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  PAKISTAN




  For only a moment, less time than needed to take a breath, Gunnery Sergeant Kyle Swanson lifted his eyes from the dark path uncoiling before him and looked above the

  surrounding snow-covered peaks. A crescent moon rode in the cold night sky, with a shadowed edge so clean that the Marine sniper could make out the pimpled edges of individual craters with his

  naked eye. An early astronaut once described the lunar emptiness as magnificent desolation, and Swanson thought the same description was a good fit for the sheer and ragged mountains of western

  Pakistan. Up, down, or sideways, no matter where you looked, there was nothing in these badlands but more nothing. His eyes went back to the narrow trail, and he used his left hand to brush the

  stone face of the mountain, feeling for outcroppings of rock or tufts of weeds that could provide handholds, while he kept his boots at least six inches from the edge of the trace. Beyond that was

  only a sheer drop of perhaps a thousand feet into a black chasm.




  ‘I vote that next time, we just dump a bunch of cruise missiles on this place,’ said Staff Sergeant Joe Tipp, who was climbing right behind him. ‘My legs are on fire. Cupla

  cruise missiles would have saved us from humping these damned mountains.’




  The six Marines from Task Force Trident had been on the move for three consecutive nights, following a surly Afghan guide along impossible trails, up into the high elevations where the air was

  thin, then down into boulder-studded valleys, then up again. Before the dawns, they would take hide spots, set a guard rotation, and fall asleep exhausted, with every muscle sore and their weapons

  at hand. The only way through the Spin Ghars was to put one boot in front of another.




  ‘A cruise missile wouldn’t deliver the proper message, Joe. We don’t want to just whip their asses; they have to know they’ve been beaten. This has to be up close and

  personal,’ Swanson said over his shoulder as he forced his protesting legs to make one more step, then another. Two short grenade launchers rode atop his heavy pack, while an AK-47 assault

  rifle was hooked on the chest harness, and encased in a special bag over his shoulder was a Russian-made SV-98 sniper rifle. Balancing the seventy-pound load was as important as the footwork.




  ‘You really get off on sending this kind of message, don’t you?’




  Swanson snorted. ‘Bet your ass. Now shut up and climb.’




  This was their fourth black raid on hidden training camps across the border in the past three months. The official version of the mission stated that it was just a snoop-and-poop job by scouts

  from the U.S. Marine Special Operations Command, MARSOC, and the men would stay clearly inside of Afghanistan and under no circumstances venture into Pakistan. American and other NATO troops made

  such sweeps every day, probing for the elusive Taliban and al Qaeda terrorists.




  They had ridden out from a forward operating base in three closed Humvees, went through a couple of small villages of mud huts so they would be seen by curious eyes and reported up the terrorist

  grapevine as heading north. Once in the wilderness, darkness fell and things changed. The Humvees turned east at a dim intersection known as the Camel Crossroads and drove without lights for an

  hour over a rotten road, following deep ruts up the incline toward the mountain passes. They stopped. Eight Marines and the guide dismounted, and the vehicles returned to the crossroads and

  continued north to another forward operating base, again intentionally attracting the notice of enemy spies who concluded it was a routine resupply run, not worth worrying about.




  By the end of the first night, the commandos were deep in the mountains, at an isolated and abandoned observation position that overlooked some of the most forbidding terrain on the planet. They

  rested all day, and things changed again that night. Two Marines were left behind to set up a communications station that would transmit periodic false mission reports back to headquarters. The

  rest stepped out, wearing old clothes purchased in Afghan bazaars, carrying a variety of weapons that were not made in America and without any identification. Then they fell off the map.




  Soon, not even the radio team knew where they were. No colored pins on maps at any base showed their position or their target. No unmanned Predators circled overhead for surveillance, and if

  things went bad, no fighter-bombers would be zooming in for air support and there would be no rescue helicopter. There was absolutely no indication that any Americans were in the Paki backyard,

  which meant there could be no leaks to the various tribal warlords of questionable loyalties.




  Kyle climbed on, in the company of fighting men that he knew and trusted, all of them fully aware that there would be no after action reports, no medals for bravery, no mentions in the media, no

  memoirs later in life when they were all grandfathers and retired. Whatever happened out here, stayed here.




  The only unknown was the Afghan guide, who was only about as trustworthy as any of the locals. He had worked for the Agency for five years and was given a plastic-wrapped brick of $100 bills in

  payment to take them into the forbidden zone. He would not be a problem. Either he did as he was told or he would be killed and left in the mountains. Such was Kyle Swanson’s unforgiving

  world.




  Climbing the rugged terrain with him now were five experienced commandos, none below the rank of sergeant or with less than seven years in the Corps. Joe Tipp was right behind him, occasionally

  bitching about life in general. Next was Staff Sergeant Darren Rawls, a tall African-American who was a natural athlete and hardly felt the muscle pains shared by the others on the mountain.

  Captain Rick Newman was in the middle of the line, technically in command of the operation but with the primary task of doing officer stuff, like talking to other officers when required, so Swanson

  could do his job. The fifth was red-haired Staff Sergeant Travis Stone, a grinning little killer rat. Trailing and covering the rear was the wiry and always-silent Sergeant Eliot Brenner.




  Just before the mission’s fourth daybreak, as the serpentine trail descended toward a broad plateau, the guide suddenly stopped, then scurried back to Swanson. The patrol froze, instantly

  alert as the possibility of action replaced the drudge of climbing.




  ‘What is it?’ Kyle asked.




  The Afghan pointed toward a long and rocky ridge and said in fractured English, ‘Al Qaeda, mister. Taliban. Just there.’




  Swanson shed his pack and crawled forward on elbows and knees to a cluster of big rocks that allowed him to peer downward without exposing his head on the horizon. At the foot of the steep

  mountainside was a valley floor about five miles distant, where a crude camp of tents and small structures had been built.




