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	  This is for the brave men and women of the U.S. Armed Forces. Politics aside, if you’re wearing the uniform in these troubled

         times, know that there are a lot of people who appreciate and respect what you do. Come home safe.

      


	   


      And, as always, for Sara Jo.
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      Prologue


	  

	  Harley Street, London


      Seven Weeks Ago


      “Unless you do exactly what you’re told,” whispered a voice, “we’ll kill your wife and daughter.”


      The words dug into Trevor Plympton’s brain like railroad spikes. He sat on the chair, wrists bound to the armrests with plastic

         pipe ties, ankles tied to the wheeled feet of the chair. A hood over his head let in no light. He was lost in a world of darkness

         and fear. And those words.

      


      He could barely remember what had happened. He’d taken the elevator to the basement parking garage, clicked open the locks

         on his Vauxhall Astra, felt a sharp burn against the back of his neck and then nothing. When he finally woke up he was already

         lashed to the chair. He’d cried out in alarm, tried yelling for help.

      


      A heavy hand belted him across the face. A savage blow, made worse by the absolute surprise of it. He couldn’t see it coming,

         could not even brace against it or turn away.

      


      Then the whispering voice.


      “W-what …?” It was the best response he could muster. Nothing made sense; the world was a confusion of disorientation, fear,

         and pain.

      


      “Did you understand what I said?” asked the voice. A male voice. Was there an accent? It was hard to tell with the whisper.


      “Yes,” Plympton gasped.


      “Tell me what I said.”


      “T-that you’d k-kill my family—”


      A hand clamped onto Plympton’s crotch and squeezed with sudden and terrible strength. The pain was white-hot and immense.

         The grip was there and gone, as abrupt as the snap of a steel trap.

      


      “That’s incorrect,” said the voice. “Try again.”


Plympton whimpered and then suddenly flinched, imagining another grab or blow. But there was nothing. After a handful of seconds

         Plympton relaxed a little.

      


      Which was when the hand grabbed him again. Harder this time.


      Plympton screamed.


      “Shhhh,” cautioned the whisperer. “Or next time I’ll use pliers.”


      The scream died in Plympton’s throat.


      “Now,” said the whisperer, “tell me what I said.”


      “You … said that …” Plympton wracked his brain for the exact words. “Unless … I did exactly what you said, you’d … kill my

         wife … and daughter.” The words were a tangle of fishing hooks in his throat. Ugly words, it was impossible that he was saying

         them.

      


      When the hand touched him again it was a gentle pat on the cheek. Even so, Plympton yelped and jumped.


      “Better.” The man smoothed the hood over Plympton’s cheek.


      “W-what do you want me to do?”


      “We’ll get to that. What concerns us in this minute is whether you will agree to do what ever I ask. It will be easy for you.

         It will be just another day at work.”

      


      “At work?”


      A million dreadful possibilities flooded Plympton’s mind.


      The whisperer said, “I’m going to remove the hood because I want to show you something. If you turn your head, your family

         will die. If you yell or try to escape, your family will die. Do you understand me?”

      


      “God,” Plympton said. Then, before the whisperer could punish him again, he said, “Yes.”


      “There won’t be a second warning.”


      “I swear.”


      The whisperer placed his hand on Plympton’s head, fingers splayed like a skullcap, and then slowly curled them into a fist

         around a fold of the hood. He whipped it off so violently that it tore a handful of hairs from Plympton’s scalp.

      


      Plympton almost screamed with the pain, but the warning was too present.


      “Open your eyes,”


      Plympton obeyed, blinking against the light. As his eyes adjusted he stared in shock and confusion.


He was in his own apartment, tied to the chair in his own office. The desk before him was neat and tidy, as he’d left it,

         but the computer monitor had been turned away. No reflection, he thought with bizarre clarity.

      


      Plympton could not see the man, but he could feel him. And smell him. An odd combination of scents—expensive cologne, cooked

         meat, gasoline, and testosterone. The overall effect was of something large and powerful and wrong behind him, and with a

         jolt Plympton realized that he’d started to think of his captor as a thing rather than a person. A force.

      


      “I want you to look at some pretty pictures,” the stranger whispered.


      The man’s hand came into Plympton’s peripheral vision. Thick forearm, thick wrist, black leather glove. The man laid a photograph

         down on the desk. The hand vanished and returned with a second picture, and a third, and more until there were six four-by-six-inch

         photos on the green desk blotter. What Plympton saw in those pictures instantly separated him from the pain that still hummed

         in his nerve endings.

      


      Each picture was of a different woman or teenage girl. Three women, three girls. All nude. All dead. The unrelenting clarity

         of the photos revealed everything that had been done to them. Plympton’s mind rebelled against even naming the separate atrocities.

         To inventory such deliberate savagery was to admit that he could embrace the knowledge, that his mind could understand them,

         and that would be like admitting kinship to the devil himself. It would break Plympton and he knew it, so he forced his eyes

         not to see, his mind not to record. He prayed with every fiber of his being that these things had been done to these women

         after they were dead.

      


      Though … he knew that wasn’t true.


      The arm reappeared and tapped each photo until it was square with the others in a neat line.


      “Do you see?” the whisperer asked. “Aren’t they beautiful? My angels.”


      “God….” It was all Plympton could force past the bile in his throat.


      “See this one?” The whisperer placed a finger on the corner of the third photo. One of the teenagers. “She was the same age

         as your daughter.”

      


      “Please!” Plympton cried. “Please don’t hurt my daughter! For the love of God, please don’t hurt my little girl….”


      Pain exploded in Plympton’s shoulder. It was only after several gasping, inarticulate moments that he was able to understand

         what had just happened. The whisperer had struck Plympton on a cluster of nerves in the valley between the left trapezius and the side

         of his neck. It had been fast and horribly precise. The whole left side of his body seemed to catch fire and go numb at the

         same time.

      


      “Shhhh,” cautioned the whisperer. After a long moment the man patted Plympton’s shoulder. “Good. Now … I have two more pictures

         to show you.”

      


      “No,” sobbed Plympton. He closed his eyes, but then the whisperer’s lips were right there by his ear.


      “Open your eyes or I’ll cut off your eyelids, yes?”


      Plympton mumbled something, nodded.


      The whisperer placed two more four-by-six photos on the desk, arranging them in the center and above the line of six photos.

         A strangled cry gurgled from Plympton’s throat.

      


      The photos were of his wife and daughter.


      In the first photograph, his wife was wearing only a pair of sheer panties and a demi-cup bra as she leaned her hips against

         the sink and bent close to the mirror to apply her makeup. Her face wore the bland expression of someone who believed she

         was totally alone and who was completely absorbed in the minutiae of daily routine. The picture had been taken from behind

         so that she was seen from the backs of her knees to above her head, with the front of her from hips to hair in the mirror.

         Plympton’s heart sank. Laura looked as pale and beautiful now as she had when they’d first met twenty-two years ago. And he

         loved her with his whole heart.

      


      That heart threatened to tear loose from his chest as he looked at the second picture.


      His daughter, Zoë. Fifteen years old and the image of her mother, except that instead of mature elegance Zoë had a lush coltish

         grace. In the photo, Zoë was naked, her young body steaming with hot water as she stepped out of the shower over the rim of

         the tub, one hand raised to push aside a shower curtain that had a pattern of swirling stars. Plympton saw his daughter in

         her unguarded nakedness and it awoke in him a hot fury—an inferno of murderous rage that flooded his arms with power. His

         whole body tensed, but then the whisperer said, “We have someone watching them both right now. We are watching them every

         minute of every day. We have their cell phones tapped. We’re in their computers. We know their passwords, their travel routes, all their habits. Six times each day I have to make calls to tell my people not to

         kill them.”

      


      As fast as the rage had built in Plympton it was gone, leaving only a desolated shell of impotent anger.


      The whisperer said nothing for a whole minute, letting those words tear through the chambers of Plympton’s mind and overturn

         all the furniture and smash out every window. Then the whisperer reached past Plympton and slid two of the photos out of the

         line of six. He placed one next to the picture of Laura, the other next to the picture of Zoë. The woman in the first picture

         was about Laura’s age; she had the same basic coloring. The same for the photo of the girl next to Zoë’s photo. He did this

         without comment, but the juxtaposition was dreadful in its eloquence.

      


      “Now,” said the whisperer after another quiet minute, “tell me again what I told you.”


      Plympton licked his dry lips. “Unless … I do exactly what I’m told you’ll kill my wife and daughter.”


      “You believe me, yes?”


      “Yes.” Tears broke and fell, cutting acid lines down Plympton’s cheeks.


      “Will you do what I want?”


      “Yes.”


      “Anything? Will you do absolutely anything that I want?”


      “Yes.” Each time Plympton said the word he lost more of himself. All that remained now was a frayed tether of hope.


      “Good.”


      “If … if I do,” Plympton said, dredging up a splinter of nerve, “will you leave them alone? Will you leave my family alone?”


      “We will,” promised the whisperer.


      “How do I know that you’ll keep your word?”


      There was a pause, then, “Are you a man of faith, Mr. Plympton?”


      It was such a strange question, its placement and timing so disjointed, that Plympton was caught off-guard and answered by

         reflex.

      


      “Yes,” he said.


      “So am I.” The whisperer leaned close so that once more his breath was a nauseating caress on Plympton’s ear. “I swear before

         the Almighty Goddess that if you do what we want—and if you never talk about this with anyone—then I will not harm your wife

         or daughter.”

