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​CHAPTER ONE
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Volgograd, Russia

October 25th

When it comes to selling nuclear weapons on the black market, Yorgi Perchenko holds an exclusive franchise. 

Once a KGB operative who transitioned to Russia’s Foreign Intelligence Service at the end of the Cold War, he quickly became the assistant director of Directorate S which included thirteen departments responsible for preparing and planting illegal agents abroad, conducting terror operations and sabotage in foreign countries, and promoting biological espionage. 

Now at the age of seventy-four and with his best years behind him, Yorgi Perchenko found his forced retirement less than stimulating. The one thing that made his life tolerable was the chilled bottle of Cristall Vodka. 

On a farm located on the outskirts of Volgograd, Russia, about 600 meters east of the ice-cold flow of the Volga River, Perchenko sat in a barn that had grown infirm with age. The walls canted slightly but not dangerously so, and the roof held the grand openings that allowed shafts of light to filter down onto a floor carpeted with hay. Outside, a Peregrine falcon circled high over the pines keening while Perchenko sat in an old wooden chair beneath the old junctions of the barn-house beams. On the floor beside him sat a bottle of vodka, the bottle more than half full, the glass in his hand more than half empty.  

In his day he was revered and equally feared by a constituency who regarded him as an angel by some, a demon by others. It all depended upon how well an operative was able to maintain their integrity in the field. To fail him earned his wrath. Those who had disappointed were sent to a Gulag as an example to others within his ranks that failure was not an option. The action proved to be a motivator that continued to sustain the communistic principals of Mother Russia, until the moment of its collapse. 

At seventy-four, the man who was once a giant among his peers had become a black marketer who lived with the fading memories of times when Russia held its chin brazenly outward in defiance against capitalistic nations. It was a time that gave him unimaginable pride that what he did had validated within him a sense of self-worth—not the current feeling of being a whore who was selling his wares for profit; and therefore, a man became the very thing he fought against: the product of capitalism.  

Raising his glass high, Yorgi Perchenko prepared himself for a disheartening toast. “To Old Mother Russia,” he said. “And may she someday become a great power.” He then brought the glass to his lips and downed the vodka in a single shot. Immediately he reached beside him, grabbed the bottle by its neck, and poured himself another. After pouring two fingers, he raised the glass once again in salutation. But this time to a man of Arab persuasion who sat across the table.  

“And to my new friend,” he added, proposing a toast for which he was the only imbiber. “Let us pray that this transaction will be as rewarding for you as it will be for me, yes?” 

The Arab said nothing, the rites of closing a deal a wasted and unnecessary ritual, at least by his principles.  

“Once an enemy of the state,” added Perchenko, “you are now my comrade in arms, yes?” Perchenko drank from the glass—a quick tip that knocked back the alcohol. 

The Arab sat idle and without providing a gracious rejoinder. And his ongoing detachment and unmitigated calm were beginning to weigh on Perchenko, as the men calmly measured each other. Even in Russia’s cold climate, Perchenko could not see the man’s vapored breath, which conveyed to the former official that this man possessed a remarkable sense of self-control. The Arab, however, was not without caution as his eyes constantly darted about to take in the number of Perchenko’s armed forces, and then he committed their positions to memory.  

For twenty minutes neither spoke, their resolve as steely as their unflinching gazes as the air of mistrust between them became as thick as a lingering pall. Each man remained a mystery to the other, knowing only what they must to sustain a business arrangement between them. In this case, the common thread was the tie to a middleman, an al-Qaeda operative who brokered the deal. 

As seasoned as the old man was, there was something about this particular operative that unsettled him. Although petite, and if granted a more effeminate description due to his smooth skin and full lips, he appeared to be on the cusp of manhood. His eyes—as black and polished as onyx and seemingly without pupils—held incalculable intelligence. The only thing adult about him was the minute loops of curly hair of an unkempt beard.

When the Arab first entered the barn, he said nothing, the course of the transaction already spelled out between the liaisons. As instructed, the Arab was to proffer a suitcase filled with three million dollars in American tender, then wait until the remaining balance of twenty-seven million dollars was wired to existing accounts across Europe, the Cayman Islands, the United States, and to dummy corporate accounts across Russia before transferring the items purchased.  

As Perchenko studied his client, the man from al-Qaeda remained unequivocally patient to the point where Perchenko thought the man’s inaction was forced. But after gazing into his black eyes, the Russian considered the Arab’s aloofness was not borne as a tool to position himself against Perchenko’s tactics as a hardened negotiator, but that he was inwardly lost. It was something Perchenko had seen many times before on the faces of those he sent off to the Gulags. Appearances he relished just before they were ushered away from his presence. 

It was the look of a man who knew he had no future.  

Ten minutes later an armed contingent of men carrying three aluminum cases, each the size of a hope chest, placed them on the table that separated Perchenko from the Arab. Slung across each man’s back was an AN-94 assault weapon. 

After spacing the cases apart, Perchenko’s men fell back and brandished their weapons as a show of Perchenko’s authority, which fazed the Arab little. 

When Perchenko barked something in Russian, a member of his team leaned over and whispered something into the old man’s ear. The sum of three million dollars in non-counterfeit American currency had been paid in full; not a dollar more, not a dollar less, with an additional twenty-seven million dollars wired to numerous accounts throughout Europe, the United States, the Cayman Islands, and Russia.  

Perchenko was pleased. 

