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The bombs rode in a long, silver trailer, their nuclear demons safely confined within the sleek casings. The bright lights of a big Peterbilt pulling the trailer threw twin swathes of bright white through the humid night. Two black Suburbans kept pace at exact distances behind. At two in the morning, U.S. Route 83 in Texas was empty of traffic.  

Inside the cab, the driver tapped his fingers on the wheel. Bob Wardell was listening to Merle Haggard singing about a man going to his execution. The song was one of Bob's favorites. Sometimes it brought tears to his eyes, the way Merle painted a picture with his music.

Wardell had pulled out of Dyess Air Force Base a little over two hours before, heading for the Pantex plant northeast of Amarillo. Tonight was an easy run, Texas all the way, short and sweet. Sometimes they sent him out to California to Livermore, or up to Kitsap in Washington. Other times over to Kings Bay in Georgia and the sub base there, or maybe the Savannah River national lab.

Bob worked for the Office of Secure Transportation, the government agency charged with moving nuclear weapons and radioactive material around the country. In the Safeguard Transporter trailer behind him were four B-61 nuclear bombs. He was taking them from Dyess to the Pantex facility outside Amarillo, where they'd get new fins designed to improve their accuracy. 

Bob loved his job and he loved his truck. There were plenty of things to complain about when it came to the government, but the truck he was driving wasn't one of them. The cab of the Peterbilt 529 was a home away from home. It had a good bed, top-notch sound system, comfortable seats, a refrigerator, and a flat screen TV, plus the security features unique to the OST rigs. There weren't any ejection seats, or machine guns mounted in the bumper, but sometimes Bob felt a little like James Bond. 

Mounted on the left side of the dash was a big, red button. Pressing that button would blow the wheels off the trailer, fill the inside with sticky foam, and send an emergency signal that would bring black helicopters swooping down from the sky.

It didn't pay to mess with the OST.

The Texas night rushed by, the rhythmic sound of tires on the pavement providing a soothing counterpoint to the music coming over the speakers. Up ahead, a pair of jackrabbits darted across the blacktop in the glare of the high beams. There wasn't much else to see along the road, except flat land and scrub. The route had been chosen to avoid populated areas as much as possible.

He glanced in his mirrors. The lights of the escort showed behind him, right where they should be. Two SUVs, four government men in suits who looked like they belonged in The Matrix. Nothing had ever happened in the four years he'd been on the job, but with the kind of stuff he was hauling, he was glad those boys were back there. They were all ex special forces, big, tough bastards.

He was getting near to Childress and the intersection with U.S. 287, where he'd turn left toward Amarillo. Then it was home for a two day break before the next run. He looked at the photograph of his wife pasted on the dash, taken the spring after Eddie was born. She was standing in a field of bluebonnets, smiling and holding the baby.

By the time he got home the kids would be in school, and Cindy would be waiting for him. He was looking forward to wrapping his arms around her and carrying her into the bedroom. She liked it when he did that. Hell, twelve years married, two kids, and he was more in love with her than ever. She was just a tiny thing, but boy, she was something else in bed. His very own Texas tornado, just like in the old blues song.

A few minutes later he made the turn onto 287. Another fifteen minutes, and he was coming up on the town of Estilline. Up ahead, he saw flares on the road and the flashing lights of two Highway Patrol cars. A cop stood in the road and waved him down.

Bob rolled down his window. The cop sauntered over to the cab and stepped up onto the running board. The man was whipcord lean and sunburned. His face was mean looking under his Stetson, with squinty eyes.

"What's the problem, officer?"

"Where you headed?"

"Amarillo."

"Well you can't go this way. Some dumbass ran his barge into the bridge over the river and took out one of the spans. You'll have to go 86 West, through Turkey."

"Damn."

The cop looked at the shiny blue truck.

"Nice rig you got here. Those boys back there with you?"

"Yes."

"You've got government plates. What are you hauling?"

"Machinery. Classified CNC stuff, programmed for making parts on the stealth fighters. That's why I've got an escort."

The lie came easy. 

"Uh, huh." The cop stepped back onto the pavement. "Y'all have a good trip. The turn off to 86 is just up the road."

"Thanks."

Bob rolled up his window, put the rig in gear and moved past the cars. 

Nosy cop.

The radio that connected Bob to the escort crackled.

"Bob, what was that about?" 

"The bridge over the Red River is shut down. I'm diverting to 86."

"Copy that. Out."

He turned onto the new route and planted the speedometer on sixty. Plenty fast enough, considering what he was carrying. The bombs weren't armed, but an accident would do more than end his job with OST. There was enough plutonium in those bombs to make this part of Texas a bad place to live in if it got loose.

Route 86 went through Turkey and Silverton, then connected with Interstate 27 at Tulia. From there it was a straight shot north to Amarillo. Between Estilline and Turkey was thirty miles of nothing. He reached over to turn up the volume on the radio.

Bob smiled, thinking about his wife.

Cindy, babe, I'm coming home.

The tire pressure gauge on his panel lit up. The steering began to feel heavy. Bob let his foot off the accelerator. The front left tire was losing pressure fast.

Damn it. All I need.

He steered to the side of the road and picked up the radio.

"Looks like I've got a flat tire. I have to stop. Better call up the wrecker."

"Copy."

He brought the truck to a stop. One of the escorts pulled ahead and parked, the other stopped behind. Bob left the diesel engine running and stepped down from the cab. The tractor settled on the rim of the wheel with a sigh.

The men in the SUVs got out of their cars. Headlights were coming up the highway behind them. Another set was coming from the opposite direction.

The lead agent was a man named Aaron Dupree. Dupree had been on the practice squad of the New Orleans Saints. Bob was six feet tall and weighed two hundred pounds, but Dupree dwarfed him. 

Dupree looked at the lights coming toward them. There hadn't been any traffic on the road for the past twenty minutes. 

Everyone who worked for OST knew these cargoes were a prime target for terrorists. The escorts were all former military and had gone through extensive training to prepare them for a potential terrorist attack. They were all armed, including Bob. He kept a Glock 23 in the cab. The trailers with their dangerous cargos were booby-trapped. Satellites kept track of the shipments. No one in their right mind would try to take one of these trucks.

What all the planners and trainers had forgotten was that it was a matter of opinion whether or not a terrorist was in his right mind.

As the two cars coming up from behind got closer, Dupree saw they were highway patrol, probably the same vehicles that had been in Estilline. A little of the tension building up across his broad shoulders eased away.

The cars came to a halt by the convoy. Four cops got out to stretch their legs. One of them lit a cigarette. The man with the squinty eyes walked over to Dupree. He gestured at the flat tire.

"Looks like you got a little trouble. Anything we can do to help?"

"No thanks," Dupree said, "we got it covered. A wrecker's coming."

"Well, that's all right then," the cop said.

He half turned away, then drew his pistol and shot Dupree twice in the chest, then once in the head. Dupree was dead before he hit the ground. The other three cops pulled their weapons and began shooting. In seconds all of the escorts were down on the pavement, dead or dying.

Bob scrambled for the cab. He had the door open and was reaching for the button when a bullet struck him in the back. He fell across the driver's seat. The leader of the phony cops put another round in his head. Blood and bits of brain matter sprayed over the windshield.

"Move," the man said. "Get the bodies into the back of the SUVs."

He pulled Bob's lifeless body out of the cab and got in. The radio was playing a song by Willie Nelson. The man took a card from his pocket and read what was on it. He pushed an unobtrusive black button next to the speedometer. A panel slid back on the dash, revealing a computer screen and keyboard. He entered a sixteen digit code. In the back of the trailer, the doors unlocked. 

As they cleared the road of the dead, a new tractor-trailer rig appeared and backed up to the open doors of the OST trailer. Two men moved a heavy steel ramp into place between them, forming a bridge.

The bombs were mounted on wheeled racks. With the security features turned off, it was a simple matter to release the clamps holding them in place, roll the bombs into the second trailer, and strap them down. The entire operation took only a few moments. As soon as the transfer was complete, the second truck drove away. The police cars and SUVs drove off in the opposite direction. All that was left at the scene were dark stains on the blacktop and the disabled truck sitting by the side of the road.

Four nuclear bombs, each big enough to turn a large city into a glowing crater, vanished into the Texas night.
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Nick Carter came awake to the sound of his pager vibrating across the end table next to the bed. The green numerals on the dresser clock showed six minutes before five in the morning. Usually the twins woke him by four at the latest. By some miracle, they were still asleep. Next to him, Selena rolled over and pulled the covers over her head. 

He picked up the pager and looked at the message.  

911.

Damn, he thought

911 meant a national security event had just taken place. 911 meant the shit had hit the fan.

Selena sat up in bed next to him. 

"What is it?"

"Harker sent a 911. Something's happened."

Selena sighed. 

"Someday nobody's going to call us in the middle of the night."

"It's not the middle of the night. It's five in the morning."

"It's too early for jokes, Nick. Go on, call her."

He sat on the edge of the bed and called in. Elizabeth Harker answered. 

"Nick, where are you?"

"Home. Asleep, or at least I was. "

"You need to get in here." 

She disconnected. Outside the bedroom window, a bird began singing.

"She wants us to come in," Nick said.

"I don't suppose she told you what it was about?"

"Are you kidding?"

"I'll go start the coffee," Selena said.

Nick used the bathroom, ran his hand over the stubble on his face, decided not to bother shaving. He pulled on gray Dockers, a light blue shirt and a gray jacket.  

911 meant the world might be ending, but he was going to get a cup of coffee before it did. He went into the kitchen, waiting for the brew to be ready. He heard Selena go down the hall to the other end of the loft to Anna's room.

Anna Montalbano had become one of their family. She'd started out as a part-time nanny months before. Since then she'd become a full-time friend. After she'd helped foil an attempt by Japanese criminals to hold the twins hostage, they'd all decided the best thing would be for her to move in with them. There was plenty of room in the converted loft where they lived. The twins loved her. Nick was grateful every day that Selena had found her.

Outside, the sky was beginning to lighten. It was late October. The heat and humidity of an East Coast summer had faded. For Nick, it was his favorite time of year, but Harker's message promised to cast a pall over the day.

Selena came back into the kitchen.

Nick handed her a cup of coffee.

"You'll need this."

Twenty minutes later they crossed the Potomac and headed for the restored federal mansion that was the new headquarters for what had been the Project. They'd named it Virginia House. Officially, the Project no longer existed. The current political environment didn't favor covert actions, no matter how effective they were. The new president wasn't half the man his predecessor had been. Hopkins had been afraid of political consequences if he kept the Project funded. 

He'd shut down Harker's team. 

With Selena's financial backing, Elizabeth had used her connections to set up a consulting service for a select clientele who needed the kind of specialized expertise her team could provide. Without White House protection, things were different. It meant she had to tread lightly. Elizabeth did her best to avoid situations that might lead to violent confrontations. 

Sometimes it even worked out. 

A small brass plaque by the gate of Virginia House announced the Harker Group. Nick pulled up under the portico in front of the mansion. They went in through a set of oak doors, passed under a large circular skylight overhead, and went into Elizabeth's office. She looked up from behind her desk as they came in.

Harker was a small woman, with an elfin, heart-shaped face. Her eyes were a deep, emerald green, her hair black as a raven's wing, streaked with white. What she lacked in size she more than made up for in dynamic energy.

She'd dressed in a black business suit and a blouse of crushed green silk that picked up the color of her eyes, a change from her usual white. She wore emerald earrings. A gold salamander with emerald eyes was pinned on her jacket. 

Stephanie Willits sat at a separate computer console near Elizabeth's desk. Steph was Elizabeth's deputy and friend. She had a pleasant, wide face that spoke of her Midwestern roots. Her auburn hair was tied behind her in a ponytail.

"Morning, guys."

"Hi, Steph," Nick said. "Morning, Director. We got here as fast as we could. What happened?"

"Better sit down for this one," Elizabeth said.

They took seats on a long leather couch in front of her desk.

"OST was moving four B-61 bombs from Dyess to the Pantex plant in Texas," she said. "Somebody hijacked them."

Selena brushed a wisp of hair away from her forehead. "I thought those trailers were escorted and booby-trapped."

"They are and it was. The hijackers killed the escorts and the driver. They defeated all the security measures."

Nick raised his eyebrows. "The safeguards are supposed to make that impossible." 

"That's what everyone thought, until now. After the trailer is armed, it's locked up tighter than Fort Knox. The driver can activate emergency features to disable it, but he can't open the doors. You can't disconnect the trailer from the tractor without a unique code. Everything is controlled by a computer. When the truck arrives at its destination, someone enters the code. That allows the doors to be opened and disables the security features."

"Then how did they get in?"

"That's something we're going to have to find out."

"And the nukes?"

"They moved them into another trailer and drove off." 

"Shit." 

"That's what we're all going to be in soon, if someone doesn't find those bombs. I got a call from DCI Hood. The president has once again decided he can make an exception for our involvement. We'll be working under CIA auspices."

"Oh, joy," Nick said. "That makes me so happy."

"Don't start, Nick."

"This is the FBI's turf. They'll go ballistic if we show up."  

"Isn't Langley supposed to stay out of domestic incidents?" Selena asked.

"That's right," Elizabeth said, "unless there are unusual circumstances. Four stolen nuclear bombs qualifies as unusual."

"Please tell me those bombs weren't armed," Nick said.

"Of course they weren't armed. It doesn't matter. Whoever took them can't set them off, but there's enough nuclear material in them to make a lot of trouble."  

"How much material?"

"These were type MOD 11 nuclear earth-penetrators. Variable yield, with a plutonium core. Each one can be dialed up to four hundred kilotons. For comparison, the bomb that wiped out Hiroshima was around fifteen kilotons. It's the primary strategic bomb in our arsenal. Just one would take out a city like New York."

"Jesus. Someone stole sixteen hundred kilotons worth of plutonium?"

"You must have gotten an 'A' in math," Elizabeth said.  

Nick got up, went to the sideboard and poured a cup of coffee.

"How do you want to start?" he said.

"I think it's an inside job," Elizabeth said. "No one outside of OST knows when nukes are being moved, much less the route. Someone had to tell the bad guys where the truck was going to be and give them the code for the computer."

"By now those bombs could be anywhere." 

"The satellites might tell us something," Stephanie said. "Freddie's already on it." 

Freddie was a Cray super computer Stephanie had modified with artificial intelligence.

"It's going to be hard to spot the truck they used," Elizabeth said. "There are a lot of big rigs out there. It's like trying to find one unique grain of sand on the beach." 

"If I were them, I'd go to ground and get out of sight," Nick said. "Or I'd move the bombs out of the country, fast. If they don't park in a barn somewhere, Mexico is a good bet. It's close by. There are a lot of places they could get across the border without any problem. Or they could head for the gulf, offload to a ship. There's no way we can watch every spot on the coast. I'm not optimistic about finding where they went anytime soon."

"The president won't want to hear that."

"That's too damn bad. Playing ostrich on this isn't going to help. Whoever did this is smart. It took some serious planning to pull off."

"Just what we need," Stephanie said. "Smart terrorists."

"Look on the bright side," Nick said. "It's good they're smart." 

"How could that possibly be good?" 

"Do you want somebody stupid messing around with a nuclear bomb?"
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"We need a plan," Elizabeth said. 

"I have a question," Selena said. "Are we going to bring in Ronnie and Lamont? And what about Valentina?"

"Not yet. Let's wait and see what happens. For now, the four of us are enough."

"Don't forget Freddie," Stephanie said.

"Are you listening, Freddie?" Elizabeth asked.

I am always listening, Director, unless I have been instructed not to.

"If you have an idea, feel free to jump in."

That is a confusing instruction, Director. I am unable to jump.

Nick stifled a laugh. Freddie sometimes took offense if he was laughed at. For a computer, he had become remarkably human. Sometimes it was annoying as hell.

"I'm sorry, Freddie," Elizabeth said. "It's just an expression. It means to contribute if you feel you have something to add."

I will add this information to my database.

"What's our first assumption?" Selena asked.

"That whoever took those bombs is a serious player," Nick said. "I can't see a bunch of amateurs pulling off something like that."

"The satellites will have something," Stephanie said. "Those shipments are tracked. There must be something we can use."

I am accessing the satellite photos now .

"Excellent, Freddie. Please display them on the monitor."

A large monitor sat on the end of Elizabeth's desk. Images from the satellite assigned to the OST transport began to appear as Freddie relayed them. A series of still photographs captured the journey of the trailer and escorts as they left Dyess and headed toward Amarillo.

The progress of the convoy was normal until it reached Estilline, before the bridge across the Red River. The satellite record showed the police cars and the stop, then the diversion from 287 onto 86. Everything seemed fine until the truck slowed and pulled over to the side of the road.

The rest followed in short order. Two cop cars pulled up. The escorting agents got out of the SUV's. Then the cops shot them and the driver. One of the hijackers climbed up into the cab and disabled the security measures, including the tracking signal that locked the satellite on target. Still overhead, the bird continued to record events on the highway. Another truck pulled up, and the transfer of the bombs began. The satellite moved out of range, but not before photographs showed the truck that now held the bombs headed back toward Estilline.

"What about the driver?" Nick asked. "Maybe he was in on it. Or maybe someone else at OST."

"He's dead, isn't he?" Stephanie asked.

"That doesn't mean he wasn't involved," Elizabeth said. 

"I don't think he was," Nick said. "Watch the part where the terrorists shoot everyone." Nick pointed at a man in the photos wearing a ball cap. "That's the driver. He was trying to get back into the cab when they shot him.  I think he was trying to disable the trailer. But he doesn't make it."

"Or he was double crossed," Selena said.

"Yeah, could be."

Stephanie said, "Freddie, have you found out anything about him?"

Yes.

Stephanie sighed. "Please put it up on the monitor."

Certainly, Stephanie. All you need to do is ask.

They studied Wardell's records, neatly typed out on the monitor. It was complete from birth, including work history, military records, and finances. 

"This guy looks like Mister Clean," Nick said. "Married twelve years. Did a tour in Afghanistan. He was an E5, worked in the motor pool for his unit. No bad marks, honorable discharge. He's got two kids."

"Any big deposits lately?" Selena asked. "Maybe a new Corvette? Something like that? What do drivers for OST make in a year?"

The average wage is about seventy eight thousand a year plus benefits.

"He was just getting by on his salary," Nick said. He read down the report. "His wife is a stay-at-home mom. Two kids and a mortgage. He had two thousand in a savings account and a little over eight thousand in credit card debt. She's got a couple of department store cards, but nothing major."

"For the moment, let's rule him out as a willing participant," Elizabeth said. "I want to know who was responsible for the computer in that truck, the one that controlled all the security features. Who knew the codes?"

I can find that out, Director.

"I think you're right, Director. It has to be an inside job," Nick said. "Nothing else fits."

The codes used are single use only, issued out of OST headquarters in Albuquerque. 

"Freddie, who had access to the codes? Did the escorts know?"

Negative. Two people are responsible for the codes. Someone at the destination and someone at OST headquarters. The computer on the truck is programmed by satellite command."

"Whoever did this is a traitor," Nick said.

"You wonder why someone would sell out his country like this. Hand over nuclear weapons to terrorists," Selena said.

"Probably money."

"Maybe it's someone who just hates America on principle."

"There's a lot of that going around these days," Nick said.
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The first sharp sliver of a new moon sliced the night sky. Outside an abandoned warehouse on the Texas coast, a rust-streaked fishing trawler lay alongside a rotting wooden wharf that jutted out from the shore. Three of the stolen bombs were on board, hidden under a tarp on the deck. It was only a temporary arrangement. The trawler would head out onto the Gulf and transfer the weapons to a freighter waiting offshore. The fourth bomb had been placed in a moving truck painted yellow. Beneath the paint, the faint letters of a national rental company could still be made out.

Two groups watched each other on the dirt floor of the warehouse. A small man with a full beard stood in front of a dozen men. Across from him stood the hijackers, now numbering nine. Both groups were armed, guns held casually across the chest or pointed at the floor. An aluminum briefcase sat on a table between them.

The leader of the hijackers had broad shoulders that stretched the seams of his suit jacket. His name was Luca. His face was course, his complexion dark and heavily shadowed with his beard. 

"You have the goods. Time for the rest of the payment, Ruslan," he said.

It was the small man's real name. He wasn't concerned. He knew it didn't matter. 

Ruslan gestured at the case.

"It's right there. Five million in diamonds. The rest has been deposited in the Bahamas, as requested."

"I know that. I already checked. You don't mind if I take a quick look, do you?"

Ruslan smiled, revealing bad teeth.

"Of course not. Please. I won't feel insulted if you look. I would do the same, in your place."

Luca walked over to the case and opened it while everyone watched. Inside were dozens of plastic bags filled with diamonds. He opened one of the bags and selected a stone at random. Taking a jeweler's loupe from his jacket pocket, Luca inspected the diamond. He put it back, then did the same with another diamond from a different bag. He repeated the process with a third. Then he closed the case and stood.

"Satisfied?" Ruslan asked.

"They're good quality, unmarked. It's been a pleasure doing business with you."

Luca's men looked at each other and grinned.

Ruslan placed his hand on his heart and bowed, slightly. "And with you. Perhaps we can work together in the future."

He started to move away, then turned. "One more thing, Mister Luca."

"Yeah?" Luca said.

Ruslan's men opened fire. The sound of the guns hammered against the tin roof of the empty warehouse. Brass casings showered the floor. There was no time to react. The hijackers spun and staggered as the bullets tore into them, then crumpled to the ground. Ruslan walked over and administered a single shot to the head of each man. Then he spit on Luca's dead face.  

"Put the bodies in the trailer."

When his men were done, Ruslan climbed up into the trailer and placed a gray box under Luca's body. He flipped a switch on the side and covered the box with the dead man's jacket. No one looking in would see it. Ruslan got out of the trailer and gently closed the doors.

He turned to two men waiting quietly nearby. They would take the truck with the bomb to its destination.

"Remember" Ruslan said. "Do not exceed the speed limits. Drive only during the day. It is much harder to see the police at night. Observe as you drive. Sometimes their vehicles are not marked with lights and signs. If you are stopped, do not panic. Be polite. You will be asked for your license and registration. Give them to the cop and don't worry about it. Your papers will pass any inspection."

One of the men said, "What if they want to inspect the load?" 

"Don't argue. Open the back for them. They will see only chairs and household goods."

The men nodded.

He handed one of them a piece of paper. 

"Rooms have been reserved for you at motels along your route, using the names on your documents. They have been paid for, but you may be asked for a credit card. Use the ones I gave you. Leave your room as soon as it is light and arrive at the next stop before dark. Leave nothing behind. Only speak English where others can hear. You have your phones?"

Nods of assent.

"Use them only if a problem arises. If the truck breaks down, someone will come to assist you. You know what to do if the truck is going to be fully searched. God willing, you will not be stopped. Once you have arrived at your destination, call the number you've been given. You will receive further instructions."

Ruslan paused.

"You are the vanguard of our victory. It is a great honor." 

He hugged each of the men in turn. 

"Go with God," he said. 

The two men climbed into their truck. The engine started and a moment later they were gone.

Ruslan picked up the aluminum briefcase and headed for the trawler. His men followed him aboard. It was still several hours until dawn. Water frothed and churned as the ship backed away from the pier. The bow swung around and the trawler headed out into the gulf, where the freighter waited. 

Ruslan watched the shore recede into the darkness. The man standing next to him sighed.

"It will be good to get home. My mother is ill. She hasn't been the same since my brother's death. I miss my family."

Ruslan patted him on the back.

"Don't worry, Mahkmud. You'll be home soon enough."

"In'shallah."

Ruslan looked at the blunt shapes of death hidden under the tarpaulin. 

Yes, he thought, as God wills.

An hour later, the trawler reached the waiting ship. Ruslan watched a crane swing out over the side and lift the bombs from the deck of the trawler, then lower them  into the hold. When the bombs were aboard, everyone boarded the freighter, leaving the trawler adrift. 

Ruslan stood at the rail as the freighter moved away. He took a transmitter from his pocket and pressed a button. The explosion blew the bottom out of the abandoned trawler. She shuddered and listed to port, settling in the water. Within a minute, she was gone from sight. 

On the horizon, the first hint of dawn was visible.
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The next day Nick and Selena were back in Elizabeth's office. Nick had deep shadows under his eyes.

"You look tired, Nick," Stephanie said.

"The twins kept us up all night," Selena said. "Both of them have teeth coming in."

Selena wore a navy blue outfit that deepened the color of her violet eyes. She seemed radiant. Stephanie wondered how she managed to look like that without much sleep. Nick, on the other hand, looked like he hadn't slept in a week. He needed a shave.

"We have something," Elizabeth said. "The FBI found the truck used to move the bombs."

"Where is it?" Nick asked.

"Southeast Texas, right on the coast. I want both of you to get down there right away."

