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For Mariafe






“One seldom recognizes the devil when he’s putting his hand on your shoulder…”

—ALBERT SPEER

“There are risks and costs to action. But they are far less than the long-range risks of comfortable inaction…”

—JOHN F. KENNEDY








PROLOGUE

Eastern Yemen

20 Miles North of Tarim

September 5, 2:33 a.m.

THE IRANIAN MOIS officer Mahmoud Ghorbani tilted his head out of the Saudi AB-212 helicopter’s open fuselage, breathed in the cool desert air that whipped his face, and experienced a sense of freedom and purpose that he hadn’t felt in decades.

Through his night-vision goggles, he took in the green hue of the craggy desert below as the chopper followed the single-track dirt road south—cutting through the barren Yemeni landscape like a snake.

“We are two minutes out,” a deep voice said in Arabic over his headset. “Are you ready, brother?”

Ghorbani turned his head to the right, gazed at Turki Shahidi, the infamous Saudi government enforcer, and nodded.

Returning his attention to the terrain passing below him, Ghorbani gripped his Kalashnikov and made some last-minute adjustments to his gear.

The first phase of Dark Sun was about to begin—an operation that had been over a year in the making.

He glanced over at Shahidi and thumbed his throat mike. “Make sure all your men have their face masks on. Tell the men and the pilots we will only speak in Farsi from here on out, no more Arabic.”

Shahidi nodded, and Ghorbani watched as the man relayed the message, before taking off his own headset, and donning a black ski mask. If this delicate operation was going to succeed, there could be no slipups. Shahidi and his men would need to be able to pass as Iranians.

The Saudi pilots and soldiers who were chosen for this mission were not only Shahidi’s most trusted men, but they could speak in passable Farsi, if need be.

Hopefully, it would not come to that.

Ghorbani would be the only person doing the talking.

“One minute out, brother,” Shahidi said, in Farsi a few seconds later. “The caravan is just up ahead.”

Ghorbani leaned his head back out of the open fuselage and could see the brake lights of a half-dozen vehicles heading south along the dirt road toward the Yemeni town of Tarim.

Turki Shahidi had picked this particular stretch of desert road for the ambush because of its desolateness. For twenty miles in every direction, there was nothing but sand, scrub, and windblown cliffs.

Nobody would hear the gunfire.

Nobody would hear the screams.

Turki Shahidi had planned this operation perfectly—so nobody would see the Saudi coalition helicopters attack their own caravan and free their own prisoners.

The caravan ahead was a prisoner transport and was operated by two dozen Saudi-paid Sudanese guards—most of them children and teenagers.

Shahidi had handpicked the Sudanese guards personally. He’d chosen the ones who were young. Those who were inexperienced with their weapons. Those whose brains and reflexes were dulled by the khat in their lips.

After all, this operation was more than just a rescue mission, it was an operation in deception—a show for the nine Iranian prisoners they were about to break free.

“Thirty seconds!” Shahidi said, over the headset.

Ghorbani looked to his left and to his right, seeing the two other Saudi AB-212 choppers flying next to them. Both choppers, Ghorbani knew, had six of Shahidi’s soldiers within, not to mention the two gunners who manned each chopper’s turreted 7.62 mm machine gun hanging out of the open fuselage.

And though he could not see it, a large CH-46 Sea Knight transport helicopter flew at a distance behind them.

“Fifteen seconds!” said Shahidi.

Ghorbani peered straight ahead out of the front windows, the caravan now within a hundred yards.

“Engage target!” Shahidi roared.

The night erupted in pulsating 7.62 mm fire from the two AB-212s—bright tracer rounds pummeled the five Toyota Hiluxes—making sure to avoid the large cargo truck with the canvas topper.

As Ghorbani and Shahidi’s gunship hung back, Ghorbani could see the small bodies trying to escape the Hiluxes and return fire, but they were soon chewed up by the 7.62 mms.

The assault took less than a minute.

“Get boots on the ground and secure the area,” Shahidi said, when it was finished.

The two other AB-212s landed on either side of the destroyed caravan, and Ghorbani watched as Shahidi’s men moved through the vehicles, putting security rounds into the bodies of the Sudanese guards littering the road.

When the area was secure, Shahidi ordered his pilots to land the chopper on the road, and shine its spotlight on the back of the cargo truck.

Ghorbani followed Shahidi as they jumped out of the chopper, then watched as the massive CH-46 Sea Knight transport helicopter landed behind them.

“Tell the pilots to cut their engines,” Ghorbani ordered in Farsi to Shahidi.

Shahidi relayed the order, and then Ghorbani walked forward, watching as Shahidi’s men opened the canvas flap of the cargo truck and escorted nine shackled men onto the road. Each man wore tattered clothing and had a filthy blackout hood secured over his head.

“Line the prisoners up before me,” shouted Ghorbani in Farsi.

Forced to their knees in a line before Ghorbani, a few of the prisoners perked up when they heard their native tongue.

“Now, cut their restraints and take off their hoods.”

As Shahidi’s men walked up and down the line with bolt cutters, snapping the chains from the prisoners’ wrists and ankles, Ghorbani stood tall, still backlit from the chopper’s powerful spotlight pointed directly at the prisoners.

When the hoods were removed, the nine men winced at the powerful light shining on them.

“Brothers!” Ghorbani shouted in Farsi. “You are free!”

Nine pairs of eyes now stared at Ghorbani, then around at Shahidi and his men wearing their black BDUs and ski masks.

“Who are you?” one of the men asked.

“You do not recognize me, brother? You do not recognize my voice?”

The man squinted up through the light, then his eyes grew wide. “Colonel Ghorbani?”

“Yes, brother.”

The man stood and then saluted.

“There is no need to salute me, brother. It has been a long time since I’ve been an officer in the Iranian Revolutionary Guard.”

“You are a MOIS officer now, an Unknown Soldier of Imam Zaman, are you not?” the man asked.

“I am, brother,” Ghorbani replied. “And you are the legendary Quds Force sniper, are you not?”

The man took a deep prideful breath and nodded.

Ordering the rest of the prisoners to stand, Ghorbani stepped to the next man in line. “And you are the gifted engineer, schooled at the University of Tehran?”

“I am.”

Ghorbani then turned to the man standing next to the engineer. “And you are the bomb maker, the saboteur?”

The bomb maker smiled.

Ghorbani walked up and down the line of the rescued Iranian Quds Force IRGC soldiers. Each man, other than being one of Iran’s most skilled combatants in the arts of sabotage, assassination, and espionage, also possessed a series of specialized skills that Ghorbani found essential for the mission that lay ahead.

In all, there were six accomplished snipers in the group. One engineer, one bomb maker, and one trained pilot—all of whom had been captured by Saudi coalition forces during the proxy war in Yemen.

In the weeks prior, Ghorbani had selected these men from a list of thirty known Quds Force soldiers who the Saudi coalition currently had imprisoned in Yemen. It had been Shahidi who had ordered that these men be put together and then transferred on the caravan this night.

Ghorbani stopped before the pilot and looked into his brown eyes.

“Colonel,” the pilot said, indicating the three AB-212 helicopters and the colossal CH-46 Sea Knight, “why are you flying Saudi choppers?”

“It was the idea of your commander, General Soleimani,” Ghorbani said, having anticipated the question. “He supplied us with the stolen helicopters so we could fly into Saudi-controlled territory to rescue the nine of you.”

Ghorbani then addressed the men. “Brothers! I have been sent here on a mission from Allah, ordered by your commander, General Soleimani. Each of you has been chosen for your particular expertise, your faith in Allah, and your unwavering hatred for the Great Satan and its allies.”

Pausing for dramatic effect, Ghorbani then said, “Our mission, if you so choose to join, will be to orchestrate a death blow to America, but I only want the most committed. As you stand before me, you are all free men. Free to return to Iran to be with your families—your wives and children. You have already sacrificed enough and I will not judge you if you decide to return home. But for those who wish to follow me in the path laid out by Allah, to bring the Great Satan to its knees, step forward now!”

All nine men stepped forward without hesitation.

Smiling, Ghorbani said, “Good. Our journey begins immediately.”

Ghorbani instructed the nine men to climb aboard the Sea Knight, then ordered Shahidi’s men to return to the AB-212s.

As the men hurried to the helicopters, Ghorbani looked over the dozens of dead Sudanese guards lying in the road.

Any other day, it would have upset him to see the dead children, but not this night.

This night, their deaths had a purpose.

As the Sea Knight’s twin turboshaft engines roared to life, and its tandem rotors began to whirl, Ghorbani and Shahidi boarded their own AB-212 and donned their headsets.