      


“Don’t fuck with me,” Plympton snarled, and heard the man chuckle at the sudden ferocity in his voice. “You said ‘I.’ I want

         your word that none of you will ever come near them. Or harm them in any way.”

      


      “I so swear,” said the whisperer. “And may the Goddess strike me down and curse my family to seven generations if I lie.”


      Goddess? The word floated in the air between them. Even so, as weird and grotesque as the promise was, Plympton—for reasons he could

         not thereafter understand—believed the whisperer. He nodded.

      


      “What … what do you want me to do?”


      The whisperer told him what he wanted Plympton to do.


      “I … can’t!”


      “You can. You promised.” There were no more blows, no grabs or taunts. The photos and the value of that strange promise were

         enough now to have established a strange species of trust between them.

      


      Even so, Plympton said, “If I did that … I’d be arrested. People could die—”


      “People will die,” corrected the whisperer. “You have to decide if they will be people you work with and patients whose names you would

         never know, or if they will be your lovely wife and daughter.”

      


      “They’d never let me…. That facility is too well protected.”


      “Which is why we came to the one person who is positioned to bypass that security. You weren’t picked at random, Mr. Plympton.”


      The whisperer touched the photo of Plympton’s daughter, drawing a slow line along the curve of her thigh toward the damp curls

         of her pubic hair.

      


      “All right! God damn you! All right.”


      The whisperer withdrew his hand. “I’m going to put the hood back on your head. Then I’ll cut you loose. You will sit there

         and say the names of your wife and daughter aloud one thousand times before you remove the hood or stir from that chair, yes?

         I will know if you betray our trust. You know that we’re watching. You know that we can see what goes on inside this house.

         If you move too soon, then I will know, and I will not make the calls that I need to make in order to keep your loved ones

         alive.”

      


      Plympton sat there, weeping, trembling.


      “Tell me that you understand.”


      “I understand.”


      “You are the architect of your own future, Mr. Plympton. Like the Goddess Almighty, you can decide who lives and who dies. It feels glorious, doesn’t it?”

      


      “Fuck you.”


      The whisperer laughed.


      Then he pulled the hood over Plympton’s head.


      Trevor Plympton sat in an envelope of darkness and despair and said the names. When the knife cut through his bonds he flinched

         as if he’d been stabbed but otherwise did not move.

      


      “Laura and Zoë.”


      He said their names one thousand times. Then he said their names another hundred times. Just to be sure.


      After that he removed the hood. The apartment was empty. The ugly photos were gone. The photos of his wife and daughter were

         gone. The hood and plastic cuffs were gone. Except for the Taser burn on his neck and the aches from the torture, this might

         all have been a dream.

      


      He went into the bathroom and splashed cold water on his face.


      “God help me,” he whispered.










      

      Part One


      Seven Kings




      

      Lycurgus, Numa, Moses, Jesus Christ, Mohammed, all these great rogues, all these great thought-tyrants, knew how to associate

            the divinities they fabricated with their own boundless ambition.


      

      —DONATIEN-ALPHONSE-FRANÇOIS, MARQUIS DE SADE


      

      

   






      

      Chapter One


      

      

      

      Park Place Riverbank Hotel


      

      London, England


      

      December 17, 9:28 A.M. GMT

      


      

      “Are you ready to come back to work?” asked Mr. Church.


      

      He didn’t say hello, didn’t ask how I’d been. He got right to it.


      

      “Haven’t decided yet,” I said.


      

      “Decide now,” said Mr. Church.


      

      “That bad?”


      

      “Worse. Turn on the TV.”


      

      I picked up the remote, hit the button. I didn’t need to ask which channel. It was on every channel.


      

      “Okay,” I said. “I’m in.”


   






      

      Chapter Two


      

      

      The Royal London Hospital


      

      Whitechapel, London


      

      December 17, 10:09 A.M. GMT

      


      

      I stood in the cold December rain and watched thousands of people die.


      

      The Hospital was fully involved by the time I got there, flames reaching out of each window to claw at the sky. Great columns

         of smoke towered above the masses of people who stood shoulder to shoulder with me as dozens of hoses hammered the walls.

         The smoke was strangely dense, like fumes from a refinery fire or burning tires, and there was a petroleum stink in the air.

      


      

      “Back! Back!” cried a firefighter, and I turned to see that there were too many people and too few police … and we were all

         too close. I could feel the heat on my face even though I was in the middle of the street. “Get the hell back!”

      


      

      I looked at the firefighter. He was running toward us, waving us back with both hands. Then I looked up at the building and

         knew at once that he wasn’t doing crowd control. He was shouting a warning. The building was starting to collapse. I turned

         to run, but behind me was a tight-packed sea of people. They were staring in numb shock as the wall slowly leaned out toward

         them. Maybe they didn’t see it, or didn’t understand what was happening. Maybe the very fact of a spectacle this vast had

         hypnotized them, but they stood their ground, eyes and mouths open. I grabbed a man in a business suit and shook him and then

         slammed him backward.

      


      

      “Move!” I screamed.


      

      The crowd snarled at me. Ah, people. No sense of self-preservation in the face of disaster, but give them a chance and they’ll

         bark like cross dogs.

      


      

      Fuck it.


      

      The firefighter was getting closer, louder, but the roar of the fire was louder still. Then something deep inside the building

         exploded. A heavy whuf! made the whole front of the building bulge outward in our direction.

      


      

      That did it.


      

      Suddenly the whole crowd was backpedaling and stumbling and finally turning to run as the entire façade of the Royal London

         Hospital bowed slowly outward and fell, the ancient timbers and brick defeated by the inferno heat. Hundreds of tons of burning

         brick slammed onto the pavement. A gigantic fireball flew at us across Whitechapel Road, chasing us as we dove behind the

         fire trucks and ambulances and police cars. People screamed as cinders landed on their skin. Splinters and chips of broken

         brick battered the crowd like grapeshot. The firefighter was struck between the shoulder blades by a burning chunk of stone

         the size of a football. He pitched forward and slid all the way to the curb, his helmet flying off and his hair immediately

         beginning to smoke. The falling rain hissed as it struck his back and head, but it wasn’t strong enough to douse the fire.

      


      

      I leaped the small wrought-iron fence and pelted in his direction as embers fell like meteorites all around me. I whipped

         off my anorak and slapped it down over him, swatting out the fire. The smoke was thick and oily and filled with dust despite

         the rain. I yanked my sweater up over my nose and mouth, grabbed the fallen fireman under the armpits, hauled him to his feet, and then staggered out of the smoke

         with him. A second firefighter saw us and ran to help.

      


      

      “He’s alive,” I said as I lowered the first fireman to the ground.


      

      I backed off as a team of paramedics appeared out of the crowd. The second firefighter followed me.


      

      “Is that everyone?” he yelled.


      

      “I don’t know!” I bellowed, and turned to head back into the smoke, but he caught my arm.


      

      “Don’t do it, mate. The rest of the wall’s about to come down. Nothing you can do.” He pulled me backward and I stumbled along

         with him.

      


      

      He was right. There was a low rumbling sound and more of the wall fell, chasing the onlookers even farther back. The firefighter—a

         young man with a cockney voice and a Jamaican face—shook his head. “Whole bleeding thing’s going to go. Can’t believe I’m

         watching the London die.”

      


      

      The London.


      

      A familiar nickname for the hospital. Not the Royal London, not the Hospital. The London, as if that name, that place, stood

         for the old City itself.

      


      

      We stood there, watching helplessly as the oldest hospital in England died. There was nothing anyone could do. After I’d gotten

         Church’s call and turned on the TV, I’d rushed out immediately, caught the first cab, and screamed at the man to get over

         to Whitechapel. The traffic was so thick that I had run the last six blocks. The press was already calling it a terrorist

         bombing. If that was true, then it was the worst in British history.

      


      

      The firefighter shook his head. “Look at it. Survived the Blitz, survived everything, and now this. Poof. Gone.” He looked at me, his eyes glazed with the enormity of it. “They put a billion pounds into expanding it. Over twelve

         hundred beds since the renovation, and with this round of flu you know they’d all be filled. More than two thousand staff

         on-shift. Doctors, nurses, orderlies … I know a lot of them….”

      


      

      “What happened?” I asked sharply, hoping to snap him back to the moment.


      

      He wiped soot from his face. “Dunno for sure. They’re saying it was bombs.”


      

      “ ‘Bombs’? More than one?”


      

      

      “That’s the report we got. Five or six explosions. Big ones, and almost at once. Then the whole place was fully involved.

         That last blast was probably the heating oil in the subbasement. But those others …”

      


      

      “What’s with the black smoke?”


      

      He shook his head. “Mystery to me, mate. Smells like a rubber fire, don’t it? The fire investigators are going to have to

         sort that out, because that’s definitely oil smoke. Makes no sense.”

      


      

      “How many people got out?” I demanded, looking around for someone who had been in there, someone I could ask questions of.

         If this was a terrorist attack, someone had to have seen something, and the sooner we could get a jump on it the better. 

      


      

      “Out?” The young firefighter’s bleak eyes shifted away to the fire, and then down. “No one got out that I heard of. Place

         went up too fast.” He spit saliva that was clouded with black grit onto the debris-littered pavement. “At least it was quick.”

      


      

      I hoped he was right about the last part … but he didn’t sound all that convincing.