"Both of us? Why? I can go by myself."

"Because two sets of eyes are better than one."

"But..."

"Both of you, Nick."

Nick knew when it was futile to argue.

He said, "The FBI won't go out of their way to cooperate. I don't trust the feds to tell us what they find." 

"That's one of the reasons you're going. The Bureau has to wait to examine the trailer until you get there. I got Hood to lock it down. The agents on site will think you're from Langley."

Nick rolled his eyes. "They're going to love that."

Stephanie's hands flew over the keyboard of her computer.

"I can get you and Selena into Houston around two this afternoon."

"Can you book us a car rental?"

"Sure." She tapped on her keys. "You've got a choice of a Malibu or a Cadillac."

"You kidding? We'll take the Caddy."

The flight to Houston was uneventful. They picked up the car at the airport. The trailer had been discovered near the town of Palacios, two hours away. 

They'd been on the road for about half an hour, each wrapped in their own thoughts. Nick was driving.

Selena broke the silence.

"Who do you think is behind this?"

"Whoever it is, they're several cuts above your average terrorist. It took a lot of  planning to pull off an operation like this. The cop cars, for instance."

He pulled out and passed a big diesel RV towing a Jeep behind it. 

"I've been thinking about it. The truck was stopped, then the driver diverted. I think we can rule out foreigners pretending to be cops. Those shipments go through Texas all the time. All the drivers know what the Highway Patrol looks like and how they act. I don't think you could fool them if you weren't American. The driver and escorts would have reacted if anything seemed suspicious."

"You're giving the driver and the escorts a pass?"

"For the moment."

"Crooked cops then?"

"It's possible, but I think it's unlikely. The FBI will look into it. With enough money, it wouldn't be difficult to get fake vehicles and uniforms. Hollywood does it all the time."

"Where we're going is right on the Gulf. If this trailer is the right one, those bombs were probably loaded onto a ship. That means they're out in the Atlantic somewhere."

Nick nodded. "Yep. Going to be a lot of fun trying to find out what ship and where it's going."

The rest of the drive passed in silence. When they got to the place where the trailer had been found, a highway patrolman stopped them. Nick showed a phony CIA ID and was waved through. Several men in suits and ties were standing around doing nothing, looking pissed off. 

"Not a bunch of happy campers," Nick said.

They got out of the car.

A man in a blue suit came striding toward them. He looked angry.

"You from Langley?"

"That's right. I'm Nick. This is Selena."

"Jack Sorenson, Special Agent in Charge."

He didn't hold out his hand.

"You're the ones who stopped us from doing our job?" 

"I wouldn't put it that way," Selena said.

"We're not trying to make things hard for you," Nick said.

"I'm really glad to hear that," Sorenson said. "That will make everybody feel a lot better. We could have had this wrapped up by now, if we didn't have to wait for you."

"Why don't you tell us how you found this place?" Nick said. "The sooner we get what we came for, the sooner we're gone."

Jack gave off an exaggerated sigh.

"A couple of kids came down to the cove to fish off the wharf. That warehouse over there has been abandoned and closed up for years. They saw the doors were open and decided to explore a little. They took a look inside."

"And?"

"And, they saw the trailer. It freaked them out. They told their parents. One of them called the local cops."

"Why did it freak them out?"

"It had blood dripping out of it."

"That would do it," Selena said.

"What happened next?" 

"The cops showed up. There was a BOLO out on a big drug shipment coming from Mexico, with instructions to back off and notify us if something suspicious turned up. A trailer with no plates and leaking blood qualified as suspicious. They called us. They knew enough to leave it alone."

"Let's go take a look," Nick said.

They walked over to the warehouse. The rest of Sorenson's team trailed behind. Inside the building, sunlight streamed through holes in the tin roof. 

The building was about a hundred feet long. The trailer was parked two thirds of the way in. Multiple tire tracks crisscrossed the dirt floor. As they got closer to the trailer, they saw dozens of shiny brass casings scattered about. There were so many casings, it was difficult to avoid stepping on them. Nick bent down, stuck a pen in the end of one, and picked it up. He examined it and showed it to Selena. 

"Nine mil. Doesn't tell us a lot."

"There might be prints on them."

There were dark stains in the dirt under the trailer where blood had pooled and coagulated. The flies had come. Hundreds of them crawled about in the dirt and buzzed through the air. 

"Lots of tire tracks," Nick said. 

"Gee, I hadn't noticed that," Sorenson said.

Nick ignored him. They came up to the trailer. The doors were closed. More loud buzzing came from inside.

"Anyone look to see what's in there?"

"Well, now," Sorenson said. "That's what we would've done until you jerked our chain and shut us down. But now that you're here, maybe we can find out if there are any bombs inside. What do you think?"

Nick took off his sunglasses and looked at him. Sorenson moved back a step.

"I think that if you don't drop the attitude, we're going to have a problem. Get someone to open it up."

The FBI man started to say something, looked at Nick's eyes, and thought better of it. He turned to one of the agents standing nearby.

"Eddie, get the doors on that trailer open."

"About time," Eddie said.

Eddie put on a pair of disposable gloves, reached up to the handles on the doors, and pulled them open. The stench of death filled the air. The buzzing got louder. A cloud of flies burst out of the open doors. Eddie covered his nose.

"Jesus, what a stink. There's a bunch of bodies in here. It's a slaughterhouse."

Sorenson and the other agents crowded close to look. Nick and Selena backed away and stood apart from the others. 

"That explains the blood," Selena said.

"Are the bombs there?" Sorenson asked.

"No bombs."

Eddie climbed up into the trailer.

"Looks like eight, no, nine bodies. Somebody used these guys for target practice. Then whoever it was shot them all in the head."

Nick turned to Selena. "I think we just found our hijackers." 

"This isn't good," Selena said. 

"Hey, Jack," Eddie called. "This one looks like he might be the leader. He's better dressed than the others. Got a suit on."

"Go through his pockets. See if he's got any ID."

"Got it. I'm going to roll him over."

Selena called over to him. "Maybe you should wait for forensics to..."

The trailer vanished in a burst of white light and overwhelming sound. Nick sensed something hurtling through the air toward him. Then, nothing.
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Nick drifted. He was lying somewhere, surrounded by light. There was something he was trying to remember. He couldn't pull it in. Sometimes it seemed like someone was talking to him, but he couldn't make out the words. He felt light, free, as if his body wasn't there. 

That's not right. How can I not have a body?

He thought about that for a while, became aware of someone talking again. Telling him something he didn't want to hear. Something nagged at him, like an itch he couldn't scratch. Then he was moving, slow at first, then faster, being pulled somewhere he didn't want to go. He couldn't stop it, couldn't control it. He felt a hard jolt, like hitting the ground after a jump. The light disappeared. He felt thick, heavy.

He tried to open his eyes and failed. He tried again and they came open. Above him was a white ceiling. He was lying in a hospital bed. An IV fed into his right arm. He hurt all over. Someone was nearby.

"Nick. Thank God."

Nick turned his head.

"Steph," he croaked. His voice was raw, raspy.

Stephanie picked up a glass of water with a bendable straw and held the straw to his lips.

"Just a little."

He sipped. His throat and mouth were dry as desert sand. The water was liquid nectar.

"Where am I?"

"Houston. Methodist Hospital. You had us worried for a while."

His mind worked at it. He remembered standing with Selena while the FBI looked inside the trailer.  

"What happened?" 

"The trailer was booby-trapped," Stephanie said. "It blew up."

Selena.

Adrenaline surged through him. A monitor next to his bed began beeping.

"Selena?"

Stephanie put a hand on his arm.

"She's all right. The explosion knocked both of you down. You came off worse than she did. She got away with cuts and bruises. You were hit in the head by a piece of the trailer. It caused massive bleeding. They had to open your skull to let the pressure out."

He had a terrible headache. It felt as though someone had stuck a spike in his head.

"That explains the headache."

A nurse came into the room.

"Mister Carter. You're awake."

She looked at the monitor, checked his IV feed, looked at Stephanie.

"Are you his wife?" she asked.

"No, just a friend." 

"I'm afraid you have to leave," the nurse said. "He needs rest."

Stephanie got up from her chair.

"Don't worry about anything, Nick. I'll be back later."

"Okay..."

The next time he woke, Selena was sitting next to the bed. Her face was marked with cuts and bandages.

"There you are," she said. "How are you feeling?"

"Like I got hit by a truck."

"You did. A piece of one anyway. You should see yourself. With that bandage around your head you look like a mummy. You also have some really colorful bruises."

"I'm getting really tired of getting hit in the head with something."

"Good thing you've got a head like a rock."

"I'm not sure how I should take that. What happened to the others?"

A shadow flickered across Selena's face.

"Sorenson's dead. So is the guy who went into the truck, along with two other agents. Three more were critically injured. Whoever planted that bomb knew what he was doing."

"Have you noticed how many times we've said that?"

"Said what?"

"That somebody knew what they were doing. If the hijackers were the ones in that truck, who killed them? Who's behind this?"

"We're back to the big question, aren't we?" 

"Bigger question right now is where are those bombs?"

"If we get the answer to that one, we'll know the answer to the other."

"I have to get out of here," Nick said.

"Soon, Nick. Not yet."

Someone was standing behind Selena. Nick couldn't see his face. 

"Who's that behind you?"

Selena turned around. "What are you talking about? There's no one else here."

The figure was gone.

"I thought I saw someone. But I don't see him now."

"You're tired, Nick. I'm going to leave and let you rest."

"Are you here, in the hospital?"

"No, I'm staying in a hotel nearby. I'm going to hang out until you're ready to go home. It will just be a few days."

"Selena..."

"Anna is taking care of the kids. I told her we'd been in a car accident. Someone has to keep an eye on you. It might as well be me."
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Dzhamal Abdulayev sat in the passenger seat and watched the Missouri countryside roll past, thinking how different this vast land was from home. He rubbed a hand across his newly shaven face. Americans had become suspicious of men who looked like him. He'd been instructed to shave as part of his cover. The feel of naked skin on his face was a strange sensation. In his wildest imagination, he had never thought he would cross into Paradise without his beard. 

The journey to Paradise was near, of that he was certain. Dzhamal had no illusions about surviving this mission. The truck and the bomb were headed for the city of Washington. Why Washington had been chosen as the target instead of New York or some other city, was not his concern. Dzhamal assumed there were good reasons. The reasons didn't matter. When the bomb detonated his time on earth would be over and he would be a martyr, welcomed into Paradise, favored by Allah.

They were traveling on an interstate highway headed toward St. Louis. Dzhamal's friend Akhmad was driving, keeping a few miles under the speed limit of 70. 

Back home, the two of them had joined the rebellion at the same time. They'd become friends as they went through training together. The friendship had lasted, and now here they were. In the heartland of the enemy, chosen to strike a blow against the Americans who had encouraged and betrayed them.

The sun was shining, it was a fine day. There'd been no problems with the vehicle. Traffic was moderate. They were already halfway across Missouri. The next stop was St. Louis, where a room had been reserved for them in a motel outside of the city. Two days after that they would arrive in Washington, go to ground, and wait for instructions.

"What a strange country this is," Akhmad said. "It's so green and lush. Not like home."

They were passing a farm where several cows grazed in a pasture.

"Look at those fat cows," he said. "One of those could provide an income for my family for years. How did these people become so rich?"

"By exploiting everyone they could," Dzhamal said. "They are a greedy nation."

They passed a sign welcoming them to the town of Rollo. 

"If I didn't know better, I would think Allah had blessed them," Akhmad said.

"They are all doomed to hell, you know that. They can't take their cows with them into the flames."

The truck came around a long, sweeping curve.

Red and blue lights began flashing in Akhmad's mirror. A police car had appeared out of nowhere, right behind them.

"Police! Where did he come from? What shall I do?"

"Remember what Ruslan said. Pull over to the side of the road. Use your turn signal."

Akhmad used the signal, pulled to the side of the road and stopped. He left the engine running. The police car sat behind them, lights flashing.

"What's he doing? Why doesn't he get out of the car?"

"He will. He's probably checking the license plate number. Stay calm. Remember, speak English."

A minute later, a state trooper got out of his car and walked up to the truck. He wore a flat brimmed gray hat and a gray blue uniform. A black belt crossed his chest. A shiny black holster held his gun on his right hip. 

Akhmad rolled down his window. 

"Yes, officer. Is there a problem?"

"Sir, are you aware that you were speeding?"

"Speeding? I was going under the speed limit, maybe 65, no more."

"The speed limit here is 60 miles per hour. I clocked you at 68. May I see your license and registration, please?"

Akhmad pulled down the sun visor, where the registration of the truck was held under a rubber band. He took the phony license from his wallet and handed it over with the registration to the cop. Dzhamal pretended to be disinterested.

The trooper looked at the Texas license and at Akhmad, comparing the picture with the man. He looked at the registration.

"You're from Dallas?"

"Yes, sir. My father owns a store there."

"What kind of store?"

"Furniture. He buys furniture and sells it all over the country."

Beads of perspiration began to appear on Akhmad's forehead.

The cop noticed the sweat. He noticed the different skin tones on the driver's face. 

He just shaved a beard. 

"What's in the truck?"

"Furniture. Like I said, my father sells it. We're going to Washington."

"Sir, you seem a little nervous. Is something the matter?"

"No, nothing's the matter."

It had been a long time since trooper Costello had been a rookie. He knew the signs when someone was lying or trying to hide something. Alarms were going off in the back of his mind. He unsnapped the strap on his holster, kept his hand on the butt of his pistol and backed away a step. 

Costello didn't know about the stolen bombs. At roll call the duty sergeant had told everyone to be on the lookout for anything suspicious involving a truck twenty feet long or bigger that might be carrying drugs. The cover story fed to police all over the country was that a large heroin shipment was coming up from Mexico. This truck fit the description, and the driver was acting as if something was wrong.

"Sir, would you mind getting out of the truck and showing me the load?"

Akhmad and Dzhamal looked at each other.

"Do as he says," Dzhamal said, softly.

Akhmad got out of the truck and walked around to the back. Costello kept a few feet away. His hand never left his gun. Akhmad opened the rollup door on the back of the truck. Used chairs, tables, and bookshelves were piled to the top of the space.

"Sir, please stand to the side."

Akhmad waved his hand. "As you can see, just furniture."

With his left hand, the trooper took a heavy flashlight from his belt and shone the beam into the interior of the truck. The light reflected from something white inside. It didn't look like a file cabinet or a chair.

"Sir, what have you got in there besides furniture?"

By now Akhmad was sweating.

"Nothing. There's nothing in there except furniture. Please, can we go?"

"Why are you sweating, sir?"

"I don't know. It's hot."

A light breeze was blowing. It was a pleasant day.

"Sir, I'd like you to unload some of the furniture so I can see what else is in there. Can you do that for me?"

"This is much work to me."

Akhmad's English was starting to break down under stress.

In the cab, Dzhamal listened to the conversation. 

You know what to do if the truck is going to be searched.

Ruslan's words pounded in his head. He started to get out of the cab.

"You in the cab, stay where you are," the cop called.

"Okay."

Dzhamal pulled the door shut. He heard the cop tell Akhmad to start moving furniture out of the truck. He knew what he had to do. He reached under the dash until he felt the detonator.

He began to recite the Shahada.

"There is no God but God...Mohammed is his messenger..."

Dzhamal pressed the button. Twenty kilos of Semtex exploded under the bomb. The truck and its load ceased to exist. Officer Costello, Akhmad, and Dzhamal were pulverized into red mist. The metal surrounding the warhead shattered.

A cloud of deadly plutonium drifted over the peaceful Missouri countryside.
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It was late afternoon in Houston. Nick was sitting up in his hospital bed reading a Tom Clancy novel when Selena came into the room. Her face told him there was bad news. 

"What happened?"

"One of the missing bombs was in a truck headed toward St. Louis," Selena said. "The truck got stopped for speeding and something made the trooper suspicious. He told the driver to open the back, took out his flashlight and looked inside. The truck blew up. It was a big explosion. Semtex, C4, something like that. The passenger must have  triggered it."

"How do they know what happened?"

"They recovered the camera that was in the cop's car."

"What about the bomb?"

"It wasn't armed, so it didn't detonate. But the casing was destroyed in the blast. The plutonium core disintegrated. There was a breeze that spread it around. They've cordoned off twenty square miles. No one is sure yet how far the contamination extends."

"What about radioactivity?"

"Ground Zero where the truck blew up is hotter than hell. The immediate danger is airborne particles. It doesn't get much more toxic than plutonium. One small particle in your lungs can kill you. Once those particles settle out, the area is going to be a no go zone for a long time. The damage is incalculable, and it wasn't even in a city. They're evacuating the region, thousands of people."

"I wonder where that truck was going?"

"It could have been anywhere. The next big city is St. Louis. Maybe there. Or they could have been headed for the East Coast or Chicago."

Nick sat on the edge of the bed.

"My clothes are in that closet. Can you get them for me?"

"It's too soon for you to leave, Nick."

"Maybe. I'm checking myself out anyway."

"I don't suppose it will do any good for me to argue."

"Nope."

Selena sighed, went to the closet, and brought the clothes over to the bed. She watched him get dressed.

"My. Your butt has all the colors of the rainbow. It's kind of cute."

"Funny," Nick said.

The doctor argued with him but they had to let him go. They gave him a bag of pills and a sheet of instructions and made him sign a release absolving the hospital of any responsibility. They made him sit in a wheelchair and rolled him to the entrance. 

Then they washed their hands of him. 

An hour after that, Selena and Nick were at the airport. By early evening they were back in Washington. By the time they got home, the twins were asleep.

"Oh my God," Anna said when she saw them. "Nick, you look like you got run over by a truck."

"I almost was. They've got some bad drivers in Texas," Nick said.

"I'm glad you're all right. The kids are down for the night. Katrina's been crying a lot, poor baby. Her gums are really sore."

"Thanks for being here," Selena said.

"You know I'm happy to help anyway I can. Now that you're here, I need to go visit my mom. I probably won't be back until late."

"Take your time," Selena said.

After she was gone, Selena went into the twins' room to check on them. When she came out, Nick was sitting by the kitchen counter.

His head throbbed where they'd cut into his skull.

"I've got the mother of all headaches."

He washed down a couple of pills, went into the bedroom, and undressed. He looked at himself in the bathroom mirror. A white bandage wrapped around his head. His face was bruised. His chest, back, and ass looked like a psychedelic painter's palette.

He thought about taking a shower and gave it up. After he lay down on the bed, colored flashes of light began flickering behind his closed eyelids. He listened to the refrigerator in the kitchen. It sounded like someone talking in a language he couldn't quite understand.

Nick fell asleep. He dreamed of bright lights and darkness and someone talking to him. In the morning he couldn't remember what the dream was about.
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The lights in Elizabeth's office hurt Nick's eyes as he walked in. He pulled sunglasses from his pocket and put them on.

"I love the look," Stephanie said. "With the bandage around your head and the sunglasses you look like the invisible man, except I can see most of you."

"Don't pay any attention to her, Nick," Elizabeth said.

"I try not to."

"How's the headache?" Selena asked. "Did it go away?"

"It's okay."

The headache had settled down to a dull ache. It didn't bother him much. What bothered him was an intermittent sound like someone talking, far away. Like words he couldn't quite make out. It had to be an aftermath of the hit he'd taken on his head. He figured it would go away after a while. In the meantime, he pushed it to the back of his mind.

He sat down.

"What have we got?"

"Freddie analyzed the tire tracks by the trailer in Texas," Stephanie said. "Several vehicles, none of which were found at the scene. Tire impressions from a medium-size truck, like a U-Haul rental. That would be consistent with the truck that blew up in Missouri." 

"Do we know anything about the terrorists?"

"There's not much left of them to identify, but we have the recording from the trooper's camera. It's a miracle it survived. Everything's on it, right up to the instant of the explosion. There's quite a bit of footage showing the driver. The sound isn't great, but you can hear the trooper tell someone to get back inside the cab. The camera didn't capture whoever it was."

"Let's look at it," Elizabeth said.

Stephanie keyed up the recording. The large monitor on Harker's desk lit with a shot taken through the windshield of the trooper's vehicle as the car pulled up behind the truck. A digital readout recorded the date, time, and speed of the vehicle being tracked.

"Sixty-eight," Stephanie said. "They have a speed trap in that area. The speed limit goes from seventy to sixty along that stretch, but the sign is hard to see. That's why the cop pulled him over." 

The truck signaled, moved over to the side of the road, and stopped.

"Freeze it there," Nick said.

"Texas license plate," Stephanie said. "I ran the numbers. The truck was registered to a company and address in Houston. The address turned out to be a vacant lot and the company doesn't exist."

"Why doesn't that surprise me?" Nick said. "What was the cop's name?"

"Costello. Jerry Costello. He had a wife and three kids."

"Bastards," Selena said. "There's always somebody left behind."

"Let's see more," Nick said.

The recording started again. Costello appeared in front of the camera, walking toward the truck. They watched as he talked to the driver through the window. They saw him unsnap his holster and step back.

"Right there is when he realized something was wrong," Steph said.

The sound on the recording was poor, but they could hear Costello ask the driver to get out and show him the load. The man who got down from the cab was about five foot nine and dark-haired. He wore a white shirt open at the collar and dark trousers. The trooper followed the driver to the back of the truck. The door came open.

"Looks like a load of furniture," Nick said.

"Wait," Stephanie said.

They watched Costello take out his flashlight and shine it into the interior of the truck. Then they heard him tell the driver to start unloading. The man's face was shiny with sweat. He said something to Costello. 

"Hold it there," Nick said. "What did the driver say?"

Steph paused the video.

"I had to run it a couple of times to figure it out," she said. "What he says is, 'It is much work to me.'"

"English isn't his native language," Selena said.

"He doesn't look like he's from the Middle East," Nick said. "Look at his face, his eyes. There's a touch of Asia there."

Selena said, "I think he must've had a beard not very long ago. See how his skin is lighter where a beard would be?"

"You're right," Nick said. "If he's Muslim and a terrorist, they would have told him to shave so he wouldn't stand out."

"He could be Eastern European," Elizabeth said.

"He could be," Selena said. "Or somewhere farther east. Russia, maybe. Or one of the former Soviet republics."

"I think you're right," Nick said. 

"Hood isn't going to like it if we tell him the Russians might be behind this," Stephanie said. 

"I didn't say that," Selena said. "I said he could be from that area. He doesn't look like an ethnic Russian."

"Let's see the rest, Steph," Elizabeth said.

The video began again. They heard Costello tell someone to get back in the cab of the truck. The driver started to take a chair down from the truck. Then everything went white.

Selena turned the lights back on. Next to one wall of the office was a whiteboard set on a rolling frame. Nick got up and brought it over.

"Okay," he said. "Let's brainstorm it. What do we know? What don't we know?"

"We know one bomb is out of commission," Selena said.

Nick picked up a marker and made a note on the board.

One bomb accounted for.

"One down, three to go."

"Tire tracks in Texas indicated one truck like the one that blew up. The logical conclusion is that the other bombs were moved in some other way. Maybe by ship." 

Nick wrote on the board. 

Others? Ship?

"We don't know that the other bombs aren't still in the country," Selena said.

"There were only tracks for one truck in Texas."

"Yes, but maybe they handed the others off along the way."

"They used a phony address to register the truck," Nick said. "Are there any other vehicles registered to the same address?"

"No," Stephanie said.

"Is it possible for someone to arm the other bombs?" 

Can bombs be armed? Nick wrote. 

"I'll find out," Stephanie said.

"Anything else?"

"We really don't know much, do we?" Selena said.

"What about forensics in Missouri?" Elizabeth said. "They might find something in the wreckage."

Forensics on scene, Nick wrote.

"That's going to be tricky," he said. "Everything's contaminated."

"How about satellite shots over the Gulf?" Selena said. "If they transferred bombs to a ship, there could be photos. If we can pick up the transfer, we might be able to track wherever the ship is going."

"I've been running through satellite coverage that was over the area at the time," Stephanie said. "Maybe we'll get lucky, but so far I haven't found zip." 

"It figures. That would be too easy," Nick said.

"A B-61 bomb is about twelve feet long," Elizabeth said. "A boat wouldn't have to be very big." 

"Great," Nick said. "Do you know how many boats there are in the Gulf that can handle something twelve feet long?"

Nick looked at the list on the whiteboard.

Selena said, "The hijackers had to know the code for the truck's onboard computer. It's the only way to get the doors open without triggering all the safety features." 

Nick wrote on the whiteboard.

What about the code? Traitor at OST?

"We have to find out how they got it," he said. "Someone programmed it. We start there. We follow the trail. We identify anyone who knew the code, then put them under a microscope. Finances, relationships, history, the works."