  Captain Newman crawled up and flopped beside Kyle and scanned the valley with his binos. ‘Bingo. We’re here.’




  ‘Yep,’ Swanson confirmed. ‘Let’s get settled.’




  The Tridents spread out and found individual hides for the day, caught some sleep and spent their waking hours counting enemy noses and charting range cards to the various huts and landmarks.

  They did not speak, just watched the base camp in which the terrorists believed they were invulnerable. The six silent men were deep in the forbidding mountains, where their enemy had been

  protected by a truce between the local warlords and the Pakistani army, left alone for so long they felt free to do as they wished.




  In the late afternoon, three civilians were brought out from one of the huts, their hands tied and their eyes covered with black strips of cloth, stumbling as guards shoved them forward. A

  fighter who looked like a member of the training cadre called out to the terrorist trainees and pulled a knife from his belt. Obviously giving a demonstration, he crouched at the knees and thrust

  quickly forward and back with the blade to show what he wanted done. A dozen of his eager students formed a circle and one of the prisoners was pushed into the middle.




  The instructor then shouted out the names of individuals, and the summoned trainee would step into the circle and repeat the lunge attack, but making sure to only slice lightly into the

  terrified prisoner. The man had to live long enough for everyone to get a turn. When the first trainee finished, then another name was called, then the next, and the crying prisoner’s

  garments turned crimson with blood until he finally collapsed. After a final bit of instruction from the senior fighter, one of his younger acolytes bent down and cut the victim’s throat.




  Another circle was formed with other trainees, and the ones who had already finished the knife exercise became spectators, cheering and catcalling to the others while the second bound civilian

  was slashed. The exercise ended when the third prisoner had been slain. The instructor gathered his men for a verbal review of their work, then dismissed them. The three bodies were hauled away for

  burial.




  Swanson swallowed his rage. Emotion could not be allowed to enter his thoughts and the slaughter of those three prisoners made him focus even more. Still, he waited, chewing nuts and dates and

  thinking until, finally, the sky darkened. Almost time.




  The moon had reached the crescent shape three nights ago and now shone like a sign to mark the start of the ninth month of the Muslim lunar calendar, the holy month of Ramadan. Thirty days of

  fasting. In the valley, the forty terrorists and their half-dozen instructors settled down to break their daylong fast and enjoy the first food, water, and sweet chai they had been allowed to

  consume since before dawn. Their voices swam up the mountainside, the giddiness of a small celebration. Afterward, they would offer the last of the five daily prayers, the Isha.




  Swanson drank some water, wiped his hands and passed the word to prepare to move out. He called for the guide and when he approached, Kyle kicked the man’s legs from beneath him and

  dropped him to the ground. Joe Tipp was there to wrap duct tape around the ankles and put plastic flex ties on the wrists. Another strip of tape went over the mouth.




  ‘You have done well so far to get us here, my friend, and we do this not to harm you but just to insure your silence,’ Kyle told the guide. ‘We cannot afford to trust you. Stay

  still and quiet and you will be fine. I promise that we will pick you up on our way out. Attempt to warn those bastards down there and you will wish you were dead long before you actually

  are.’




  The guide stared into the set of gray-green eyes and the cold face and nodded. He understood.




  The six Trident Marines picked their way downhill, carefully planting their boots to prevent stumbling or sliding on rocks. There was no hurry. It was dark and the terrorists

  in the camp were still milling around, finishing their food and drink.




  This was exactly when Kyle had wanted to strike. He felt no alarm at all about violating any sacred religious rites, because the men in that camp were killers, through and through. This had

  nothing to do with religion, and everything to do with tactical advantage, for Swanson considered the fasting and prayer times of his enemy to present extraordinary opportunities, small openings

  during which their guard was down, their alertness dim, and their vulnerability extreme. He knew those terrorists would do the same to him if given the chance, and believed that it was savages just

  like them who had flown passenger jets filled with innocent Americans into the Twin Towers.




  Beneath a broad thumb of boulders about five hundred meters from the camp, the Tridents stopped so Kyle and Captain Newman could study the area one last time. Things remained normal and security

  was loose.




  ‘One close sentry straight ahead and another on that ridge about five hundred yards away,’ said Newman.




  Swanson broke out his sniper rifle and peered through the PKS-07 seven-power scope to satisfy himself that the moon was providing enough light for him to see clearly. He whispered to Newman,

  ‘Take out the close sentry and I’ll drop the other one at the same time. Joe Tipp, you spot for me.’




  Newman passed the word to Darren Rawls, who slithered off into the darkness, his long arms and legs propelling him forward at an astonishing pace and in total silence, with only his strong

  fingers and toes of his boots touching the ground.




  The sentry lazily walked his position, his senses dulled by the cool night temperature and the big meal of lamb and rice he had just devoured. A dot of flame flashed from a match as he lit an

  opium-laced cigarette until golden ashes glowed at the tip. The fasting period also meant no smoking during the day, so he hungrily inhaled, held it in his lungs, and stared up at the moon as the

  drug’s pleasantness spread through his body.




  In an instant, a shadow rose behind him, a big hand cupped over his mouth and yanked the head back, and then the heavy blade of a sharp Ka-Bar, an old-school combat knife, ripped through the

  exposed neck, sliced the jugular vein and dug for the brain. Darren Rawls eased the man to the rocky ground and knelt on him as he bled out. He clicked his radio transmitter once, breaking squelch

  to confirm his task was done.




  Joe Tipp and Kyle Swanson had calculated the distance, elevation, and windage numbers for their target. Upon hearing the click in their earpieces, Tipp whispered, ‘Fire.’ Swanson

  applied a smooth four pounds of pressure to the trigger and the SV-98 coughed once, the flash suppressor eating up the sound of the gunshot. An instant later, a 7.62 mm bullet slapped into the

  broad back of the distant guard and tore out his heart and chest, dropping him without a sound.




