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Chapter One

October 10th

CNN Coverage, Jerusalem

“Good Morning to our viewers in the States, I’m Jake Talens reporting to you for CNN live from the Holy City of Jerusalem on this most historic of occasions.  In just about fifteen minutes, opening remarks will begin to mark the beginning of an international conference dedicated to ending nearly eight decades of violence and conflict.  After months of intense U.S.-brokered secret negotiations between Israeli and Palestinian leaders, we very well may be on the cusp of a genuine peace deal based on a two-state solution.
I’m joined here today with Colin Anderson and Christine Lacquer, both of whom have covered this part of the globe for several decades.  Let me start with you Christine, how did the Wolfe administration come so close to securing this peace accord when so many others before have failed?”
The dark-haired international broadcast journalist answered with her now-quite-familiar English accent, “First, Jake, I would like to say that I have been in this troubled city countless times to cover events that so often were tainted by violence and human suffering, so to be here on this momentous day brings me a great deal of personal and professional satisfaction. 
I must begin by admitting that, like most foreign policy experts and fellow professional journalists, I scoffed at then President-elect Wolfe’s assertion that he would be a natural to help forge peace between Jews and Palestinians.  He never offered much in the way of strategy to support this assertion, so most assumed it was just another piece of bombast from the former media and real estate mogul.  We were all wrong.” 
Talens then asked, “Christine, I would like to cut in quickly and get Colin’s views on this.  He broke the story of the pending deal six weeks ago.  President Wolfe blasted CNN quite publicly for broadcasting the details as it came out at the height of some pretty contentious negotiations.  Who can forget some of the rather nasty tweets about our good friend here?  Colin how did President Wolfe succeed where so many others have failed?”
Chuckling, the thin, white-haired, familiar face answered, “Thanks Jake, I really appreciate you mentioning those tweets again.  Let’s back this up first and recognize that we would not be here today if former Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu had not been forced from office by a corruption scandal that rocked Israeli politics.  Without his fall from grace and the subsequent rise of Israel’s new Prime Minister, Isaac Herzog, we would not be here today.”  
The dark-haired Lacquer, with her clipped British accent, was eager to contribute and said, “Colin is quite right about Netanyahu’s fall from power being a necessary first step, but if I could just add that, unlike Wolfe’s predecessors who were reluctant to risk their prestige and political capital on Middle East peace matters, President Wolfe came to Washington with a promise to be different and no one can argue that he has been unlike any president in American history. 
Let me offer up a quick overview of the past eighteen tumultuous months.  As promised, he forced a reluctant Republican led Congress to replace the Affordable Care Act with a controversial market-based plan now known as “Wolfecare.” Next, he teamed up with Democrats and waged a vicious Twitter and Snapchat campaign against his own Republican party to pass his one and a half trillion dollar “Wolfe Works” infrastructure plan and then quickly turned on his temporary Democratic allies by pushing through a massive series of tax cuts, including the biggest single decrease in corporate taxes in U.S. history. 
He snubbed the international community with his decision to de-fund the Paris environmental accords and ripped up trade agreements with American allies that go back decades, and at times seems to be on the verge of ending NATO.  President Wolfe did run into a major foreign policy snafu when the North Koreans successfully tested an intercontinental ballistic missile last year, even though he promised the American people that it would never happen on his watch and this trade war with China is starting to cause serious economic ripples across the globe. 
However, there is no denying that President Wolfe’s approval ratings are higher than ever as the American economy continues to boom, employment is up, manufacturing is on the rise, and the Dow Jones is nearing almost unheard levels of close to 25,000 - and now this historic conference.  Amazingly, all of this happened even as Congress continues to investigate the Wolfe campaign’s alleged connections to Russian attempts to influence the 2016 election.  Wolfe continues to deny all such allegations.  
More significantly, this conference is on the verge of not just establishing peace between Israel and Palestine, but by encouraging Saudi Arabia to participate, we have the makings of a larger regional peace agreement.  I feel compelled to say that no other president would have dared such an audacious undertaking.  Peace very well may be at hand and for this, the world community owes President Wolfe their profound respect and thanks.”
Wolfe Villa Hotel, NYC

Gathered together at the president’s personal residence at the world-renowned Wolfe Villa Hotel was a small collection of the president’s family and closest friends.  There was something of a party atmosphere in the air.  Even though it was only mid-morning, cocktails and refreshments were on hand and over his wife’s objections an assortment of his favorite food; from Texas barbeque to hearty NY Hero’s, decadent fried mac & cheese, and heaping portions of freshly made strawberry ice cream made especially for Wolfe by a longtime local vendor. 
Most of the crowd of guests gravitated to the new Samsung 146-inch micro-LED wall mounted TV and sat on plush couches and chairs to watch the broadcast but sitting right in the middle so he could see and hear best was the man of the hour.  There was no denying that the sixty-year-old Douglas J. Wolfe was a larger-than-life figure.  He stood just short of six feet, but his thick wavy bright red hair always gave him the appearance of being taller. Much to his frustration, though, he was starting to sport a bit of a paunch. 
His unrelenting confidence, signature winning smile, and aggressive cocksure attitude propelled him from the “Prince of New York City” to the highest office in the land.  In many ways, his life personified the very best and worst of that uniquely American rags to riches story.  The rags part though tended to be a bit exaggerated for effect.
Douglas - never “Doug” - did not exactly grow up living in a rat-infested tenement, though some of his many detractors accused him of owning quite a few.  He grew up outside Jersey City and lived a typical upper-middle-class life.  His father owned a successful local construction business that suddenly became Douglas’s - only two years after graduating with top honors from NYU - when his father died tragically from an accident at a job site. 
Leaving his cushy broker job on Wall Street behind, young Douglas took over the construction business.  Leaving the actual building stuff to the architects and workers, instead, Douglas did what he did best: he started building the Wolfe brand and never looked back.  His instincts for publicity and media attention were unlike anyone had ever seen.  He was smart, ballsy, and determined to make a name for himself.   
Within three years, he was marketing the now famous forty-eight-unit developments called “Wolfevilles.”  Laid out in a “W” pattern that sprung up all over Long Island and New Jersey before spreading across the country, it was the beginning of his trademark “W” on every building, sign, PR event, marketing campaign - everything that Wolfe Construction, later Wolfe Worldwide - ever built or owned. 
      Next, his luxury “Wolfevillas” took off along the Florida coast and at beach resorts all along the East Coast.  By the early 90’s, he made the leap to commercial construction, and his hotels became all the rage, but it was personal life - from his extravagant spending to tabloid scandals - that kept him on “Page Six” of The Post.  Some say that after he lost his first wife - his college sweetheart - to pancreatic cancer, he joined the Billionaire Boys Club to forget.  It wasn’t long before he became the poster boy for the decadent NYC playboy scene and was currently on his fourth marriage. 
Reading the tea leaves, Wolfe bet on digital media and tech startups after 2000 and except for several luxury hotels he started divesting many of his real estate projects and began pouring money into media and tech companies across the globe and his fortune soared as did his high profile.  He dabbled in politics for years, but after the 2008 stock market crash, he became serious and started attacking both parties for letting the American people down. 
He was a throwback to a different time.  He was a man’s man who apologized for nothing and never backed away from a fight, either personally or publicly.  He was disgusted with the whole political correctness thing and hated seeing the country get humiliated and kicked around all over the world.  He loathed the lapdog politicians from both parties who only bothered him when they needed money.  As far as Wolfe was concerned, the political system was broken, no one stood for anything anymore, no one had balls anymore, and he bet that a huge chunk of America was sick and tired of it. 
He shocked the political world by tossing his hat in the ring for president in 2015. He defeated a dozen or so hapless, clueless career politicians and went on to win a stunning upset against the former first lady in the nastiest political brawl in a generation.  Douglas J. Wolfe said what he wanted to say, said it in the way he wanted to say it, and his supporters would follow him to hell and back no matter what.  American politics would never be the same again.        
A beaming President Wolfe muted the TV and said with a wide grin, “Did you all hear that?  The world community owes me, Douglas J. Wolfe, their respect and gratitude.  Who would have thought those clowns from CNN would ever have said that six months ago?”
One of the fraternal twins from his short-lived second marriage to a stunning Italian actress, Duncan, replied, “Hey Dad, I hope it hurt a little when she said it.”
Not to be outdone, his sandy-haired twin Declan lightheartedly added, “Don’t start going soft on us Dad and think for a moment that CNN or the other libs are going to start falling in love with you now.”
Then, speaking loud enough for everyone around to hear, Wolfe proclaimed, “Let’s face it folks, who else could have pulled this off?  Not Obama, that’s for sure.  Not even Clinton could do it, and Bill came closest.”
Wolfe’s longtime business partner, best friend, and now Chief of Staff, Jacob “Dutch” Schultz, couldn’t help but add, “Douglas, it must be burning both of their asses watching this happen.”
Pulling Dutch closer to him, he lowered his voice, “And people say that I’m always the guy picking a fight. Dutch relax…have some ice cream.” 
Wolfe motioned for one of the servers to come back with the ice cream and took another heaping spoonful of ice cream and plopped a big scoop on his friend’s plate and reached in for another scoop for himself.  The strikingly beautiful Latvian former actress and model, Marija Wolfe, spotted her husband with his second bowl of strawberry ice cream and briskly hurried towards him.  She vigorously wagged her finger at him and said with her heavy accent, “Douglas is that your second helping?  What did that White House doctor say just last week?  You’re getting too fat and need to start watching what you eat.”
Playfully, Wolfe pulled the bowl of ice cream out of his wife’s reach and said, “Marija baby, I’m going to be around for another fifty years.  Believe me, they’ll be burying you before it’s my time to go.  Stop worrying and let me enjoy this.”
Wolfe ignored his wife’s peeved look, raised his voice and said, “Hey folks let’s keep it down, the ceremony is going to start any minute.”
FOX News, Jerusalem

      “If you are just joining us, I’m Chris Walker along with Brett Reams, and you are with us live as the opening ceremony to mark what’s being called “the Jerusalem Accords” is set to begin.  If our camera team can pull up a wide-lens shot of the event, our viewers can see the gathering of world political and religious leaders now assembled in the open courtyard on one of the most revered religious sites in all the world. 
In the foreground, you can see the majestic Muslim shrine, The Dome of the Rock, with its golden dome glistening in the afternoon sun.  Just to the bottom edge of the screen, we can see the third holiest site in the entire Muslim world, the Al-Aqsa Mosque.  Towards the left of the screen, we have the Western Wailing Wall, a remnant of the ancient Jewish Temple razed to the ground by the Romans.  While on the right side of the screen is the Temple Mount, a place sacred to Christians, Jews, and Muslims alike.”
Brett Reams quickly added, “I must say, Chris, that the political significance of these accords may potentially be eclipsed by the religious aspects.  Not only are political dignitaries from around the world gathered here today, but the courtyard and dais have leading religious leaders from three of the world’s great religions who have agreed to attend - and more importantly, support - this historic event.”
Suddenly the sounds of powerful jet engines buffeted those below as a pair of Israeli IDF fighter jets crisscrossed the skies above. Chris Walker looked up and adopted a more serious tone, “Obviously, we would be remiss not to mention the unprecedented security measures taken by a joint commission of the Israeli Government, the Palestinian Authority, and other participating nations including the United States.  Obviously, the Israeli Government has taken the lead in these matters, and there are literally thousands of uniformed police officers and soldiers manning checkpoints throughout the city and within the courtyard itself.”
Reams added, “What’s more interesting are those security measures that we can’t see.  In our last segment, FOX News security experts already discussed the massive multi-layered array of security that is unseen but nonetheless very active.  We have been told that the partially mobilized Israeli Defense Forces have deployed a full range of defensive measures, including launching a series of pre-emptive strikes against extremists in Gaza and the West Bank, but also more significantly within Israel’s own borders.
We should note that this conference and peace plan have numerous detractors and the number of serious threats is too numerous to count.  Significantly, some of these threats are not from ISIS or Al Qaeda, but instead homegrown Jewish and Muslim extremist groups.”
Walker added, “It was less than thirty-six hours ago, that a massive cache of explosives and small arms was discovered in the Jewish Quarter not more than a half mile from this site and dozens of suspected Jewish terrorists connected with the settlement movement have been arrested.”
It was now Reams’s turn to cut off Walker, “Chris, it looks as if the ceremony is about to begin.  In fact, I can see the American Secretary of State, Randall Gittleson, entering the courtyard along with the president’s daughter, Liliana, dressed in a beautiful flowing white dress and her husband, Jason Rudman.  Let’s take this opportunity to check in with our own Dana Fitzpatrick on the ground. Dana . . .”
Wolfe Villa Hotel

      As the image of his daughter filled the screen, a
beaming Wolfe, loudly said, “Doesn’t my girl look gorgeous.  Seriously look at her.  She’s perfect, simply perfect.”
Declan, the older twin who took after his mother and stood barely five feet eight inches, couldn’t help but answer back with some light-hearted sarcasm, “Yeah Dad, we know…Liliana’s perfect.  Hey Dunc, I’m pretty sure Dad mentioned how perfect Lily is once or twice over the years.”
Duncan, the dark-haired twin who towered over his brother by a whole inch and never let him forget it, playfully added, “Rings a bell Declan.  Wait a second.  I do kinda remember him making us throw out rose petals every time she entered the room.”
Feeling like a proud dad, Wolfe grinned back and said, “Just because I couldn’t trust building a sand castle to you two knuckleheads let alone peace in the Middle East, no reason to joke about your sister.  Besides, like I said, doesn’t she look amazing?  Hey, someone get my phone, I want to tweet something.”






Chapter Two

IDF Command Post, Tel Aviv

More than three dozen young men and women in olive green uniforms, with their blue berets neatly tucked on their shoulder straps, intently studied their computer displays looking for any hint of danger.  Three massive, high-definition screens covered the main wall and displayed live images of a real-time compilation from multiple sources of data - tracking radar, drone feeds, electronic sensors, and live video cameras along Israel’s borders - to provide a complete visual threat board to defend the citizens of Israel. 
The men and women assigned to these operational billets were accustomed to the daily grind filled with hours of boredom that was only punctuated by sudden moments of intense activity when a threat appeared.  Some of the younger soldiers were adrenaline junkies who thrived on those moments of managed chaos when a rocket was suddenly launched, or an armed border crossing was detected and relished the power at their fingertips to authorize the release of a counter-barrage or direct drone fire against whatever threat had materialized. 
However, even to a group of dedicated professionals who were probably more experienced and skilled than any defense force in the world - trained to react instantly to any perceived threat, today was unlike any other day.  This command center and smaller, similar ones throughout Israel were commonly referred to by the soldiers who manned them as the “Canopy of Fire.” 
Due to the remarkable number of potential threats from poorly constructed, though numerous, Hamas-built Qassam rockets fired from Gaza; to Hezbollah Katyusha/Grad rockets from the Bekka valley; to lethal ballistic missiles from Iran, Israel developed and deployed a wide-array of multi-layered air-defense systems.  The goal was to establish a protective canopy over the people of Israel and deter any enemy who would seek to harm this battle-tested people.  Soldiers of the “Canopy of Fire” were tasked with defense, while others in the IDF stood ready to strike back to punish enemies of Israel at a moment’s notice.
Today, their task was not just to defend the people of Israel; instead, their duty was to defend the Jerusalem Accords itself, and all who dared to come to this dangerous part of the world in the name of peace.  More than just the honor of the IDF was at stake, the lives of Israelis and Palestinians yet unborn needed to be defended on this day, and every man and woman manning their posts knew it.
A stern-faced twenty-three-year-old female soldier intently tracked the live feed from a surveillance drone flying along the Gaza border. She was about to shift the control path when she saw the plume of a rocket launch appear on her screen.  Instantly she announced, “Rocket launch detected, Heron 021 has eyes on a single launch, sector 210 . . . hold, no we have two more plumes . . . wait . . . four more launches.”
A male soldier with a high-pitched voice nervously cut in, “Tracking radar confirms launch point and sector.  Numbers climbing, we have eight more launches coming from sectors 215, 307, and 508.  Repeat - we now have fifteen rockets confirmed . . . telemetry suggests Qassam rockets inbound. Target: Siderot.”
Colonel Yitzchak Levi was about to authorize the release of two Iron Dome anti-rocket batteries when another report was shouted out by an experienced junior officer in an unusually excitable voice, “Sir, we have thirty launches, no make that forty-five, no sixty-three and counting inbound northern sector…six different launch zones.  Telemetry suggests a mix of Grad rockets and several long-range Zelzals . . . ten more launches . . . recommend full counter-measures.”
Col. Levi was an experienced line officer and a veteran of three major campaigns, including command of an infantry battalion during the last invasion of Gaza.  It was there that he lost his left leg and three fingers from an RPG that took out his command vehicle.  After a grueling eighteen-month recovery and little hope of a combat command again, he requested a transfer to the Air Defense command and accepted a posting to one of Israel’s most important command and control centers.  He found the assignment more to his liking than he thought possible.
Reacting to the range of reports rapidly coming in from multiple alerts, he acted quickly and said in a loud commanding voice, “Flash order: all IDF air-defense batteries, weapons free . . . I repeat: weapons free.  We are now on alert-one status.  Inform the Defense Minister; we are under attack on multiple fronts.  Recommend initiate counterstrikes immediately.  Get me General Bar-Lev on the phone immediately.”
Thirty seconds later, a gruff voice said, “Bar-Lev here.  Yitzchak what’s going on?”
“Sir, we have a major inbound attack coming in along both our northern and southern commands.”  Holding his hand over the phone for a split second, he shouted out, “What’s the count up to?”  His deputy shot back, “Tracking two hundred rockets in flight; dozens have already touched down . . . numbers climbing.”
“General, this is a full-blown coordinated attack from suspected Hamas and Hezbollah rocket batteries.  No word on casualties yet, but all Iron Dome batteries are active and engaging enemy rockets.  Awaiting your orders.”
      The crusty old armored officer felt a wave of anger wash over him upon hearing the report.  Goddamn gutless politicians, I knew this was going to happen.  Why even report threat assessments to these bastards if they won’t let us hit back? 
“Report on the Central air defense zone, any threat activity at all?”
Col. Levi answered, “None sir.” 
Relieved, General Bar-Lev didn’t have to add that a rocket attack aimed at disrupting the opening of the Jerusalem Accords kept nearly every major Israeli senior officer up at night ever since the announcement was made public two weeks ago.  Air Defense Command had already stripped fifty percent of the batteries from both the Northern and Southern commands to protect Jerusalem. 
Additionally, Bar-Lev deployed to the Central Air Defense Command Israel’s three only operational batteries of the revolutionary air defense system called Iron Beam.  Building on the success of the rapid firing short-range Iron Dome anti-missile defense batteries that saved the lives of thousands of Israelis over the past five years.  Now, Israel was deploying the first fully operational fiber-optic-directed energy laser - able to take out targets up to seven kilometers and capable of shooting down not just rockets, but also mortar and artillery rounds.  This revolutionary weapon system was developed by the skilled engineers from Israel’s own Rafael Advanced Defense Systems.
“Yitzchak, keep sending me updates and make sure you have reloads for those batteries ready for a rapid resupply, I have a feeling this is the just the beginning.  Bar-Lev out.”
General Bar-Lev placed the phone in its cradle, made a quick call to the Chief of Staff who immediately raised the entire Israeli Defenses Forces to a war footing and exited his office. Walking at a rapid pace, he headed to the command bunker where he expected to find his fellow chiefs. 
      Hamas and Hezbollah coordinating their attacks like this.  I can feel it in my bones - the bastards are making a play against the ceremony. 






Chapter Three

Jahalin, West Bank

      His name is Bahadur Rahimi.  The thirty-eight-year-old Iranian had spent most of the past fifteen years away from his beloved home on the outskirts of Tehran, dedicated to the vow he took at the age of twenty-five when he joined the Revolutionary Guards and became a proud soldier of the Revolution and servant of Allah.  Three years later the handsome and dashing young man was accepted into the elite Quds Force, Iran’s special forces.  For the past decade, he trained his Shia brothers to fight the infidels in Iraq, Yemen, Lebanon, and lastly Syria.  He not only taught the military arts but also bled with his Shia brothers on a dozen battlefields. 
He had taken part in attacks on American soldiers in Iraq and on Israeli border troops (with his Hezbollah brothers in Lebanon) and fought against Saudi Arabia’s American-trained National Guardsmen in Yemen.  He followed orders and willingly killed fellow Muslims whether they were Arabs, Kurds, or Turks.  All of that changed nearly two years ago, the moment he watched as a detachment of Russian Spetnatz soldiers appeared at his forward-operating base on the outskirts of Damascus.  His new orders required him to act as a liaison between the Russians and his fellow Iranian and Syrian soldiers to coordinate attacks against Syrian rebels. 
      Six months later, the torment Bahadur carried knowing his hands were covered in the blood of his brothers and sisters became too much, and when he decided to act, Bahadur Rahimi, soldier of the Revolution, turned his back on the ruling Mullahs in Tehran forever.  He fervently believed they betrayed not only the Revolution but also Allah himself by allying themselves with the infidel Russians.  
   Bahadur convinced ten of his brother Quds Force soldiers to join him.  Later that night, they surprised a detachment of Russian soldiers, killed them, and left their mutilated bodies strewn throughout the barracks and fled into the Syrian countryside and began hunting Russians in the dark of night.  Soon he became known as Bahadur the Brave. 
He believed with all his heart that the Jews and the West were somehow behind the slaughter that gripped his Shia and Sunni brethren who fought and slaughtered one another while the West watched in amusement.  The only time the infidels even noticed the carnage was when refugee bodies washed up on their pretty beaches.  Bahadur believed to his very soul that for a Muslim to spill the blood of his fellow brothers and sisters, regardless if they were Shia or Sunni, was now a terrible sin.   
      His small band of brothers soon grew and in the wake of the collapse of ISIS now number in the many thousands.  The official name of their group is called Allah’s Soldiers for Unity and Vengeance, but Bahadur’s fighters proudly refer to themselves as Allah’s Avengers.  Every soldier vowed to strip away centuries of hatred between Shia and Sunni and swore a blood oath to dedicate their lives to killing infidels and forswearing violence against brother Muslims.  The only exception is to kill any Muslim who betrays Allah by cooperating with the Western infidels.
Dressed as a medical orderly, Bahadur led six of his brothers to an annex just under the roof of the Jahalin Hospital.  Two sweating, strongly-built men struggled to open heavy reinforced doors, while four of his brothers carefully carried the packages to the rooftop.  Unlike the first two men who wore typical green scrubs found in hospitals throughout the world, the other two men wore rubber suits and respirators that covered their entire head.
Trying not to betray any hint of fear before his fellow fighters, Bahadur took a deep breath, quickly looked at the live feed from the ceremony, nodded to the bespectacled young man who was now gathering his tools and said, “Sayid are we all set?  Can I signal our brothers?”
The former Damascus University biochemistry major looked up and said, “Yes my brother, the systems have all been checked, and I loaded all three units myself.  It is time.”
Bahadur the Brave had taken part in too many missions to count over the years, but this was unlike any mission that he or perhaps any other soldier of Allah ever contemplated.  This mission, if successful, would not only strike a blow against the infidels that will send a shiver throughout the Western world, but would motivate his Muslim brothers - both Shia and Sunni - to unite and launch a jihad against the West that would be remembered in the annals of Muslim history until the end of days. 
      Bahadur took out his tablet and read his latest messages.  Allah be praised, our brothers in Gaza and Lebanon have started to bring vengeance down upon our great tormentors.
He ignored the grunts coming from those tasked with moving the heavy units up the stairs to the rooftop and instead watched intently at the live feed on his tablet of the ceremony taking place barely three miles away. 
What a grave insult, standing there on holy ground dressed in a flowing white gown - that innaha alshshaytan (she-devil), blood of that Great Satan.  It is time for him to suffer, to know what loss feels like.  Let it begin.  Allah Akbar!
With that final prayer, Bahadur hit the enter button and sent the final text message to launch the operation, and now it was in the hands of the one true God, Allah.
Wolfe Villa Hotel, NY

No one was talking any longer as everyone in the room watched with rapt attention as Liliana Wolfe, with all her grace and beauty, practically floated across the stage as if she had been born for this very moment.  More than a billion people across the globe were watching this live event as the American “first daughter” pulled a lever, releasing a dozen white doves who flew in a circle above the dais and then began to circle above the crowd and rise to the heavens.
Completely ignoring the dramatic footage, a uniformed Army officer, moved towards the president and whispered into his ear, “Sorry Mr. President, but Secretary Mahler ordered me to inform you that the Israeli High Command is reporting major rocket attacks coming from Gaza and Lebanon.”
Irritated to be disturbed from this remarkable moment, Wolfe just nodded his head and then quickly shook his head from side-to-side almost to shush away an annoying insect.  Dutch Schultz was within earshot and motioned to the officer to move to the other side of the room and then quietly followed him and asked, “Any threats detected in and around Jerusalem?”
“None at this time, Sir.”
Relieved to hear that response, the White House Chief of Staff responded, “That will be all Colonel, but please keep us informed of any changes.”
President Wolfe could not take his eyes away from the close-up shot of his daughter as the doves flew in the air and then the frame slowly shifted to a wide angle just as hundreds of white doves were released from all four corners of the square.  No viewer needed to know that the birds being released were specially bred and trained pure white homing pigeons who now flew in an amazingly intricate pattern in circles above the crowd.  All heads were drawn to the sky as the radiance from the sun, and clear blue skies were the backdrop to this most momentous of events.  The Gods of three different ancient religion seemed to be bestowing their blessings on this remarkable event.
“My Liliana has never looked more beautiful, just look at her.”






Chapter Four

Old City, Jerusalem

Within a twelve-block radius surrounding the ceremony, the rooftops, alleys, and balconies came alive with the sounds of motorized rotors that were being launched into the sky.  At first, only a few sounds of whirling engines could be heard, then the numbers grew to a dozen, then two dozen, then more seemed to fill the air until over a hundred or so miniature quadcopters of all sizes and designs were crisscrossing the skies of the Old City. 
More ominously, they were all heading towards a single GPS coordinate from a hundred different launch points . . . the sound resembled that of a giant swarm of angry insects all converging on its prey.  Most survivors would later say the first thing they remembered was that awful buzzing sound from above. 
More than a dozen Iron Dome and Iron Beam launchers ringed the Jerusalem Air Defense sector along with dozens of mobile air-defense cannons, heavy machine guns, man-portable surface-to-air Stinger missiles, and hundreds of soldiers on rooftops.  Multiple aerial and ground-based platforms fed reams of data, six terabytes per second, streaming into the advanced array of Air Defense computer systems.  Two dozen men and women of Jerusalem’s local “Canopy of Fire” command center struggled to keep track of the mounting number of contacts as their radar screens came alive with the nearly thousand white pigeons swirling around the airspace immediately above the ceremony.
An alert Israeli soldier on a rooftop heard the sound before he could identify the source, he was about to key in his mike to report when he eyeballed two mini-drones zipping by his rooftop observation post.  “What the hell!” 
Quickly recovering, he followed procedure and called it in; “Eagle One, Eagle One . . . This is Sentry 215, repeat 215 . . . Flash sighting, two unknown aerial targets moving east towards Temple One.  Repeat: two targets moving at high speed towards Temple One.  Cannot, repeat cannot positively identify.  Over.”
      “Sentry 215, we read you loud and clear.  Maintain post and report further sightings . . . Eagle One out.”  The nineteen-year-old radar operator was about to call out to her section commander when four more operators announced similar sightings.  What the hell is happening out there?
A booming, commanding voice was suddenly heard over a hundred increasingly animated voices below.  Standing in a raised position over the three stacked tiers of console operators, Major General David Gonen bellowed, “All of you, keep your damn heads together and tell me what the hell is going on.”
The main hi-def display screen was centered above the ceremony site, the swirling birds were colored in green, but more ominously, more than seventy or more unknown contacts were moving in a seemingly random pattern towards the ceremony site, some barely a thousand yards away.  No rocket or missile symbols were being tracked, but the veteran commander could feel an attack coming and ordered, “All batteries are to go to threat level Yellow and place fire control systems on standby mode.  Someone get me an image of these damn things.  Prepare all security teams for a Level-One emergency evacuation.  Get me the IDF Chief of Staff on the phone.”
As the swarm of quadcopters was making their way towards their target, three large UAV’s, or unmanned aerial vehicles manufactured by the Chinese company DJI, lifted off from the rooftop and began flying towards three different points surrounding Jerusalem’s Old City.  Unlike the smaller nimble drones already in the air, these AGRAS MG-1 UAVs were specially designed and built to serve as agricultural drones for the express purpose of delivering liquid pesticides, fertilizers, etc. from a precision nozzle system and could saturate an area of up to 4,000 meters by 6,000 meters in a matter of ten minutes. 
This particular model, with its eight powerful rotors, was capable of carrying a liquid load of twenty kilograms - or more than forty pounds - and fly at just under forty kilometers per hour.  It was capable of three modes of flight, Smart mode, Manual Plus, or strictly Manual.  Today, its operators chose the Manual Plus. and so, the three MG-1s followed a pre-programmed approach but could instantly switch to full manual mode with but a flip of a switch.
Today this remarkable piece of technology would not be used to deliver nurturing fertilizer to a growing field below nor to eliminate the growth of aggressive weed infestation. No.  Today each of the liquid tanks on these flying UAVs was filled with the deadly chemical weapon, sarin. Their express purpose was to kill every man, woman, and child attending the opening of the Jerusalem Accords. 
Sarin is a colorless and odorless liquid that can bring on death in as little as five minutes after direct contact or inhalation of even a single droplet.  Like other nerve agents, sarin immediately attacks the nervous system causing muscles and bodily secretions to rapidly react resulting in uncontrolled convulsions.  The victim’s nose begins to run, the eyes dry, then vomiting, followed quickly by the evacuation of your bowels and bladder, and then ends violently with asphyxiation, as the victim literally drowns in their own bodily fluids.
It is a horrific way to die, and it was now heading to a gathering of more than fifteen hundred people packed into a tight space of roughly 700 feet by 500 feet with four laborious checkpoints at each corner.
      Crouched behind a series of HVAC pump stations and exhaust fans, the soldiers of Allah’s Avengers looked intently at their tablets and watched the display screen.  More comfortable with an assault rifle in his hands, Bahadur relied on the former university student to guide the final attack.  Bahadur asked, “Sayid, how much longer?”
The young man responsible for leading Bahadur and his fighters to a secret Syrian army experimental chemical weapons testing facility on the outskirts of a small desert town called Shabba was now sweating profusely through his hospital scrubs.  He steadfastly watched as the three drones flew at anywhere from fifty to a hundred feet in the air and carefully followed the route so painstakingly selected.  Sayid walked every inch of all three approaches these past ten days to assure his precious cargo had the best chance to evade all potential defensive measures and bring Allah’s divine justice to the infidels.
“We are nearly there my brother, one more minute or so, Allah willing.”
The anxious former Quds Force commander added, “Have the Jews reacted yet?”
“Please brother, I must concentrate.  We are almost there.”
More than eighty or so of the miniature quadcopters had reached the skies above the ceremony and were flying in crazy patterns high and low.  Finally, permission was given to all Israeli air defense batteries and security forces to open fire.  The two Iron Beam laser batteries fired first, and sudden flashes in the skies could be seen by the naked eye as four mini-drones were struck moments later, sending their shattered remains tumbling through the air.
Rapid-firing auto-cannons came next sending 20 mm and 40 mm shells streaming into the air intending to create blankets of fire to prevent the airborne threat from diving down to the ground and attacking the participants.  Next, a hail of small arms fire was unleashed in all directions as the swirling mass of drones continued to fly unperturbed by the chaos below. 
All eyes were now drawn to the skies as screams of fear and terror swept through the crowd of world dignitaries.  The sound of gunfire and shrieks was punctuated by loud and terse commands as security personnel from a dozen nations reacted instantly to the threat and ascended upon the dais to secure their charges and attempt to get them to safety.  A sudden massive movement to all four corners of the square was impeded by tables and chairs and people falling. Some were trampled as panic took hold. 
The world’s news media had covered every single square inch of the square with both fixed and hand-held cameras and the world watched in disbelief as close-ups and wide-angled shots caught all-too-familiar scenes of throngs of terrified people racing for their lives.  One fixed camera tasked with tracking every movement of Liliana Wolfe caught the first daughter as she looked up into the skies along with everyone else, then filmed her unheard shouts into the air and look of pure unbridled fear. 
Her husband Jason went to grab her, but two security agents swept past so suddenly they slammed into him, knocking him into his wife, and they both tumbled over the edge of the dais to the ground four feet below.  The well-orchestrated opening ceremony was now being taken over by panic as the crowd began to surge towards the four security checkpoints at each corner of the square.
Control Room, CNN Central Headquarters

      Stephanie Brewer, the veteran CNN executive producer, yelled out, “Holy shit!  What in the hell is going on there?”
Her trusted number two, Andy Garvey was staring in disbelief at the array of monitors in front of the production team, shaking his head, “So far no explosions on the ground.  All I can see is all those people running around like crazy trying to get the hell out of Dodge.”
From the other side of the room, an excited voice rang out, “Check out the feeds on camera 17 outside the security checkpoint on the southwest corner of the complex.  Those Israeli guns are shooting up directly into the sky.  Look at that tracer fire, Jesus Christ looks like the whole sky is covered by those red tracers.”
Quickly glancing at the feed, Stephanie immediately decided, “Put up three split screens, I want to keep coverage on Liliana, so don’t stop that feed no matter what.  Add camera 17 and pull up camera 5 with the wide coverage shot.”
      Even for a group of experienced professionals, many of whom had done duty in a variety of the world’s hotspots, they felt for those poor people caught on the screen running from God knows what.  Then it happened . . . a massive, ear-splitting KABOOM! followed by a flash of white light. The feed on camera 17 went dark. 
Garvey yelled out, “Goddamnit what just happened?  Somebody tell me what just happened!”
Known for having ice-water in her veins, Stephanie continued to bark out commands, “Drop the feed on 17.  What does camera 5 look like?  I see smoke and fire in that southwest corner and are those bodies - yes, I see bodies.  Oh, my God, this is bad.  Look, the crowd is rushing back into the square.  Get Phil’s camera crew on it and get his live feed up and running pronto.  Tell him to be careful.  What’s the status on the Liliana feed?”
“Still getting good shots, looks like Secret Service agents are surrounding her and her husband.  Secretary of State Gittleson was in the frame momentarily, but then I lost him.”
“Okay but stay on her.  Work the phones people, find out what’s going on there, our viewers need to know what just happened.”
Wolfe Villa Hotel

Thirty seconds ago, President Wolfe’s family and friends were positively beaming as images of Liliana graced the screen.  Everything was just perfect.  All that changed as a mix of audible gasps, pained groans, shouts of shock and disbelief rang out as they watched the horrifying scene play out in real-time.  Desperate for information, they rapidly switched from channel to channel, but the various news anchors seemed to have no idea what was happening and were watching the events unfold just as their viewers were doing.
Then everyone saw Liliana and Jason fall off the dais.  Almost in unison, the gathering seemed to cry out in anguish, a growing cacophony of sobs could be heard while others stared grim-faced.  President Wolfe felt almost paralyzed like this was some cruel nightmare that couldn’t possibly be happening.
      No . . . No, not my Liliana, not my little girl.
      Suddenly overcome with emotion, Wolfe came to his feet and shouted at the TV screen, “SOMEONE DO SOMETHING!  GET HER THE HELL OUT OF THERE!”
Almost as if on cue, Wolfe’s Presidential Secret Service detail burst into the room, guns drawn and rapidly spread out to secure the Penthouse suite.  Agent Darnell Sanders, the head of Wolfe’s detail, a tall, imposing African-American from the tough streets of North Philly, announced with a booming and authoritative voice, “Mr. President, I want everyone to prepare to move out in an orderly fashion.  We do not believe that you are in any danger here, but we are moving you and the first family to a more secure location.  Be ready to move out in five.”
“Like hell, I will.  I’m not going anywhere until I know Liliana and Jason are safe.  Now you get on the phone with your people back in D.C. right this goddamn minute and find out what our people are saying is happening over there.  Until then, I’m staying put and watching this television.  Clear?”
Agent Sanders sighed deeply, knowing that Wolfe was not going to change his mind.  If this were an actual attack on his person then he wouldn’t have a choice in the matter, so he quickly replied, “Yes, Mr. President.  I will get the latest update and then brief you the second that I know what’s happening.  Sir, your daughter’s detail is as good as they come.  Look on the screen; they have your daughter and son-in-law completely surrounded and trying to find some cover.”
      The president never turned away from the screen and just nodded his head.  Without even realizing it, President Wolfe clasped his hands together as if in prayer and stared intently at the screen.  Dear Lord, please save her.  I swear, I’ll do anything. Just . . . bring her home.
Without saying another word, Marija and his three kids surrounded him and held one another tight, fighting back the tears, and watched along with a billion other people as the unthinkable was playing itself out before them.






Chapter Five

Old City, Jerusalem

      To describe the scene as pure chaos would be the ultimate of understatements, but the one man charged with overall responsibility for the security of the event, the short, barrel-chested Major General Mordechai Harel was trying desperately to bring order to the nightmare scene playing out for the world to view.  A former commando and Regular Army commander, Harel stormed out of the security command center to see for himself and was greeted with a near-deafening mix of automatic gunfire, screams, sirens, and men in uniform shouting orders.
Harel’s deputy came racing out of the mobile command center and yelled over the noise, “General, another suicide bomber just blew up the security zone at the northeast entrance.  Bastards must have mixed in with all the chaos.  We have casualties all over the place.”
      Harel was about to answer when his head was drawn above as two more mini-drones zoomed overhead, “What in the hell are those things?”
His deputy continued shouting, “Sir, we have multiple reports from our people that these mini-copters or whatever the hell you want to call them are not, repeat not, armed with high-explosives or anything of any kind.  There are just so many of them that we have no other choice but to keep shooting them down.”
      His mind was racing a mile a minute.  Why so many drones if they never intended to drop them into the crowd?  Just to set up these suicide bombings?  No; can’t be.  Then what the hell are these bastards playing at?  They already embarrassed the Israeli Government, killed and maimed, but most of the dignitaries are still trapped inside.  Oh, my God!  That’s it!  Something else is coming, something bigger.
Immediately grabbing his communication headset, he keyed the mic to broadcast on all channels and said, “This is Major General Harel.  All security personnel still in the square, repeat, all security personnel remaining in the square: get your people to some type of cover, any type of cover.  An attack is imminent, repeat an incoming attack of unknown origin is imminent.”
Grabbing his deputy and pulling him close so he can hear over the din of battle, Harel said, “Get a hold of the High Command and give the code sign, Maccabee One Zero, repeat Maccabee One Zero.  Get moving; I’m heading inside the square.  Now move!”
Maccabee One Zero was the code in the Israeli Defense Forces that would take the already high state of alert for IDF forces to a war footing.  Within ten minutes, the Israeli Air Force would begin launching aircraft armed with both offensive and defensive weapons, the Navy would begin surging ships, and all Army commands would surge towards frontline positions with fire on sight authorization.  Something was coming that threatened the people of Israel, and the IDF stood ready to defend or to avenge.
Jahalin Hospital Rooftop

      From their vantage point barely three miles away from the sacred ground surrounding the Dome of the Rock, two of Allah’s Avengers were trying to execute the final stages of the most dastardly and complex terror attack in history.  Fighter jets roared overhead, Israeli helicopters surged over rooftops surrounding the Old City and adjacent towns in the West Bank, but both Bahadur and Sayid remained under cover.  Bahadur kept sneaking peeks to watch the violent display of thousands of red and gold tracers light up the late afternoon sky while Sayid remained glued to his tablets tracking the three UAVs filled with sarin.
Each UAV was following the pre-programmed path towards the target area.  All three were making separate approaches at different heights and following different zig-zag flight patterns.  Sayid stood ready, however, to take over manual control if the need arose.  Right now, UAV 2 was beginning its flight over the Mount of Olives Jerusalem Cemetery and was about to rise to its target height of three hundred feet when an alert Israeli soldier saw the large UAV approaching and reacted without hesitation.
Turning his 5.56 mm squad automatic machine gun toward the target, he opened fire and was quickly joined by six more of his squad mates who unleashed a barrage of gunfire.  The UAV was making radical moves left to right when a bullet struck one of the rotors causing it to tumble downwards.  The soldiers continued shooting and a round punctured the holding tank causing a small stream of sarin to leak out until it crashed onto an open hillside across the street from the El-Marwani Mosque, spilling its contents all over the mostly barren ground.
Three hundred feet away, an M93A1P1 Fox NBC (nuclear, biological, & chemical) Detection and Reconnaissance Vehicle was driving along Derech HaShiloah street, and suddenly its M22 automatic chemical detector/alarm system came alive with positive readings of an airborne chemical agent.  The armored vehicle’s over-pressure filtration system initiated within seconds to protect the crew and automatically sent out a system-wide IDF Flash traffic message via radio and digital feeds warning all Israeli commands of the exact GPS location of a confirmed chemical agent and issued recommendations to begin full counter-measures.
By now, the entire Israeli military and security apparatus was completely inundated with a stream of communication relating to the state of emergency, but this Flash traffic NBC alert was unlike any other.  The message “confirmed airborne chemical agent” struck fear in every man and woman who heard those words repeated over and over again - every fifteen seconds - until the system confirmed acknowledgment.
Major General Harel had reached the inside of the square and was in the process of channeling the panic-stricken throngs of people towards the two remaining security gates when he heard the Flash NBC message on his headset.
      Quickly scanning the skies, Harel remembered a long since discarded intel report on the threat of liquid-dispensing drones and thought.  That’s it!  The bastards are using chemicals.  All these mini-drones and children’s toys were a decoy. 
Reacting instantly, Harel keyed his mic and clicked the air defense channel and said, “Ignore all targets over three hundred feet. Repeat, shift all fire to command all approaches into the Temple One area of operations. Repeat, ignore all targets on your threat board above three hundred feet.”
UAV 1 was just now cresting over the El-Ghazali Square near the NE security zone at about one hundred and fifty feet in the air when it was struck by multiple rounds of heavy machine gun fire.  It tumbled to the ground spilling the concentrated liquid sarin in a wide swath below until the holding tank crashed to the ground.  The impact sent the remaining deadly payload into a collection of six mobile trailers packed with international news media’s support personnel and technicians. 
A group of seven BBC employees was looking up into the sky wondering if the danger had passed when suddenly one woman let out a loud gurgling noise and grabbed her throat.  Seconds later, her fellow workers collapsed to the ground and began spewing vomit and bile.  Their screams brought others immediately to their sides, but moments later they, too were now desperately fighting for their own lives as their muscles went into uncontrollable spasms.
An experienced BBC camera operator was about to rush out to help but saw what was happening and immediately slammed the door shut to the trailer and frantically tried to close the two windows.  He kept screaming, “Chemicals, it’s bloody chemicals!  Close the windows and grab your respirators!”
He and several others in the trailer were now desperately searching through unopened boxes trying to find their BBC survival kits equipped with respirators.  A young man at the far side of the trailer exclaimed out in victory after finding one and tried putting it on and gave the thumbs up when he got it secured.  Then his eyes went wide, and panic swept over him as his right shoulder started to spasm and then he quickly doubled over and vomited into the respirator, unable to remove it in time. 
It was too late.  The old trailers had been moved from one location to another over the years and had far too many openings and cracks. Enough droplets seeped into the trailer to claim seven more victims.
From the hospital rooftop, Sayid cried out, “Nooooo…You fucking Jewish dogs!” in frustration as the second UAV was shot down before delivering its deadly payload. 
Desperate to know what was happening, Bahadur said, “What?  Brother, what’s going on?”
Refusing to break concentration, Sayid grabbed the third UAV’s remote control, flipped it to manual control and kept repeating over and over, “Allah Akbar! Allah Akbar! Allah Akbar!”
Pressing the throttle control forward, he watched his tablet as he gripped the controller with his sweating hands and dropped the UAV down to about twenty-five feet and weaved left and right, passing above the Chapel of the Ascension, then skimmed over the Gethsemane Olive Gardens.  Alert Israeli and Palestinian Authority security forces were firing blindly into the sky, narrowly missing the UAV, but Sayid curved it towards the left near Absalom’s Tomb. With the plaza nearly in view, he activated the nozzle and saw the indicator turn green.
Filled with elation and tension, Sayid roared at the top of his lungs, “ALLAH AKBAR!” and guided the UAV as it crested the walled structure and rose to a height of two hundred feet and activated all four nozzles, releasing a wide-angled mist of one of the world’s most deadly weapons of mass destruction directly into the packed square below. 
Sayid flew the drone in a tight “S” pattern before a hail of gunfire exploded all around the UAV, but it was laser fire from an Iron Beam battery that struck the tank itself causing the remaining liquid in the holding tank to explode out in a wide arc splashing the concentrated chemical agent right into the heart of the crowd. 
The effects were nothing less than devastating.
Control Room, CNN World Headquarters

CNN cameras, along with cameras from every other news agency in the world, beamed a live feed for about two minutes, when it seemed as if every gun in the Israeli arsenal went off at once and fired upwards into the sky.  Then the firing tapered off, and the light show came puttering to an end.
Stephanie Brewer yelled out, “The firing has stopped.  Is it over?  Somebody get one of our people on the ground to report in!”
A remote camera operator responsible for keeping the live feed on Liliana Wolfe was the first one to react to what was happening.  He hollered loud enough for everyone in the control room to hear, “FOR FUCK’S SAKE!  LOOK AT THEM!  WHAT’S HAPPENING TO EVERYONE?”
“Pull it up on the main monitor,” Stephanie instantly ordered.
      A mix of outbursts reacted to the gut-wrenching images on the 146-inch Hi-Def screen that were unlike anything anyone, anywhere had ever seen.  It was the closest thing to looking at a real-life scene right out of Dante’s Inferno.
Liliana and her husband along with five Secret Service agents filled the screen, and they were on the ground squirming on top of one another.  Arms and legs and torsos and heads were making horrific uncontrolled jerking movements.  The whole world was watching as Jason Rudman bravely struggled to sit up and reach out to his wife who suddenly let loose a violent stream of yellowish-green vomit.  Then her neck snapped back suddenly, and she began shaking uncontrollably and struggled to breathe.
Andy Garvey silently made the sign of the cross and whispered, “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, those poor souls.”
Another monitor brought up a wider angle that slowly scanned the square and depicted what can only be described as a massed killing ground.  The entire world was collectively bearing witness to the first successful WMD (weapons of mass destruction) terror attack in history.  Instead of flames and charred bodies, the ground was littered with heaps of bodies in various stages of their final death throes.  The deadly rain of colorless and odorless Sarin droplets would leave in its wake the dead and the dying, staining the consecrated holy ground, sacred to the believers of three of the world’s great religions for an eternity.
Ignoring the range of reactions breaking out all around, the single-minded professional within Brewer demanded that she get control of herself and her team.  She sharply yelled, “Keep it together people!  Keep it together! Our viewers need to know what is happening over there.  We all know what we need to do, so let’s get to doing it.  Jim, reach out to your contacts at the Pentagon.  Shelly, try getting a hold of our people on the ground.  I want to know if any of our people are hurt.  Manny, get a hold of our terrorism experts and get us a rundown on what they think is happening.”
      While nearly everyone in the room still seemed almost paralyzed by the chilling images - they were literally watching the first daughter and her husband die on the screen! - Brewer slammed her fist down on her desk with a forceful blow and shouted, “GODDAMNIT, GET MOVING! I mean now!  We have a job to do.  We can cry later.”
Each and every man and woman in that control room were professionals and knew they had a job to do, a sacred job:  deliver the news to their viewers and guide them through both tragedy and triumph.  There was a job to do, and news professionals around the globe had to set aside their feelings, find the strength to get the story and report it in a timely and responsible manner. 
Wolfe Villa Hotel

Predictably, FOX News was granted the exclusive right to mic up Liliana Wolfe, so that she could broadcast this momentous occasion to the entire world.  At the time, it seemed like a wonderful idea for the elegant and successful first daughter to highlight yet another remarkable accomplishment of her father.  Liliana had already taken up so many duties of State for the Wolfe White House that it all seemed quite normal.  The American people had gotten used to - and even looked forward to - seeing Liliana in the spotlight, allowing the very shy and private first lady to focus on her still-young son.
Now that same mic that delightfully captured the wondrous opening of the ceremony was active and being carried live across the world as the first daughter was caught in this monstrous attack.
In a loud voice filled with a mix of tears and pure terror, Liliana could be heard saying, “JASON!  JASON!  WHAT’S HAPPENING?  IS IT OVER . . . IS IT OVER?”
Jason Rudman’s voice was more muffled and could barely be heard over the screams from the trapped masses of people, “Honey . . . honey . . . it’s okay . . . it’s okay.  The firing is slowing down.  I got you. We’re going to be okay.”
Liliana looked around and with wide eyes watched as one of the Secret Service agents on her detail suddenly drop her gun to the ground as her shoulders seized up and then quickly double over.  Viewers watched the first daughter briefly leave her husband’s arms, went to the agent and started to grab her arms and could be heard saying, “Monica are you okay?  Monica say something!  MONICA, YOU’RE SCARING ME WHAT’S WRONG TALK TO ME!”
Then without warning two more of the detail started making the same jerking movements, grabbing their throats and falling to the ground writhing in the green grass.  Letting go of the female agent’s hand and now filled with sheer terror by what she was witnessing, Liliana unsteadily stood up and started taking small steps towards her husband when her eyes started to water uncontrollably, and her throat began to constrict.
The microphone picked up some muffled groans as viewers watched her frantically reaching for her throat.  Jason was struck down by the chemical agent at about the same moment and tried going towards his wife when his legs gave out, and he crashed to the ground, landing face first, shattering his front teeth and breaking his nose.  Blood seeped down the front of his face, and he could be seen desperately trying to crawl to his wife.  That’s when Liliana doubled over and began thrashing around on the ground.
After she spewed a thick stream of mucus-laced vomit, she started crying out, “DADDY HELP US. . .. DADDY . . . DADDY HELP US. . .. HELP US. . .. help . . . h . . .” 
A mix of nearly inaudible sounds could be heard as Liliana and her husband, now together, were on the ground making final jerking movements.  Her hair parted just enough to enable viewers to watch as her once beautiful eyes began to bulge wide open. Her brain was being deprived of oxygen, as she came to a final, frenzied death rattle and died thirty seconds later.
To watch a child die is unimaginable.  To watch your little girl, die in one of the most horrific of circumstances and to listen as she pleads for her father to save her goes far beyond what any man can handle.  President Douglas Wolfe was no different.
Overcome with shock and unrelenting agony, Wolfe felt his chest tighten, and he struggled to breathe as he tried to absorb what he had just seen unfold live on TV.  Wolfe’s head dropped into his hands, and he began sobbing uncontrollably and kept saying, “Not my little girl, not my little Lily.”  [Pause] “She can’t be gone, she just can’t be.”  [Pause] “Why did I send you there…Oh God, I’m so sorry . . . I’m so sorry . . . Lil . . . Lil, I’m soooo sorry.” 
The entire Wolfe family and their shocked friends slowly coalesced together and wept in one’s another arms, pressing their bodies ever tighter together trying to block out the overwhelming collective grief they were all feeling. 
Dumbstruck by everything he had just witnessed, Agent Darnell Sanders quietly motioned for his team to melt away and allow the first family to mourn.  It wasn’t only the first daughter who was lost today; Sanders also watched his mentor and the woman he almost married die while trying to defend their charges.  Fighting back his own tears, he struggled to maintain composure, but guided by duty and his oath to protect the first family in every way possible, Sanders carried on.
      Right now, President Wolfe needs to be just a man grieving with his family.  The doc is on his way.  He’ll check him out, make sure he can go back to being president again.  Lord knows I wouldn’t have the strength.  Sure hope he does.






Chapter Six

Wolfe Villa Hotel, NYC

Forty minutes later, the president’s sons Duncan and Declan helped their father get to his bedroom to be examined by the traveling White House physician.  The president had barely spoken a word for the past thirty minutes.  The brothers, overcome with grief themselves, exchanged knowing glances, unsure of what to say as their father just sat blank-faced and stared almost through the wall.  Lost.
They watched as the doctor ran through his protocols, checking heart rate, blood pressure, etc.  The Navy doctor, Commander Daniel Thornton, respectfully directed the president to answer a series of questions.  After not finding any physical problems, Cdr. Thornton began probing for emotional shock related issues and asked, “Mr. President do you know where you are right now?”
Wolfe just nodded.  “Mr. President, Sir, would you please be able to give me a verbal response.  No disrespect intended Sir.”
The man who was proverbially sitting on top of the world an hour ago replied in a voice devoid of emotion, “I’m here at the Villa, in my own bedroom.  I know where I am, and I know what just happened.  Enough with the questions. Leave me be for now.”
Commander Thornton stole a quick glance at the sons and hesitantly replied, “Look Mr. President, I promise to respect your wishes, but I really must make sure you are stable Sir.”  He quickly added, “Both physically and … emotionally, Sir.”
With a hint of a harder edge to it, Wolfe again said, “I know you’re doing your job, but please leave.  Boys, show the doctor out.  Now.”
Thornton had seen his share of Marines and sailors coming out of the shock of combat after having observed a buddy get hit, so he saw the all too familiar symptoms.  The president was clearly not right in the head at the moment, and no one should expect him to be.  After today, the whole country will be reeling, but they didn’t watch their daughter die on TV.
He quickly gathered his medical bag and was getting ready to leave when he made one last attempt to help the president and asked, “I’m leaving now Sir.  You need your rest.  I’m going to leave a prescription next to the bed here to help keep you calm and able to sleep.  Take some; they’ll help you get through the next few days.  And if I can do anything at all Mr. President, I will be on-call - literally five minutes away.  Please don’t hesitate. And Sir, you have my deepest sympathies.  She was a wonderful young woman.  She will be missed by everyone.”
Wolfe heard the words but didn’t react.  He nodded his head ever so slightly and lifted his hand in a motion as if signaling them all to leave. 
With that said, Thornton and the boys left the room, dimmed the lights on the way out and were immediately greeted by Wolfe’s Chief of Staff, Dutch Schultz, who looked to have aged ten years as the enormity of what just happened to the first family and the nation at large began to sink in.  His deeply crossed forehead and drawn expression belied a mix of intense sadness coupled with the dread of having to formulate a national response to the tragedy.  Determining the well-being of the president was his first and foremost priority.
Holding up his hands to stop the trio from heading back into the room where the family had gathered, Schultz asked with an edge of anticipation in his voice, “Okay Doc, how is he?”
Fully aware of the gravity of the situation, Commander Thornton paused for a moment to word things just right and said, “Physically, the president is doing fine.  Blood pressure and pulse rate are elevated but to be expected . . . certainly nothing dangerous, but worth watching.  Emotionally, well that’s a different matter.”
Schultz interjected, “What are you trying to say, Doctor?  Is he coherent?  Does he understand everything that’s happened?  Look Doc I need to know if the president can execute the demands of the office.  Is he able to discharge his duties?”
Thornton carefully answered, “First off, he knows where he is, understands what happened, and in my opinion, he is in command of his faculties and after a period of rest should be able to carry out his duties.  However, President Wolfe - as I am sure you will agree - is not the average man and his reactions can’t be weighed against a typical response after experiencing what he just witnessed.”
Duncan, quick to defend the appeared affront to his father, cut in strongly, “What the hell does that mean, ‘not the typical man?’ He’s not what you see on the television.”
Taking a small step backward, Commander Thornton answered in a very respectful tone, “I am certainly not trying to level a slur at your father.  I apologize if it came off that way.  He has suffered an emotional shock and needs time.  However, he is the president and not afforded the same liberty as a typical person going through the grieving process. 
This is more akin to a combat soldier who, after witnessing a buddy die, must gear up and face the fighting the next day.  The danger for your father is that at some point, no man can escape the emotional toll of the trauma he just went through.  He will need to be closely watched and require long-term psychiatric support.  When PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder) hits, the strongest of people are often are brought down out of the blue . . . like a ticking time bomb.”
Schultz shook the doctor’s hand who then quickly exited and immediately placed a call to his deputy, Andrea Scarsdale, at the White House.  “Andrea, can’t talk long.  Let me just say that the president is hanging in there.  Tell everyone that he is tough as nails, but we are taking it hour by hour up here.  I am jumping on a plane in twenty minutes. Convene a meeting in the Situation Room in two hours - principals only - and include Vice President Brentwood.  Coordinate with her people; she’ll need to be kept up to speed on everything. Send me whatever intel you got now, and I will read everything on the go.”
Wolfe heard muffled voices outside his door but ignored them.  After the door closed, Wolfe ever so slowly slumped over and even when his head hit the pillow, his eyes never closed.  His focus never wavered from a picture on the other side of the room that caught his eye the moment his sons and the doctor brought him back. 
      Liliana’s graduation picture taken at his beloved NYU alma mater.  Her graduation robe was partially open, and she held her cap high in the air with her right hand.  Her eyes were beaming with that smile that graced the cover of dozens of magazines and seemed to look back and say, Look, Dad, I did it! 
      Wolfe was numb.  No more tears would come.  He was left with but one, simple, all-consuming thought.  Lily, I swear that I’ll hunt these animals to the ends of the earth.  I’ll burn every shithole country in the whole fucking world if I have to, but they are going to suffer. 






Chapter Seven

October 11th

The White House Situation Room

By nine a.m., all the national security principles and their key deputies arrived for what was sure to be a long and intense meeting to discuss the official United States response to the first successful NBC terror attack in history.  The men and handful of women in attendance wore a mix of expressions ranging from pure fatigue to lingering anger as the effects of yesterday’s barbaric attack took a powerful emotional toll. 
This attack wasn’t some event from which these men and women could easily distance themselves.  This wasn’t a shooting in Paris, a bombing in Brussels, or explosions in Istanbul.  Every person in the room had viewed hundreds, if not thousands of grisly images from similar terror attacks, but no one had ever seen photos or viewed video clips depicting anything like the horror of yesterday’s attack in Jerusalem. 
The images of the dead piled on top of one another and laid in grotesque contortions on the ground were haunting.  But it was the video feeds of the living, who wished they were dead that seemed to impact even the most hardened of professionals.  The awful sounds coming from the victims who struggled not to drown in their own phlegm would take them a very long time to erase from their collective memories.  
What really brought it home to those in attendance was the fact that Secretary of State Randall Gittleson’s chair was empty this morning.  Jason Rudman’s chair was also empty.  Two senior undersecretaries for Defense and State who normally attended these NSC (National Security Council) meetings were also feared lost, not to mention nearly the entire U.S. diplomatic mission to Israel were either dead or near death.  Plus, the obvious: the president was still deep in grief and unable to attend. 
Last night’s emergency NSC meeting lasted until two in the morning.  Tempers flared at various points.  Accusations were leveled, and fingers pointed.  National Security Advisor Lt. General Michael Wright was quick to start leveling blame at the CIA and the National Security Agency for failing to pick up on the threat of a chemical attack.  National Intelligence Director Daniel Cushing vigorously defended his intel agencies and leveled counter-charges at Wright for cherry picking the intel and for looking to find a scapegoat for the attack. 
Chief of Staff Dutch Schultz was forced to intervene several times to stop the bickering, but it was the man known as “the Prophet” to the Marines who served under him, Secretary of Defense General James Mahler, who ended the night with the following statement. 
“While you jackoffs were playing CYA (Washington speak for cover your ass), I have been sending operational orders to all U.S. military commands.  As of midnight, all active duty military personnel have been ordered to report to their commands and prepare for deployment orders towards forward-operating bases in the Central Command AO (Area of Operations).  You all better get your shit together and get me some good intel on targets, because I got planes in the air, ships on the ocean, and Army and Marine units mobilizing for action.  In forty-eight hours, we are going to be locked and cocked.  I’m getting us ready to break things and hurt people, so stop fucking around.”
Dutch Schultz let General Mahler’s words hang in the air for a few moments and then took that as his cue to send everyone back to their respective departments.  The lights were on throughout the night at every single major Government office building remotely connected to national security.  Every military officer at the Pentagon, every intelligence and Homeland Security officer, and the entire White House team worked relentlessly through the night. 
The resources of the most powerful nation on the planet were being mobilized at a rapid pace.  Every frame from every digital feed that covered yesterday’s tragedy was being examined, every transmission caught by technical means was being evaluated, and American field agents throughout the globe were given orders to shake down every contact, every lead, every asset to find out who was behind the attack and to determine if another NBC attack was imminent.  Inter-agency task forces were being established, and traditional turf wars were being ignored because someone had to answer for what happened yesterday.  Someone would have to pay.
Schultz brought the morning meeting to order and signaled to the DCI (Director of Central Intelligence) Nicholas Tomasso, a former West Pointer and Congressman from New Mexico, to begin the briefing.  The balding and physically imposing CIA Director stood up, opened his briefing book, and waved towards an aide who handed out some supplements while another pulled up the PowerPoint.  Tomasso looked as haggard as everyone else in the room, but his voice was strong and deadly serious.
      “We have a lot of ground to cover.  We just confirmed via technical means that the press release sent out by a group calling itself Allah’s Soldiers for Unity and Vengeance is genuine.  They like to refer to themselves as Allah’s Avengers.  CIA has been tracking this group, but other than a series of suspected attacks in Syria - primarily against Russian forces they were not on our radar.”
Vice President Martha Brentwood surprised everyone by interrupting. With a voice oozing with aggressive sarcasm she asked, “Well are they on your radar now, Nick?”
Tomasso struggled to rein in that famous Dago temper of his, paused just long enough for his dark, angry eyes to meet those of the vice president who did not waver from her own glare.  As far as she was concerned, the men and women in this room let down their country and especially their president, and Martha Brentwood wasn’t in the mood to play nice. 
“Yes, Madam Vice President, they are very much on our radar and will be until we take them all out.” 
Tomasso waited for VP Brentwood to say something else, then continued.  “As I was saying, we lumped this group among one of a hundred off-shoots since ISIS forces were broken when Raqqa fell a year ago.  We now know that they are more disciplined and dangerous than anyone suspected.  Based upon analysis performed by the Israeli military, we can confirm that the sarin agent used yesterday matches the database of old Syrian chemical stocks. 
As of this time, we cannot determine if this group has the potential for more chemical attacks.  Obviously, we have no other choice than to go under the assumption that they retain this capability and have the technical means to deliver the agent against mass targets.”
The CIA Director paused for a moment to allow that last piece of intel to sink in and then continued, “There has been an unprecedented level of inter-agency cooperation with other foreign intelligence agencies.  Obviously, Israel’s Mossad is deeply embarrassed and highly motivated to cooperate; also, the Saudis and Turks have been very responsive.  However, it was Russia’s foreign intelligence agency, the SVR, who reached out overnight with a complete dossier on the leader of the group and the suspected mastermind of the operation.
“We were able to confirm Russia’s intel packet via the Saudis.  They have been following this man for some time.  He name is Bahadur Rahimi.  He is an Iranian national, a member of their elite Quds Force, and has been active for the past fifteen years serving everywhere from Iraq to Lebanon, Yemen, and Syria.  He is a very dangerous individual skilled in all aspects of insurgency and intelligence-related terror support operations. 
“We know for a fact that he was highly active in Iraq and responsible for dozens of American fatalities when Quds Force members actively supported Iraqi insurgents and began introducing those deadly IEDs (improvised explosive devices) with shaped-charge penetrators.”
Vice President Brentwood angrily blurted out, “Are you telling us that the Iranians are behind this?”
Tomasso answered back, “No that’s not what I’m saying Madam Vice President.  Yes, this Rahimi guy is Iranian, but he left the Quds Force a year or so ago.  The Iranians consider him a renegade who began waging a private war against Russian forces in Syria.  His group believes in Muslim unity, Shia, Sunni, no different.  Rahimi preaches death to any infidel or any Muslim who turns his back on his fellow Muslim brothers by siding with the infidels.  That’s why yesterday’s attack killed Christian, Jews, and Muslims alike.  Any Muslim who accepted this deal was a traitor.  Period.”
Refusing to back down from her line of questioning, the former Congresswoman from Tennessee and one of the leading Conservative voices in the country said, “Look, Nick, hear me out on this one.  What if this whole unity horseshit was a ploy by the Iranians to give cover to the creation of an even bigger terror group than either Al Qaeda or ISIS, this time under their control?  Don’t forget both Hamas and Hezbollah coordinated their rocket attacks. This can’t be the work of some fringe group.  Iran is behind this, I can feel it.”
National Intelligence Director Daniel Cushing pushed back, “Madam Vice President if I may, there is nothing in the intel to support that this was backed by the Iranians or any nation-state.  Though it would be convenient.”
Feeling increasingly frustrated, Dutch Schultz jumped in and forcefully said, “Madam Vice President if we can let Nick finish his brief and cover what we know then we can expand the discussions.”
After eighteen months of being relegated to the sidelines in the Wolfe administration, Vice President Martha Brentwood gritted her teeth and forced herself to offer a quick smile to the president’s right-hand man who nodded back.  
Schultz added, “Nick, what else do you got?”
The DCI motioned to an aide and said, “Pull up slide fifteen.  I won’t get into the details how these bastards were able to pull this off because the Israelis are trying to figure that one out.  The big issue remains trying to determine if they can strike again.  I have every single agent and asset out in the field, and all the Agency’s technical resources focused on learning everything we can get on these bastards, but this will not happen overnight.
“As for casualties, the place was packed, so we are looking at upwards of fifteen hundred dead, another thousand or so wounded to varying degrees.  Hundreds of EMT people and hospital staff, really anyone who tried to help the survivors, were contaminated by the sarin residue left all around.  I’m told that the death count rose because there simply wasn’t enough NBC protective gear on hand.  Every chemical decontamination unit from all over the globe is being mobilized.  The IDF just doesn’t have much in the way of capability on this.  It will take months to decontaminate the site fully.”
Schultz turned to Homeland Security Director, noted academic and twenty year veteran of the Defense Intelligence Agency, Dr. Kara Dietrich and said, “Kara what does the threat board look like here in the States?”
The tall, blond haired, and stylishly dressed, terrorism expert stood and began her brief, “Dutch, every agency under my control has initiated elevated security measures at every airport, border-crossing point, port, train station, and subway, and doubled our security presence at all designated high-value targets.  But we are limited by some ongoing issues.” 
Motioning towards Attorney General Archer Stetson, the quintessential Southern gentleman from the fine state of Mississippi, Dietrich said, “Archer, your National Security Division folks at Justice have been too slow for my taste on getting my people the warrants and FISA (Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act) requests approved that we need to increase our surveillance capability.  You have too many holdovers from the previous administration, and now it’s going to bite us in the ass.”
Attorney General Stetson was about to answer back when - very dramatically - the twin doors into the Situation Room swung open and two Secret Service agents entered followed by President Wolfe.  They were flanked by the two most controversial men in the Wolfe administration: National Security Advisor General Michael Wright and Special Presidential Advisor Baxter Davis.
The shocked men and women seated around the table quickly came to their feet.  President Wolfe’s friend and Chief of Staff, Dutch Schultz couldn’t believe that the shell of a man he saw last night could be ready to handle the duties of president again.  He stood along with everyone else and watched as the president confidently strode into the room, impeccably dressed in a black suit and tie, hair perfect, and looking very much in charge.  
Most were unsure of what to say.  What words could possibly be enough to bring comfort to or express their profound sympathy for the president and his family?  Most simply nodded, a few hands were thrust out as he walked past, but the room was deadly silent as everyone respectfully waited for the president to take his seat. 
Wolfe wore a mask not of anger or even sadness, but more like one of resolve. His normally lively green eyes signaled to all in attendance nothing short of a steely-eyed determination to address the matters at hand.  This was a moment of national crisis, and the president looked intent upon discharging his duties on behalf of an angry and fearful American public.
His voice was not the same.  It lacked the warmth and light-heartedness his aides had come to expect.  In its place, the words were clear, direct, and spoken in a deadly grave tone.  President Wolfe quickly took his seat and wasted little time, “By the looks on all of your faces, it’s pretty clear that no one expected me to show up today.  I was not sure myself until about five thirty this morning.  But I have a job to do.  We all have a job to do.  The country needs a president, not a grieving father.  I have many matters to handle today, not least of which is to . . . to . . .” 
Wolfe’s voice trailed off, and a hint of sorrow crept into his voice. He quickly shook his head to ward away an image of his Liliana.  A few seconds ticked by and several eyes met across the table in an uncomfortable acknowledgment of the man’s grief. 
Wolfe quickly cleared his throat and continued, “On behalf of my family, I need to know that arrangements are being made to secure the bodies of Jason and Liliana.  More importantly, I am here this morning to inform you that I have already come to a decision that is long overdue.  In forty-eight hours, I am convening a joint session of Congress and will deliver an address to the American people. 
At this joint session, I will be asking for a formal declaration of war against any and all terrorist organizations and the nation-states guilty of supporting them.  This madness, these horrors are coming to an end.  I’m going to end them.  I have been watching these animals for forty years take hostages, seize airplanes, send suicide bombers, and now after yesterday . . . No more.  It’s ending now. 
“We have been bullshitting the American people for too long.  Most Americans think we’re basically safe, that 9/11 was some fluke - but how safe are we really?  Those people are just waiting for the next opportunity to kill us, and now they have chemical weapons.  What’s next?  Nukes, that’s what.  Well, not on my watch.
“And what have we been doing all these years? Fighting half-assed.  Sending drones around the world killing a few at a time.  Big deal.  We’ve become a laughingstock, a punching bag to these people.  Our so-called war on terror has been nothing but a joke, and I’ve been no goddamn different.  Playing by the same bullshit rules that every other president has played by and what has it gotten us?  Nothing but more death. 
“Starting today, this country will begin waging a true war on terror without restraint, without mercy.  I’m telling each and every one of you in this room that if you can’t come on board then get the hell out or I’ll fire you.  Period.  Don’t tell me what we can’t or shouldn’t be doing.  I’m only interested in hearing how we kill more of those bastards - how we are going to punish any country who helps these animals.  How we are going to win.  Am I clear?”
The men and women in the room didn’t say a single word and listened with rapt attention as their president just gave them marching orders to wage war on a global scale.  He didn’t raise his voice once, just that same flat tone filled with determination.  He was coherent and clearly in command of his faculties.  This didn’t sound like an emotional grieving father; it sounded like a leader who had had enough and was utterly determined to win.
      Look at them; they’re not sure if I’ve gone crazy or what.  Some of them get it - Wright gets it, Brentwood gets it - though not sure about Dutch.  He looks more worried about me than anything else.
      Wolfe quickly scanned the faces around the table, nodded at them, stood and said, “I’m leaving Mike to cover the details.  He’s speaking for me.  I made it clear to him what I expect from everyone.  I’m counting on everyone here to do their part.  I will expect a complete brief tomorrow morning.”  Then he exited the room.
      Dutch Schultz couldn’t believe his own eyes.  Jesus Christ, where in the hell did that all come from.  Comes in here all dramatic as hell flanked by that bastard Davis and talking about waging a holy war of some kind.  I gotta talk to him.
Schultz quickly announced, “Look, folks, I’m turning the meeting over to Mike.  Obviously, he has a lot of ground to cover.  I need to touch base with the president.”  Dutch scooped up his briefing book and headed towards the door to catch up with the president.    
National Security Advisor General Michael Wright strode to the front of the room.  The hawkish retired career intelligence and special operations officer spent years in the intelligence community, held senior commands in several combat zones, and was deputy director at the Defense Intelligence Agency until he retired to help advise then-candidate Douglas Wolfe.  Wright created significant controversy when he criticized the previous administration’s weak anti-terror policies and some in the media labeled him as anti-Muslim.  He stridently objected to this label and could be heard many times voicing his anger and frustration at the liberal American media.  His influence on the president was significant, especially in all matters of national security. 
The tall and physically fit Wright offered up a grim but confident expression and announced, “General Mahler, the president has asked me to direct you to have the Joint Chiefs draw up a global war plan to hit every active terror group and nation-state that supports terrorism.  Iran is number one on top of your hit list.”
General Mahler abruptly cut in, “Whoa hold on here.  As far as I understand things, CIA has concluded that Iran is not behind yesterday’s attack.  In fact, if I read things right probably just the opposite.”
Wright did not like being interrupted even by a man who, as a retired four-star general, outranked him, but as the National Security Advisor he now held the upper rank, especially in the eyes of the president.  “Jimbo, I was getting to it.  Regardless, if we can conclusively tie the Mullahs to yesterday’s attack, it doesn’t matter.  For forty years, Iran has been the leading exporter of terror and has never faced justice.  Hell, we didn’t do a damn thing for eight years while they were killing Americans in Iraq, and I know for a fact it used to burn your ass when you were over there.”
Vice President Brentwood was the first to really get it.  Her blue eyes lit up at the possibilities and said, “Didn’t everyone hear the same words from the president as I just did?  This is a true war on terror.  The Iranians have had this coming for decades.  Isn’t that correct General Wright?”
Nodding at the vice president’s encouraging words, “Exactly Madam Vice President.  Let me make this simple and direct, so we are all on the same page.  We are not talking about boots on the ground in every hellhole corner of the Middle East.  The president explained it to me like this: Iran’s oil-financed infrastructure has been generating billions of dollars a year and has been able to support terrorism for decades.  If we destroy that infrastructure, let’s see how much money they have left over to fund these terrorists after they have to replace their airports, their ports, their bridges, their electricity, oil pipelines, all of it.”
A visibly shocked Secretary Mahler hesitated a second before responding, “Jesus Christ Mike, you’re talking retribution, not war.”
“No.  You got it wrong Jimbo.  Think like the president; he’s a business guy first and foremost.  It was his idea, not mine.  He said ‘how can build a new luxury hotel if the three you owned were destroyed in a storm?  You can’t do it.’  So yeah, part of it is retribution as you call it, but the other part is all business.  And it’s not just Iran.  He truly wants a global plan of action.  This is no shit.  Everything is on the table: air power, naval power, cyber warfare, even boots on the ground, anything and everything, so think big.  No more pinprick bullshit, you got me? And I’m not done.  You haven’t heard the other fronts he’s directed to be part of the initial plan.”
Sitting in the corner of the room next to a bank of hi-def monitors, the White House Chief Strategist Baxter Davis watched Wright deliver a virtuoso performance.  It was exactly the talk President Wolfe wanted to convey.  He listened as the NSA laid out the other nations on the chopping block.  No more half measures, the room was abuzz with the scope and audacity of the general outlines to this true war on terror. 
Baxter flew up to New York City last night to see the president, a man he greatly admired - a man for whom he would do anything on his behalf.  Baxter Davis saw himself as not only a patriot but also a man on a mission to change a soft and weak America that he viewed with disdain.  He considered himself a culture warrior and waged war for the hearts and minds of his fellow Americans via his media company, Davis News Corp. 
He was prepared to do anything to expose the political establishment - both Democrats and Republicans - but he held a special disdain for Republicans who were all talk, but no balls.  He described himself to his readers over the years as a true Reagan Republican, but he loved President Andrew “Old Hickory” Jackson more than any president in American history.  He was a patriot and a populist who was a powerful president because he served the people, not the special interests at the time and feared no man. 
He waited for years to find his “Old Hickory,” and when he found his man in Douglas J. Wolfe, Baxter became his devoted and most capable supporter.  He used every bit of his conservative media empire to help crush the opposition. If some suggested he went too far, the dark sage behind Wolfe’s stunning victory was content to lead from the shadows, helping the president in whatever manner necessary to help create and then sustain the most amazing populist movement of the past forty years.
Baxter studied the reactions of the president’s national security team, looking for any hint of opposition to the president’s vision or hesitation to cleanse the planet of the scourge of Islamic extremists.  He personally had a hand in picking many of those seated at the table, the vice president included, but not everyone.  The military men impressed the boss, so Baxter never had an opportunity to weigh in on their appointments, but most of the others understood that he had the president’s trust.
His main challenger for the president’s ear was his longtime friend, Dutch Schultz.  Up until now, the two had managed to stay nearly on the same page, but Baxter didn’t like the way Schultz reacted to the president’s announcement or the way he rushed out after him. 
      Go ahead, Dutch. Go run to him and try to calm him down.  Won’t matter.  Just like in the movies, this president needs a wartime consigliere, not a shoulder to cry on.  First, we took this country back; now we’re going to show the world what happens when you fuck with a superpower.  






