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CHAPTER ONE


THE WHITE HOUSE–MONDAY EARLY MORNING


“Acruise missile attack? Good God!”


“Exactly right, Mr. President. At least it was armed with a conventional warhead.” The national intelligence director pulled a satellite photo from his leather folder and handed it across the Situation Room conference table to his chief executive. “You can see the damage. An entire army base destroyed. Hundreds may have been killed. We’re still getting casualty figures from the Indian government.”


“Where is this base?” the president asked as he studied the highresolution photo.


“On the Indian side of the Line of Control in Jammu and Kashmir. Not too far from the epicenter of that big earthquake some years ago. As if those people didn’t have enough problems,” the director added.


“Did the Paks do it? I can’t believe they’d be that stupid. They know India will retaliate. And with both sides having nuclear weapons . . . this could make earthquake havoc look like second grade recess,” the president said.


The usually unflappable national security advisor, Austin Gage, weighed in. “The Pakistanis are going ballistic over this. I’ve already had a plea from their ambassador asking us to set up a call between you and their president. They’re denying everything. They say that after fighting three wars with India, they’re in no position to start anything. Besides, you know they’ve been trying to tamp things down for months. They’ve restored bus service across Kashmir . . .”


“Then again, those damn militants keep blowing up the buses,” the intelligence chief interrupted.


“Then where in the hell did that missile come from?” The president pressed.


Austin shook his head. “That’s what we’re trying to find out.”


“Well, get about it then. It’s one thing to have a bunch of Islamic militants staging attacks on villagers. Hell, they’ve been doing that for years. But a cruise missile attack? That takes brains, experience. They’re computer guided. You don’t just have some deranged terrorist picking one up and figuring out how to program and launch the damn thing.”


“We know, Mr. President. We’ve got our best people on it,” the intelligence director said.


“About the press, sir,” the chief of staff said. “They’re already clamoring for details.”


The president glanced down at the photo again. “The press? Amazing that they even know where Kashmir is. Most of them probably think it’s where they make sweaters.”


Austin shrugged. “You’ve got a point there. We should have more by the noon briefing. I suggest we try to hold down the hysterics if we can.” The president nodded. “Now about that phone call from the president of Pakistan?”


“Set it up,” the president ordered. “But first get me some talking points on possible suspects and how they could have gotten their hands on a sophisticated missile system.”


“We’re on it, sir.”


The president stood up, effectively ending the meeting.


The three men gathered their notes and headed for the door of the basement conference room. As they filed out, each one uttered the same phrase, “Thank you, Mr. President.”


“I want you to find the bastards who launched that missile,” the president called after the trio. “And figure out if they’ve got any more of them.”





CHAPTER TWO


ROCKVILLE, MARYLAND–MONDAY MORNING


“We’ve gotta shut her down!” Stan Bollinger announced as he marched in the office of the retired general and current CEO of Bandaq Technologies. The short, wiry CFO tossed a sheaf of papers on the desk and pointed to the page on top. “Just look at those numbers, Jack. That crazy project of hers is sinking our bottom line. How much longer can we be that woman’s personal ATM?”


General Jack Landsdale stared at his chief financial officer. “You must be joking! Shut down our missile defense line just when she’s had a breakthrough?”


“So her computer game worked once. In simulation,” he scoffed. “That could have been a fluke.” He strode over to the tall windows, looked out at the park across from their corporate plaza and added with a wave of his hand, “Besides, once in a row won’t cut it with our shareholders.”


“Wait just a damn minute,” the general bellowed. “I’ve known that girl since she was a teenager. I’ve watched her graduate at the top of her class at Stanford and breeze through M.I.T. She’s a computer genius with an IQ higher than your stock price will ever be.”


“Yeah, and I hear IQ stands for Ice Queen where she’s concerned,” the CFO challenged.


“God damn it! How exactly does her personality impact on your precious P&L statement?”


“It doesn’t. It just makes it easier to fire her,” Stan said, pacing across the room.


“Look, I can read the numbers as well as you can. But you have to admit that if she can make her program work to actually take control of a cruise missile and redirect it, our entire military is going to be screaming for her technology, to say nothing of other countries who will want it for their own protection.”


Stan stopped and turned in mid-stride. “I’m not so sure. The boys at the Pentagon have blown over a hundred billion bucks on all kinds of missile defense projects over the last thirty years. Okay, so some of them have worked, but they’ve had some duds too. Remember Brilliant Pebbles?” The general started to interrupt when the CFO continued, “More like stupid pebbles if you ask me. Congress is getting fed up with all of their red ink, and when I give my quarterly report to the board in two weeks, you can count on their being up to here with the whole idea too.”


General Landsdale pushed the papers aside and cleared his throat. “First of all, that hundred billion was spent trying to stop big ballistic missiles. And have you forgotten that several of those systems are deployed overseas? Our allies are happy with the protection. Besides, Cammy’s working on smaller, guided missiles that can carry chemical, biological, even nuclear warheads. It’s a whole different concept. You know that. And second,” the general paused for emphasis, “I’m still the boss around here.”


“Not for long,” the CFO muttered.


“So my retirement’s coming up. But as long as I sit in this chair, I will make the decisions on which lines get funded and which ones are closed down . . . if any.”