  Swanson put the sniper rifle aside and turned to Newman. ‘You find their commo shed?’




  ‘Um. Yeah. It’s that center building, looks like the overall headquarters. They really grouped all of those tents and buildings close together. Hooray for sloppy work.’




  ‘Shit, why not? They aren’t worried about any air strikes on sovereign Pakistani soil, and the Paks sure as hell aren’t coming after them. We’re here to show they

  aren’t safe, no matter where they sleep.’




  Tipp unstrapped a rocket-propelled grenade launcher. ‘I still think cruise missiles would be a good idea.’




  ‘Let’s go.’ Swanson growled and led the way down the trail, unlimbering one of his own RPG-7s. The old weapons were notoriously inaccurate and had a short range, but had been

  modified and updated, and in the hands of trained commandos firing down slope, they were effective and deadly. With both sentries out of the way, the group closed on the camp until they were less

  than a football field away, then at Kyle’s signal, moved into a line, side-by-side, about ten yards apart.




  They were in position within seconds, invisible in the darkness against the mountain backdrop, all with RPGs ready to fire. The terrorists were grouped together outside in the open area of the

  camp, kneeling in five lines on their prayer rugs and facing Mecca.




  Swanson took a final range measurement, just a flicker of an invisible radar beam and spoke into the small microphone on his headset. ‘Set your detonators at one hundred meters. On my

  count of three, send the first volley into the crowd and then hit your assigned buildings with the second shot, again on my count. We want both salvos to arrive as a package. After that, we move

  into the camp and fire at will. There will be no survivors.’




  Captain Newman had assigned each commando a specific segment of the crowd of worshippers, so as to maximize the damage rather than having all of the rockets bursting in one place. The terrorists

  were no longer men, as far as any of the Marines were concerned: Just targets. Kyle aimed at the center of the cluster, and counted it off, ‘Three . . . Two . . . One!’




  The six RPGs spoke with a loud, rippling bark and the rockets leaped from their shoulder-mounted tubes, whining instantly toward the gathered men below. The few who looked up saw six rocket

  trails etching smoke in the night sky and then the missiles exploded in a hellish roar. The odd-numbered rockets carried high-explosive warheads that ripped through unprotected skin and internal

  organs, while the even-numbered ones were thermobarics which erupted just above the crowd to spew a fine mist of underoxidized fuel that detonated in air bursts which sucked the air out of lungs

  and created massive fireballs that consumed bodies.




  As the explosions ricocheted up the mountains, the Tridents were already firing the second rounds, ripping the other RPGs at the few buildings and blowing the fragile structures apart. Flames

  from the fuel-air explosions swept around corners and into doorways and windows and potential hiding places, vacuuming life out of every human it touched.




  Kyle was moving before the roar ceased and relentlessly led the other Tridents in a mad scramble toward the shattered campsite. He estimated about 90 percent of the fifty-two man terrorist force

  was already dead, and was glad that no return fire was coming back toward the Marines.




  ‘Split up!’ he hollered when they reached the perimeter. The team divided into two-man units and worked rapidly through the burning ruins, firing three-round bursts at anyone who

  looked as if he may have somehow survived the initial attacks. There weren’t many, and even the wounded drew the momentary but deadly attention of the raiders. It was not work for the weak of

  heart, but mercy had no place in the mountains of Pakistan on a night like this.




  At the far edge of the camp, Kyle yelled, ‘Back!’ They all turned and worked their way through the charnel houses to their starting point. Fewer shots were needed this time.




  The fire was chewing everything in the camp and an ammunition dump erupted like a small volcano, but the surrounding high mountains shielded the fire and detonations from the outside world. The

  Tridents pulled out after leaving behind a few booby traps in case of pursuit.




  They climbed the trail, picked up the guide, and disappeared like ghosts back into the unfathomable reaches of the rugged border.
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  SCOTLAND




  The castle was guarded by everything but dragons, knights, and archers with longbows. Professional security personnel from five nations and counterterrorism teams roamed

  the grounds while police in small boats patrolled the black waters of the forbidding loch. Electronic and thermal detection systems webbed the woodlands and motion detectors and surveillance

  cameras probed every corner. Sir Jeoffrey Cornwell took a sip of whisky and looked for holes in the security net as the sun set in a final blaze of bronze sky sliced by layers of purple clouds. A

  fine mist was on the light breeze, but he could see across the loch, which meant the weather would be fine for tonight.




  It was less than a dozen miles from Edinburgh, perched on the dominating knob of a hill that sloped to the water on the east side. Patrol vehicles on the far perimeter road that led around the

  loch had turned on their headlights, and from the castle wall, they looked like slow-moving fireflies. Cornwell owned more than a thousand acres, from working farmland to a game-thick forest and

  the entire place normally would have been leased for the week to some multinational corporation for a conference of managers. Not tonight.




  He had bought the fifteenth-century castle a decade ago, when it was little more than a dilapidated ruin, then had it gutted and rebuilt. The single rugged exterior wall on which he now stood

  was one of the few remaining parts of the original structure and still bore the scars of English cannonballs. Bathed by light blue floodlights, the broad front wall kept the castle looking

  medieval, ominous, and strong.




  The new buildings behind the blue wall contained improvements that had never been dreamed of by the ancient stonemasons, such as electricity, flush toilets, and central heating. Corporate

  executives on a business retreat required ultimate comfort.




  Cornwell had retired from the British Special Air Services as a colonel, then became a successful industrialist and a visionary designer of military hardware. He and his wife, Lady Patricia,

  lived in one private wing of the Scottish estate and left the rest to be operated as a commercial venture, for he would not allow his money to sit idle.