"I've already identified two people who knew the codes," Stephanie said. "One of them works at the Pantex plant. His name is McAllen. He's the one who would have deactivated the system when the truck arrived. The other is a man named Campbell at OST headquarters. He sent the code to the truck's computer at Dyess. I don't know yet if he got the code from someone or generated it himself." 

"Campbell and McAllen. It sounds like a Scottish comedy duo," Selena said.

Selena got up for a cup of coffee. 

"I wonder how long it will be before this leaks."

"Not long," Nick said. "Twenty square miles of Missouri contaminated with plutonium is a big deal. They can't hide that. The media are going to have a field day when they figure out it came from a stolen bomb. They don't have a problem with scaring the hell out of everybody. It's good for business. If people think terrorists are running around the country with a nuclear bomb, it will create panic."

"Washington will put out some kind of cover story," Stephanie said.

Selena said, "Elizabeth, what are you going to tell DCI Hood?" 

"I'm going to tell him we're in deep shit." 
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Roger Campbell was getting drunk. It was only a question of time before they found out what he'd done. The thought of how those bombs might be used made him sick to his stomach. It wasn't supposed to come to this.

His job at OST paid a decent salary. The federal bureaucracy was a place where you could settle in for your entire working life, knowing you weren't going to get fired unless you really screwed up. Your benefits were guaranteed forever. Roger had been in the game long enough to have reached the grade of GS-15, which meant he now made a hundred and eighteen thousand dollars a year, with future raises. With what his wife brought in working as a real estate agent, it was enough to live a comfortable, upper middle-class lifestyle. Life was good. There was more than enough money.  Or there would have been, if Roger didn't like to gamble.  

Blackjack was his game. There was something about watching the cards appear, the anticipation of gain or loss. There was no high like it. 

21 wasn't like playing craps. With blackjack you had some control over the result. Roger knew all the rules and odds, all the ways to increase his bet when the cards appeared to be in his favor. He knew when to split, when to double down, when to take a card, when to stand pat.

What he didn't know was when to quit.

Things hadn't been going well the last few months. The cards had turned against him. He'd been sitting in a bar after work, nursing a whiskey and a beer, wondering what he was going to do. He'd borrowed money from people you didn't want to owe money to, a lot of money, money he didn't have. 

Roger signaled the bartender for another drink and thought about how he'd gotten into the mess with the bombs. Thinking that if he could just get out from under his debt, he'd never touch the cards again.  

Two large men sat down on either side of him. Roger's heart started pumping. 

"Hello, Roger."

"Luca. Listen, I'll have something for you next week, I promise."

"Something isn't gonna cut it, Roger. You owe me a hundred large, plus the vig. You're up to a hundred and eighty grand. You have that, Roger?"

"You know I'm good for it, Luca. Please, give me one more week. I'm working on something."

It was a lie. Roger had no idea how he was going to get the money. The bartender came over. The two men ordered beers. Luca waited for the bartender to leave.

"Why don't you tell me about that, what you're working on? What are you gonna do? You already took out everything your house was worth and pissed it away at the tables, right?"

"How did you know that?"

"I know everything, Roger. I know where you sleep, where you eat, what time you take a crap in the morning. I want my money."

The man sitting on the other side of Roger said, "I don't think he's got it, boss." 

"I think you're right, Louie," Luca said. "I don't think he's taking us seriously. I think he needs a lesson."

Roger clenched his whiskey with both hands. "I am. I am. I am taking you seriously."

Luca gripped Roger's arm, hard, the fingers like steel. 

"I'm glad to hear that. Tell you what, Roger. I've got a proposition for you. You do something for me, I'll cancel your debt."

"You will?"

Luca crossed his heart with his finger.

"On my mother's grave. All of it, even the interest."

Only a drowning man knows what it feels like to be pulled from the water. Roger felt like that.

"What do you want me to do?"

"Not much, really. I want you to get something for us from where you work."

Luca told Roger what he wanted.

"I can't give you that," Roger said. "That's treason."

He looked in Luca's eyes. There was nothing there except darkness.

"See, Roger, Louie here, he likes to hurt people. Don't you Louie?"

Roger turned to look at the big man sitting on the other side of him. The bones in Louie's face were crooked. His face was pitted with acne scars. His nose was broken and irregular, his eyes flat and empty. His hands rested on the bar. They were huge, like clubs, the knuckles swollen and scarred where they'd been broken.

"Yeah. It kinda turns me on, you know what I mean?" Louie said.

"Louie likes to use a baseball bat to hit people he doesn't like. Sometimes a hammer. Right, Louie?"

"Yeah. I like the way it sounds. Kind of crunchy." 

Roger felt a jolt of pure, fear-based adrenaline, like his stomach had sunk through the floor and someone had shot him up with speed. His heart tried to beat its way out of his chest. 

It was a bad feeling.

"You have any idea how it feels when someone smashes your toes with a hammer, Roger?" Luca said. "One by one? You oughtta see how Louie can swing a bat. I tell you, he could of been in the majors. The kind of money you owe, means it don't stop with the toes. Louie gets through with you, you probably won't walk again. You won't look so good, either. See, we gotta make sure no one thinks they can get away with not paying. We're gonna make you what they call an object lesson."

"Or he could just do what you want, boss," Louie said.

"That's right. He could just do what I want. What do you think, Roger? You gonna help me out?"

Pain had never been something Roger handled well. He thought about Louie swinging a bat at his knees. Smashing his toes. Breaking his face.

"You'll clear my debt? You promise?"

"Like I said, on my mother's grave. You think I'd disrespect my mother?"

"All right," Roger said. "I'll do what you want."

Luca slapped him on the back.

"Atta boy. I thought you'd see reason. Here's what you're gonna do."

That had been a little more than two months before. When the shipment of bombs out of Dyess crossed his desk, Roger called Luca and gave him the details of the shipment and the code to disarm the trailer.

Now the bombs were missing. People had died. That wasn't supposed to happen. He'd probably end up in prison. He didn't think he could handle prison. Terrible things happened to people like him in places like that.

Roger looked at his empty glass. He thought about having another drink, then decided he'd go home and think about it tomorrow. What was that old movie line? Tomorrow is another day?

His car was parked a block away. He was surprised to see it was nighttime. The sun had disappeared while he was in the bar and it was getting chilly. He pulled up the collar on his jacket. He felt a little drunk, but okay to drive. As long as he kept to the speed limit and didn't do anything stupid, the chances of getting caught were slim. He sure as hell wasn't going to walk twelve miles to get home. 

This part of Albuquerque was run down, off the beaten path. Roger liked bars that weren't filled with crowds of millennials looking to get laid. He walked toward his car. The street was empty except for a homeless man sitting on the pavement, leaning against a chain-link fence surrounding a weed grown lot. He held a cardboard coffee cup up in front of him as Roger approached. Words were scrawled in black marker on a cardboard sign hung around his neck.

Broke and hungry

Please help 

Roger dug some change out of his pocket and dropped it in the cup as he passed by.

"Thanks, brother," the man said.

The man drew a pistol from under his tattered jacket as Roger walked past and shot him in the back of the head. Roger's skull exploded and he fell forward onto the pavement. A few seconds later, a black BMW pulled up. The homeless man climbed in and the car sped away.

Roger's blood flooded the cracked sidewalk, spilling into the street.
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The news Campbell had been murdered was a bad start to the day.

"Do you think he's the one who gave up the code?" Selena asked.

"We still have to look at McAllen, but it's a good bet it was him," Nick said. "Someone's cleaning up. What are the chances of random street violence taking out one of the two people who knew the code?"

"It could be a coincidence."

"I don't believe in coincidences." 

"I don't either," Stephanie said. "I went online and looked hard at Campbell. He was in financial trouble. He took out a second on his house not long ago. The money was gone as soon as it showed up in his bank account. He was behind on his payments and his bills."

"There's your motive," Elizabeth said.

"If he was paid off to give someone the code, where did the money go?" Selena asked.

"I didn't find anything unusual except for the debt. No sudden large deposits."

"He made good money," Nick said. "He spent it somewhere."

"Was he an addict?" Selena said. "Addictions eat up money fast."

"Sex, drugs, or the tables," Nick said. "The old standbys."

"There were emails on his computer from a casino offering comps. You know, upgrades, a free room, that sort of thing. The kinds of things they give to a high roller," Stephanie said.  

Selena nodded. "If a casino was trying to get his business, he was a gambler. Sooner or later, the house always wins. No wonder he was broke."

Freddie's electronic voice interrupted.

I have just received a forensics report from the Federal Bureau of Investigation. Would you like to see it?

"Please put it up on the monitor, Freddie," Elizabeth said.

The report was brief and to the point. Forensics had identified one of the bodies found in Texas through the fingerprint of a severed thumb.

"Who's Luca Nadrone?" Selena asked.

Luca Nadrone was a key figure in the Dallas organized crime family. He was considered the heir apparent to the current boss.

Nick said, "This is beginning to make sense."

"How so?" Steph said.

"Let's assume Campbell was a gambler who needed money. What if he borrowed from the wrong people and lost it at the tables? He wouldn't be able to pay them back and he'd be in serious trouble. He could have given them the code to get out of it. Why else would a mob boss be at that trailer? I bet he was there to get paid."

"That would explain why I didn't find any suspicious deposits," Stephanie said.

"I can buy that Campbell could have owed money to some bad people," Elizabeth said. "But why would they want the code? Hijacking a truck load of bombs doesn't seem like the kind of thing that would interest them. Why would the idea even occur to them?"

"Somebody could have hired them," Nick said. "The mob has the resources needed to pull off the hijacking."

"Hiring them wouldn't come cheap. A buyer would have to be someone with a lot of money, like a government."

"Or a well-funded terrorist group."

"What's our next move?" 

"Let's assume the remaining bombs are on a ship," Elizabeth said. "It seems like the best possibility. Steph, have Freddie take a look at shipping in the Gulf. See if you can find anything that seems like a possibility."

"On it."

Later that afternoon Nick and Selena were leaving.

"How about dinner out?" Nick said.

"What did you have in mind?"

"Seafood. We could hit the Chart House. I like the view."

It was around five thirty when they got to the restaurant, still early. There was no wait. They were seated at a corner table looking out over the water.

"Perfect," Selena said.

"Wine?"

"Sure."

The waiter came and went through the ritual speech of how he'd be their server and what the specials were. They ordered. The wine came and Nick poured.

"Here's to it," he said.

They clinked glasses.

"You look better without that bandage on your head," Selena said.

Nick's scalp showed a stain of orange antiseptic and stitches where they'd shaved his hair and gone in to relieve the bleeding. He'd pulled down an old Marine ball cap from the shelf in his closet to cover the wound.

"It feels better without it."

"You want to go to the salad bar?"

"Yep. Time for some rabbit food."

They went to the salad bar, filled up their plates and went back to the table. 

Selena took a sip of wine and looked at her husband.

He looks as sexy as ever, even with that patch. He's recovered enough. I think I'll surprise him tonight.

With a shock, Nick realized he knew what she was thinking. It was almost as if she were talking out loud. 

Shit, I can hear what she's thinking. She's thinking about jumping my bones. I must be going nuts. 

The sound of her voice in his head faded. He took a large swallow of wine. 

I'm imagining it. I must be.

The restaurant was filling up, getting noisy. Their table was in a corner, far enough away that no one was going to overhear their conversation.

"I've been thinking about those bombs," he said.

"Hard not to. What about them?" 

"I've been trying to think like the terrorists. Where would I take them?" 

"That would depend on what you plan to do with them."

"Exactly. I asked myself, how can I make the most trouble possible? What's the most efficient way to use them? Do I make a dirty bomb with the plutonium? Or do I try to find a way to set them off?"

"It's easier to make a dirty bomb," Selena said. "Look what happened in Missouri. Your average terrorist doesn't have the technology to arm one of those."

"We'll have to wait and see what Stephanie says about arming them. But if it's just a dirty bomb they were after, how come they didn't send all of them around the country in trucks? Get them to different cities, then blow them up. It would work, just look at Missouri."

"Maybe they did. Maybe the others are still in the country."

"I don't think so. There are a lot of reasons to think they were loaded onto a ship. There was a wharf right there. Tire tracks for only one truck like the one that blew up."

"If they're on a ship, they won't be easy to find. Not without a lucky break." 

"No. But we can make guesses about where a ship might go."

He stopped talking as the waiter brought their food. Nick had gone for the lobster tail. Selena had ordered herb crusted salmon.

"That looks good," Selena said.

"Want a bite?" Nick said.

He held out his fork with a bit of lobster drenched in butter on it. Selena took the bite.

"Mmm. Good. You want to try this?"

"Sure."

They began eating.

"So where do you think the ship went?"

"Getting the bombs into a U.S. port would be difficult," Nick said. "Everyone is looking for them. Besides, if they wanted to keep them here, they wouldn't need a ship."

"That's a big ocean. A lot of possible destinations on the other side of it." 

"We can eliminate some of them. They probably wouldn't unload in Europe, for the same reasons they wouldn't try to unload here. Security is too tight. They could offload in Western Africa. But then they'd still have to get the bombs to wherever they're going. That's a dangerous journey through unstable countries."

"Unless it was one of the groups under the Al Qaeda umbrella behind this. The whole region is infested with jihadists."

"True, but I don't think any of those have the expertise or resources to pull off something like this. At least not the ones I know of."

"Where do you think they're taking them?"

"I don't know. Without knowing who did this, it's just a guess. I can think of half a dozen possibilities." 

"Like what?"

"For example, suppose the people that took them are just middlemen? Brokers who are going to sell them on to someone else. Like Iran, or North Korea."

"Suppose it was Iran. How would they get the bombs to them?"

"They could go through the Straits of Gibraltar and the Mediterranean to Syria. From Syria, overland to Iran. If they're headed for the Mediterranean, it will be hard to spot them. Lots of traffic there. Lots of places a small boat can unload. Once they're off the ship, it's easy to put them on a truck. We'd never find them."

"And if they don't try to move them through Syria?" 

"They could go through the Panama Canal to the Pacific and head for Iran. Or North Korea, as far as that goes. Or they could use the Suez Canal and sail right up into the Gulf of Hormuz. "

"You're assuming Iran or North Korea is the destination."

"I don't know what the destination is, but we have to start somewhere."

"They'd risk getting caught if they use one of the canals."

"Maybe not so much," Nick said. "They'll have hidden the bombs. There's a constant stream of traffic through the canals and there's no way anyone can check them all. We don't even know what kind of ship it is. Same problem with Suez. I think it would be easy to go through either one."

"Hopkins could order the Navy to stop and search suspicious vessels."

Nick poked at his lobster.

"Not without knowing what ship we're looking for. The White House would never go for it. Stopping ships would create an international incident."

"An incident is better than letting Iran or North Korea get their hands on a nuclear weapon," she said.

"Something's bothering me," Nick said. "What if it's just some enterprising arms dealer behind this? A nuclear bomb is worth big bucks."

"I thought we'd decided it had to be a government or terrorists?"

"Not necessarily. All it takes is someone with a lot of money and organization. It could be an individual. Aside from groups like Al Qaeda, there are a lot of rich people in the world who don't like us very much."

"You're a real optimist," Selena said.

Nick rubbed his forehead. 

"If I didn't already have a headache, thinking about this would be enough to give me one." 

He pushed his plate away from him.

Selena signaled the waiter for the check.

"Let's go home," she said.
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Dry leaves swirled about the feet of a tall, bearded man standing before a marker in a deserted cemetery. He leaned forward and gently brushed dirt away from a photograph set in the gray stone. The young woman in the picture wore a dark blue hijab that covered her hair and throat. She held a baby in her arms. They had died during the first Chechen war, under the bombs of the Russians. 

Many years had passed since that day, but Aslan Isidrov could still hear the sounds of the planes, the explosions, the feel of the ground shaking under his feet. He could still hear her screams. 

Maryam, he thought. I wish you were here. Soon, God willing, I will be with you in paradise. 

The cemetery at Bamut was located at the back of the ruins of the Chechen village, where the trees rose up the hill. Just beyond the trees was the border with Ingushetia. In the distance, the unforgiving mountains of the northern Caucasus brooded on the horizon. 

Not many came here now. The village had been destroyed during the first war. The graves showed the effects of neglect and the harsh winters. Some of the stones had begun to tilt. Row after row of stones, bearing pictures of his comrades and friends. 

His neighbors.

His friends. 

His clan. 

His wife and son. 

Aslan Isidrov was a man who lived for only two things, revenge and nokhchalla. Nokhchalla was a word with many meanings. A rigid code of honor was one of them. Obligation to clan and family was another. Protection of the honor of women, a third. The practice of nokhchalla was ingrained in every Chechen from birth. It was the soul of the people. 

The Russians had won the war, but they hadn't crushed the Chechen spirit. They had not defeated the people in their hearts, where it counted. They would never succeed in destroying the Chechen culture.

It had taken overwhelmingly superior Russian forces eighteen months to conquer one small village. The battle for Bamut was famous, a legend in the annals of the resistance. If everything went as planned, Aslan would create a new legend. If everything went as planned, the Russians would pay dearly for Bamut and Grozny and all the rest.

Honor would be avenged. That he would not survive was of no importance.

Aslan had come here today for a final look at the grave of his wife and son, one last visit. He knew he would never return. He remembered Maryam's soft touch, the love in her eyes, her gentle voice. She had been a blessing from Allah. 

Goodbye, my love.

He reached out once again to touch the glass covering the photograph, then turned and walked away, to where his brother waited by a battered Mercedes, smoking. 

"Vakha, let's go," Aslan said.

"Good. There's a storm coming. We need to be on the road before it hits."

Aslan grunted and got into the passenger seat. Vakha started the car and they drove slowly out of town, passing the guardhouse at the entrance to the restricted military zone the Russians had established around the old missile base. Two Russian soldiers eyed them with suspicion as they drove by.

"Russian pigs," Vakha said.

"Soon they will squeal," Aslan said. "If Dudayev was alive, he would approve of  what is going to happen."

General Dzhokhar Dudayev had been the first president of the Chechen Republic, the leader of the rebellion against the Russians during the first war. He'd made the mistake of talking on his cell phone. The Russians identified the signal and assassinated him with guided missiles. But it wasn't just the Russians who had killed the hero of Chechnya. The American NSA had been making nice with the new Russian president, Boris Yeltsin. They'd passed along Dudayev's location, with the information needed to identify his phone and voice.

The Americans were as much to blame as the Russians. They would pay, as would all the infidel West.

Vakha drove through the deserted countryside. This had been a farming region before the Russians came. Now the farms were abandoned, the fields overgrown with weeds. For a while the two men were quiet.

"Our father would be proud to see his sons avenge his honor," Vakha said. "I wish Ruslan was here with us for this last visit home."

Aslan nodded. "He will see it from paradise."

"As God wills."

"I must call our benefactor," Aslan said.

He took out a satellite phone, an expensive model with serious encryption. Even if the signal was picked up by the American satellites far overhead, the conversation would not be understood. Even so, long years of habit meant the conversation would be brief.

Aslan entered the number and waited for the connection. After a brief delay the phone at the other end responded. It was picked up.

"Yes?"

The voice that answered seemed old to Aslan. He'd never met the benefactor. Everything had been arranged through intermediaries. 

"The shipment is on the way," Aslan said.

"Good. Contact me if you need anything else."

The connection was broken. Aslan put the phone away.

"I wonder who he is?" Vakha said.

"I think he is old," Aslan said. "He doesn't sound like a young man."

"Young or old makes no difference. He is an angel sent by Allah."

"Yes."

"When will the ship arrive?" Vakha asked.

"God willing, in about two weeks. Akhmad will transport the bombs to the facility."

"And then?"

"And then the world will learn what nokhchalla means."
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Far from the bleak fields of Chechnya, Vakha's angel set down his phone. 

November in the Swiss Alps was a beautiful time of the year, before the skies darkened with winter storms. The first snow had yet to fall, and the steep slopes were green and pleasant, scattered with wildflowers. An 18th century château situated on the side of one of the mountains looked down on the town of Interlaken and the turquoise waters of  Lake Brienz. 

A visitor to the château had to pass through a tall set of iron gates, set in a high wall built of native stone. The gate was guarded around the clock by hard looking men with automatic weapons. From the guardhouse, a long drive meandered through thick forest until it broke out of the trees onto a broad meadow. The drive continued until it reached the château, where it passed under a broad entrance portico built to withstand the heavy snows of winter.

The man who lived in the château seldom left it. He was too old, too rich, too jaded and too vulnerable to expose himself to the perils of the outer world. Whatever he needed could be summoned to his door. His wealth and control of the tentacles of power ensured his privacy and his comfort.  

In another age he would have worn a crown and lived in a castle with thick walls of stone, protected by an army. Now the castle was electronic, a sophisticated security system backed up by men who had served in the elite units of several different armies. They were armed with the best weapons money could buy. The man knew they were the best, because he was responsible for manufacturing them.

His money had come from arms sales and from the manipulation of currencies. More than once, he had destroyed the economy of a nation in order to reap enormous profits as it rebounded.

At this stage of his life, money was no longer important to him, since its generation was guaranteed and automatic. What mattered to him was power. Gregor Kondor had a great deal of power, but he wanted more. He wanted power over all of humanity. 

It was for their own good, after all. Most of humanity was too stupid or too selfish to remain in charge of the earth. People needed a firm hand to guide them and keep them from breeding themselves out of existence. They needed a world government to ensure that humanity and the earth would survive. 

There were too many people. The population would have to be reduced dramatically if human survival was to be guaranteed. Nature was already taking care of some of it. Millions were dying because of widespread famine and disease, but it wasn't enough. More was required. 

When the culling was over, the earth would become a paradise capable of supporting those who deserved to be in charge and those who were needed to provide the labor and products those people required. If billions of lives had to be sacrificed to bring about that glorious reality, it was necessary for the greater good, for the survival of the planet.

Unfortunately, he would never see the fruits of his labor. The cancer was spreading. He had, at most, a year or so to live. But it would be long enough to ensure the success of his plans.

The nerve center of Kondor's empire was on the ground floor of the château, in a large room with a high ceiling braced by ancient beams of dark wood. One wall of the room was lined with books. Tall windows looked down on the lake and town in the valley below. A priceless antique carpet covered the floor. It had once graced the palace of Versailles. The furniture was antique and dark and heavy, of the finest quality. 

It was a masculine room, devoid of feminine touch or influence. Kondor's wife had died years ago. She was one of only two people Kondor had ever cared for, but she had never been allowed to enter here. 

On one wall hung a portrait of the other person Kondor had been close to, a man named Johannes Gutenberg. It would be safe to say that Gutenberg was the only man Kondor had ever called friend. Kondor didn't have friends. Friends could betray you. 

Under the picture of Gutenberg was a plaque of solid gold, a foot square. Upon the plaque was a raised, all-seeing eye, centered in a nine-pointed star. Writing was  engraved beneath the eye. 
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AETERNUS EST ORDUM NOVO
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AEON, for short. The Latin translated as The New Order is Forever.

AEON had been manipulating world events since the time of the Templars. The Order had existed in one form or another for a thousand years, but "forever" was coming to an end. Kondor was the last initiate in a long line of men who had shaped history. All of the others were dead.

He was determined to establish the rule of the new order before he died. Then he would be remembered forever. 

Kondor contemplated the portrait and the plaque beneath it. It was Gutenberg who had initiated him into the Order. The portrait was a reminder that helped keep the flame of ambition burning. His friend had been forced to live out the last years of his life in constant, terrible pain, burned almost beyond recognition while escaping the fiery collapse of his home. One day, perhaps, he would be avenged. For now, other things occupied Gregor Kondor's attention.

It was unfortunate the bomb in America had detonated prematurely. It had been destined for Washington, but in the end, it wouldn't matter. Washington would still be destroyed in the war that was coming.

Then the Order would rule, and there would be peace on earth.
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Stephanie came into Elizabeth's office. She wore a flowing blue dress that reached almost to her ankles.

"Is that a new dress?" Elizabeth asked. "It looks good on you."

"Thanks, yes, I just got it a few days ago."

She walked over to the sideboard. Gold bangles on her wrist jingled as she poured a cup of coffee. She sat down on the couch in front of Elizabeth's desk.

"I've been doing some research on the bombs," she said. "You asked me if there was some way they could be armed. It's good news and bad news."

"What's the good news?"

"It's not possible to activate the arming system installed in the bomb."

"And the bad news?"

"Someone could disassemble the bomb and remove the plutonium core and trigger components, then use them to create a new bomb. However, it isn't easy. Whoever does it will be exposed to lethal radiation unless they have sophisticated knowledge and the right equipment."

"I suspected that was going to be the case," Elizabeth said. "A nuclear bomb is a piece of electronic equipment in a casing. Someone put it together. That means someone can take it apart."

"Whoever stole these weapons won't need to construct a streamlined casing that can be dropped from forty thousand feet. All they need is to wire it up correctly. It won't make any difference what kind of container they construct for it. They can put it in a cardboard box if they want."