“Then I assume I can count on you to answer all the budget questions at the board meeting?” Stan asked derisively, shooting his French cuffs as he stood in front of the desk.


“We may have answers by then.” The general checked his watch and thought for a moment. “She’s preparing a new simulation right now. If she can lock on to a dummy missile again, there’s going to be a lot of crow on the cafeteria menu.”


“Tell you what. Why don’t we both check in on this new simulation and see whether she can finally reduce our burn rate here.”


“Right this way,” the general ordered as he got up, buttoned his jacket and headed toward the door.


“Come in,” Cameron Talbot said absently, her eyes trained on a computer screen. The door to her then opened, and when she turned around she was surprised to see her boss, General Jack Landsdale with Stan Bollinger, his CFO in tow. She took one last sip from her coffee mug, realized it was cold and set it down next to a stack of tablets filled with calculations. She quickly saved her screen and brushed a few strands of blond hair back under her headband. “What’s up? I was just getting ready for another test run of Q-3.”


“We know,” the general said, motioning for Stan to pull up a chair. “We’ve been talking about your project, and we’d like to see the next simulation. Any new progress here?”


Cammy eyed the CFO and saw him staring at the bank of computer screens and piles of notes and books spread around the room. He had never ventured into her lab, and she wondered what brought about this sudden interest in her work. She’d never liked the man. The way he barked out his orders around the company made her think he had some sort of Napoleonic complex. And he was obsessive about numbers. She wished he could be as passionate about concepts like throw-weights as he was about EBITDA. Earnings-before-interest-taxes-depreciation-and-amortization, she reflected. What a total drag. His whole demeanor was so austere, she had told a friend that their CFO had one thing in common with Clint Eastwood. He was stone-faced with hair combed or stone-faced with hair mussed up.


Cammy pointed to her computer screen and answered, “I’ve been working on a new set of algorithms. If I can just get them to analyze the frequency a command center is using to communicate with a missile, I can use the same frequency to lock-on to it and take control.”


“And you think you can do that now?” the general asked expectantly.


“Almost,” she said. “I’m working . . . my whole team is working on it every day now. I really think we’re close.”


“Close only counts in horse shoes and hand grenades,” Stan declared. “I think George Wallace said that once.”


The general waved dismissively and focused on the screen. “So are you going to fire this thing up and try another simulation?”


“We were planning another one for later today, yes,” Cammy said. “Why?”


“We want to watch,” the CFO said.


“Oh,” Cammy said tensely. “Now isn’t really the best time.” She glanced down at the figures on the tablets, mentally calculating how long it would take to experiment with her latest formulas. She reached up and twisted a strand of her hair. I’m not ready for this, she thought. Maybe later. Maybe tomorrow. Not now. Ever since her first triumph when she’d been able to lock on to a simulated weapon, she’d been working for weeks to recreate the conditions. And she’d failed. She had the ideas. She just couldn’t seem to translate them to her hard drive. The concepts were just in her head. And right now, her head was pounding.


“So, how about a little show-and-tell?” Stan prompted.


Cammy heaved a sigh, swiveled her chair on the tile floor and picked up her intercom. “Ben, could you come in here, please.” Her palms were damp as she smoothed her beige slacks and pushed up the sleeves of her white sweater. A young man dressed in beige chinos and a navy polo shirt pushed through the door. He stopped abruptly when he saw the CEO and CFO seated nearby. He glanced at Cammy with raised eyebrows.


Cammy exchanged a look with her key assistant. She had hired Ben Steiner the previous year. He was a computer whiz, and he had come up with a whole slew of calculations and ideas for Q-3. He was proving invaluable to her. He was awfully smart, but rather one-dimensional. Everything except his computer skills was kind of medium—medium height, medium brown hair, medium build. There was nothing sharp or defining about him. She often thought that his face was what you’d get if someone faxed you a picture and you were low on toner. Then again, she thanked her lucky stars that there was nothing low about the guy’s energy level.


“Ben, we’ve got work to do. Mr. Bolliner and General Landsdale are anxious to see our progress on Q-3 . . .”


“But we’re not quite . . .”


“Never mind where you are, or where you think you are,” the CFO intoned. “It’s time we got some action out of this division. Now does this Q-3 thing work or doesn’t it?”


There was silence in the room. Finally, Ben dropped into a gray desk chair and rolled over to the second computer. “Guess we’ll give it another try.”


Cammy pushed a button. A white object jumped onto the upper corner of her screen and began moving across at an angle. Her fingers flew over the keys, the staccato patterns on the two keyboards were the only sounds permeating the tension in the room. She entered a sequence of numbers as Ben made a series of calculations. Cammy typed faster and looked up to see the object reaching the center of her screen.


“Damn,” she said under her breath. “What’s its C3?” she muttered, racking her brain for another sequence. She tried again, but the little object kept moving. “Ben, anything?”


“Not yet, boss. Last algorithm . . . thought I had that sucker . . . try another . . . nope.”


She tried to ignore the flashes of pain across her forehead as she stared at the screen and entered another list of numbers. The small white object was on a downward trajectory when she shook her head. “New input. I need new input,” she called out to Ben.