Lifting into the cool desert air a minute later, Shahidi clapped Ghorbani on the back. “You did it, brother—Dark Sun has officially begun.”

“Did you doubt me?” Ghorbani asked.

“I never doubted you, but I didn’t expect all of them to participate without question.”

“That’s because they are all true believers; they do not question Allah’s will, my friend.”

As the helos headed northwest on their two-hour journey to the waiting ship in the Red Sea, Ghorbani envisioned what lay ahead.

Once the men arrived on the ship, they would be split into groups and then given their separate instructions and their new identities. From there, they would begin their long trip into Europe, preparing and hunkering down for months until it was time to strike.

As for Ghorbani, he would be quite busy in the coming weeks. There was a nuclear scientist in Tehran he would need to visit, and a trip to India that they would have to take together.

And when all of that was said and done, the Iranian MOIS officer known as Mahmoud Ghorbani would disappear forever and be reborn anew.

Inshallah.






CHAPTER ONE

Big Sky, Montana

February 29, 8:00 p.m.

THE STORM WAS getting worse.

In the powerful headlights of the Prinoth snowcat, the snow blew sideways, lessening the visibility to only two yards.

Brian Rhome leaned forward in his captain’s chair, squinting through the windshield as he eased back on the throttle of the massive machine.

The cat’s engine whined in protest, the large, gritted tracks digging into the deep snow, desperately fighting up the hill.

Rhome guessed the snowstorm was throwing four inches of powder onto the mountain every hour and had been doing so for the past four hours. At this rate, Big Sky Ski Resort would be having one of the biggest powder days they’d seen in years.

Rhome flipped on the fog lights.

It was no use. The halogen beams only exacerbated the whiteout and made Rhome’s visibility worse.

He swore and brought the machine to a grinding halt.

Leaning over, he grabbed his iPad and brought up the NOAA weather app. The app didn’t load. The storm must have blown out the cell towers. Rhome thought back to the weather report he’d heard before his shift. Checking his watch, he saw it was just after 8 p.m. If the report had been correct, the storm was supposed to ease off at any moment, before picking up steam again for the rest of the night.

But in southwest Montana, weather reports were rarely accurate.

Laying the iPad onto the seat next to him, Rhome rubbed at his tired eyes.

During the last four months of working his new job, his body had never gotten used to its new nocturnal habits. He’d go to bed each day at 8 a.m. and rise at 4 p.m., just as the sun was setting behind the Spanish Peaks. By 5 p.m., he’d already have driven up to the resort to start work as the newest snowcat driver of the season.

It was a lonely job, but a job Rhome preferred and had even sought.

After all, what better job was there when one was actively trying to avoid all human contact?

Grabbing the lever that worked the cat’s spotlight, Rhome turned the beam left and then right, trying to discern where the hell he was on Big Sky’s notoriously steep Elk Park Ridge ski run.

Having grown up doing downhill ski races on this particular slope, Rhome guessed that he was halfway up the piste, most likely a few dozen yards to the right of the seventy-foot Snake Pit Cliff. Driving blind in a snowstorm on this part of the mountain could be suicide.

Rhome keyed his radio to his boss at dispatch.

“This is Cat Two. Jimmy, do you copy?”

Static.

Rhome tried again, “Jimmy, I’ve got zero viz out here on Elk Park. Any word if there is supposed to be a break in this storm soon?”

Again, static.

Rhome cursed and leaned back in the captain’s chair. The wide rearview mirror caught the reflection of his tired, bloodshot eyes, his greasy, unruly black hair and bushy beard.

Rhome jolted away from his reflection.

In the last six months, he’d had trouble looking himself in the eye. So much so, that he’d taken all the mirrors down in his cabin and put them in the shed out back. How could he look at himself? How could he face the man staring back? After what he’d done…

Rhome tried to get ahold of Jimmy two more times before giving up.

He was either going to have to hope for a break in the storm soon or make sure he knew exactly where Snake Pit Cliff was in relation to his cat before he carried on.

Reaching for the backpack under his seat, he pulled on his down jacket, gloves, wool hat, and a pair of snow goggles. Cinching a headlamp over his head, he turned on its red light and stepped out into the blizzard.

Instantly, the wind and snow lashed at him.

Reaching back into the cat, Rhome grabbed his hundred-foot climbing rope and tied a knot around the vehicle’s winch and the other end around his waist.

He’d heard of too many people getting lost and freezing to death in Montana snowstorms in the past and didn’t want to become a statistic.

If he was going to die, he’d do it his own way.

With the rope secured around his waist, Rhome walked sideways across the slope toward where he determined he would run into Snake Pit Cliff.

At nearly six feet tall, and one hundred eighty pounds of solid, lean muscle, Brian Rhome still struggled, his big, powerful legs disappearing up to his thighs as he waded through the powder.

The lights from the snowcat all but swallowed up in the storm behind him, he continued to trudge forward, knowing all too well that the precipice of Snake Pit Cliff could open beneath him at a second’s notice. Feeling with his feet, he took ten more cautious steps and then stopped as a sound made his blood turn cold.

Whomp! Whomp!

Rhome froze in his tracks. He knew that sound all too well.

Large masses of shifting snow, like the grinding of tectonic plates.

The prelude to an avalanche.

Standing like a statue, Rhome listened for the thunderous roar and the wave of white, kinetic energy that would surely sweep him away.

For minutes, he stood stock-still, watching as the snowflakes in his headlamp’s red beam thrashed about. He knew that any movement, any shifting of his weight could cause his demise.

Dammit, what are you doing? he thought to himself. This was no way to die. This was careless. Stupid. Out of all the dangerous situations—all the hellish war zones he’d experienced in his short life, this was how it was going to end?

A damn avalanche?

For what seemed like an eternity, Rhome focused on his breathing, and eventually noticed that the snowflakes whipping around him were lessening their assault, and a few minutes later, the moon’s rays cut through the clouds.

The break in the storm, Rhome thought.

Squinting ahead, and with the aid of the moon, Rhome suddenly realized he had been standing a good five feet from the precipice of Snake Pit Cliff.

He had been correct, earlier, in guessing his snowcat’s general location on Elk Park Ridge.

Maybe it was because he stood atop the cliff nearly every night.

As Rhome continued to stare ahead, a violent gust of wind tore at his long beard, the darkness beyond the cliff pulling at him.

Rhome took a step forward.

Then another.

And another.

As he stood on the cliff’s edge, a gust of snowflakes swirled downward, disappearing into the abyss below.

The seventy-foot drop into the jagged rocks beneath him would mean a certain, painful death.

It would be so easy.

The fall would take seconds. The rocks below would pummel and pierce his body. If the fall didn’t do the trick, the cold quickly would.

Rhome closed his eyes and felt the familiar wave of misery course over him. The pain that had been brewing over these past six months was reaching a critical mass.

Images of that fateful day halfway across the world consumed him. He could hear the agonized yells of his men. The gunfire. The explosions.

But even worse, he could hear the bloodcurdling screams.

Hot tears formed around Rhome’s eyes and instantly froze to his eyelids.

A gasping, primal cry expelled from somewhere in his throat and was taken by the wind.

He couldn’t go on like this.

How could he live with what he’d done?

What he’d ordered.

Six months of secluding himself in the mountains of his old home, living like a hermit, was getting him nowhere.

Maybe it was time to end it.

On my own terms.

Opening his eyes, Rhome let out another anguished cry and lifted his right leg, so his boot was hanging over the edge.

And then he heard it.

It wasn’t the whooshing sound of moving snow. Nor was it the whistle of the wind.

It was a howl.

A series of them actually, coming from below the cliff.

His foot still dangling over the abyss, Rhome nearly toppled in surprise, but he was able to catch himself just in time.

Both feet now firmly planted in the snow, he raised his goggles and squinted down over the cliff’s edge.

Rhome watched a pack of nearly two dozen wolves, their eyes illuminated in the moonlight, howling and yipping at the sky.

Rumors had been circulating in town over the past week that the Wapiti Lake wolf pack had made their way out of Yellowstone National Park and were heading in the direction of Big Sky in search for elk. But never in Rhome’s wildest dreams did he imagine seeing them at the resort.

As the crescendo of howls died down, and the storm began to pick up again, Rhome saw the pack move toward the woods in search of cover.

Only the biggest wolf stayed behind, his nose pointed skyward, sniffing at the wind.

Then, the predator suddenly turned and stared directly up at Rhome.

Though they were a good two hundred yards away from each other, Rhome felt the hair on the back of his neck stand on end.