“Well,” the old man began as he labored to his feet. “Shall we see what thirty million American dollars buys on the market these days?” Perchenko approached the table. From the opposite side, the Arab did the same until both client and seller fell within a cast of light provided by a single gaping hole in the rooftop. 

The Russian Perchenko was an assuming six-four and densely packed. Even at seventy-four, his body was well maintained. The Arab, at best, stood five-six but appeared to carry the size and weight of somebody who was more formidable than someone of his unremarkable stature. It was something Perchenko couldn’t put his finger on as to why this man possessed such great presence and command.

Reaching for the case closest to him, Perchenko undid the clasps and lifted the cover, exposing a network of boards, chips, switches, and relays beneath a flat Plexiglas shield. Packed in the center supported by steel rods sat three burnished metallic spheres polished to a mirror finish. 

If the Arab was enamored, he certainly didn’t show it.

Perchenko passed his hand gracefully over the display to showcase it, as he spoke. “Each case holds a three-megaton yield,” he said, “which is three times greater than the Cold War versions. Separately they would do untold damage since the three cases together yield a destructive force almost three-quarters of the Hiroshima bomb. And here’s the thing.” From the inner pocket of his jacket, Perchenko produced a BlackBerry, a top-of-the-line model, brand new, and held it up for the Arab. “Each case possesses a built-in GPS receiver which is triggered by this.” He shook the device like shaking a snow globe. “Once you insert your code and press ‘enter,’ then all three cases run as a single unit. If one case triggers off, so do the others—they’re completely in sync with one another. But for this to work properly, the cases cannot be separated for more than five hundred meters. Beyond that distance, they work independently of each other.” 

He laid the BlackBerry down and slid it across the tabletop between the weapons, where it came to a stop a few centimeters before the edge. “I’ve also made the modifications you requested,” he added.

The Arab glanced at the BlackBerry but did not pick it up. 

“In each of these cases, there are altimeters to measure atmospheric pressure. Once these weapons reach an altitude of twenty-five thousand feet, then all three units arm themselves with the devices working as a single component on a shared frequency. The moment they reach a descending level of ten thousand feet, then the altimeters recognize the change in atmospheric pressure, and all three units will detonate as a nine-kiloton yield. Separately, if you care to mobilize and deploy them to different locations, then each unit works separately as a three-kiloton yield. You can tool the nukes as a combination of a single major weapon or divide them into any combination of three separate weapons to support your agenda.”  

The Arab picked up the BlackBerry and placed it inside the inner pocket of his jacket. Then in perfect Russian, he said, “What about anchoring the devices, once I have them in position?” 

“After you secure the weapons to whatever locations that suit your needs, then you initiate the GPS signal that enables one device to talk to the other. If any one of these devices is moved without programming the authorized code through the BlackBerry, or by someone who has no authority to move the units at all, they will detonate. You can secure their positions from one another for up to a distance of five hundred meters, and as little as one meter without disturbing their umbilical frequency. This will keep anyone not in your authority from attempting to move a unit away from the targeted location.” 

The Arab nodded his appreciation.

“Can I ask you a question?” said Perchenko.

The Arab stood with a blank expression. 

“Out of my own curiosity, what do you intend to do with these?” 

The Arab, however, answered his question with another question. “Are there built-in decoys to block any attempts to defuse them?”

“Top-of-the-line,” Perchenko stated unequivocally with a boastful edge to his tone.  

“Then you have done everything I have asked.” The Arab stood back from the table and away from the dim cast of light. “Now, would you be kind enough to have your men load these units into the back of my vehicle?”

Perchenko nodded his head, the gesture galvanizing his team to aid the Arab in his request. 

“You haven’t answered my question,” Perchenko insisted. “What do you plan to do with these?”

The Arab stepped aside as Perchenko’s troops lifted the cases from the table and headed for the SUV parked beyond the barn doors, its hatch raised. 

“I choose not to say,” he answered flatly. “I would think thirty million dollars would grant me that right.” 

Perchenko held his hands up in submission. “No harm in asking, my friend. No harm at all, right?”

Without saying a word, the Arab turned and headed for his vehicle.

“So that you know,” Perchenko called after him, “I don’t do business twice in the same place ... Or with the same people. I find it much safer that way.”

The Arab didn’t turn around but raised a hand in acknowledgment as he kept walking. “I’ll have no further need for future services since I have all that I want,” he returned. And then he exited the barn. 

A few moments later the SUV’s engine started and revved evenly until the vehicle faded off into the distance.  

Perchenko stood within the feeble cone of light with his lips pressed together in a tight grimace wondering if he used good judgment. He also understood that certain weaponry could cause serious ramifications across the globe until nothing was left in its wake.  

But at seventy-four, it was something Perchenko was willing to chance. 

But underneath he knew he had tabled common sense for greed. Worse, he realized that he had given a loaded gun to a man with little or no compunction. 

Perchenko closed his eyes and shook his head. 

What have I put in motion?
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​CHAPTER TWO
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Inside the Cipro Residential District, Rome, Italy 

Six months later 

It sounded like a child crying at the edge of her peripheral hearing. The type of sound that was distant and hollow, as if coming from the end of a long tunnel or part of a dream. Or perhaps it was something real on the cusp of waking. Either way, Vittoria Pastore heard it. 

Raising her head slightly off the pillow, the mother of three listened.

The room was dark. The shadows still. Outside, a breeze stirred, animating the branches of the trees just beyond the bedroom window.

But nothing sounded. 

After laying her head down onto the pillow, she once again heard the softness of voices beyond the bedroom door. The clock on the nightstand read 3:32 a.m. 

