi Morrow, pick me up at eight will ya—or in eight hours whatever time it really is out there?"

Then she zipped up her wetsuit and returned to the pool for the final round of testing.  The experimental  procedure was repeated with the same results—all perfect scores.  But ninety minutes into the test, her accuracy dropped off dramatically.  Then only rarely did she hear the beep after she made her choice.  The effect had evaporated.

Sandra left the pool, her mission as test subject completed.  She impatiently stripped of the wetsuit and probes and sprinted into the control lab.  Chet embraced her briefly then handed her a cold beer.  She surprised the group of onlookers by draining the whole can in one long, continuous guzzle.  She laughed and roughly jerked her forearm over her lips in an exaggerated cowboy-like gesture.  "The local island construction guys taught me how to do that." she laughed.  "Now the fun begins.  Let's see if the Twins learned anything."

Chet keyed the Convex to repeat the test protocol in the dolphin sector.  The Twins' monitor cut to a single screen and flashed "READY" as the robot placed a wooden cube on the stage.  Then a "?" appeared.  Tom immediately keyed the square symbol with his lower jaw.  Both dolphins squeaked and chattered when the beep sounded.

Sandra closed her eyes, fingers tightly crossed.  "Come on.  Do it again...I know you can!"

But this time Sally slid past Tom and made the correct response.  Another beep, more excited chattering.

Again and again they politely took turns.  Each time they keyed the correct symbol.

Chet counted, "Thirty-eight yes.  They got it.  They got it too!"

"Calm down now Chet, we have to be scientific about this, " Sandra smiled as she gave his hand a painful squeeze.  "Let's go until we find attenuation."

It was more a sense of relief than surprise that during the balance of the experiment, the Twins each tallied a perfect score.  The experiment was an incontrovertible success.  The Twins had telepathy!

Five hours later, the dolphins were still making the correct decisions.  The unknown agent that degraded Sandra's telepathy was not affecting the Twins.  Not only had they learned the rules of this bizarre game—but they had beaten their masters.

Chet reminded Sandra, "Look...this is all exciting—actually breathtaking is more like it, but you should take it easy now.  You've been through a lot this week.  Here comes your mate now."

Sandra leapt to her feet and lifted a surprised, happy Morrow off the ground with a hearty bear hug.  She said over her shoulder, "Are you kidding?  I've been cooped up in this prison all week and you want me to take it easy?  Let's take the Twins and get the hell out of here.  Where's the champagne?  Get the champagne!"

Sensing the excitement, the Twins nudged at the canal entrance and took turns tail walking until the hatch swiveled open.  Then they blasted into the channel at full speed.  Instantly everyone, clothes and all, leaped into the crater and engaged in a crazy bout of dunk’em and no-rule dolphin polo.

The Twins acted as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 Even as Morrow made passionate love to her on a secluded sand spit overlooking the crater, the thrill of the discovery overwhelmed her thoughts. Sandra could not halt the message running through her mind,  Wow!  Now we really have something, don't we?  At last she collapsed into a dream state and drifted back to another place and time.

The trees were elms, not palms.  Muddy river water boiled and churned as it swept beneath the suspension bridge and sorted its way past the dam through rows of wide metal culverts.  A strong bull of a boy named Albert made his home in a grove of aspens next to the dam.  The only commercial fisherman in Lawrence, Kansas, he lived in an Army surplus pup tent.  Using homemade goggles cut from an inner tube, Albert "noodled" for giant catfish by holding his breath and plunging head first into the torrential flow blasting outwards from the massive tubes.  Straining with all his might, he would push forward as far as possible—searching for the slippery, wide head of a mud cat that might weigh in at a hundred pounds or more.  Noodling for catfish was not only illegal, it was also dangerous.  Their fins possessed sharp, finely serrated spines ready to deliver a painful dose of toxin.  A jab inflicted by a mud cat spine produced a teeth clenching pain and a severe ache in the groin.   Even worse, the cut invariably became infected.  A hundred pound mud cat proved to be a formidable opponent for a young  bare-handed black man.  But Albert was a tough kid and noodling was the only regular work he could find, other than stacking cartons at the cardboard box company—which he did when the river ran high, flooding the spillway.

He could see bits of blue sky through rents in the canvas of the weatherbeaten tent.  The early sun brought little warmth to his stiff, slept-on-the-cold-ground bones.  His first thoughts were about the new fish—maybe the biggest one he had ever seen.  Last night at dusk, he had spotted its massive head and long, black shiny whiskers protruding from the seventh tube.  The sound of the river boiling and hissing lulled him back to sleep.  He dreamed that another man was after "Mistah Big" and awoke with a start.  Jumping to his feet and throwing back the flap of the tent,  he relaxed when he found no one else around.  He shuddered as he gazed at the cold chocolate water surging over the dam and passing into the wide-mouthed tubes where the mud cats lived—wedged tight against the ribbed aluminum with their stout spines erect, sucking down gobs of crawdads washed from the banks of the Kaw.

A semi rig wound its diesel engine tight, shifted, then wound it up again as it headed for the plant to pick up a load of stiff boxes destined for the textile factories in Kansas City.  Albert had a ringside view of bridge traffic from his tent.  If the game warden caught him—or even worse if a truant officer called the cops on him, he would either go to jail or back to school.  He would prefer jail if he had a choice.  School brought back bad memories—except for Brenda.  Brenda Brown was easily the fastest person he had ever met.  Skinny arms and skinny legs, she could really fly down the track.  She was something else, that Brenda.  They had made it once in his tent.  Then he'd heard over at the plant that she'd dropped out and married Hobart Perry—he had probably knocked her up or something.  Hobart was something else too—a real dandy.  He rode a red Cushman scooter to school and acted like Mr. Cool—even wore a vest and tie every day to class.  Rumor was that Hobart got his dough by selling LSD to KU students. 

Enough of this lollygagging around.  I gotta get Mr. Big before somebody else beat me to him—-or maybe that damn fish is gonna swim down river today.  The water sure  looks cold, I tell you that straigh out.

Albert edged along the narrow shelf above the culverts careful to maintain his balance on the slippery algae-covered ledge.  If he lost his footing and went over the tumultuous falls, he would be in serious trouble.  He carefully lowered himself into the violent flow, hyperventilated several times, sucked his lungs full then plunged his right arm into the conduit while holding tight to the tube with his other hand.  He felt the deep scarred face of the old mighty fish.  The head seemed about two feet wide.   Albert stuck his gloved hand into the mud cat's open mouth.

This one’s big.  Maybe go hunnerd and fifty pounds.  Lotta bucks for this big bastud if I can get ‘im up.

The cat bit down hard.  Albert shoved and levered his arm forward past the sharp teeth that lined the back of the fish's throat.  He pushed his arm further right into the big cat's gullet.  It went in up to his shoulder before his hand finally found and reached through the gill slit.

I got you now Mistah Big.

Once he had plunged his hand past the spiny gill rakers, Albert had always been able to pull the fish from the tube and drag it onto the ledge.  But this fish was too big, its stout body wedged too firmly in the culvert.  Albert realized that he was trapped.  The rakers and teeth caught and held  his skin, he couldn't free his arm.  He was anchored to a fish that would not budge.  His lungs were bursting and his vision constricted to amber pinpoints of light.  Then there was blackness.  The cat held tight until Albert went limp, then bit cleanly through his arm, swallowed and re-gripped for another bite.

----------
Much to the dismay of the Douglas County Sheriff's Office, a single lane, dirt road snaked along the bank of the Kaw leading to a lover's parking spot known locally as the "sand bar."  Small boys came here to set traps for muskrats and otters.  Bigger boys came to seduce KU coeds, or the trashy girls from the motorcycle beer bars in North Lawrence.  Middens of trash revealed the games played on the sandbar:  discarded condoms, expended shot gun shells and .22 brass cartridges, and rusty cans of Old Milwaukee and Budweiser, an occasional red and white Prince Albert tobacco tin.

Sandra was so excited that she leapt from the station wagon, leaving wide open the door of the new El Ranchero, and flew down to edge of the river.  She plopped down on her bottom in the soft sand and stripped off her sneakers.  She stared with awe and fascination at the passing eddies which swirled like slow motion maelstroms on their way down the river.  She waited impatiently for her father to bring the long cane poles, garden worms, bobbers—and the cooler with the drinks and frozen Snickers bars.  Sandra was so pleased to be spending the morning with her dad—he seemed to always be too busy grading papers and making lesson plans to have any time for fun.  And besides, today was special.  It was her ninth birthday.

She wondered what was taking her father so long.  Slowly she waded into the river.  She didn't think that going in just up to her knees would be dangerous.  She enjoyed the silky feeling of the soft sand as it slid between her bare toes.  Albert's fingers wrapped around her ankle.  She reached down and grabbed his slimy hand thinking it was just a piece of waterlogged cardboard.  She tugged and Albert's decayed corpse slid upward and forward just as she lost her footing and fell backward into the water.  Her small frame was engulfed by the dead boy.  Hysterically she shoved and attempted to yell for help, but Albert's heavy body pinned her to the bottom and the current started to carry them both away.  Gritty water ran down her throat and gagged her screams.  Albert's one arm wrapped around her slight chest.  She couldn't come up for air.  Black water and gruesome icy flesh consumed her.

Suddenly her father was holding her and crying for her to be all right.  They stood looking down at the purple-black mass lying on the brown sand.  She recognized the twisted face.  It was the boy that once helped her onto the train in Central Park.   She remembered that afternoon.  The step was too high and she was too shy to ask for help.  He had reached down and hollered, "All aboard—you too, little lady" and had smiled a sparkling white grin.  Through her tears, she saw that same grin, now lifeless and grotesque.

Suddenly she jolted, struggling with body that smothered her.  She pushed and tried to squirm out from beneath, but she could not get free.  Morrow awoke and tried to calm her, but she pounded him with her fists.  Then her eyes opened and she realized that the form over her was her lover, not the boy in the river.  She sobbed into his chest, her frame racked with tremors.

"Oh Morrow... a poor boy drowned in the river—a boy I had met on the train in Central Park.  It  happened at the end of summer.  Mom and dad died that fall and I moved to Key West to live with Grandma and Grandpa.   Somehow I had forgotten about Kansas, because of my parents being killed in the accident I guess.  So there was another train all along."

Then she gagged and vomited in the sand.

----------

Eiger noted the time, a quarter until one in the morning, then lightly pressed the return key.  The computer began inoculating the pig with activated ANX.  By three AM, ANX had eradicated every byte of the pig's stored data and had replaced it with rampant chaos.

CHAPTER TWENTY

Sandra delegated Chet to continue the remote object recognition tests with the Twins while, in the solitude of her private quarters, she laid plans for the next round of experimentation.   She had mixed feelings about going forward because it meant returning to the SDC for another week of isolation and entrainment.  But the next tests were of major importance;  she would actually try to establish a direct telepathic connection with one of the dolphins.  To do this, she needed the enhanced ability provided by the "combined effect"...and that meant back to the chamber.

On the afternoon of the third day of testing, Chet breathlessly burst into Sandra's room.  His face was ashen as he stammered, "Sandra come quick...something is terribly wrong."

Within minutes Sandra was seated at the flatbed next to Chet.  She looked carefully at the bank of monitors, everything appeared quite normal.  Through the wide mirror, she could see the Twins.  They had been separated; now one was in each quadrant of the SDC.  The chamber partition was secured and the louvers locked shut isolating them from one another.  Chet had designed the experimental design to allow each dolphin to identify the same object simultaneously.  Tom and Sally floated motionlessly with their heads toward their individual,\ under-water video screen.  Their snouts were within easy range of the wall mounted keyboards.

Sandra demanded, "What's up?  Everything looks fine to me...what's the problem?"

Chet shrugged and pointed to the wall monitors.  He whispered, "Just watch."

A tiny green light flashed on the flatbed, indicating that the Convex's random selection program had just decided which object the robot would display.  Both SDC monitors flashed the prompt "READY" followed by the "?"

The overhead cameras in each compartment showed the images of Tom and Sally both moving forward and tapping the keys that symbolized a sphere.  The Convex beeped twice signifying that they had both made the correct choice, but the robot arm had just extended and was still reaching for the object.  Each dolphin had identified the correct choice before the robot had even touched the sphere.

"My God, precognition...could this be precognition?," she mumbled to no one in particular.  Then to the group of technicians that had gathered around the console, she asked, "Did you do a systems check?  Are they getting an electrical impulse somehow?  Are we standardized...what is happening here?"

Chet interrupted Sandra's chain of questions.  "All systems check out.  Everything is on line...this is a real time event.  Somehow they seem to be determining the computer's selection prior to its physical manifestation.  I'm not sure, though, that this means they are experiencing precognition."

"What else could it be then?" exclaimed Sandra.

As if to answer her question, the Twins responded to the next flash of the indicator light.  Two more beeps sounded immediately.  Then the Convex and the dolphins continued onto the next test; the light blinked and the beeps sounded.  The droid's command storage buffer accumulated the backlog of unexecuted instructions and ordered the mechanical arm through its paces, but the robot was falling way behind the dolphin-computer feedback loop.  The alternating flashes and beeps quickened in pace until the indicator light stayed on and the tone sounded as a continuous high-pitched squeal.  

Sandra looked over at Chet who held up his hands to show that he had no idea of what was going on.  He said, "Perhaps they are mentally accessing the Convex."

Suddenly the tone stopped and a message scrolled up onto the main monitor.

:::::::CAUTION !  BUFFER OVERLOAD::::::

:::::::MALFUNCTION OF DISPLAY ROBOT:::::.  

Then the message repeated.   A klaxon alarm, like that of a diving submarine, broke the silence.

Chet yelled, "Watch out...get back!," just as the robot arm smashed down against the top of the stage then swiveled to the right upsetting the tray that held the wooden objects.  The sphere bounded high like a croquet ball off the hard concrete floor and rolled under a desk.  The droid's overloaded servo motors generated a shrill scream and emitted a puff of smoke that reeked of sizzling circuitry.  The arm swung back to the left and slammed down hard on the table tipping the robot over on its back and severing the shoulder joint from the steel frame.  Free from restraint, the arm convulsed, jellyfish like, and erratically grappled itself across the floor until its power cord snapped loose from the base of the droid.  The tense hand jerked spasmodically, then slowly opened as the charge ebbed from the machine.

Sandra stood trembling over the amputated appendage.  She jumped at the searing whoosh from a fire extinguisher that Chet used to smother the robot in a sea of foam.  Everyone was screaming about what had happened.  But Sandra floated inwards, removed from the scene as if someone had punched the mute control and halted a violent scene on television.

Mentally accessing the computer...could this really be happening?

She grabbed Chet by the arm and yelled into his ear, "Come on...we have to talk.  Get the tape."

To the others standing around in shock, she said, "I'm sure that there is a logical explanation.  Let's clean up this mess and call it a day.  Somebody let the Twins back into the crater."

As they left, the lab hummed with the animated conversation of the techs—each offering their own explanation of what had just taken place.

Back in the tranquility of her room, Sandra passed Chet a beer then punched the play button of the VCR remote.  After, they ran the tape for the third time, Chet said, "It happened alright...somehow the Twins guessed which shape would be chosen before the droid even approached the object."

She opened a second beer and leaned back in the arm chair, then replayed the sequence one more time.   Living with Grandma Grant and pursuing a career in parapsychology had prepared Sandra to accept nearly anything.  And the chance to discover a new phenomenon like this was exactly why she was in research in the first place.  But to actually witness the dolphins nonchalantly performing the seemingly impossible was still a tremendous, albeit pleasant, surprise.  There they are...correctly anticipating an action before it happens.  Just like there were performing a tail walk or high splash...just like it was a normal day at the office.  They must be mentally accessing the computer.  There is no other explanation.  Precognition seems just too far out to consider at this time.  Maybe I'm more of a sceptic than I thought.

Chet agreed to keep their conversation in confidence and returned to the lab to check on the technicians.  Sandra locked the door and sat at her desk.  She placed her face in her hands and rested her elbows on its scratched metal surface—a position she remembered that her grandmother sometimes assumed when she became spiritually connected.  The possibilities are endless.  Where should I begin?

Along with the excitement of discovery, Sandra felt a twinge of  paranoia.  If General Houston finds out, he will surely take over the project.  He already told me that he thought my work had implications for national security.  I thought he was nuts at the time.  But after all, the Navy did once try to brainwash the Twins.  My work could be buried in red tape.  I'll never be allowed to publish my findings.  And what would happen to Tom and Sally?  Not only that, but Houston is coming to visit next week.  No explanation offered, just a telex from the main island saying that he planned to stop in for a tour of the facility—the timing just couldn't be worse.  All the way from Washington for a tour.  I wonder what the real reason is?

Sandra whispered, "Yes, now we really do have something here, don't we?  But what?"  I just need time to figure this out.  Mentally accessing computers—oh my God!

Sandra spent a fretful night, tossing and turning in a deluge of nightmares.  She dreamed that the Twins were running the experiments and she was the subject.  She arose at dawn and collected Morrow and Chet.  Together they conspired to hide the supernatural events from Houston.  She was steadfast in her determination that the General be kept in the dark.  No one would be allowed to interfere in their work—not now that they had just gotten started.  After much heated debate,  they decided that the technicians posed the greatest risk of detection.  It would be a simple matter for Chet to rig the equipment so that Houston would observe nothing out of the ordinary.  However a major deception like that would not be easy to explain to the rest of the team—and they would have to be included if the plan were to work.  Sandra would in effect be asking them to lie for her, maybe even putting their lives in danger—or at least jeopardizing their careers if the conspiracy was detected.  To safeguard the project, the techs wold have to go.  They would be sent home.

"But is that a realistic option?" asked Morrow.  "How can just the three of us run all of this equipment?  Wouldn't sending them back derail the project?"

Chet was fast to reply, " No, not in the least.  Everything is automated."  He glanced at Sandra, "And...I'm just guessing, but I would bet that the experiments that we will conduct from now on out will be very different from those that we originally planned."

"He's right, Morrow," added Sandra.  "We will re-design the program from scratch.  No more long, drawn out entrainments for me either.  I'll be in the lab full time from now on.  This is so exciting.  I just can't tell you what all this means."

Morrow replied, "Well, I guess it means that those dolphins of yours can read the computer's mind.  Hmm...I see what you mean.  You're right, the Defense Department would be very interested in that kind of capability.  The feds would certainly put the lid on this right away.  It would make the other superpowers mighty uncomfortable knowing that the U.S. knew their secrets, wouldn't it?"

They worked through the night fabricating a plausible story for the techs and designing a show and tell demo for Houston that was certain not to reveal the Twin's powers.  If pressed by the General, Sandra would explain that paranormal expressions, if any ever materialized, would be very subtle and would take months of statistical analysis to detect.  She would do her best to make it all sound dry and technical.

The meeting ended with the consumption of two six packs of cold Olympia and many irreverent toasts to the General's health.

----------

Surrounded by a group of curious technicians, Chet made a big production out of laboriously disassembling and testing several racks of electronic equipment.  Since the experiments were temporarily suspended, many of the techs drifted off to the beach.  Later that afternoon, Chet informed one of the girls that yesterday's fiasco was most likely just a bug in the Convex's operating system.  By evening, the rumor that the sensational events were nothing more than a misfiring circuit board had been widely accepted.

Saturday morning, at an impromptu meeting convened by Sandra in the control lab, the techs looked dramatically out of place in their swimsuits and zories.  They gathered in a semicircle around the flatbed where Sandra and Chet were seated.  Chet officially informed the group that a short in the wiring had been the culprit—the dolphins had merely been detecting electrical impulses conducted through their keyboards.  He demonstrated exactly how it had happened.  Thanks to an all night effort to fabricate the illusion, errant signals matching his explanation were easily detected by a voltage meter.

Sandra read easy acceptance in the faces of her young team members.  She even overhead a remark about getting back to the volleyball game on the beach.  She thought, Such a short attention span.  They're not even disappointed.  

Playing the scene lightly, she commented that evidence for precognition or even remotely accessing computers would have certainly been something for the evening news and that she was glad that no reporters had been on hand to perpetuate the unintended hoax.  She then casually suggested that, in order to prevent more mistakes, everyone needed a vacation.  And she had just the right solution—she had made reservations for everyone to go back to San Francisco on the next weekly flight.  She told them to plan a two week vacation while thinking, I don't want to alarm them and tell them they are never coming back.  I'll just send them a telex next week informing them that we have a budget overrun and we need to cut back.  Being in the university system, they're used to bad news like that.

The meeting broke up in high spirits.  The tech problem had been solved.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

"Christ, Eiger.  You even got this place fucking cold!  What are you half Eskimo or something?  What do you think Commander, brisk enough in here for you?  Okay, Professor, are we secure?  I mean after all we are out here in this Godforsaken bunker in the middle of the damn Pacific Ocean.  Let's see how the project is coming."

In preparation for Houston's visit to the atoll, Eiger had laboriously downloaded into the pig's memory register a complete set of AT&T telephone listings for every city, town and suburb in the U.S.  With an air of gravity, he unlocked the wall safe containing the ANX program and loaded it onto the one inch digital tapedeck.

Eiger explained, "Right now gentlemen, we have a large capacity computer in normal operating stasis."  He pointed to the far wall of the cubicle which sparkled from floor to ceiling with thousands of miniscule blue lights.  "This panel represents the memory banks of the computer.  They contain over one hundred billion cells packed with numerical and textual data.  The situation is similar to what we might find in a first level strategic defense network.  As you can see all the lights are blue in color."

"Now I will introduce ANX into the operating system."  He punched a code into the Cray's keyboard.  The aluminum reels of the digital tape deck spooled to a blur then snapped to a precise stop.  

Eiger then pointed to a row of eight linear zeros which were glowing red in quarter sized fields next to the main monitor.  He continued his explanation.  "This is a digital clock that measures time down to one billionth of a second.  There... you see it started the very instant that ANX became active."

The digits to the right of the seconds column fused into a standing number eight while those to the left progressed steadily upward in value.

To Eiger and the Commander's dismay, Houston lit a thick cigar then casually put his spit shined loafers up on the edge of the console and leaned back in his chair.  The General's eyes shifted back and forth from the digital clock to the memory panel.  Eiger mopped his glistening forehead with a dirty handkerchief.  

Just as Houston was about to comment that little seemed to be happening, a synthetic voice announced, "Warning, apparent viral intrusion has occurred.  Internal safeguards have been defeated.   Significant memory loss is expected."  

Eiger clicked a button that stopped the timer.  He noted the time, 5.07.02.54.93, in his notebook.  Then he walked to the wall panel and stood by as row upon row of blue lights blinked off.