The wolf’s posture was not aggressive. Nor was it passive.

If anything, the wolf was merely recognizing the smell of another apex predator and communicating without words that there was nothing to fear between them.

As the storm picked up its onslaught, Rhome watched the wolf saunter away from him and disappear with his pack into the forest.

Rhome felt the emotion swell up in his throat again.

He was ashamed how close he had come tonight.

Of all the days, why did he tempt himself this night?

It was too much of a cliché—

Killing himself right before his birthday.






CHAPTER TWO

White House

Family Residence

February 29, 10:00 p.m.

ORDINARILY, ANGELA BUCHANAN gave little thought to her clothes and appearance.

Still tall and statuesque at forty-seven, the natural beauty had a cadre of handlers who made her wardrobe, makeup, and hairstyle decisions, all of them carefully tested for public reception by private research groups that cost a fortune.

But this evening, Buchanan stood long and still before the three-sided mirror in her expansive closet while Sylvia, her valet, fussed with the fit of the svelte navy-blue gown Angela wore with an understated necklace featuring small ruby, diamond, and sapphire stones that set off the fine lines of her neck and jaw.

The bracelet on the left wrist matched perfectly. So did her earrings. Even her large diamond engagement ring and wedding band complemented the overall look.

“Are you ready for your shoes, ma’am?” Sylvia asked, holding up a pair of gorgeous black brocade high heels.

Normally, Buchanan wore flatter shoes because there was no sense in making herself any taller, but again, this evening was different.

This evening was as much about optics as it was about substance. She wanted her appearance to make a statement, a declaration of bold leadership and personal and political triumph.

She smiled as she came up to her full height in the shoes.

“And there it is,” Buchanan said, her green eyes glistening after she tapped a finger against the one wayward strand of steel-gray hair in her hairdo. “There’s the look we were going for.”

“Almost, ma’am,” Sylvia said, coming up behind her with the greenstone pendant on the thin, gold necklace.

“Ah,” Buchanan said. “How could I have forgotten?”

Buchanan let Sylvia fasten the necklace around her neck, and then she thumbed the greenstone rock flecked with mica, a sadness sweeping over her. The Papatuanuku pendant, the Maori pendant that symbolized Mother Earth, reflected back at her.

“Ma’am, we are ten minutes away until the first arrivals,” a voice said behind Sylvia.

In the mirror, Buchanan caught sight of her White House chief of staff, Katherine Healey. In her early thirties, the younger, and equally well-dressed, woman wore a maroon gown and beamed at Buchanan as she came into the closet, her eyes misting over.

“I’ll give you two a moment,” Sylvia said, backing out of the closet.

For ten seconds, the two women stared at each other, before Buchanan said, “I’m ready, Katherine. I truly am.”

“I know you are, ma’am.”

Buchanan felt that familiar tightness in her throat as she continued to stare at the chief of staff in the mirror’s reflection. Still thumbing the greenstone pendant, she said, “My only regret is that Bobby isn’t here to see this.”

“He is in spirit, Madam President.”

President Buchanan finally faced the young woman, both of their eyes glistening with emotion.

Healey grabbed Buchanan’s hands in hers. “You know what he would have said to you right now, don’t you? He’d tell you that you were born for tonight, born for next week in Davos. He’d tell you that this was the moment you’d put your stamp on history—that this was the moment the world would remember you for saving our planet.”

Buchanan stared into Healey’s blue eyes. At just thirty-three years old, Katherine Healey not only had a law degree and a PhD in political science from Yale, but she’d become one of the youngest White House chiefs of staff ever appointed by a president.

Healey deserved the job.

Five years ago, it had been Katherine Healey who had convinced a virtually no-name Michigan senator to run for the highest office in the land. And it had been Katherine Healey who had launched and successfully run Angela Buchanan’s campaign for president.

“I just miss him, Katherine,” Buchanan said. “Even in good times like these, I miss him so much.”

“I miss him too,” Healey replied, giving Buchanan’s hands a squeeze.

Angela Buchanan couldn’t believe it had been nearly twenty-five years since she had first met her late husband. They’d met at a bar in downtown Manhattan during Buchanan’s first year of law school at Columbia. Bobby Buchanan had been with a group of his friends, celebrating his twenty-fourth birthday, when he had looked across the room and locked eyes with her.

It had been love at first sight.

Leaving his friends, Bobby had marched right over to her, introduced himself, and the rest had been history.

Angela had at first been attracted to Bobby’s New Zealand accent, his caramel skin, his tall, broad figure, and his boyish good looks, but as the night progressed, she’d found his goofy and self-deprecating personality to be his most endearing quality. Bobby had explained to her that he was a student at NYU getting his doctoral degree in climatology.

Like herself, Bobby Buchanan was an incredibly driven person, but what she hadn’t known that night at the bar—or even two years later at their wedding—was that Bobby Buchanan would one day become the most influential climate scientist in the world.

A year after their wedding, Buchanan had quit her job at a prestigious law firm in New York City, and for the next eight years she had followed her husband all around the world. From scientific stations on Elephant Island in Antarctica, to sub-Saharan regions in Africa, Angela Buchanan had been at her husband’s side as he conducted his experiments, collected his data, and published his papers about an ever-warming planet.

After nearly a decade of travel, and with Bobby making a name for himself in the scientific community, the Buchanans had finally decided to slow down their nomadic life when Angela had become pregnant with their twins.

They resettled back in Angela’s hometown of Ann Arbor, and Bobby took a job at the University of Michigan while they raised their children; she opened her own firm, focusing on environmental law.

Over the next few years, Angela—driven by the passion of her husband, and their extensive travels around the world—focused her professional time and energy fighting against the powerful petrochemical and fossil fuel industries.

Even as her firm grew larger, and after she’d won a handful of high-profile cases against big corporations, she had grown exponentially frustrated by the government’s lack of action in tackling climate change.

Angela Buchanan had seen the writing on the wall. She was married to the most famous climatologist in the world. Not only did she see the oceans rising, the winters shortening, and the wildfires decimating the earth’s forests, but she also understood the raw data coming in from the scientific community—that unless something drastic was done, and soon, the world as we knew it would cease to exist.

It was around this time that Buchanan had hired Katherine Healey to join her small firm in Ann Arbor. A Michigan native herself, Healey had returned to her hometown to be closer to her ailing father.

Buchanan saw a younger version of herself in Healey, an optimistic, determined individual who ferociously went after everything she set her mind to.

Over the next year, Buchanan and Healey had grown incredibly close—so much so that Buchanan began to see Katherine as the younger sister she never had. As Healey got to know Bobby and Angela, as well as their children, and after she had gotten to see how discouraged the couple were that their government was not taking the necessary action on climate change—Healey had proposed a ludicrous idea.

She’d asked if Angela Buchanan would consider running for a Michigan Senate seat.

At first, Buchanan thought the idea was ridiculous. But as the weeks passed, and as she had become victim to Healey’s constant badgering, she had eventually started to entertain the notion.

It wasn’t until Bobby had jumped on board with his full support that Buchanan actually saw that it could be possible.

What she could never imagine at the time was that this crazy idea would actually take her all the way to the White House.

Releasing Healey’s hands, President Buchanan asked, “Where are the children? I want to see them before the night begins.”

Healey looked down at her watch. “They’re probably still studying with Harry and Phyllis.”

Moving out of the closet, Buchanan and Healey walked through the president’s bedroom and out the door and into the Executive Residence’s second-floor hallway, where they were met immediately by Mark Edwards, the Secret Service special agent in charge.

In his early fifties, Edwards was the number one agent in Buchanan’s PPD, her Presidential Protective Detail, and the highest-ranking person in the Secret Service.

Agent Edwards was not only President Buchanan’s body man, but he was also in charge of overseeing and implementing all three levels of the Presidential Bubble.

From what Buchanan understood, the Presidential Bubble was a name used by the Secret Service to describe the inner, middle, and outer levels of protection surrounding the president of the United States at all times.

The inner level of protection was the PPD.

The middle comprised all the law enforcement, government agencies, and military personnel that followed and monitored the president wherever she went.

And last, there was the outer level that consisted of the GeoFence, an invisible dome that covered the area around the president. Edwards had once explained to Buchanan that the GeoFence was crafted and operated by some of the country’s smartest engineers. Engineers who designed a technological bubble that could not only jam enemy communications and transmissions but could also stop any “new age” threats against the president of the United States. According to Edwards, the Secret Service no longer necessarily feared a sniper. What they feared was a short-range missile, a UAV (commonly known as a drone), or a bad actor trying to detonate a remote bomb close to the president.

