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And there went out a champion of the camp of the Philistines, named Goliath, of Gath, whose height was six cubits and a span.  And he had a helmet of brass upon his head, and he was armed with a coat of mail weighing five thousand shekels of brass.  And the staff of his spear was like a weaver's beam.

He stood and cried unto the armies of Israel, “Choose you a man for you, and let him come down to me.  If he be able to fight with me, and to kill me, then will we be your servants; but if I prevail against him, then shall ye be our servants.”

When King Saul and all Israel heard the words of the Philistine, they were greatly afraid.  

Now David was the son of Jesse of Bethlehem, who had eight sons all told.  And the three eldest went and followed Saul to the battle, leaving David to tend the herd.  Yet David could not abide his father and so left his flock to the keeper and ran to the army.  

Eliab, his eldest brother, saw David and said, “Why camest thou down hither?  

And David said, “What have I now done?  Is there not a cause?”  And he turned from him toward another, and spake after the same manner.  And when the words David spoke reached the ear of Saul, the king sent for him. 

And David said to Saul, “Let no man's heart fail because of this Philistine; thy servant will go and fight with him.”

And Saul said to David, “Thou art not able to go against this Philistine and fight with him: for thou art but a youth, and he a man of war from his youth.”

And David said unto Saul, “Thy servant kept his father's sheep, and there came a lion and a bear, and each took a lamb out of the flock.  I caught them, and slew them, and delivered those ewes out of those mouths.”

And Saul said unto David, “Go then, and the Lord be with thee.”

And David chose him five smooth stones out of the brook, and put them in his shepherd's bag, and, with sling in hand, drew near to the Philistine. 

And when the Philistine looked about, and saw David, he said, “Am I a dog that thou comest to me with slaves?  Come to me, and I will give thy flesh unto the fowls of the air, and to the beasts of the field.” 

Then said David to the Philistine, “This day will the lord deliver thee into mine hand; and I will smite thee, and give thy carcass to the dogs.”

When the Philistine drew nigh, David hasted, and ran toward the Philistine.  And David took thence a stone, and slang it, and smote the Philistine, that the stone sunk into his forehead; and he fell upon his face to the earth. 
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THE FOOTBALL


The president and vice-president are to always be accompanied by a military aide carrying a “Football.”  It is a Zero Halliburton briefcase within a black leather jacket.

[image: ]




There are four items in the Football: The Black Book containing the retaliatory options that appear in red and are labeled: 'Rare,’ ‘Medium’ or ‘Well Done’, a book listing classified site locations around the country where the president or vice-president can be taken in an emergency, a manila folder with eight or ten pages stapled together giving a description of procedures for the Emergency Broadcast System, and a three-by-five inch card with authentication codes – “The Go Codes” - to launch the nine thousand six hundred US nuclear missiles.
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CHAPTER ONE


The skies above Washington, D.C.
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Thick fog blanketed the Northeast, reducing visibility to one hundred feet.  A steady drizzle turned wet, black streets into mirrors.  Sounds of the night prevailed: bleating car horns, the jackhammers of city workers on overtime.  

Distant sirens rose and fell while church bells chimed midnight.  Flashes of lightening lit up the sky at narrowing intervals as the center of the storm loomed closer.

In the overcast and pelting rain there was little of interest or concern beyond the weather, unless one knew what to listen for or where to look...

The low-pitched hum became more pronounced.  It was non-directional and elusive even to the discerning ear.  It drew closer still, yet garnered no more attention than a passing truck.  

Running solely on instruments, and without navigation, port side or starboard wing lights, the troop transport plane, equipped with noise suppressor engines to escape detection, prepared for an initial pass over the drop zone.  

An endless line of volatile cumulonimbus clouds caused the plane to buck and pitch.  

All the men braced themselves, gripping their harnesses, while one soldier paced the floor in spite of the turbulence.

The commander stopped in front of a frail, bespectacled young soldier.  “Senior Sergeant Lasky, are we invisible?”

Computer Specialist Pavlik Lasky, clutching his laptop, replied, “Colonel Kozlov, Sir, radar has been compromised by activating logic bomb implanted previously in NSA’s ‘impenetrable’ system.”

“And?”

“We are invisible, Sir.”

“Good work!” the colonel bellowed.

“Thank you, Sir,” Sergeant Lasky replied with the same fervor but in a higher-pitched voice.

“Lieutenant Zubov,” the commander addressed his pilot over the intercom, “what information do you have for us?”

“Colonel Kozlov, Sir,” Zubov answered, “there are eight heat signatures inside house; none outside.  Night vision shows clear flat ground fifty meters east of target.  Concrete barricades surround structure; these are impediment to vehicles, not men, Sir.”

“Very well, lieutenant, take us down to drop altitude,” the colonel instructed.

The pilot quickly descended to twelve hundred meters and slowed to one hundred and forty knots.  All team members stood and lined up at the now open door.

Sergeant Lasky unhooked his harness and began to get up.  Colonel Kozlov put a heavy hand on his shoulder, forcing him back down in his seat.  “You are most valuable person on mission, my so...sergeant.  We cannot risk you being injured or killed.  No,” he insisted, patting the young man’s head, “you will remain here.”

