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Prologue 
 

 

cott Johnson, a young consultant who provided expert 

computer programming services to various Fortune 100 

companies, gasped for a breath as the silver and pearl-handled stiletto 

plunged deep into his throat. No air was forthcoming, just gripping pain. 

He coughed dark crimson blood and tried to use his torso to buck off 

his attacker, but it only made the blood gush faster. 

He wondered which would bring death first: the deep gash in 

his neck or the crushing weight against his lungs and ribs of the massive 

assailant sitting astride him. With his arms pinned to the floor by the 

attacker’s knees, and his head pressed against the cool tiles by one of 

his assailant’s herculean veined hands, he was powerless to defend 

himself. 

His Washington, DC brownstone apartment was in total 

disarray. The intruder had tossed his underwear-clad 145-pound frame 

against his now overturned oak bookcase. Then he had dragged his 

body along the gray kitchen countertop, overturning his freshly 

microwaved Thai shrimp and basil fried rice, along with a bottle of 

cheap merlot. Finally, with a single hand, the attacker had yanked him 
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up and slammed him onto the tiled floor, where he now lay, riveted to 

the spot. 

He prayed for relief but knew it was hopeless. He watched his 

blood dye his attacker’s white shirt dark red as his life began to slip away. 

The thug leaned forward with a face of cold indifference and 

twisted the knife back and forth in his throat. 

Scott’s eyelids grew heavy. He tried in vain to ruminate deep in 

the recesses of his mind for any vestige of a clue, any inkling as to what 

might’ve led to this moment. 

Just a week before his luck seemed to turn and things had gotten 

a lot better. His boss had informed him of a promotion and large pay 

increase. He didn’t have any enemies he could identify. He was in 

between girlfriends at the moment, so this couldn’t be an angry ex-

boyfriend situation. He hadn’t been in a fight with anyone since his 

childhood days and he always did everything he could to avoid 

confrontation. He didn’t have an answer. He couldn’t put his finger on 

a single viable reason why anyone wanted him dead. 

As he slipped further into unconsciousness, he spotted his 

overturned fish tank and the goldfish that flopped on the floor. He 

hoped they would be okay. His thoughts wandered back in time to fond 

boyhood memories: he stood at the stove, basking in the aroma of the 

golden biscuits his mother had just removed from the oven, freshly 

brushed with butter; he swam in the creek with his friends and raced to 

shore yelling at the sight of a water moccasin. His last thoughts were of 

the two things people knew his hometown for: Chris Rock, and the 

stench of the white smoke that billowed each day from the local paper 

mill. His stomach lurched and his nostrils flared one last time. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 1 
 

 

irens blared deep within the belly of the West Wing 

Computer Operations Center (COC) inside the White 

House computer operations room, which sat partially buried 

underground and encased in reinforced steel. There were floor plans 

designed for public consumption and readily available to any semi-

competent internet researcher, plans which depicted the locations of 

secret tunnels and strategic meeting rooms within the White House and 

such things. But the top secret and sensitive compartmental nature of 

the COC environment deemed it necessary to keep it out of the public 

conscious, forever hidden from everyday reality in a shroud of secrecy. 

By designed, the covert location was cloaked to avoid giving computer 

espionage terrorist the ability to pinpoint and wreak havoc on the 

clandestine site. 

In this environment that housed the computers that controlled 

Star Wars, Air Force One, Doomsday Briefcase and Guidance Systems 

nuclear launch and defense capabilities, Victor Walker, Manager of 

White House Computer Defense Armament Systems, squinted and 

flexed the muscles in his jaw in reaction to the pulsing sound of the 

alarm echoing throughout the OPS floor. 

He stared at the large main display console that hung rack-

mounted from the ceiling in the center of the room. It consisted of four 

screens positioned in a square, each depicting the exact same 

S 
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information, allowing for viewing by anyone from anywhere on the 

operations floor. 

The screens flashed messages signaling a nuclear missile launch, 

originating in North Korea and targeting Washington, DC. 

Victor turned and faced the bank of defense armament servers 

at the sound of them shutting down, like jetliners in a nosedive. 

Victor’s staff, consisting of computer engineers and operators, 

all rose from their seated positions in their work cubicles, some with 

jaws agape, staring in wonderment at one another and at the large display 

consoles. 