Vittoria quickly set herself onto her elbows and listened, her eyes becoming accustomed to the darkness. To her left by the window stood the armoire, an exquisitely crafted antique intricately detailed with hand carvings of cherubs alighting above the doors. Directly in front of her sat its matching dresser, its mirror reflecting the image of a woman who appeared vaguely disoriented. As if to parallel her thoughts regarding the uncertainty of the moment, errant locks of hair shaped like question marks curled over the woman’s forehead, giving her a more inquisitive look. Is there somebody out there?  

Her answer came swiftly. The voice that called out to her sounded distant and hushed. Immediately she sat upright with her hands fisted and planted against her breasts. “Chi è là?” Who’s there? Her voice was barely above a whisper. 

Silence. 

She cried out once again, this time louder and more forceful. “Chi è là?”

“Mama? La mama, viene qui.” Mama? Mama, come here. 

Although the voice sounded distant, she could not mistake the quality of her fifteen-year-old son, or the tone that was in transition of a boy becoming a man. “Basilio, è tre trenta di mattina. Che cosa è esso?” Basilio, it’s three-thirty in the morning. What is it?

This time Basilio’s cry held urgency to it, like a bemoaning of terror. “Per favore, mama. Per favore!” Please, mama. Please!

Suddenly the door at the opposite end of the hallway slammed shut, the reverberation felt throughout the house.  

“Basilio?” 

Nothing. 

“Basilio?” 

Vittoria tossed the covers aside and was standing at her door in less than a half dozen strides. Beyond her door, the hallway remained in shadows. “Basilio?” Vittoria homed in blindly in the darkness with her hand and found the switch. Manning the lever, she played the switch—up, down, up, down—but the lights never turned on. 

Slowly, she edged her way toward the children’s rooms, her arms stretched outward like a somnambulist, feeling her way. 

In the daylight, the walls were pastel blue, too bright for the non-European appreciative eye. But it reminded her of the brightly painted chain of houses lining the Venetian canals, her home. However, in the darkness, the color made the walls appear ominously dark. 

Feeling her way down the corridor with her fingers tracing the many watercolor prints lining the walls, she knocked most off-kilter and gave them a drunken tilt. Something she would fix later. 

Her steps were soft and quiet, the floorboards beneath her feet as cold as the pooling shadows. 

From beneath the door leading that led to the bedrooms, light fanned out from the crack beneath the door. 

“Basilio?”

The door opened slowly as full light spilled into the corridor. 

“Mama?”

“Basilio, che cosa l'inferno voi sta facendo?” Basilio, what the hell are you doing?

When she opened the door, she found her children sitting on the couch with Basilio, who embraced his younger sisters into a huddled mass, with the children crying. 

Standing beside them with the point of his assault weapon leveled was a man of dark complexion, wearing military fatigues and a red-and-white keffiyeh. Attached to the barrel of the assault weapon was a suppressor that was long and thin and polished to a mirror finish. 

Sitting in the chair opposite the couch with one leg crossed over the other and his hands and fingers tented before him as he rested his elbows on the armrests, sat a man who appeared marginally older than her fifteen-year-old son, who looked upon her with the calm and casualness of an old friend. He was slight of build with an unkempt beard. His eyes, dark and humorless, studied her for a long moment before he finally directed his hand to a nearby chair.

“Please,” he said, “no harm will come to the children if you do as I say. This I promise you.” The man’s voice was gentle and held a honeylike quality to his tone. His Italian was flawless. “Please.” 

Vittoria pulled the fabric of her gown across her cleavage and took the seat as required. Her chin began to quiver gelatinously as she eyed the intruder. “What do you want?” she asked. 

The man did not answer. He simply appraised her while bouncing the fingertips of his tented hands together in contemplation.  

“We have money. You can have it all. Just take it and leave us alone.”

“This isn’t about money,” he said. “This is about . . . ideology.”

She stared at him as if he were a living cryptogram, her head slowly and studiously tilting to one side. 

“But I need your help,” he added. “I need something only you can give me.”

She pulled the fabric of her gown tighter.  

The young man nodded to his counterpart, who lowered the point of his weapon and withdrew a knife from a sheath attached to his thigh. In a deliberate motion, he brought the point of the blade up and rested it beneath the underside of her chin, the action drawing a crimson bead from her slightly parted flesh, which caused her children to cry out for clemency. 

“What I want from you,” the man stated in perfect Italian, “is something quite simple.” He then pointed to a mini-cam recorder sitting on a tripod across the room. The indicator light was in the ‘on’ mode, the camera running. “What I want you to do,” he said, “is to look into that camera and scream.” He then leaned forward and spoke to her in a tone laced with menace. “I said . . . scream.”  

And that’s exactly what she did. 
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Ten Miles South of the Arizona/Mexico Border

The Following Day

The Mexican version of a coyote was someone who guided illegal aliens into US territory undetected. On this day, however, Juan Pallabos escorted an exclusive clientele who paid an admission price of $25,000—an incredibly sweet windfall—from three Arab men who wore nondescript clothing, such as non-patterned shirts and Dockers. None of them spoke or acknowledged the Mexican in any way, making Pallabos feel less significant in their presence. But for $25,000, he could have cared less. In fact, he would have sealed his mouth shut with thread if that’s what they wanted.

As the van moved unevenly along the desert terrain, its tires kicking rooster-tail plumes of dust in its wake, the Arabs sat quietly as the temperature soared to more than 110 degrees in the van’s interior.  