Inside lights, protected by wire mesh, blinked and went from red to green.  At one second intervals, the soldiers jumped.

The twelve men came in swift and silent.  Their black Stealth 2 wing suits allowed for incredibly slow freefall speeds.  Compared to regular parachutes they were more in the realm of science fiction.  Hand-held, back-lit GPS devices made it possible for the squad to home in on the LZ with extreme precision, as if they were riding a laser beam.

Each man was equipped with a state of the art bulletproof vest, night vision and thermal imaging goggle systems, Uzi with suppressor and laser pointer, armor piercing GSh-18 handgun, and for communications: encrypted satellite ear-piece phones.  Carefully chosen weapons enabled the men to go in light and fast and be extracted quickly.

When the team dropped below four hundred feet, they deployed their standard chutes and set off an electron disrupter.  The detonation produced a burst of electrons causing a circuit-frying current surge that could kill communications in a soccer field-sized area, disarm remote detonators, and stop cars.  Computers, sensors, and phones were rendered useless.  

They landed exactly one hundred feet from the house: Number One Observatory Circle, the official residence of Harold Cummings, vice-president of the United States, located on the northeast grounds of the U. S. Naval Observatory in Washington, D.C.

The twelve soldiers circled the house, listening to the muffled commotion inside regarding the sudden loss of security and phones.  The squad hit the doors on the north and east sides of the residence simultaneously with Plastique explosive, followed immediately by flash-bang grenades.  

Chaos erupted among even well-trained Secret Service agents.  Realizing they were out-gunned and out-manned, some of the agents formed a phalanx around the vice-president, threw a bullet-proof poncho over Cummings’s shoulders, and whisked him away into the basement shelter.  The rest were left to fend for themselves.

With the Secret Service armed only with Glocks, the insurgents quickly sliced a path though the house.  The government men took positions behind sofas, chairs, and walls, ineffective against armor-piercing rounds.  The noise and vibration from automatic weapons fire stirred dust out of sofas, broke plaster off the ceilings, and shook the floor.  

Doors and overturned tables used for protection exploded on impact, blasting the Secret Service men off their feet, throwing them back from where they’d crouched.  

“Shit!” an agent called out.  “Where did these guys come from?”

“Somebody call it in!” another yelled.  “Call it in, for Christ’s sake!”

“I’m hit!  I’m hit!” another cried, then another.  

The invaders went for their target.  They had no interest in the vice-president; instead they singled out one of his aides: the officer carrying the briefcase, known as the Football, with the Go Codes for America’s 9,600 nuclear weapons: Captain Paul Decker.

The foreign soldiers pushed forward.  In close proximity, Uzis erupted, overwhelming the few Secret Service men who remained capable of returning fire.  

Paul drew his side arm.  But as he did he was hit numerous times from different angles, slamming him against the wall.  He transferred the gun to his less capable left hand and managed to get off nine rounds.  Paul counted three hits on the enemy, but not one man down.  Best damn vests I ever came across, he thought.

The firing stopped; all the government men lay wounded or dead.  Smoke from several hundred rounds hung in the air, creating an eerie mist, like in a haunted house.  

The room reeked from the melting copper of shell casings.  Paul’s ears rang from the gun fire.  He kept himself propped against a wall in the corner of the dining room.

He’d been shot three times: once in the shoulder, once in the leg, and once in the back.  None fatal...as long as he got immediate medical attention.  

“Looks like you fumble football, captain,” Kozlov said, standing in front of Paul.  He spoke with an accent Paul couldn’t place.  He’d file that away.

“Screw you, asshole,” Paul retaliated.  His sense of indignation kept him focused in spite of his wounds.  “You’ll never get out of the capitol, with or without the Football.”  

He tried to raise his gun, but the commander slammed a rifle butt into his wounded shoulder, then kicked the weapon away.  

“Let me worry ‘bout this,” the colonel said with a smile, his deep blue eyes glinting.  

Paul shook off the pain.  He knew he faced a battle-tested warrior.  The man had biceps that stretched the fabric of his clothing, and shoulders as broad as a doorframe.

“You’d better kill me,” Paul warned.  “Because if I’m still breathing, I’ll crawl over the whole fuckin’ planet to get to you.  I’ve faced your kind in a dozen different countries - guys like you who think a big gun makes them invincible.”

“But I am not your enemy, captain,” Kozlov said sympathetically.  “We are on same side.”

“Huh?”

“’I looked in the mirror and saw the enemy was me’,” Kozlov quoted.

“What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”

“In due time, captain.  For you, unfortunately, in next lifetime.”

A lanky sergeant came up to the colonel, saluted and said.  “Colonel, Sir.  What shall we do with the prisoners?”

“Kill them,” Kozlov said with the same inflection he might reserve for a mosquito.

“But, sir....”

“Kill them all, Ivan.  Do you have a problem with that?  If so, we can leave you here and you can care for them.”

“No, Sir, colonel,” Ivan replied, then repeated in a softer voice, “No, sir.”