The GeoFence stopped all these threats.

Buchanan took in Edwards’s appearance. “I’m liking the tuxedo, Mark.”

Edwards was the ever-consummate professional, and his reaction remained deadpan. “Given the nature of the event tonight, ma’am, I instructed The Show that we needed to blend in. There will be lots of cameras out there tonight.”

The Show was the nickname that the Secret Service had for the PPD.

Standing around Edwards, spaced out by eight feet, were four more Secret Service agents all wearing tuxedos. These four agents were members of the Shift, the Secret Service’s most elite members who surrounded Buchanan in a square or diamond formation whenever she left the White House.

It was unusual to have this level of protection around her in the Executive Residence, but tonight was anything but usual.

Smiling at the four Shift agents, Buchanan looked at Edwards. “And where are Agents Tuck and Hewitt?”

Buchanan was alluding to Eunice Tuck, the Secret Service assistant special agent in charge, and Charlie Hewitt, the Secret Service Shift whip who controlled the movement of the four agents surrounding her.

Agent Tuck was the second-in-command in the Secret Service, and Hewitt the number three.

“Agent Tuck is just leaving the Blair House with your executive guests, ma’am,” Edwards said.

“And I’m right here, Madam President,” Agent Hewitt said, striding down the hall. “I was just double-checking on the children before we move downstairs.”

In his late forties, Charlie Hewitt had a brilliant head of silver hair and a strong jawline. Like Edwards, and like all the Secret Service agents Buchanan had gotten to know over the last three and a half years, Hewitt was all business.

After securing her party’s nomination to be the candidate running for president, Buchanan had been given a Secret Service detail, and for the first time in her life, all of her movements were noted, recorded, and in most cases, dictated by them.

That had grown exponentially worse when she had taken office.

Ironically, not only was Buchanan the most protected person in the world, but she was probably also one of the loneliest. With her husband now gone, and only her children and Katherine Healey to confide in, Buchanan missed seeing her longtime friends. She missed going out to dinners and lunches. She missed the anonymity.

Three and a half years in, though, Buchanan had somewhat gotten used to an unmistakable truth—while she might be the most powerful person in the world, when it came to the terms of her mobility and freedom to go where she wanted, the Secret Service made all the decisions, not her.

“And where are the children?” Buchanan asked, as Hewitt approached.

“In the Lincoln Bedroom doing their homework.”

Buchanan walked down the hallway, passed the Yellow Oval Room and the Treaty Room and then opened the door to the Lincoln Bedroom, which had been converted to a study area for her three kids.

Tommy and Emily, her thirteen-year-old twins, sat at a table, their headphones on, staring at the laptops before them. Sitting between them was Harold Knox, one of the full-time tutor-nannies working at the White House. Knox was married to the other tutor-nanny, Phyllis Winkle, who had Elise, the president’s five-year-old in her lap, and was reading her Harry Potter.

Elise, who seemed more entertained at mashing the pink Play-Doh in her hands than paying attention to the book, suddenly looked up, lunged off her nanny’s lap, and ran for her mother.

At any other time, Buchanan would have relished scooping up her baby girl and swinging her around until she squealed in delight, but this evening was the culmination of decades of hard work, vision, failure, tragedy, and now triumph.

Using her gown like a matador’s cape, the president neatly spun out of her little girl’s grasp. “You can’t touch Mommy right now, my sweet. Not while she is wearing this dress, and not while you have those Play-Doh hands!”

Elise turned as Buchanan crouched down. “But you can give me some air kisses!”

Elise giggled and gave her mom a series of air kisses. Laughing in delight, Elise ran back to her nanny.

“And how are those essays coming along?” Buchanan asked her two twins, who hadn’t even glanced up from their laptops.

Harold Knox said, “Once I took their phones away, they actually got to work. Shouldn’t be more than an hour or two.”

Not wanting to disturb the twins, Buchanan looked back over to her youngest and blew her another air kiss before stepping back out of the room and meeting Healey and her Secret Service detail in the hall.

“Agent Tuck has alerted me that the crown prince and the Saudi ambassador have just come through the South Portico, Madam President,” Edwards said. “As requested, Tuck’s taking them to the Oval first for the initial photo op, and then together you will greet everyone in the East Room.”

President Buchanan took a deep breath as Healey began to jabber off some last-minute notes about the protocol for the upcoming state dinner, as well as reciting an updated arrivals list of various dignitaries who would later attend the big Rose Garden event at midnight.

Standing on top of the Grand Staircase, Healey finished her summary, then looked at Buchanan, and asked, “Are you ready, ma’am?”

Buchanan squeezed Healey’s forearm, and returning her grin, she raised her chin in the air and said, “Let’s go make history.”






CHAPTER THREE

White House

Oval Office

February 29, 10:15 p.m.

MOVING OUTSIDE ALONG the West Colonnade, President Buchanan walked in front of Katherine Healey and her security detail and waved at the gaggle of reporters and cameras sequestered in the Rose Garden before the newly constructed stage where tonight’s grand finale would take place.

Her head high, she walked confidently as the media continued to record the culmination of her political life’s efforts.

As she caught sight of the field reporters speaking into their microphones, she did not need to hear them to know that most were focused completely on the evening’s state dinner and the midnight event that would showcase the “turning on” of the world’s seven “clean-energy” thorium molten salt reactors.

Still walking down the colonnade, Buchanan became giddy with anticipation as she thought back to when her late husband had first told her about the experimental concept of using thorium to create uranium-233 by way of a fissile reaction in a nuclear power plant.

Bobby had been ecstatic when he’d heard about the concept. Using salts like lithium, fluorine, and chlorine to cool the thorium reactors, the fission and energy being created would have very little waste and would need very little thorium to be converted into uranium-233.

“The Chinese are using primitive forms of these reactors to fuel entire cities in remote areas,” Bobby had said, dumbstruck. “I’ve talked with scientists and engineers who say that these kinds of clean reactors and others like them will be the future of energy production, along with advances of wind and solar technologies.”

Still a freshman senator from Michigan, Buchanan had not entirely understood how the thorium molten salt reactors worked, but she had been a quick study, and then a vocal adherent of them when she came to understand their potential in curbing climate change.

And here I am, Bobby, she thought, walking toward the Oval, to see our dream made real with the most unlikely of allies. Here I am—the universe works in strange and mysterious ways, doesn’t it, my love?

One of the Marine Corps sentries opened the French doors to the Oval, and as the reporters continued to shout questions, she turned and waved, calling out, “We will see you all soon!”

Pivoting and entering the most powerful office in the world, President Buchanan not only felt humbled, but damn proud of her meteoric rise and her accomplishments since entering politics.

Eight years ago, when she had run and then won her Senate seat, she had done so by making promises of going to Washington, DC, to enact legislation that would drastically and systematically tackle climate change.

And she had done just that.

Four years into her first term as a US senator, and with help from Bobby and Healey, she had introduced a nonbinding resolution to call upon the federal government to create what she called the Green Initiative.

The initiative was a bold and expansive proposition that called for the eradication of the United States’ dependency on dirty energy. At first, the majority of the United States saw Buchanan’s initiative as a joke.

But something odd happened over the course of that year. Maybe it was the record-setting global temperatures, the melting ice caps, and the short mild winters. Or maybe it was the wildfires that were growing increasingly common.

Whatever it was, the public’s approval of Buchanan’s Green Initiative started to gain traction—so much so that she’d announced that she would not seek reelection for her Senate seat but would instead declare her candidacy for president of the United States.

A year and a half later, and after a horrible tragedy, President Angela Buchanan had become the United States’ first female president.

But in reality, that had only been the beginning. In the last three and a half years, Buchanan had thrown a giant wrench into the establishment, destabilizing and ripping down nearly a century of industry, and building it back from the ground up. But what had been so odd and remarkable about her crusade since she’d taken office was the support she’d found in the most unlikely of places, and in the most unlikely of personalities.

“Your Royal Highness,” President Buchanan said, striding into the Oval, flashing her thousand-watt smile to the man who was leading Saudi Arabia into the future, “how wonderful to see you again.”

The man she addressed was the Saudi crown prince, Raza bin Zaman. He was sporting a manicured black beard, wearing a ceremonial black-and-gold-lined bisht with a matching keffiyeh, and holding a smartphone. Bin Zaman looked up and put his phone in his pocket, the grin on his face growing so wide that the edges of his mouth seemed to nearly touch his ears.

“The pleasure is all mine,” the thirty-five-year-old de facto ruler said, shaking Buchanan’s hand.