“I know. I know,” he said. “I’m trying. It’s too fast. Need more time.”


“We haven’t got any more time. The missile is about to hit its target and we can’t . . . damn.” She watched as the white object hit the bottom of her screen and disappeared altogether.


“Zilch . . . zip . . . zero,” Ben said as he pushed his chair back and folded his arms.


“And that’s what your budget is going to be if I have anything to say about it,” Stan said, as he got up from his chair and headed for the door.


“What do you mean?” Cammy said, pushing away from her console and hurrying toward the CFO.


He turned abruptly to face her. “What I mean is that I’ve got to shut down this division because it’s not producing. That’s what I mean.”


The shock on her face brought the general to his feet. “Cammy, listen.”


“Listen to what? Listen to how he’s going to close me down after all these years of trying to develop a fabulous new technology? Close me down when we’re right on the edge of a terrific discovery? Close me down when we might have a missile system that actually saves lives rather than one that just kills a bunch of people?” She put her hand on the general’s arm. “Don’t let him do that, Jack.”


Stan Bollinger grabbed the door knob and twisted it. “Show’s over, folks. For the record, nobody lets me do anything. I think the board will have to decide this one. But if it were up to me . . .” he turned and gave Cammy a stern look, “. . . yes, I’d shut you down in a heartbeat.” He opened the door and called over his shoulder, “And now, I’ve got real work to do.”


Cammy slumped down in her chair and saw the dejected look on Ben’s face. She paused and turned to the general, “So does this mean we’re through? You’re really going to give up on Q-3?”


The general ran a hand through his graying hair and thought for a moment. “Stan doesn’t have the power to shut you down . . . not yet anyway. I’m still running the show here, but you know I’m scheduled to retire, and Stan is the heir apparent. He’s right about one thing though. If we can’t show more progress on this missile defense idea of yours, the board may agree that we’ve got to cut our losses.”


“So we’ve got a couple of weeks till the meeting?” Cammy asked.


“Two weeks max. But there are a few things we can do right now.”


“Such as?”


“First of all, the satellite and radar division is ahead of schedule. I’m going to pull Raj Singh off that line and reassign him to your staff on a temporary basis. He may have some new ideas on how to get your computer program to react faster once a missile is launched. And with a little more time, you may be able to figure out the frequencies.”


She hesitated. Work with Raj? She didn’t like the idea. She knew he was smart, but she wasn’t sure she could trust him. She figured Ben might have misgivings too.


“Ben, what do you think about working with Raj?” she asked.


“I don’t know. Guy’s smart. No question. But . . .”


“But what?” the general demanded.


“What Ben means,” Cammy answered, “is that Raj has his own priorities. He heads up another division, and he’s been trying to get his own budget increased for months now. Why should he help us when he’d get the lion’s share of R&D money if we get slammed?”


“Don’t be ridiculous. We’re all working for the same company. We all want this place to succeed. We all want to get this whole missile defense system working so it ties into his satellite and radar and then get the Pentagon to buy the whole shebang. You know that.”


Cammy looked up. “His satellite and radar systems can be used independently. He could partner with Sterling Dynamics on their missile systems. Or he could sell them separately.” And he could compromise Q-3 once he learned my routines here, she thought to herself.


“We’re not doing any deal with our major competitor. Where did you get that idea?”


“You know Sterling has been trying to replicate some of our systems. I told you about the guy they hired who tried . . .”


The general softened his tone. “Yes. I know. The man tries to sweet talk you into telling him about Q-3, and when that doesn’t work, he goes to work for Sterling.”


It still hurt when Cammy thought about Ken—the bastard. She had met him at a defense symposium. He had seemed so attentive. And she had to admit he had been rather attractive. After a few dinners and a weekend at his place in Middleburg, she had fallen for him. Hard. Then the questions came. They were subtle at first. He said he was so interested in her work, how she had come up with the idea of Q-3, how it stood for its three components of satellites, radar and computers working together to take control of a cruise missile once it was launched. But her project was classified. She never talked about it outside the office. Then when he finally figured out that he wasn’t going to learn anything about it, he dumped her and went to work for her nemesis, Sterling Dynamics. She had been devastated—for a while anyway. Ever since then, except for her own small staff, she had preferred to work alone.


“So you trust Raj to come over here and save my project?” Cammy asked.


“That’s step one,” the general said.


“There’s a step two?”


“Yes. This is a long shot, but there’s a hearing before the House Armed Services subcommittee on Wednesday morning. They’re in the process of putting together one part of the Defense Authorization Bill. I’m going to see if we can get on their docket for that hearing. If we could get a special appropriation for this technology, we’d have enough R&D funds to keep going. At least for a while.”


“That sounds like a good plan,” Cammy said.


“I’m going to call the chairman. But I want you to handle the testimony.”


“Me?” Cammy exclaimed. “I’ve never testified before a congressional committee. I’ve never even given a speech, Jack. Why in the world would you put me in front of that bunch?”


“Because you’re the one who created Q-3. It was your idea, your research, your simulation that worked.”


“Once.”


“When it worked that time,” Ben said, “Guess we should’ve TiVo’d it, huh?”


“Wish we had,” Cammy murmured.