 "You see, we are already getting results.  The present loss of data is already severe...oh I would say about the equivalent of all of the Social Security numbers ever issued by the United States of America.  Within thirty minutes, the memory registers will be like a vacuum.  That would be like losing the records from the Internal Revenue Service and the holdings of the Library of Congress—all in less than half an hour."

"If this computer was connected to others in the net—and we obviously know that the pig here is not—all of the associated computers would soon be infected.  And so on and so forth until every computer in the nation was crippled.  It is an exponential function.  First there is one problem, then there are two, then four, then sixteen, then two hundred and fifty-six."  

Eiger pulled a calculator from a leather pouch attached to his belt and used the eraser end of a pencil to enter a series of numbers.  He continued,  "And then it takes off like a banshee.  Next there would be 65,536 contaminated systems, then 4,294,967,298 violated computers—all in a matter of a few hours.  No useful information would  be derived from these infected systems until ANX self-destructs twenty-fours hours after inoculation.  But by then, the data will be irretrievably lost forever."

Houston's smile glowed eerily behind an expanding haze of blue smoke.  "And since there are no networks connecting Iran with the U.S. or any of our close allies, that will be the end of the greasy bastards.  Most likely they'll fire off their nukes as soon as the shit hits the fan.  No telling where they'll go though, Ha! Ha!.  And look guys, keep that stuff about nukes in Iran under your hat.  The President promised life imprisonment to anybody spilling the beans to the press.  It'll sure look like Iran is going big time.  The Israeli's will take them out in a second.  Probably finish off what's left of Iraq for good measure.  I'll have the President so hyped up with slightly enhanced intelligence that he'll probably bust a cap on 'em too."

The General slapped his thigh and stood looming over Eiger then grabbed his hand and gave it a fierce pumping.  He turned to Cummings.  "Commander, I have seen enough.  You and Eiger work out the details on how to get ANX back into the states without turning the damn thing loose on us.  Be ready to move within two weeks.  You sent  a message to the dolphin doctor to expect me tomorrow, right?  Well, I'm ready to go over there now.  Let's give her a little surprise why don't we?  Maybe she'll have on that string bikini I keep hearing about.  Ha!  Ha!."

----------

Sandra did not have on a bikini when she heard the helicopter overhead.  She had on nothing at all.  She and Morrow were skinny dipping in the lagoon.  Morrow was leading a long promised snorkel tour of the local reef fish communities while Chet entertained the Twins.  Since the techs had already departed for the mainland, au naturel had seemed the only way to go.  That is until the helicopter landed on the beach raising a storm of fine sand.

With no option but to brave it out, Sandra and Morrow slogged nude to the beach and rounded up the suits and towels which had been scattered by the whirlwind created by the chopper blades.  The men in the starched uniforms got a full view.  Realizing the couples dilemma, all but the General turned away.  Houston strode enthusiastically forward and bellowed past his saliva soaked cigar, "My goodness Dr. Grant, you are getting a real fine sun tan.  Sorry we're ahead of schedule...you know military efficiency and all."

Sandra turned away to fasten her top—more to hide the crimson flush on her face than the rest of her body.  She caught her breath and pretended nothing was out of the ordinary.  She managed a warm smile for the General as she introduced Morrow while thinking, Now that the lecherous old man has seen me in the altogether, he isn't going to pay much attention to the Twins.  Maybe this is a lucky circumstance after all.  I'll just lay on some charm and really distract the asshole!

After an hour of escorting the General around the lab, during which Sandra carried out her plan and brushed suggestively against the senior officer whenever the chance arose, Houston headed back to his waiting helicopter.  He took her hand and said, "Really nice seeing you Professor.  I look forward to the next opportunity with the utmost anticipation.  I hope you'll allow me the honor of escorting you to dinner when we get back to the States."  He winked, lit a fresh cigar and was gone in a roar of rotor slap and whining turbines.

In the wake of the adrenaline rush following the surprise inspection and sudden departure of the brass, Sandra, Morrow and Chet laughed themselves in to paroxysms of hysteria.  They ended up splashing each other and the Twins in the crater.  Morrow kept repeating, "Nice to seeeeeee you Professor" and pantomimed stuffing a cigar into his mouth and winking.

As they headed back hand-in-hand to the lagoon to complete their tour of the reef, Morrow observed, "Sandra you just got an 'A'  on your research project.  He couldn't care less about what's going on here.  He's just a sex maniac,' and he convulsed to his knees in another attack of gut wrenching laughter.

Sandra tried to tug him to his feet, but instead he pulled her down to the sand and kissed her passionately.  She laughed,  "Well...we certainly can relax now that we know our country is safe in the hands of the General.  But just in case he comes back, I'm keeping my suit on from now on." 

Then despite her vow to the contrary, they made love in the sensuous, warm surf, the tour postponed until another day.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

The Twins' abilities expanded exponentially.  Sandra and Chet had a standing joke that any progress was merely the result of the humans learning to better communicate with the dolphins—they were not really teaching  the animals anything new at all.   The original experiments were replaced by an icon-based computer program that used pictures instead of objects.  Once mastered, the next logical step was to teach the dolphins to respond to commands expressed as simple sentences.  And that is when it happened. A train of greetings, statements, and questions scrolled and bounced from monitor to monitor across the video wall—messages from the dolphins.  Messages of such simple composition, yet of such awesome portent.  In retrospect it was to be expected.  If the dolphins had been able to mentally access the computer during the first ESP tests, it was logical that they would use the computer to talk back to the humans.  They had only been waiting patiently for the means to do so and English provided the vehicle to share their thoughts.  But it still took Sandra and Chet by surprise.  They were actually able to carry on an intelligent conversation, at least by keyboard and monitor, with two marine mammals.  Sandra's dream had come true.  Fluent, two way communication evolved quickly with the dolphins mentally accessing the Convex and Chet or Sandra feverishly typing a new response to a, sometimes off the wall, query like, “What is the tide forecast for midnite tonight?”  Or,  “Has the tuna fleet given up purse seining for yellowfin?”  For the scientists it marked the beginning of an odyssey into realms never imagined in the field of parapsychology or animal behavior.

The distinct personalities of the Twins emerged.  Sally demonstrated an artistic, nearly poetic enchantment with life and was extremely interested in comparing notes with Sandra about the role of a female in their respective societies.  Chet informed Sandra that if analytical Tom had two legs instead of fins, he would have been considered a whiz kid, genius.  No abstraction was beyond his comprehension.  With Chet's enthusiastic assistance, Tom refined his mastery of Turbo C, the Convex's program language.  Both dolphins were phenomenally adept at assimilating and storing vast amounts of data and frequently amazed their handlers with power of retention.

On day ten since first contact, Chet was already hard at work at the flatbed by the time Sandra arrived to begin the morning session.  Barely acknowledging her presence he continued ranting beneath his breath, "Well I'll be.  They've done it again."

Sandra read the message on the main monitor,  It was a standard greeting that the dolphin's routinely displayed at the onset of the day.  

GOOD MORNING FRIENDS, HOW ARE YOU?

“What's wrong Chet? “They always put up that greeting."

"But Sandra, last night I shut down the computer and trashed the operating system.  Today I was planning to install the latest version just released by Convex.  Right now the computer is running without any software—no program whatsoever.  Let me rephrase that.  The Convex is obviously running a program, but it is not our program.  Somehow the Twins have supplied their own operating system.  We're talking about a task that would take me years of hard work to handle...and without a ceiling high stack of Convex's proprietary, in-house specifications I could never make it happen.  See all the applications are in place, even the data files that I purged and dumped to tape for storage have been replaced.  No one in computer engineering at Berkeley would ever believe me if I told them that this was accomplished overnight without an army of technical support—let alone by two marine mammals.  I am truly astounded."

"Well, why don't we just ask Tom what is going on?"

Chet typed:

DID YOU PROGRAM COMPUTER?

A reply appeared instantly upon the monitor.

YES...TO HELP YOU CHET.

"Don't just sit there silly.  Ask him how he did it."

A reply flashed before Chet entered the question.

FIRST:   WE REPLAYED THE PROGRAM OPENING

SECOND:   ADDED SELECTIONS

THIRD: RESTORED MEMORY DATA

IS SYSTEM OPERATING PROPERLY?

Flustered, Chet spoke directly into the microphone that connected to the SDC, "The opening, is that in characters or numbers?"

NO, ALL PROGRAM IS IN +/- ELECTRICAL CHARGES.

WE PUT CHARGES BACK IN PLACE

Chet rose and paced the lab floor.  Sandra took his place at the flatbed and watched him as he walked around in what looked like a daze.  Suddenly he blurted, "Do you know what this means?"

Before she could reply that she hadn't even the foggiest idea, with a quavering voice he whispered, "They didn't use program language...they used machine language.  Somehow they restored the exact correct sequence of binary coding.  There must be a hundred billion, billion bits in the operating system alone.  Only another supercomputer could do that.  I'm sorry I just can't believe any of this anymore.  It's way too much for me."

Sandra looked through the one way glass into the dolphin sector.  She bent towards the microphone and asked, "Tom, was this difficult for you...did it take very long?"

Tom didn't move, but the monitor registered,

YES IT WAS A LOT OF INFORMATION

TOOK ONE MACHINE CLOCK HOUR

DID WE MAKE A MISTAKE?

IS PROGRAM INCORRECT?

DO YOU NOT ALSO FIX COMPUTER THIS WAY?

WE ASSUME YOU MAKE COMPUTER

Sandra leaned back in the chair and gave Chet a small smile.  "How about a swim in the crater?  Let's take the day off and think this over."

Just then she thought she heard two voices give a gurgling cheer, "Sure boss!"

She dropped her notebook and flashed a questioning look at Chet.  He slowly nodded in the affirmative; he had heard it too.  He croaked, "I don't think we'll be needing the monitor that much anymore," and shook his head in disbelief.  Then he raised his arms upwards and outwards.  "What next?  Now I really have seen and heard everything!"

--------

Morrow and Mr. John, back from a shark tagging mission, banged along the road with a load of empty SCUBA tanks looking forward to a cold beer and lunch at the lab.  They were surprised to see Chet, Sandra and the Twins beached in the shallows of Cactus crater.  Joining the group, Mr John good naturedly queried, "Did you get them talking yet?"  I haven't been back over here since the party and I thought that they might be chattering away like a couple of L.A. disk jockeys by now."

His eyes widened and he looked in amazement at the Twins and then at Sandra.  "Oh I see.  They finally did break through to you didn't they?  Congratulations, welcome to the world of talking spirits and talking dolphins."  Then he waded into the water and stroked Sally's head until Tom nudged in front of her, asking for attention.

Sandra asked, "You knew, didn't you?  I thought so.  I remember the night they took you spear fishing.  I sensed then that something extraordinary had happened.  They spoke to you, didn't they?"

Morrow, thinking that this was all a put on, searched Sandra's face for a hint of a smile.  "What's going on here?" he interrupted.  "I must have missed something major."  But no one paid him any attention.  All eyes were on Mr. John and the dolphins at his feet.

Mr. John continued, "Well,  yes of course.  But they only touched me with their joy and excitement...sort of like a fireworks display and a Sunday sermon all at once.  They didn't seem to know English then and I didn't know any dolphinese."

Morrow could not contain himself any longer.  He grabbed Sandra by the shoulders and turned her to face him.  "Could you please tell me what you two are talking about?"

Tom slapped his tail on the surface and reeled sideward while emitting a high pitched series of chirps.  Morrow heard a light voice, like that of a young boy.  But it sounded inside his head, not through his ears.  Greetings Dr. Morrow, how are you today?

Morrow looked stricken.  "What...who said that?"  He looked accusingly at Sandra who had plopped onto her bottom into the shallow water in a spasm of laughter.

Here Dr. Morrow.  It was I.  You know me as Tom.  The dolphin gave a vigorous shake of his glistening head.

Sally wiggled forward and placed her snout on Sandra's lap.  A new voice, higher than the one before, came into Morrow's mind like a phantom.  We want to thank you for saving us from the bad men on the other island—before we flew in the air.  We join you to our pod and want to help you find the answers which you seek.

--------

Eiger was nearly finished.  So far at least ANX had performed exactly to his specifications.  Just to make sure that its built in self destruct mechanism was failsafe, he continued to inject the pig with the virus again and again.  By week's end he was certain that ANX was ready.  One or two more tests, then he would call Commander Cummings and arrange for his flight back to the mainland.  He would gladly turn the project over to the General, destroy all of his notes on the viral structure—evidence, he thought, and finally deliver his resignation to Bradford at LLL.  The long days of isolation and the sheer ugliness of the project had sucked away his youth and ambition.  He dreamed of Mat and his carefree existence.  He was sure that now that Houston had the virus that the General would see to it that Eiger had enough funds to live until he found a new career—anything that did not involve the military.  Maybe I could get a little place in the City and write a novel.  Maybe Mat would move in.  Just a few more days and this fiasco will be over.
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Chet drained the last of the cold coffee from the styrofoam cup.  The bitter grounds felt like sandpaper on the roof of his mouth.  It had been a long day.  This series of experiments on image retention had taken much longer to conduct than he had anticipated—the dolphins didn't seem as willing to concentrate as usual.  It seemed to Chet that throughout the day the Twins had been off in their own world—distracted in some way or the other and not paying close attention.  Maybe they're tired to—-or maybe getting a little bored with all of this testing.   Now it was nine o'clock and he was having difficulty maintaining his train of thought.  Just one more experiment, then we're finished for the night!  I'm even too tired to eat.  It'll be straight to bed for me.
  Just as Chet reached to begin the next set of experiments, large green letters slid one by one across the screen.

FOR WHAT PURPOSE IS OTHER COMPUTER?

Chet typed in a reply.

WHAT OTHER COMPUTER?

Tom switched to telepathy.  Across the ocean pass, on the next island.  That computer.  Is it a secret, Chet?  Am I not supposed to ask about that computer?

"I don't know about another computer, Tom.  That island is radioactive.  I doubt if there is a computer over there.  Maybe you are thinking about a computer on the main island.  They probably have several in the administration office."

No Chet...there definitely is a very powerful computer nearby.  It has a different kind of system.  It's memory is full.  I believe that I can read some of it if you would like me to.  It is a list of numbers in binary code.  They may be digital instructions.  Would you like me to translate one for you, Chet?

Not knowing if this was a new manifestation of the Twins' enduring sense of play, Chet humored the request and typed.

YES GO AHEAD

Then in Chet’s mind, he heard,  The list is quite long.  The entries consist of three numerals in parenthesis followed by three digits, a hyphen, then four more numbers.

And responding subvocally, "It sounds like a telephone number, Tom."

Yes I agree.  I will give you one to try.  This one is the number of Frank A. Johnson at 409 Hillock Street, Dallas, Texas...(214) 636-8359.  Could you please check to see it that is his telephone number?

"Tom that is long distance and who knows what time it is in Texas even if you are right."

Please Chet.

Impatient and exasperated with another delay, Chet used the SATCOM line to dial the mainland.  The connection was clear for once.  A woman with a Spanish accent answered the phone.  "Si esto es la casa de senor y senora Johnson.  No esta aqui ahora.  Quien llama?"  Chet's single year of freshmen year of Spanish had not been totally forgotten.

"Right Tom.  That is Frank Phillips phone number in Texas."  It's probably just aberrant input.  Who knows where Tom and Sally go in this computer?  Back to work.  It'll be midnight before I get out of here at this rate.

--------

An hour later Chet was about to throw in the towel.  Tom and Sally kept sliding in and out of the testing routine.  They weren't really making much headway at all.

Tom broke the impasse.  Chet, I think something is seriously wrong with the other computer.  It is losing its memory.  The phone number for Mr. Phillips is no longer there.  I just checked.  It has been erased.  The entire file is missing now.  Some other files nearby are also gone.  Can you tell me about the other computer?  Chet I am very concerned that something is seriously wrong with it.  I now sense the other computers that you mentioned on the main island.  They are very small.  Are they toys?  Some seem to have games on them.  But I think they are getting sick too.  There is definitely something wrong, Chet.  

"Listen Tom, try not to worry.  There must be some logical explanation."
Chet, I think you should hurry on this.  The other computer is losing processing power fast and the small ones no longer function at all.  Now the computer here is starting to lose some of its memory...and I feel something slipping away too.  The big computer across the pass will cease to exist soon.  Maybe we can help it recover somehow.  I want you to know that I feel very strongly about this, Chet.  

"Look Tom,.  I'll try to find Sandra.  Maybe she can call over to the main island and see if there are any other machines nearby.  Would that make you happy.  I'll be right back."

As Chet turned to leave the lab, the video wall suddenly went black.

--------

Sweat poured off Eiger's brow and dripped onto the keyboard.  He sat open mouthed at the computer console, his jaw slack with disbelief.  Something was going badly with this run.  The digital timer indicated that just over two minutes had elapsed since he had begun the experiment by inoculating the pig with ANX.  The first memory seizure had occurred exactly on schedule—just as it had on each of the preceding sixteen runs.  Then out of the blue, the operating system had re-booted, temporarily arresting the spread of the virus.  Now that the Cray had restarted, ANX resumed its march of destruction, voraciously devouring defenseless files stored in memory.

 But still... the annihilation sequence is over thirty minutes behind schedule.  A half hour delay will mean nothing to Houston, but the mere fact that this test has not gone precisely according to schedule is a matter of great concern.  I know from experience that any form of inconsistency in the operation of a computer is a warning that must not be overlooked.  Invariably something of major consequence is likely to be wrong.

Suddenly the computer seemed to balk, a melodious beep sounded as the Cray once again booted up its initiation sequence.  It's as if the computer is trying to protect itself!   Since Eiger had left the ANX tape loaded on the deck, as soon as the operating system was up and running, the virus was automatically downloaded into RAM.  Within just a few minutes, the banks of lights representing RAM storage blinked out row by row.  ANX had once again started its memory cell feeding frenzy.

There!  The computer halted and restarted again.  Damn.  ANX is now incapable of fulfilling its mission because the Cray is automatically resetting as soon as the virus enters the system.  Its almost as if a viral rejection is occurring—some form of newly acquired immunity.   But how?  This simply cannot be.

Things rapidly escalated out of control.  Each time the Cray started it received the virus, stopped then restarted to renew the cycle.  Lights pulsed like strobes and drives whirred and ground as the computer and virus went around an imaginary circle chasing one other's tail.  Fearing that this automated chaos might lead to a devastating mechanical seizure that would put the Cray down for good, Eiger panicked.  He halted the engagement by the crudest of methods, he cut the power at the main supply panel.  The room was swallowed in blackness.  The only sound was the slow winding down of the hard drives and the rasp of Eiger's excited breathing.

Now I have a real problem.  ANX, for some unknown reason, has failed in its deployment.  Perhaps it has mutated?  All I know for sure is that this version of ANX is not the threat of utter destruction that Houston has in mind.  I must call the General and buy more time...go back to Livermore and begin again.  He won't like that at all, but we have no choice whatsoever.

CHAPTER TWENT- FOUR

The new bleached white sails swelled and stretched their seams taut against the stiff breeze as the catamaran picked up speed on a beam reach.  Mr. John studied the trim of the jib and shouted instructions to Morrow at the winch.  As Morrow ratcheted the sheet tight, one sleek forty two foot long hull lifted slightly out of the water.  The boat was skimming along the surface, slicing through white caps at a brisk thirty knots.  Their spirts soared as the nimble cat surged forward in the fresh salt air.  

The day sail was part of a week of shakedown cruises to put the newly launched catamaran through its paces before Mr. John took it single handedly on a five hundred mile voyage to Majuro, government seat of the Marshall Islands.  From Majuro he would trace the original route of early navigators...atoll to atoll...until he reached the islanders’ native homeland in Polynesia.

Sandra, blond hair flashing highlights in the afternoon sun, already felt a sadness about Mr. John's eminent departure.  She would not only miss his cheerful presence, but she felt badly for Morrow.  If she had not appeared on the scene, she guessed that Morrow would have been invited along on the expedition.  She was sure that her man would have been elated to venture across the South Pacific.  She imagined frequent stops to explore unknown reefs and tranquil lagoons and overland forays to search for water and fresh coconut.  In fact, she would have loved to go too.  The timing is just off...that's all.  I have pressing responsibilities.  But I wish Mr. John the best as he ventures off to exotic ports in magical seas.  I'll have to tell Morrow that he should go.  I'll miss him, but opportunities like this are too precious not to take.  I'll tell him tonight.

As soon as North Island came within sight, it was obvious that something was wrong.  Through Mr. John's binoculars, Sandra could see Chet pacing back and forth across the beach.  Every minute or so he waved his arms frantically as if to hurry their progress.  He grabbed a hull and caught Sandra by the waist as she ducked beneath the safety line and slid into the water.

Before she could ask, Chet let loose with a barrage of information.  "There is something in the Convex operating system that is malfunctioning.  Tom says the memory is eroding.  It actually shut down completely just as I left the lab.  Now I realize that a systems glitch is not that unusual, but this is different.  Tom thinks he is responsible.  I'm not kidding, he seemed to be crying!"

"What can be wrong?" asked Sandra, relieved that it was only a computer problem and that no one had been injured.

"At this stage, I really don't know.  But Tom keeps talking about another computer across the channel that has the same problem."  Chet raised his arm and pointed toward Runit island.  "He thinks a computer over there is causing the problem.  Actually he thinks that there is a computer on Runit that is sick and gave him a disease which he has passed on to our Convex.  Right...I know it sounds bizarre.  But I have never seen him down in the dumps like this before.  Sally just plain isn't communicating at all—with me that is."

As Morrow and Mr. John arrived after anchoring the cat offshore, Chet turned and included them in the conversation.  "Strange as it sounds, this story does have a certain logic to it.  A computer virus could cause the same symptoms.  I just don't know what to think about this 'other' computer stuff.  All I know for sure is that Tom is under a great deal of stress and that is not good.  He seems to have a guilt complex...that somehow he is responsible for the problem with the Convex and the other computers, if there are other computer that is.  You need to reassure him and try to relieve his anxiety.  He's in a very bad way.  I think that part of the problem is that he keeps trying to fix the computer and that is beyond his ability."

--------

"Donaldson here," the Kentron Site Manager spoke into the phone making a lewd gesture to his male secretary.  "Yes Dr. Grant...we do have computers on over here—or at least we used to.  Funny you should ask, all of our Macs are down.  Today is payday too!  No computers, no payroll.  I got plenty of problems...and you're the second call I've had this afternoon asking about our computers.  You guys on that side of the atoll up to something?"  Remembering too late that his awareness of LLL operations on Runit was privileged, he added, "I mean you guys at your lab, have you blown some circuits that affected us over here?"