Releasing the young ruler’s grip, Buchanan extended her hand to the man next to the crown prince, the Saudi ambassador to the United States, and the crown prince’s younger brother, Prince Khalid bin Zaman.

Unlike his older brother, Khalid was not wearing a ceremonial bisht or even a traditional thobe. Instead, he was dressed in a tuxedo—following the Western dress code of the state dinner that would soon be taking place.

“Madam President,” Khalid said, giving Buchanan a shake of the hand. “Thank you for having us.”

“I should be the one thanking both of you!” Buchanan said.

“Nonsense,” the crown prince replied. “You told me a year and a half ago that this night would come quickly if we worked hard together for a common goal, and here we are. If it wasn’t for your enormous powers of flattery, leverage, and persuasion, the alliance we now share would have never paved the way for real systematic change and set the planet and all human industry on a new trajectory.”

Buchanan laughed. “My skills aside, Your Highness, it took tremendous bravery and foresight on your part to be the first one to understand what my husband and I were trying to accomplish, and most importantly, why. I believe in giving credit where it is due, and I plan to do so this evening in front of the entire world, and then again next week in Davos for the signing of the Global Green Accord.”

The crown prince nodded in appreciation.

Buchanan’s attention then went to the gigantic woman standing over the crown prince’s left shoulder. Like the other Secret Service agents in the PPD, Assistant Special Agent in Charge Eunice Tuck wore an immaculate tuxedo, her stoic face expressionless.

“And how is your Secret Service detail, Your Highness?” Buchanan asked the crown prince. “Have Agent Tuck and her men met your expectations?”

“Exceeded them, ma’am. My bodyguards have a lot to learn from your Secret Service. I look forward to their protection next week in Davos.”

Buchanan gave Agent Tuck a satisfied nod. It had been decided months ago that President Buchanan would give the crown prince a Secret Service element led by Agent Tuck to accompany him and his bodyguards in Davos.

Tonight would be a dry run to make sure everything ran smoothly next week.

“The guests are arriving, Madam President,” Healey said by her side. “Shall we bring in the photographers?”

“Please.”

Edwards spoke into his wrist mike, and moments later, a group of presidential aides and staffers escorted a throng of photographers into the Oval.

Reenacting the handshake they’d done in private moments earlier, President Buchanan and the crown prince posed for the camera. After two minutes, Edwards escorted the cameramen out of the Oval, and then Healey ran over the instructions for the president’s and the others’ entrance to the East Room.

“Since this is her house, the president will enter the East Room reception first—”

“No,” Buchanan said, firmly. “The crown prince and I will enter in unison. This is a night where we will do everything together, as equals, where our actions will be for the good of all.”

The crown prince offered Buchanan his arm. “I like that, Madam President. For the good of all.”






CHAPTER FOUR

White House

East Room

February 29, 10:30 p.m.

ARM IN ARM, President Buchanan and the crown prince of Saudi Arabia moved down the Cross Hall heading toward the East Room. To their right, the United States Marine Band played “Hail to the Chief.” To their left were their 120 guests lined up against the wall, clapping enthusiastically at their arrival.

As they stepped into the East Room, the United States Marine Band began their rendition of “The President’s Own,” followed by four ruffles and flourishes, finishing when Buchanan and the crown prince took their position at the eastern side of the room, to receive their guests.

Tonight wasn’t just a night that would symbolize change, it was a night to celebrate the acts of cohesion and solidarity that had occurred in the last eighteen months.

A year and a half ago, right after President Buchanan’s Green Initiative bill had passed in the House and Senate, and had been signed into law, she had vehemently called upon the world to come together and sign what she’d called the Global Green Accord. It was a sweeping pledge to turn the world’s nations away from their dependence on fossil fuels, and to become carbon neutral in fifteen years’ time.

President Buchanan, bolstered by her win of passing the Green Initiative at home, had pitched her idea for the Global Green Accord during last year’s State of the Union address. She called upon the world to look at the science, and to move toward green energy options.

During her speech, she had then doubled down—stating that any developed nation that did not pledge to signing the accord would be dealt a 50 percent carbon tax if they wished to trade with the United States.

Knowing that President Buchanan was not one to bluff, the markets had hemorrhaged the morning after her speech.

In the two days that followed her State of the Union address, not one country came forward, nor showed any interest in her pitch.

Then something odd happened in the most unlikely of places.

Three days after Buchanan’s speech, during the Saudi crown prince’s Vision 2040 Summit in Riyadh, the crown prince, Raza bin Zaman, stood onstage in front of the world’s most influential and powerful people and announced that Saudi Arabia would be the first country to step forward and pledge to sign the Global Green Accord.

The announcement went viral.

And two weeks later, the crown prince, honoring an invitation from President Buchanan, had showed up to the White House, and together, they made a speech calling for other nations to join.

Within a week, France, Germany, India, Switzerland, and the UK had all stood up alongside the United States and Saudi Arabia and pledged to the signing.

A week later, the European Union joined.

Within a month, all thirty-eight members of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development had pledged to sign the Global Green Accord.

Getting all the members of the OECD to come forward was a monumental win for Buchanan and the crown prince. As the weeks passed, and since the OECD was an official United Nations observer, their leadership had coordinated plans with UN leadership to help developing nations within the UN go green, and eventually become carbon neutral.

Buchanan and the crown prince had then developed a timeline for the signing of the Global Green Accord to take place on March 9, nearly a year later in Davos, Switzerland.

In an effort to bolster enthusiasm for the signing, Buchanan and the crown prince, along with the first five nations that had pledged to the accord, decided to each build a clean-energy thorium molten salt reactor that would power one of their cities. In an act of solidarity, these thorium molten salt reactors would be built and then simultaneously turned on at midnight EST, nine days before the signing ceremony in Davos.

And now we are just an hour and a half away from that very moment, Buchanan thought, watching as the long line of guests entered the East Room to greet the president and the Saudi crown prince.

The first five guests were the leaders of France, Germany, India, Switzerland, and the UK, plus their spouses. They had been selected to greet Buchanan and the crown prince first, because not only had they been the ones who had pledged first to the signing, but in an hour and a half, they would sit onstage next to the president and the crown prince and would watch, along with the world, as their respective thorium molten salt reactors were turned on in unison.

After the prime minister of the United Kingdom and his wife made their greetings, and continued to the refreshment table on the south side of the room, the vice president of the United States, Michael Dunn, and his wife, Eleanor, approached next in line.

“Michael, Ellie,” Buchanan said. “You both look like you are enjoying yourselves.”

If Buchanan learned one thing since entering politics, it was how to turn on the charm. Dunn and his wife were outspoken moderates in their party. The former Speaker of the House had been walloped by Buchanan in the primaries, but after Buchanan’s win, the party decided that she’d need more of a centrist running mate to appease the masses. Though it was not a secret that Dunn disagreed with much of Buchanan’s policy decisions, he was a party loyalist, through and through. So loyal was the Dunn family that Buchanan had used one of his family members as a pawn for a particularly sensitive upcoming political move.

After shaking hands with the crown prince, Dunn shook her hand.

“Madam President,” Dunn said. “What an accomplishment tonight and next week are for this administration.”

“Thank you, Michael,” Buchanan replied, gazing over his shoulder at Dunn’s daughter and her husband next in line. “And how is your son-in-law faring at his new job?”

“Why don’t you ask him, Angela,” Dunn said, before seeking solace at the bar.

After greeting the Second Lady, Buchanan shook hands with the Second Daughter, Annie Dunn, and her husband, the newly appointed deputy director of the CIA, Garrett Moretti.

Moretti, who was at least ten years senior to Annie Dunn, was also one of the more fashionable individuals in Washington. “Garrett, so glad you could come. How is the new job treating you?”

“No complaints here, Madam President.”

“And that thing we discussed?”

Moretti touched his eye with an index finger. “I’m always watching, Madam President.”

“Good.”

Next in line was Buchanan’s secretary of defense, James Lake, and his wife, Lucille, followed by Secretary of State Allison Newman, and then President Buchanan’s national security adviser, Peter Coolidge.

After greeting General Edward Toole, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the director of national intelligence, Johnathan Winslow, came up and greeted President Buchanan and the Saudi crown prince.

DNI Winslow congratulated the pair, then dropped his voice. “Ma’am, just a heads-up, I saw your friend arrive in the Cross Hall just after your appearance.”

Knowing that there were obviously cameras documenting her every facial expression, Buchanan kept her grin wide and through gritted teeth said, “I thought she declined my invitation?”

“I guess not, ma’am,” Winslow said, before moving on.