Chapter Eight

The President’s Private Residence, White House

      The president’s Chief of Staff was moving quickly trying to catch up to the president who was probably on his way to the Yellow Oval Room.  Schultz knew Liliana always loved that room more than any other.  Perspiring, Schultz grabbed a handkerchief from his lapel and wiped the sweat beads on his balding head and back of his neck.  The portly former real estate developer from Miami wasn’t sure if it was the lack of exercise or his strained nerves causing him to sweat like one of those racing cooks on Chopped, one of his rare indulgences.
      Passing yet another Secret Service agent, Schultz wondered, Jesus Christ they’re all over the place, but if it makes Douglas feel a bit safer then fine by me.
Finally, he reached the Yellow Oval Room with its brightly painted walls and beautiful tapestries so elegantly laid out and saw his old friend sitting to the side of the pearl colored fireplace, almost as if he was waiting for the first daughter to come along any minute and sit beside him. 
      Oh, Douglas, I am so goddamned sorry about all of this.  This whole thing is some kind of nightmare. 
Schultz walked over and placed his hand on the president’s shoulder and asked in a soothing voice, “Douglas, how are you holding up my friend?”
Wolfe seemed to hear but was slow to answer and merely motioned for Dutch to take the chair on the other side of the fireplace.  “I don’t know what tell you Dutch.  Still feel pretty numb when I stop to think about it.  Like a bad dream.”
“Kathy is on her way up from Naples today.  She can’t stop crying.  Christ, Douglas, we watched her grow up.  I barely have the strength to carry on here, but you . . . When I saw you come through those doors today, well it floored me.  How in God’s name did you make it out of bed today let alone come here?”
Wolfe’s eyes never made contact with his friend of forty years - they remained distant.  Loosening his tie a bit, Wolfe finally said, “I don’t know what to tell you Dutch.  You know me, I never could sit still worth a damn.  I woke up in the middle of the night, Marija was asleep, so I went to the study.  Davis apparently showed up at some point last night and was walking towards me with a couple of Diet Cokes.  So, we sat and talked until morning came.”
      That son of a bitch Baxter, I can’t believe the balls on that man.  Ambushing the president.  This is all his bullshit and Wright’s too.
      Inwardly furious, Schultz’s expression never changed; instead he asked, “Douglas, what can I do?  There must be something that I can do for you.  Anything.”
Shrugging a bit, Wolfe said, “Dutch, seriously, what can anyone do at this point?  Nothing’s going to change how I feel.  No one can bring back my little girl.  I never should have sent her.  I know that now.”
Quickly jumping in, Dutch pointedly said, “Now hold on Douglas, you can’t put this on yourself.  Those bastards did this to her and to a hell of a lot of other people.  We’re going to get them, I promise you, but it’s not your fault.”
Sharply, Wolfe fired back, “The hell it isn’t.  I wanted to make the biggest deal that’s ever been done and shove it in the face of every other president before me who couldn’t pull it off, and you know it.  This is on me.  I put those people there -  I put Liliana there, and they all died, period.”
“Bullshit.  They died because there are evil people in this world.  You were trying to bring peace to a place that hasn’t known it for eighty years.”
Angry now, President Wolfe stood up over his friend and bellowed, “Dutch, the cameras are off.  Do you really think I give two shits about what happens over there?  Well, I don’t, and you know it, so stop the bullshit.  I made the deal to prove it could be done, and then I sent my daughter to cement it in front of the world, and the world watched as she died like an animal.”
Schultz was about to say something but thought better of it and decided to let his friend dump everything out all at once.
Wolfe was seething now and kept going, “So do you get it now?  There is no ‘don’t blame yourself, Douglas’ bullshit.  I wanted to pretend that if I said there was nothing to worry about, then that was it.  Liliana paid the price; now it’s time for payback - not just for her but for all the victims these fanatics have killed over the years.  I told you that I’m ending this . . . nothing else matters.”
Sensing an opening, the Chief of Staff argued back, “Well it sure as hell sounds more like the ravings from Baxter and his people than the man I’ve known for forty years.”
“Don’t start with that shit.  Baxter is right.  It’s time to stop dicking around and show the world that you can’t keep killing innocent people and not pay the price.  Seriously, Dutch, how many friends did we lose on 9/11?  A dozen?  Two dozen?  More?  How many have died since then?  So yeah, it may look to the world that this is anti-Muslim, but I don’t give a goddamn.  If it were some pizza-tossing Dagos, or fucking Canadians for that matter, blowing people up, then I would still say that it’s time to crush them.  I don’t give a damn about their fucking religion.”
      Shit, this is not how I wanted this to go down . . . Gotta cool this down.
      “Okay Douglas, okay.  I’m sorry if I upset you, truly I am.  All I am saying is that I want you to take a step back and hear from people other than your national security director and Baxter.  I’m not saying not to kill the bastards who did this.  I’m just saying we should slow things down.  Okay, my friend?  That’s all I’m saying.”
The president paused for a moment as if he really heard his old friend’s words, then a frown creased his face, and his voice became menacing, “Dutch, I won’t say this again.  You are my oldest friend, and I love you like a brother, but if you stand against me on this, then you’re out.  This is happening.  It’s only a matter of how and when not if.  I want you on board, but don’t fight me on this again.  Are we clear?”
A powerful swell of sadness came over Schultz as he looked into the determined eyes of his friend.  He came to his feet and with a voice filled with regret said, “Douglas, I’m sorry if I upset you.  I had no right, not today of all days.  You are the president and my friend, and I serve at your discretion.  I said what I felt needed to be said, but that’s it and will support your decisions come what may.  And if there is anything else that I can do as a friend, please know that I am here.”
The two men shook hands and parted ways.






Chapter Nine

MSNBC News Coverage

“Welcome back, I’m Chuck Todd and thank you for joining us at the top of the hour on a day that has been filled with numerous spontaneous displays of mourning across the nation, as well as dramatic reactions around the globe, to yesterday’s deadly chemical attack.  First, we have our own Patricia Hightower live on the scene of this tragic attack just outside the twelve-block exclusion zone around ground zero.  Patricia, can you tell us where things stand?”
The tall, athletic, African-American woman outfitted in military issue NBC gear paused for a moment and then replied back, “Hi Chuck.  Sorry for the delay, but as you can see from this wide shot, even a full day later the scene is pretty chaotic.  There is a massive military and security presence around Jerusalem’s Old City, and the mass evacuation of civilians from the contaminated zones is taking far longer than expected due to the need for everyone to pass through decontamination checkpoints. 
I am officially able to report that sources inside Israel’s Defense Ministry confirmed that retrieval of the bodies is now upper-most in everyone’s minds, especially considering the number of dignitaries from around the world who died yesterday.  There is a massive airlift underway as more than a dozen specially equipped military units from across the globe have come to assist the Israelis with the retrieval of bodies and widespread decontamination cleanup from this deadly chemical attack.  Israeli military censors have severely limited the release of any more pictures or video footage at this time.  Chuck, with so many of our experienced people gone, it’s tough to get around them.”
The seasoned political commentator wore a grim expression as he asked, “Patricia, how are you holding up?  Everyone back home in our business is still in shock after losing so many colleagues.  We’re all still a bit numb.”  Todd’s voice started to break a bit; friends were lost yesterday, but there was a job to do. 
Quickly clearing his throat, he added, “I hate to shift to political matters so quickly, but does Israel have a new government in place since Prime Minister Herzog and so many of his political allies died in the attack?”
Hightower replied, “Not as of yet, Chuck, though many are calling for the longest serving Prime Minister in Israel’s history, Benjamin Netanyahu, to form a coalition government.  Some say that Netanyahu’s criminal proceedings need to be quietly put on the back burner.  As one senior Israeli military officer said to us, ‘Israel is going to war, so we need a wartime Prime Minister.’  Back to you Chuck.”
“Thanks, Patricia.  Now to domestic news.  So much to cover: The White House has gone black - no press conferences, no press releases - just a swirl of activity at every national security-related agency throughout the country.  It has been reported by another news channel, but not independently confirmed by MSNBC, that President Wolfe has returned to the White House.  What we don’t know is whether or not he is able to assume the duties of his office or if he is under a doctor’s care. 
“All we can confirm is that a major press conference has been scheduled for tomorrow at noon.  Later in the show, we will be talking with several medical professionals about the emotional and mental impact of experiencing what the president was forced to watch yesterday and his capacity to adequately discharge his duties while under such emotional duress.
“Next item: our reporters are covering informal gatherings all around the country.  A tremendous outpouring of support for the president and his family, including makeshift memorials to the first daughter and her husband, are popping all over the nation.  Social media has simply exploded in a torrent of support for the president, though I must point out that while others seem focused on remembering the dead, many others are filled with anger and demands for justice.”
(The screen shifts to a large crowd gathered outside the Wolfe Villa Hotel holding signs and burning candles) “Let’s turn to Randy Slidell reporting from New York City.  A lot of New Yorkers are mad as hell and demanding payback.  Randy, what do you have for us?”
The Joint Chiefs of Staff Conference Room, The Pentagon

      The JCS Conference Room commonly referred to as “The Tank,” had been used since 1957. While much of the Pentagon’s hi-tech war rooms were covered in high-definition terminal displays or stuffed with advanced communication equipment, “The Tank” represented a bit of a throwback to a different time.  The recent addition of a beautiful red-oak-finished conference table complemented the lightly furnished though elegantly laid-out conference room that was dominated by the seven unfurled service flags representing the major branches of the U.S. military.
Secretary of Defense General James “Jimbo” Mahler along with the seven members of the assembled Joint Chiefs ignored the food and refreshments laid out for them even though the dinner hour had long since passed.  Their collective appetite, already impacted by recent events, was now completely gone after the shit storm General Wright just unleashed on everyone. 
The White House officially rejected the Chiefs’ preliminary series of recommendations, and Wright and Mahler got into a nasty exchange in front of the assembled Chiefs who were intimately familiar with ass-chewing but never witnessed the legendary Mahler on the ass end of one.  Wright left ten minutes ago, and Mahler was in a foul mood.
A visibly angry Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, U.S.MC General Samuel J. “Dunc” Duncan threw down the briefing book now covered with hastily scribbled revisions knocking over a half-eaten platter of food and said, “For Christ’s sake, Jimbo, has the White House lost its collective mind?  What the hell happens if there is a flare up anywhere else in the world?  We’ll be left with our peckers out and already shot our load.”
General Mahler made an incredulous face and shot back, “Dunc, what do you want me to tell you?  You heard the same thing I did so your Operations people may be up all night if necessary, but I need a fully integrated global op plan by 0900 tomorrow.  Period.”
The lone Navy man in the room, Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Charles Ricketts said, “Respectfully, Jimbo, maybe we need to be the ones to slow this thing down.  I know Wright is all gung-ho on this, but it’s our soldiers, sailors, pilots, and marines at the tip of the spear here.  I know everyone in this room wants payback, but what President Wolfe is asking us to do goes far beyond that.  Jesus Christ, we all swore an oath as officers a long time ago, and some of these orders are clear violations of a whole host of treaties.  We have to put the brakes on this.”
Army Chief of Staff General Thomas “Mad Max” Maxwell could see the writing on the wall and knew General Wright well from their joint deployments to multiple war zones over the past two decades.  Wright had been thinking along these lines for years and now possessed the opportunity to make it happen.  “Look, folks, we all know Mike, and he made damn sure that none of us have any misconceptions about what the president has ordered.”
Air Force General Jonathan Leggett, Chief of the National Guard Bureau and the newest addition to the Joint Chiefs, felt compelled to weigh in on behalf of his citizen-soldiers, “Max, all Sampson was saying is we just owe it to our commands to communicate to the president through the Secretary that the Joint Chiefs have a different perspective than his NSA.”
      Secretary Mahler watched the Chiefs fight it out, but he didn’t like where this was heading.  Too much talk, not enough action.  Goddamnit, it’s my own fault.  Never should have started a shouting match in front of the JCS with that son of a bitch Wright.  Shit, I know better than that. 
Suddenly coming to his feet, the man called the “Prophet” got everyone’s attention by bellowing in his experienced command voice, “ALL RIGHT GENTLEMEN, ATTENTION ON DECK!  I GOT THE FLOOR NOW.” 
Mahler paused for effect and then continued, “Let me make one thing clear to everyone in this room: unequivocally, this country is going to war.  This is not open for debate.  You were not in the room when President Wolfe made it clear that he intends to wage an unlimited war on terror. He said ‘win.’ Not ‘hurt them,’ not ‘stabilize the region,’ not ‘bring peace’ or any other goddamned thing.  He said ‘win,’ no matter the cost. 
“I don’t think that I’ve ever seen a president - and I have served under several - look as committed to something as this man did today.  This is a full court press, all in, winner-take-all, however-the-fuck you want to put it, but we’re going to war, and it’s your job to make it happen.  Understood?”
Speaking on behalf of the JCS, the Chairman General Duncan pushed his seat back, came to attention, nodded at the Secretary of Defense and said, “Mr. Secretary, the Chiefs are on it.  Okay, gentlemen, pull out the original briefing, let’s start there.  The president wants a war plan.  We’re going to give him one.”
Heads began nodding around the table, and you could feel the room change.  The time for talk was over, literally.  The United States was going to war.
“Okay folks, let’s start with Iran first…”






Chapter Ten

The White House

It was late, nearly eleven o’clock at night, but the White House was still abuzz with activity.  Speechwriters were writing speeches for the funerals and scripts for tomorrow’s press conferences and public appearances for administration officials and a few hand-picked pundits.  Members of the Protocol Office were busy arranging for the public State funerals to be held on behalf of the first daughter and her husband, as well as the fallen Secretary of State and other officials who died yesterday. 
The White House household staff were preparing for the entire first family who was on their way down to join the president tomorrow and planned to stay throughout the weekend.  Rooms were being readied, very specific menus were planned, and great lengths were underway to create a lively atmosphere for all the president’s grandchildren.  The staff was determined to help the first family in any manner possible. 
Although the president came into the White House with a controversial reputation, he couldn’t have been more kind and gracious to the staff, especially the ones who made sure to sneak him his favorite foods when the first lady wasn’t around.  It broke their hearts to watch the president walk around as if the life had very nearly been sucked out of him.  Gone were the big smiles, funny small talk, and lightheartedness that the cameras in the media never seemed to show. 
Plus, the first daughter and her family were much adored by the staff who came to enjoy her two beautiful kids that loved to play hide and seek with their grandfather.  In very short order, Liliana made her presence felt in the White House, and the staff was on a mission to honor her memory in the days to come.
Another office was alive with energy on this late evening.  The president’s Chief Strategist, Baxter Davis, was finishing up yet another phone call after a seemingly unending stream of them had come in all day and now into night.  He had been called many things over the years, everything from a white supremacist to the president’s hatchet man, but no one ever accused him of being lazy.  He planned to keep taking and making calls through the night if need be.
Baxter was about to make another call when in walked his number two, Susanna Hastings.  She was late, but he didn’t care.  After ten years, Baxter knew that if Susanna ran late, she had her reasons.  The raven-haired Hastings was a working-class girl who made good on her smarts and legendary work ethic and tireless devotion to the cause.  She possessed a quick wit and an acid tongue that would lash out without mercy when crossed. 
She lucked into that golden internship that Hollywood likes to make movies about that turns into a dream job.  Susanna was a student at American University, interned at Davis News Corp six months into the startup, and ten years later was indispensable to Baxter.  He would need her now more than ever.
Though late, she came bearing gifts, a tray with two steaming hot mugs of coffee and two hefty slices of the White House kitchen’s famous apple cinnamon pie, and by the wondrous aroma filling Baxter’s office it was fresh out of the oven. 
Grinning like a ten-year-old boy in his momma’s kitchen, Davis said, “Susanna, you are a lifesaver.”
Susanna got a kick out of knowing that she gets to see the real Baxter Davis, not the Darth Vader-like character the media made him out to be.  She responded playfully with a mischievous grin, “Who said any of this is for you?  I’m just passing by on the way to my office for a late-night dirty skyping session with my hubby, a girl has needs you know.”
Taking off his glasses and shaking his head, Davis raised his eyebrows a bit and said, “Now why did you have to ruin a perfectly lovely moment by talking all nasty.  Hot coffee, apple pie, it doesn’t get more wholesome than that around here.  Go, you ruined things.”
Half turning around, Susanna kept the fun going, “Well, if that’s the way you want it.  I’ll be back in about a half hour…hope I don’t forget to wipe the apple filling from my chin.”
“Funny girl . . . now get that pie over here.  We got some work to do.”
Susanna knew that playtime was over, Baxter could be joked with from time to time, but could shift to all business in seconds.  “Okay, Baxter, how’s the president?”
“He’s a strong man, Susanna, a strong man.  He’s hurting but full of resolve.  I don’t think he will back down.  How’s the preliminary draft coming on his speech?”
Baxter had already sent word that the president’s address would be handled out of his office, not the regular speechwriters’.  Suffice it to say they weren’t very happy.  “That’s why I needed the coffee and sugar rush.  It’s coming along, but I want to finish the first draft tonight so you can review it first thing in the morning.  I feel good about it so far.  You sure the president is on board for what you sketched out?”
“Completely.”
“What about pushback from Schultz and some of the other folks?  Dutch will fight you on some of these points.”
Davis just put another heavenly piece of pie with that flaky crust into his mouth and couldn’t answer right away, holding up his index finger, he quickly gulped some coffee, and finally said, “Goddamn that is so good.  Dutch can complain all he likes, but the president made one thing perfectly clear to me and everyone else who heard him this morning:  He wants a real war on terror - to win.  His words, not mine.”
Susanna made a face and tilted her head as she cringed at the words “to win.”  She said, “Look, Baxter, I love the sentiment, but you know how this will play in the media.  He’s a sympathetic figure for the moment, but the media will turn on him the second they see an opening, and this will be it.  Besides, how do we convince average Americans that we can win against something that has been around since the seventies?”
Leaning back in his high-back leather office chair, Baxter clasped his hands together and said, “You just said it.  It’s been going on since the seventies, and since 9/11 people have gotten used to it, even accepted the inevitability of it.  Yesterday changed everything.  The country didn’t know all the victims who died in the Towers or the Pentagon, but they knew the first daughter, and they watched her die.  And you know what they were all thinking - they pictured their own sons and daughters dying like that.  I’ll bet anything not just our people, but damn near all Americans are ready to give a blank check to the president.”
      Baxter’s right.  The country wants blood.  Fifty years of this senseless violence, the American people are sick of excuses made by pansy liberals and academic eggheads. 
“Okay Baxter, I’m on it.  What else do you have for me?”
He could tell by her body language that she knew what he wanted.  Good.  Next, he said, “I want more of our people out in the streets, and I want to keep them out there.  It still needs to look spontaneous.  I don’t want to see a bunch of politicos running around like this is being orchestrated by the White House.  And another thing: no violence.  At least not yet.”
“We can’t control that, and you know it.  But I can get our people to reach out to our friends on the radio and cable shows to keep the pressure up.  Is it too early to serve up scapegoats yet?”
Now it was Baxter’s turn for his own mischievous grin, he answered, “This is why I love you girl, tough as nails. I love it.  Hell yes, we’re going to find some scapegoats, but we need to be careful here.  This is how we’ll play it.  Leak it out there that the administration wanted to push for much stricter security measures, but opposition from ACLU types, Dems, and the media - all of whom have accused the president of being anti-Muslim - forced him to lighten security measures and that led to the terror attack.”
Hastings was taking notes now. She looked up and said, “Beautiful, Baxter, just beautiful.  We demonize the media again and delegitimize any group who will be looking to stand up to whatever measures the president plans in the coming weeks.”
“That’s right, you got it.  Get some of our people to prepare a series of news clips of the media sticking up for the extremists and brutalizing the president.  In forty-eight hours, I want it to look like they killed the first daughter as much as that Iranian terrorist.  Remember, blood doesn’t wash off easily.  I want the media covered in it.  Then let them try to oppose us.  Our people will eat this up.  Okay, now get to it.  Use whatever discretionary funds you need to get it done.  We’ll talk first thing in the morning.”






Chapter Eleven

October 12th

The White House Situation Room

The foreboding atmosphere in the room matched the task before the principals-only National Security Council meeting today.  The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs General Samuel J. Duncan was accompanied this morning by the Vice Chairman, Air Force General Pat Sullivan.  The Operations section of the JCS worked deep into the night, and the final version about to be presented to the NSC had been approved by the full Joint Chiefs of Staff barely two hours ago. 
National Security Advisor Wright nodded to General Duncan who immediately came to attention and walked towards the lectern.  Standing just shy of six feet tall, the proud Marine warrior took his responsibilities today very seriously, and as he stood there with his ramrod straight posture and penetrating gaze, all in the room felt Duncan’s profound sense of professionalism and tenacity.  He began the briefing.  “Good morning Mr. President . . . ladies and gentlemen.  If you could turn to the binder that is in front of you to follow along, I will be detailing the recommended war plan that the Chiefs have formally endorsed at the direction of this body.  While there are many details to finalize, we feel strongly that this plan meets the criteria laid out yesterday by Secretary Mahler and National Security Advisor Wright.
      As you can see, there are four separate war plan operations to be implemented concurrently.  We have designated the four operations as follows, Desert Strike is aimed at Iran, Cedar Strike deals with Lebanon, Eagle Strike focuses on Syria, and Global Strike reflects targets of opportunity around the globe and is anticipated to be part of an ongoing commitment of war-fighting resources.”
For the next thirty minutes, General Duncan conducted a detailed and thorough briefing and watched as the assembled administration national security principals reacted to his words.  Some offered up grim, determined expressions while others betrayed hints of surprise and perhaps even hesitation at the scope and capability of American military forces.  Several asked minor questions, most simply listened and waited for President Wolfe to react before weighing in on the presentation. 
President Wolfe normally didn’t enjoy long briefings and his penchant for doodling at times was cause for raised eyebrows by some.  Today, however, he listened very intently and took notes while the Chairman spoke and when he finished, President Wolfe asked pointedly, “Seems to me General that we are spreading ourselves pretty thin.  Are you confident that the initial attack will have the impact you just described?”
      General Duncan thought, I sure as hell hope so.
      “Mr. President, as I noted on the second slide, due to the timetable you have ordered, we did struggle with identifying a strong enough force package, but thanks to Secretary Mahler’s orders to begin flushing assets to the Gulf region within hours after the attack we have many of the assets in place.  I also would like to note that our Gulf partners have been very accommodating.”
Wolfe followed up, “General you are on a very tight timetable, are you absolutely certain you can pull it off?”
Secretary of Defense Mahler quickly cut in before Duncan could respond, “Mr. President if I may, the Chiefs have put together what I think is a winning war plan.  Everyone here in this room should know that we are going to put a world of hurt into some folks, but it’s very complex and put together at a speed that is outside our normal planning ranges.  Yes, the timing is tricky, and we made that clear to General Wright, but I can guarantee you that our enemies will be on the receiving end of a message that won’t be long forgotten.”
Elliot Adelman, the acting Secretary of State, whose experience dates back to the Reagan administration, offered up, “I would like to note that we are getting some serious pushback from several allies, but most have been very supportive.  Even the Turks are working with us, but the Iraqi Government has been very difficult.  We may need stronger measures.”
National Security Advisor General Wright answered in a hawkish fashion, “Elliot, you tell them point blank that we’ve poured hundreds of billions into that country, so now is not the time for any bullshit.”
Adelman figured the NSA would give an answer like that, ignored the histrionics, and countered, “That’s all well and good General, but we are looking at the potential for significant civilian casualties.  Our ambassadors are communicating that the support we are currently receiving will evaporate quickly if we are not careful.”
President Wolfe angrily weighed in, “Tell our people, they have their instructions and don’t mince words with them.  Make it clear, we intend to end these killings and that we will do it either with or without their support and will remember our friends who stood by America when we needed them.”
Dutch Schultz took a deep breath and decided to switch things up, “Mr. President, I think you just made things crystal clear.  Elliot if you run into any more issues keep me apprised, but let’s keep moving.  General Duncan, could you talk more about mobilization needs?”
The meeting would continue for another hour, but the president heard all that he needed to hear.  He approved the war plan and set in motion the largest allocation of American might in two generations.
White House Press Room

Press Secretary Sally Mercer had earned the reputation of being unusually combative with the White House Press Corps.  President Wolfe often commented that the former PR specialist from a prominent Alabama political family was tough enough to handle the New York press and for him, there was no greater compliment.  Her daily press briefings became newsworthy in and of themselves due to her often aggressive and dismissive scolding tone and had been the subject of numerous humorous skits on late night talk shows and Saturday Night Live, but today was quite different. 
The dark-haired, matronly looking Mercer was dressed in a black pants suit with a single white carnation on her lapel and appeared unusually tense with so many people packed into the relatively small press briefing room.  With seating for only about fifty regular White House correspondents, another fifty or more were left standing and fighting for room, but space was limited.  The ordinarily combative White House Press Corps was expected to balance a need for decorum considering the president’s personal tragedy but were also desperate for news.  The tension in the room was extraordinary as the nation waited for the most anticipated press briefing since the day after 9/11.
Mercer kept her opening statements brief and purposely light on details, and then a frenzy of questions rang out.  She pointed at Seth Rogers, FOX News. He asked, “Can you provide more details about the president’s address tomorrow?”
“Sorry, Seth, I gave you what I could…the president wants to address the nation and certainly deserves this opportunity.  Next . . . Melissa.”
The tall forty-something blonde-haired reporter from Reuters asked, “Are we going to war, Sally?  There are reports from military installations worldwide that American planes and ships are taking off for parts unknown.”
A visible bead of sweat was now forming on Mercer’s temples. Absentmindedly wiping it away with her left sleeve, she answered, “Obviously, I can’t comment on issues of national security, Melissa, but I can say that American military forces along with our allies are adopting a wide range of prudent defensive measures.  In light of the tragic events two days ago, clearly, the president is working to ensure that the American people are safe from further cowardly attacks.”
Mercer pointed to Vanessa Robinson, a recent addition to U.S.A Today. She blurted out, “U.S.A Today is getting reports that Homeland Security is about to issue major restrictions on Muslims entering through all points of entry into the U.S.  If this is true, doesn’t it run the risk of confirming the opinions of many that the president has racist views about Muslims and plans to use this attack as an excuse to punish all Muslims for what happened two days ago?”
Visibly angry at the nature of the question, Mercer ripped into the new White House reporter with a vigor. “How dare you suggest something so outrageous?  This president watched his daughter die on TV and still had the strength to attend to his duties as President of this nation.  I defy you to find me anyone half as dedicated to the American people. 
And to answer your question, yes Homeland Security is very prudently placing travel restrictions not just on Muslims but anyone who has traveled to a country that the State Department has designated a sponsor of terrorism.  Do I need to remind you that chemical weapons were used just two days ago?  This President is going to protect America first and worry about being politically correct second.  Next . . . Mike.”
      Mike McKenna, a long-time fixture from Reuters, stood and asked, “I would like to get back to the president’s planned address to Congress.  We are receiving reports that American forces around the globe are on the move and Israel has begun reoccupying parts of the West Bank, and it looks like Gaza is next.  Are we planning on sending boots on the ground to fight those responsible for Wednesday’s attack, the group who calls themselves Allah’s Avengers?”
      Why do I have to keep saying the same damn thing to these people?  What the hell do they think President Wolfe is going to do, ask them to tea? Jackoffs.
      Ignoring her discomfort, Mercer adopted her by now familiar annoyed tone, “Mike, how many times will I have to say it today?  Do you really think that I will try to upstage the president?  Are you kidding me?  The president will speak directly to the American people tomorrow, not through the media that has so often demonstrated nothing but disdain towards this administration.  Regarding the cowards who perpetrated this slaughter, I know one thing for certain . . . they may run, they may hide, but there won’t be a place on this earth that President Wolfe isn’t prepared to hunt them down and unleash holy hell upon them and any who seek to protect them.”
The room grew a bit quiet as Mercer’s words were delivered with such an unflinching coldness.  The press conference would continue for the next forty minutes, but the lead for every major network would be Mercer’s powerful and uncompromising words.






Chapter Twelve

Saudi Royal Palace, Riyadh

Unlike the unrulier cabinet meetings common in the West, great decisions impacting the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia were made by the King and a few hand-picked family members.  Although much has changed over the decades in this great desert nation, much remains the same.  However, on this tension-filled day, the eighty-one-year-old Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz felt as if he was being asked to do the impossible. 
      The Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques and head of the House of Saud was attempting to juggle amid a desert haboob - the fearsome windstorms that often appear without warning and reach speeds up to sixty miles per hour.  When it comes, sand and silt darken the sky and engulf all who stand in its path.  War was coming to the Kingdom.  What will be left behind, only Allah knows.          
The only other person in the room when the American president called was his thirty-two-year-old son, Prince Mohammad bin Salman.  Known around the globe as MBS for his extravagant lifestyle, he was also deputy Prime Minister and the youngest Minister of Defense in the world.  Responsible for waging the war in Yemen, Prince Mohammad was the leading voice in the Kingdom advising the King to fight the growing specter of Iranian power and influence growing throughout the Middle East.
“Father, the American presence continues to grow, not just in the Kingdom but throughout the Gulf.  Ships and planes have been arriving for the past two days, more are on the way.  You heard the man.  How do we say no?”
      The elder man listened as his son talked, but he could not shake the voice of the American president.  It was a voice of a man who had died inside and now wanted only revenge. 
      Revenge and tribal honor were familiar concepts to the heir of the great nomadic Bedouin tribes who once roamed the Arabian deserts.  Great tales and legends were told from one generation to the next extolling men who would cross an entire desert to exact vengeance and reclaim his family honor.  King Salman understood that the Bedouin code of Sharaf binds him and his people in this coming blood dispute between the Americans and the Iranians.  Although the Americans are not people of the book, they have stood by the Kingdom in her darkest hours - have spilt blood in these very sands.  The King felt honor-bound to support this grieving American, but at what cost?
The tall, handsome prince looked annoyed, and his voice clearly signaled a loss of patience. “Really, Father, how can your thoughts wander now of all times?  I just said that the Americans won’t reveal their plans.  I fear they don’t trust us enough.”
      King Salman allowed his young son to rebuke him, Oh, Mohammad, you are indeed fortunate that I favor you so because I’m not that old and feeble . . . yet.  A warm smile came to his face, and he responded lovingly, “My son, you heard the same voice as I, no?  Wolfe seeks to destroy enemies of this Kingdom and expects our complete cooperation, and yet he does not trust us.  Why do you think this is so?”
Feeling the pressure, the prince curtly replied, “Yes, I know he watched his daughter die, but…”
In a strong voice, the King suddenly said, “YES, he watched her die.  He will never be the same man again.  Never.  Do you not think that I would burn every city in the Kingdom to find the man who killed my son or daughter?  Blood for blood, my son.  And this proud man requires much blood.”
A more contrite voice answered, “Yes, Father, I am sorry for not listening.  It’s just that this is the moment we have talked about for years.  America supporting the Kingdom to ensure that the rise of this aberrant Shia Crescent does not threaten the true Faith, but I fear this is not what this war will be about.  Many of our brothers and sisters will die in the coming days, perhaps this will turn into a war against all of Islam.  Then what?”
       “Yes, there is great danger ahead.  We have no choice but to pray that Allah will allow the American to feed his bloodlust against the Persians, protect the Kingdom and those who look to this House for protection.  Prepare for the worst my son.  Prepare my people for the fight to come.  Now go, you have much work.”
Zhongnanhai, Official Residence of the President of the PRC

Beijing, PRC

The People’s Republic of China’s Paramount Leader, Xi Jinping held three of the most powerful posts in the Heavenly Kingdom: President, General Secretary of the Communist Party, and Chairman of the Central Planning Military Commission.  Most of the world has a profound misunderstanding of how power in the most populous country in the world works.  Although possessing extraordinary power and influence, Xi’s power derives from a carefully constructed, intricate power base built over the past three decades, even longer when one factors in the role of family politics and influence.
Since ascending to succeed the former leader Hu Jintao towards the end of 2012, Xi has led China in a more forceful - and what some describe as aggressive - manner, increasingly acting like the great power China has always viewed itself to be.  In a carefully crafted strategy, Xi increasingly leveraged the power of the world’s largest economy to support his foreign policy goals.  He increased military spending on more sophisticated and modern weapons, gradually expanding the size of the navy and adding more advanced planes and ballistic missiles, thus enabling the PRC’s Paramount Leader to assert Beijing’s influence and now, for all intents and purposes, dominate the South China Sea.
Xi believed that as China’s power grew, the United States was slowly eroding as the dominant superpower or hyperpower that it once was in the wake of the Cold War.  However, for this process to continue towards its natural end, China required relative global peace and for the world’s economy to continue along its natural path.  An essential element to this was the unrestricted flow of goods and materials across the world’s oceans, and especially the consistent flow of oil from the massive reserves found only in the Middle East. 
This supply now appeared to be in jeopardy, and the People’s Republic of China was quite vulnerable to any disruption.  Xi and the leadership of the Communist party were all well aware that while they continued to rule the 1.5 billion citizens of China, the rumblings of discontent and desire for more freedoms could be balanced as long as relative economic prosperity in the form of automobiles, consumer products, electricity, and economic security was maintained.  This was the unspoken contract between the Party and the people, risk that and the Party risked losing power.
To become leader Xi needed to have relationships with hundreds, if not thousands, but he personally trusted only a handful of true advisors.  Lui Xiang was one of them.  Older than Xi, Lui was a friend of his father and served as his oldest and wisest longtime advisor. As one would expect, the residence and office of China’s President was a work of remarkable blended beauty and elegance, a mix of the ancient and the modern.  Very much like the president himself. 
Dressed more casually than President Xi, the seventy-eight-year-old Lui felt less inclined to wear the expensive three-piece Italian tailored suits so common in the halls of power these days.  With his legs crossed relaxing, Lui watched as his young protégé was drawn as always to the large hand-crafted globe by the side of his desk.  Even as a child, Xi was always mesmerized and inspired by the sight of his beloved country, the vibrant center of Asia and now the engine of the world’s economy.  But this same globe also told another story, China’s vulnerability could be traced with his finger along the world’s two great natural chokepoints: The Strait of Hormuz and the Malacca Straits. 
Sipping his tea, Lui said in his typical direct, guttural fashion, “You are right, my friend, to be worried.  These Americans are unpredictable during the best of times, but what happened the other day . . . who’s to say what they will do?”
Xi looked up from the globe and turned towards his mentor and said, “We both read the intelligence reports this morning, their military forces are on the move around the world.  This does not bode well.”
Lui could sense how frustrated his former pupil felt. Even though Xi earned a higher degree in the law and government, at heart, he was the chemical engineer of his youth.  He wanted to follow a predictable formula, but none had ever foreseen such a turn of events.  Taking a deep breath and loudly exhaling, Lui paused for a moment, and his eyes were drawn to a flight of sparrows rising into the grayish sky, a common sight around the old Forbidden City since the days of the Emperors. 
I would fly away, too, my feathered friends, but I can’t fly away nor sit and watch as a spectator.
      “We must assume there will be disruptions in the flow of goods in the days - perhaps even weeks - ahead.  We have our reserves.”
Somewhat annoyed at hearing the obvious, Xi said “I know we have reserves - barely sixty days’ worth and only if we begin rationing immediately.  These damn Americans and all of their peace talk and accords - as if that will stop the savages from killing one another over there.  Damn them.”
With a hint of humor, Lui added, “I hope that won’t appear in any diplomatic dispatches anytime soon.”
“This isn’t funny.  I need answers.”
The older man cautioned, “No, you require patience.  It is impossible to know what they are going to do.  The only thing we do know is that the American president suffered an unimaginable, very public loss and needs to both save face but also to exact vengeance.  Our people would demand no less.”
“So, what do you counsel?”
Lui came to his feet an ambled over to the ornate porcelain canter, poured his friend a fresh cup of tea, calmly placed it on his desk, and said, “No provocations.  No demands.  No formal declarations of any kind.  Quietly raise our defense posture but work to keep the war out of Asia.  We are not ready at this time.”
Grimacing a bit, the Chinese leader resented the Americans upsetting the world’s balance again.  First, it was 9/11 and then the banking meltdown, Xi longed for the day when the Middle Kingdom would act as the responsible steward for an unpredictable world.  He hated not being in control of events. 
Taking a deep sip from his cup, Xi answered in a more accepting voice, “You are right my friend.  We are not ready for any direct confrontation with the Americans, especially when their leader is so unbalanced, but neither are we ready for a global trade disruption.  But the latter is more manageable, the former will have to wait for now as long as they respect our core interests.”
With a slight shrug, the older man said, “Then we make clear what those interests are and what line can’t be crossed.  China is strong, stronger than this old peasant ever thought possible as a young man.  Patience has been our friend and ally. Patience will see us through in the days ahead.”
The East Wing of the White House  

Secret Service Agent Maria Sanchez stood outside the president’s bedroom door and struggled to remain vigilant during the early morning hour.  The entire security detail had been pulling double duty and after seventy-two hours of “eight hours on and then off and then on again” were taking their toll.  But Sanchez was a ten-year veteran of the security detail and now a senior member of the presidential team.  It was no accident that she was guarding President Wolfe outside his bedroom.  She earned it.
She was doing all the old tricks of the trade.  Shifting her body weight from one side to the other, biting down on her tongue and cheek, replaying in her mind the last Redskins game against the Bears.  Play by play, quarter by quarter, trying to remain focused and get through her shift.  Sanchez nearly made it to the end of the first half when she heard movement in the bedroom and tried to get a sense of what was going on.
The president had not been sleeping very well at all these past two nights, and the detail was starting to get concerned.  They prided themselves on not just protecting the president from danger, but also for looking out for his well-being.  Suddenly the door swung open, and the president emerged from the room looking a bit dazed, barely acknowledging her.
“Mr. President . . . Sir, are you okay?  Can I get you anything?”
Wolfe just shook his head and began walking down the Center Hall towards the Yellow Oval Room.  Quickly putting her hand to her mouth, Sanchez said, “The Boss is on the move . . . heading to your post, Anthony.  Heads up.”
The six-foot-three former Iowa State defensive tackle, Anthony Antonucci, was an imposing figure and the agent of choice to work the rope lines, but he had long since learned how to practically melt into the background when guarding his charge.  It was the second night in a row the president came to the brightly lit Yellow Oval Room.  Even at night, the room seemed to radiate a nurturing warmth.
Agent Antonucci watched as the president came into the room, walked around a bit aimlessly, then paused by the window.  Next, he moved to the built-in white bookshelves and began looking at a few random books and knick-knacks.  Finally, the president sat on the couch facing the fireplace looking near-despondent.  He kept looking around the room - almost as if he was expecting his daughter to appear somehow suddenly.  It was painful to watch.  Finally, he lay down on his side, grabbed a pillow tight, and a faint hint of tears could be heard.
Very quietly backing out of the room, Antonucci spoke into his mic, “The Boss is secure, looks like he will be here awhile.  Anthony out.”
      Goddamn shame.  That man ain’t ready to be here, he’s just not.  Hang in there Mr. President, we’ve got your six. 






Chapter Thirteen

October 14th 

Israeli Prime Minister’s Cabinet Conference Room, Jerusalem

In September 1939, every ship in the Royal Navy flashed a simple message round the world, “Winnie’s back.” To signal the return of the British Bulldog out of the political wilderness to take command of the Royal Navy as war broke out in Europe.  In a similar vein, the words “When will Bibi be back” reverberated throughout homes, synagogues, and army barracks.  Benjamin “Bibi” Netanyahu, Israel’s longest serving Prime Minister was expected to be called to form an emergency government in the wake of the worst political crisis to strike Israel since the War of Independence. 
Israel’s new President Yuli-Yoel Edelstein was suddenly thrust into the largely ceremonial position due to the death of President Reuven Rivlin who died while attending the opening ceremony of the Jerusalem Accords.  Edelstein, the head of Knesset and a Likud Party member, boycotted the ceremony and automatically became President as a direct result.  A longtime ally of Netanyahu, he felt tremendous pressure to reinstate him, but President Edelstein believed that with so many Knesset members dead or incapacitated, Israel had no other choice but to create a national unity government. 
Netanyahu was probably the most controversial Prime Minister since Menachem Begin forty years ago and polarized Israeli politics so much so that it now more resembled the American political scene than any other.  He ignored three phone calls from Netanyahu who obviously expected to get the call, instead Edelstein turned to perhaps the most trusted public figure in Israel, former General Gideon “Gid” Shalev.
General Shalev was a career army officer who served as a commando in his early years and later graduated to tanks.  Popular amongst his troops, and a veteran of six major campaigns dating back to the 1982 invasion of Lebanon as a young lieutenant.  He won national acclaim for his battlefield heroics during the much maligned 2006 Israeli campaign against Hezbollah.  However, it wasn’t until his public clash with Prime Minister Netanyahu over the last invasion of Gaza when Shalev accused the PM of going into Gaza for political reasons and then pulling out too soon, also for political reasons.  The fifty-five-year-old general was forced into retirement two years before it was mandatory. 
Many former military men in Israel often answered the call of politics after their military careers ended, Shalev resisted all such requests until President Edelstein reached out to him directly.  When he protested to the new Israeli President that he had no experience in government or politics and furthermore had no desire to serve other than in a uniform.  Edelstein delivered an eloquent appeal.  
His voice filled with emotion when he noted that throughout Israel’s history successful battlefield commanders answered the call to serve in time of peril and that Israel stood on the brink of annihilation now that Israel’s enemies had access to weapons of mass destruction. 
Gideon Shalev was brought up like all Israeli children on the stories of the great men and women in Israel’s short, but violent history.  The names David Ben-Gurion, Moshe Dayan, Yitzhak Rabin, Israel Tal, Golda Meir, and so many others who were revered because of their bravery and selfless devotion to Israel.  In the end, Shalev could not in good conscience say no, but insisted upon a single condition.  
He would act as Prime Minister for the duration of the crisis, however long that may be, but would call for a general election ninety days after hostilities had ceased and then resign.  Edelstein agreed to the terms.
The mood in the cabinet conference room was tense.  It was nearly midnight and deep into the third such meeting of the national security staff of the day and tempers were short.  General, now Prime Minister Gideon Shalev was dressed in light khaki pants and rolled up white collar button down collared shirt…he looked right out of a casting call from a movie.
All the military and intelligence general officers were present along with half a dozen cabinet members from various ministries.  Chief of the General Staff, General Ari Doron was exhausted after being awake for much of the past forty-eight hours and grateful the air conditioning was going strong, hoping that the chill would help keep him awake.  
Turning to the Defense Minister Leibowitz, he said for the third time that evening, “I won’t say it again Benny, your settlers are causing nothing but problems.  Half of them are running around shooting up West Bank villages while the other half keep begging the Army to protect them from terrorists.  Dammit, until this mobilization is complete I have my hands full.”
The devout and tireless settler proponent was not one to easily buckle under, replied, “What else does the Army exist for if not to defend our people.”
      Prime Minister Shalev was already tired at playing politician and said, “Okay, that’s enough talk.  I’m calling it a night.  I’ve made my decision, we are going ahead with Operation Saber Thrust into Gaza and the West Bank and Operation Steel Rain against Hezbollah.  Everyone has the most up to date briefing on both operations.  Go home, see your families, and get some rest, tomorrow we meet again at nine a.m.”
Amidst much grumbling as the meeting broke up, Shalev pulled General Doron behind and they walked together to his new office.  Once the door closed, Doron vented, “Even now we bicker like thieves in the Temple.  What do these people want a perfect plan…a guarantee of absolute success?  I can’t give that, and you of all people should know it.”
      Unlike Doron who looked like an Israeli male model with his smooth tan skin and piercing blue eyes, the short, barrel chested Shalev with his thick mane of brillo like dark hair was listening but looking around for something to drink in his unfamiliar surroundings until finally he saw a small refrigerator underneath a table.  Opening it up, he smiled at the sight of six ice cold beers.  He grabbed two, opened both and handed one to his old friend.
Doron couldn’t help but smile and accepted the cool to the touch bottle, put it to his head and then took a deep pull on it.  “Bibi would shit himself right about now if he could see the two of us drinking beer in his old office.  I heard the man is fit to be tied.  Figured he was set to rise from disgrace and come to the rescue.”
Shalev drank half the bottle in a series of loud gulps and said, “Well the hell with Bibi, we have other matters to discuss my friend.  I have to tell you that I am not sure which operation concerns me more.  I know our people are angry and scared, but we are looking at serious casualties.”
Doron responded in an equally serious tone, “Gid, we’ve already suffered serious casualties, and I’m afraid it’s going to get much worse.”
“How bad?”
“You’ve seen the same studies that I have, and they haven’t improved in the past year.  Hezbollah’s rocket arsenal is easily over one hundred and fifty thousand with nearly fifty thousand fighters under arms.  Plus, these aren’t the short-range Grad rockets we dealt with in the past.  No, thanks to those Iranian bastards there are thousands of longer-range guided or semi-guided rockets that can hit Tel Aviv.  And their fighters are better armed and trained and more experienced than in 2006.  Most of their fighters have been blooded in real combat in Syria off and on for five years.”
      The former commando, now head of government put his beer down on the big desk Bibi was photographed behind so many times and started pacing…thinking.  So much depends on the Americans this time.  They are in this fight too.  For once, we won’t be on our own with the whole world breathing down our necks…judging us.  The big question remains…
“Will we win?”
Without a hint of hesitation, the Army Chief of Staff answered directly, “Depends on what you mean by winning.  Can we re-occupy the territories, establish control again, break Hamas?  This we can do, but for how long?  The world is with us today but how long can that last.  As for Lebanon, you and the cabinet made it clear that the objective for this fight up North is to break Hezbollah, so they are a hollow shell of their selves for a decade.  This too I can do, but the cost Gid will be very high…very high.”
Listening as his old comrade spoke in the words of a soldier, not some political figure mincing words.  Taking another deep pull on his beer, Shalev knew what was in store for the citizen-soldiers of the Israeli army.  The moment he gave the order, truck drivers, bank clerks, and bakers would don their uniforms and report to their Reserve units.  University students would leave behind empty classrooms.  Fathers and sons and now even mothers and daughters would leave their children behind and fight for Israel’s survival. 
      This time must be different…it can’t be another minor victory.  There can be no peace without security.  Our enemies brought the horrors of war again to the people of Israel, so I will speak in the only way our enemies understand. 
Suddenly adopting a more formal tone, the former commando stood tall and said to his old friend, “Ari, I promise you that this time there will be no half-measures, no international ceasefires, no political interference from the Government.  I only demand one thing…victory, a true victory so that as we bury Israel’s sons and daughters we can do so knowing their deaths brought life.”
The two men shook hands and the Israeli Chief of Staff left the office knowing that he had less than twenty-four hours to begin waging a war to the death.
The Kremlin, Moscow

Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov watched with besmirched amusement as the Defense Minister Sergey Shoygu acted out in his typical overbearing manner, “Comrades, what the Americans asking of us is impossible.  It can’t happen, it simply can’t.  General tell the President what you just told me.”
      General Valery Gerasimov, the cagey Tartar who was made the Chief of the General Staff of the Armed Forces four years ago was instinctively hostile to the idea but not one to raise his voice or get too emotional.  His no-nonsense manner was put to the test during the Second Chechen War when his 58th Army fought block by block in Grozny and earned President Putin’s attention with the Carthaginian peace imposed on the survivors of that vicious war. 
Gerasimov was a new breed of Russian commander less willing to throw raw numbers of men and tanks at an opponent.  The Gerasimov Doctrine makes use of a broad range of tactics to engage the enemy in a non-linear or a hybrid type of warfare unlike the clumsy five-day war against Georgia in 2008.  Instead, Russia’s armed forced now rely on a combination of special forces, cyber and electronic warfare, and the timely application of raw power supported by a range of new weapon systems with great destructive power.  It worked in Crimea, eastern Ukraine, and most notably in Syria.  His voice carried great weight with Putin.
“Comrades, Minister Shoygu is rightly concerned about the spate of requests, though really more like demands coming from the Americans.  First, they just wanted intelligence, then they wanted a joint-operation, now these overflights.  We must be cautious not to risk our recent gains.  Too much Russian blood has been spilt fighting those terrorists in the mountains and the rubble.”
Lavrov was a Russian nationalist whose heavy smoking and drinking ways conjure memories and images from Soviet-era depictions of a powerful Party Apparatchik.  Serving as Foreign Minister since 2004 was a singular achievement in the post-Soviet era.  Putin and Lavrov agreed on one great issue, Russia’s role in the world had diminished as a result of concerted efforts by the West, primarily the United States, to keep Russia down.  
For the past thirteen years, Lavrov worked the world stage slowly, yet surely enhancing Russia’s role in the world.  These Jerusalem attacks threatened recent accomplishments, not least of which was Russia’s most significant role in Middle East affairs since Brezhnev.
Lavrov longed for a cigarette, but Putin’s rabid anti-smoking views were well known putting him into an even more foul mood.  With a heavy deep voice, Lavrov interjected, “Yes Comrade General, we cannot forget the sacrifices of Russian patriots, but neither can we allow spilt blood to deter us from making sound policy.  The use of chemicals by that Iranian devil clearly changes things.  
This American President will not be bound by rules or threats.  SVR (successor to the KGB’s First Directorate of Intelligence responsible for overseas intelligence) reports that the American people are in a frenzied state.  They want blood and this Wolfe is ready to give it to them.”
Finally, President Putin felt compelled to offer his views, “I agree that what the Americans are asking is risky, but we also have much to gain.  Our oil exports alone stand to gain billions in the coming months.”
Defense Minister Shoygu who harbored a longstanding grudge against the United States was less moved by President Wolfe’s recent loss and answered back, “I say we can’t be seen to be supporting the Americans.  We have taken advantage of the turmoil they created with their stupid invasion of Iraq and the so-called Arab Spring.  If anything, they loss even more face three days ago.  I say no to their requests and in fact we should warn our Iranian friends.  They spent good hard currency on our weapons, let’s see what they can do in the days to come.”
Waving his hand in disgust, Lavrov said, “Sergey, this man is not rational right now.  Who knows what he will do.  Already some American papers are linking us to Assad’s chemical program, claiming without us then these terrorists never could have staged such an attack.  We must be seen to be standing with the Americans in this war against these Muslim fanatics.  And let us not forget that we have made more in-roads with this President then the last one…we can do business with this man once his faculties return.”
Cautious, General Gerasimov added, “Comrades, I feel that we may be standing at a crossroads in many ways.  All of us, the Americans, the West, we have been fighting these fanatics for decades.  For what?  They are mostly animals, a plague on the world.  No one understands this better than the Russian people.  We have been at war with Muslims for many hundreds of years and still nothing changes.  Perhaps now is the time for concerted action.”
Lavrov quickly added, “The Europeans won’t be whining about International treaties and Muslim rights in the days and weeks to come.  Perhaps, Valery is right.  If not now, then when.”
      Gerasimov’s words struck Russia’s all-powerful leader quite profoundly.  Leave it to Gerasimov to ask how long do we continue to play these games with these people? 
      Suddenly feeling a bit energized, Putin pushed back from his desk and came to his feet.  He thought better when moving.  He slowly began walking around the spacious office, eyes distant ignoring the three other men in the room.  The others had seen him do this before, so they waited for him to end his ruminations. 
Moving slowly, until his gaze fell upon a Lucite display case holding a collection of luminous green crystal-like mineral deposits found deep in a Siberian mine.  Scientists suggest this could be the answer for an advanced fuel cell design that could power all sorts of engines of the future.  Putin kept the display in a prominent place on his Mahogany book shelves to remind him that Russia’s future was very much tied to the East…to the untold riches buried deep in the heart of Siberia.   
All this terror business is bad for everyone.  So many potential riches in the Siberian steppe, but so many Chinamen and so few Russians.  We have played the Chinese off the Americans for so long that perhaps it’s time for a pivot.  The West is growing weaker, even the Americans though they don’t really know it yet.  But the Chinese have been quietly getting stronger while we have all buried our heads in the sand these years.  
Lavrov’s right, we can do business with this man, and he did lose a daughter to those animals.  The Russian people will understand his need for vengeance.  And understand, why we must be seen to be on the right side of this.
Dramatically announcing, “Comrades, this is what we shall do.  Lavrov tell the ambassador that we will allow their overflights this one time and quietly turn a blind eye to the other requests, BUT they must not take Russia for granted.  No matter what happened in Jerusalem, Russian interests must be respected.” 
He paused for the briefest of moments to let that sink in to everyone in the room, then added, “And I will allow the one special request President Wolfe asked of me directly as a gesture of good will on behalf of the Russian People…tell him that.  Then we pick up the pieces together.”
      Lavrov nodded his head and took a few notes, Smart Vladimir, very smart…I’ll be asleep when this American talks tonight, but let’s see how the world treats the Americans when they flex their superpower muscles.


 




Chapter Fourteen

ABC News Special Report

      “Good morning, I’m George Stefano, and this is ABC Breaking News.  At this hour, the White House remains in a complete news blackout.  The president’s address to the nation is scheduled for tonight at 7:00 p.m. Eastern time, but the big story is what’s coming out of the Pentagon - or should I say what’s not coming out of the Pentagon.  We can report that the American military is standing at its highest state of alert and continues to mobilize its forces all over the globe, but the Pentagon will not confirm or deny anything regarding troop movements or overseas deployments.  So, the big question on everyone’s minds: Are we going to war and if so, with who?
      “ABC News has footage of American planes taking off from a dozen different stateside bases and leaving for parts unknown.  Active duty U.S. Army and Marine Corps units have canceled all leaves while National Guard armories have suddenly come alive with activity.  U.S. naval vessels have been seen leaving ports both here and abroad, and an unconfirmed report indicates that the aircraft carrier USS Carl Vinson, which was heading home after a nine-month deployment, has been hastily turned around and is apparently heading back to the Persian Gulf.
“Diplomats from Iran are calling for a special session of the UN Security Council, but so far, the U.S. along with Great Britain and France have shown no indications of allowing such a meeting.  The Supreme Leader of the Islamic Republic of Iran, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, has been warning the United States and Israel not to use the Jerusalem tragedy as an excuse to launch another unwarranted attack on the Islamic world.  He promised to unleash a sea of fire on whoever dared to threaten the Islamic state. 
“The Pentagon just released footage of Iranian ballistic missile units performing drills and dozens of Revolutionary Guards gunboats flooding into the Persian Gulf, clearly signaling to the West their ability to close the Strait of Hormuz and threaten the millions of barrels of oil that pass through every single day.”
The White House, Washington D.C.

Baxter Davis’ ears perked up when outside his office door, he heard the loud, high-pitched voice of his secretary yell out, “Mr. Schultz, you can’t go in there!  He’s with someone.  Mr. Schultz . . .”  Then the door suddenly swung open, and a seething Chief of Staff Dutch Schultz burst in with his hands wrapped around a handful of papers, eyes on fire. Without warning, he threw the papers straight at Baxter’s head and shouted, “What the hell is this shit?!”
About a dozen pieces of papers flew through the air, some striking Baxter’s face while others harmlessly fluttered to his desk and the ground.  Rather than losing his cool, Baxter came to his feet and turned to a shocked Susanna Hastings and calmly said, “Sorry, Susanna. Apparently Dutch and I need to have a chat.”
A furious Schultz said, “You’re goddamned right we do, and if you want your little hatchet woman to stick around that’s fine by me.”
Hastings cautiously came to her feet, unsure of what to do.  Clearly, the Chief of Staff somehow got wind of tonight’s speech and was looking for a fight.  She glanced towards her mentor and boss, and Baxter shook his head and said, “That’s okay Susanna, Dutch and I have some issues to sort out.  Go take care of those other matters right away.”
Susanna simply nodded back, turned towards the president’s longtime friend and quietly said, “Mr. Schultz . . .” and walked out of the office. 
      Look at that smug bastard with his bullshit 80’s slicked back Gordon Gekko hair, thinking he’s already won.  Well, fuck him.
Glaring at Davis, Schultz lost any pretense of civility and said, “That goddamned speech is a travesty.  For fuck’s sake Baxter, you practically have him declaring war against the whole damn Muslim world.”
      That’s it, Dutch, get it all out of your system.  You’re here because your stock with your old friend has never been lower.  The stockbroker in him could hear the words “sell, sell” and he had to stifle a smile. 
“That speech is a masterpiece.  Read your history books Dutch, this is a war that goes back a thousand years.  The whole country saw what those butchers did to Liliana, the time for half-measures is over.”
Invoking Liliana struck a nerve. Dutch took two steps closer to Baxter and forced himself to stop.  His face was flushed, and his hands clenched tight at his sides.  He took a deep breath and in a menacing tone said, “I watched that girl grow up.  For you she’s a fucking prop, my heart broke when she died, and I’m trying to protect her father because that is what she would want me to do.  You are turning him into a monster.  I’m not going to stand here and let you get away with it.”
Both men were in their early sixties, smart, successful, self-made men who came from tough neighborhoods in their youth and memories of schoolyard fights and bar brawls were still spoken with pride.  If anything, Baxter seemed to relish the growing menace in the room.  Slowly walking around his desk towards Schultz, he stopped three feet away and made it clear that he wasn’t intimidated. 
I’m right here, Dutch, and you should know by now that I don’t scare that easy.
      Davis stared Schultz down with his yellowish rheumy eyes and sneered, “Let me get away with it?  Are you really that thick?  Your buddy loved every word of it.  He especially liked my little PR twist to it.  In fact, he loved that part, so take your outrage and bullshit sentimentality out of here, and while you’re at it, I wouldn’t get too comfy around here.  How many whispers do you think it will take to convince the president that you’ve gone soft - can’t hack it when things get rough?  And believe me, things are about to get pretty goddamned rough.”
Baxter’s words struck home in a way Dutch hadn’t expected.  He could feel his influence over his friend start to slip during the election, really ever since the transition when Baxter and his cronies had more and more pull.  That last conversation in the Yellow Oval Room suddenly came back to him.  Baxter had him in his grips now, maybe the S.O.B. was right. Maybe forty years of friendship wouldn’t be enough after all.
Baxter could tell by Dutch’s expression that he touched a nerve, so he added, “What’s a matter Dutch?  Cat got your tongue?”
Closing his eyes and slowly shaking his head from side-to-side, Schultz offered up the barest hint of a smile and said, “You know something, Baxter, until he met you I never heard a single person ever accuse him of being a racist. Maybe a sexist, but no one’s perfect.  People who have known him for years, his sons, hell even his ex-wives say that sometimes they don’t recognize him or least this public one you’ve created.  As far as I’m concerned, you’ve ruined the man.”
Pointing his finger inches from Dutch’s face, Baxter said, “Ruined him?  I made him President of the United States, not you and that circus you ran before I came on board.  And now this man is going to purge the world of these extremists.”
Sticking out his own finger, Schultz said, “You better watch where you put that finger, Baxter.  There isn’t any Secret Service outside your door to protect you from me.  And you can threaten me all you want, but I promise that I will take you down with me, that’s for damn sure.  You may have his ear today, but I’m not going anywhere.  Count on it.”
Schultz offered one last glare and slammed the door shut.
How in the hell did I ever let Douglas get mixed up with this bastard? 


 




Chapter Fifteen

CBS News Special Report

      “Good Afternoon, I’m Scott Pellegrino, and this is a CBS News Breaking Report.  With the president scheduled to speak at a joint session of Congress in less than two hours, we have just received a copy of a video from a man claiming to be Bahadur Rahimi, the leader of the terror group Allah’s Soldiers for Unity and Vengeance. 
“We know very little of the man who is responsible for the worst terror attack since 9/11.  CBS and other news agencies have been trying to obtain more information on the man, but little is known of this new terror network.  While it is virtually impossible for CBS News to independently verify that the man in the video is, in fact, Bahadur Rahimi, after careful consultation with other news agencies and security consultants, we have decided to release the video so the American public can see for themselves the face of the enemy, so to speak.
“Let’s cue up the video.” 
The screen went from a grainy image then to a scene familiar to most viewers after various terrorist releases over the years.  With a large white banner with words in Arabic and two green flags with the golden crescent of Islam clearly visible and arrayed in the background were half a dozen armed men, faces covered by black shrouds and dressed in an assortment of camouflage uniforms.  Each of the men was holding his AK-74 rifle in his left hand, and what looked like the Koran in his right.  Holy Warriors.
The bearded man in the foreground had a thin, drawn, bearded face, wore no mask, was unarmed, and simply wore traditional Arab headwear, black keffiyeh.  Light-skinned with dark penetrating eyes, the man claiming to be Bahadur Rahimi closed his own well-worn Koran and calmly placed it on the table next to him and simply gazed intently into the camera, almost as if he were trying to personally connect with the tens of millions of viewers he clearly hoped were watching. 
      Speaking in an almost serene tone and in a measured yet direct manner, Rahimi began by saying, “To my fellow believers, I say to you my brothers and sisters, ‘As-salāmu ʿalaykum’ (peace be unto you).  To the enemies of Islam, now you know that I bring anything but peace unto you.  Now you know that my brave warriors are ready to wage jihad against the enemies of my brothers and sisters.  I am but his vessel, his instrument for unity and justice and the bringer of death to the infidel and any who lay down like dogs and serve the Jews and unbelievers. 
      My brothers and I struck those who would betray Allah with their own weapons of death and suffering.  I say to you my brothers and sisters, rise up, join our jihad and strike down the infidel wherever he is to be found.    
      Heed my call, my brothers and sisters, a great battle is coming.  The “Great Satan” himself who bears the shame of his daughter’s death will soon cry out on this very night seeking to destroy our people, to destroy our cities, our mosques, our very faith.  But we are strong in our belief of the power and glory of Allah and ready to give battle.  
     But we will be stronger still if we unite as one.  All my brothers and sisters, both Shia and Sunni, must band together against the armies of Satan who relish in each drop of blood shed by a fellow Muslim brother or sister upon another.  No more.”
Dramatically, Bahadur pulls out a short, curved blade from his belt, held up his left hand and swiftly sliced his left palm.  As blood bubbled up from the wound and began to drip down his outstretched hand, he placed it to his heart and grasped his Koran with his right and with a strident voice proclaimed, “I will give the last drop of blood that runs in my veins for my people. ALL MUSLIM PEOPLE.  SHIA.  SUNNI.  ONE GREAT FAITH.  ONE GREAT PEOPLE.
      “I call upon my fellow holy warriors to rise:  Our brothers of Al Qaeda, the brave fighters of ISIS, the determined warriors of Hezbollah in Lebanon, our Palestinian brothers and sisters of Hamas, the Brotherhood in Egypt, our Somali believers of Al-Shabaab, the brave brothers of Boko Haram, the eternal warriors of the Taliban.  I am calling for the entire Muslim world from North Africa to Indonesia to heed the call of jihad.  
     And a special prayer to my brothers and sisters in the United States and Europe: Strike the faithless where they sleep, where they eat, where they worship.  Strike them down until they drown in their own blood as our brothers and sisters have died.  Let them suffer and bury their children. 
      “Join me in the Holy War to come, seek death and glory in Allah’s name, but only after killing the unbeliever.  Join Allah’s Soldiers for Unity and Vengeance, and together they will fear us.  Together we shall bask in Allah’s graces and someday enjoy the fruits of peace and prosperity as one great faith.  Goodbye, my brothers and sisters.  Ma'aasalaama.”
Pellegrino had already seen the video three times but still felt chilled by the intensity of the charismatic mass murderer.  Clearing his throat momentarily, he began, “Well as you can see the message is quite disturbing, but we at CBS News believe our viewers deserved to hear, in his own words, the hate and the threat this group poses not just to the United States, but to the world.  Now let’s turn to Ryan Foley at the Pentagon.”