The Colonel turned back to Paul.  “Now, give me lock combination like good boy and we let you die in peace.”

“I’m not giving you shit.  And if you try to break off the cuffs, the bag will explode and be worthless.”

“Oh, I am fully briefed on football,” Kozlov assured, then added a laugh.  “I will not take time to play with cuffs.”  He turned half way around and flicked his fingers.  One of his men came up beside him.  “Senior sergeant, relieve this man of his charge.”

“Da, Colonel,” the NCO replied with a snap salute.  He was even taller than Kozlov and, with a square jaw and Fu Manchu mustache, looked every bit as mean.  He pulled a small paper out from his zippered shoulder pocket and read it. 

Paul scrambled to get up with one good leg and one good arm as the soldier advanced, but only managed to slide farther down the wall, leaving a long, thick smear of blood.  The sergeant reached out for the football.  Paul grabbed his wrist and held on. 

“Relax,” Kozlov suggested.  “We already got combination.  Do we look stupid?”

Paul slowly let go of the sergeant, but as he did, he glanced down to see an unusual tattoo on the soldier’s inner wrist: an upside down pitchfork jammed into an image of the planet Earth.

The soldier rolled the tumblers, the cuffs popped open.

“How could you possibly have the—?” Paul questioned, surprised, as if the colonel morphed into a magician that pulled a top hat out of a rabbit’s ass.

Kozlov kicked Paul in the side.  

Paul clutched his ribs and doubled over.

“What, no salute, soldier?” the colonel asked, putting on a show for his men.  He grabbed the briefcase and held it up like a prize from a carnival.

The commander took out a gray, chain-mail bag made of lead and slipped the football inside.  “Signaling devices now inoperable,” he said to Paul rather matter-of-factly.  “You see?  I know ‘bout such things!”

The sergeant named Ivan returned.  “Colonel Kozlov, Sir, your orders have been carried out.”  The NCO pointed his gun at Paul.  “Should I kill him also, sir?”

“Of course!” Kozlov said.  “No loose ends.”

“Yes, sir,” Ivan replied.

Kozlov then spoke a few words into his shoulder mounted radio.  When the men turned toward the colonel, he lifted his right arm and spun his index finger in a small circle.  They immediately backed out the rear door.

The one, remaining soldier stood in front of Paul, a pistol aimed at his head.  He looked at Paul, looked at his wounds and winced.  

Paul could see from the man’s eyes that he was thinking, vacillating, with Paul’s life hanging in the balance.  

Ivan squeezed the trigger.  At the last instant, he shifted his hand; the bullet hit the wall inches from Paul’s head.  He saluted, about faced and retreated from the house.

Within seconds of their exit, the team of twelve heard the whooshing of a turboprop’s propellers.  The MC-130E Combat Talon 1 aircraft, equipped with Fulton surface-to-air recovery system, swooped in just over the tops of the trees in the park surrounding the house.

In the middle of the expansive lawn, the men formed a straight line spaced five feet apart, pulled out what looked like flare guns, and shot them in the air straight above their heads.  Immediately helium balloons inflated, carrying aloft 9mm Perlon ropes up two-hundred feet.  The plane engaged all twelve lines with its V-shaped yoke and reeled the men on board. 

“Be careful,” the colonel warned.  “Do not step on dead bodies.  Show respect,” he said, with a degree of antipathy that would cause a priest to genuflect.

“Colonel Kozlov, Sir,” Weapons Specialist Anton asked, “why are we flying around with bodies of fourteen men dressed just like us?”

“They are your replacement bodies.”

“Replacement?” Mechanics Expert Jurg asked.  “Am I being replaced?”

“No, but I am sure there are things a dead man could probably do better than you.”

“But why, colonel?” Weapons Specialist Anton asked.

“When the Americans find this plane, the only things left will be fourteen bodies burned beyond recognition, and one exploded briefcase.  They will think they have succeeded in eliminating threat and foiling mission.”

“It is bad juju to share the same air with dead men,” Jurg warned, tapping his foot against one of the corpses just to make sure they hadn’t come back to life like a vampire after a dirt nap.

“But they are not breathing, you fool,” Demolitions Expert Sergi assured.

“It is an expression,” Communications Officer Nikolai replied.  “We are intruding on their space.” 

“They are nameless, faceless people.  Do not morn for them.  It will be only for a few minutes,” the colonel promised.  “In mean time, sit back, enjoy ride.”

All the men took their seats and strapped in; six on each side of the plane. The turbo prop flew under the radar, two hundred feet above the Potomac River to the Atlantic Ocean.  In what could only be taken as a good omen, the dark clouds dissipated.  The first rays of the sun came up over the horizon, reflecting bright white light off the wings of the plane and into the cabin, increasing the inside temperature by ten degrees in a matter of minutes.

Colonel Kozlov remained standing, pacing up and down the aisle - like a defiant coach stalking the sidelines in a crucial game - as he addressed the men.  The soldiers stared up at him.  There was both respect and fear in their eyes.