The Department of Homeland Security Liaison Desk sat 

empty. 

Victor glared at his team members. It was a worst-case scenario. 

The kind of situation he’d long dreaded and had repeatedly prepared 

them for, but their reaction times were too slow. “Man your DEFCON 

1 positions!” 

They seemed to regain their composure at the sound of his 

voice and sprang into action. 

Stanley Jacobs, his lead engineer responsible for dayshift 

operations, darted over to the master workstation terminal. “Execute 

disaster recovery measures!” He took a seat and began to read and 

analyze the error messages flashing on the screen before him. Beads of 

sweat formed on his forehead just below his military style crew cut in 

the air-conditioned room. 

Victor ran his hand through his dark hair and turned his 

attention toward the two sixty-four-inch auxiliary display monitors, 

positioned on each side of the main display console. He loosened his 

red tie and unbuttoned the top button of his white business shirt. 

The monitors depicted bright-red flashing icons and a broken 

link between the White House computer systems and the Pentagon’s 

disaster recovery backup site. The condition indicated they were in the 
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midst of a complete meltdown of America’s defense armament 

capabilities. 

Victor rolled the sleeves of his shirt partially up his hair-covered 

forearms, then clinched and released his fists. Under normal 

circumstances, his team had at most a one-hour service-level-agreement-

window to get the systems back up and operational. In this case, under 

the threat of a nuclear warhead hitting the nation’s capital, they only had 

ten minutes to get the systems back up and operational before the nuke 

entered the fallout danger zone. 

The Star Wars Patriot System, when up and running, could 

detonate the missile far away from any American shoreline, but it, along 

with every other important system in their defense arsenal, was down 

hard. 

Victor watched his team members as they scrambled and 

gathered into groups and frantically combed through the system crash 

logs, searching for clues, for anything that could help them resolve the 

crisis. 

A group of engineers and operators joined Stanley at the main 

consoles, while another group joined Debbie Stefano, Victor’s lead 

operator, beside the Star Wars, Doomsday Briefcase, Air Force One 

and Guidance Systems Servers. 

The main display console now depicted an intercontinental 

ballistic missile approaching the east coast, with an ETA of nine 

minutes. 

The secure hotline rang. Victor answered. “Yes, sir. A potential 

nuclear warhead landfall, with an ETA of eight and a half minutes. All 

defensive countermeasures are inoperable.” He waited for a response 

and then continued. “Yes, sir. Evacuate the President and all essential 

personnel to the fallout bunkers. And God bless you, too, sir.” 

Victor hung up the phone and addressed his team. “Operation 

Deep Freeze is enabled. B team members—evacuate!” 
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Stanley turned to Victor. “What about you, sir?” 

“I’m staying behind with the remainder of my team.” 

Stanley returned to frantically pouring through the server’s crash 

status logs with his team, reviewing each line of the message logs 

generated by the failed systems. “The Pentagon servers won’t reengage—

failover routines keep crashing.” 

“What about our own servers?” Debbie asked. She paced back 

and forth beside the Star Wars Armament Server monitor. 

“We can’t ID the root cause,” Stanley said. “There’re no system 

error messages that point to anything.” 

“What about the firewalls?” Victor asked. 

“No firewall breaches: no cross-site scripting, D-Dos or zero day 

attacks from a hostile entity. Nothing!” 

“Fuck it,” Debbie said. “I’m initiating power-up sequences.” She 

and three other operators each powered up one of the main armament 

servers. 

Victor frowned. “Focus, team. Follow your standard component 

fault isolation measures. Time is running out.” 

He took a seat next to Stanley and logged onto one of the 

workstations. He launched a program editor and opened the source 

code for his THOR program, a counter-computer-espionage program 

he’d personally designed that was currently in the final stages of 

development. He’d designed THOR to specifically deal with this type 

of crisis, but it wasn’t ready yet. His team needed to find answers and 

find them quickly. As he made edits in an attempt to fix the issues with 

THOR, he noticed some of his team members stumble over critical 

steps in their standard disaster recovery guidelines. 

Victor glanced at the main console to see they now had two 

minutes remaining before the warhead would reach the American 

coastline fallout zone, and another three minutes before it would make 

landfall. Based on the elapsed time since he’d enacted Operation Deep 
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Freeze, the president and key cabinet members, along with his 

Armament Systems B Team personnel, would be safely in bunkers by 

now. 