 




Chapter Sixteen

National Military Command Center, The Pentagon

Ninety minutes before the President’s speech

More than three hundred uniformed personnel manned their stations at the National Military Command Center.  Tensions were high.  The threat board was being updated every fifteen minutes.  Planes and drones were in the air, ships were at sea, soldiers and marines were combat loading for the battles to come.  U.S. military forces worldwide were being deployed to multiple theaters and preparing to initiate the most complex, synchronized strike in military history.  Responsible for coordinating communication and EAMs - emergency action messages - were the men and women of the NMCC, but it was the Chiefs meeting in “The Tank” that were responsible for initiating the orders from National Command Authority to wage the war.
For the third time in the past hour, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, a visibly tense General Samuel Duncan, voiced his displeasure, “For Christ’s sake, Jimbo, this PR bullshit could get some of our people killed.  The timing on this is tighter than a prom queen’s asshole, and you know it.”
Secretary of Defense Mahler knew how anxious everyone felt.  Everything has been too rushed, but orders were orders.  New age, new type of warfare.  Taking off his glasses, Mahler rubbed his eyes and said, “Look, Dunc, it’s too damn late to bitch about what you can’t change.  Hell, I don’t give a shit if our people miss the timeline here or there as long as we hit our main targets and bring our people home safe.  But if we can pull it off . . . what a fucking show. 
“Anyway, I told all of you that I will take the heat from the White House if it comes to it.  The timeline stays as planned.  Got it?  Good.  Now, Pat, give me a quick update on our deployments.  I have to head out of here in twenty minutes and want to give the president a last-minute update.”
Vice Chair, Air Force General Pat Sullivan, silver-haired and tall, knew his service was playing a major role in the opening round, so he was understandably on edge.  “I got planes crowding airfields all over the damn planet.  Over the past seventy-two hours, we have flushed damn near every operational bomber we have to forward airbases, two-thirds of our F-22 Raptors, half of our Strike Eagle and Falcon squadrons are all combat loaded and ready to go.  Hell, we even have two squadrons of our new F-35A Lightnings forward deployed.
“But - and this is a big goddamned “but,” Jimbo - this is all tooth and not nearly enough tail.  We don’t have enough cargo planes to accomplish everything the president insists needs to happen within the first twenty-four hours.  We need the president to authorize a Stage Three activation of the Civil Reserve Fleet; all five hundred and fifty planes, not a partial stage two.  It won’t be enough.”
Nodding in agreement, Secretary Mahler said, “Already ahead of you, Pat.  I just got the word thirty minutes ago.  The airlines have already been notified.  They raised holy hell, but the president ordered the Stage Three mobilization as of midnight tonight, so you get your hands on all five hundred plus birds for the duration of the crisis.  Plus, don’t forget our NATO allies are already loading up prepositioned war stocks from our Euro bases and transporting them to our forward-operating bases.  I promise you that our boys will have more than their peckers in hand in the days ahead.”
A grinning General William “Chooch” Nelson, Commandant of the Marine Corps, couldn’t help himself and burst out, “Now that reminds of a time in Manila, Jimbo, when you seemed perfectly fine to just have your pecker well in hand.  I do believe you used it to piss on the Iranian embassy one late night.  But what really upset those Iranian security guards, if I remember right, was when your lady friend that night started to join you.”
The sudden flashback instantly brought a smile and some laughs around the room.  A red-faced and grinning Secretary Mahler added, “And if I remember right, Chooch here came down with a serious case of stage fright, so that gal felt obligated to do her part.  She sure had some distance on her.”
General Nelson now had tears in his eyes and couldn’t help but add, “Jimbo, ‘bout time someone broke it to you: That wasn’t some lady.  That gal of yours had an Adam’s apple the size of a golf ball.”  
Well, that one brought loud laughs from everyone in the room. Even a few of the aides who were expected to be seen and not heard could not help themselves, and for about five minutes, men who bore such tremendous responsibility enjoyed a moment of levity that was welcomed like a cool shower on a hot day.
Finally, Secretary Mahler put both hands out to calm the room and get some control and said, “Thanks, Chooch, I’ll remember that one.  But back to business. One last thing:  Senator Mitchum called me on the drive over here to tell me that the Armed Services Committee has already approved a $100 billion emergency appropriations bill.  I already sent the word to Boeing and the boys.  They will be mobilizing production for damn near everything across the board, especially missiles and ordnance.  So, don’t be afraid to use what we got, more is coming. 
“Like I told all of you three days ago, the president means business.  This is no bullshit.  In about sixty minutes, we are going to war.  Those fuckers have no idea the shitstorm we are about to unleash on them.”
Mahler came to his feet and ended with his favorite saying, “Time to break things and hurt people.  Now get it done.”
      Moments after Secretary Mahler left the room, the Chiefs sent the order to military commands across the world, all U.S. military assets were authorized to execute Operation Avenging Angel.
Seventy-Five Minutes before the President’s Speech

The president had been working the phones in the Oval Office for most of the past hour.  He talked with several NATO allies, thanking them for their support.  His conversation with Jordan’s King Abdullah did not go well.  President Wolfe heard him out and tried to reassure him that all the U.S. wanted was peace and stability, but the king was extremely concerned about how his people would react to another Israeli and Western military intervention in the region.  The horrors in Iraq and Syria rarely left his mind.
Next, the president thanked President Putin for his willingness to accede to the American overflight request and promises of general support.  Usually very mindful of the press’s reactions to the allegations of Russian interference in the past election, tonight President Wolfe expressed his genuine gratitude and expressed his willingness to bring the two countries closer together.  Wolfe tactfully reminded the Russian president that they had their own Muslim problems as the conversation came to a close.  Then he turned to his last scheduled phone call, America’s strongest and most valued ally: Great Britain.
“Madame Prime Minister, your support these last few days have been most appreciated.  I can’t tell you how moved our entire family was when the ambassador showed us a rendering of the proposed public gardens in Notting Hill to honor my Liliana.  She fell in love with London when she studied at the London School of Economics.  I look forward to taking my grandchildren to see it someday.”
Prime Minister May cast aside the personal discomfort she felt about the public man and instead spoke to the grieving father.  “Please, Mr. President, you agreed; it’s Theresa.”
“Then to be fair, Theresa, it’s Douglas.”
“Yes, yes, of course, Douglas.  I know that the hour is short, but is there anything Her Majesty’s Armed Forces can do further to carry some of the burden in the days and weeks ahead?”
“I don’t believe so, Theresa.  You have already pledged more than any of our other so-called allies.  Truly, the American people have no greater friends than our longtime British ally.  I know what we plan to do will not be wildly popular on your side of the pond, so your support means all the more to me.  I thank you again.”
“No need, Douglas, as I said from the beginning, this tragic attack must be answered and those guilty taken to account.  Once again, on behalf of the British people, I offer you our sincere condolences for your loss.  We shall endeavor to see this through until the end.  On that, you have my word.”
Momentarily overcome with emotion at such support, Wolfe ignored an aide who was waving her hand, reminding him of the need to get moving.  He nodded and said, “Theresa, I must be going but thank you once again.  The American people won’t forget our friends who stood by us in our time of need.  You will forever have my gratitude.  Good night.”
With that said, the president stood and put on his suit jacket and headed out of the office.
◆◆◆
 
      Meanwhile on the other side of the globe, three hundred feet below the surface, the USS Georgia, designated SSGN 729 - an Ohio-class ballistic missile submarine converted ten years ago to carry 154 Tomahawk cruise missiles - silently slipped through the warm waters in the Gulf of Oman.  Originally built to carry twenty-four submarine-launched Trident D-5 intercontinental ballistic missiles, but in the wake of the end of the Cold War reconfigured and tasked with a new mission. 
      No longer part of the nation’s nuclear triad, but still playing a critical role, four converted Ohio-class SSGNs were fitted with new vertical launch capsules in twenty-two of its twenty-four silos, each fitted with seven BGM 109 TLAM C & D Tomahawk missiles.  The C version carried a single 1,000 lb. high-explosive warhead while the D version was equipped with a submunitions dispenser packed with 166 individual bomblets.  Capable of launching a total of 154 missiles at one time, Ohio-class missile subs could inflict enormous damage from up to seven hundred or more miles away.
      The sonar team on the USS Georgia were kept busy by the procession of acoustic signatures of numerous cargo and tanker ships exiting the Strait of Hormuz over the past forty-eight hours.  These highly skilled specialists could determine that many ships were either not full or entirely empty and now searching for safe harbor.  Tensions in the region were high, and shipping agents from Lloyds of London cautioned ship owners to prepare for the potentiality of a wider conflict.
Additionally, Iranian naval activity was high at both at the entrance and exit points to the Strait of Hormuz.  The threatening presence of so many Revolutionary Guards powerboats and fast-attack craft were disquieting to nervous ship captains who were now desperate to avoid any risks to their expensive tanker and cargo vessels.  Although the Iranian Navy’s larger fleet ships were in protected berths, dozens of Revolutionary Guards powerboats and hovercraft were openly traveling in and out of the established international shipping lanes, almost daring American and their Gulf allies’ naval forces, but none reacted to the Iranian provocations.
      For the past twelve hours, the USS Georgia sought out a less traveled part of the Gulf of Oman until they settled on a patch of ocean about sixty miles off Oman’s coast, opposite the city of Sur.  The Ohio subs built a remarkable reputation during the Cold War, consistently avoiding Russian attack subs determined to capture the faint acoustic signature of the ultra-quiet American boomers.  But the 16,000 ton, 560 feet long testament to American naval design ingenuity remained a black hole operating in the ocean, waiting to go to war.       
A loud voice barked, “This is the Captain, and I have the conn.  All engines stop and take us to missile launch depth.”
The Officer on Deck quickly repeated, “All engines stop. Helms, take us to firing depth.”
Both orders were quickly answered by two strong “Ayes.”
Captain Kenneth Napier looked down at the action orders again, though he practically had them memorized by now.  He took his cap off and quickly wiped away some perspiration and keyed his mic, “Weps (Weapons Officer) prepare to initiate firing sequence, Alpha Zulu.”
“Aye Sir, Alpha Zulu firing sequence ready on your mark.”
      Well here goes nothin’ . . .
Captain Napier looked at the clock one last time and ordered, “Weps, fire on my mark. One…two …three…FIRE! Repeat, FIRE!”
“Aye, aye Captain.  Alpha Zulu sequence initiating . . . now . . .”  
The indicator light above silo one on the weapons officer’s display panel went from red to green, and seconds later the submarine shuddered as highly compressed air forced out the first BGM 109 C Tomahawk missile.  Just as the missile tip broke the water surface, a rocket booster engaged and propelled the land-attack missile up into the air along its target path and then the booster rocket fell off and dropped harmlessly into the warm Arabian Sea.  
Once the main engine turned on, the onboard GPS was activated, seconds later made contact with the Global Orbiting Positioning System, verified the location, and then updated the attack profile and directed the missile along its nearly six-hundred-mile path to its target.  
       Twenty seconds later, another cruise missile lifted off and then another until all 154 missiles were airborne.  One booster did not engage, and three main engine failures left one hundred and fifty missiles in the air.  The USS Georgia remained at firing depth until the last missile was on its way, then submerged quickly until it found a cooler layer of ocean to hide its faint sonar return and quietly headed back to its patrol area and waited for the next opportunity to play a role in America’s newest war.
      Meanwhile, one hundred and fifty miles away, the USS Georgia wasn’t the only U.S. warship firing into the night sky.  Two Ticonderoga-class cruisers, the USS Shiloh and USS Antietam, were part of the USS Ronald Reagan Carrier Battle Group along with three Burke-class destroyers, and two attack submarines.  Both cruisers launched two dozen Tomahawks from their MK 41 vertical launch systems, sending forty-eight more Tomahawks into the night skies.  
      All three Burke-class destroyers were holding their       own Tomahawks in reserve for follow-on targets.  In less than an hour, the Islamic Republic of Iran was about to get a lesson in modern warfare.


 




Chapter Seventeen

Sixty Minutes Before the President’s Speech

U.S. Cyber Command, Fort Meade, MD

      Major General Bennet Spaulding, who stood five feet eight and bespectacled, put down the Flash traffic message from the National Military Command Center.  Operation Cyber Strike was a go.  He calmly took a breath, keyed the microphone in front of him and announced to his Cyber Combat teams spread throughout the underground facility, “We just received the green light.  It’s time.  Execute the Brainiac protocol in exactly three minutes and launch all elements of Operation Cyber Strike.” 
The former MIT grad and career soldier was suddenly caught up in the moment and couldn’t help but say, “I just would like to add that what we do here tonight changes everything.  We are now the tip of the spear.  The world will now know who owns cyberspace.  Let’s make history.”   
      The plan had been “wargamed” three times in the past thirty-six hours, each time more successful than the last.  Tens of thousands of operator hours and billions of dollars in resources had grown the small U.S. Cyber Command established in 2009 into perhaps the deadliest instrument of warfare since the emergence of the nuclear age.  The eight Cyber Combat mission teams tasked with winning the 5th Battlespace - also known as cyberspace - sat at their consoles and completed last-minute checklists and system updates.  They may not look like warriors of the past, but collectively these were some of the most dangerous men and women on the planet. 
For centuries, militarily strong nations won wars if they were dominant on land. Then, war at sea became increasingly vital to victory, and with the first flight at Kitty Hawk more than a hundred years ago, dominance in the air won wars on the ground.  Then after the launch of Sputnik in 1957, resources necessary to win in space became essential.  Now warfare was being transformed once again, this time by the emergence of an entirely new battlefield, one fought in the digital world of ones and zeroes:  cyberspace.
      Unlike most war plans that a general or admiral conceive and order, Operation Cyber Strike was not the work of a single man or woman.  The key was the Brainiac program, a compilation of an untold number of programmers and systems specialists who were, in effect, creating an entirely new form of warfare.  Now, less than an hour before the president was due to deliver his war message to Congress and the American people, hundreds of highly trained cyber warriors sat at their consoles and began initiating various “zero-day” exploits and accessing pre-planted remote access toolkits.  
             Signals were being transmitted to dozens of drones who had already penetrated enemy airspaces while MH-130s and RC-135 V/W Rivet Joint electronic warfare planes began initiating the opening stages against targets all over the globe. 
      U.S. cyber capabilities were closely guarded secrets, but the Snowden leaks were the first indication of just how powerful these new tools were becoming.  The so-called “MonsterMind” project was perhaps the most ambitious defense-minded cyber plan to leak out.  Some have compared the futuristic project to President Reagan’s “Star Wars” concept.  
    “MonsterMind” was intended to effectively track all web-based activity, identify threats, and effectively neutralize the offending piece of malware or worms before they could wreck damage.  U.S. capabilities were not quite there yet, but the Brainiac program was born out of both the Air Force’s Suter program and DARPA’s Plan X Cyberwarfare program.
      Plan X called for mapping every aspect of the internet, including the elusive “Dark Web,” to create multi-dimensional pathways to enable “speed-of-light” attacks when threatened.  As it turns out, once the web had been mapped, the ability to construct elaborate pre-planned cyber attacks was also now possible. 
      It was the Air Force’s Suter program that first allowed remote operators to monitor enemy radar systems in real-time, then it quickly developed the capability to take actual control of targeted communication and air defense systems.  The third stage advanced to the point that U.S. forces now possessed the capability to target individual mobile systems such as air defense launchers and even ballistic missile launchers.  
      In 2006, Israel’s Operation Orchard successfully neutralized Syria’s nuclear program and was said to have been supported by a Suter-like cyber program as Syria’s powerful air defense network apparently went down for the duration of the attack.
      The Brainiac program was inspired by the longstanding comic book villain, an extraterrestrial android with 12th level intellect, who famously battled Superman among other DC heroes.  Brainiac’s powers included the ability to infiltrate and take over computing systems, replicate versions of itself, and project its consciousness to control space and time.  
    The American Brainiac program went far beyond mere denial of service attacks.  Brainiac had the capacity to penetrate and control entire computer networks - both civilian and defense - as well as individual weapon systems enabling American cyber warriors to initiate pre-planted kill switches to shut down radar sites, feed false signals, or effectively take over entire communication networks.  Now, kills were not just measured by kinetic destruction, but mission kills could be tallied from ten thousand miles away.  Warfare would never be the same again.
      Operation Cyber Strike was highly complex with nearly a dozen separate supporting operations, and each had a dedicated team of Cyber Combat specialists tasked with both the conception and execution of their mission.  Air Force Major Afsaneh Nafisi, a second-generation Iranian-American, was the mission commander for Operation Big Brother.  Like other members of her team, Afsaneh had been working at a feverish pace for three days, but suddenly felt invigorated that after so much talk and planning, they were about to put their years of experience and hard work to the test.
Major Nafisi sat in her “commander’s chair” - as her collection of Star Trek nerds like to joke - and scanned the three large monitors in front of her workstation.  Operation Big Brother’s ambitious mission protocols called for nothing less than the complete penetration of Iran’s Ministry of Defense communication network.  Once inside, her team of Farsi speakers would be able to take command of landlines, cell towers, and internal operational communication within the Iranian armed forces comm net.  
The plan envisaged a combination of “denial of service” attacks to shutting down landlines, forcing more open communication via cell towers which would be monitored and intercepted and more significantly Nafisi’s team would be able to slip into the comm network and transmit false orders.
Major Nafisi grew up in a household that often-told of horror stories of life in Iran after the mullahs took over.  Her mother still cries when she talks about her favorite brother who died in the human wave attacks against entrenched Iraqi Republican Guard armies.  Her father bears scars inflicted by the mullah’s own version of the dreaded Shah-era Savak secret police with both pride and anger.  Her thoughts drifted to both her parents in the seconds leading up to the attack.     
Nafisi checked the clock one last time and said, “Initiate penetration protocols…now.”  Fifteen different team members tasked with accessing pre-planted remote access toolkits began the CNA or Computer Network Attack.  Fingers began dancing over keyboards at a speed that defied description to input the various complex program protocols. 
      The first major penetration occurred in the Ministry of Defense headquarters in downtown Tehran.  The “zombie army” of botnets suddenly awakened as malware programs were activated in hundreds of individual computers throughout the complex.  Embedded coding in the malicious software began systematically opening gateways within the robust firewall protection schemes that Iranian programmers had created, but unbeknownst to them, the American Brainiac protocols were able to isolate key pathways into the Defense Ministry’s mainframe without raising any alarms.
     Ironically most of the access to these networks came via smartphones which were infected unbeknownst to their users due to embedded malware in popular apps used throughout Iranian society.  Some clever programmer on the Brainiac team who had a hint of “comedian” in him imagined how fun it would be to create apps ranging from dating sites, porn, and especially religious-based daily prayer apps that would spread these exploits to every corner of Iranian society - from defense nets to power generating plants.  
       When the history of this operation is written, many pious Iranians will be embarrassed to know that both the most moral and immoral among them contributed to what was about to happen.
       Within fifteen minutes, the Big Brother
team had effectively taken over the first critical node in the Iranian defense net.  Quickly, Major Nafisi’s team accessed multiple secure communication channels and was able to intercept all incoming/outgoing messages.  Next, kill switches were initiated in dozens of secure comm nodes, limiting the volume of communication and allowing the American cyber warriors to effectively divert all comm traffic to those nodes under their direct control.  
          In about twenty minutes, software programs would be released that would give the Big Brother team the ability to begin issuing orders directly to independent Iranian commands. 
For all intents and purposes, U.S. Cyber Command had just severed the head of the Iranian armed forces and not a drop of blood had been shed.  That would come later.     
     Meanwhile, other Cyber Combat teams were beginning their own attack sequences.  Operation Lights Out had just penetrated six of Iran’s major power generating stations, including the massive natural gas-powered Shaheed Salimi Neka Power Complex.  More ominously, the pre-programmed attack sequence began activating kill switches at dozens of critical high-voltage sub-stations throughout the entire Iranian electric transmission system.  
        Rolling blackouts started slowly, Bandar Abbas on the Persian Gulf was the first major Iranian city to go black.  Ten minutes later, Shiraz and Kerman to the north started experiencing a series of rolling blackouts.  Like a dark rolling storm front, city after city became enveloped by darkness until entire provinces were struck down. 
      Thirty minutes later, Tehran began to experience rolling blackouts.  More dangerous still was the coordinated series of power surges that caused transmission lines to experience sudden surges of massive voltages causing terminal boxes to explode in cities all over the country.  As a result, fires started in dozens of cities, but for some reason, water lines were experiencing a massive loss of pressure preventing firefighters from being able to extinguish the flames.  What the desperate teams of firefighters throughout Iran could not yet know was that Operation Empty Well had already been underway for forty minutes, shutting off or redirecting water flow, immobilizing pump stations and dams, causing limited water pressure and flow nationwide.
      Lastly, more than a dozen members of Operation Pyro had formulated a complex plan to target and commandeer the massive network of Iran’s natural gas distribution system.  Natural gas powered many of Iran’s power plants, redirecting and even shutting off gas flow at key pipelines was the first step, but the Pyro team ultimately intended upon seizing complete control of Iran’s natural gas infrastructure.  Moving hundreds of thousands of cubic feet of natural gas throughout the entire Iranian pipeline system was a complex process.  With about two dozen or so natural bottlenecks leading to and from key refineries, the Pyro team intended to target the most vulnerable interdiction points. 
      The large Esfahan refinery was fed natural gas through multiple pipelines, but the main line was designated IGAT-3.  Software commands began redirecting feeder lines that fueled the flow through the 56-inch reinforced high-grade steel pipelines leading to the refinery.  Although the Brainiac program enabled the Americans to effectively take over a remote network, the hardware regulating the gas flow had built-in safety measures to manage the gas flow and relative pressure buildups.  
      The Pyro team slowly increased pressure and re-routed feeder lines, hoping to ultimately cause the main IGAT-3 line to experience a system failure at some point.  Two hours later the buildup of gas became too much, and massive fireball a thousand feet high erupted.  Within minutes a raging fire began to engulf the Esfahan refinery.  The fire would burn for the next three days.
◆◆◆
 
Reports were flooding in from multiple section chiefs. Iranian Revolutionary Guards Corps Brigadier General Behrouz Soroush, commander of the Iranian Armed Forces Cyber Headquarters, was tasked with defending the Islamic Republic from cyber-attack.  He knew his country was experiencing a massive and coordinated cyber-attack, unlike anything he had ever seen.  
Like many of Iran’s critical defense, intelligence, and nuclear programs that were often located in and around obvious civilian infrastructure, such as hospitals, mosques, universities, etc., Iran’s Cyber Headquarters was no exception.  Ostensibly sited at the Ministry of Defense, the actual operations and core network capabilities were secured in a three-story underground bunker complex underneath Tehran University’s Medical Science building across from Laleh Park.
Brig General Soroush was under no illusions about how dangerous and critical his position was to the defense of his country.  His predecessor was assassinated by the Mossad four years ago.  He lived, for the most part, a staid, secure existence dedicated to the creation of the Iranian National Information Network - or NIN - to insulate his country from the Western world wide web.  Significant progress had been made, but he knew there were far too many avenues for the Americans or the Jews to penetrate his security firewalls. 
His own secure desktop computer was unable to access anything on the Defense Ministry’s websites or secured network, every attempt sent him to various travel websites for Shanghai Disney of all places or an assortment of particularly offensive Western pornography sites.  His last attempt linked him to a webpage that had an image of a donkey being gratified by a rather overweight white woman. 
      Disgusting.  Think . . . phones are down, but the Wi-Fi and cell networks seem to be operating.  Bastards want us talking over open channels.
      He was about to try making another call when the lights flickered on and off until they completely cut out two minutes later.  The facility’s local generators kicked in, and the electricity was restored, but Soroush was suddenly gripped by a frightening thought.  Allah help us, what if they are targeting our civilian infrastructure? They wouldn’t dare!  Or would they?
Immediately coming to his feet, he rushed outside his office, and his powerful voice bellowed loudly into the large outer room where a hundred of his people were desperately trying to determine the extent of the penetration, “Someone find out if this is a local blackout or a more general attack.  In twenty minutes, we are convening a threat assessment team of all section heads.  Talk to your people and come with answers.”
Sweating profusely, the fifty-seven-year-old software engineer and career officer knew what he needed to do but distrusted the cell network at this point.  Reluctantly, he walked back into his office, paced a moment, and then pulled out his cellphone and punched in a number and waited for the connection.  His first two attempts were dropped, but his third try was successful.
A blunt voice spared false greetings and said, “What took so long?”
Brig General Soroush didn’t so much as detest the man but resented how much he needed the impertinent voice on the other line and his so-called Iranian Cyber Army, the quasi-Government group, long thought to be the offensive arm of Iran’s growing cyber capabilities.  “Don’t start with me you camel’s turd.  I don’t want to spend any more time on this call than necessary.  This is unsecured, and you know it.”
“Then let’s be quick.  You wouldn’t be calling me if this wasn’t a full-scale attack.  Looks like they are hitting everything:  government sites, comms, now electric . . . probably more.  Obviously, it’s the Americans.  Their president is due to speak any time to their Congress.  Their Jewish lackeys are probably helping but this is too big even for them.  Should we immediately start counter-measures?”
      Soroush paused.  He knew that he couldn’t make that call himself, but he also couldn’t seem to connect with anyone in authority at the moment.  Damn them.  With a tone lacking in confidence, Soroush replied, “Not yet.  We need more information.”
Disgusted, the younger man on the other line immediately replied, “Are you blind old man?  What are you waiting for?  This can be nothing other than a precursor to an attack.  I say we hit them now, maybe disrupt whatever they are planning.”
“I forbid it.  You will wait for orders like everyone else.  The Americans are angry . . . blame us for Jerusalem and the death of the president’s daughter. Why inflame them further?  But, get your people ready.  Wait for my word and stay off your cell.”
      Meanwhile high above Tehran, a lone stealthy RQ-170 Sentinel UAV drone glided through the cloudless night skies.  Built by Lockheed Martin and operated by the Air Force’s 30th Reconnaissance Squadron, it was configured tonight primarily for signals intercepts to capture the expected high volume of cell transmissions once the landline system went down. It was transmitting a constant stream of secure data to NSA communication and signals specialists who were looking for very specific voices to match. 
High-speed supercomputers in Fort Meade were cross-referencing previous intercepts until an operator sang out at her console.  “Got him.  Colonel Rainey, we got him.  Isolating now, locking location, and . . . identified positive voice matches on both Brig General Behrouz Soroush and Samen Khorasani.”
A grin came over the senior Air Force officer who replied, “God bless the Israelis for the original voice prints.  Great pick up. Nancy.  Get me bullseyes on both of these bastards, especially that son of a bitch Khorasani.  Send the complete signals dump over to Cyber Command, they will want to track their phones if they go mobile, and they sure as hell will want to get the targeting details over to the strike force commanders.  Now keep at it people, we have quite a few on our list to nail down before the night is done, so stay focused.”


 




Chapter Eighteen

Thirty Minutes before the President’s Speech

Deep in thought, President Wolfe didn’t hear his wife calling out to him.  “Douglas! Douglas, hurry, we are running so late.”
The stunning former supermodel and current first lady knew her husband was suffering and nothing she tried seemed able to break through to him.  She had never seen him so distant, so intensely sad.  Marija Wolfe felt ashamed to admit that she had always been a bit jealous of Liliana.  The bond she and her husband shared was so evident to everyone, even the boys would joke about it, though at times it didn’t seem like they were joking.  But now that she was really gone, life seemed to have been sucked out of the family.
Marija was a naturalized citizen and didn’t always understand many of the various political nuances unique to the American political system, but she certainly understood what tonight was all about.  She watched the news and knew the American people wanted revenge.  She knew her husband was prepared to make them pay for what happened to his daughter and to so many other sons and daughters.  He hadn’t spoken many details, but she knew that for all his many failings, once he decided a matter, he would not stop until he believed that he had won. 
He needed her right now, even if he didn’t know it.  She walked towards him carrying two different ties in her hands and playfully ran her fingers through his thick hair, but he practically leaped out of the chair, exclaiming, “What the hell!  Marija!  Jesus Christ, you scared the hell out of me.”
“Douglas, I have been calling out to you but . . . nothing.  You just kept sitting there . . . staring.  I’m worried, my darling.”
Wolfe nodded and reached up with his left hand and held on to his wife’s thin wrist and said, “Sorry, I just can’t stop thinking about her.  I go from wanting to just curl up into a ball and cry, or I get so damn angry that I can’t think of anything except getting even with those bastards - making them pay.  I feel so . . . so lost.”
      Marija leaned down and wrapped her arms around her husband and held him tight and tried to soothe him.  He turned towards his wife and held her close and tried to steal at least one moment just for himself before he had to face the nation.  He felt his eyes getting moist and started to rub his eyes.  Can’t let the American people see me crying, that’s for damn sure.
      Smiling down at her husband, Marija said with that hint of sexy Latvian accent that he loved to hear, “That’s it my Douglas, it’s okay.”
He nodded and looked up as she said, “Now, you must pick a tie and get moving so Margarita can put some final touches on you before the speech.  They must be going mad now waiting for us.  The children are already on the way.”
With a soft smile, Wolfe answered, “I’ll take the black tie and no Margarita.  The last time she put so much makeup on I looked like that orange faced orangutan that used to do that stupid TV show and thought he was the king of New York all those years.”
She smiled warmly back at him and said, “No one could mistake you for that silly fat man.  I will tell her just a touch this time.  Let me handle this.  You worry about your speech, I’ll worry about how to make my husband look even handsomer if that is possible.”
Wolfe snuck a quick kiss and then finished getting dressed. Five minutes later he was walking toward the armored convoy set to deliver him and the first lady to the Capitol Building.    
◆◆◆
 
    
The Russian High Command staged an air defense exercise along its southern tier as cover to enable the American bomber force to cross over Russian territory in the Caucasus Mountains without causing a major international incident after they exited Georgian airspace and continued towards the Caspian Sea.  The Russians provided a very narrow air corridor for the Americans and as a precaution scrambled two squadrons of fighters.  More than a few senior Russian commanders were less than thrilled at President Putin’s willingness to accede to the Americans requests, but they fully complied and now a powerful force of American strategic bombers was flying towards its objective of the night.
      The slower, lumbering B-52’s of the 2nd Bomb Wing based out of Barksdale Air Force Base in Louisiana were about three hundred miles from the Iranian border.  With the massive Baku oil fields and refineries about forty miles to their right, the lead bomber from the 96th Bomb Squadron opened its bomb bay doors, and the first of 20 AGM-86 ALCMs (air-launched cruise missiles) began launching, sending bright fiery flashes into the night as each missile engaged its rocket boosters.  Each bomber housed eight internal missiles and six additional missiles under each wing, and the sudden release of so much heavy ordnance caused each plane to lift and pick up speed, now free of their heavy loads. 
The AGM-86 air-launched cruise missiles were increasingly being supplanted by the newer JASSM-ER stealth cruise missiles, but these reliable Cold War-era weapons were more than capable of doing their job tonight.  Each missile was guided by a secure GPS signal and armed with a mix of 2,000-pound and 3,000-pound high-explosive warheads while some packed the 1,200-pound penetrator warheads for bunkers and airfield cratering.  It took about fifteen minutes for all thirty-six B-52’s to unleash their war loads, but when they were done more than seven hundred cruise missiles, and dozens of MALD-J long-range jammers were beginning their roughly thirty-minute ride to their targets.
After the B-52’s began their tight turns to exit back through the narrow air corridor, a flight of six stealth bomber B-2 Spirits and two squadrons of B-1B Lancer bombers followed close behind the massive wave of cruise missiles.  These strategic bombers were equipped with a combination of 2,000-pound GBU-31 and 500-pound GBU-38 JDAM GPS guided high-explosive bombs, and several packed the heavy 5,000-pound GBU-28 GPS guided bunker busters capable of penetrating one hundred feet of dirt or twenty feet of reinforced concrete before exploding its powerful 3,500-pound warhead.  The air-launched Tomahawk missiles would crash the party first, but it was the B1 and B-2 bombers who planned on overstaying their welcome.
      Meanwhile, hi-tempo flight operations were taking place on the flight decks of three U.S. Navy carrier battle groups.  Carrier Air Wings from the USS George H.W. Bush in the Med, the USS Ronald Reagan in the Arabian Sea, and the Persian Gulf-based USS John Stennis began turning into the wind and started launching squadrons of F/A-18E Super Hornets and EA-18 Growlers.  Equipped with a range of weapons that included a mix of land-attack SLAM missiles, anti-ship Harpoons, anti-radar HARM missiles, laser-guided bombs, and a full complement of air-to-air missiles, the experienced American pilots quickly formed up and began moving to their designated targets.
      At the same time, air bases from Turkey to Saudi Arabia and throughout the Gulf region became a beehive of activity as American warplanes lifted off and began forming into attack formations.  More than four hundred planes had been assembled in a remarkably short time, from F-15E Strike Eagles and F-16 Fighting Falcons flying out of Turkey’s Incirlik Air Base, A-10’s lifting off from Seeb Air Base in Oman, F-16CJs flying Wild Weasel missions out of Ali Al Salem Air Base in Kuwait, to the newest addition to the American arsenal, the controversial 5th generation fighter, the F-35A Lightning II operating out of Al Dhafra Air Base in the United Arab Emirates.
      While the Air Force and Naval Carrier Air Wings were putting on a show in the skies, gray-painted vessels from the Navy’s Bahrain-based Fifth Fleet began surging towards Iranian Gulf-based naval bases and smaller Revolutionary Guards fast-attack speedboats and hydrofoils bases.  Four Burke-class guided missile destroyers from Destroyer Squadron 21, with their powerful complement of anti-air Standard missiles, Harpoons, and Tomahawk missiles, along with two British frigates and one French destroyer, covered the ten fast-moving Cyclone-class U.S. Navy patrol boats now configured for combat against the threat to commercial shipping from Iranian missile boats. 
      Armed with the MK-60 quadruple BGM-176B Griffin missile launchers, the Cyclone patrol boats looked to quickly close in on the Iranian speedboats and either prevent them from surging into the main sea lanes to either attack cargo and tanker ships or to prevent the expected Iranian attempts to mine commercial shipping lanes.  The small American Naval craft had been engaged in a non-shooting competition with the aggressive Revolutionary Guards Naval speed boats for years and relished the opportunity to finally go on the offensive against them.  Overhead, American MQ-9 Reaper drones and AH-64 Apache Longbow attack helicopters would provide top cover and strike from distances up to five miles with their AGM-114 Hellfire missiles.
      While American surface forces were moving into an attack posture, under the warm shallow waters of the Persian Gulf and the Gulf of Oman, four Improved Los Angeles-class and Virginia-class
attack submarines were hunting for Iran’s three deadly Kilo-class diesel subs.  The Tareq 901 submarine was tied up undergoing a major overhaul of its batteries and sensor suite, but the Noor 902 and Yunes 903 were both flushed by the Iranian naval Command when signs of American and Gulf forces seemed to be mobilizing.  The Tareq was operating in the Strait of Hormuz, tasked with protecting the entrance to Iran’s largest and most important naval base at Bandar Abbas while the Yunes was sent into the Gulf of Oman trying to make contact with the Reagan carrier battle group.
      Russian designed and built, Kilo-class subs are considered one the quietest diesel subs in the world, perfect for the type of warfare Iranian naval planners intended to employ.  Threats to close the Strait of Hormuz to shipping relied heavily on this class of subs, but it was the sudden appearance seven years ago of Ghadir and Nahang-class midget subs that kept American Naval strategists up at night.  Small and quiet, they were perfect for shallow depth littoral operations in the Gulf and Straits.  Each sub carried two 533 mm torpedoes and was extremely difficult to detect when moving with the current or lying in wait of potential targets. 
      Significant ASW (Anti-Submarine Warfare) assets were being deployed to track and neutralize the threat.  Seahawk and Sea Sprite ASW helicopters and the new P-8 Poseidon ASW planes were scouring the Gulf dropping a mix of passive and active sonobuoys; air-dropped sensors that either passively listened for underwater threats or directed powerful sonar pulses into the sea looking for an echo return to identify potential Iranian sub contacts and then attempt to isolate them and direct American attack subs and torpedo armed helicopters to prosecute and sink.  Few aspects of modern warfare are as tedious or as necessary as ASW, but if these Iranian subs couldn’t be found, then the Straits would be closed, and world oil markets would be disrupted.    
      Across the globe, American military forces were effectively cocked and locked and ready for the final green light to unleash Operation Avenging Angel.


 




Chapter Nineteen

Fifteen Minutes before the President’s Speech

     Fifteen miles inside the Turkey/Iranian border, an American RC-135 Rivet Joint aircraft, call sign: X-Ray Seven was one of three electronic warfare planes tasked with neutralizing Iran’s northern and western border air defense network.  The main target along the Turkey border was centered on the three fixed Iranian air defense radar sites and multi-layered air defenses in and around the Tabriz ballistic missile base and airfield.     
The converted Boeing 737-9000 airliner was packed with tens of millions of dollars of the most advanced multi-faceted sensor suite and electronic warfare equipment in the U.S. inventory.   Thirty technicians worked in the darkened interior of the former airliner and were glued to their illuminated electronic instruments and waited for confirmation that they had penetrated the command net of the local air defense command.  The overall mission commander was Air Force Brigadier General Mitch Daniels who had to make the final call.
“Status update, Tabriz air defense command.”
A senior enlisted Electronic Warfare technician responded promptly, “Sir, we have begun the Puppeteer program and now have complete control of all comms and all fixed radar sites.  However, two mobile S-300 batteries remain outside positive control . . . recommend initiate jamming on your mark.”
      Puppeteer was a software package - one of a dozen separate cyber attack initiatives under the Brainiac program.  Puppeteer allowed U.S. electronic warfare operators to effectively take over aspects of the Iranian air defense network and feed false signals of all-clear, overload it with false targeting data, or initiate missile launches without arming the warhead - really whatever the mission required.  The older U.S. supplied IHAWK surface-to-air batteries and 1980’s vintage Soviet systems like the SA-6 or SA-8 and even the newer Iranian-developed Bavar-373 were vulnerable to Puppeteer, but recent Russian software upgrades to their powerful S-300 system made it more difficult to compromise. 
Brigadier General Daniels said, “Damn, those S-300’s are a bitch.  Fine, begin jamming on my mark:  one . . . two . . . three . . . now! Mark! Mark! Keep trying to push through the S-300 firewalls.”
The Air Force mission commander added, “How much longer on those Tomahawks and JASSMs?”
“JASSMs configured for anti-radar targets are two minutes out.  Package one seekers are locked onto S-300 emissions.  Tomahawks an estimated five minutes before touchdown.”   
The Air Force Brigadier anxiously waited for confirmation and sixty seconds later got it, and then he opened a secure channel and said, “Talon Strike engage, repeat: all Talon birds engage . . . NOW.”
The Talon Strike commander quickly answered, “Talon strike engaging.”
With those words, six Air Force F-22 Raptors armed with “fire and forget” AIM-120 AMRAAM air-to-air missiles immediately darted into Iranian airspace and lit up their air-search radars, quickly identified four Iranian MiG-29 Fulcrums flying over the Tabriz ballistic missile complex and, before the Fulcrums could burn through the American jamming efforts, were blotted out of the night skies. 
Thirty seconds later, a dozen F-16CJ Falcons configured for SEAD (suppression of enemy air defense) operations began picking up dozens of search radars from locations all around Tabriz.  The nervous American pilots began firing off dozens of AGM-88 high-speed anti-radiation missiles striking a mix of fixed and mobile radar sites.  Moments later, extended range JASSM’s began striking the S-300 batteries, the powerful one thousand-pound warheads knocked out four mobile radars and six missile launchers. 
Brig General Daniels intently watched as one target after the other went off the grid and when it was time, ordered, “Thunder Three, Thunder Six:  this is X-Ray Seven.  Weapons free.  Repeat: weapons free.  Target’s profile remains Bravo Mike Alpha Charlie one niner.  Good hunting people.”
A flight of four B-1B Lancers each loaded with 24 heavy GBU-31 2000-pound JDAMs crossed into Iranian airspace at 10,000 feet and traveling at 700 mph.  Followed close behind were two squadrons of F-15E Strike Eagles armed with a mix of GBU-32 1000-pound JDAMs and JSOW AGM-154C with Broach warheads for anti-runway penetrating missions. 
More than forty American aircraft darted into Iranian airspace, the B-1 bombers were targeting the massive Tabriz Ballistic Missile site with dozens of hardened silos poised to fire deadly Shahab 3 medium-range ballistic missiles, along with missile storage bunkers, liquid fueling networks, and advanced infrastructure to support the missile program.  The swept wing bombers staggered their approach from three different angles and began dropping their GPS guided heavy ordnance in a deluge of highly orchestrated deadly precision. 
A series of colossal explosions lit up the night as nearly 200,000 pounds of guided bombs landed within ten minutes creating an effect that could be described as nothing less than pure horror and utter devastation.  Hardened silos were struck multiple times, missile assembly facilities packed with technicians hard at work trying to get as many missiles armed as possible were struck.  More than forty armed missiles were destroyed, dozens more waiting to be deployed were also hit, hundreds were dead, many hundreds left wounded, and the rest were left helpless as the American bombers streaked back towards their bases in Turkey.
Meanwhile, one squadron of Strike Eagles went to work attacking Tabriz International Airport, home to forward deployed MiG 29 Fulcrums and Mirages.  Standoff JSOW missiles flew in carefully planned patterns ejecting their special Broach warheads to crater the runways which allowed the larger high-explosive warheads to burrow into the debris causing massive explosions sending dirt and concrete into the air.  Next, F-15Es dropped their 1000-pound JDAMs at selected base facilities, weapons and fueling bunkers, airplane hangars, and even took out the civilian control towers and twelve airliners.  The next F-15 squadron was waved off by the mission commander and directed to attack the Bakhtaran Ballistic Missile Base one hundred miles to the south; a flight of two B-1s was already beginning its own attack profile.   
The residents of the nearby city of Tabriz were already anxious since the power went out but now began to wonder if an earthquake had struck them as the ground rumbled and loud, piercing explosions shook windows and rattled rooftops.  But it wasn’t an act of God, it was the work of a vengeful superpower intending to send a message to the entire world.
◆◆◆
 
Over the course of the next thirty minutes, American warplanes and missiles struck hundreds of targets throughout the entire expanse of the oil-rich desert nation of Iran.  Navy-launched fighter-bombers were unleashing salvoes of SLAM missiles at military and industrial targets, Harpoon missiles were flying towards Iranian ships and patrol boats, torpedoes were being dropped in a dozen suspected spots throughout the Gulf, and the massive barrage of nearly eight hundred Tomahawk missiles was already striking targets in a dozen cities.  
Not only the Iranian military, but the entire world was also being given an abject lesson that the United States was angry and committed to a war unlike any the world had seen in three generations.  Jihadists the world over spoke of the glories of martyrdom and the U.S. military was giving them their ticket to paradise.


 




Chapter Twenty

The President’s Address to Congress

The sergeant-at-arms had already announced the arrival of the members of the Supreme Court and the president’s cabinet, and now his familiar loud, booming voice proudly proclaimed to the packed chamber, “Mr. Speaker, the president of the United States.”
Every single member of the Senate and the House, regardless of party affiliation, along with invited guests rose to their feet as President Douglas J. Wolfe entered the floor of the chamber to cheers and powerful applause.  The cameras caught the president pausing for just a moment at the entrance as he seemed to be taking in a rare sight.  For the first time since 9/11, the American public watched members of Congress and senators speaking with one voice.  Instead of acrimony and division, the five hundred and thirty-five members of Congress stood as Americans first and greeted their president in the nation’s hour of need.
President Wolfe slowly made his way down the aisle to the main podium, shaking hands, accepting hugs and brief kisses on his cheek, and numerous encouragements of both sympathy and support.  This controversial figure in American politics, considered by many to be the most divisive force in recent history, was suddenly elevated to something wholly different - his personal loss was the nation’s loss, his desire for revenge was the nation’s desire for revenge. 
More than two hundred million Americans were expected to either watch or listen to this address with hundreds of millions more around the world eagerly waiting to see what the Americans would say - what they would do.  The winds of war were in the air, but now the speculation was at an end.  So as missiles were flying and bombs striking home, President Wolfe reached the podium, shook the hands of the vice president and the Speaker of the House and then turned to face the chamber and waved for everyone to sit.
The chamber came to an eerie silence as the president stood tall in his black suit and tie with the same simple white rose on his lapel that many of the members in the audience also wore out of respect.  For a man who craved the limelight and usually came alive in moments like this, it was difficult not to notice the president’s grave demeanor, his drawn eyes, and the clear weight of responsibilities he now bore, let alone his tremendous personal loss.  He closed his eyes for a second, looked up to the heavens, and whispered to himself.
      I’m so sorry, my Liliana, that I let you down.  I miss you so much.  Lily, this is for you . . . this is for you.
“Mr. Speaker, Madam Vice President, members of the House and Senate, the first lady, and most importantly, you, the people of the United States of America, thank you for coming tonight on this very solemn and sad occasion.  Four days ago, the world gathered in the ancient city of Jerusalem to begin a historic meeting, a meeting that was said to be impossible, a meeting to discuss a lasting peace in one of the oldest conflicts known to man.
“We did not find peace on that day.  Instead, the world watched in horror as one of the most deadly and evil acts of terrorism to have ever been inflicted upon a civilized world played out for all of us to watch.  We saw the first use of a weapon of mass destruction by Islamic jihadists who were determined to spread death and suffering when the world longed for peace and justice.
“I would like to ask everyone in this great chamber, all Americans, and those watching around the world to take a few moments of silence to pray to whoever is your God and remember the lives of those we lost days ago.”
As already worked out with network feeds the world over, half the screen cut away and began showing images of those lost in the attacks.  Some were familiar world leaders, media personalities, and other world notables while many more were security agents, film crews, soldiers, doctors and nurses, countless others, but the last image was that of the president’s own son-in-law and daughter.  Hers was the last image on the screen before the screen cut back to a full shot of the chamber with many members clearly deep in prayer and some fighting back tears and a close-up on the president who was clearly struggling to maintain his emotions.
President Wolfe could feel his eyes moisten, and the camera slowly zoomed in as he lightly dabbed at his eyes with a handkerchief. Then he took a single deep breath, and suddenly his facial expression changed from sorrow to that of profound anger - almost rage.
“My fellow Americans, I feel a loss unlike any that I have ever felt in my life.  I grieve for my daughter, my son-in-law, for my grandchildren who no longer are blessed by their parents’ love.  I grieve for the families of Secretary Gittleson, Ambassador Silverman, members of our diplomatic peace mission, Secret Service agents, so many lives lost.  I grieve for every man, woman, and child of every race and religion who died on that fateful day.  But most of all, my fellow Americans, I am simply tired of grieving the world over as one senseless, tragic death follows the other in this non-stop cycle of terror and violence.  It must come to an end.”
[Applause]
“I have not come here tonight to this hallowed chamber, this shining beacon of hope and freedom to offer up yet another speech of hollow words and empty promises to end terrorism.  Not tonight.  I simply won’t do it.  How much American blood and treasure has been spent trying to create a civilized world where all peoples and all races may live together in peace and free from the evils of man. 
“For decades, extremist Islamic terrorism has killed hundreds of thousands.  We have valiantly tried to combat this scourge, but all too often we have fought these wars half-heartedly, constrained by self-imposed rules of war that have enabled despots like Syria’s Assad or religious leaders, like Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei and numerous others to escape justice.  My entire adult life has been spent watching innocent civilians die on hijacked airliners, bombings in cafes, nightclubs and airports, the tragedy of 9/11, hundreds of mass bombings; and now this week’s tragedy in Jerusalem. 
Now terror has personally touched me and my family as so many millions have been personally touched by terror over the decades.  I remember watching the TV like millions of you are doing right now as President Bush declared a war on terror and boldly announced that nations of the world were either with us or against us.  I remember cheering at the TV and yelling that it was about time.  But how long did that last? 
“Remember how this country came together like no other time in our lives, but also think how quickly we lost that unity.  How quick was the world to point fingers and heap judgment and scorn on the United States while our brave military was in the field of battle?  How many years have we been in Afghanistan and still no closer to an end?  How many men and women died on the battlefields of Iraq and Syria and countless other spots the world over and yet still there is no end to this madness? 
Here at home, how quick before Democrat and Republican, American citizens both blue or red began attacking one another, accusing the other of being a cancer on the body politic.  We who claim the right to lead a free and just world have spent the past two decades spewing an ugliness into our own system.  I, too, am guilty of playing my own role in this ugliness.  I am not innocent.  I helped fuel division.  I spoke with scorn about my fellow Americans.  I am the president of these United States but failed to unite us as one people.  And for this, I am deeply ashamed. 
“Like so many of you, my fellow citizens, I watched this week as the media displayed footage of one mass rally after the other.  With flags flying proudly, men, women, and children are coming together as one people in a way that I haven’t seen since the days after our last great national tragedy on 9/11.  I asked myself, and now I am asking the members of both parties here in this chamber, and I am asking all of you at home, why it took yet another tragedy to remind us that we are one people united in our shared values and belief in freedom and liberty? 
“Tonight and in all the days to come I swear to you that I will not be a man of a party, but a leader of one great people.  A leader who has been given a great task:  to rid the world of terror and to truly bring the light of freedom for all mankind.”
[Intense Applause]
“I am asking the members of this chamber for a formal declaration of war against all who engage or support terror in whatever form it may come.  This my fellow Americans will be a true war on terror, unlike anything our enemies had ever seen.  The American people in their righteous anger and might will lead the civilized world in this mighty crusade, and yes, I say the word crusade because this is not the ugly word from the Middle Ages.  Unlike our enemies, we believe in the modern world with its modern values and virtues and refuse to be thrust back into the dark ages like our enemies wish to return.
“When I say to the world that you are either with us or against us, these are not hollow words.  They will be backed by the full power and might of the United States of America, and on this, I give you my absolute vow before God and the peoples of this world.  To those who support the cause of freedom and peace, you shall have no greater friend and ally than the American people but those who seek to oppose us you also will have no greater enemy than the men and women of this great Republic.  On this, I swear.”
[Applause]
“I am declaring now before the world that if you seek to engage in terror and kill the innocent, you are our enemy.  If you seek to give refuge and political cover to these terrorists who have corrupted their religion, you are our enemy.  If any company, bank, or institution of any kind seeks to profit from cooperating with these killers, you are our enemy.  You will not be safe in your homes, your borders, or your boardrooms.  The United States of America will no longer be bound by the rules of war that have long protected those who wish to kill and maim. 
“We know who you are.  We are coming for you.  There will be no place on this planet for you to hide, no cave or bunker where we cannot reach you.  On this, I give you my word.”
[Applause]
“To show my words have meaning, tomorrow morning at nine a.m., American ambassadors the world over will be calling on heads of state.  They will be handing each one of them a list.  A list of every person, bank, company, or institution that American intelligence has confirmed as playing some role in either actual terrorism or the support of terror.  The United States will no longer make a distinction between those who pull the triggers of the gun or bomb and those who provide the money, the material, or the support.  You are all guilty and will now pay the ultimate price.”
[Applause]
      “Right now, even as we gather here tonight American military forces are on the move and in harm’s way throughout the world.  I have authorized our armed forces to launch Operation Avenging Angel.  Its goal is to destroy the group responsible for the attack in Jerusalem, secure all remaining stocks of their chemicals weapons, and more broadly to punish those responsible for supporting terror around the globe.
        “What happened on Tuesday could not have taken place if it were not for the deadliest civil war of the 21st Century. Obviously, I am referring to Syria and the tyrant Bashar Assad who is responsible for so much death and suffering.  This man is guilty of so many sins - from his cruel rule before the war to the hundreds of thousands who died at the hands of his barbaric armies supported by killers from Hezbollah and Iran’s Revolutionary Guards members.  This is a man who dropped his “barrel bombs” and chemical weapons on civilians and caused the refugee crisis that has since driven thirteen million from their homes.  He sought weapons of mass destruction and failed to control them, which allowed the so-called Avengers of Allah access to these deadly weapons. 
Up until now, he and those who serve his evil ends have escaped justice . . . until tonight.  Your screens at home will shortly cut away to a recording of images taken within the past fifteen minutes from a U.S. military drone flying above Damascus.  Assad and his henchmen have been living in a deep-underground seven-story bunker complex in a part of Damascus called “Assad’s Neighborhood.”  Here they have been protected from the ravages of war while his people suffer, immune from punishment.  But no longer. 
May the members please pull out the tablets that have been placed by your seats tonight to view what the world is now witnessing.  Please, look at your screens and see America’s justice.”
◆◆◆
 


The nighttime infrared camera of the Global Hawk flying high above Damascus was centered on a non-descript neighborhood not too far away from the Presidential Palace and transmitted reasonably clear images.  Flying at twenty thousand feet, twelve F-15 Strike Eagles, each armed with two, 5,000-pound bunker-busting GBU-28 guided bombs streaked towards the bunker complex.  A flight of F-16G’s had already taken out surrounding SAM sites giving the Eagle drivers a clear shot.
Coming in at four different angles, all twelve planes had good releases and powerful bombs penetrated through the rooftop facades and burrowed through twenty feet of reinforced concrete, and then each bunker buster lit off their 3,500 pounds of AFX-757 explosives sending massive fireballs into the night skies, all captured by the circling Global Hawk.  Inside the bunker complex, walls collapsed on themselves, gas lines exploded, hundreds were killed by the fires and shockwaves and collapsing structures. Far below, the Assad family and most senior higher command officials remained untouched.  That lasted for another two minutes.
         Flying unseen were two B-2A Spirit stealth bombers from the 509th Bomb Squadron out of Whitman Air Base.  They each carried two of the most powerful non-nuclear bomb in the world.  The 30,000 lb. GBU-57 M.O.P. or massive earth penetrator, capable of penetrating two hundred feet into the ground before its massive thermobaric warhead explodes.  The first GBU-57 laced through a smoking crater created by two previous GBU-28 hits and carried deep into the base of the bunker complex before exploding creating a deafening roar and caused the already weakened entire left corner of the underground bunker to collapse unto itself. 
Three more massive explosions struck within thirty seconds of the first, and the resulting explosions caused the entire underground complex to begin collapsing onto itself as if some massive earthquake literally swallowed it into the ground, leaving an enormous hole in the ground and fires that would burn fiercely into the night.  The Global Hawk caught every second of this deadly scene, leaving the world little doubt as to the fate of Bashar Assad and his entire regime.  They could now be found in pieces at the bottom of the deepest hole in the city of Damascus.
◆◆◆
 
The president put his own tablet aside and looked out to the chamber and gauged the range of emotions and expressions felt by everyone in the room.  They along with everyone watching throughout the world just witnessed the execution of one of the most notorious murderers in the world.  To say that this was unprecedented would be putting it mildly.  The world had become accustomed to American drone strikes, but nothing like this.  It had the exact effect that President Wolfe’s trusted advisor Baxter Davis said that it would.  It was both awe-inspiring and frightening at the same time.
      You liked that, did you?  Well, I’m just getting started.
“I know, I know . . . that was perhaps not what anyone had expected tonight, but it was necessary.  It was just, and it was long overdue.  But, we are not done, my fellow Americans.  The one country that I have not spent much time discussing tonight lies at the very heart of the evil of terror that afflicts this world.  Ever since 1979, one nation above all others has used its oil riches, not to build a better future for its people, not to be a force for goodness and peace, instead the Islamic Republic of Iran has brought nothing but terror, war, and suffering. 
“Iran has been at the heart of terror networks the world over for four decades, and we know that it was one of their specially trained Quds Force operatives who was behind the attack in Jerusalem.  Iran has supported hundreds of acts of terror over the decades and funded extremist groups like Hamas in Palestine, Hezbollah in Lebanon, Al-Nusra in Syria, the Houthis in Yemen, and their money and Revolutionary Guards have been found supporting the Boko Haram killers in Nigeria and Al-Shabaab pirates in Somalia. 
      “So much death can be laid at their doorsteps…so many years of chants of ‘Death to America,’ ‘Death to Israel…,” death, death, death.  And now these same mullahs have dreams of nuclear weapons to usher in a new era of even more terror and death to the world.  I am here to tell you that we are now sending a message to the entire world that those who order death will now be taken to account.  The Islamic Republic has used its resources and riches for decades to fund death.  Well, now I have decided that Iran will be deprived of those resources and riches, and those hate-filled fanatics who ordered so much terror will now receive the same fate as Bashar Assad. 
      “Now watch your tablets and screens once again.  The first images are satellite shots taken an hour ago. Look at all the many cities of Iran brightly lit and basking in light from their electric grid that brings with it all that the modern age has bestowed upon us.  Now, look at the same images taken fifteen minutes ago. I say to you that those who wish to live in the Dark Ages must now truly live in the dark.  No longer will the riches pulled from the ground be used for terror abroad because now they will need it to rebuild their nation.  Watch now as the video streams the opening salvos of Operation Avenging Angel.”  
◆◆◆
 
       More than eight hundred Tomahawk missiles began striking targets throughout the entire nation of Iran.  After the lights were shut down in Tehran, tens of thousands of citizens were awakened. Some left their homes to go into the streets to confer with neighbors, others feared what was happening and sought shelter in basements, but no one was prepared for what was about to hit them.  The American Brainiac program had effectively taken control of the entire Iranian air defense system sending missiles hurtling into the air to explode harmlessly into the sky.  Dozens and dozens of bright explosions lit up the skies almost as if some type of festival, but this was quickly followed by something very different.
The first Tomahawks struck the Ministry of Intelligence and Security in downtown Tehran, immediately followed by a dozen direct strikes against the Ministry of Defense causing the center of the building to collapse on to itself.  More missiles rained down and hit government buildings throughout the city; Energy, Foreign Affairs, Economy and Finance, Interior, and Petroleum - all leveled to the ground.  The Headquarters of the Revolutionary Guards was obliterated by five Tomahawks.  The Islamic Consultative Assembly, known as the Majlis Parliament building, a beautiful modern pyramid-shaped building, was turned into a fiery inferno after four Tomahawks crashed into it sending flames and debris flying into the air. 
Six Tomahawks struck the Sa’dabad Presidential Complex on the outskirts of Tehran, and a B-2A Spirit bomber struck moments later with a GBU-57 MOP to destroy the command and control bunker under the complex.  Special targeting was also reserved for the residence of Iran’s Supreme Leader, Ali Khamenei, known as the Beit Rahbari compound or House of Leadership Building.  A dozen Tomahawks struck home, half were armed with penetrating warheads while the other half were armed with three thousand pound high-explosive warheads.  The destruction was absolute, but American planners added the final coup de grace with yet another strike by a B-2 bomber armed with a GBU-57 MOP to ensure the bunker complex below was also utterly destroyed.
After more than three hundred Tomahawks reached their targets throughout the city, a full bomber squadron of American B-1B Lancers swept in from the Caspian Sea equipped with GBU-31 and GBU-38 JDAM bombs and began striking infrastructure targets all over the city.  Tehran International Airport was struck by a combination of missiles and a dozen runway-penetrating bombs.  Control towers, tank farms, fuel pipelines, and airplane hangars were all struck in succession.  As the last American bomber passed overhead, one of the most modern airports in the Middle East was left in burning ruin.   
For thirty minutes, the American B-1 bombers roamed free above the night skies of Tehran and systematically struck high-value infrastructure targets from highway overpasses, road junctions, electric grid transmission stations, and power plants were all hit.  Also, bridges were dropped throughout the city, most notably the famous Tabiat Bridge, the largest pedestrian bridge in Tehran.  Every modern invention that the citizens of Tehran had long taken for granted were struck and taken from them as if a great earthquake had struck their modern city . . . well, modern no more. 
Overhead drones captured hundreds of explosions in cities throughout Iran.  The five-minute montage that played on the screens would be supplemented by the far-more-detailed footage that the Wolfe administration planned on placing online.  Al-Qaeda and ISIS showcased individual beheadings online to generate fear and display their power. The U.S. military was literally beheading an entire nation’s leadership and infrastructure, and the world was watching.
◆◆◆
 
      “I know what we have all just witnessed is terrible, but for too long evil men have been allowed to spread death and destruction without fear that they would ever face justice.  Well, tonight we have witnessed the justice of Operation Avenging Angel.  I regret, my fellow Americans, that it had to come to this.  I regret every loss of life that will come out of this war, but I promise you that unlike in the past when all the sacrifice seemed to have been in vain, this true war on terror seeks nothing less than victory, and with that victory can come a true and lasting peace.
“So, as I leave here tonight, I call on all the world’s leaders to join us in this righteous cause to first defeat this great evil and then work with us to build a better world.  I pledge to the citizens of this great Republic that I shall not finish until I believe we are truly safe and secure and can say goodbye to our loved ones when they go on a plane or visit a mall or go to their place of worship without the fear they may never return.  Thank you, and God Bless these United States of America.  Goodnight.”
President Wolfe began exiting the chamber to wild applause.  The administration had already drawn up “declaration of war” articles that were now being circulated to key House and Senate members.  The leadership of both Houses planned on beginning deliberations shortly after the president left the Capital.  To say that a blanket declaration of war against both state and non-state enemies was unusual would be understated.  The debate would continue into the early morning hours.


 




Chapter Twenty One

October 15th

Deir ez-Zor Air Base, Syria

      The city of Deir ez-Zor is nestled along the banks of the Euphrates River in eastern Syria, about one hundred miles from the Iraqi border. It was the scene of vicious fighting between Syrian Government forces and ISIS for several years until early 2017 when highly trained Russian Spetnatz troops helped secure a tenuous hold by Government forces loyal to the Assad regime.  The airfield on the outskirts of town was now held by a weak garrison from the Syrian 137th Republican Guard Brigade, though more like a weak battalion equipped with old and worn equipment, but strong enough to maintain order. 
It wouldn’t be enough to stop what was coming their way.
       All six Special Forces Operational Detachment Alphas - or A-teams - from Company B, 1st Battalion, 5th Special Forces Group, had been on the ground in and around the city since nightfall.  Each twelve-man team of highly skilled and veteran operators moved stealthily towards their individual objectives.  Three A-teams crept closer to the airport while two others were busy prepping ambush sites near the barracks and outposts of the nearby Syrian 137th Republican Guard three miles west of the airfield.  The remaining A-team was busy doing recon at the edge of the city and prepared to engage any hostile Government forces or ISIS remnants which could disrupt the operation. 
Major Raul Martinez of Austin, Texas, a twelve-year veteran, was trying to remain frosty in front of his troopers but was all jazzed up.  They were getting ready to do some real big time no-shit soldier stuff like in the movies, and his battalion commander had made it clear not to fuck things up.  He was itching to be forward deployed with one of his teams, but he was in command and had to play quarterback.
Glancing anxiously at his watch again, Martinez wondered how much longer. Then he heard his radio squelch, “Two One Two Actual, this is Vadar One Niner, repeat this is Vadar One Niner.  Do you read?  Over.”
“Vadar One Niner, this is Two One Two Actual.  Read you loud and clear.”
“Do you have visual on targets.”
“That’s an affirmative Vadar One Niner.  There are two mobile SAMs, looks like old SA-8s, but they do not appear to be radiating.  Repeat: they do not appear to be active.  Vader One Niner, we have confirmation of multiple Zulu Sierra 23 gun batteries, three at the northern end and two covering the southern approaches to the airfield.  What’s your ETA?  Over.”
“Vader One Niner is five minutes out, but Light Saber elements will be in range in two minutes.  Begin lasing the targets and tell your teams to get their strobes out.  Vader One Niner is coming in hot and about to light things up.  Over.”
“Copy that Vader One Niner.  Two One Two Actual is on it.  Out.” 
     Whoever came up with these call signs sure has a hard-on for Star Wars.      
The lights had been turned out an hour ago, and the Syrians were clearly spooked.  Martinez received the latest targeting intel moments ago, his men reported Syrians troops were manning their perimeter defenses and beginning to scramble a motley collection of trucks and armored vehicles.  He then spoke on the company-wide comms net and said, “All teams begin lasing targets and prepare for incoming friendlies.  Take out any enemy mobile elements on my mark.”
He received six separate affirmatives from his A-teams leaders.  His radio came alive again, “Two One Two Actual, this is Light Saber, over.  I got six birds in route to your OA and four more on the way.  Do you read?”
Martinez quickly replied, “Light Saber, that’s a rog.  Two One Two Actual has set the table, targets lased, light ‘em up.”
The six AH-64D Longbow Apache gunships were armed with eight Hellfire missiles and Hydra rockets and were racing at 150 knots from the east at 100 feet.  Two elements of three helos split left and right, popped up, and began launching Hellfires from six miles out at the various targets the Special Forces were targeting.  Taking aim at the rapid-firing radar-controlled ZU-23 anti-aircraft cannons, three were hit within moments.  Two more were struck in the next salvo.  Swinging around on either side of the airfield, all six Apaches opened up with unguided 70 mm Hydra rockets striking sandbag emplacements in and around the perimeter and then began raking terrified base personnel with their 20 mm auto-cannon.
To the west, two of Martinez’s A-teams opened fire with small arms and light machine guns at defensive positions around the Syrian army base.  Three old BMPs struck mines laid thirty minutes ago destroying two vehicles and sending burning men running into the night.  Above the chaos, four more Apaches swung into action and began launching Hellfire missiles, striking barracks, warehouses, and two more ZU-23 guns were knocked out.  Syrian forces started returning fire and were able to pin down three U.S. Green Berets who were caught moving to the next roving ambush site, but Hydra rockets soon knocked out the heavy fire coming their way enabling them to escape.
Martinez determined that the AAA threat was neutralized, so he picked up the radio, “Vader One Niner, this is Two One Two Actual. Light Saber elements have cleared the airspace of target areas one and two, recommend proceed with next phase.  My people are pulling back, strobes are on.  Do you read?”
“Hell yes, Two One Two Actual, Vader One Niner reads you loud and clear.  We are coming in hot.”
Before Martinez could reply, two AC-130 Spooky gunships armed with a 30 mm ATK GAU-23 five-barrel Gatling autocannon, a 40 mm Bofors cannon, and a 105 mm M102 howitzer opened up above both the airfield and military compound to devastating effect.  A massive ripping sound from above and red tracer fire began striking the Syrian perimeter defenses with hundreds of rounds of ammo causing a multitude of secondary explosions as equipment and vehicles were struck.  The smaller 30 mm autocannon aimed for personnel while the larger 40 mm and 105 mm guns targeted vehicle parks, ammo dumps, and suspected command posts.  After three passes, Martinez’s men began reporting a mass exodus from both the airfield and army base.
      After twenty minutes, the commander of the 75th Ranger Regiment gave the order to begin the drops on the target area.  Three flights each of ten C-130H transport planes began dropping to 1,500 feet and started releasing elements of the 3rd Ranger Battalion.  Soon the Syrian night sky was filled with American paratroopers making the largest nighttime combat parachute drop since Operation Rhino in 2001 when Rangers seized Kandahar Airfield.  This operation was three times the size, with the entire 75th Ranger Regiment making the drop.
Within thirty minutes, all elements were on the ground.  The Rangers linked up with the various A-teams spread around the target zone and already began active patrolling.  Casualties were light thus far. However, two planes overshot the target zone and got mixed up with a Syrian patrol who struck the Rangers while they were descending and most vulnerable.  A dozen were killed and another two dozen wounded, but the survivors were able to rally, took out the Syrian patrol, and collected their dead and wounded.
      The Apaches and AC-130 gunships flew top cover and shot up the countryside at anything that could threaten the vulnerable target zone.  When it appeared that the landing was secure, Brigadier General Clem Elliot sent the signal to the overall American commander of Operation Apache Junction to begin the airlift.  Two hundred miles away, above the Mediterranean Sea, more than sixty C-17 Globemaster transport planes received the same order and with Navy F-18 Super Hornets flying fighter cover began heading to the Deir ez-Zor Airfield with the 82nd Airborne Division’s 3rd Brigade. 
      Over the course of the next seventy-two hours, this strategic eastern Syrian city was about to be transformed into the base of operations for the forward deployment of major elements of the U.S. Army’s XVIII Airborne Corps.  Plans called for the entire 82nd Airborne Division, 75th Ranger Regiment, and 2nd Armored Cavalry Regiment.  Additionally, the entire 5th Special Forces Group was attached and tasked with accomplishing Operation Apache Junction’s prime directive to secure any and all remaining chemical agents that could be used in further attacks and to capture and or kill Bahadur Rahimi and any and all those responsible for the Jerusalem massacre.  Allah’s Avengers were hiding in the mountains and deserts along the Syrian and Iraqi border area, and the American Army was going hunting. 
Bandar Abbas Naval Base, Iran 

      Loud, wailing air raid sirens were going off all over the base.  Military personnel and civilians alike were running to bomb shelters, most of which dated back to the Iran-Iraq War in the 80’s.  Bandar Abbas was homeport to Iran’s main fleet and shipbuilding program. Other major military installations included the naval air base, multiple missile bases including those that housed anti-ship and ballistic missiles and were home to Iran’s fleet of diesel submarines.  Additionally, the Navy of the Army of the Guardians of the Islamic Revolution maintained three separate nearby bases at Sirri Island, Abu Musa, and Larak Island where they were armed with sophisticated anti-ship missiles and dozens of missile and torpedo boats plus a multitude of armed speedboats, some expected to be suicidal in nature.
The overhead lights flickered on and off again, and twin blasts sent spirals of dust settling throughout the room.  A junior officer yelled out, “Sir, we are down to backup power and communication is still out fleet wide.  The Americans are jamming all of our signals.”  Another powerful blast shook the command bunker, built years ago during the Shah’s time and only recently renovated and updated with heavy blast doors and modern computers and comm equipment.  But nothing was working.
Admiral Omid Parsi was a hard man who detested disorder and weakness of any kind.  It was his iron will that turned his small “green-water navy” into a force to be reckoned with, and it was taking every ounce of willpower to maintain his demeanor as the staff he trained so hard looked like panicked school girls.
Finally, he had had enough and Parsi pounded his large fist on a nearby table knocking over cups of tea, and a tablet went flying to the ground.  His powerful voice roared, “ENOUGH.  Do you hear me?  Enough!  Keep your heads together, this is just the beginning.  I need a situation report, and I need it now.  And don’t tell me the things you don’t know, tell me what we do know.  Commander Turani, begin.”
The tall, lanky Commander looked nervously to his left and right, wishing someone else would have been asked, but Parsi was not in the mood for delay, so he began.  “Admiral, as you know we draw our main power from transmission stations in the city, electric power cut out hours ago and apparently, this is the same situation countrywide.  Our communications net is compromised, the land lines are down, the Ministry of Defense network’s all down, it’s a communication blackout.  We have been forced to communicate in the open via cell phones, but the towers are overloaded with civilian traffic, plus we have to assume the obvious that either the Americans or the Jews are listening.
      We picked up a garbled signal of a suspected missile launch from a communication buoy launched by our Kilo-class sub, the Yunes 903 in the Gulf of Oman.  We have not been able to make contact, so we have no idea if they were detected.  Thirty minutes ago, the base was struck by at least one hundred missiles, we suspect American Tomahawks.  For reasons unknown, our air defenses did not detect the incoming missiles and more ominously did not detect the raid by at least two squadrons of U.S. Naval craft that struck the base twenty minutes ago.  We must assume our air defense have also been compromised.”
      Pari winced at that last sentence.  I told those fools in Tehran that we needed to upgrade our software after what happened to the Syrians, now my base is a burning ruin.
“Dammit, tell me what we have lost, and what we have left to strike back.”
      Commander Turani nervously continued, “Yes sir, sorry.  We sent runners out ten minutes ago and can confirm that we have taken major losses.  All three Alvand-class frigates have been hit, two suffered catastrophic hits…the Sabalan and Alvand are gone, the Alborz took two direct hits on the superstructure but remains afloat and on fire.  The Americans also struck the Persian Gulf, sinking it (Iran’s first indigenous built modern destroyer) at its moorings.  I have also received unconfirmed reports of attacks on our missile boats at both the Kish and Qeshm naval bases plus heavy attacks on our anti-ship missile batteries in a dozen places.  We have no way of knowing at this time what remains operational.  We have not been able to communicate with our Revolutionary Guards brothers, but it is safe to assume they have already been hit or soon will be struck.
      Fortunately, over the past twenty-four hours, we were able to surge half of our Ghadir midget submarines and both Fateh subs.  Their standing orders remain to transit to their assigned patrol areas, stay quiet, and either wait for orders or to engage enemy ships once hostilities have been confirmed.  Our mobile Ghadir, Qader, and Khalij Fars anti-ship missiles have been dispersed, though many of the fixed sites have already been struck.”
Parsi looked around the room at the dozen or so anxious and angry faces looking at him.  Many of the men had families in town and were struggling to maintain their duty even while numerous fires were raging in the city.  Parsi knew his men were waiting for orders, so he spoke directly, but with less anger than before, “Brothers, the infidels have hurt us badly, but we are not defeated.  We will strike back with the powerful weapons we still possess and turn the Gulf into a sea of fire.  Send out men to reach our brothers and tell them to wait until I give the word.  We will strike them in one massive attack at a time of our choosing.”