Lying on the floor in the rear of the van sat an aluminum case. The shell was dull-coated silver and centered between the Arabs. If the coyote knew what he was transporting, he might have forsaken the five-figured amount. But a condition for receiving such a large amount is that he asks no questions. Therefore, not a single inquiry passed his lips.  

With great prudence, Juan Pallabos maneuvered across the terrain careful not to damage an axle, and then came to an abrupt stop where the tires skidded a few feet in the soft desert sand. Through the dust-laden windshield, he could see a battery of heat rising off the desert floor, and sage swaying softly with the slight passing of hot wind.  

Saguaro and Joshua trees dotted the landscape that was colored with the reddish hues of sandstone, rather than the conventional yellow-brown desert sand. In the distance the horizon appeared uneven in pointed caps and rises, giving it a saw-tooth appearance, which would serve as insurmountable obstacles for Pallabos’s van. 

“We can go no further,” said the coyote, stepping out of the vehicle. He walked toward the horizon, appraised it, and then he removed his hat and passed a handkerchief across his brow. “The land is too uneven. My vehicle can go no further.” 

The Arabs exited the van. Their shirts were tacky with sweat and their flesh slick with sheen. Carefully, two of the Arabs handled the aluminum case, one on each end, and placed it on the desert floor while the third Arab took residence next to Pallabos. 

“Twelve kilometers straight ahead,” said Pallabos, pointing. “Once you get over the hills, then you will be all right. The American border is too large for the patrols to watch and maintain consistently. You should have no trouble getting across. But stay away from cartel tunnels. Drug lords no like others to use. But crossing over is quite easy. And I suggest that you wait until the sun goes down, si?” 

“Then drive us as far as you can.”

“No-no.  No can do from here. Land is too much—how you say, difficult to cover. Must have way back, si?” 

The Arab didn’t look at Pallabos, his eyes straight ahead. “We could have paid someone else much less to take us further.”

“No-no, Señor. Juan Pallabos is the best. Everybody says so. Not possible.”

The Arab mopped his brow with the back of his hand. The desert heat was much drier in his homeland, which was far more preferable than the sapping white sun that hung stingingly over his head at the moment. “Do you want more money? Is that why you stopped?” The Arab’s tone was flat, smooth, even.

“No-no, Señor. Juan Pallabos is an honest man. Van get damaged if go any further. Juan tells truth. Juan knows.” 

“Then how do you expect us to travel twelve kilometers in this heat?”

Pallabos smiled, intuiting the question. “Huh, Juan brought plenty of water. Plenty of water.” He returned to the van and opened the front passenger door. Lying on the floor were six canteens filled with water. “Plenty of water, si? At night it will only take three hours to cross into the United States. Three. Very easy. Juan Pallabos send many across the border. Juan Pallabos the best.” 

The Arab took a long pull of air through his nostrils and released it in an equally long sigh. “Then I guess we no longer need your services.”

“Si, Juan provides. Juan the best, si?”

“Unfortunately for you, Mr. Pallabos, we cannot leave any witnesses behind. I’m sure you understand.”

Pallabos’s face dropped, his features taking on the sudden looseness of a rubber mask. 

Reaching behind him, the Arab withdrew a Sig. with an attached suppressor from the waistband of his Dockers and fired the weapon three times in rapid succession, dropping Pallabos to the desert floor. 

Returning the weapon, the Arab, who was tall and lean and walked with a mild limp that served as a reminder after combating American troops in Iraq, moved toward the aluminum case and placed his palms flat against the container. Even under the hot desert sun, the shell was cool to the touch. Undoing the clasps, the Arab lifted the lid. 

Everything was in its place beneath the Plexiglas shield, the circuitry secured, the spheres undamaged, which the Arab worried about the rough terrain. The Russians had manufactured well.  

After closing the lid and clamping it shut, the Arab stood and surveyed the distance toward the American border. “We will take the van as far as we can, and then dump it.” 

With a sweeping gesture of his hand, his comrades lifted the aluminum case and returned it to the van. 

Less than five minutes later, they began to traverse the difficult terrain in the van. And less than a half-mile from their landing point, the vehicle became mired in sand, the van going nowhere.

Juan Pallabos was right after all. 

#
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On the western approach to the American/Mexican border from the Baja, California route, a separate team of three Middle Easterners crossed over into American territory undetected. The aluminum case they carried was safe and secure, the spheres inside undamaged. And in the end, no one could believe how simple it was to maneuver over to the other side. There was not a single border agent, helicopter, or roving patrol vehicle in sight. There were no dogs or fences or obstacles to deter them. Getting the aluminum case and its cargo into the United States proved to be less adversity than initially planned for since there was no one to stop them. 

It was that simple.  

#
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Team Three also managed to slip undetected across the American border from the New Mexico point, which was a part of the 2,000-mile stretch along Mexico that was habitually thin when trying to keep a vigilant eye out for illegal aliens. Now with the second device easily into New Mexico, the team had received word that Team Two had crossed over from the Baja route unchallenged. 

All that was left to do was to rendezvous with Team One, which had yet to be heard from on the Arizona front.
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​CHAPTER FOUR
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Los Angeles, California

Early Evening 

The Papal Symposiums began in Washington D.C. a day after Pope Pius XIII arrival at Dulles and ended up at the Rose Bowl in California twelve days later, the circuit sometimes grueling and contentious, the topics discussed before the masses numbering into the millions about the need for Christian conservatism over the desire of Christian reform.  