Kozlov was a handsome man and the men knew he could be funny when he felt like it, but the colonel had a hole where his heart should have been, a complete lack of feeling that hung in his eyes like a vacancy sign.

“Computer Specialist Pavlik,” Kozlov said, handing the briefcase to the youngest man on the team, “success of mission is now in your hands.”

Pavlik opened the case using the combination provided by HUMINT, plugged in an external hard drive, set up a satellite phone with broad-band up-link to a remote computer, then began typing with his nicotine-stained fingers like a pianist in the throws of a great composition.  He focused his entire attention on the laptop.  One hundred and twenty-eight numbers on an Excel spread sheet scrolled down the screen.  Every few seconds, one column stopped and a fixed number remained at the top.

“I thought this would take days,” Nicolai questioned.

“Thousands of people in Kyrgyzstan are working on problem as we speak,” Pavlik replied with a chest full of pride.  “But this is only phase one, Nikolai.  With this,” he said, shaking the hard drive, “we have broken their encryption code and entered a keystroke logger that records each number or letter typed.  Every change they make to program will be sent directly to us.  We now have complete control over their computer system, without having to use a sniffer.”

“Like sniffing pussy?” one of the men - with tattoos on his neck, a diamond embedded in his ear lobe, and buzz cut hair - asked. 

“Oh, Mr. high school drop out made a joke,” a sergeant with the eyes of a devil and mouth of a whore interjected.  “Sergi the Terrible...terrible joke maker.”

The colonel quickly stepped in front of the two arguing.  “Sergi, Fedor,” he said, louder than the others, “enough!  When it is your turn to speak I rattle your cage.”

“We do all the killing and Pavlik gets the recognition, colonel?” Weapons Specialist Anatoli asked, challenging Kozlov.

Some of the other men nodded.

Kozlov glared at the men for daring to question his leadership.  “You were each chosen for your expertise.  No one man is more important than another,” the colonel roared, silencing any dissention in the ranks.

“I will not bore you with technicalities,” Pavlik said raising his voice to regain the attention of the others, “but when the NSA put together encryption program for football and Go Codes, their computer was most powerful in world.”

“And we have access to better computer than Americans?” Ivan asked.

“Not better computer, computers plural.  A botnet of thousands of computers linked together with the help of a college student younger than some of the shirts you own,” Pavlik explained.  “This is more computing power than has ever been made available before on the face of the earth.”

“What is botnet?” Jurg asked, scratching his head.  “Is it like bonnet, or hair net?”

“You fool!” the colonel yelled, his face flush.  “Your stupidity could destroy an encyclopedia just by looking at it.”

“A botnet,” Pavlik explained, trying to quell the tension, “is a robotic network of zombie computers that are under my control.”

“Zombies!” Jurg exclaimed.  “Michael Jackson!  Thriller!”  

“Imbecile!” the colonel shouted.  “You have the common sense of head of cabbage.”

“Robots, networks, computers.  Who cares?”  Anton said, dismissing Pavlik to irrelevance.  He flipped a hand out and leaned back in his seat.  

“You should pay attention, Anton,” Nikolai said, wagging a single finger at the man.  “Some women get off on brains as opposed to big dicks, of which you have neither.” 

“How about I rip off your head and shit down your neck,” Anton suggested cordially.

“That’s enough, soldier,” the colonel ordered.  “Right now, none of you is more important than Senior Computer Specialist.

“Are you done, Pavlik?” the colonel asked.

“Yes, sir.  This is all I need right here,” he replied with confidence.  He slipped a memory stick, containing copy of the Football’s hard drive, into a waterproof pouch.  “We have created an undetectable back door into their nuclear launch systems.  We also destroyed the log files that keep a record of everything that has happened on their network.  Our tracks are completely covered.”

“Good work, junior lieutenant,” the colonel said, patting Pavlik on the shoulder.

“You mean sergeant, don’t you, colonel?” Pavlik questioned.

“Do you think I am confused, soldier.  Maybe I am now senile?”

“No, Sir.  I just—,” Pavlik, caught off guard, stuttered.

“Maybe I get in back seat of car and think someone has stolen steering wheel?”

“That is some funny shit, colonel,” Anton said.

“You can laugh now, but keep it brief,” Kozlov instructed.

All the men laughed, or snorted, or guffawed.  Even the ones who didn’t get it reacted as though they did.  No one was going to find the colonel’s joke unfunny.

“Thank you, colonel, Sir, for promotion,” Pavlik said.

“You may now bask in the glow of your new position.” 

Pavlik smiled.  “After we get back to base and plug into our waiting friends in Kyrgyzstan, and all ten thousand computers are on line, we will be able to change the targets of the American missiles and launch on our command.”

“Why Kyrgyzstan?” Fedor asked.

“Besides the fact that it is my home, the average person makes two hundred American dollars a month,” Pavlik explained.  “A few dollars buys a lot there.”

“Two hundred dollars,” Sergeant Anatoli considered.  “The cost of one night with a prostitute and a bottle of vodka; not much to show for a month’s work.”

“But ten thousand people?” Anton asked.  “That means ten thousand mouths to talk.”