 




Chapter Twenty Two

Afghanistan/Pakistan border region

      When the Western world thinks of Islamic extremists and terrorism, many familiar groups come to mind, Al Qaeda, ISIS, the Taliban, and certainly the latest manifestation, Allah’s Avengers.  However, few are aware that perhaps the deadliest source of state-sponsored terror other than Iran comes from Pakistan’s infamous Inter-Services Intelligence, better known as the ISI. 
The most frequent victim has traditionally been Pakistan’s mortal enemy, India.  Some of the most deadly and infamous attacks in recent years were conducted under the direct supervision of the ISI.  The 2001 Indian Parliament attack that almost brought the two nations to the brink of nuclear war, the 2006 Mumbai Train bombing, the November 2008 Mumbai hotel attacks that targeted both Indian nationals and Westerners was watched live by the world.  The ISI provided the money, arms, and training for thousands of insurgents and terrorist groups fighting in the disputed Indian controlled Kashmir region that has cost tens of thousands of lives.  Lastly, the ISI has supported the Afghanistan Taliban for three decades and indirectly responsible for more American combat losses than even the Iranians.
And yet Pakistan purports to be a loyal ally of the United States and a key partner in the war on terror.  Many tens of billions of dollars have been sent to Islamabad to support the regime for providing port facilities, airfields, and intelligence support to supposedly help the American military campaign against the Taliban in Afghanistan.  However, the ISI had been playing their own double game against the Americans for years, some say decades.
American intelligence had known for years that Pakistan’s ISI provided a broad range of support from money to arms and especially safe haven for the deadly Haqqani terror and insurgent network that was allied with the Taliban against the U.S. backed Kabul government.  This powerful group operates primarily within the Federally Administered Tribal Area, known as FATA along the Afghanistan border. 
For more than a decade American military forces fought the fierce Haqqani fighters and watched in frustration as they would cross back and forth over the Pakistan border with impunity, safe from U.S. military forces.  Although in recent years, drone strikes started hitting suspected camps and command centers but never seemed to slow down the Haqqani network. In fact, they were now stronger than ever, and the ISI continued to feed intelligence and provide trainers to enhance the effectiveness of this deadly group. 
      Avenging Angel intended to change all of that.
Two heavily loaded B-52 Stratofortresses flying from the American airbase on Diego Garcia in the Indian Ocean each carried a full load of twenty AGM-86B air-launched cruise missiles.  While all hell was breaking loose in Syria and Iran, the two American bombers reached their final wayward point, opened their bomb doors, the missile rotary was lowered, and each began firing off their cruise missiles, roughly every thirty seconds another left the rack leaving a white vapor trail into the clear morning sky.  Next, each bomber began firing the missiles from their wing mounts, and within ten minutes thirty-seven missiles were streaking to their targets.  Three failed to engage their first stage rocket motors and fell into the ocean below.
It took nearly seventy-five minutes for the cruise missiles to cover their roughly thousand-mile journey.  Flying nap of the earth, the Cold War era missiles with their updated GPS guidance packages operating in the green, flew a rather direct route, about three hundred feet above the ground hugging the Afghan/Pakistan border until the formation of American missiles broke off near the Pakistan city of Bannu.  Eighteen missiles broke left towards the Haqqani network stronghold of Miran Shah while the other nineteen continued towards Peshawar.
American intelligence had pinpointed numerous command and control posts, weapon depots, and suspected private residences of several ranking Haqqani commanders, especially that of the founder of the Haqqani group, Jalaluddin Haqqani himself.  It was nearly seven in the morning, and already the small outpost near the Afghan border was coming alive with morning activity.  None of the residents of this small town paid much attention to the American president’s speech last night.  They should have because instead of the sounds of the market bazaar and calls to prayer, the residents of this strategic border city were greeted with powerful explosions that rocked the city. 
Each AGM-86 packed a 3,000-pound, high-explosive warhead that violently shook the city as one after the other exploded over the course of ten minutes.  The old poorly constructed cement buildings targeted by the Americans were turned into blackened holes.  Clouds of smoke and dust soon engulfed the city as secondary explosions from weapon bunkers caused numerous fires.  Soon the wails of women could be heard as the dead and wounded were being pulled from the shattered remains of buildings.  One building, in particular, drew a crowd.  The compound of the Haqqani leader was struck by two missiles killing Jalaluddin, three of his wives, nine children, and dozens of other retainers and guards who were mercilessly struck down by the deadly twin explosions. 
But the Americans weren’t done yet.  People began screaming and running for shelters when American fighter-bombers were heard thundering overhead.  Two dozen F-16 Fighting Falcons flying from Bagram Air Base in Afghanistan armed with a range of air-to-ground missiles and guided bombs roamed the western tribal areas of Pakistan and struck thirty separate Haqqani and Taliban training camps and major staging areas.  Overhead armed drones lingered over target sites sending back vivid images and launching Hellfire missiles at targets of opportunity.  In that thirty minutes of the bombing, American warplanes killed more enemy fighters than they had in the past six months.  Pakistan would no longer be a safe refuge.
While a mix of bombs and missiles struck Haqqani and Taliban targets, the other nineteen AGM-86B missiles continued traveling north towards their main targets in Peshawar.  The ISI headquarters was five-story modern building and stood out in this crowded and poor frontier city.  Long a command post for ISI coordination of their various proxy wars and a major logistical site to support the Islamabad directed wars in Afghanistan, many of the ISI’s senior-level operatives and most experienced intelligence agents were forward deployed at the Peshawar headquarters.
After traveling nearly a thousand miles the sub-sonic ACM-86B missiles broke off from their staggered formation, fourteen targeted suspected Taliban recruiting and weapon warehouses in and around the city while the five remaining missiles popped-up and made their terminal dives in twenty-second intervals.  The ISI building was struck from five different angles. By the time the last missile struck, the structure was already on the verge of collapse, and the final explosion sent the structure careening to the ground.  Shattered glass sent deadly shards raining down below, many striking bystanders standing near the building while flying hunks of concrete and metal debris added to the devastation.  The building was utterly destroyed, untold numbers of ISI personnel dead, and a deadly message sent and received. 
America would no longer allow its so-called friends and allies to play a double game.  Islamabad would be forced to make a choice; they would either be with the Americans in this new war on terror, or they would be the victims of an angry president bent on revenge.
Zurich, Switzerland 

The Habib Bank AG Zurich official, Herr Frederic Hunziker, was not amused by the urgent call to finish his lunch and quickly return to the office.  Like many bank officials in Europe on this day, he had been up early to address the American president’s supposed threats to any financial institutions who allowed unsavory elements to occasionally take advantage of Switzerland’s pliable banking laws to ensure secrecy and security.  His own bank convened an emergency meeting at 7:00 a.m. to address the bank’s potential exposure.
Hunziker, austere and not particularly known for his sentimentality, made it clear that he thought the Americans were simply being Americans.  They will create much noise, cause a certain level of difficulty, but in the end, it would be business as usual.  Most of those attending the early morning Monday meeting concurred with his assessment and treated the day like any other day.
They would all be wrong.
Hunziker finished his entrée but left before dessert and coffee were served, so he was in a foul mood when he entered the main lobby of the family-owned international bank with operations on four continents.  The fifty-five-year-old Swiss banker specialized in managing foreign accounts, primarily from the Middle East, and his usual brusque manner was often viewed as verging on the insulting, but now his irritation of the day’s events had put him into a positively foul state of mind.  When he was told that a trio of Iranian nationals was waiting in his office, his mood did not improve.
He gave his assistant an angry look, hastily removed his overcoat and gloves and did not say a word to her as he swept into his office only to find three agitated men.  He recognized all three instantly.  They came to their feet as Hunziker entered, two were younger, fit, and with an air of menace about them while the oldest of the three looked more nervous and spoke first.
Balding and with a face deeply etched with lines signaling both his age and more likely a lifetime of worry and stress, Arman Rezaei was ostensibly an Iranian diplomat and trade official, but in reality, he was one of several agents throughout Europe responsible for the Iranian Revolutionary Guards assets held abroad.  News from home or more accurately lack of news from home and the horrible images on Western media sources were increasing disconcerting.  He considered his mission this afternoon most pressing.
“Herr Hunziker, thank you, sir, for coming to meet on such short notice.  I hope that I did not unduly impose on you, but this is a matter of great importance.”
The dour-faced Swiss banker maintained his blank expression and blandly responded, “Mr. Rezaei, I received the urgent summons while eating my lunch and returned as quickly as possible.  How can I be of service?”
All three Iranians in the room could not fail to take note of the obvious displeasure the rude Swiss barely concealed and wondered if it was because he was being inconvenienced or something more insulting.  For today insults needed to be ignored. Perhaps they would be dealt with in the future, but not today.  Unlike the Swiss, Iran could not afford to ignore the American threats and so financial men like Rezaei were attempting to ascertain the security of their money.
Rezaei’s brow wore a light sheen of perspiration, and his voice signaled his anxiety.  “Herr Hunziker, I am sure you are well aware of the massive attacks the Americans are inflicting upon my country, and the threats to perpetrate further harm were made painfully clear last night.  I am here to ensure that my country’s assets are secure.”
Hunziker raised an eyebrow and let out an audible sigh as if he was annoyed that his time was clearly being wasted, he said “Yes, I am well aware of both the American attacks and their threats.  The Habib Bank has been watching these matters very closely, and I assure you that your assets remain quite secure or you would have been informed immediately of any potential issues.  I am not sure what it is that you want me to do at the moment.”
      Allah, give me strength.  I so hate dealing with these rude infidels who treat us like ignorant barbarians.
Rezaei stiffened a bit, but maintained an outward calm and respectfully said, “We have nearly two hundred million Euros invested with your bank, and my Government would feel more secure to have additional assurances.  Please if you would be good enough to review our holdings at this time, I would be most appreciative.”  He passed along the relevant account numbers across the desk and waited.
The respectful Iranian request was greeted by something closer to a grunt, and the Swiss banker began pulling up the accounts on his computer.  His fingers moved quickly across his keypad and began passing through the normal security measures and then inputted the first account number . . . and found nothing.  Without missing a beat, he assumed this was a mere glitch, easily explained, so he quickly glanced over at the Iranian’s list of accounts and pulled up a random one and found . . . nothing.  Zero holdings.
      This can’t be.  What game are these Iranians playing?
The three Iranians exchanged nervous glances. Clearly, something seemed amiss.  Visibly anxious, Hunziker entered three more account holdings and found the accounts zeroed out and quickly scanned for any transactions to explain the missing funds and saw that there was no record of any account held by these Iranians, which was impossible because he had set them up himself.
He cleared his throat, now suddenly quite parched and asked, “Who else has access to these holdings?”
Suddenly very agitated, Rezaei leaned forward and defiantly announced, “I am the only authorized account user…here are the original terms of the account.  Look, it has both of our signatures.  What has happened?  Where is our money?”
Hunziker quickly scanned the paperwork and knew something dreadful had happened. He quickly picked up the phone and explained the situation to the bank’s senior security and fraud official who rushed down to Hunziker’s office.  After an exasperating thirty minutes, all the security expert could say was that the money was gone . . . without a trace.
Completely numb, Rezaei now feared for his other holdings and gravely said, “What does that mean the money is gone?  Surely, you can find it?”
A shaken Hunziker shook his head and spoke barely above a whisper and said, “I don’t know how that would be possible.  There is not a single trace of these accounts in our system.  The money is gone, and I am afraid there is nothing to be done.  I don’t know what else to say Mr. Rezaei.”
With a grave tone in his voice the older man said, “How will we rebuild?”
◆◆◆
 
Meanwhile an entire ocean away, team leader for Cyber Strike’s Operation Pick Pocket was having the time of his life.  Miguel Alvarez, a tall, lanky twenty-eight-year-old who sported a Fu Manchu beard and long black hair now tied into a man-bun couldn’t stop grinning.  The legendary former hacker earned his street cred back in college for his unusual hacking exploits and came to be known as the “Latino Robin Hood.” 
Corny, but he loved it. 
He had a gift for hacking into financial institutions, a real prodigy.  His exploits made national news when he sent a notorious hedge fund’s $25 million bonuses to a hundred different kid’s charities around Christmas time.  Suddenly flush with funds from identity-hidden good Samarians, the Christmas of 2012 would not be easily forgotten from El Paso to Detroit.  When the fabulously wealthy hedge fund finally tracked down the money, they couldn’t very well ask for the money back, so it was a win-win for everyone except for Miguel who was arrested but disappeared before his trial.
Given a choice between prison and working for the Government, it was an easy choice for young Miguel who assumed a new identity for himself and his family.  Now nestled in a lovely community in Northern Virginia, he was the team leader for an operation that was massive in scale.  He was coordinating the biggest theft in history.  Billions were at stake.  It was an elegant plan in many ways, something that Robin Hood would have much admired.  His team successfully infiltrated dozens of banking institutions throughout the world and were not only able to make the money disappear, but they left no digital fingerprints.  By the end of the day more than seventeen billion dollars, mostly Iranian but also from other terror-related accounts, was simply gone. 
      Rather proud of himself, Miguel decided to grab a much-deserved Buffalo Chicken Hot Pocket and a replenish his now empty candy jar to keep his sugar high going.  He glanced up at the digital scoreboard his team put up and saw another three hundred million had come their way.  Robin Hood can kiss my ass.  He ain’t got shit on me.


 




Chapter Twenty Three

October 16th

National Military Command Center, The Pentagon

      The Joint Chiefs were about to convene a meeting to evaluate ongoing military operations, but the meeting had to be hastily postponed when the president suddenly showed up and wanted a quick tour and informal briefing.  General Duncan left his fellow Chiefs at the “Tank” and went to greet the president and the small number of his advisors who accompanied him.  President Wolfe had only been out to the NMCC twice thus far in his presidency and didn’t linger either time.  He was never shy about expressing that while he respected those who wore the uniform in defense of their country, he was a business guy and his mind was on the economy more than anything else. 
Today was different.  He was the Commander-in-Chief, and the United States was waging a global war, and he wanted to go where the action was happening.  General Duncan saw that the Secretary of Defense Mahler was in tow, caught his eye and shot him a look that said, “thanks a lot.” 
The former Marine officer just shook his head back and shrugged his shoulders as if to say, “what can I do?” 
The entire room came to attention and the president saluted back, after which the nearly three hundred staff members returned to their workstations.  General Duncan decided to direct the president and his entourage to the “bullpen,” a nickname for a slightly raised section of the NMCC that was manned by an Air Force Major General who was responsible for evaluating all Flash Traffic communications and updating the threat board. 
President Wolfe was taking everything in and was highly impressed by the organization and precision on display.  Monitoring the combat operations of American forces around the globe was challenging during peacetime, let alone during major combat ops.  Unlike the semi-organized chaos of a Wall Street trading floor, the non-stop stream of messages and updates were unlike anything he had ever experienced. 
In a matter of ten minutes, Major General Byron Maxwell cued up comms traffic from Ranger units in Syria to a Fleet Marine commander in the Med.  Wolfe was about to say something clever when suddenly all heads turned towards the source of a communication override that came over the PA system. 
“Alert One Alert One.  We have a priority Flash Update from NORAD.  Early warning satellites confirm multiple missile launches converging on U.S. and Allied forces.  Missile count above twenty and climbing.”
Major General Maxwell turned on the system mike and announced in a perfectly calm, almost stoic voice, “Confirm target area and pull up images on the main threat board.”
Seconds later, the two-hundred-inch high-definition digital screen lit up with crisp images of the Persian Gulf region and clearly designated American and Allied naval and air units.  A series of multiple red streaks rising from a half a dozen different points along the Iranian coastline indicated a major anti-ship missile attack in progress, the second of the morning. 
General Maxwell quickly scanned the threat board and keyed the mike, “Okay, people, look alive. We have Marines converging on the Iranian naval base at Abu Musa.  Send flash message to all American commands of incoming missiles in the region and order any available airborne assets to converge on the launch zones.  Suppression of mobile missile threat is now our immediate priority.”
President Wolfe watched with rapt fascination but had difficulty following everything, so he asked, “General, what are we looking at?”
      Hiding his irritation of having to undertake a primer lesson in modern warfare in the middle of an attack, General Maxwell took his headset off and said, “Mr. President, we have the 11th and 15th MEUs hitting the Iranian naval base at Abu Musa right now as we speak.  That’s about four thousand Marines, sir.  They are landing on amphibs and flying into hot landing zones in Ospreys.  The Iranians have timed their missile attack at a point where we are most vulnerable.  U.S. and Allied naval vessels are supporting the landing, so they have the best chance of hurting us until we suppress their missile capabilities.”
President Wolfe was listening but watched the screen as blue and red symbols connected at various points.  Too old for video games, he never really got the fascination with them until now.  He said, “I see some red symbols dropping off.  Are we going to ride this one out?”
      “Mr. President, I am going to open up the secure channel, so we can listen to Captain Abbott who is the Air Defense commander for the Stennis Group.  His flagship is the U.S.S Mobile Bay, an Aegis air-defense cruiser.”
After a momentary delay, the president and his small group of advisors were focused on the words of men and women ten thousand miles away who were calmly and professionally managing one of the most intense aspects of modern warfare, riding out a missile attack.
“. . . lift off, lift off.  We have six more Vampires in the air.  Designate raid four.  Bearing 215 . . . looks like Qaders.  Speed at Mach two and climbing . . .”
       “. . . order the Spruance [DDG 111] to extend their missile envelope to cover raid four.  Start lighting them up . . .”
“. . . Marines are receiving heavy fire from Iranian beach defenses.  Two, repeat two, amtracs hit.  Marines are requesting immediate air and fire support . . .”
“. . . negative that.  Not until we clear these damn missiles . . .”
“. . . raid two vampires are all hit.  Three missiles from raid three are now active tracking.  Recommend full counter-measures . . .” [U.S. and Allied naval vessels began popping chaff bundles and placed Phalanx CIWS guns on automatic mode to target any leakers.]
“. . . oh shit, we have ten more missile tracks.  Sea skimmers, designate raid five.  Jesus, they are moving fast.  Up to Mach three.  Sunburns . . . we have Sunburns inbound . . .”
“. . . Sunburns?  I thought we took those out when we took out their fleet units . . .”
      “. . . Sir, they must have converted some to mobile launchers.  Bastards played this one beautiful.  Stockdale [DDG 106] reports almost out of Standard missiles.  Recommend shifting the Decatur [DDG 73] to cover . . .”
“. . . But that will weaken the Stennis [CVN 74] air defense.  But it’s either the Stennis or the Amphibs . . .”     
“. . . Do it . . .”
The president stood open-mouthed completely absorbed by the stream of messages, and all the while watched as symbols on the screen kept shifting and red missile tracks went off the board.  He was about to let out a cheer when he heard the unthinkable.
      “. . . hit, hit.  One Sunburn just got through and struck the Mesa Verde [LPD 19].  Repeat: The Mesa Verde has been hit . . .”
      “. . . I need eyes on the Mesa.  How bad . . .?”
“. . . Sir, she’s gone.  She broke in half.  Major secondary explosions.  Rescue vessels already en route . . .”
The words cut through the room like an icy wind on a deep winter day - they could feel it in their bones.  It stung.  The U.S. Navy just lost its first ship in combat since the Second World War, and everyone in the room felt the weight of that realization.
      Chairman General Duncan was the first to speak and barked out with his command voice that had been honed over four decades of leading men in combat and said, “Okay people, the Mesa Verde is gone and not a damn thing we can do about it.  We have Marines in direct combat operations who need additional support.  Get those Marines the fire support they need pronto.  That is your first priority.  The Verde comes later.  Let’s move like we have a purpose.  Now.”
Duncan then turned to address the president who looked to be in shock, “Mr. President, sir, I think its best if we go to the “Tank” for the briefing.  Things are pretty hectic out here as you can see.”
Wolfe was looking down at the ground and slowly shaking his head.  This wasn’t a video game.  Men and women just died.  In a grave voice, Wolfe asked, “How many, General?  How many did we just lose?”
      Standing ramrod straight, General Duncan’s ice-blue eyes stared at the president and never wavered.  The man has to know this isn’t a fucking game.  “Depends how many of my Marines have already landed, sir.”
“How many?”
      “The Mesa Verde has a crew of about 350 and carries another 700 Marines.  We won’t know for a while, sir, but I will keep you updated.  I suggest we hold off releasing this to the American people for a few hours until we know more.”
Wolfe nodded back, as it hit him like a punch to the gut that all those sailors and Marines who were suddenly gone or left floating in oily waters in the Persian Gulf waiting to be rescued were there because of him.  How many more would die before this war would end?
A sullen-looking President Wolfe followed close behind General Duncan while his aides followed a respectful distance to the rear.  Dutch Shultz stopped short and held his arm out, startling Baxter Davis who exclaimed, “What the hell. Dutch?!”
“I’ll tell you what the hell, Baxter.  Did you just watch the same thing I saw?  How many mothers lost sons, wives their husbands, how many kids just lost a parent?  You happy now?  You’re finally getting the great war with Islam that you and your fellow nutcases have been getting a hard on for years.  How many dead Americans did you figure a part of this little war?”
Baxter’s dark eyes flared in response, but instead of raising his voice, he simply shook his head side to side in complete derision and said, “You’re a goddamned broken record, Dutch.  If you were around with FDR, I guess we would have thrown in the towel after Pearl Harbor?  The Bataan Death March?  North Africa?  You tell me.  Or did we keep fighting until the job got done?”
Tired of being made to look like some creampuff liberal pussy by Baxter, Shultz’s voice began to rise, “FDR didn’t pick that war.  He had no other choice.  This was a choice and our president, and MY friend, is going to blame himself for the rest of his life after today.”
“Blame himself?  Why?  He didn’t start this war.  They started it, a long time ago.  Only now we are starting to fight back.  In war, people die, even someone who never served must understand that.”
Shultz was about to respond when his emergency tone from his phone chirped.  Doubly annoyed, he reached into his breast pocket, pulled it out and clicked on the flashing text symbol.  He quickly clicked the video link and an Al-Jazeera news clip played.  It was images from Tehran, and an English translation described the scene as a wide-angle shot showed hundreds of blackened corpses, many of them obviously children, laid out in an open field.  Fires and heavy smoke were still buffering from two buildings in the foreground.  Loud wales from grieving relatives could be heard clearly.
      Oh, shit, this is bad.  What in the hell have we gone and done?
Pausing the feed, Shultz showed Baxter his phone and said, “Yeah, people die, Baxter.  By the looks of this, I would say a couple of hundred.  Take a look.”
Shultz was deep in thought as he watched as even Baxter’s normal cocksure, know-it-all expression changed as he watched the clip. 
      The American people were cheering for their President last night, let’s see what happens when they hear about a sunken American ship and hundreds of dead kids.  Now, what in the hell are we going to do?


 




Chapter Twenty Four

October 16th

MSNBC News Special Report

“Thank you for joining us on the eight o’clock hour for this MSNBC Special Report, America at War.  I am Christopher Strawes, and to say the past twenty-four hours have been momentous would be a gross understatement.  Since President Wolfe’s declaration of war against terror, American and Allied air, land, and sea forces have been in non-stop combat operations across the globe, but especially against the Islamic Republic of Iran.
“The challenge I have here tonight is where to begin.  Any one of these events on any given night would have been the lead story and likely take up the majority of our program, but the scope of the American military offensive is unlike anything the world has seen since the Second World War. 
“The Pentagon has confirmed that bombing raids against Iran’s missile and nuclear sites remain a priority, but MSNBC was the first to report two hours ago that Iran’s infrastructure continues to be a target.  The Kharg Island Terminal Complex, responsible for 90% of all of Iran’s crude oil exports is on fire tonight and reported to be totally destroyed.  The Pentagon has confirmed that Iran’s nine main oil refineries have all been struck by a combination of missiles and bombs.  Satellite images above Iran show dark, heavy plumes of smoke and burning flames in cities and industrial centers across the country. 
“This is a major blow for the citizens of Iran. Iran is the world’s third-largest exporter of crude oil, however, due to a combination of decades worth of sanctions and an exploding population, they have been forced to import upwards of 300,000 barrels per day of refined fuel because their domestic refineries were inadequate.  The president promised the American people that Iran would be made to pay a price. Well, it appears that is exactly what is occurring.
“Let’s turn to Monica Cresswell reporting from Amman, Jordan.  Monica, those images released earlier on al Jazeera seem to have unleashed a firestorm of unrest throughout the Muslim world.  Can you give us some updates?”
“Thanks, Chris.  As you can see behind me, there is a massive crowd in front of the U.S. Embassy protesting the American and Israeli attacks.  Jordan has traditionally been one of the few Middle East nations who generally back the United States, but that may be changing.  Those images released earlier today of hundreds of dead civilians were quite chilling.”
“Monica, the White House has still not officially responded to these reports of civilian casualties, but we are being told that they may number in the thousands.  What are you hearing over there?”
In the background, the camera panned to several American and Israeli flags on fire and increasingly loud chanting from the surging crowd.  “Sorry, Chris, it’s getting louder here, and our security people are telling us to hurry and finish.  I do want to report that an Al Jazeera story that just broke an hour ago seems to have taken relatively peaceful demonstrations and started to turn them ugly when they reported that widespread failures in water lines in more than a dozen major Iranian cities caused isolated fires from American missile and bombing attacks to turn into citywide blazes that seem to have killed so many civilians. 
      Al Jazeera is reporting that we purposely turned off the water via some kind of cyber attack, and ever since then, the protests have become increasingly more violent.  I have not been able to confirm, but . . . AHHHH!”
The MSNBC correspondent let out a piercing cry when she was struck in the head by a palm-sized rock.  The camera panned haphazardly all over the pace and voices could be heard cursing and yelling as rocks rained down on the news crew.
Chris Straw started shouting into the camera, “Monica…Monica…are you all right…are you all right.  Get out of there…get out.” 
Then the screen went black, and a visibly shocked Hayes stared wide-eyed into the camera and for a second kept looking off camera and holding his hands up and finally said, “We have lost our feed from Amman.  Clearly, something terrible has happened.  We will keep our viewers apprised of the situation as soon as we know more.  Now let’s turn to veteran foreign correspondent Sheila Benjamin.  She’s live in Tel Aviv and loud sirens can be heard in the background as yet another barrage of missiles is raining down on Israel.  Sheila, can you give us an update?”
The White House Situation Room

      The principals-only meeting of the National Security Council had been going on for the past hour.  Thus far, things have been grim.  The loss of the Mesa Verde seemed to overshadow the overall successes of Avenging Angel.  Most of the Marines had already landed, but the loss of life was high.  The Russian-supplied Sunburn was a nasty anti-ship missile, a fast sea skimmer packing a powerful 750-pound warhead that ruptured the Mesa Verde’s jet fuel tanks used to fly the Marines’ tilt-rotor Osprey’s off the decks.  The powerful explosion left 200 dead, and a very real PR nightmare for the administration. 
The U.S. Navy doesn’t lose ships . . . until today.     
However, the military men in the room knew it could have been far worse.  There was no disputing the fact that Operation Cyber Strike had been a remarkable success.  War games conducted over the past two decades predicted the potential for significant losses at sea if Iran decided to block the Strait of Hormuz and unleashed their anti-ship missiles and gunboats.  Secretary Mahler had been quite clear on the matter and said without the massive cyber-attacks neutralizing Iran’s ballistic missile capability casualties would be far higher and more American ships would now rest at the bottom of the Arabian Sea. 
More than nine hundred sorties and only two downed planes, and only one due to hostile fire.  The Iranian and Syrian air forces were effectively destroyed leaving American warplanes in complete control of enemy airspaces.  Cyber Command reports that their people still maintain control of both Iran’s and Syria’s defense and communication networks.   More than fifty percent of all Iranian ballistic missile launches have been mission failures due to cyber-attacks and that most of the others either missed their target or were intercepted. 
Left unsaid were the two dozen that made it through, including hits on-base facilities on Muharraq Airfield in Bahrain and Al Udeid Air Base in Qatar.  An American transport plane was struck on the runway but fortunately had already unloaded its Air Force personnel, though two pilots were lost in the explosion.  Additionally, two Saudi refineries suffered deadly strikes and fires continued to burn through the night.   
In twenty-four hours of operations, Iran was effectively reduced to a Third World power.  In another forty-eight hours, Iran’s nuclear capability will be an afterthought.  More than two dozen terror camps and Quds Force locations had been hit, several hit twice.  The Iranian regime had effectively had its head cut off.  The CIA reported that no one knows who’s in charge and reports of fighting between the Army and Revolutionary Guards already started. 
      Mahler informed the group that Marines seized the important Abu Mesa naval base and were now waiting for the 1st Marine Expeditionary Brigade to mate up with Marine Pre-positioning Squadron Two that held equipment and thirty days’ worth of combat supplies for an entire brigade that was now steaming towards the Gulf from Diego Garcia. 
In less than seventy-two hours, plans called for the Marines to seize the much larger Iranian naval base on Qeshm Island just across from Bandar Abbas.  Suppression of Iran’s anti-ship missiles would continue to be a priority, but once this key strategic naval base was secured, oil would begin to flow again, and Iran’s ability to interdict movement through the Straits would be finished.   
President Wolfe liked his briefings kept brief and to the point.  If they were not, he was often observed looking around the room or seen doodling - but not this time.  Today, he was clearly agitated and short-tempered.  His face was flushed bright red and his eyes were glazed over and sporting heavy dark bags under them.  But what really caused several disconcerting looks between his advisors was the fact that Wolfe’s normally perfectly groomed thick red hair was a mess, and instead of a suit and tie, his shirt was unbuttoned, and he was missing his jacket.
      Secretary Mahler finished his briefing and nodded to the director of the CIA, Nicholas Tomasso, the former Congressman from New Mexico and a former spook himself in his younger days before - as he liked to joke about it – he sold out and decided to make some real money.  Tomasso had thick dark hair and a menacing presence about him.  More than a few of his fellow Congressmen joked over the years that on the weekends he used be an extra on the old HBO show The Sopranos.  He actually liked that characterization and was known to play it up from time to time, but not this morning.  Today he was all business.
“Mr. President, I think we need to discuss the growing unrest over the past twelve hours since Al Jazeera released those video clips.  My station chiefs have been sending high priority cables since last night concerning increasingly violent demonstrations from Tunisia to Brussels.  That reporter from MSNBC and her crew are still missing, and my people are saying she’s gone.  She won’t be the last.  Those images of the burned bodies piled in that park plus the non-stop social media feeds coming out of Iran, Syria, even Pakistan are creating a very dangerous situation.”
Dutch Schultz cut in and asked, “How dangerous?  What are we looking at?”
      Jesus Christ do I have to spell it out for them.
Tomasso testily responded, “My people are saying there is going to be rioting in the streets across the entire Muslim world.  We are picking up an unprecedented level of chatter on the web from dozens of suspected extremist groups.  NSA can back me up on this.  But what is scaring the shit out of me is the threat from lone wolves.  I know my European counterparts are . . .” 
      A powerful BAM! reverberated throughout the room as the president’s hand slammed the table and he shot up from his seat and bellowed, “Enough!  I’m tired of hearing about those goddamn videos that our own media keeps showing over and over again!  I haven’t heard the media speak about my Lily once in the past two days.  They want to forget, well I haven’t forgotten.  What the hell did they expect us to do, drop fucking flowers on them?  Those bastards asked for this, and I’m giving it to them in spades.”
Schultz did not like how his old friend looked (or sounded, for that matter) and tried to calm things, “Mr. President, I think what Nick was trying to say is that we may have underestimated the outrage in the Muslim world with what we are doing.  Maybe we need to . . .”
Before Dutch could finish his thought, a visibly angry Wolfe interjected, “We need to what, Dutch?  Back off?  Say we’re sorry?  Cut a deal or some other such bullshit?  I told everyone in this room and the American public that this is a real war on terror, and I meant every word of that.  So, if the bastards want to riot then let them.  The hell with them and anyone who supports them.”
The room became deadly quiet, no one wanted to say anything else and just nervously eyed random members around the table.
Finally, Schultz very somberly asked, “Mr. President is there anything else that we can cover before we adjourn the meeting?”
President Wolfe was staring off distantly and seemed to have barely heard his Chief of Staff, but then he suddenly whipped his head around and pointed at General Duncan and asked, “Yeah there is something else.  Where are we on hunting down those killers who murdered my daughter?  None of this ends until that bastard and everyone with him are dead.”
      Clearly uncomfortable, General Duncan responded with great care in his voice, “Mr. President, I can assure you that the hunt for your daughter’s killers remains an absolute priority.  As I mentioned earlier, we continue to build up our forces in and around the Syrian airbase at Deir ez-Zor.  The 75th Ranger Regiment and two brigades of the 82nd Airborne are on the ground.  Within three days, the balance of the 82nd will be fully deployed and will begin combat operations throughout western Syria.
      More importantly, sir, we have deployed a Joint Special Operations Task Force composed of units from Seal Team Six, Delta Force, and the entire 5th Special Forces Group.  Even as we speak, sir, our boys are hunting for Allah’s Avengers.  It will only be a matter of time before we make contact.  I will inform you the moment we confirm anything.  Is there anything else, sir?”
Seemingly spent, Wolfe just stood and waved for everyone else to sit.  He shook his head, and with a grave look on his face walked out of the room leaving his most senior national security and military officers feeling deeply worried for their commander-in-chief.  The United States was at war - a war he ordered, but right now he looked barely able to take care of himself, let alone lead the nation.


 




Chapter Twenty Five

October 17th

Iranian Armed Forces Cyber Command, Tehran

Few thought the Americans would be able to pinpoint the bunker complex housing Iran’s Cyber Headquarters, but even if they had, no one thought they would strike a university hospital.  They were wrong.  Six hours ago, a flight of four F-15E Strike Eagles each dropped a single 5,000 lb. GBU-28 bunker buster that struck within seconds of one another.  The effect was nothing short of cataclysmic.  The three-story underground bunker collapsed in two sections, killing nearly a two hundred people and burying alive dozens of Iran’s most talented programmers and hundreds of millions of dollars of computer hardware.
Brigadier General Behrouz Soroush was moaning slightly as he slowly began to regain consciousness.  He struggled to open his eyes.  A thick layer of blood mixed with dirt and plaster dust had caked together rendering him blind for the moment causing a wave of panic to wash over him.  He next became aware of a heavy weight on his chest and started to squirm, but intense pain shot up his shoulder and a piercing pain along his ribcage caused him to cry out.  He began screaming, “HELP!  HELP!  Anyone…I’m in here…anyone.”  Nothing.
      A voice from deep inside his mind rang out, get ahold of yourself Behrouz…think…think.
Taking three deep breathes and slowly exhaling, he willed himself to take stock of the situation.  He struggled to remember what happened and the last images that came to mind placed him at his desk when a deafening sound struck and then nothing…blackness. 
      He was injured, that much was clear, but how injured, he wasn’t certain yet.  Clearly, the Americans found them and struck with one of their bunker bombs.  Many are probably dead.  No one was coming.  I must get myself out of here.
He cried out in pain as he freed his pinned left arm and began wiping clear his eyes so that he could at least see.  A dim red emergency light flashed overhead slightly illuminating the room, but from his vantage point, he couldn’t see much.  But he could smell gas and could see smoke filtering into the room, and a powerful fear gripped him again. 
      Allah, help me.  I don’t want to die like this - roasted alive.  Must find a way out of here.  Need to get to the escape capsule.
His right arm was pinned as was most of his entire right side.  Using his uninjured elbow to brace himself, he was able to bend his knee and pushed with all his might against a heavy bookcase that was once the pride of his office.  Filled with the latest journals and even fiction books once used to help pass the time, now the heavy oak shelf may be the death of him if he couldn’t escape its immense weight. 
He had no choice but to shift his weight to his injured right side and a terrible pain caused him to cry out, “AAHHHH!”  But he needed to use both his left leg and arm to gradually shift his broken body out from underneath the shattered remains of his office.  After ten ungodly minutes of pain mixed with fear, General Soroush was finally able to free himself.
Coughing as he struggled to stand, he looked across the room, and the sheer devastation shocked him.  The entire entrance to his doorway was now covered in a pile of concrete and debris.  Half his own ceiling had collapsed, but the escape hatch remained intact on the other side of the room.  Each corner office in the bunker complex held a steel cylinder that extended up to the surface with a ladder attached to enable the bunker’s occupants the prospect of escape.  No one else would be making this climb today other than himself.
Fortunately, his legs were fine although his shoulder and ribs were clearly broken.  He was having trouble breathing, probably due to a punctured lung.  Reaching up, Behrouz used his left hand to open the hatch door and pulled the ladder down to the floor and began the laborious climb.  Emergency LED lights were only partially functioning and for every ten feet in the light, ten more was in complete blackness. 
Struggling to manage his fears but desperate to escape the underground death trap below, the pudgy fifty-seven-year-old software engineer reached up with his left hand and one at a time pulled himself up yet another rung.  Sweating profusely, his hand slipped several times, but still, he held with a death-like grip determined to see his wife and daughters again. 
Finally, he could see a cluster of LED lights at the top and struggled to force the latch open.  He pushed up with his upper back and left shoulder until finally, it gave way.  The heavy hatch cover swung open and struck with a metallic thud as it hit the pavement of the parking lot.  Expecting blue skies and bright, glorious sun, Soroush instead was greeted by clouds of billowing dark smoke and ash lightly falling to the ground as if it was wintertime.
Overwhelmed with a mix of emotions, he was elated to be alive, but also in tremendous pain from his many injuries.  He turned around in a circle taking in the sights around him.  The Tehran University Medical Building had two blackened gouges in its side, and bright flames seemed to have engulfed the bottom two floors.  Loud cries of pandemonium could be heard all around as doctors and nurses mixed with patients and frantic family members. 
Walking very slowly himself and not realizing how torn and tattered his uniform was after everything he had been through, he managed to cross the lot and saw droves of people in Laleh Park.  It was the sounds of crying children and women that assaulted his senses.  Packing the normally picturesque park were thousands of his countrymen carrying what personal effects they could escape with at the time.  The shock was starting to give way to anger. 
Seeing a man about his age wearing the uniform of the Basij paramilitary militia who was directing people down the road to a water dispersal area, Soroush went up to him and said, “Brother, I am Brigadier General Behrouz Soroush.  My bunker was struck by the Americans, and I just managed to escape, what is happening?”
The dark-skinned and thick-bearded Basij officer pulled down a scarf that he was using to protect against the smoke, and burning ash falling from the skies and just shook his head and said, “You’re a general.  You don’t know?  Look around.  Look what the Americans and Jews have done to our people.  The city is on fire, many have died.”
Still shaken by everything of the past two hours, Soroush held his hands out as if shocked and said, “But brother what of our fire departments? We have practiced air raid drills and emergency services for two decades.  This makes no sense.”
With a voice full of rage and sorrow, the Basij officer shook his head and said, “What good are fire departments if there is no water to put out the flames?  Nothing works, General . . . no electricity, no water . . . just death.”
      Then it hit the commander of Iran’s Cybercommand, the Americans didn’t just target military networks, they targeted everything.  Pigs!
      He started to feel through his ripped uniform praying to Allah that it was still there, that he hadn’t lost it, until finally he reached his back pants pocket and felt it - his cellphone.  His hands trembled as he took it out.  The power was on, and the display was partially cracked but readable.  He quickly scrolled through his recent calls until he found the one he needed and pushed call.
On a small goat farm on the outskirts of Tehran, a familiar voice answered, “So, you’re still alive?  I would have thought the Americans would have killed you by now.”
Cutting off the sarcastic young voice on the line, Soroush spoke with a venomous hatred in his voice. “Shut up, you dog, and listen.  I am ordering you to immediately initiate the Khomeini 79 attack sequence.  It is time to make these American infidels pay for their crimes.”
The leader of the Iranian Cyber Army, Samen Khorasani, was suddenly gripped by a combination of excitement and fear.  Gripping his phone even tighter and pressing it closer to his face, Khorasani spoke almost in a whisper, “Truly?  Khomeini 79?  You’re not fucking with me?  You really want me to unleash version 79?  You know what that means.”
Soroush took one last look around his burning city, wondering if his beloved wife and daughters were alive and refusing for the first time in his life to ask for permission from a superior, he nodded and said, “Just do it.  It is now in the hands of Allah.”
With that finished, Soroush dropped his phone to the ground and crushed it beneath his feet and began walking towards his home.
◆◆◆
 
The RQ-170 Sentinel UAV drone flew high above the city of Tehran searching for voice transmissions of high-value target. Twenty seconds into the conversation between Soroush and Khorasani, it locked into the conversation and captured it for later analysis at the National Security Agency’s headquarters in Fort Meade.  But of far greater importance, the GPS location from the cellphone signals of both of these high-value targets was sent to Langley.
The CIA was operating half a dozen Hellfire-armed Reaper drones above Tehran waiting for kill orders for ranking military and government officials.  It had been a busy thirty-six hours with more than a hundred kills already attributed to CIA drone operators.  With cell towers as the only piece of modern technology still working in Iran, military and government officials couldn’t help themselves, and it became a killing ground.
Operating out of a ground station at Nellis Air Force Base in Nevada, a CIA contract employee, a twenty-seven-year-old young woman who recently finished her Air Force enlistment and instead of re-upping joined the CIA for triple the money and better hours.  Her almost matter-of-fact tone announcing a positive identification of one Samen Khorasani got several in the room very excited.
      Her section leader, Tyler Eggars an old hand at the drone game at the ripe old age of thirty-three, immediately reacted to the name.  We missed the bastard yesterday. Not again.  “Okay, people do we have movement?”
“Negative.  Target is not moving.  Location appears to be thirty miles northwest of Tehran.  Reaper 25 on the way.  Estimate five minutes to contact.”
Wiping the sweat from his rapidly vanishing hairline, he calmly said, “Okay, Kristi, you’ve got the stick for Reaper 25; bring her in from the west and let’s lock this one down.  He’s not moving so don’t rush.  What can he do in another four minutes?”
◆◆◆
 
The ostensible leader of the loosely structured Iranian Cyber Army was torn about what to do.  He knew the conversation with Soroush lasted too long, and the Americans may have gotten a hit on him, but the only place he could flee was to the mountains, and chances of finding a secure Wi-Fi connection would be nearly nil.  Not sure what to do, Samen suddenly moved from his desk chair and began grabbing clothes and personal effects from a dresser drawer and began stuffing them into his duffel bag. 
He suddenly stopped and said aloud, “Soroush, you old fool, if you had let me launch this yesterday when we still had time I could have done it right.  Now I have to rush.  Damn you.”
Throwing his half-stuffed duffel bag to the floor, Samen raced back to his desk, opened his laptop, and immediately his fingers began furiously pounding the keys trying to quickly access the Khomeini 79 files.  Sweating profusely now, his long greasy hair kept falling across his face distracting him as he tried to concentrate.  
      Where is it . . . where is it?  There, got it.  I need time to get into their networks.  Khomeini is supposed to be an elegant attack.  I need my brothers with me on this, but most dropped off the grid hours ago.  Think.  Think.
◆◆◆
 
                      
The tension in the room was real as half a dozen other targets were being hunted, but the intense former college national debater, Tyler Eggars, wanted this kill.  He walked up behind Kristi and tried to control his own emotions and not pressure her too much and said with an even tone, “Okay, Kristi, talk to me.  Do we have this gomer or what?”
Drone operators dressed like flyers and Kristi shifted in her console seat trying to remain focused and simply replied, “Got him locked up.  Need one more minute.”
      She had three older brothers and learned to love all the first-person shooter games from Call of Duty to Halo, and nothing made her happier than when she started schooling her big brothers at their own games.  The rush of a kill was better than any sex she ever had; not that she had all that much experience.
      Eggars tried to control his own breathing.  These Iranian Cyber Army dudes are no joke.  I want this bastard Khorasani’s ass scattered to the wind.  The brass will cream their pants once I report this kill.
“Are you sure?  We can’t afford to miss this guy again.”
Responding in an annoyed voice, Kristi said, “GPS signal is still in the green.  The dumbass forgot to turn off his phone.  We have a single residence; an old farmhouse and no movement.  He’s toast, so chill.”
“You better be right.  Stay focused and nail the sucker.”
◆◆◆
 
Khomeini 79 was an updated derivative of the BlackEnergy3 malware virus used by the Russians against the Ukrainians to shut off the electric grid in Kiev back in December 2016.  The code was released out into the “dark web” for other hackers to modify and improve.  Samen saw the potential immediately, and his people began working on a way to target the American power grid. 
Unlike the Soviet era infrastructure of the Kiev utility, it was expected that the American grid network would be far more difficult to crack.  Yes and no.  While the American grid was far more complex and getting even more so with the introduction of so-called “smart-grid” technology, much of the infrastructure, especially in aging Rustbelt states was a combination of new and aging systems with many vulnerable access points.  Major cities like New York, Philadelphia, and Boston invested significant money to protect against cyber attacks.  They updated their systems while smaller mid-sized cities struggled to maintain service and upkeep.  These became the target points for Khomeini 79.
The full plan intended to launch attacks aimed at creating kinetic mission kills by destroying the power transformers themselves.  Similar to what the Americans actually did against Iran’s own power grid to cause long-term damage.  Unfortunately, Iranian capabilities dwarfed that of the United States.  Samen could feel the sweat running down his back as the reality of what he was about to do filled him with pride that he alone was striking a blow to hurt the Americans. 
Closing his eyes, Samen whispered one last quick prayer to Allah thanking him for allowing him to be his willing vessel against the infidel.  Then with a flick of his index finger, he pushed the [enter] button and released a powerful DDOS (Distributed Denial of Service) malware attack aimed at a dozen American cities from Illinois to Pennsylvania. 
A DDOS attack used pre-planted malware viruses to overwhelm individual utility internal networks, denied connections within the network, turned off the auto controls and prevented the various substations from feeding their transmissions into the distribution grid.  Then a “wiper” virus was activated and began wiping critical transmission codes within the main network to prevent the substations from reconnecting after the malware virus was identified and neutralized.  Simple, but effective.
Samen was about to record a quick video to upload along with a copy of the Khomeini 79 malware virus so that his brothers around the globe could use it to strike the Americans and their Jew lackeys.  He was just about to reach for his laptop when powerful twin explosions ripped through the simple one-story cement block structure.  One would have been enough, but each Hellfire missile exploded within seconds of one another sending a dark billowing cloud of flames and debris high into the sky. 
Neither his uncle nor aunt nor their four children nor Samen Khorasani felt a thing as their bodies were literally ripped into pieces.  Special Ops soldiers would later be sent to the target site to collect any technical intelligence, but the laptop was shattered and sprinkled across the rocky terrain.  Even if they did find something, it would be too late. 
Unbeknownst to anyone giving one another high fives at Nellis Air Force Base or analysts in Fort Meade, the Islamic Republic of Iran had just struck back, and it came in the form of a keystroke. 


 




Chapter Twenty Six

Pennsylvania Power & Light Headquarters, Allentown, PA

Yolanda Johnson, a smart, hard-working mother of three went to night school for three years to help secure an important promotion as a Systems Monitor.  She had eagle eyes and good instincts in the control room.  She quickly mastered PP&L’s grid management system and within six months was promoted to manage the power transmission network for the greater Scranton region.  More than a quarter million people relied on her good judgment. 
      Glancing up at the clock, she noted that it was 4:30.  One more hour to quitting time.  As was her habit, she scrolled through doing systems checks every hour or so even though the system had multiple system alerts built into the software.  Okay now, what am I making for dinner tonight?  Lord, I hope that man of mine took that chicken out ‘cause I damn sure don’t want to have to hit the supermarket on the . . . BEEP . . . BEEP . . . BEEP. . .
A warning alert came on her screen as the system locked her out.  Always a bit distrustful of PP&L’s sometimes quirky operating system, she began working through several inputs that worked in the past, but this time the system still locked her out.  Annoyed, Yolanda quickly took out the handy training manual that she kept in a binder nearby and started scrolling through the paperwork trying to figure out how to unlock the system.  More aggravated than worried, she started the reboot process.
****ACCESS DENIED****
She tried again. 
****ACCESS DENIED****
She said the words aloud and shook her head and started getting a feeling that something was not right.  Then she heard the sounds from other co-workers.  Some cursed while others started yelling out asking if anyone else was locked out.  Picking up the phone, Yolanda contacted tech support but couldn’t get through. 
Unknown to Yolanda or anyone else at PP&L Utilities corporate headquarters, substations serving the Scranton transmission area began going offline.  Emergency stop orders went into effect at dozens of power transformers which distribute high voltage power, and to the distribution transformers that direct electricity to the user.  One after the other they went offline and by five o’clock, the beginning of rush hour, the entire Scranton region was in the dark. 
Office buildings went black sending surprised workers into the streets and stranding dozens of panicked people caught in elevators unable to escape.  Hospitals went into their emergency protocols.  Loud diesel-fueled backup generators started kicking in sending vaporous white steam into the cooling night air.  Non-essential patients were asked to leave; those who couldn’t were being consolidated on a few floors.  Almost as disconcerting for the hospital as the loss of electricity was a dramatic drop in water pressure as pump stations for water distribution began to fail across the region adding to the sense of unease.  Wi-Fi towers with their battery backups still worked but did little good if smartphones couldn’t get a charge.
Some traffic lights equipped with either battery backups or solar power continued to work, but others went down causing dozens of minor accidents around the region.  The local road net soon became a mess as dozens of accidents created massive traffic jams throughout the region.  Many motorists were forced to leave their vehicles and either head back to their place of work or nearby community centers, even churches, hoping for the best or they decided to brave the early fall chill and trek to their homes. 
      As the sun dipped below the horizon, tens of thousands of Scrantonians wondered when the power would come back.  As the prospects of a night without power became a reality, fear slowly crept into the “Electric City,” as Scranton has been known for a hundred years.  The Electric City was not alone as fifteen million Americans were suddenly thrust back to the 19th Century.  Few would sleep easy this night.
NBC News Special Report: “America Goes Dark”

“Thank you for joining us on the eleven o’clock hour, I am Melanie Keane, and this is an NBC News Special Report.  Tonight, NBC News is reporting that twelve U.S. cities have been struck by some form of a cyber attack.  Several cities are completely in the dark while others continue to report only partial disruption of service.
“Let’s quickly run through those affected cities.  In Pennsylvania, Scranton remains in the dark while Harrisburg is partially blacked out.  In New York, the cities of Corning and Binghamton report partial blackouts while Buffalo is completely in the dark.  In Ohio, major parts of the city of Cleveland are experiencing power outages while power is completely out in Akron and Youngstown.  In Michigan, Detroit’s electric grid has been totally shut down while nearby Flint remains partially out of service.  Lastly, we are just now getting reports that Gary, Indiana’s electric grid - which is tied very closely to the much larger grid in Chicago - is also out, and the Windy City is now reporting rolling blackouts in major portions of the city.
“Already social media has been overloaded with millions of posts along with numerous images of accidents, massive traffic jams, scenes of violence, and even looting in several cities.  People are scared.  People are angry.  People want answers.
“Hopefully, we can get some of those answers from our own White House correspondent Callie Jenkins who just got out of a . . . I think ‘contentious’ is the word . . . impromptu press conference at the White House.  Callie, can you give us an update?”
Standing in front of a backlit White House, Callie began, “Thanks, Melanie.  I would say ‘contentious’ is the right word.  White House press Secretary Sally Mercer seemed frustrated by the tough questions and ended the press conference abruptly, leaving many of my colleagues and the American public in the dark about what the administration was doing to fix the problem.”
The widely-respected news journalist and broadcast anchor seemed to pause for a slight moment, trying to word the next question just right. Melanie then asked pointedly, “Callie, it sure looked to me like the administration was caught completely off-guard and the earlier briefing by Homeland Security Secretary Dietrich seemed to only make matters worse.  Fifteen million Americans are without power, and the rest of the country is wondering if they are next.  Did you get a sense that the administration has a handle on the situation?”
“That’s just it, Melanie.  Mercer was not able to answer most of the questions tonight and her short statement basically restating the president’s message for calm didn’t seem to help.”
“Let’s start there.  Where’s the president?  Why hasn’t he addressed the American people yet?  Some are suggesting, and I have heard it myself from a ranking administration official, that the president is overwhelmed and not able to handle the pressure.  What are you hearing?”
Callie Jenkins emphatically nodded her head in agreement. “Press Secretary Mercer must have been asked that question three separate times before she seemed to completely lose her temper.  We were told that the president would address the American people after all the facts were in and at a time of his choosing.  The one thing we did learn was that this cyber attack was attributed to the Iranian Cyber Army, though the White House announced its founder and leader was killed during an airstrike.  Whether or not that means the chance of further attacks is less likely is impossible to say at this time.”
“Thanks, Callie for the update.  Now let’s turn to NBC’s team of reporters out in the affected cities.  Ron Allen is reporting live from Detroit.  What’s the situation, Ron?”


 




Chapter Twenty Seven

October 18th

The White House Situation Room

It was literally standing room only as all the seats around the conference table were taken, as well as, the dual rows of seats on either side of the room.  The principals only National Security Council meeting today included ranking members from both parties.  To describe the atmosphere as grave would not be doing justice to the tension that every man and woman felt to their core. 
Yesterday, the United States of America was attacked.  No planes crashed into buildings, no bombs exploded, yet Americans died.  Others were wounded.  The power was down in a dozen cities.  The stock market was shut down to avoid a financial meltdown. People were scared, demanding answers; demanding answers from the men and women in this very room, from their president.  And at the moment no one had any answers.
FBI Director Terrance Bowman received the nod from the National Intelligence Director to begin the briefing.  In the job for less than a year, the relatively young former Assistant Secretary of Homeland Security under Bush 43 took over the Bureau less than a year ago amid scandal associated with the election of 2016.  He was considered by many to be an expert in cybersecurity and had been expanding the FBI’s capabilities to hunt down and prosecute cyber crimes, as well as those impacting national security.  He had been warning about the danger of a cyber-attack like this for years. 
Standing tall, Bowman’s sandy blonde hair and youthful good looks had often been the subject of light-hearted banter at these meetings, but not today.  Bowman’s voice betrayed his real sense of alarm but was tempered by his years as an experienced briefer. “Mr. President, Senators, Representatives, and council members, good morning.  Director Cushing asked the Bureau to take the lead on this attack even though we have now confirmed this attack originated from Iran. 
“As many of you are already aware, Iranian cyber capabilities were always considered a significant threat, and the FBI in coordination with the National Security Agency and DoD’s Cyber Command has been on the lookout for cyber-attacks against our infrastructure.  Since the conflict began, we have logged thousands of attempted penetrations of both civilian and government targets but at roughly 4:30 yesterday afternoon the first successful attack took place at the PP&L Utility in Allentown and took down the Scranton region.
“What we now know is that a malware virus had been inserted months ago in a number of targeted utility networks primarily in the Northeast and upper Midwest.  Secretary of Homeland Security Dietrich formally established a task force of a dozen agencies that are now pooling resources along with private cybersecurity companies to address this situation.  I can report with confidence that no other utility in the nation has reported that their networks are compromised by this particular malware virus. However that is not to say that there are no other viruses in play. 
“Also, we have determined that this cyber attack is similar to the one that took out the Kiev power grid two years ago, though much more sophisticated.  It is called Khomeini 79, obviously named for the founder of the Islamic Republic and the revolution he launched in 1979.  Unlike in Kiev where their power infrastructure was so dated, switching to manual controls was much easier to initiate after the auto controls were shut down.  Here in the States the reliance on automatic controls to regulate the flow of electricity and the partial introduction of smart grids are actually working against us at the moment.”
Clearly dispirited, President Wolfe interrupted and asked in an exasperated tone, “So what the hell does this all mean?  Can we get the power on or not?”
Secretary Dietrich answered quickly, “Mr. President, you are not going to like it, but the short answer is not right away.”
“What the hell does that mean, ‘not right away’?”
FBI Director Bowman then answered, “Mr. President, unlike conventional styled attacks, we simply don’t know if there are other viruses put in place and hidden within these utilities’ networks.  We must certify with an absolute degree of confidence that these networks are no longer compromised or who knows how far this could spread.  This takes time.”
A loud, gruff voice interrupted, “Time is the one thing we don’t have Director Bowman.  Millions of Americans are without power and losing confidence in their government every moment the goddamn lights don’t come on.  So, what’s the bottom line?”
The voice of the president’s special counsel, Baxter Davis, was rarely welcomed at the NSC meetings, but everyone in the room knew his views carried serious weight with the president, now more than ever.
Bowman knew the question would be coming and decided before the meeting began not to pull any punches.  He looked right at Baxter and without any hesitation said, “The bottom line is this.  Minimum 48 hours to certify the networks are secure and up to another 72 hours to reload the auto control codes that were wiped by the secondary virus.  Work crews from a dozen states are converging on the affected cities.  Manual overrides are being attempted wherever possible, but best-case-scenario is five days to a week.  Worst case for some could be as much as two weeks or longer.”
A loud collective groan erupted as a dozen people in the room tried to speak at once.  President Wolfe’s face dropped into his hands and his head was shaking side to side.  He looked as if the wind had been knocked out of him.  The generals were worried about the impacts on the war effort, the law enforcement types in the room focused on civil unrest, the politicians and president’s handlers were calculating the political fallout, and the intelligence folks wondered what was next.
However, it was the loud voice of the House Minority Leader who rose above all the others.  Representative Connie Perino had been wearing a mask of pure bitterness and resentment from the moment she walked into the meeting.  She was clearly no fan of this President and one of only 23 representatives who voted against the war.
“Mr. President, this is all your fault.  Millions of Americans are without power, some for up two weeks, one of our ships sunk, thousands of people dead - including women and children.  Have you seen the burned bodies piled up?  I want to vomit knowing that our country did this.  And for what?  Revenge for your daughter - on the whole Muslim world.  How many more Americans will die in the days to come?  Tell me that, Mr. President.”
Baxter Davis immediately came to his feet and exploded, “How dare you speak to the president like this!  Who the hell do you think you are?”
Perino was no woman to be trifled with by anyone, let alone a political hack like Davis, and she fired back, “Who the hell do I think I am?  Who the hell do you think you are, Baxter?  You are nothing but a peddler of right-wing nonsense.  And by the way, I am an elected member of Congress who has represented my district for three decades, and I will talk to the president in any manner that I choose.”
Chief of Staff Dutch Schultz let things play out.  He wanted his friend to get an earful of bad news and especially enjoyed watching the tough as nails former Speaker lay out Baxter, but now was the time to take back control.  Rising from his seat and holding up his arms to try to quiet the room, Schultz spoke firmly, “Okay folks, enough.  We need to calm things down.  None of this will fix the problem at hand.  Representative Peroni, you are here as a courtesy, so I must insist that we bring the meeting to order and determine a course of action to deal with the matter at hand.”
Peroni took a deep breath and started to sit but was struck again at the arrogance in this room and couldn’t help but add a parting word. “Oh, I hear you, Dutch - I’m a guest today.  But seriously, how much longer do you think the American people will back this horror show of yours?  I really want to know.”
Dutch was about to answer when suddenly the president came to his feet and leveled a dark, angry gaze at Peroni and said in a deeply menacing tone, “Horror show?  You think THIS is a horror show?  Let me tell you about a real horror show.  When I watched my Liliana die gasping and shaking on the ground crying out for me to help.  That was a horror show, Congresswoman Peroni.  You may hate me, and you may despise everything that I am doing, but I don’t give a damn what you or any other pansy-assed liberal thinks about any of this.”
Eyes went wide as the men and women in the room were shocked - and some a bit appalled - at the president’s words.  Peroni herself looked taken aback.
President Wolfe continued, “I meant every word in my address to Congress the other night.  I am the only President with the balls to tell the world to go to hell, and I won’t apologize to anyone, let alone you.” 
He was practically yelling at this point.  His eyes blazed bright red, and spittle came from his mouth as he violently slammed the table and roared, “Have I made myself clear?  This is a real war on terror and if I have to use terror to fight terror then so be it.” 
Then he stared straight across the conference table at the strong-willed former Speaker and said, “Real Americans will back me no matter what, and as for anyone else, I really don’t give a damn.  And as for the rest of you, I don’t care how you do it but figure out a way to get the power back on and keep me updated on what’s going on in Syria.  I want that bastard Rahami’s head on a fucking platter, and I want it yesterday.”
With that said, the president stalked out of the Situation Room and headed to the private residence leaving behind a collection of people whose confidence in President Wolfe was either affirmed or shaken to the core.
Dutch Schultz looked at the mix of emotions around the room and spoke almost contritely on behalf of a man he barely recognized any longer, and said, “Clearly the president is under tremendous strain folks and is not himself this morning, but we have a job to do.  I want a set of recommendations on the president’s desk in the next three hours for him to sign to address how to get the power back on as soon as humanly possible.”
Secretary Dietrich interjected, “Sorry, Dutch, I just got an emergency message.  There are reports of looting in Chicago, Detroit, and Gary.  If this thing will take a week or two, we need the president to authorize the calling out of the National Guard and federalize them for the duration of the crisis.  I don’t think the locals will be up to this.”
Dutch took a deep breath and slowly let it out and shook his head and said, “Write it up and get it over to me.  I’ll see that the president signs it first thing.  Keep it together folks, the American people need us to keep it together.”
◆◆◆
 


While everyone else walked out of the contentious meeting, Director of the CIA Nick Tomasso motioned to his boss, National Intelligence Director Daniel Cushing, and then to Homeland Security Secretary Dietrich and FBI Chief Bowman to stay behind. 
As the door closed, Director Cushing was the first to ask, “What’s going on, Nick?”
Tomasso pulled out his iPad from his briefcase.  He touched the screen and hit the play tab and let the others watch.  One of his people had patched together a series of breaking news reports, mostly from the BBC but others as well.  Three separate terror attacks in the past two hours.  Suicide bombing in the famous tourist attraction of Piccadilly Circus in London, three separate explosions in Munich, and three gunmen opened fire in Amsterdam near the infamous Red Light district.
Cushing said, “Jesus Christ.  How many dead?”
“We don’t know yet, but word from my people is that the London bombing was the worst of the three.  The explosions in Munich broke a lot of glass and shook people up but few casualties, still don’t know much about Amsterdam.  But all that doesn’t matter right now.”
Secretary Dietrich cut in and said, “Doesn’t matter?  Then what the hell does, Nick?”
Tomasso didn’t say a word just raised his eyebrow. FBI Director Bowman answered for him with a tone of deep resignation. “Because this is just the beginning, right, Nick?”
Tomasso nodded emphatically and said, “Let me tell you something, my Counter-Terrorism people say they have never detected such a surge in online chatter.  We need to move the threat level to its highest setting.  It’s like we ripped open a hornet’s nest.  My people are racking kills all over the globe, but this will get out of hand fast, and it won’t stay on the other side of the pond.”
Cushing, the tall, lanky former college basketball star, stretched out his full six-feet-six-inch frame, leaned back in the comfortable leather chair and said, “So how long before we start seeing the shit hit the fan here?”
Director Bowman answered, “It is counter-terror ops 24/7 as far as the Bureau is concerned, but it’s not enough.  I’m thinking about calling retired agents to report to the nearest field office and get them back in the game.”
Secretary Dietrich arched her eyebrows at the suggestion and said, “Terrence that’s one hell of a smart move. Seriously, write it up.  We’ll call people back just like mobilizing military reserves.  In fact, I will be recommending the same thing across the board at Homeland Security.”
Exhausted after days of non-stop meetings and briefings, Director Cushing said in a voice full of fatigue, “Okay, Nick, thanks for the update on the new threat board.  If there’s nothing else, then I’ve got to get going.  I’m set to appear at a closed hearing at the Senate Intelligence Committee.  Everybody wants personal updates right now.”
Tomasso was relieved to see everyone was onboard but knew they had more ground to cover.  “One last thing, Dan.  Is anyone going to talk about what the hell just happened?  What the fuck was that?  He seems like he’s losing it.”
Secretary Dietrich was reluctant to criticize the chain of command, but the CIA head was dead on.  Choosing her words carefully, the former analyst at the RAND Corp said, “Look, I don’t really know the man outside of official business, but if he was a serving intelligence officer under me, I would recommend at least a temporary relief so that he can get himself back under control.  Let’s face it, he’s always been a bit too quick to shoot off his mouth or some other damn social media post, but this is different.  He’s not well.”
A lifetime spent in Republican political circles made Director Cushing less comfortable with where this was heading and he spoke with a strong edge to protect his Party’s president. “This is how shit leaks out in this town.  It’s bad enough that Peroni probably speed-dialed the Times and the Post while she was driven back to the Hill and gave a play-by-play report of the meeting, but this can’t be coming from his own people.”
Tomasso cut in, “I’m just saying that he may not be up to what’s coming.”
“That’s not our call to make, and you know it.  All of you need to handle your own operations and do whatever is necessary to prevent another attack.  Seriously have to go . . . keep at it, Nick.” 


 




Chapter Twenty Eight

Acre, Israel

A small convoy of six green painted military vehicles wound its way up Highway 4 along Israel’s coastline and suddenly turned left on to Ben Ami Street to take the Prime Minister to the Old City of Acre.  Considered one of the oldest cities in the world having been inhabited continuously for more than four thousand years.  Christian, Jew, Muslim, Arab, Greek, French, Turk and countless others have all shed bled in Acre over the centuries. 
Today was no different.
Evidence of war was everywhere.  Hezbollah had struck Acre with dozens of powerful rockets.  Homes, office buildings, and even a school were struck over the past four days of war.  Rubble and blackened buildings could be seen at random points throughout the city.  The Israeli Army used the city as a key logistics base and a major field hospital for the wounded was set up in the downtown.  Acre was considered a prime target for Hezbollah planners.
The chief of the PM’s security detail was angry at the former general for taking an unnecessary risk.  Twenty-four hours ago, Hezbollah landed commandos along three different Israel coastal towns and wrought havoc for three hours.  They shot up civilians, blew up gas stations and power lines, and terrorized Arab and Jewish Israelis alike until police and Army reservists were able to kill the commandos.  Who knew if any more were on the loose and waiting for a target like the prime Minister. 
General, now Prime Minister Gideon Shalev was not a man who scared easy and like most former soldiers assumed they knew better than their security details.  Shalev looked out the window and felt the adrenalin of a younger man.  He was too new to politics to revel in his powers as Prime Minister.  Deep down he wished to be with his fellow soldiers…sharing their dangers and the brotherhood of war that only comes when you face death with your brothers in arms.
He was lost in thought when his armored car came to a sudden and jarring stop.  He could see civilians carrying their personal belongings crossing the road ahead and assumed the convoy was forced to stop on its account.  Shalev was drawn to a woman leading three children in tow while holding an infant.  A boy of about eight held his younger sister’s hand who he could see was covered in gauze and medical tape. 
      Please forgive me little ones.  I never wanted this war.
Without warning loud whaling sirens could be heard throughout the city and Shalev watched as the young family took off at run for the nearest bunker.  His convoy churned up a wall of dust as it sped towards what looked like an underground parking garage.  Shalev hated not being in control and turned towards the back window in time to see three missile trails rising up to the skies, but the car dipped below the surface level as the vehicles sought out a secure place to stop.
After heading down two levels, the convoy stopped and Shalev jumped out of the car.  Inside the parking garage were hundreds of people who sought safety underground.  His detail immediately surrounded him, but he waved them to back off.  For the next forty minutes, Shalev went from family to family and talked with his fellow Israelis, listened to their stories, and got the unfiltered truth.
Each family set up camp in their individual parking spots.  Some families brought their easy to carry “Kibbutz food”, a mix of cheeses, fruits, yogurt, and pickled foods while some set up small charcoal stoves.  Soon the delicious aromas of Israeli barbeque or “Mangal” filled the air as kebobs of roasting chicken and lamb were cooked. 
Most were grateful to see him walking among them, some expressed anger at the Government and Army for failing to stop the rockets, but the majority understood this was the price of citizenship in Israel.  Surrounded by enemies for nearly eight decades, war was never far away from their thoughts.  Mothers knew their sons, husbands, and even daughters must answer the call to serve and fight their enemies no matter the cost.  Most would come home, some would not and that was the burden these women carried.  Now Gideon Shalev too carried this burden only his was for all the people of Israel.  Few could carry this weight, but Shalev was determined to see this war to the end.  His people deserved no less.
◆◆◆
 
                 
An impatient General Ari Doron, Chief of Staff for the IDF, paced the walled off outdoor garden temporarily taken over by his security people, so he could brief his friend, the Prime Minister in person.  He was about to yell at one of his aides again when the PM suddenly appeared.
Not one for ceremony, Shalev waved at everyone to sit and said, “Sorry Ari…gentlemen, the Hezbos decided to give me a grand welcome and rained rockets down on my convoy.”
General Doron chuckled lightly and smiled as he said, “Well Mr. Prime Minister, who’s to say if our Iron Dome battery didn’t let a few sneak by just to make an impression.  Hope you didn’t scuff up your shoes getting out of the car or anything.”
After some laughs and a round of warm handshakes and embraces, all left the garden except for the two old comrades so they could talk plainly.  Prime Minister Shalev started by asking, “How in the hell are rockets still raining down all over the place after nearly three days of fighting.  Tel Aviv was hit by two Scuds this morning and last night three Iranian missiles got through.  More than seventy dead, hundreds wounded.  Now talk to me.”
Doron was drinking a hot glass of tea as the PM spoke, but his green eyes flared at the apparent rebuke from his friend and boss, and he immediately responded, “I’ll give you the same damn answer that I told you before the war started, the bastards have a shitload of missiles and that the cost would be high.  You knew this going into this war, so don’t start pointing fingers at me like some pissant journalist or asshole politician that you, yourself railed against for twenty years.”
Probably still far too emotional after his experiences in the parking garage, Shalev raised his voice and spoke harshly, “That’s not an answer.  Yes, I know they have tens of thousands of rockets, but for three days I’ve read nothing but reports of one stockpile of rockets destroyed on the ground after the other.  Tell me what’s really happening out there.”
Angry at the insinuation that he had been inflating the numbers, Doron came to his feet and pointed at a man he has known for decades, “My men have been fighting non-stop for three days now.  We have fought for every village and cave in southern Lebanon and have hurt the bastards.  You wanted dead Hezbos, well guess what you got thousands of dead ones rotting all over the place.  But you also got dead Israeli soldiers who are in the toughest fight since the Golan in 73 and fighting like heroes, one and all.”
Shalev looked up and saw the look of fury in his friend’s eyes and knew he went too far, so he held out his hands and motioned for the Chief of Staff to sit and said, “Forgive me old friend, our Army has performed brilliantly.  I am just asked a hundred times a day about the rockets.”
Doron took several deep breathes and felt himself calming and answered, “The rockets will continue to fall, but each day we strike further north they will be less, that much I promise you.  The real problem is that our Iron Dome missiles are nearly depleted, and those Hamas bastards keep firing what they have so I can’t pull any more batteries to this theater.”
“Speaking of Gaza give me a quick update on where things stand.”
      Doron shook his head a bit and said, “It is rough going down there.  We have the 366th and 80th Gaza Division in hard fighting.  We don’t have the soldiers available, so I authorized much looser rules of engagement.  The mission remains to engage and kill as many fighters as possible, to destroy weapon/rocket armories, and eradicate their tunnel systems.  It’s an ugly fight Gid, block to block in places, but by the time we are done every square inch will be secured before we leave again.  This time it’ll take a decade to rebuild after we are through.”
Shalev grimaced at that last thought and knew many civilians would be paying a horrific price for Hamas’ leadership decision to cooperate with the Iranians.  He asked, “I know that things look much better in the West Bank.  The Palestinian Authority has been more cooperative than we dared hope.  Now give me an update on operations up here.  It looks like the Americans really caught them off guard.”
Nodding in agreement, Doron wiped his sweating brow with an Army green rag and said, “Yes, the Americans mean business this time.  Their carrier planes have been pounding the hell out of the Hezbos, and they have better bunker buster bombs than us, so I have been sending as many targets their way as possible. 
      But yesterday was the turning point, their Marines stormed into Tyre on the Mediterranean coast and completely surprised and routed a reserve brigade that was forming to defend the coastal highway.  Then they combat dropped their 173rd Airborne Brigade in and around Qana.  Our 162nd Armored Division had been taking terrible casualties along every fortified village approaching the city.  The 401st Armored Brigade alone has lost fifteen tanks in two days. 
      But when those American paratroopers fell from the sky like armed devils and coupled with close air support they overran several key strongpoints in some rough fighting.  Our reserve 401st Armored Brigade punched through this morning and is driving hard for Maarakeh.  Intelligence believes there is a major cache of reserve rockets that I intend to destroy be nightfall.  Our American friends promise more Marines and perhaps even a brigade from their 10th Mountain Division.”
Shalev then asked the question that every Israeli Prime Minister had to ask…what is the cost.  For a nation of eight million and only six million Jews, every death is a tragic loss for the nation.  Clearing his throat first, the Prime Minister asked in a more subdued voice, “Very good my friend, the plan is working, but now I must ask, what are our casualties?”
He knew his friend would have to ask the question, so he pulled the most recent numbers from a pocket in his tunic and read them off, “On all three fronts, we have lost 378 killed in action and 489 wounded.  The number of civilians is worse as you well know.  The last numbers my people gave me were approaching 470.  Thank God the Americans have degraded the Iranians missile capabilities, but when we get leakers the effects are devastating.”     
“And what about them, how many of the bastards did we kill thus far?”
“You know I don’t like counting the dead like that Gid.”
“Doesn’t matter, our people want to know.  The Hezbos have nearly 50,000 fighters, so they will want to know how many will be left before we stop.”
Doron was momentarily drawn to a flight of fighter jets flying overhead, and then spoke with a serious tone in his voice, “More than four thousand confirmed dead, probably many more buried in bunkers.  But your making me very nervous Gid.  You had better not be talking about stopping anything, I’m not kidding.  You promised we either go all the way or nothing.  Is that still the case?”
Shalev knew what his friend was asking and spoke like a soldier, not a stateman, “Ari, I told you to kill every last one of them…destroy their rockets…blow up their guns…seal up their caves and tunnels and give our people ten years of peace.  Nothing’s changed.  Kill ‘em all.  The world can find me guilty of war crimes later.  No more of our people should have to die because I was too weak to let you win.  Now go my friend and bring our people the victory they deserve.”
The two men embraced warmly and left to shoulder their burden in the days and weeks ahead.


 




Chapter Twenty Nine

East Garfield section of Chicago, IL

      Three loud thumps on the wall
were quickly followed up by the loud bellowing voice of her mother, who yelled, “Will you get that child to quiet down.  ‘Bout to lose my mind.”
      Jada Walker thought to herself, I’m ‘bout to go crazy my own damn self.
Jada yelled right back at her mother, “Momma, watcha think I’s in here do’in?  The baby ain’t had nuttin to eat since dis mornin.  You be cranky too.”
Jada Walker was seventeen and like many of her friends already a mother.  Same sad, tired story.  Life in East Garfield was hard and though her mother tried, Jada knew deep down they would all probably be buried in East Garfield.  Poverty was all around and despair its ever-present companion that felt like a layer of heavy, wet mugginess that seems to cling to you every waking moment on a summer day.   
She worked part-time but with the power out her boss at the Nail Salon sent her home when she came to work today.  The power had been out now for two days and like a lot of poor folks in Chicago’s most dangerous neighborhood, the Walker’s were low on food, little cash on hand, and what little local churches could do to help wasn’t going very far in alleviating the need for basic necessities of life.  And the locals were getting angry.
Rocking her seven-month-old little boy, Jamar, tightly in her arms, Jada knew that she had to do something mighty fast because her boy needed food and the doc said his tummy couldn’t handle solid foods yet…he was colicky as it was.  She moved off the bed, careful to keep the blanket nice and tight.  It was only October but already temperatures at night were in the low thirties.  Shivering herself, Jada wished she hadn’t lost a sock under the covers, but she wanted to look out the window and see if anything was going on.
      Lakeisha said they be bringing in food in da middle of da night so folks don’t mess wid them.  Maybe I should make my way over tonight and gets a jump on the rush in the morning.  Can’t sleep no ways.
She placed the baby on top of her bed and quickly put on some heavy clothes and after a few frustrating minutes trying to find her hat and gloves, she picked up Jamar and walked down to her momma’s room, knocked and opened the door.
An irritated voice shrilly rang out, “What you doin now child?  Go back to bed.”
Shaking her head, Jada didn’t wait for permission and just walked to the bed and handed off Jamar next to his grandmother and said, “Look Momma, Jamar needs formula or milk or sumthin.  I’m gonna walk down to the Aldi and see if they’s getting deliveries at night and maybe get him somethin to help get the boy down fo da night.”
Suddenly the sleepiness drained away and Tanya Walker sat up straight and called out, “Like hell u is.  You think dat jus cause the electric done gone out dat them no good hoodlums ain’t gonna mess with you.  Child gets back to bed and take yo child wid you.”
Jada loved her mother and knew that she was only doing what her mother would have done for her and that meant going out in the dead of night and trying to find food for her child.  She quickly backed out of the room and headed down the hall and yelled out, “Momma don’t worry, I’ll be right back.”
They lived on the fourth floor and even though she knew everyone in the building, walking down dark stairs was always scary.  She had a small pencil thin flashlight that she kept on her key ring, but the bulb was dim, and she could barely see.  She heard voices as she passed down a flight of stairs, carefully holding on to the railing and taking one sure step at a time.  It felt like she could feel every bend and give in the steps and heard every creek and sound that an old apartment makes in the dead of night.  It took her ten minutes, but she made it down.
The Aldi’s was only a few blocks away, but Jada suddenly felt a rush of nerves.  The lights were out everywhere, no generators were going like in some white neighborhood.  For a city girl, the night held its own dangers, but it was always backlit, reassuring, but not tonight.  She lived on Wilcox and to the left led her towards Garfield Park…even though she was a local girl and knew some of the boys who ran with the gangs it was no place for anyone to be if they were alone.  To the right was Genevie Melody Public School, another place where local thugs hung out.
Finally, she made a left short of the park and headed down an ally she had walked her entire life.  There was enough of a moon overhead that she could make out familiar features, several fences, back porches, an empty above ground pool that was all bent to hell, and just as she was starting to feel better a loud series of all too familiar sounds of gunfire erupted up the street. 
Jada ducked behind some trash cans that were left out and her nose winced as the smell hit her, but then another smell reached her…smoke. 
      Something’s burning…something close.  Gots to keep moving, baby Jamar needs food now.