“Yes, once,” the General said. “And so you’re the best one to explain why it’s important for the United States to have a system that can neutralize a guided missile if it’s launched against us or our allies.”


“But I can’t . . . I mean, I don’t have time . . . I’d have to write the . . .”


“Stop it, Cam. Stop the excuses. If you can impress the committee, and I think you can, there’s a chance we can keep going here. Bollinger will have to take a pass and the board will too. At least for now.”





CHAPTER THREE


KASHMIR–FOOTHILLS OF THE HIMALAYANS–MONDAY AFTERNOON


“We will control the Islamic bombs!” Abbas Kahn announced as he sat cross-legged on a worn rug and stroked his neatly clipped beard. “That missile strike today was only the beginning of our grand plan.”


“And it worked, Kahn Sahib,” a young man called out from the back of the dusty room. A roar of approval rose from the dozen other members of the cell, their shouts echoing off the cement walls of the small bunker.


Their leader held up his hand commanding silence. “The missile worked just as it was programmed. Our new brother, Rashid,” he turned and nodded to the man on his right, “has joined us and he deserves our praise.”


“The praise is to Allah,” Rashid said with a slight nod. “And we must not forget that our other recruits from ISI, Pakistan’s military hierarchy, helped steal those missiles along with their launch vehicles from that Pakistani Depot.”


“Yes, it was brilliant. A brilliant plan,” the leader agreed. “But as I said, this strike was only the start. We have much work to do. Plans to devise. Assignments to give out.”


The air in their concrete headquarters suddenly was heavy and tinged with apprehension for the men crowded into the small space. They waited and followed their leader’s gaze out a small window where a fine mist enveloped snow-capped mountains. Their view was marred by piles of rubble and a twelve-foot high fence off in the distance.


“This place, this homeland, this should all be ours. But no. Look at that fence with its wire and metal and electricity. Here we are, still recovering from the Ramadan quake, still trying to rebuild our villages, and the Indians are spending their time building fences. They think their stupid fence will keep us out. They think it will prevent us from staging any more attacks on the other side.”


A few of the cell members laughed at his description and one remarked, “They now know they were wrong.”


“Just as wrong as the Israelis were when they built their fence to keep the Palestinians out of their rightful land,” Kahn continued. “At least the Jews were condemned for their fence. But who is condemning Delhi? Who, I ask you?”


He looked around the room and scrutinized the faces of the young men leaning against the dark walls, offering him rapt attention.


Abbas Kahn took a sip of his sweetened tea and continued ominously. “We are smarter than our Palestinian brothers. We will not try to fight the big countries alone. That would be foolish, and we are not foolish men. No. We will continue to stage our attacks in India, but we will see to it that Pakistan gets the blame. Then India will have to retaliate.”


The men nodded and mumbled their agreement. They had heard this before. Many times. They had fought together for years, trying to drive the Indians out of Kashmir. India and Pakistan had fought wars over this land. Nothing was ever settled. They knew they’d only take control if they had a new strategy, a daring new plan. And Abbas Kahn was about to lay it all out.


“We will see to it that India and Pakistan go to war . . . again . . . but this time, with both sides having nuclear weapons, the feckless bureaucrats at the UN will scream for a cease-fire. They will demand elections. Fine. Our people are Moslem. All of Kashmir is Moslem. We will have their election . . . once . . . because we will win.


Again, the men nodded.


“And when we win in Kashmir, we’ll pick up the pieces in Islamabad and take control of the government and,” he paused for effect, “we’ll also control . . .”


“The bombs!” the young men cried in unison.


“Yes, Inshallah! And you, Jambaz . . .” he turned to the young man on his left. “While we work here, you will work in America on a most important assignment . . . one that will allow us to defend ourselves when missiles start flying.”


He leaned forward and pointed to a stack of papers on the low table in front of him. “This is your passport. These are your new identity papers. Everything you need has been arranged.”


Jambaz reached for the documents. Of all the members pledged to free their homeland from the clutches of India, of all the militants from the old ISI network, old al Qaeda cells and Taliban sympathizers who were going to work together to take control of Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal, he was the one chosen to go to America. He didn’t know what his mission would be. But he knew it must be important. He wouldn’t ask questions now.


He had traveled there before. He had studied their ways. He had learned their language. So, of course, he should be the chosen one. For it was the saying of Mohammed, Peace Be Unto Him, “It is your own conduct which will lead you to reward or punishment as if you had been destined therefore.”





CHAPTER FOUR


WASHINGTON, D.C.–CAPITOL HILL–WEDNESDAY MORNING


“The meeting will please come to order.”


Chairman Davis Metcher of Maryland sat behind his raised podium with an American flag behind him and his name plate in front. He struck the gavel and began the hearing before the House Armed Services Subcommittee on Military Research and Development in the Rayburn House Office Building. In the brightly lit hearing room, the chairman’s brown suit was almost the same shade as the tall mahogany doors. This was their regular Wednesday morning session.


“Let me remind the Members that the microphones in front of you are live, so when you are conferring with staff, please be cognizant of that fact.”


He pulled his own microphone a bit closer and looked down at the witness table where an attractive young woman in a navy suit, her blond hair held back with a navy barrette, sat confidently reviewing a set of notes. An older gentleman with a full head of salt and pepper hair sat next to her, leaning over to whisper some last minute comment.


