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T

OCTOBER 23

MESA VERDE NATIONAL PARK, COLORADO

HE BRIGHT OCTOBER sun warmed the high mountain plateau,
reinforcing the exact reason why the Anasazi Indians had originally
inhabited the region. Even at an elevation of seven thousand feet above

sea level, the afternoon temperature climbed to a comfortable sixty-two
degrees. It was the best time of year to visit Mesa Verde National Park. e
sparse crowds and pleasant weather attracted tourists who preferred a slower
and more intimate experience of the natural landmark.

Tanner Stone leisurely walked along a dirt trail that was �anked by
juniper and pine trees. His family had just completed the one-mile hike to
the Square Tower House. Built by the Anasazi Indians over a thousand
years ago, the Square Tower House was an impressive site. It was just one of
nearly six hundred ancient cliff dwellings that covered the large mesa.

e strenuous hike had taken its toll on Tanner, and he intentionally
slowed down, falling behind the rest of his family. Alone with just a
sleeping baby, Tanner enjoyed the quiet of the moment. e calmness of
the national park was a welcomed contrast to the frenzied atmosphere of his
top-secret job.

Tanner didn’t resent working for the National Security Agency. In fact, it
was just the opposite—he loved his job. Nevertheless, he eagerly anticipated



the week-long vacation he took every year to decompress and recharge his
battery. Moving among a world of spies was daunting and demanding, even
for a thirty-six-year-old systems analyst who tirelessly worked to keep
government secrets out of the hands of nefarious people.

Tanner took a deep breath of the pine-scented air as he completed the
last part of the trail. On the opposite side of the parking lot, his family was
waiting for him to unlock the car. Few tourists came to the southernmost
part of Mesa Verde this time of year, and Tanner’s minivan stood alone in
the large parking area. Looking at his white Honda Odyssey, he shook his
head in disbelief, overwhelmed by the fact that he was now a “family man.”

Sara Nicole Stone was Tanner’s �rst child. Barely two and a half years
old, she was a nonstop bundle of energy. e newest addition to the family
was currently sleeping in a baby carrier attached to Tanner’s chest. Amber
Lynne Stone was born six months ago, and she was part of the reason for
his slow ascent up the trail.

“Hurry up, Daddy!” Sara shouted. Her little voice carried out across the
vacant parking lot.

Tanner waved back to his daughter, but he didn’t say anything. Although
he wasn’t considered old by any calculation, he had increasingly felt his age,
especially over the past two years. He had gained twenty pounds since Sara’s
birth, and the extra weight had slowed him down a bit. Fortunately,
Tanner’s six-foot-two-inch frame concealed the fact that he now tipped the
scales at two hundred pounds. While he knew that he needed to lose some
weight, he often rationalized away his lack of exercise, claiming the added
bulk wasn’t his fault.

It was due to a bad injury.
Tanner paused at the edge of the parking lot to catch his breath. His

mind raced off momentarily, thinking about a petite female assassin named
Reina. Nearly three years ago, she had broken Tanner’s lower leg with a
well-placed karate kick. e assault was retribution for his discovery of an
ingenious computer virus created by the Chinese. e sinister scheme
would have succeeded if Tanner hadn’t stopped the malware at the last
second. Except for a handful of people at the NSA, nobody fully
understood how close the computer virus had come to wiping out the



�nancial data for every person in the United States. But Tanner
remembered every part of the horrible ordeal with sharp clarity, especially
when his reconstructed tibia ached like it did after the one-mile hike.

“Are you okay?” Megan Stone called out. At age thirty-four, Megan was
in signi�cantly better shape than Tanner. e hike hadn’t fazed her at all.

“Yeah. I’m just taking it slow so I don’t wake the baby,” Tanner shouted
back. Suddenly, he realized that yelling was probably more disturbing to the
infant than walking too fast. On cue, Amber woke up and started to cry.
Tanner quickly reached for the paci�er and coaxed his baby daughter back
to sleep.