For years congregates have been abandoning the traditional, if not antiquated, mores of the Roman Catholic Church with growing liberalism and a call for change. Pius, however, served to unite his dwindling flock by rekindling the spark of religious hope with sermons on how certain liberties can only summon the beginning of the end if old traditions were not maintained with discipline. The rebuttal, of course, was the media’s stance regarding the Vatican’s unwillingness to conform to the wishes of its Catholic citizenry, citing there could be ‘no progress without evolution.’ The Church, on the other hand, judiciously retorted with an aphorism stating that ‘the price of progress is destruction.’ 

Fighting an undeclared war to resurrect a waning faith by marshaling a new crusade, Pope Pius realized that the Church had survived numerous insurrections in the past and would continue to do so in the future.  How to promote unity, however, had proven to be a huge undertaking that had sapped the old man to a state of near exhaustion. Although he found his inner strength on several occasions, he realized that it, too, was in decline and found it far more difficult to summon as the days wore on. 

Releasing an exhaustive breath, the pontiff crossed the Berber carpeted floor of his hotel suite and poised himself before a chair made of soft leather and let his knees buckle, which allowed him to fall back with ease into the comfort of its cushion. At the moment the man was feeling every bit of his seventy-two years of age. Nevertheless, a smile formed at the corner of his lips. 

There had been 90,000 people at the Rose Bowl—90,000 souls seeking either salvation, redemption, or merely to glimpse upon a living icon having no clear objective other than to view the pontiff as a novelty. If he had reached some of them, no matter how small in numbers or how little they had taken the Lord into their heart, then he had succeeded.  

For a long moment, he gazed through the sliding glass doors that overlooked the west and soaked in the view, watching the delicate shades of light combine subtly into a rainbow swirl of colors against the skyline. In time, as the sky became a blanket of darkness, the City of Angels became a dazzling display of lights reminiscent of a cache of diamonds spread over black velvet. 

Closing his eyes, the pontiff realized that sleep would come early. On most evenings he would read from the Bible and gaze through its passages. But tonight, he was too tired to flip back the cover of the leather-bound volume. However, in prayer, Pope Pius placed his hands together and worshiped his Lord, thanking Him for raising him from the ranks of obscurity to that of prominence. 

He had come from a family of eleven, all poor, some sickly, but none without faith or hope. Never in his life had he witnessed war or famine or the plagues of man by living in a small village sixty kilometers west of Florence. Nor did he have an epiphany to follow the Lord’s path. Amerigo was simply enamored as a boy who loved God and everything He stood for: The Good, the Caring, and the ability to hold dominion over others and to lead them toward the world of Light and Loving Spirits.

He also dreamed of sermonizing and of passing The Word.

But his father would have none of it and obligated his son to work the fields of the homestead alongside his brothers knowing the true measurement of a man was calculated by the crops he yielded rather than the knowledge of academia, which in this remote village took a man nowhere. 

So, having been taught by his mother at home, having read and memorized the passages of the Bible, having learned the basics in rudimentary math tilling the fields with his siblings for nearly a decade, Amerigo Giovanni Anzalone had become a learned young man with calloused hands from driving the yoke and came to realize that tilling the soils was not his calling in life.

Every Sunday he went to church with his mother and siblings. And for every day thereafter, as he worked the soil beneath a relentless sun, he dreamed of wearing the vestments of a priest to give sermons. What Amerigo wanted, what he needed, was to be empowered by the Church to give direction.

Upon his eighteenth birthday, and against his father’s wishes—but with the aid of the village priest, which his father was unwilling to contest—Amerigo gave up the yoke and headed for Divinity School in Florence, his first steppingstone toward Rome. 

In the years to follow, Amerigo was recognized as a cardinal and became a respected member within the Curia, which ultimately led the College of Cardinals, who chose him as the successor to John Paul the Second. Upon his acceptance, Amerigo took the name of Pope Pius the XIII. 

And like his predecessor, Amerigo would offer a hand to every race and religion, leaving nobody out and nobody alone. He would embrace the world with love and tolerance, beginning with the European nations, and then following up with added appearances in South America and Mexico before concluding his trip in the United States.

Removing his glasses and placing them on the armrest, the pope ran a hand along a face that had grown into tired folds of flesh, and then he proceeded to rub away the burning itch from eyes that were once strikingly blue but had grayed during his tenure as pope. The intelligence behind them, however, remained firmly intact, and the color grayness of steel, a prominent indicator of his mettle. 

With a prayer issuing softly from between his lips, as his words began to trail, Pope Pius fell asleep with his hands slowly drifting apart, and then falling idly to his sides. 

#
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The images came to him every night.

Behind the dusty scrim wall of an oppressive sandstorm, figures followed in his wake. In a world that was the color of desert sand with sand clouds blotting out the sun, the man was constantly mired in a world that moved with the slowness of a bad dream. Pressing forward against the buffeting winds with the tail of his tattered cloak flapping behind him like a banner in a strong wind, and with his face partially covered with a smudged cloth bearing the telltale signs of a lifelong journey, the man moved toward an unknown horizon. 

And the dead followed with him.  

Behind the desert veil, two masses followed with their features no less than undulating shadows that broke apart and coalesced. They were never uniform as their mournful whispers blended with the soughing of the desert wind. 

And then the man closed his eyes as he stood on top of a large dune, the granules of sand rolling like waves across the desert terrain, the tail of his cloak waving steadily behind him. Here he was, the dictator over a kingdom in which no one else cared to rule. 