      

      A line of police officers worked their way between the apparatuses, pushing spectators back across the street. The rain slackened

         to a drizzle and news crews crept from their vans to do stand-ups. I recognized the young woman nearest to me. Kimiko Kajikawa,

         from the BBC. I’d seen her read the news every night at six. This was the first time I’d ever seen her without her legendary

         unflappable cool. She looked like she’d been crying, and I imagine that it was the numbers that were hitting her. If the firefighter

         was right and the bombs had caught everyone unawares, then we could be looking at something like thirty-two hundred dead in

         a single moment. Maybe more. Nearly as many as had died in the fall of the Towers. If all those beds were full, then it could

         be even worse.

      


      

      I felt tears burning in the corners of my own eyes.


      

      All those lives. All those people.


      

      And all of those families. How many of them were watching Kajikawa right now? Jesus Christ.


      

      Since signing on with the Department of Military Sciences I’ve seen far more than my fair share of death, but nothing on this

         scale. And even though the flames and smoke hid all of the bodies, I could feel the death. It was like a huge dark hand had reached inside me and was squeezing my heart. I turned to the people around me and saw expressions on their faces ranging from confusion, to disbelief, to shocked

         awareness. Each was processing the enormity of this at the speed their mind would allow. I could almost see how this was gouging

         wounds into the collective psyche of everyone here, and anyone who was watching a news feed. Each of them—each of us—would

         be marked by this forever. The moment had that kind of grotesque grandeur.

      


      

      I edged closer to hear Kajikawa.


      

      “… we’ll be following this story as it unfolds,” she said. Her voice was steady, but the hand holding the mike trembled. “So

         far no one has stepped forward to take responsibility for the bombing at this landmark teaching hospital. Established in 1740,

         the facility provides district general hospital services for the City and Tower Hamlets and is also the base for the HEMS

         helicopter ambulance service. Hospital authorities say that nearly all of the twelve hundred beds were occupied as of yesterday.”

      


      

      There was a commotion to my right and I turned to see a tall, harried-looking man in a black uniform fighting his way through

         a sea of TV and news service microphones.

      


      

      “Fire Commissioner Allen Dexter is on the scene,” said Kajikawa as she hustled over to join the throng around the man.


      

      “Commissioner Dexter,” shouted a Reuters reporter, “do we know how many casualties yet?”


      

      Dexter’s lip curled in irritation at the typical callousness of the question. It was clear from the different shapes his mouth

         took before he answered that the words he said were not the first ones on his tongue: “Not at this time.”

      


      

      “Can you speculate for us?” the reporter persisted.


      

      The commissioner slowly faced the hospital, which was an inferno from foundation to rooftops. When he turned back, his pale

         eyes were bleak. “We have not yet identified anyone who was in the building at the time of the blasts and who since escaped.”

      


      

      The reporters were too jaded to be stunned by this. They screamed questions at him, but Dexter turned away as a wave of police

         officers surged forward and cut him out of the pack.

      


      

      “There you have it,” Kajikawa said, turning back to face the camera. “This is quickly becoming the worst hospital disaster

         in British history. And if this is a terrorist attack, then it could well be the worst ever.” She said it with what almost sounded like pride.

         Somewhere between her earlier tears and now she’d made a huge internal shift from “human being” to “reporter.” Maybe the cameraman

         had said something to her, or maybe she did a mental review of reporters whose careers had been made by great human suffering.

         Like Dan Rather and Walter Cronkite breaking the story of JFK’s assassination, Wolf Blitzer with the first Gulf War in Kuwait,

         and Anderson Cooper during Hurricane Katrina. Or maybe being in the thick of the throng of reporters reminded her of the most

         sacred rule of journalism: “If it bleeds, it leads.”

      


      

      I thought it was vulgar.


      

      Kajikawa was still working it. “We do not yet have word about how many of the hospital’s eight thousand staff members were

         on duty today, but as the building continues to burn out of control, hopes for a happy outcome are likewise going up in smoke.”

      


      

      Jesus.


   






      

      Chapter Three


      

      

      The Royal London Hospital


      

      Whitechapel, London


      

      December 17, 10:46 A.M. GMT

      


      

      I found a relatively quiet spot in a vee formed by two fire trucks parked at right angles and called Church. I told him what

         it was like at the scene, and remarked on the dense oil smoke that was turning the entire sky black.

      


      

      “Odd,” he said. “Perhaps it is intended as a symbolic touch. A statement.”


      

      “On what? The Mideast oil wars?”


      

      “Let’s add that to our list of questions.”


      

      “What do we know about this attack?” I asked.


      

      “Too little. Benson Childe, my opposite number in Barrier, called to ask if we’d heard anything from our networks. We haven’t.

         Nothing credible, anyway. Half a dozen fringe groups have issued statements claiming responsibility, but they are the ones

         who do that for everything. I’ve had our people trolling through FBI, CIA, and Senate subcommittee records, reports to the

         President, speculation from our own analysts. So far we have a lot of enemies and there is no shortage of threats against us and our allies, but nothing that specifically targets

         this location or date. No one has identified a specific political or religious motivation for this, so the Brits are holding

         off on calling this a terrorist attack.”

      


      

      “From where I’m standing it doesn’t look like anything else. I worked a lot of fires when I was a cop, Boss, and this isn’t

         bad wiring or someone smoking in bed. There’s going to be more collateral damage than we had at Ground Zero. Maybe a higher

         body count, God help us.”

      


      

      “Yes. Which means that the whole world is going to be looking at this, and that’s why the Brits are taking their time in putting

         a label on it. They don’t want to kick off a rash of hate crimes. For the moment the verbiage is ‘national tragedy.’ ”

      


      

      “Anything from Al-Qaeda?”


      

      “Not so far, but expect something. If this isn’t their play, then they’ll reach out to praise whoever did it.”


      

      “What about our other sparring partners? The Cabal? The Kings?”


      

      “There’s not enough of the Cabal left to orchestrate this. As for the Seven Kings … that may be more likely.”


      

      “Why? What’s been happening while I’ve been off the radar?”


      

      “There have been some clashes. Our informant is still feeding us useful intel. We’ve had several dustups with the Chosen.”


      

      “Sorry I missed the party,” I lied. In truth, I wasn’t looking to jump back into any firefights with the Kings’ field troops.


      

      We had learned about the Seven Kings a few weeks after my first mission with the Department of Military Sciences. Mr. Church

         had received an anonymous phone call from a source even MindReader was unable to trace. The call had come in on Church’s private

         line, a number known only to key people: the President of the United States, a few people in government, the heads of the

         top counterterrorist organizations belonging to our allies, and the team leaders of the DMS. Either one of them was the mysterious

         caller or the caller had managed to learn that private number or the caller had the technology to hack into Church’s coded

         phone. None of those options was particularly comforting.

      


      

      He was able to record the call, however, and played it back for us….


   






      

      Chapter Four


      

      

      

      Telephone Call


      

      June 23, 8:17 A.M. EST

      


      

      “I want to speak to Colonel Eldritch.”


      

      Eldritch was one of a dozen different names for the man I knew as Church. None of them were his real name as far as I knew.


      

      “Who is this?” Church asked.


      

      “A friend.” The caller spoke through a voice-distortion system that made it impossible to tell if it was a man or a woman.


      

      “Your ID is blocked. My friends don’t need to hide their identities.”


      

      “Then consider me a new friend.”


      

      “What is the basis for our new friendship?”


      

      “A shared interest in the security of our nation.”


      

      “Will you tell me your name?”


      

      “My name is of no importance. What is important is who I represent.”

      


      

      “Who is that?”


      

      “A group of loyal Americans whose actions are always in the best interest of America.”


      

      The caller had not said in the best interests of the American people.

      


      

      “What do you want?”


      

      “There is a new and grave threat to this country.”


      

      “What is the nature of this threat?”


      

      “It is a group called the Seven Kings of the New World Trust.”


      

      “Who are they?” asked Church. “And what is their agenda?”


      

      “Chaos,” said the caller.


      

      “What kind of chaos?”


      

      “Total. Global. Apocalyptic.”


      

      “Excuse me,” said Church, “but this is bordering on being a crank call. If you are a loyal American as you claim, and if there

         is a threat about which you have knowledge, then please give me the facts in plain and simple terms.”

      


      

      There was a sound that might have been a short laugh. “For reasons that I do not care to explain, I cannot give you too much

         information on the Seven Kings. Perhaps I will be able to share some information from time to time.”

      


      

      

      “Will you give me something now?”


      

      “Yes. Something that will save American lives.” The caller gave Church the location of a Hamas cell operating in Washington,

         D.C., that was being funded by the Seven Kings. “This group plans to strike tomorrow during the afternoon rush hour. Many

         people will die, including key members of Congress. You can stop this.”

      


      

      “That’s it?” Church demanded. “You speak of a group dedicated to global chaos and the downfall of our country and all you

         give me is a single terrorist cell? How do I know I can trust you?”

      


      

      “You’ll find the cell.”


      

      And then the caller disconnected.


   






      

      Chapter Five


      

      

      After-Action Report


      

      Washington, D.C.


      

      June 23, 1:44 P.M. EST

      


      

      We followed up with recon and verified the cell’s existence. Fourteen hostiles and enough weapons and explosives to start

         a war. Or tear the capital apart.

      


      

      I led the hit.


      

      D.C. had been in the crosshairs since long before 9/11, so there are fifty kinds of counterterrorism protocols built into

         the infrastructure and dozens of agencies are tasked with gathering intel. It’s all supposed to be shared. Politicians aren’t

         supposed to lie, either.

      


      

      Our people used MindReader to hack everyone else’s database and dump everything into one massive pattern-recognition search.