“Daddy, hurry up! I’m hungry,” Sara shouted.
Tanner continued his casual walk across the parking lot while checking

his watch. It was 1:14 p.m. e expensive timepiece came from the director
of the National Security Agency. It was given to Tanner for his excellent
work in uncovering the Chinese cyberattack against the United States. He
had received the watch just before he was awarded an even greater honor—
the Presidential Medal of Freedom. Unfortunately, Tanner’s classi�ed work
at the NSA had necessitated that the award ceremony with the president be
a private affair. Only Tanner, his wife, and his former boss attended the
intimate event at the White House last year.

“We thought you wouldn’t make it,” Glen Holland joked as Tanner
�nally arrived at the family’s minivan. He reached out and patted his son-
in-law on the back.

Tanner got along well with his father-in-law, and he took the teasing in
stride. He pointed to the sleeping infant strapped to his chest. “Hey, I’m
carrying an extra thirty pounds here,” he said. e baby actually weighed
just �fteen pounds, but the added bulk seemed to amplify Tanner’s own
personal weight gain.

“Yes, but we’re carrying an extra thirty years,” Julie Holland said,
pointing to her husband. Glen and Julie were both in excellent health for
being in their early sixties. ey had completed the hike with only mild
difficulty.

e idea to visit Mesa Verde National Park came from Tanner’s in-laws,
who had returned home the past summer after serving a religious mission



in Guatemala. Having lived among several native groups, Glen and Julie
now had an appetite for anything associated with Native American culture.
Glen had been especially excited to visit Mesa Verde. It had been a lifelong
dream of his to see the ancient Anasazi cliff dwellings.

Megan pulled her shoulder-length blond hair back into a ponytail before
helping Tanner remove the baby carrier from his chest. “Should we eat here
or go back to the lodge?” she asked.

“Let’s eat over there,” Tanner said, pointing to a picnic table under a
large ponderosa pine. e group grabbed their lunch supplies and headed
toward the table. A few minutes later, little Sara was tearing into her peanut
butter and jam sandwich.

A soft breeze rustled through the trees. “It sure is peaceful here,” Julie
said.

“I’m so glad we did this trip,” Megan said. She took the bottle from the
baby and starting the burping process.

“Well, Dad, what do you think about the Square Tower House?” Tanner
asked.

Glen adjusted his eyeglasses. “Fantastic,” he said. “I can’t believe those
ruins are over a thousand years old.”

Tanner nodded, empathizing with his father-in-law’s astonishment at the
ruins. “And they built that without power tools or machines.”

“e guidebook said that the Anasazi lived here between AD 600 and
AD 1000. at means they arrived just about the time the Mayans were
disappearing from Central America,” Glen said. He quickly moved into one
of his mini-lectures on the native culture of Guatemala, but Tanner didn’t
mind. He had never traveled outside the United States, and he enjoyed
hearing how people lived in other parts of the world.

Everyone ate their lunches while Glen described the different Mayan
dialects of Guatemala. He rattled off a half-dozen languages that Tanner
had never heard of, like Kaqchikel, K’iche’, and Mam. When it came to
foreign languages, the Holland family de�nitely had the advantage over
Tanner. ey had all learned basic Spanish after living in New Mexico most
of their lives. Glen and Julie further re�ned their Spanish skills on their



Mormon mission to Guatemala. ey even managed to pick up parts of the
more common Mayan dialects while they lived there.

Megan also took three years of Spanish at the University of New Mexico
before graduating in computer science with a minor in music.
Unfortunately, Tanner wasn’t as well versed. Besides some basic high school
Spanish courses, the only other language he really understood was computer
code.

As Glen continued talking, Tanner noticed a faint sound in the distance.
At �rst he thought it was just the breeze in the trees, but the sound didn’t
fade. He stood up and walked away from the picnic table to listen better.