  A wide lane of flickering torches led from the gatehouse to the area in which the limousines would arrive, and off to the left the helipad was aglow with a blinking strobe

  light flashing upward from the center. Security had never been tighter. Still, he felt as though he was holding a brittle piece of history in his palms, and he was worried. The slightest unexpected

  incident could ruin everything. He took another sip of warm Scotch and the whisky teased a burn down his throat. He placed his glass on the thick flat stone of the saw-toothed battlement and

  straightened his tuxedo.




  ‘Would you please stop worrying? Let the professionals do their jobs, Jeff. Your only role tonight is to be the perfect host.’ Lady Patricia slid an arm around his waist and kissed

  his cheek. She wore a navy blue organza gown designed by Karl Lagerfeld, and diamond earrings matched the necklace, the stones glittering in the bright lights and contrasting with her tanned

  skin.




  Sir Jeff was startled, then he wrapped a big arm around Pat and hugged her close. Gave her a smile. ‘You are beautiful tonight,’ he said.




  ‘Yes, I am,’ she replied happily. ‘We’ve had many parties, Jeff, but this is at the top of the list.’




  Lady Pat looked around. Busy, efficient people were working hard to make the evening work perfectly. ‘So why are you worried?’




  ‘Something Kyle said a few weeks ago,’ her husband replied.




  ‘Oh my God, Jeff. Listen to Kyle Swanson when you need to kill somebody, not when you are seeking social advice.’




  There was a small laugh behind them and Sir Jeff looked over. Delara Tabrizi, their thirty-year-old personal assistant, a refugee from Iran who was now a British citizen, was standing there with

  a thick notebook of checklists, a personal radio-telephone in her ear, a small computer in her hands, and a big smile on her face.




  He glared at her without effect. The two women in his life were not afraid of him.




  ‘Lady Pat is right, sir. It would be a vision of hell for Kyle to figure out a seating chart, and where to place that beautiful wife of the foreign minister of Israel for maximum effect,

  or to plan a menu that would be memorable for Christians, Jews, and Muslims alike. That, sir, would indeed be funny.’




  Pat asked, ‘See? So what did he tell you that has gotten you so jumpy?’




  Delara Tabrizi cocked her head and poked a finger in her ear to push the radio receiver deeper for better reception. She tapped her keyboard then looked up. ‘Excuse me, Sir Jeff, but you

  wanted a status report?’




  He nodded. British Foreign Minister Lord Covington and the Israeli foreign minister had been overnight guests, and the others were due momentarily. The private dinner was a prelude to

  tomorrow’s signing of a peace agreement between Israel and Saudi Arabia, a treaty that could be a huge step in bringing peace to the Middle East.




  Delara replied, ‘The American ambassador and the U.S. secretary of state have entered the grounds. The helicopter of Prince Abdullah is in the air, with an ETA of eight minutes. The

  Egyptian foreign minister’s plane just landed at Edinburgh, and a helo is waiting for him. Twenty minutes.’




  ‘Very well,’ he said, and straightened the sleeves of his midnight black tux. ‘Ladies, shall we go down and greet the guests?’




  ‘Not until you tell me about Kyle.’ Lady Pat crossed her arms and stayed put.




  ‘Well, I showed him all around the perimeter and described our security precautions. Where guards would be on duty in static positions and the routes of the roving patrols. The

  electronics. I told him that if a squirrel shat out there, we would know it.’




  ‘Jeff! Watch your language. Children are present.’




  ‘I apologize, Delara,’ he said. She rolled her eyes. ‘Anyway, I told him how all of the international teams were cooperating and how tight this net was going to be, and asked

  if he thought he could penetrate such a band of security and take out a target.’




  ‘Obviously he would tell you that he could,’ Lady Pat almost snorted. ‘Little bastard thinks he is Superman.’




  ‘Worse. He said it would be easy. So we extended the protective perimeter to two miles in every direction. Not only did Kyle say that still would not be enough, but insisted that

  protecting this place was tactically impossible. Centuries ago, it made sense to put a castle on a hill so it could dominate the region. In the twenty-first century, he says it’s a security

  dinosaur.




  ‘And that got you all upset. We are having this wonderful reception to mark an historic event and you let Kyle Swanson needle you. He was probably saying that just to get under your skin,

  and he did.’ She grinned. ‘Delara, dear, please make a note to remind me to box Kyle’s ears the next time I see him.’




  ‘Yes, m’lady.’




  Pat linked her arm into Sir Jeff’s again and got him moving toward the stone stairs that descended from the wall-walk into the castle courtyard. The first black limos were arriving.

  ‘Now smile and prepare to welcome all of these important people to our stately manor.’
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  SCOTLAND




  Ibrahim Bilal was first out of the minivan when it pulled off a narrow farm road and into a brush-obscured driveway three miles away from the castle. A few scruffy

  Highland cattle grazed around him but there was no other sound. He pressed a button on his wristwatch and started the attack countdown and called for the others. ‘Out! Quickly now.

  Quickly!’




  Four more men dismounted, all wearing insulated smoky branch camo overalls and strong climbing boots and with their faces smeared with NATO camouflage paint sticks. They hauled open the rear

  doors of the small truck, handed around backpacks and strapped them on. The loads contained only radios, water, some snacks, dry socks and shoes, and a complete change of clothing. Holstered

  pistols with a single spare clip apiece would be their only personal weapons. Very soon, every ounce would count.




  The rest of the cargo was pulled out, then they covered the vehicle with a ten-by-twenty-foot mottled mesh camouflage net and branches were used to erase the tire tracks. That done, they helped

  each other add the new loads, grunting with effort as they distributed several hundred pounds of additional weight among the five of them, using the backpacks to take some of the weight and better

  balance the loads across their shoulders. ‘Life isn’t easy,’ Bilal joked. ‘Go now.’




  Moving at the head of the column, he took them through the cows toward a small hill at the far west end of the pasture. A helicopter roared high overhead and passed beyond the crest, with its

  bright landing lights pushing columns of white through the gloom. Bilal looked at his wristwatch as he walked. Right on time.