Taking a deep breath, Jada stood up and began briskly walking towards the Aldi when she reached the rear of the parking lot, she saw smoke coming out the backside of the building, and about thirty people grabbing shopping carts and racing inside.  One big tractor trailer with its big doors wide open and movement from inside.  She heard people yelling and fighting.  She moved closer and saw about a dozen people inside fighting over big, oversized cardboard boxes even though they no idea what was inside, but desperate people acted first, thought later.
      Dear Jesus, please look over me and Lord forgive me for what I am about to do.
Jada could see that some enterprising folks lit up the aisles by stuffing some carts with boxes and built small fires to give just enough illumination that people could find stuff on the shelves but at the price of a smoke-filled building.  Jada Walker pulled up her scarf so that it covered her mouth and nose, grabbed herself a cart and like other East Garfield residents she ran inside and decided to whatever she needed to do and try to find enough food for her son and mother so that they could survive for the next few days. 
For this desperate little corner of Chicago, jihad and a President’s revenge all seemed so far removed from their daily reality.  War had come to Chicago and poor Americans from neighborhoods like East Garfield to Gary Indiana, Detroit, and other cities without power would suffer worse than anyone else.


 




Chapter Thirty

October 19th

Skies above Qatar

      The U.S.-supplied and Saudi-operated AWACS Sentry command and control plane was flying above the Saudi crossroads town of Haradh about one hundred miles from the Gulf.  The advanced airborne radar plane was capable of tracking upwards of three hundred airborne targets, and its powerful sensors were instrumental to maintaining complete air supremacy against the Iranian Air Force - or at least what was left of the mostly destroyed collection of aging planes.
It was late in the afternoon, nearly five o’clock, and Royal Saudi Air Force Technical Officer Azziz felt his eyes starting to glaze over a bit, a sure sign that he needed to take a break within the next thirty minutes or he would be useless.  Then suddenly he noticed a flight moving out of its assigned heading.  He immediately radioed, “Granite flight 101, this is Sentry 315.  You are heading outside your planned patrol area.  Recommend course adjustment, change heading to 310.”
Granite flight 101 was composed of two Royal Air Force Panavia Tornado IDS fighter-bombers from No. 7 Squadron flying out of King Abdulaziz Air Base.  The older though still quite capable twin-engine sweptwing ground attack planes specialized in low-level bombing missions and were originally designed by a consortium of Italian, German, and UK aerospace firms to interdict Soviet tank armies crashing over the East German border in the 1980’s.  They were older birds but more than capable of handling their current mission profile of attacking suspected Iranian mobile missile sites.
“Negative Sentry 315, this is Flight Leader Captain Ahmed Hakami, my wingman is experiencing a left engine malfunction.  We are five kilometers east of Salwa, request heading to Al Udeid Air Base for emergency landing.”
“Say again Granite 101 . . . are you no longer mission-capable?”
“Captain Rashid’s plane requires immediate access for possible emergency landing.  Al Udeid is the nearest base.  I have a visual and the engine is completely out, and Captain Rashid reports difficulty with flight controls.”
The Sentry 315 controller looked at his console screen and could see random erratic flight movements and decided even though the Qatar airfield was cluttered with U.S. Air Force planes he would have to initiate emergency landing protocols and began directing inbound traffic to divert until this Tornado made it safely to the ground.
“Granite Flight 101, you are authorized to maintain your heading and continue to Al Udeid Air Field and commence emergency landing procedures.  All planes on the tarmac will be grounded.  Al Udeid controllers are telling me to use secondary landing taxiway, emergency responders are being mobilized.  May Allah bring you home safe.  Sentry 315 out.”
      Sixty miles away, Flight Leader Ahmed Hakami closed his eyes and silently thought, yes, my brother, may Allah truly bring me home.
Hakami and Rashid were cousins and both in their late twenties.  The two young men dreamed of being jet pilots from the time they were boys, and both sets of parents could not have been prouder of their sons.  Each was raised in A religious household and considered themselves good and observant Muslims and avoided the more extremist teachings of some of the more notable Wahhabis Imams that many of their friends and schoolmates had followed for years. 
They supported the monarchy and even accepted the need to allow Americans and other Westerners into their desert homeland to bring their technology and advanced weapons to help protect their country from its enemies as long as their culture and politics were kept at arm’s length.  But this war being waged against Islam and worse, launching these vile attacks from the sacred soil of the Muslim faith against its believers, became too much for the cousins.  They, like many of their fellow pilots could not help but be sickened by the non-stop stream of videos depicting the burned out remains of Muslim men, women, and children from Sudan to Pakistan. 
      They struggled to maintain their duty but then the most recent video from the leader of Allah’s Avengers hit the internet late yesterday, and the stirring words of Bahadur Rahimi felt as if he was speaking directly to them.  Both cousins were moved to tears by the power of his conviction and willingness to fight for all Muslim brothers and sisters.
The video was of excellent quality, and the mastermind of the Jerusalem attacks was not cowed by the Americans. Instead, he looked fierce and ready for battle.  Standing tall and wearing his now-familiar black keffiyeh wrapped around his head and with his flowing black beard and piercing dark eyes that seemed to penetrate through the screen, he said,
“You see my Brothers and Sisters, what did I tell you?  These Crusaders don’t care about Sunnis or Shiites, they only care that we are Muslim and worship the one true God, Allah, and follow the words of the Prophet Muhammed.  It is this and this alone how they justify the slaughter of our women and children, the burning of our cities, the destruction of our resources, the turning of Muslim brother against each other.
“They only know one thing: To kill Muslims.  The Crusaders have been doing this for a thousand years, but my brothers and sisters no longer do we sit back and take it.  Now we fight.  Some of our brothers and sisters - some are already heading the call to jihad.  In London and Munich and Amsterdam, brave martyrs have already struck back and made these unbelievers pay in blood for their great sins.  In America, Allah has helped guide our Iranian brothers and turned off the lights in a dozen cities, and already these godless dogs are looting their own cities. 
“But my brothers and sisters this is not enough.
“I say to you:  KILL THEM WHERE THEY SLEEP.  WHERE THEY SHOP.  WHERE THEY WORK.  WHERE THEIR CHILDREN GO TO SCHOOL.  MAKE THEM PAY IN BLOOD, MY BROTHERS AND SISTERS!
“And to my fellow Muslims who even right now after all the death visited upon our brothers and sisters still are supporting the Infidels, it is not too late to regain your faith, to return to Allah’s open, loving arms, to become Muslim men and women once again, to take up the sword and turn it on the Crusaders.  Make them pay my brothers, make them pay.
ALLAH AKBAR!  ALLAH AKBAR!  ALLAH AKBAR!”
◆◆◆
 
The two Panavia Tornadoes leveled out at five thousand feet over the small desert village of Al Kharrara, twenty miles southwest of the Al Udeid Air Base.  The cousins pulled their fighter-bombers parallel and looked at one another for one final moment. The two men held up their Korans to one another, nodded, and seconds later pushed their flight control sticks down, increased speed, and peeled away from one another and hugged the ground.
      Al Udeid Air Base was a massive joint U.S. and Qatar base operating nearly two hundred planes and along with the adjacent American Army base at Camp al Sayliyah formed the core logistics hub for the U.S. Central Command in the Gulf region.  The American 379th Expeditionary Wing composed of a mix of bombers, fighter-bombers, and transport planes operated out the Qatari airfield for years.  The newly arrived 1st Fighter Wing flying the most advanced fighter in the world, F22 Raptor, was sharing the already taxed base facilities and many of these advanced planes were parked out in the open instead of within hardened shelters.
      Runways two and three, the two inner main runways, held six large-body jetliners from different carriers that were rushed into service to support the rapid mobilization of American airpower.  All six planes were waiting for permission to take off and return the States from tower control but had to wait for the emergency landing to pass. 
      A flight of two Boeing 747’s and a double-decker widebody Airbus A380 landed within the past fifteen minutes carrying nearly nine hundred soldiers from the Army’s “Black Jack” Brigade of the 1st Cavalry Division and were taxiing down runway number one to release their precious human cargo at the south end of the airbase.  Runway four had been cleared, and emergency vehicles were waiting for the damaged Royal Saudi Tornado to land.
Senior Airman Tanya Wilkins was nearing the end of a grueling twelve-hour shift working the tower.  Her eyes were sore, her back stiff, but everybody was pulling double duty these days, so she sucked it up and made sure to lead her section by example.  She was eight years in and on her third Middle East tour, the newbies looked up to her and knew no one came down harder if they screwed up.
Senior Airman Wilkins took the lead bringing the wounded Tornado to ground as fast as possible to open these packed runways.  Ten more flights were due in the next hour.  She had been in contact with Granite Flight 101 since the AWACS passed the flight to her five minutes ago.  She had been tracking them along the air corridor she established when suddenly both birds dropped off her screen.
      What the hell?
Speaking in a firm and controlled voice, Wilkens said, “Granite Flight 101 do you read? Repeat: do you read me?”
Nothing.
“Granite Flight 101, this is Flight Control al Udeid Air Base.  What is your status Granite Flight?”
      Where in the hell are these gomers? 
Standing up from her console, Wilkens stretched her back and grabbed a pair of powerful binoculars to look out the tower window.  Scanning left to right, she didn’t see any smoke in the distance but that didn’t mean anything.  She reached to grab the phone when a powerful explosion shattered the control tower windows sending deadly shards of glass slicing into more than a dozen exposed Air Force personnel. 
A second powerful explosion shook the tower, and Senior Airman Wilkins tried to scream, but all that came out were thick streams of blood.  In shock, she tried to stand but slipped when her wet, bloody hands failed to grasp her desk.  She struck the ground hard and started to bleed out from a dozen major open wounds.  The last thing she felt was a set of hands trying to stop the bleeding, but it was already too late.
Outside, Captain Khalid Rashid’s Tornado flew at two hundred feet along the southern approaches, popped up to five hundred feet and loosed two, 2,000-pound laser-guided Paveway III bombs that struck along runways two and three creating thirty-foot-deep craters in the reinforced concrete and blew up three airliners and damaged another.  Quickly dropping back down to two hundred feet, he pulled his stick hard left to prepare for his next target.
Meanwhile, Captain Hakami flew his Tornado at 500 feet at 700 mph, and his fire control radar was alive with targets.  Quickly scanning the airbase, he spied the three jumbo jets taxiing down runway four and immediately released three British-manufactured Brimstone short-range missiles.  The fire and forget missiles used advanced millimeter wave radar to lock into the target and allow the plane to engage other targets.
The Brimstone missiles fired at a range of ten miles and easily locked onto the lumbering American jets and covered the distance in twenty seconds.  All three Brimstone missiles punched through the thin aluminum hulls of the Boeing and Airbus planes and caused catastrophic damage.  Two planes erupted into massive fireballs instantly killing an untold number of soldiers and nearby grounds crew while the third missile punched through and exited the other side of the plane.  Dozens were killed but no fireball.  Debris from the plane and human remains were thrown hundreds of feet from the explosions leaving a deadly trail of carnage and devastation.
Next, Hakami aimed for the large plane collection point on the north end of the airfield that held more than eighty planes from fighters to transports and quickly fired off his last nine missiles in a salvo attack.  Each missile was programmed to seek out individual moving targets, so hitting large stationary targets was too easy.  Fifteen seconds later, the former Saudi Air Force officer now turned terrorist or martyr depending on your point of view was rewarded with nine explosions killing dozens on the ground, but more importantly, flying debris struck nearby planes, damaging or destroying a dozen more.
As both Tornadoes wheeled their planes left and right of the air base to prepare for their second attack runs, air raid sirens were blaring loudly throughout the base, and many hundreds of officers and enlisted personnel raced to their battle stations.  Already, there were massive numbers of casualties, brave and determined firefighters and medical personnel sought to stem the flames and save whoever could be saved and ignored the dangers of more attacks.
Patriot surface-to-air missile batteries ringed the base and scanned the skies for enemy aircraft but the Saudi Air Force planes were emitting friendly IFF (identification friend or foe) codes, so the tracking radar did not classify them as threats until the manual override controls were initiated by various operators who now scanned the skies searching for the rogue planes.  Fighter jets were scrambled and raced to the damaged base but they were too late to stop the next attack. 
Rashid still had two Paveway III bombs left and was bringing his Tornado fighter-bomber in for another pass.  This time he was aiming to strike the massive ordnance bunkers to the west of the airfield that were stocked with everything from air-to-air missiles to thousands of dumb iron bombs.  He was flying the same attack profile keeping his plane at two hundred feet until he popped up to toss his bomb at a weapons bunker, released the first one, and it was running true to target. 
At that exact moment, a Patriot battery stationed at the northwest corner of the air base picked him up on its AN/APQ-65 radar and immediately loosed two missiles, but it was a short-ranged Stinger missile fired by an alert soldier that caught Rashid seconds before he released his last bomb.  The Stinger acquired the heat from his Tornado’s twin engines, homed in quickly, and its warhead peppered shrapnel into the tail and left wing causing Rashid’s plane to immediately cartwheel into the Qatari desert at the edge of the weapons bunkers.  His first bomb missed its target but did strike two Air Force trucks already loaded with bombs causing a powerful explosion that blew out windows and left a smoking crater forty feet deep.
Meanwhile, Ahmed Hakami flew his Tornado nap of the earth to avoid ground fire or SAMs and approached the now burning air base this time from the east.  He was out of Brimstone missiles and instead opened up with his twin Mauser BK-27 auto-cannons and started firing at the now smoking array of planes that he struck five minutes ago. 
He fired more than one hundred rounds when his plane was lit up by multiple airborne active radars.  He immediately turned a hard left and increased speed leaving behind an air base in flames.  He now was searching for infidel airplanes so that he could engage them one last time before it was his time to join his cousin in paradise.  He was making radical jinks left and right and was about to gain altitude when four separate AMRAAM missiles fired by two angry Raptor pilots struck his aircraft.  
He felt nothing when multiple missile warheads exploded ten feet from his plane causing a fiery explosion in the clear blue skies, and the debris rained down on to the desert floor.
If Bahadur Rahimi was right, then the cousins had just redeemed themselves in the eyes of Allah and were on their way to eternal paradise.  They left behind a burning American air base, an unknown number of dead and wounded, hundreds of millions - perhaps billions - in destroyed equipment, and left every American serving in harm’s way wondering if they can still trust their Arab allies or were they just waiting to plunge a knife through their throats.
In this new war on terror, it would seem as if terror was gaining the upper hand.


 




Chapter Thirty One

October 20th

FOX News Special News Alert

“Good evening, I’m Will Henderson, and you’re watching a Fox News breaking news alert.  Where to begin on this dark day.  Since yesterday, Fox News has been covering the deadliest attack against American military forces since the Korean War.  We now know that two members of the Royal Saudi Air Force, Ahmed Hakami and Khalid Rashid, cousins, flew their jet-bombers against the massive American air base at al Udeid in Qatar and inflicted horrifying casualties and damage to the base. 
“The Pentagon is not releasing any official numbers as of yet, but Fox News has been able to confirm that preliminary numbers of dead American military personnel total more than six hundred and well over a thousand wounded.  The number of dead is extraordinarily high since two of the jumbo jets were packed with arriving soldiers, but thankfully the third plane was hit but had already unloaded more than half of their passengers, or the death toll would be even higher.
“There has been no official word from the president who is on the way to NYC to bury his daughter Liliana.  Fox News will be covering this solemn occasion in about ninety minutes.  We are being told that Secretary of Defense Mahler will be holding a news conference in about an hour and hopefully we will learn more details about this deadly attack.
“Now for other news, three separate mosques are on fire in Texas after word of the deadly terror attack became public.  We can confirm that a mosque in Austin is in flames, another in Fort Worth, and a combination of gunfire and a firebombing is being reported in a large newly constructed mosque on the outskirts of Houston. 
“Texans are angry.  Americans are angry.  Let’s cut to our local Fox News affiliate in Houston covering a protest that turned violent.  Debra, can you hear me?  What’s going on in Houston?”
A veteran local reporter, Debra Tatum was tall, blonde and strikingly beautiful, but she resisted the typical fluff pieces pretty blondes sometimes get stuck within local news and instead built a solid career on serious journalism.  In the background, the camera slowly panned left to right and captured the chaos.  Hundreds of people were chanting “Muslims Go Home!  Muslims Go Home!”  while flames and heavy black smoke were pouring out of the large mosque.  Dozens of local worshipers could be seen trying to fight the flames, but the camera suddenly pitched to the right as rocks and other debris could be seen landing all around those trying to fight the fire.    
Holding her left hand to her ear to hear the question, Tatum said, “Will, as you can see here, there is literally fury in the streets of Houston.  This started out as a vigil for three families who lost loved ones today in the terror attack in Qatar.  A local minister was planning a moonlight vigil through the neighborhood when another large group began converging on one of the largest mosques in Houston.  This group was not led by a minister, this group was angry, and we now know armed and ready for violence.”
Henderson asked, “Where’s the police and fire presence, Debra?  That fire sure looks like it is out of control.”
Tatum nodded back emphatically, “You are absolutely right, Will.  There is a police presence here, but I have to tell you that from what we are hearing they let this get out of hand and some are saying that more than a few sympathize with the protesters.  In Texas and especially Houston more than sixty percent of the serving officers are former military.  They, like their fellow Texans, are furious. 
“Apparently, when several Muslim clerics came out to do interviews with a local paper, the locals erupted in violence and rushed the clerics and began attacking them.  Men from the mosque came out to help, and a brawl erupted on the lawn.  No one knows for certain who fired the first shots, but an eyewitness claims to have seen gunfire come from the mosque scattering some of the protesters which allowed the greatly outnumbered Muslim congregants to race back inside.  That’s when gunfire erupted from the protesters, and you can see bullet holes and shattered windows along the frontage and then a fire broke out.  Again, we can’t be certain who is responsible, but needless to say this isn’t over.”
The veteran Fox anchor cut in and asked, “What about the fire department, where are they?”    
“Well, Will, that’s another developing story we are following up on tonight.  Keep in mind this is unconfirmed, but we have reports of two local fire stations who had their garages blocked to prevent them from coming out to fight the fire and by the looks of it, it’s probably too late anyway.
“However, I can report that several police officers bravely entered the burning mosque and began leading dozens to safety and several were injured when struck by rocks and debris that the protesters threw as they exited the burning building.  Back to you, Will.”
The feed went back to the Fox News anchor desk, and Will Henderson paused and then said, “Obviously, we will be covering this breaking story as it unfolds.  Now let’s turn to the news in Asia as the North Korean military conducts a series of very provocative missile drills accompanied by threats to wash Americans in a sea of fire if they were attacked . . .”
Air Force One

      Dutch Schultz knew this was going to be a rough day.  The first daughter, Liliana, was being put to rest today, and the president’s Chief of Staff would have given anything in the world to let his friend grieve and try to find some peace but knew it was impossible.  The news from around the world and here in the States just kept getting worse.  The nation needed their president today, and someone had to be the one to make sure he did his job.
Schultz leaned his head against the door of the Presidential Suite on Air Force One to listen, didn’t hear anything, so he knocked and walked in to find the president sitting at his desk with Marija and the president’s sons, Declan and Duncan, sitting on the leather couch under the 50-inch TV that was turned on to FOX News but emitted no sound.  In fact, no one was saying anything.
Somewhat hesitantly, Schultz said, “Excuse me folks, but Douglas, we need you for the national security briefing in the conference room.  There have been some developments that I think need your attention.”
The auburn-haired former model immediately flashed her dark, sultry eyes at him and expressed her dissatisfaction. “No Dutch, not today.  Leave him be.”
Dutch shrugged his shoulders and with a pained expression said, “Marija, you know I don’t want to do this now.  I’m sorry, but this can’t wait.”
Clearly agitated, Duncan suddenly stood and testily exclaimed, “For Christ’s sake Dutch, right now?  You really need him right this very minute?  Can’t you see that he needs today to be with his family?  You handle it.”
Ignoring his well-meaning wife and son, Dutch turned towards the president and said, “Douglas, there are some things only you can make the call about, not me.  I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.”
In a voice devoid of emotion, Wolfe mumbled, “Fine.  Let’s get this over with.”
President Wolfe wearily got up from his chair and ignored his wife who reached out to touch his hand. He didn’t even seem to notice the gesture, leaving a deeply concerned first lady and his two sons filled with worry in the Presidential Suite.
The two men entered the conference room and took a seat.  As a security precaution, the vice president never travels with the president, so she was being patched in via a secure digital feed while flying on Air Force Two.  Already seated were National Security Advisor Michael Wright, acting Secretary of State Eliot Adelman, Attorney General Archer Stetson, and Chief Strategist Baxter Davis.  The other defense, national security, and intelligence folks remained in Washington but were being patched in via secure teleconferencing. 
The former Army intelligence officer, Wright stood and with his sharp piercing eyes scanned the room one last time and began the briefing, “Good morning, Mr. President, I know this is not easy for you, sir, but thank you for attending.  Let’s address the terror threat first.  Obviously, we are still breaking down the details of yesterday’s attack in Qatar.  We have confirmed that these cousins were highly trained, experienced pilots of the Royal Saudi Air Force who have each flown dozens of combat missions in Syria and Yemen and were not considered a security risk.”
A visibly tense Baxter Davis interrupted with a sarcastic sneer. “What genius made that assessment?  Goddamned backstabbing bastards.  Can’t trust any of those desert sheiks.”
An annoyed Wright shot an evil look towards the president’s Chief Strategist and then continued, “Not now, Baxter. Let’s stay productive.  The bastards pulled off the perfect attack.  They knew the layout of the air base, knew where we were vulnerable and that our surface-to-air missile batteries would not engage because the IFF (identification friend/foe transponders) thought they were friendlies.  They staged that fake emergency landing, so our planes and people were sitting ducks.”
Secretary Adelman asked, “What’s the final count on casualties?”
“As it stands now, we have confirmed six hundred and thirty-seven dead, those two planes full of soldiers were almost complete losses, another five hundred plus wounded, twenty-seven planes, including six F-22’s and other assorted transports.  The base is damaged, but we are flying combat missions even now as we speak.  Engineers patched up the runways and cleared most of the wreckage, though our tempo of operations will be slowed down for another twenty-four hours or so.”
Baxter cut in again, “What are we doing about our so-called allies?”
      “We have established an air exclusion zones around our main assets in the theater with orders to shoot down without warning if any non-American plane crosses this boundary.  Our Gulf allies are not happy with this arrangement, but they were not given any other choice.  We shot down a UAE plane four hours ago that came too close to the aircraft carrier Stennis.”
Dutch was listening but focused almost entirely on the president.  Nothing.  Not a single question. Blank expression, he looked as if he was in a daze.  He also caught several uncomfortable glances from those in the room who were trying to gauge the president and clearly, they were as disconcerted as he was at the moment.  So, he decided to prompt his friend, “Mr. President, are you okay with this shoot down policy?”
For about ten seconds the question hung uncomfortably in the air like a slow, dark billowing cloud on a summer day until he said in a voice devoid of emotion, “Fine.  Whatever it takes.  Just make sure this doesn’t happen again.”
Secretary Mahler, too, was watching the president and not liking what he was seeing.  He never had children.  He was married to the Corps but knew what it was to experience loss when his Marines died under his command.  It cuts deep, maybe not as deep as a child, but a good commander loves his troops. But you keep it together for the others still fighting, and if you couldn’t then you were relieved.  Simple as that.  However, relieving an officer in the field is not the same as a sitting president.
From the video monitor, Secretary Mahler said, “Mr. President, making sure it doesn’t happen again may be a lot easier if we start thinking about winding this thing down some.  At this point, we’re bombing the rubble.”
Wright immediately turned his head towards the president and said in a loud, agitated voice, “Are you kidding me, Jim?  For Christ’s sake, we lost hundreds of our people yesterday, and now you want to cut and run?  How in the hell is that going to look?”
No one accuses Jimbo Mahler of cutting and running.  He pointed an angry finger right at the screen, and with a voice full of contempt, he said, “Now you know goddamn well that I’m not saying pull out a white flag.  Get your head out of your ass for a minute and listen.  The Islamic Republic of Iran is a smoking ruin.  We have destroyed eighty percent of their oil infrastructure, wrecked the power grid, sunk their navy, shot down their planes, taken out eighty percent of their ballistic missiles, blown up their terror camps, and bombed out their nuclear program - all in less than a week of round-the-clock strategic bombing and cyber attacks.  My people are telling me that they don’t have a functioning government and the loss of basic services will leave seventy million Iranians under a threat of starvation and disease for months.  For fuck’s sake, it’s over.   We’ve won.”
Vice President Martha Brentwood looked skeptical and said, “I think declaring victory seems premature to me at this time.  Besides, how can we really know without seeing things on the ground for ourselves?”
“With all due respect Madam Vice President, it is time to de-escalate things right now.  Let international aid agencies come in and clean up the mess.  That’s what the president said from the beginning.  No more nation building, right, sir?”
The former Marine general’s words hung in the room, waiting for the president to respond, but instead, he just sat with his chin resting on his hands.  His eyes seemed drawn to the window watching the clouds flow past. 
      The acting Secretary of State had been in government service more than three decades, served three Presidents, but had never witnessed one so damaged as what he was watching right now.  He shot the Chief of Staff a sharp look and thought, Jesus Christ, the man looks like he’s fallen apart.  He can’t make any decisions in this state of mind.
Deciding to break the awkward silence, Adelman’s heavy Manhattan accent and powerful voice carried strongly in the enclosed room, “General- sorry, Mr. Secretary - say your right and the Iranians aren’t a threat any longer.  Then who is?”
     Baxter Davis couldn’t help but add, “Who isn’t a threat right now?  Look, we kicked over the hornet’s nest, and now they are going to start coming out of their hiding places all over the globe looking to hurt Americans.  I say keep hitting them until they call for a surrender.  Let them admit it to the world that we’ve beat them, and only then do we stop and start sending aid packages with little American flags on them.”
Adelman did not even attempt to hide his loathing of Baxter and said with a voice full of venom, “Weren’t you listening?  Secretary Mahler already said they don’t have a functioning government now, so who in the hell is going to call for some surrender?  Plus, let’s not forget every single day we are racking up more dead civilians and the world is watching.  We are holding together this anti-terror coalition by the skin of our teeth.  We shoot down any more Allied planes, and all bets are off.”
Trying to cover for the president, Dutch awkwardly said, “Mr. President, sounds like a pretty compelling case to put a temporary bombing halt in place…let emergency medical supplies and food to cross the border.  Let the media show some video footage of that for a change.  What do you think, sir?”
Wolfe’s blank expression never changed, he simply nodded but didn’t say anything else. 
      Dutch added, “Jimbo, other than Iran, where do things stand with the other phases of Avenging Angel?”
Clearly exasperated by some of the responses, the former combat commander pursed his lips as if stifling what he really wanted to say and then spoke in a clipped tone. “Over the past twenty-four hours, we have struck multiple targets across the globe and gotten some especially good kills against Boko Haram forces in Nigeria.  Took out five terror training sites in Sudan and landed a Marine Expeditionary Unit in Somalia along with some Special Forces on the ground. 
“We are hitting key staging areas for al-Shabaab terror groups and killed more than two hundred or so in the past three days.  A French Marine battalion and some attack helicopters will be rendezvousing with our forces by tomorrow, and we will be conducting some joint missions in the days ahead. 
“We continue to strike Taliban bases in Pakistan.  We are not getting as many good kills since the first round of air attacks, as most of the remaining camps closed up shop and headed for the mountains.  However, we have taken out hundreds of tons of weapons and supply caches.  My intel people are telling me that it looks like they won’t be able to mount a major offensive for six months. 
      “As far as operations in Syria, we have significant numbers of Special Operations units on the ground and continue to close with Rahami’s forces in Syria.  Mr. President, the entire 82nd Airborne is now in the country along with the 2nd Cavalry Regiment.  They are conducting major operations along the Syrian/Iraqi border region and have more than a dozen confirmed kills against members of Allah’s Avengers.
      “Lastly, we are in the process of deploying another brigade of the 101st to help our operations in Lebanon which have been highly successful thus far.  The combination of naval air strikes, Marine landings, and paratroop drops have seriously damaged Hezbollah forces and enabled major breakthroughs by Israeli ground forces. 
“Mr. President, in purely military terms, we are winning.  We are accomplishing your military objectives and teaching the world a terrible lesson.  We are closing in on Rahimi.  We will get the bastard.”
With those last words, President Wolfe perked up and seemed to come out of his stupor and spoke in a lifeless tone, “Everyone here knows what today is to me.  I am burying my daughter.  I won’t hear any talk about ending anything until he’s dead.  And this time we won’t be burying him at sea like Bin Laden.  I want the whole goddamned world to see us nail his corpse to some village shithouse and let it rot in the sun.” 
He then added in an agitated tone, “And another thing, no more talk about ending anything.  Secretary Mahler keep bombing that damn country until its cities look like newsreels from the Second World War.  All I want to see is rubble.  Let the world see it.”
He let those dark words linger then stood up, started walking back to the presidential suite, and said in a voice bereft of emotion, “We’re done here.”
All eyes in the room were drawn to Schultz, but he ignored the others at the table and without really thinking, Schultz announced in a determined voice, “Mr. President, wait.  We need to talk.”
Wolfe’s hand had already reached the chrome handle on the door, but came to an abrupt stop, annoyed as he turned towards his Chief of Staff.  He was about to say something when a familiar, pissed off voice from his past reverberated throughout the small room, “Goddamnit, Douglas, I’m serious. Hold it.”
“Gentlemen, I need the room.”  When Baxter Davis hesitated and looked over at the president, Schultz flew across the room and got within inches of the president’s Special Advisor and said, “I’m not shitting Baxter, get the hell out now, or I will throw you the fuck off this plane.”
Trying to play it cool, Davis held Schultz’s gaze for a moment, nodded, collected his papers and left the room leaving the two alone.  Neither said anything at first, and both ignored a minor patch of turbulence that shook Air Force One.  Finally, Wolfe said, “Well, whatever you have to say, get it over with.”
“You tell me, Douglas, what the hell is going on?  Christ, one moment you look like a goddamned zombie, and the next you sound like some blood-thirsty lunatic.  People are talking.”
Immediately taking three quick strides towards his shorter, though husky, friend, Wolfe jabbed his finger an inch from Schultz’s face and said, “People are talking?  Really?  Who?”
Dutch pushed away Wolfe’s finger and said, “What, you want names?  Are you kidding me?  Jesus Christ, I wish you could have seen yourself five minutes ago, ignoring the briefing on the deadliest attack on the American military in a generation and instead you are staring out the window completely out of it.  Next, your eyes are on fire and talking about chopping off heads.  Christ, you gave me the fucking creeps.”
“It’s your job to keep our people in line.  I need loyalty now more than ever.  If you’re not up to it, then I may have to find someone who is.”
The air in the small conference room seemed to thicken like a stifling August day as the tension that had been building for weeks was on the verge of erupting into a full-fledged confrontation.  There was no escaping the fact that the president actually said the words and threatened to fire the one man who knew him best. 
If it bothered Schultz, he didn’t let on and instead hit right back, speaking in a manner oozing with sarcasm. “Oh, I know, Douglas.  Don’t you worry. I haven’t forgotten that I serve at the pleasure of the president.  Even if the president is acting like he’s lost his fucking marbles.”
Taken aback by the viciousness of his friend’s response, Wolfe’s shoulders slumped, and he started moving his head from side to side and said, “Seriously, today of all days Dutch, you have to give me shit today?  Just let me be.”
“I know what today is, Douglas, believe me, I do.  I remember the day she was born like yesterday.  You were up all night, and I ran out and bought out all the burgers at that White Castle near the hospital and snuck in a six-pack.  Remember how embarrassed Ivette got after the doctor walked in and saw us drinking beers and then yelled at us after he walked out?  Christ, I’d give anything to turn back the clock.”
      Douglas smiled at that happy image.  Remembered how Liliana smelled and how soft her skin was when he held her for the first time.  God, I miss her so much.
       Dutch watched as his friend’s eyes softened and some of the tension seemed to bleed out of the room, then added, “Douglas, all of this…everything that’s happened is not you.  I know you, not the bullshit you from Page 6 or the campaign you, but the man who has been my friend for thirty years.  That guy knows he’s gone too far.  That guy knows that there’s been too many dead, on both sides.  And deep down that guy knows Lily would have been the first one to tell you that you’ve gone too far.  We need to dial this back.”
The president’s eyes began to well up and moisten as the anger and mind-numbing grief that consumed him for the past two weeks started to break.  Then the guilt of all those flag-draped coffins that will soon start arriving at Dover Air Base that he had buried in his mind started to filter through the hardened outer shell he tried to hide from even himself.  Images of the burned out Iranian city blocks and wailing women were also there, struggling to emerge, and then without warning, Wolfe started to sob. 
Before Dutch could even react, his friend wrapped his arms around him, gripped him tight and the tears poured out.  Dutch was so relieved that his own eyes started to get misty.  He held his longtime buddy close, tapped his back, and let him get it out.  After about two or three minutes, Wolfe’s tears tapered off, he got a little embarrassed and started wiping away the wetness on his cheeks. 
He took a deep breath and slowly let it out, looked at Dutch and said, “Let’s bury my daughter Dutch and then let’s start bringing all of this to an end.  Okay?”
Dutch couldn’t help himself and felt the moist spot on his lapel, nodded back and said, “Douglas, whatever you need my friend.  Let’s put Lily to rest first, and then we’ll sort everything else out.”


 




Chapter Thirty Two

Long Island, NY           

Air Force One landed at JFK around ten o’clock, and the Secret Service had a convoy of armored limousines lined up on the tarmac for the first family and their closest friends.  Liliana’s body after laying in State at the Capital was being brought back to New York to be buried next to her mother, President Wolfe’s first wife, Ivette.  Wolfe built a beautiful mausoleum at the Green Ridge Cemetery in East Hampton to intern Liliana’s mother, and there is where he would bury their daughter.  
A Secret Service armored Suburban with four agents would lead the black Bentley hearse carrying the first daughter as it pulled on to Interstate 678 and headed north towards the Long Island Expressway.  Homeland Security had elevated its terror threat status to imminent, so the Secret Service and local law enforcement were not taking any chances.  All East/West traffic was being shut down along the Expressway until the motorcade had passed.  New Yorkers were told to make other travel arrangements for the day.
Originally all access points to the Expressway were being shut down including foot traffic.  Many Wolfe supporters and planned protesters alike reacted very negatively to this arrangement, but the president’s security came first and foremost.  However, the Secret Service grudgingly decided to allow assemblies of people who wished to express their condolences and support for the first family. 
At overpasses along the Expressway, well-wishers, not protesters would be allowed to gather to pay their final blessings to the president’s daughter.  She and her husband had been very active in a wide number of social and charitable causes in the greater NYC region and were widely liked and respected.  Local police would be responsible for shutting access points to the overpasses blocks away and perform a full security check of everyone who would be gathering.
From Queens to the end of the Expressway, people began gathering since early in the morning.  Traffic came to a standstill on the Island, and many employers instructed their employees to work from home if possible or take the train into the City.  President Wolfe may be reviled in certain parts of the country, but for New Yorkers who watched his rise over the decades, though they may not agree with his politics, he was one of them.  Today was a day for last respects, and New Yorkers turned out for their adopted native son and his daughter.
The twelve-vehicle procession moved slowly towards the Long Island Expressway exit off Interstate 678 at about twenty-five miles an hour.  The slow movement was less about observing the rules of the road and more about the limits of the presidential limo, officially known as “Cadillac One,” though most agents simply referred to it as “The Beast.” 
The exact specs are naturally a secret, but it would not be an exaggeration to say that it was the most advanced and safest vehicle in the world.  At nearly eighteen thousand pounds, the powerful 8.1-liter Vortec V8 engine could travel at a top speed of 60 mph.  With five-inch bulletproof windows and eight-inch armored doors, foam sealed gas tank, and a full array of hi-tech gadgets to allow the president to speak via a secure satellite uplink to anywhere in the world.  Throw in tear gas nozzles on both the front and back bumpers to disperse hostile crowds, infrared night-vision capabilities for the driver, and a full protective sealed cabin to protect against bio/chem attack, “the Beast” may be slow, but it sure as hell was safe.
Traveling in the back with the president was his wife, Marija, his sons, Declan and Duncan, their wives, and Dutch Schultz and his wife.  Another two dozen members of the family and friends were spread out in half a dozen other vehicles.  The mood was understandably subdued.  Other than Declan and Duncan making small talk about the Giants’ chances of making a playoff run this year, everyone else was left to their own thoughts.  The first family felt a mix of sadness mixed with the weariness of loss, and now settled in for the ninety-minute car ride and allowed their thoughts to be drawn to happier times.
In the front passenger seat, Agent Darnell Sanders was not a happy man.  As head of the president’s Secret Service detail, like every head of detail before him, Sanders cursed every trip outside the safety of the White House, let alone a slow-moving convoy of vehicles in the most dangerous threat environment he had ever experienced.  Even with the AC turned up to its highest setting, Darnell was perspiring so heavily that his absorbent undershirt was threatening to soak through his suit, and they haven’t even made their way outside of the vehicle yet.
With the threat levels so high, the Secret Service exerted its administrative pull and secured assets from both local, state, and federal sources.  New York State Police along with local police units had been mobilized on a massive scale.  In the air, Army drones and National Guard helos flew up and down the route to East Hampton and regular updates were provided every fifteen minutes.  Crowds were forming at various overpasses, but if anyone was spotted anywhere near the actual expressway route, all hell would break loose on whoever decided to show up.  All these crowds were already causing his heartburn to go into overdrive.
Sanders turned to the veteran Secret Service driver next to him, Agent Cody Wiggins, and said, “Hey Cody, you got any Rolaids or anything?  My gut is on fire.”
The thirty-five-year-old former amateur stock car driver from Oklahoma stifled a chuckle, knowing his boss was in no mood to have his balls busted. “Sorry boss.  Got some gum . . . that work?”
They were passing Mt. Hebron Cemetery on the right and coming up on the Main Street overpass, Sanders was about to answer when he saw off in the distance a quarter mile away that the overpass was packed wall to wall with people.  He knew the crowd had been building since six in the morning but couldn’t help but be overwhelmed by the number of well-wishers.  The normally graffiti-covered concrete and steel walls were now brimming with homemade signs signaling their condolences. 
Just then, the intercom came on and Dutch Schultz who had been monitoring the buildup of people all morning said, “Lower the divider and slow down.  The first family needs to see this.”
Spoken more as a command than a request, Sanders was forced to ignore every instinct he developed after two decades as an agent but told the driver to comply and dutifully lowered the divide and said, “There you go Mr. President.  Look at all those good folks, sir.”
Deep in thought, President Wolfe didn’t react at first until he heard his son Duncan yell out, “Holy shit, Dad, look!  Look straight ahead.”
Wolfe could feel the limo slow a bit and immediately leaned forward to look out the front window and felt a warm flush suddenly come over him.  Hundreds of ordinary Americans packed the four-lane Main Street overpass.  They were carrying images of his daughter and holding signs of support.  A huge banner had been lowered and in bold letters read, “GOD BLESS Liliana: AMERICA’S FIRST DAUGHTER.”
      As the procession of vehicles came closer to the overpass, a cascade of white carnations and roses suddenly began falling from above and rained down over the passing cars, and the sounds of hundreds of people singing Amazing Grace could be heard inside the armored limo.  Overwhelmed by the outpouring of love and respect, Declan, quickly followed by Duncan, lost their battles to hold back the tears.  Marija and the boys’ wives quickly followed and seconds later both Douglas and Dutch were soon overcome by the moment and added their own tears as they watched this moving tribute to their daughter, step-daughter, sister, and goddaughter play out. 
      President Wolfe wiped at his eyes and dabbed away the tears, sat back, and thought.  My sweet, sweet girl, so many people loved you, Lily.  I wish you could see this.  I hope you are watching.  You deserve to know how the people felt about you.  I swear to you my beautiful girl that I will end all of this.  No more death, I promise to try and see the world the way you did, I promise.
      As the motorcade picked up speed again, the first family sat back against the soft leather seats, emotionally drained, but feeling a sense of contentment after having experienced something so beautiful.  What they could not have foreseen as the procession came up to the Kissena Boulevard overpass was that the same scene was played out again, and then again at the 164th Street overpass. 
Average Americans from across the nation had driven to Long Island over the preceding days and along with thousands of proud New Yorkers gave their final tribute to the first daughter.  At every overpass along the way, they gathered, and at each one, the cars slowed, and the first family leaned forward and basked in the glow of a loving and caring nation.  Not a person in the limo would ever forget such a sight.
◆◆◆
 
Nicolette Oristanio arrived at the North Ocean Avenue overpass in her hometown of Medford at 7:00 in the morning with her two kids, Tommy, eleven and Brianna, nine.  Due to roadblocks closing off Petty Drive, she was forced to park in the Jesus is Lord Church parking lot.  Nicki led her two children up Ocean Avenue carrying two folding chairs while Tommy carried their homemade sign, and Brianna held a bouquet of carnations.  All three were disappointed to find that they weren’t the first to arrive.  In fact, there were about fifty other well-wishers already packing the overpass. 
The dark-haired, thirty-seven-year-old, proud soccer mom stood just a shade over five feet six and wore her straightened hair in a tight ponytail with her fraying Yankees cap on top.  She never went anywhere without a backpack of supplies and her fingers wrapped around a ceramic Starbucks venti cup of steaming hot coffee.  As a woman who lived for the wall-to-wall people out bargain hunting every Black Friday, she was not deterred by the crowd and moved like an agile dancer with her kids in tow until they came upon some choice real estate about two-thirds of the way across the overpass and chanced upon a member of their church.  Both women let out a loud middle school squeal that few women outgrow.
Several years older, Dolores Tatum was thrilled not to be alone since her husband backed out at the last moment to play a round of golf on this beautiful Indian summer morning, so she offered up a quick hug and said, “Nicki, come here!  Come here.  Put your chairs down.  Here let me grab something.”
Five minutes later, the chairs were set, signs tied down, and contents of their combined backpacks laid out with all sorts of goodies and treats.  Nicki said, “Will you look at the crowds already?  The news people said to get here early, but I never thought there would be so many people this early.”
Dolores was finishing up a bite from her apple cinnamon muffin from Abe’s Deli and said after she swallowed, “It’s this way everywhere.  Nicki if you had waited another hour, fuhgeddaboudit.”
“Where’s Joe and the kids?”
Always pretty heavy with the makeup, even for an early Saturday morning, Dolores raised one eyebrow, pursed her lips and spoke with a hint of annoyance, “What do you think Joe says to me this morning?  He says, ‘weather’s too good not to golf.’  I hate that stupid game.  I wanted to bring the kids, but Joey Jr. has football practice, and Sandy has her driving lessons, so it’s just me.”
Nicki was about to respond when her mother’s instinct kicked in, she stood from her chair and quickly scanned the crowd until she spied the kids hanging with a group of schoolmates.  She sighed a quiet sense of relief that moms and more than a few dads let out once they knew their kids were safe.  She reached out and grabbed her friend’s arm and with a smile on her face, said, “Then it’s just us girls.  All the better.”
For the next four hours, the two women gabbed and ran into other ladies from the neighborhood.  Even though it was a sad occasion, like most wakes and funerals before long, it took on a festive ring to it as neighbors and friends grouped together, exchanged stories, talked about the war, and generally just caught up to let the time pass quickly.  The local news media was all over the expressway interviewing people while helicopters roamed the crisp blue morning skies tracking the presidential procession that slowed at each and every overpass along the way until they were about fifteen minutes from the North Ocean overpass.  
The crowd started getting to their feet as signs were being picked up and double checked as the presidential procession was now imminent.
Deep into his double shift, Patrolman Rafael “Rafe” Morales, a twenty-five-year-old part-time police officer with the Medford police department, was tired, but happy to be getting the extra hours.  He was walking along the Ramada parking lot when he heard a truck engine revving its engine.  The NYSDOT (New York State Department of Transportation) depot adjacent to the Ramada was typically shut down on Saturdays, but more than a few attendees had snuck their vehicles into the complex to make for an easier walk to the overpass.
Naturally curious, Morales crossed into the parking lot and could see a big dump truck parked towards the rear of the lot idling its engine.  He took a quick look around and saw that it was weighed down with a mixed load of construction debris, cement blocks, tree stumps, and a big mound of dirt.  He made his way around towards the driver’s side door and saw a young man in his early twenties or so, with mirror shades and a red do-rag on his head, drinking a cup of coffee and holding his cell phone. 
Morales yelled up, “Medford police department, you know that the road is still blocked off, so you’re not going anywhere.”
“Yes officer, I know.  I missed the expressway shutdown by fifteen minutes and have been waiting here ever since until the president passes.  Just wanted to get my truck warmed up and ready to go when it opens up.”
The Bronx native barely two years out of the academy was about to ask for some identification when his radio flared, and the irritated voice of Officer Beverly Waters rang out, “Hey Rafe where in the hell are you.  Over.”
Reaching for his hand-held radio attached to his vest, Officer Morales pushed the talk button and said, “Rafe here.  I’m over by the NYSDOT lot.  What’s up?”
Officer Beverly Waters was in command of this detail and not a big fan of Rafe, her voice practically exploded into the radio receiver, “WHAT DO YOU MEAN WHAT’S UP?  YOU’RE OUT OF YOUR ASSIGNED SECTOR.  I NEED YOUR ASS UP HERE PRONTO.  THE PRESIDENT’S TEN MINUTES OUT AND THE CROWD IS SURGING.”
Rafe was about to say something, but Waters’ voice added, “NOW GET YOUR ASS MOVING.  WATERS OUT.”
      Damn that woman hates me. One dumbass joke, and she is still riding my ass.  Fine.
“On the way. Rafe out.”
He quickly looked up into the cab of the truck and said, “Look I have to go, don’t move until we open up the roads after the crowd leaves.  You go it?”
“Yes officer, got it.”
Rafe turned to leave, hesitated for a brief second, took one last look at the driver, shook his head and ran towards Ocean Avenue to help direct the crowd to the overpass.
Inside the truck, Ramy Mahfouz, a second-generation Egyptian part-time college student, was trembling inside.  Sweating profusely, his white cotton tee shirt had practically melted to his skin and threatened to leak through to a worn fleece top while his favorite pair of blue jeans that he had worn since high school, his lucky jeans, were soaked through with warm beads of perspiration. 
When the police officer approached the truck, Mahfouz thought his great defining moment on this earth had passed.  He would have failed his family and most importantly Allah himself.  Instead, he watched as the young officer ran back towards the crowd of infidels and began to breathe again, thanking Allah for his protection.
Thirty seconds later, he reached under the driver’s seat and felt around until he grasped his prayer beads, wrapped them around his right hand, and began mouthing the prayers to prepare for what was to come.  Two minutes later a text came through.
      It is time, my brother.  Allah Akbar.
      Ramy tried to swallow, but his mouth was dry and pasty.  He took a deep breath, wiped the sweat from his brow, and texted back.  Allah Akbar… see you in paradise.  He put his phone down, shifted the gear to drive and slowly started moving the truck.
On the other side of the Ocean Avenue overpass, Ahsan Khan, a Pakistani graduate student studying Mathematics at NYU, sat in his rented 17-foot U-Haul Rental truck in the Applebee’s parking lot with his eyes locked on his iPhone tracking the presidential motorcade.  The truck has been idling for the past fifteen minutes ready to move at a moment’s notice.  When the motorcade passed the small two-lane Waverly Avenue overpass, about a mile or so away, he knew that there were less than ninety seconds to act.
He cried out ‘Allah Akbar’ as he put the gear into drive and punched the accelerator, surging out of the parking lot, and turned left onto Ocean Avenue as the surprisingly powerful engine propelled him towards paradise.  The six-lane major road was closed both ways, so he had the road to himself.  There were just a few people walking along the side of the road as he passed the UPS distribution center on his left, followed by a Speedway gas station, and then he saw a sea of people moving towards the overpass.
Breathing so hard that he was practically panting, his sweaty hands gripped the wheel even tighter as he forced himself to ignore every instinct drilled into him since he first got behind a wheel, and instead lined up on a small cluster of people carrying colored banners racing to the overpass.  Punching the accelerator, the truck surged, and a family of five was struck in the back by the fast-moving truck as the low-deck front bumper slammed into the father who was holding his son’s hand.  The truck was jarred by the blow as the man went flying into the air landing ten feet away and crashing into the crowd.  The boy was swept under the truck while the mother who was holding onto a toddler was hit on her left side sending the child flying into the windshield before bouncing off to the left.  Somehow the oldest child escaped harm as she happened to move at the last instant to the right of the road and escaped the fate of her family.
The crowd let out a hysterical cacophony of screams as Khan’s truck careened to the left hitting a dozen more when a mass of terrified crowd goers suddenly surged forward away from the U-Haul.  Signs were thrown to the ground, people filled with unbridled panic, but Khan somehow maintained a surreal sense of focus.  His windshield was cracked, and even though he could not see clearly, he just kept hitting the accelerator sending the truck right and then left, striking people every which way.  
Several brave people tried to jump onto the side doors beating the glass and pulling at the door handle, but he swerved hard to the right and slammed into the side of the bridge overpass forcing three men to go flying over the side and landing with dull thuds on the expressway below.
Officer Rafe Morales had his back to the bridge when he heard the first screams and turned suddenly and saw a mass of people racing down the bridge towards him.  He instinctively pulled out his 9 mm Glock 19 and raced towards the danger pushing through the crowd of terrorized people completely unaware that behind him, a big, powerful, fully-loaded Mack truck was picking up speed.  He ran about fifteen feet when the crowd parted left and right and felt a vibration from his rear. 
Pivoting to his right, he brought his gun up and saw the dump truck that he checked out not minutes ago bearing down on him.  He let out a roar at the top of his lungs and began firing his Glock until the truck struck him dead center, practically cutting him in half.  His shots shattered the windshield sending razor-like shards of glass into the face of Ramy Mahfouz causing him to pull the truck hard to the right.  The truck slammed into the concrete embankment and the shrieking sound of ripping metal mixed with the screams from the crowd.
Desperately trying to wipe the blood from his eyes and keep control of the truck, Ramy was able to see out of his left eye and aimed for a group that was caught between the two vehicles of death.  On the verge of shock, Nikki Oristanzio was screaming hysterically for her son, Tommy, but couldn’t see him anywhere.  Her whole body was trembling after she watched her friend Dolores who was holding her left hand while she kept an iron-like grip on her daughter’s hand with her right get mowed down by the murderous U-Haul.  
She could still feel her friend’s grip until it was swept away by the force of the collision.
Now frantically screaming for her son, she instinctively jumped when she heard gunfire ring out to her left and seconds later the U-Haul crashed into the side of the overpass bridge.  Turning in a full 360 trying to find her son, people were running all around and then she noticed another surge of people this time coming towards her.  Then, miraculously, she saw a red baseball cap twenty yards away, screamed his name and then he turned with a panic-stricken look on his face.
Grasping her daughter’s shoulders with both arms, Nikki yelled out over the crowd, “Honey, listen to me!  Listen!  Run as fast as you can to the Applebee’s. Mommy will be right behind you, but I have to get Tommy.”
A sobbing Brianna, shook her head, numb with fear until Nikki suddenly slapped her out of her stupor and screamed, “RUN BRI, RUN!! NOW!!!”  Jolted, Brianna took off towards the other side of the bridge. 
Nikki saw her son at the same time she saw the big dump truck picking up speed and watched as three more people were cut down.  Without thinking, Nikki ran faster than she had ever in her life ignoring everything else except her son who was now motionless, holding his hands over his ears and screaming for his mother.  For some unknown reason, the driver of the truck started angling to his left and was now yards away from her son who was at the side of the overpass. 
Nikki was yelling for her son to run but he was paralyzed with fear.  She raced over the debris-strewn roadway until she could make out the driver through the now shattered window.  Two seconds before the truck slammed into the very spot where her son was standing, Nikki flew through the air and with her outreached hands pushed her son as hard as she could sending him flying backwards as the truck hit the concrete wall at an angle but at the same time struck Nikki Oristanzio in the left hip sending the brave mother of two flying into the air up and over the overpass until her lifeless body slammed into the ground just as the president’s procession of vehicles arrived and started swerving out of the way.
Every Secret Service vehicle in the motorcade heard the words that Agent Darnell Sanders practically roared on their radios.  “CODE RED!  REPEAT: WE HAVE A CODE RED! EXECUTE EVAC ALPHA KILO LIMA.  REPEAT: EXECUTE EVAC ALPHA KILO LIMA IMMEDIATELY.”
Inside the presidential limo, a mix of breathless and shocked voices could be heard exclaiming, “What the fuck is happening?  What is happening? Oh my God!  Are those people?  Oh, dear Jesus!”
President Wolfe and his family could feel the sudden acceleration as they were pulled back in their seats.  The president’s protective detail was trained to ignore anything other than protecting their charge and immediately raced to get the president to safety.  Secret Service drivers performed an intricate driving maneuver as the twelve-car motorcade formed into a rough diamond pattern with the president in the middle, protected on all four sides, and sped up the expressway at sixty miles per hour. 
Agent Sanders was barking out orders to different commands and then turned around and forcibly said, “Mr. President, there has been a terror event.  We do not know much, but we are getting you the hell out of here and to a secure location.  Understood?”
Visibly shaken, Wolfe didn’t know what to say, and all he could get out was “Tell me, in God’s name, what just happened?  Were those people thrown off that overpass?”
“Sir, all I know is that I received the call about the attack about ten seconds before we crossed under that overpass.  No reports of an explosion.  All I do know is that we are getting the hell off this expressway.  Things may get a bit bumpy, sir, so please remain strapped in until I say so.  Marine One is in the air and on the way.”
      What about Lily?
With a voice full of anguish and filled with emotion, President Wolfe asked in a halting manner, “Sanders, how are we going to bury my daughter?”
      Oh shit, how in the hell do I break this to the man.
“Sir, I am afraid that we have to get you and the first family to a secure location.  That can’t wait, but I swear to you, sir, that my agents will take your daughter to the cemetery and keep her safe.  I’m sorry, Mr. President, but I need to coordinate things.  Please sit back and let us handle things.”
Wolfe was just trying to absorb the agent’s words when he heard his son Declan loudly proclaim, “Oh my God, Dad you need to see this!  Look.”
The President leaned over and watched a video feed on Declan’s phone from a local news station whose helicopter happened to catch the attack.  The video footage portrayed about two minutes of pure horror as first one truck and then another indiscriminately plowed into the packed overpass and rolled over innocent victims like a farmer cutting down a wide swath of a wheat field.  There was no sound, and the shot was a wide angle, so it was impossible to capture the horror each individual on that overpass must have felt, but everyone in the president’s limo saw with their own eyes that woman fly off the bridge and land with a soundless thud.
As three vehicles in the motorcade peeled off and took a hard right off the expressway onto Horseblock Road.  President Wolfe’s jaw was clenched tight, and his eyes hardly blinked as if transfixed as he watched the video run again and again.  After five separate viewings, Wolfe flipped it over to his son and the shock that had gripped him moments ago had dissipated, replaced by an abiding sense of pure outrage that terror had reached out yet again touching his country, his family, his daughter in another grotesque display of an unabashed absence of humanity.
The man who hours ago resembled a dazed, near-broken man who heard the words of his Chief of Staff recommending an end to the conflict, to seek a peaceful conclusion to embrace the goodness of his daughter, changed yet again.  A shocked Dutch Schultz had said little since the attack, waiting to see what his friend would say; how he would react.  The blazing eyes staring back at him now left nothing to the imagination.
“’Dial it back,’ you said.  I’ve ‘gone too far.’  I ‘lost my fucking marbles,’ you said.  Really. I’m the one who’s gone too far?  Look at that video again and tell me that I’m the one who has to dial things back.”  Schultz said nothing.
The silence only angered Wolfe even more. 
Marija saw her husband’s face turn a deep scarlet color and his neck so tense she worried that he was on the verge of a stroke.  She reached over and started to rub his shoulder, but he instinctively pulled back, gave her a vicious look and then exploded, “Two hours ago you wouldn’t shut up, made me feel like shit, and now you got nothing to say.  Well, guess what, Dutch? I don’t want to hear one word from you that I need to calm down.  These people are goddamned savages, and now they’ve come to our shores.  They’ve killed Americans.  Again.  Now you get on the horn and call an emergency National Security meeting.  Tell Wright that I want a plan of action to deal with these people.”
Schultz knew he was on shaky ground, and simply nodded back and reached for his phone to make the call.  Meanwhile, President Wolfe knocked on the glass divider. It immediately came down, and Agent Sanders said, “Yes, Mr. President.”
“Sanders, you need to get us the hell back to D.C. immediately.  What are we looking at?”
Without missing a beat, the serious head of detail who felt as if he just dodged a bullet said, “Mr. President, Marine One is inbound in three minutes.  We are meeting up at some local landfill up the road and then flying back to JFK.  We should be wheels up in thirty minutes.”
Wolfe was about to add something when Schultz blurted out, “Sweet mother of God, how many more?”  There was a pause.  “Send us what you got, we’ll convene in two hours or so.”
Looking over at the president, Schultz’s ash-colored expression said it all.  “Douglas, there have been two more attacks, one pretty bad.  There was a multiple stabbing on a commuter train in Philly and a shooting at an elementary school in Virginia.  Shooters are still active and holding hostages.  They have kids, Douglas.  They’re holding kids.”


 




Chapter Thirty Three

National Counter-Terrorism Center, McLean, VA

The main floor in the NCTC is dominated by three massive viewing screens that hang about twenty feet or so in the air, easily viewed by a series of open floor desk areas occupied by a mixed team of civilian and military personnel from multiple agencies ranging from the CIA, FBI, DoD, and several other supporting agencies from Homeland Security.  Established in 2004 as a direct response to the 9/11 Commission that cited significant lapses in intelligence sharing among the various U.S. intelligence agencies.  The NCTC was directed to coordinate domestic and international terrorist threat analysis and support the prevention of future terror attacks both home and abroad. 
The NCTC had been operating on a heightened alert status for nearly two weeks as known terror organizations chatter was at an all-time high and surveillance of suspected terror oriented sites on-line known to engage and seek out non-affiliated actors or “lone wolves” both in the U.S. and Europe was at a level one senior analyst declared “unprecedented.”
In the seventy-two hours since Rahimi’s call to the Muslim world to attack infidels the world over, there had been a growing tidal wave of activity.  The deadly attack on the U.S. air base in Qatar was the first, followed by five more separate attacks in Europe.  A suicide bombing at a popular tourist attraction at a cathedral in Tours, France, two different attacks in London, a major stabbing incident in Hamburg, Germany, but most ominous of all was the first roadside bombing attack staged in Europe when a column of Italian Carabinieri, Italy’s national military police, was struck by twin explosions as they were responding to rioting at a refugee center in southern Italy.
Now the three big screens in the NCTC main operations center were covering the three U.S. based attacks.  Images streamed in from various news sources. The attack in Long Island occupied one of the screens, another covered the Philadelphia train stabbing, and the main screen was tracking the ongoing terror attack fifty miles away from where they were working in Fredericksburg, VA.  An unknown number of Americans had died already, and more were at risk. 
While the FBI’s elite Hostage Rescue Team deployed around the perimeter of the school, more than two hundred dedicated NCTC professionals were working at a feverish pace trying to determine where the next attack may be headed, but they would not have been human if they were unable to maintain their focus and ignore the terror that was happening in the school’s gymnasium.  What should have been a fun-filled day for hundreds of kids and their parents as the Fall carnival held each year to raise money for Breast Cancer Awareness, instead turned into a bloodbath. 
Details were still coming into the Center, multiple attackers opened fire on the indoor/outdoor event.  Images provided by overhead helicopters had already captured several dozen unmoving figures on the ground while an unknown number were being held in the school’s auditorium.  Word had already reached the NCTC that the situation was unstable and that they were getting ready to assault the gym when the large viewing screen filled with an aerial view of the gym suddenly erupted into flames and black smoke.
Loud gasps of shock and dismay filled the room as all work stopped and everyone stared up at the frightening video filming in real-time this national tragedy.  A sudden surge of police and rescue workers raced towards the building, trying to rescue as many people as possible.  Gunfire could be heard over the audio feed, but quickly ended and ambulances suddenly started darting into the perimeter.  
Medical personnel was seen carrying the injured out of the building and firefighters were pouring a steady stream of water at one side of the building where the flames were billowing thick, black smoke.
And then the screen went black, replaced by the NCTC logo and a commanding voice punctuated the room causing everyone to turn suddenly as if shocked by the sudden stoppage of the gut-wrenching images that everyone was watching. 
Deputy Director Dr. Fiona Cheng spoke into the intercom system in a voice filled with authority tempered by emotion – she, too, was watching what just happened.  “I need everyone’s attention.  Please, stop what you’re doing and listen now.  Our nation is under attack.  Americans have died, and others have been grievously wounded.  I suspect this is just the beginning.  Right now, nothing else matters than stopping the next attack.  This is the National Counter-Terrorism Center, and it is our job to protect American lives.  Today, we have failed to do so.  All of us will have to answer for this failure, but not today.  Today is about saving Americans from the next attack.  Period.
‘Director LaHue is on the way to Washington to brief the president.  I have been told to assemble an emergency crisis management task force, so be ready to meet in fifteen.  One more thing, before he left, Director LaHue told me to tell all of you that what is happening right now is nothing less than an assault on the American way of life.  
Every option is on the table.  Every contingency that has ever been drafted, every conversation in or out of the office to deal with an emergency of this magnitude will be considered, but we must act resolutely to save lives.  Move fast, move smart, and remember that every moment wasted could result in more death.  We have a job to do, so let’s get to it.”
There were no cheers, no displays of sophomoric reactions.  The men and women in the room were professionals, and they knew that the Deputy Director was right.  They had collectively failed the American people.  It didn’t matter that trying to stop “lone wolves” was perhaps impossible.  The only thing that did matter was stopping the next attack.  Looks were exchanged, determined nods were given, and the men and women of the NCTC went to work trying to protect Americans from the attacks yet to come.
The White House

“…there are no indications that suggest the three attacks this morning was being coordinated, in fact, all the evidence compiled thus far suggests the exact opposite to be true.  The Bureau feels that these three separate attacks in three separate locations suggest a much wider threat exists, these lone wolf type of attacks are…”
Director of Homeland Security, Dr. Kara Dietrich, was taking copious notes when she felt a tap on his right shoulder.  Taken by surprise, she quickly turned her chair and saw a vaguely familiar NSC staffer who didn’t say anything and simply handed him a note.  Quickly scanning the message, his eyes narrowed as he read that he was being pulled from a critical principals-only emergency National Security Council meeting and instructed to head directly to the Presidential Emergency Operations Center, a bunker built under the East Wing.
      What in the hell…head to the PEOC???  Why in the hell is the president in the bunker and not here in the Situation Room? 
Motioning for the deputy director to take her seat, Dietrich stood and moved quickly out of the room and up the stairs from the basement Situation Room.  The half marathoner walked at a brisk pace through the main Center Hall towards the East Colonnade, and as she entered the East Wing could not fail to notice that with the White House on lockdown, there were double the normal Secret Service agents on duty.
Not since 9/11 has there been such a clear and present danger to the president and the American people.  The Department of Homeland Security is responsible for everything from anti-terrorism to immigration and national disasters, but most Americans viewed it as a domestic security agency.   The massive federal agency has a $40 billion budget and 240,000 employees on the payroll, and every possible asset was being mobilized to defend against the looming terror threat.   
Dr. Kara Dietrich, known for her organizational talent and sound judgement, was a natural choice to take over the notoriously difficult to coordinate Department of Homeland Security.  The past ten days have been hell for her and the department.  All eyes looked to her now that terror has reached the shores of the United States yet again.  From the ongoing problems trying to get the power restored in a dozen cities to the three deadly attacks this morning, Dietrich knew both she and the agency were under the microscope.
After a ten-minute walk, she reached the elevator that took her down six stories to the entrance of the PEOC.  A Secret Service agent reviewed her credentials and opened the vault-like door to the bunker.  Originally built for President Franklin Roosevelt during WWII it had been further upgraded over the decades, including recent renovations by President Obama to protect the president and his closest staff and family in the event of a nuclear or terror threat. 
As Dietrich entered the main conference room, she immediately noted four sets of eyes greet her: President Wolfe, Baxter Davis, Attorney General Archer Stetson, and the Director of the National Counter-Terrorism Center, Travis LaHue. 
A bit taken aback by the small and unusual gathering outside the Situation Room, Secretary Dietrich ignored the barrage of thoughts racing through her already overwhelmed mind and walked towards the president with an outstretched hand and said, “Mr. President, I really don’t know what else to say other than ‘thank God you’re okay.’”
President Wolfe returned the surprisingly strong handshake and said with a heavy edge to his voice, “I’m one hell of a long way from being okay, Kara.  A lot of Americans have died this morning.  That’s why you’re here.”
Completely taken aback by the unexpected aggressive nature of the president’s response, Dietrich stammered a bit and said, “Yes…yes of course Mr. President.  Whatever you need Sir.”
“I’m glad you feel that way, Kara, because I refuse to lose any more American lives on my watch and your people will have to be on point for this one.  Have a seat.”
Dietrich could not help but notice that unlike the dazed man who roamed the White House corridors for the past week and sat through briefings seemingly lost in a fog, President Wolfe looked more in command of himself than at any point since the beginning of the crisis.  He stood while the others in the room sat and listened.
“Kara, I asked you and the others in the room because when I announced to the nation that we would be declaring a true war on terror, I made a mistake thinking we would only have to make this fight in other far-off places, not here at home.  I was wrong.  The fight is here, every bit as much as it is in Iran or Syria or any other shithole country.  I know that now.  Do you agree?”
Unsure where this was heading, Dietrich had no other choice than to nod her head and answer, “After this morning, I think we can all agree with that, sir.  I can’t speak for any other domestic-based agency, but my people have doubled their efforts across the country.  Security at every level has been increased…”
Then the president forcefully cut her off, “Then how in the hell can you explain these three attacks?  What am I supposed to tell the families of those who died today?  Do we even know how many died today?  Do we?”
Dietrich glanced at the others in the room, all who made it a point to escape her gaze.
      I guess this is it.  Bound to happen…
      “Mr. President, if you feel that I have let the American people down, then I am prepared to tender my resignation effective immediately.”
The President shook his head slowly and his stern expression, softened a bit.  He walked behind Dietrich’s chair and placed his hand warmly on her shoulder and said, “No, Kara, I let the American people down, not you.  However, I do need a warrior to lead your agency.  I need to know if you are you prepared to take the fight against our enemies that are living amongst us to ensure that no more innocent Americans die.  Can I count on you, Kara?”
Unsure of what to say, Dietrich hesitated and tried to grasp what exactly the president was asking of her but felt that she had no other choice than to nod and said, “Yes, Mr. President, I’m ready to do whatever it takes to protect the American people.”
Acting more like a High School football coach, Wolfe got a little pumped up, slapped his hands together and with a bit of a strut in his step, looked over at his Special Advisor and said, “Okay Baxter, Homeland’s on board.  I knew it, never any doubt.  Give Kara the briefing book.”
Baxter Davis quickly slid the briefing binder towards Dietrich.  Unlike the president who seemed almost invigorated by what happened this morning, Davis, who was in the presidential motorcade and saw several of the bodies lying in grotesquely contorted positions on the highway, remained deeply shaken by what he witnessed.  Davis spent the entire time on the flight back to the White House replaying the events in his mind.  He watched the barrage of handheld and overhead video clips multiple times from every conceivable angle, only stopping when breaking news of the other two terror attacks became known. 
      For Davis, terror no longer was some abstract concept.  He saw with his own eyes what terror really looked like.  During the drive back to the White House, Davis remembered an obscure classified document he read after receiving his security clearance soon after the inauguration.  Written by a select group of security analysts from the highly secretive security firm, Booz, Allen, Hamilton, the memo explored possible Federal Government contingencies in case of widespread domestic terror attacks.  
       The memo was rejected by the Homeland Security Department during President Obama’s administration because the recommendations were highly controversial and likely illegal.  Davis read the plan soon after moving into the White House after a retired former FBI agent friend encouraged him to read it.
After locating the heavy binder in a secured cabinet, Baxter re-read it again and knew that the president needed to be briefed by him without anyone else in the room.  He was able to get the president’s ear for fifteen minutes before the emergency NSC meeting and brought copies of that same report.  Forty-five minutes later, calls were placed to the Attorney General’s office and the National Counter-Terrorism Center, and the decision to meet in the Presidential Emergency Operations Center quickly followed. 
NCTC Director Travis LaHue waited for Baxter’s nod and looked over at Dietrich and said, “Madam Secretary, what you are holding is a blueprint on how to wage war on the domestic terror threat that is menacing our country and killing Americans.  Your agency will rightfully take the lead in this role.”
Dietrich never liked LaHue, a political appointee that appeased far-right interests in the party who backed Wolfe’s run for the White House.  A retired one-star Army general and veteran, he spent most of his time in the Joint Special Operations Command before being pushed out, some say, due to his outspoken, controversial political views, especially regarding Islam.  Others point to allegations of unauthorized killings in the field during JSOC’s battles against the Jordanian born Al Qaeda master terrorist in Iraq, al-Zarqawi. 
      There was no doubting he was a pro with twenty plus years of experience both in the field and in command, but LaHue came across as a dark, sinister figure, and his nomination as the nation’s top counterterrorism expert was perhaps President Wolfe’s most controversial appointment.  It was also no accident that Davis insisted he be a part of this briefing, as he was one of the authors of the plan when he worked for Booz, Allen, Hamilton after his Army career ended.
Dietrich was skimming the contents of the binder and her neck and shoulder muscles tensed up as she began to understand just exactly what the president was asking of her and her agents.  “Travis, what exactly do you see my department doing that we currently are not doing to address the terror threat?”
The fifty-three-year-old LaHue struggled to contain his excitement.  Even though he was wearing his favorite double-breasted Hugo Boss suit, he still looked like a former soldier.  He sported tightly trimmed hair, ramrod straight posture and possessed a natural command bearing, plus there was not an ounce of fat on him.  His daily ten mile runs burned off both nervous energy and his penchant for chocolate at all hours of the day and night. 
Here he was about to receive an official hunting license from the president himself to strike at the cancer quietly growing in the heart of America - fanatical Islamic extremists - and he intended to take full advantage.  He spoke for years in the Conservative media about the looming domestic terror threat and often said it was not a matter of if, but when.  Today’s victims were proof that he was correct and now fully intended to bring the war to them.
“That’s just it, Secretary Dietrich, you are doing everything under the law that your agency is authorized to do…in peacetime.  President Wolfe has just made it clear that he intends to wage war on terror here at home; ‘war’ being the key word.  I refer you to page 11.  Executive Order 1010 hereby authorizes the Federal Government and its designees to detain and hold persons considered to be associated with or actively supporting terrorist activities in the United States and its territories.  Said persons will be subject to military law: Military tribunals will be convened to enforce the findings of domestic intelligence and law enforcement.  Foreign nationals, as well as U.S. citizens, shall be held until it has been determined they do not represent a threat to the American people.”
      Dietrich felt a deep burning sensation in the pit of her stomach.  Dear God, they’re serious.
Looking over at the Attorney General, Dietrich icily asked, “Archer, this can’t be legal.  Hell, this sounds as bad as the Japanese internment camps…worse maybe.”
      Kara, you have no idea what these people have in the works.
The Attorney General was a former U.S. attorney, judge, and a two-term senator.  He knew the law as well as anyone in D.C.  A law and order man his entire adult life, no one had ever accused Archer Stetson of being soft on criminals, but he was also a man who dearly revered the Bill of Rights and often railed against the dangers of a Federal Government that all too often routinely ran roughshod over individual rights.
The dour-faced, proud Mississippian shifted uncomfortably in his chair and said “Well, Kara, it’s complicated.  Since we are not using federal troops per se, these actions would not come under the 1879 Posse Comitatus Act.  Your agents will be acting in a lawful manner and protected by the provisions of the executive order.”
Immediately shaking his head from side to side, Dietrich blurted out, “What happens to my people after the dust settles?”
Leaning forward and with her finger pointed right at the Attorney General, Dietrich didn’t give the man a chance to answer and shot right back, “Like those CIA interrogators were protected after 9/11?  Remember what happened to them Archer?  Well I sure as hell do.  We asked those men and women to get information in any way possible - to disregard the law - and they ended up having to get attorneys and face prison time.  Is that what is going to happen now?”
President Wolfe was in no mood to debate the issue and weighed in strongly, “Americans died this morning, Kara, some right in front of me.  This is war.  I won’t allow our enemies to hide behind our laws to attack us.  Are you up to this?  Because if you’re not, then I will find someone who will be.”
Bristling at the implied suggestion that she didn’t have what it takes – didn’t have the guts, Dietrich looked the president right in the eyes and said, “Mr. President, I am more than capable of doing whatever it takes to protect this country, but what you are asking - what this plan represents - we are looking at a constitutional crisis at a minimum.  I won’t put my people at risk unless I have assurances they are protected.”
Wolfe saw the steel in the former DIA officer’s eyes and said, “You have my word.  Hell, I’ll have my people write up a blanket pardon to cover everyone.  Yourself included.  Now, can Homeland Security protect the country?”
Pausing for a second, Dietrich reached for a sip of water and then said, “Sir, there are 1.2 million names on the NCTC database alone, plus several other million on various other watch lists and databases from other agencies.  I don’t have the agents to track down and go after all of these names and even if I did where in the hell would we put them?”
      Very coolly, LaHue interjected, “Mr. Secretary please turn to Appendix C.  We are calling this Operation Imminent Purge.  The NCTC will be deputizing thousands of trained security agents from a dozen private security firms from DYNCORP, KBR, ACADEMI, and several others.  Most are staffed by retired military and security agents from various U.S. federal agencies.  
       Manpower, we got, though where we put the detainees will be problem number one in the beginning, but we are already working on that.  Your agency takes the initial lead until we mobilize the necessary resources, and then NCTC takes over.”  
Eyes wide with shock, Dietrich replied, “Now wait a minute Travis. You're telling me that a couple of thousand Blackwater types - fucking mercs - are going to be roaming the country with the authority to arrest and interrogate our own citizens?  This is wrong Mr. President.  You can’t go along with this.”
Unusually quiet up to this point, a very intense Baxter Davis responded harshly. “Don’t be so goddamned dramatic, Madam Secretary.  These are trained agents who will be under federal authority to take the war to the enemy.  Hell, you just said that you don’t have the resources.”
“The DIA worked with those cowboys in Afghanistan and Iraq, and they caused more havoc and made our jobs more difficult and all the while making a fortune.  Mr. President let me get together with the FBI, DEA, ATF, local and state law enforcement and make targeted arrests, and then we roll up whatever cells are active.  Anything else is madness.”
Very dramatically, Davis slammed the table and spoke with words dripping with acid, “Madness…seriously madness.  This coming from the woman who allowed three hundred Americans to die today and is now bitching and complaining when we just provided you with the resources to go out and round up terrorists.”
Red-faced, Dietrich immediately came to her feet and burst out, “Look here, who the hell…?” 
President Wolfe had had enough and barked, “Enough!  That’s it!  Not another word.”
Panting, she was so angry at Baxter’s words, Dietrich wanted to squeeze the life out of the former Wall Street broker. 
President Wolfe walked towards his Secretary of Homeland Security, and with an icy stare to go along with the cold words, he said, “This is happening, Kara.  We have an imminent threat to the lives of innocent Americans.  I intend to put the fear of God in their cowardly souls.  Baxter’s right, you’re not up to it so I will be accepting your earlier offer to resign.  I expect it on my desk within the hour.”
Feeling as if she just got slapped across the face, Dietrich took a step back and tried to absorb the president’s words.  Knowing that nothing was going to stop the men in this room from their course of action, Dietrich tried one last time, “Mr. President, fine I will resign but hear me out.  You are making a tragic mistake, and I’m not even talking how history will judge you.  The moment you start flooding this country with private security agents and rounding up thousands of Muslims, you will drive the real killers underground and make damn sure that more lone wolves will go out and kill American citizens.”
Wolfe’s eyes softened for a brief moment as he heard Dietrich’s sincere words, then he suddenly shook his head side to side.  Looking at the Director of NCTC, he said, “I appreciate your concerns, Kara, but I feel they are misplaced.  Thank you for your service.”
President Wolfe waited for the former Homeland Security Secretary to leave and then asked, “Travis, do you stand by this plan of action?”    
A resounding “Yes, sir” echoed in the small room. 
      President Wolfe then said, “Looks like I need another Secretary for Homeland Security.  This is your plan - are you sure that you're up to it?”
      With a shining glean in his eye, the former JSOC commander puffed out his chest and proudly answered, “Yes, sir, Mr. President.  I swear to you that we will take the war to them and secure this country, no matter what.”
The three remaining men talked for another thirty minutes.  In six hours, all U.S. borders would effectively be closed.  In twelve hours, Executive Order 1010 would go into effect.  In twenty-four hours, the initial raids would begin and within seventy-two hours, the largest mobilization of U.S. federal power ever assembled would begin waging an all-out war on its domestic enemies.  President Wolfe wanted a war on terror, and Travis LaHue was about to give him one.    