“Where are you going?” Megan asked.
“Do you hear that?” Tanner asked over his shoulder. He might have lost

a step or two over the past couple of years, but his hearing was still perfect.
“I hear it too, Daddy,” Sara said. She got up from her seat and ran over to

her father. Tanner took his daughter’s little hand, and they cautiously
moved closer toward the edge of the cliff. ey stopped about �fteen feet
away from a large drop-off. Tanner listened a moment longer before
recognizing the faint “whump-whump” sound of an approaching helicopter.

He glanced back at the others seated at the picnic table. ey now heard
the noise and looked around in various directions to see where it was
coming from. Unfortunately, the steep canyon surrounding the mesa caused
too much echo for anyone to get a good �x on the origin. en, like a dark
�ash of lightning, a black object shot up from beyond the edge of the drop-
off. e fast moving helicopter clearly frightened the family, but not
Tanner. His mind quickly recalled the events of a crazy night �ve years ago
when he had taken a ride in a similar aircraft.

e helicopter brie�y hovered overhead and then landed in the empty
parking lot in a smooth and efficient manner. e blades slowed down a
bit, but the downdraft was still powerful enough to scatter some of the
picnic supplies about in a white cloud. Tanner picked up his daughter and
raced back toward his family, who were trying to contain the mini blizzard
of white napkins and paper plates.

“Stay with Grandma,” Tanner said. He passed his daughter off to Julie.
“I’ll be back in a second,” he told the rest of the group.



Tanner trotted toward the waiting helicopter. e clearly marked letters
F-B-I on the side of the aircraft were obvious to everyone.

“at’s an FBI helicopter,” Tanner heard Glen yell. “What are they doing
here?”

Tanner barely heard Megan’s response. “ey’re telling us that our
vacation is over,” she conceded.



T

OCTOBER 23

STATE OF TABASCO, MEXICO

WO THOUSAND MILES away, Javier Soto watched a helicopter on its �nal
approach. e aircraft touched down on a pristine private beach, just a
hundred yards from his enormous mansion overlooking the Gulf of

Mexico. Walking out of his hacienda, Javier recognized that his residence
could have easily been mistaken for a luxury resort with swimming pools,
waterfalls, and white-sand beaches. e large villa had all the indulgences of
modern life, including satellite TV and high-speed Internet. Javier
demanded the best in his life. And as the leader of the Chiapas drug cartel,
he never settled for anything less.

Javier’s growing drug empire stretched across southern Mexico and into
Guatemala. Despite his vast wealth, he kept a low pro�le. Few people knew
about his hacienda’s existence just �fty miles east of the capital city of
Villahermosa. Isolated at the end of a dirt road, Javier made sure his
property was obscured by the large trees and plants that grew abundantly in
the tropical climate. If a visitor ever happened to pass through the
overgrown vegetation and stumble upon his mansion, Javier’s small army of
private guards would make sure that the intruder never mentioned its
location to anyone.



e drug lord moved across his patio, past an immaculate swimming
pool, and out on the vacant beach. With a guayabera shirt, khaki pants, and
�ip-�ops, Javier knew he looked more like a tourist than one of the most
feared men in southern Mexico.

“Amigo, cómo te va?” he shouted to the man who had just jumped out of
the helicopter. He was returning from his trip to Panama.

“I told you, I don’t like speaking Spanish,” the visitor said. In his late
thirties, the tall, skinny man had a serious demeanor. But his stern face
quickly faded to a smile, and he shook his boss’s extended hand
enthusiastically.

“I heard it on the news. Everyone is talking about it,” Javier said. He
patted his employee’s shoulder and directed him over toward a patio set in
the shade.

Javier quickly motioned to a waiter. e anonymous servant, who had
been standing in the background, disappeared and returned with two
drinks. Javier took one bottle and handed the other to his lieutenant.