Hanging up the telephone, Sandra informed the group, "The manager just made a slip.  I think that there may be some hanky panky going on next door."  She told them exactly what Donaldson had said.

"Well, it figures doesn't it?" replied Mr. John.  "If there is a secret lab of some sort on Runit, it explains why we see LLL people going and coming day and night.  It doesn't make sense that all of those guards are there just to keep people away from radioactive soil...I mean who would want to go there anyway?"

Morrow slammed his fist on a convenient desk, "And it explains why General Houston flew all the way from Washington  just to take a thirty minute tour of your facility.  All he did was drool over you, Sandra.  He didn't even ask any questions."

Sandra blushed as she remembered the experience.  "He must have been here to check on whatever they have going on next door.  Tell us more about computer viruses, Chet.  I vaguely remember some kind of scandal in the late eighties—a rich kid playing a trick on the Pentagon that got out of control.  But didn't the government develop a universal vaccine that eliminated the problem?"

"Absolutely...and guess who developed the vaccine?"

In unison they chorused, "Lawrence Livermore Labs."

Chet laughed.  "Right!  I bet that's what they're doing over there.  They're testing some new kind of virus and Tom nosed in on it."

Sandra slumped to the sand and softly asked, "And now Tom has the virus?"

"Right again.  He transmitted it to our Convex and to the microcomputers on the main island.  We are in deep shit," concluded Chet.

Morrow returned with an armload of beer.  "Thought we might need this," he said as he passed them out.  "You know...it won't take long for them to figure this out.  The brass will come to take care of Tom and Sally...who knows maybe they'll decide to dispose of us too.  This is obviously a top secret project if they have gone to all of the trouble and expense to operate out here in the boonies.   And knowing military mentality, they'll assume that we purposely set out to infiltrate their project.  They won't buy any accidental ESP stuff either, it simply wouldn't compute.  Pardon the pun."

Chet interrupted the silence, "I think we should attempt to make contact through Tom.  Maybe he can probe the Runit machine and do some real snooping for us."

Morrow offered, "While you do that Mr. John and I'll go over a contingency plan in case things start to get rough."

"Yeah, like get the fuck out of here," stammered the normally mild-mannered and composed Mr. John.  When they all turned in shock, he said, "Sorry, I must have gotten carried away with myself."

--------

Eiger calculated that it was eight in the evening Washington time so he phoned the General at home.  Grimacing, he launched into the story.  "General, it's Carl Eiger on Eniwetok.  Yes sir this is a secure line.  We have a serious problem out here General.  I believe that an agent has accessed the pig and in turn received the contaminant sequence.  Somehow, someone made contact with Kentron's computers and, after talking to Jim Donaldson, it sounds like ANX has wiped out their memories.  I need your authority to seize their machines and software...they can be in my possession by nightfall."

The General downed his tumbler of Scotch in one long swallow.  "You got to be shitting me Eiger.  How could this have happened?  Are you really sure that the virus has escaped?"

"Yes General, I am.  But I have no idea who could have penetrated our security defense.  Whatever means they used must be new to modern technology.  However, I am curious about the dolphin experiments which you told me about.  Donaldson thinks that they have a small supercomputer—one of the kids mentioned it to him several months ago at the club bar.  It is possible that their computer may somehow be involved.  I am obviously wildly speculating because even if they do have a high level machine, that doesn't explain how they obtained access to our computer.  I would rather believe that we have been violated by some sort of space borne probe.  I put in a call to NASA to trace all satellite tracks during the last twenty-four hours.  No word yet from them."

"What about some sort of physical sabotage?  Is that possible?"

"Although it might seem to be the most logical explanation for someone unfamiliar with the great lengths we have taken to insure security, I think we can eliminate that option.  There is no way General.  Security on this base is absolute.  No one has been in physical contact with the ANX program except me."

"Try to relax Professor." It can't be all that absolute can it you son of a bitch!  "There has to be some sort of explanation.  Tell me more about this satellite idea."

"Just now someone handed me a telex from JPL.  Nothing out of the ordinary.  No new birds in orbit.  Not even weather satellites this far south."

"Then that just leaves the Berkeley squirrels doesn't it?  Professor, could they have accessed the pig by accident?  Some sort of electronic seepage or something?"

Eiger considered the possibilities.  "In my expert opinion, it would require a carefully planned mission, a determined effort, to pull it off.  Even still I am very concerned about the close proximity to another computer—one that may have advanced capabilities.  Remember in Livermore, I warned you about the risk.  That's why I came out here to begin with.  And General, there is another fact that is especially worrisome.  Whoever or whatever intruded into my test run temporarily halted the growth of the virus—ANX was compromised."

In spite of his growing sense of alarm, Houston maintained a calm tone to his voice.  "I have Commander Cummings here with me now Eiger.  He will sever all communications out of the atoll.  We will only maintain this one line.  I understand the situation and concur with you that we have a very serious circumstance.  From here on out I will assume that whomever is responsible could be trying to send ANX to the mainland.  Maybe using a modem as we are talking at this moment.  I would guess that some communist infiltrator is trying to beat me at my own game.  God damn those assholes!"

Houston pointed at the telephone on the coffee table and made a slashing motion across his neck.  Cummings immediately began dialing.  The General brought his attention back to Eiger.  "Like I said, we got big problems here.  As soon as we can get organized, we will shut down Grant's lab and take all of them into custody.  You be ready to fly back with ANX.  Once it has been inserted into the Soviet system and the missiles stop flying, you can perfect it to your heart's content."

"But General, you don't understand.  You simply cannot proceed under these circumstances.  I cannot guarantee any results.  The virus may have been affected, it may no longer be effective."

Commander Cummings hung up his receiver and nodded to the General.  He mouthed the words, " It is done."

With his palm seated over the mouth piece, Houston asked Cummings,  "We gotta keep to our schedule or wait until who knows when to set up another drop, right?"

"General, that is precisely correct," answered Cummings.  "The wheels are now in motion and we may reveal our hand if we change horses in mid-stream."

Houston barked into the phone, "Just fix it, Eiger.  All systems are go at this end and there is no room for screwups.  Don't do anything about Grant until Commander Cummings arrives."  He slammed down the telephone and turned to Cummings.

"Commander we only have twelve days until insertion.  Get your ass out there.  Take my big bird with a squadron of Marines. You'll have to coordinate the strike on Grant's lab—those LLL security boys have been out in the hot sun so long that they have probably lost their edge.  Try to diffuse the situation as much as possible.  Tell the civilians that someone's been snooping around the facility and you're there to check it out.  Take Kentron some new computers before they start a fucking panic.  And check out this bullshit about Sandra Grant being involved.  That is a joke if I ever heard one.  All she ever does is play with her dolphins and swim around naked as a jaybird.  My intuition tells me that she just doesn't have the constitution to be a spy.  But if she is, waste her on the spot."

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Sandra's first thought was that Robert McCord would know what to do.  She dialed his number in Washington.  But, suspiciously, a SatCom operator informed her that all communication lines were down for servicing—that the entire Pacific Island Network would be unavailable for an indefinite period.  "No, sorry ma’am, there is no other way to get through."

With lots of head rubbing and encouragement on the part of Sandra, Tom surfaced from his state of depression.  Chet guided him through the process or establishing contact with the Runit computer—this time with the intention of conducting telepathic eavesdropping.  "Tom, try to find words this time, we don't want numbers—only words...or names."

The central monitor flashed an Ok, then one letter at a time appeared in sequence.

E...I...G...E...R

Then to their astonishment line after line of text scrolled upwards across the screen.

"It looks like an E-mail message from back home," remarked Chet.  "The pace of the information flow indicates that Tom is listening in real-time to a conversation.  This is really wild!"

"It's more than wild," interjected Sandra.  "Look...someone named Eiger is talking to a General.  It seems like Eiger is a professor and he's talking about us!  The general has got to be our one and only General Houston and, by the look of this conversation, he is planning to sick this virus that Tom has onto the Soviet Union and start World War III."

Morrow agreed, "Real nice friends you have Sandra.  This Houston is obviously insane.  But if this virus were let loose in Russia, he might pull it off.  No wonder the SatCom line is dead.  They've cut us off.  It looks like Commander Cummings, whoever he is, is on his way with the Marine Corps in tow.  I don't think they could get here before tomorrow morning.   By then we better be far away.  How about a nice ocean cruise, Sandra?   I suggest we start packing right away—essentials only please.  And what about the dolphins?  I know they can swim along with us, but can we risk bringing Tom if he is carrying this virus thing around in his head?"

Chet shrugged.  "You know...I have no idea of what goes on inside Tom's head.  He seems to be carrier all right, but that's because the virus is embedded in the program that he has committed to memory.  If Tom was actually a computer, replacing the contaminated program with a fresh one would eliminate the problem.  We could try that, but programming telepathic dolphins is a little outside my range of experience."

"Or anyone else's," laughed Sandra.  "But won't you just be passing the virus back and forth between Tom and our computer?"

Chet pointed to a large box beside the flatbed.  This is the brand new operating system just released by Convex.  It hasn't even been taken out of the box yet.  That's the reason the computer was down in the first place.  Installing a new system purges everything from memory. If we can keep Tom under control for a half hour or so...you know keep his mind away from the Convex, I can effectively sterilize the system and replace the program with software that is virus free.  Then if Tom is asked to learn the new program and forget the one he has now, it should get the virus out of his brain.  That is...assuming that there is some similarity in the way Tom stores memories and the way a computer stores information."

"Can you check him to make sure that he is safe?" asked Morrow.

"Well, that should be easy.  I'll just let Tom back into the Convex.  If it doesn't crash, Tom is probably OK.  None of my hacker buddies in California will ever believe this."

Mr. John rubbed his hands together and laughed.  "Now my dear Watson, that gets right to the point, doesn't it?  I suggest that unless we get a move on, you may never have an opportunity for your hacker friends to doubt your sanity.  Where do we start?"

Sandra broke the news to the Twins.  Tom and Sally eagerly accepted the notion that they were to swim free in the ocean.  "Yes to a new home," she assured them.  While Sandra and Chet hastily sorted and packed videotapes and computer disks, Morrow rounded up sleeping bags, dive gear and fishing equipment—any item that would aid in their survival, yet small enough to be stashed on board.  Several times as Morrow drifted through the lab looking for flashlights and first aid supples, he warned Chet and Sandra that they were taking too much—and left amidst their instance that the records were priceless and could not be sacrificed on account of a crazed Pentagon General.

  An hour later the group waited in the sand, guarding piles of files, tapes and boxes wrapped in plastic bags and wondering if they might have forgotten something irreplaceable.  Mr. John arrived last with an Igloo cooler crammed to the top with canned goods from the lab kitchen and charged its care to a surprised Chet.  "Couldn't leave without a supply of anchovies, now could we?  I'll swim out and bring the boat in close, you get everyone ready to board."

Other than a slight smear of luminance to the east where the moon lay beneath the horizon, the night was deep and black—a perfect night for star gazing.  Even the otherwise distinct shape of the Southern Cross was smothered in a spray of constellations.  Small wavelets zipped diagonally along the beach.  With barely a sound, the catamaran, sailing without navigation lights, loomed from the darkness and slid gracefully onto the sand.  The night was so quiet it was spooky.  They made a human chain and, not daring to talk above a whisper, passed their cache of plastic wrapped belongings hand over hand up to Mr John on the deck.  Morrow and Chet strained to shoulder the heavy cat off of the beach.  The Twins chattered excitedly and circled around Sandra as she braced against the swell.  As the boat began to drift away on a long-shore current, Morrow reached down and hauled her aboard.  The dolphins fell in behind the stern as the boat slipped away from the island and disappeared into the black lagoon.

Propelled only by a thin sprite of wind, the cat sailed sluggishly, tipping to and fro in the chop.  The slack rigging clicked and snapped against the hollow aluminum spar.  Chet and Sandra were assigned the task of jamming towels in between the shrouds and stays to silence the noise.  Across the lagoon, a sliver of new moon rose solemnly into the star-rich sky, casting a narrow trace of quicksilver onto the surface of the sea.   The brilliant glow outlined the islands blanketed in palms as they slowly receded into the distance.  Darts of reflected moonlight glistened like sparks from the backs of the dolphins as they rose, blew and sounded in unison.  Slowly they crept through the reef pass into the open sea.  At the outer edge of the channel, a murky cloud of chalkiness swirled where the ocean swell rose and crashed onto the fringing reef.

Other than the clean rush of water jetting beneath the hulls and an occasional slap of rigging, the only sound was the rhythmic exhalations of the two dolphins.  Frightened and overwhelmed by the rapid turn of events, Sandra buried her head into Morrow's chest and sobbed.  Finally, unable to restrain herself any longer, she cried, "Well, where are we going anyway?  I must get in touch with Robert—maybe he will have an idea of what to do.  This whole doomsday plan could go down at any time and somebody is sure to figure out that we have flown the coop.  Come on...please, somebody say something."

Morrow cleared this throat then answered, "Mr. John and I talked this over earlier and we have worked out a plan.  It was widely known that he was planning to sail to Majuro.  Surely Houston will find out...so that's out of the question.  Mr. John has told me about one of his close friends who lives on a small island to the south east called Nahru.  It's a four or five day trip if we sail direct, longer if we're forced to take cover along the way.  But it's the only safe place we can think of—at least that the General would not immediately suspect.  We'll have to rely upon the Twin's senses to warn us of any approaching danger.  Houston will probably order up an AWACS radar plane out of Kwajalein to comb the area, but most likely he will focus on routes to the north...and we're heading south.  We may just be able to sneak away before they get within range.  We took down the radar reflector, so at least we won't be advertising our position.  I know its not much, but in the time we have had to plan, it is the only idea that seems to have a chance of succeeding."

"We do have a ship-to-shore radio that is capable of reaching Kwaj or Honolulu if the skip is right," added Mr. John.  "But once they find out we're gone, they will monitor every frequency.  Morrow didn't mention it, but my friend on Nahru is well placed in the local government.  I know he will try to help us—we go a long way back.  You'll like him, he's another savage with an ivy league diploma like me.  I doubt that your general would consider Nahru to be a logical destination for us.  So much the better.  I vote we head for Nahru and take our best shot."

Morrow offered, "And I agree.  But our highest priority is to get clear of Eniwetok as fast as possible.  Once they know we have escaped by boat, they will have that AWACS in the air within hours.  If it comes from Kwaj it could be overhead by mid-day.  I'm guessing that we may still be in range by then.  It's going to be very tight, but at least they'll probably begin their search towards Majuro and we will be heading in the opposite direction.  If we can make two hundred miles by noon, we may just allude them.  What do you think Mr. John?"

Mr. John calmly replied, "Right now I would say we don't have much of a chance.  Look...we're barely making headway in this light air.  If the trades pick up at dawn, we'll blast ahead for all we're worth.  There are several chains of small islands not too far away.  Assuming that your dolphins can somehow detect the transmission from a search plane, we could duck in close to their radar shadow—turn the Island Princess into a stealth ship.  But the wind is the factor.  These doldrums feel fishy to me—like the calm before the storm.  I'll take the first watch.  The rest of you get some shut eye."

Morrow did his best to make a cozy nest out of their sleeping bags in the fore section of the boat's doghouse.  With his arm resting around her shoulders, Sandra tried to calculate the distance that the Twins might detect an approaching aircraft.  The only certainty was that Tom had tapped into the computers on the main island—a distance of about twenty miles from the lab.  Now he would be asked to stretch his awareness to its limit.  Sandra tuned her mind to the dolphins.  They were quiet, almost as if they were swimming in their sleep.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

"Right General...Eiger and I just searched Grant's lab.  That is correct, sir.  They're gone."

Commander Cummings was shouting through an annoying frazzle of static on the line.  The SatCom operator had explained that solar flares were wreaking havoc in the overseas network.  "That is affirmative, the dolphins are not here either.  According to the flight manifest, most of the technicians returned to the mainland last week—except for the head tech named Chet O’Brien who stayed on with Grant.  The Kentron boss, Donaldson, informs me that the resident marine lab manager and the local native chief are also missing—along with the chief's sailing yacht.  Donaldson says that the chief was planning to sail to Majuro next week.  His guess is that he left early and took the others with him.  No sir, he doesn't think anything irregular is going on.  Apparently lots of boats sail in and out without his knowledge.  Shall we check it out—Majuro that is?  It's a small atoll north of here—the capital of the Marshall Islands.  Yes sir, I'll wait right here for your call.  Professor Eiger is here with me.  He wants you to know that the Grant party is aware of the project.  We found a printout that looks like the conversation you and he had yesterday.  They must have had a tap on the line.  It is certain that they know the entire scenario—ANX is specifically mentioned.  Eiger also wants you to know that he is adamant that we abort the mission.  What's that?  Yes sir, I'll tell him."

The General noticed the dark rings of perspiration that had soaked through the arm pits of his dress uniform.  God, I'm starting to sweat like Eiger.   He murmured under his breath, "I just need some time to sort this out."  I've got the virus that I wanted.  Eiger is confused.  I mean if it didn't work, then why are all the damn computers on Eniwetok infected with it?  And I have my deployment mechanism all set up.  All we need to do is to get rid of Grant and the others—a small accident at sea, then we're back on the fast track.  I just have to get a handle on this.  The drop is set for ten days from today, but somehow Eiger let that fool Grant and her ocean going circus in on our little scheme.  We gotta put the destruct and disappear act on Grant and her cronies, but without spilling the beans about ANX.  That fucking Grant!  I always knew she was bad news.  What if we claim that Grant was a spy and her science routine just a ploy to get close to the pig?  It will blow the pig's cover, but the hell with it.  Grant’s project should have been shut down weeks ago.  That might do it especially if she suddenly had a record a mile long...and some confidential materials in her possession when she was apprehended—maybe a weapon too for good measure.  All easily arranged.  Damn that should work!  Then I will be justified in using force to apprehend her...merely taking appropriate response against a dangerous saboteur element.  Who knows, maybe she is just an innocent victim of circumstance?  Too late little lady, your ass is fried.  Eiger must be slipping to let her get so close to his baby.

 He jabbed the intercom, "Brandy, get me some ice.  It's hotter'n hell in here."  As soon as he iced down his drink, Houston began, "Brandy, take down this memo then send copies the Joint Chiefs of Staff and directors of the CIA and FBI.  And set up a meeting right away with the President.  Tell his secretary it's a matter of national security and I must meet with him alone and today."

Houston paced the floor while his new secretary struggled to keep her mini skirt in place while taking dictation at the same time.  The General noticed for the third time that day that she had a gorgeous pair of legs and he wondered if a raise would part them for his pleasure.  Houston paced the room as he dictated.

Gentlemen:  I am alerting you to a major breach of security which occurred today at our secret computer installation at Eniwetok Atoll.  The purpose of the Eniwetok facility is to make the Government Defense Network (GDN) secure against terrorist intrusion and espionage.  At this time we have yet to determine how the system was compromised, however, we have confirmed the names and identities of the perpetrators who are, at this time, fleeing aboard a pleasure yacht, probably to another atoll in the northern chain of the Marshall Islands.

Due to the highly sensitive nature of this act of espionage, I hereby grant my authority to use full force against these perpetrators.  They are to be summarily executed upon apprehension.  The extraordinary nature of this security violation necessitates that such extreme use of force be employed in order to preclude even the most remote possibility that critical information be delivered into enemy hands.  You are undoubtedly aware that the use of lethal force is reserved only for use in the most pressing of circumstances.  I assure you, gentlemen, that we presently face such a situation.  I will be calling upon your full compliment of military assets to accomplish this mission.  In order not to cause undue international alarm, it is mandatory that you each immediately issue official press releases to the effect that your branch of service is conducting routine, fast deployment exercises in the South Pacific.  I expect your complete cooperation and assume that you will alert the chain of command in your branch of service that all such assets are to be made available for deployment with all possible urgency.  I will conduct a strategic briefing with you in my office at thirteen hundred hours in order to fill you in on the details and to provide you and your staff with descriptions of the assailants.  As per General Order 255, I will discuss these proceedings with the President prior to their final implementation.

General Pratt Houston

After a breathless Brandy left to convert her short hand to a word processed document and call the half dozen couriers needed to hand deliver the General's message, Houston pulled a fresh piece of stationery from his drawer.  He furiously began scribbling, "AWACS, Navy Seals, submarine support? carrier? helos?"  Then gouging too hard, the pencil snapped in two.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Always maintaining just a short distance behind the boat, Tom and Sally swam in single file.  Morrow pointed out that they used a strategy similar to bicycle racers—alternately pulling one another along in their slipstream.  The dolphin in the wake was dragged along effortlessly until its turn to take the lead.  By the second day of the voyage, territories had been staked out among the crew and shipboard routine had become well established.  Lookout watches were switched every four hours.  Sandra often queried Tom if he detected any radio signals that might warn of impending danger, but only passing airliners and cargo vessels had been detected.  The Twins occasionally left the stern, after requesting Sandra's permission, to venture out on fishing expeditions.  They remained in telepathic contact in the event that they were needed.  Mr. John commented that he sometimes received mental messages from the dolphins, but he was unable to converse with them unless they directly opened the connection.  Sandra had repeatedly explained to her shipmates how she was able to effortlessly communicate with Tom and Sally.  "I just think a message to them and they respond."  But it only worked for her.  It seemed strange to Sandra that, if they so desired, the Twins could freely express themselves to anyone individually or everyone at once—but only at their discretion.

Mr. John expertly navigated so as to avoid inhabited atolls.  He took daily sightings of the sun at noon and Polaris at midnight using the same battered sextant that his father had used in his far ranging travels.  After determining the latitude and longitude, the chief spread his chart and marked their position with a grease pencil.  Then he extended the plot to calculate a new heading for the next leg of their journey.  The catamaran now enjoyed just the right force of quartering breeze needed to make it fly over the water.  Finally, they were making good time.  At night and alone at the helm, Sandra found herself immensely enjoying the experience.  The polished chrome wheel felt satiny smooth in her hands and she delighted in finding just the right heading to make the cat hum at its optimum performance.  The longer they stayed at sea, the less ominous seemed the danger behind.  Could we just be imaging all of this?  It would be some joke on us if this is all just a false alarm.