So, he moved on, marching through this quagmire looking for a savior in a distant land that might not be. 

And the shadows followed, the two shepherd boys he killed a lifetime ago. 

Their voices were soft and sweet, their melodic tones almost lost within the course of the wind. Yet the message was always clear: “No matter how far you try to run, Hell will always follow.”  

At this juncture, Kimball Hayden woke with a sharp pain in his head akin to a mule kick to the temple. By Freudian standards, everything playing in his mind was easy to determine but difficult to let go of. 

Why? The answer was simple: Because he had set his path long ago.

Several years ago, he was team leader of the Force Elite, a group of special commandos who did Black Ops known only by the president of the United States and the reigning members of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. 

Since targeted assassinations had been banned by the Ford administration in ‘76, secret meetings were always the norm in the Situation Room in which the ban went virtually unnoticed by future presidents and the JCS. 

By military design, he was a Black-Op commando primed to work on foreign soils as an assassin. And in 1990 he was assigned to kill three key members of Saddam Hussein’s Cabinet who were responsible for brokering deals with Russian dissidents for high-grade plutonium. Not only was the plutonium not delivered, but the brokers were found shot to death in Chelyabinsk, Russia, by a Rav-.22LRHA, Mossad’s weapon of choice for assassinations. This weapon was also the red herring that ultimately led to the finger-pointing at Israel.  

From that moment on, Iraq never attempted to develop a nuclear arsenal in earnest.

Then in 1991, he was asked to commit another assassination. This time the objective was Saddam Hussein.

The moment Iraq ventured onto Kuwaiti soil to pillage the country, the United States and their Middle Eastern coalition ordered Hussein to withdraw from the country immediately. However, several weeks of wasted negotiation took place before the commencement of the counterattack by U.S. and coalition forces. But it was during this period that President Bush and his top-ranking members from the JCS called upon Kimball to take out Hussein before the allied assault began, believing war could be averted if the file and rank of the Republican Guards fell into disarray because Hussein was no longer manning the helm. The imminent withdrawal of troops from Kuwaiti soil would certainly be guaranteed before the approach of coalition forces. 

However, as the window of opportunity slowly closed while negotiations continued, Kimball breached his way onto Iraqi territory asking no questions and killing simply because it was obligatory. It was this icy-cold fortitude with all the forbearance of a heartless instrument that led White House circles to consider Kimball as a glimmering shadow that possessed no conscience, remorse, or care. As far as the White House was concerned, Kimball Hayden was the perfect killing machine. And he prided himself with that image, regarding himself as someone larger than life.

On the seventh day, while working his way toward Baghdad, he happened upon a flock of goats herded by two shepherd boys, the older no more than fourteen, the younger no less than ten, each carrying a gnarled staff of olive wood.  

Kimball remained stealthily out of view with his back pressed against the sandy wall of a gully, listening to the goats bleating a few feet away. And then a shadow cast over him from the younger boy who had spied him from above. The child’s small body was silhouetted against the pure white sun, a diffusion of light shined behind him like a halo. And then the boy was gone, shouting a warning, the sun assaulting Kimball’s eyes with sudden brightness.  

Kimball stood, immediately engaged his weapon, drew a bead, and pulled the trigger, the bullet’s momentum driving the boy hard to the sand-laden surface with plumes of dust going airborne the moment he impacted the ground. The older boy stood unmoving with his mouth open in mute protest, a perfect O, his eyes moving to the body of his brother, to Kimball, and then back to his brother. When he took flight, Kimball took a single shot, the bullet killing the boy before he hit the ground.

That night he buried the children and their staffs within the trench. 

With no spoken words of piety, Kimball Hayden covered their bodies with sand and scattered the goats. Once the task was completed, he sat between the two small rises in the earth and thoughtfully considered that perhaps the White House cronies were right after all: maybe he was less than human, someone without the will or reasoning to determine the difference between right or wrong, a man who pressed onward by cold obligation. 

For hours he mused and reexamined himself in self-consideration.

And when day turned into night, after the sun blistered his lips, he refused to take cover as he lay between the two mounds with a clawed hand on each rise of soft earth and prayed for forgiveness—not from God but from the boys. 

His only answer was the whisper of wind through the desert sand. 

As he lay watching the moon make its trajectory across a field marked with countless pinpricks of light, Kimball Hayden made his decision. 

On the following morning, he headed for the Syrian border with President Bush and the JCS never to hear from him again, the White House notion being that he was killed during the commission of his duty. Less than two months into the campaign against Iraq, the man who was considered to be without conscience was posthumously honored by the Pentagon brass. 

Two weeks after his defection, however, while sitting in a bar in Venice drinking an expensive liqueur, the United States and the Coalition Forces attacked Iraq. It was at this same bar that a man wearing a Roman Catholic collar and cherubic smile took the seat opposite him without permission. 

“I really want to be alone, Father,” he told him. “It’s too late for me, anyway.”

Nevertheless, the priest continued to smile. “We’ve been watching you,” he told him.

Kimball could only imagine the look he gave the priest. “I’m sorry?” he said. “You’ve been what?”

“Kimball Hayden,” the priest offered his hand. “My name is Bonasero Vessucci . . . Cardinal Bonasero Vessucci.” 

And a new alliance was born. 

So the man, who was once considered to be without contrition, is now an elite commando for the Church. 

He is not a member of the Swiss Guard.

Nor is he a member of an Italian military faction.

He is a Vatican Knight. 