“We drink to success,” Javier said.
“Yes,” the other man concurred.
Javier was sure none of his staff knew the visitor’s actual name, but

everyone at the hacienda called him El Flaco, which was Spanish for the
“skinny one.” Javier’s guest was six feet six inches tall, but even after a large
meal, he would hardly weigh 180 pounds. With his fair hair and freckles, El
Flaco obviously didn’t �t in with the locals. at’s because he was a
Norteamericano from California. He had moved to Mexico two years ago to
become the �rst lieutenant in Javier’s increasingly powerful Chiapas drug
cartel.

“What’s your next step?” Javier asked.
“Rest here for tonight, and then I’m heading up north to take care of the

�nal arrangements,” El Flaco replied.
Javier couldn’t have been more pleased with his right-hand man. Before

moving to Mexico, El Flaco had spent ten years in the United States Army.
After sacri�cing his sweat and blood in Afghanistan for no apparent victory,
El Flaco decided that he had had enough and quit the military. He took the
only real compensation that Uncle Sam had given him—his military



training—and decided to become a mercenary. With his leadership skills
and army expertise, El Flaco brought a sense of professionalism and
dedication to everyone in Javier’s organization. In a short amount of time,
El Flaco had militarized the group’s workings, causing the Chiapas cartel to
become a formidable player in the southern Mexico drug trade. Javier stared
at his lieutenant with a smile. El Flaco was crafty and cruel, but he was
absolutely the best employee on the cartel’s payroll. e mercenary
demanded a high salary, but Javier didn’t care. If the cartel’s grand operation
worked out as planned, Javier would soon have more money than he could
possibly imagine.



T

OCTOBER 23

MESA VERDE NATIONAL PARK, COLORADO

ANNER WAS STILL thirty feet away from the helicopter when he saw the
person in the passenger’s seat remove her helmet. He instantly
recognized the bright red hair of Nicole Green, the Special Agent in

Charge of the Albuquerque FBI office. Nicole’s quick stride toward Tanner
con�rmed that she was just as feisty now as when he �rst met her �ve years
ago. She walked directly up to him, stopping just a few feet away. She was
dressed in a white blouse and black slacks and had a Glock 23 pistol on her
waist.

“So an FBI helicopter lands out here in the middle of nowhere, and
somehow it just happens to be you that steps out,” Tanner said, putting his
hands on his hips in mock frustration.

“Hey, I had to come for a visit. I haven’t seen your kids yet,” Agent Green
said. She �ashed Tanner a sarcastic smile and then lunged forward, giving
him a friendly hug.

Tanner returned the warm embrace. “It’s good to see you again, Red.”
e nickname was in reference to Nicole’s �ery red hair, but Tanner wasn’t
being disrespectful. In fact, he and Nicole had a unique history together.

Before Tanner was married, he had been kidnapped by a group of
cyberterrorists. e cunning criminals forced Tanner to hack into Los



Alamos National Labs and steal classi�ed information about a prototype
quantum computer. Miraculously, Tanner had outwitted his kidnappers
and escaped before surrendering himself to Nicole Green of the FBI. Ever
since that chaotic time, they had been good friends. In fact, Nicole was
such a respected acquaintance that Tanner and Megan named their
daughter, Sara Nicole, after the fascinating FBI agent.

“Nicole!” Megan called out in excitement as she approached the
helicopter. She gave the FBI agent a quick hug.

“You look great,” Nicole said. Almost �fteen years in age separated the
two women, but they found common ways to relate to each other.

“Okay, what’s going on, Red?” Tanner asked.
“e vice president was assassinated yesterday in Panama,” Nicole said.
Megan gasped at the announcement. Tanner and his family had been out

of touch for the past three days, staying at an “unwired” lodge just inside
the national park. ey hadn’t heard the news or watched TV since their
arrival.