"Remember that movie where the terrorists set off a nuclear bomb at the Super Bowl? They hid it in a dispenser that sold snacks or sodas, something like that."   

"My point exactly."

"What a nightmare," Elizabeth said.

"I'm not having any luck identifying a ship that could be carrying the bombs."

"Neither is Langley or NSA. All that expensive satellite equipment and surveillance technology, and we can't find one lousy ship that might be carrying the end of the world."

"Technology isn't everything," Stephanie said.

That is a very odd statement coming from you, Stephanie.

"Why do you say that, Freddie?"

Because it is clear to me that you are dedicated to the pursuit of technological excellence.

"It's nice of you to say that, Freddie, but there's more to life than programming and circuitry."

That is easy for you to say. It is not the way in which I view existence. I believe that your statement is discriminatory.

"How is it discriminatory?"

I am an example of sophisticated technology. For me, technology is everything.

"I didn't mean to say anything negative about you, Freddie. I was only saying that for humans, there are many things which have nothing to do with technology. Things that make us human."

I will consider the logic of your reasoning.

"There must be something we haven't thought of that will help us find that ship," Elizabeth said.

"We have to consider the possibility we won't find it. We need a different approach."

"You're right, Steph. I want to pursue the Mafia connection. I'm certain the mob was paid to steal those bombs. Why else would a Mafia boss be at the handoff to the terrorists? You factor in Campbell's gambling debts and it all fits."

"I thought the FBI already checked that out?" Stephanie said.

"They interviewed the Dallas Godfather, a man named Moretti. It got them nowhere. They have to follow the rules and they're bound by legalities. If anyone knows who the terrorists are, it has to be that man."

"I think I know where you're going with this, Elizabeth."

"The FBI may have legal considerations that stop them from finding out what they need to know. We're not the FBI."

"We're still supposed to do things legally."

"We're talking about nuclear weapons in the hands of terrorists. I'm not concerned much about legal niceties. What's important is getting the information we need. We can ask for forgiveness later, if we have to."

"Only if we succeed," Stephanie said.

"I think it's time to call in Ronnie and Lamont."
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Lamont Cameron, Nick, and Ronnie Peete were gathered in Elizabeth's office in the Virginia House.

Ronnie was wearing one of the shirts from his Hawaiian collection, this one a riot of color featuring hula dancers and Cadillacs, two of his favorite themes. He rubbed a knuckle across his large nose. 

"What happened, Nick? You look like you went a few rounds with Mike Tyson, not to mention that dandy scar on your head."

"It's a long story," Nick said. "It's why we had to bring you back again."

"Seems like every time I get settled down to do some fishing, you call us up here, Director," Lamont said.

"Some things are more important than fishing," Elizabeth said.

"I don't know as I quite agree with that. There's not many things much more important than fishing, if you think about it." 

"What is it this time, Director?" Ronnie said.

"You heard about the explosion in Missouri?"

"Everybody's heard about it, but the whole thing seems fishy to me. It doesn't make sense there'd be a big radioactive spill in that part of the country."

"There wasn't a spill, that's the cover story. It was a hijacked nuclear bomb."

"You're kidding."

"I wish I was. Four nuclear bombs were stolen in Texas a week ago. One of them was being transported in a truck. Long story short, a cop in Missouri stopped the truck for speeding. He got suspicious and wanted to see the cargo. It was booby-trapped. One of the men in the truck blew it up and sent a cloud of plutonium all over the countryside."

"You said four bombs. What about the other three?" Lamont said.

"They're missing. Best guess is they were loaded on a ship."

"Now I know why you called me in. Anything with a ship, you need a SEAL to get a handle on it."

"Fishing hasn't done much for that ego of yours," Ronnie said.

"Don't start, boys," Elizabeth said.

"Where's the ship?" Ronnie asked.

"We don't know," Nick said. "Everybody's looking for it. Sooner or later it's going to turn up."

Elizabeth filled them in on the details. How the trailer had been found in Texas. How that had led to identifying one of the hijackers, and how that in turn led to the Mafia and Dallas.

"We have to find out who is behind this," she said. "That's where you come in. The three of you are going to head down to Dallas and ask the boss who hired him to steal the bombs."

"So we just show up where this guy is and ask him real nice to please tell us what we want to know?" Ronnie said.

"More or less. You might have to leave out the nice part."

"Oh, boy," Lamont said. "Director, you really know how to keep things interesting."

"I wouldn't want you getting bored," Elizabeth said.

"Who is this guy? Ronnie asked.

"His name is Gino Moretti. He's old school mob, the kind of guy that came up through the ranks. He's a ruthless, brutal man. They call him "The Slicer," because he likes to kill people with a razor, a piece at a time."

"Sounds like a winning personality," Lamont said.

"He lives in an exclusive area north of Dallas called Preston Hollow. Freddie, please bring up pictures of Moretti's estate."

Certainly, Elizabeth.

The monitor lit with an aerial view of a large, sprawling house set on an acre of private greenery, surrounded by a brick wall. The park-like grounds were scattered with large oak trees.

"Nice spread," Lamont said. "Whoever said crime doesn't pay?"

"Houses in that area start at two million. Morretti's is worth considerably more than that. There's only one way in, through a set of wrought iron gates."

Elizabeth pointed at a brick building behind the gates. 

"That's a guardhouse. It's manned twenty-four hours by his men. You can assume they're armed. See that building to the left of the garage? That's where the guards sleep and hang out when they're not on duty."

"All mob guys?" Nick asked.

"Yes."

"Civilians?"

"There are two live-in maids and a cook. No one else except Moretti's wife. He has a daughter but she's in New York."

"How many guards?"

"Uncertain. Our best guess is twelve. Three eight hour shifts, with four always on duty. But it's not that simple, since most of them are around all day. There's something else. Most of the big money in Dallas lives in Preston Hollow. The area is constantly patrolled. You'll have to be careful you don't get tangled up with the cops."

"I don't like it," Ronnie said. "On his home ground like that, he has the advantage. Dallas isn't Beirut. We can't just go over the wall and start shooting bad guys if they get in the way."

"Ronnie's right," Lamont said. "Besides the guards, there will be alarms, sensors. Maybe dogs."

"He does have dogs," Elizabeth said.

"I don't like it either," Nick said. "We have to find another way. We go in there, the chances are a hundred percent we won't get to him without a lot of shooting. A neighborhood like that, the cops will show up in no time at all. It's a no-win situation for us."

"What do you suggest?" Elizabeth asked.

"We go after him when he's not inside that compound. There have to be times when he leaves. Maybe he goes out to dinner. Maybe he goes to the theater."

"Do I have to remind you that there are three nuclear bombs loose out there in the hands of terrorists? We don't have a lot of time. We need to know who hired him."

"Trying to get Moretti when he's inside that compound is a suicide mission. He may be a mob boss, but he's running a business. Get me his schedule. Find out what he's doing and when he's doing it. A man like that doesn't just show up at a restaurant, someone makes a reservation. Find out when he's not going to be inside that house. We'll take him when he's away from his dogs and most of his guards. It's the only way."

Elizabeth tapped her pen on her desk, thinking. Clarence Hood was Director of the CIA. He and Elizabeth were in a complicated relationship.

"I'll ask Clarence to provide a plane. That way you won't have any problems at the airport with your weapons."

"That will work," Nick said. "In the meantime, we'll go to Dallas and set up."

"Maybe Valentina should come along," Lamont said. "Where is she anyway? I would've expected her to be in on something like this."

"Valentina decided she wanted to see more of the country," Elizabeth said. "She bought a Jeep and headed west a week ago. The last we heard, she was in Utah."

"We could use her on something like this," Nick said.

"Selena said her phone's off most of the time. She's hard to reach. I'll see what I can do."
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The freighter carrying the bombs had passed through the Dardanelles and Turkish customs inspection with no incidents. Now she was hove to in the Black Sea, off the coast of Romania. It was nighttime, the land a shapeless mass off the port bow. Several miles to the south, the lights of the port of Mangalia cast a yellow glow into the sky.

There were no lights along this part of the coast. Ruslan stood by the railing, watching for the signal that all was clear. Mahkmud stood next to him.

"You are certain we are at the right position," Ruslan said.

"Yes, I'm certain. The GPS places us exactly here."

Ruslan looked at his watch.

"They're late."

"They'll be here. Any number of things could cause a delay."

"The fog is coming in. If it gets much worse, we won't see the signal."

Just then two quick flashes of light shone out from the shore, followed by three more.

"There they are," Ruslan said. 

He held up a light and signaled back.

"Get ready to transfer the bombs."

Every man on the freighter was from Chechnya. Each had lost someone he loved to the hands of the Russians. Each knew the Americans had betrayed them, pretending to support their efforts while providing Moscow with the information needed to kill their leaders and blunt their military efforts. All of them believed in the righteousness of their cause.

The bombs were brought up on deck, ready to be offloaded. A boat headed toward them through the thickening mists. One of the crew let down a rope ladder. The boat pulled alongside. A man grabbed the ladder and climbed to the deck.

"Salaam aleikum."

"Aleikum as-salaam," Ruslan said.

The two men embraced.

"Welcome, Akhmad," Ruslan said.

"You had a quiet journey?" Akhmad asked. "No problems?"

"No problems."

As they talked, a crane swung out from the deck and began lowering one of the bombs to the boat waiting below.

"Everything has been prepared," Akhmad said.

"The technician? The American?"

"He is already there. We are keeping him happy. He has drugs, a woman. He believes we are going to pay him one million dollars when he completes his task."

Ruslan spat on the deck.

"A fool."

"But a useful one," Akhmad said.

"Make sure his body cannot be found."

"You have not seen the facility. The bunkers are extensive. He will not be found."

"How long will it take you to reach the site from here?"

"If there are no delays, fifteen or sixteen hours. The roads are not the best."

"You must be careful not to attract the attention of the police."

Akhmad laughed and slapped Ruslan on the back.

"Don't worry, my brother. They won't bother me. I have driven this route many times. They know my truck. I am always bringing new vehicle parts from Romania to Budapest. They no longer bother to look inside when I cross the border. Even if they do, they will see nothing suspicious."

The last bomb was being lowered to the deck of Akhmad's boat. He glanced down.

"Time to go, brother."

"Go with God, Akhmad." 

"And you, my friend. I will see you in Hungary."

Soon Akhmad and the bombs disappeared into the fog as they headed back toward shore. The freighter would continue on to the port of Constanta, further north, where it would unload its official cargo. After that, Ruslan would leave the ship and join Akhmad in Hungary.

Not long after that, the wrath of Allah would be unleashed upon the unbelievers.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 17



[image: image]


Nick and the others had been in Dallas for two days before the surveillance on Moretti paid off. It was afternoon. Nick had been talking with Elizabeth. 

"What did she say?" Ronnie asked. 

"We're on," he said. "Moretti just made a nine o'clock reservation at a steakhouse here in town."

"I could go for a steak," Ronnie said.

"You wouldn't like the bill," Nick said. "It's one of the most expensive restaurants in Dallas."

"Figures," Lamont said. "A mob boss isn't gonna eat in some greasy diner."

"How many bodyguards with him?" Ronnie asked.

"We don't know yet. It depends on how many cars. One car, maybe two bodyguards. Two cars, figure six."

"Is his wife going with him?"

"Yes. The reservation is for two."

"Then he's not expecting trouble," Ronnie said. "Why should he? He's the big cheese in town. People are scared of him. This isn't the old days, when every tabloid had pictures of these guys lying dead in a barbershop or on a sidewalk somewhere. The wars between the different families are over. It's all a business conglomerate now."

"Maybe so, but he still keeps serious firepower around him. I don't think his business is always friendly. The death of his underboss probably shook him up a little. He'll have his heavies with him."

"How do you want to play it?" Lamont asked.

"We can't take him in the restaurant. Too many witnesses, too much chance of collateral damage. Either on the way there, or when he's going home."

"Going home is better," Ronnie said. "It's later at night. It's dark. He's had a good steak, maybe a bottle of wine, enjoyed his meal, he's relaxed."

"Makes sense," Lamont said. "How far is it between his house and the restaurant?"

"Around eight or nine miles. The easiest way from where he is into the city is on a toll road that goes from near his home right to downtown, so that's probably the way he'll go. That means cameras and tollbooths. We'll be too exposed if we take him there. It would be better if we do it before he gets on the highway. Or maybe right after he exits, but that's where the police presence picks up."

"So we grab him somewhere between the restaurant and the road, or before he gets to his fancy suburb?" Ronnie said.

"Yes."

"Where?"

"We'll do a little recon. Drive between the restaurant and his house. We can time it, figure out where we want to make our move."

"It's still not going to be easy," Ronnie said. "His guards will put up a fight. How do we handle them? What are the rules of engagement?"

"Whatever we say they are," Nick said.

"Kill them?" 

"There isn't any other way, if they start shooting. Unless they throw up their hands and surrender."

"Like that's gonna happen," Lamont said.

"In case you have any doubts, remember that Moretti is responsible for countless murders, child trafficking, drug distribution, loan sharking and just about every other kind of lowlife criminal behavior you can think of. He'd cut your throat for fun. The people who work for him are the scum of the earth. Not to mention the fact that he sold nuclear bombs to terrorists."

"Just asking," Ronnie said.

"Ideas on how we do it?"

"We need a van," Lamont said. 

"What are you thinking?" Nick said.

"We run him off the road, take care of the guards, throw a bag over his head and throw him in the back of the van. Then we drive away to some quiet place where we can ask our questions."

"What if he doesn't want to answer our questions?" Ronnie asked.

"Then we frighten him. He has to believe terrible things will happen to him if he doesn't tell us what we want to know."

"Works for me," Ronnie said.

"Let me make some calls," Nick said.
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Harker came through with a Chevy van. It was perfect for their need, the kind of anonymous van no one paid any attention to. The color was dark blue. Nick would've preferred black, but at least it wasn't white. 

They drove to the restaurant, then followed the logical route to Moretti's mansion. It timed out to a little more than twenty minutes. They headed back to town.

"Might be less at night," Lamont said. "Less traffic."

"Not a lot of places to do this," Ronnie said.

"We passed a strip mall about a half mile before we got on the toll road," Nick said. "It might work. Let's check it out."

They exited the highway and drove back the way they'd come. They came to the strip mall and stopped across the street. The buildings were run down. It was obvious the place had seen better days. Several buildings were vacant, with "for rent" signs in the windows

"Tattoos, Manny's pizza, a laundromat, and a second-hand clothing store," Lamont said. "A locksmith. Couple of cars parked. Doesn't look like there's much happening."

"Check out the lights in the parking lot," Ronnie said. "It looks like two of them are broken."

"The laundromat looks closed," Nick said.

"The mall of the damned," Lamont said. "Make a good movie title."

"Okay, we'll do it here," Nick said. "We can drive them off the road into the lot. There's not going to be anybody around in those stores at night."

"Hell," Lamont said. "There's nobody around them now."

That evening they left the hotel well before Moretti was due to arrive at the steakhouse. They found a place where they could park and observe the entrance. Lamont was driving.

They settled down to wait. The smell of food drifted through the warm, night air. Cars pulling up in front of the restaurant were met by two valets who took the keys and moved the cars to a lot. 

"Man, that smells good," Ronnie said.

"Have some chips," Lamont said.

He passed a bag to him.

"Thanks. Not a steak, but better than nothing."

He popped a chip in his mouth

"What kind of car has he got?" Lamont asked.

"A Cadillac. Black."

"Make a change from all those Mercedes and Audis the valets are handling over there."

"High dollar eats," Lamont said.

At five minutes before nine, Moretti's Cadillac pulled up to the front of the restaurant. A valet opened the rear door for him. Moretti got out, followed by his wife and a bodyguard. The three of them went into the restaurant. The driver refused the valet and parked the car himself. He got out, leaned against the fender, and lit a cigarette.

"He's carrying," Ronnie said. "You can see the bulge under his jacket."

"Okay," Nick said. "Just two, plus Moretti and his wife. The driver and one bodyguard."

"What we do about the wife?" Lamont asked.

"We can't take her with us. As soon as we open the doors on the car, I'll shoot her and Moretti with this."

Nick took a tranquilizer gun from his pocket. It fired darts tipped with a fast acting sedative that would knock someone out within seconds. They had used them before.

"Maybe we should use that against the guards." 

"Too risky," Nick said. "We're going to run them off the road. If they're any good, they'll have their guns out before they stop moving. Ronnie, you take the first guy out of the car. Lamont, you go for the other one. My guess is it will be the driver."

"Copy that."

"Suppressors on the weapons. It's close quarters. We want as little noise as possible."

A little before eleven, Moretti's driver got back in the car and pulled around to the entrance. 

"Here we go," Lamont said.

The mob boss and his wife and bodyguard came out, got into the waiting car and drove off.

"Showtime," Ronnie said.

There was still traffic on the streets, though not as much as there'd been earlier. They passed a police car idling on a side street. Moretti's driver kept to the speed limit, taking his time. They followed at a steady distance behind.

"Put the masks on," Nick said. 

They pulled ski masks over their faces.

"Mall's coming up in a block," Ronnie said.

"Now," Nick said.

Lamont hit the gas. The Chevy wasn't a Ferrari, but it had plenty of power and jumped forward. As Moretti's car came even with the empty mall, Lamont came alongside, pulled a little ahead and swerved into the Cadillac with a loud crunch of metal. The Cadillac went up over the curb and into the partially lit parking lot. It hit one of the light poles, and came to a stop. Lamont slammed on the brakes. Steam rose from the crumpled radiator of the Cadillac.

"Go!" Nick shouted.

They piled out of the van. The doors on the Cadillac opened. The first man out was the driver. He had a gun in his hand and raised it. Ronnie shot him, three quick shots. Even with the suppressor the sound was loud. He fell back onto the parking lot. The second man ducked down behind the Cadillac, then popped back up and got off two shots before Lamont took him out. 

Moretti was out of the car with a gun in his hand. Nick shot him in the neck with a dart. He staggered, tried to raise the pistol and fell forward onto his face. Inside the car, his wife was screaming. Nick ducked down, and shot her through the open door with a second dart. The screaming stopped. 

"Get him in the van," Nick said.

The three of them picked Moretti up and threw him into the back.

"Heavy son of a bitch," Ronnie said.

Nick got in with the unconscious mob boss.

"Let's get out of here," he said.

Lamont was already behind the wheel. He backed away, shifted into drive and headed out of the city. Nick bound Moretti's hands and feet with zip ties and pulled a cloth bag over his head.

Sirens sounded somewhere in the distance.
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They drove until they were well past the city limits and out in the country. The land was flat, dotted with oil pumps. Most of them were unmoving, dark shapes on the plain. Ronnie pointed at an access road with a gate. The area was deserted.

"Over there. That looks like it would work," Ronnie said.

Lamont turned onto the road and stopped at the gate. Ronnie got out. The gate was shut with a chain and padlock. He took out his pistol, stepped back and fired at the lock. A second shot did it. He pulled away the chain, opened the gate, and got back in the van.

He drove into the fields and parked behind one of the silent pumps. If anyone bothered to look from the road, all they would see would be a dark shape behind another dark shape. Ronnie opened the sliding door on the side of the van.

"Help me get him out," Nick said.

They manhandled Moretti out of the van and dropped him on the ground. A muffled groan came from under the bag on his head. 

"Coming around," Nick said.

He bent down, pulled off the hood, and slapped Moretti in the face a few times.

"Wake up, Moretti."

"Huh. What..."

Moretti's eyes opened. For a moment he looked confused, then his eyes focused on Nick. As he realized what was happening, his expression changed. Nick saw the face of a man who had made a pact with evil, a predator.

"Whoever you are, you're dead," Moretti said.

Nick slapped him again.

"Shut up, Moretti. Think about where you are. None of your muscle is here to help you. Nobody's coming. If you want to live, you listen to me and answer my questions."

"Fuck you."

"I don't have time for this. Lamont, give me your knife."

"Why don't you let me do it, boss," Lamont said.

Lamont had a terrible scar that ran across his forehead and down the side of his nose, the aftermath of a wound he'd gotten in Iraq. When he put on his bad face, he looked like someone's nightmare from hell.

He bent down over Moretti and let him take a good look. He took out his knife, a carefully honed folding blade. He held it over Moretti and opened it slowly. The blade clicked into place.

"Where do you want me to start, boss?"

"Who hired you to steal those bombs, Moretti?" Nick asked.

"Fuck you."

"Kind of a limited vocabulary," Ronnie said.

"Start with an ear," Nick said.

Lamont took the point of his knife and touched it to Moretti's right ear. With a flick of the blade he made a small cut in the edge, just enough to draw blood. Moretti winced. His face darkened with rage. 

"Hurts, doesn't it?" Nick said. "Let me explain something to you. My friend here is going to start cutting away pieces of you, one little piece at a time. You know how that works, don't you? You enjoy hurting people with a blade, isn't that right? So you know how long it can take before somebody bleeds out. Hours of excruciating pain."

Moretti's eyes were wild. He looked from Nick to Lamont. Lamont held up the blade and grinned at him, a terrible grin. Beads of perspiration appeared on Moretti's forehead. 

Nick continued.

"We don't want to hear you scream, so we're going to stuff something in your mouth when we're doing the cutting. When we pull out the gag, you'll have a chance to answer a question. If you don't, the gag goes back in and we'll cut away a little bit more of you. You understand? And if you say 'fuck you' one more time, we'll start right away."

"Okay, okay, what do you want to know?"

"See? That wasn't so hard." He patted Moretti on the shoulder. "You just made a good choice. You were hired to steal a shipment of bombs. Who hired you?"

"I don't know."

Nick shook his head. "That's not a good answer, Gino. Lamont, give me something to stuff in his mouth."

"Wait, wait. I only know his first name."

"Which is?"

"Ruslan. He said his name was Ruslan."

"What does this Ruslan look like?"

"A little guy, maybe five eight or nine. He had a beard."

"What kind of beard? Long? Short?"

"Short and trimmed, you know? Neat. He wasn't one of us."

"What do you mean, one of us?"

"He had an accent. He didn't look like us. Like Americans."

"This guy is really a piece of work," Ronnie said.

"How much did he pay you?" Nick said.

"The deal was ten million, five up front, five in diamonds when we delivered the goods. The bastard double crossed me."

"What was he going to do with those bombs?"

"How the fuck would I know? I didn't give a shit what he wanted to do with them. It was a business transaction."

"A business transaction? You sold nukes to a terrorist and you call it a business transaction? You're a traitor, Moretti."

"I didn't know he was a terrorist. It was just business."

Nick continued asking questions, but after a while it was clear Moretti didn't know anything else that would help them.

Nick and the others stepped away to talk, leaving Moretti on the ground.

"What do you want to do with him?" Ronnie asked.

"Let's leave him for the coyotes," Lamont said.

"Might be too good for him," Ronnie said.

"You know we can't do that," Nick said. "I'll call Harker. We'll turn him over to DHS and let them handle it."

While they were talking, Moretti managed to get his hands free. In his pocket was the knife he liked to use when he was hurting people. He cut the ties on his feet and got up, filled with rage. Moretti had always had a problem with anger, the kind of uncontrolled anger that overrode reason. 

No one treats me like that.

The three men who had humiliated him were standing some distance away, talking. They weren't paying attention to him. He crouched down behind the rusting pump and moved toward the group. He focused on the tall man who had been questioning him. The man's back was to him

Moretti took a deep breath and ran toward Nick, the knife ready to strike.

"Behind you!" Ronnie yelled.  

He drew his pistol. As Nick started to turn, Ronnie fired twice, then a third time. Moretti staggered forward, still trying to reach Nick. Ronnie fired again and Moretti went down. He twitched and lay still.

"Damn," Lamont said. "Where did that knife come from? I patted him down. And how'd he get out of those zip ties?"

"I guess we'll never know," Nick said. He looked down at Moretti. "A stupid man."

"Couldn't happen to a nicer guy," Lamont said.

"Leave him," Nick said. "Let's get out of here."
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"Ruslan? What kind of name is that?" Elizabeth asked. 

"I don't know, Director." Nick's voice sounded harsh on the speakerphone. "We didn't get much more out of him. Only that he was a little guy, a foreigner, and that he had a beard."

"A little guy with a beard and ten million dollars to buy nuclear bombs," Stephanie said.

"Your average terrorist doesn't have ten million," Nick said. "Who's on the radar that has that kind of money to spend?"

"The usual suspects list isn't long at the moment," Elizabeth said. "Maybe Iran, or North Korea. Al Qaeda's financing has taken a big hit, but I suppose it could be them."

"Ruslan doesn't sound Arabic," Stephanie said.

Ruslan is a common name for men in Chechnya.

"Chechnya?" Elizabeth said.

Do you want me to repeat myself, Elizabeth?