The armament servers crashed again. 

Gasps and a hush fell over the room. 

A burly computer operator standing near Debbie and dressed 

in a white lab coat, clutched her arm and fell to his knees, keeping his 

eyes on the missile’s trajectory. “It’s going to hit us!” 

“We don’t have a way to stop it,” Stanley said solemnly. 

Victor frowned. Stanley was his leader, his right hand man. 

“Keep your composure!” He knew his team was under pressure. It was 

their responsibility to ensure something like this could never happen. 

He read the fear and dread on their faces, knowing they all understood 

it would take at least three minutes for the servers to power back up 

fully, which meant the missile would’ve already breached the fallout 

zone, and an immediate wave of radiation would likely kill thousands. 

Stanley, his lead operator, seemed to have descended into 

defeat. He gripped the keyboard in his hands and slumped forward, his 

eyes downcast. His entire team stared at the master console. Solemn 

expressions washed over the faces of some, while others hugged one 

another. Some began to weep openly. 

“ID the root cause of the problem!” Victor demanded. 

The main display console flashed the countdown to a breach of 

the nuclear fallout zone: five, four, three, two, one. 

Victor’s team fell into dead silence. 

Auxiliary computer gear hummed in the background. 

Victor shook his head from side to side and then smiled. 

Some in the room appeared to be looking at him as if he’d lost 

his mind. 
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Victor cleared his throat. “Not a word of this to any of your 

friends in DoD. Taylor is going to conduct this same exercise at our 

Pentagon sister site tomorrow.” 

“Exercise?” Stanley asked. 

“What?” Debbie said. 

Victor gazed at the faces of his team members. “Yes. A surprise 

simulation of a real world worst-case scenario. The type of test that 

checks your mettle, your ability to handle yourselves appropriately in a 

real crisis of this magnitude.” 

“Jesus, Victor. There’s no bomb?” Stanley asked. 

“There’s no missile. I switched the monitors and alert systems 

to our acceptance-testing environment, and swapped the locations of the 

production and test servers on the ops floor late last night. It was all 

designed to prep you guys.” 

Moans and groans filled the room. 

Debbie grabbed her heart. “I was praying. For the first time in a 

long time, I was praying. I was even worried about my damn cat.” 

Some chuckled. 

“Recall the B Team,” Victor said to Debbie. “The graveyard 

shift will place the production and user acceptance servers back in their 

appropriate locations.” 

Victor logged into the armament systems and switched the 

displays and alarm systems back to the production environment, 

revealing that both the White House and Pentagon systems were fully 

up and operational, both properly configured in their full disaster 

recovery (DR) readiness modes. He addressed his team. “During 

normal DR simulations, all of you have performed your duties spot on. 

But under the stress of a real-world scenario, we see there are reaction 

time and standard operating procedural issues we need to address.” 

“What procedural issues?” Stanley asked. 
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“If you had read further into the operations logs to seek the root 

cause of the problem, you would’ve seen that I enabled scripts in the 

background to send out the false alerts and to shut down all the 

armament servers.” 

“But that would’ve meant an internal breach,” Debbie said. 

“Something we didn’t anticipate in a case like this.” 

“In a case like this,” Victor said, “we seek all plausible causes of 

a meltdown. We don’t rule out anything. And we never give up. Overall, 

everyone did a great job, with only minor areas that need improvement. 

But it’s those minor areas that could bite us in the ass during a real crisis. 

I want all of you to double down on your practice runs. Quiz one 

another. Like iron sharpening iron—make each other better.” 

Nods of acknowledgement filled the room, though a few people 

still seemed annoyed. 

“All right, team. The fun is over. Back to work.” 

Victor glanced at his watch and saw it was 7:30 p.m. He strode 

toward the exit. He needed to get to the Jujitsu class he taught on Friday 

nights. He glanced back at his team. 

They’d all remained in the center of the OPS floor, engaged in 

a deep discussion concerning what steps they needed to take to improve 

their less than optimal performance during the mock meltdown. 

Victor smiled. He was willing to bet they would be better 

prepared the next time. Mission accomplished. 