Buchanan swore under her breath, realizing that her friend must have gone through the chief usher to get back on the invitation list.

So consumed was she with this little snafu, Buchanan seemed to completely zone out when meeting the next dozen or so cabinet members and dignitaries who had stepped up to her and the crown prince in line. It wasn’t until the smell of cigars reached her nostrils that she’d snapped to her senses and shook the massive hand of Declan Brandt, the longtime senator of West Virginia, and the chairman of the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence.

Though Brandt was technically on Buchanan’s side of the aisle, he was a West Virginian, first and foremost, a man who’d made his fortune in the coal mining companies his family ran in his state. Due to his industry, he wasn’t the biggest supporter of her Green Initiative, nor the Global Green Accord. Squeezing her hand harder than necessary, he said in his trademark gruff voice, “I thought Elizabeth wasn’t attending this event.”

“How far behind in line is she?”

“A dozen or so,” Brandt replied, without trying to mask his disdain. “If you have me sitting at the same table as her tonight, Angela, I am leaving.”

“I was not in charge of the seating arrangements, Declan.”

Senator Brandt mumbled something indiscernible under his breath about needing to go to the bar as Buchanan looked at the line coming toward her and saw the vivid shock of curled silver hair, not ten individuals deep.

“Angela!” a booming voice said, and for a moment, she couldn’t believe she hadn’t seen one of her closest confidants, Texas senator Richard Lancaster. His arms spread wide in greeting.

Lancaster was nearly the same age and build as Declan Brandt, but unlike Brandt, Lancaster was one of her most ardent supporters.

“Oh, Richard!” Buchanan said. “Please, let me introduce you to—”

“Your Royal Highness,” Lancaster said, extending a beefy hand in the crown prince’s direction. “I’m a fan. A huge fan of yours.”

“And I of yours, Senator,” the crown prince replied.

“Have you two never met?” asked Buchanan.

“Can’t say I have,” Lancaster said. “But I have met your father, the king.”

Senator Richard Lancaster had become one of Buchanan’s closest and one of her most unlikely allies in the last year and a half. A millionaire many times over, Senator Lancaster came from a lucrative family of wildcatters, who’d made their fortune drilling oil from Texas shale.

Senator Lancaster had been the only politician from the other side of the aisle who had surprisingly voted in favor of Buchanan’s Green Initiative. In an impassioned speech on the Senate floor, during the voting process, Lancaster renounced his background as an oil baron, pledged to break up his company, and vowed to focus on green energy.

Since that moment Lancaster had become a mentor for Buchanan while she’d navigated the trials and tribulations of trying to get the Global Green Accord signed.

Putting his hands on Buchanan’s shoulders, Lancaster said, “I’m so damn proud, Madam President. So damn proud.”

“This wouldn’t have happened without you, Richard.”

As Lancaster moved toward the rest of the guests who’d already showed their respects, Buchanan shook the hands of a few more dignitaries, politicians, and a celebrity or two before getting to the end of the line, where an older woman, with hawkish features and silver permed hair waited respectfully.

CIA director Elizabeth Hastings waited her turn before moving forward and bowing her head slightly toward Buchanan and the crown prince.

“Elizabeth,” Buchanan said, the grin completely fading from her face, as she contemplated the old spymaster. “I thought you weren’t going to make it?”

“My schedule opened up, Madam President,” Hastings said, and she finally acknowledged the Saudi crown prince. “And I thought it would have been rude of me if I wasn’t here to meet His Royal Highness and missed such a momentous occasion in our country’s history.”

It was no secret in Washington that a major tiff was occurring between President Buchanan and the director of the CIA. Buchanan and Hastings had conflicting views about the aggressiveness of America’s foreign policies.

Buchanan had run on an antiwar, green energy agenda, and after she’d recently ended the twenty-year war on terror, she’d cut both America’s military and the CIA’s budget in half.

This created major animosity between Buchanan and Director Hastings.

Gazing into the yellow-tinged eyes of the old spymaster, the president became aware that the whole room was watching them to see how they would respond to each other.

Putting her million-dollar smile back on, Buchanan said, “I’m so glad you could make it, Elizabeth. Thank you for coming.”

For the next twenty minutes, Buchanan and the crown prince mingled with their guests before everyone was told that dinner was finally served in the State Dining Room.

Leaving the East Room after their guests, Buchanan walked down the Cross Hall with the crown prince, who had taken his black smartphone from his pocket and gazed down at it.

“Your Highness,” Buchanan said, with a smile, pointing down to the phone. “Not here.”

“I’m sorry, Madam President,” Raza bin Zaman stated, with an embarrassed look. “Trying my best.”

Buchanan patted the young man on the arm. It was widely known that the Saudi crown prince was afflicted by a mild case of obsessive-compulsive disorder, a disorder that he spoke about publicly and had since a child. His symptoms as an adult were slight, mostly manifesting in the need for the young ruler to check his phone every minute on the minute.

“You’re doing great, Your Highness,” Buchanan said, as they walked into the State Dining Room, where everyone applauded their entrance.

Moving to their table, Buchanan and the crown prince stood behind their chairs, and Buchanan reached down and picked up a flute of champagne.

“A toast,” she said, raising the glass.

Looking out over the sea of excited faces as they raised their own glasses, Buchanan felt another familiar pang of sadness overtake her.

You should be here tonight, Bobby.

You should be here with me, to see what we’ve accomplished.

As she was thinking it, she caught sight of Director Hastings, standing at her own table, next to a very upset-looking Senator Declan Brandt, who was red in the face.

Averting her eyes to hide her own amusement, Buchanan spoke loudly, “In an hour’s time, and after a year and a half of hard work, we in this room will watch along with the rest of the world as we welcome a new era of continued sustainability and progress. Let tonight be the springboard for the signing of the Global Green Accord in nine days, in Davos.”

Raising her flute up high, she listened as the whole room toasted one another, and as she finally sat down to eat her meal before she and the other six nations’ leaders took the stage, she once again thought of how much she missed her husband.






CHAPTER FIVE

Fairfax County, Virginia

Great Falls

February 29, 11:51 p.m.

CUSTER BURST INTO his study, his fingers ripping the black bow tie from his neck that had been choking him the whole night, and made a beeline for the bar on the far wall.

Fingers dancing over the fifty-odd bottles of bourbon, he selected the Blanton’s Black Label, grabbed a clean tumbler, poured himself three fingers’ worth, and downed the entire glass.

As the bourbon slid down his throat and settled in his stomach, he let out a loud sigh of relief—the anger he’d been feeling all night abating, and another emotion manifesting itself in its place.

Excitement.

The White House state dinner had been so infuriating, the people, atmosphere, decorum, and fanfare so unbearable that Custer had gotten out of there as fast as possible.

He’d barely finished dinner, when he’d collected his jacket and met the limo under the east entrance veranda before the White House staff ushered everyone into the Rose Garden to watch President Buchanan and the other six world leaders sit onstage as all seven of the world’s thorium molten salt reactors were turned on.

There was no way in hell I would ever do that, Custer thought, pouring himself another glass.

No, tonight Custer wanted to be alone so he could celebrate in the privacy of his own home.

After all, he’d been looking forward to this night for a year and a half.

All of the planning, scheming, and the careful manipulation would finally come to a head tonight and yield its first results.

At least that’s what he’d been promised.

Wiggling out of his tuxedo jacket, he threw it on the floor, and then lit a fire in the hearth.

As the flames came to life, he grabbed his TV remote from the side table next to his wing-backed leather chair and turned on the flat-screen television hanging on the far wall.

Every news network in the world was showing the live broadcast of the event—focusing in on Angela Buchanan and the other six world leaders sitting together onstage, looking excited.

Custer snorted at the absurdity of the spectacle.

Moving through the television stations, he decided on a network that showed a live aerial shot of the thorium molten salt reactor located outside of Las Vegas.

The reason he’d picked this specific news channel was because it also displayed live coverage of the Rose Garden stage and was providing a close-up of President Angela Buchanan and the young Saudi crown prince, Raza bin Zaman, sitting next to her.

Custer stared in disgust at Buchanan, and then he nearly shivered with excitement for what was to come.

Five years ago, if someone were to tell Custer that he’d be witnessing a future president and the de facto ruler of Saudi Arabia sitting together with five other world leaders on a stage, he would have outright dismissed it.

Five years ago, if someone told Custer why the Saudi crown prince and a president of the United States were sitting together on a stage—and what state the country and the world were in—Custer would have thought he was listening to the rantings of a madman.

The thing was, though, the country and the world had gone mad. President Buchanan had seen to that.