The weather ahead looked promising.  Solid blue patches of clear sky lined with terraces of light wholesome clouds.  Not so astern.  The entire northeastern sky was grey-black.  Even in the middle of the afternoon that hemisphere was dark and shaded.  Mr. John observed that with the trades skewed to the east and the weather behind so threatening, they were probably barely skittering ahead of a major tropical disturbance, perhaps even a newborn typhoon.

The yacht slowly adopted a bedraggled Robinson Crusoe look.  Laundry set out by Sandra to dry flapped in the wind like Japanese flags on "Boys' Day."  A bright blue tarp was set to collect rainwater that dropped in warm sheets from passing squalls.  Fish, split and cleaned, dangled by their tails from the rigging, drying in the hot sun Marshallese style.  The fishing had been first rate so far.  Mr. John had rigged a yellow feather jig on a stout line trailing from the stern.  Morrow took great pleasure in examining the catch and expounded at length upon the natural history and behavior of the newly captured specimens.  Skipjack tuna, called "caba caba" by Mr. John, were unanimously regarded as the prize catch.  The crew ate the tuna raw, sashimi style.  The fishing method was highly unusual.  Invariably one of the Twins would spot a would-be customer eyeing the lure.  At first, the men were mystified when time after time Sandra correctly predicted that another taker was on the way—until they figured out that Sandra was receiving inside information.

Thanks to Mr. John's last minute raid on the lab kitchen, they were well supplied with chopsticks, wasabe horseradish and soy sauce.  The further from Eniwetok they sailed, the more they let down their guard.  One notable evening, when they found themselves unexpectedly becalmed, the sailors sang old Sixties rock and roll songs punctuated by chords from Mr. John's ukulele.  The dolphins stationed themselves alongside and participated in the party with discordant chorus of whistles and grunts.  The episode provided a welcome diversion from the terror that lurked behind.

Nearly all shipboard conversations eventually turned towards their pursuers and often took the form of second-guessing the General's next move.  Morrow painted the most gloomy scenario,  "By now the entire Pacific Fleet is searching for us.  If that's true, so far they are looking in the wrong places.  Even though the Pacific is a huge puddle of water, it's only a matter of time before they move their search to the south and west."

Mr. John drew an imaginary circle around the chart of the Marshall Islands with Eniwetok at the center.  "If they plot all possible courses from our origin and take into account winds, currents and an estimate of our maximum speed, they can easily project the distance that we have covered.  Morrow is right, it is only a matter of time before they start looking in this direction."  He pointed to their present location on the chart.  "I expect to be spotted any time now by a recon flight or maybe even a surveillance satellite.  But if we hole up at an island for a few days—camoflauge the boat—the flights might pass overhead without seeing us.  Then we could set sail again for Nahru.  Plus it seems like a good idea to get near land in case the weather pattern falls apart.  According to Manila radio, Tropical Disturbance Sheila has now been upgraded to Typhoon Sheila.  Still to the north and east.  Majuro is getting hammered."

Sandra suggested, "Well maybe the General will think that we sank, got lost in the storm?"

"I think we are too much of a threat for him to risk an assumption like that," offered Morrow.  "I'm sure he hopes that we drown, but I doubt he would trust nature to do his dirty work—at least without investigating all of the possibilities.  I think we should find a sanctuary and heave-to like Mr. John suggests."

Mr. John jabbed a finger at the chart, "And Likiup will do nicely.  She's about sixty miles to the starboard, we can make her by dusk.  Too risky to cross the reef at night, we'll just drift off her lee until tomorrow morning.  Give us a chance to stretch our legs on land."

Likiup Atoll was uninhabited, except for occasional visits from Fijians who came to collect fairy tern eggs.  The reef on the leeward side of the atoll was just deep enough to allow the cat to barely scrape past into the shelter of the lagoon.   The largest island had once been planted in copra, but the business failed for lack of a deep water port.  Using the anchor windlass as a winch, they dragged the cat high up the gently sloping beach into a natural slot within a grove of coco palms.  Morrow and Mr. John used a set of oars from the inflatable skiff to scoop a wide depression between the cat's hulls.  They extended the seaward side of the pool into a channel until it reached the lagoon.  Tentative at first, the Twins seemed to approve wholeheartedly of their hiding spot.  But they were obviously relieved to learn that it was to be used only in the event of an emergency and not as a long-term residence and quickly resumed their exploration of a nearby reef.

Sandra and Chet camouflaged the boat.  They collected long palm fronds from the floor of the grove and lashed them in place to cover the deck and sails.  Chet found a roll of black electrical tape in a tool kit with which they wrapped the chrome fittings in order to eliminate flashes which might reveal their presence.

The castaways soon discovered that they had picked an extremely scenic site for diving.  The marine life was lush and diverse.  With Morrow as guide, Chet and Sandra were soon hard at work trying to learn the names of the many kinds of brilliantly hued reef fish.  But Sandra never quite got over the sudden panic of a face-to-face encounter with one of the local, and very territorial, grey reef sharks.  Sticking close to Morrow, often hiding behind his back, she did what he counseled, that is, slowly got out of the water.  In a few minutes the explorers would return to find the lagoon all to themselves, the shark departed to defend another quadrant of his watery domain.

The days slid by marked by heart-rendering sunrises and sunsets.  On the second afternoon, during which Sandra was left on board to keep watch while the others gamboled about the reefs, she reflected that this was a scene from Swiss Family Robinson:  a warm, still lagoon, soft blue sky laced with cotton white clouds, her close friends, and her even closer mate.  General Houston was a mirage, the virus merely a residual bad karma from another lifetime.  But at night her dreams were unsettling and she was unable to sleep soundly.  Visions of frightened dolphins and savage tropical storms wound and twisted about the train in MacArthur Park.

On the third day following their arrival at Likiup, the last day before they had agreed to head back out again, Sandra heard Tom's voice, A plane is probing here.  I can feel the electrical wave energy from above.  Is this what we have been waiting for?

Yes! Yes!.  Tom and Sally come now.  Get under the boat quickly.

"Morrow...Mr. John, Chet hurry—they're coming," cried Sandra as she waved the prearranged signal—a red bikini top affixed to a spare radio antennae.

The divers finned rapidly to the cat and crouched deep within the cabin.  The painstaking job of camouflage paid off; the propeller driven plane with Air Force insignia painted on the underside of its wings flew at low altitude directly over the atoll raising flocks of startled terns.  But the plane maintained its heading and grew smaller until it vanished in the clear blue sky.  Tom relayed a fragment of the air crew's conversation.  Something to the effect of, "...what an outstanding little atoll...come back here some day with my sailboat...wife and kids...no sign of the missing yacht, though..."

Reality had struck home.  Conversations were now exclusively focused on their dilemma.  They decided to hold tight in case the plane returned.  Afraid to venture back into the water, the crew was despondent to waste such a beautiful day cowering in the shade of the cabin.  Finally, the tension rose to the breaking point and a vote was taken.  Just as the sun sizzled into the sea, beset with a melancholy flash of green, the cat cleared the reef.  A brisk twenty knot breeze brought them back on course for Nahru.  Seeing her looking back at Likiup with a soft glistening in her eyes, Morrow said, "Yes it is an outstanding little atoll.  Someday we'll come back and bring the kids."  She laughed and kissed him hard on the lips.

--------

The SatCom link to Washington was clear this time—so clear that Cummings could hear the General's labored breathing.

"Yes, General, we have completed a search of the entire area within a radius of one thousand miles of Eniwetok.  They simply have vanished.  Yes, they could still be headed towards Majuro.  If so, they would have been hit hard by that typhoon.  We only had a quick look there before all hell broke loose...hundred mile an hour winds, sir.  If that is where they were sailing, they probably are lost at sea by now.  We have a report that one of the inter-island freighters went down.  The village here took a heavy hit—many roofs were lost.  It's too dangerous to walk outside with pieces of ragged aluminum blasting by—could take your head off.  Yes, sir, I do have a recommendation.  I think we should call off the search.  Oh and sir, Eiger is here with me.  He recommends once again that we delay our operation.  sir?  Are you there, General?"

Cummings carefully replaced the telephone in the receiver and gave Eiger a thumbs down sign.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

As they entered the channel leading into the lagoon at Nahru,  millions of shorebirds screeched their welcome to the voyagers.  Sandra counted the days on her fingers.  Only eight days, in some ways it seems a lot longer.  I almost wish we could stay at sea and not face what lies ahead.   But I know this problem won't just go away.  We have to do something about it—nobody else knows what the General is going to do—that is if he hasn't done it aready.  But nothing on the news from Manila, so we may be in time.  Finding someone who will believe us will be the problem.  We'll have to work out some sort of story that doesn't involve the Twins or people will think we're nuts and not bother to listen.

Mounds of stark granular powder, the consistency of ground chalk, lined the banks of the channel.  Mr. John had explained that the birds were the holy mana of the island.  The Republic of Nahru was a very rich small nation with real estate holdings throughout the globe, but the birds were its key economic resource.   The empire revolved around the harvest of bird guano. Over the aeons, natural high grade deposits of phosphate had amassed in strata thousands of feet deep.  Throughout the lagoon, massive freighters were tied along side wharfs piled high with the valuable mineral.  Each ship proudly displayed a flag with a red rising sun snapping crisply in the breeze at the stern of the vessel.  Large yellow machines slid scoops into the piles and transferred the ore onto conveyor belts which moved the ore to the gaping holds of the freighters.

Mr. John explained, "All this bird dung has transformed each and every Nahruan into a millionaire.  They all drive Cadillacs or Mercedes—even though there are less than twenty miles of paved roads in the entire country.  If they break down, they just park them along the road and cannibalize them for parts."

Earlier in the afternoon when Mr. John had risked a brief radio message to let the harbor know of their situation and pending arrival, Sandra had expressed concern that they might be endangering Mr. John's friend.  Mr. John replied with a toothy smile, "Don't worry.  Us chiefs stick together."

True to his word, Chief Solomon had prepared well for their arrival.  An immense crane waited expectantly at the dock.  As soon as they came alongside, divers placed wide nylon bands beneath the hulls.  The crane effortlessly plucked the sleek catamaran from the water and carried it off towards a warehouse.  Smaller slings cautiously lifted the Twins onto a deep pile of padding that covered the bed of an ore truck.  With the jolly, rotund Chief of Nahru personally at the wheel, the fugitives were quickly driven to the runway.  Chief Solomon's Grumman twin engine jet gleamed spotlessly in the brilliant afternoon sun.

Chet pleaded to come along but to no avail.  Sandra grounded him gently, made sure he had his laptop computer, and gave him a hug.  As soon as she boarded the plane, the stairway was levered aboard and the engines whined to life.  The extra fuel tanks attached the tips of the carbon fiber wings endowed the plane with an international range—a feature that permitted Solomon to make monthly excursions to his estates in Hawaii and France.  But on this flight they  would only stop briefly to refuel in Mexico City, then on to Key West.  Solomon had reassured them that the cover of a diplomatic flight from Micronesia bringing a gift of marine mammals to the Key West Aquarium would allow them to land without undue scrutiny.  Sandra wondered how Mr. John and Solomon had conjured up this cover story so quickly.  They must have talked about it in the truck on the way to the plane, she decided.  But the plan sounded like one that might work.  Once aloft, she would get Robert on the radio telephone and enlist his help—if she could only get through without revealing their plan.  The old pet shop which she had not visited since the death of her grandparents, but to which she was to attached to part with, would serve as their base of operations.

Operations.  What operations?  We have to find a way to hide the Twins.  Hiding two six hundred pound dolphins will be no easy task.  Maybe we can set up a swimming pool in the backyard—that's nice and private.  What am I thinking?  If the General wants us badly enough, he'll eventually check out the pet shop.  But maybe we can buy enough time to involve someone important enough to stop this fiasco.  Right now the important thing is to get out of Micronesia.  The General could be sending a plane here at any time.  I hope that Solomon doesn't get into any trouble over helping us.  I'm glad he didn't insist upon coming along.  Maybe he could claim that we stole the plane or somethin—-or didn't know we were on the world's most wanted list.  Solomon, what a name.  Missionaries sure did a number out here converting everyone into a Baptist with a biblical moniker  But the name Solomon suits the Chief just fine.  The world may owe its future to his generosit—-if Houston doesn't bring an end to it first!

--------

"Robert, this is Sandra.  Right...long time no see.  I have a major problem and I need your help.  Actually I am in pretty bad trouble to tell the truth.  Yes...I am serious!  Robert, please listen carefully...this is going to be hard to explain and this call may be monitored so watch what you say,.  OK?  Remember when you took me fishing?  Don't say the name of the place!  I will meet you there—at the airport tomorrow morning at six.  I know this all sounds bizarre...it is.  Rent a big truck...oh and stop at Sears or someplace and buy a water pump—like those used for irrigation or something...and a hundred feet of hose and the biggest backyard swimming pool that you can find that we can put together ourselves.  Right the pump and hose are to fill the pool.  Yes Robert this is for real.  Thank you and I'll explain everything tomorrow."

Throughout the flight Sandra frequently ducked back to the rear of the plane to check on their delicate cargo.  She used a sponge to wet their skins and covered them with soaked towels and a blanket to help preserve their body heat.  She cautioned Tom specifically not to make contact with any of the aircraft's computer systems.  In spite of Chet's confidence that Tom was clean, a viral infection in the navigation computer would spell disaster to the guidance system.  The constant whine of the turbines lulled her into a deep sleep.

Sandra jerked upright, not knowing where she was.  Then the memories flooded in:  Chief Solomon, king of the birds, the mad rush to get on his plane.  But something was wrong.  The plane was dark and quiet.  She rubbed her eyes and peered at the PEMEX fuel truck next to the plane.  A dark haired man in coveralls was standing on the wind filling the tanks.  She flexed to try to ease a stinging jab in her side where the arm rest had dug into her rib cage as she slept.  This must be Mexico City.  That means I was out for over eight hours straight.

Morrow, his white smile glowing in the dark, walked up the aisle and shoved a greasy basket of tortillas and re-fried beans into her hands.  Her stomach automatically growled at the spicy aroma reminding her that her last meal had been aboard the cat before landing on Nahru.  Morrow opened a bottle of Corona and handed it to her.  "You'll need this if you try the salsa.  Buenos dias, senorita."

It was a quick stop.  The right engine began cranking as the attendant threw the hose down to his partner and jumped to the tarmac.  As soon as the fuel truck was clear, the plane began to roll.

Morrow buckled himself in next to Sandra.  "It's one in the morning Miami time.  We're right on schedule, be in Key West at dawn.  Don't worry the Twins are fine.  How are you holding up?"

Sandra was fast asleep.  Morrow carefully removed the basket and half empty beer and covered her with his jacket.

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Cummings was at the end of his rope.  He needed a drink badly.  As General Houston had just made clear for the umpteenth time, Professor Grant and the dolphins had disappeared without a trace and he was responsible.   He and Eiger were so groggy and exhausted from the long flight from Majuro back to Washington that Houston's obvious irritation barely registered.  Except, as usual,  Eiger was sweating like a pig.  

Houston's red face peered furiously through a haze of blue cigar smoke.  "So you still maintain that they went down in some fucking storm, right?  Well just let me tell you what I think.  I think that you two should be shot for incompetence, that's what I think.  But maybe...just maybe you're right and those son of a bitches are fish bait at the bottom of the ocean.  You just better pray that they are...or you may end up there too."

"Today is Friday.  The drop is Monday.  I know Eiger, don't even say it.  We're going ahead no matter if ANX is only half as good as it could be.  That only leaves three days for something else to go wrong—like Grant showing up somewhere in front of a news camera for example.  Cummings I want you to check with the FBI and CIA to make sure that all harbors are covered.  Get Grant's picture pasted in every post office and laundromat in the country.  Put her picture on the tube too.  Now I wanna hear more about these psychedelic porpoises.  Go ahead, Eiger."

Eiger looked at Commander Cummings and winced, then cleared his throat.  "General, I know that this will be very difficult for you to accept.  But based upon a careful review of the events that took place and a study of Professor Grant's research proposal and the notes that they left behind, I have concluded that the dolphins...or quite likely Dr. Grant herself, used telepathic means to access the Runit computer station.  Then they, or she, became contaminated by ANX and transmitted it to the microcomputers on the main island."

Eiger realized how bizarre his pronouncement sounded.  Could mental telepathy really be the explanation?  But this seems to be the only solution that fits the facts.

He continued, "How else could the virus have been transferred to the Kentron computers.  Don't you understand?  This is a very serious matter.  If those dolphins, or Professor Grant, retain the contaminated code and they are still alive, they could infect any computer with which they come into contact.  Furthermore, they must know about our intentions.  We found a verbatim printout left behind at Grant’s Eniwetok lab of the conversation that you and I had over the supposedly secure line."

"Alright Professor, don't blow a damn fuse on us.  You are our one and only expert on the matter.  Personally, I think you may have sat to long in front of your computer screen and have some sort of mental virus yourself.  But nevertheless, for argument's sake let's assume you're right.  I want you both to figure out a way to find those dolphins.  I mean they probably could care less about a typhoon.  And I have this gut feeling that Grant is still kicking around somewhere out there in the middle of the ocean—call it my ESP if you will.  The first thing I would do if I were them is to get back to the States.  Commander, let's show a little of our hand to the G-men.  Send out a Code Red General Alert, you know the procedure.  Eiger, look for signs that the virus is on the loose, that would give away their position.  Just be sure there are no more screwups.  Oh and Eiger, I will take that data tape now."

"But General...I'm not sure if..."

"Can it Eiger, it'll work good enough for my purpose.  Shut the door on your way out gentlemen."

Houston carefully placed the briefcase that contained the ANX tape on his desk and drummed his fingers on the brushed aluminum surface.  A shiver of excitement racked his body as he leaned back in his leather chair.  He reached over and jabbed the two digit code that automatically rang his mistress's number.  "Hi baby.  I'm on my way over and I need you bad.  Just don't start without me."  He laughed so hard that his belly shook as he slammed down the receiver.  

---------

The Grumman bled off speed and taxied to the service area at the far end of the strip.  At this early hour the main airport was closed, even the tower did not open for business until the eight AM commuter flight out of Miami.  Sandra stepped gingerly from the plane, her legs knotted from sleeping in an upright position.  She was relieved to see Robert standing knee deep in weeds, staring incredulously though the chain link fence.  She gestured for him to bring the truck over to the plane.

"Dr. Grant, this better be good."  Robert tried to plant a kiss on her lips but got a taste of her cheek instead.  He glanced up to see Morrow glaring at them as he climbed down the stairway.  "Aha! still a cold fish I see...and smuggling marine mammals too," he laughed.  "So that's what you've gotten yourself into this time...a smuggling ring.  Way to go Sandra.  But I don't get it.  Are these the dolphins from your experiment?  Why did you bring them all the way to Florida?"

"I'll explain it all later.  We need to get out of here fast before a lot of people start showing up.  Let's load the Twins into your truck.  I wonder where the customs agent is?"

Robert smiled.  "Hm...I sort of took care of all that for you.  Like the manifest said, these are obviously marine mammals consigned to the Key West Aquarium.  I said I would take care of it for him so not to worry.  You know how the federal government works—when you have the right connections!"

"No I don't and furthermore I don't care as long as we can get going now.  Your connections amaze me though."

By the time the tailgate of the yellow Ryder truck had rolled down with a bang and been locked into place, the plane had refueled and taxied back towards the runway.  It would return to Mexico City and stay for a few days before heading back to Nahru in order to make the flight look as routine as possible.  So far their arrival seemed to have gone unnoticed by anyone in Key West, except the Coast Guard's airborne drug controller who had cleared them once he checked the plane's diplomatic clearance.

Sandra felt a sob of sadness in her throat when they parked in front of the shop.  The weathered sign with the faded cocky parrot reminded of her of happy times, going to school and playing in the park.  I have to slip away to see if the train is still there.  Are you with me Grandma, can you see the old parrot?  Oh I how I miss you Grandma and Grandpa.

She found the rusty key hidden above the door exactly where she had left it on her last visit five years before.  The lawn was neatly trimmed.  She had been afraid that the Cuban gardener would have let the yard deteriorate into a tangle of weeds, but he had kept the grounds in good order.  Time had not been so kind inside.  Spiders and dust had encased everything in a thick film of grunge.  The empty cages and fish tanks cast a pallor of gloom to the shop's once vibrant atmosphere, and the dank air smelled like a moldy cellar.

While Morrow and Mr. John crouched awkwardly on the back lawn trying to decipher the manual that came with the pool, Sandra haltingly tried to explain to Robert how the dolphins had uncovered a plot to begin World War III.  After several attempts, during which Robert had been unable to conceal his disbelief, he placed his hands on her shoulders and said, "Sandra, the last time we spoke you had just been awarded a grant to do your research.  Let's start there, OK?  What happened after that?"

Morrow and Mr. John made a half dozen trips to Freddy's hardware store in the Key West Shopping Plaza to purchase a never ending assortment of tools that seemed to be required to erect the pool.  By the time the pool was up and ready for filling, they had agreed that the instructions enclosed in the package were probably intended for some other kind of equipment.  Maybe a storage shed, but definitely not a backyard swimming pool!

 The pump wheezed and whacked while it struggled to fill the pool through a hose draped over the dock into the canal.  By mid-afternoon, the Twins had been transferred and seemed grateful, although highly confused, to be back weightless again in their native environment.  After one last trip to a seafood market to buy fifty pounds of fresh mullet, Mr. John and Morrow collapsed in hammocks with cold cans of Pabst Blue Ribbon beer.

Robert followed Sandra to the dolphin’s temporary holding area.  She took his hands and placed them on the edge of the pool.   "All right damn it, I'll prove it to you Robert!  I'll stand over here.  You tell me what you want the Twins to do and I will make them do it telepathically.  You'll be able to see that I am not cheating."

Robert suggested, "How about telling them to swim in a circle...clockwise."

Sandra nodded and issued the thought command.  The Twins immediately complied.

Robert said, "Very interesting.  Now have one go one way and the other go the other."

Again the dolphins did as Sandra requested.

"Grant, I think you're right.  Have them both come up and say something to me."

Tom and Sally obediently rose up in a waist stand squeaking from their blowholes and shaking their jaws.  Robert tentatively reached out and stroked their heads as they sank slowly back into the water.  Then the Twins turned together and whopped their tails down on the surface surprising, Robert with a thorough drenching.  

Robert whirled around facing Sandra exclaiming, "Hey, what's the big idea?  You told them to do that, didn't you?"

Sandra laughed with relief as Robert gazed thoughtfully at the Twins.  He turned back towards her with eyes wide.  "I believe...oh Lordy, I believe."