 

Victor walked out of the front glass doors of the West Wing 

COC’s main entrance, passing military officers and government 

personnel entering and leaving the building. It wasn’t actually located in 

the West Wing of the White House as it had been when originally 

constructed. By design, it was in a non-descript building, with only his 

team and a select few government and military officials knowing the true 

purpose of his organization and the fact that it even existed. The West 
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Wing COC was a mobile unit, which moved operations at least once a 

year for both the White House and Pentagon armament environments, 

along with their secondary sites. 

Each time they arrived at a new location, there was a different 

cover story, a different ruse, which was by design to keep their 

whereabouts clandestine. At this point in time, his entire staff had taken 

on the personas of business analyst consultants working for the Office 

of Management and Budget. 

The balmy breeze of the Washington, DC evening made his 

skin feel clammy. Soon the setting of the sun, which now sat above the 

downtown skyline, would reduce the heat of the city’s concrete 

infrastructure, and make the humid August night seem more bearable. 

He removed his necktie, folded it and stuffed it into his front left pocket. 

Normally, he would’ve headed directly to his car and straight to 

the karate studio, but he’d skipped lunch in preparation for that day’s 

mockup exercise. The rumbling and grumbling in his stomach signaled 

it was time for a snack. A trip to the Sandwich Shoppe was in order, 

home of the best short order cooks in the world. Their burgers always 

hit the right spot in the pit of his belly. 

He felt tension in his shoulders, more than likely brought on by 

his team’s problematic performance during the exercise. He hadn’t 

liked the way they initially froze under pressure. What would happen in 

a real crisis? He needed to adjust his schedule and split his time between 

development of THOR and improving his team’s operational 

readiness. 

Stanley and Debbie were two sides of the same coin. Their 

combined areas of expertise matched a good portion of his overall 

knowledge of the systems, but he needed to press them harder. If for 

some reason he was unavailable, they each needed to be able to lead a 

junior team through the resolution of any major crisis. 
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Stanley’s primary role was to assist him with strategic and tactical 

engineering decisions about the overall environment: evaluation of 

emerging technologies, methodologies to deal with intrusion attempts, 

disaster recovery compliance, analysis of which systems needed 

operational upgrades. On the other hand, Debbie dealt with day-to-day 

systems management: measurement and monitoring of operational 

efficiencies, system maintenance activities, backup and recovery 

routines, failover and fallback between the White House and Pentagon 

data centers. 

He needed to work with them both individually and collectively, 

to ensure they could maintain their composure under the worst 

conditions possible. 

He strode down the sidewalk of yet another area they would 

soon abandon, disappearing as if they’d never been there. Because of 

the covert, mobile and short-term nature of his existence, he never took 

the time to think of or remember the street names. It reminded him of 

the time when each week he would travel for the government to various 

cities, always changing hotels and receiving different brands of rental 

cars. He’d gotten to the point where he would forget the color or make 

of the vehicle he’d rented the previous day. So it was with the new streets 

he had to get to know with each move. 

He navigated through the rush of people getting off from work. 

He dodged pedestrians who were hailing cabs and those who rushed to 

parking garages to beat the evening traffic. 

He felt a strong grip on the triceps of his left arm from behind 

and tensed. He turned to see David, one of the homeless regulars, 

someone who made the streets of the city his permanent home. 

He’d gotten to know David over the past year. David looked as 

if a razor or a bath hadn’t seen his face for years, standing there dirty 

and smelly, dressed in his filthy, spotted and torn marine dress uniform. 

What wasn’t readily apparent at first glance was that he was a decorated 
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war hero, as indicated by the Purple Heart ribbon sitting atop a cluster 

of ribbons on his chest. The gold star in the center of the ribbon 

signified he’d won the award twice, while participating in the Gulf War. 

He’d served his country honorably in Desert Storm and received the 

Medal of Honor, and now he was a beggar on the street. David once 

tried to sell the medal to a lawyer on the street to buy a bottle of wine. 

The story had made the news about six months ago. 

“I need a few dollars,” David said. 

Victor shook his head and breathed deep. “You need to pull it 

together, soldier.” 

“I’m working a few angles,” David said. 

Victor retrieved his wallet from his back pocket. “I can tell.” He 

sighed. “Go see somebody. Get yourself some help.” He removed a 

ten-dollar bill and extended it toward David. 

David clutched at the corner of the bill, but Victor didn’t release 

it. “What?” 