  ‘I never thought I’d see this day,’ the American secretary of state, Kenneth Waring, told Sir Jeff as the sleek helicopter touched down with barely a wiggle.

  The engines were shut down and the blade slowed its spinning.




  ‘It is the inevitable outcome of the extremely difficult work by dedicated men and women of good will over many years,’ Cornwell replied. His hands were moist from nervousness.




  ‘Sir Jeff, your work behind the scenes was vital in this final stage of the negotiations. I doubt that we could have done it without your assistance. You know so many influential people

  and they all trust you to be an honest broker. Believe me, that sort of reputation is rare today.’




  Jeff was uncomfortable with compliments. He felt he had just done his duty, keeping all of those hard-headed politicians and diplomats going in private meetings when they all had conflicting

  agendas. They had been arguing for years and Jeff had helped nudge them toward a decision. ‘The danger comes over the next few months, while the heads of the regional governments try to keep

  the fanatics under control.’




  ‘Jeff, if anybody can pull this off, it is Prince Abdullah. Either he is successful or we probably get another century of Middle East misery.’




  They were not the only ones having doubts.




  Prince Abdullah, the Saudi ambassador to the United States, looked out from the window of his helicopter and saw the eager faces of his hosts and the big blue wall of the old

  castle. He knew that when he stepped from this aircraft, he would be changing the world and in a fleeting moment of fear, wanted to order the pilot to take off again, to rush him back to the

  airport so he could fly back to Washington and resume his normal and familiar routines. Let this burden fall on other shoulders.




  The prince was in his early forties, tall, handsome, and athletic, and had been groomed for this role since he was a boy. Highly intelligent, multilingual, and experienced both as a soldier and

  a diplomat, he might never be king, for he was not the monarch’s eldest son, but the family had molded Abdullah into their version of an enlightened, modern political figure. If forced to

  evolve into a democracy, he would be the prince who could run for office, although that plan had also fallen into ashes in this turbulent time. His new reputation, historic as it might be, would

  not win him many voters. The man who made peace with the Jews!




  Abdullah had reviewed the diplomatic cables and the latest news while on the flight across the Atlantic. There was unrest at home, which had been expected, for to have Saudi Arabia sign an

  official peace treaty with Israel carried huge risks. The nation where Islam’s most holy cities of Mecca and Medina were located was switching sides, a monstrous development in the view of

  religious fundamentalists who championed a stern theocracy. Blind hatred for Israel was a bedrock belief for millions of Muslims. Violence had blossomed in dozens of places.




  The royal family in Riyadh saw things differently than the imams and mullahs. Egypt had made a similar agreement with the Jewish state forty years ago, withstood the ensuing political storms,

  and prospered. To survive in the tumultuous twenty-first century, the Saudis also needed to make political adjustments. Controlling one-fifth of the world’s known oil reserves was no

  guarantee of a stable long-term existence because the product was only that, a product to be sold. It was a finite resource and would either run dry or, more likely, be overtaken by other energy

  sources and the nation could disintegrate right back into the desert sands from which it had come, having been rich and powerful for only a few generations. Hatred of the Jews had outlived its

  usefulness. National survival was at stake.




  Abdullah let the helicopter’s spinning blades come to a complete stop before a bodyguard opened the side door. To allow the powerful rotor wash to whip his regal robes like laundry on a

  line was unacceptable. The British foreign minister, the American secretary of state and Sir Jeoffrey Cornwell welcomed him and they all left the gleaming helipad for a reception area in which

  Israeli Foreign Minister Nathan Simhon stood waiting. The moment of truth, thought Abdullah. Inshallah.




  Then Simhon, with a genuine smile, unexpectedly broke protocol and stepped forward to shake hands with the prince and a private photographer recorded the historic moment.




  ‘Mr. Foreign Minister, we shall be great friends!’ declared the prince.




  ‘We all look forward to that,’ responded Simhon. ‘I am honored to be signing the letter of intent with you tomorrow.’




  Lady Pat was introduced to the prince as the evening’s hostess, and stepped between the two men to lead the group into the huge banquet hall, a corridor of stone and

  tapestries and ancient weapons that maintained the castle theme. A massive oak table ran almost the entire length of the room. Sir Jeff escorted the wife of the Israeli ambassador, a gorgeous

  brunette who had once been an actress.




  Delara Tabrizi took her notebook and her PDA and retreated to her basement office, which was serving double duty as a storage area for spare parts for the event’s beefed-up communication

  center. A bank of color television screens was aligned along the wall and she could watch things unfold while directing the cooks, waiters, and various staff members. Delara allowed herself a smile

  of sheer joy. It felt like only yesterday that she had barely escaped from Iran with her life and she knew this historic moment would not please the mullahs. However, it pleased her greatly.




  The reception was running smoothly and everything was on schedule, so she touched up her makeup before heading back upstairs to retrieve Sir Jeff and get him out to the helipad to greet the

  Egyptian foreign minister, whose helicopter was making its final approach.




  She noticed a member of the prince’s entourage whisper to Sir Jeff, who pointed to a side door, and the man immediately relayed the comment to the prince. Delara suppressed a laugh. All of

  this hullabaloo, peace treaties and history coming together, and the main guy had to go to the bathroom.
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  SCOTLAND




  As he trudged up the stony hill, Ibrahim Bilal remembered going on hikes as a child with his father when the family lived in High Wycombe in England. He had become an

  engineer, but a bored young man with no enthusiasm for life until he found Islam. Along with discovering inner change and comfort, he became aware that a smart and brave young believer could earn a

  good living as a fighter and a maker of explosives. After his conversion, less than a year ago, he had abandoned the family name for a new identity, then departed from the family itself, for they

  were infidels and impure.