         By collating information from a dozen different agencies we learned that much more was known about this matter than any one

         group believed and the reason everyone who needed to know didn’t know was because red tape and departmental pissing contests reduce the flow of interagency intel to a dribble. Guys with prostates

         the size of soccer balls can piss a heavier stream.

      


      

      It fell to the Department of Military Sciences to put the pieces together and put boots on the ground. Thanks to MindReader.


      

      When Mr. Church formed the DMS he built it around a computer system that was several generations ahead of anything else known to exist. MindReader was designed to look for trends and

         the software was very carefully crafted to take into account some factors that might otherwise be missed, and although computers

         can’t generalize or make intuitive leaps, this one came pretty damn close. Its other unique feature was that it could intrude

         into virtually any other computer system without tripping alarms. When MindReader backed out, it rewrote the target computer’s

         software so that there was no record that it had ever been hacked. It was a highly dangerous system, and Church guarded it

         like a dragon.

      


      

      So less than five hours after the mysterious call—from someone whom everybody except Church was already calling Deep Throat—disconnected

         we had snipers on rooftops, choppers in the air, a satellite retasked to do thermal scans, and Echo Team ready to kick in

         the doors.

      


      

      The cell was located in a small frame house on Ninth Street in the Penn Quarter section of D.C. Lots of foot traffic, lots

         of tourists. We parked the van around back and halfway up the block. We were not wearing our usual combat rig—unmarked black

         BDUs, helmets, and ballistic shields. Too many civilians and no way to know who was a spotter for the bad guys.

      


      

      I wore a Hawaiian shirt over jeans. We all wore vests, though, but these were the latest generation of spider silk bulletproof

         vests with carbon nano-tubes filled with nanoparticles that become rigid enough to protect the wearer as soon as a kinetic

         energy threshold was surpassed. Stuff that’s not on the open market yet, but Church has a friend in the industry and he always

         buys us the best toys.

      


      

      I strolled down the street with Khalid Shaheed, one of my newest shooters. Khalid looks like a schoolteacher and came to the

         DMS by way of Delta Force. A good guy to have at your back.

      


      

      We pretended to argue about whether Brooks Robinson should be considered the greatest Orioles player of all time rather than

         Cal Ripken. I used a prearranged cue word to escalate the argument into a shouting match just as we passed the front of the

         target house. Shouts escalated into shoves and soon the front door opened and a man wearing a blue sports coat stepped out

         onto the porch.

      


      

      “Hey!” he yelled. “Stop that…. Get out of here!”


      

      He had a Palestinian accent, and Khalid turned to him and in brusque Palestinian Arabic told him to mind his own business. Actually, Khalid told him to have anal sex with a three-legged dog.

         Nice. The man began screaming at Khalid and soon they were nose to nose. The door was still open and I could see other faces

         appear at the windows and in the doorway.

      


      

      My sunglasses had a mike pickup built into the frame. I whispered, “Go.”


      

      Instantly the rest of Echo Team hit the house. Big Bob Faraday, a former ATF field man who was built like Schwarzenegger’s

         big brother, kicked the back door completely off its hinges. Top Sims, my second in command, swarmed past him with Joey Goldschein

         at his heels. Joey was our newest member, a good kid, six months back from Afghanistan. They bellowed at the top of their

         lungs as they moved through the empty kitchen and into a side hall.

      


      

      “Federal agents! Lay down your weapons!”


      

      The adjoining dining room was filled with men, most of them crowded around a big oak dining table that was covered with bricks

         of C4 and all the wiring needed to blow the whole house into the next dimension.

      


      

      You’d think that people would be disinclined to initiate a firefight when there’s forty pounds of high explosives lying right

         there on the table. You’d be wrong. Lot of crazy people out there.

      


      

      Suddenly it was the O.K. Corral.


      

      Out front, the man arguing with Khalid turned sharply at the noise from inside the house. He never saw Khalid pull open his

         loose Orioles shirt and pull his piece. Maybe the man heard the shot that killed him, but I doubt it.

      


      

      Khalid and I both had the whole team yelling in our ears about explosives and armed resistance. Deep Throat’s intel had

         been solid.

      


      

      Khalid and I opened fire together, hammering the front windows and the doorway. The men were so tightly clustered that there

         was no way for us to miss.

      


      

      Then the dead were falling and the others were backpedaling into the house. We jumped up onto the porch and I covered Khalid

         while he reloaded. Then I had to duck behind the brick wall between window and door as a hail of heavy-caliber bullets ripped

         through the frame. There were screams and blaring horns from the street behind us, and I knew that backup teams were closing on the house. The Hamas team was in a box that we were nailing shut. It was up to them whether

         the box was a container or a coffin.

      


      

      Khalid and I both yelled in Palestinian Arabic for them to lay down their arms. The only answer was a renewed barrage of automatic

         gunfire.

      


      

      “Flash out!” I barked into my mike, and then pulled a flash bang out from under my shirt and lobbed it through the doorway.

         Khalid and I covered our ears and squeezed our eyes shut. The blast was huge.

      


      

      “Go! Go!” I snapped, and Khalid spun out of his protective crouch and rushed inside. I was right behind him. He fanned left;

         I took the right. There were five hostiles in the living room, but all of them were down, rolling around on the floor, screaming

         but unable to hear their own voices. Flash bangs blow out the ear drums and temporarily blind the unwary. We kicked weapons

         out of their hands and kept moving. The firefight in the dining room was still hot and heavy. I saw Top Sims in a shooter’s

         squat behind a breakfront that bullets had reduced to little more than splinters and shattered crockery. Big Bob and Joey

         were firing from the hallway entrance.

      


      

      I tapped Khalid and he nodded and took up a shooting position from the living room doorway while I peeled off and headed for

         the stairs. From the sound of it there was a second firefight up there. The team’s other big man, Bunny—a moose of a kid from

         Orange County—had been on-point for the second-floor entry, and he had former MP DeeDee Whitman on his wing.

      


      

      “Green Giant, this is Cowboy. On the stairs and coming up,” I barked into the mike.


      

      “Join the party, Cowboy.” Bunny’s voice sounded relaxed.


      

      Then DeeDee added, “Stay away from the windows. Chatterbox is enjoying himself.”


      

      “Copy that, Scream Queen.”


      

      Chatterbox was our last team member. His real name was John Smith, and the DMS had headhunted him away from LAPD SWAT. He

         was one of those silent, introspective types who looked like a beatnik poet from the Village but who was the hammer of God

         with a sniper rifle.

      


      

      I tapped the command channel and keyed over to Smith’s frequency.


      

      “Chatterbox, this is Cowboy. I’m on the second floor. No window shots until I give you the word.”


      

      

      “ ‘K,’ ” he said.


      

      I peered around the wall at the top of the stairs and looked right into the eyes of a dead man. He was sprawled on the floor

         with a black bullet hole above his left eyebrow and a look of profound surprise stamped onto his face. The whole back of his

         head had been blown out. John Smith at work. I’ve seen a lot of great shooters in the military and on the cops, and I’ve met

         a few whose accuracy bordered on the supernatural. But John Smith was a Jedi. He was spooky good. If you’re unlucky enough

         to step into his crosshairs, then you’d better be right with Jesus.

      


      

      I leaned farther out into the hall and saw that most of the second floor was an open-plan studio. There were two more men

         slumped like rag dolls. Automatic weapons lay near each one. Three other men knelt beside the windows, weapons in hand. They

         were probably too smart and too scared to try to return fire after three of their brothers had taken head shots. It was a

         tough nut to crack, because a sniper is the most feared man in any battle scenario.

      


      

      The second most feared is the guy who sneaks up behind you.


      

      I ducked back onto the stairs and whispered into the mike. “Cowboy to Chatterbox. I’m moving into the field of fire. No shots

         until I give the word or fifteen seconds is up. Copy?”

      


      

      “ ‘K,’ ” he said again. Guy never shuts up.


      

      I took my Beretta in a two-handed grip and then I was up and moving, rounding the corner, entering the open room, running

         fast as I cleared the corners with a flick and then fanned the barrel back to the shooters, taking the one farthest from me

         first with two in the head and shifting to the next gun without a pause. The other two shooters started to turn, but I shot

         the middle guy twice through the side of the head and the impact sent him crashing through the broken window.

      


      

      The third guy was almost in kicking range and he was moving at lightning speed, swinging his AK-47 up, turning toward me,

         finger already inside the trigger guard. If he’d had a handgun instead of a long gun he might have beat me to the shot, but

         I put the first one in the center of his chest, then raised the gun fourteen inches and put the second one through his forehead.

         Double tap. All six shots fired in less than three seconds and my head ringing with thunder.

      


      

      Then John Smith’s voice was yelling in my ear, “On your six! On your six!”


      

      

      I ducked and spun to one side as a hail of bullets burned through where I’d been standing. Four shooters were crowding into

         the doorway and I had no idea where the hell they’d come from. The first two banged into each other trying to get through

         the doorway, and I was already coming up out of my jump and roll. I killed them both with five shots between them. I moved

         like a son of a bitch, rushing in but to one side, firing one-handed as I tore a fresh magazine out of my pocket. The bodies

         in the doorway fell face forward just as my slide locked back. The third shooter kicked his way into the room, starting to

         turn as he cleared the doorway and the bodies.

      


      

      Shit. No time to swap out the mags, so I dropped my Beretta and drew the Rapid Response Folding knife from its sheath clipped

         inside my jeans pocket. The RRF has a wicked little 3.375-inch blade that locks into place with a snap of the wrist. What

         it lacks in weight it makes up for in speed, because at only four ounces it moved as fast as my hand. No drag at all.