Not only had Buchanan’s political ascension been swift, but once she’d taken office three and a half years ago, she’d been like a bull in a china shop—smashing through and obliterating long-standing industries and institutions to get her damn Green Initiative signed into law.

Custer had been shocked when the young senator had become the presumptive candidate for her party. And that shock had turned to outright distress when Buchanan clinched both the Electoral College and the popular vote—becoming the United States’ first ever female president.

Not only had Buchanan won the presidential election, but her party had also miraculously secured a majority in both the House and in the Senate.

Custer would remember November 3, three and a half years ago, as one of the most horrendous nights of his life. He’d envisioned a world in which a mad president destroyed a century of industry. He’d envisioned the economy collapsing, joblessness, and a nation on the precipice of disaster.

Unfortunately, in his eyes, Custer had been correct, and then some.

Not only had Buchanan eliminated the filibuster to get the votes she needed to pass her Green Initiative, but she’d also granted statehood to Puerto Rico, and Washington, DC, whose new representatives had all won seats on her side of the aisle.

Custer had watched in terror during her State of the Union address the year before as, emboldened by the passing of the initiative, she’d called upon the world to come together and sign the Global Green Accord.

And now, to Custer’s disgust, the result of what occurred after that State of the Union was now manifesting itself on his TV screen.

He checked his watch; it was 11:57 p.m., just three minutes until all the thorium molten salt reactors turned on simultaneously around the globe.

Custer drained his glass in jittery anticipation and realized he’d been so sidetracked that he’d forgotten to light one of his cigars.

Marching back toward the bar, he refilled his third glass, plucked a Gurkha cigar from his humidor, cut it, and then lit it, just in time to watch the countdown on the television screen hit the thirty-second mark.

Moving quickly to his chair, Custer took a seat, as the news anchor went quiet.

The screen cut into seven squares—each showing the live feeds of the seven reactors that were about to be turned on.

Custer leaned forward.

Five.

Four.

Three.

Two.

One.

Simultaneously, the seven thorium molten salt reactors in France, Saudi Arabia, Germany, India, the UK, Switzerland, and the United States all powered up. If Custer hadn’t been so enamored by what was about to happen, he would have been disappointed at the lackluster display on the screen before him.

The news channel then cut to Times Square where people were dancing in the streets, then to images of the stage in the Rose Garden, where President Buchanan and the crown prince of Saudi Arabia were shaking hands with each other and the five other world leaders.

For minutes, Custer sat frozen, waiting, watching the images of celebration occur across the world.

Then it happened.

Sixteen minutes after the reactors were turned on, and while the network news channel was still showing reactions across the planet, a reporter cut in, and said that an anomaly was occurring to the reactor in Germany.

A minute later, more reports came in from India and the UK.

Unable to contain himself, Custer stood from his seat. The network cut back to the stage, where the earlier signs of jubilation had turned deadly serious. President Buchanan and the crown prince stood next to each other and, along with the crowd and the other world leaders, watched the jumbo screen that had been set up offstage in the Rose Garden. The screen cut back to the news anchor, who said, “We’re getting reports of meltdown incidents in Germany, and India—”

Custer held his breath.

The anchor touched his earpiece. “We have just been notified that all seven thorium molten salt reactors are experiencing difficulties and have begun shutdown procedures—”

The anchor didn’t finish his sentence. His hand flew back to his earpiece again. “I… I have just been informed that the reactor outside of Las Vegas has experienced a cataclysmic explosion.”

Custer leapt into the air. “YES! YES!”

As the next five minutes flew by, video of all seven reactors showed different levels of explosions, meltdowns, and fires in their facilities.

Custer danced around his study. “Those sons of bitches did it!”

Cackling like a wild man, he realized he’d spilled the majority of his bourbon and hurried to his bar, filling himself a celebratory glass.

He stared at the television for another few minutes in delight, transfixed as chaos unfurled around the world.

Drunk on booze and exhilaration, Custer peeled his attention from the television and glanced over at the Edgar S. Paxson oil painting that hung on the wall behind his desk.

Moving over to the painting, he pushed it aside, revealing the door to a small reinforced steel safe built into the wall. Punching in his passcode, Custer wrenched the safe open. On the left side within the safe was a small black laptop, and the smartphone given to him by his benefactors. Both the laptop and the smartphone held the Orion encryption technology, the most secure telecommunications encryption system in the world.

As his hand grazed over the Orion devices, he moved aside one of his most prized possessions, an old silver Sony microcassette player. Inside the device was a tape that was worth more to Custer than anything in the world. Not only was the tape an insurance policy, but it was a tool that, if used correctly, could all but guarantee Custer’s most lofty ambitions.

Moving his hand to the right side of the safe, he grabbed one of the ten prepaid burner phones and turned it on.

After the phone powered up, Custer then typed in a number with a +966 area code and texted:


Hurrah, boys. Hurrah!



Upon hitting send, Custer took the battery out, and then snapped the burner phone in half.

He knew he was supposed to maintain radio silence with his benefactors—but given the excitement of the night, and their success after all this time of planning, Custer couldn’t contain himself.

With the meltdowns of the seven thorium molten salt reactors, Custer’s operation in the United States was now a go.

Operation Little Bighorn could officially begin.

Grabbing the secure Orion phone, Custer locked the safe, snatched his bourbon, and then returned to his seat before the television.

He would keep the Orion phone on his person, just in case any of his lieutenants needed to reach out to him.

Reno, Benteen, Varnum, and McDougall will be much too busy tonight to contact me, Custer thought, taking a satisfied drag of his cigar.

One of the most amusing aspects of this whole plan was the fact that Custer had not only been able to name his operation after his favorite American battle, but that he had given himself a code name in reference to his favorite American general, George Armstrong Custer, who, along with his four officers, Reno, Benteen, Varnum, and McDougall had all made their legendary last stand at the Battle of the Little Bighorn.

And this is my last stand, Custer thought.

My last stand to save my country.

My last stand to save the United States.

As Custer continued to watch the devastation play out on the news, his mind wandered to the upcoming meeting with his beautiful handler and to the next phase of the operation.

In nine days, the world would change forever.

In nine days, Custer would rise like a phoenix from the ashes and cement his place in the annals of history as this nation’s savior.

Raising his glass into the air, he said, “I will drink to that.”






CHAPTER SIX

White House

Rose Garden

March 1, 12:19 a.m.

STANDING FROZEN ON the stage, her eyes focused on the jumbo screen across the Rose Garden—its muted images showing the destruction playing out all across the world—President Buchanan felt a large presence grab her around the waist and lift her into the air.

She could hear the yelling and confusion from the crowd and the shouts directed at her from the press corps—their cameras pointed directly at her, snapping shots of her fear and confusion.

Buchanan realized that the strong arms that had grabbed her belonged to the Secret Service special agent in charge, Mark Edwards, who was literally carrying her off the stage. The four members of the PPD, directed by Agent Charlie Hewitt, had cleared a path for them that led down the stairs, across twenty-five feet of lawn and then into the Oval.

Putting her down, Edwards then barked out orders as dozens of Secret Service agents burst into the room and secured it.

Buchanan turned a full three hundred sixty degrees and then caught sight of her chief of staff entering the room, looking just as confused and scared as she.

“What the hell is happening, Katherine?”

Healey stopped before the president. For what was probably the first time in her life, she was rendered speechless.

The Secret Service agents parted at the door that led to the Rose Garden, and Agent Tuck and her team, along with a group of Saudi security officers, were let inside, surrounding the crown prince and Prince Khalid.

“Your Highness, what the hell is going on?!”

Both the crown prince’s and Khalid’s faces were white.

“Ma’am,” Edwards said, “for your safety, we are going to move you down to the Situation Room.”

“For my safety?”

“There are a lot of people outside, ma’am,” Edwards said. “And until we can fully secure the White House and understand the situation, we need you secure.”

“They come with us,” Buchanan said, pointing at Healey, Prince Khalid, and the crown prince. “That’s an order, Mark.”

“Fine,” Edwards said, then motioned to Tuck. Seconds later, they were all escorted down into the Situation Room and into the large conference area.

Already, the Situation Room duty staff were running around, fielding calls. The numerous screens on the walls of the conference area were turned to the news, showing live video feeds of the seven reactors, each experiencing differing levels of meltdowns—but the one showing the worst destruction, the one billowing black smoke with half its side blown out, was the reactor in the desert just north of Las Vegas.

“The energy secretary is upstairs, get him down here,” Buchanan said to no one in particular. “Then call in the National Security Council.”