 




Chapter Thirty Four

October 21st 

White House Executive Residence

      It was after midnight, and most of the White House was starting to wind down after one of the most harrowing days since the beginning of the crisis eleven days ago.  The president and the first lady had turned in to bed about an hour before.  Both were physically and emotionally drained, and unlike many former occupants of the White House, they shared the same bed and enjoyed their privacy at night.  The two were in a deep slumber when both jumped as three powerful raps on the door reverberated throughout the room, and then the door flung open.
In a clearly agitated voice, they heard Dutch Schultz yell out, “Douglas, Marija, I’m coming in, so I hope you're decent.”
Ten seconds later, the silver-haired, blue-eyed former Wall Street finance guy walked inside with papers rolled up in his right hand.  He was one of only two individuals, the other being the National Security Advisor, who had complete freedom to wake up the president day or night and no restrictions on his access to the Executive Mansion.  Still wearing the same wrinkled black three-piece suit from the morning, Schultz looked both disheveled and angry at the same time.
Flustered a bit, President Wolfe rubbed his eyes, and through a half-yawn asked, “What the hell, Dutch?  Did something happen?”
“You’re goddamned right something happened.” 
Shockingly, Dutch threw the papers at the president and the tightly rolled papers thumped off his shoulders and landed on Marija who said, “Hey, Dutch!  What the hell?”
      Dutch was so agitated he could feel his chest tighten like he was slowly being buried alive.  Struggling to calm himself, he took several deep breaths before saying, “You had better ask what your husband is doing, not me.  Tell her, Douglas.  Go ahead.  Or should I do the honors?”
Schultz waited five seconds and then said, “Fine. Your husband here just ordered the U.S. Federal Government to start rounding up Muslims across the country.  And not just a few extremists here on a student visa - not our Douglas. He’s rounding up Americans and doing God knows what with them.  Go ahead, tell her, Douglas.”
Whatever shock he felt after being woken in such a manner wore off quickly from the viciousness of the attack by his Chief of Staff.  Wolfe flung his covers off and stood from the bed and walked over to get his robe, the whole time glaring at Schultz whose eyes glowered right back.  Wolfe walked around the bed until he was face to face and said sharply, “This is not the time or place for this, and you goddamned well know it.”
“For once you’re actually right, Douglas, this is not the time or place.  It should have been when you and that bastard Davis concocted this half-assed executive order.  I am still your Chief of Staff and should have been there to tell all of you that we can’t fucking do this.”
“Who in the hell do you think you are to come into my bedroom in the dead of night and talk to me like this?  Americans died today, or have you forgotten?  No more, not on my watch.”
Judgmentally shaking his head side to side, Schultz countered, “Do you hear yourself?  This is not some bullshit campaign speech.  ‘Not on my watch.’  What the hell does that even mean?  Does it mean that suddenly the Constitution doesn’t matter?  Have you even read the order?  For fuck’s sake, it violates about every civil liberty on the books.  You look like a monster.”
Starting to pace, President Wolfe knew Schultz was going to be a pain in the ass on this one and that’s why he left him out in the first place.  Taking on a darker tone, Wolfe wore a mask of pitiless indifference to Schultz’s objections and said, “Three hundred and seven dead Americans and I’m the monster.  How many more will die today?  Tomorrow?  The day after?  I’m tired of it, so if doing whatever it takes to crush these fanatics makes me a monster, then fine I’m the monster.”
“Don’t give me that shit, Douglas.  This goes way beyond a crackdown.  Our new Secretary of Homeland Security, LaHue, a choice by the way that you didn’t even bother to run by me is a rabid anti-Muslim who we only took on in the administration to appease the alt-right nutcases from Baxter’s side of the party.  I read the estimates already.  Thirty thousand could be in federal custody in a week…no charges, held indefinitely.  Once this starts, how do you stop?  You can’t come back from this.  The country will never be the same.”
Then both men turned when Marija Wolfe’s accented voice interjected, “Is it true, Douglas?  Will we really be rounding people up?”
Annoyed that Dutch was getting his wife to turn on him.  He walked towards her and sat on her side of the bed. Holding her hand, he said, “Dutch has it all wrong my darling.  There are thousands of dangerous people on watchlists who we have been tracking for years, those are the ones we will bring in and question.  We let them go once we are sure they are not a threat.  I can’t take seeing any more bodies.  How many died at that school today - forty-five kids?  It has to end.  I have to end it.”
Looking at Dutch, Marija spoke in a voice filled with emotion, “See, Dutch, it’s not so bad.  Douglas must do this.  Please, he’s your friend, help him.  He needs you.”
Closing his eyes for a brief moment, the exhaustion finally catching up to him, Dutch lowered his voice and softened his tone, “I’m sorry, Marija, I can’t support this.  The law is the law, period.  It’s not too late, Douglas, we can stop this thing.  Remember what you told me this morning, that Liliana wouldn’t have wanted this?  Don’t make it worse.”
Turning towards his friend, Wolfe said more calmly, “That was before I watched with my own eyes American citizens flung off a bridge, not to mention everything else that has happened.  I’m done.” 
Wolfe paused for a moment, looked down towards the ground, then made eye contact with his closest friend.  With a determined edge to his voice, he asked, “I will ask you only once, Dutch, will you support my decision to enforce Executive Order 1010?”
Shaking his head slowly, Schultz looked Wolfe in the eye and said, “I can’t do it, Douglas.  I can’t stand by and watch you destroy your presidency – hell, the country.  Let’s dial it back, see what parts we can soften, especially federalizing all those private security folks. That’s obviously a non-starter…”
Holding up both hands to stop, Wolfe walked towards Schultz and said, “I’m not dialing anything back.  If you can’t support me when I need you the most, then I need you to go.  Dutch, I’m going to need your resignation.”
Feeling as if he had been slapped across the face, Schultz responded haltingly. “Douglas, you can’t be serious.  I’m the only one you can really trust.  You need to reconsider.  Sleep on it, and we can talk in the morning.”
Firmly, the president said, “Sorry, Dutch, but this has been coming for a while.  It’s for the best.”
An image of that smug bastard Baxter laughing at him suddenly caused Dutch’s mood to darken, so he declared, “If that’s the way you want to play it, then fine, but I refuse to resign.  You’ll have to fire me.”
“Fine, you’re fired.” 
Before a shocked Shultz could fully comprehend what was happening, Wolfe yelled out to the Secret Service agent on watch outside the bedroom. “Maria, come in here and escort Mr. Schultz down to his office.  He will be collecting his things.  Then escort him out of the West Wing by noon tomorrow.”
      Wolfe then turned his back, walked towards his bed, and took off his robe as a shaken Schultz was led out of his best friend’s bedroom by the dark-haired, intense Secret Service agent.         
      


 




Chapter Thirty Five

October 22nd 

Saint Joseph’s University, Philadelphia, PA

Across the entire country, targeted raids on domestic terror suspects began overnight.  From Boston to San Francisco, select teams of highly trained federal agents organized into roving task forces from the FBI, ATF, ICE, and Homeland Security spread out across the nation and sprang into action in the dead of night.  Heavily armed agents stormed into city apartment buildings, suburban homes, and rural farmhouses arresting nearly fifteen hundred individuals.  The initial raids were conducted overnight to avoid media scrutiny.  The overwhelming majority meekly submitted to being detained while those who did resist found themselves roughly treated by men and women in no mood after the violence of the past forty-eight hours.
      As rush hour traffic was building up across the country, Americans were starting their Mondays like any other.  However, today was not any other Monday.  Operation Imminent Purge was being launched by a fully mobilized combination of local, state, and federal security agencies.  Unlike the dead of night targeted arrests, today was about sending a message to the American people and those who would threaten them that President Wolfe’s vow to take the war to the terrorists was being fulfilled.
On the outskirt of the city of Philadelphia, Saint Joseph’s University students were going about their daily morning routine of hitting the cafeteria for a quick breakfast or fueling themselves up with a collection of offerings from the campus Starbucks.  Walking in cohorts towards the various academic buildings, most students found themselves focused on worries of potential surprise quizzes or upcoming papers and tests and paid no mind to a small team of four local Federal ICE agents dressed as maintenance workers and landscapers.  
If any student had given them any thought, their only giveaway would have been the single ear plugs or the way a wrist would lift towards their mouths to speak into their mics.  Instead, they went on their way to class, and the agents kept a steady vigil for their target.
A tall, muscular agent tried to look inconspicuous as he watered a flower bed with a hose while scanning the knots of individuals making their way down the paved walkway towards McShain Hall.  Their target was an economics professor who was scheduled to teach a ten o’clock class, but according to reviews the agent read last night, often ran late.  Finally, as most students were already in the building except the few perennial late students who raced past him, he viewed a tallish, balding, dark-skinned man dressed casually walking towards the building.
Lifting his wrist up, he said, “Hey boys, I got eyeballs on the subject . . . oops sorry, Marci, not used to having you on ops . . . anyway, repeat: I have him in my sights.”
Another agent positioned near the Chapel of Saint Joseph across the street had good cover and pulled out his binoculars and watched as the target walked as if he did not have a care in the world.  One thing caught his eye, the way he walked caused a chuckle and the senior agent for the operation said, “Will you watch the way this gomer walks?  Somebody needs to tell this guy that he looks like Travolta from Saturday Night Fever strutting around out there.”
A youngish female voice answered on the closed channel, “What the hell is Saturday Night Fever?”
Another agent could not help himself and said while trying to stifle a laugh, “I’m pretty sure my grandmother talked about that movie once or twice.  Jesus Christ, Ted, how old are you?  You sure that you’re up for this op?”
Stifling a laugh himself, the team leader, an experienced ICE agent, said, “Okay, assholes, can the chatter.  Dave are you outside the classroom?”
“That’s an affirmative.”
“Good, stay there.  Vince, follow him. Marci and I are en route and will be there in five minutes.  Don’t spook the guy.  Stay alert, he’s not likely to be armed.  According to the files his dad back home in Pakistan is supposed to be a money guy of some kind, not muscle.”
Three squelches confirmed the team understood their orders.  Moments later, the agent outside the classroom worked his mop across the floor and didn’t even look up as the target walked into his class and announced loudly to the students’ obvious delight, “What’s up my snowflakes?  Dr. Wazir is in the house.  I hope all of you have recovered from your hangovers and ready to stop disappointing your parents and get to work.  Turn to chapter six and let’s get to it.”
Two minutes later, the four agents exchanged final looks and waited for the team leader to make the call.  He held up his fingers and mouthed the words one…two…three…now! 
Two agents burst through the front and two through the back door into the classroom with weapons drawn and holding their badges high.  They began yelling “FEDERAL AGENTS.  DR. AHMED WAZIR STOP WHAT YOU’RE DOING AND GET YOUR HANDS UP! MOVE, MOVE, MOVE!  NOW!”
Before the green-card-carrying, well-liked, bespectacled professor - who was known around campus for his jovial demeanor - could react, his lecture notes were slapped out of his hand and an agent swiftly turned him around and pushed his body violently into the chalkboard causing the startled Pakistani to yelp in pain when his face struck the wall.  Before he could even react, his hands were being cuffed, and his body being patted down.
He cried out in a panicked manner, “What is happening? Please stop!  You’re making a mistake!  This is a mistake!”
The agent in charge announced in a powerful voice, “Dr. Wazir, you are being taken into custody under the provisions of Executive Order 1010: Suspicion of terror activities.  You need to come with us.”
Dr. Wazir was a very proud man from a prominent family and not used to being treated in such a manner.  Though scared, he found the courage to suddenly turn around and say in a voice mixed with stress and fueled by rage, “Get these off me now you dumb fuckers!  Do you hear me?  This is bullshit!  Fucking piece of shit assholes release me now!” 
He was so agitated that he began to twist his body left and right and caught one agent off-guard and knocked him square in the jaw with his head.  Whether it be a beat cop or a federal agent, no officer of the law likes to be touched, let alone struck and without warning the barrel-chested ICE agent punched the stunned professor in the stomach.  Reacting to the violent strike to his mid-section, Wazir doubled over, and before he could say anything else, the agent lifted his knee and caught him under the chin, flinging the tall Pakistani professor back against the wall.
A shocked class full of students offered a mix of reactions from “oh my God” to “what the fuck?”  A dozen cellphones came out to try and capture the abuse being inflicted on their professor, but before they knew what was happening, the two agents in the back of the room moved quickly down the aisles snatching phones as they moved.  When one angry young man rose from his desk, a powerful arm shoved him hard back in his seat, and the agent bellowed, “All of you sit your asses down, put away your phones, or we will take you in, too.  Got it?”
The agent in charge turned to the two securing the room and said, “You two get to his office, secure its contents and get your asses back to the office.  We have two more raids scheduled this afternoon.  Dave and I will take this guy in.  Let’s move.”
Turning to face the class, the forty-five-year-old agent softened his voice a bit and said, “Sorry you had to see this, but this man had a warrant out for his arrest.  If he’s innocent, you’ll see him again.  If not, well… Anyway, stay in your seats until your campus security comes down here to take some statements.  Let’s get him out of here.”
Two minutes later, all four agents were gone.  Left behind were twenty shocked students who just witnessed what the new war on terror looked like, and it wasn’t pretty.
   NBC News Special Report

      “At the three o’clock hour, I’m Brian Wilson and thank you for tuning in for this NBC Breaking News report.  After Saturday’s unprecedented three deadly terror attacks and two other failed attempts, we are witnessing a massive response from local, state, and federal authorities.  National Guard units are being mobilized throughout the entire nation and can be seen at airports, subway and train stations, near schools, and malls.  The sight of heavily armed soldiers patrolling our streets is for many both reassuring and unnerving at the same time.
“President Wolfe’s short prepared remarks from the Oval Office last night was a mixed message of heartfelt condolences for the more than three hundred Americans who lost their lives yesterday and a vow that those who seek to do harm to American citizens will be facing swift and decisive justice.  What we are finding out today is that with Executive Order 1010, federal authorities have already begun raiding targets across the nation.  Foreign nationals on short-term visas from Muslim-predominant nations have been ordered to voluntarily report to Federal Immigration authorities.  Those who fail to comply have been threatened with being detained until their status has been determined. 
“Social media sites are abuzz with numerous videos showing heavily armed federal agents bursting into homes arresting alleged terror suspects.  Several of these raids have gotten violent.  One video feed, in particular, capturing ICE agents storming into a dormitory housing students from Saudi Arabia at the University of North Carolina’s Chapel Hill campus, has produced shock across the web.  As three dozen dejected and bewildered Saudi students were being led out in plastic handcuffs, an angry mob of students surrounded them and suddenly surged into the detained students and began viciously beating them.  Overwhelmed ICE agents and local police tried to protect the detainees, but the bloodied images of the Saudi students being placed in waiting vans will be long remembered.
“NBC News is reporting that there have been dozens of examples of vigilante violence against Muslim men and women and their places of worship across the nation.  Massive rallies are being organized across the nation.  Americans who already have been reeling from images of war abroad, the sinking of an American naval vessel, the horrific terror attack against an American air base, and now these domestic attacks seem to have brought the nation to an unparalleled level of anti-Muslim sentiment.          
The president’s detractors - and there are many - accuse him of being guilty of war crimes for the slaughter of tens of thousands of men, women, and children across the Muslim world.  Defenders of the president’s actions have praised the administration’s willingness to reject politically correct policies and rightfully unleash the full power of the American military against those who have waged a terror war for decades.  The debate rages on and will likely only get more intense in the days and weeks to come.
“Now in other news, American Airborne and Marine forces working in conjunction with the Israeli Defense Force have stormed into a major Hezbollah stronghold in the port city of Tyre, killing hundreds, capturing hundreds more, and securing a massive cache of rockets and weapons.  The IDF continues its determined goal to destroy Hezbollah as a fighting force and end the rocket threat that Israel has been forced to endure since the failed 2006 war. 
“American and Israeli airpower continues to inflict devastating losses on Hezbollah defenses as nearly all restrictions limiting attacks on civilian infrastructure have been lifted.  While Hezbollah losses continue to grow, civilian deaths have soared.  Let’s turn to Samantha Jeffries who has been covering the war on the ground for the past week.  Samantha, tell us what you have been seeing.”
For the next three minutes, viewers watched a mix of video footage showing American and Israeli Air Force planes delivering close air support to soldiers on the ground, missile damage in several Israeli cities, aerial footage showing the devastated landscape of Southern Lebanon and numerous grisly images of dead Hezbollah fighters. 
The veteran news anchor was about to ask a follow-up question when he stopped in mid-sentence and said, “Excuse me Samantha, but we are just getting word of a major situation developing at the University of California’s Berkeley campus.  We are taking you live to the campus where a massive protest has taken shape and swiftly became violent.  Our own Callie St. Croix is on the scene.  Callie, what’s going on down there?”
The green-eyed, tall, blonde reporter was surrounded by chanting students, and a swirl of smoke temporarily enveloped the scene causing her to turn away and put a dust mask over her face for a moment.  Finally, she was able to begin and spoke in an excited, loud tone, “Brian, what started out as a peaceful protest to denounce the Wolfe administration’s decision to conduct raids over the entire country, soon changed when student lookouts spotted armed federal agents.  There was a sudden surge of text messages sent to the crowd ostensibly from the UC Berkeley Student Union to surround the dorms of international students and protect them from the federal agents.
“Brian, we got a tip this morning that major raids were planned for the Berkeley campus and just as our news van pulled up four truckloads of federal agents along with two buses arrived in the main parking lot.  We filmed them as they began to deploy and followed close behind. 
“The target of the raid was Berkeley’s International House that typically houses six hundred or so international students.  Obviously, many are afraid of the president’s executive order, and the chilling news and social media coverage of raids around the nation gave the students of Berkeley time to get organized.  Federal agents were greeted by estimates of more than two thousand students who surrounded the nearly eighty-year-old building refusing to allow the agents to enter. 
Three agents were injured when they were pelted by a mix of rocks and assorted debris by the increasingly angry crowd. Then suddenly a few hundred individuals armed with a collection of bats and pipes and dressed all in black from head to toe appeared and began setting fires and spraying agents with pepper spray.  Local police armed for crowd control were called to campus and so what you are seeing now is the violent back and forth between the students and police.  So far, the student line is holding but the police are getting reinforced, and things are getting ugly.”
Brian Wilson asked, “What are the federal agents or police saying?”
Callie was forced to yell louder as the chanting increased.  “Brian, from what I was told no one expected this level of opposition and federal agents clearly were not prepared for this type of reception.  Student leaders here say they are prepared to shut down the campus and intend to protect their fellow Muslim students no matter what.  I am afraid this looks like just the beginning.  This is Callie St. Croix reporting live from the UC Berkeley campus.”
“Now to other news.  In a shocking move, the president’s longtime friend and Chief of Staff, Jacob “Dutch” Schultz was fired today.  For more on that, let’s turn to our White House reporter…”


 




Chapter Thirty Six

October 23rd

Al-Bukamal, Syria

      In an underground bunker two stories below the Rahman Mosque in the center of the ancient Syrian town of Al-Bukamal that sits astride the Euphrates River on the Syrian/Iraqi border, a small gathering was taking place; some would have called it a war council.  A dozen men sat drinking warm tea and ate tender lamb kebabs with saffron flavored rice and other assorted side dishes.  Three of the men were Syrian, three came from Iran, two were former Hezbollah fighters from Lebanon, and one each from Chechnya, Egypt, Gaza and Jordan; a true brotherhood.  These were the key remaining field commanders of Allah’s Avengers.    
The bunker was surprisingly large, well-lit and unexpectedly cool.  A low hum could be heard in the background as a generator provided ample power for their simple needs.  The cinder block walls were covered with paper excerpts from the Koran, newspaper clippings of past victories, and posters extolling the virtues of jihad. 
It had been in use for years.  Built after the American invasion of Iraq in 2003, it was used to store weapons and ferret Muslim fighters from throughout the Middle East and beyond who heard the call and wanted to take part in their generation’s great jihad against the West.  Gradually expanded over the past fifteen years, it now acted as the temporary command post for Bahadur Rahimi and his followers.
The group was unusually disciplined and rarely fought with one another, though there were natural rivalries among them.  Rahimi was mindful to avoid favorites and instead purposely mixed his fighting men together regardless of nationality.  All who joined knew they were required to ignore centuries-old regional or tribal rivalries and religious schisms between Shia and Sunni.  Their collective enemy were infidels who defiled the Muslim world and turned brother against brother. 
Before the attack in Jerusalem, Rahimi spread his three thousand active fighters in small groups throughout the border areas of western Syria and eastern Iraq.  The Americans were bringing more and more soldiers into Syria and other than small scale hit and run ambushes, Rahimi and his fighters melted into the small villages, mountain retreats, or even within population centers like Al-Bukamal. 
For a week American helicopters, planes, and ever-present hordes of armed drones roamed the skies seeking out Rahimi and his people but found nothing.  But now the American presence on the ground was becoming increasingly more difficult to ignore.  The Americans were moving quickly throughout western Syria and twenty-four hours ago finally announced its presence in Al-Bukamal.  An American recon unit passed through town last night and set up a base camp outside the town.  It was the same throughout the Euphrates River valley. 
Every few days, he would release another video encouraging his brother Muslims to rise up and strike terror throughout the Western world.  Rahimi openly wept when he heard the news of the attack on the American air base by his Saudi brothers who were inspired by his stirring words.  When he saw the attacks throughout Europe and now America that were occurring daily, he realized that a natural momentum was building of the great jihad he had launched when he dared the impossible in Jerusalem.  
But when reports out of America and Europe showed Muslim men being arrested and thrown in great camps across the so-called beacon of light and democracy for the world, Rahimi knew his task was nearly done.
The tall, ruggedly handsome former Quds Force commander came to his feet and warmly said, “Who would have thought that taking up jihad would mean so many of my brothers would end up eating so well?  Here you are, all eating like sheiks again.  Shame on you.”
Loud laughter rang out in the room, and when Aslan the Chechen started loudly coughing when he began choking on a hunk of lamb, the men in the room grew even rowdier with laughter.  With a big broad smile, Bahadur said, “Okay my brothers, good I am happy to see you all in good spirits.  We have much to thank and praise Allah for today, but now I must ask for more serious talk.  The time of battle is upon us.”
      His loyal deputy, a fearsome fighter from Aleppo who first took up jihad against the Americans in the Sunni Triangle where he lost his left hand and eye to an American drone strike, stood and spoke, “Is it truly time?  The men have been waiting for days, impatient to strike these infidel bastards who walk our streets and invade our homes.  They are ready…as we all are my brother.”
       The two men warmly embraced, Rahimi felt a deep pride in his men and an abiding belief that whatever happens to him in the coming days, there would be no going back to before 10/10.  No longer will an infidel be able to look at a Muslim man or woman and not wonder if, behind those brown eyes, smiles, and clumsy attempts endeavoring to be accepted, they despise the infidel and are waiting for a chance to kill for Allah. 
And now no Muslim man or woman living away from their brothers and sisters in the West have any doubts about what the infidel truly feels about them. They watch the looks of anger and distrust, see the hatred in the infidels’ eyes, and worry for the knock on the door that may whisk them away in the dead of night.  Now, our educated and wealthy brothers and sisters from the West will want to come home to create a true paradise to raise their sons and daughters as good Muslims and help to create a strong and independent Muslim world without dreams of escaping to a West that fears and hates them.  That is the dream that Bahadur Rahimi went over in his head each night before he slept. 
“Well, my brothers, Sayid is correct.  The time is upon us to strike a blow for our brothers and sisters who have now joined us in jihad.  What we have started, there is no going back.  Let them come, and the world will watch as the pure-of-heart face death without fear, for Allah is waiting in paradise for us.  Your sons and grandsons will speak of these battles and do so with pride knowing their fathers were warriors who feared nothing and gave their lives so that others may live.”
Rahimi’s commanders roared their approval.  Waving his arms to calm them, Bahadur held up his index finger to signal his men that there was more.  He walked over to a wooden crate and grabbed a parcel with new cell phones and other electronic gear and passed them out.  Each man also received a manila folder with detailed instructions, locations where weapons and supplies had been hidden throughout the city, where bunkers had been built, and how Rahimi planned to fight the battle.
The meeting went on for two hours until the hour had come to disperse.  Warm hugs were exchanged, most did not expect to live to see their brothers in this world.  Before they started to depart, Rahimi had one last thought, “Goodbye, my brothers.  Our next meal will be in paradise with Allah and the Prophet by our sides.  Allah Akbar…Allah Akbar.”
Twenty Thousand Feet in the air above the Syrian/Iraq border

      An American Air Force RC 135 V/W Rivet Joint electronic warfare plane from the 55th Wing out of Offutt Air Base, Nebraska was deep into its twelve-hour mission when strong winds started to buffet the old converted Boeing 707 airliner.  The 707 could be notoriously prickly to fly against strong headwinds, so the pilot changed course and brought her down five thousand feet and took a heading closer to the city of Al-Bukamal than was originally planned.
      In the main cabin, twenty-three signals and communication specialists paid little attention to the slight change in course.  They were glued to their consoles and computers looking for any signs of Allah’s Avengers and especially their leader Rahimi who had remained a ghost ever since the attack nearly two weeks ago.  The trail ran cold and other than prerecorded videos released to Al Jazeera or directly to jihadist websites, the entire American intelligence community was stymied in their search.
Until now.
Senior Airman Keema Cunningham was diligently monitoring her computer as the Rivet Joint aircraft scanned for any open channel cell conversations.  Highly advanced software enabled the classified flying intel platform to intercept thousands of transmissions and software isolated any voices or names on a watch list and cross-referenced voice prints on file of known terror targets. 
Keema was standing and stretching to stay focused when an alert locked into cell conversation ten miles away in the border town of Al-Bukamal.  The computer picked up the use of Rahimi’s name twice in the conversation.  She immediately sat down, grabbed her headset and listened.  Fluent in two languages, Arabic and Farsi, Keema was taking notes, even though the conversation was being recorded.  When she heard the words, “the brave one commands it,” she immediately cried out for her section chief who raced from across the aircraft.
“What do ya got?”
Excited, but struggling to breathe, Senior Airman Cunningham calmly said, “I think we have something here, Master Sergeant.  We got a positive voice match on one of Rahimi’s commanders.  He referred to ‘the brave one,’ i.e., Rahimi just ordered something.”
Keema was about to add something else when another operator sang out excitedly, “I got something here! Positive voice match - Rahimi’s Chechen commander.  GPS location puts him in Al-Bukamal.  Holy shit, this maybe it!”
Several intel officers argued whether or not this was a setup of some kind.  Why would Rahimi’s people suddenly start talking over open channels after being a black hole for weeks?  In the end, there was no disputing the fact that positive voice print authentications confirm his senior lieutenants are somewhere in Al-Bukamal, and if they were there, maybe Rahimi was there, too.    
Twenty minutes later, two more intercepts came through, sealing the decision.  The senior officer in command sent a Flash Traffic message to mission commanders at Al Udeid Air Base in Qatar who then sent one to Central Command Headquarters at MacDill Air Base.  Fifteen minutes later an excited junior officer assigned to the “Tank” interrupted General Samuel Duncan, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs who was on a conference call with his NATO counterparts, and handed him the priority one message.
The general’s tired eyes went wide as he read the short message and blurted out, “Holy shit, we got him.  Sorry, gentlemen, I have to drop the line.  One of my senior people will be patched in momentarily.”
A clipped English voice cut in, “Well don’t leave us in suspense Samuel.  Got whom?”
“You can read about it in the funny pages, Nigel.”
Picking up the phone, he called his aide and said, “Get me the Secretary of Defense.  Tell him it's urgent.”
The White House

As expected, the president named Baxter Davis the interim Chief of Staff.  He wasted little time in pushing several of Schultz’s deputies out the door and quickly had his people brought on board.  A late afternoon strategy meeting soon turned into a working dinner meeting.  The Wolfe White House was getting destroyed in the press, and Davis knew that he had to figure out a way to flip the narrative.  
His people at the Davis News Corp had been covering the domestic terror raids in depth and turning every federal agent with a badge into a hero and trashing the student protesters and the usual cast of villains from the Democrats to the ACLU.  But other than conservative press circles, the major media outlets were in a feeding frenzy.
Davis had been involved in American politics since 9/11, mostly as a guy throwing grenades attacking the Republican establishment as much as attacking the Dems.  However, this was the first time he was actually responsible for anything.  Managing a campaign, acting as an advisor were all important roles, but now he was expected to carry his own weight for the president.  The realization of this hit him like a lead pipe yesterday morning after the president called at 6 a.m. and blasted him about the media coverage.
It was a small working group that included the White House Communication Director, former FOX News contributor and radio host Lindsey Burns, Press Secretary Sally Mercer, and three of Davis’ key deputies.  Chinese takeout littered the conference table, nerves were frayed, and the volume kept increasing around the room.
The new Deputy Chief of Staff Susanna Hastings pushed a half-eaten plate of General Tso’s chicken away in disgust and said, “Bullshit, Sally, you let those White House douchebag reporters today make you look like the gimp from that Tarantino movie.  The only thing missing was that rubber ball tied around your mouth.  If you can’t defend this President better than that, then it’s time to pack your fucking bags.”
Lindsey Burns secretly agreed with Susanna’s characterization of today’s debacle and had already read Mercer the riot act, but she, not Hastings, was one of her people, so she pushed back.  “You’re out of line Susanna, and you know it.  What the hell was Sally supposed to say today?  I mean, Christ, how much shit can hit the fan in a single day?  One of our planes went down in Syria, more rioting in a dozen more campuses, the lights are still out, and our own party held a news conference condemning the terror raids.  
Plus, that footage of those ass clown private security contractors beating the shit out of that doctor in front of a room full of waiting patients makes us all look like fucking jack-booted Nazis.  What was she supposed to say, ‘no comment?’”
Hastings snarled back, “She made the president look weak.  Sally, you didn’t have to be so quick to condemn the agents.  You should have talked about the target’s terror ties.  His goddamned son was arrested two days ago.”
Rolling her eyes, Burns acidly responded, “It was worse than that United flight where they pulled that doctor off the plane in front of about two hundred passengers.  You can’t spin that.  What’s happening is unprecedented.  Even FOX is turning against the president.  Whoever leaked those videos yesterday from that detention center in Texas killed us.  All those Muslim men dressed in prison clothes packed into that open-air fence line.  Jesus Christ, who the fuck is in charge of this thing?”
Baxter suddenly had had enough and slammed his hand down hard on the wood table and said with a voice filled with contempt, “Enough!  I’m in charge, got it?  Did anyone in this room think this would be easy?  Are you all forgetting that it was our President who had the balls to stare down the entire world and bring the fight to the terrorists?  If this man is willing to wage this war, then the people in this room had better be willing to do anything and say anything to support him.  Period.  Is that understood?”
Baxter was really worked up now, and when the White House Communications Director was about to say something, he cut her off and added, “And if you two can’t deal with the press then tender your resignations right now.”
Baxter’s fierce eyes roamed the room waiting for someone to say something, but the room was uncomfortably quiet, so he softened his tone and said, “Okay back to business, we need to change the narrative by releasing information about the domestic terrorists that we have already rounded up.  I want profiles of these bastards put together to be released to the major networks.  I want honest, God-fearing Americans to be looking at their neighbors, their kid’s pediatrician, hell anyone that don’t look right and have them thinking ‘thank God Douglas J. Wolfe is my President.’  
We need to remind Americans that these people being detained are not the victims. In fact, Susanna, I want to set up an event for the recent real terror victims.  I will make sure the president attends.”
His cell phone lit up and started vibrating causing him to lose track of what he was saying.  Glancing down, he saw it was from the president and quickly picked up the phone.  The others listened as Baxter answered, “Yes, sir…are you sure?  Holy shit that’s good news…I’ll be right there.”
Suddenly grinning Davis said, “You people need to handle the news cycle for the next twenty-four hours because after that everything changes.”
Mercer already on the verge of a nervous breakdown was almost afraid to ask but couldn’t help herself. “What happens in twenty-four hours?”
“We found the bastard Rahimi.  The president says the Pentagon plans to move on him within hours.  This doesn’t leave this room, and I mean if it leaks from here I swear to you that I will be scraping you off the bottom of my shoe when I’m done.  Are we clear?  Good, because if we play our cards right, we get the bastard, declare victory, and turn this president into the man of the fucking decade.”


 




Chapter Thirty Seven

October 24th

The Pentagon

It was 1:30 in the morning and the mood in the “Tank” was a mix of exhaustion and optimism.  The non-stop combat operations of the past ten days had pushed the Joint Chiefs and their planning staffs to the edge of their endurance, but the feeling spreading throughout the war room was that the chase was on now that Rahimi had surfaced.  And there would be no fuckups like losing bin Laden back in 2001.  It was time to end this. 
In the twelve hours since the RC 135 Rivet Joint aircraft locked onto Rahimi and his senior commanders, intel experts from every major intel agency from NSA, DIA, Langley, and even the Israeli Mossad were brought in to confirm that the transmissions were real.  Every piece of intelligence collected over the past two weeks ranging from photo recon missions to SIGNET was checked and checked again looking for a pattern or an estimate of fighters in and around the city but came up with nothing. 
The Commandant of the Marine Corps, General William “Chooch” Nelson pointed out earlier in the evening, “Rahimi’s people were off the grid completely for two weeks, but now for some reason, they announce their presence, almost daring us to attack them.  I know that I’m just some dumbass jarhead, but this smells like a setup.”
Air Force General David Geller said, “Who knows, Chooch, they just may be daring us to hit them, so we kill more noncombatants and make us look even worse.”
Army Chief of Staff Thomas “Mad Max” Maxwell pointed out, “Dave, the entire world has seen one bombed and burned out city after the other.  Christ, how much worse can we look right now to the Muslim world?”
Vice-Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, General Pat Sullivan, looked more like an accountant than a war fighter, but everyone in the room knew that the tough kid from South Philly was a killer.  He had spent his first ten years as a Warthog A-10 pilot, ratcheting up a dozen confirmed tank kills in the First Gulf War and then graduated to B1 bombers and flew one of the first missions to strike the Taliban after 9/11. 
Sullivan shook his head and said “Chooch is right.  These guys went black weeks ago and suddenly start communicating in the open.  This is not an accident. This cocksucker is looking to draw us into a city fight.” 
He paused for a moment to let that sink in to the professionals in the room who had all learned as young cadets taking War Fighting 101 to avoid fighting in built-up areas and then added, “Gentlemen, we just got asked to the dance.  What are we going to do about it?”
Marine General Nelson responded, “Gonna be messy.”
The National Guard’s top general, Jonathan Leggett, a veteran combat commander with multiple tours in Iraq and Afghanistan said, “No other choice, Chooch.  We either go all in and fight it out block by block, a la Fallujah, or send the Special Ops boys and try to find him in a city of fifty thousand people and hope he doesn’t escape.  Don’t think the president has the patience for either option.”
General Geller threw his hands up in frustration, “Well we can’t exactly start dropping bombs all over the damn place.  This president wants this bastard’s head on a fucking platter, not buried under some bombed out hole in the ground.”
Vice-Chairman Sullivan was absentmindedly listening when it suddenly hit him, “They both want a PR win.  The president needs to show the world that he got the guy who killed his daughter and started this whole fucking mess, and Rahimi wants to make us look like blood-thirsty Crusaders destroying the city and killing innocent Muslims.  Fuck it, can’t do one without the other, so why not do both?”
Army General Maxwell knew it would be his soldiers who would have to bear the brunt of a bruising city fight and clearly skeptical of anything that smelled like a PR stunt for the president, so he lashed out in an irritated manner. “Pat, what the hell are you talking about?  Rahimi may have a couple of thousand or more experienced fighters dug in and around that city.  This can’t be some PR bullshit.  It may take weeks to root them all out and find this guy.  It’s going to be ugly as hell.”
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs General Samuel Duncan was looking at Sullivan who simply shook his head, signaling that Mad Max wasn’t getting it, and then it hit him.  Holding up his right hand and looking right at the agitated Army Chief of Staff and said “Max, calm down.  Listen, if I get what Pat is saying, we have no other choice then to take the fight to Rahimi, but on our terms.  He may have staged this fight for some PR stunt, but it doesn’t matter at this point.  He’s there, and we need to end this one way or the other.”
Admiral Ricketts was not the only skeptic in the room and offered up, “Sam, I’m not saying you’re wrong, but if we storm into that city just to appease the president, I don’t see how this ends well.  Why not isolate the place and let our Special Ops teams infiltrate into the city and go hunting?  The goal is Rahimi.  Killing another thousand or so jihadists and God knows how many civilians doesn’t matter at this point.”
General Geller interjected, “That’s great, Sam, leave another thousand or so of these bastards to roam around causing havoc.  I don’t think so.  Let’s not forget the other directive from the president to secure every possible chemical weapon stash in the country.  I got drones configured as NBC sniffers, but only way to be sure takes boots in the streets, kicking in doors.”
      Decision time.
      General Duncan came to his feet and walked over to a blown up aerial view of Al-Bukamal and grabbed a pointer.  “Okay gentlemen, this is what we are going to do.  Max, you have twenty-four hours to isolate the city.  Use the entire 82nd Airborne if you have to, but I don’t want a fucking goat path open in or out of that fucking town.  Got it?  Then, I want you to team up a mixed force of Rangers and Stryker Squadrons from the 2nd Cavalry Regiment.  I intend to make “Thunder Runs” into the city and see what type of defenses these shitbirds have put together.  And I want every Apache Squadron up and in the air riding shotgun every step of the way.  
“Finally, I want to establish a task force to coordinate all of our Special Ops shooters from the Seals to Delta.  Samp is right.  I want them to gather as much intel as possible on the ground, and when the time is right, they will be there ready to make a play.
“I intend to brief the Secretary of Defense within the hour and expect to brief the president with a full war plan first thing in the morning, so let’s burn the midnight oil and get our shit together.  It’s time to kill this turd and bring our boys home.”


 




Chapter Thirty Eight

Lafayette Square Park

Washington D.C.

It was a little past six in the morning, but already more than ten thousand people packed Lafayette Square, the nearly seven-acre public park adjacent to the White House.  Some of the faces were young and filled with a mix of excitement and trepidation while others older veterans of many marches and other causes from civil rights to saving the environment.  The crowd was a wonderful mix of the amazing tapestry of America.  
There were white faces and black and brown, while others displayed a mix of races impossible to easily discern, though it didn’t matter on a day that transcended such matters.  All stood shoulder to shoulder to show the world that the bright shining beacon of hope that America had stood for generations had not been extinguished. 
More significantly, people of faith were present throughout the crowd.  Whether they be Christian, Jew, Hindu, Muslim, or those who worshipped no particular God, here they all gathered to celebrate the shared belief that you can’t fight evil by embracing evil.  Songs were sung, signs held high, music played, chants for peace were heard, but it wasn’t long before the mood turned more aggressive.  Soon anger- and vitriol-filled chants were aimed at President Wolfe and his supporters for the deaths of so many innocents abroad and even now here at home.
Long a fixture for peaceful protest going back to the Vietnam War, Lafayette Square now became the focal point for the massive rally planned to protest both the war and the Wolfe administration’s roundup of Muslims throughout the country.  Major protests were being organized in cities big and small across the nation.  
Millions of Americans backed President Wolfe’s new war on terror, but millions more were appalled at the cost of lives and loss of civil liberties.  Images of federal agents storming into homes and classrooms flooded social media causing a visceral reaction throughout the nation. 
      An already tense Secret Service manned the perimeter of the White House grounds supplemented by a contingent of nearly three hundred armed Marines from the Marine Barracks at 8th and I street in D.C.  Normally engaged in a host of ceremonial duties, today these marines were armed and equipped for crowd control in case there was a rush to storm the fence line surrounding the White House.
The local D.C. police had been reinforced by a large contingent of Maryland State troopers and National Guard troops which were expected to arrive later in the day.  They would be needed because hundreds of buses had been making their way into the city over the past twenty-four hours.  Hundreds more were on the way.  Packed trains from the busy Northeast Corridor were making their way into Union Station unloading thousands of protesters.  
Convoys of cars packed the already congested highways leading to the nation’s capital, and the 495 Beltway was moving at a crawl even at this early hour.  It was expected that a crowd of over half a million would be on hand for a major rally along the Reflecting Pool and at the Washington Monument. 
But not all the protesters were coming to attack the president, tens of thousands were coming to attend a counter-rally in support of President Wolfe.  Reports of patriotic rallies being organized around the nation to support the war and roundup of potential terrorists were being promoted throughout Conservative Media from Talk Radio to hundreds of leading blogs and websites.  
A divided Red and Blue America was never more apparent than in the twin series of rallies sweeping the nation.
◆◆◆
 
    
Grimacing as he limped down the hallway with a coffee cup in hand and a newspaper under his arm, Senator John Mitchum jumped when his cell phone suddenly went off, and his coffee spilled on the new Persian carpet his wife purchased last month.  “Goddamnit, son of a bitch.  Can’t even take a dump in this town in peace.”
Hurrying down the hall, he reached the bathroom, put his mug down and fumbled for his phone, and after the fourth ring curtly answered, “What?”
A familiar voice greeted him on the other line, “John, it’s Edith.  I hope I didn’t catch you in the middle of anything, but I think we really need to talk.  Do you have a moment?”
“A minute…for you…for the good Senator from the fine state of Massachusetts and the woman who just last weekend on the Sunday morning talk shows called me the biggest warmonger in the U.S. Senate. Hell, Edith, I got two for you.”
Senator Edith Templeton grimaced at the good-natured poke from Mitchum.  She knew that she deserved it after laying it on pretty thick last weekend.  She was taking a risk and considering Templeton had 2020 in her sights, she had to play this very carefully.  In her familiar nasally voice, Templeton got right to the point, “John, although you boys didn’t invite me to your little get together last week in Virginia, I’m hearing whispers that folks on your side of the aisle are getting worried about your boy Wolfe, and that was before he started rounding up Muslims like it was Berlin in the 30’s.”
“You sound a little hurt there Edith.  Now don’t start going soft on me.  Besides, we both know your people would have shit themselves if they knew you were at some secret meeting with a bunch of old, evil white men.”
Chuckling a bit, Templeton countered, “What other type of meeting is there in this town other than ones with old, evil white men.”
      That was a good one.  “Well, what do you have in mind, Edith?”
Her tone changed a bit, became more serious, all the banter gone.  “John, I don’t know how much more of this the country can take.  A week ago, I was hearing that Wolfe was losing it - completely unbalanced, perhaps even unfit to hold the office.  Now, Jesus, Mary and Joseph, it’s like the man is some avenging angel… no. More like the devil.  I know you’ve seen the same videos that I have.  How much longer are we going to stand by and just watch the country that we both love rip apart like this?”
Appealing to the Arizona Senator’s well-known love of country was a good place to start.  He was in a great deal of pain this morning, so he braced himself on the sink as he slowly slumped down to sit on the covered toilet seat and tried to stretch out his back while he listened to the new darling of the American Left.
“Well, what do you want me to do about it, Edith?  Hell, people on your side of the aisle think I’m some nutty war monger, and my people think that I’m just some old cantankerous bastard who plays to the Liberal Media and is riding out his final term.”
Templeton was no fan of Mitchum’s politics, but she had a deep abiding respect for the man and responded with genuine emotion in her voice, “John, there is no one in our Chamber who commands the respect of the American people more than you.  I know you think that I’m some left-wing nutjob, but I love this country every bit as you do, and I’m literally sick at heart at what is happening.  I’m asking you to gather as many fellow senators from your party as you can and join me to jointly condemn the president and call on him to stop these mass arrests and end this war.”
“You’re asking a hell of a lot Edith.  I won’t back off on the war, you know that.  I may not agree with how we’ve fought this one, but those Iranian mullahs have been asking for it for decades.  I won’t turn my back on the men and women fighting this war even as we speak.”
Cutting him off, Templeton interjected, “But John, how many innocents have we killed in the past two weeks? Thousands?  Tens of thousands?  What happened in Jerusalem and everywhere else, including here, is an abomination, but now we look like monsters to the world.  I know that bothers you.  Can you at least stand with us for what he’s doing against fellow Americans, John?  He’s using private contractors to hunt down American citizens and sending them God-knows-where because I don’t know where these people are being housed.  Do you?  Do any of us?”
      Mitchum suddenly flashed on an ugly image from another lifetime ago of a packed, steaming hot prison cell with that ever-present fetid smell that never washed away.  He remembered the feeling of absolute helplessness and fear that his country had abandoned him and his fellow POWs.  Not here…not here.
Clearing his throat first, the eighty-year-old former naval pilot stood up and spoke with a hard edge in his voice. “Edith, I’ll talk to my people this morning.  Let’s hold a joint press conference to condemn the president’s actions and announce the formation of a joint committee on the conduct of the war and give notice that we will be recommending an appointment of a special counsel to determine if the president has exceeded his Constitutional authority and broke the law.”
Senator Templeton’s heart skipped a beat, never expecting such a powerful show of support.  She was about to thank him when Mitchum added, “Before you get all proud of yourself, let me warn you, Edith, if you or any of your people turn this into some fucked up political circus, I swear to you that I will shut it down and whatever happens will be on you.”
Mitchum’s powerful words hung there for a moment until the former university professor turned social activist and now senator responded, “Thank you, John, you have my word on this that this is no political stunt.  History is watching us right now, judging.  We can do this John.  We can stop the madness.”


 




Chapter Thirty Nine

The White House



 






      “1,2,3,4…WE DON’T WANT YOUR FUCKING WAR…5,6,7,8…THIS WON’T MAKE AMERICA GREAT…9,10,11,12…WOLFE CAN GO STRAIGHT TO HELL…”
“…once we’ve isolated the city, we expect to begin the assault soon after…”
      “1,2,3,4…WE DON’T WANT YOUR FUCKING WAR…5,6,7,8…THIS WON’T MAKE AMERICA GREAT…9,10,11,12…WOLFE CAN GO STRAIGHT TO HELL…”
“…Marine units have finally secured the Iranian port city of Bandar Abbas.  Iranian militia units have been largely defeated and driven out of the city, but the fighting was rough in spots.   We have teams on the ground now dismantling their ballistic missile and anti-shipping bases…”
       “1,2,3,4…WE DON’T WANT YOUR FUCKING WAR…5,6,7,8…THIS WON’T MAKE AMERICA GREAT…9,10,11,12…WOLFE CAN GO STRAIGHT TO HELL…”
“…twin car explosions near the American embassy in Paris have left three dozen or so killed, including six Americans…French security forces are keeping us in the loop…”
      “1,2,3,4…WE DON’T WANT YOUR FUCKING WAR…5,6,7,8…THIS WON’T MAKE AMERICA GREAT…9,10,11,12…WOLFE CAN GO STRAIGHT TO HELL…”
The loud chanting from the protesters seemed to envelop the room.  Chief of Staff Baxter Davis convinced the president to allow a video team in for his morning Intel briefing with instructions to edit out any confidential information but wanted to show the country that even in the face of anti-American protests, the president was at work running the country and trying to make everyone safe.  It was starting to backfire.
President Wolfe’s face was flushed, his blue eyes wincing ever so slightly as the chants seemed to get even louder, and his shoulders were so taut with tension that his arms seemed to tremble as he pressed his hands together.  He stopped paying attention to the intel briefing ten minutes ago and wanted to escape to the situation room or the bunker.
      How in the hell am I the bad guy?  It was my daughter who got killed.
      “1,2,3,4…WE DON’T WANT YOUR FUCKING WAR…5,6,7,8…THIS WON’T MAKE AMERICA GREAT…9,10,11,12…WOLFE CAN GO STRAIGHT TO HELL…”
      I’m trying to protect American lives, you thankless shits.  Let’s see what happens if some jihadi fucker sets off a big old bomb right in the middle of all this bullshit.  That’ll stop their fucking chanting.
“1,2,3,4…WE DON’T WANT YOUR FUCKING WAR…5,6,7,8…THIS WON’T MAKE AMERICA GREAT…9,10,11,12…WOLFE CAN GO STRAIGHT TO HELL…”
      “…we now have more than twenty-seven thousand suspects in custody.  One of our security teams suffered serious injuries when a crowd surrounded them at the University of Vermont.  Local police refused to cooperate with our contractors, five suffered severe head trauma, and fifteen students were also injured, the suspects got away….”
      “1,2,3,4…WE DON’T WANT YOUR FUCKING WAR…5,6,7,8…THIS WON’T MAKE AMERICA GREAT…9,10,11,12…WOLFE CAN GO STRAIGHT TO HELL…”
Holding his hands tightly against his ears, Wolfe suddenly stood and shouted, “Can’t someone make them fucking stop?  My head is about to explode.  That’s it, I’m done. No more of this bullshit!  Shut it down, Baxter.”
The intelligence and military briefers exchanged uncomfortable glances, all secretly happy to get the hell out of dodge.  They quickly exited the room after Davis gave them the okay.
“Baxter get me the hell out of here.  I don’t care where.  I’ll even go to Camp David, and I hate that fucking place.”
      Oh shit.  “Mr. President, I don’t think that’s such a good idea.  It wouldn’t look good, you leaving the White House with everything going on right now.”
      “1,2,3,4…WE DON’T WANT YOUR FUCKING WAR…5,6,7,8…THIS WON’T MAKE AMERICA GREAT…9,10,11,12…WOLFE CAN GO STRAIGHT TO HELL…”
Livid at this point, President Wolfe stood inches from Davis’ face and roared, “Oh and this looks politically fucking great?  A couple of hundred thousand people screaming how much they hate me.  What type of message does this send to the world?”
Davis didn’t know what to say, but the president beat him to it and yelled, “I can’t sleep at night.  My wife can’t sleep.  No one can get anything fucking done with all this chanting.  We need to clear Lafayette Square, and I don’t give a shit how you do it, just get it done.”
Davis felt his body grow tense.  Very calmly, Davis said, “Mr. President, I am not sure we can do that.  In fact, if we try then things may get out of hand.”
“Good, let them get out of hand.  Maybe if we start cracking a few skulls, then we can go about the business of keeping this country safe.”
      “1,2,3,4…WE DON’T WANT YOUR FUCKING WAR…5,6,7,8…THIS WON’T MAKE AMERICA GREAT…9,10,11,12…WOLFE CAN GO STRAIGHT TO HELL…”
      For the first time, Davis suddenly wished that old Dutch Schultz was still here to take the heat from the president.  Too late for that Baxter, you are on your own.  Speaking in a calm voice, Davis said, “Mr. President, we need to stay the course.  Today will be rough with so many protests around the country, but most Americans support what you are doing.  Let me arrange to move the first lady out of the White House, and we can get you situated in the bunker until things blow over…maybe two days at most.  Hopefully, by then, the military can nail that Rahimi bastard, and we can dial things back some.”
Then it hit Wolfe like a lightning bolt, and he exclaimed, “That’s it, Baxter, you hit the nail on the head.”
Confused, Davis said, “I don’t understand Mr. President.  What are you getting at?”
“The American people do support me, Baxter, it’s high time we leverage that support.  Get that little prick Measly on the phone.  I want him over here to help me put together a little video message to my people and then we’ll see how those bastards out there like it when real Americans start sending a message.  And tell LaHue don’t stop, keep pushing, this is a war, and I won’t go down in history as a loser.”
      “1,2,3,4…WE DON’T WANT YOUR FUCKING WAR…5,6,7,8…THIS WON’T MAKE AMERICA GREAT…9,10,11,12…WOLFE CAN GO STRAIGHT TO HELL…”
All Davis could do was shake his head and say, “Yes, Mr. President.  I will get right on it.”






Chapter Forty

October 24th

By noon the video feed was loaded on every major social media and streaming site from Twitter to YouTube.  The video was less than five minutes, but some Americans would have to live with its effect for a lifetime.  Wolfe’s director of social media, Stefan Measly, the thirty-three-year-old who singlehandedly transformed then-candidate Wolfe’s anemic social media presence into the all-powerful tool that enabled him to leap over traditional Media and speak directly to his enthusiastic base of supporters jumped at the chance to help the president.
The video was released under the title, “It’s Time for Real Americans to Fight Back.”  The first forty-five seconds delivered a series of still images from the horrors of the past two weeks;  the dead in Jerusalem, a still-smoldering jet liner on a bombed out tarmac with American soldiers laid out in body bags, deadly images from terror attacks in London, Paris, Munich.  It ended with a series of horrific scenes from dead Americans laying in contorted heaps on a bridge in Long Island to a picture of a five-year-old little girl whose still body was laying on the edge of a schoolyard, partially covered by a makeshift blanket with her blonde hair streaked with blood. 
Next, a short video feed lasting about twenty seconds showed groups of Americans marching and protesting around the nation; close-ups of signs vilifying the president, calling domestic security officers fascists and thugs, and showing support for Muslims being arrested around the country.
Next, the video opened with a visibly angry President Wolfe delivering his message directly from the Oval Office.  Dressed in a crisp navy-blue suit and wearing a blood-red tie with a small white lily on his lapel, President Wolfe looked directly into the camera and began his scripted message.
“My fellow Americans, these are trying times for the American people, but we remain strong and will not allow our enemies from abroad or here at home weaken our resolve to win this war on terror.  I will not allow it, but more importantly, I know that you will not allow it.
“I, like all too many Americans, have suffered unimaginable painful loss these past few weeks:  whether it be a soldier on the battlefield, an airman in the skies, a sailor on the seas, or like my daughter, an innocent civilian caught up in this monstrous war against humanity.  
“I didn’t want this war.  The American people did not want this war, but as I said last week, we can no longer turn our backs to the reality of the enemy we are fighting or the measures necessary to protect Americans here and abroad.
“We have struck the enemy hard.  The Islamic Republic of Iran has paid a terrible price for its support of terror for the past four decades.  Thousands of brave soldiers and marines standing shoulder to shoulder with our valiant ally, Israel, have taken the fight to the murderous thugs of Hezbollah.  The mass murderer Assad and his closest supporters have been wiped from this earth as have thousands of others from Boko Haram in Nigeria to the Al Shahab terrorists in Somalia and the Taliban fighters who no longer enjoy safe the haven found in neighboring Pakistan. 
      “We have taken their money, killed their leaders, destroyed their weapons, and even now as we speak heroic American service men and women continue to risk their lives as they have begun to assault the cowardly group who dare to call themselves Allah’s Avengers.  These are the same animals who killed hundreds of defenseless civilians when they used deadly chemical weapons in the Holy City of Jerusalem and have inspired scores of deadly attacks around the globe, including here in America.
“While brave American war fighters abroad and dedicated Homeland security forces at home take the war to our enemies, some of our own people are blaming America for what is happening - not our enemies, not those who stab, and shoot, and drive vehicles over the innocent.” 
The president paused for a moment, his eyes narrowed, and then with a clear sense of his absolute disdain for these people evident, his voice reflected this anger as he added, “You know who these people are…listened to them blame America over the years and make excuses for those who seek to kill for their own evil purposes. 
“Their own moral weakness and hatred for their own country have made other American presidents too frightened to bring the war to our enemies.  Real Americans know that I am a man of my word, that I am not going to back down to anyone or any group who threatens to kill Americans, but I need your help.
“Today these protesters have taken to our city streets, given sanctuary to those who seek to avoid justice and condemn me and all Americans who wish to crush those who seek to destroy us.  I need real Americans to take to the streets today, this very minute, and confront those who seek to weaken our resolve and whose empty rhetoric will ensure more dead Americans will lay in our streets and our schools in the days and months to come. 
“I know we can do this.  Now I ask you to stand not just by me, but America.  I say we fight back, take back our city squares and downtowns from those who hate America…shout them down…take back your streets…take back this country and if you do so help me God, I will stand with you as you now stand by me.
“God Bless America and God Bless the fighting men and women of this great nation.  I know you will do your duty as I have pledged to do mine.”
◆◆◆
 
Within three hours, reports started to flood media outlets across the country, and violent footage began appearing on social media feeds.  From Miami to Portland, pro-Wolfe supporters came out in droves and staged counter-marches against the growing torrent of anti-Wolfe protesters.  Police around the nation were already spread thin due to increased security measures protecting government and popular gathering locations and didn’t have the manpower to be everywhere.  It wasn’t long before angry mobs from both sides started clashing in the streets across the country.
Pro-Wolfe marches were far fewer than the organized anti-Wolfe crowds, but the ones who were fired up by the president’s social media message came ready to do battle.  Crowds soon formed waving American flags and holding up signs attacking the media and supporting the troops and security forces across the country.  More menacing, organized bands of white nationalists whose past support had greatly embarrassed the Wolfe administration were out in force and in “open carry” states, armed and ready to engage in violence. 
Bands of white nationalists were already suspected in dozens of mosque burnings, more than twenty suspected murders, and hundreds of incidents of violence against Muslims across the nation.  Opposing these groups was the highly organized and violent Left, known as Antifa or anti-fascist groups.  Antifa was thought to be responsible for numerous acts of arson and property destruction and had become a fixture in social protests across the nation centering on the anti-free speech marches on college campuses and the Confederate statute controversies from the previous year.
Austin, Texas was the scene of the first major violence when club-wielding Antifa groups attacked a group of pro-Wolfe supporters.  Pepper spray and urine balloons were directed at the much smaller group of pro-Wolfe forces that included about seventy white nationalists flying Confederate flags and carrying signs supporting the roundup of Muslims.  People were temporarily blinded and sickened by the pepper spray and soaked with urine and started to stampede away from the brutally effective Antifa protesters who were about to declare victory when the first shots were fired.
Heavily armed and no strangers to violence, all it took was for one enraged white nationalist to get a face full of urine to lift his safety on his AR-15 and without warning empty an entire clip into a group of Antifa’s.  Horrific shrieks were heard as five were struck immediately by the sudden burst of semi-automatic gunfire.  Two more guns opened fire and were quickly joined by three more angry nationalists.  
Fifteen people were hit, though not all Antifas, and the crowd surged the other way creating further panic.  Dozens were trampled in the ensuing flight.  Police officers returned fire and struck several white nationalists.  When footage hit social media, a veritable firestorm was lit across the nation.
Like some horrific chain reaction car crash on an icy highway, city after city across the country soon became engulfed in violence.  Dozens of cities reported incidents of violence that included fighting, gunfire, and widespread property damage.  Violence begot more violence and as if some dam had come toppling down, a deep well of anger that had been brewing for two decades between two warring tribes now brought them against one another in open warfare. 
Police and National Guard forces were hastily called out by two dozen different governors trying to stem the violence.  A loud explosion followed by a towering black cloud of smoke on the outskirts of Denver, CO from a car bomb that exploded prematurely added to the general wave of mayhem sweeping the nation.  Media outlets who were already covering the protests mobilized their production resources and fed a fearful and angry nation a non-stop stream of footage as the fighting escalated across the nation.
President Wolfe asked for a fight for the American streets and that is exactly what he got.
◆◆◆
 
Standing on the steps of the Senate with the great white Grecian columns standing in the background like sentries guarding the gates of the Capital building, a collection of more than two dozen senators from both parties appeared before a throng of journalists who were covering the news conference.  A massive police presence closed off the Capital building to the enormous crowds surrounding the Reflecting Pool at the base of the Washington Monument, though every senator and reporter could hear the loud protests carried down Constitution Avenue.
Standing before the microphones, the fiery duo of Senators John Mitchum and Edith Templeton were speaking.  Allowing the senior senator from AZ to speak first, Edith looked off in the distance as her eyes were drawn to several swirling plumes of black smoke from burning cars silently rising towards the low-lying gray clouds as her Senate colleague spoke in his familiar raspy voice, “…we are calling on all Americans to stop the violence and return to your homes.  Haven’t we had enough death in this country these past few weeks?  Please, my fellow Americans, if you love your country go home, grab your loved ones and count your many blessings.  Too many have died today…this madness must stop.”
Taking her cue, Senator Edith Templeton stepped forward towards the microphone and announced, “Today my Senate colleague and myself originally called this gathering to announce the formation of a joint committee to investigate the president’s handling of this new war on terror that has become a war that is now terrorizing thousands of innocent American citizens.  However, all that changed the moment President Wolfe sent that angry, hateful video message to his supporters and ushered in the wave of violence sweeping this great nation of ours.”
A resolute Senator Mitchum stepped forward and continued, “We have dead Americans overseas at the hands of foreign terrorists, dead Americans here at home at the hand of domestic terrorists, and now we have dead Americans in our streets who died at the hands of other Americans.  Today, we have no one to blame but ourselves.  Today, we have been swept up in our own brand of extremism and violence.  Somewhere along the line, we stopped being Americans and turned into two warring tribes who hate one another.
“So today with a heavy heart, I must say that our President used this anger, this fear, this hate when he called for his supporters to take to the streets and confront the protesters who had freely assembled to exercise their First Amendment rights to protest.  Mr. President, I say to you and to my fellow senators assembled here today that you, sir, are responsible for the death and violence of today.  As of twenty minutes ago, we know of more than forty-seven dead and hundreds wounded.  You, sir, must answer for these deaths.”
Senator Edith Templeton then held up high a bundle of papers and said, “In my hands, I have the signatures of twenty-nine senators.  This document identifies the president’s crimes against this country ranging from the unlawful arrests of thousands of Muslim-Americans as well as foreign nationals without probable cause - thrown in jails or camps or God-knows-where because he has refused to tell the American people.  President Wolfe must be taken to account for the senseless death and destruction today. 
“I am calling on my colleagues in the House to write out articles of impeachment and begin formal proceedings against President Wolfe.  This chamber stands ready to try him, to seek justice, and to restore common decency and peace to our great country.”
A stunned group of journalists began yelling out dozens of questions all at once.  Mitchum and Templeton looked at one another and nodded.  Today they were neither Democrat or Republican, today they stood as Americans.  And come what may, the die had been cast.  The United States of America was now engulfed by a political firestorm decades in the making.  What comes next was anyone’s guess.