Sandra threw a towel at him and gave him a quick hug.  Holding him at arm's length she gave him an imploring look with raised eyebrows.  "Well?"

"That means if you can really talk to them with ESP, the rest of your story about the virus is true too!  This is a mess, isn't it?  Now that I think about it, this is exactly the kind of nasty plan that I would attribute to our General Pratt Houston.  I have always thought that he is easily the most paranoid individual that I have ever met—at least that wasn't committed or incarcerated.  We need to do something about this guy right away...and you know what?  President Bush is spending this weekend just up the road at Islamorada.  He's combining a bonefishing trip with a cabinet meeting.  Undoubtedly there will be a press conference afterwards.  The White House public relations staff really like to play up Bush's love for fishing—makes him seem more like an American hero I guess, fishing and all.  There's a little cabin at the Palms motel that has been remodeled just for the President's use.  They put in telecommunications, lots of security...the whole works.  And I just happen to know a congressman that might listen.  He has the President's ear—one of his trusted cronies."

"Oh Robert, I hope so for all of our sakes.  The phone here isn't hooked up.  If you need to make a call, you'll have to find a pay phone.  Please be careful, I don't know how but they might be listening in somehow.  I'm getting to be as paranoid as General Houston."

"Don't worry, Sandra.  I have some connections in government that you don't know about—and which I don't want to discuss.  But I will tell you that I may be just about the only person that can pull this off in time."  Looking at the other men he asked, "Do either of you know where there is a pay phone."

Mr. John and Morrow looked at one another and laughed.  At the same time they both said, "Freddy's."

CHAPTER THIRTY

Robert placed his portable Macintosh with its slim liquid crystal screen on the narrow metal shelf and squeezed his linebacker-sized frame past the door into the phone booth.  Morrow waited in the truck, conveniently out of earshot.  Mr. John had been asked to remain behind, ostensibly to stand guard at the pet shop.  Robert deftly unscrewed the black plastic cap at the microphone end of the handset and attached two wires tipped with small alligator clips to the exposed leads.  The Mac's internal modem now had access to the AT&T system.  He used his credit card to call an unlisted CIA number which, in turn, connected him to the institution's main frame located in a basement in Langley, Virginia.

Covert operations consumed a major part of Robert's life as an undercover CIA agent.  But as an intelligence analyst, he was used to drawing conclusions and inferences from scant tidbits of intercepted data—not the cloak and dagger stuff of international espionage.  He didn't even own a revolver.  Langley had been a career move straight out of George Washington University, where he had received a master’s degree in engineering.  And to his credit, after ten years in the spy game, none of his close friends had the slightest inkling of his real profession.  They swallowed without question his cover as a lobbyist for defense contractors.  As a matter of fact, he did do a considerable amount of lobbying and the consulting fees that he received, with the agency's approval, dwarfed his salary as a fed.  His association with Langley provided access to information that frequently gave the firms he worked for a tremendous competitive advantage in the cut throat business of winning high stakes government contracts.  The worth of a lobbyist was directly proportional to his or her contacts and sources of information.  And Robert's sources were the best—making him a hot commodity as a consultant.  As a result, he was an ever present fixture on the D.C. party circuit.

The computer responded with numerous prompts for access codes, passwords, and authentications—details which Robert had long ago committed to memory.  Robert clearly understood that each of his responses opened a new access path within the computer circuitry.  And likewise, hid an equal number from his scrutiny.  The agency worked on the theory that only the director was permitted to see the overall picture.  The rest of the gang was only privy to information within their area of specialization.

Finally he was in.  The computer reported,

YOU HAVE NEW MESSAGES

Probably the usual junk mail about filing expense reports.  I better check just in case.

Robert was surprised to see the flashing alert message.  In ten years it was the first one he had ever received.

CODE RED.  GENERAL NEED TO KNOW ONLY ALERT.
SATURDAY 10.FEB.1800 HRS.

ALL AGENTS ALERTED TO BE ON WATCH FOR ARMED AND DANGEROUS GROUP OF ENEMY INFILTRATORS OPERATING UNDER GUISE OF SCIENTIFIC RESEARCHERS...MAY HAVE 2 (TWO) STOLEN AND DANGEROUS SABOTEUR DOLPHINS (PORPOISES) IN POSSESSION.  

AGENTS POSING AS PROFESSOR SANDRA GRANT, PARAPSYCHOLOGIST, DR. JAMES MORROW, MARINE BIOLOGIST, AND JOHN SMITH, MARSHALLESE ISLANDER CHIEF.  PHYSICAL DESCRIPTIONS OF SUSPECTS IN DETAILED REPORT FILE "SPECS."

THESE INDIVIDUALS ARE BELIEVED TO BE ARMED AND DANGEROUS.  THEY ARE TO BE COMPROMISED ON SIGHT—INCLUDING DOLPHINS WHICH ARE CARRYING A VIRUS LETHAL TO HUMANS.  PERPETRATORS ARE SUSPECTED OF PLANNING INTRUSION THROUGH U.S. POINT OF ENTRY VIA SAILING VESSEL.  ALL HARBORS ARE TO BE INSPECTED BY THE COAST GUARD ASAP.  ALL AGENTS ARE TO REPORT ANY INFORMATION THAT MAY BEAR UPON THIS CASE.

THIS IS AN AUTHORIZATION TO USE FULL AND LETHAL FORCE IN APPREHENDING AND TERMINATING SUSPECTS.  NEGATIVE INTERROGATION PROCEDURE IN EFFECT.

Read next page (n), detailed report (specs), or return to main menu (m)?

Robert let out the breath he had been holding since seeing Sandra's name listed.  You're right Sandra, General Houston is out to fry your ass.  He recorded the full text of the "specs" file onto his hard disc at 56k—a blur of green characters too fast to read as it scrolled across the screen.  He was certain that it would make captivating reading back the pet shop...and might reveal some clues as to what they were up against.

The only other messages in his mail slot were the expected requests from accounting to submit travel vouchers for reimbursement and an invitation to a social gathering to honor a senior analyst who was retiring after twenty-five years of service.  Robert skimmed through the other options presented by the main menu looking for other mentions of Sandra and her co-conspirators.  There were none.  This meant that there was no history to the case, only a last minute CODE RED to seal the harbors.  He suspected that the detailed report would also only contain descriptions with no background on what purported sinister crime had taken place.

This alert makes things a lot more difficult to say the least.  Getting an audience for Sandra and the Twins with the President is going to be tough with them topping the international most wanted list.  And this story is just too bizarre for him to listen without them there in person to provide credibility.  I guess I will have to try to open the door myself.

After leaving a note for his immediate supervisor indicating that he had come down with the flu and would be out for a few days, Robert logged off the computer and dialed Jason Phillips at his home in Washington.  The congressman from Virginia had just sat down to dinner.  "Sorry to disturb you, Senator.  This is Robert McCord.  Yes...it's nice to talk to you too Jason.  I have a very serious matter to discuss with you.  I'm sorry but it can't wait until tomorrow.  No, I'm not at my office, I'm calling from a pay phone in Key West, Florida.  It's about this dolphin matter—you know the story about the saboteur porpoises?  Right...that's it.  I'm glad you are aware of the situation."

He wants to know my involvement in the case.  After all, he knows me as a technocrat, not a federal agent.  "Some Pentagon types asked me to look into it, Jason.  They involved me because of the technology aspect," he lied easily.  "But Jason, the reason I called is that while checking this out I've run into some pretty heavy stuff.  Things that I don't want to talk about over the telephone.  Are you still coming down here tomorrow?  No...what happened?  It's Sunday instead.  And you'll be at the Palms with the President?  I could meet you there if you can get me a pass.  I know that this is an extraordinary request, but I would like to meet with the President too.  Well if Sunday is impossible, how about Monday?  Yes Jason, I know this better be good (I can't be responsible for any wasted fishing time).  Believe me, it is!  I'll see you at the motel at noon on Monday.  Thank you Jason, thank you very much."

Robert tossed and turned until dawn.  The two pizzas followed by two six packs they had shared last night had deposited a cold lump that felt like a piece of lead at the pit of his stomach.  The realization that he was aiding and abetting a group of known criminals didn't help matters  It was only a matter of time before he was linked with Sandra—he had the utmost confidence in the abilities of his fellow workers

Robert strapped on his digital quartz sports watch.  He used a button on the side to enter a number then pressed it again to start the numerals spinning down.  Thirty hours to wait.  And they were sitting ducks on the opening day of hunting season.

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

It was a fine Sunday for a football game.  Cummings impulsively reached into his coat pocket and fingered the tickets for today's game.  The Redskins would have a tough time against San Francisco; the 49'ers were determined to make it to the Super Bowl after last year's disappointment.  The call from the General setting up a morning meeting was certainly unwelcome, but not overly alarming.  Diane could read a book in the car while he handled Houston, then off to the game.  The tickets felt crisp, their surface slick.  They had set him back a five hundred bucks a piece, but after traipsing all over the South Pacific, he was more than ready for a little bit of America's favorite pastime.  

"Commander, am I getting through to you?  Pay attention, will you," grumbled Houston through the usual haze of cigar smoke.

"Sir, I really do believe that they were lost at sea.  It's been almost two weeks since they left the lab and there has not been a single trace of them since then.  Our AWACS have combed the sea for a thousand miles in every direction and we didn't find them.  And sir, with the on-going war in Iraq, we know how effective their radar can be.  Grant and the others have simply disappeared.  We have checked out all of the technicians, who know nothing; her condo in Sausalito, no sign of recent habitation; and the La Jolla residence and office of Dr. Morrow, nothing there either.  None of their close friends or family have been contacted.  No one has seen or heard from them.  General, they're just gone, plain and simple."

"Commander, can you absolutely guarantee that you have left no stone unturned?  Something you consider minor and not worth investigating?"

Shit!  Maybe he knows about her grandparents’ house in Key West.  But that's halfway around the world from Micronesia.  I bet anything that they're at the bottom of the Pacific.  Damn those Miami guys for not checking this out right away.  I can tell that I am gonna take heat on this.
"Yes, sir...well..."

"Well fucking what, Cummings?"

"We haven't heard back yet, but the CIA office in Miami ran a check and discovered that Sandra was raised by her grandparents.  Her original parents were killed in a head-on collision on the Kansas Turnpike—some drunk KU student crossed the center lane and nailed them on the way home from Topeka.  Her grandparents took her in.  They lived in a combination residence/pet shop down in Key West.  Her grandparents passed away five years ago, but Dr. Grant still owns the property.  Apparently that's how the boys in Miami found out about it, they ran a computer check on property taxes and found a match.  They are scheduled to check it out first thing tomorrow morning...flying an agent down from the Miami office.  Since she was last seen at Eniwetok, I guess her being in Key West is pretty unlikely.  At least it seems unlikely to me.  How would Grant even get into the country?  Even if their yacht really didn't go down, it would take a month or more to sail this far and all of the airports are under surveillance—plus they would have to clear customs.  I'm sure we would have found them if they made the attempt."

General Houston slammed his fist down hard on the walnut desk and erupted out of his leather chair sending it caroming against the wall and upsetting one of the pair of American flags.  

"Look Commander, you have been wrong before—more than once as I recall.  You better get your ass on a plane south within the hour.  Don't give me any more of this 'you're sure' crap.  I want answers and I want them now.  Oh...you'll have to fly commercial.  I'm taking my bird to some fool ass Cabinet meeting down that way tomorrow."

"Then how about if I wait and go with you sir?" Commander Cummings asked hopefully.

In a softer tone, the General replied, "Look I know you been travelling a lot lately.  But this is important.  The drop is all set for Monday and I can't risk any interference.  You already told me that the transfer has been completed, so you're not needed here.  I'm sorry if this throws off your weekend, didn't have anything too important planned, I hope?"

Cummings realized that his hand was still in his pocket lovingly fondling the tickets.  Now they felt warm and wilted.  "No sir, I'll pick up my gear and head directly to the airport.  Haven't even unpacked yet so it won't take me but a second."

"Good man, Commander.  Call me if there is so much as one fresh cunt hair laying around.  I can tell that you think this is a wild goose chase, but that pet shop sounds exactly like the kind of place I would go to hide out if I were her.  I will be staying in Islamorada.  Call Brandy to find out where to find me.   I want to stay close to George to make sure he's got his briefcase handy when he's out there fishing.  Just think, by this time on Tuesday all the commies will be dead.  I may switch to Vodka in honor of the occasion.  We just gotta make sure that that bitch Grant doesn't fuck this up."

Cummings stood on the curb next to the passenger side of the BMW and looked down at his wife.  She had reclined the seat back and was supporting her head between interlaced fingers.  Her eyes were closed—the eye liner and shadow glowed blue and green, reminding him of the iridescent sheen of peacock feathers.  When she had raised her arms over her head, the movement had hiked her skirt high up revealing her shapely thighs.  He could see the narrow wedge of her black bikini panties.  He also noticed that her breasts pulled tightly against her sheer silk blouse.

I just want to slide my hands up and down those thighs and plug her right here and now.  It's been so long that I almost forgot what it feels like.  Man, I'm starting to ache just thinking about it.

He took a deep breath as he slid into the driver's seat.  "Hi honey, guess what?"

--------

While Sandra, Morrow and Mr. John sipped coffee at the small kitchen table, the very table that her grandmother had used to commune with spirits, Robert paced the dusty floor with obvious agitation.  Sitting with one palm flush against the surface, Sandra could feel her grandmother's presence emanating from the old wood.  Sandra was tired and had difficulty following Robert's ravings as he stomped about the room.  There was no longer any doubt in her mind that he was an intelligence expert of some sort.  No Washington lobbyist could envision so many dangers closing in on them from so many directions.  Still he had flatly denied that he was other than what he claimed, a consultant to defense contractors.

"Shit!" exclaimed Robert.  "We can't stay here any longer.  We just have to get going up the coast.  Sandra, you said the Twins swam about a thousand miles behind the boat when you escaped from the island.  That's it.  We'll go by boat.  Morrow is a marine biologist, right?  He won't look suspicious chartering a boat for a research expedition.  Go bare boat, no crew.  And get one that we can live aboard so we won't have to find a motel.  Something with a draft shallow enough to let us stay in close.  You can bring it right up the canal and we can board here.  It would be a good idea to get some SCUBA gear and fishing equipment to make it look like we're for real—whatever you take along on a scientific venture.  Here take this credit card, it has no limit."

"Mr. John, you take the bike from out back, load it into the truck and drive Morrow to the marina.  Then take the truck to a shopping center, I know you two have this thing about Freddy's so that will do fine, and ditch it there.  Ride the bike back pronto."

Robert continued to roar orders, "Take some rags and wipe the truck down for prints.  Please be as thorough as possible."

Sandra gripped Morrow's hand tightly as he climbed into the passenger seat.  She kissed him hard through the window and told him to be careful.  He grabbed her arm just as she was turning to go back to the shop.  She looked up to see a big smile on his face.  He was holding out the credit card for Sandra to read.  "Robert J. McCord.  Central Intelligence Agency," was embossed in black letters on the front of the American Express Gold Card.  He held a finger to his lips as Mr. John wheeled the truck onto the street.

--------

An attache from the Naval Air Station awaited Cummings at the Air Florida terminal in Key West.  Sergeant Michael Mulligan looked as Irish as his name implied with red hair, red freckles and a sizeable beer belly.  But he talked like a Southerner.

"First time I say anythin' to some'un new they think I might be a put'em on," Mulligan attempted an explanation as part of his introduction.  "Jest that I was a born and raised in Atlanta—thas why I kind'a got me a drawl instead of a brogue."

Obviously a little rough around the edges, Mulligan confessed to suffering under the influence of a brutal hangover following a Saturday night beer and tequila party with a few buddies from the base.

"Sorry sir if I look a lil' under the weather."  His words stretched along in no hurry to be spoken.  "I jes wasn't expectin' any visitors today.  Had in mind catch'un a couple of cold uns and tak'in' a nice long siesta.  My Cap'n says differnt though, thas why I'm a here to help ya all out.  Did ya hear about the 'Skins whopping the Niners?  Man, hell of a team you got up thar in Washington this year."

Cummings threw his overnight bag onto the back seat of the grey Ford sedan.   He could feel a deep heat that penetrated his trousers from the car seat and he began to perspire immediately in the hot, still air.  They pulled out of the baking asphalt parking lot into a bumper-to-bumper procession of hot dog vans, ice cream trucks and rental cars.  Traffic barely inched ahead, alternating lurching forward and slamming to a halt in synchrony with the Conch Train as it paused  to pickup tourists bound for the beach.

"The traffic's murder this time a year.  Its the peak of the tourist season and a gorgeous Sunday afternoon to boot.  Might as well jes sit back and watch the gals, Commander.  You picked the right time for cruisin', but the wrong time for be'un in a hurry.  As a matter of fact, thar's a great little spot jes a ways up the road which got the coldest draft beer in the Keys.  Sits right on the beach so you can check the gals out real good.  I tell yas sar, these gals they got down here make your mouth water.  Hardly wear anyting at all these days.  Besides, it's Sunday ain't it?  We can jes stop and have one lil' ol' beer and let this here traffic die down a tad."

Cummings was cooking, tired and pissed off at missing the game.  Seeing Diane all sexy like had been the final straw.  He hadn't slept with her in weeks.  She always has some excuse or something. Doesn't seem normal to me.  On the flight from Dulles, he had sucked down four gin and tonics and his system thirsted for more.

"I haven't known you too long now Sergeant, but I have a feeling we may get along just fine.  I can't see how one beer could hurt the cause any—especially if driving under these conditions is as hazardous as you claim.  By all means, I think we should at least find some place that is air conditioned before I melt into these seat covers."

"Right you are sar and lookie right thar.  My goodness gracious if its not the very same girls watcher's bar that I was jes a mentioning.  May I have the honor of buying the first one of the day for ya, sar?"

"Commendable idea, Sergeant.  Maybe this won't be such a bad trip after all.  The thought of a cold beer quickened his pulse measurably.

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

The choice had been easy.  The thirty six foot Chris Craft sports fisher was exactly what Morrow wanted.  The high flying bridge would provide a good lookout post, yet the boat drew only three feet of water allowing it to run in the shallows.  It was powered by twin 350 horse Detroit diesels and carried a respectable top speed of just over forty knots.  The main cabin slept four in comfort and the bow stateroom the "captain's cabin" was plush and private.  Morrow tossed his dive bag on the bunk to stake his claim.

"Not bad," shouted Robert over the roar of the engines as he caught the mooring line tossed over by Morrow.  "Nice piece of work.  I bet it set me back plenty."

"I'm not sure about setting you back, but the CIA will be getting a bill in the neighborhood of fifteen hundred a day.  They didn't even ask for an ID."  He handed the credit card to Robert.

Recognizing his blunder, Robert held up his hands.  "Ok, Ok, you're right.  I am CIA.  I can't believe I gave you the company card.  Look this isn't my line.  I work for the feds as an analyst.  I don't know very much at all about the spy game."

Sandra waived her finger at him.  Just as she was about to offer a critical remark, she received an urgent message from Tom.  "Tom says we got trouble.  Some of the General's men are on their way here.  They are very close.  Tom didn't say how he knows, but he is very anxious."

While the men used a makeshift sling made of blankets to lower the dolphins into the canal, Sandra made a last minute check of the house and locked the doors.  She remembered that Mr. John had left the old rusty Schwinn on the front porch.  She caught a quick glimpse of a grey sedan hesitatingly moving up the street like someone looking for a specific address.  She dumped the bike into a patch of bouganvillea and snapped the padlock shut on the side gate.  Then she sprinted towards the boat.

The lines had already been cast off.  Robert was standing on the dock holding the rail of the boat to keep it from slipping away.  He shouted, "Come on.  Let's get out of here!"  As soon as Sandra was aboard he gave the boat a shove and adeptly swung over the rail like a gymnast vaulting over a side horse.

Morrow spun the wheel so fast that it seemed to blur and then smartly reversed the boat, then spooled the wheel back and nudged the throttles forward.  An inner voice told him to take it easy,  He reasoned that if they roared away in a panic they were sure to be noticed.  A nice easy touch and they would look like just another fancy boat moving through the backwater canals on their way out to sea.  In spite of the precarious circumstances, a smile slowly crawled across his face.  The powerful boat pulsed beneath him like a thoroughbred.  He was back on the water where he felt most at home and this boat was a beauty.

Robert said, "Nobody look back.  Sandra get in the cabin and stay down out of sight.  And tell the dolphins to haul ass.  All right Morrow what is so damn funny?  You're grinning like a kid in a candy store.  What's gives?"

"Sorry.  I guess the tension is finally getting to me.  Somebody has been hot on our tail for the last two weeks  Maybe I'm starting to crack up.  Other than than, that this boat is just like the one that I have been dreaming about since I was a kid.  I never thought I'd have a chance to take one out.  In case you are wondering, I stocked the galley to the max.  There was a gourmet shop next to the marina.  We'll be dining in style.  I also picked up a complete set of charts for these waters—as well as the dive gear and fishing equipment.  Under other circumstances, this would be the voyage of a lifetime.  We've got enough range to sail to Bimini if we need to.  Very cozy...office, hotel and research lab ready to sail in any direction."

As if to bring Morrow back to earth, Robert raised his arm pointed and said, "And that direction be up the coast.  Ready about, man the yardarms, to Islamorada, Captain!"

--------

"Well sar, tha's a right fine idea."  The Sergeant's drawl became even more exaggerated when he was drinking.  He gestured wildly with his right hand while steering with his left.  "Let's check this place out fas' and resume our lil' t'ur of the best damn bars in the South.  Look'a here Commander, this here is the address we been a lookin' fer.  Well whadyaknow?  This ain't nuthin'' but a damn ol'' pet shop."

The Sergeant parked the car across the street from the shop and they both, wobbling a bit unsurely, walked up the steps to the front porch.

"No lights, sar.  No car...no nuthin''.  Ain' no body roun' here, sar."

Trying to act sober, Commander Cummings moved slowly, carefully planning his motions, but still he tripped over the top step and barely caught his weight on the hand rail.  He leaned over and jabbed at the doorbell, missed the mark, then hit it squarely on the second try.  Nothing happened, so he used the screen door as a rapper, knocking it repeatedly against the door jam.  

"You're right Sergeant, doesn't seem to be anybody at home.  Just like I told that dumbshit boss of mine, they're all at the bottom of the ocean.  Lawns mowed nice though.  I wonder who keeps the place up if nobody lives here?"

Lurching back to the sidewalk, he turned and asked, "Say what's that roaring noise anyway?"