“No, Mr. Weapons Specialist,” Pavlik said.  “Their computers will be under our control.  They will not even know they are cooperating and doing something that was thought to be impossible.”

“How long will it take to establish primary launch control of the missiles and reconfigure the targets?” Colonel Kozlov asked.

Pavlik tilted his glasses down and peeked over the top so he could better respond to the Colonel.  “Based on projects already completed and computer simulations, I would say ten days, Sir,” he replied.

“In ten days,” Nikolai warned, “they could triangulate our position.  Whether we use radio waves, laser, or infrared, they’ll be able to pin-point us, colonel.”

“You are correct, Mr. Communications Officer.  And that’s why I am colonel and you are corporal.  We will be everywhere and nowhere.”

“I don’t get it, sir,” Nikolai said.

“The information is on need to know basis, gentlemen.  When it becomes necessary, then I tell you.  In the meantime, enjoy in-flight entertainment.”

“Movies sir?” Jurg asked.

“Yes, ‘Rambo Goes to Washington’,” the colonel replied.

“I like Sylvester Stallone,” Jurg decided.  “He is war hero.” 

“He is midget who never put on military uniform except in movies,” Anatoli said.

“You have taken away my happiness,” Jurg lamented. 

“Enough!  Now saddle up,” the colonel bellowed.  “We are fifteen miles out from drop zone.  Prepare.”

“Colonel Kozlov, Sir,” the pilot called out from the cockpit.  “Tiger-class helicopter has just showed up on our radar.”

“How far, Lieutenant Zubov?” 

“Three miles and closing fast.  Should we take evasive action?”

“Negative.  Stay on course.”

“But colonel, sir, we are an easy target,” the pilot warned.

“I know that, you fool,” Kozlov snarled.  “I have anticipated every move.  It is chess game and I am master.”

“Then how...?” the lieutenant began.

“The first aircraft to reach us was sent to assess the situation, not take aggressive action.  What they see is old troop transport plane with no offensive or defensive weapons.  To them, we are not threat.  They want us alive and they want briefcase intact.  This pilot will radio back what he has seen; then he will receive further instructions.  They give us first move: we will take advantage of this opportunity.” 

Less than a minute later, the AS 665 Tiger attack helicopter - equipped with Mistral and Hellfire missiles, 12.7 mm machine guns and 20mm cannon pods - came in for a closer look.  

Fedor and Anton set down their automatic weapons, reached into their backpacks, and withdrew shoulder-fired surface-to-air missile launchers.  They were the newest Chinese QW series with resistance to even the most modern counter-measures.  

Lieutenant Zubov lowered the rear cargo door.  Just seconds later, and before the chopper pilot could react, Fedor and Anton fired.  One rocket hit the main rotors, the other slammed directly into the cockpit.  The copter exploded on impact.  Pieces rained down on the Atlantic Ocean below.  Small fires erupted on the surface of the water from the oil and gas on board.

“Give me football, Pavlik,” the colonel ordered.

Pavlik closed the briefcase, spun the combination lock, then handed over the forty-five pound satchel to the commander.  The colonel took the briefcase, hooked one handle to a carabineer on the side of the plane, clipped a rope with a slip knot on the other handle, and pulled them apart.  There was a muffled explosion and then an acrid smoke seeped out of the case.

The men went into the last phase of the operation.  They fitted their Oxymax closed-circuit oxygen diving gear under their wing suits.  The pilots put the plane on remote control and hustled into the back with the other men.  

Colonel Kozlov checked his GPS device and twenty seconds later gave the nod.  The men jumped from the plane and sailed one hundred feet to a soft landing on the water below.  They left behind fourteen dead men in black uniforms, fully armed, and the detonated briefcase. 

The men immediately submerged.  Three minutes later F-16s caught up with their aircraft and blasted it out of the sky.  By that time, the colonel and his squad had boarded two Orca swimmer delivery vehicles equipped with stealth technology, an enclosed “no air bubble system” and “obstacle avoidance sonar.”  The team of men disappeared into the deep, leaving as silently and swiftly as they arrived.
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CHAPTER TWO


Home of the U.S. Vice-President.  Washington D.C.
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Paul sat there, slumped against the wall, the life seeping out of him.  He could feel three entrance wounds but that didn’t mean there weren’t more.  He was going into shock; not a good thing.  Should he fall asleep, he’d probably die.  If he forced himself to stay awake he might make it...if help came quick enough and they decided his sorry ass was worth saving after he lost the football.  It wasn’t the first time he failed a mission.

He tried to forget, but knew that wasn’t going to work.  Pain and guilt wouldn’t go away with a wave of a magic wand.  They were the things he carried with him - the things that made him who he was.  If he lost them, he’d lose himself.  

He choked on his own blood, then threw up.  And there it was; not the vomit, but the past.  Mogadishu, 1992.  Black Hawk Down.

Paul felt himself drawn in by the need to purge that which had been a constant companion for twenty years.  He didn’t have much time.  It was now or never.  Give it up or carry it with him into the next life.