“Who did it?” Tanner asked.
“We don’t know, but we found some very interesting stuff that you need

to look at. at’s why I was ordered to track you down,” Nicole said.
“But how did you �nd us up here?” Megan asked.
Tanner sighed as he held up his arm, showing off his silver watch. “It has

a GPS transmitter in it. e NSA always wants to know where I am.”
“I guess I shouldn’t be shocked at that, considering what you do for a

living,” Megan said with a sigh.
“I’ve been ordered to escort you back to the FBI office in Albuquerque.

at comes directly from the top,” Nicole stated with official emphasis.
“Why not back to the data center in Utah?” Tanner asked.
“Albuquerque is much closer. We can get you up to speed on what’s

happening there.”
“What about us? Are you going to leave us here?” Megan asked.
Nicole smiled. “I �gured you’d say that. We’ve got room for everyone in

there.” She pointed her thumb over her shoulder to the helicopter.
Just then a national park SUV pulled into the empty parking lot. Nicole

turned her gaze toward the oncoming vehicle. “We called ahead and had



them grab your stuff from the lodge,” she said. “ey’ll take your minivan
back to park headquarters and keep an eye on it there.”

Tanner laughed. “I guess you’ve thought of everything.”
“Yep,” Nicole con�rmed. “e folks back in DC are calling the shots

now.”

When the helicopter lifted off �fteen minutes later, young Sara squealed
with delight. “I’m �ying,” she said with an enormous grin. She obviously
had no idea that the helicopter ride wasn’t part of the family’s vacation. Like
most children, she just enjoyed the new experience with glee.

Tanner and his family rode in the middle compartment of the helicopter
while Nicole sat up front with the pilot. Tanner looked at Glen and Julie on
the bench across from him, wondering what his in-laws were thinking
about the recent events. ey seemed to be doing okay, but they appeared
rather goofy in their �ight helmets.

“e park looks even more impressive from up here,” Glen said, speaking
into the microphone attached to his helmet.

“You can really see why it’s called Mesa Verde from the air,” Tanner said.
He craved more details about the assassination of the vice president, but
he’d have to wait.

e helicopter picked up speed and headed south. “What about our
car?” Sara asked. “Will we get it back?”

“Yes, sweetie,” Megan shouted to her daughter. Sara wasn’t wearing a
headset, and it was difficult to hear over the sound of the powerful rotors.

“Is this a normal part of your work routine?” Julie asked through the
microphone on her helmet.

Tanner had wondered how long it would be until one of his in-laws
asked a speci�c question about his super-secret job. Before he could say
anything in response, however, Megan jumped in to answer.

“Well, you know that Tanner does computer work for the government,”
she said. “Now you can see just how important his job is.”



Tanner was impressed. He had given his wife the “I can’t tell you what
I’m doing at work” speech over a thousand times. He �gured that she just
ignored him now, but Megan had concisely summed up the current
situation in just two sentences without revealing anything con�dential.

“ey need your help to �nd out who killed the vice president?” Julie
asked.

“Yeah, I’m going to see what I can do. Unfortunately, I’m always on call,
even during vacations,” Tanner apologized.

“And bad guys don’t take vacation,” Megan added reluctantly.
Without saying anything else, the group quietly surrendered the

remainder of their trip in the name of national security.

ALBUQUERQUE, NEW MEXICO

e ride back to Albuquerque was also a trip home for Glen and Julie.
ey had lived in Albuquerque for almost forty years, and they had no
intention of moving, even though all four of their kids had left the area. In
a way, it was also nice for Tanner to come back to the Rio Grande Valley.
He hadn’t visited Albuquerque since he got married and moved to Utah �ve
years ago.

It was after 4:00 p.m. when the helicopter landed at the multistory FBI
complex just off Interstate-25 and Montano Road. Tanner gave his wife a
quick kiss and then followed Nicole into the building. At that same
moment, another female agent came out of the office and walked toward
the landing pad. is FBI agent would be the escort for the other members
of the family. She would take them inside for a bathroom break before the
ride back to the Holland’s home.