  This climb had been rigorous, but not really hard, other than carrying the extra weight. Within ten minutes, Bilal reached the crest and could see the glow from the big house, a bubble of blue

  and white light in the gathering darkness. ‘Now!’ he commanded to those who followed him. ‘Set it up!’




  While the men dumped their burdens and packs, Ibrahim examined the perimeter road as a slow-moving vehicle passed by and a small spotlight illuminated clumps of bushes along both sides. When the

  car moved on, he removed a laser rangefinder from his pack and measured the distance between the hilltop on which he was crouched and the castle across the water. The digital readout told him they

  were 3,800 meters away from the big wall, and 600 meters outside of the two-mile security perimeter.




  By the time he checked his team, the tripod had been pulled from its container and the legs were unfolded, fanned out and locked in place. The men were forcing the stabilizing prongs into the

  hard ground. Then they heaved the fifty-two pound launch system into position and locked it atop the tripod.




  Bilal heard the low hum of another vehicle engine and snapped his attention back to the road where headlights and another spotlight gleamed, but were pointed down toward the edges of the road

  and not up the hill. Another patrol, only two minutes behind the first one. The loch road was a busy place.




  The team unhooked the day-night sight package from one of the backpacks and affixed it to the angular device they had already built, plugged in the connections and activated it. Another narrow

  cylinder was opened and a long object was withdrawn and was smoothly slid into the thick tube atop of the weapon. The tube-launched, optically tracked, wire-guided missile, known worldwide as a

  TOW, was ready to work.




  This one had been removed from a U.S. Army Humvee in Iraq the previous year after an ambush, smuggled into England, and stored away to await a suitable target. Ibrahim looked at his stopwatch:

  More minutes had flown away and the big hand kept sweeping over the numbers. He was still on time and he crouched beside the TOW, a loader standing by with another missile, and the others taking

  overwatch positions to keep track of the patrols.




  Bilal adjusted the thermal optic sight until the crosshairs rested on the bright, glowing castle wall. He took a deep breath and pressed the firing mechanism. The missile, more than four feet in

  length, tore out of its tube with a deafening, thumping roar and a flash of fire which violently jarred them all, but Ibrahim had expected it, recovered and brought the crosshairs back onto the

  target. The roar was replaced by the hissing whisper of a thin wire unreeling behind the TOW that would relay the built-in computer commands to adjust the small fins on the flying missile. Ibrahim

  Bilal was sweating, counting off the twenty seconds until impact and holding the thermal sight steady on his target.




  The loader was readying the second rocket. The team would do both shots in less than a minute, and then be gone.




  Soldiers on the roving patrols—in vehicles, on foot, and on the lake—heard the distinctive, muffled pop-boom of the TOW launch and came to a slight halt as

  their brains began issuing threat signals. Eight seconds had elapsed before any of them spotted the brilliant red streak tearing through the night sky, and three seconds more ticked off before the

  first man could understand what was going on. He hit the TRANSMIT button on his throat mike and yelled, ‘INCOMING MISSILE!’




  An anti-missile team stationed in the woods had no chance. The TOW had come and gone before they realized it was even there, and relentlessly plunged over the top of its slight arc and sped

  toward the castle.




  The security apparatus was big, but had miles to cover, which made it comparatively slow. It was hampered in the struggle to adapt to the instant threat because the multiple nations represented

  in the dining hall used different radio frequencies.




  In her office, Delara Tabrizi heard the panicked warning being broadcast in several languages as guards tried to cut through the established procedure and reach their own people. She stood

  rooted in place, unable to mentally process the information. An attack? Here?




  The bodyguard stationed near each dignitary also had to mentally process the alert call that was shouted in their earpieces and a few managed to lurch forward to protect their people, but were

  out of time.




  The powerful TOW, pushed by its tight tail of fire, slammed into the castle wall with a 12.4-kilogram warhead that was capable of blowing through the armor of a tank. It obliterated the ancient

  fortification with an explosion that sent chunks of concrete scything through the air, followed by bolts of flame and waves of debris.




  From the hill across the loch, Ibrahim Balil watched a giant fireball rise above his target but did not remove his eye from the sighting scope. Sweat poured down his face and

  he could feel the vibrations through the reusable launcher as the loader fed the second missile into place. Forcing himself to remain steady, Balil pressed the trigger mechanism again and the new

  TOW thundered away.




  Thirty seconds after the first missile strike, the follow-up shot plunged down and the old stone wall was no longer there to impede its progress. The missile hit the conference building with

  another spectacular explosion.
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  The concussion blast of the first missile threw Delara Tabrizi over her desk and all the way across her office, and cracked her head against the cement wall. She crumpled to

  the floor, stunned, and then the second missile tore the place apart. Walls began to sag and fall.




  She dreamed she was struggling against a riptide current as she swam back to reality and found herself in a corner beneath the heavy weight of her desk. Her head felt as if it was breaking,

  breath came hard into her aching ribcage and her ears rang. She shook her head. What just happened? One moment she had been watching the security cameras, getting ready to go back upstairs,

  and then the world had ended with the thunder of doom, and . . . ? That was all. A horrendous crash, flying through the air, and bright flashes of red and orange. Oh, and something about a

  missile.




  The castle’s emergency generators kicked on and the remaining light fixtures bloomed, dropping pools of dim illumination through the darkness and piercing swirling clouds of settling dust.

  Her digital wristwatch lit up when she pressed a button: ten minutes after eight o’clock. They had entered the great hall only six minutes ago, so she had been immobile for too long, but she

  was covered with debris and junk. Although the office was destroyed, the scattered material provided some inanimate reassurance, for it was familiar and she could recognize individual items. The

  small desk tilted against her had become a protective shield that diverted much of the blast force. The bottom half of the chair was still on its wheels nearby but the back had been snapped off by

  a large chunk of falling concrete. She wanted to get up and run, but remembered Kyle’s motto for times of danger: Slow is smooth, smooth is fast. Delara took several breaths, counted

  her hands and feet, stretching her fingers and toes and determined that no serious damage had been done. The air was so thick with dust that breathing made her cough, and jabbed sharp pains through

  her side, where perhaps a rib had been cracked. When she raised a hand to her scalp, there was a patch of wet blood, but no gaping wound. Her legs worked. She could move.