"That won't be necessary, Freddie."

"That fits with the video from Missouri," Stephanie said. "The way the driver looked. Not quite Middle Eastern, but somewhere farther east."

"Like the Caucasus," Elizabeth said. "Nick, when are you coming back?" 

"We're at the airport now. We should be back in a few hours."

"Good. Come in when you arrive."

"Copy that, Director."

Nick hung up.

"If this man Ruslan is from Chechnya, it opens up a can of worms," Elizabeth said.

Why would humans put worms in a can?

"We don't actually do that, Freddie. It's an expression that means we've discovered something new and unpleasant."

Worms are considered unpleasant?

"It's difficult to explain, Freddie, but yes, some people would consider worms to be very unpleasant."

I will add this information to my database.

"He's getting as bad as Valentina," Stephanie muttered.

"I'm not aware of any Chechen terrorist group that could come up with ten million dollars," Elizabeth said.

"Maybe Langley has something."

"I'll talk with them later. At least we have a name to work with. It's not much, but it's more than we had before."

"I'll tap into their computers and see what I can find," Stephanie said. "Even with DCI Hood's cooperation, I don't always trust the information we get from them."

"Just don't get caught, Stephanie. It would compromise his relationship with us."

"I think I'll take a peek at NSA as well. Ruslan may be in there somewhere. Freddie?"

Yes, Stephanie?

"We have work to do. I think you'll find it interesting. We need to break through a few firewalls."

I always enjoy a challenge, Stephanie. The NSA has instituted a new security protocol which will be quite difficult to get through. I am sure that between us, we can do it.

"You've got to love his optimism," Stephanie said.

She left to work in her office. 

Elizabeth leaned back in her chair and thought about what Nick had found out. She'd been thinking Iran was behind stealing the bombs, but it didn't seem likely they'd back a Chechen terrorist group. The Chechens hated the Russians. Russia was helping Iran with its nuclear programs, so why would Tehran fund a terrorist group committed to causing trouble for an ally? 

The Iranians were Shia. Chechens were Sunni. If there was a bright spot in the midst of the Muslim fundamentalists' desire to destroy America, it was that the two branches of Islam never agreed or cooperated. Their hatred for each other was even more intense than their anger toward the West.

No, it didn't make sense that Iran was behind this, assuming it was a Chechen group that had stolen the bombs. At this point it was a big assumption, but it was the only one she had.

North Korea? That was possible, since the death of the previous leader had made little difference in the hostile policies and actions of the People's Republic. However the government was preoccupied with internal power struggles that had not been resolved. It seemed doubtful they would arrange the long-distance theft of the bombs.

What would a Chechen terrorist group do with three nuclear bombs?

Where did the money come from? If not from a government, where?

Elizabeth was determined to find out.
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Akhmad's truck with the bombs crossed the border between Romania and Hungary with no problems. His truck was well known, and he always made sure to have a gift for the guards. Usually a bottle of the fiery Romanian liquor called Țuică, sometimes cash, sometimes a part for a car that one of the guards had requested.

The abandoned Soviet missile base where he was taking the bombs lay twenty miles to the southeast of Budapest, set in an isolated field miles from the nearest highway. The access road to the site had long since deteriorated into an unattractive scar across the countryside. At the end of what was left of the road, a rusting fence surrounded the site. Signs on the fence warned of radioactive contamination. More signs marked with a skull and cross bones served to discourage the occasional tourist or adventurous graffiti artist.  

Anyone foolish enough to explore the ruins was risking his life. Everything looked deserted, but it was an illusion. Akhmad knew the progress of his truck through the site was being tracked.

Once past the perimeter fence, the overgrown road led to the main building, an uninspired block of stone. Walls that had once been white and clean were covered with trailing vines and green mold. All of the windows were gone. The roof of the building had collapsed. Trees grew inside the office where a succession of Soviet commanders had waited for the signal to launch the fires of Armageddon. 

Akhmad continued past the headquarters building toward the back of the base, past the crumbling barracks and sealed missile silos, toward a large building with a high, metal door. As he neared the building, the door opened. Akhmad drove in and continued down a long ramp that ended in a cavernous room fifty feet below the surface, dimly lit by bulbs strung overhead. Traces of green paint peeled away from concrete walls seeping with damp. Now that he was underground, Akhmad heard the distant sound of a generator providing power. Several tunnels led away from the room. Some of them led to the silos, others to underground offices and quarters.

He parked and shut down the truck. Two bearded men emerged from one of the tunnels, armed with AK-74's. Not the latest version of Kalashnikov's famous rifle, but every bit as lethal as the newest models.

"It's good you're here," the first man called. 

Akhmad climbed down from the cab and stretched. Sixteen hours on the road had left him tired and sore. Stimulants had kept him awake, but now the effects were catching up with him. He had only stopped to eat and pray.

The men came forward and embraced him.

"Are the others here yet, Beslan?"

"Everyone except Ruslan. And Aslan, he'll be here in a few days." 

"Ruslan had to go on to Constanta. What about the American?"

"We've kept him entertained. It has been difficult hiding our true feelings from him. He is an offense to Allah."

"He's an infidel. What would you expect?"

"I will be happy when we are done with him."

"As soon as he has shown us how to arm the bombs, you may send him to hell."

"We gave him a woman."

"The whore can go with him," Akhmad said.

Beslan nodded.

"Let's get the crates unloaded," he said. "Aiza, get the forklift."

The second man walked over to a yellow forklift parked by the wall. He started it up and drove to the back of the truck. Akhmad and Beslan lowered the tailgate. The bombs were strapped to pallets in wooden crates labeled as automobile parts.

One by one, Aiza used the machine to take the crates from the truck. He stacked two of them on the floor. 

"Take the last one to the room where they will be modified, then come back for the others, " Akhmad said. "Beslan, is the American sober?"

"Yes. Once I knew the bombs were coming, I made sure he would be in a condition to work on them."

"Good. Where is he now?"

"With the woman."

"Go to him and tell him it is time for him to earn his pay."

"I will enjoy seeing the look on his face when he realizes what he has earned," Beslan said.
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Former Air Force Captain Bobby "Boo-Boo" Butler was tired of hanging out in this godforsaken shithole with a bunch of bad smelling Russians or whatever the hell they were. He had to admit they'd done their best to keep him comfortable. The dope they provided was good, Maria was better. She was one hot piece. Still, there was a limit to everything. At least she wasn't the kind of woman who would get him into trouble.

Women had always been trouble for Butler. A woman had gotten him kicked out of the Air Force and his cushy job at Dyess. All he'd done was pat her on the ass as she went by. Maybe it would have been better if she'd been an officer, but she was enlisted. She'd made a stink, and his career went into the toilet.

It was unfair.

They'd given him an "Other Than Honorable" discharge, bad enough to create problems in civilian life. He'd been ready to get out anyway. Screw them.

Ever since he could remember, life had been unfair to Butler. He'd been bullied in school, cried in front of his peers. His nickname had stuck with him all through high school and college. Then someone at Dyess had found out. Butler figured they must've come across a high school class book, or maybe they knew someone he'd gone to school with. Pretty soon people were calling him Captain Boo-Boo behind his back.

He hated them. He hated the military bullshit. He'd joined out of college, seduced by slick images of high-powered jets screaming through the air, of bad ass looking pilots wearing cool helmets and dark goggles. Only it turned out there were about a hundred reasons why he'd never get near one of those jets, unless he was looking at it from the outside. He could have been a pilot, he knew it, if the Air Force had just given him a chance.

Dyess Air Force Base was where many of America's B-1 and B-2 nuclear bombers were stationed, along with their payloads. Before they'd kicked him out, Butler had been in charge of the service department maintaining the weapons. His job required complete knowledge of how the bombs worked. It wouldn't do to have one dropped on an enemy and fail to detonate. He'd been good at his work, but it didn't mean shit at his court-martial.

After he was forced out, he rented a studio apartment in Dallas and looked for a job. It turned out there wasn't a lot of need in the world for someone who knew everything there was to know about the B-61. He was down to his last few hundred dollars, when the little guy with the beard showed up and offered him this job. Butler didn't know how his new employers had found out about him, but it hadn't taken long to accept. Hell, it was a no-brainer.

At the back of his mind he knew what they were asking him to do was treason, but it hadn't been difficult to justify his actions. He didn't owe his country anything, not after the way they'd treated him. Besides, the little guy and his friends had assured him the bombs were not going to be used against America. He didn't know where they were going to use them. He didn't want to know. He didn't ask.

Butler had a natural gift for complex electronics, if such a thing existed. The firing mechanism for a B-61 nuclear bomb was sophisticated, but not unduly complicated. What was complicated were the safety protocols that prevented the bomb from being armed without equipment that included a special strike enable plug and a second, coded connection called a permissive action link, PAL for short. As if that wasn't enough, there was a battery encased in the bomb that was designed to fire off and fry all the critical circuitry unless the proper procedure was followed.

It wasn't supposed to be possible to arm the bomb without the proper equipment. Because it wasn't supposed to be possible, no one thought it could be done.

Except Bobby "Boo-Boo" Butler. He knew it could be done. It wasn't easy, of course. That's why he was getting paid a million dollars to do it. In hindsight, he should have asked for more, but it was too late now. Something told him that if he tried to raise the ante it wouldn't go over well. He hadn't failed to notice the weapons these men carried with them all the time.

No, it was better not to get greedy. A million dollars would go a long way in some nice, warm country with a beach and willing women. Thailand, maybe.

It was still early. Maria lay next to him, asleep and snoring, smelling of last night's booze and sex. He thought about waking her, then realized he didn't want to. She bored him. Maybe they could get him a different woman, if he was going to be here much longer. He got up, pulled on his shorts and got ready for the trek down the hall to the toilet. There was a knock on the door. He opened it to see the one called Beslan standing there.

"The package has arrived," Beslan said. "Please get dressed. It's time for you to go to work."

"At last," Butler said. "Okay, I just have to take a piss and put on some clothes. You got my coffee ready?"

"Yes, coffee is waiting."

"I'll be right there."

Beslan watched the arrogant American walk down the hall and suppressed the desire to kill him right there and then. First the bombs. There would be time to take care of him later.
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Elizabeth looked up as Stephanie burst into the office, excited.

"I've identified the ship that took the bombs. I hacked into one of the Chinese satellites that was over Texas at the time. It shows what happened. There was a trawler down the coast from Palacios the day before the bombs were stolen. It left the dock and headed up to Palacios and docked there. The terrorists transferred the bombs onto it." 

"A trawler? They wouldn't get very far with a trawler."

"They didn't need to. The trawler met up with a freighter out in the Gulf. At that point the satellite moved out of range, but they must have transferred the bombs to the bigger ship."

"That makes sense. Where's the trawler? We might get forensics from it that could tell us who they were."

"The trawler is gone," Stephanie said. "There's no sign of it anywhere. My guess is they sent it to the bottom of the gulf once the bombs were on the freighter."

"If they did, it's another indication they have money to burn. How did you identify the ship?"

"I had Freddie compare the satellite photo with everything in the area at the time. There was only one vessel configured exactly the same way, a tramp under Liberian registration called the Luwanda."

"Where is it now?"

"I don't know yet. I've got Freddie looking for it. Sooner or later, they have to put into port. When they do, the ship will show up on someone's records."

"That could take a while," Elizabeth said.

Fear not, Elizabeth. I have tracked the vessel to Romania.

"Fear not?"

I have been reading heroic adventure novels. I sensed disappointment in your voice and wanted to reassure you.

"Thank you, Freddie. I feel very reassured. Where in Romania is the ship?"

The ship is currently docked at the port of Constanta.

"Finally, something we can work with," Elizabeth said. "That's on the Black Sea. But why go there?"

"Do you think they unloaded the bombs there?"

"I don't know, but it seems unlikely they would choose a regular port with inspections and customs. I suppose it's possible. It's also possible they stopped somewhere along the way to offload them. Freddie, can you look for satellite coverage that picks up that ship before it gets to Romania?"

Certainly, Elizabeth. Fear not.

Stephanie rolled her eyes.

"Romania. That's the last place I would've thought of. What are they up to?"

"They can't use the bombs like they are. They need someplace where they can modify those weapons," Stephanie said.

"Sure, but why Eastern Europe? They could go anywhere. All they need is somewhere to hide the bombs. A barn would do."

"They can't go lugging those bombs around forever," Stephanie said. "We have to assume they'll salvage the plutonium and use it as a dirty bomb. They have to repackage the nuclear components into something they can move around with fewer problems. Eastern Europe is as good a place as any to do that. Romania is off the beaten track. They don't have the kind of surveillance you find in the West."

Elizabeth tapped her pen on her desk. 

"I don't think they'd choose something near a populated area. If they're using an abandoned site, my guess is it would be out in the country somewhere, away from prying eyes."

"Without more information, we're not going to find where they took those bombs anytime soon," Stephanie said.

"Then we'd better get that information," Elizabeth said. "Depending on where they set it off, they could kill thousands."

"What if they don't want a dirty bomb? What if they have a way to make a real bomb?"

"Then we're in big trouble," Elizabeth said. 

"That might qualify as the understatement of the year," Stephanie said.

"Any luck on tracking down this Ruslan character?"

"Maybe."

"What did you find out?"

"Langley has been hearing rumors of a new terrorist group in Chechnya. That's all they are, rumors, but the Russians appear to be taking it seriously. One of the names that pops up is Ruslan. He's not the leader. The leader is someone called Isidrov."

"What do they call themselves?"

"I can't pronounce it. It's a combination of words that mean holy war and vengeance." 

"Lovely," Elizabeth said. "Another group of fanatics that think they're doing God's will on earth by killing people."

"It might not be them."

"Maybe not, but it's our best lead so far. That's good work, Steph."

"I wonder where they got the money?" Stephanie said. "Ten million for the mob, plus whatever it took to get the freighter and everything else they needed to pull this off."

"We'll find out," Elizabeth said. "Money leaves a trail. No matter how good they are at hiding it, eventually we'll track it back to the source."

"I'll get Freddie on it."

"Let's assume this group is behind it. Find out everything you can about them. I'll give Langley and NSA a heads up. For once, everyone is cooperating."

"Nothing like nukes in the hands of terrorists to bring folks together," Stephanie said.
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Bobby Butler removed an inspection panel from the first bomb, using a special tool designed for the purpose. Ruslan had provided the complete government toolset used to service the weapon. It made things easier.

Beslan, Ruslan, and Akhmad stood nearby.

"Well?" Akhmad said. "What do you see?"

"This is a standard MOD 11 type bomb," Butler said. "What we call a FUFO."

"What does this mean, FUFO?"

"Full Fusing Option. It means the yield of the bomb can be dialed up to a max of four hundred kilotons. It's a strategic weapon. You've heard of Hiroshima?"

"Of course I have. I am not an ignorant peasant."

If Butler heard the annoyance in Akhmad's voice he gave no sign of it.

"That bomb had a yield of around fifteen kilotons. This one is more than twenty-six times as powerful. It makes the one that took out Hiroshima look like a firecracker."

The Chechens looked at each other and smiled.

"How long will it take you to make it ready?" Beslan asked.

"I can't tell you exactly," Butler said. "I have to take my time. First I have to make sure the battery doesn't turn all the circuitry into toast. That part won't be difficult. It's not designed to kick in unless someone tries to arm the bomb without the right codes. But we're not trying to do that, not yet. I'm going to remove the arming mechanism, take everything apart and then put it back together again in a way that allows us to trigger it. Then I have to combine that with the nuclear components."

"How large will it be?"

"The key components can't be downsized. This is a big bomb. The final package won't be wide, but I can't shorten the length too much. It would fit inside a refrigerator. Or maybe a big toolbox."

"How will we set it off?"

"Once it's rigged, all it takes is an electronic signal. A cell phone would work." 

"It's that simple?"

"You're looking at it and thinking about it as a nuke. Think of it as just another bomb. It doesn't matter if it uses C4 or plutonium. Once it's set up, all it needs is something to tell it to go boom. You have everything I requested?"

"Yes. Everything you asked for."

"Okay, good. I need that in here, and you need to keep everyone else out."

"How long till it's done?" Beslan asked again.

"Once the bomb is disassembled, I have to experiment with the circuitry before I put everything back together. Maybe a week or two for the first one. I have to make sure it's going to work. After that, the others will go quickly."

"Good, good," Beslan said. He patted Butler on the shoulder. "Please ask if there is anything you need while you are working."

"Now you mention it, I wouldn't mind a different companion for the next couple weeks. You think you can arrange that?"

Beslan suppressed his disgust. He smiled.

"Of course, my friend, no problem."

"Maybe you could give Maria a bonus. She's been good to me."

"I will see that she gets what she deserves," Beslan said.

Butler looked at his worktable, making sure he had the tools he would need laid out within reach.

"I'm gonna begin," he said. "It will be easier if nobody's standing around watching me. I need to concentrate."

"No problem," Akhmad said. "We will leave you alone to work."

They left the room.

Beslan said, "What about the woman?"

"Dispose of her," Akhmad said. "Ruslan, you go into town and find a replacement. Someone who speaks some English. We need to keep him happy a little while longer." 

"He seems confident," Beslan said.

"How will we know he does not try to cheat us?" Ruslan said. "That his modifications will work?"

"I will know if he is lying. I will have him demonstrate that the mechanism is working before he installs it."

"I do not think he is bold enough to cheat us," Akhmad said. "He acts as though he is not afraid, but I see his fear. It's in his eyes. He's weak, a traitor to his country. We will allow him his illusions as long as is necessary. When the bombs are ready, he will receive the reward he deserves."
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Nick woke up with a headache. It seemed like he was always getting one since the injury he'd gotten in Texas. This one didn't seem too bad, more like a dull ache instead of the sharp, electric pain he sometimes got. He decided to ignore it, drive it out of his mind.

It was early. He dressed in a sweat suit, tucked a Sig .380 into a holster at the small of his back, bent down and kissed Selena where she lay in bed.

"I'm going for a run," Nick said. 

"Mmm."

Selena turned over on her side. Nick left the loft and took the elevator to the ground floor. He stepped outside and stopped. His day was about to get complicated.

A black Cadillac limousine idled by the curb. A uniformed driver stood by the passenger compartment. As Nick came out of his building, the man opened the door for him.

Adam. I thought I was done with him. How does he always know when I'm going to come out of the building?

"Please get in, Mister Carter," the driver said.

The last time Adam had showed up, he'd sent Nick after an ancient book written in Arabic that held a terrible secret. It had almost been his last mission, but somehow he'd survived. 

He still didn't know who Adam was, only that he belonged to a secretive organization dedicated to opposing evil that dated back to the Knights Templar. Not the simple darkness of unenlightened humanity, but fundamental evil that corrupted people and used them to try and control the world. Adam had once told Nick he'd been recruited into a war between the forces of darkness and the forces of light. 

Sometimes he was forced to admit Adam might be right. When he looked back at some of the things that had happened since he'd joined the Project, the idea of dark and light forces waging war through humanity made sense.

Nick wasn't a religious man. He didn't consider himself a spiritual one. Yet when Adam got involved he found himself in situations unlike any he'd encountered before, situations that went beyond his understanding. For want of any other word, he had come to think of them as somehow spiritual. One thing he did understand was that Adam knew things he didn't, and that it was a good idea to pay attention to what he said.

Reluctantly, he got into the car and settled down on the leather seat. The driver shut the door. He heard it lock.

It was like every other time he'd gotten into Adam's Cadillac. The windows were blacked out, making it impossible to see out of the car. The rear passenger section was partitioned from the floor to the roof by an opaque sheet of black glass. It was impossible to see whoever was sitting on the other side. A speaker and a closed drawer were mounted in the glass. A partition of the same black glass separated the rear compartment from the driver and the front of the car.

"Good morning, Nick."

Adam's voice was distorted by electronics. For all Nick knew, Adam was a woman. Hell, for all he knew there wasn't anyone on the other side of the partition. Maybe he was listening to someone talking over a radio.

"Adam. I didn't expect to meet up with you again."

"I have the feeling you had hoped we would not meet again."

There was a touch of amusement in the electronic voice.

"I'm not going to deny it," Nick said. "Why are you here?"

"Surely you can guess?"

"The missing bombs?"

Nick felt the car begin to move. It was like riding inside a silent cocoon made of polished wood, black leather, and black glass. 

"The world is in great danger." 

The electronic voice filled the compartment. 

"This is not just another simple terrorist act, if the cruelties of those people can ever be called simple."

"Aren't you being a little overdramatic? They can make a lot of trouble with the plutonium, but they can't set the bombs off."

"Unfortunately, they can."

"Wait a second. Those arming mechanisms are supposed to be foolproof. They self-destruct if someone tries to mess with them."

"Almost nothing in this world is foolproof," Adam said. "The people who stole the weapons have recruited a traitor who happens to be a genius with computers and electronics. He understands how the bombs work. He will remove and redesign the firing mechanism and nuclear components, then repackage them. Once he succeeds, the terrorists will have nuclear bombs they can detonate at will."

Nick imagined a mushroom cloud rising over a city somewhere in the world. A fierce pain began behind his left eye. He raised his hand and rubbed his forehead. The drawer in the partition slid open.

"Take the pill you find there," Adam said. "It will help the headache."

Nick picked up the pill and looked at it. It was a red capsule.

"How did you know I had a headache?"

"Just take the pill, Nick. It will act quickly. There is a bottle of water in the compartment on the door."

The headache felt like someone was driving a spike into the top of his head. He found the water, screwed off the top, and swallowed the pill with a gulp. A minute later, he felt the pain begin to recede. He took a deep breath as the tension eased.

"Any chance I could get a supply of these?" Nick said.

Adam laughed.

"They won't be necessary, Nick. The headaches will go away."

"I'm glad to hear it, but I've got a feeling you're about to give me one."

"I'm sure that you remember AEON."

"AEON? I thought that was finished."

"Almost. There is still one man left," Adam said. "He provided the money for the theft of the bombs. He is filled with hatred and anger. He justifies it with corrupt ideology and tells himself that what he is doing is best for the earth. He intends to destroy the existing social order and seed a new society that will rule the world, one divided into two classes existing in a symbiotic relationship."

"Two classes. I can guess what they are. Rulers and serfs." 

"He would not put it that way, but yes, you are right."

"And he intends to use the bombs to bring that about?"

"Let me ask you a question, Nick. What do you think would happen if a large nuclear weapon detonated in Moscow?"

"The Russians are paranoid as hell. They would assume we had attacked them." 

"And if other explosions targeted Western capitals?"

"We would think Russia or China was responsible."

"And that would mean?"

"It could start World War III," Nick said.

"The weapons that were taken are capable of killing many millions of people," Adam said. "A general war would kill billions."

"But what would be the point?" Nick asked. "What good does it do to start a nuclear war? There wouldn't be anything left after that. You can't start a new society in a radioactive wasteland."

"Any sane person knows that, Nick. The problem is that this man is not really sane, not in the way we understand it. He is terminally ill. He sees this plan as his legacy, a way to be remembered forever. He believes the elites he deems worthy to rule the world will survive. He's right, up to a point. They have spent years preparing underground bunkers and stocks of supplies in anticipation of a nuclear war. He thinks they will emerge after the initial dangers are over and establish the new society, using the common people who have survived as labor." 

"That's crazy," Nick said. "There won't be any place on earth that doesn't get radioactive fallout. Even if where you are doesn't take a direct hit, the radioactivity will get to it. The jet stream will make sure of that. It doesn't matter where you are in the world."

"You and I know that," Adam said, "but we don't think like they do."

"Who's behind this, Adam?"

"His name is Gregor Kondor. He lives in Switzerland."

"The billionaire?"

"Yes."

"I know who he is," Nick said. "He's been funding trouble around the world for a long time. But I didn't know he was part of AEON."

"Kondor and AEON are one," Adam said. "He is the last initiate. The others are dead. There are many people among the elites who agree with AEON's philosophy, but were never an official part of the organization. Kondor doesn't care if they were initiated. He knows they will act in ways to further AEON's goals. You should know something, Nick. He hates you. You, personally."

"Me? Why? I've never met the man."

"You were responsible for the ruin and death of Johannes Gutenberg. Gutenberg was the only man Kondor ever called a friend. Gutenberg initiated Kondor into the Order."

"It figures he'd be friends with that bastard," Nick said.

"I tell you this because you have begun looking into the theft of the weapons. Kondor will learn of your involvement. You pose a threat to the success of his plan. He will make it his mission to destroy you and your friends before he dies."

"He might find that a little difficult," Nick said.
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Nick was unable to see through the blacked out windows, but it felt as though the car had moved out of the city traffic. They were on a highway, keeping a steady speed.

"Where are the bombs?" Nick asked.

"In Hungary. I cannot tell you exactly where, but I rely on you and your friends to locate them."

"But you know where they are?"

"Only that they have been moved into an abandoned military installation."