This could be interesting, the chairman mused. We usually get generals and CEO’s at these hearings, not striking women who would look right at home in a Victoria’s Secret Catalogue. He wondered what she was doing here. He checked his roster again. Maybe she’s the old man’s assistant. Must be.


He cleared his throat. “Today, the Committee is pleased to welcome the Project Director of Bandaq Technologies, Dr. Cameron Talbot.” He nodded to the gentleman, “Sir, you may begin.”


The woman looked up and smiled. “Excuse me, Mr. Chairman. I am Dr. Cameron Talbot, Director of Project Q-3.”


There was a murmur around the room as several of the Members chuckled and Congresswoman Betty Barton of California gave the chairman a sidelong smirk.


“Mr. Chairman,” Dr. Talbot began, “Members of the Committee. It is an honor to be here, and I am grateful for the opportunity to testify on the development of our new technology which, with your help in funding for research and development, can become an integral component of the president’s National Missile Defense System.”


Chairman Metcher sat back in his black leather chair and began to enjoy the performance. Nice legs, he thought. Good thing we decided not to put skirts on the witness table or else we wouldn’t be able to see the skirts under the table. He refocused his attention on what the lady was saying.


“A copy of my full testimony and funding request have been placed in the record, but I will give you an executive summary of our progress. I am accompanied by Retired Air Force General Jack Landsdale, Chairman and CEO of Bandaq Technologies. We both will be happy to answer your questions, keeping in mind that the details of our project are classified. However, we would be available to arrange a private briefing on the operational structure for Members who may wish to schedule a closed hearing.”


I’d like to have a closed hearing with that one, Davis thought. And Bandaq hasn’t kicked anything into my reelection campaign yet, even though they’re in my District. Maybe I can kill a couple of birds here.


Air Force Lieutenant Colonel Hunt Daniels, detailed from the Department of Defense to the White House National Security Council, sat in the last row of leather chairs arranged behind the witnesses and quietly listened to the proceedings. As Special Assistant to the President for Arms Control and Strategic Defense, he and his staff had the job of keeping up with nuclear proliferation as well as the latest technology in defensive systems.


He had known about Bandaq’s project. It was his business to know. He had even heard about Dr. Cameron Talbot. But he had pictured some cyber-geek with wire-rimmed glasses and a pocket protector who had a curved spine from hunching over a computer screen all day long. Boy, had he been wrong. He watched intently as Dr. Talbot read the summary.


“As you know, back in 1999, an Act was signed into law which states, ‘It is the policy of the United States to deploy, as soon as is technologically possible, an effective National Missile Defense system capable of defending the territory of the U.S. against limited ballistic missile attack—whether accidental, unauthorized, or deliberate.’


“In 2004, our country began to deploy the first layer of that system—ground based missile interceptors at Vandenberg Air Force Base in California and Fort Greely, Alaska that work in conjunction with advanced tracking radar located on Shemya Island in the Aleutians. Later those systems will be supplemented with ship-based interceptors and floating radar.


“These systems are meant to protect us from large, long-range ballistic missiles aimed at the United States by such countries as North Korea and China. Pakistan has similar missiles and, of course, Russian missile technology has spread at an alarming rate, along with that of Iran.”


Hunt couldn’t help staring at Dr. Talbot. From his angle, he had a view of her profile. High cheek bones, narrow nose. A very tidy package. The only unruly thing about her was her hair. It was pulled into some sort of clasp, but little tendrils had crept out and were framing her face. Yes, she was kind of pretty, in an angular sort of way. He snapped back to attention as she continued to read her testimony in measured tones.


“But, Mr. Chairman, we have new technology that is not focused on ballistic missiles. It is an entirely new concept to identify and redirect guided or cruise missiles—the type of shorter-range weapons that can be fitted with conventional, biological, chemical or even nuclear warheads. New computer and GPS guided missiles are being been produced, along with other radar and radio controlled weapons. Several rogue countries already own some of them, terrorists could acquire them, and defensive programs we now have in place are not exactly reliable.”


She was right on that score, Hunt thought. Nobody had figured out a way to target an incoming cruise missile with any kind of decent kill ratio. He wondered how she thought she could pull it off. Wait. Did she say “identify and redirect?” How was that possible? He listened.


“Our system is named Q-3 for its three components: satellites, radar and computers, and we are excited about its potential to protect Americans here and abroad in these difficult times.” Dr. Talbot then paused and nodded to the chairman.


Davis Metcher stopped gazing at the speaker and turned to his left. “The Chair recognizes the Gentlelady from California who has the first question.”


“Thank you, Mr. Chairman,” said the congresswoman. “Now, Dr. Talbot, thank you for coming before the Committee today. Your new project certainly sounds interesting. And if it really works, I can see how it might be useful in places like the Middle East or perhaps in regions like India and Pakistan where things are heating up with that missile strike on Monday. However, first I would like to know if you have had any successful test trials of this new technology?”


“We have had some success in simulation, but not in the field as yet, Madam Representative. But you see . . .”