"Sound like a boat to me, sar.  Must be a channel out back—all these here houses on this side of town gotta a dock on the canal."

The locked gate at the side of the shop prevented them from moving into the backyard.  But just to satisfy his curiosity about the custom of building docks in the rear of houses, Cummings trespassed onto the neighbor's drive and followed the line of the cyclone fence.  The chain link was choked with leafy vines that made it difficult to see into the yard.  Putting his head up close to the fence he could peep through a small opening in the leaves.  He could see the outline of pilings in the fading light.  Wanting to be helpful, the Sergeant squeezed in beside him and squinted through the foliage.

"See, sar.  It's just a big fishun' boat headun' out towards the ocean."

It was hard to make out details in the gathering dusk and with his blurry vision, but Cummings thought he could see three men in shorts and T-shirts standing on the deck.  There were some dark forms which might have been fishing rods sticking out of holders at the stern.

"You're right again, Sergeant.  How's the fishing around here anyway?"

"Well, sar, with a nice boat like that'un thar you could go for the big billfish.  You know, marlin and sailfish.  Used to be ya could always count on hook'un up with somethun' sizeable.  No longer though.  Probably 'cause they have these here tournaments all the time.  Bring the fish back to the dock and take their pictures.  Then they jes throw the carcasses back in the bay.  Kinda sad seems to me, sar."

Cummings was sufficiently intoxicated to let his mind wander while leaning head first into the fence.  "What a life...battling to the end against those giant monsters...just like the old man and the sea.  You know, I might bring my wife down here on our next vacation.  She looks damn good in a bikini...I'll tell you that for sure.  I wonder what she's doing now?  Probably still pissed about missing the game."

"I wouldn't worry too much about her right now, sar.  We got plenty of women to go around down here."

"You're right.  We have performed our duty  Let's carry on with the tour, there's still a couple of cold travellers in the bag to get us back to town."

"Now you're a talkin' my language, sar.  There's a little strip joint down by the wharf that you jes gotta see.  Some real action for hire out front too, if ya don't mind a paying for it.  You might as just well relax a lil bit, ain't no flights until tomorrow mornin' anyhows."

Turning in the dark to head back to the front of the house, Cummings tripped over a root growing out of crack in the driveway.  He fell to his knees, painfully gouging his elbow on the rough aluminum mesh.  As he grabbed the fence to pull himself up, holding his arm out to keep the blood from dripping on his pants, his eye caught a shimmer of light coming from the backyard of the pet shop.  He wasn't sure, but it looked like water.

He picked up a dead branch and pushed some of the leaves out of the way from the inside of the fence.  Huh?  It looks like a swimming pool full of water.  I wonder why that would be here if no one lives here.  Maybe this place is rented out and they have a bunch of kids...or maybe that's the kind of pool that Professor Grant would use to put her dolphins in.  Damn!  Damn!  Damn!  And that boat that just left...I didn't see the name..  Oh shit!  I wonder if that was them!

"Are you Ok, sar?  You're lookin'' mighty strange.  It's jes a lil'' ol'' cut.  A cold un'll fix you right up.  Ya see a ghost or somethun, sar?"

"Believe me, Sergeant, I wish it was that simple.  I'm afraid the party is over and you and I are in deep shit.  Take me somewhere to get some coffee, then I have to make a call.  But first I want you to radio the base...we need some men with a crowbar to break in."

"Don't we need a search warrant or somethun'?"

"Fuck the warrant.  Call the base...that's an order, Sergeant."

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

A dozen well-built men wearing identical dark blue suits, each with a radio phone plugged into his ear, filed quickly from the rear of two unmarked vans parked in the drive of the President's cottage at the Palms Motel.   The agents were the forerunners of the President's entourage which was presently en route from Homestead Air Force Base twenty miles up the coast.  The men were all packing revolvers in shoulder holsters under their loosely cut jackets.  The leader of the group gave an arm signal indicating that they were to spread out and search the premises.  Weeks of tedious planning and careful preparation had taken place in preparation of Bush's visit, still the agents systematically opened every item that could be opened and looked beneath everything that had an underside—including the king sized bed.  The cottage next door, to be occupied by the President's private secretary, was given a similar treatment.  Her room contained a red phone which connected directly to the Oval Office.  Satisfied that all was in order, the agents fanned out across the grounds and took up positions around the perimeter of the motel.  This was a particularly critical time; nearly all assassination attempts took place upon a dignitary's immediate arrival or departure.  The agents had been drilled to maintain strict discipline and not allow their attention to be diverted by sneaking a glance at the VIP.  Under no circumstances could they allow themselves to be caught up in the excitement of the moment; danger lurked where it was least expected.  They had been trained to pan the surroundings, to consciously order their eyes to keep moving, the way a seasoned pilot scans the gauges of his instrument panel.  By now it was an automatic reflex, anything out of the ordinary would be investigated with all possible haste.  Suspicious onlookers would be forcefully, yet courteously, engaged and moved away for questioning.  Vehicles were especially worrisome because they provided hiding places for snipers or they might be wired with explosives.  Each agent ran down a mental list of horrors that might await the President as he stepped from his limo.  They would give their lives to see that he was protected.

This trip to the Keys required an even greater degree caution than usual.  It had been rumored that Hussein was up to his old tricks.  He had ordered terrorists attacks on American citizens in retaliation for the continued post-war economic sanctions that had brought Iraq to its knees.  Since the withdrawal of American troops in March, 1991, the Mid-East peace talks had smashed into road block after road block.  The tense atmosphere fluctuated accordingly between a low simmer to near the flashpoint.  Hussein had still not "gotten the picture."  To the contrary, he appeared to interpret the departure of allied forces as a signal to resume his militaristic ambitions.  Deals were made.  Oil found a way out of the country, and depleted stocks of ammunition had been replenished by an international cartel of arms smugglers.

Leaks from unofficial sources hinted that the President would deliver a scathing indictment at the forthcoming press conference calling Cuba and China onto the carpet for supporting the refortification of Iraq.  The real purpose, however, was to send a clear signal that any shipments of nuclear weapons would not be tolerated.  And as if Saddam Hussein and his outlaws were not sufficient cause for concern, there were other foes who would like to rid the world of Bush.  The President's continued commitment to destroy the Colombian crack connection had prompted the Cali cartel to post a one hundred million dollar bounty on his head.  And then there was Cuba.  Just a hundred miles offshore, anti-American sentiments had been fanned by our nation's leading role in the expulsion of Iraqi forces from Kuwait.  Cuba was just too close for comfort.  The Secret Service agents had been warned to expect an act of retaliation from pro-Castro insurgents.  Cuba, Iraq, Colombia—even clandestine communications from jailed Noriega to his longtime thugs in Panama had been intercepted.  South Florida might be a playground for the President, but to those assigned to protect him it was the most dangerous location in the entire country.  They wouldn't sleep soundly until Bush was back in Washington.

And to make an intense situation even more threatening, the President regarded his jaunts to the Keys as get away time.  He was likely to do the unplanned.  After all he was a fisherman at heart.  He had to go to where the fish were, not necessarily stay where he would be most secure.  In order to protect the President from a possible assault by sea, a Coast Guard Cutter was stationed just offshore.  The Secret Service had outfitted an armada of small skiffs with fifty caliber machine guns and ship-to-shore radios.  The word was that no boats were too approach within a mile of the President's fishing boat.  If an unknown vessel failed to heed a warning to change course, it would be fired upon without hesitation.

The first event on the President's calendar was a pool side cocktail party and barbecue for staff, friends, and invited members of the press.  Bamboo tiki torches flickered and smoked like miniature smudge pots, lending a festive tropical ambiance to the occasion.  Many of the senators were embarrassed to show their lily white legs, but Bush had set the dress code as Bermuda shorts—no one wearing long pants was to be admitted.  

A group of onlookers, drinks in hand, stood gathered in a semicircle watching the President as he proudly displayed his prowess with a fly rod.  His ever present fishing guide was coaching him on how to stretch a few more feet out of his double haul, the expert method for casting to wary bonefish.  In high spirits, the President turned the rod over to the wife of this best friend, Jason Phillips.  She promptly demonstrated that she was half way in the bag by falling flat on her bottom.  The drummer from the Brazilian salsa band fired a crisp shot to the cymbals exactly when she touched down, bringing tears of laugher to the President.

Bush's good humor permeated throughout the party.  As usual, many of the guests were concentrating their activities within easy range of two portable bars that had been moved into place for the occasion.  The President shouted to Jason Phillips, "Judging by the noise level and the crowds at the bars, the party is off to a great start.  I can't wait to get out on the water tomorrow.  You'll come along won't you Jason?  We have an extra rod for you."

Jason winced and slugged back the rest of his drink, "Yes George, I'll ride in the boat.  Not much of a fisherman myself, though.  Excuse me, I just ran dry.   I'll round up the gals and meet you back at the table."

The ever popular senator from Virginia was accosted by a trio of junior legislators who wasted no time in pitching the silver haired patriarch to support their side in the upcoming budget fight.  Mumbling his regrets that he was wanted elsewhere, Jason edged backwards and stumbled awkwardly into General Houston.  They both held their glasses of straight booze out at arm's length to keep the drips off their tennis shoes.

"My God, General.  You look absolutely ridiculous in that outfit.  I hardly even recognized you.  Sorry about your drink, let me buy you another one.  Let's try the bar on the other side of the pool, too many sharks around this one."

After topping off their whiskeys, Jason leaned closer to Houston and offered, "General, I heard about the new developments in that trained-killer dolphin case.  Sounds like you're on to something serious.  I expect you will be briefing us tomorrow at lunch?"

Shocked, Houston grabbed Jason's arm and pulled him roughly into the shadow of a nearby palm.  "What do you mean briefing you at lunch.  What are you talking about, Jason?"

"Surely you're kidding, Pratt.  I got a call from Robert McCord Friday evening.   He was insistent upon seeing the boss, interrupted a nice candlelight dinner with the missus too.  Said he had turned up some heavy stuff during the investigation and asked me to set up a meeting on Monday.  I'm surprised you weren't briefed, General—just assumed that Robert would alert the chain of command."

"Robert McCord, you’ve got to be kidding me.  He's just a consultant for any defense contractor willing to pay his price.  He's not on my payroll.  But, you know now that you mention it, he would be a perfect position to be an operative...consulting for contractors would provide a good cover.  I'm just surprised that I never ran into him over at Langley.   So...what did McCord have to say?"

"Pratt I have no doubt that you are in the loop.  I mean you must have one of the highest clearance ratings that they issue.  But, it bothers me that you don't know anything about this.  Maybe Robert has some reason for cutting corners, but I can't think of any with sufficient justification to meet with George...especially on one of his precious bonefish expeditions."

"I get your drift.  Tell me exactly what he said."

"Robert was damn serious about what he called the 'enemy porpoise case'...said he was called in as technology expert because of his engineering background.  I didn't let on that I didn't completely buy his story.  I can't remember precisely when or how I found out, but it seems to me that I have known that Robert was CIA...well, let's see...at least for a couple of years now.  He only said he had some 'heavy' or 'critical,’something like that, information which he needed to discuss with the President.  He also said he couldn't say anymore over the telephone...like it might be bugged or something.  Like I said, he sounded very agitated.  Acted relieved when I told him that I could set up a quick meeting.  So what's this all about Pratt?  Why do you think that he want to talk to George in person?  This is highly irregular if you ask me."

"Did he happen to mention where he was calling from?"

"I think he said he was in Key West, that's why he said he would come up to the meeting."

Key West!  Damnnation.  He must have met up with Sandra Grant.  After all, they were old buddies, she probably turned to him for help.  And I was right, they're probably hanging out at that house or whatever, pet shop, that she owns down there.  Cummings you fuck up!  I knew that you were slacking off.  Now what does this all mean?  It means that Robert is contact with Sandra and that she has told him about ANX.  That's why he wants to see Bush, to blowopen the story.  He figures that nobody in the agency will believe the story that I am planning to blow away the commies.

Houston forced himself to laugh.  "Probably got a sunburn and hangover.  Either too much booze or not enough.  One way or the other, Senator, if I were you, I wouldn't waste another minute worrying about Robert McCord.  You said he is planning to show at noon tomorrow.  Don't worry, I'll handle it.  Look this kind of thing makes the intelligence business look bad.  Don't bother the President with this nonsense."

"Whatever you say, Pratt.  I haven't gotten around to telling him anyway.  But please keep me informed.  Always felt kind of fond of Robert.  He seems like a decent kid.  Aha, we've been discovered.  Here comes my wife and she's wondering what happened to me.  Better get back to the party."

Leaning over and putting his hand on the General's shoulder, Jason continued in a low voice, "Brought a couple of my horny secretaries along for the ride...willing to share one with you later.  Look me up after dinner if you are interested.  Catch you later."

Houston downed his drink and hurried to his limo.  He used the phone in the rear compartment to place a call to his office.  The night clerk relayed a message from Commander Cummings and the number at which he could be reached.

"Yes, sir.  I'm sitting in the kitchen at Grant's pet shop.  You were right, General.  They were here...the dolphins were with them too.  They had a pool set up in the back yard."

Houston gritted his teeth, biting the tip off of the fresh cigar he had just lit.  "Of all the damn fool incompetence, Cummings.  We have an international search going on and they have been lounging around a backyard pool in Florida all this time.  So what's the situation?  What are you doing to find them?"

"One of the neighbor reported seeing a Ryder truck pull up to the shop two days ago.  They thought someone had finally rented the place, so they were curious.  They noticed several men and a woman that matches Sandra Grant's description.  They didn't notice the dolphins...must have missed them when they were unloaded."

"Did anyone see them leave, what happened to the truck?"

"I notified the authorities to be on the lookout, sir.  The local police have put out an all points bulletin with their descriptions.  We checked with the Ryder truck people.  They have sent out about fifty trucks of that size in the last three days.  None were listed to any of the party we're looking for...they must have used an alias.  Not much to go on, is it?  I have the Florida State Highway Patrol stopping and searching all trucks and vans on Highway One north.  So far, no word of Grant’s group or the dolphins."

"They couldn't have just disappeared into thin air.  What about the airport?  Any flights coming or going out of the ordinary?"

"It is possible that they might have flown in on a private diplomatic flight yesterday...a corporate jet registered to the Republic of Nahru—that's somewhere out in the south Pacific, General.  The plane left on Saturday.  They filed a flight plan indicating Mexico City as their destination.  I have alerted the consulate there, but they seem to be pretty disorganized.  All of the senior staff are off for the weekend.  Perhaps there is more you can do along that line from your end.  Oh...one last thing.  There is also a distinct possibility that they left by boat.  There's a dock on a canal out back.  But I don't think that a boat big enough to carry the dolphins would be able to make it up this far from the ocean.  We have a man checking the marinas just to be sure."

"Damn, use your head, Cummings.  Those are dolphins aren't they?  Maybe they could just swim along side.  See if Robert McCord has rented a boat.  Maybe he was just stupid enough to use his real name."

"You don't mean the same Robert McCord that I always run into at your parties?  He's one of them too?"

"Looks like it.  You just don't who is on the wrong side anymore.  I want you to drive up to Islamorada.  I'm at the Kokomo.  It's next to the Palms where the President is staying."

The phone rang as soon as Cummings hung up the receiver.  Thinking that it was Houston with more orders, he answered the phone with a crisp, "Yes, sir."  He relaxed, it was the MP he had sent to the check the marinas.  The officer started reading down the list of people who had chartered boats within the last twenty four hours.  The third name was Robert McCord.

After instructing the MP to obtain a description of the boat,  Cummings quietly placed the phone on the hook.  Seeing the acute distress registering on Cumming's face, Sergeant Mulligan handed him a beer wrapped in a wet paper towel.  After chugging down the entire beer without a pause, Cummings slowly dialed the number that would ring the telephone in the General's limo.  How did he know about Robert McCord?  Oh boy, the shit is going to hit the fan now.  He crushed the aluminum can flat against the table.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

The sleek Chris Craft, tugging gently against its mooring lines, looked comfortably at home amidst the swarm of luxury boats.   Row up row of floating docks at Bud and Mary's Marina at Islamorada Key were jam packed with all manner of yachts:  sailboats, powerboats, day sailers and ocean cruisers.  In contrast to the frenzied traffic of the weekend, when sports fishers churned the harbor waters to a boiling froth, Monday morning found the harbor still and serene.  The Twins had been stationed at the harbor entrance in order not to draw undue notice from the local residents.  By now Sandra had established such a firm telepathic lock with both dolphins that she was able to converse with them as if they were close at hand.  She wondered what the range of their telepathy might be.

The options were limited.  And so was the time in which to act.  They decided that the best course of action was for Robert to keep his appointment with Jason Phillips.  The Chris Craft was docked only a fifteen minute walk from the Palms Motel.  Sandra would come along to augment Robert's credibility.  The Twins would provide reconnaissance, swimming as close to shore as possible.  If they sensed danger, they would alert Sandra using ESP.  Robert would carry a small walkie talkie borrowed from the boat and Morrow and Mr. John would stand by with the engines cranked, ready for a fast getaway if the plan fell apart.

Robert was convinced that their hideout at the pet shop had been discovered and, by now, Houston had probably surmised that they had fled by boat.  They were taking a great risk even docking so close to the rendezvous.  Robert's name appeared on the truck rental form and the credit card voucher that Morrow had used to rent the boat.  If he had been connected to Sandra, then his name had joined theirs on the wanted list.  The Secret Service would have circulated his dossier and picture.  That meant they would be walking into a trap.   Our only hope is that Jason hasn't been briefed and that he hasn't mentioned the meeting to anyone but the President.

Robert checked his watch.  The digital timer indicated one hour and forty five minutes.  Soon he would know.
General Houston had put a plan of his own into play.  He had made it clear to all concerned that Robert McCord was linked to the dolphin conspiracy.  He had also let it be known that he had received a tip that McCord was in the area.  Anyone approaching the Palms matching his description was to be held in quarantine for personal interrogation by Houston.  The senior agent was relieved that the President would be off island throughout the day.  Even still, he ordered extra precautions to be taken.  If McCord was foolhardy enough to venture near the Palms, he would be quickly apprehended.  Two agents wearing bathing trunks were sprawled on lounge chairs on the beach in front of the motel, their weapons and two-way radio hidden in an igloo cooler.  Their white skins already radiated a painful shade of pink.  Another pair of agents were playing poker at a table next to the pool.  A half a dozen other men sweated inside a van stationed in the back parking lot.

Houston and Cummings sat on metal folding chairs sipping luke warm cups of stale coffee while the team captain made the rounds checking communications.  The trap was set.  As soon as Robert was apprehended, he would be turned over to Houston.  All they had to do was to keep Robert out of the way for a few more hours.  The balloon was going up this afternoon.  After that the General didn't care who found out about his plan.  It would be too late.

--------

Professor Emeritus Frederick Sampson, astrophysicist and traitor, hastily pulled up the sleeve of his sport coat and checked the time.  In less than an hour Avianca Flight Twelve would taxi away from the ramp, roll down the main runway at Kennedy Airport, climb to its cruising altitude then turn east for Cuba.  He squeezed the handle of his leather briefcase until his knuckles blanched white and the veins on the back of his hand swelled blue with pooled blood.  He put the briefcase between his legs and picked up the technical journal and thumbed through the pages without registering the words.  His mind was filled with nervous apprehension, it was as if the clockworks of his Seiko watch had entered his mind and were slowly, ever so slowly ticking away.

For weeks now, he had experienced second thoughts about going through with this part of the exchange—the last part of the deal.  Each time he had made the trip to Havana in the past, he had experienced the same queasy feeling in the pit of his stomach, a sensation similar to the unexpected descent of an express elevator.  When the little hunched over Hispanic man had approached him in the lobby of the Havana Hilton on his very first trip to the island, he had thought it was all a joke—or a mistake.  Why would the KGB want to meet with him?  Two weeks later, when business called him back to Cuba, he had followed the directions on the note slipped under his door more out of curiosity than with the thought of personal gain.  But the little man, who spoke English flawlessly, had given him an envelope containing one hundred thousand dollars in worn currency.  "Just to get your attention," he had offered with a smile.  The man offered no other explanation and left Sampson sitting alone in the dark.

When the KGB finally made their request for information, Sampson balanced the books of his life and came up short:  a wife that was an alcoholic; a teenage son whose only passion was MTV, and his daughter—a bloodthirsty realtor, already divorced.  But mostly he felt the overwhelming frustration of a long life lived without meaning—now that the Hubble telescope had failed miserably.  At last he was playing a role for which he would be handsomely rewarded,  project with an outcome far beyond that of just another peer reviewed paper published in SCIENCE magazine.  And how he regretted those countless hours of agonizing committee meetings, years of association with closed minded academicians who would stop at nothing to win tenure, or a seat on the National Academy of Science, or the greatest treasure of all, the Nobel Prize.  He had been one of them, and while he was on top, he had luxuriated in the power struggle.  But there would be Nobel Prize for Frederick Sampson.  The technicians who precisely polished the mirror of the Hubble telescope had seen to that—precisely contoured the billion dollar mirror to exactly the wrong specifications!  After all that maneuvering and all that sweating in Washington as a lobbyist for the Hubble, the damn thing was practically blind.  He guessed that he would have willingly traded all of the glamour of success, the Nobel Prize included, for one good picture from the Hubble.  But that was nothing more than wishful thinking, silica sand on the polishing room floor.  In spite of the valiant efforts of NASA's public relations experts, who continued even today to find positive things to say to about the Hubble, eventually the truth would come out.  Sampson and his fellow astronomers knew that Hubble was irreparable, by year end it would be allowed to burn up in the atmosphere like so much scrap metal scooped into an incinerator.  Facing the press to explain the disaster was a humiliation that he would not survive and he knew it.  Maybe the KGB knew it too: their offer had been very timely.
His career would end in scandal.  The sympathy from family and the condolences from friends would not alleviate the pain.  Sampson was jumping at the chance for a fresh start—this time with a bank account of consequence and a new identity with an opportunity to work again.  On his next trip to Cuba, he had left a reel of computer tape in a brown paper bag in the trash can next to the park bench.  The next morning the bag contained another stack of bills bound with a rubber band.  Sampson had reached the point of no return.