      


      

      I bashed the rifle aside with my left and whipped him across the throat with a very tight semi-circular slash. Blood exploded

         outward in a hydrostatic jet. I faded left and took a hard leap past his shoulder, and drove the point of the knife into

         the face of the fourth shooter. The blade caught him beside the nose and I punched it all the way through. He screamed and

         his finger clutched around the trigger, sending half a magazine into the legs of the guy whose throat I’d cut. I gave the

         knife a quarter turn and yanked it out, then plunged it back into his throat.

      


      

      He collapsed over the tangled legs of his comrade.


      

      I tore the knife free and wiped it clean on a dead man’s sleeve, then retrieved my Beretta and swapped out the mags.


      

      My heart was hammering in my chest and I could smell my own sweat mixed with the copper stink of blood. There hadn’t been

         time to be scared before now, but it was catching up to me like a son of a bitch.

      


      

      I tapped the commlink. “Chatterbox, Green Giant—center room clear. All hostiles down. Repeat: All hostiles are—”


      

      “Get out!”


      

      It broke into the team channel. Top’s voice. Screaming.


      

      “Hostile with a vest! Hostile with a vest! Out–out–out!”

      


      

      A vest.


      

      Jesus Christ.


      

      

      We all knew about those vests. Anyone who had been in Iraq or Afghanistan knows about suicide bombers who follow the compulsion

         to strap on forty pounds of high explosives and turn the day into red nightmare.

      


      

      Suddenly we were all yelling and running. I ran for the window and went out like I was Superman. Maybe a drop of fifteen feet

         to the street. There was a huge black noise behind me, and just as I cleared the window I felt myself lifted as if wishing

         I could fly was making it so.

      


      

      As if.


      

      The force of the blast threw me out over the street. I pinwheeled my arms, and my legs mimicked running as I flew. There were

         cherry trees along the curb. In one of the weird moments of clarity that happen in the middle of a crisis, I knew that the

         leaves and branches were going to break my fall, but I wasn’t going to like it one bit. Behind me the fireball burned the

         air and ignited the leaves and sucked all the air out of my lungs. Then the tree curled its branches into a fist and knocked

         me out of all sense and understanding.

      


      

      I WOKE UP in an ambulance. Top and Khalid were with me, both of them covered with soot and bloodstained field dressings. Top told me

         the news.

      


      

      One of the hostiles had come up out of the cellar wearing a vest packed with bars of Semtex. Everyone on Echo Team had taken

         cuts and burns except John Smith.

      


      

      I started to say that we’d gotten off lucky, but something in Top’s face stopped me.


      

      “What—?” I asked.


      

      “Joey,” he said. “He pushed Khalid out the door, but he caught his foot on a throw rug and went down. He got up, but he was

         one step too late.”

      


      

      Joey Goldschein had been the only one of my team left inside when everything went to hell. He was six months back from his

         second tour in Afghanistan. He deserved a longer life.

      


      

      That was our first encounter with the Seven Kings.


      

      AFTER THAT, DEEP Throat came to Church with dribs and drabs of intel. My part in the Seven Kings affair slowly evaporated as I became involved

         in several unrelated cases. Other DMS teams worked on it, and it’s both sad and frightening to say that there are always multiple threats chewing at the fabric of our society. Vultures and predators,

         sharks and parasites, bent on destroying us in order to satisfy their own political agendas. I don’t say that they do this

         to satisfy their religious agendas, because I’m either idealistic enough or cynical enough to believe that religion is deliberately

         misused as a label for greedy sons of bitches whose real objective is wealth and power. Sure, the freedom fighter in the trenches

         may think that God wants him to strap C4 to his chest and walk into a post office, but until the so-called religious leaders

         do that themselves I think it’s a scam. And they’re scamming their own loyal followers as much as they’re scamming the rest

         of the world. I think this was true during the Crusades and it’s true now in the Middle East. I seldom trust the guys at the

         top.

      


      

      The real bitch was that despite having clashed with groups supported by the Seven Kings, we didn’t have a frigging clue as

         to who or what the Kings were. It was like fighting an invisible empire … and yes, I know that sounds like an old movie serial.

         But there it is.

      


   






      

      Chapter Six


      



      

      The Royal London Hospital


      

      Whitechapel, London


      

      December 17, 10:52 A.M. GMT

      


      

      Church said, “The Kings have been busy during your ‘vacation.’ ”


      

      “Deep Throat been calling his BFF again?” 


      

      “I see isolation and contemplation haven’t matured you. Pity,” Church said. “We’ve had five additional tips. Three out of

         five of the tips resulted in action taken. We recovered prisoners in several of the raids, but none of them were above street

         level. They knew the name Seven Kings but nothing else of substance.”

      


      

      “Did Deep Throat warn you about today?” 


      

      “Not specifically. He said, ‘Watch out; the next one will be epic.’ However, if this is a Seven Kings attack, it would be

         their first hit on foreign soil.”

      


      

      “That we know of.”


      

      “Yes.”


      

      “You any closer to finding out who Deep Throat is?”


      

      

      “No. But I have some friends in the industry working on this.”


      

      The blaze looked even hotter than before. The crowds surrounding the Hospital had to number in the thousands.


      

      “I don’t think there’s any doubt that this is a terrorist hit,” I said.


      

      “Even if no one comes forward to take credit for this, we’re likely to see a rise in hate crimes.”


      

      I agreed. After 9/11 there was an insane wave of violent hatred toward Muslims even though we were not—and never had been—at

         war with Islam. Echoes of the Japanese internment camps. Xenophobia is one of humankind’s most embarrassing traits.

      


      

      I said, “Destroying a medical complex of this size had to have taken enormous and very detailed planning. Can’t have been

         a matter of someone walking in the front door with a C4 vest or a car bomb in the parking garage. This place is massive and

         it all went up at once. Someone put some real thought into this and—”

      


      

      Church interrupted me. “How are you doing?”


      

      Church is borderline heartless, so the fact that he was asking made me stop and do a quick self-check. I realized that I was

         speaking way too loud and way too fast. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, and in doing so I could feel how much

         of it was stale air that had been turning to poison in my chest.

      


      

      “I’m good,” I said more slowly.


      

      He didn’t comment. He wouldn’t.


      

      “Dr. Sanchez will be on the first thing smoking.”


      

      “I don’t need a shrink,” I began irritably, but he cut me off.


      

      “I’m not sending him to hold your hand, Captain. Dr. Sanchez has a great deal of experience with post-traumatic stress, and

         much of that can be ameliorated if dealt with from the jump.”

      


      

      That was true enough. Rudy was an old friend and he was my own post-trauma shrink before he became my best friend. Since we

         both signed onto the DMS he’d been the voice of reason and everyone’s shortest pathway to a perspective check. Even, I suspected,

         for Church himself, though Rudy refused to discuss it.

      


      

      Church said, “You’ll liaise with Barrier and offer them any support you can. Barrier knows that anything they tell you will

         be processed through MindReader, and they’re comfortable with that. They don’t have anything as sophisticated, so we may get

         some hits before they do.”

      


      

      

      Barrier was the global model for effective covert counterterrorist rapid-response groups, and it actually predated the DMS

         by several years. Church had tried to get the DMS in place first, but when Congress wouldn’t green-light the money he served

         as a consultant to the U.K. to build Barrier. When that organization proved itself to be an invaluable tool against the rising

         tide of advanced bioweapon threats, the Americans finally got a clue and Church built the DMS. The Barrier agents I’d met

         were every bit as good as our guys, most of them having been handpicked from the most elite SAS teams.

      


      

      However, hearing the name Barrier inevitably conjured the image of Grace Courtland.


      

      Damn.

      


      

      Maj. Grace Courtland had been Church’s second in command at the Ware house, the DMS field office in Baltimore. She was a career

         military officer and the first woman to join the SAS as an active operative, and the permanent liaison between Barrier and

         the DMS. She was tough, smart, and beautiful, and she was my direct superior in the chain of command. At the end of August,

         against all common fucking sense, we fell in love. That was wrong in a whole lot of ways. Rudy tried to warn me, but I brushed

         him off and told him to mind his own business. And yes, I know that as he was the DMS shrink this was his business, but when was the last time someone falling in love listened to good advice?

      


      

      Grace and I knew that a love relationship, no matter how discreet, made us fly too close to the flame. As agents of the Department

         of Military Sciences we tackled the deadliest threats imaginable, so personal entanglements could only end in trouble. In

         our case, it ended in disaster. We faced off against a threat so huge that books will be written about it. At the end of it,

         the good guys won and I lost. I lost Grace. She died saving us all, and I think I died, too. Part of me, anyway.

      


      

      Since then I’ve knocked aimlessly around Europe with my dog, Ghost, a specially trained DMS K9. We got into a couple of scrapes

         together while doing some unofficial stuff for friends of Mr. Church. I hadn’t actually quit the DMS, but I didn’t want to

         return to the Baltimore Field Office. Grace would not be there. The place would be full of echoes, of shadows and memories.

         Of ghosts.

      


      

      Originally, I had come to Europe on a hunting trip. The bastard who shot Grace escaped the bloody resolution of that case. He escaped and went into the wind. As a going-away present, Mr. Church

         left me a folder full of leads, travel documents, and money, and, without ever saying so, his blessing.

      


      

      Ghost and I went hunting, and after many weeks we ran our prey to ground. There’s an unmarked grave on one of the Faroe Islands

         off the coast of Denmark. I pissed on it after I hand-shoveled the dirt and rocks over what was left of the body.