“The plan was to capture or kill Mohamed Aidid,” the soldier justified.

“The duly elected President of Somalia?” his conscience asked.

“Right,” the soldier replied.  

“Tell me again, how was that supposed to happen?” 

“Delta Force operators would assault the target building using helicopters, while four Rangers would fast rope down from hovering Black Hawk helicopters,” the soldier explained.  “The Humvees and trucks would arrive to take the assault team and their prisoners back to base.  The entire operation was estimated to take no longer than thirty minutes.”

“What went wrong?” his conscience asked.

“Somali citizens and local militia formed barricades along the streets of Mogadishu with rocks and burning tires, blocking the convoy from reaching the Rangers and their captives,” the soldier replied.  “One of the Black Hawk helicopters was shot down by a rocket propelled grenade.  There was confusion.  The assault team and the ground convoy waited for twenty minutes to receive their orders to move out.  

“During the wait, a second Black Hawk helicopter was shot down,” the soldier went on.  “Upon reaching the site, about ninety Rangers and Delta Force soldiers found themselves under siege from heavy militia fire.  Despite air support, the assault team was effectively trapped for the night.  

“The Somalis massed forces and tried to overrun our positions but they were neutralized,” the soldier added.

“Neutralized,” his conscience repeated.  “Hum.  An interesting term.  And how many Somalis were killed?”

“I don’t know,” the soldier said defensively.  “Maybe hundreds”

“Or maybe ten times that number?” 

“How would you know?” the soldier challenged.

“Oh, death is my specialty,” his conscience assured.  “But please, don’t let me interrupt.  Go on, go on.”

“No contingency planning or coordination with UN forces had been arranged prior to the operation; consequently, the recovery of the surrounded U.S. soldiers was delayed.”

“And whose responsibility was it to coordinate?” 

“Mine,” the soldier answered, “but my radio man was hit and the equipment destroyed.”

“So you allowed your communication officer to enter the battle?”

“Yes, I—,” the soldier stuttered.

“And the rescue convoy?”

“They sustained heavy casualties,” the soldier replied.

“But instead of remaining out of the line of fire and observing and coordinating communications, you took an offensive position.”

“Men were dying!” the soldier rationalized.

“And how many more died due to your decision?”

“Eighteen U.S. soldiers were killed, seventy three wounded in action,” the unwilling soldier replied.

“Oh, but you didn’t mention Somali civilian casualties.”

“Reports vary,” the soldier suggested.

“A little over two thousand.”

“I didn’t—,” the soldier began.

“That’s why I’m here, to help you remember.  For only by remembering can you erase the memory.”

“I haven’t been able to do that for twenty years,” the soldier replied.  “I lost six men in my company during those hours.”

“And now you would like an opportunity to redeem yourself.”

“Yeah, one more chance,” Paul replied, just before he slipped into unconsciousness.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER THREE


The White House.  Washington, D.C.
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The Situation Room, in the basement of the West Wing, was staffed by thirty senior officers who monitored world events on a real time basis 24/7.  The center of the five thousand square foot room was dominated by an oval mahogany table seating fourteen, with additional seating for twenty more on the perimeter.  Sliding cabinet shutters covered the banks of TV, satellite and computer monitors built into the walls on three sides.

With all branches of the military, most of the cabinet secretaries, and the heads of the spy agencies represented, egos swelled like the hackles around a rooster’s neck.  Seating was supposed to be by position and merit, but it behaved more like musical chairs.

President Richard Paulson sat at the head of the table.  He had been a college professor in his early days and still looked the part: with a bow tie rather than a Windsor, and bifocals dangling from the tip of his nose.  He was not a big man.  His stature lay in his intellect, not his height.  Those who had made the mistake of underestimating him were now working in the private sector.

The other chairs were filled by Secretary of Defense David McCallum, FBI Director Phillip Cary, CIA Chief Tom Daniels, NSA Director Frank Reynolds, Director of Homeland Security Tim Carlisle, Secretary of State Karen Grundy, Chief-of-Staff Daniel Unger, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Admiral Xavier Zinn, Director of the Atomic Energy Commission Michael Eagleton, and Vice President Harold Cummings.

With so many differing points of view, and so many diverse personalities, President Paulson had to act as moderator and peacemaker at times.

“Mr. President,” Tom interjected.  “In about twelve hours, all our enemies are going to know that someone took the football with the Go Codes.  Our story about it being just a rogue operation intent on disrupting the G-8 Summit is not going to fly.  They’ll believe that the terrorists can launch the missiles at any time.  And if they believe that, then the only way they can protect themselves is with a preemptive strike.”

“Could they have done that?” the President asked as he leaned forward in his seat, reached his hands across the desk.  “Could the terrorist have launched the missiles?”

“It’s not could,” Phil replied, “it’s will they.”

“We’ve got the football, Mr. President,” Frank said in self-defense.  “The Go Codes change every day, along with your personal pin number.  We’ve already changed those again, as well as the vice president’s.”  He nodded knowingly to Cummings.