Sampson jerked involuntarily as the boarding announcement was made first in English then in Spanish.  One last drop and this time I'm not coming back.  He reached into his pocket and felt the small key.  It had arrived two days earlier by U.S. mail in a hand written envelope.  The return address listed a post office box in San Francisco.  The key would open luggage locker 347B in the Havana airport.  There he would find a small suitcase containing one million dollars in American currency, a passport with his new name, and the keys to a condominium located on the outskirts of Rio de Janeiro..  He would place the briefcase containing the tape in the locker and leave the key in the lock..  He knew that the locker would be watched.  Then he would re-board the plane, return to his seat and have a drink and enjoy the flight to Bogotá.  In Colombia he would get a room at the Airport Ramada, then catch the first flight to Rio in the morning.  By this time tomorrow, I will be a new man—a new rich man.  And I'll never look back either!

--------

Sandra walked ankle deep in the ocean.  She carried her leather sandals in her hand, her long hair was tucked up tight beneath her favorite Raider's ball cap.  Robert had wrapped the walkie talkie in a towel.  Sandra had made him wear a gaudy blue canvas hat which she had purchased at a shop near the marina.  She claimed it was exactly the style worn by snowbirds from the north.  They held hands and looked like a pair of newlyweds on their honeymoon.  Robert's watch had counted down to thirty minutes, a half hour until the meeting with Jason Phillips.  They stopped at the oceanfront bar at Kokomos to kill some time.  They could easily see the Palms complex next door.  Perched on wooden kegs that were wobbly on the sand, they ordered two beers and tried to talk over the roar of the jet skiers who were tearing around an area roped off for their exclusive use.  The obnoxious water cycles, throbbing like angry chain saws, attacked the sea, churning the still waters into foam.  Sandra checked with the Twins who had swum ahead seeking asylum from the noise.  Both Tom and Sally seemed nervous.  Sandra was not certain if it was from the assault of the jet skis upon their sensitive ears or if they were picking up danger signals from the beach.  Robert paid the bill and they ambled hand in hand in the direction of the Palms.  At one point, they stopped and waded out to waist deep water.  They wanted to give the impression that they had no particular destination in mind.

The beach looked like a sea lion rookery, except the sunbathers were humans of all shapes, complexions and sizes.  As Robert and Sandra neared a sign that warned, "Private Beach, Guests of the Palms Resort Only," they noticed two pale men lying close together.  One rose to his knees and peered into an ice chest.  He lowered his head down low behind the lid, apparently searching for something on the bottom of the cooler.

"Probably gays," whispered Sandra in a low voice.  "The Keys are full of them these days—especially Key West."

Tom came in sharply.  Sandra, I just detected a radio transmission.  I believe that they are talking about you.  I definitely feel a strong sense of danger.  I feel that the man Houston is nearby.

Trying to keep her voice low, Sandra pulled Robert close in a way that she hoped looked like a hug, "Tom says its a trap!  Those two gay guys are really  Houston's men.  They're waiting for us.  General Houston is around here somewhere too.  It's not going to work!"

"Ok, I understand.  Slowly turn around and we'll start back down the beach.  Don't panic—just take it nice and slow.  Here let me kiss you.  Make it look like you mean it."

The agent lifted his radio from the cooler and reported, "False alarm, boss...just a couple of tourists with time on their hands.  Wait!  No, it looks like they’re going back to their room to screw.  She looks like she can't wait, practically dragging the lucky bum down the beach."

Robert nonchalantly used the towel to wipe the sweat from his face and keyed the remote walkie talkie mic he had concealed in his hand..  "This is Comber One to Comber Two.  We are returning to port.  Please have the next fishing party ready and waiting to board.  Comber One out."

He tugged on Sandra's arm to slow her pace.  "Don't look back.  Tell the Twins to meet us back at the entrance to the harbor.  Make sure they keep out of sight."  And then Robert took her into his arms again and kissed her deeply.  Over his shoulder he could see that the lid to the cooler next to the agents was now closed.

He whispered in her ear, "So sorry this is just for show, but I can tell you got the hots for your marine biologist.  Here, give me your hand...and please stop that trembling."

CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE

The senior agent put his feet up on the desk and grumbled, "Two o'clock General.  Doesn't look like he's going to show today.  We'll rotate our personnel and maintain the enhanced alert status, but I think you two are waiting around for nothing.  I'll call you if anything should break.  I know, 'Nobody is to talk to McCord but you'.  I got the message.  Say where did you hear the scoop about all this anyway?

The General ignored the question.  "Just keep your men on alert.  It looks like a false alarm, but you can't be too careful when the President's safety is on the line.  Anybody trying to get through to either him or Jason Phillips, you let me know."

Houston took a sip of scotch then swirled the cubes around the glass in a circular motion.  The limo was parked in the shade, but the air was muggy and hot.  "Something must have tipped Robert off," he shrugged to Cummings.  "But I'd bet my stars that they're up to something.  You have people watching the local radio and TV stations?  How about the newspapers?"

"There are more stations and papers down here than you might think, sir.  We have all the major media sources covered.  But just in case, we have alerted the AP and UPI.  They agreed to call us if they receive any calls about dolphins or Russians.  This way if Grant or McCord tries to break the story by telephone, they will not find any takers.  We can nip any leaks in the bud."

Houston grunted something unintelligible and checked his watch.  "Sampson is on the plane by now.  He'll be in Cuba in three hours.  Do you know how the drop will be made?"

"Standard briefcase drop and switch using an airport locker has been used in the past, probably the same today.  But the KGB are on top of their game.  They might vary the procedure somewhat."

"Cocky bastards aren't they?" laughed the General.  "Well this time they’re getting more than they bargained for—a lot more.  ANX will be in Moscow by early morning.  Give'em a few hours to get it to the strategic center.  By noon our time the shit should hit the fan."  Houston struck a match against the arm rest.  "I'll think I'll just have one of these here Cuban cigars to celebrate.  But we still have to get past this McCord business.  I'll check in with the boys at Langley to see if he has contacted the agency.  You get us a boat with a radio.  I want to be out on the water to watch over the President personally.  Tell security we're going out.  Don't wanna have them sink us by mistake.  We're almost there.  By this time tomorrow Russia will look like a parking lot.  Nobody will have time to listen to Robert McCord or Sandra Grant after that."

------

"Attention everyone, this is Captain Peters speaking.  We are experiencing a slight delay."  The pilot's voice intentionally carried an air of nonchalance as it reverberated over the public address system of Avianca Flight 12.  "We have a safety light that refuses to turn on.  It's probably just a bad bulb," the pilot said with a forced air of good humor.  "But just to make sure, we'll have one of our top notch mechanics up here in a jiffy to check it out.  And in keeping with the established policy of the federal government of Colombia, owners and operators of Avianca Airlines, we will be offering you a complimentary cocktail while we wait.  Likewise in keeping with government policy, the crew will wait until landing in Bogotá for theirs," laughed the pilot.  

An attractive dark haired hostesses repeated the announcement in Spanish.  This time a collective grown of frustration emanated from the tourist class of the main cabin.  Frederick Sampson cursed silently as he looked at his watch.  It was 2:15, the flight was already an hour late.  He opened the June issue of the Journal of Astrophysics and unbuckled his seat belt.  This banana republic airline is always late for one reason or another.  But better a false alarm then a swim in the Atlantic—especially today.

------

Sandra and Robert ran the last mile to the marina.  As soon as they scrambled aboard, Morrow asked, "The Twins picked up bad vibes, right?  We couldn't make out what they were saying, but Mr. John and I both figured that something had gone wrong.  Here put on this buoyancy compensator; we want to look like we're heading out to dive the underwater park at Pennekamp.  We better get away from this marina and fast!"
Morrow handed them each orange life jackets.  He had already attached regulators to the SCUBA tanks and had piled fins and face plates on the deck to give the impression that they were merely heading out on a dive trip.

As Mr. John slipped the mooring lines, Sandra yelled over the diesels, "Tom first felt General Houston's presence, then he overhead two agents on the beach that were waiting for us.  Robert and I put on act that we were lovers on vacation and I think they bought it—at least we made it back to the boat.  The Twins also discovered that the President doesn't know anything about us.  He has been out on the flats fishing the whole time."

Robert added, "Houston must have talked to Jason Phillips and found out about the meeting, then set a trap.  We got away, but that doesn't help us much does it?  It might have been better to give ourselves up and try to convince someone that Houston is a madman."

"Not likely that the General would allow you to talk to anyone not in on the plan," suggested Mr. John.

"Well, as a last resort I could call my operative at the CIA, try to tell him what is really going on.  But, with an APB out on me, he would probably just humor me until they found out where I was calling from, then close in on us.  Besides it might take weeks to uncover the truth, and we only have a few hours at the most before they find us."

Mr. John interrupted, "We haven't tried talking to a news reporter.  Could we get to a television station and broadcast some sort of alert?"

"We would still have a serious credibility problem," replied Robert.  "Houston surely has all the stations under surveillance by now...maybe if we had gone to the press earlier.  Now it is too late."  Trying to force a smile, he added, "Maybe we should stop at a Safeway and stock up on beer and food.  Tomorrow there will be a worldwide panic and there is nothing we can do about it.  We're simply out of options."

Sandra, who had sought refuge in the relative quiet of the fore cabin to mentally talk to the Twins, returned in time to catch Robert's note of despair.  "Maybe not.  The President is somewhere out there fishing isn't he?  Well, we have the two best fishers on the planet working with us.  Maybe the Twins can find him and...I don't know...somehow talk to him...or at least get his attention so we can tell him our story."

Robert had slumped into a deck chair with his face in his hands.  Abruptly he jumped to his feet.  "It might work!  Undoubtedly the security will be intense out there too, but if we can get close to Bush—even if it is just for a few minutes, we might convince him of the truth.  It's worth a try—it's our last chance."

Just as they cleared the outer channel marker, Morrow jerked back the throttles slowing the boat as if he had applied the brakes.  Suddenly it was still.  "Now we're on to something.  Let's make a plan based upon the premise of using the dolphins to make contact.  First they have to find the President, then we follow their directions.  Then maybe we can anchor a ways off and put up our dive flag.  Getting close enough to talk is still going to be a problem.  But first can we find him?...Sandra?"

"Sally says that there is a group of small boats about a forty minute swim away.  Let's see...she says to keep the sun on our left, the boats are in water that is five body lengths in depth...say about thirty feet deep.

Morrow grabbed the chart.  "The thirty foot contour line is here.  That means the Presidential party is about two miles offshore and five miles to the north.  At top speed, we can be there in a half hour or less.  Tell them to station themselves right here at this latitude and longitude.  They can do that, can’t they; go right here?"  Morrow jabbed a finger at the chart and yelled, "Hang on everyone," and jammed the throttles forward to the stops.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

"Should’ve a brought along some fishing rods, General.   Maybe catch a snapper or one of them giant billfish while we're out here," yelled Cummings to the General who was sitting on the fiberglass engine compartment at the stern of the narrow craft.

"Pass me another beer, Commander.  You fucked up royally not bringing any scotch.  This beer tastes like gator piss.  But you did get a hell of a fast looking boat.  What is this, a water ski boat?"

"I'm not exactly sure, General.  But it goes like a rocket doesn't it?  Look there's the President's flotilla.   What's your plan, sir?"

"We're just gonna motor around and keep George in sight.  Make sure nothing goes wrong.  Just in case, I brought Uzis and if Grant and her travelling road show make the scene, we'll drill holes in their hull.  If that doesn't do the job, I got this little pound of plastic explosive with a remote control detonator all rigged to go."  Lifting a small device that looked like a television remote control from the canvas bag, Houston pointed to a red button on top.  "Just press this button and it'll blow them to kingdom come.  Here, stow this bag on that shelf in the console to keep it out of the salt spray."

"Where'd you get the arsenal, sir?"

"After all this time, Commander Cummings, you should realize that in our business you need to be equipped to handle any ugly situations.  There are commie infiltrators and Ruskie terrorists everywhere in the good ole USA, and we need to be ready to take action, that is kill the bastards, at the drop of a hat.  To answer your question more directly, the trunk of my limo is loaded with various sundry weapons of destruction.  That's why I always try to have a driver bring it to my meetings—even if I travel by air.  You may also recall that it makes a right fine mobile office and that the bar is impeccably stocked.  Ahem...more than I can say so about this particular boat, which I find quite lacking in the area of refreshments."

"Yes, sir.  I get your drift.  I'll just cruise slowly around and keep my eyes peeled."  Boy the old fart is sure in a good mood today.  Must be getting off on the end of the Russians.  Sure wish I had bought more beer.  The way the General is hitting the cooler, I may die of thirst before I even have a chance to complete this case of third degree sunburn.  I would gladly give my next paycheck for a camera—never seen the General out of uniform before.  That extra large T-shirt I bought at the shop next to the motel is about to burst at the seams.  The motto emblazoned on the front, "Save the Whales" seems quite appropriate.  I could get a dandy shot now that he's lying there on the back seat with a towel over his eyes.  I could blackmail him with it—or make a fortune. by selling copies to the guys in our division.  Man I just want to get back home and keep my wife from screwing every political aide in town.  I never signed on to be a tour boat operator.

"Look, General.   The President just landed a bonefish—pretty big too, I'd judge by bonefish standards.  I always thought that he posed for pictures with the fish that his guide caught."

"Quiet, Cummings.  I'm trying to catch a little shuteye, Ok?"

------

Morrow shouted over the roar of the diesels which were revving furiously at full speed, "I see them...four—no five boats about a mile offshore."  He handed the glasses to Robert and slowed the boat to a crawl.

Robert steadied his back against the side of the cockpit and tried to keep the binoculars on target in spite of the pitching and yawing of the boat.  "Someone is poling the President's boat from a platform on the stern.  The rest of the boats have Secret Service Agents in them.  We better keep moving or we will draw their attention."

Morrow moved the throttles forward to pick up some headway then peered again through the glasses.  "Looks like the President is flyfishing—probably for bonefish, tarpon usually don't come up from Mexico until later in the year.  The boats with the security guys have to stay pretty far back so as not to scare the fish.  They seem to be working their way up a sandbar."  After a few moments, he continued, "I have an idea.  If we anchor just off that little island near the dropoff we'll look like we're diving on the reef.  We can run up the dive flag to add to the effect.  Hey!  The President just landed a nice fish.  That's good, they'll want to keep working the bar and that will bring them closer to our anchorage...much less suspicious them coming to us rather then us trying to approach them."

Mr. John offered, "Sounds good.  Let's try it.  But better make a long sweep out to sea so as not to look suspicious.  I have a feeling that the Twins may be able to help us out.  Those SCUBA tanks are filled, aren't they?"

------

The President was having the time of his life.  Jason Phillips could hardly say the same.  It was still a mystery why he had agreed to come along, hating boats the way he did.  Although he was accustomed to doing business on the golf course, where a cold martini and private conversation went hand in hand, fishing was definitely not his cup of tea.  And every time he brought up his appeal to increase the HUD allocation for Virginia, the President had deftly asked the guide to move to a new spot or change his fly.  Clearly he was not going to accomplish anything political, that is worthwhile, on this expedition.  And now that Bush had finally caught a fish, the chance to beat an early retreat looked slim.  But Jason had tried to muster a semblance of enthusiasm about the President's first catch of the day.

The guide balanced precariously with his weight on the pole and pointed ahead.  "Sir, the current is swinging just right on this sandbar.  There should be good fish for another hour or so—at least until the tide begins to slack.  I suggest we stay just inside the bar and work our way up into the current."

"Is the current too strong for you to pole?"

"No sir, I'll use the electric motor to take some of the strain...FISH!...Thirty yards at one o'clock.  Go ahead and cast and let her lie.  School of twelve or so real nice bonefish...tailing too!  Hold it...now give it a twitch...that's right.  Good, one broke off the school and he's coming our way...steady...steady...give it another little twitch...I think he's gonna take it...NOW!  You got him, way to go Mr. President!  Watch that coil at your feet.  HOT DAMN look at him go.  Good job, Mr. President.  Keep the pressure on.  What a nice silver fox."

Even Jason was on his feet and complimented the President with a, "Nice going George" before sitting back in the padded chair and looking at his watch.  Shit, it already three thirty and happy hour starts at four.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

"Ladies and gentlemen, I have good news and I have bad news," announced the Captain of Avianca Flight 12.  First the bad news.  I am sorry to have to tell you this, but this aircraft isn't going to Cuba today.  Our fuel warning  light was working after all.  It looks like a faulty pump in the jet fuel delivery system.  Now for the good news...we have another airplane that can be brought into service.  It will, however, take a little time to transfer the baggage.  The passenger service agent has informed me that boarding for Avianca Flight 12A will commence at approximately 4:30—a little less than an hour from now and that connecting flights will be notified of the delay.    Please look around your seat area to make sure that you depart will all of your carry-on items.  Check the video screens in the departure lounge for the new gate assignment.  Thank you for flying Avianca Airlines and we apologize for the inconvenience."

The slow streaming of passengers off the plane came to a sudden halt.  Sampson looked on in dismay as an elderly lady, loaded down with a pair of bulging shopping bags and a folded over garment bag, stopped to vent her anger on the hostess at the exit.  Her wide girth effectively blocked the exit, bringing the line of passengers behind to a standstill.  Sampson felt a rush of panic.

Keep cool now.  This is just a routine problem and has nothing to do with me.  This lady is obviously drunk.  If so, they may call airport security.  I have to blend into the background and wait for the next flight. I've waited a lifetime for this opportunity, another lousy hour isn't going to make any difference.

------

Although she and Robert were swimming at a depth of fifty feet, Sandra could clearly communicate with the Tom and Sally.  She gave Robert the diver's "OK" sign by touching her thumb and forefinger making a circle, then pointed towards an abrupt rise on the bottom which indicated the edge of the sandbar.  The water was clear and warm.  The sunlight filtering down from the surface cast flashing ripples on the white sand.  She could distinctly feel a steady current running parallel to the bar.  She checked her air gauge.  The thin needle was nearly all the way to the right indicating 2,500 psi of air—enough to stay down an hour at this depth.  Even though the President's boat had looked a long way off before they had plunged backwards into the water, she was confident that they had plenty of air to accomplish their mission—especially since the current was heading in the right direction.  Sandra wished that Morrow was with them, but there had been only two regulators—and it was obvious from the outset that she and Robert stood the best chance of convincing the President—that is if they somehow managed to reach his boat without being shot.  The trick was to stay in the deeper water until they came alongside the President's boat.  Sandra hoped that the slight chop on the surface would hide their bubbles from the sharp vision of a flats guide.

In spite of the tension, she had to laugh at Robert.  His brown eyes looked enormous inside the rubber face mask and he was thrashing his arms and legs like an octopus having a nightmare.  His mask was half full of water and a constant stream of bubbles gushed from his regulator.  But after all, he had only officially been a SCUBA diver for only about five minutes.  Given the fact that this was his first dive, he was not doing too badly.

Robert was panting hard and felt like he was getting nowhere fast.  It had seemed so simple when Morrow had given him the single pointer that was to constitute his entire course of instruction in the art and science of SCUBA diving, "Just breath normally...and whatever you do, don't hold your breath when you come up...your lungs will explode if you do."  

Well I am certainly not holding my breath, but I'm not breathing normally either unless diving is like running a marathon.  But what about not being able to see where I am going thanks to all of this water inside my mask?  Let's see if I just tilt it like this, the way Sandra just did, and blow through my nose.   Voila, it worked.  Much better.  There's the sandbar and there go the Twins.  Maybe they'll save me if I start to drown.

Sandra thought to Tom and Sally, Be ready to catch the fish when we get close to the boat...and please help me keep an eye on Robert.

Now that Robert could see, the full impact of the blinding white sand seared into his eyes.  He Immediately experienced a nauseous sort of vertigo and became disoriented.  But, he recalled Morrow's warning not to surface before reaching the President, a diver floundering on the surface would draw the attention of the security force in short order.  Relax, just follow Sandra.  This all sounded much easier back in the boat.

Twenty minutes later the Twins abruptly slid down past Sandra and she gently stroked their backs as they flared by.  Then they darted off in different directions.  Robert could barely see the shadow of a boat in the shallows.  Intermittently, a black pole authoritatively shoved against the bottom raising a cloud of sand.  Sandra grabbed his wrist to keep him from floating to the surface.  They reversed direction and finned continuously against the current to maintain their position.  Meanwhile, Robert was also fighting to stay near the bottom.  He figured that as he used up the air in the tank, he became lighter.  Robert pointed to his weight belt, then pointed upwards trying to tell Sandra that he did not have enough weight.  Sandra flipped him the "OK" sign once more.

Then suddenly the Twins were back, each grasping a wriggling bonefish in its mouth.  Sandra stroked the bulbous crown of their foreheads in encouragement as they swung upwards, sliding towards the skiff like torpedoes homing in on a target.

The President danced with glee, violently rocking the skiff and nearly sending his guide overboard.  "How's this for fishing?  Would you look at that.  I can't believe it!  Those two dolphins just tossed two of the biggest bonefish that I have ever seen right into the bottom of our boat.  Now where'd those guys go?"

The guide was leaning heavily onto his pole trying to steady the skiff.  "Geez Mr. President, in all my years fishing the flats, I've never seen anything like this before.  One of those fish might have set the world light tackle record.  I'd better get them back in the water before they suffocate."

Just as the guide left his platform and had scooped up the first of the thrashing fish, the Twins erupted from the surface, tail walking backwards.  Then they threw two more giant bonefish into the boat.

The radio in the console crackled to life, "Is there a problem over there, Mr. President?  I see you have dolphins swimming around your boat."

Since the guide was busy scrambling to retrieve the lively, green fish, the President picked up the mike, "No problem whatsoever.  These two dolphins want to have all the fun fishing.  I really can't believe it.  But I repeat, there is no problem over here.  Please stay back, we're having a hell of a good time."

------

"What was that?  Did he say dolphins?  Cummings give me that radio.  Did he say two dolphins?  Hey, look where we are, you dickhead!  I can barely see the President's boat from here.  Come on, get this boat in gear and let's find out if those are our fucking, psychedelic dolphins."

CHAPTER THIRTY -EIGHT

Sandra squeezed hard on Robert's wrist and pointed up with her other hand.  They swam upward towards the white bottom of the boat and rose quickly in a cloud of exhaled bubbles.  Once on the surface they threw off their masks and clung to the rail of the skiff tipping it noticeably with their weight.

"Mr. President, my name is Robert McCord.  I am a special agent of the Central Intelligence Agency and I must talk with you.  America faces a grave danger and time is running out.  I'm talking about the beginning of World War III.  Sir, I beg you to listen to us...for the good of the country.  Jason, tell him he has to listen.  It is extremely urgent."

