HELIX

By M.N. Norton

Prologue

"Stalingrad is no longer a town.  By day it is an enormous cloud of burning blinding smoke; it is a vast furnace lit by the reflection of the flames...Animals flee this hell; the hardest stones cannot bear it for long; only men endure."

German Lieutenant
Though the rest of the world would not find out for a long time, Borya knew in the early 1980's that the Soviet State was collapsing.  Government corruption, a failing infrastructure and a runaway defense budget had taken its toll.  In fear and desperation Borya moved his wife and four children back to Grozny to await the end.  His wife died of cholera shortly after their return.

The emptiness in Borya's life after his wife's death became absolute.  After several months in Chechnya, he made one of the most painful decisions of his life.  He chose to defect to the West.  A friend could get him as far as Ankara, Turkey, where he could go to the US embassy and ask for asylum.  His four children remained in their small, pretty house on the outskirts of Grozny.  They refused to marry.  They worked, went home and prepared themselves for the disintegration of an empire.

When the end came, it came fast.  The system failed and in its death throes tens of thousands would die.  Eastern European countries that had lived under the oppression of the U.S.S.R. were breaking free, all but Chechnya.  Though she had declared independence, the battle for her very soul was yet to come.

Borya had found a small home in Virginia.  He begged his children to get out of Chechnya before the fury of Russia turned against her.  They refused.   And though he had seen the consuming brutality of war, and borne witness to the devastation left in its wake, Borya could never have imagined the merciless onslaught of the Russian Army on the capitol city of Grozny on New Years Eve, 1994.  

Now, as he sat at his kitchen table three months later and opened the letter in his hand, he knew he would he ever forget the result.

The shelling had begun without warning late in the night.  His neighbor had found his house in flames and the last living relative he had, his daughter, dying in the street.  His other children had been inside the house when it was hit by a tank shell and blown apart.

 As Borya read the letter, he saw the flames of the city shooting up against the blackness of the night sky.  As the image grew ever more real, something triggered in the recesses of his mind.  He could again smell the cordite; as it flooded his nostrils the ghosts from over fifty years ago came screaming in around him.  He could see his brother's mangled body lying in the rubble, and he could see the others.  As though it were a vision from only yesterday, he saw all who had died in that godforsaken city, and all who would die in this one.

Borya read the letter and wept.  He could not bear it again.  It was beyond his ability to endure seeing his country and his people fall prey to an aggressor that would measure its success by the number of bodies left for the grave.  

Fate had given him only one option.

Chapter 2

US Embassy, Moscow, 1999

The hand on the giant wall clock moved toward six P.M.  As the Foreign Service Officers prepared to close for the day, Ward Faber moved quietly against a far wall of the aging embassy and inspected the main floor, taking his usual place behind a dwarf orange tree.  He silently examined the last few stragglers making their way into the building to conduct business before the guard locked the doors.

The NATO bombing of Yugoslavia was underway and the tensions between East and West were on the rise.  Moscow felt prostrate in their attempts to help their Brother Slavs in Belgrade.  They were undoubtedly pondering a way to rectify what they considered a heavy-handed decision by the U.S. to bomb the Yugoslav President out of office.  Faber hoped the State Department kept a large jar of Vaseline handy.  They were going to need it after the Russians stuffed this one up their ass.  Faber could feel the 9mm semi-automatic rubbing against the small of his back.  He was in the lobby to make certain the ass it was crammed up wasn't his own.

The President and his Secretary of State had managed to blow U.S. - Russian relations out of the water.  His effectiveness as an operative had gone as well.  As the chasm widened, Faber found himself wanting to get the hell out of Russia.  He wished to Christ he could re-live his days in West Germany.  

"We couldn't afford to waste our time playing mind games with the opposition, could we Martin?” he whispered as he stared at the floor.  "We went after them, the target was indisputable, the rules were succinct.  In Germany this damn job was worth doing."

Faber thought back to the years he'd served with Martin Reismann.  Physically they were of the same stature, six foot two, an athletic build and except for Ward's chain smoking, were both in excellent shape; though Martin had the added advantage of being several years younger and handsome enough to get the attention of any female he wanted.  Faber still had decent looks, but the graying hair was a constant reminder that he had reached his zenith.  He was on the downhill slide and he knew it.

 He and Reismann had joined a special operations team in West Germany whose main objective was to document German terrorist groups operating in Europe.  Their secondary objective was to establish the degree of influence being put on these groups by the KGB.  It was Faber's only assignment as a ‘non-official cover’ officer, or NOC.  No diplomatic cover; deep shit if he'd been caught.

 Satisfied the Russian terrorists had other plans for the day Faber, finished his ritual and turned to leave.  From the corner of his eye he observed an old man trying in vain to get through the front door, finally rattling the thing until a marine corporal left his duty station to offer assistance.  As the aging man in dingy clothes entered the building, Faber walked off without much thought as to who he was or why he'd arrived at closing time.

