
On the wide, flat grounds of Fort George Meade in Maryland, between Baltimore and Washington, D.C., there is a hulking, deceptively simple office building of stacked steel and mirrored glass that houses the National Security Agency.  An enigmatic bureaucracy, the NSA was originally created to provide for national data security and to process and decode foreign correspondence.  It has since become a hub of intelligence information, a gateway through which all important data passes on its way to a final destination.

As Doctor Starr sat naked, watching the lights in the harbor, and the Oracle was drifting off into a troubled sleep with James Taylor playing softly in her headphones, a telephone line buzzed once in an office at the heart of the squat NSA building.


“Four-four-nine-two on a recorded line, go ahead,” An older woman with her gray hair pulled into a tight bun listened intently with her fingers poised above a black keyboard.  She began typing rapidly.  “Copy, thank you.”


She disconnected the phone line with the click of a computer mouse and pulled a large white binder open onto the desk in front of her.  She ran a finger down a long list of printed instructions ending in a phone number.  She then dialed the number and listened to the constant, intense buzzing at the other end.


“Perkins,” a man’s voice appeared on the line.


“Perkins, this is forty-four ninety-two at Fort Meade.  I have an Ocean-Robert Protocol request for a Level Four contact.  The name is Doctor Bernard Starr, S-T-A-R-R.  He’s confirmed.”


“Okay,” the voice said and the line went dead.


In a dim call center across the Potomac from the rising and descending lights of the Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport, the man called Perkins stood from his desk and shouted.


“Who’s on the POTUS daily briefing for tomorrow?”


A red-haired man who was talking on a headset and typing rapidly raised his hand without looking up and then dropped it back to the keyboard.


“You’ve got an Ocean-Robert Protocol request for a Level Four contact,” Perkins said across the bustling room.  “I’ll ‘blast you the info.”


“Hold one, hold on,” The red-haired man hit the mute button on his headset.  “Is that an Oracle protocol?”


“Yes.”


“’Blast it to Riki, she’s doing all Block Nine entries for tomorrow.  I’m fuckin’ swamped.”


Perkins sat back at his computer, opened a fastblast box on the screen and forwarded the protocol request to the pretty blonde woman on the floor below.


Riki Geier pursed her lips, slightly annoyed at the box that popped up on her screen, blocking the report that she was reviewing.  She quickly opened the “Project Oracle” Protocol folder, double-clicked on the Levels file and scrolled down to the Level IV names.  Stack…Stanton…Starr.  Doctor Bernard Starr.  She double-clicked his name and her screen was suddenly filled with pages of data and a large, color photograph of a relatively good looking man with squinting brown eyes.  She hit a worn speed dial button on her phone system.


“Hey Warren, I’ve got an Oracle request for a Level Four contact coming your way.”


She then hit the send button on Starr’s electronic folder and all of the pages collapsed in on themselves and disappeared.


She then resumed reviewing the report that she had been on her screen prior to the fastblast interruption.


“Come see me Riki,” Section Chief Warren Rotenburg’s voice burst from her phone.


“On my way,” Riki logged out of the workstation and swore under her breath as she moved toward the stairs to Rotenburg’s wall-mounted office.  She smoothed her short, knit skirt as she walked up the steps after first making sure that nobody was using the bottled water dispenser underneath the stairs.


“What do you need, Warren?”  He was on the phone and waved her in.  She looked down at her blouse, skirt, dark nylons and patent leather shoes and found them all satisfactory.  She ran her fingers through her hair quickly, reframing her face with her short, very blonde hair.


“What the fuck…are you in heat or something?”  Rotenburg chuckled dropping the telephone handset back onto the cradle.  He ignored her shocked expression and pointed to his computer screen.  “So, what’s up with this Oracle request?”


“I don’t know, it just got sent to me from upstairs.  Seemed pretty standard.”


“Except that we haven’t had one of these in what, three years?”


“We get Oracle requests all the time!”


“Yes.  But not from the Oracle.  That’s the part that I find curious.”


“Then block it, I really don’t care.  But I have a lot of stuff to get through for tomorrow’s briefing, so if you’re done, I’d really like to get back.”


He looked at her for a long time, unconsciously moving his lower jaw from side to side and pondering her beauty.  Her wide-set green eyes and small mouth gave her an elfin appearance, which was complimented perfectly by the short, roughly-cut hairstyle.  She crossed her arms and glared at him.


 “Come on Warren, are you going to approve the request or not?”


“Sure,” he moved the mouse and clicked something on the screen.  “There.  See…approved.  Happy?”


 “Sure.  Are we done here then?”


“Yeah,” he grinned, letting his eyes crawl obviously over her thin, solid body.  “Actually, why don’t you get me more coffee on your way out.”


She obeyed stiffly and minutes later sank back into the chair at her desk, her hands shaking.  She numbly logged into the system and added both the request and the approval to Section Nine of the POTUS report before hurrying to the bathroom to throw up.


At precisely 5:30am the following morning, a soft-bodied aging man in a dark suit with a jewel-encrusted Freemason ring on his right pinky, removed a stack of paper from the secure printer in the small office adjacent to the Oval Office.  He tapped the stack on a desk to even all of the pages and then placed them in a tan folder with CONFIDENTIAL stamped onto the cover.  He carried it under one arm as he proceeded down the long, marble corridor to the President’s daily briefing room.


At 6:00am the President entered and the men and women in the room assembled around the large, polished walnut table.  They began with a prayer that left some of the people present, mostly Senators, peeking from side to side uncomfortably and then launched into the important daily reports critical to the running of the United States Government.


At 6:55am they reached Section Nine of the briefing document, the informational entries.  There were no decisions required – and nothing was considered critical – so it always came last.


“Con-Edison notified us of an attempted security breach yesterday at thirteen-fifty hours.  It was apparently an internet attack aimed at destabilizing their data processing for east coast payroll.  Their IT Chief feels that it was just a dry run and that the real target is going to be the power plant communications grid since it parallels the east coast payroll system for some reason.  It was rebuffed and they stayed secure.


“And then…let’s see,” The man flipped rapidly through the pages.  “Bullshit…bullshit…bullshit…and okay.  Here’s one.  The Oracle has requested to see a Doctor Bernard Starr.  He’s a level four, on the list and it checks out.  The meeting was approved by a section chief per protocol.”


“The Oracle wanted to see someone?” The President leaned forward and looked over the top of his reading glasses.


“Yeah, she does that.  Sometimes.”


“Not very often,” the President said and turned to a man sitting far down the table to his right.  “I’m hoping that one of these days she asks to see you, Fastgate.  What do you say, old boy?”


The man, Democratic Senator Burton Fastgate, slid a pen into his jacket pocket and grinned.  “I’m not really much into your little magician in a cage, Mister President.”


“I wouldn’t be if I was you either,” the President stood and buttoned his coat.  


After the President’s comment there was a round of uncomfortable, humorless laughter in the room and Fastgate smiled and bowed to the President with an overly dramatic flourish before leaving with his colleagues.  Once out of the room, Fastgate’s smile immediately disappeared – replaced by the characteristic deep frown known to all of his associates but conspicuously absent from every press and campaign photo.