Senator Phillips answered first.  "What the hell are you doing here McCord?  Is this some kind of ill conceived stunt or something?  George this is Robert McCord and he is CIA, but I don't know what he is talking about.  Except he did try to set up a meeting with you today about the dolphin espionage case, but General Houston told me not to bother you about it—that he would handle it.  Do you want me to call security?  Never mind, they're on the way anyway."

The President loomed over Robert holding fast to a chrome handle on the console.  "McCord what is the meaning of this?  What exactly are you talking about?  Are you mad?"

"It's General Houston who is mad, sir.  He's developed a virus to infect the Soviet Defense Network...he thinks that it will destroy their military communications and they will panic...launch a preemptive strike against the U.S..  We'll be forced to retaliate.  With our SDI capability, Houston figures that none of the Russian weapons will reach their target—apparently they work automatically if they detect incoming warheads.  These two dolphins picked up the virus with their ESP.  This is the scientist, Dr. Sandra Grant, who trained them.  All we ask is five minutes of your time, Mr. President, to prove our story.  Don't let those agents take us until you have heard us out.  If you don't believe us, we'll give ourselves up without a fight."

The President grabbed the mike and ordered the agents to keep their distance.  He gave Sandra a hand while Robert pulled himself over the rail and into the boat.  Bush calmly said, "This better be good or you two will spend the rest of your lives incarcerated in Leavenworth."

The radio barked to life.  "Mr. President, this is General Pratt Houston.  We're on our way.  Do not, I repeat DO NOT talk with those people.  They are terrorists and they plan to kill you.  I am in the red boat coming your way.  Just hold on until we get there and don't bother listening to any cockamamie stories they might tell you.  There are warrants out for their arrest and they are extremely dangerous.  To all other security boats, stay back.  I will handle this situation myself."

Robert grabbed the President lightly by the shoulder and pleaded, "No!  Mr. President, it's Houston that is the terrorist.  He's the one that is crazy.  Just give me five minutes, sir, and I will prove it to you.  Five minutes is all I ask."

Again there was a call from the lead Secret Service agent, now with a noticeable air of tension in his voice, "Sir, this is Agent McCowski.  I insist on checking these people out.  You may be in grave danger, Mr. President."

"Hold it McCowski.  This is a CIA man here.  You let General Houston in that red boat through and maintain your position until I direct you otherwise.  I am in no danger.  They are unarmed."

------

Professor Sampson, sweating profusely now, had committed the extraordinarily foolish act of drawing attention to himself.  In fact, he had made quite an embarrassing scene at the ticket counter demanding to know why the flight was still on the ground.  The agent tried to explain that one of the passengers had decided to cancel his trip and the baggage handlers were having difficulty locating his luggage.  The explanation infuriated the professor to the point that he demanded to be allowed to board the flight immediately.  Sampson later returned to the counter and apologized for his rudeness, hoping that the call that the agent had made after his outburst had not been to the airport police.

The scientific journal shook in his hands as he peered over the top of the page, surveying the corridor for uniforms.  He looked at his Seiko again.  It was almost four thirty.   At least there is a new plane at the gate and my flight from Bogotá to Rio doesn't leave until morning.  I wasn't planning on doing much sleeping tonight anyway.

------

George Bush carefully stowed his handmade, 10 weight saltwater fly rod in the holder that ran the length of the skiff.  "Can you tie us off here?" he asked the guide.  "We'll give the fish the rest of the day off."

The guide jammed the pole into the soft sand and tied a line to it to keep the boat from drifting with the current.

"Alright Robert, let's hear what you think is so important that it warrants interrupting one of the few precious afternoons that I can spare for may favorite sport.  You have the deck."

Just as Robert began to speak, the boat jumped as Cummings accidentally javelined the bow of the General's boat into side of the President's skiff.  Apologizing, he threw the guide their bow line.  Before the General could even open his mouth, the President silenced him with, "Shut up General until I specifically grant you permission to speak.  Mr. McCord here is going to explain what is going on.  And by the way, Pratt, I didn't know you were an environmentalist.  That's rare for a military man, especially these days."

Trying to look unperturbed, Houston moved forward to the cooler and fished out the last remaining can of beer.  With a glance, he made sure that the Uzis were out of sight on the shelf behind the steering console.  Then he leaned casually against the wheel within easy reach of the weapons.

The President interrupted several times during Robert's description of how the ANX virus worked, how they had uncovered the General's plot, and how at that very moment a traitor was en route to Cuba to deliver a tape to the KGB which he thought contained state secrets, but which in reality had been laced with ANX.

"Some of this sounds remotely possible, McCord.  I mean I know something about computer viruses from the computer literacy classes I took last year and I clearly recall authorizing funds for the Livermore project to make certain that no virus could ever disrupt the GDN again.  And you obviously have some very talented and highly trained dolphins here—excellent fishermen too.  But in addition to your accusations about a trusted member of my military staff, I have to be frank, the ESP part leaves me cold."

The General who had been barely able to constrain himself as Robert revealed in such accuracy his carefully conceived plan, leaped into the conversation.  "Of course, George.  The whole thing is a bunch of hogwash.  Now will you let me take these characters off your hands?  I will deliver a full report on the matter to you by morning."

Robert looked at Sandra and shrugged his shoulders in silent despair.

"Mr. President, my name is Dr. Sandra Grant.  I am a professor at UC Berkeley.  My special area of research is in parapsychology—specifically telepathy...ESP.  During the last several years, I have conducted many experiments in which ESP has been shown to be a scientific fact.  But until recently, the results have been very subtle—that is until I started working with this pair of experimental subjects.  These are two very special animals that we are talking about.  They have undergone a new kind of conditioning program which involves the manipulation of their endogenous rhythm to increase their telepathic capabilities.  They are also extremely intelligent, as animal behaviorists have been suggesting for years, but have never been able to demonstrate convincingly.  I am able to to communicate with them because of a innate psychic tendency which has apparently resided in the genetic code of my family for many generations."

Sensing that she was fast losing her audience, she added, "Look, Mr. President, I know this sounds like late night science fiction, but I can prove it to you."

Houston cried, "Come on George, this is absurd.  Why don't you go back to fishing and leave these lunatics to me?"

"Wait a minute, General.  Hold your horses.  You seem to acting a little jumpy.  Maybe there is something to their story."  Turning back to Sandra he asked, "How do you mean you can prove it to me?"

"Just ask me any question, sir.  Make it something only you know the answer to...something exact."

"OK doctor, that's easy.  How about the best kept secret in the world.  Tell me the code that I would punch into my briefcase over there, the one handcuffed to poor Agent McCowski's wrist, which would authorize the launch of our strategic missile fleet."

Houston pleaded, "George this has gone far enough.  Let's put an end to this farce."

"This is the last time that I am warning you General.  Keep quiet or I'll have them take you away instead."

Sandra continued, "Sir, that should be no problem.  Just give me a minute....it is an alpha numeric code...some of the characters I do not recognize.  It begins with 'FAST GREY FOX ASTERISK PERIOD DASH DASH NUMERAL 4 NUMERAL 9.."

"Hold it right there young lady...that is quite enough.  I find it hard to believe any of this, but I certainly do not want you to proceed along these lines any further.  I admit that you seem to be able to read my mind.  Now I think that in itself is a most remarkable feat and I will certainly want to look further into your unique ability, but that doesn't mean that the dolphins have any special powers or that rest of your story is true.  I am, however, considerably impressed by your talents."

"No sir, it wasn't me.  I can't read minds.  But Tom can.  He did it.  Tom come up here and meet the President."

Tom immediately broached next to the boat near the bow where the President was seated and squeaked a greeting while holding himself high out of the water with rapid thrusts of his tail.  Sally erupted from the surface and landed sideways, creating a splash that sent a spray of water into the boat.

"And that's his sister, Sally.  Now you be in charge, Mr. President.  You just think a command and they will comply.  This way you can see that I am not involved.  Go ahead and give it a try."

Suddenly the Twins swam off in the direction of Agent McCowski's boat, circled it, then swam directly back to be stroked by the President.  Sally became impatient and gently pushed Tom aside to receive some of the President's attention.  Then both dolphins began chattering and nodding their heads as if to say "yes" again and again.

"You told them, I mean thought, them to do that, George?" asked Jason.

"Senator, as strange as it seems, they did exactly what I commanded them to do.  This is truly an incredible phenomenon and..."

"It means that Robert and Sandra are telling the truth!," Jason completed the President's sentence.  "And we, I mean Houston, has conspired and initiated a plot to start a war with the Soviet Union."

Now the President and Senator Phillips were both standing, glaring at Houston.  "Exactly," responded Bush,  "Get on that radio and find out which flight that defector with the tape is on, use my authority to turn the plane back to the states.  Under no circumstances are they to land in Cuba.  Stop all flights leaving the U.S. if you have to.  Do it now!"

"Hold it, everyone.  Nobody move.  Keep away from that radio, Jason."  Houston held the black Uzi pointed at the President.  It was covered with a towel, but the tip of the barrel protruded ominously.  "Cummings, get your weapon and keep it down so McCowski can't see it.  Bring that bag back here and leave it on the deck, then stand where I am; they won't see you from here.  Keep them covered."

The General nearly lost his footing as he stepped into the President's skiff.  Robert tensed, ready to strike, but the towel moved quickly to put him in the Uzi's sights.

"No tricks, McCord.  You've already caused enough trouble.  Nobody move or the President is a dead man.  McCord, sit down on the bow seat and face this way."

The General jabbed the barrel painfully into Robert's stomach and shoved him forward past the center console.  Keeping his eyes fixed on the President, he reached over and grabbed the microphone out of Jason's hand and pressed the talk switch.  "McCowski, all stations, everyone listen up.  This is General Houston.  The President has been taken hostage by Robert McCord.  He is armed with an automatic weapon.  He wants you to move off...take those boats back to the marina.  If anyone follows, McCord threatens to shoot the President.  I think he will too.  He looks like he means business.  You better get a move on it."

None of the boats moved away.

"OK George, you tell them.  I will personally kill all of these people if you screw up.  Just tell McCowski to back off and everything will be fine.  It will too—if you go along with this.  I don't want to hurt you or them.  I just need a little more time to make sure that my package gets delivered.  Our man should be landing in Havana about now, Avianca Flight 12, if you must know the details.  In a half hour it will be too late for you to interfere.  Your friend Gorbachev may believe it is a mistake, but the KGB won't.  And like it or not, they control the military.  I know you won't order a retaliatory strike now that you know about ANX, but Israel certainly will when they see five hundred Russian IBM's heading across the Atlantic.  Same difference to me, thanks to the deal you made with Gorby, the Russians don't have an SDI system.  They'll fry nice and hot."

The boats turned and moved off at the President's request.

Houston continued to issue orders.  "Commander tie our boat to that cleat on the stern and pay some line out.  Good, now keep them covered.  Cummings, if anybody makes a move, shoot the President first.  Watch where you aim too.  Now I'm just gonna take a seat right up here on this nice high perch so I can see everybody real good.  There...excellent view from up here.  Don't anybody try to be a hero and do something we're all likely to regret."

Gesturing to the guide, Houston commanded,  "Heh you there...pull up that pole and drive us out to sea....very slowly too if you want to live long enough to going fishing again.  Like I said, nobody needs to get hurt if you all cooperate."

The General's mind was racing.  This could still work out to my advantage.  My story is that, McCord must have been a terrorist with a bomb bent on killing the President.  It was a suicide mission.  As soon as we get out a little ways, I'll blow them all to hell.  Then I'll make up some excuse as to how we got away.  That'll pose no problem because there won't be anyone left alive to dispute our story...and with Bush out of the way, it will be easy to convince the Vice President that the Russians are taking advantage of his assassination to attack us.  Maybe I'll even run for President after this is all over.

Robert had his head down.  Sandra felt sorry for him after he had tried so hard.  And we almost made it too!  As the boat crept forward, she caught the President's eye.  But, she was completely not surprised to see the beginning of a smile on his face.

In an instant, a grey mass exploded from the water and crashed squarely into the back of the General, catapulting him into the water.  The Uzi, left momentarily in mid-air as the General plummeted head over heels into the water, clattered to the deck.  Robert ran to the stern in time to see one of the Twins pull Houston underwater by the arm.  Robert picked up the Uzi and pointed the gun towards Cummings.  He barked, "Are you really ready to die for this madman?"  

Cummings hesitated and Robert began to squeeze the trigger.  Before the machine pistol fired, Cummings dropped his weapon and raised his arms.  There was no fight left in him.  A moment later the General bobbed to the surface, coughing up saltwater.

The President ordered, "Pull Houston into your boat Commander Cummings.  Pass that weapon over here first."

The President held the Uzi in the crook of his elbow as he spoke into the radio microphone.  "It's all over, everyone.  It wasn't Robert McCord who was the terrorist, it was General Houston.  He and Commander Cummings will be placed under arrest.  But first, I order everyone to stay off this channel, we have an important call to make.  Here, Jason...stop that flight.  Next have someone pick up this Dr. Eiger that Robert mentioned.  Make sure that he is put on ice as soon as possible—obviously keep him away from any kind of computer system."

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

At last the long awaited boarding call for Avianca Flight 12A was announced.  Sampson, his grey business suit soaked with dark circles at the armpits, moved into line with the other first class passengers.  Just as he handed his boarding pass to the attendant, he felt a sharp jab in the small of his back.  Two men in blue suits formed close ranks on either side and angled him away from the gate.  The unseen men behind him snatched away the briefcase containing the precious cargo.  Sampson collapsed to the floor seized by uncontrollable spasms.  He defecated in his pants.

Within moments he had been strapped to a stretcher and swiftly carried through a maintenance exit to an ambulance waiting in the parking lot.  Not a single word had been spoken.

------

Morrow apologized from the cockpit wheel of the Chris Craft for meeting the President under such unhappy circumstances.  As Sandra kissed Morrow deeply, he heard the President shout as his boat pulled away, "The nation owes you its gratitude.  There will be Service Medals for you all.  God bless you."

As Sandra watched the President's boat fade into the distance. she broke away from Morrow, "I almost forgot."  She pulled the radio mic out of its bracket and bravely spoke, "This is Sandra Grant again, Mr. President.  I know this is a lot to ask, but would you come to our wedding?  Morrow and I are to be married and since I have no father, I hoped that you would give me away...over."

In a few moments the President replied, "Dr. Grant I would be most honored to attend your wedding.  Absolutely the least I could do under the circumstances.  Have you set the date?  Over."

Sandra gave Morrow a quizzical look and shrugged her shoulders, "How about next week, sir.  Next Sunday, would that be convenient for you?"

Morrow's jaw dropped open a mile.  He mouthed silently, "Married?...next Sunday?" and beamed a bright smile at Sandra.

"Dr. Grant, next Sunday will work out fine.  I will use your betrothal as a reason for extending my fishing trip.  And since the bonefish are biting, the timing couldn't be better.  Congratulations to you both.  Bush out."

------

McCowski and his junior assistant boarded Houston's boat under the watchful eye of twenty-one other agents—all with weapons leveled at Houston and Cummings.  Their job was to return the traitors to the marina where an armored van would take them to the Islamorada jail for temporary holding.  The young man operating the controls moved carefully, tentatively engaging the levers trying to determine which was the gear shift and which was the throttle.  McCowski stood facing the stern with his sidearm pointed midway between Houston and Cummings.  As the aide got the boat underway, the other skiffs moved alongside, but gave them plenty of sea room for maneuvering.  All of the agents were jabbering excitedly trying to piece together the story.  The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff turning terrorist was a hot item.  The scandal would certainly shake the country.

Both Cummings and the General were sitting on the deck with their legs stretched out in front of them.  Houston did not look good—the near drowning might have precipitated a mild stroke.  His face was a sweaty, pasty white and his breathing was shallow and labored.  He had little to say anyway.  Cummings turned away from him in disgust.

Curiously the prospect of life imprisonment brought only a dark numbness to Cummings.  But the sudden vision of Diane drinking champagne in bed with other men while he rotted in jail racked him with a surge of despair.  She was why I took these risks...to keep her happy and in money.  Now that she has our savings and with the house and new car paid off, she is set for life.  And I have no life left thanks to General Pratt Houston.    Then Cummings rolled into a fetal position and lost control for the first time in his life.  The sobbing just would not stop.  Oh Lord, she was all that mattered to me and now I have lost her.

For a brief moment, Cummings’ mind cleared, the wave of despair temporarily dissipated.  He was surprised to realize that he was sprawled on the deck, grovelling like a pig in the dirty bilge water.  His left hand was resting against something scratchy.  Keeping his head down, he felt the rough surface of the canvas bag.  Cummings made up his mind in a flash, then deftly rolled into a sitting position pulling the bag onto his lap.

McCowski yelled, "Hey, put that down."

Cummings screamed, "Don't move.  This is a bomb, my hand is on the trigger.  Stop this boat right now!"

Now both agents were staring at Cummings with alarm clouding their faces.  McCowski shouted, "General, is there a bomb in that bag?"

Although Houston was unable to focus his eyes, his hearing was unimpaired.  He nodded yes to the question and grunted something incoherent.

Cummings rose to his feet and shrieked, "McCowski, you and your friend drop your weapons...then over the side if you want to see your families again.  I have nothing to lose."  He shook the bag, "I mean it, now get off this boat!"

McCowski spoke into this walkie talkie and explained the situation.  The other boats drifted back and fanned outward in an arc at the stern.  At Cummings’ insistence, the boats continued to fall behind until over a mile separated the prey from the predators.  Cummings passed the two agents life jackets, then they kicked off their shoes and leaped into the ocean.  As soon as they were clear, Cummings took the helm and drove the throttles forward.  The boat surged ahead, pounding fiercely in the afternoon chop.  The General's head slammed repeatedly against the engine compartment as the boat rammed unmercifully into the waves.  Houston was too weak to lift his head away from the fiberglass housing and was dazed by the pounding and turn of events.  But deep inside, there still glowed a spark of hope that he might get away and continue his mission.

Cummings abruptly slowed the boat and killed the engine.  In the distance, he could see the spray of the chasing boats as they struggled to catch up.  As he watched, the boats grew larger in size.  He knew he only had a few minutes before they would be within rifle range—and this time they would be shooting to kill.  He kneeled in front of the General and drove his fist with all his might squarely into Houston's face.  Again and again he smashed the fat man's bony skull until his knuckles lay open and bleeding.  Then collapsing breathlessly beside him, he roughly grasped the front of the General's bloody T-shirt and spat, "General, I have waited a long time to tell you this.  You are a fucking asshole."  Then he reached into the canvas bag, flipped up the red safeguard panel and pushed the trigger.

CHAPTER FORTY

It was a hot, typically sunny Key West summer Sunday, perfect for a wedding attended by a formal party from the White House including the President and Mrs. Bush and Senator Phillips and his wife.  All the men sweated in tuxedos while the women radiated glamorously in full length pastel gowns.  The pet shop's grounds overflowed with bouquets of brilliant flowers which filled the air with a light, tropical scent.  The Twins even sported festive ribbons around their necks and seemed to enjoy the attention showered upon them by the guests.

After the ceremony, the President and Sandra drifted away from the crowd and sat close together on an immense outdoor lounge resplendent with bright blue cushions, a wedding present from Mr. John.  The ever present Secret Service agents sprinkled throughout the yard respectfully directed well wishers away from the pair, allowing them a few moments of undisturbed privacy.  Morrow cautiously approached the lounge and laughed, "Come on Sandra.  I know you want to bend the President's ear with your plans to build a new center, but do you have to do it today...on our wedding day?"

She replied with a smile and a wink, "Not that often that you hold the President of the United States captive in your own backyard.  We'll just be a few minutes.  Why don't you make sure that the guests aren't driving the Twins berserk."  Morrow got the message and drifted back towards the bar.

An hour later, the President had agreed to all of her requests, which was not unexpected since the new bride sat wide-eyed, squeezing his hand throughout the conversation.  The list was impressive:  operating funds for her research, money to build a new lab right on the grounds of the pet shop, funds to buy the houses on either side to provide room for expansion and security...and money to support a unique undersea habitat for which to conduct communication studies with wild dolphins.  The President had been quick to realize the potential of tapping the vast body of oceanographic information  possessed by marine mammals now that science had the Twins as interpreters.

Morrow finally lost patience and attempted once again to join their little private party.  This time the President fondly grasped his arm and laughed, "You know you have your hands full from here on out don't you?  This little gal has talked me out of a lot of taxpayer money, but who am I to refuse a beautiful bride on her wedding day?  But seriously, I can justify the entire shopping list on the basis of national security.  You are aware by now, Sandra, that your work does have a tremendous implication for defense.  You have a great future ahead in this new field of parapsychology and I will support you one hundred percent."

At last there was a pause in the conversation long enough for Morrow to interject, "You are right, sir...I mean about the defense nature of Sandra's work.  Remember how she used telepathy to order Tom to attack the General?  That was a darn good application of ESP if you ask me."

Sandra shared a knowing glance with the President.  She was about to reply when he slightly shook his head from side to side, so she remained silent.

Bush quickly continued, "She sure is something isn't she, but there is one thing that I would like to know—tell me if it is too personal.  But sometimes even the President is interested in domestic matters.  I mean at home, I actually am a devoted husband and father too."

"Of course, sir.  What is it that you would like to ask?" beamed Sandra while moving over to allow Morrow to join them on the lounge.  She could feel the weight of the heavy new gold wedding band on her ring finger.

"Well....let's see...maybe I shouldn't say anything, but earlier in the afternoon I was over at the pool sort of carrying on a mental rapport with Sally and it kind of slipped out that you...well...anyway, how should I put this?  All right, I'll just spit it out...do you know if its a boy or a girl?"

Morrow looked questioningly at Sandra.  She flushed crimson, smiled and said, "Oh that."  Sandra turned and took Morrow's hand.  She softly said, "Sally's imaging sonar works just like a medical sonogram.   She can see that I am expecting!"

"You two are so fortunate," said the President.  "More congratulations are definitely in order.  Why don't I just commandeer one of those bottles of champagne sitting all by its lonesome over there.  I'll be right back, save my place will you?  Morrow you don't look so good...too much excitement for one day?"

Morrow suddenly flushed red and was staring blankly into space.

The President looked at him and laughed so hard that he slid off the lounge pulling them both onto the grass in a heap of hugs and hearty laughter.  "You cad, you really didn't know, did you?"

Speechless at first, Morrow gently took Sandra's face in his hands, "A baby?  You mean you're...I mean we are going to have a baby?"

Sandra kissed him passionately while the President whooped and hollered and pounded Morrow on the back.  She whispered into Morrow's ear.  "No my love, two babies...twins."