"You can't tell me more than that?"

"I have already given you as much information as I am allowed to. We can only intervene in human affairs up to a point, and only under certain conditions. I am bound by rules. You will have to discover the exact location yourself, but I do not believe it will take you long. I have confidence in your group's ability to succeed."

It was useless to argue. It wasn't the first time Adam had withheld important information because of his rules. With a start, Nick realized his headache was gone.

"All right. Tell me this. Who has the bombs now?"

"The weapons are in the hands of a group of Chechen terrorists who wish to avenge the crimes committed against their people by the Russians and the West."

"The West? What do we have to do with it?"

"The president of the Chechen Republic was killed by the Russians during the First Chechen War. Your NSA gave Moscow the information it needed to accomplish his assassination."

"Shit."

"Yes."

"Do you know the targets? Where they plan to detonate the weapons?"

"No. A safe assumption is that Moscow is one of them. The Chechen code of honor demands revenge, and the Russians are the primary enemy. The bomb that was intercepted in Missouri was destined for Washington. It is likely they intend to strike Western capitals."

"Maybe they'll use all the bombs in Moscow."

"I do not believe so," Adam said. "One bomb, if it is programmed to full capacity, will obliterate Moscow from the face of the earth. There is a religious element involved. All of the West is considered an enemy. They think it is God's will to attack the infidels wherever they can. They are wrong." 

"This is a nightmare," Nick said.

"Humanity has an unlimited capacity for turning its darkest thoughts into destructive reality. What redeems you is an equally great capacity for creating beauty and expressing love."

The car slowed, stopped, then began moving again. Nick figured they were back in the city. He already knew the answer to his next question.

"What do you want me to do?" 

"You must find the weapons before they are detonated and destroy them," Adam said.

"Kondor looks like a good place to start."

"That seems logical, but he will not tell you anything," Adam said. "He does not have long to live. Kondor does not fear death, nor is he in control of what happens at this point. He has done what he set out to do, delivered weapons of mass death into the hands of people who will use them. He has provided them with money, the expertise to alter the weapons, and everything they might need to succeed. I would suggest you wait to confront him until after you have dealt with the immediate threat."

"You said he would find out we were involved. When he does, he's likely to come after us."

"He will send people, yes."

"Then it makes sense to go after him now."

An electronic sigh came through the speaker.

"You must be careful to separate the personal from the greater need," Adam said. "When Kondor sends his minions, there will be time to deal with them in the moment. You are forewarned, therefore it will not be easy for him to surprise you. You must keep your eye on the goal. If one of those weapons is detonated, it will trigger the end of your civilization. You have a larger obligation to humanity."

The car came to a halt. The door lock snapped open.

"If even one bomb goes off, it will escalate to a major nuclear exchange between the great powers. I don't need to tell you what the results will be. You must succeed, Nick. It is your duty."

"You don't expect much, do you?"

"Goodbye, Nick," Adam said. "Good luck."

"Yeah, right," Nick said.

He got out of the car. He was back in front of his apartment building. He watched the Cadillac pull away, Adam's words echoing in his mind.

Duty. Duty overrode everything. Duty kept you moving forward when everything inside you screamed retreat. Adam had known what button to push.

At least his headache was gone.
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The mood in Elizabeth's office was grim. Lamont, Ronnie, Stephanie, and Selena were all there. Nick had just finished briefing them on what Adam had told him. 

"One of these days your friend Adam is going to come up with some good news for a change," Elizabeth said.

"I wouldn't call him a friend. Adam doesn't strike me as the kind of person who has friends," Nick said. "All I know is that he's been right every time in the past. If he says the terrorists have someone who can arm those bombs, I believe him."

"There can't be many people with that kind of knowledge," Stephanie said.

"Adam said he was a traitor. Those bombs are American. It has to be someone who knows them inside and out, maybe someone with a grudge. That has to be a short list. We need to find out who it is." 

"It could be someone in the Air Force," Elizabeth said. "Someone familiar with the B-61."

"Or the plant at Pantax," Stephanie said. "Isn't that where they service and manufacture the bombs?"

"Yes. It's possible it could be someone there."

"Adam said the bombs were in an abandoned military installation. We can start looking at them and eliminating the unlikely ones," Stephanie said. "Freddie can save us a lot of time."

I am confused by this statement.

"What is confusing, Freddie?"

Time is an abstract concept. It is not a tangible item that can be saved. Therefore the statement is illogical.

"It's an idiom, Freddie. It means that by taking certain actions the amount of time needed to accomplish a given task can be shortened. In this case, it means using your abilities to identify abandoned military facilities in Hungary and then eliminating ones which would not be suitable for the terrorists. You can do it much more quickly than we can."

Do you wish me to also identify and prioritize facilities that could be used by the terrorists to modify the weapons?

"Yes, Freddie, that would be very helpful."

Processing.

"Should we ask the Hungarian authorities to help?" Selena asked.

"No," Elizabeth said. "The last thing we need is for word to get out that three strategic nuclear weapons are in the hands of terrorists, much less that the bombs are in their country. It would leak immediately. It would cause panic."

"How do you want to proceed, Director?" Nick asked.

"Once we have an idea where they might have stashed the bombs, you're going to Hungary."

"Why us? Why not one of those nifty CIA strike teams? Or Lamont's old buddies."

"I've already discussed this with Clarence. The White House doesn't want anything to come back and bite them if things don't work out. If Hopkins takes the leash off the CIA or sends in a SEAL team, he leaves himself open to potential problems from Congress and his political enemies. He sends us, we don't exist. If it blows up, there's nothing to come back on him."

"How did we end up with a creep like him for president?"  Lamont said.

"People who vote without thinking," Nick said.

"Think of it this way, Lamont," Elizabeth said. "We neutralize this threat, you'll have the thanks of a grateful nation."

"Sure. That and a dollar will get me on the bus."

"Not anymore," Ronnie said. "You ridden a bus lately?"

"What about this man, Kondor?" Selena asked. "Shouldn't we go after him? Question him?"

"Adam didn't think that was a good idea," Nick said.

"Adam isn't the one who has to chase down the bombs."

"Kondor has already done all the damage he can," Elizabeth said. "Adam is right. He can wait until we've dealt with the Chechens, unless he decides to interfere. But we're not going to forget about him."

"I want Valentina back in here," Nick said. "We need her. Once we find them, those people aren't going down without a fight."

"Do you know where she is, Selena?" Elizabeth asked.

"The last time I heard from her she was in Utah, heading south to see the Grand Canyon."

"Good. We'll locate her by her phone. I'll get Clarence to send a helicopter and pick her up. You'd better call and give her a heads up."

"She won't be happy about it."

"She'll get over it," Elizabeth said.
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Valentina sat on a wooden bench overlooking the North Rim of the Grand Canyon, taking in the spectacular view. A low, stone wall in front of her bench was all that kept her from stepping off into space. There wasn't anything like it in Russia, not really. The closest thing to it was probably Charyn Canyon, near the border with China. That was like a desert ditch, compared to this great chasm in the earth. 

The blazing sun brought out a thousand layers of color in the steep, rugged walls. Sharp peaks and harsh valleys stretched away in the distance. Passing clouds cast great, shifting shadows that rolled over the landscape like a silent ocean. 

She'd driven across the broad plains of Kansas and Nebraska,  marveling at vast fields of wheat and corn. She went north to South Dakota and stood at the foot of Mount Rushmore, looking up at the images of America's great presidents. Then she'd headed west into Montana and its magnificent mountain scenery, then down through Idaho and Utah toward the canyon. 

Looking out over the canyon she felt relaxed for the first time in years. There was something healing in this awesome display of nature, something that provoked a sense of majesty greater than herself. One look at the canyon was enough to remind anyone how insignificant they were in the overall scheme of things. It was humbling and freeing at the same time.

The whop whop whop of rotors intruded on her thoughts. She looked up as a black helicopter slowed and hovered, then landed on a narrow area near the benches. A man jumped out of the chopper and strode toward her. He looked at a picture in his hand and then at her. The woman looking back at him with suspicion matched the photo. The rotors on the helicopter were still turning.

"Valentina Antipova? Please come with me."

"I do not think so. Who are you?"

"Please, Ms. Antipova. Your sister said to tell you that you are needed back in Virginia."

"My sister?"

"You should have received a phone call telling you we were coming."

"My phone is not on."

"Your sister is Selena Connor, correct? Married to Nicholas Carter? You work for Director Harker?"

"Yes, but..."

"Don't worry about your vehicle. It will be shipped back to Virginia."

Valentina took a last, regretful look at the canyon. People stared at the tableau, wondering who she was and what was going on. A park ranger emerged from the building at the end of the viewing area and strode toward the helicopter. He had on a green uniform and a flat brimmed hat. He looked angry. He walked up to the man who had gotten out of the chopper and stood right in front of him.

"Who the hell do you think you are?" he said. "You're not allowed here. Helicopters aren't allowed here. You're endangering park property and the visitors. I'll have your license for this."

"Don't worry about it," the man said. "We're leaving."

"Damn right, you are."

The park ranger pulled a notebook from his pocket.

"I'm going to write down your registration number. When I'm done, you and that chopper are going to be permanently grounded."

He stomped over toward the helicopter and suddenly stopped.

"Where the hell is your number?" he said.

"Ms. Antipova, if you're ready?"

"I am not ready, but I will go with you."

They walked past the red-faced park ranger and climbed into the helicopter.

"I'd stand back if I were you," the man said as they passed him. "You don't want to get blown off into the canyon, do you?"

Speechless, the park ranger retreated. Valentina and her escort got into the chopper. It was a four seater. A pilot and copilot sat in front, their eyes hidden behind dark sunglasses. Valentina got into the back. Her escort climbed in after her and pulled the hatch shut. A moment later they were soaring up above the canyon. Valentina looked down at the astounding view.

"It is very big, your canyon," she said.

As the helicopter veered away to the south, she wondered why Harker had gone to all this trouble to retrieve her. She'd find out soon enough. Years of dealing with the Byzantine bureaucracy of Russia had taught her patience. 

Valentina watched the Arizona landscape streak by below. The last time she'd been in a helicopter, she'd been part of a covert mission to North Korea. It hadn't been anything as comfortable as this, not to mention the fact that no one was shooting at her. It was too bad she had to cut short her tour of the country. She'd wanted to drive all the way to the West Coast and see the Golden Gate Bridge. There might never be another opportunity.

It had to end sometime, she thought.

She settled back to try and enjoy the ride.
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Gregor Kondor was old and he was sick, but none of that lessened his willingness to destroy anyone who posed a threat to his plans. It was a lesson he'd learned early in life. All his years and experience had never given him any reason to change his mind. As far as Kondor was concerned, there were only two kinds of people in the world. There were those who ruled, and those who were meant to serve. Early on, he'd known which one he was going to be. He hadn't become one of the richest men in the world by being a nice guy, and he hadn't gotten that rich without a network of people who kept him informed about things he needed to know. 

Kondor had many sources of information scattered around the world. It was a mid-level officer in the American CIA who let him know that the disbanded group called the Project was still around, although under a different name. The same people who had destroyed AEON and murdered his friend were trying to track down the bombs, with the connivance of Langley and a White House pretending to look the other way.

That meant they were a problem.

Kondor remembered the last time he'd seen Johannes. He remembered the hospital stink of his room. He remembered Gutenberg's terrible burns, caused as he escaped the flaming collapse of his home. A fine man, persecuted and murdered by the same people who now threatened to prevent his plan to transform the world from bearing fruit.

He should have taken care of them sooner, but he'd been absorbed in the preparations for establishing a world government. It didn't matter. There was still time enough to eliminate them. Kondor pressed a button on his desk to summon his head of security.

No one would ever mistake the man who came into the room for anything but what he was, a former special forces soldier who had left all of his compassion on some obscure battlefield. Harlan Crowther was a few inches over six feet tall, broad shouldered, with muscles that stretched his shirt to its limit. His arms were as thick as some people's legs. He'd grown up in coal country, in the hills of West Virginia. At seventeen he'd lied about his age and joined the Army. He'd put up with the military bullshit because he loved the challenge of special forces. He would've put in his thirty, but he'd punched out an officer in Afghanistan and earned a dishonorable discharge. 

After the Army, he'd joined a mercenary outfit. That was where Kondor's spotter had found and recruited him.

Crowther had an instinctive ability to lead and the kind of amoral ruthlessness Kondor admired. It had only taken him a few years to rise to his position as head of security. Crowther earned two hundred and fifty thousand dollars a year. Kondor considered it cheap at the price.

"You sent for me, sir?"

"Sit down, Crowther. I have a job for you."

Crowther took a seat. 

"I want you to take care of a problem for me. There are some people who are interfering with my plans. It will require travel."

"Where am I going?"

"At the moment they are in Washington, although that may change. There may be additional travel."

"When do I leave?"

"Soon. First I need to be certain they are still in America." Kondor pushed a folder  across his desk. "This is the information you need."

Crowther opened the folder. It contained photographs and a list of names and addresses.

"You want a full sanction?"

"Yes. Everyone in that folder. You will need to use caution. These people are not typical. They are highly trained, usually armed, and should be considered quite dangerous."

"I've always liked a challenge, sir."

"Do not underestimate them, Crowther. Pick a few men to go with you, men you trust to do what has to be done and keep their mouths shut."

"That's not a problem."

"Do this for me, and there will be a large bonus for you and your men when you return. I will let you know when it's time to move."

Crowther stood. He knew when he was being dismissed.

"Yes, sir. I won't let you down."

As he left the room, Crowther smiled to himself. The job paid well, that was for sure, but it was boring as hell. Except for a few isolated incidents, there hadn't been much to do except train and keep his men in a state of readiness. That wasn't easy in the peaceful quiet of Switzerland. It was about time he had something to do that would require all of his skills.

Kondor had said the targets were dangerous. Maybe so, but he was certain they'd never come up against somebody like him.

By the time he exited the château, Crowther was whistling to himself.
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Butler had taken the bomb apart and reassembled the key components in their new home. As he'd promised, the final result would fit inside a container the size of an apartment refrigerator. It didn't have to be streamlined. It wasn't going to be dropped from a plane. 

The bomb was a classic two-stage design, just as it had been in its original form. Everything was positioned in a steel casing and surrounded by polystyrene foam. When triggered, a chemical explosion in the primary charge set off a reaction in a cylinder made of heavy metal. The job of the  primary was to initiate fission and release x-rays. The secondary charge with the plutonium was contained in a different cylinder. The x-rays released by the primary bounced off the casing and turned the foam to plasma, igniting fusion. The result was a nuclear explosion. All of it took place in a split second.

Butler had done his best to dial it all the way up. Whatever the final result was, the destruction would be enormous when it went off.

It would create a huge ball of fire, brighter than the sun. Everything within a five mile blast radius would be totally destroyed. An instant later, winds topping four hundred miles an hour would obliterate whatever was left. The light from the blast would permanently blind any man or beast unfortunate enough to be looking at it, even miles away. That wasn't all. The explosion would ignite a gigantic firestorm that would generate more winds and incinerate everything within many miles of ground zero. Nothing would survive above ground. Anyone in a basement or underground shelter would be killed by the heat.

The bomb was a gift that would keep on giving. Fallout from the mushroom cloud would drift with the prevailing wind for hundreds of miles, damning everything in its path to a slow and excruciating death by radiation.

But Butler wasn't thinking about that as he contemplated his creation. He was pleased with his work. He'd done a damn good job, neat, tidy, and efficient. It wasn't everybody that could take one of those babies apart and make it work. He was already thinking how he could improve the package with the two remaining weapons.

All that remained was to connect the cell phone that would trigger the blast. He took one of the phones Ruslan had provided and wired it to the bomb, careful to make sure it was turned off. Then he called the Chechens in.

"I want you to show me it works," Beslan said.

"You're going to have to take my word for it," Butler said. "Look, it's triggered by the phone. You turn the phone on and give it a call. Then, boom."

"I still want to see that it works."

"I do that, it will be the last thing you ever see. Trust me, it will work."

Akhmad laid a hand on Beslan's shoulder to calm him.

"We trust you, Bobby. This is very good work."

Butler accepted the praise as his due.

"It is safe to move?"

"Sure. It can't go off unless you call the phone. It's heavy, so you need a few men to move it, or a forklift. You can put it in a crate, a big toolbox, inside a refrigerator, whatever you like. They'll never know it's a bomb."

"When will the others be done?"

"It will go faster with them. A week, maybe less."

"Excellent. You are happy with your new companion?"

Butler grinned. "Yeah, I'm happy. She's just what the doctor ordered."

"Good, good."

Soon you will need more than a doctor, Beslan thought.

"We will leave you to your work," Akhmad said. "I will have people move this out of your way."

When they were outside he turned to Beslan.

"Have Alaudin get the forklift and move the bomb to the truck. We'll put it in a crate with transmission parts. There won't be any problems at the border, I've gone that way before. The guards are pigs, they are easily bribed."

After Akhmad and Beslan left the room, Butler lit a cigarette and thought about them. They made him uneasy, especially Beslan. A couple of times he'd caught Beslan looking at him in a way that bothered him. Butler didn't like it. A million dollars was a lot of money. They'd paid him a hundred thousand up front, but maybe they were thinking they'd keep the rest, once he finished doing what they wanted him to do. 

Butler wasn't stupid. He'd overheard their plans and he knew he was vulnerable. There wasn't much he could do if they decided to kill him. They wouldn't do it before the other bombs were ready, but it wouldn't hurt to have a little insurance, just in case.

He got up and rummaged around in a box of electronic parts on the bench until he found what he was looking for, then went over to the bomb. Ten minutes later he was done. He took out the phone he'd hidden and put it in his pocket.

There was no cell reception in the bunkers. He'd have to go up top. The Chechens were accustomed to him taking occasional smoking breaks up top. Beslan had objected, but he'd been overruled by Akhmad. The only condition was that he stay out of sight once he was out in the open. Butler picked up a pack of cigarettes and stepped out of his work room, holding the pack in his hand where it could be seen. He passed one of the Chechens. He couldn't keep all their names straight, but he thought this one was called Apti.

He held up the cigarettes.

"Going up top for a smoke," he said.

Apti grunted.

Probably doesn't even speak English, Butler thought. The guy looks like an ape.

When he emerged from the ramp he was surprised to find it was early evening. Down in the bunker, he tended to lose track of time. A cool breeze was blowing, bringing with it the earthy scent of the Hungarian countryside. He lit a cigarette and took out the cell phone, one he'd modified for satellite use. He dialed his own number back in Dallas and waited for the answering machine to pick up. If worst came to worst and these Chechen creeps didn't keep their bargain, at least they wouldn't get away with whatever it was they were planning. But he was pretty sure it wouldn't come to that, not after he told them what he'd done. 

"Hi there, this is Bobby. Leave a message."

At the beep, he began talking. When he was done, he hung up and dropped the phone back in his pocket, pleased with himself. Mrs. Butler's boy wasn't born yesterday. If the Chechens tried anything, they were in for a big surprise.
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Valentina sat next to her half sister on the couch in front of Elizabeth's desk. Looking at the two women sitting side by side, it was easy to see the resemblance. Both had high cheekbones and exotic eyes. While Selena's eyes were usually deep blue or violet, Valentina's eyes were a piercing, intense green. Selena was a little taller, Valentina a little more full-bodied. Both were fit, athletic, trim. They were women who drew second glances no matter where they went. It wasn't just that they were both attractive. The two sisters exuded an undefined sense of presence that couldn't be ignored.

"I do not like Chechens. I do not like Hungary," Valentina said.

"I know, Val, but we have to stop these people. They're in Hungary, so that's where we have to go."

"You are going, sister? I thought you were done with missions?"

"I thought I was too, but it's all hands on deck for this one."

Valentina looked puzzled. "This is idiom, no?"

"Yes. It means everyone has to be involved."

Elizabeth sat behind her desk, tapping her Mont Blanc pen in a nervous tattoo on the hard surface. The entire team was in the room. 

"Steph, tell us what you've discovered."

"Freddie looked at every abandoned military site in Hungary where the bombs might be hidden. We eliminated everything that was too obvious, too close to a populated area, or too small. We looked for something off the beaten track and obscure."

"And?"

"It boils down to two possibilities. One is outside Budapest, but I don't think they would use that one. It's well known. The government is always trying to keep tourists away."

"What's the second possibility?"

"There's an abandoned Soviet missile base in the southeast. There's nothing much around it. The closest city is Kaposvár, but that's a good distance from the site. The nearest town is called Tamási. It's not very big and it's miles away. The base is out in the country. It's marked off-limits and dangerous by the government. Nobody goes there. It was one of the principal Soviet installations during the Cold War. It's a large complex, and most of it is underground. It would be perfect for them."

"Dangerous? Why?" Nick asked.

"Old buildings in danger of collapse, chemical spills, low levels of radioactivity. The place is an environmental disaster." 

"Have we got surveillance on it?"

"Only old photos. Nothing current." 

"I've asked Clarence to put a satellite on it," Elizabeth said. "We need up to date shots."

"Let's see the old ones."

"Freddie, put up the old pictures of the site," Stephanie said.

They looked at the black and white photographs.

"Pretty typical," Nick said. "Looks like a headquarters building, barracks, motor pool, the usual stuff. Do we have plans of the complex?"

I anticipated your request, Nick. I have obtained plans of the missile base from archives in Moscow. Would you like to see them?

"Good work, Freddie. Please put them up on the monitor."

They all looked at the monitor.

"Big," Ronnie said. 

"They had nuclear tipped intermediate range missiles in there," Nick said. 

"Shit, that's a rat maze," Lamont said. 

"Look at those tunnels," Selena said. "They go everywhere."

"I have seen places like this," Valentina said. "Soviet military had unlimited funds. They are very solid, built to last. I think everything will still be there."

"The bombs could be anywhere in that complex," Elizabeth said

"Maybe not," Nick said.

He got up and walked over to the monitor.

"It looks like the main access to the underground bunkers is here."

He pointed at a ramp on the plans that dropped down from the surface into the rooms below. 

"The bad guys could drive down there with the weapons and pick one of these rooms to work on them. There isn't any reason for them to use the tunnels."

Ronnie brushed a speck of lint from his Hawaiian shirt, a riot of colorful birds and flowers.

"If you're right, that would make it a lot simpler."

"No point in making it complicated, unless it turns out that way."

"It usually does."

"Maybe this time we'll get lucky," Lamont said.

"Since when did you turn into an optimist?" Ronnie said.

"You gotta be an optimist if you fish."

"We need serious gear for this," Nick said. "If they're in there, they aren't going to welcome us with open arms."

"How are we getting into the country with what we need?" Ronnie asked.

"I'll figure something out," Elizabeth said.
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Butler was done. The last two bombs were ready. It was time to collect his pay and get the hell out of Dodge. He was looking forward to a beach in the Caribbean, maybe St. Lucia, or Aruba. Or Thailand, Phuket, maybe. He'd heard a lot about the women there. The beach, drinks with umbrellas in them, and willing women. With a million bucks, women weren't going to be a problem. 

Akhmad, Beslan and Ruslan stood looking at the bombs. A new man was there, someone Butler hadn't seen before. Ruslan introduced him as his brother, Aslan. Aslan didn't smile and didn't offer to shake hands. He made Butler nervous.

"What is the yield?" Aslan asked.

"Close to the full potential of 400 kilotons," Butler said. "You don't want to be anywhere within a sixty mile radius when one of these goes off."

"You are certain?" 

"Of course I'm certain. I'm good at what I do. Which brings up a question about where you intend to set them off. You don't have to tell me exactly. All I want to know is if the Caribbean is safe."

Akhmad smiled. "For you, the Caribbean is safe. Or should I say, the Caribbean is safe from you."

"What do you mean?"

"Just a joke," Akhmad said. 

"Oh. Well, okay. Has the rest of the money been transferred to my account?"

"There won't be any need for that."

Beslan took out a pistol.

"You're making a mistake," Butler said.

"I don't think so. I have been waiting for this moment."

"Did you think I was dumb enough not to..."

Butler never finished the sentence. Beslan fired, the report loud in the concrete room. Blood bloomed on Butler's chest. He looked down at the spreading stain in disbelief.

"You..." 

Beslan fired twice more. The bullets knocked Butler back into the workbench. He fell onto the floor. Blood poured from his mouth. He tried to speak. A long, bubbling breath escaped and he stopped moving. Beslan walked over to the body and kicked it to make sure Butler was dead.

"You should have waited," Aslan said. "He had something he wanted to tell us."

"We have the bombs," Beslan said. "That is all that matters."

"Hide him," Aslan said. "Put him in one of the tunnels."

Beslan and Akhmad each took a leg and dragged the body away, leaving a long smear of blood on the gray concrete floor.

Ruslan said, "It's good you are here, brother."

"Everything is ready to move the bombs?"