      


      

      It didn’t bring Grace back, but I believed that somewhere—maybe in Valhalla—her warrior’s soul approved.


      

      Ah … Grace.

      


      

      Damn it.


      

      Church apparently got tired of the silence on my end of the phone and plowed ahead. “Your current credentials will get you

         into the investigation. I advised the President and Prime Minister about your participation. And … I’ll likely be on the same

         flight as Dr. Sanchez. Do you want me to bring Jerry Spencer as well?”

      


      

      Jerry was the top forensics man I knew. He’d joined the DMS at the same time I did. His genius was in walking a scene and

         letting the evidence talk to him.

      


      

      “Absolutely. As soon as the ashes are cool enough to walk, I want Jerry in the smoke. It should all be over by the time he

         gets here, because at this point it doesn’t look like the fire department is doing anything but containment on this. It’s

         all going to burn down. What’s my play?”

      


      

      “Be available to the Brits. They’ll tell you what they need.”


      

      “Where’s Gog and Magog? Shouldn’t they be on this?”


      

      These were the two DMS teams permanently stationed in Great Britain. Gog was based at the Regent’s Park Barracks on Albany

         Street in London; Magog was hosted by the forty-eighth Fighter Wing at the Lakenheath RAF base in Suffolk. I worked with both

         of them on my second mission after signing on. We tracked a network of Iranian terrorists who were selling yellowcake by the

         hundredweight to terrorist groups. That’s not something you serve at birthday parties. It’s a uranium derivative used in the

         preparation of fuel for nuclear reactors. Look it up in Terrorism for Dummies and you’ll see that there are all sorts of things you can do with it.

      


      

      

      “Gog is dealing with a critical matter in Prague. Magog is in Afghanistan dismantling a Taliban bioweapons team. At the moment

         you’re the only senior DMS agent in the U.K.”

      


      

      “Swell.”


      

      “The London counterterrorist offices have both accepted my offer of your services.”


      

      “Why would they want my help?”


      

      “Because I briefed them on the Seif Al Din, Mirador, and Jakoby cases. I’ll send them a report on the Seven Kings, and will send all recent data on them to your BlackBerry.”

      


      

      “Good. You know,” I said, “of the big-event terrorist attacks we’ve seen—the Alfred P. Murrah Building, both World Trade Center

         attacks, the London subway bombings—they were all one and done, followed by a lot of gloating via the Internet. Don’t get

         me wrong, I’ll throw myself into this with a will, but unless this is one of our playmates, then I’m just another pair of

         boots on the ground.”

      


      

      “I’m no more psychic than you are,” said Church, “but I believe that there is a clock ticking somewhere. Maybe the Kings,

         maybe Al-Qaeda. Besides, terrorism notwithstanding, this is a crime and you’re a cop. Work the crime. Somebody has to have

         survived. Somebody has to know something.”

      


      

      “Any chance you can send Echo Team over here?” 


      

      “They are out at Area 51 and—” 


      

      “Wait—what? There’s an actual Area 51? That’s so cool.”

      


      

      Church sighed. “At times you’re as bad as Bug and Dr. Hu. Yes, Captain, we have an Area 51 and no, Captain, there are no UFOs

         there. Nor are any alien autopsies being performed there.”

      


      

      “Damn.”


      

      “It is, however, a classified area, and Echo Team is providing backup for Lucky Team out of Vegas and the intelligence investigators

         from Nellis. Possible security breach, but so far no fireworks.”

      


      

      “Crap. Can you send them my way when they’re finished kicking E.T.’s ass?”


      

      He grunted. “Why? They’re not investigators.”


      

      “They can handle door knocks and Q and A.” 


      

      “I’ll see what I can do.” He paused. “Bottom line, this needs to be handled with precision. We dropped the ball on 9/11. We reacted too slowly and often the wrong way. We have to do better

         this time.”

      


      

      “ ‘We’? This isn’t the U.S.A.,” I reminded him.


      

      “How does that matter? This is an attack on humanity. There are sixty million people in Britain.”


      

      Wow, I really was off my game if I walked into that.


      

      “What if Al-Qaeda or one of the other usual suspects steps forward to claim responsibility for this?”


      

      “Best-case scenario, we establish some fresh leads that will maybe result in a useful joint Barrier-DMS action.”


      

      “Worst case?”


      

      “We lose the thread of this and have to wait for something else to happen.”


      

      I looked across the road to where one of the brand-new towers was crumbling, the charred bones of the building collapsing

         under its own deadweight. More of the black smoke billowed up and turned a horrible morning into the very dead of night.

      


      

      “Damn …,” I breathed.


      

      Church must have been watching the same thing on the news. I heard him sigh.


      

      “Welcome back to the war, Captain.”


   






      

      Chapter Seven


      

      

      CNBC: Breaking News Report


      

      December 17, 10:55 A.M. EST

      


      

      TRANSCRIPT OF THE FINANCIAL NEWS REPORT


      

      

         In the wake of the devastation in London, the Dow Jones Industrial took a drastic 7.19% dip and there are Wall Street rumors

            that the White House may suspend trading and close the New York Stock Exchange until the initial panic has subsided. This

            echoes the events of 9/11 which saw the NYSE closed for several days following a period of losses in the stock market. Airlines

            and tourism industries are also expected to be affected due to fears of another attack.

         


		 

		 In a preliminary statement issued a few minutes ago, SEC chief Mark David Epstein cautioned investors not to engage in a “flight

            to safety,” reminding everyone that panic produces a decline in financial markets but that the markets typically recover.

            “While there is certainly reason to be concerned over the events in England and around the world,” he said, “the best course

            of action in financial terms is inaction.”

         


         Epstein is expected to make a more detailed statement to night following the President’s address to the nation.


      


      

      Interlude One


      

      Fair Isle, Scotland


      

      The Shetland Isles


      

      December 17, 6:31 A.M. GMT

      


      

      Rafael Santoro moved silently through the shadows of the garage. He came up behind Dr. Charles Grey and touched the blade

         of a knife against the man’s cheek.

      


      

      “No sound,” murmured Santoro.


      

      The scientist stiffened. Not so much from shock or surprise, but like a man who is suddenly aware that a long-dreaded but

         inevitable horror has finally come.

      


      

      Santoro bent close to whisper in the scientist’s ear, “It’s time.”


      

      Grey began to tremble. “Please … God! No….”


      

      “Yes,” said Santoro. “You know what you have to do. You promised that you would do it.”


      

      Grey started to turn, but Santoro pressed the knife into his flesh. Santoro did not break the skin, but he made sure that

         Grey could feel the edge, could feel the quiet appetite of the steel. Santoro was an artist of supreme delicacy with a blade.

         With fast or slow cuts he was able to sculpt a victim into a masterpiece of crimson art. It was one of the many talents that

         made him so valuable to the Seven Kings, and to his patron, the King of Fear. Fear and the blade were both aspects of Santoro’s

         personal religion.

      


      

      “I can’t,” whimpered Grey. “Don’t you understand that? What you ask is impossible.”


      

      

      “Nothing is impossible if the Goddess wills it to be. That is the nature of faith, yes?”


      

      “ ‘G-Goddess’ …?” Grey stammered. “I don’t understand….”


      

      Santoro leaned forward, rising onto his toes so that his lips were an inch from the back of Grey’s neck. “You told me that

         you were a man of faith, Dr. Grey. Do you remember? That first day when fortune brought me to you? When I showed you the pictures

         of those angels.”

      


      

      “Angels …?” The pictures that this man had shown him were not of angels, but he understood what Santoro meant. Grey gagged

         at the thought of such horrors being described as angelic. They were images out of hell itself.

      


      

      The blade was an icy promise on his flesh. “Are you saying now that you were lying to me? Lying about faith?”


      

      “No! No,” pleaded Grey. “That’s not what I meant….”


      

      “Then tell me what you meant, Dr. Grey. Tell me that you believe the All is capable of everything. Everything.”


      

      “Y-yes….”


      

      “Say it,” Santoro growled. He raised the knife from Grey’s cheek until the beveled edge filled his vision.


      

      “Yes,” Grey said hastily. “I believe, God help me, I believe, but—”


      

      With a snarl, Santoro withdrew the knife and with his free hand grabbed Grey’s shoulder and spun him violently around.


      

      “God may believe you, but you are a piece of shit in the eyes of the Goddess!” Santoro wore a black mask, but through the eyeholes

         his eyes blazed with dark fire. He then snatched Grey’s right hand and slapped the knife into his sweating palm.

      


      

      Grey sputtered with confusion and looked dumbly down at the vicious weapon he held. It had a six-inch double-edged blade and

         a handle wrapped in red silk thread. It looked as much like a tool of ritual as it did an instrument of destruction.

      


      

      “Do you know what faith is, Dr. Grey?” Santoro asked quietly. When Grey shook his head, the small man smiled. “Faith is my

         shield; it is the armor that covers my flesh and soul. I am a man of faith, Dr. Grey. I know that the Goddess protects me.

         I know that she has forged me into her sword.”

      


      

      “I … I …,” was all that Grey could manage.


      

      

      “If you are a true man of faith, Dr. Grey, then you will believe that the Goddess lives in you. Use that faith. Prove its existence to me and to yourself. Cut me.”

      


      

      Grey looked at the weapon in his hand. His face twisted into a mask of horror as if he held a squirming scorpion.


      

      “Do it,” insisted Santoro.