  Using the desk as a prop, she rose, and then pulled open a drawer in which she kept her jogging gear, found the gray sweatshirt and pressed it against the soggy head cut. The fancy dress shoes

  were gone, so she rummaged around to find her Nikes. More familiarity, more personal comfort, the dawning realization that she must go find Lady Pat and Sir Jeff. Moving across the room was like

  navigating a maze, her path hampered by fallen chunks of wood and nails and shards of brick and glass. She worked toward the stone stairs.




  A large wooden beam leaned at a diagonal across the doorway to the main floor, but the big door was gone. Sliding beneath the beam, Delara found herself in a wonderland of destruction, and

  stumbled into what had once been the grand dining hall. Not another soul was standing, and she rushed into the dark ruins, shouting as loudly as she could: ‘Pat! Jeff! Where are you?’

  To her left, several small fires gnawed at the rubble.




  Moans and cries of pain were coming from various points of the big room, and in moments, security men from outside were charging into the area, the beams of their strong flashlights crossing

  like sabers. Someone shouted orders to put the fire out before it spread. Her hearing was returning.




  Delara recalled the seating chart. Sir Jeff was to have been at the head of the table, but no one had yet taken their seats for the dinner, so he and Lady Pat were both likely still at the far

  end of the room. She headed that way. ‘Pat! Jeff! It’s Delara! I’m coming!!’ Her foot slipped and she fell hard onto a body in a tuxedo. It did not have a head. She gagged

  in horror and someone grabbed her arm and lifted her up: a uniformed soldier with a flashlight. He saw her head wound and said, ‘You’re bleeding, luv. Let’s get you outside for

  some medical treatment.’




  She shook him away. Pointed to a doorway on the left. ‘I’m all right, so tend to the others,’ she said, her voice surprisingly strong, regaining the tone of certainty that she

  used to run this massive place. She pointed to a side door. ‘Go look in there. Prince Abdullah had just gone to the loo when the bomb hit. I am Sir Jeoffrey Cornwell’s assistant and I

  need a torch.’ The soldier handed her his own flashlight and ran to the bathroom, calling for others to help.




  Delara worked her way over to the far wall and probed the shining point of the flashlight across piles of debris. The entire wall along the right edge of the room had collapsed, which brought

  down most of the ceiling with it. She recognized the dark brown tapestry that had depicted a royal hunting scene and had hung on the far wall. It had been thrown down like a blanket. She lifted an

  edge and shined the light beneath. The legs of a woman and the bottom of a torn navy blue organza gown were visible.




  ‘Pat!’ she screamed and turned back to the soldiers. ‘I need help here! I’ve found somebody!’ Several men jumped through the rubble and knelt beside her, then

  peeled away the heavy tapestry and the debris holding it in place. With their bare hands, they dug deeper into the wreckage. Pat Cornwell was on her side and Sir Jeff lay diagonally across her

  midsection, having used the split-second of warning before the first explosion to throw them both beneath the edge of the heavy table and between two sturdy chairs. The soldiers rolled him onto his

  back and finished clearing the heavy load that pinned his wife. A medical officer wiped away the dirt and blood from their faces and felt for vital signs. ‘Two live ones here,’ he

  called. ‘Bring some stretchers!’




  Delara used her cotton sweatshirt to gently wipe Sir Jeff’s face, her fingers gingerly dislodging clumps of dirt from his mouth and nose. He began to cough, and his eyes flew open and he

  managed a panicked whisper: ‘Pat . . .’




  Delara Tabrizi felt a jolt of happiness. He was coming back! She grabbed his hand and placed its palm on the arm of his wife, and let it rest there. ‘She’s right here beside us, sir,

  and the doctor says she’s still alive, too. Getting beneath the table saved both of you. You’re going to be okay.’




  His eyes fluttered and he was about to fall unconscious again. ‘Delara?’ he asked softly, and she leaned closer, tears in her eyes. ‘Delara,’ he repeated, the voice just

  a bit stronger. He had to say something.




  ‘Yes, sir. I’m right here. Don’t worry. I shall stay with you and Lady Pat.’ She took his other hand in both of hers.




  Jeoffrey Cornwell shook his head, and looked into her eyes, then whispered, ‘Delara. Get Kyle. I need Kyle.’




  







  6




  WASHINGTON, D. C.




  It was three o’clock in the afternoon. Sybelle Summers had been at work for half of her shift and had not yet come up with a new excuse to get out of her job. She

  was running out of reasons, and had been turned down by every boss she had, even the guy in the Oval Office. The president of the United States, Mark Tracy, was so tired of listening to her bitch

  that he had recently snapped that she had better get used to being his military assistant because she was going to be in the position for a while, so just shut the hell up. It was the most boring

  job she had ever had.




  So she sat in an uncomfortable chair at a little desk just outside the Oval Office and stared at the black leather Halliburton suitcase beside her. The hefty Glock pistol dug into her hip, so

  she shifted it. The White House Military Office had wanted her to carry a prissy little Beretta, because it was easily hidden and therefore not as obvious when she was in public with the president.

  The Secret Service would take care of any real threats, she was told. Sybelle liked the Secret Service agents, but no guard detail was ever perfect, and if she ever had to shoot, she intended to

  blow a hole in any bastard stupid enough to try to steal the Nuclear Football.