As Tanner followed Nicole up the stairs, he marveled at the continuing
irony of the day. “It was �ve years ago this month that I was under arrest in
this same building.”

“I know,” Nicole said. She stopped to scan her ID badge at a card reader.
“But back then, you were a suspect,” she said as she opened the door to the
third �oor. “A lot has changed since then.”



In a former life, Tanner had been a computer hacker. He had been very
good at his profession and made millions of dollars from his illegal
activities. But a traumatic event caused him to swear off computer hacking,
reform his ways, and eventually join the Mormon religion. It was two years
after he quit hacking when he �rst crossed paths with the FBI through the
cyber-terrorist situation.

Nicole led Tanner down the hall toward a private conference room.
Inside, two FBI agents were already on a top-secret conference call. ey
paused as he and Nicole entered the room. In the middle of the table there
was a cold twenty-ounce bottle of Mountain Dew. Tanner turned and
smiled at Nicole.

“I’ve been trying to quit, but you know my weakness,” he said. He
opened the bottle and took a refreshing drink before diving into business.
“Okay, bring me up to speed,” he said, taking a seat.

A re�ned female voice called out from the speakerphone at the center of
the table. “We tracked you down a lot faster than I would have imagined.”

Tanner chuckled with delight. It was his former boss, Helen Ripplinger,
calling from Washington, DC. “I should have known it was you,” he said.
“Who else could pull enough strings to make this whole thing happen?”

In many ways, Helen was Tanner’s idol. She had convinced him to move
to Utah and join her team of hand-picked systems analysts. While he had
been a new employee, Helen had taught Tanner all the ins and outs of the
NSA. But Helen was more than just an excellent boss—she was a mentor
and friend. In hindsight, Tanner now understood why Helen had taken
such a personal interest in his career. From the day he had joined the NSA,
she had been prepping him to take her position after she retired.

Unfortunately, Helen’s departure from the NSA didn’t work out as she
had planned. Just two months shy of her retirement, she received a phone
call that changed everything. e president of the United States personally
asked her to serve as his National Security advisor. Patriotism ran deep in
Helen’s family, and she willingly delayed her retirement to answer the call of
government duty. A year ago last August, she left the Quantum Computing
team in Tanner’s capable hands and headed back home to Maryland to start
her new career.



“It’s so good to hear your voice,” Tanner said. Helen’s busy schedule as
the National Security advisor kept her from regular communication with
her former team in Utah. Except for an occasional email, Tanner hadn’t
spoken directly with Helen in over three months.

“I know,” Helen said. “Life is so crazy here in DC that I often wish I
could just go back to Utah. I guess I’m an analyst at heart.”

Helen had a charm and re�nement that was uncharacteristic of most
modern women. In a way, Tanner felt she would have been more at ease in
the 1950s, associating with Jacqueline Kennedy. Helen never rushed into
business without engaging in casual conversation �rst, so when she
immediately started the brie�ng, Tanner knew the situation was urgent.

“You’ll have to excuse the lack of small talk, but we’ve got a serious
problem,” Helen said. “Yesterday at 9:00 a.m., Vice President Torres was
assassinated by a group of approximately ten masked gunmen in Panama.
He was killed at his hotel as he �nished up his morning workout routine.”

e vice president’s trip to Panama was hardly a secret. It had been in the
news for weeks. He was attending a special summit of government officials
from both Central and South America to discuss the increasing violence
among drug traffickers.

“Was it one of the drug cartels?” Tanner asked.
“at’s our initial assessment. You know the vice president was an

outspoken critic of illegal drugs,” Helen said.
He was more than a vocal opponent. After a couple of states legalized

recreational marijuana, Vice President Torres launched a nationwide
program to educate children on the dangers of gateway drugs like pot.
Despite lukewarm support from the attorney general, the vice president had
pushed for tougher laws to prosecute drug crime. He quickly became the
nation’s leading voice against drug use, and he was making a positive
difference.