      

      “I—can’t … No …”


      

      “Do it or I will go into the house and find young Mikey and show him the knife. Would you like that, Dr. Grey? Would you like

         to watch? I will leave you one eye so that you can see it, and I will leave you most of your tongue so that you can scream.

         You will want to scream.”

      


      

      Grey suddenly stabbed at the small man. He saw his hand move before he felt his muscles flex, the dagger point glittering

         as it tore through the shadows toward Santoro’s smiling mouth.

      


      

      But Santoro was not there.


      

      In the gloom of the garage he became a blur. He pivoted on one foot and shifted so that the stabbing knife pierced only empty

         air. His hands flashed out, striking and striking and striking, the movements unspeakably fast, the blows hideously powerful.

         He struck Grey in the groin and the floating ribs and the solar plexus and the throat. Santoro pivoted like a dancer and struck

         Grey in the kidneys and tailbone and between the shoulders. Then the scientist was falling, falling, all in a fractured second.

         His arm still reached for the stab, but his body crumpled within the cocoon of blows.

      


      

      He collapsed onto the cold concrete floor of the garage, gagging, gasping for air with lungs that seemed incapable of drawing

         a spoonful of breath. His mouth worked like a dying fish, making only the faintest squeaks.

      


      

      Santoro stood above him, composed, relaxed, not even breathing hard. He knelt and picked up the knife, cleaned away the surface

         smudges on Grey’s shirtsleeve, and stood. The knife vanished into its hidden sheath beneath Santoro’s jacket.

      


      

      “When you can breathe again,” he said, “I suggest you spend some time on your knees. Pray to the Goddess, yes? Pray for forgiveness

         for the sin of doubt.”

      


      

      He bent over and knotted his fingers in Grey’s hair and jerked the man’s head viciously back.


      

      

      “And pray that I forgive you. Pray that I will leave young Mikey alone. And intact.”

      


      

      Grey managed to squeeze a single word out of his tortured throat.


      

      “Please …”


      

      Santoro bent closer still, lips against Grey’s cheek. “Will you do what you have promised to do?”


      

      Grey nodded.


      

      “Say it.”


      

      “Yes!” Grey gasped weakly. Tears streamed down his face. “Yes….”


      

      Santoro opened his fingers and let Grey slump to the floor. “We will be watching, Dr. Grey. When you do what you have promised,

         you will have help.”

      


      

      Grey raised his head at that. “H-help?” 


      

      “At work. You will not have to do this alone. You are never alone.”


      

      As the reality of that sank in, Grey buried his face in the crook of one arm and wept.


      

      When he stopped sobbing and looked up, Santoro was gone.


      

   






      

      Chapter Eight


      

      

      Park Place Riverbank Hotel


      

      London, England


      

      December 17, 11:43 A.M. GMT

      


      

      I went back to my hotel to change clothes. My dog, Ghost, met me at the door with a tail that stopped wagging as soon as he

         smelled me. Shepherds have extremely expressive faces, especially the white ones, and Ghost gave me a “hey, even I don’t roll

         in stuff that smells that bad” look; then he lay down with great dignity in front of the TV and licked his balls.

      


      

      I stripped and showered the stink of oily smoke from my skin and hair, and then leaned my forehead against the wet tiles and

         tried not to think about what was inside that smoke. Four thousand people. That was the current estimate.

      


      

      I cranked up the hot water and tried to boil the reality of that out of me.


      

      Four thousand.


      

      God.


      

      I have a little bit of religion. Not much, but enough to make me believe that there’s something bigger than all of this, and some reason that we’re all struggling through it. But on days like this,

         my faith takes a real beating. Or maybe it’s not my faith in God that gets pummeled. Probably it’s faith in my fellow man.

         I know I’m more than half-crazy, but it takes a whole lot of batshit insanity to want to blow up four thousand people. In

         the three and a half million years since our furry forebears started walking upright we’ve had more than enough time to clean

         up our act and get the Big Picture. The fact that we’re still killing one another doesn’t speak to an inherent ignorance or

         perceptual deficiency in the species. We do know better, so stuff like today is pure, deliberate evil. There’s no religion, ideology, viewpoint, or political exigency

         that can justify mass slaughter of the innocent. Not one.

      


      

      Feeling bitter and hurt by what was happening, I toweled off, dressed in my least wrinkled suit, ran a brush through my hair,

         and headed for the door. I was expected at Barrier headquarters for a briefing. Ghost was sitting in my path.

      


      

      “You’re not coming,” I said.


      

      He cocked an eyebrow. I don’t know if that’s something all dogs do or if Zan Rosin, the DMS K9 trainer, had taught Ghost the

         trick just to piss me off. I suspected that it was both.

      


      

      “Move.”


      

      Ghost did. He got up and moved closer to the door. He sat down again and looked up at me with the biggest, saddest brown eyes

         in town.

      


      

      We had this argument a lot. He usually won.


      

      He did this time, too.


   






      

      Chapter Nine


      

      

      Barrier Headquarters


      

      London, England


      

      December 17, 12:21 P.M. GMT

      


      

      The entrance to Barrier was via the Vermin Control Office. Cute.


      

      I produced my credentials and a separate set for Ghost. The receptionist barely batted an eye at the eighty-five-pound shepherd

         at my side. A rat-faced man who looked very much like he worked for “vermin” control came and led us through a series of interlocking

         offices until we finally emerged into the actual offices of Barrier. When we’re out in public Ghost plays the role like he was trained. He walks to one side

         and slightly behind me, head up, ears swiveling like radar dishes, nose scooping in trace particles of everything around him.

         A well-trained dog is a wonderful companion. Loyal, smart, and they don’t talk.

      


      

      “Captain Ledger?”


      

      I turned as a tall, hawk-faced man came striding across the lobby toward me.


      

      The man looked like a typical ex-military: thin, with great posture and eyes that were fifty degrees colder than his smiling

         mouth. I figured him for ex-SAS and maybe ex-MI6. He looked to be about sixty-five, but I’ll bet he could give me a run for

         my money over an obstacle course.

      


      

      “Benson Childe,” he said. “Director of this band of thieves. We were told to expect you.” He looked down at Ghost and held

         out a hand to be sniffed.

      


      

      Ghost looked at me for permission and I gave it. I use a combination of hand and verbal signals. With a stranger, a twitch

         of my little finger means it’s okay for him to approach. Ghost took the man’s scent and filed it away. I was pleased to see

         that Childe didn’t try to pet the dog. It indicated he understood K9 protocols.

      


      

      “I hope I can be of help,” I said. “This is a terrible tragedy.”


      

      “Yes,” he said as he led us into his private office. “By the way, Captain, your reputation precedes you. I’ve heard some very

         good things.”

      


      

      I laughed. “Somehow I can’t imagine Mr. Church gushing about me.”


      

      “Hardly. The Sexton isn’t one to gush. His brief on you was short but colorful.”


      

      The Sexton. Another of Church’s names. I’ve heard people refer to him as Colonel Eldritch, Mr. Priest, Deacon, and Dr. Bishop.

         I wonder if any of them was close to the mark.

      


      

      “No … Grace Courtland told me about you.”


      

      Grace. Dammit. Hearing her name now felt like an ambush. I tried to keep it off my face, but Childe’s eyes searched mine and

         I saw the precise moment when he saw and recognized the particular frequency of my pain. He nodded to himself, an almost imperceptible

         movement. Was he confirming a suspicion, or simply noting my reaction?

      


      

      I nodded but said nothing, not trusting my voice. Ghost must have sensed something, because he rose and moved slowly to stand partially between me and Childe. I scratched Ghost between the

         shoulder blades. If only dogs really could stand between us and our own inner pain. All dogs would be saints.

      


      

      Childe discreetly cleared his throat. “I think we’ll be able to find a use for you, Captain,” he said. “Grace said that you

         were a detective before you joined the DMS. And I believe you’ve worked several large-scale terrorist cases since.”

      


      

      “A few.”


      

      “That will be useful, because we have a laundry list of terrorist cells believed to be operating in the U.K. and an even longer

         list of persons of interest. My computer lads are coordinating with your lot to run their profiles through MindReader, but

         your personal experience may be invaluable.”

      


      

      “We have any candidates yet?”


      

      “Not as such. However, we have people collecting eyewitness accounts at the fire scene, and inputting everything from actual

         observed data to hunches. With MindReader able to collate all of the random factors for us, we’re approaching this from the

         standpoint of ‘no detail is too small to count.’ ”

      


      

      “Smart. Dev il’s in the details.” 


      

      “Too bloody right it is,” Childe agreed. He looked at his watch. “In ten minutes we’ll be meeting with the Home Secretary

         and various divisional heads of our counterterrorism departments.” He went to a sideboard and poured brandy from a decanter

         and handed me a glass.

      


      

      “Before we go in there, I have something to say, and something to ask.”


      

      “Okay.”


      

      He sipped his brandy and said, “Grace Courtland.”


      

      I took a second before responding, “What about her?”


      

      “I recruited Grace out of the Army and into the SAS,” he said. “She was the first woman to serve in the SAS, as I’m sure you

         know. From the moment she entered the Army anyone with eyes could see that she was a cut above. Not just a cut above the other

         recruits, but a cut above anyone. Male or female. She was born for this kind of work. Sharp mind, natural leader. Very probably

         the finest soldier I ever met, and believe me that’s saying quite a lot. I brought her into the SAS initially to prove a point,

         to show that modern women can handle the pace, endure the hardships, and hold their place in the line of battle, even at the

         level of special operations. Grace more than made my case. I know that you fought alongside her, so you must have seen how

         she was in combat. Fierce, efficient, and yet she never lost that spark of humanity that separates a warrior from a killer.