“Buy food, not alcohol.” Victor continued to hold onto the bill. 

“They did something to me out there in that damn desert.” 

“I’ve heard it a thousand times. Improvise, adapt and overcome, 

remember? Get cleaned up.” 

David frowned. “Are you gonna give me the damn thing or 

not?” 

Victor’s thoughts drifted. He remembered how proud his older 

brother Dwight had been, clutching his orders to go to the Gulf War in 

his right hand, while he pumped his left fist. Dwight had relished the 

thought of facing down the storied Iraq Republican Guard soldiers, but 

he was one of the unfortunate few who never came home. No one was 

ever able to say definitively what happened to him. He stared at David, 

who he saw as one of the lucky ones. Victor released the ten spot into 

his hand. “Didn’t you say you have a sister who works at the VA?” 
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“I haven’t spoken to her in a while.” David stuffed the money 

into his pocket and walked off down the sidewalk. He joined two of his 

friends who also spent their days loitering on the streets near his work 

building and parking garage. 

“Get yourself right and I’ll get you a job,” Victor yelled after him. 

David reminded him of his brother. 

Victor continued on his walk along the busy sidewalk to get 

some food. He wished his brother had come home from that damned 

war. He cut through a rush of pedestrians, and entered the Sandwich 

Shoppe, welcomed by the aroma of its famous burgers a cook was frying 

on the grill. Legend had it there was a secret herbal ingredient the owner 

used to give the meat its unusual and pleasing flavor. There was a hint 

of some type of Cajun spice. His mouth watered at the thought. It was 

a new establishment that looked as though it’d been there forever. On 

the walls were pictures of Motown R&B artists from the sixties, such as 

Sam Cook, Smokey Robinson and The Supremes, along with 

autographed pictures of the last three presidents, ending with President 

Heyes. The place was packed, noisy, and smoke-filled from the grill. 

Music played on a jukebox that spun old forty-five records. 

The sandwich makers and short-order cooks, all youngsters who 

worked while attending college, breezed through customer orders as if 

they were an assembly line. 

Victor placed his order and spotted his boss Craig Nottingham, 

the Secretary of Homeland Security, seated at a table eating his usual 

corn beef on rye with mustard and drinking a bottle of milk. Craig ran 

anything related to homeland security, including the top-secret Defense 

Armament Systems organization ran by Victor. Craig waved him over 

and Victor nodded. 

Victor waited in line under a large sign hanging from the ceiling 

that read: In God We Trust. All others pay Cash. He fished for money 
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in his pocket, paid for his burger and grabbed a Sunkist Orange soda 

from the refrigerator. He walked over and took a seat across from Craig. 

“How’s THOR?” Craig asked. 

“I could sure use some help with the end-to-end system testing 

and verification that’s needed.” 

“How did the mock-up exercise go?” 

Victor squinted and breathed deep. His team hadn’t put in an 

all-out effort to get the Star Wars Patriot System back online. By 

presidential order, down to the last man standing, every attempt was 

supposed to be made to minimize the nuclear fallout damage. Fear of 

death seemed to have made them lose their nerve. “They were rattled 

some, but we’ve formulated a plan to resolve the issues. It’s going to 

take time away from THOR development.” 

“So they’re still not able to cover things totally in your absence?” 

“They’re close.” 

“Sounds like support for my ‘what-if-you-were-hit-by-a-bus’ 

theory. Maybe you should skip karate class tonight.” Craig took another 

bite from his sandwich and gulped down a swallow of milk. 

Victor lost his appetite. He had a handful of students who were 

testing for their next belt that night. “Why?” 

“To prep for the President’s Ball tomorrow night.” 

“I’m not following you.” 

“It’s time for a round of introductions,” Craig said. 

“To who?” 

“You’re going to personally promote that THOR project of 

yours, something you’ve asked about for some time now.” 

“You’re going to allow me to pitch for developmental funding?” 

“Yes. To free up your time to prep our team for operational 

readiness. It’s time you spoke to the president and the SECDEV about 

your project.” 
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Victor nodded. “Good idea.” Suddenly his appetite returned 

and he removed his hamburger from the brown bag. 

“How big of a problem is the readiness of our team?” 

“It depends on how big of a problem arises before I can get 

them ready.” Victor took a large bite from his hamburger. He and Craig 

ate in silence. 