Buchanan made eye contact with Healey, who jolted into action, reaching down to one of the closed-circuit phones on the table.

“Madam President!”

Buchanan looked over and saw Raza bin Zaman walk out of a scrum of his aides and security, his phone in his hand.

“I can’t get any service in the Situation Room, ma’am,” the crown prince said. “Our reactor just outside of Tabuk is experiencing a full meltdown. I need to—”

“How could this be happening?!” Buchanan said more to herself than anyone.

As she stared at the crown prince, then at Prince Khalid and all their aides and security, and the destruction playing out on the screens all around them, she couldn’t help but think that it was all over.

The accord signing in nine days.

Her and Bobby’s dream of a new future.

Everything she had accomplished.

Gone.

She somehow verbalized these fears to the crown prince, but she hadn’t heard herself say it, because a ringing in her ears had drowned everything else out.

“Madam President,” the crown prince said, gazing at her concerned. “Madam President?”

Buchanan shook her head, and the world re-collected itself.

The crown prince was standing directly in front of her. “Don’t worry about the accord signing. Tomorrow we will regroup, then we will reassure the public—we can make a joint speech if we have to, okay?”

Buchanan felt herself nodding.

“Please,” the crown prince said. “Can I head back to the Blair House? I have a lot to deal with back home—”

“Yes,” Buchanan said. “Of course, of course.”

She relayed the crown prince’s pleas to Agent Tuck, who nodded and had a slew of agents escort the Saudis outside.

When the doors shut, Buchanan found herself alone with the screens depicting images of destruction.

She pulled out a chair and sat at the oval table as a tsunami of emotions started to pummel her, spin her out of control.

She put a hand on the table to steady herself, and for the hundredth time that night, she wondered why the hell Bobby wasn’t there with her.






CHAPTER SEVEN

Big Sky, Montana

March 1, 7:30 a.m.

BRIAN RHOME PULLED the snowcat into the maintenance garage and killed the engine.

After his encounter with the wolf pack while he’d stood on top of Snake Pit Cliff, he’d trudged back to his cat and drove the machine to the top of Elk Park Ridge, where he had finally gotten ahold of his supervisor, Jimmy, on the radio, informing him that the snow was too deep and the visibility too poor to continue grooming on the western side of the mountain.

Jimmy had then ordered him to continue the rest of his shift on the lower, more gradual slopes near the base.

Rhome stepped out of the cat now parked in the garage, placed the keys on his boss’s desk, and grabbed his belongings before punching out on his time card.

Walking to his old Dodge Ram in the workers’ parking lot, he started the truck, then began wiping the snow from his windshield that had accumulated over the night.

Below, he could see the train of vehicles on Route 64 coming up off Highway 191 from Bozeman, inching their way toward the resort.

It was going to be an epic day of skiing.

Avalanche bombs reverberated in the clouds above him. The ski patrol on the summit of Lone Peak would have their work cut out for them this morning. Rhome estimated nearly twenty inches of powder had accumulated overnight.

Soon, the public parking lot would be at capacity and the resort workers would have to turn the remaining skiers and boarders away.

In the nearly four months that the resort had been open for winter, this was the first major storm of the season, a new reality that everyone in the world was slowly adjusting to as the climate continued to change.

After clearing the snow, Rhome entered his truck, and before he put the vehicle in drive, he reached down below his seat and felt the cold steel of the lockbox he’d welded to the floorboard.

This was something he did instinctually every time he entered his vehicle.

A habit he’d picked up from the stress and uncertainty of his old job.

The box was locked and untouched, just as he’d left it.

Putting the Dodge into four-wheel drive, he exited the workers’ lot and began making his way down the plowed road toward Route 64 to his family’s cabin.

As he drove, his mind floated to the events of the night before while he stood on the cliff.

He was ashamed of how close he’d gotten this time. Ashamed of how willing he was to just take one more step and end it all.

If it hadn’t been for the wolves, would he have taken that final step?

As the mountain road twisted and turned, Rhome noticed that another vehicle was making its way down the road behind him.

He realized he’d caught sight of the vehicle a couple of minutes earlier as he pulled out of the workers’ lot.

Rhome slowed his truck so he could see the front license plate of the black SUV with the tinted windows. It was a Montana plate, a Bozeman plate—most likely a rental vehicle from the airport.

These people just never give up, Rhome thought as he felt the familiar anger bubble up inside him, and he punched the accelerator.

He took the winding turns fast.

This is getting old. Why won’t they just leave me alone?

Rhome kept the accelerator pinned as he blew by the cars still inching up toward the mountain, and he kept checking his rearview.

The black SUV had kept up with him for the first two turns but had fallen from view by the third.

Rhome pulled out a small key from his coat pocket, and then he reached between his legs and felt for the steel lockbox welded below his seat.

He’d practiced this move countless times and was able to get the key into the lock without fumbling. Turning the key, he opened the box with one hand and reached inside.

The cold, familiar grip of his Glock 19 found his hand and he pulled the weapon onto his lap, making sure, again, that the SUV hadn’t kept up with him.

But it didn’t matter, they knew where he lived.

They’d pounded on his door in the last couple of months many times before, and they’d keep doing it again, and again, until they got what they wanted.

Persistent bastards.

Haven’t they gotten the hint that I just want to be left the fuck alone?

Seeing the Big Sky Meadow Village below, he slammed on the brakes before turning left onto the private road that led up to his cabin.

The road had already been plowed, but he could identify at least two sets of tire tracks entering and leaving at some point that morning.

Rhome slowed the truck and continued to study his rearview, trying to catch a glimpse of the black SUV following him.

But it never showed.

Am I just being paranoid?

Maybe the Third Option Foundation has given up on me?

Pressing down on the accelerator again, Rhome climbed up the snowy road, pulled into his driveway, and shut off the truck.

His family’s four-bedroom log cabin, built sixty years before by his grandfather, sat before him. If it weren’t for the dark memories that the place held, the cabin, with its pillows of snow forming on its roof, would look like something out of a Hallmark Christmas card.

Rhome sat in his truck and stared at the front door, his eyes settling on the bank’s orange “Foreclosure” sticker that had been placed there a week before.

He could see a series of footprints, three sets of them, walking up onto his deck to his front door in the fresh snow.

The Third Option Foundation had been here all right.

Either late last night or early this morning.

When he’d first caught a glimpse of their presence three days before down at the local grocery store, Rhome had evaded them, collected his camping supplies, and spent the last three days sleeping in the wilderness, nearly two miles off the beaten path, only to leave in the evenings to head up to the resort for work.

These footprints weren’t from the bankers; they’d come knocking during the day. Not at night.

Rhome wrestled with the thought of hiking back up to his campsite in the woods that very moment, when something hulking and dark slammed into his driver’s-side window.

Rhome jumped in surprise and raised the Glock out of reflex.

The large paws and long, panting tongue of a massive Saint Bernard dog sent a blast of condensation onto the window.

Rhome quickly lowered the Glock and cinched it into the holster that always sat on his beltline, before opening the door.

The enormous Saint Bernard jumped up and down in excitement and then leapt onto Rhome, the dog’s front paws resting on his shoulders.

“Dammit, Matilda, what did I tell you!” a shrill voice sounded from the front deck of the cabin next to Rhome’s.

“It’s okay, Mrs. J,” Rhome said with a grin as he grasped Matilda’s giant furry head and rubbed his face into the dog’s big nose.

Mrs. Jorgensson let go of the shovel she’d been using to clear the snow from her front deck, placed both hands on her hips, and shook her head. “Two years old and nearly a hundred and fifty pounds and she still acts like a damn puppy. Could you imagine if she jumped on a child like that? I’d have to feed her to the wolves.”

Rhome pushed Matilda into the snow and got down on his hands and knees. Matilda, sensing her friend’s willingness to play, opened her jowls wide, and reared before launching herself back onto Rhome. They rolled around in the snow for nearly a minute until Rhome had her playfully pinned. “You’re gonna have to do better than that, sweetie!” Rhome said, before letting the dog up and walking over to Mrs. Jorgensson.

Sporting a red flannel shirt, tan Carhartt pants, and knee-high rubber boots, Mrs. Jorgensson was somewhere between seventy and seventy-five years old, but Rhome had never dared ask her age. Mrs. Jorgensson was a lifelong Montanan and had the withered face of a woman who had spent her life outdoors. A widow of nearly twenty years, she had lived in the cabin next to Rhome’s for as long as he’d been alive. From what he could remember, her late husband had built the place sometime in the late seventies and the Jorgenssons had been close friends of the Rhomes ever since.
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