“You can bet the organization behind this operation involved a lot more people than just the ones who hit Washington,” Tom said, casting a cold dish of skepticism on the NSA Director’s heated conclusions.

“Is that a yes, or a no?” the president asked, slapping a hand on the table.

“The only two people who can launch the missiles are in this room,” Frank replied, pointing to the president and vice-president like his finger was a gun.

“The only way we can be certain is find out who was or is behind the terrorists,” Phil countered.

“We don’t know who they were, where they came from, or what they want,” Tim said, hands out, palms up, fingers spread.  “I’d say we’re pretty much flying in the dark.”

“We’ve got the bodies, the football, and we’re going through the plane, the black box, and every piece of equipment those men carried,” Frank explained.  “We’ll find something.  Nobody’s that clean.”

“There were twenty men from three branches of government in on that recovery operation,” Daniel reminded the others.  “The story we spun for the newspapers won’t hold up under scrutiny.”

There was a hostile silence accentuated by the ticking of a clock high on the wall.

“What’s our liability here?” Paulson asked, glancing around the room, stopping for a few seconds to home in on each person.

“We don’t know what those men, or the people behind them, are capable of,” David said.  “These terrorists, if that’s what they really are, weren’t even on our radar.”  He sat back and folded his arms across his stomach, allowing the others to ponder his remarks.

“So you don’t know anything right now,” Karen said condescendingly, given a chance to throw a barb at a member of the ‘all boy’s club.’

“Pardon my French, Ms. Secretary,” Frank interjected, brushing a hand away from his chin, “but you don’t know shit from Shinola when it comes to terrorists and the games they play.”

“I’ll have you know I oversaw the conference in Columbia when we were negotiating with the FARC rebels, Mr. Director,” Karen retorted.

“The FARC don’t even make a blip on the radar, Madam Secretary,” Admiral Zinn, butted in.  “There’s not going to be any negotiations here.  We’re gonna find out who’s behind this and squash ‘em like bugs hitting a windshield at ninety miles an hour.”

“Let’s not get personal here, ladies and gentlemen,” the president insisted, holding out his hands in front of him like a stop sign.  “The question is, what do we do now?”

“To think that the Chinese, North Koreans and Russians will just sit back and do nothing while our missiles rain down on them has a very low order of probability,” Admiral Zinn replied, clicking his gold cigarette case open and closed, a habit he picked up after he found out how much it annoyed others.

“But our missiles are not raining down on them,” Paulson clarified.

“It doesn’t matter if they do,” Admiral Zinn countered, dismissing the president’s conclusion out of hand.  “If our enemies think they might, it’s the same thing.”

“They’re not our enemies, admiral,” Karen shouted.  “That was during the cold war.” 

“Excuse me,” Admiral Zinn said demeaningly.  “Rivals.”  The admiral got up and began pacing the room.  He stopped in back of each seat, tapping the chair like a dog pissing to mark its territory.  “When our rivals make radar contact with our missiles they’re not going to call up and ask who fired them.  They're going to strike back with everything they've got.  If,” he went on, pointing one finger up in the air, “prior to that time, we have done nothing further to suppress their retaliatory capabilities, we will suffer virtual annihilation.  However,” he continued, now extending two fingers, “if we immediately launch a coordinated attack on their airfields and missile bases we'd stand a damn good chance of catching 'em with their pants down.”

“If you won’t give the order, Mr. President,” Harold announced, waving his arms and shooting off at the mouth, “then give me your football and I’ll do it!”  The vice-president confirmed his status as a man more used to being listened to than listening.

“It is the avowed policy of our country never to strike first with nuclear weapons.” Karen said.

“Well, Madam Secretary,” Zinn retorted, pointing a rude finger back at the Secretary of State, “I would say that these terrorists have already invalidated that policy.” 

“There are still alternatives left open to us,” the president argued.

“Mr. President,” Karen interrupted in a voice full of emotion, “we’ve got to preempt this by putting out a statement.”

“And just what is it you think we should announce, madam secretary?” Frank asked derogatorily.

“That we’re taking our missiles off line,” she said, looking around as if to see how much support she could garner.

“We’d be literally caught holdin’ our dicks in our hands,” Zinn said, seemingly startled by the suggestion.  “We couldn’t retaliate; we couldn’t preempt.”

“She’s right, gentlemen,” the president said.  “We have to take the missiles off line.  It’s the only way we can gain the trust of the rest of the world.  We’ll arrange for their weapons inspectors to come here and observe the process.”

“What?” Harold exclaimed, slapping his hands on the desk furiously.  “I was the one these men attacked!  I know what they’re capable of.  This is part of a massive conspiracy.  We’ve got to strike, strike now!”

“Calm down, Harold,” Paulson said, looking out from over his bifocals.  “We’ve got to maintain cool heads here.  Let’s remember what Kennedy did during the Cuban Missile crisis.  He negotiated that confrontation to a standstill and averted WWIII.”

“He was weak and allowed Russian missiles into Cuba in the first place,” Harold said heatedly.  His ruddy face turned crimson.  “If there had been a war their missiles would have been four minutes away instead of forty minutes away.”