“So how did the killers get to him?” Tanner asked Helen over the
speakerphone.

“Someone told them where the VP would be staying. e terrorists
forced their way into the exercise room on the ground level and took out



the VP and his bodyguards with AK-47s,” Helen said. “It lasted less than
twenty seconds. Eight people were killed, including three terrorists.”

“Okay, so why call me? is sounds like a job for the Secret Service or
CIA,” Tanner said casually.

“e CIA found an encrypted message on one of the dead terrorists.
ey couldn’t �gure it out, so they passed it along to me. I sent it off to
your team in Utah to have them crack it. ey’ve been working on it for
over twenty-four hours with no luck. at’s when we decided we had to get
a hold of you,” Helen said.

Tanner was confused. “Is this a handwritten note?” he asked. His team in
Utah specialized in cracking digital codes found on the Internet, not
messages on normal paper. Cracking codes like that was usually handled by
the analyst at Fort Meade, Maryland.

“Nobody has any idea what this code is. e folks at NSA headquarters
are completely stumped. I �gured that your team might have better luck
with QC,” Helen said.

QC was the nickname Tanner’s team had given their quantum computer
—the NSA’s ultimate weapon in eavesdropping. Created by the scientists at
Los Alamos National Labs, QC was a prototype supercomputer built on the
principles of quantum physics. e computer was unspeakably fast, and it
could perform 2128 or 340 trillion, trillion, trillion simultaneous
calculations at once. Because of its phenomenal speed, QC could scan
through trillions of permutations every second, enabling the computer to
crack even the most complex digital encryption methods. It was a closely
guarded secret among the intelligence community that the NSA could read
virtually any message sent across the Internet.

“Can you get me a copy of the message?” Tanner asked. “is doesn’t
seem right. A scrambled note on a piece of paper is much different than
encrypted computer code.”

On cue, Nicole leaned in and handed Tanner a folder labeled “top
secret.” Inside was a black and white copy of the message found on the dead
terrorist. e bottom corner of the paper had a dark splotch on it, and he
assumed it was probably from a bloodstain. Fortunately, he was still able to
read the better part of the note. He found the contents fascinating:



PiichwaajpdaajawineldakilSikynJmiq’isamduchu’ltaqwaq’adnaq’ralawalb
ojjoyabajajajdumoxirikunChjontadtenuwuqmReldibalja’sachinaqresadlsoj
sik’italnbitzindChuyak’walvxeodhtzíhvaraldubíabejinadmikdxmukurixq’a
najoyJjirdikdakilsikynJmiq’isdajjamarInaqmodxirikunachik’axikAjitzavdj’
alema’sachindaqresajawindelFwaq’anaqwdaq’anaq’Alaxdibach’ekenejdlch’u
ch’ujirik

e note went on for almost an entire page, but Tanner just concentrated
on the �rst few lines. He analyzed the message for what seemed like an
eternity, and then he did something very strange. “Can I get a mirror?” he
asked Nicole.

e FBI agent looked back at Tanner with amusement. “What, you don’t
like your hair?”

“Just trust me on this,” he said. Nicole shook her head in disbelief and
left the room to �nd a mirror.

“What’s the mirror for?” Helen asked over the speakerphone.
“It’s to trick my brain. I’m going to look at the message in the mirror. I

know it won’t make any sense that way, but it will force my brain to stop
trying to English-ize everything,” Tanner said.

“When did you learn to do that?”
“It’s something that I picked up since you left,” Tanner said. “We hired a

new analyst last year. He worked cryptology for years at Fort Meade. He
showed me this trick to force my mind to see characters in different groups.
Naturally, everyone’s mind wants to organize letters into their native
tongue.”

e door to the conference room opened up, and Nicole stepped in with
a compact mirror, likely from her purse. “It’s small, but it should work,” she
said.