“And in light of this lack of . . . successful trials . . . I am not sure I can, in good conscience, vote for R&D funds, especially when we have so many more pressing priorities such as troop strength, ship building, and especially the continuing fight against terrorism, challenges in North Korea, Syria, Iran, along with expansionist policies of Russia and China. Add to that an expanding deficit. And so, considering these other necessities, for us to simply hope for some pie-in-the-sky . . . literally . . . technology to suddenly work, well, I’m afraid I’ll have to see better results than this.”


“May I respond, please?” Dr. Talbot looked directly at the congress-woman. “We are only in the initial stage of development of our technology. But we are so confident that this new approach is the right approach, we ask for your patience. We do understand your priorities.


“On the subject of troop strength, I would suggest that a first priority would be to protect our forces in the field, which this program could do.


“As for ship building, yes, of course our Navy needs newer and better ships. And yes, the Navy already has a sea-based missile defense program, the Aegis System, or SM-3. But, as you know, it has experienced many failures and has cost millions of dollars to launch defensive missiles. In fact, just one such missile has hit its target in the last several years.”


The congresswoman leaned away from her microphone, brushed a strand of brown hair off her forehead and stared impassively as Dr. Talbot continued.


“And in the fight against terrorism, Project Q-3 could be a key to neutralizing these new missile systems that many countries in the Middle East and elsewhere are trying to acquire.


“Now as for the deficit, may I remind the Committee that current programs which fund defensive programs such as the Patriot PAC-3, along with the Aegis, call for one of our missiles to be launched against an enemy missile. A bullet hitting a bullet, if you will. Those missiles are expensive, very expensive, whereas our technology does not require the launch of a missile. Ours is a computer program designed to intercept an enemy missile by locking onto its guidance system.”


Good God! thought Hunt. This really is new. In fact, it’s pretty wild. He couldn’t take his eyes off the confident woman who was now winding up her rebuttal.


“And finally, may I point out that Q-3 is precisely the type of program that could . . .”


The chairman interrupted as his Legislative Aide passed him a note. He leaned forward to speak into his microphone.


“Excuse me, Dr. Talbot. Unfortunately, there is a vote on the floor, so it will be necessary for us to recess. Each member has a copy of your testimony. If we have further questions, we will contact you or General Landsdale.”


With a knock of his gavel, the meeting was adjourned.


“Good job, kiddo,” the General whispered as he gathered his papers and shoved them into his briefcase. “I hope to hell we can pull this off.”


As the Members and staff stood up and began to clear the room, Hunt Daniels slipped out the back door and made a mental note to send Dr. Cameron Talbot an email asking for his own personal briefing on Project Q-3. He had studied a lot of missile systems, but he’d never seen one like this. The more he thought about it though, the more he doubted it could ever work.





CHAPTER FIVE


WASHINGTON, D.C.–WEDNESDAY MORNING


Jambaz Muhammad Sharif leaned over the wooden desk where former students had scratched their initials into the rough surface. He had moved into this chilly apartment four blocks from the American University campus and was spending most of his time staring at his computer screen, its eerie glow the only light in the room. He hadn’t bothered to turn on the metal floor lamp in the one-room efficiency that served as his temporary quarters. He was anxious to check for messages.


He had entered the chat room of the assigned company web site and then proceeded to a private room. It was a clever way to communicate and very hard to trace, as long as he didn’t repeat it too often. He knew the agents looked for patterns, and he wasn’t about to oblige them.


It was there in the private chat room that he met his leader, Abbas Kahn. It was there that he received updates on his group back home and on other members of his beloved militant organization, Lashkar-i-Taiba. It was there that he would receive his instructions, his assignment that would aid their plot in Pakistan as well as their cause in Kashmir, seeking to drive out the Kafir from what should have been a Muslim ruled country.


A few rays of morning light filtered through the window in the kitchen area. A microwave and toaster took up most of the space on the linoleum counter, while plates and mugs of unfinished tea cluttered the chipped enamel sink. He wore black pants that were baggy on his thin frame. His favorite dark green tee shirt hung loosely over his waist. Green is the color of Islam, the most holy, the one true religion. Didn’t God’s messenger, Mohammed, Peace Be Unto Him, say, “Islam is the head, prayer is the backbone and Jihad is the perfection?”


Yet, in order to continue the Jihad, they must have clever plans and good weapons. He wondered if his mission involved weapons. He knew the Americans had sophisticated systems that his people wanted. But the Americans also had a lot of other things his people didn’t want. After all, this is a culture that debases its women, imports drugs for its young men, and plunders the resources of other countries under the guise of its corrupt capitalism.


He hated the Americans with their smug superiority. And yet, he was here because he knew how to blend in, gain their confidence and be trusted. For didn’t his very name “Jambaz” mean “honest and truthful?”


He had observed all of their laws so as not to be noticed. In recent years, the American agents tried to crack down on his fellow Muslims, rounding up and interrogating thousands, deporting hundreds and shaming them all. A new round of deportations was now in effect, focusing on people who had committed crimes. Even small crimes, but he would not be caught in such traps.


His cell had waited patiently for the predictable outcry from the so-called human rights groups. And when the complaints and lawsuits were filed, the agents had to back down for a while. They were not allowed to use profiling at airports. Even suspected terrorists who had been arrested were given lawyers. It was then that Abbas Kahn had applied for a renewed student visa for Jambaz.