“If we take our missiles off line, and our enemies can verify that, then they’ll use that window of opportunity to blow us out of existence,” Zinn assured, nodding in agreement with the vice-president.

“Then maybe we need to prepare people for an attack,” Karen suggested, running out of answers.  

“All our contingency plans are based on a terrorist group sneaking a suitcase-size device into our country and planting it in a population center or near a nuclear reactor,” Michael explained.  “The nuclear explosion would level a few buildings within a one block area.  But now we’re talking about the possibility of a much bigger device.”

“Devices, plural,” David corrected.

“To prepare for a nuclear blast,” Harold interjected, clasping his hands together behind his back and titling forward, “you should do the following: sit down, bend over, put your head between your legs, and kiss your ass goodbye.”

“Your sense of humor is not appreciated, Harold.”  The president eyed him askance.

“We have to launch the missiles now, Mr. President,” Admiral Zinn insisted, banging the top of his leather chair hard enough with his hand to cause some of those present to jump an inch or two out of their seats.

“And just why is that, admiral?” Paulson asked, trying to maintain as sense of order in the room.

“One way or another, there is going to be a nuclear war,” Zinn replied.  “Either we launch our missiles, or China, North Korea and/or Russia will launch theirs, believing that they’ll be hit first.  The only thing we can do is initiate a pre-emptive attack and try to minimize the damage.”

“Yes!” the vice president exclaimed.  “Hit them now; hit them hard!”  He smashed the fist of one hand into the open palm of his other hand.

“I’ll stake my life and my reputation on the fact that those men can’t penetrate our launch system,” Frank assured.

“That’s one life compared to three hundred million lives.  I’d say that’s a little lop-sided.”  Karen’s snigger was clearly meant for the NSA Director.

“Button your shirt all the way up so your heart doesn’t fall out on the floor,” Frank suggested.  “It’ a cruel world out there.”

“We can negotiate with these people,” Karen countered.

“With dead people?” Frank mocked.

“I suggest you gentlemen...and ladies throw every available resource you have into this.”  The president got up and the others started to follow.  “And let’s dispense with the formality, people.  We haven’t got time for that right now.”  He stopped to look into the eyes of every single person in the room.  “I want a report on my desk in twelve hours with a plan for avoiding war.  And I want one of those options to include taking the nukes off line.”

“But Mr. President,” Harold argued.  “That’s suicide!  We can’t leave ourselves unprotected.”

“If there’s a nuclear war,” Paulson retorted, “then we’ll all be dead, either from the initial blast or the radiation that will follow.”

“But we can’t just—,” the vice-president began.

“You heard my decision, Harold.  This discussion is over,” the president said, exiting the room first.

As the others dispersed, Harold grabbed Zinn’s arm.  “Admiral,” he whispered, “you and I think alike; we can’t sit back and allow our country to be annihilated.”

Admiral Zinn hesitated, looking around the room at the few stragglers.  When he felt there was a safe distance between them and the rest, he asked, “What do you have in mind, Mr. Vice President?”

“Options, admiral, options.  I want a report from you before the president gets his.”

“And what would that report provide, sir?”

“What government facilities of ours would still be intact in a nuclear war where we initiate a first strike.”  Harold gripped Zinn’s arm hard enough to make the admiral wince.  “Can I run the country even if Washington is wiped out?”

“That sounds like sedition,” Zinn said, pulling away forcefully.

“It’s only sedition if you’re second in command,” Harold countered.

“But you are second in command...sir.”

“Not for long, admiral.  Not for long.”
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CHAPTER FOUR


Walter Reed Medical Center.  Washington, D.C.
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In a private room, in the intensive care unit at Walter Reed, Captain Paul Decker lay in an adjustable bed.  He had it in the fully upright position so he could see what was going on around him.  Above his head two plastic bottles hung suspended upside down on a metal frame.  Colorless liquid dripped rhythmically into transparent tubes.  One snaked down his left nostril.  The other disappeared under a bandage around his right wrist.

Paul’s chest was pounding, his ears still vibrating from the gun fire, and his stomach felt like it was a volcano about to erupt.  But a few little things like that weren’t going to stop him.  

A nurse sat at the door, a pen and pad in hand, taking notes.  She was prim and proper; very professional in spite of being young and rather pretty with her blonde hair in a bun twisted tight at her nape with not a strand hanging loose.

Every few minutes, a different nurse came in to check on a specific set of vitals.  The degree of specialization was mind-numbing.  But for Paul it was just over-kill.

The surgeon, an army major, came in, walked over to Paul’s bed and picked up his chart.  He studied it for a moment, then asked, “How are you feeling, soldier?”

“I need to get out of here, doc,” Paul argued ineffectually.  

“If you try to leave now, you’ll probably bleed to death.”

“I haven’t got time to bleed.”

“I didn’t mark it down on your chart, soldier,” the doctor said ignoring Paul’s demands, “but when you came in you had a severely elevated blood alcohol level.  Want to talk about it?”

“Just an old friend still keeping me company.”  Paul recognized how pathetic he sounded and turned to stare at the wall.
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