         Do … you understand what I’m saying?”

      


      

      I nodded.


      

      “When Mr. Church formed the DMS and requested that Grace be seconded to him as the liaison between his organization and ours,

         I was proud of her … but I resented the request. Grace was mine, you see.” He studied my eyes. “She was like a daughter to

         me … and no parent could have ever been prouder of a child than I was of Grace.”

      


      

      “A lot of people cared about Grace,” I said, keeping my face and tone in neutral. “You made your statement. What’s your question?”


      

      “Tell me, Captain Ledger, were you with Grace when she died?”


      

      When I didn’t say anything, Childe edged a little closer. “Church tells me that one of your strengths is that you seldom hesitate,

         and yet you’re not answering me.”

      


      

      “It’s not hesitation,” I said. “I’m just wondering how much trouble I’ll get in if I tell you to go fuck yourself.”


      

      Ghost caught my tone and growled softly at Childe.


      

      That amused him. “Why the hostility?”


      

      “Why the question? I’ve been waiting for one of you guys to take a shot at me for what happened to Grace.”


      

      “That’s not my agenda,” he said, heading me off before I got a full-bore tirade going. “My question is straightforward: were

         you with her when she died?”

      


      

      “Yes,” I said. “I was.”


      

      “And did you care for her?”


      

      “She was my fellow officer.”


      

      “Please, Captain, this is off-the-record and just between us.”


      

      He had no right to ask and I was under no obligation to say anything that wasn’t in my official after-action report. But his

         eyes were filled with an odd light and the defensiveness I felt was my own, not the result of any kind of attack on his part.

      


      

      I said, “Yes.”


      

      

      “I know this is a lot to ask … but how much did you care?”


      

      “Why?” I asked, and my voice was a little hoarse.


      

      He closed his eyes. “It’s … important to me to know that at the end, when she was dying, she was with someone who truly cared

         about her.”

      


      

      I said nothing.


      

      Childe turned away and sipped his brandy. “Grace was alone for most of her life,” he said softly. “She’d lost all of her family,

         her husband had walked out on her, and her infant son died shortly after birth. Grace was always alone, and it would destroy

         me to think that she died alone. Thank you, Captain.” He turned back and offered me his hand.

      


      

      I took it and we shook.


      

      Then Childe looked at his watch. “Time to go.”


      

      Interlude Two


      

      Agincourt Road


      

      London, England


      

      December 17, 12:24 P.M. GMT

      


      

      The man in the city suit and bowler hat stepped into the doorway of a men’s tie shop, his face raw and red from the bitter

         wind. He dug a cell phone out of his pocket and punched a speed dial. The phone rang twice and then a voice with a distinctly

         Spanish accent said, “Yes?”

      


      

      “The bloke you told me to follow … he’s just stepped inside the pest control office.”


      

      “You are certain of his identity, yes?” 


      

      “Of course I am.”


      

      “Good.”


      

      “What do you want me to do?”


      

      “Nothing. Go back to work. Others will handle this.”


      

      “But I—”


      

      “Go back to work.”


      

      “Is this it? Am I done now? Will you bastards leave me alone?”


      

      The Spaniard laughed softly. “You may hear from us,” he said. “From time to time.”


      

      He was still laughing when he hung up.


      

      The man in the bowler hat closed his eyes and cursed silently to himself. Behind his eyes he saw the photographs that the Spaniard had shown him. Photographs of what the madman had called his “angels.”

      


      

      “God help me,” the man whispered. The contents of his stomach turned to sewage and he had to take deep breaths to keep from

         vomiting. He stepped cautiously out of the doorway, afraid of falling down. He cast one look at the doorway to the Vermin

         Control Office, then turned away and hurried home to his children.

      


      

   






      

      Chapter Ten


      

      

      Barrier Headquarters


      

      London, England


      

      December 17, 1:37 P.M. GMT

      


      

      “The Prime Minister has authorized that the Threat Level be raised to ‘exceptional.’ ” The Home Secretary, Julian Welles,

         sat at the head of the table and looked for reactions to his news. No one offered any, so he continued. “We are five hours

         into this. What do we know?”

      


      

      The gathered men nodded; a few sighed. I kept my face neutral. Ghost lay beside my chair, and I’d given him the commands for

         down and quiet. A muted plasma screen showed the scene at the hospital. Most of the building had collapsed by now, and they

         were using deluge cannons to knock down the remaining flame-shrouded walls rather than let them topple into the streets. One

         corner of the old building still stood, though, and the news cameras kept returning to it, as if its stubborn refusal to yield

         meant something more than a vagary of physics. The streets around the hospital had all been evacuated—a process that started

         in earnest once the first of the new towers fell, kicking out massive gray clouds of billowing smoke. 9/11 might be over a

         decade ago, but even the average guy on the street knew about the dangers of breathing in that dust. It was more than debris—the

         fire and the pressure from the collapsing buildings had vaporized people.

      


      

      There was an untouched plate of sandwiches on the table. No one had an appetite.


      

      Welles was a small man who exuded a great degree of personal power. He had an aquiline face, a hooked nose, and black hair

         combed back from a high brow. A casting agent would have looked at him and said, Sherlock Holmes.

      


      

      

      “We don’t know anything for certain,” said Detective Chief Inspector Martin Aylrod, head of the National Public Order Intelligence

         Unit. “The hospital has taken a number of threats from animal rights groups who want to stop the animal testing that’s part

         of the cancer research center. But … our initial background checks on known members resulted in what you’d expect. Vegans

         with too much free time and only the most minor political connections, and even then they seem tangential. Even so, I’ve ordered

         all of our staff to report for duty to do comprehensive interviews, and we’ll share our information with the general pool.”

      


      

      Welles turned to the only woman at the table, Deirdre MacDonal, a fierce Scot with a bun so tight that it had to hurt her

         brain. She ran the National Counter Terrorism Security Office, a police organization funded by, and reporting to, the Association

         of Chief Police Officers, which in turn advised the British government on its counterterrorism strategy. “What have you got,

         Deirdre?”

      


      

      She scowled. “Too much and damn all. We’re monitoring a laundry list of microcells and splinter groups, but none of them has

         ever demonstrated the capabilities to do something like this. Or anything even close to this.”

      


      

      “Has anyone taken credit for this?”

      


      

      MacDonal snorted. “The whole daft lot of them are queuing up to take credit. We’ve even had nine separate calls from people

         claiming to be Osama bin Laden himself. And one from Saddam bloody Hussein.”

      


      

      “From beyond the grave, no less.”


      

      “He claimed that the man they hanged was a clone.”


      

      “Ah,” said Welles, and shot a look at me. “Would the DMS have any opinion on that?”


      

      “I’ll pass it up the line, but I doubt if Saddam was alive he’d be calling to chat.”


      

      “I daresay. Who would benefit from this?”


      

      Childe cleared his throat. “Hard to say, especially if you look at the staff and patient demographics. There are a fair number

         of Muslims, Christians, Jews, and others. The hospital isn’t particularly political. No one of political or religious significance

         is associated with it or incarcerated as a patient. If this is a political statement, it’s more obscure than it needs to be.”

      


      

      “Yes,” agreed the Home Secretary, “and our press statements will reflect a neutral and nonaccusatory attitude until such time as we know at whom we should point our finger.”

      


      

      Childe nodded.


      

      The Home Secretary eyed the group. “Has anyone received a credible threat of any kind? Something we can act on?”

      


      

      Deirdre MacDonal said, “There have been several calls made to local precincts, but none of them are likely. Most are local

         nutters who regularly take credit for everything from the latest drive-by shooting to conspiracies by secret societies. Freemasons,

         the Illuminati, bloody space aliens. Barking mad, the lot of them.”

      


      

      “None of them bear investigation?” asked Welles.


      

      She sighed. “All of them do, Home Secretary, and we have teams running each one down, but we don’t expect any of them to actually

         be directly related.”

      


      

      Welles looked at me. “Was anything phoned in to any of the American agencies?”


      

      “Same as you have here,” I said. “A lot of groups and individuals trying to take credit but no one who stands out. We’re processing

         everything as fast as we can, though. I’m sure a pattern will emerge.”

      


      

      “You’re sure or you’re hoping?” asked MacDonal.


      

      “I’m sure and I hope I’m right,” I said, and that squeezed a smile out of her pinched face.


      

      Welles steepled his fingers. “Do we think that this might be related to any of the upcoming holiday or charity events? Or

         is there any indication that the scheduled events may become targets?”

      


      

      “Excuse me, sir,” I said, “but as I’m here more or less on vacation, I haven’t been paying attention to the social pages.

         Which events are most politically sensitive? Doesn’t the Queen give a Christmas address of some kind?”

      


      

      “That’s a fair question, Captain,” he said. “And Her Majesty usually touches on politics, and in recent years that’s been

         Afghanistan and Iraq. The broadcast is on Christmas Day but is actually taped beforehand.”

      


      

      “Do people know that?”


      

      “Yes,” answered MacDonal. “Which puts it low on the list of likely targets.”


      

      “There are large gatherings of people at Trafalgar Square and the South Bank on the nights leading up to Christmas,” said Aylrod. “The tree lighting has already passed; that was the first

         Thursday of this month. But there are several scheduled events for caroling. A bomb at either place would do untold harm,

         and if timed to Christmas … well, the religious and political implications are there to be seen.”
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