Plans had been set in motion months ago, and so he was here now, dutifully enrolled at American University, signed up for classes in computer science and even American History. That was a joke, but Abbas Kahn must have felt it would look good on his application. He had his books. He was quiet. He broke no laws, for the Moslem proverb instructs, “A stranger should be well-mannered.” He was a stranger, and so he was well-mannered and careful. Always careful.


He wondered how long would he have to wait to carry out his mission? How long would he have to live in this place before he could return to his home in Dardapora, the village in the Kashmir Valley that had been given to the filthy Indians back in 1947? Dardapora, where so many had died in their fight for freedom from their oppressors. Dardapora, where half the people were widows including his mother and his sisters. Dardapora, a name that means “Village of Pain.”


He felt pain when he thought about his family, how his father had been part of the attack on the Indian Parliament in 2001, but later died at the hands of the Indian police. India and Pakistan had almost gone to war over that attack. That had been their purpose when his father’s group staged it. They had wanted another war.


There had been three wars since the British pulled out, two of them over Kashmir. That area with its shimmering lakes, valleys and foothills of the Himalayans should have been part of Pakistan. The people were Muslim. India was Hindu and yet the hated Maharaja Hari Singh, who ruled a section of it at the time, along with the traitor, Sheikh Abdullah, his Muslim prime minister, decided this region should be a part of India. They must have been paid off and offered protection in exchange for their allegiance to India. And so, from that day forward, the Muslim people in the Eastern half of Kashmir were ruled by the Kafir in Delhi.


Kashmir was beautiful. Kashmir’s mountains were more majestic than anything in Europe. They were more impressive than the Alps. Kashmir was where all people used to go to enjoy its treasures. Not now. Not anymore. Now it is filled with land mines and roving soldiers and seventy-thousand graves. It is like Beirut or Baghdad. Travelers used to go there too. But not anymore. And yet, he couldn’t wait to go back and fight to free his people and establish a proper Califate run by a proper religious leader.


Pakistan used to help them. Pakistan had set up the training camps and the schools, the Madrasses where he had gone at the age of seven to learn the word of Mohammed, Peace Be Unto Him. But now, the Americans had pressured the government in Islamabad to close some of the camps and schools. And after his group staged the successful attack on the city of Mumbai, they outlawed his group, his loyal Lashkar-i-Taiba.


So now they would work outside the system. They had even changed their name to Jammat-ul-Dawa, which meant “Preaching Core.” He still liked the old name which stood for “Army of the Pure.” It didn’t matter what they called themselves, they had contacts and support from many members of Pakistan’s Inter-Service Intelligence Agency known as ISI, the remnants of al Qaeda and several other militant groups. They would all work for change.


He looked at the words on the screen once more. There was a new message. Now there were instructions about how he would play an important role in the unfolding scenario. They told him to wait a little while longer because “An infidel is working on a project, and she has not completed it as yet.” As soon as it is finished, he would soon be instructed how to take control of it.





CHAPTER SIX


THE WHITE HOUSE–WEDNESDAY LATE MORNING


Who the hell shot off that missile? Hunt wondered as he shifted in his desk chair and rubbed his eyes. The door to his outer office was closed to shut out the noise of the constantly ringing telephones and computer signals. He had been reading the briefing papers from the Defense Intelligence Agency, the National Security Agency and the CIA, complete with a cover memo from the Director of National Intelligence for the past hour, and he didn’t like what he saw.


Every staff member whose shop had anything to do with Southeast Asia, weapons proliferation or terrorism issues had been scouring their sources for the last two days trying to figure out who had the brains, or lack of them, to lob a cruise missile that just might ignite a nuclear war.


He glanced at his speed dial and punched the fourth button on the phone.


“Ted Jameson here.”


“Hey Ted, it’s Hunt. You got a minute?”


“Sure. In fact, I was just about to call you.”


“Oh yeah? Why?”


“Come on down. I want to show you a report I got from a back channel at ISI. At least it’s from a source I think I can trust.”


“Is it big?”


“Sure looks like it.”


“I’ll be right down.”


Hunt gathered up his reports, tossed them into the safe and spun the dial. He grabbed his leather folder, a must-have for everyone in the building. He never knew when he’d be yanked into a meeting and might need to take notes. He nodded to his secretary and headed out toward the office of Theodore Jameson, special assistant to the president for Near East and South Asian affairs.


He liked Ted, even if he was a bit stuffy at times. Then again, the man had spent his life in academia, either teaching or doing research over at the Center for Strategic and International Studies between assignments for various administrations. He had served at both the State Department and the National Security Councils of two presidents. And when their party was out of office, you could also find him on Fox News earning a tidy sum as an analyst.


As he hurried down the long hallway of the Old Executive Office Building, Hunt glanced at the door knobs. He had always been a history buff, and when he got word of his transfer to The White House, he had made it a point to read up on its architecture and culture.


Finding particular rooms where certain treaties had been signed or important conferences had played out had turned into a bit of a hobby. He reflected on the fact that the Empire building had been built in the late 1800’s for the State, War and Navy Departments. The offices of each department had their own distinctive insignia on the knobs of every door. A pair of anchors on the door knobs meant that office had been assigned to Navy personnel. His office had door knobs from the War Department. That figured.