Back in his windowless office, Faber poured himself a cup of over-brewed coffee.  He put the pot back on the warmer and rubbed the back of his neck, trying desperately to massage a knot out of a strained muscle.  Germany aside, he had spent twenty years as a CIA 'legal', working under diplomatic cover all over Eastern Europe.  He was looking forward to finally ending his career, having achieved the rank of Deputy Chief of Station in Moscow.  Back at his desk he reached into the bottom drawer and pulled out a pint of whiskey, donating a generous portion to his cup while loosening his necktie.

Faber tapped a cigarette from a half-empty pack and pulled a silver Zippo lighter from his breast pocket.  As clouds of blue smoke filled the room, he reclined in his chair and grabbed the sports section of the Moscow Times.  There was very little coverage of US events; that wasn't why he read it.  His loyalty to the Russian sports page stemmed from its having no reference at all to daily politics.  He thumbed through to the back section and stretched his long legs under the gray, metal desk.  To his relief, the first article he read was on the life's blood of sporting events in Europe.  The race for the World Cup.  England and Germany were about to face off in Barcelona.  It was going to be one hell of a match.  He was reaching for his coffee when someone knocked on the door.

"Jesus Christ, is there anyone around here who doesn't need something?", he mumbled as he abandoned his newspaper.  "Enter."  

A female operative, who doubled as a secretary, came into the room and strolled over to his desk.

"Janey, my darlin', what can I do for you?"  He gave her a once over.  She was a blonde haired, blue-eyed knock out.  Faber tried to not focus on her well-endowed tight blue sweater. The black skirt was a little more sedate, stylish but loose until it gathered around her thin waist.  The purpose in her attire was to draw unsuspecting men's attention.  What Janey did for a living was called laying honey-traps in the trade.  She used her body to entice well-placed Russian government officials into discussing business.  From the reports she had filed, she was damn good at her job. Faber folded the paper and set it down.  

Janey rested her elbows on Faber's desk and let her hair fall onto the surface.  "Hate to ruin your day, but we just got a walk in and there's no one else here to take him."

Faber looked a bit surprised. “How’d he get past the FSB on his way to our lovely front door?”

“Told them he was coming in for a non-immigrant Visa application.”

Faber shook his head. "Welcome to the new world.  Who is he?"

"His name's Aleksei Grachev, no relation to the former Defense Minister.  Says he works for the postal service.  He also says he has access to copies of upper level Internal Intelligence documents.  He received them from his son who works for the big boys in the Kremlin.  He'll gladly hand them over, but as a reward he wants us to help him defect."

Faber lit another cigarette and returned the Zippo to his pocket.  

"Why didn't his son join him for the party?"  He exhaled a huge cloud of smoke.  "Want to lay odds he's a plant?"

Janey bit her lip and stood to her full height, crossing her arms in front of her.  "This one?  Not a chance.  I'll bet you twenty his son just wants to get him out of the country.  He's legitimate."

Faber smiled.  "Before we even read his material?"

She tossed her head to the side, brushing her hair over her shoulder with her long, thin hand.  "He looks authentic, analyzing his shit's not my job."

"And you're putting twenty on that?"  He said as he looked up at her.

"I'm psychic."

"Bring him in," Faber straightened his tie and turned on the tape recorder, "and get a visa application.  If he is legitimate, he'll need something to show State Security when he leaves."

Moments later, a shriveled, elderly man in a worn gray suit followed Janey into the room, his feet shuffling on the floor as he tried to keep up.  Arthritis had claimed the man's stature years ago.  His face looked full of grief.  

"Mr. Grachev, this is Mr. Faber.  He'll be speaking with you."  

It was the same man Faber had seen trying to come in the front door.

Janey turned on her heel and left, leaving an application on the desk and closing the door behind her.

Faber began a mental assessment of the man across from him.  Suspecting that if Grachev wasn't a plant, he'd be dead or imprisoned for life if the Russian Federal Security Service caught him. 

"Sit down Mr. Grachev and tell me what I can do for you."

The postman was holding an old, wooden cane between his gnarled fingers.

Faber noticed his hands were shaking as he placed the cane on the handle of the chair.  As the old man bent his legs to sit down, his jacket opened up to reveal a wrinkled white shirt and threadbare olive colored necktie.

He spoke in halted phrases, using broken English.

“I have papers for you.”
 “What kind of information do you have for me Mr. Grachev?”

 Grachev looked at Faber through downcast eyes and, placing his hands on his lap, softly replied, "I have papers from members of the Russian government."  Grachev's voice was frail and trembling.  

Faber tried to keep a hint of excitement off of his face.  He took a drink of coffee to calm his nerves.

“What are they about?” Faber asked.