Kimball Hayden sat up in bed, his partially naked torso that of a well-developed bodybuilder—his upper arms, including his triceps, as large as a common man’s thigh. 

Seeking salvation through the Church had always given him a comfort zone, but not one that was complete and absolute. He had been repeatedly plagued by this dream time and again, the same scenario never changing. The Freudian calculation here was the overwhelming guilt he continued to carry for killing two children, which had led to an epiphany that was still not enough. 

Closing his eyes, Kimball asked these questions: Will You ever forgive me, Lord? Could You ever forgive me? But deep inside Kimball believed that true forgiveness would always elude him for the fact that he had given up one war to wage another against his personal demons. And these demons would never let him forget, coming night after night eroding what little hope he had of someday being free of a past laden with the bloodshed of others by his hands.

Climbing out of bed, now fully nude in the glow of the moonlight, he stood before the sliding glass doors overlooking L.A. The pinpricks of light reminded him of the night in the Iraqi desert, as he lay there looking skyward and praying for forgiveness so long ago with the bodies of two youths lying buried beneath his outstretched arms. 

It remains, without doubt, his darkest memory.

In the shadows he sighed, then took a seat before a window, craving a drink. 

What . . . really . . .  is different? he considered. 

Although his agenda had changed, his criteria had not. Under Kimball’s command, his team of commandos had entered the jungles of the Philippines and South America to save the lives of missionaries held hostage, often implementing tactics hardly acceptable in the eyes of Catholic citizenry, but acceptable in the eyes of the Church to achieve the means. Other times, they traveled to eastern bloc countries to aid in the protection of priests against dissident insurgents and interceded in bloody skirmishes between opposing factions of religious orders in Third World nations. The differences always dispelled upon the appearance of the Vatican Knights. 

The bottom line: People continued to die. 

But this time it was under the quiet acceptance of the Church. 

So again, what’s different? The question caromed off the walls of his mind as his headache continued to rage. The answer, however, continued to elude him. 

Although his comfort zone was the front line of the battle zone, Kimball Hayden needed a reprieve from everything that was a major part of his world. What he needed was a sabbatical, a vacation away from the dark side of man’s constant wages of sinning. And he got that by serving as the pope’s personal valet during the Papal Symposiums. 

Of all the damaging dreams he was mired in, Kimball Hayden never dreamed he would have to utilize his very particular set of skills to save himself, the pope . . . and most of the free world. 

He looked at the emblazoned numbers on the clock: It wasn’t even midnight. 

Nevertheless, he would sit and wait for morning to come.
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​CHAPTER FIVE
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Arizona/Mexico Border

Night had settled. 

Team One of the Arab team could see the boundary marker dividing the United States from Mexico, a simple barbed wire fence held in place by hitching posts, which hardly seemed worth the effort since it didn’t appear to be much of a deterrent. 

In the far distance the glittering lights of Naco, Arizona winked intermittently.  

The three Arabs hunkered down next to the aluminum case, each man listening for anything out of the ordinary that would give fair warning as to what lay beyond the fence line other than the coyote standing on a rocky escarpment silhouetted against the moonlit night. In the darkness, its eyes radiated something mercuric, that stark oddity of quicksilver flashes against a darkened shape. After a brief study, the coyote released a quick series of yelps before trotting off into a grove filled with tangled brush.  

In the lighted phase of the gibbous moon, the Arabs continued to wait, sit, and listen, their patience a learned virtue. 

Now the silence became as unsettling as the coyote’s cry because everything seemed far too easy with Arizona less than sixty meters away without a hurdle to challenge or stop them. This is probably why this area had become a popular crossover point for illegal aliens over the years; the possibility of getting caught was minimal.  

Getting to his full height of six-three, Abdul-Ahad quietly ventured several feet forward with a noticeable limp, his bad leg acting up after the long journey across the desert terrain after the van was held up in the sand. Then he took to a knee between the divides of two sand dunes, held up an open hand, then he signaled his team to hold their progress. 

In the distance, the lights of Naco continued to burn and twinkle as an incentive of a new beginning for those who crossed over. Yet the Arab discerned something was amiss, the one-time elitist of the Republican Guard sensing a peculiarity only a seasoned soldier could intuit.  

After closing his eyes and letting his hand fall in defeat, he considered how close his team had come to fulfilling Allah’s wishes. Unfortunately, he and his team would enter Paradise much sooner than anticipated. 

Reaching into the cargo pocket of his pants, the Arab withdrew the BlackBerry controller of the nuclear weapon and flipped back the lid, revealing the lit face of the keypad, knowing all too well what was waiting for them in the darkness.  

With a finger poised over the pad and waiting to strike the keys to initiate the device, Abdul-Ahad thought, I know you’re out there . . . I can feel you . . . 

And the man intuited correctly. 

As if on cue a row of floodlights positioned along the crossbar of a Border Patrol Jeep kicked on, bathing Abdul-Ahad and his team in bitter brightness.  

“Border Patrol! Get down on the ground! Get . . . Down . . . On . . . The . . . Ground!” And then in Spanish, same thing: “¡Patrulla de frontera! ¡Consiga abajo en la tierra!”

Sorry, Padre, I don’t speak Spanish.  

In an instant Abdul-Ahad began to type with a pianist’s speed and dexterity, his fingers never missing a mark as the password set in Russian characters began to show up on the display window, the device talking to the payload as the frequency worked its way across cyberspace to initiate the weapon’s triggering mechanism inside the aluminum case.