Tanner took the mirror and held it out in front of him. He then took the
paper with the encrypted message and held it next to his face. With three
FBI agents watching the process in bewilderment, Tanner studied the note
in the mirror’s re�ection. e trick worked, and he soon determined that he
wasn’t even looking at encrypted computer code.

“What do you see?” Helen asked. She was eager for information.



“A couple of things,” Tanner said. “First of all, there are no numbers in
the encrypted string. Usually there are numbers, lots of them. And there are
too many apostrophes for any encryption algorithm I’ve seen before.
ey’re all over the place.” Suddenly, Tanner put the mirror down and
stared directly at the note.

He was onto something.
“What is it?” Nicole asked.
“Where’s my father-in-law?” he shouted with excitement. “Let’s get him

in here.”
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OCTOBER 23

DALLAS, TEXAS

RAVIS BOSTON GLANCED out the window as the plane began its �nal
approach. e �ight had been uneventful, giving him plenty of time to
contemplate his precarious situation. He was neck-deep in illegal

activity, but he never believed that his shady dealings could lead to murder.
Travis took a deep breath and leaned back into his seat, accepting the fact
that he became a criminal the day he had joined Anonymous.

Travis didn’t know exactly how many people belonged to the hacktivist
organization called Anonymous. Founded in 2003, the loosely affiliated
group of computer hackers represented a wide variety of people. ey all
joined for different reasons, but the common thread holding them together
was dissatisfaction. By uniting with Anonymous, Travis and his fellow
hackers discovered a powerful outlet to express their frustration against
whomever or whatever was troubling them.

Inside the ranks of Anonymous, however, Travis knew there was
disagreement on how the group should proceed. Some individuals joined to
rebel against regulation of the Internet. ey wanted cyberspace to be like it
was originally designed—unfettered and unrestricted. On the other end of
the spectrum, some members of Anonymous strived for anarchy. ey used
their hacking skills to spread hate and discontent all over the globe. ey



wanted chaos, and they didn’t care who got hurt in the process. Travis was
somewhere in the middle of the hacktivist spectrum. He wasn’t one of those
anarchists on the nightly news, wearing a black-and-white Guy Fawkes
mask. But he was against government control, and he wanted to see the
Feds put back in their place. Ironically, Travis hadn’t always been so
disenfranchised. He used to be a “white hat,” a good guy who kept hackers
out of computer systems.

Travis once worked as a computer security professional for a community
bank on the East Coast. After the subprime loan implosion of 2008, his
bank was on the verge of collapse. His employer accepted the TARP
(Troubled Asset Relief Program) bailout and managed to stay a�oat just
long enough to be bought-out by a larger bank. e bigger bank had also
received TARP funds, but Travis knew they didn’t really need the money.
ey grabbed the government handout and used it to fortify their
dominance. Travis lost his job, and his faith in government, when the two
banks merged. He later joined Anonymous, unifying with other hackers
around the world who wanted to curb the government’s in�uence in their
life.

Despite his association with Anonymous, Travis wasn’t just some twenty-
year-old punk who lived in his mother’s basement. He was well into his
thirties with a wife, two kids, and an upside-down mortgage. A big reason
why he joined Anonymous was to protect the future of his kids. He was
convinced that the government had become too controlling. If he didn’t
help push back now, the Feds would soon regulate everybody’s life.

Because of his disdain for politicians, Travis was immediately intrigued
when a former Army acquaintance had approached him about an unusual
hacking job. It was a cyberattack directed against the speaker of the House
of Representatives, whose personal involvement had created the monster
called TARP. Travis eagerly accepted the lucrative hacking job, believing
that it was the perfect opportunity to punish the reckless bureaucrats in
Washington.

e 737 landed with a hard bump, jarring Travis out of his hacktivist
daydream. He had just arrived at the Dallas/Fort Worth International
Airport. Tomorrow was an important meeting with his former Army



associate. Travis was getting paid $200,000 for this hacking job, and a good
chunk of that cash was going into his carry-on before he headed back home
to Orlando, Florida.
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