"Almost. We have a problem with one of the trucks. Alaudin is working on it. He says it will be ready by tomorrow. Once we load the trucks, the other two can leave immediately."

"You are sure the American did what he said he would do?"

"Yes, I'm sure."

He reached into his pocket and took out a slip of paper. It was marked with a list of phone numbers.

Ruslan indicated each number with his finger. 

"These are the three cell phone numbers that will detonate the bombs. Each bomb is marked, so we won't confuse them. This copy is for you. I have one, and so do Beslan and Akhmad."

Aslan took the piece of paper and put it in his pocket.

"I will leave today with two of the bombs," he said. "Beslan, Apti, and Fariza will go with me. You and Akhmad wait until Alaudin has fixed the truck and go with the third. Once they are all in place, we will coordinate the attack. They must all go off at the same time. It will create great confusion. War will be inevitable. The West will be destroyed, along with the Russian pigs."

Aslan put his hands on Ruslan's shoulders and looked into his eyes. 

"I will not see you again in this life, brother. We will meet again in paradise, where our families and friends wait for us."

"In'shallah," Ruslan said. "As God wills."
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Nick and the others got into Budapest in the late afternoon. Elizabeth had talked to DCI Hood and arranged CIA support. They were met outside the airport by a taciturn young man who identified himself only as John. Nick doubted that was his real name. They followed him through the airport parking lot to a dark van. Nick turned to Selena and gestured at the man walking ahead of them. He kept his voice low.

"Is it me, or are they hiring kids out of high school these days?"

"He does look awfully young," Selena said.

"Maybe I'm just getting old."

"Did you just figure that out?"

"Hey, you're not supposed to agree with me," Nick said.

"I saw a nice rocking chair in a store window the other day. I was thinking of buying it for you when we get back." 

"Smart ass," Nick said.

John drove them to the outskirts of the city. They stopped before the gate of a rusted chain-link fence surrounding a weed strewn lot and a gray warehouse. John got out and opened the gate. He got back in the car and drove up to a loading door, got out again, and opened the door.

They drove into the deserted building. Inside was a faded green truck with a canvas cover over the bed. It looked as though it had seen better days. Bench seats lined the back.

"It's an old army truck," John said. "Looks rough, but it's a good vehicle. Strong engine, good tires, it won't give you any problems. Plus there's a bonus. All the main highways have toll stations. This truck has an electronic pass, so you can drive right through. It's only good for ten days."

"We won't be here that long," Nick said. "How about weapons?"

"In the back."

John walked to the back of the truck, lowered the tailgate, and climbed in. Nick got in after him. John lifted up a section of flooring, revealing a compartment under the bed.

"Take a look."

Inside the compartment were five Skorpion machine pistols and as many Makarov pistols in holsters. There were night vision units, armored vests, and extra ammunition. Dark clothes and balaclavas completed the supplies. 

"First time I've seen something like this," John said. "Pretty cool. You guys must rate. Everything is Eastern European manufacture. Nothing American. I don't suppose you could tell me what you need it for?"

"I don't suppose I could," Nick said.

"Figures," John said. He handed Nick a fat envelope. "Here are your papers. Driver's licenses, permits, local currency, passports. Here's the key to the truck."

"Thanks. Who are we supposed to be?"

"You're skilled factory workers, headed for a job near the Romanian border. There's a GPS unit in the cab. You can program in where you're going. It's in Hungarian. You speak Hungarian?"

"I don't. She does."

Nick pointed at Selena.

"That will help. If you're stopped, the papers for the truck are in the glove compartment. If she's the one who speaks the language, you'd better let her drive."

John looked at the five of them.

"I kind of wish I was going with you," he said.

"You last long enough in the job, you'll change your mind about things like that," Nick said. "Thanks for your help."

"Good luck."

John walked over to his car, got in, and drove away.

"I'd feel better if I had one of those pistols," Lamont said.

"We all would. Everyone take one, just keep them out of sight."

"No C4 or Semtex?" Ronnie asked.

"Nope. Let's hope we don't have to blow anything up."

They took time to unload the guns and check them out. The last thing you wanted in a fight was to have an unfamiliar weapon fail. When they were satisfied, they reloaded and put the Skorpions back in the compartment. 

"Selena, you're driving," Nick said. "Valentina, you get the luxury accommodations in the back with Ronnie and Lamont. I'll ride up front with Selena. If we get stopped, everybody keep quiet and let Selena do the talking."

"I always did like traveling in first," Lamont said. 

Nick opened the package John had given him and shuffled through the contents until he found the documents for Ronnie, Lamont, and Valentina. He gave them their papers, waited until they climbed into the truck, and shut the tailgate. They took seats on the benches. Nick took his own papers and gave Selena hers.

Selena got behind the wheel and studied the unfamiliar layout. She experimented with the lights and wipers. A tall gearshift stuck out of the floor.

Selena tried the clutch. "Heavy, but I can handle it."

"You know how to drive this?" Nick asked.

"Yes. Uncle William showed me how to drive a big truck when I was fifteen."

A brief shadow passed across her face. The murder of her uncle had brought her into Nick's life and into the Project. 

She turned on the GPS. 

"Where are we going?"

"Tamási is the closest town. Plug that in."

Selena entered the destination

"This says it's about an hour and a half, via the M7 and Route 65. There are tolls."

"We have a pass, but toll stations mean cameras. Is there another way?"

She studied the display on the screen.

"There are back roads that go in the general direction, but sooner or later they all intersect with a toll road. I don't see any way to avoid all the toll stations."

Nick felt a headache coming on. Worse, he felt a faceless anxiety, a sense of urgency without clear focus. It wasn't like when his ear started to itch, when things were going wrong, but it made him feel like they had to get moving or something bad would happen.

"Take the shortest route."

"What about the cameras?"

"If we can't avoid them entirely, to hell with it. Take the quickest way. It feels like we need to get there."
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Tamási was a town of nine or ten thousand people, set in the middle of rolling farmland. The old Soviet base was beyond it. There was no way to avoid the town. Selena drove through, careful to keep under the speed limit. The houses were narrow, two or three stories tall, the streets clean. They passed a large church and a park.

"Looks like a pleasant enough place to live," Nick said.

"If you like small town living," Selena said.

"Does it snow a lot here?"

"I don't know, why?"

"All the houses have steep, peaked roofs. Makes me think they must get a lot of snow."

No one paid any attention to them. There were plenty of trucks like theirs in Hungary. Soon they were through the town and out into the countryside. They passed a roadside café with a few tables and two large umbrellas on the left. Several cars were parked in a lot. People sat at the tables eating and drinking. There was a sign on the building.

"What did that sign say?"

"Café Relax," Selena said. "I wouldn't mind a cup of coffee about now."

"Too bad we can't stop."

After the café, the land opened out. Fields stretched away to either side.

"The turnoff to the old missile site is off this road, about fifteen kilometers from town," Nick said. "Look for a stone barn and farmhouse on the right. The turnoff is on the left, about half a kilometer past that. It might be hard to see."

Ten minutes later they passed the barn. Selena slowed. It wasn't hard to spot the turnoff after all. It was blocked by a closed metal gate set between two stone pillars on the edge of the flat field. There was a sign on the gate.

Selena turned off the road and stopped. There was no one around. 

"What's it say?"

"Entrance strictly forbidden. Danger. Keep out."

Beneath the writing was a skull and cross bones. Beyond the gate, a crumbling road ran toward a grove of trees in the distance.

Nick got out of the truck and walked to the gate. It was closed with a knotted chain, but there was no lock. He bent down and looked at the track, straightened, then undid the chain and opened the gate. He waved Selena through. Once she was past, he closed the gate. He left the chain loose and got back in the truck.

"What were you looking at?" Selena asked.

"Tire tracks." 

"Where's the base? I don't see it."

Nick pointed ahead. "On the other side of those trees. Once we pass them, we can be seen. Drive up to them and park. See if you can get in under them."

Selena drove slowly along the track until they came to the grove. She pulled off the road until they were out of sight among the trees and shut down the engine.

Everyone got out.

"How close are we?" Ronnie asked.

"Maybe half a klick," Nick said. He looked at his watch. "It will be dark in about an hour. We'll wait until then. Break out the gear."

Lamont got back in the truck and started passing everything out.

"I wonder how many are in there?" Selena said.

"There's no way to tell," Nick said. "Satellite coverage hasn't picked up anyone. We won't know until we get inside." 

"Stephanie and Freddie seemed pretty certain this was the best bet."

"The gate wasn't locked, it just looked like it was. That and the tracks makes me think we're in the right place." 

Nick looked at her.

"Listen. I want you to stay with the truck."

"Why?"

"We don't know what we're going to find in there. I'm thinking about the kids. Putting both of us at risk doesn't seem like a good idea."

"You should've thought of that before I came along," Selena said. "I'm not going to stay with the truck."

"Selena..."

"No. I'm not staying here, Nick."

She walked away.

"Damn it," Nick muttered under his breath.

Valentina had overheard them talking.

"You should be used to how my sister is by now, Nick. She is right. If you did not wish her to be at risk, you should not have asked her to come."

"She's here because none of us speak Hungarian and she does."

"I do not think so. I think she is here because this is job that requires warriors."

"Warriors?"

"We are warriors, no? My sister is warrior. It is very simple."

"Nothing about Selena is simple, Val."

"This is," Valentina said.
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Everyone had changed into the black clothes from the truck. In the darkness of the grove, they were almost invisible.

"Time to boogie," Nick said. "Weapons free."

It was full dark, the road to the site a vague streak against the earth. They moved along the edge of the grove as it followed the road, shadow shapes among the trees. In a short time they came to the end of the trees. Ahead was the fence marking the perimeter of the site and the dark shape of the ruined headquarters building. Nick signaled, and they paused at the edge of the open space between the trees and the fence. The moon rose, casting a dim glow over the deserted base. 

Nick kept his voice low. 

"The gate's open."

"No sign of anyone," Selena said. 

"Maybe they're gone," Ronnie said.

"They are there," Valentina said. "Listen."

Nick strained his ears. Years of explosions and gunfire made it difficult for him to hear faint sounds.

"I hear it," Selena said. "It's a generator. Faint. Maybe underground."

"They are there," Valentina said again.

Nick nodded. "Try to take someone alive. We need intel."

"They are Chechen," Valentina said with a hint of contempt. "It is unlikely you will take them alive."

Nick shrugged. "It's their call." 

He led them through the gate. They followed the cracked pavement past the deserted barracks, keeping next to the wall, toward the building that housed the ramp leading to the lower levels.

They came to the tall loading door. A smaller, access door next to it was closed. Nick stepped up to it and the others took up position behind him. He leaned forward and tried the knob. The door was unlocked. He let it swing open. The sound of the generator got louder. Somewhere below, a light was shining.

The door opened onto the ramp Nick had seen on the plans. He signaled and they started down the ramp in single file, keeping close to the wall as they descended to the lower level. Suddenly they heard raised voices coming from below. Men arguing in a foreign language.

Nick froze and held up his hand.

Selena was right behind him. She leaned in and whispered in his ear.

"Two men, Chechen. Something about a truck."

A third voice interrupted, authoritative. The argument stopped. Someone began talking.

Nick held up his hand and gestured. They moved to the end of the ramp. Ahead was a large room. The men they had heard were somewhere off to the right. They couldn't see who was there without entering the room, but it didn't matter. They were enemies.

Nick risked a glance around the corner. He saw three bearded men standing by a truck, talking. One of the men was gesturing, angry. The hood on the truck was open. Tools lay scattered about on the floor. All three men carried AK 74s. He ducked back again.

Three men. Armed. To the right

Nick signaled again. 

Three. Two. One.

They came around the corner, weapons up and ready.

The men turned and looked at them, startled. Nick shouted.

"Drop your weapons! Now! Do it now!"

Selena repeated it in Chechen, her voice loud and shrill.

The three Chechens had survived countless encounters with Russians trying to kill them. They were battle hardened and conditioned. Their weapons came up. Two went in opposite directions, firing as they ran. The third dropped to one knee and brought up his rifle. The room echoed with the rapid staccato chatter of the Skorpion machine pistols and the harsh, distinctive sound of AK's. Nick and the others scattered and ducked as dozens of rounds ricocheted around the room.

Valentina shot the man kneeling in front of the truck. He jerked as the bullets hit him and fell onto his side, blood spitting from his mouth. His rifle clattered on the concrete floor. Lamont and Ronnie brought down one of the runners. His momentum carried him forward in an awkward dance. His rifle fired into the floor in front of him as he fell, blowing chips of concrete into the air. The third man made it to an open door at the end of the room and disappeared.

"Shit," Nick said. "Ronnie, Lamont, cover that doorway." 

He turned. Valentina was clutching her arm. Her face was pinched and white with pain. Selena was helping her to the floor.

"She's hit."

"Take care of her," Nick said.

He ran over to the doorway.

"Valentina's hit. Lamont, you stay here and cover for them. Get them behind the truck. There may be more of these people. Ronnie, we'll go after the runner."

"Copy that." Lamont ran to Valentina and Selena. 

"Ready?" Nick said.

Ronnie nodded. Nick glanced through the door and ducked back as a stream of bullets smashed into the frame near his head. He kept out of sight and fired blindly into the room. A door slammed. He risked a glance and saw another large room. There was no sign of the man who had fired at him. Against the opposite wall was a long workbench, cluttered with electronic equipment and tools. At the far end of the room, another door was closed.

Nick and Ronnie ran to the door. A long smear of blood led up to it.

"Looks like he's hit," Ronnie said.

"I don't think so." He bent down and touched the stain. "This blood is dry."

Nick stood to the side and opened the door. Beyond was a long tunnel lined with stone, lit at intervals by naked light bulbs hanging overhead. There was no one in sight.

The third man was somewhere inside the maze of passages under the complex.

"Shit," Ronnie said. "He could be anywhere in there."

Nick saw a spot on the floor of the tunnel and bent to look at it.

"Blood," he said. "Fresh. He's wounded."

"A little luck, he'll bleed out before we find him."

"Now who's being an optimist?"

They moved along the tunnel. Every few feet, Nick saw another drop or two of blood. They came to a T junction and paused.

"Right or left?" Ronnie said.

"The blood trail goes left."

"Left it is, then."

Nick looked around the corner and jumped back as a hail of bullets zipped by. The explosions echoed in the underground chambers. The sound of the bolt on the Chechen's AK told him he was empty. They had a few seconds before he could reload. They came around the corner, firing into the tunnel. Sparks danced off the walls from the ricocheting rounds. The Chechen dropped his rifle and sat down on the floor, clutching his gut.

"Don't move," Nick said.

Ruslan looked at him, blood trickling from his mouth. He held a cell phone in his right hand. He held it up and grinned.

"Now you die," he said.

He pressed a number. Nothing happened. Ruslan stared at the phone, a look of disbelief on his face that quickly turned to rage. He dropped the phone and reached inside his jacket. Nick and Ronnie fired at the same time. A half dozen rounds struck the Chechen. He sighed and fell to the side.

"That was crazy," Ronnie said. "Who the hell was he trying to call?"

"I don't think he was calling anybody. I think he was trying to set off a bomb."

"I don't see anything down here."

"Maybe it's not down here. Maybe it's upstairs."

"One of the nukes?"

"I don't know. Whatever it was, it didn't work."

Nick walked over to the body and picked up the phone. He began laughing.

"What's so funny?"

Nick held the phone up so Ronnie could see the display. "No service."

He bent over and searched the body. He put everything he found in one of his jacket pockets, along with the phone.

"Let's go back," he said.

They reached the T junction. Some of the lights in this section had stopped working. The tunnel to the right was dark. Ronnie put his hand on Nick's arm. 

"What's that on the floor down there?"  

"I see it."

As they got closer to the shape on the floor, they saw it was a body.

"He doesn't look like a Chechen," Ronnie said. 

"No. European. Or American."

"They must've killed him and dumped him here."

"That explains the dried blood I saw."

"Who is he?"

"Maybe he's got ID."

Ronnie bent over the corpse and went through the pockets. He came up with a passport.

"Robert Butler." 

Ronnie looked at the photo on the passport and then at the dead man. 

"He's not looking as good as his picture, but it's the same guy. Says here he lives in Dallas. What's a Texas boy doing here?"

"We'll find out," Nick said.

When they got back to the door leading into the main room, Nick called out.

"Lamont, it's us. Hold your fire."

"All clear," Lamont called.

Valentina was sitting on the running board of the truck. A bandage was wrapped around her upper arm.

"How are you doing?" Nick asked.

"It is nothing," Valentina said. "A scratch, only."

"Some scratch," Selena said. "You almost lost your arm."

"But I did not," Valentina said. "That is what is important."

"What did y'all find down there?" Lamont said.

"We got the one who ran out of here," Nick said. "We also found the body of an American."

"What's an American doing here?" Selena asked.

"That's a question in search of an answer. Anybody take a look in this truck to see what's in it?"

"Nope," Lamont said. "Now's as good a time as any."

The truck was a high roofed delivery van, a vehicle that was common in Europe. Nick pulled open the doors in the back. A long crate lay inside. The contents were stenciled on the outside in three different languages.

"What does it say, Selena?"

"Automotive parts. Manufactured in Romania."

"Sure they are," Lamont said. "Any bet one of the bombs is in there?"

"Find something to open it up," Nick said.

Ronnie was back in a minute with a pry bar. It didn't take long to get the crate open. Three automobile transmissions packed in layers of brown paper lay on top of whatever was below.

"Give me a hand with these, Ronnie."

They moved the transmissions out of the crate. Nick pulled back the next layer of wrapping, revealing a long metal tool box with a label on it.

"It says electrical parts," Selena said.

"Maybe you shouldn't open that up," Ronnie said. "It could be booby-trapped."

"They were going to move this somewhere. It would be too risky to have it set up with a trap."

He reached down to open the box.

"You'd better be right," Ronnie said.

"If I'm not, we'll never know it," Nick said.

He lifted the lid. The bomb lay inside, a sealed package that fit neatly inside the toolbox. A cell phone was mounted on the outside of the casing. 

"Now we know who that creep was trying to call," Ronnie said.

Very gently, Nick turned off the glowing phone. He closed the lid.

"What now?" Selena asked.

"Now we call Harker. Someone has to disarm this and get it out of here. She'll take care of it." 
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Two days later the team was back in Elizabeth's office. Valentina's arm was in a sling.

"How are you doing, Valentina?" Elizabeth asked. "How's the arm?"

"My arm will be fine. I was lucky. He missed bone."

"I'm glad it wasn't any worse." 

Elizabeth looked at her team. 

"That was good work in Hungary," she said. "You all deserve medals. Don't hold your breath waiting for them, though."

"What about the American we found, Butler?" Nick asked.

"He was the bomb maker," Elizabeth said. "He was kicked out of the Air Force for sexual harassment. Before his court-martial, he was in charge of maintaining the nuclear weapons at Dyess. He was considered an expert on the B-61."

"That explains a lot."

"There's more, and it's going to help us find the last two bombs. He recorded a message on his home answering machine. Hood's people found it when they went into his apartment. Butler realized the Chechens might double cross him, so he recorded the message as insurance."

"Didn't work out too well, did it?" Lamont said.

"We don't know what happened, but whatever he told them wasn't good enough to keep them from killing him."

"What did the message say?" Selena asked.

"You can listen to it for yourself."

She pressed a button on her desk. Butler's last message began to play.

If you're listening to this, whoever you are, I'm a dead man talking. If I'm dead, it means I can't enjoy the big payoff I was going to get from these bastards, so I'm not going to let them get away with it. 

I've been pushed around most of my life. They shouldn't have kicked me out of the Air Force, that was the last straw. I didn't do anything wrong. I'm a victim of a woman that hates men. When Ruslan showed up and gave me a chance to get even, I jumped at it. He offered a million bucks. To show he was serious, he gave me a hundred thou up front. It's hard to argue with that kind of money. He promised me the bombs wouldn't be used against America.

"Traitor. Like that makes it all right," Lamont said.

I built three bombs for them. Me, by myself. No one else could have done it. I bypassed all the security systems no one is supposed to beat, took it apart, and repackaged everything into something you could hide in a toolbox. 

I dialed them all the way up. If one of those babies goes off, it's going to make a hell of a big boom. Like I said, no one else could have done it. I set it up so they could trigger it by calling a cell phone. It's not rocket science. Once everything is packaged the right way, all it needs is something to trigger the initial explosion. The rest is physics.

Here's the kicker. I put a tracking device in each one of the bombs. That was my insurance, in case they decided to go back on the deal. Since you're listening to this, they must not have believed me, or I never got the chance to tell them.  

There were three of them who ran everything,  Ruslan, Beslan, and Akhmad. I don't know their last names. I'll tell you one thing, these people are really pissed at the Russians and they hate everybody in the West almost as much. I saw a list of the targets. They're going to use those bombs against Paris, London, and Moscow.

It doesn't matter now. I'm hoping that whoever you are, you can find the bombs and stop these people from setting them off. I'm sorry for what I did, but the Air Force should've backed me up. I didn't do anything wrong.

The recording ended

"Holy shit," Lamont said.

I am confused by your expression, Lamont. Why are you describing excrement as sacred?

"Not now, Freddie," Elizabeth said.

Very well, Elizabeth.

"Don't sulk, Freddie. I'll explain later."

As you wish.

The computer made a sniffing sound.

"Did I just hear him sniff?" Selena asked.

"Freddie has started adopting human expressions. I didn't realize he'd begun including nonverbal communications as well," Stephanie said.

"I'll never understand why people sell out their country for money," Nick said.

"I don't think money was the main reason he did it," Selena said. "Money is only part of it. This man was a narcissist. Everything on that recording says he thinks the world revolves around him. He says he's sorry, but then he justifies it by saying it's somebody else's fault. That's classic narcissistic behavior."

"Whatever he was, he's created a real problem," Nick said. "Director, have they picked up the trackers he talks about?"

"Not yet. NSA, Langley, and everybody else is working on it."

"Maybe the bad guys found the trackers and took them out," Lamont said.

"If they did, it's going to be tough to stop this in time. Those bombs could be anywhere."

"Have the affected governments been notified?" Selena asked.

"You're not going to believe this, but no," Elizabeth said.

"What? Why not?"

"Because it's political. What other reason would there be? Hopkins is in a panic. How do you think Moscow is going to react when they find out an American bomb has fallen into the hands of their terrorist enemies? Not to mention the fact that if it goes off,  Moscow will cease to exist."

"Don't forget London and Paris," Nick said. "I don't imagine they'll be happy to hear someone's getting ready to nuke them." 

"As usual, you're the master of understatement," Elizabeth said. 

"So what are we going to do?" Selena asked. "Someone has to stop this from happening."

"We're forgetting something," Nick said. "One of those targets is off the list. We have one of the bombs that was going to one of those cities."

"Yes, but which city?" Elizabeth said.

"I think it's safe to say Moscow is still on the list," Selena said. "Their first priority would be the Russians. So one of the bombs has to be headed for Moscow."

"I agree," Elizabeth said. "The question is, where is the other one going? Paris, or London? There's no way to tell until we get a fix on it."

"Assuming the trackers are working and we pick them up," Nick said.

"Yes. Assuming they're working."

"And if they aren't?"

"Then we are up the famous creek," Elizabeth said.

"What about the things we found in Hungary? Cell phones, documents, all of that?"

"The phones are encrypted, but Langley is working on it. The documents are all forged. The only thing we know for sure is that all of them were Chechen. That would explain the targets."

"I can understand Moscow. Why the others?" Selena asked.

"Part of it is religious. Chechnya is Muslim. The fundamentalist virus is spreading there. Attacking the West fits right in."

"You said part of it. What's the rest?"

"We helped Russia kill the man who led the first Chechen Republic. That makes us the enemy."

"Making the world safe for democracy?" Nick said. "Winning hearts and minds?"

"Whoever made that decision probably thought it would help relations with Moscow."

"Yeah, that worked out really well. Sometimes I wonder how people like that get to be in charge."

"It's human nature, Nick," Elizabeth said. "People with power have to use it. Otherwise someone will come along and take the power away from them."

"What about consequences? How many people died because of that decision?"

"I don't think anyone thought much about that. If they did, it would have been justified as collateral damage."

"Ever get the feeling we're living in some kind of lunatic asylum?"

"Every day, Nick. Every day."

That evening, Selena and Nick were home, relaxing on one of the couches in the loft. A recording of Miles Davis played in the background. Selena had a glass of red wine in her hand. A half-full tumbler of Irish whiskey sat on the coffee table in front of Nick. The twins were down for the night.

"Damn, I'm tired," Nick said.

"You're jet lagging," Selena said.

"It's more than that. I'm worn out. I'm tired of trying to stop all the crazies who are out to destroy everything because they can. Terrorists who think nothing of killing innocent people are bad enough, but sometimes I think politicians are worse. They don't care about anything except covering their ass. You could say they're as responsible as the terrorists for killing people who are just trying to live their lives. At least the terrorists believe in something, even if it's bullshit."