“¡Patrulla de frontera! ¡Consiga abajo en la tierra!” 

And then a warning shot, a quick burst in the air from an automatic weapon by the Border Patrol, an illegal maneuver that was against policy, but a measure that caught Abdul-Ahad’s attention, nonetheless.  

“Majid, Qusay, hold them off.” His Arabic came in a rush, his tone bearing the weight of urgency as he fell behind a small sandy rise and away from any direct line of fire. “I need time!”

Majid and Qusay ambled forward in the soft sand aiming their sidearms before firing in quick succession, the shots taking out half the spotlights while others coughed up sparks when they hit the Jeep’s metal bumper. 

Abdul-Ahad’s men were pretty much on target as they were able to drive four officers from the Jeep’s cab, and to the useless cover of sage before they hunkered down into the prone position to return fire. Bullets zipped by them with the sounds of angry wasps, each man in the patrol knowing that a particular sting may prove fatal should it find its mark. And then they returned their volley with the cacophony of gunfire carrying north to the Arizona town. 

Abdul-Ahad’s team moved beyond his position, giving him a protective front line as he brought them closer to Paradise, as three of the ten characters needed to begin the countdown of the nuclear payload surfaced on the BlackBerry’s screen. 

. . . Now a fourth character . . .  Six more to go . . . 

His fingers continued to strike the plate in a blurred fashion.   

. . . A fifth character . . . Another step closer to Allah . . . 

Several meters ahead Majid and Qusay’s aim remained true, keeping the officers pinned until Qusay’s torso suddenly erupted into a wellspring of red as bullets stitched across his chest, his wounds opening and paring back like the petals of a rose bloom as the impacts lifted him off his feet and carried him backward. Majid never wavered, knowing all risks hold the possibility of getting caught before the mission was completed. When his weapon ran dry, he expertly released his empty magazine and quickly seated another, then fired at the muzzle flashes. All around him pieces of earth kicked up as bullets trailed along the sand, the strikes getting closer to Majid, who maintained his position on a bended knee. 

Abdul-Ahad tapped the keyboard at a frantic pace, the characters on the LED screen appearing much too slowly for his liking with six of the ten characters in place. Next to him, a bullet hit the sand. But the man carried on without reacting, his fingers continuing to move with pinpoint accuracy. 

From behind cover, an officer, who was lying in the prone position, leveled the sight of his assault rifle and drew a bead against Majid’s temple, his breathing shallow and controlled, and pulled the trigger. 

In a measure of time that seemed much too slow and surreal, Majid’s face above the jawline scattered to the winds, leaving nothing but pulp, gore, and glistening bone, as he fell back on the sand with his arms extended in mock crucifixion. 

“Surrender your weapon!” someone shouted. It was the same voice that Abdul-Ahad heard earlier, the command voice who quickly translated into Spanish, “Entregue su arma!”

. . . Eight characters, two more to go . . . 

“¡Ésta es su oportunidad pasada de entregar su arma, o . . . abriremos . . . el . . . fuego!” This is your last opportunity to surrender your weapon, or . . . we . . . will . . .  open . . . fire!

In what was left in the feeble lighting—of the lights that had not been cleared or doused by Abdul-Ahad’s team—the Arab went for his sidearm stuffed in the waistband of his pants. All he needed was a few precious moments to punch in the last two codes that would make this part of the world a no-man’s-land of blistered earth for the next ten thousand years. It would be a symbol of Allah’s power. And his will to die for the cause a symbol of his peoples’ faith.  

The moment he directed his weapon to fire off a few rounds to keep them at bay, there was a retaliatory burst of gunfire, clean and precise, the bullets punching fist-sized holes into Abdul-Ahad’s chest, which drove him back and knocked the BlackBerry from his hand. 

And then an awkward silence followed—that brief moment of uncertainty of whether or not the situation was contained.  

With measured prudence the agents pressed ahead with their weapons directed to points forward and policed the area by motioning the end of their weapons from left to right, each man scoping his surroundings for insurgents. 

When the bodies were checked and confirmed dead and the area cleared, the officers lowered their weapons and stared at the bounty.

Undamaged in the firefight with its shell dulled and coated with a misting of fine dust, lay the aluminum case like some obscene Ark mired in the sand. Next to it laid the Blackberry. 

“Drugs?” The question was rhetorical since the transportation of illicit narcotics was generally considered the norm. 

Sergeant Cary Winslow, a seasoned vet of quiet demeanor and heavy moral value, labored to a knee, grabbed the BlackBerry, then gave it a once over and noted the eight symbols markedly similar to Russian print in the display window. Snapping the faceplate shut, he then fit the unit into his shirt pocket and made his way to the aluminum case. 

In the glow of the spotlight, he could tell that the outer shell was burnished to a chrome finish but had lost a lot of its luster having been layered with a fine coat of desert sand. 

“How many kilos you think something like that holds, Cary?” Officer Roscoe Winchell was basketball tall and appallingly thin. When he spoke, he did so with a Mid-Western drawl, even though he was born, bred, and raised in upper New York. “Looks like a cartel run.”  

Winslow didn’t answer. Instead, he undid the clasps and lifted the lid with all the prudence of releasing the ills of Pandora’s Box. What he found inside was not what he expected. Beneath a Plexiglas shield were three spheres surrounded by electronic plates, panels, and a hard drive. 

“OOO-wee,” remarked Winchell, removing his cap then scratching an itch at the edge of his scalp before returning it. “What you reckon that be, Cary?” 
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