  Major Summers, of the U.S. Marine Corps, was one of five military officers, a single representative from each branch of the armed services, who worked in shifts to lug the Football around so

  that it was always available to the commander in chief. No one knew much about her beyond that she was beautiful and obviously competent. Her life had been studied in detail during the

  ultra-top-level Yankee White background investigation before she assumed the new job, but it seemed that everything in her personnel folder was stamped ‘Classified’ or ‘Top

  Secret’ or ‘Need To Know.’ Top marks at the U.S. Naval Academy, the only woman ever to graduate from Marine Recon, and a bunch of decorations on her uniform that signified valor

  in combat, although the citations gave no clue as to when, what, where, and why.




  Summers had a reputation as an up-and-comer and had come to the White House after being the operations officer of a black ops team known as Task Force Trident. The only time her personality

  emerged while she was on duty at the White House was when a senior officer from within the elite Spec Operations community came to see the president. Those really hard men always took time to say

  hello to Summers and joke about the fancy loop of braid on her right shoulder, teasing her about becoming a staff weenie and getting a death glare from the dark blue eyes in return.




  ‘Can’t cut it in the field anymore, eh, Major?’ one lieutenant general had quipped.




  ‘Your pants are unzipped again, sir. Another senior moment?’ she replied in her distinctive, quiet voice that was polite but carried a sense of menace, like the purr of a puma

  feasting happily on an elk.




  The three-star automatically looked down at his pants. They both laughed. It was the kind of rude exchange that passed for respect among such warriors.




  The weight of history and grandeur of the White House had weighed upon her on that first trip through the uniformed Secret Service cordon at the gates and then on the walk up the long driveway

  to the main entrance. After that, it became just another job. The suitcase stayed within arm’s reach because it contained everything the president needed to launch a nuclear strike, whether

  it might be a small tactical weapon or the final, full-blown, tear-the-roof-off attack. Summers was the unanimous choice if somebody had to be on call to help the president launch Armageddon. She

  would probably just lean over his shoulder, a gentle aura of perfume surrounding her, and casually coach him through the authentication codes and leaf through the pages in the folder that listed

  the deserving targets, printed in red. She would not flinch from such an awesome responsibility and since everybody was probably about to die anyway, she might throw in a few suggestions of her own

  and anybody on her personal shit list would be catching a nuke on the head.




  Sybelle got along fine with the other staff members whose duties also put them in close proximity to the Oval Office, and a couple of agents of the Secret Service protective detail had even

  asked her out for a date. She always declined and the agents grumbled about the wasted personal life of such a beautiful woman. She stood five six, weighed no more than 125 and, since she was

  currently based in Washington, Sybelle’s black hair was trimmed at an upscale shop, short but flaring just a bit at the collar. She was frequently called upon by the White House Social

  Secretary to escort a single man at an evening event, but those relationships never left the grounds. Sybelle was fierce about protecting her personal life.




  She looked at the Football again. It hadn’t moved. Still there, with one end of a steel chain attached to the handle, the other end dangling free, a handcuff ready to be snapped onto her

  wrist.




  Things had been routine around the Oval Office, with a steady stream of visitors coming and going. Then a little after three, the President’s chief of staff threw open the door of his

  adjoining office and bolted across the narrow hallway, barking at the two Secret Service agents flanking the door. ‘Code Red! Lock it down,’ yelled Steve Hanson. ‘Evacuate him to

  the shelter!’




  The agents spun and followed him through the door, talking into their wrist microphones as they went. The entire atmosphere of the White House changed in an instant. From calm backwater to

  hurricane in the blink of an eye. Sybelle unbuttoned her jacket and pulled out the Glock, knelt beside the Football and clicked the steel handcuff onto her left wrist. Then she stood again, with

  the pistol in her right hand, pointing it toward the floor as her eyes quartered the area.




  Two more agents ran up and one dashed straight into the office while the second assumed post at the main door, holding a small machine gun. He and Sybelle exchanged the briefest of glances, and

  he was startled about how cool she appeared to be in this emergency. The White House was plunging into total lockdown, nobody allowed in or out, the threat unknown and security accelerating to a

  maximum. Snipers removed their rifles from their cases on the roof, the antiaircraft missile system was activated, and uniformed agents scrambled into defensive positions. The big gates were

  locked.




  Summers stood there unconsciously humming a little tune, her eyes glittering like polished stones. The pistol did not twitch, although it was held in only one hand. It was almost as if she

  wanted somebody to attack.




  There was a flurry of activity inside the Oval Office, since the president had been in the middle of a meeting about the upcoming elections in Iraq. He was whisked out, each arm held by a Secret

  Service agent. One spoke into his sleeve microphone to alert the agents’ command post: ‘Buckskin is moving.’ The code name had been assigned to the president by the U.S. Army

  Signal Corps because the president was from Tennessee and had constantly used Davy Crockett symbolism during his campaigns.




  As the group cleared the doorway, the president looked over at Sybelle, gave her a slight grin, and said, ‘Major Summers, maybe you had better come along. Bring our suitcase.’




  ‘Yes, sir,’ she said. Sybelle holstered her weapon, hefted the forty-five-pound case and wrapped both arms around it as a Secret Service agent pushed her into the fast-moving group

  heading to the secure shelter beneath the second basement. Finally, she thought as she trotted down the stairs, toting the country’s secret nuclear codes, something

  interesting.
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  The weary Trident team called for a ride home as soon as they were safely back inside Afghanistan and a Dark Horse MH-47 helicopter from the 160th Special Operations Aerial

  Regiment soon arrived overhead to extract them from a long and barren plateau. Once aboard, the two thundering rotor blades of the SOAR bird prevented any attempt at conversation, so they loosened

  their gear and got comfortable for the long haul back to a forward operating base.




  When they reached a safe altitude, the crew chief flashed a white grease-board on which he had scrawled a one-word question: SWANSON?




  Kyle pointed to his own chest and the crew chief struggled over, stepping around the other guys’ boots. ‘I’m Swanson,’ he yelled when the crew chief approached.

  ‘What’s up?’
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