"They are about Chechnya."  The old man paused for only a moment, taking great care with his final statement.  

"They are plans for the re-birth of the Soviet Union."

Langley, Virginia.

"Good morning Natalie", Martin Reismann said as he walked briskly into his office.  With the exception of one close call, Reismann had managed to remain a happily unmarried man.  In his mind the conflicts between the duties that went along with his former career as a field officer and those of a husband hadn't been worth the grief.  Moving over to Counter Intelligence had only reinforced his convictions.  A voracious reader, he seldom had time to be bored or lonesome anyway.  If he should desire a woman, there were more than a few at the agency who not only thought he had gorgeous dark brown eyes, they didn't want a relationship any more than he did.

Though dark haired, handsome, and generally considered easy to get along with, Martin was the undisputed hard ass in Counter Intelligence.  After the public humiliation the CIA had to bear in the aftermath of the Aimes affair, and the politically correct half measures taken by Martin's predecessor, he had moved in and clamped down on operations.  Reismann made clear it would be a cold day in hell before the Russians had a penetration agent with that kind of internal access again.  FBI surveillance of the new Russian embassy on Mount Alto was damn near impossible, which was where most of their top-secret communications originated.  Thus, random checks and surveillance of US agents were now common.  The fact that Sergei Petrov was the current resident in charge of Russian intelligence only added to his worries.

Reismann looked past the bland decor and sat at his neatly ordered desk. On top was a diplomatic pouch from the American Embassy in Moscow.  The inside envelope contained all the information necessary to begin a background check on a possible defector.  Reismann laughed as he read the opening remark on a classified, official government document:  'Hey Martin, how's it hangin'?'  The letter was from Ward Faber.

Faber was requesting an investigation on an aging postal worker who'd walked into the embassy and offered his services.  From the initial interview, and the information Faber had picked up at a dead-drop in Moscow, Embassy personnel had concluded that the man was a legitimate defector.  Faber needed the background work finished for approval to take the operation to the next step.  The assessment concluded the postman would refuse to be hired as an agent in place and would expect to be given asylum in the U.S.

Reismann grew apprehensive as he read the documents the defector had given Faber.  He also knew he had to accomplish two things in a very short period if time.  Martin would have to ascertain whether or not the postal worker and his cover story were the brainchild of the Russian Federal Security Service.  He would then have to decide if the relatively disturbing reports from Grachev were accurate.  He suspected they were.  He stepped to the door and addressed Natalie.  "Have Williams come up from the Russia desk."  There was no doubt Mark Williams would enjoy having a look at what their comrades in the East were up to now.  He warmed up the hard drive so he could cross check the information in the request against all available data; names, dates, information from previous defectors and applicable intelligence from field agents.

Sam had already seen Martin's report concerning Johnston, the water sample and the seed problem.  Martin thought trouble could be coming and did a write up the night after he talked to Sarah in her apartment.  He'd added what he learned from Sarah when she returned from Nebraska.  Sam asked Natalie to pull the file so he'd be ready, then returned the call to Johnston.

"What can I do for you Mr. Johnston?"

"I've got to talk to you on the quiet.  I'd bet my ass we have a problem and it's going to blow up in our faces in about twelve months if we don't put the brakes on it."

Sam wanted to finish his work here and get back to help Martin.  He wasn't doing well at all.  Now he would have to wait.

"I can walk over in a few minutes and talk to you.  Have everything I'll need available."  Sam hung up and headed for R&D.

He had been there to finish the report on the shooting and the death of the Nigerian attaché.  The Nigerians were screaming foul.  He couldn't care less.  He'd shoot the bastard again if he weren't dead already.  He put the facts on the table for the Director and was assured the shooting would be classified as justifiable.  The Director would have someone from State go over to the Nigerian Embassy and quietly tell the Ambassador that if they wanted everything in the press, including what they had on the attaché and his smuggling operation, they would be happy to comply.

He and the Director had also decided to keep mum about the participation of their would- be allies from the east.  It would make it easier on everyone concerned.

Sam walked into the research facility and went straight to Johnston's office.  Johnston met him as he came in the door and quickly ushered him inside.  He gave him the files on the gene project and told him what he suspected.

"Is this all the documentation you have on the project?"  He looked Johnston in the eye and was immediately curious when Johnston dodged his stare.

"It's everything I have.  You'll find a hell of a lot more when you track down whoever altered the seed.  I don't know which of these geniuses is responsible, but I want his ass hung out to dry."

Sam watched Johnston for a few minutes more, then took the files and prepared to leave.  He knew intuitively that Johnston was holding something back; he would probably have to do some digging to find out what.

"Thank you, Mr. Johnston.  I'll get back to you."  He got up and left.

Sam went back to his office and did an initial write up on what Johnston had said, noted his concerns, logged it in and left.