 




Chapter Forty One

October 25th

Al-Bukamal, Syria

      




        Resting on the fertile banks of the Euphrates River along the edge of the Syrian/Iraq border, the citizens of Al-Bukamal gathered food and water, filled backpacks with family valuables, and burrowed deep into their cellars and makeshift bunkers.  After nearly a decade of war, those native to this city as well as the refugees who swelled this former trading center nearly doubling its population to eighty thousand souls knew that a battle was coming. 
      Al-Bukamal was no stranger to the violence that visited nearly every Syrian city and village over the course of the long and costly civil war.  Victorious flags were raised in the town center by the Free Syrian Army, the Al-Nusra Front, ISIL, and by Assad’s government forces.  Now, Allah’s Avengers flew their own black and green flag with the golden crescent prominently in the center. 
For weeks, the sounds of digging and fortifying fighting positions could be heard throughout the city even though mostly done at night.  A fight was coming to this tense border town.  The sounds of helicopters and tanks and low-flying jet fighters heralded yet another army was coming. This time it was the Americans, and the citizens of Al-Bukamal wondered what would be left in their wake. 
      It was early in the morning, and a light, welcome mist hung in the air after days of unusually warm and humid temperatures.  Some residents wisely fled the impending battle days before, most, however, were trapped when American soldiers appeared suddenly in combat formations of desert painted troop-carrying helicopters overnight.  Bridges over the mighty Euphrates were seized, main roads and highways were suddenly shut down as American paratroopers from the famed 82nd Airborne Division set up roadblocks and erected fortified outposts.  
      Massive dust plumes rapidly made their way in and around the city as squadrons of armored Stryker infantry vehicles and Abrams tanks raced across the Syrian landscape closing off the city from the outside world. 
Inside the city, Bahadur Rahimi’s dedicated fighters waited for the Americans to come while tens of thousands of civilians wondered how long before the bombs began to fall, before the missiles shrieked down from above, before their homes and families would become yet another victim of a seemingly never-ending war.
◆◆◆
 
A light rap at the door was followed by a quick entrance from a longtime trusted aide.  The short, dark-complexioned man whose facial scars and black patch over his left eye often scared those he met for the first time, squinted to see into the darkened room.  He saw that Commander Rahimi was finishing his morning prayers and hesitated but decided he could not delay.  “Brother Rahimi, the city is sealed.  The Americans are everywhere. The city is cut off.”
On his knees, facing Mecca, the devout Rahimi nodded his assent, but held his hands out and continued his prayers for another two minutes, shaking the nerves of his veteran fighter and loyal aide who he knew was waiting for his direction.  Slowly coming to his feet, Rahimi grabbed a nearby dirty towel streaked with the sweat and grime that comes from living in underground bunkers and wiped his face and the back of his neck.
“Thank you, brother.  Is everything in place?”
Nodding emphatically, he answered, “Yes, it is as you said.  The men are in place…ready to show these Americans what it is to battle true warriors of Allah.”
      Rahimi had been fighting for so very long and knew that this would be his last battle.  With an almost serene look in his eyes, the former Quds Force commander approached the tall, fierce-looking man in front of him and grasped his shoulders tightly as one would a beloved brother and said, “Arshad (‘joyous warrior’ in Persian), it has been a long road for us, my brother.  You are right, today is the day of days.  You have been my fiercest, most loyal warrior, it will be good to spend eternity in paradise together.”
The burly former street fighter turned devoted Muslim felt his eyes suddenly fill with tears and could feel several droplets slowly slide down and disappear into his thick dark beard.  Known as a man who spoke sparingly - much to the relief of his commander who required extended deep periods of silence as he planned missions - Arshad now spoke with deep humility, “Commander Rahimi, thank you for the life you have given me; for helping me find Allah and allowing me to serve both Him and you.  If Allah wills it, then I hope to continue serving you in paradise.”
      Still awed by the devotion of his followers, Rahimi’s own eyes felt moist, but he refused to give in to emotion today.  Instead, he broke into a wide smile and said, “Never mind about the Americans, I have been dreaming of warm steaming zoolbia [Iranian dessert delicacy of deep-fried funnel cakes, soaked in a light rosewater-saffron syrup] from that local baker.  Please tell me, Arshad, that you made sure our proud fighters meet Allah with stomachs filled with that wondrous slice of paradise.”
Smiling from ear to ear, Arshad held up his index finger and with a look of mirth on his face quickly sprung into the next room.  He appeared sixty seconds later with a plate full of Zoolbia and steaming tea.  With a wide grin, the trusted aide said, “I know we are promised seventy-two virgins, but I pray they come bearing unlimited plates of Zoolbia.  This Syrian makes them like my grandmother.  Come eat, while everything is hot.”
For ten minutes neither man spoke and simply filled their bellies and drank hot sweet tea and allowed themselves to drift to another time long before they became holy warriors.  A series of powerful explosions rumbled from above their earthen bunker sending wisps of dust floating down from the ceiling.  Both men looked at one another and nodded…it was time to send their message out to the world.
◆◆◆
 
     
      Major General DeAndre “the Giant” Moore commanded not only the 82nd Airborne Division but was also named overall ground commander of all U.S. forces converging on Al-Bukamal.  Standing six-feet-five-inches and so powerfully built that his West Point nickname, inspired by the former legend of the World Wrestling Federation Andre the Giant, stuck for the past twenty years.  Moore was an African-American country boy from a small town in western Tennessee called Spring Creek which was about ten miles from Jackson, the nearest big town. 
      Moore had paid his dues over a long and celebrated military career that had taken him to war zones from Kuwait as a 2nd Lt fresh out of ROTC to Somalia, Afghanistan, Iraq, and now Syria.  He was a little old for division command, though his near fanatical physical training regimen erased fifteen years from his body.  What slowed his promotions came down to the simple fact that DeAndre the Giant was a fighter, loved the field, and would rather deploy to the rugged and forbidding mountain ranges of the Hindu Kush and dodge RPGs than spend a tour as a desk jockey back in Washington or at some command school. 
      None of that mattered now.  Today Moore had all three of his 82nd Airborne brigades deployed along with the 2nd Armored Cav, the 75th Ranger Regiment, and several hundred assorted Special Forces from Delta to Seal Team-Six.  His orders were clear:  Isolate and then assault the town of Al-Bukamal, and kill as many of Allah’s Avengers as possible, but mission priority number fucking one was to find Rahimi.  Capture if possible or if not kill him and his top people. 
Army Chief of Staff General Mad Max Maxwell summed it up six hours ago in a terse conversation that Moore wouldn’t ever forget.  “For twenty years, you’ve made it clear that you were smarter than anyone else you served under.  It’s a fucking miracle you weren’t kicked out of this Army years ago.  Now it’s your show.  Get this right, and you will be a bona fide fucking American hero, a legend.  Fuck this up, and I will personally stick you on a desk in assfuck Alaska.  You hearin’ me, troop?!”
Moore’s command post occupied a long since abandoned farm about five miles to the west of the town at the base of a series of rugged ridgelines.  The former Army Ranger liked to travel light, and his command post was kept pretty mobile, but now with a wider set of responsibilities, he established a more typical CP.  The dilapidated barn had several gaping holes in the roof and was pockmarked with evidence of small arms fire and brass casings all over the place.  
Soon antennas were sprouting up, electric generators going full steam, a Combat Support Hospital was in the process of being established, and dozens of support vehicles were parked throughout the old farming complex.
He walked deliberately around the bustle of staff officers attempting to coordinate various combat and support units.  Managing the flow of intel, maintaining good comms, making sure the troopers had enough beans and bullets was a nonstop effort.  The battle plan was already in motion, nearly every unit was at their jump-off points.  It was a complex mission, but Moore was confident.  The last thing his staff needed was for him to be breathing down their necks and micromanaging, so DeAndre moved from section to section and watched. 
      He trained these men and women, many were handpicked from previous commands over the years.  This was the first team as far as Moore was concerned.  Battle-tested.  He took everything in, occasionally making notes on a small pad that never left his front left pocket and kept dipping into a pouch of sunflower seeds.  He grabbed two or three at a time and methodically popped the shell with his teeth, nibbled the seed, and spit the salty shells.  Everyone felt his presence and was familiar with the constant pfff as another seed was spit out. 
There was no need for a pep talk.  All knew the stakes, understood that if they fucked up, it could turn into another Bora Bora situation back in 2001 when Osama bin Laden was able to make his escape, forcing the U.S. military to assume a permanent war footing in that backward war-torn nation.  Moore made it clear that would not happen here.
Moore stopped in front of the operations map, looked at suspected enemy bunkers identified within the past twenty minutes from overhead drones, and wiped a glaze of perspiration forming on his large, bald head.  He was about to take a second look when an aide handed him a piece of paper.  Quickly scanning the contents, he smiled to himself.   
      Those Delta boys just sent the green light.  It’s time.
His voice suddenly boomed out, “Major Pratt, get the helos in the air.  Move on objectives Sahara, Tropicana, and Mirage in fifteen.  Begin the Thunder runs now…I want objectives Treasure Island and MGM secure in two hours.” 
Major Maddy Pratt answered, “Yes sir.”
Moore added, “What are we doing about civilians?  They are going to start flushing out once the shooting starts.”
Pratt responded without any of emotion, “Sir, we’ve been dropping leaflets since last night and transmitting messages in the clear for hours.  We’ve told civvies to stay put and wait for American forces to secure their location.  Nothing more we can do.  But it’s going to get messy, sir.  You know that, right?”
Nodding, Moore knew the rules of engagement had been loosened for this fight.  The President wants Rahimi and his people on a platter, period. 
Moore said with a hint of resignation in his voice, “Major, nothing’s changed.  If we can take the city clean then great, if not we light up anything that comes our way.  Rahimi and those cocksuckers of his asked for this fight, and the U.S. Army is going to give them one.  Tell the Apaches to start launching their Hellfires at identified targets, I want those Thunder runs to storm the city like a desert sandstorm.  Start the air assaults, I’m heading out to my command helo…my call sign is Papa Bear.”
◆◆◆
 
      At exactly 0845, all hell suddenly erupted in the skies above Al-Bukamal.  Four MQ-9 Reaper drones that had been loitering for several hours launched the initial salvos when they each quietly released two GBU-12 Paveway II laser-guided bombs at selected points in the city.  They were quickly followed by sixteen Hellfire missiles streaking off their hardpoints towards suspected enemy bunkers below.  As the Reapers left to take up station as recon platforms, thirty-six Apaches from the 82nd Division’s “Pegasus” Brigade began ripple launching deadly accurate Hellfire missiles throughout the city.
Nimble OH-58D Kiowa light helicopters aligned their laser-guided targeting systems at known and suspected fighting positions while Green Beret A teams dressed as locals used their handheld laser target designators to light up targets for the Apaches.  The U.S. military’s unparalleled experience in effective targeting enabled it to claim first blood as dozens of explosions rocked the city and thick black clouds of smoke drifted into the early morning skies.  
Wild firing from below only drew more missile fire from the Apache shooters who owned the skies above. 
The streets and bazaars were largely empty as the local townspeople wisely stayed in their homes to avoid the coming battle.  Those huddling in basements and backyard bunkers near fortified buildings desperately prayed that the battle would pass them by but with each nearby explosion the sounds of war were unmistakable.    
      Overhead, a J-8 Joint Stars (Joint Surveillance Target Attack Radar System) converted Boeing 707-300 series twin-engine jet used its powerful array of radars from the AN/APY-7 radar for wide area surveillance, and its ground moving target indicator (GMTI), fixed target indicator (FTI) for target classification, and synthetic aperture radar (SAR) modes to track up to six hundred targets and provide an unprecedented level overall battle management.  A three-star U.S. Army general was tasked with overall command of all U.S. assets for the operation, aptly named Operation
Four Horsemen. 
      By 0930, troopers from the 2nd Cavalry Regiment’s “Cougar” squadron along with three companies of Rangers began the first “Thunder Run” into Al-Bukamal.  The mixed force of Strykers and MRAP Cougars struck from the south, traveling up Highway 12, and quickly crossed over the Wadi al Ratqah aiming for the Rahman Mosque anchored at a key crossroads linking highways 4 and 12.  
     Troops of Stryker and MRAP vehicles raced up the main thoroughfare all guns a blazing.  .50 caliber machine gunners and small arms fire along with several 30 mm auto-cannons lit up both sides of the roadway.  Green tracer fire, rocket-propelled grenades, and machine gun fire erupted at half a dozen points, as Allah’s Avengers fighters opened fire from several fortified fighting positions.  
Multiple Strykers were hit, and two lost when powerful IEDs exploded, flipping one and sending another of the eight-ton vehicles careening into a corner coffee house.  The mine-resistant, lightly armored vehicles came under sustained fire, disabling four and destroying three MRAPs causing heavy casualties.  However, the task force was under strict orders not to slow down. Surviving Rangers immediately formed fire teams and directed Apache gunships riding shotgun to take out known enemy positions. 
Two other armored task forces careened into the city from the north and west shooting up the place as they went by drawing fire from surprised enemy fighters who expected a slow, steady build up and a methodical attack to secure the city.  Each position identified by the thunder runs were marked with smoke or tracked by a Joint Stars plane overhead.  A combination of F-16s, Reaper drones, and Apache gunships quickly serviced identified targets with missiles and precision bombs.  Dozens of fortified bunkers were hit within the first three hours of sustained fighting.
      At 1200 hours, flights of Blackhawk helicopters soon appeared over the horizon carrying members of the 82nd’s famed “Devils Brigade.”  Heavily armed troopers from the 2nd Battalion, 504th Regiment were in the first wave that landed nearly seven hundred soldiers in Al-Bukamal’s public park in the center of town.  The heavily armed soldiers immediately fanned out and began engaging in a series of running gunfights with Allah’s Avengers fighters. 
Firing from rooftops, private homes, and improvised fighting positions, fearless jihadist fighters recovered from their initial shock of the air assault and soon fought back in a series of running ambushes.  In the narrow streets and alleyways, American soldiers were forced to turn this into an old-fashioned infantryman’s fight with small arms and grenades.  Neither side gave quarter, and the Americans were only able to secure a handful of prisoners.
      While more air assaults struck a dozen more places in the city, the 82nd’s second and third brigades began a more methodical attack at all points around the city.  Traveling in MRAPs and moving on foot, companies of American paratroopers began the dangerous task of clearing Al-Bukamal block by block.  Meanwhile, the hundreds of Special Forces soldiers and sailors roamed the city, engaging targets of opportunity, conducting recon missions, and providing targeting for overhead air support. 
However, with night coming, teams of highly trained, experienced veteran operators were preparing to go hunting.  While the enemy expected to use the night to recoup and reorganize their forces, America’s trained hunters intended to turn the night into a nightmare for the surviving members of Allah’s so-called Avengers.
◆◆◆
 
     
      For twelve hours, American military forces were locked in a vicious, close quarters city fight against a dedicated and deadly enemy, and all of it was being captured by a variety of live streaming apps.  Bahadur Rahimi wanted to show the Muslim world his fighters, Allah’s Avengers, standing against the invading American infidels and dying martyrs’ deaths.  Nearly every soldier under his command had been equipped with HD streaming video recorders or embedded cameras fitted to glasses.  Dozens of fixed streaming devices were planted all over the city.  More than two billion people had tuned into one of a dozen different streaming sites from Facebook Live to YouTube to watch the spectacle.
Live streaming captured the American Thunder Runs into the city, the dramatic air assaults, and the horrific aftermath of hundreds of missiles raining destruction down on the poor inhabitants of the relatively unknown Syrian city.  In coffee houses, university campuses, mosques, and households from Morocco to Indonesia, Muslim men and women who had become almost inured to the death of so many Muslim fighters now watched with admiration and pride as Muslim warriors fought like the brave stories from the Koran. 
It seemed as if daily life came to a halt in Istanbul, in Cairo, in Amman, in countless Muslim cities as hundreds of millions of men, women, and even children could not tear themselves away from the live feeds.  Cheers erupted in two dozen nations when an American helicopter was shot down and careened into the ground.  
The non-stop video feeds captured the sounds of RPGs dramatically being fired by brave fighters who exposed themselves to the infidels, and people watched as the fiery white trail of the rocket motor flew through the air until exploding in the middle of a group of American soldiers.  Others documented the final brave moments before another martyr gave his life to Allah as American bombs and rockets destroyed a fighting position causing millions to react with cries of anger and pride.
Trained operators practiced for weeks to become skilled with the new devices unfamiliar to most soldiers who had only known automatic rifles and grenades as their choice of weapons, but now knew the power of another weapon, the power of technology to inspire a multitude.  One of the most dramatic scenes was captured by a skilled operator who tightened the lens to allow the viewers to see a dozen Islamic fighters suddenly charge into an American position and fight hand-to-hand with knives and bayonets in a wild melee that left dead and wounded on both sides. 
Viewers sat captivated by the images of a machine gunner directing fire at American soldiers as they assaulted his fighting position, everyone who watched felt as if they, too, were sharing the danger.  When the cameras caught American soldiers flailing on the ground after being hit or the Americans returning fire sending a stream of tracers, the viewers jumped in their seats. 
The POV (point of view) video feeds made viewers feel as if they, too, were being fired upon.  And the sounds of the brave fighters who recited familiar passages from the Koran moved many to tears. 
If the 1991 Gulf War was considered the first video war, then the battle of Al-Bukamal became the first live streaming war.  Mobile hotspots and active cell towers that had been purposely left unjammed, so the Americans could track Rahimi were now being used by the former Quds Force commander to show the world that the Americans can be killed by righteous warriors whose deeds would now be recorded for generations yet unborn to inspire a never-ending jihad until Allah’s vision of a world united in his name came to be.
Sitting in front of a bank of computers in his deep underground bunker, Bahadur Rahimi folded his arms and smiled knowing that whether he lived another hour, another day, another week - it no longer mattered.  
Today, the Muslim people, Shia and Sunni, watched as brothers from a dozen nations and two separate sects banded together and fought as one people.  Not with roadside bombs or suicide vests, no, today the Muslim World watched with pride and admiration as Islamic warriors stood tall in the face of overwhelming odds and died as true martyrs for Allah.    


 




Chapter Forty Two

October 26th

The White House

The dark, forbidding overhead clouds threatening to unleash a torrent of rain on the chilly October morning matched President Wolfe’s own foul and mercurial mood.  A small coterie of Wolfe’s most loyal cabinet members gathered in the cabinet conference room since seven in the morning to help manage the growing crisis.  No other President since Lincoln had grappled with such a volatile mix of domestic and foreign entanglements.  
Terror had struck both at home and abroad, citizens were being rounded up, Americans were out in the streets killing one another, the Army was locked in a vicious city fight with the killers of Wolfe’s daughter, and the biggest political crisis since Watergate now threatened to upend the Wolfe administration.
Wolfe was in the middle of another tirade after overnight disclosures of fresh subpoenas leaked to the media this morning.  “…Goddamnit, Archer, you said our people in the House would kill this.  But now that bitch Templeton has already issued subpoenas for me and half the damn cabinet.  You had better do something for Christ’s sake.  We’re at war, and I have to put up with this bullshit.”
The physically smaller, refined Southern gentleman wilted before Wolfe’s latest harangue as the others in the room averted their eyes to spare the former judge a semblance of self-respect.  Stetson was flustered but able to stammer a response, “Mr. President…please Sir, if I could explain.  The House leadership told me point-blank that they have no intention to begin articles of impeachment.  There is no need to worry.”
An incredulous Wolfe threw up his hands in disbelief and with a look that mixed disgust and disdain, fired back in a fury. “No need to worry?  Are you fucking kidding me?  Archer, they formed a goddamned joint committee on the conduct of the war and appointed that cocksucker who handled that special commission on that pervert Sandusky up at Penn State.  He already sent out subpoenas for half the goddamn administration, including me.  You had better get your shit together and find some balls and squash this shit so I can fight this war.  Got it?”
The only thing the Attorney General could muster was a simple nod and then started writing notes hoping the president would leave him alone for now.  Chief of Staff Baxter Davis was uncharacteristically quiet.  The only person who seemed to be enjoying himself was the acting Secretary of Homeland Security, Travis LaHue, whose stock was on the rise in the president’s eyes. 
Wolfe held his glare on Stetson for a few more seconds and then turned towards his National Security Advisor, General Wright, and said, “Now as for you, why in hell are we allowing that murdering bastard to broadcast his shit to the whole goddamned world?!”
More comfortable in Army fatigues than a business suit, Wright shifted uncomfortably in his seat.  The tall former special ops had been on the wrong side of more than a few ass chewing’s and knew it would do no good to try and reason with the president, but this was getting ugly. 
      He’s not going to like the answer, but too late now.
Wright’s normal deep bellowing voice was kept in check as he answered in a subdued tone, “Mr. President, as I already explained if we block all Wi-Fi and cell coverage then it’s nearly impossible to find Rahimi.  You made clear that our number one priority was finding him.  No one expected him to broadcast the battle to the world.”
Wolfe quickly cut him off and said, “Well now he and his band of cutthroats are fucking heroes.  Those videos of dead Americans are going viral.  Fucking great job, Mike.  If this keeps up the bastard will be up for a Nobel prize or something.”
Wolfe was waiting for Wright to protest, but when he refused to say anything, the president added, “Where’s Mahler, by the way?  His ass should be here, too.”
      Fucking Jimbo was always smarter than me.  The bastard decided to stay at the Pentagon and leave me to deal with the president. 
Taking a deep breath, Wright said, “Our drones are now blocking every hotspot sending out active video feeds, but we have to allow enough cell towers to continue transmitting hoping to isolate him so we can get the bastard.  Sir, we are racking serious kills.  Our boys are hitting the bastards like they have never been hit before.  Our soldiers are performing magnificently.  They want to get the man who killed your daughter.”
A loud knock interrupted the National Security Advisor as a senior aide poked her head in the room and said, “Excuse me, Mr. President, Secretary Mahler is on the phone and says it’s urgent.”
Annoyed, Wolfe maintained an ugly scowl and snarled, “Fine, patch him in.”
Secretary Mahler’s voice was heard ten seconds later, “Mr. President, sorry that I am not there, but I have some urgent news.”
“It had better be some good news because if I hear one more goddamned fuckup, I swear that heads are going to roll.”
Ignoring the president’s admonishment, Mahler replied, “Well, sir, not sure if this constitutes good news, but it is one hell of an opportunity, but not an easy call.  Let me lay it out for you.  Last night, one of our Delta teams made contact with a local and . . .”
Ten minutes later, the conference room which moments before was brimming with tension and the ugly rants of a President on the brink of disgrace changed in a heartbeat. 
“Mr. President, sir, we need to jump on this right away.  This asset looks like the real deal, but you need to make the call.”
President Wolfe sat back in his soft leather swivel chair and slowly moved left to right, deep in thought.  The others in the room didn’t say a word.  This was his decision.  Sixty seconds passed, then sixty more, but the president didn’t say a word, and his eyes stared out toward the ceiling, his face giving away nothing. 
Finally, his head started bobbing up and down, he leaned forward in his chair and said in a far more civil tone, “Jimbo, are you certain you can verify the target?  I mean no fucking doubt?”
Without hesitation, Mahler said, “Mr. President, I would not have made the call unless I was certain.  But as you know, it gets messy from there, sir.”
The other men in the room tensed waiting for the president to make his decision.  At that moment, the protests, the arrests, the media attacks, even the subpoenas no longer mattered. 
President Wolfe said in a sharp tone, “Secretary Mahler, I am authorizing you to identify and then eliminate the target by whatever means necessary.  I expect a briefing within the next two hours to confirm the timeline, but I have one little wrinkle that I want you to figure out.  Let’s see if you can . . .”


 




Chapter Forty Three

Al-Bukamal, Syria

Eighteen hours ago, Khaled “the Baker” Faruk rocked back and forth in the shattered remains of the small apartment his refugee family was able to rent above his bakery and cradled the lifeless body of his little Haya in his arms and wept until he had no more tears.  Multiple rockets fired from a fortified bunker across the street missed a fast-moving American convoy and easily pierced the plaster walls of the thrice repaired building.  Next to him, his wife lay dazed with a concussion from the blast and his three other children were in various states of shock and grief. 
After seven years of war, the Faruk family, like so many of the Syrian people, had lost so much, forced to move three separate times until finally settling in Al-Bukamal a year ago.  Along the way, Khaled buried his mother, his father-in-law, a brother and a sister, and his wife lost two babies due to a lack of proper nutrition and a healthcare system that had ceased to function years ago.  Each and every day was a hardship of one kind or another as death and deprivation was their constant companion.
      The only thing that gave him purpose - that allowed for some escape from the madness - were moments when his hands were deep in dough, kneading and shaping sweet morsels of pleasure for his family and grateful customers.  Before the war, he worked in some of the best restaurants and bakeries in Damascus and Aleppo.  Even when sugar and honey and sweet dates became impossible to find, his most basic life-sustaining breads were said to taste better than all others, so Khaled “the Baker” baked for whoever was in power at the moment.  
     At various times, his baked goods fed the Assad regime’s officials, Free Syrians, Al Nusra, ISIL, and now Allah’s Avengers.  His family suffered, but not as badly as so many others.
All that changed yesterday.  Gripped with a fury unlike anything he had ever felt, Khaled the Baker wanted to take up the rifle for the first time in this war and exact revenge; to kill, to purge his soul of the pain of a world without his little five-year-old Haya, the joy of his life.  But who should he kill?  Who was to blame?  The Americans?  Assad? 
No.  This time he knew exactly whom to blame.  Who decided to come to Al-Bukamal to wage jihad?  Who practically begged the Americans to come with their armies and missiles and power?  Who sat each morning and ate his sweet treats and with powdery sugar sprinkled on his beard and planned for the deaths of so many of his long-suffering Syrian people?  They were a people who had endured the unendurable, and yet this man brought more death, more suffering, more blood to their lives.
      Bahadur Rahimi brought this on my sweet little Haya whose smile filled me with so much love that she could bring tears to my eyes with but a glance. 
The Americans had been dropping leaflets promising millions of dollars and safe passage for their families out of hell.  Khaled found one of those leaflets and used his phone to contact the number listed.  Three hours later, a heavily armed American dressed as a Syrian militiaman appeared without warning at the rear of his bakery.  
After explaining to this giant of a man what he knew, he was taken to another more senior American who listened to his story and allowed him to weep without shame and embraced him as a brother and promised to secure his family if Khaled would help the Americans kill the man who killed his daughter and the president’s daughter. 
      I will no longer be known as Khaled the Baker, but now for my little Haya, I will become Khaled the Avenger.
      It was a quarter past five in the morning, and Khaled struggled to remain calm.  Sounds of gunfire and overhead helicopters reverberated in the damaged remains of the city.  The fighting had died down overnight, but with Allah’s Avengers spread throughout the city, it was impossible to say what streets were safe and which would turn into a deadly battlefield.  Overhead, the moon was just fading as daylight struggled to make its appearance casting a strange twilight over the battle-damaged streets of Al-Bukamal. 
      Khaled moved with measured patience, almost by instinct now after so many years of war;  one street at a time, peering ever so slowly around corners and alleyways, skirting shell holes that often concealed unexploded ordnance of one kind or the other.  Passing a local mosque that Khaled regularly brought his family in better times sent a surge of emotion that threatened to overcome him, but instead, he kept telling himself that Khaled the Avenger must be strong to avenge his family.
He continued to follow the path that he had walked several times a week for the past three months until he saw the familiar shattered remains of an old government warehouse that had been destroyed early in the civil war.  At first, he had felt a great deal of pride providing his sweet treats to the man who had risen to such fame fighting the Russians and calling for unity of the Muslim world.  Now, he felt nothing but shame for allowing Rahimi and his fighters a single morsel of his delicacies. 
He followed a path that was strewn with rusted rebar and shattered wooden beams along with sheets of rusted metal roofing material.  Khaled knew that mines were laid at various entrance points.  After a month, Rahimi’s men had finally shown him the approach so that he could deliver his warm baked goods first thing in the morning.  Khaled followed the haphazard path very deliberately not wanting to fail now.  He took his steps very slowly looking for solid colored markers on pieces of rebar to guide him.  Every step closer seemed to make his pulse race faster, and his body began to tingle as his nerves felt like live wires sending pulsing sensations throughout his already taunt body.
      This is madness.  I told the Americans exactly where he was, but that wasn’t good enough for them. 
      Stopping for a moment to adjust the two boxes in his strong hands, Khaled took a deep breath and prayed. 
Please, Allah, give me strength.  
Finally, he reached a thick metallic hatch and looked up to an overhanging metal frame that held a camera.  Moments later, it opened with a resounding clang.  Rahimi’s personal bodyguard, a man known simply as Arshad and whose face never ceased to shock him with its disfigurement, climbed up the ladder that led to the underground bunker buried two stories below.  Though Arshad normally wore a fearsome scowl, Khaled watched as his face immediately beamed when the smell of fresh baked goods hit him. 
He offered a warm greeting, “As-salāmu ʿalaykum Khaled, come…come, we were hoping that today you would bring your little treasures.”
Khaled tried desperately not to allow his face to betray his emotions.  He struggled for a moment, almost frozen with fear, but weakly smiled back and said, “As-salāmu ʿalaykum, my brother.  I knew that I must come this morning to honor your sacrifices.  My wife begged me to make something special for brother Rahimi.  I would be honored to deliver it to him in person.”
The fierce bearded warrior who jealously guarded Rahimi was immediately on guard for treachery and said, “Khaled, the commander is very busy.  Today is not a good time.  The fighting grows more fearsome, and the commander needs to remain focused.”
Before Khaled realized it, tears sprung from his eyes and that is when Rahimi’s trusted bodyguard noticed the baker was draped in black from head to toe and then it hit him, “My brother, what happened?  Who have you lost?”
Shocked at his tearful outburst, Khaled said with a voice filled with sadness, “My little girl, Haya, was killed by the Americans yesterday.  My wife is heartbroken, but my soul cries for vengeance.”
With two powerful callused hands, the Muslim warrior stood close to Khaled grasping him close as a brother and spoke in a surprisingly soft voice, “Take heart, my brother, for surely your little girl is being held in Allah’s loving embrace.”
      Taking a hesitant step backward, Khaled wiped some wetness from his face and felt a tinge of indecision sweep over him.  No.  I can’t do this…not to a fellow Muslim…it’s wrong.
Before Khaled could answer, Arshad added, “Maybe it’s time to stop baking and learn how to kill infidels.”
Khaled immediately felt a lump in his throat as an image of his wife wailing and him holding his daughter’s broken body flashed before him.  Closing his eyes, he shook his head violently from side to side and thought.
      No. I won’t do it.  These people, they are all the same…in love with death…their only answer is more death.  No more.
      Clearing his throat, Khaled spoke more forcibly and said, “Yes, my brother, maybe you are right.  Maybe, it is long past time for me to throw away my baker’s hat and take up jihad.  Please, I beg of you to let me see the commander to thank him for showing our people the way.”  Khaled then untied the smaller top box and opened it and said, “Look, I have something special.  I used the last of my Jordanian Medjool dates to make the best stuffed Maamoul pastries he has ever eaten.  Here, take one, but let me deliver the rest.”
The flaky pastry was still warm and light sugary powder floated in the air as Khaled handed one to Rahimi’s dedicated servant.  Unable to resist, a large meaty hand reached out and grabbed the sweet treat and smiled as he said, “Well if Allah calls me to paradise today, I will be coming with sugar on my lips.  Come, I will bring you to him, but quickly my friend.”
Khaled felt a surge of pride and nearly broke into tears again but maintained his composure and instead focused on going down the steep ladder with only one arm while the other carried to the two large containers of baked goods.  Slowly but surely, he made his way down the dark circular hatch until after about six or seven meters he saw bright lights and several men dressed for war performing various tasks, and as his feet touched solid ground, he silently whispered to himself.
      Praise be to Allah.  Please guide me now to end all this death in your name.

A younger soldier let out a loud yelp at the sight of the big box brimming with goodies.  Khaled smiled and said, “Eat them while they are warm, my brothers.” 
He was nearly knocked over by the mad rush as these grown men fought over the selection of treats like children.  Arshad’s loud, booming voice punctuated the room, “One per man or I swear before Allah that I will skin you alive.  And save some for the wounded, they above all deserve these little treasures.  Now go.”
Next, Arshad motioned for Khaled to raise his arms so that he could search him.  “Quickly Khaled, raise them up.  It must be done.”
Nodding, Khaled put the small cardboard box down on top of an overturned ammunition crate of some kind, put his hands high in the air, and tried not to react to Arshad’s rough hands as they firmly patted him down.  Khaled let out an audible yelp when the Iranian’s left hand squeezed his left shoulder.
“What’s wrong?”
Khaled slowly pulled back his collar and showed a stained bandage roughly taped to his shoulder and said, “It’s fine brother just tender from yesterday.  The missile that killed my daughter also struck me.  I’m fine.”
Arshad continued with his inspection, roughly patting down Khaled’s shirt and trousers he felt something in his right pocket - something round.  He growled, “What’s in your pocket?”
Remembering what the American said, to act like he forgot they were there, he lightly bumped his forehead and smiled as he said, “Sorry my brother, these are my kids.  I keep them on me because they are so easily lost.  See just marbles.”
With that said, Khaled reached into his right pocket and pulled our three smooth round metallic marbles and held them out so Arshad could inspect.  Desperately trying to control his trembling hand, Khaled slowly slid the marbles into the callused and scarred hand of the fierce Iranian in front of him and said, “My son lost a set of beautiful marbles that my father passed down to me two years ago during the siege at Aleppo.  I found some peddler along the way who made these metallic ones.  Not as pretty but they work.”
Rolling them around in his hands, Arshad tried to feel for warmth or some potential threat, but after a few seconds, he handed them back and firmly said, “Come, let’s get this over with. Commander Rahimi is very busy.”
Khaled felt his heart skip a beat and his pulse seemed to race.  It was as if he could actually feel the blood coursing through his veins, racing into his heart, and moving like a raging flood throughout his body.  His legs felt leaden, but he willed himself to follow Rahimi’s trusted brother in arms.  They walked down a poorly lit hallway and weaved left then right until they reached a wider opening.  There stood two armed fighters whose own visible body scars told a story all their own, which only added to the tension building up in Khaled.
Arshad barked, “Wait here.”
Khaled nodded back and gripped the cardboard box of breakfast treats so tight his knuckles were nearly white and several indents were visible from the grip.  He ignored these sensations and waited until the door opened again and Arshad’s menacing voice rang out from behind the door. “Bring the baker in…”
The two guards quickly stepped aside, opened the door and as Khaled entered the closed-off room, he was greeted by a man whose bearded face and voice he had seen and heard dozens of times. He was suddenly overcome with a wave of emotions ranging from awe to fear.
Immediately dropping to his knees, Khaled reached out to kiss his hand and emphatically said, “What an honor, commander Rahimi, thank you so much for seeing me this morning.”
This was not the first time a fellow Muslim greeted him like he was Saladin, but today it moved him.  A warm wave swept through his chest as the Iranian born son of the Revolution knew to his core that it was for Muslim brothers such as the simple man before him that he was willing to give his life. 
Smiling broadly, Rahimi felt honor bound as was tradition to make his guest feel welcome, so he warmly said, “So this is the baker who has made my mornings a joy.  Please, my brother, stand up and greet me as one of Allah’s servants to another.”
The two men warmly embraced.  Khaled was taken aback by the man in front of him.  Where was the bloodthirsty killer who called out to the world to drown the infidels in their own blood?  Where was the man who used chemical weapons to murder more than a thousand innocent people in the holy city of Jerusalem?  Where was the jihadist who beckoned the Americans to come to this poor city already brutalized by years of civil war?
Instead, Khaled saw the spirited smile of a man who, in a different time, could have come to his bakery to drink hot steaming cups of coffee, eat a morning pastry, and talk of the latest football scores or pass the time telling tall tales about some of the pretty women in the neighborhood. 
Khaled proudly presented his specialty Maamoul pastries and watched as Bahadur’s eyes lit up.  He took the box and raised it to inches from his face and deeply inhaled the sweet aroma of dates and buttery scent from the flaky dough.  Like a little boy, the world’s most dangerous man lifted his hand to grab one, but he moved it slowly back and forth unable to decide which one to try. 
Always happy to see the faces of those who loved his treats, Khaled smiled and pointed at the plumpest piece with sweet dates threatening to spill out and said, “That’s the one my brother, please try that one.  Trust me.”
Nodding hungrily, Rahimi grabbed it and took a large bite and laughed as some of the sweet jellied treasure dripped on his beard and said, “That, I will save for later.”  The three men all laughed, and Rahimi insisted both Arshad and Khaled join him.  For a few wonderful moments, they indulged themselves drinking warm tea and eating pastry as if it were a time of peace until the war came to the fore again when a soldier dressed in a blood-stained olive-green tunic urgently entered the room.
“Sir, the Americans are setting up more checkpoints.  The nearest is three blocks away.”
The revelry evaporated, and Rahimi didn’t hesitate and said in a commanding voice, “It’s time to send the young martyrs to meet the Americans.  Do it quickly.  Have our brothers ready to immediately follow up and attack these checkpoints.”
Forgetting his place, Khaled innocently asked, “Young martyrs?  I don’t understand.”
Arshad’s dark voice answered, “Orphans, baker.  Ones without anyone to care for them.  They will go to the Americans and enter paradise before all of us.”
Instantly Khaled’s stomach cramped up and he realized that he had forgotten his mission, forgotten his little Haya. 
Forgive me, my sweet child.  I forgot who this man is and what he does.  He brings death to us all. Soon my child, soon.
Rahimi looked over at Khaled and said, “Arshad tells me you lost a child and want to take up jihad, my brother.  Well, there is no better time than the present.  Were you a soldier?  Do you know weapons?”
Shaking his head, “Not really, my brother.  I spent some time in local militias but little real fighting.  I cooked for the fighters whenever I could but chose to stay with my family.  But now I am ready.  Let me go home and say goodbye to my wife and remaining children, then I will return later this afternoon and whatever happens will be Allah’s will.”
Pleased at converting another fellow Muslim to the cause, Rahimi gripped the baker’s shoulders and said, “Okay, go now brother and send my condolences to your wife and then come back ready to serve Allah and kill the crusaders once and for all.”
Khaled started moving towards the door but stopped short and bent down to tie his shoe.  Nervously he glanced left to right and listened as the two Iranians spoke in Farsi and seemed to ignore his presence for the moment.  Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out the three round, metallic spheres the American gave him hours ago.  Khaled did as he was instructed and rubbed them together and rolled them behind a cot three feet away.  The cylinders didn’t make a sound as they crossed the earthen floor, smoothed out like hard clay.
      Allah, please let the Americans magic toys work and let me return to my family and bring them to safety. 
Five minutes later, Khaled the Baker was walking back towards his home.  The entire time being watched by an overhead surveillance drone.  Unbeknownst to Khaled, the Americans knew Rahimi’s exact location the moment he entered the bombed-out warehouse.  But, the president wanted something special, and ten minutes later it would begin.


 




Chapter Forty Four

Twenty thousand feet in the air above Al-Bukamal 

      




        The twenty-seven-year-old Cal Tech graduate with a perpetually curved neck from a lifetime of staring at electronic devices found himself sweating through the dark blue button-down Air Force utility shirt his supervisor had hastily given him six hours ago.  More at home alone in a darkened basement than a two hundred million dollar airplane with three dozen very serious military and senior intelligence officials onboard, the pressure was building up to more than his normal dose of Xanax could handle.
      What the fuck is this guy waiting for?  All this coffee running through me.  I gotta pinch one off, but the asshole in charge said no one leaves their consoles without a qualified replacement to cover and no one can do what the fuck I can do.  Goddamnit, I just want this to be over.
      Rivet Joint 317, an RC-135 surveillance and communications plane, was playing a critical part in Operation Reckoning.  The intel bird bristling with antennas and exterior data links was searching through every active Wi-Fi link waiting for that one special node to go active.  The entire operation depended upon securing this link up. 
Jeremy, a notorious Black Hatter before he got caught and put on the government’s payroll, reached for his third Five-Hour Energy and old-school Jolt Cola shotgun when his screen went active.  “Oh, shit…here we go people.  We’ve got a live signal.  Looks like our boy is inside.”
A very serious high-ranking NSA operative was literally breathing down Jeremy’s neck as he was fixated on the computer display making sure it was the real deal.  “Confirm the reading.  Are sure it matches the RFID (radio frequency identification) Chip we implanted in the baker’s shoulder.”
Although he had the reputation as a notorious wiseass, the man formerly known by his Black Hat name as Quicksilver didn’t say a word and simply nodded up and down.  He was locked and focused on accessing the malware backdoor the NFC (near field communications) antenna in the chip just dropped into Rahimi’s laptop computer.  While the baker was sipping tea and eating pastry, the NSA team on Rivet Joint 317 was busy scanning every inch of the laptop, confirming its owner, and finally taking over the local network. 
Meanwhile, ten minutes after Khaled the Baker left the room to return to his family, the first of three metallic balls, each barely four centimeters in diameter, would now be warm to the touch as the MAV’s or micro air vehicles (also known as micromechanical flying insects) emerged from their protective cocoons and went active.  DARPA (Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency), the legendary organization that created everything from the internet to Agent Orange, began development of miniature drones that mimicked a range of creatures from birds to snakes to insects in 2007. 
Each MAV represented a marvel of modern science, the 3 cm miniature drone was shaped like a six-legged mosquito with zirconium titanite flapping wings.  Two were configured for active surveillance and equipped with a digital recorder and microphone that tapped directly into the Wi-Fi and transmitted to the Rivet Joint plane in real-time by accessing the compromised laptop.  The other MAV had a backup RFID Chip in case the Baker’s chip somehow failed to successfully access the laptop. 
Slowly all three flying insect drones spread throughout the small dimly lit room.  Each was being operated by its own controller on the Rivet Joint plane.  The instructions for the two controllers flying the camera-equipped MAVs were to provide the best range of visual coverage of Rahimi and the room.  The images were extraordinary.
Knowing that time was limited, he grabbed a telephone that connected him directly to Fort Meade and said, “Inform the President that we are in control of the laptop, and Rahimi is still in the room.  We need to act quickly.”
The Director of the National Security Agency, a thirty-three-year veteran of technical intelligence and literally a mathematical genius in his own right, maintained a professional demeanor and did not betray the sense of urgency or fear of failure to execute the most unusual operation the NSA had ever been part of throughout its entire existence.  He picked up another phone that connected him directly to the White House Situation Room and said, “Mr. Secretary, we’re active, but we need to act now.  Is the president ready?”
      Secretary of Defense Mahler was unable to hide neither his profound exhaustion nor his disdain for the nature of Operation Reckoning.  Certain things were supposed to be below the dignity of the office, but like the good marine he was to his core, General Mahler followed his orders and acted with his known thoroughness to complete the mission. 
Turning to President Wolfe, he said “Mr. President, NSA says we are in the green but need to act immediately.  Are you ready, sir?”
Driven by demons that until three weeks ago he did not know he possessed, Wolfe felt a surge of emotion explode inside his mind as thoughts of his daughter flashed before his eyes.  Wolfe’s face was suddenly flushed red, but he shook his head violently from side to side willing himself to command the moment.  He looked towards his Secretary of Defense and said, “I’m ready.  Let’s do this.”
◆◆◆
 
         
Even in the field, the world’s most feared terrorist always maintained a near obsessive compulsion to keep his teeth clean, so it was little wonder that when Rahimi’s computer sprang to life, he was hunched over a basin brushing his teeth.  He was swirling the mix of toothpaste and water in his mouth and had just bent his head back to gargle when his laptop suddenly came alive with the familiar sound of the Skype app.
Instantly on guard, Rahimi never received messages via Skype and in fact, had never even installed the program for fear Western intelligence agents would somehow be able to track him.  He blurted out, “What the devil?” and rushed over to his computer and saw an image that astounded him.  It was a live digital feed of himself inside his room in perfect color and remarkable focus. 
Instinctively, he raised his arm and moved it in the air and watched as the image on the screen followed every movement.  It was uncanny.  Rahimi then leapt from the chair in front of the makeshift desk and started swirling about the room looking for the camera that somehow was sending the images but couldn’t find any. 
His mind was screaming defiance, but Rahimi’s body was feeling something very different.  His pulse was racing rapidly as the realization struck him that he was not in command of the moment.  It wasn’t death that he feared.  Rahimi had been living with the specter of death for as long as he could remember.  No, it was something else.  Something was happening, and for the first time since he unleashed the demon forces under his command, Rahimi felt a profound lack of control.
Back in the White House Situation Room, President Wolfe was enjoying a smug sense of satisfaction while he watched his daughter’s murderer run around his room like a child waking from a nightmare in the dead of night. 
His advisers told him that Quds Force members were expected to learn English, so a translator was not needed, but one stood ready if need be.  Glancing at the coterie of serious looking military and national security advisers in the room, Wolfe felt ready.  He had rehearsed what he wanted to say several times, but now that it was the real thing, the moment threatened to overwhelm.
The feed was going out live to the entire world.  Wolfe had decided that killing Rahimi wasn’t enough.  He wanted the world to see his last moments.  He wanted to see fear in his eyes.  He wanted the world to see America’s justice.
Finally, National Security Advisor Wright counted down with his fingers, three, two, one, and then pointed his index finger at the president, and then they went live.
Filled with a loathing so pure, President Wolfe’s eyes narrowed and his brow furrowed into a threatening veneer of hostility as he looked directly into the camera and with a voice filled with righteous anger, he said, “Bahadur Rahimi, this is the President of the United States Douglas Wolfe, the father of a woman better than you or I will ever be, who you murdered along with a thousand other innocents.  Today is your day of reckoning.”
In the small, contained, dusky room that Rahimi had called home for these past weeks, he saw the American president’s face appear on his computer screen and felt his chest tighten and eyes open wide in shock. 
      How can this be? 
Slowly, almost in shock to some degree, Rahimi made his way back to the chair in front of his laptop and very carefully sat down making sure to use his hands to steady himself.  He was above all else a proud man and would not allow himself to dishonor himself before this American.  He sat down and pulled the seat closer and took a deep breath and looked back into the screen and said nothing.
“I am told that you understand English.  Is this true?”
Rahimi couldn’t understand why, but right at this very moment, he felt a powerful desire to engage with this man, to speak truth to power in a way that no other jihadi leader had ever been able.  What escaped him for the moment was the fact that he killed this man’s daughter, his son-in-law, made his grandchildren orphans.  Why would he think that a man who butchered Muslims by the tens of thousands would want to talk?  The idea that he would want to engage was really quite mad.
Rahimi’s expression softened, and he answered. “It is true.  I understand English well though I speak it not so good.”  The Iranian paused for a moment as he felt his strength return as the shock slowly evaporated and said, “Well, what do you want?”
Wolfe didn’t like the shock melting away so quickly and felt his own hostility rising, “What do I want?  I want my daughter back, you bastard.  I want the lives of all the innocents you’ve slaughtered back among the living with their families to live their lives.  I want murderers like yourself to burrow in your holes and die and let the world live in peace…that’s what I want.”
Rahimi’s own anger rose to the surface, his back stiffened and his dark eyes flashed their own rage and with a voice filled with its own righteous anger, he said, “You who has more innocent blood on his hands than any combination of holy warriors’ dares call me a murderer and now claim you want peace?  Whose peace, infidel?  Your peace…on your terms.  You have turned Muslim brothers against one another for decades.  I say to you leave us be.  We don’t want your disgusting culture filled with whores and depraved values turning sons and daughters against their families and culture.  I would kill you all if I could.”
Wolfe could not hide the fury in his eyes as he shot back, “But you can’t kill us all.  But I could with but a flip of a switch, end this once and for all, but I won’t because we are better than that.  If America is truly as evil as you and your kind of false prophets have said for years why have we let you live?  We allowed countries like Iran and people like you to literally get away with murder for decades.  We will never be defeated by scum like you who pervert your religion and stoke the fires of hatred.  It is you who is disgusting.  We are the light.”
Rahimi’s face became flushed with anger, practically seething at the American’s words, and he was about to respond when the ever-loyal Arshad burst into the room shouting, “My brother, the Americans have filled the airwaves with you!  Come now, we must leave.”
Rahimi pulled away from his fellow Iranian’s grasp and said in Farsi, “You go now my brother, save what you can.  Tell my brothers that I’m not leaving, but they must.”
Rahimi saw through what the clever American was trying to do, to shame him in front of the world.  Then turning quickly back to the screen, Rahimi answered back. “You are the light?  Because you choose not to slaughter a billion people, that makes you the light?  You destroyed whole cities and want to pretend that you are not a mass murderer.  Maybe your own American papers are correct.  You are a madman and unfit to lead such a powerful nation.  Perhaps it is you who should be sitting under the threat of death that I am certain I am facing right now.”
Wolfe’s face was a deep scarlet red, he leaned forward in his chair, and his hands clenched into tight fists.  He looked as if he was about to leap through the camera and strangle his daughter’s murderer.  He swore to his National Security staff that he could control himself - that he would remain calm, but all sense of control had long since gone, replaced by a mix of rage and defensiveness at Rahimi’s accusations.
“This is not my war, it’s yours.  Every child who lost a father, a mother who buries a child, a family who must now survive in the rubble is on your head, not mine.”
Rahimi, too, was filled with a mix of emotions and immediately reacted, “All Muslims who died these past weeks are now in paradise and Allah shall embrace them for all eternity.  Allah will embrace all Muslims who join together and kill the infidels and create an Islamic Caliphate to last a thousand years.  Now go, my brothers and sisters, remember what you have seen, burn into your memories the images of proud Islamic warriors fighting the Great Satan without fear, for Allah is with all of us.  Forget if you are Shia or Sunni…take up the sword and never put it down until the last infidel is drenched in their own blood.” 
With those last words, Rahimi closed his eyes and held out his hands and began praying while a billion people around the world watched this amazing spectacle. 
Shaking his head from side to side and with a voice echoed with resignation, Wolfe practically whispered the words, “The only thing you people know is death, and if it’s death you want then death it shall be.”  Then he gestured to someone clearly off-screen and resolutely jabbed his index finger in the air and signaled the end was coming.
      Three minutes later, a flight of four F-15 Strike Eagles each released a single five thousand-pound GBU-28 bunker buster.  It took less than twenty seconds for the first one to penetrate the factory roof and slice through the fifteen feet of reinforced concrete until its warhead exploded sending black smoke and an eruption of concrete and dirt flying through the air.  Three more struck with exact precision killing Bahadur Rahimi and every member of Allah’s Avengers who were in the bunker complex.
However, that was not the end of it.  As swirling black smoke poured from the four gouges in the earth where moments ago the most feared terrorist on the planet was engaging the American president in a war of words, a lone MC-130H Combat Talon II flew towards the shattered factory complex.  As the American four-engine prop plane cruised overhead, its main cargo door opened, and a single object was released, a GBU-43B or Massive Ordinance Air Bomb, the most powerful non-nuclear bomb in the American arsenal. 
The twenty-two thousand-pound “mother of all bombs” contained nearly 19,000 pounds of H-6 explosives and when it exploded, a massive fireball rose hundreds of feet high into the sky and it leveled a radius of nearly one mile causing catastrophic damage throughout this heavily-fought-over Syrian city.  An overhead Global Hawk surveillance drone fed the footage live into the feed the White House set up so that the world could see with their own eyes the ultimate demise of Rahimi and his followers. 
Unfortunately, more than four hundred Syrian citizens paid the price for President Wolfe’s PR spectacle.  Among the corpses littering the shattered landscape lay none other than Khaled the Baker who was so determined to become Khaled the Avenger.  The Americans had warned him that he had less than ten minutes to race away, but he wanted to see with his own eyes.  His blackened corpse would be returned to a grieving family who would never know just how close they had come to escaping to America.
◆◆◆
 
  
Eight thousand miles away a jubilant reaction played out in the Oval Office, as President Wolfe’s senior advisers and staff let out loud audible cheers when the bombs struck home.  Vice President Martha Brentwood was the first to offer a warm embrace, whispering, “Your little girl is looking down at you right now, Douglas, knowing her Daddy avenged her.  May God bless you for what you’ve done for her and this country.”
Caught off guard by the vice president’s well-meaning words, his face betrayed his unease, but a positively beaming Baxter Davis thrust out his hand and shook Wolfe’s hand firmly and said loud enough for the whole room to hear, “Mr. President, you showed the whole goddamned world what happens when you fuck with us.  History will never forget this moment.”
Over the course of the next fifteen minutes, the excitement died down, and one by one people left the Oval Office.  The Joint Chiefs maintained a professional decorum throughout the mini-celebration and refrained from the unbecoming exuberance on display.  After a quick briefing, they exited the room leaving an emotionally spent president sitting in his desk chair and staring out into space.  Instead of relief, all he felt was an emptiness inside - a profound sadness.  He was so drained that he could barely move his arms and legs and slumped back in the soft leather chair until a wave of tears came upon him and washed down his face like a torrent.
      Oh, Liliana, I miss you so much….


 




Chapter Forty Five

October 31st

Georgetown, D.C.

It was early, not quite 6:30 a.m., but old habits were hard to break.  Dutch Schultz had been up for more than an hour and was annoyed that the New York Times had not been delivered yet.  Wearing an old, thick, comfortable cotton robe his wife had gotten him years ago, he shuffled towards the door and scanned the porch for signs of the paper.  Nothing.  Annoyed, he opened the heavy oak door, went outside and found it perched under the porch furniture he never bothered putting away.  He felt a shiver go up his back when a stiff early winter breeze blew through and he quickly headed back inside with the Times tucked securely under his right arm.
He grabbed his third cup of coffee - acid reflux be damned this morning - and set the steaming mug on the coffee table along with the paper.  He plopped down in his favorite stuffed morning reading chair as his wife referred to the somewhat out of place aging recliner in the sitting room by the sunroom.  As he had done for four decades, he opened the Times with a resounding flap of the paper, grabbed the front section, and scanned the headlines.
     “Violent protests continue in cities across the country.  Church leaders call for calm.”
       “American Marines and Israeli forces capture remaining Hezbollah positions in Lebanon while the Third Intifada erupts in occupied territories.”
      “Saudi Prince denounces the U.S. and calls for all American military forces to exit Gulf military bases within 60 days.”
“North Korean leader Kim Jong Un vows to expand nuke program and threatens more missile tests.”
      “President Wolfe makes it four days in a row without a public appearance.  Rumors about his mental well-being circulating in Washington.”
      “Joint Committee on the Conduct of the War will convene tomorrow.  Big names expected on the opening day of questioning.”
      That’s the one I was looking for this morning.  What in the hell are those jokers waiting for anyway?  Christ, it’s three days since I talked to Mitchum’s people.
Forty minutes later, Schultz’s cell rang, and a familiar voice said, “Hope you didn’t put away your summer suits Dutch cause you’re going to be sweating like hell when your ass is on the hot seat in two days.” 
A loud chortling laugh could be heard on the other line, and the less than amused former White House Chief of Staff snorted back, “You always were an asshole, Mitchum.”
Still chuckling a bit after getting under Schultz’s thin skin, the senior senator from AZ responded, “Can’t argue with you there Dutch, but I’m an asshole who’ll be asking the questions.”
“Yeah, but whose questions will you be asking now that your Templeton’s little sidekick?  You’ll make a good prop in her next round of political ads.”
That struck a nerve, so Mitchum shot back. “Well at least I’ll be able to vote in the next election.  Remind me Dutch, can convicted felons vote in Presidential elections?”
The two men had some bad blood between them after then-candidate Wolfe said some pretty nasty things on the campaign trail about the aging senator who apparently was in the mood to rub it in a bit.  Clearly annoyed, Schultz said, “I don’t need your bullshit this morning.  What do you want?”
“I’m busting your balls Dutch, but I’m also giving you a heads up.  Your boy has a lot to answer for, and Templeton’s people on the committee will be coming for blood.”
Schultz’s chest tightened at the prospect of appearing at tomorrow’s hearing, he said, “Look I appreciate the heads up, but I don’t know what you expect me to say.  Executive privilege covers pretty much every conversation I’ve had with the president.  This is all going to be some kind of circus unless you do something about it.”
Mitchum fired back, “What the hell do you expect, her goddamned house was vandalized by those fanatics.  There were six more deaths last night.  College campuses are protest zones, and there must be half a million people in town.  Half of them want to impeach him, and the other half want to make him President for life.  And your buddy hasn’t said word one all the while his people are still storming all over the country sweeping up Muslims and apparently anyone else who he doesn’t like.  More than a dozen journalists have been reported missing.  For fuck’s sake Dutch, something has to be done.”
“Well, what do you want me to do?  I’m out of a job.”
“You two go way back Dutch.  Why don’t you reach out to him and see if he would be willing to entertain the idea of resigning?  It would save this country one hell of a mess.  Lots of whispers going on in this town and not all of it out of Congress.  Some folks on his side of town are starting the whisper campaign.”
“Like who?”
“Now you know that I don’t like to repeat rumors but looks like some of Martha’s people are already looking to call in the movers and set up shop if Wolfe really has lost his marbles or is impeached by us.”
      Martha’s been Douglas’ top supporter practically from day one.  No way.  Not buying it.  Mitchum’s just trying to fuck with me to lean on Douglas to resign.
“Look, John, I’m not saying that I believe those rumors that you just hate to repeat, but I just don’t see Martha stabbing Douglas in the back like that.”
Offering up an almost whimsical laugh on the other end of the line, Mitchum said, “Dutch, I forget sometimes that you're still pretty new to this town.  No offense intended, but Martha Brentwood is smart, calculating, and a true believer.  Yeah, she backed your horse, but Martha is always playing her own game.  Bank on it.”
“Appreciate the head’s up, John, anything else you got for me?”
“Like I said, Dutch, tomorrow’s going to be rough.  If you don’t play ball, I won’t be able to protect you.  Talk some sense into him for the good of the country and yourself.  People are going to jail, Dutch, this is no shit - the God’s honest truth.  Too many people have died, and this president and his nutjob troll mobs are out of control.  Help yourself.”
After the call ended Schultz just sat back in his chair with his mind racing trying to figure out what to do.  His stomach was churning up a painful burning sensation from his chest to his throat.  Fighting back the acidic bile, got up from his chair and headed to his office to start reviewing material for his appearance and thought.     
Maybe Mitchum’s right, perhaps it’s time Douglas and I had a chat after all.


 




Chapter Forty Six

Riyadh, Saudi Arabia

The eighty-one-year-old King Salman bin Abdulaziz rarely raised his voice to his favorite son and future heir, but now his once powerful voice resounded as he castigated his son for his impetuousness and failure to properly consult his father and king.  His aging, spotted hand trembled as he pointed angrily at his son and repeated for the third time, “How could you be so stupid and short-sighted?  We need the Americans.  I should arrest you this very instant and send you into exile without your yachts and riches and see if you remember who rules the House of Saud.”
Wisely, he remained silent while his father shouted his displeasures after the disclosure in the New York Times of his attempts to kick the Americans out from their Gulf bases.  His overtures to several of the Gulf States had been fruitful, but the Kuwaiti Emir looked unkindly at the prospect of losing his American patrons and contacted the Saudi king immediately.  His father’s reaction was worse than he feared and he could sense that perhaps he had gone too far this time.
Slowly coming to his feet, Prince Mohammad bib Salman stood to his full height and with his hands held out in a sign of contrition respectfully interrupted, “Father, please hear me out…please, I beg of you.  I never intended to disrespect you.  Yes, I undertook discussions about the Americans, but I never did so in your name.  It was always understood that it was to be a serious discussion and only undertaken with your blessing.”
MBS paused and then added, “Father, everything is different now.  I don’t think that we can ever go back.”
The King suffered from a mild case of dementia rumored to have started after a minor stroke in 2011, but the Crown Prince knew his father still possessed his faculties and an iron will.  Perhaps that is what bothered the old king that his son did not confide in him.  Even now he could not hold back his love for his son and his eyes began to soften, and his voice lost some of its rancor. “Son, I know that what has been done, cannot be undone, but what you propose is far too risky…dangerous.”
The Crown Prince’s eyes lit up a bit as he noticed his father’s anger start to subside.  In a soothing and respectful voice, he said, “Father, I know on the surface what I propose seems to be fraught with great peril.  However, I believe that to continue our special relationship with the Americans would be even more perilous.  It pains me to say it, but these are not the same people they once were.  Look what they have done to our greatest enemy. 
“Yes, they ended a deadly threat to the Kingdom, but they didn’t just inflict a military defeat.  They burned cities to the ground, killing tens of thousands as if in some unholy bloodlust.  How can the House of Saud, Custodians of the Two Holy Mosques, and leader of the Sunni Muslim faith ally itself with infidels dripping in the blood of Muslim men, women, and children?  Our people won’t have it.  It will only push them towards the jihadists.”
Nodding his assent, he knew his son spoke the truth.  Reports from the Saudi Embassy in Washington were disturbing, to say the least.  More than a thousand Saudi nationals at last count had already been swept up in the American anti-terror sweeps. 
“You may be right about the people above all else.  So, what do you propose to do after the Americans leave and remember there is no guarantee that they would simply pack everything up and depart.  Who shall the Kingdom ally itself within the years ahead.  The Persians won’t stay weak forever.”
Smiling deeply inside, but out of respect maintaining an outward appearance of humility, the Crown Prince did not hesitate to answer, “Father, perhaps the answer lies in our own history with the Americans and the West.  Why did they ally with the House of Saud, to begin with seven decades ago?  Because they needed our oil.  We craved secure markets, and their support benefited the House of Saud.  But with this relationship also came many headaches.  How often have the Americans and their true ally in the Middle East, the Jews, caused us grief?”
Nodding in agreement, the king mumbled, “More times than you know my son, far more than anything written in the history books you used to read.”
“That’s it exactly Father, the Americans drill their own oil and gas now and don’t really need our resources any longer, at least not the way they did at one time.  Who needs us more than any other country in the world?  The Chinese.  They are infidels, yes, but they are infidels who can be counted upon to allow us to live our lives without interference.  They want a secure supply of energy supplies, period.  We can create a true partnership based on mutual interest and strength. 
“Let us look to them for security, but more importantly, Father, the House of Saud should be reaching out to the entire Muslim world, even the Shia heathens, and no longer rely on the West for anything.  We will still sell them oil but no longer allow them to dictate anything ever again.  They have shown themselves who they truly are, and we now know that they are not friends of the Muslim world.  Lead us, Father. and watch the people shower you with love and respect.”
King Salman’s eyes began to moisten as he heard the Crown Prince’s moving words, but he knew deep in his heart that it would fall to his son to make it so.  Coming to his feet, the King embraced his son and kissed his cheeks and said, “Make it so, my son, make it so.”


 




Chapter Forty Seven

The White House

Even though the hour was late, nearly midnight, a restless President Wolfe sat alone in his personal residence in the East Wing and continued obsessively watching the latest cable news updates.  He looked more like a teenager sitting on a couch, eyes glazed over, and clicking from one channel after the other in a random fashion, rarely staying on the same channel for more than five minutes.     
“…the governors of Maryland and Virginia along with the Mayor Melinda Boozier held a joint news conference condemning President Wolfe’s decision to federalize their respective National Guard units and order their deployment to Washington to maintain order.”  CLICK.
“…more than two hundred and seventy-five senators and representatives have signed a document demanding the president appear before the Joint Committee on the Conduct of the War.”  CLICK.
“…the General Assembly of the United Nations has voted near unanimously condemning recent U.S. actions both at home and across the globe.  The Iranian ambassador made a powerful appeal to this international body to convene a War Crimes Commission and to charge the American President with crimes against humanity.”  CLICK.
“…what you are seeing now on the screen are massive flames coming from Italy’s biggest refugee camp in Mineo, Sicily.  Flames broke out two hours ago and this former U.S. Army base in the center of Sicily, home to nearly five thousand refugees from forty nations, has turned into a raging inferno.  Hundreds are feared dead…”  CLICK.
Wolfe was about to top off his glass with more fifty-year-old Macallan Scotch whiskey when his iPhone vibrated loudly on the coffee table.  Grunting as he reached for it, he rolled his eyes when he saw that it was Dutch calling for the fifth time today. 
Jesus Christ, Dutch, take a fucking hint.  You bailed on me buddy, remember?
He was about to unmute the TV when Baxter Davis knocked and poked his head in the door and said, “Mr. President, sorry to disturb you, but can I have a word?”
He was really not in the mood, but Wolfe knew that he had been hiding out for days now, and Davis had been pretty much covering his ass, so he had little choice. “Sure thing, Baxter.  Grab a drink why you’re at it.”
Davis replied in a fatigued voice, “Thank you, Mr. President.” 
“For Christ sake Baxter, no one’s around.  It’s Douglas, not this Mr. President shit.”
Shielding his reaction but taken aback nonetheless, Davis knew Wolfe preferred formality especially from people who weren’t from the old Manhattan gang like the dearly departed Schultz.  He quickly answered back, “Douglas it is.  Can I top you off?”  He poured three fingers worth of the smooth scotch for himself and two fingers worth for Wolfe.
“So how are you feeling, Douglas?”
“Top of the fucking world, Baxter.  I’m only the most hated man of this century.  Fucking protesters are so goddamned loud that they keep me up half the night.  Hell, just knowing they are out there keeps me up at night.  And oh yeah, tomorrow my best friend will be appearing in front of the Joint fucking Committee on the Conduct of the War and those fuckers want to bury me.  I’m doing great.”
After a deep tug at his glass, Baxter offered up a sympathetic look and spoke in a soothing tone. “I can’t imagine what you must be going through right now, I really can’t.  All I know is that history will remember what you did these past weeks for a hundred years and those weak assed pussies outside will be nothing but a footnote.”
With a hint of regret in his voice, Wolfe spoke in a low tone, “Baxter you may be right that those protesters may only rate a footnote, but there’s going to be whole chapters in the history book on the first president ever actually impeached.” 
Baxter was about to say something when Wolfe suddenly got up and moved in an agitated manner towards the sealed windows and spoke harshly. “You know what, Baxter?  Fuck history and fuck them.  I’ve lost everything.  My daughter’s gone, my name is shit, fucking UN wants to arrest me for war crimes, the billion-dollar business that I built from nothing is going into the shitter now that no one wants a big “W” on their buildings, and worse - I have to stay in this fucking job for another two and half years putting up with this shit.”
Without warning, Wolfe’s hand tightened around the crystal Tiffany tumbler, and in one violent fluid motion, Wolfe threw the glass against the far side wall shattering it and sending its contents careening around the room.  A shocked Davis barely had time to put up his arm to cover his eyes as several shards flew towards him.  Six seconds later two Secret Service agents dramatically burst into the room with their guns out quickly scanning for threats.  Agent Maria Sanchez was the first in the room, and her eyes were drawn to the president who was standing red-faced and breathing heavy and looking as if he was about to break something else.
Sanchez had never seen the president - or any president for that matter - so outwardly angry, even dangerous.  The only other person in the room was a clearly shaken Baxter Davis who had his hands up but remained seated and kept saying, “It’s okay…it’s okay…everything’s fine.”  But the high-pitched tone and shaken eyes clearly indicated that everything was not fine.
Training immediately kicking in, Sanchez put away her Sig Sauer P229 and slowly approached the president, and said in a very soothing, yet commanding manner, “Mr. President, it’s me, Maria.  Let’s take a walk and calm down.  Everything is going to be fine.”
At the word “fine,” the president’s eyes lit up again, and he directed his frustration at her as he said, “I am so sick of hearing from everyone that everything’s fine when everyone goddamn well knows that things are pretty far from fine.  In fact, things are completely fucked, and all of you know it.”
Maria’s expression never changed, and her voice didn’t lose its purposeful soothing manner -like a cop trying to talk someone down off the ledge of a building.  She simply said, “I hear you, Mr. President, really I do.  Things can’t be undone, but we are all worried about you, sir, and want you to try to relax.  Let me walk you back to your bedroom and Henry will take Mr. Davis back to his office.  Maybe we can get the first lady on the phone to talk, sir, maybe that would help?”
Letting out a short HUMPH under his breath, the president strode over to the coffee table, grabbed the bottle of scotch by the neck, and before Agent Sanchez could react headed out the door.  With a voice full of derision, he added, “Leave the first lady out of this.  I sent her away from this fucking prison for a reason.  Now I’m headed to bed and don’t expect to be bothered until the morning…late morning!”
The two agents on the president’s detail and Baxter Davis were left standing in the room with a huge stain of 50-year-old scotch etched against a cream-colored wall and shards of glass littering the carpet.  But even worse, a deep feeling of dread welled up in their stomachs.  The President of the United States was not well.  Who knows what would happen next?


 




Chapter Forty Eight

November 2nd   

Buckley Air Force Base, Aurora, CO

Senior Airman Davey Lopes had a reputation for being a hardass, and that was fine by him.  The twenty-six-year-old former gang member from El Paso knew he was lucky to have escaped that world and build a new life in the Air Force.  The Air Force gave him everything - discipline, an education, a career - and as a result, he never cut himself or anyone serving under him any slack.  He was deadly serious, and the only things in this world he truly cared about were his loving wife and two beautiful girls and making sure his country was safe from attack.
      Lopes served in the 2nd Space Warning Squadron and was responsible for operating the constellation of U.S. early warning satellites which include the older DSP satellites and the next generation dual sensor SBIRS or Space Based Infrared Systems.  Each high-level SBIRS satellite flew a geosynchronous orbit at about 22,236 miles above sea-level and was outfitted with a highly advanced infrared sensor suite that looked for signs of global launches while a different sensor could focus on a fixed region or even an individual launch.  Each of these $1.1 billion satellites was critical to the defense of the U.S. and its global interests. 
      Over the past three weeks, Senior Airman Lopes along with the entire squadron had been pulling extended shifts to cover the ballistic missile threat from the Iranians and other nations threatening American military forces and its allies.  Unlike many other branches of the armed forces which were able to stand down now that the crisis seemed to have passed, the members of the 2nd Space Warning Squadron remained on wartime alert conditions. 
Lopez was in the middle of running a system check on SPIRS-GEO 1 when an alert rang out and announced that a missile plume had been detected and tracking began instantly.  Two seconds later, the system confirmed a launch site with specific GPS coordinates indicating a launch point from Pukchang Air Field, North Korea.  The experienced Senior Airman logged the event and announced, “Alert One…Alert One.  GEO1 has positively identified a ballistic missile launch originating from North Korea and has begun tracking NK missile, designated Bravo Mike One, waiting for confirmation of telemetry data and possible touchdown points.”
The watch commander’s voice rang out, “Lopes, what are we looking at?”
“Sir, too soon to identify…need another sixty seconds to get a better idea.  Recommend retasking DSP 145 to reorient orbit to back up GEO 1.”
“Permission granted.  Okay people let’s track this sucker.  I want likely target confirmation in two minutes.”
“Missile tracking over northern Hokkaido, Japan, still climbing Sir.”
      The highly advanced automated systems in place sent Flash Traffic messages directly to the 460th Space Wing and NORAD, North American Air Defense Command at Peterson Air Base in Colorado Springs who sent Flash Traffic messages to all commands including National Command Authority in Washington D.C.  The North Korean missile threat was taken very seriously, and minutes later AEGIS equipped air defense ships went to general quarters and began preparations to get underway from ports in Japan and South Korea.  Airborne assets from surveillance birds to fighter-bombers began shifting patrol zones, and a massive array of spaceborne and ground-based early warning radar stations began tracking the lone NK launch.
      Lopes was concentrating on his multiple screens tracking the missile and about to confirm that Bravo Mike One looked like a Hwasong 12 intermediate ballistic missile when his system flashed another alarm and this time two more launches were detected.
      Lopes whispered to himself, holy shit, but maintained control of his emotions and calmly announced, “We have two more birds in the air.  Repeat: two more missile plumes positively identified, lifting off from Sunan Airfield, North Korea, designate targets as Bravo Mike Two and Bravo Mike Three.  Systems tracking.”
Watch Commander Major Eric DeFazio felt the tension grip his body. 
What the hell is that nutcase doing?  Hasn’t he been following current events?  Because we’ve been blowin’ fuckers away across the globe and this guy starts launching missiles again.
DeFazio was about to place a call to NORAD Headquarters when a familiar alert signal announced another missile launch.  Lopes said, “Alert One, Alert One, systems detect another heat plume indicating another ballistic missile launch this time from Pyongyang Airfield North Korea, designate target as Bravo Mike Four.  Systems have a positive track on all four Bravo Mikes, headings as follows.  Bravo Mike One following similar track as previous launches over Hokkaido, tracking indicates an expected touchdown roughly two hundred miles off the tip of the Kamchatka peninsula, Russia.”
“What about Bravo Mikes Two and Three?”
       “Systems tracking both birds.  Looking like Hwasong 14s passing over Korean peninsula, expected to track over southern tip of Kyushu, Japan and continue on a southeast trajectory towards….”  Lopes eyes went wide when the touchdown point indicated possible impact point near the American territory of Guam and stammered for the first time as he said, “Sir, heading towards Guam.  Repeat: heading towards Guam.  Missiles still climbing.  Cannot confirm final impact point at this time.”
Flash alerts went out to all commands, and American air defenses went active throughout the Pacific Theater of Operations.  The unpredictable North Korean leader had a nasty habit of firing increasingly provocative missile tests during sensitive moments, but no one expected him to do so while the world was in the middle of an ongoing global crisis.  They were wrong.
Ten tense minutes passed until U.S. tracking stations could confirm that the North Korean Bravo Mike Two and Three missiles were beginning their descent and going to land about one hundred miles from the massive American airbase at Anderson Field.  It was the most provocative missile test ever attempted by the North Koreans as if to signal the Wolfe administration that U.S. military assets could also be struck at will if threatened. 
       Meanwhile, SBIRS-GEO 1 was using both of its sensors to track the final missile as it reached midcourse boost phase about six hundred miles in the atmosphere.  Bravo Mike Four was now confirmed as a Hwasong 15 ICBM known to have the range to hit any point within the continental United States.  The reentry vehicle was now in its descent phase, and telemetry analysis confirmed an impact point in the middle of the Bering Sea.  Fort Greeley ground-based midcourse defense systems or anti-ballistic interceptors had already determined that the missile did not threaten any part of the U.S. including Alaska and held off on launching but continued to track the incoming North Korean ICBM.
As the NK reentry vehicle continued down its path towards the surface at an altitude of four thousand feet, a blinding flash of light exploded as the plutonium warhead created a 100 kiloton thermonuclear explosion that sent a massive, expanding fireball thousands of feet into the air.  Millions of gallons of seawater were vaporized instantly, sending a huge cloud of steaming vapor thirty thousand feet into the air.  The mushroom cloud could be seen from fifty miles away, and fishermen on three different vessels reported flash blindness from the explosion.
All Senior Airman Davey Lopes could say as his monitor tracked the first atmospheric explosion since the Chinese tested one in 1980 was, “Those crazy bastards have actually gone ahead and done it.”
Upon confirmation of the nuclear event, NORAD immediately increased American defense posture to a DEFCON-Two level, sending all American military commands to their highest alert level just below DEFCON-One which stipulates that a nuclear war is imminent.  The entire American military and national security establishment would now be automatically mobilized to prepare for the danger of further nuclear escalation.   
Five minutes after the explosion, media outlets around the world received an official communiqué from the North Korean leader.  “The Democratic Peoples of North Korea are elated to show the world and especially the vile Yankee dogs that we will not be cowed into submission by your empty threats.  The North Korean people stand ready to rain nuclear fire on the American people and their Japanese lapdogs if their criminal leader Wolfe seeks to threaten the peace-loving people of North Korea.  Under the Dear Leader’s awe-inspiring leadership and iron will, the proud people of North Korea have now set an example for the entire world to stand up to the murderous American cowboys and never back down.”
Washington D.C. (2:55 a.m.)