He headed along the black and white tile corridor with its sixteen foot ceilings, cast iron pilasters and columns and turned down the ornate curved staircase with the brass railing on the top of the banister. He remembered the story about the curved brass and how it had been added when Secretary of War Taft had slipped on the steps and asked for an extra rail.


As he jogged down the stairs, Hunt thought he could get all the workout he needed just going to meetings rather than hitting the health club in the basement. After all, the OEOB had two miles of corridors.


The building was home to the official office of the vice president, although he had an office in the West Wing along with the other big boys like the chief of staff, the press secretary and the national security advisor, Austin Gage. But most of the staffs of the Office of Management and Budget, the speechwriters, political office, the advance team and the NSC were here, along with the medical folks, and even the frame shop.


The OEOB was just across the West Executive driveway from the West Wing, so the two buildings combined were known as “The White House.” Hunt was proud to be working here. An assignment at the Pentagon was fine, but being detailed to the White House staff was an honor, even if it meant being on call 24/7.


He opened the door to Ted’s office. The secretary looked over and smiled. “Good morning Colonel Hunt. Go right in. He’s expecting you.”


Ted glanced up from his briefing papers. “Pull up a chair, Hunt, and take a look at this.”


Hunt slid his lean six foot two frame into a dark green leather chair, shifted forward and grabbed a report. He read it quickly and muttered, “Oh shit! Three cruise missiles? Stolen? How in the hell . . . ?”


Ted leaned back and gripped the arms of his chair. “My contact says it had to be a clever inside job. No militant group just waltzes into a Pakistani Depot and makes off with those missiles and their launch vehicles. Problem is, we don’t know who took them, where they are or what they want to use for target practice.


Considering the problems over there, my best bet is one of those militant groups that’s been killing and harassing those poor people on the Indian side of Kashmir for decades. They’re getting more and more sophisticated in their approach. Sometimes they get as far as Delhi and Bombay. Well, it was Bombay then. Now it’s Mumbai. Anyway, remember that attack years back on the Indian Parliament, then the big one that killed hundreds of people in that city?”


“Yeah, I remember all of that. We were afraid they’d go to war over the last one.”


“We dodged the devil on that one. But now that both sides have been trying to cool things down with talk about more trade and opening the highways again, the militants don’t like it. Those guys don’t want peace. They want their land back.”


“You know, I’ve been focusing on North Korea, Iran, and Syria. Now we’re all crashing around trying to figure out India, Pakistan and Kashmir.” Hunt uttered a sigh and glanced at the mound of papers on Ted’s desk. “Those militant groups . . . you’d think that one day they’d wake up and figure out that that their own people aren’t all that hot for this whole Jihad routine. I mean, after the elections in Afghanistan, Iraq, Kuwait, Egypt . . . and all the talk about democracy . . . although it hasn’t worked out so well in Egypt, but still . . .”


“It’s not that easy. Democracy presupposes an ordered society,” Ted suggested.


“Okay, so it takes a while.”


Ted took a sip of coffee and leaned back.


Hunt continued, “It’s bad enough to worry about a bunch of terrorists getting hold of a couple of cruise missiles, but look at the other weapons they’ve got over there. I mean, India’s got the PRITHVI nukes. Pakistan’s been testing that Shaheen 2 that can send a nuclear warhead to Delhi, and they won’t sign on to a no-first-use deal. I’m afraid they could decide to stage a pre-emptive strike because India has so many conventional forces, and they may want to get a head start.”


“And there’s another problem. A big one,” Ted said. “I’m afraid the Indians feel that if we can hit a country like Iraq that’s far away because we suspected they had nukes and terrorists, why can’t they hit a neighbor they know has nukes and terrorists?”


Hunt raked his fingers through his hair. “I hear you. The thing is, I think there are a hell of a lot of military types in Pakistan who are sympathetic to the guys in Kashmir. Think about what could happen if that bunch took over . . . and controlled the nukes.”


“Controlled the nukes? No way.” Ted pointed to another paper on his desk. “ISI says they have pulled back from supporting the extremists.”


“Obviously, that’s not happening,” Hunt said. “They used to back them all the time. Then when things got rough, they did it secretly. Now they may say they’re backing off, but it doesn’t look that way to me.”


“The president publicly banned most of those cells,” Ted countered. “The other thing is that Pakistan has been spending a third of its budget on defense, and their economy is just now starting to improve, so there’s a lot of pressure to kick in money for economic development instead. That’s why we’ve seen the olive branches to India.”


“But that just makes the militants even madder, to say nothing about that crackdown years ago on A. Q. Kahn and his boys who were selling their nuclear technology all over the place.” Hunt paused for a moment and added, “So you think it’s a rogue group. I think it goes deeper than that. But what’s the bottom line here? Do you think we can get India to hold their fire until we figure out who launched that missile?”


“Who the hell knows? I will say this, though. If the reports are true, and they took three weapons, we’ve got to find those other missiles and fast”


“Look, I want to head over and talk to Stock about this and give him a heads-up on the other two missiles.”


“I hear he’s pretty tied up with the Japanese state visit. I don’t think you’ll get in today.”
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