Moments after confirmation of the North Korean nuclear explosion, four Secret Service agents crashed into President Wolfe’s bedroom and immediately hit the lights and announced, “Mr. President, sir, we have a situation and need to get you to a secured location.  Now, sir!”
Shocked and dazed at being woken up so abruptly and still feeling the effects of half a bottle of scotch, Wolfe held his hand up to his eyes, struggling to gain focus, and said in an annoyed tone, “Now wait a goddamned minute, what the hell is going on?”
The senior agent in the room, Henry Culp, added in a short, clipped tone, “Mr. President, we have been alerted by the Pentagon that we are now under a DEFCON-Two protocol.  We need to immediately get you to the bunker until we hear further confirmation of the threat.”
An agent was standing next to the bed holding his robe while another pulled back the covers to help the president to get moving.  Another agent quickly gathered clothes and a few personal items, but Wolfe was not budging and asked again, “Are we under attack?”
Agent Culp shook his head and said, “Mr. President, all we have been told is that there was a nuclear explosion in the middle of the North Pacific and that National Security Advisor Wright has called for an emergency NSC meeting to begin in thirty minutes.  The meeting will be held in the bunker rather than the Situation Room for security purposes.  Can we get moving, Mr. President?”
Still feeling fuzzy, but clearly motivated to move, Wolfe came to his feet and held out his arms.   His robe was quickly put on and he rapidly exited the room with the four agents leading the way.
A tense forty minutes later most of the national security cabinet members and military representatives were either present in the room or being live-streamed on several prominent monitors in the room.  Vice President Brentwood was notably not present as her Secret Service detail took her and her family to a secure location outside the Washington Metro area. But was able to attend via a secure digital link, and she looked deadly serious on the monitor screen.
Steaming pots of coffee were laid out, and the White House staff swiftly prepared platters of fresh fruits and sweet pastries to help wake up the attendees.  Chairman of the Joint Chiefs General Samuel Duncan began the briefing and spoke in a grave tone. “Mr. President, Madam Vice President, ladies and gentlemen, here is what we know.  At 2:30 a.m. local time, we detected and tracked four ballistic missiles fired from three different locations in North Korea.  The first missile was a medium range one and followed the track of numerous other tests.  The next two were long-range missiles that landed - very provocatively - one hundred miles from Guam.  The last missile was an ICBM that delivered an atmospheric nuclear explosion that our people tell me measured close to one hundred kilotons in the middle of the Bering Sea.”
General Duncan paused and looked at the mix of faces reacting to his opening words.  Most wore a look that was a mix of shock and anxiety, a few gave no reaction at all, but it was the president that drew his attention.  He sat in his chair practically seething, so much so that Duncan felt distracted by the intensity of his emotions.
Continuing, “At this time, every national asset we possess is now geared to identifying any further launchings.  Japan and South Korea have been fully cooperating and sharing intel as it is processed.  I have already been in contact with my counterpart in the Japanese Self-Defense Forces, and they are in effect mobilizing their military as we speak.  I have made it clear to refrain from any unilateral actions.  Both Chinese and Russian military liaisons have been in contact, and they pledge to share information, but I would not count on anything useful.
One other thing: we have already sent out a WC-135 plane, a nuclear sniffer, to gather as much intel from the atomic residue, but thankfully there are no reports of any casualties.  We suspect that North Korean fishing trawlers who are known to fish in the area probably identified this little-traveled part of the North Pacific for their test.
As a precaution, I have authorized a dozen Air National Guard fighter squadrons to be mobilized and we will maintain our air defense network on a DEFCON-Two status for the duration of the crisis.  The Third Fleet is mobilizing another carrier group, but we may find ourselves short-handed with so many assets currently serving in other active theaters. 
As it stands right now, it is the Joint Chiefs of Staff’s assessment that this was a political act and not an imminent threat or the precursor to a future plan of attack.  So, we recommend…”
Wolfe positively exploded. “NOT A THREAT? ARE YOU KIDDING ME?!  These bastards set off a nuke, threaten the American people, and you calmly say it’s just a political act and not to worry?  General Duncan, have you lost your damn mind?”
Shocked at the outburst, General Duncan tried to answer. “Mr. President, that’s not what I’m saying.  What I’m trying…”
The president brusquely cut him off again and said with an edge of disdain in his voice, “You may be willing to live with the threat of that pudgy little bastard holding his nukes over our heads, but I for one refuse to allow him to get away with it.  How in the hell can the civilized world sit back and allow lunatics like him to have so much power at their fingertips?  No, I won’t have it.”
Secretary Mahler forcibly interjected, “Mr. President, General Duncan is certainly not suggesting that the North Koreans do not present a threat. However their current force posture does not indicate that we are looking at a possible preemptive launch on the United States or our allies.  This is a good thing.  We can take a step back, evaluate, and then determine what diplomatic and military options to explore.  In fact, I think…”
An incredulous Wolfe called out, “Diplomatic?  Did I really just hear my Secretary of Defense ask me to think about diplomatic options?  These fuckers set off a nuke!  He is a clear and present danger to the well-being of this nation, and I want options to deal with him.”
Clearly disturbed by the president’s reaction, Secretary of State Eliot Adelman cleared his throat and interrupted, “Mr. President, the leader of North Korea is a menace, there is no doubt about it, but to ignore diplomatic options would be the height of folly.  Now is the time for diplomacy.  The Chinese and the Russians have given him protection from the worst sanctions for years but will now have to see that only international cooperation can prevent this madman from starting a nuclear war.  Our people at the State Department are already working on…”
With a look of disgust on his face, the president shook his head emphatically and held up his hands and said, “Let me stop you right there, Elliot.  Tell your people that I have this.  You want some diplomacy?  Well, let’s see if I can give it a whirl.”
The President whipped out his iPhone, and his thumbs started working the screen feverishly while the rest of the room offered a mix of emotions.  Finally looking up, Wolfe announced, “Okay folks let me read to you a fresh post from my official Twitter site.” 
He put on his glasses and read aloud, “It looks like “Little Missile Man” set off a nuke and thinks that he can threaten the American people and get away with it.  Just like I told the world that I was declaring a true war on terror, I’m telling the world that you are either with us or against us yet again because “Little Missile Man” and his new toys have got to go and that’s a promise, not an empty threat.  I would start digging your bunker deeper little man because you’re going to need it.  One more thing: if any of Little Missile Man’s generals want to save us the trouble and shoot the pudgy bastard, we will pay you $25 million and you will have the complete support of the United States.”
Audible gasps were heard in the room.  Baxter Davis tried desperately to hide his true emotions while watching the others react.  Secretary Mahler and the generals looked disgusted and mostly shook their heads, but it was Secretary Adelman who reacted most forcefully as he came to his feet and declared, “That was the single most irresponsible act of any president in modern history.  How dare you, Mr. President, put the American people – hell, the world! - at risk by directly threatening the North Korean leader.  What in God’s name is wrong with you?  Seriously, have you lost your mind?”
National Security Advisor Wright angrily cut in, “Elliot, enough of that talk.  The President is within his rights to speak for the United States.  Besides, we’re just trying to get his own people to shoot the bastard and force the goddamn Chinese to get off their asses and stop this lunatic.”
President Wolfe shook his finger side to side and in a very chilling tone said, “Finn, this man needs to be stopped.  We dealt with the murderous mullahs in Iran, now I want to deal with the last leg of the Axis of Evil.  I always thought that was a stupid name, but if I can take credit for dealing with two-thirds of it, then it works for me.”
It was his Chief of Staff who tentatively spoke next.  Choosing his words carefully Davis said, “Mr. President, what exactly have you decided?”
Wolfe very dramatically scanned the room until his eyes fell on Secretary Mahler and said, “Jimbo, I want a war plan to take out the North Korean nuclear threat once and for all.  Start moving planes and ships to the Pacific, I want to show the world that the American military is ready for a fight.  And if the Chiefs feel that conventional arms won’t be enough, then you are hereby authorized to include the preemptive use of nuclear weapons to accomplish this objective.  In seventy-two hours, I want to put an end to this threat and protect the American people once and for all from this lunatic.  I expect to review your recommendations by three o’clock today.”
With that said, the president rose from his chair and started to exit the room when Secretary Adelson cried out with great dignity, “Mr. President, I must formally protest this course of action.  What you propose could kill millions, perhaps tens of millions.”
He looked around the room as if beseeching someone to back him and said, “Surely I can’t be the lone voice of sanity here.”  He looked towards the monitor of the vice president and with a voice filled with near despair said, “Madam Vice President, you can’t allow this to happen.  The President is unwell, please say something.”
Open mouthed at this turn of events, Vice President Brentwood lightly shook her head, hesitating as if unsure of what exactly to say, but before she could reply Wolfe cut her off.  “Don’t worry, Martha, I got this.  Elliot, your protest is duly noted for the record, and now I want the record to reflect the following:  Elliot, my old friend, you’re fired.  If you can’t stand with me and your country when it’s needed most, then it’s time for you to go.”
Then he turned towards the newly installed Director for Homeland Security, Travis LaHue, and said, “Travis, have your people escort the Secretary out of the building.  I want him held for the next seventy-two hours or so.  Someplace comfortable Travis, maybe Camp David.  Sorry, Elliot, but you left me no other choice.  We can’t have the NYT or the Post getting a heads up on our plans and putting the American people at risk.  Okay, people, let’s get to it, you all have your marching orders.  We reconvene at three today.”


 




Chapter Forty Nine

Raven Rock Mountain Complex, PA

The Raven Rock underground bunker complex was known as the backup Pentagon, site R, and “The Rock” depending on what unit was currently rotating through the Cold War era nuclear war fighting communication site.  More than half a million cubic yards of hardened greenstone granite were blasted out in the 1950’s to create this nuclear bunker capable of holding three thousand in an emergency and was now part of the Pentagon’s Continuity of Operations Plan (COOP).  The vice president, her family, and several senior staffers were flown from the U.S. Naval Observatory when the Pentagon went to DEFCON-Two.
      Deeply shaken, Vice President Martha Brentwood sat transfixed as the monitor screen went black when the White House shut down communications.  As was her custom in moments like this over the years, Martha closed her eyes and said the Lord’s prayer three times.  Her Chief of Staff, Mary Jo Cassidy, bowed her head down and mouthed the words, but her head was racing a mile a minute.  Did the president really just arrest the Secretary of State?
Cassidy looked over at her longtime friend and could tell just how shaken she was because the vice president’s lips were still moving in prayer.  The small-sized room was predictably dated and far less comfortable than the modern White House bunker.  The fading beige colored walls felt like they were closing in until Cassidy couldn’t take it anymore and blurted out, “Martha, come on girl, enough prayers to the Almighty.  The American people need you now, so let’s get to it.”
The two women went all the way back to Braxton Bragg High School in Franklin, Tennessee and no one other than the vice president’s husband could talk so freely…maybe not even him.  Mary Jo was two years younger and still head of the Martha Brentwood fan club.  She served as secretary on the student council when Martha was president, became a fellow Alpha Pi sorority girl when she followed her to the University of Tennessee, and no one clapped or hooted louder when Martha won the Miss Tennessee beauty pageant.  
Mary Jo ran Martha’s first political campaign to the Franklin school board, state legislature, Congress, and was now her chief of staff.  No one believed in her more or knew her better; warts and all.
When the vice president didn’t respond, an outwardly tense Mary Jo yelled out again, “Martha Brentwood, we have a crisis on our hands, and you have got to get your britches squared away.  Now tell me to my face that the president doesn’t seem to be losing it.”
Even after being woken in the middle of the night, Martha Brentwood made sure to get herself put together.  Hair brushed out and falling just short of her shoulders, lipstick a muted flesh tone and a light coat of makeup neatly applied.  Even with her bout of nerves, she still looked like that beauty queen that turned heads forty years ago.  
Letting out a long sigh that seemed to linger in the small conference room, she finally looked at her chief of staff and said, “No need to get snippy Mary Jo, I know how serious things are right now.  Lord Almighty, we’re sitting inside some sixty-year-old bunker.”
“That’s not what I mean.”
Brentwood’s eyes softened a bit and nodded as she replied, “I know what you mean Mary Jo, truly I do.  I just can’t believe what I saw with my own eyes.  I’m not the biggest fan of that man.  You remember the way he talked down to us when we started getting national security briefings before we took office, like we were a couple of country bumpkins.  But even still to arrest him just for voicing his opinion is…is…”
Cassidy interjected, “Scary as hell is what it is, Martha, scary as hell.  Who’s next?”
“What do you mean who’s next?”
The dark-haired Cassidy was never the beauty queen type like her friend, but she made sure not a single silver hair poked through, and though she cared less about her looks than Martha, she took pride in keeping in shape and looked ten years younger than your typical fifty-three-year-old woman.  Springing to her feet like a bobcat let loose from a trap, Mary Jo started nervously walking around the room trying to think and talk at the same time.
The vice president’s Chief of Staff was responsible more than anyone else for getting her on the ticket.  Mary Jo had long ago bet that the billionaire from New York was his own worst enemy and figured there would be a fifty-fifty shot that he would do something stupid and give her gal a chance to sit in the only office that really counted in this town.  
She never thought Brentwood’s chance would come until the series of bloody events of the past month, but one thing was clear: right now President Wolfe was a dangerous man.  And while Martha never feared any man, Mary Jo knew that she was both drawn to and somewhat unnerved by Wolfe, and was from the first moment they met, and that explains why she froze up during the meeting.
Only a lifelong friend knew which buttons to push, and Cassidy started pushing, “Martha, you saw the way the president looked at you when Adelson appealed to you to step in and act.  He looked like a mountain rattler all coiled and ready to strike if you would have stood against him.” 
Brentwood winced a bit at the prospect that the president was somehow becoming unstable and perhaps dangerous.  Sounding defensive, Brentwood’s voice rose in pitch as she said, “Mary Jo, what are you suggesting?  You don’t think that I’m in any danger, do you?”
Cassidy’s voice practically scolded the vice president like a school girl, “Wake up, Martha, we’re all in danger.  He told the Chiefs to give him a war plan that includes nukes.”
“Now Mary Jo, he said ‘only if necessary.’  Things are bad enough without putting words in his mouth.”
An incredulous Cassidy suddenly turned towards her friend and said with more than a hint of rancor, “Are you seriously defending the man?  Where is the woman I know whose faith in the Lord Jesus is strong enough to stand up to this man?  He is dangerous.  I know you believed in him, but your belief in HIM, is what guides you.  If you don’t do the right thing, who knows what will happen, for I surely do not.  What I do know is that Secretary Adelman thought he would see his wife tonight, but we both know that’s not going to happen.”
Brentwood closed her eyes again, made the sign of the cross, and then with a resolute look on her face said, “Lord, woman, you surely know how to get under my last nerve, but you’re right.  Two things; ask that nice young Air Force officer out there for a secure outside line and secondly, tell the Secret Service that I want to be heading back to Washington by tonight.”
Mary Jo offered a soft smile, pleased her friend was finding the strength to act and asked, “Who are you calling?”
Answering in an almost playful manner, the vice president said, “Why, the Attorney General, of course.  I do believe that Archer and I have some rather important things to talk about.  Now pass me that memo you showed me yesterday, I need to re-read that one particular section.  I may not have gone to law school like everyone else in this town, but I want to make sure that I understand the language.  And get someone to find me a cold Diet Coke.”
Positively beaming now, Mary Jo Cassidy answered back, “Yes ma’am.”


 




Chapter Fifty

Zhongnanhai, Official Residence of the President of the PRC

Beijing, PRC

Chinese President Xi Jinping motioned to his mentor and adviser, Lui Xiang, for more tea as the tedious Russian President’s voice threatened to lull him to sleep.  Finally, a pause in the translation allowed Xi to interject and his translator said, “Mr. President, I am glad that we both agree that while the nuclear test was unduly provocative, President Wolf’s nuclear threats are even more dangerous.  I agree that a forceful joint statement is necessary. However that will not be enough to deter the Americans.”
The Russian translator repeated the words, “What is it that you suggest?”
The Chinese leader glanced over and saw Lui nod back, and then he said, “I have ordered the People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) fleet to mobilize to deter the Americans until they come to their senses.  It would make a powerful statement if your own Pacific Fleet would be deployed to counter any aggressive American and Japanese attempts to launch a surprise attack.”
A pause on the other line lasted for nearly ninety seconds until the Russian leader’s voice was heard speaking in rapid Russian, he said, “These are dangerous times.  Would not the Americans see this as a provocative act?”
“Provocative, I think not.  In fact, failure to act will more likely encourage the Americans to make a rash decision and upset the peace.  We will deal with the Korean problem but not under the threat of nuclear blackmail.  The Chinese people will not stand for it.  Will the Russian people?”
There was a bit of a twinkle in the Chinese leader’s eyes that always showed up when he thought that he had made a particularly clever turn of a phrase.  He winked over at Lui who did not share the mirth of his younger protégé.  The older man made a motion with his hands to hurry and finish the conversation and Xi nodded back.
“No, the Russian people will also not stand for these nuclear threats.  The Russian Pacific Fleet will also be mobilized, and I will increase the alert level of our Air Defense and Rocket Forces.  I am in complete agreement, we need to signal to the Americans that the days of allowing them to attack whomever they please, whenever they please must come to an end.”
The Chinese leader was pleased and said, “Thank you Mr. President, together our two peoples will attempt to maintain the peace.  We should speak again in the morning.  Good day.”
When he was sure the call had ended, President Xi looked over at the three military men in the room, one of them a PLAN admiral who smiled as he said, “Surge their navy into the Pacific, the Russians barely have three modern ships they can send.  The Americans will laugh at them.”
Lui was quick to add, “Don’t be so quick to mock, admiral.  The Russians have their subs, but more importantly, they have their missiles, and that was what we wanted from them.  The Americans may not take note of their fleet, but they can’t ignore their ICBMs.”
Xi waved them both off.  For a man normally viewed as unflappable, the events of the past twelve hours threatened to challenge this carefully crafted persona.  The atmospheric nuclear test caught everyone off guard, including the foreign operations division of the Ministry for State Security which is tasked with keeping watch on the unpredictable North Koreans who continue to get better at ferreting out Chinese penetration agents.  Three more agents were executed in a very grisly and public manner last month.
      But what caught the Chinese supreme leader off guard, even more, was the bellicose threats from the American President.  What type of head of state tweets out national security policy?  An unbalanced one.
Xi’s conversation with President Wolfe two hours ago was unsettling, the American would not speak in reasonable terms.  Wolfe kept saying the words that the Chinese were “either with them or against them.”  Such simplistic sentiment was no basis for international security policy between two great nations, but the American was not in the mood for a lecture on the niceties of diplomatic exchanges, in fact quite the opposite. 
He demanded Chinese support for the unilateral North Korean disarmament of its nuclear arsenal including its short and medium-range ballistic missiles, not just its new ICBMs.  When Xi said it was impossible, President Wolfe made it quite clear that one way or another the North Koreans were going to be disarmed and then abruptly hung up the phone.
With a deep, raspy voice, Lui Xiang was next to speak, “Now that the Russians are on board, we need to send another message to the Americans.”
Xi said, “We already talked about that earlier.  What you propose is risky.”
“And nuclear war is not?”
Xi looked towards the lone senior economic advisor in the room who merely nodded his assent.  Xi felt his chest tighten but knew it was necessary and said strongly, “Order our traders to begin dumping $200 billion of U.S. Treasuries immediately.  The Japanese markets are in disarray over the nuclear test and won’t be in a position to buy them up right away.  Perhaps a run on their stock market will send an appropriate message.”
Lui was proud of the younger man.  He was becoming a great man right before his very eyes.
ABC Nightly News 

“…violence broke out today in multiple locations around the nation as panic buying by millions of frightened Americans emptied shelves of everything from batteries to canned goods of all kinds.  Some of the worse incidents of violence occurred in those cities still struggling with power outages from the Iranian cyber-attack.  Reports of gunfire were caught by several bystanders at a Sam’s Club outside of Scranton, Pa when nearly a hundred people surrounded a tractor trailer packed with food.  Security guards reportedly opened fire, and several were struck down by return fire.  More coverage to come on this story as it comes in.
“The White House continues to deny it is preparing a pre-emptive attack on North Korea even as sources within the Pentagon report that American military assets are in a rapid redeployment mode from the Middle East to the Pacific.  Senior Congressional leadership from both parties have expressed dismay at having been kept out of the loop, and many are calling on the president to seek diplomatic options and stop the march to war, a war that could very well go nuclear.”


 




Chapter Fifty One

November 3rd

The White House Situation Room

      The meeting was already fifteen minutes late as the president took his third call of the day from Japanese Prime Minister Kosaku Ariga.  Like his South Korean counterpart, Ariga beseeched Wolfe to make a public statement to reassure the world that a nuclear war was not imminent, but Wolfe refused, and a massive exodus from major cities in Japan and South Korea into the countryside was producing a near calamity as highways and trains were packed with mobs of people fleeing for their lives.
If the stakes did not feel high enough this morning, twelve hours later things were clearly even grimmer.  The senior military and national security heads and their deputies were in attendance, along with several key domestic cabinet heads including notably the Secretary of the Treasury Stanley Mueller.  A fifteen-hundred-point drop in the Dow that afternoon suddenly turned matters of the economy into a national security issue at this point.  The one notable absence was the vice president who was said to be delayed returning to Washington.
Everyone came to their feet when President Wolfe entered the room followed by Baxter Davis and two of his political people.  CIA Director Nicholas Tomasso began the meeting by giving a short synopsis of the past twelve hours.  The North Koreans appeared to be mobilizing their armed forces and the Chinese and the Russians were coordinating both political and military responses.  
Not a single ally, not even the British, were giving public or even private support to the president’s threats.  The world financial markets were in free fall, and while Americans were no longer fighting one another in the streets, it was because they were busy swamping every supermarket, gas station, and bank in the nation as cash, food, and gas now became an obsession for millions of American families.
Unlike the president’s outwardly agitated demeanor from the morning, tonight he was formally dressed in business attire and did not react to a single piece of the increasingly alarming news his CIA director just delivered.  Instead, he calmly waited for Tomasso to finish and finally said, “It’s been a hell of a day, hasn’t it?  Still no reason to panic, I have complete faith in the fighting men and women of this nation.  We will deal with the North Korean missile threat, period.  Nothing I have heard will deter me from following this course of action.  Doing nothing has brought the world to the edge of disaster.  I intend to deal with Little Missile Man and his toys.”     
      An exasperated Secretary of Defense Mahler was struggling to maintain his composure and tightened his fists out of view under the table but could not stop himself when he forcefully interjected, “Mr. President, I don’t think you appreciate the seriousness of the matter.  The entire Chinese surface and sub force sortied eight hours ago.  Our sonar stations have picked up multiple sub-surface high blade counts heading towards the Malacca Straits and appear to be positioning themselves to contest the redeployment of the Reagan carrier strike force traveling from the Gulf.  
        Two PLAN surface action groups have been identified moving towards the Teddy Roosevelt carrier strike force in the Philippines Sea, and satellite surveillance has confirmed that heat plumes have been identified in the Vladivostok naval yard signaling that the Russian Pacific fleet is preparing to deploy.  Sir, we are moving towards the possibility of a general war breaking out in the Pacific.  We need to dial things back.”
The hawkish National Security Advisor, General Wright, barked out, “Dial things back?  Did the North Koreans suddenly give up their ICBMs?  Did I fucking miss something?”
Mahler’s face flushed a deep scarlet red as the bad blood between the two men came to the surface.  The former Marine pointed his finger at Wright and spoke with undisguised disgust. “Get your head out of your ass, Mike.  The president asked for two attack scenarios, one conventional and one that included a nuclear option.  When General Duncan presented both options this afternoon, he made it clear that the Chiefs were unanimously against either strike package because they could not guarantee that all NK nukes could be taken out, and we run a high risk of massive civilian casualties both home and abroad, and that was before the entire fucking Chinese navy and the Russians decided to show up.  Goddamnit, you know better.  Now tell the president that a military option at this point is simply not feasible to fully eliminate the NK missile threat.”
The tension in the room was palpable for all the men and women watching the two former generals grapple with one another.  
General Wright, an unabashed believer in the president, never once wavered to offer anything less than total support.  He fired back, “I will do no such thing.  The only problem with the Chiefs’ strike packages is that they rely on tactical nukes to take out the NK missile threat.  Clearly, this is now a matter of strategic importance, meaning everything within our arsenal should be on the table.  Mr. President, I recommend that the Chiefs include a strategic missile launch from one of our Trident boomers in their strike package.”
Vice President Martha Brentwood dramatically entered the room just as General Wright finished his chilling words.  She stopped dead in her tracks and turned defiantly towards the president and said, “Mr. President, you can’t be serious.  This is madness.”
President Wolfe’s eyes went wide in shock.  His vice president had never publicly - and rarely even privately - disputed any decision or even any controversial statement he had ever made.  His face was literally contorted in a dumbstruck pose, but his deep reservoir of anger quickly overcame his initial reaction.  He shot her a look filled with rage and said, “Martha, what the hell are you doing here?”
With her chin out and standing tall, she said, “I’m here doing my job, Mr. President.”
Shaking his head in a dismissive manner, Wolfe said, “You are way the hell out of line.  I am the president of the United States, and I call the shots.  Everything - and I mean everything - is on the table.  Now go take a seat, Martha.”
Martha Brentwood had been underestimated by nearly every man she had come across in public life, but when those soft blue eyes and easy smile that the cameras just loved narrowed and turned serious, those who knew her knew what was coming next.  Instead of meekly walking to her designated seat next to the president, she remained standing and with her left hand on her hip and right hand pointed at the president.  She responded sharply. “I’ll take a seat, Mr. President when I’m damn good and ready.  But first, I have some questions for our generals.”
The men and women in the Situation Room found it impossible to hide their reaction and the new Secretary of Homeland Security, Travis LaHue, let out an audible, “Well, I’ll be goddamned.” 
Ignoring everyone else, Brentwood walked over to General Duncan and pointedly asked, “General, unlike some in this room, I read every briefing paper sent to my desk.  So, let me ask what happens when we start dropping high-yield nuclear warheads on hardened underground targets?  Where does all that radioactive fallout head?”
Wisely, General Duncan looked the vice president in the eyes and replied, “Madame Vice President, all of that fallout from multiple ground bursts would head directly over South Korea and Japan before entering the upper atmosphere and then move towards the West coast of the United States.”
“And do you know the exact whereabouts of every North Korean ballistic missile, including the ones suspected of carrying chemical weapons?”
“No Ma’am, we do not have an exact fix on all of the missiles.”
She looked directly at the president as she asked, “So, General Duncan, even if we struck North Korea with a massive nuclear strike package there is no guarantee that we get all of their nukes and millions could still die from chemicals or artillery including Americans.  Isn’t that correct?”
A resounding “Yes, Ma’am” filled the room.
Feeling as if he had just been stabbed in the back, Wolfe defiantly stood up and with a voice of pure disdain said, “I don’t know what the hell you think that you are trying to accomplish, Martha, but I’m about to have you escorted the hell out of here.”
Then a familiar voice could be heard saying, “Mr. President, that would be a mistake, sir.”
All eyes suddenly turned to the source of the stinging rebuke and were shocked to see that the man who had been beaten down by the president for the nearly two years still possessed some of the grit he was known for in public life.  Attorney General Archer Stetson, too, came to his feet and added, “In fact, sir, I am officially calling for Secretary Adelman to be released immediately from federal custody.  This has gone too far.”
“Why you little bastard.  So that’s how you want to play it?  Well, guess what, you’re fired, too.  But don’t worry I won’t have you detained because no one takes you seriously anyway.”
Chief of Staff Baxter Davis knew he had to act because the president was unraveling before everyone’s eyes, but before he could say anything else President Wolfe looked his Secretary of Defense in the eyes and said, “General Mahler, as Commander-in-Chief of this country, I am giving you a direct order to end this North Korean nuclear threat once and for all.  I want orders sent to one of our Trident submarines to prepare for a full-scale missile launch on North Korea’s political leadership, its missile threat, and then to follow up the initial strike with the tactical nuclear strike package the Chiefs presented this afternoon.  Inform our allies to give them an opportunity to prepare their people.  This is happening, no more discussions.”
With tremendous dignity, Secretary of Defense Mahler, the man known as the “Prophet,” looked over to his old friend, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs Duncan, who shook his head. Mahler closed his eyes, nodded back, and then came to his feet.  
He took a quick glance around the room, noted all the eyes looking to see what he would say and do, and then looked the president in the eyes and said, “Mr. President, I am afraid that I will not be able to follow that order because I believe such an order is not in the best interests of the United States and our allies.  I beg of you, sir, to reconsider and allow me and the Chiefs to come up with additional options to address this crisis.”
President Wolfe’s chest was gripped with an almost unbearable tightness as he struggled to walk around the large conference table towards the Secretary of Defense who stood parade ground straight at attention waiting for the president’s reaction.  The president stopped within inches of the former Marine, looked down at the older, shorter man and spoke with a voice overcome with emotion and filled with a sanctimonious rage. “Did I just hear you correctly, Secretary Mahler?  Are you ignoring a direct order from your Commander-in-Chief?”
Eyes never wavering, Mahler looked up with his grayish blue eyes and said, “That’s affirmative, sir.  We have a global crisis on our hands, and this order risks war with both the Chinese and the Russians, let alone the potential ramifications if the North Koreans were able to shoot off several missiles.  The risk is simply too great, sir.”
“Fine.  You’re fired too.  Now get the hell out.  Both you and Stetson get the hell out of here.” 
Quickly turning towards the National Security Advisor, the president blurted out, “Wright, you’re my new Secretary of Defense.  Will you give the orders?”
The former Special Operations officer didn’t hesitate and answered, “To defend this country, you’re damn right I’ll give that order, sir.”
Outraged by what he was witnessing, General Duncan immediately barked out, “And I will refuse to give that order, sir.  It is an illegal order and violates the chain of command.”
Wolfe, sensing the room was shifting decisively against him, reacted defensively and said, “What the hell are you talking about, General?  I’m the president and your Commander-in-Chief, General Mahler refused to comply, so now you have a new boss, General Wright.  There’s your goddamned chain of command.”
Attorney General Archer Stetson was so nervous that he was sweating through his suit, but he had the courage to stand up and say, “General Duncan is quite correct, sir.  You can’t fire Secretary Mahler just to secure a nuclear release order.  There are laws in place that govern even you, sir.”
“I thought that I told you that you’re fired.  Now, get the hell out of the room.  Secret Service, escort both of these men out of the room.” 
When four of the agents hesitated, the president screamed, “I mean now!  Get these bastards the hell out of the room, now!”    
While this drama was playing out, an uncharacteristically mute Baxter Davis was overcome with paralysis.  He didn’t say anything.  Didn’t know what to do.  Things were unraveling in a way that he didn’t think possible.  For a man who always saw himself as the great puppeteer, always in control, always knowing he could do it better than anyone else, he found that when it counted the most, all he could do was sit there glassy-eyed…useless.
      Vice President Martha Brentwood had been waiting for the right moment, and her timing could not have been more dramatic as she held up both her hands and boldly declared, “Mr. President, I have seen enough and am invoking section 4 of the 25th Amendment.  You are clearly not in command of your faculties and no longer able to discharge the powers of this office and are hereby relieved of your duties as President.  I am assuming the powers and duties as the acting president effective immediately.  
       You may now retire to the Executive Residence.  The Secret Service agents present in the room are ordered to escort President Wolfe out of the bunker . . . NOW!”
Feeling as if he had just been slapped across the face, Wolfe looked around the room with an incredulous expression on his face that soon turned red with anger.  He quickly recovered, strode across the room and squared off with Martha Brentwood, speaking with a venomous disgust. “What is this, some type of sick joke, Martha?  Who the hell do you think you are that you think you can just get rid of me?  I’m the goddamned President of the United States.”
Martha Brentwood felt more alive than at any other moment in her life and without even realizing it poked Wolfe square in the chest and said, “The only thing that is sick around here is you, Douglas.  We can all see it.  And I don’t think that I’ll be going anywhere, thank you very kindly.”
Wolfe wasn’t expecting Brentwood to come right back at him and started scanning the room looking for some support and saw LaHue, Wright, and Davis just sitting there unsure of what to do.  The power in him started to waver, but he wasn’t ready to give up.  He looked at his Chief of Staff and said, “Baxter, this is bullshit, right?  She just can’t come in here and do this, right?”
Before Davis could answer, Attorney General Archer Stetson cut in, “You are quite correct Mr. President, she would need eight signatures from members of your cabinet and deliver that document to the President Pro-tem of the Senate and the Speaker of the House.”
      With a smug look on his face, Wolfe said, “Well, Martha, what do you say to that?”
      Without once breaking eye contact, Martha Brentwood reached into her jacket inside pocket and with an expression just short of a smile handed to a dumbfounded Wolfe a document which he unfolded and saw nine signatures, including several from those sitting in this room.
“I’m sorry, Douglas, but it had to be done.  You’re not well.  You need some rest.  It’s all going to work out.”
“This can’t be right, can’t be legal.  Two of the signatures aren’t even valid.  I fired Mahler and Stetson, so they don’t count.”
“Oh, Douglas, they signed the letter in advance an hour before the meeting.  I had it time stamped.  After you arrested poor Elliot, it was obvious that you are not yourself and need a rest.  Most of the cabinet felt the same way.  Really, it’s better this way.”
Suddenly overcome with a powerful wave of fatigue and a bitter taste of bile building in his throat, Wolfe actually staggered back several steps shaking his head in utter disbelief.  Many in the room would not make eye contact, including the Treasury Secretary, Stanley Mueller, who had known Wolfe for twenty years.  No one knew what to say.  Mueller finally offered up, “Douglas, I’m sorry but Martha’s right.  You need to rest.  You have been through more than any one man could handle.”
The one man completely unmoved by the raw emotion sweeping the room was the Secretary for Homeland Security, Travis LaHue, who stood up and defiantly declared, “This sure as hell feels like some type of coup of some kind.  Come on now, this isn’t right.”
General Wright also jumped in and added, “I don’t know what type of game you’re playing Martha, but I for one won’t allow this unprecedented usurpation of power to just happen.  Now, I for one intend to …”
With a strong voice and a confident tone, Martha Brentwood cut the general off, “General Wright, this is hardly a game.  And how dare you accuse me of something underhanded after I just watched you willing to risk the lives of millions of people with a preemptive nuclear strike.  And you accuse me of playing a game, sir?  I don’t think so.  And while we’re at it, you may address me as Madam Acting President.  Is that clear?”
With those words, Acting President Brentwood calmly walked towards Wolfe, placed her hand on his shoulder, and gave it a gentle squeeze and then continued towards the seat normally occupied by the president.  She sat down and watched as Wolfe slowly shook his head in disbelief and walked dejectedly out of the room.  All eyes followed the man who loomed larger than life for so many but had clearly reached his own breaking point.
Just as he was about to leave, a flicker of life hit him.  A man who was known as a fighter his entire life could not simply let this happen to him without a fight.  As he clasped the handle on the door he turned his head and said loud enough for everyone to hear, “Martha, this isn’t over, not by a long shot, so don’t get too comfortable in that chair.” 
Then he added, “Baxter are you coming or what?”  Baxter dejectedly gathered some papers and slinked out of the Situation Room behind the president.
Acting President Martha Brentwood ignored Wolfe’s last remark, looked out at the assembled National Security Council, and spoke with authority. “Let’s get down to business, Secretary Mahler. I need you and the Chiefs to get me some options short of nuclear war.  Can we start there?  Oh, and can someone find Elliot? I think we will be needing our Secretary of State in the coming days.”
A resounding, “Yes, Ma’am” was his response.


 




Chapter Fifty Two

November 3rd  

CNN Newsbreak

      




        “…in what can only be described as earth-shattering news, CNN is confirming rumors floating around the Capitol overnight that President Douglas Wolfe was temporarily removed from office by the now Acting President Martha Brentwood, who if the legal scholars advising this program are correct have determined that we now have the first female president in American history, but for how long is anyone’s guess at this point. 
      “Let’s bring in noted legal scholar and professor at Georgetown Law School, Jameson Tierney.  Professor Tierney, thank you for joining us.  Can you describe for our viewers the somewhat arcane and never-before-used section of the 25th Amendment that has led to this situation?”
      The salt-and-pepper-haired bespectacled professor of Constitutional Law certainly looked the part of an academic with his slightly mussed up hair and stereotypical elbow patches on his jacket.  When he answered, he spoke in a manner that was little different than his lecture style, heavy on detail and with a bit of a flat tone.  “I am not sure that I would use the term arcane. However you are correct that section 4 of the 25th Amendment has in fact never been used before and was only included to cover the most extraordinary of situations in which a sitting President is deemed unable to fulfill the duties of office.  
        The significance of this provision is that section four can only be triggered if the president’s own cabinet and vice president act to remove him or her from office.  However, it also includes provisions that allow the former President to challenge this action.  Then, it goes to Congress.”
The silver-bearded familiar face of CNN followed up with his next question, “So, Professor Tierney if I understand this correctly, then this becomes a political issue if the members of both Houses need to make the ultimate determination?”
“That is quite correct.  We now know that President Wolfe has formally challenged the Acting President’s actions with official letters to the Speaker of the House and President Pro-tem of the Senate.  Acting President Brentwood has resubmitted the cabinet’s joint declaration challenging the president’s mental capacity to effectively discharge the duties of the office.  Congress must meet within forty-eight hours to determine who is, in fact, the president of the United States.  As I noted earlier, this is truly extraordinary and without precedent.  What will happen is anyone’s guess.”
White House Executive Residence

Wolfe’s eyes were bloodshot from lack of sleep.  His emotions ranged from unrestrained fury to one of dark depression.  The first lady was still away from the White House, and the only people with him were a handful of his former campaign team, including Baxter Davis and several of his top lieutenants.  They, too, had been up much of the night, and the entire group seemed quite dispirited.  Mugs of coffee, orange juice, and an assortment of half-eaten brunch items from bagels to sandwiches littered a large kitchen table.  CNN played in the background, and the overall atmosphere was grim.
An agitated Douglas Wolfe yelled at a nearby aide to “Shut that damn thing off.  We got work to do.”  Then he left the room and dramatically slammed the door.
Everyone was looking for Baxter Davis to take the lead as his Chief of Staff to come up with a plan of action, but he was a hollow shell of himself, and it was actually Wolfe’s Social Media Director, Stefan Measly, who increasingly took the lead as the morning now turned into the afternoon.  It was Measly’s social media blueprint that was critical to Wolfe’s surprise election victory and a driving force of the unconventional, take no prisoners style of Wolfe’s Presidency, until now.
The prematurely balding thirty-three-year-old Wolfe fanatic from Lansing, Michigan had the well-deserved reputation for being both ruthless and relentless in helping Wolfe achieve his nationalist vision for the country.  The digital world was his domain, and that was where he spent most of the night and early morning working up the millions of Wolfe supporters across the nation.  
Quickly mobilizing a host of social media resources that the campaign maintained off the books, Measly had his team of social media strategists assembled by midnight in a relatively nondescript office building in Fairfax, VA churning out outrage to Wolfe’s millions of devoted supporters.  
As far as Measly was concerned, there had been a coup.  The people’s voice had been taken away, and he was calling out the legions of Wolfe activists to hit the streets and begin the protests.  Wolfe had already made two short video messages to his strident followers and in dozens of cities across the country by mid-morning people were disrupting traffic and creating chaos.  
Meanwhile, he was organizing the online world of Wolfe trolls to swamp every Republican establishment figure warning them what would happen if they stabbed President Wolfe in the back. 
Measly was threatening a revolution, and more than a few senators and congressional reps were already taking heed.  Wolfe’s followers voted and the threat of a sweeping loss to Democrats in this year’s midterm election was beginning to have an effect as several voices started making statements and appearing in Conservative media attacking the circumstances of Wolfe’s temporary removal from office.
Meanwhile, Wolfe had just finished taking a steaming hot shower and could feel his head starting to clear.  He quickly dried off and started getting dressed to meet with his personal legal team who just added two Constitutional scholars to his payroll when his iPhone started vibrating and he saw it was Dutch again.  This was his sixth text of the morning. 
      “Goddamnit Douglas enough of this shit, now take my call.  We need to talk.”
Fuck you Dutch. You skipped out on me when I needed you.  Backstabbing son of a bitch. Should have known better to put a friend on as my Chief of Staff.  And now what do I got? Mr. All-Dick-and-no-Balls Baxter Davis who can’t do shit when I really need someone.  At least I got that little weasel Measly.  He’s a cocksucker, but he’s my cocksucker.
      Then to his surprise, he started laughing for the first time in quite some time.  On the other side of the door, several of his staffers heard the laughter and didn’t know if it was a good sign or if Wolfe was starting to crack up.
Senator Mitchum’s Senate Office

The loud and profane voice of the eighty-three-year-old former Navy pilot reverberated throughout the relatively small office afforded a senior senator.  “Do you mean to fucking tell me that you’re starting to lose half the goddamn sack that I used to give you credit for carrying around, you pansy piece of shit?  I just saw your bullshit appearance on Fox News twenty minutes ago.  What the fuck are you doing?!”
The former combat veteran from Arkansas was not usually a man to easily allow someone to give him a dressing down, but his hesitant tone and halting manner only made him come across even weaker as he said, “Now John, wait a minute, I think you’re jumping the gun here.  All I said was that we need to think mighty hard before looking to overturn an election.  And if you would…”
“Stop right the fuck there, Senator Feathers.  Don’t say another bullshit word.  Your boy Wolfe was about to launch a nuclear fucking attack against the North Koreans with the Chinese and Russian navy barreling down at our fleet.  If that isn’t grounds for what Martha did then what the fuck is?  Seriously, what the fuck is wrong with you?”
Senator David Feathers tried to get a word in edgewise and finally said, “Now we don’t know that for sure, John.  It’s probably just another piece of left-wing fake news to make the party look bad.  All I was trying to…”
Mitchum cut him off again and roared into the phone, “If I hear that dumbass phrase ‘fake news’ again I swear to Christ I’ll shoot the next son of a bitch who says it to me.  Now look hear, shit for brains, I know we are about to get clobbered on Tuesday, but none of that matters if we are in the middle of a shooting war that includes nukes.  Have some fucking balls and do the right thing - not for your party, but for the country.  Martha is sharp as a tack and more than fit enough to lead the country.  Get behind her because if you don’t, I swear that I will personally kick the shit out of you and have one of my intern’s video the whole thing.  Got it?”
“I got it, John.  Sorry, but I really believed in the man.”
Calming down a notch or two, Mitchum used a softer tone, “I get it, but all this bullshit from both sides has the country at each other’s throats.  It’s time to serve your country Senator Feathers, not about auditioning for the next slot on Fox News.  Can I count on you?”
“You can count on me, John.  I promise.”
“Good, now go make some calls to some of your right-wing nut jobs you caucus with and calm things down.  And while you’re at it, make some new friends and dump some of Baxter Davis’ mouthpieces.  He’s done in this town anyway.  I’ll be talking with you.”
Then his longtime secretary rang through, “Senator, a Dutch Schultz on the phone.  He says it’s urgent.  Will you take the call?”
      About goddamn time.  “Yeah Delores, connect him through.”


 




Chapter Fifty Three

November 4th

Bloomsburg News Report    

“…to repeat our top story, the Pentagon is confirming that American and Japanese naval vessels are pulling back from their forward deployments near the Korean peninsula and Chinese and Russian naval task forces are also withdrawing back towards their coastlines.  Acting President Martha Brentwood has announced plans to work with both the Chinese and the Russians to impose a naval blockade of North Korea to enforce a series of new sanctions intended to punish North Korea for the first atmospheric nuclear test in thirty-eight years.  Chinese President Xi has expressed the Chinese peoples’ willingness to work with the new American administration to prevent the further spread of nuclear weapons and to bring peace to the Pacific region.
“Now to our other top story, political crisis here at home.  Americans, who less than forty-eight hours ago were swamping supermarkets and banks in panicked shopping, are now back in the streets as supporters of President Wolfe and those who oppose his administration’s actions of the past month are clashing again in cities across the nation.  Reports of injuries and property damage continue to grow as local police forces in many cities report being overwhelmed by the latest breakout of political violence.”
The White House 

      Momentum was swinging back towards reinstating President Wolfe as Republican leaders in both the House and Senate agreed to call for a special session of Congress one day before the November 6th mid-term elections.  Party leaders were being overwhelmed by calls from RNC officials across the nation that there is such an upsurge of support by Wolfe supporters that a vote reinstating him could possibly swing the Congressional elections in the Republican Party’s favor if they acted fast. 
Democratic leaders meanwhile were only too happy to agree to such an arrangement as they cunningly believed that a vote to reinstate a clearly unbalanced President Wolfe would get their supporters out in droves to sweep their party to a major win on Tuesday.
So, at a time of national crisis, the political establishments from both parties were acting in a perverse and wholly unpatriotic manner, both willing to risk placing a troubled President back at the helm for their own personal short-term political advantage.  Clearly, neither party can lay claim to the greatness that each once represented.
It was just after two in the afternoon as a supremely confident President Wolfe walked through the West Colonnade from the Executive Residence towards the West Wing in the White House.  The president’s fiery red hair was perfectly combed, not a hair out of place, and he was sporting his favorite $60,000 navy blue Desmond Merrion Supreme designer suit and scarlet red tie with a simple American flag pin on his lapel.  Behind him was Baxter Davis who seemed to finally get out of his funk as Stefan Measly’s social media campaign performed far and above expectations creating an amazing wave of support around the country. 
They were walking to a meeting with Acting President Martha Brentwood brokered by the cantankerous old senator from Arizona, John Mitchum, who claimed to be acting in the nation’s best interest to ensure a peaceful transition of power after tomorrow’s vote.
      It must be killing the old bastard that I’m a shoo-in tomorrow to be back in the Oval Office.  Not a chance that two-thirds of Congress votes me out and not a thing he can do about it.  Then I deal with Martha, miss holy roller herself. 
      As they reached the West Wing, two Secret Service agents waited by the door to the Cabinet Room and held the door so he and Davis could enter.  Inside, the surprisingly small neo-classically designed Georgian styled room was anchored by a fireplace on the far side with a bust of Washington and Benjamin Franklin on either side.  Acting President Martha Brentwood was sitting in the high-backed chair reserved for the president, her Chief of Staff standing behind her, and Senator Mitchum to her right.
Wolfe entered the room and walked directly towards the trio who came to their feet, and then without any hesitation, Wolfe offered up his patented shit-eating grin infamous now in an untold number of memes. “Martha, how good to see you again.  Glad we could do this.  Just think that I should say up front that it sure looks like your sitting in my chair, but that’s okay, you might as well enjoy it for another day or so.”
Wolfe loved to try and shake someone up at the beginning of a negotiation and this time was no different.  Before Brentwood could respond, a red-faced Mitchum couldn’t help himself and blurted out, “Still an asshole, I guess nothing ever changes.”
Quick as a whip, Wolfe quipped back, “Oh John, don’t you worry, I’m pretty sure there is at least one change in the works.  That’s why we’re here, right?”
Mary Jo Cassidy stood tall behind the Acting President but found herself literally biting her lower lip to the point of tears to keep herself from screaming at the pompous bastard.  She instead waited for Acting President Brentwood to reach her hand out and graciously shake Wolfe’s hand.  With great dignity she mustered all of the good graces and social convention beat into her head as a little girl as she said, “Why Douglas, there is no need for any of that.  You are among friends here today.  Would you feel better if we moved to the other side of the table near the fireplace?”
A bit disappointed that his opening gibes did not cause more of a reaction, a slightly disappointed Wolfe shook his head and said, “I’m glad to hear that I am among friends, Martha, because what happened the other day certainly did not feel like an action of a friend.”
Without missing a beat, Martha Brentwood held her hand out towards the opposite side of the table to several chairs in the middle and said, “Now Douglas, I do want to talk about all of that.  That’s partly why Senator Mitchum was good enough to set this little meeting up.  Please, why don’t you and Baxter have a seat, and I’ll have the staff bring in some refreshments.  How about a Diet Coke and some of Chef Andre’s grilled scallops and shrimp for a little snack?  Or would you all prefer something on the sweet side?”
Wolfe offered up a very smug response, “I think we’re good here, Martha.  I’ll be able to enjoy Chef Andre’s special treats any time, we have business to attend to at the moment.”
Martha Brentwood’s eyebrows arched ever so slightly and with a hint of a smile she replied, “I couldn’t agree more, Douglas, perhaps we should ‘get down to it’ as you New Yorkers like to say.”
You could feel a very subtle shift in the room - like a mild drop in the temperature that causes your skin to suddenly sprout goosebumps.  Baxter Davis was looking intently at the trio on the other side of the table trying to discern what was happening.  Mitchum had the same look he always did - like he just tasted some cold soup - while Mary Jo looked clearly anxious and edgy.  But not Martha.
      What the hell do you have up your sleeve Martha?
Senator Mitchum was next to speak and said, “I’ve asked the two of you to get together because anyone can see that the country is tearing itself apart.  And what’s happening here may be the last straw.”
      A bit defensively Wolfe added, “Don’t look at me John, Martha started this whole nonsense when she tried to pull a fast one with that 25th Amendment bullshit.”  Then looking directly at Martha, Wolfe adopted a more somber tone and said, “Martha, you stabbed me right in the back.  I never would have thought that you of all people were capable of such a betrayal.”
Brentwood never changed her tone, and in an almost matter-of-fact manner said, “Well in my defense Douglas, you had just fired and arrested the Secretary of State, fired the Attorney General and Secretary of Defense, and looked about ready to launch a nuclear war.”
      Baxter Davis then impulsively added, “That’s not fair, Madam Acting President, you went behind Douglas’ back and already had a letter invoking the 25th before the meeting in the Situation Room.  It was like you were waiting for the president to do something so that you could pull out your little signed document from the group of backstabbers in the cabinet.”
“Quite true, Baxter, but then again if Douglas had not acted in such an unbalanced manner, I never would have invoked the Constitutional provisions designed to protect the nation in just such a case.”
Martha held up her index finger at Davis and turned towards Wolfe and added, “Hold on a second Baxter, where are my manners?  Douglas, I never really asked but are you, in fact, better now…more in command of your faculties?”
A bit agitated at having his mental condition talked about in such a casual manner, Wolfe answered, “I am quite fine, thank you, Martha.  In fact, this line of bullshit that I somehow lost my marbles is insulting and not becoming.  Just because I am the only president in four decades with the balls to stand up to the North Koreans, somehow I’m the one whose nuts.”
Mitchum snorted, “Having more balls than smarts doesn’t make you fit to be president.”
Suddenly Mary Jo Cassidy couldn’t help herself, and her voice punctuated the room as she said, “Maybe it’s time to lose all the balls in this office for a while and see just how well the country does with a woman in charge for a change.”
Before anyone else could react, Martha Brentwood interjected with her soft Southern drawl, “Now, Mary Jo, we talked about that earlier.  We are going to keep this civil, so let’s get to it.  Douglas, with the vote due to happen tomorrow, at first, I figured that we needed to meet to figure out the best way to handle the results, but on further reflection, I thought it simply best if you decided to resign from office and save the country from any more grief.  How do you feel about that?”
Wolfe’s eyes went wide in shock that quickly turned into incredulity as if Martha Brentwood had just made the most ridiculous statement in the entire world.  He couldn’t stop himself from howling with laughter.  “Goddamn but you’re funny, Martha.  Have you started drinking?  Because if you think that I sounded nuts the other day, well, you sound like a lunatic.  Resign?  Hell, I’m going to win.”
“But the country is going to lose, Douglas, that’s my point.  And not only the country.  You have quite a bit to lose yourself.  Isn’t that correct, John?”
Mitchum’s Irish face was all worked up and sporting a nice shade of blushing red as he replied, “Articles of impeachment are all written up and ready to go Mr. President.  Hell, we didn’t know where to start: rounding up thousands of Americans without trial, detaining the Secretary of State without charges, getting ready to start a nuclear war, hell I could keep going…those are only the highlights.  Save yourself the embarrassment and resign now.”
A veteran of far too many tough negotiations, Wolfe didn’t rattle easy, even at the threat of impeachment and potential disgrace from office.  With a sneer on his face, Wolfe shot back, “I don’t know where you two have been, but tomorrow I got the votes to stay in office and two, my people tell me that my supporters will be turning out in droves, so we’re going to keep the House, and that means no impeachment.  So, John, you can shove that stack of papers up your tired, old ass.”
With a short sigh, Acting President Brentwood shook her head and said, “I was afraid you were going to react like that Douglas.  It pains me to do this, but I am afraid that you really have no choice.”  She turned towards her Chief of Staff and nodded, and Mary Jo quickly exited the room.
Baxter Davis felt his nerves going off the charts that something big was happening and pulled Wolfe close and whispered into his ear. “Something’s up, Douglas, we should get the hell out of here right now.”
A fighter to the end, Wolfe vehemently shook his head and said, “The hell with that.  They’re bluffing.”
Before Davis could say anything else, the door opened, and Baxter’s jaw dropped as his predecessor, Dutch Schultz walked into the room and somberly said, “Good afternoon Douglas.  I told you we needed to talk.”
With fire in his eyes, Wolfe blurted out, “You disloyal son of a bitch.  What in the hell are you doing here?”
Answering in an almost obscenely upbeat and friendly manner, Acting President Brentwood said, “Why Douglas, I invited Mr. Schultz to attend our little get together.  It would appear that he is in possession of some rather startling information regarding the 2016 campaign and was good enough to share it with me and the good senator.  I do believe that you will find the information as illuminating as we did after reading it quite thoroughly.”
      Looking ashen-faced, Schultz still could not believe it had come to this.  He was holding a stack of files in his hands. The most explosive political scandal in a generation and he was about to bury his lifelong friend with it.  Goddamnit, why did it have to come down to this?
Feeling a host of powerful emotions building up, Wolfe pushed himself away from the conference table and stood to face Schultz with an almost murderous look on his face.  His teeth grated as he said, “Well, don’t just stand there, Dutch, get it over with.  So what type of bullshit do you have hiding in those files?”
Ignoring Wolfe’s question, Dutch slammed the files down on the table.  The sound reverberated throughout the room as he turned to face the man that he had considered his truest friend and shouted, “Look at you, Douglas, look at what you have become!  I know what happened to Lily was a tragedy, but my God, Douglas, look at what you’ve done.  This all has to end, it just does.”
“You ungrateful bastard.  So you’re doing this because I fired you and schlepped you to the side in favor of Baxter?  Is that what this is all about?  You make me sick, Dutch.”
When two old-school kids from the block start a scrap, it gets ugly fast.
Still not raising her voice or changing her demeanor, Brentwood said, “Okay gentlemen, enough.  Let’s stick to the issue at hand.  Mr. Schultz, please tell us what’s in those files.”
      Feeling a mix of anger and sadness, Schultz turned from Wolfe and addressed the Acting President, “Everyone in this room is all too familiar with the accusations of collusion with the Russians during the 2016 campaign that dogged the entire first year of the administration.”
    Wolfe howled. “It was bullshit then, and its bullshit now.”
For the first time Brentwood changed her voice to a much sterner and more direct tone. “Now Douglas, let him speak.  I want to hear the truth.”
      Baxter Davis didn’t say a word, but inwardly he felt like he was going to be physically ill.  Dutch is going to bury us.
      Schultz could feel his neck muscles tighten into a vise-like grip.  His chest tightened, and he thought, Just have to say the words and be done with it and let things fall where the hell they fall.
“Madam Acting President, as I was saying these files prove that the Wolfe campaign actively colluded with a foreign power, but not the Russians.  Three years ago, Chinese intelligence agents set up a sting that caught Liliana on tape bribing two senior Party officials when Douglas was trying to get access to build a luxury resort in Macau.  Rather than prosecuting, they decided to keep it in their back pocket and use it against Douglas someday.  A year later, the Chinese gave her nearly $500 million in unsecured credit lines, and she used those to bail out Wolfe Worldwide. 
When Douglas decided to run for President, Lily took over all of Douglas’ business holdings.  She started using that $500 million credit line to cover the family’s corporate and personal holdings to make good on some serious debt Douglas ran up the past few years.  She knew that if Wolfe Worldwide went bankrupt, the disgrace could ruin the campaign, so she tried to borrow even more money, and shortly thereafter two Chinese intelligence officers confronted the both of us at the Wolfe Villas Hotel.”
Wolfe looked dumbfounded by the words coming out of Dutch’s mouth and just kept shaking his head in disbelief. 
Dutch continued, “The Chinese had somehow gotten ahold of all of Douglas’ financial records and tax returns, and threatened to expose everything, including several unsavory business dealings in his past.  Douglas knows just how much dirty money passed through Wolfe Worldwide over the years, especially all that shady Russian money looking for a home after the crash in ’08, let alone this new Chinese money.
Even worse, my good friend Douglas couldn’t always keep it in his pants and did some pretty embarrassing shit over the years.  Remember that little threesome to celebrate finally getting a piece of the Las Vegas Raiders, well, the Chinese had the whole suite wired up and made it clear that they were willing to release the explicit videos along with the financial stuff unless we agreed to help influence trade policy after the election.  Lily had no choice and cooperated with the Chinese to help ensure Douglas won.”
Acting President Brentwood shifted uncomfortably in her seat as she watched the agonizing scene play itself out. 
Dutch ended by saying, “Somehow, the Chinese made it look like the Russians were involved by linking our social media guy, Measly, with those social media chop shops that the FBI connected to server sites with ties to Russian intelligence.  However, it was Chinese intelligence behind the hacks into the DNC computer network that leaked all that shit to Wikileaks, but they left Russian fingerprints on everything.  Lily and I knew what was happening but kept it from you to protect you.  Now it’s the country that needs protecting, so that’s why I’m here.”
Memories suddenly flooded Wolfe’s mind as he remembered how surprised he was to find out that Lily secured that financing to ride out some of his bad deals, but never thought for a moment she was being blackmailed to protect him.  Thinking about the pain and embarrassment she must have felt, the worry of being found out by the FBI must have been unbearable, but Lily never let on to her father, never once let him think he did anything other than won the election on his own, knowing the truth would destroy him.  She took her secret to the grave.
Wolfe lashed out and grabbed Schultz by his lapels and with a voice full of anguish, he cried out, “How could you do this Dutch?  You’ll destroy her memory and make me look like a fool.”
Before a shaken Schultz could respond, Martha Brentwood interjected with perfect timing, “Then resign, Douglas, and all of this goes away.  It’ll be like it never happened.  All your crimes pardoned.  Reputation left intact.  No more Constitutional crisis, you call off your angry supporters, and the nation takes a step back from the brink and tries to heal.  Doesn’t that sound like something your daughter would have had the courage to do if she were in your place?”
Staggering under the weight of the revelations and Brentwood’s cruelly clever appeal, Wolfe pushed away from Schultz and felt as if the life was being literally sucked out of him.  He reached out to a nearby chair to steady himself, muttering, “This can’t be happening . . . can’t be happening.”
Acting President Brentwood stood up from her seat, walked over to a pitcher of water, poured a glass and calmly walked over to the ailing Wolfe, handed it to him, and then warmly placed her hand on his shoulder as if to console the man she was threatening to destroy.  She leaned in close and spoke barely above a whisper and said, “Douglas, it has been an honor to serve with you, but I think we both know it’s time to act in both the best interest of the country and your family.”
Even after more than forty years of public service, Senator John Mitchum struggled to maintain the outward emotional mask so often necessary in moments like this.  Though his often-quoted mercurial temper was overstated, he simply was never very good at the type of acting that many of his skilled fellow politicians so often employ.  He always thought he was a tough guy that could take anyone down if he had to, but he never saw something quite as vicious as what Martha Brentwood was doing to the former Manhattan playboy and billionaire. 
      Martha, I knew you were good, but Goddamn this is a fucking masterpiece.
Wolfe gulped down several mouthfuls of water, put his glass down, and found himself thinking about the nights after Lily’s mother had died, and it was just her and him alone.  She missed her mother so much, and all she wanted was to hold her father and be near him.  The business was growing by leaps and bounds but every night no matter what, he was home by six.  They ate together, played board games, he read countless books, and for the first few weeks they would lay together in bed and talk about their favorite memories of her mother and his one true love.  It was the saddest and most beautiful time in his entire life.
Wolfe’s eyes started to get moist, and a strange sense of calm started to envelop him.  His whole life he was a fighter, right up this very moment, but the only time he was truly happy was when he was simply there for his little girl when she needed him most.  She needed him again.
Taking a deep breath and slowly letting it out, Wolfe looked up at Martha Brentwood and calmly said, “Martha, I need to have not just your word, but absolute certainty that nothing can ever come out to destroy my daughter’s memory.”
Inside, Martha Brentwood literally felt her heart go a flutter.  It was really happening.  Maintaining her composure, she answered back, “I am sure that your friend will be only too happy to turn over everything he has so it can be destroyed.  Isn’t that right Dutch?  And I will have a very frank discussion with the Chinese President.  I am confident that we can put this behind us.”
Schultz was feeling a guilt more profound than any he had ever felt in his life and found he didn’t have the words, so he simply nodded.
Brentwood said, “There you have it, Douglas, Dutch will make sure you have every hard copy and wipe clean any saved data having anything to do with this unfortunate situation.  I promise to make sure that the Justice Department and our friends on the Hill shut down these investigations as part of a general reconciliation between our two warring parties.  You truly are doing a great service to our country, and I thank you, but I have one more thing to ask.”
Wolfe just wanted to walk away and disappear and be done with everything, but asked, “What else do you need, Martha?”
Mary Jo Cassidy reacted to the slight tilt of the Acting President’s head and pulled out several sheets of paper and handed it Wolfe and said, “Mr. President, there has been so much talk of a coup and other outrageous attacks over the past two days and with so many angry folks out in the streets, Acting President Brentwood will need you to say these remarks during your resignation speech.  It really is necessary considering things.”
Martha Brentwood watched as Wolfe casually scanned the contents of the speech and added, “Douglas are you okay with this?  Is there anything you would like to add?”
Shaking his head, Wolfe replied in a voice that had more than a hint of relief, “Let’s just do this and get it over with.  I assume you already have something in mind.”
Cassidy answered, “Yes Mr. President, we were hoping for a short speech in the Rose Garden and if you would be kind enough to stay for the swearing-in ceremony to follow, that would be doing quite a service to the Acting President.”
Wolfe merely nodded back and slid the speech to Davis who quickly perused it, shaking his head at just how smart a play Brentwood had made.  Wolfe had to basically admit to having an emotional breakdown and that Brentwood acted in an almost heroic manner for the country.
While he was reading, Brentwood adopted a far more aggressive and direct tone towards Davis, “As for you, Baxter, I will expect your full and unconditional support for this transfer of power and for my administration by all of your media outlets in the coming months.  Is that clear?”
He started to protest when she shut him down, “I’m not done, Baxter.  While I have made an absolute promise to protect Douglas, no such offer has made on your behalf.  I am certain that Attorney General Stetson would be only too happy to direct his office towards an investigation into your many misdeeds.  Whether or not you realize it, Baxter, you’re now playing for Team Brentwood.”
The only thing Davis could do was nod his assent and quickly slink out of the room.  Brentwood then offered Wolfe a warm embrace and said, “Your country owes you a debt of gratitude, Douglas.  You were strong when we needed you to be, and you found the strength to walk away so the country can begin to heal.  I will be eternally grateful to you for your actions today.”
Wolfe barely heard the words, he just wanted it to end.  He asked, “When do you want to do this?”
“It’s a bright, beautiful fall day, the sun will be out for a while yet.  How does four o’clock work for you?”
All rancor out of his voice, Wolfe simply said, “Let’s do it and get it over with, I want to go home.”  Then walked out of the Cabinet Room and headed back to the Executive Residence for one last time.
The moment Wolfe left the room, Brentwood felt a wave of emotional release, and with tears in her eyes, she closed them and with her hands held tightly together whispered the prayer. 
Oh, thank you, Lord in Heaven for giving me the strength to do thy bidding.  Watch over me in the days and weeks to come and guide me as I act in your name, Dear Lord Jesus.  I pledge to honor you by returning this once great nation back to more godly ways and stand up to the wicked forces in this country who have turned their back on thee.  In your name, I sing your praise.  Amen!


 




Chapter Fifty Four

The White House Rose Garden

It was nearly four o’clock in the afternoon, and the sun remained bright in the sky with a positively balmy temperature of nearly sixty degrees on this warm fall day.  The throng of reporters from the White House press pool who were hastily assembled actively jockeyed for position near the podium and flag-draped backdrop.  Camera crews stood ready to capture what was in store.  Notices had been sent to all major networks of the need to secure air time for a major Presidential announcement, and already rumors were filling the airwaves speculating what was in the works. 
The already chaotic news day had been filled with stories relating to the highly anticipated and emotionally charged vote planned for tomorrow morning in both Congressional Houses.  Protests continued to grow around the nation as Wolfe supporters continued to be buoyed by reports that President Wolfe would be able to reclaim the office of the Presidency after the historic actions by the now Acting President Martha Brentwood over the past few days.  Most political insiders expected the soon to be Vice President Brentwood to resign after tomorrow’s vote.
At exactly four on the nose, scores of cameras started snapping photos and shooting live digital feeds as the back door from the Oval Office opened and out walked President Wolfe with Acting President Martha Brentwood.  Instead of his normal highly energized almost red-carpet arrival style, today President Wolfe appeared more subdued and wore an expression that bordered on depressed.  Acting President Martha Brentwood, wearing a Tennessee orange and white dress with a simple set of white pearl necklace and earrings, practically floated behind him, positively beaming with a wide and open smile.
As President Wolfe took to the podium, a wave of conflicting emotions washed over him.  He felt a mix of relief that all the pressures and responsibilities of a job that he never really wanted was coming to an end.  He felt a deep and searing guilt, knowing that if he never made the vanity fueled attempt to run for President, his daughter would still be alive, and his grandchildren would not be orphans. 
But there was also something else there, something not so apparent an hour ago while he was racked with guilt over the revelations coming from Dutch over what Lily had done.  No, what he was feeling now was something he was not used to over the course of his life.  Looking out over the green rotunda punctuated with still blooming roses, this collection of reporters was capturing every moment of his disgrace.  Deep down, he knew that he had lost, and worse, that Martha Brentwood had won.  The woman who was added to the ticket to make him look good to the Evangelicals, a woman he never once relied on for anything other than votes, a woman that he had clearly underestimated from the beginning.
“Thank you for coming here today on such short notice.  Acting President Brentwood and myself have asked you here today to make a very important announcement.  After much consideration, I informed Acting President Brentwood of my intentions to formally resign from the Office of President effective immediately.”
Audible gasps and loud murmurs swept through the assembled collection of hardened reporters who had expected anything but this.
      Wolfe paused long enough for the reaction to subside and continued. “As I am sure you are all aware, the actions of the then-Vice President Brentwood to invoke the 25th Amendment caused me to react in an aggressive and hasty manner.  I and those around me characterized her actions as equivalent to a coup of some kind.  That was, in fact, wrong.  I have since sincerely apologized to Martha and in fact, commended her for the courage it took to act in what she felt at the time was the best interests of the American people.  I did not agree with her decision at that time, but now I do.
“Unfortunately, some of you in the media have reported many false and misleading characterizations of the events from two days ago.  Some have even speculated that I was about to launch a nuclear attack on North Korea and start a war with China and Russia at the same time.  This is false.  However, I can now admit that my reactions were very emotional and regret the manner in which I exercised my powers of the office at that time. 
“What I believe now is that the events of the past four weeks since the tragic loss of my daughter, son-in-law, and so many other patriotic Americans and the subsequent events abroad and here at home had pushed me to the limit of my endurance.  I never was able to grieve for my Lily, and like any other father or parent who has lost a child, life is simply not the same.  I will never be that same man who took for granted she would grace my life until my own passing. Instead I watched her die in the most horrific of manners and life changed forever.
“But I tried my very best to serve the American people by being strong and bringing the fight to the terrorists and those who give them safe harbor.  We struck back and sent a message that will not soon be forgotten, but in doing so I allowed my own health to fade. The nation needs a strong and vigorous President in these trying days and Martha Brentwood is that person to lead us forward into the future.  So, it is with a heavy heart that I resign as president of these United States.  It has been my great joy to serve the American people to the best of my ability, and I believe that I have acted to bring peace and security to this great nation.
“Now, I call on all of my loyal supporters to give their wholehearted support to Martha Brentwood, a great American patriot and now the first female President in American history.  Martha, I do believe we have a little ceremony planned.”
On cue, the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, Robert Johnson, walked with great dignity towards the podium in his flowing black robes with the soon-to-be First Gentleman of the Land Raymond Brentwood, the couple’s two sons and two daughters along with their spouses and six grandchildren.  Mary Jo Cassidy was standing next to her lifelong friend with tears in her eyes and gave Martha a squeeze of her hand, and the two women exchanged a moving look as they allowed the moment to happen.
Martha Brentwood kissed her husband, hugged her children and grandchildren, and with her eighty-year-old worn family Bible in hand approached the Chief Justice, who then asked her to raise her right hand and repeat the sacred words that had ushered in forty-five men before her. “I, Martha Brentwood, do solemnly affirm that I will faithfully execute the Office of President of the United States, and will to the best of my ability, preserve, protect and defend the Constitution of the United States . . .”
With those words, the fall of President Douglas J. Wolfe was complete, and the rise of President Martha Brentwood had begun.     


 




Epilogue

November 7th      

     






           In the aftermath of the stunning events on November 4th, the midterm elections shocked the nation.  Instead of a massive purge of the Republican party from the House and Senate, the GOP was able to hold on to a slim 51 to 49 advantage in the Senate. Although they took some losses in the House, they maintained control by a still-comfortable margin of 11 votes.  The widely predicted tidal wave to wash away the Wolfe administration changed overnight as the nation settled into the idea that the first woman in American history, Martha Brentwood, was now the President of the United States.  
         Wolfe supporters took heed from their former leader and came out to vote in droves for the woman who just days before was being burned in effigy for supposedly leading a coup of some kind.
On the morning after the election, the still positively beaming new president welcomed into the Oval Office the man responsible for some of President Wolfe’s most controversial actions, Secretary of Homeland Security Travis LaHue.  Expecting the worst, the former Special Forces General had a handwritten letter of resignation neatly folded inside his jacket.  
As he entered the room, he quickly noticed that any hint that just two days ago Wolfe was still president was removed.  Personal photos adorned several tabletops and two paintings were removed, including the famous Andrew Jackson one near the president’s oak desk, now replaced by Rembrandt Peale’s famous portrait of Jefferson.
Dressed in a charcoal gray suit and blue tie, the steely-eyed LaHue prepared himself for what was coming, and said, “Good morning, Madame President.  Thank you for inviting me this morning.”
With a very warm and gracious manner, President Brentwood held out her hand and pointed to a chair in front of her desk. “And a blessed morning to you Mr. Secretary, thank you for being good enough to see me on this fine morning after our great victory at the polls yesterday.”
LaHue, a strong Christian himself, answered back, “Yes, Ma’am, it would appear that the Good Lord was looking down on us yesterday, and I believe inspired the American people to make the right choice for our great country going forward.”
“Now, I could not agree more, Mr. Secretary.  Yes, the Good Lord has been watching over us even though far too many in this country want to ignore his blessed presence in our lives.”
“Madam President, again I wholeheartedly agree with you.”
      Brentwood felt a wisp of a smile cross her face, and she held up her finger and said, “Let me show you something Secretary LaHue.”  She then reached into the famous “Resolute” desk made from the stout oak of the former Royal Naval ship, the H.M.S. Resolute and given as a gift from Queen Victoria to then President Rutherford B. Hayes in 1880.  In her hand, she pulled out a framed image of the United States and laid it out in front of the curious former soldier.
Turning the image so it faced LaHue, he saw the title at the top, and it read, “2016 Election vote by County.”  What he could not fail to notice was a map of the fifty states literally covered in red with clusters of blue at various points around the country.
“I have taken this map out nearly every day since our blessed victory over historic odds.  What you see Mr. Secretary is a sea of red, with islands of blue.  Even in the so-called “blue “states, great swaths are covered in red.  This sea of red represents the real America…the one that I grew up in and still believe in to this very day.  Those islands of blue think they are better than us.  They talk down to us and tell us to turn our backs on the values and principles that made us great.  Whenever I have doubts, whenever my faith in our mission wavers in the least, I take this out and say a prayer of remembrance and ask the Lord for strength.”
      This woman is amazing.  I never realized she possessed so much strength…so much faith.           
Taking a slightly more formal tone, President Brentwood stared intensely at LaHue and said, “Now, Mr. Secretary, I am sure that you are aware that President Wolfe and I did not necessarily agree on every political matter, though I was a great supporter of many of his recent actions.  In particular, I supported his decisive actions to root out those individuals in this nation who mean us harm.  
Your department has done the Lord’s work as far as I am concerned.  I refuse to allow a single man, woman, or child to lose their lives because I was too weak to strike down those who seek to bring our great people harm.”
LaHue’s survival instincts started kicking in as he suddenly felt that perhaps he might not be needing that letter in his pocket.  He nodded enthusiastically back and said, “Madame President, I could not agree more.  The media has painted our actions to protect the country in an unfair manner, but I can assure you that my agents continue to soldier on to defend this country.”
Those soft and friendly eyes of Brentwood narrowed, and her tone became even more serious when she said, “Well, Secretary LaHue, I am glad to hear you feel this way because there is much work to be done here in the homeland.  The American people are tired of these foreign wars and never-ending entanglements with folks around the world who hate us.  I plan on placing American interests - the peoples’ interest - above all other things, but many here at home will disagree specially in those islands of blue and actively seek to undermine the actions that I have in mind.  Are you prepared to remain in your present position and continue serving your country?”
LaHue delivered a resounding, “Yes, Ma’am.  Whatever you need me and my people to do, we will get it done.”
“There is a great divide within our nation, and I fear that a war here at home, Mr. Secretary, is now upon us.  I fully intend to lead this nation to the greatness it so richly deserves, but I will need individuals willing to do whatever it takes to help me in my vision for this land.  As far as I am concerned, our wars abroad have come to an end.  The war for America’s soul, however, has just begun.”


 




Author’s Note

      The Iran War is a novel and one that I hope you enjoyed reading, but it’s clearly intended as a cautionary tale.  I believe there is a profound divide in American society, and it has been growing for the past three decades.  This is not a natural divide, in fact, I believe that the majority of Americans have far more in common than we are led to believe.  A farmer from Kansas, a miner from West Virginia, a rancher from Montana, a construction worker from Dallas, a cook from Boston, a barista from Seattle all share so many daily life experiences…challenges…hopes for their children and dreams for a better tomorrow. 
How did we get to the point that I no longer disagree with my neighbor or fellow American on the other side of the country on a political or social issue, now I see them as not just wrong, but something far more sinister…a racist, a feminazi…an illegal…a redneck…ugly labels intended to sow discard and division?  When has name-calling ever led to unity…to solutions…to a stronger community?  Never.    
We have a predatory news media complex that seeks profit over truth and highly skilled political operatives lavished with unlimited war chests who engage in non-stop propaganda that feeds the malignant identity politics that both political parties use to gain temporary political advantage.  Has the country gained from this divisiveness and ugly language that is routinely used to malign and destroy fellow Americans?  I think not.
We live now in a time of tremendous long-term challenges (China, an aging population, immigration, climate change, the unprecedented and dangerous concentration of wealth, etc.) and short-term crisis’s yet to occur and as this divide grows, how are we to rise to these challenges.  The early Framers knew that the greatest danger facing our republic was not from challenges abroad, but from faction and partisanship here at home.  
Whether or not we can rise above this divide and heal our political system will tell the story of an America that grows stronger in the years and decades ahead or it will be a story of anger, conflict, and a slow decay.  I hope that novels like this can play some small role that brings about some reflection and begin a conversation to move us forward together regardless of party.
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