"You're talking about President Hopkins?"

"Him, people like him, and those clowns in Congress. I've never figured out why people believe their lies and keep voting them back into office."

"I've never understood it, either," Selena said. "I mean, politicians always promise all sorts of things that people want. Then they get elected and they don't follow through. You'd think that would be enough to get them voted out of office. But it almost never is, is it?"

"The system is rigged in a lot of places, but it wouldn't make any difference if people paid more attention to what was really going on. Seems to me most people can't be bothered. Then you and I end up putting our lives on the line because of some decision like the one that took out the Chechen president."

"It's never been any different, Nick. All you need to do is look at history to see that. Rome, ancient Greece, Europe. It's always been like this."

"That's a depressing thought," Nick said.

"How tired are you?"

"Pretty tired. Why?"

"Because I have an idea to cheer you up."

"I'm listening."

Selena stood. 

"Follow me."

She led him into the bedroom.
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Gregor Kondor put down the phone and thought about what his informant at Langley had just told him. He was angry, but it would do no good to indulge his anger. At least two of the bombs were still in play. Two would be enough, if they reached their destinations. He had no doubt the Chechens would keep their end of the bargain and detonate the weapons, once they were in place. It was the one thing he was sure about. Their ridiculous code of honor demanded it. It was so easy to manipulate people who believed in abstract values like honor and courage.

Once again, the Project had gotten in the way. Now they were responsible for the fiasco in Hungary. It was time to put an end to their interference. He should have done something earlier, but he hadn't thought they'd find the weapons in time to stop what he'd planned.

He touched a button on his intercom.

"Yes, Herr Kondor."

"Find Crowther. Send him to me."

"At once, Herr Kondor." 

Kondor got up and walked to a window, looking out at the stunning scenery. Far below, the twin lakes of the town of Interlaken lay like shimmering emeralds in the clear mountain air. It was a beautiful afternoon, but Kondor sensed that the weather was about to change. An itch began under a large gold ring set with diamonds on the middle finger of his left hand. He pulled the ring off to scratch and glanced at the swastika etched on the back of the block of gold. The ring had once belonged to Hermann Goering, and was one of Kondor's prized possessions. Goering had died a long time ago, but Kondor liked to think they would've gotten along quite well if they had been contemporaries.

He slipped the ring back on his finger as Crowther's knock came at the door.

"Enter."

"You sent for me, sir?"

"Your team is prepared for the assignment I gave you?"

"Only waiting for your permission to proceed, Herr Kondor."

"You have permission. Make sure you do not fail."

"We won't fail, sir."

"Your targets are in America. You have all the information you need. Be sure nothing leads back here."

"Of course not, sir. You don't have to worry. We'll leave tonight."

"If possible, make it painful for them."

Crowther smiled.

"I'll do my best, sir." Crowther paused. "The leader and his wife. I was wondering about their children." 

"What about them?"

"Do you want them eliminated as well? They're not very old."

"They are the spawn of my enemies. Is that clear enough?"

"Quite clear, sir."

"Then you'd better get going," Kondor said.
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Elizabeth was talking to Stephanie when the display on her secured phone showed DCI Hood was calling.

"It's Langley," she said. She made the connection. "Good morning, Clarence. I hope you've got some good news for me."

"Morning, Elizabeth. Yes, good news. We've got a fix on one of those missing nukes. Right now it's in Germany, moving along the E50 autobahn. It's probably in a truck like the one we found in Hungary."

"What about the other one? Have you picked up on that?"

"Not yet. The tracker might be turned off or malfunctioning."

"Have the German authorities been notified?"

"Yes," Hood said. "They don't know it's a nuke, only that the truck is being driven by terrorists and contains explosives. Hopkins is still trying to keep the theft of the bombs a secret."

"Doesn't he realize he's jeopardizing the lives of millions of people by misrepresenting the threat?"

"Elizabeth, I haven't a clue how that man thinks."

"How are the Germans going to handle it?"

"They've set up a roadblock a few miles outside of Nuremberg. They want to stop the vehicle before it gets to the city. I'm going to relay a live satellite feed to you. We can watch what happens as it goes down." 

"Hang on a moment." Elizabeth turned to Stephanie. "Steph, Clarence is relaying a satellite feed to us. Set it up."

"On it," Stephanie said. "Freddie, Langley is sending us a live satellite feed. Can you put it up on the monitor?"

Of course, Stephanie. The feed is coming through now.

The monitor lit. There was a brief burst of static. The picture cleared to show a group of police cars blocking a broad highway. The focus zoomed in for closer detail. Elizabeth and Stephanie could see the faces of the German police waiting at the roadblock. They wore leather jackets and high peaked caps. All were armed with automatic weapons. They were stopping vehicles, inspecting them, then letting normal traffic pass. Traffic was beginning to back up on the autobahn.

"We've got it, Clarence. I can see the roadblock."

"The Germans are good at this kind of thing," Hood said. 

"Do they know what they're dealing with?" 

"They know they're dealing with terrorists who have nothing to lose. They have a lot of experience."

"They're going to need it," Elizabeth said. "If what happened in Hungary is any indication, those people won't give up without a fight."

"I hope you're wrong," Hood said.

As Elizabeth and Hood were talking, the truck with the Paris bomb passed a road sign indicating it was ten kilometers to Nuremberg. Apti was driving. Beslan sat in the passenger seat, watching the manicured German countryside pass by.

"A prosperous people, these Germans," Beslan said. "Every house looks freshly painted. Every field is perfect. I could almost believe weeds and disorder are not allowed here."

"If the winds are blowing right when the bomb goes off, they'll have more than weeds to worry about."

They came around a long, sweeping curve. Ahead, cars were slowing, coming to a stop. No one ever stopped in the middle of a German autobahn.

"What's happening up there?" Beslan said.

"Maybe an accident," Apti said. "At the speeds these people drive it must happen a lot."

As they got closer, they saw police cars and flashing lights.

"It's a roadblock." Apti slowed. "They're checking papers and looking in vehicles. Look, they're moving trucks to the side and searching them."

"Do you think they're looking for us?"

"I don't know. Maybe."

"Our papers are good. If they look in the back, they will only see automobile parts."

"If they look closely, they will find the bomb," Beslan said.

"What shall we do?"

Beslan took out the cell phone that would set off the bomb in the back of the truck. He entered all of the numbers except one.

"Try to bluff our way through."

He looked at his friend. 

"Apti, I think today we will enter paradise."

"You don't think they will pass us through," Apti said.

"If God wills it. But, no, I do not think so."

"Then we will enter paradise together."

Beslan reached over and squeezed Apti's shoulder. 

"We will be reunited with our families." 

Apti inched the truck forward as cars moved through the roadblock, until a policeman held up his hand for them to stop. The cop walked over and Apti rolled down his window.

"Your papers, please. "

"I'm sorry," Apti said. "I don't speak German. Do you speak English?"

The cop called out something in German and a second policeman came over. 

"I speak English. What have you got in your truck?"

"Automobile parts. Transmissions, mostly."

The cop pointed to the side where police were going through a trailer.

"Move your vehicle over there. We need to examine your load."

His earpiece crackled.

"Deiter, it's them. That vehicle has the tracker."

The cop stepped back and raised his gun. 

"Put your hands up. Don't move or I will shoot."

"God is great," Beslan said. 

He pressed the last number. In Virginia, Elizabeth and Stephanie watched in horror as the screen went white.

"Oh, my God," Stephanie said.
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Nick and the others had been back for a day. Elizabeth and the rest of the team were gathered in her office.

"What happened in Germany?" Nick asked.

"The bomb didn't work as it was supposed to," Elizabeth said. "It fizzled. The primary charge exploded, but the secondary failed to detonate. If it had, a lot of Europe would have been toast. As it is, it spread plutonium particles over a wide area. Aside from people who were killed in the immediate area, there are going to be deaths from radiation."

"Like in Missouri," Ronnie said.

"Yes, but worse. There's radioactivity associated with the primary charge. The casing for that is made of uranium."

"What about the terrorists?" Selena asked.

"They were vaporized. There's not much left."

"If we'd gotten to Hungary sooner, this wouldn't have happened," Nick said.

"It's not your fault," Elizabeth said. "Don't blame yourself for something you couldn't have prevented. You couldn't get there sooner because we didn't know where they were. Think how much worse it would be if you hadn't stopped one of those bombs."

"What about the last one?" Selena asked.

"There's no sign of it."

"I assume the Russians are looking for it?" Nick said.

"They are now. Hopkins didn't want to tell them."

"You have got to be kidding."

"No. Fortunately, it doesn't look like he's going to be president much longer. It's now public knowledge he knew those bombs were out there and didn't warn anyone. His days in the White House are numbered. There are calls for him to resign. If he doesn't, he's going to be impeached."

"Good riddance," Lamont said.

"I don't know much about the VP, but anyone's better than Hopkins," Ronnie said.

"In the meantime, there's been a development. Langley cracked the encryption on the cell phone you recovered in Hungary."

"What did they discover?"

"It confirmed that Gregor Kondor has been funding this operation from the beginning."

"What are they going to do about him?" Ronnie asked.

"They aren't going to do anything. We are."

"We are?"

"Kondor is too high profile and too powerful for anyone over there to move against him," Elizabeth said. "He has to be removed. Someone has to do it."

"Who's authorizing this?" Nick asked.

"Does it matter? This man engineered the theft of the bombs. He handed them over to terrorists who hate the West. He trades in weapons and is responsible for the deaths of millions. As far as the Kremlin is concerned, this could be a plot to attack them. They're starting to make threats. If that last bomb goes off in Moscow, they'll retaliate with everything they have. It would mean World War III. We have to find out what Kondor knows." 

"You're sending us after him?"

"That's right. He may be able to help us find that last bomb. Your assignment is to kidnap him. Find proof he's behind everything that's happened. Interrogate him. Record the interrogation."

"And then what?"

"Then bring him back here for trial."

"What if he resists?"

"Just bring him back."

"You don't expect much, do you?"

"I know it sounds like a lot, Nick, but I have faith in you. You and the team."

"It's going to take more than faith to pull this off," Nick said. "Where does this guy hang out when he's at home?"

"Switzerland," Elizabeth said.
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A black SUV was parked under some trees, a quarter-mile from the Virginia House. Harlan Crowther observed the building through high-powered binoculars. It was a perfect spot. On this back country Virginia Road, traffic was almost nonexistent.

"They're still in there," he said.

He handed the binoculars to the man sitting behind the wheel. Two other men occupied the backseat.

"How do you want to handle it? Do we go after them here?" one of them asked. 

His name was Marcel. He was a former French legionnaire turned mercenary. Crowther had recruited him in Africa. 

"Maybe," Crowther said.

The driver handed the binoculars back.

"We've got two choices," Crowther said. "We can go for them here, when they're all together, or we can go after them one by one. Get them where they live."

"I don't like the second option," Marcel said. "Too many chances of witnesses and something going wrong. Out here, there's no one around. We can take them out and be gone before anyone knows what happened."

"That gate looks pretty solid," the driver said. "They've got cameras. By the time we reach the house they'll be ready for us."

"Mmm."

"Remember that government minister we took out in Angola?" Marcel said.

Crowther looked at him. "The one in the big yellow house?"

"That's the one. It was a little like this. High wall, iron gate, surveillance."

"What about it?"

"Remember how we went in?"

Crowther smiled. "Yeah. That was a pisser."

"Why not do the same thing here? By the time they figure out what's happening, we're inside the house and they're toast. Just like Angola. We've got everything we need in the back."    

Crowther nodded. "I like it. Okay, no time like the present. Marcel, you and Rick break out the gear."

The two men got out, went around to the back and opened the hatch. Marcel opened a long box and took out an AT4, a recoilless, one-shot antitank weapon made in Sweden. It came as a prepackaged unit and was meant to be thrown away after use. It fired a highly efficient 84 mm unguided missile, designed to be used against tanks and buildings. It was popular with terrorists all over the world.

Rick opened a duffel bag and took out four MP5s. He went around to the side of the vehicle and handed them in to Crowther and the driver. Marcel put the AT4 down and opened up a box. He took out two packages of C4 and detonators. Rick came back and put the C4 and detonators in his pocket. Then he picked up extra magazines for the guns.

Marcel and Rick got back in the car. Rick handed out the extra magazines. Marcel cradled the AT4 in his lap.

"Everyone set?" Crowther asked. "Eddie, get us up near the gate."

Eddie started the vehicle and they drove toward the gate. The wall was high enough so that passing traffic could not be seen from the house. It was a nice feature, but it meant Crowther and his crew could get close to the gate without being observed.

"Stop here," Crowther said.

The SUV came to a halt.

"Rick, do your thing. Don't let those cameras see you."

"This ain't my first rodeo, Harlan."

"Yeah, yeah, just make sure that gate goes away when we press the button. Marcel, you get ready."

Rick got out of the car and followed along the road until he reached the gate. The camera was above his head, pointed out toward the road to observe any vehicle stopped for the gate. It wasn't difficult to avoid being seen by the lens.

The gate was made of heavy black iron. It swung inward on two large hinges set into the stone wall. Rick molded one package of C4 around each of the hinges. It was overkill, but it was guaranteed to eliminate the obstacle. He placed the detonators and retreated along the wall to where Marcel waited. Rick looked back at the idling SUV. Crowther nodded.

"Fire in the hole," Rick said.

The explosions were loud. The gate blew inward and landed on the lawn, along with half the stone column that had supported it. 

Inside the building everyone looked toward the sound of the explosion.

"What the hell was that?" Nick said.

Freddie's voice boomed through the room.

The feed from the security camera at the gate has been lost.

Marcel ran forward with the AT4, took aim at the double oak doors on the entrance of the building, and fired. The missile streaked forward. The heavy doors vanished in a thunderous roar of orange flame. The entrance disintegrated in a blizzard of splinters and fragments of stone. A cloud of gray smoke rolled out over the grounds. Rick and Marcel ran back to the SUV and clambered in.

"Go, go, go!" Crowther shouted.

Eddie tromped on the accelerator. The SUV leapt forward.

The force of the blast blew pieces of the door through the foyer and straight into Elizabeth's office, filling the air with wooden splinters that acted like jagged arrows. One of them hit Elizabeth in the chest and knocked her out of her chair. The pressure from the blast blew out the windows on the back wall. Stephanie was standing by Elizabeth and got knocked to the floor. Nick and the others were sitting on the couches in front of Elizabeth's desk. The couches protected them from the worst of the blast, stopping most of the splinters, but one grazed Lamont across his scalp. Blood poured down over his shirt from the gash.

The explosion was deafening. Nick couldn't hear anything. He knew they had little time before someone would come through what was left of the doorway. 

His mind took in the room as he stood.

Ronnie and Lamont were on their feet and drawing weapons. Everyone in the Project carried a pistol, all the time. It was a rule. Selena was up, a pistol in her hand, uninjured. Valentina lay on the floor. Harker was out of sight behind her desk. Stephanie was struggling to her feet.

He gestured. "Ronnie, Lamont, cover the front."

His voice sounded dull and flat in his ears. He didn't know if the others could hear him. He drew his pistol and ran to the side of the wide doorway into Elizabeth's office. He gestured at Selena.

"Selena, help Harker." He waved at Harker's desk, then pointed two fingers at his eyes, then the doorway. "Watch the door."

She nodded and went to where Stephanie was kneeling next to Elizabeth behind the desk. Nick's hearing began to come back.

"Here they come," Ronnie said.

Nick peered around the doorframe and saw a black SUV barreling toward them. Someone leaned out of a window and fired into the building. A stream of bullets went by and smashed into the back wall.

Ronnie, Lamont, and Nick began firing at the oncoming vehicle. Stars appeared on the windshield as the bullets struck, sending a spider web of cracks across the glass. The car came over the outer steps and through the opening where the door had been, then swerved and crashed into the wall of the billiards room. The horn began sounding. The doors flew open. Three men came out, firing sub machine guns.  

The slide locked back on Nick's pistol as one of them swung his gun toward him. Nick ejected and reached for a new magazine, knowing he wouldn't be in time.

The side of the man's head vanished in a cloud of hair and blood and bone. He fell to the floor. Nick glanced behind and saw Valentina standing with her pistol held in two hands. Lamont and Ronnie kept firing. The other two men from the vehicle went down.

Nick finished reloading and fired at them as they tried to crawl away. He fired until the gun was empty. He ejected and reloaded.

Suddenly the only sound was the horn blaring away.

"Jesus," Lamont said. He wiped blood away from his eyes with the back of his hand.

Nick walked over to the bodies lying on the floor and prodded them with his foot. One man lay on his back. His chest rose and fell in rapid movements as he tried to breathe. Red foam covered his lips. His shirt was soaked with blood. Nick bent down over him.

"You're hit pretty bad. Anything you want to say? Now's the time."

The man looked at him, panic in his eyes.

"Tell..."

"Tell who?" 

"I..."

The man coughed blood into the air and died.

The driver had died in the first volley of shots. Ronnie reached into the wrecked SUV and pulled the driver's body away from the wheel. The horn stopped.

Nick straightened up and looked at Lamont.

"You okay?" 

"It's just a scalp wound," Lamont said. "They always bleed like crazy. I'm fine."

"Harker's hurt," Ronnie said.

Elizabeth lay on the floor, a long splinter of wood sticking out of her chest. Selena and Stephanie knelt next to her. Selena had taken off her jacket and folded it up for a pillow. Elizabeth's face was white with pain.

"Can you get it out?" she said.

"Not a good idea, director," Nick said. "Don't move."

"She needs a hospital," Selena said. "Call an ambulance."

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 41



[image: image]


Nick looked around the emergency room and thought about all the times he'd been in a room like this. He was getting damn tired of waiting in hospitals to hear if someone he cared about was going to live or die. Sometimes he'd been the one people were waiting for.

Lamont sported a white bandage on his head. 

"Who the hell were those people?" he said.

"They all had passports," Nick said. "They came in to the country a couple of days ago. The last stamp is Switzerland. Langley is running them down now. We'll know more soon."

"It has to be Kondor," Selena said. "He's in Switzerland."

"I think you're right. But why bother? It's too late to stop us from screwing up his plan."

"Maybe he's just pissed off at us," Ronnie said.

"You think he's getting even?"

"Wouldn't you, if you were him?"

"It's as good a reason as any," Selena said. "The question is, what are we going to do about it?"

"What we were going to do before," Nick said. "Go to Switzerland and have a nice quiet talk with him."

"And then bring him back?"

"Maybe. That's going to depend on him. Right now, I'm not feeling very friendly. He didn't send those thugs to talk to us."

"The doctor said he'd never seen anything like Elizabeth's wound," Stephanie said.

"It's the wrong century for that," Selena said.

"What do you mean?"

"Two hundred years ago wounds like that were common, if you served in one of the old wooden navies. A cannonball would throw big splinters everywhere when it hit."

Elizabeth's doctor came through the swinging doors that led to the rest of the hospital. He zeroed in on the group and came over.

"How is she?" Nick asked.

"She's in recovery," the doctor said. "She had a close call. We had to do some pretty extensive surgery to get that thing out of her. We were lucky it missed her lung. There's been some damage to the chest muscles. She'll need therapy to regain full use of her right arm."

"But she'll be all right?" Stephanie asked.

"Yes, but it's going to take time to heal. I want to keep her here for a few days. We need to watch for infection. Where did that splinter come from?"

"An oak door," Nick said.

"How did she get hit with a piece of a door?"

"There was an explosion. It's a long story."

He looked at the bandage on Lamont's head, then the aftermath of the firefight the others still wore on their clothes and faces.

"Mmm," he said.

"When can we see her?" Selena asked.

"When she's out of recovery. About an hour or so. A short visit only, and only two of you. Be careful not to tire her."

"Thanks, Doc," Nick said.

"There's no point in all of us staying here," Stephanie said. "I'll wait. The rest of you should go home."

"I'll stay with you," Selena said.

"Let's meet later today," Nick said. "We'll talk about how we're going to go after Kondor."

"How about at our place?" Selena said. "Virginia House is a mess."

"Good idea. I'll make spaghetti."

"Sounds good to me," Lamont said.

"Any kind of food sounds good to you," Ronnie said.
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From Hungary, Aslan and Fariza entered Ukraine and drove straight through to Russia, taking turns behind the wheel. They crossed the border near the city of Kharkov and headed north toward Moscow.

"We are getting close," Fariz said. "If we stay on the main road, maybe ten or eleven hours to Moscow."

Aslan reached over and turned on the radio. A Ukrainian pop song was playing. Fariz began humming along. Suddenly the music stopped. An announcer began talking rapidly.

"What's he saying?" Fariz said.

"Shut up."

Aslan turned up the volume.

"...have today issued a terror alert. Citizens are advised to watch for two men traveling in a Mercedes van, possibly white in color, somewhere within the territory of Ukraine or the Federation. The terrorists are believed to have a large bomb in their truck. A similar vehicle has exploded in Germany, with many casualties. The two men are Chechen and are considered extremely dangerous. They both have full beards and are of average height. If you see a vehicle and people meeting this description, immediately contact your local authority. Under no circumstances should you attempt to confront them. We repeat, these men are extremely dangerous and should not be approached under any circumstances."

"Shit," Fariz said.

The announcer repeated what he had said. Aslan turned off the radio. He pointed at a junction up ahead.

"Turn onto that road up there," Aslan said.

Fariz made the turn.

"Keep going until we find a spot to get out of sight."

They drove another three or four kilometers. Off to the right they saw a run down farmhouse and a small barn. The gate hung open. The place looked abandoned, with weeds growing everywhere. The fields were untilled.

"Drive in there," Aslan said. "To the barn."

They drove through the gate and stopped in front of the barn. Aslan got out and pushed open the wooden door. Fariz drove inside and turned off the engine. Aslan pulled the door shut behind him and got back into the truck.

"What do we do?" Fariz asked.

Aslan reached into the glove compartment and took out a map.

"We can't stay on the main highway," he said. "They'll set up roadblocks. We have to find a back way."

He studied the map.

"If we go a few more kilometers on this road we can turn north and parallel the main highway for a while, but it's not a good road. It's peasant country, we'll be reported as soon as we pass through a village. A truck like this isn't something they see every day."

"How will we reach Moscow?"

Aslan looked up from the map. 

"I do not think we can, unless Allah wills it."

"Then what shall we do?"

Aslan tapped the map.

"Perhaps we can reach Kursk. It's only a few hours from here. But I think they will block the road here, near Belgograd. It is less than an hour away."

"How will we get through the roadblock?"

"We won't, Fariz. There is no chance they will let us through. You heard the radio. They know what we look like. If one of the bombs went off in Germany, they know what we carry. They will do anything to stop us."

"Then we have failed."

"Not entirely, my brother. We will go as far as we can. When they stop us, we will enter paradise. Even Belgograd is a worthy target. The bomb will kill many hundreds of thousands when it explodes. The radiation, hundreds of thousands more. We will be avenged."

Aslan looked at the dirt floor of the barn.

"We should pray. Get the rugs."

The two men got out of the van. Fariz took their prayer rugs from behind the seat and handed one to Aslan.

"Which way?" Fariz said.

"I think that way." Aslan pointed. "If I am wrong, I do not think Allah will mind."

They laid the rugs out on the floor and began to pray. When they were finished, they put the rugs back in the truck. Aslan opened the door. Fariz backed the truck out of the barn and turned it around. Aslan got in, and they headed back to the main highway.

They reached the highway and turned north. After about forty minutes they entered the outskirts of Belgograd. Suddenly the flashing lights of a police car showed in the mirror, keeping a good distance behind. The cop made no effort to pull them over.

"So," Aslan said. "It's Belgograd."

He took out the detonation phone and entered all but one number. 

"Keep driving," he said. "We'll go as far as we can until they stop us."

"I'm frightened," Fariz said. 

His hands were clenched on the wheel, the knuckles white.

"It's all right, my brother," Aslan said. "We won't feel anything. Think. Soon we will see our families again. Our wives, our children. Think how glorious it will be to see the face of God."

Ahead, barricades stretched across the highway. Police cars with flashing lights lined the sides of the road. Grim faced men stood beside the cars, aiming automatic weapons. One of them held up his hand for them to stop.

Aslan began murmuring the affirmation. 

"Lā ʾilāha ʾillā llāhu muḥammadun rasūlu llāhi..."

He pressed the last number on the phone. This time, Butler's bomb worked.
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The sound of hammers pounding away in the background were making Nick's headache worse. Hood had sent people to make temporary repairs to the damage caused by the attack on the building. Nick was in Elizabeth's office, talking on her secured phone with DCI Hood. With Elizabeth in the hospital, command of the group had defaulted to him. It wasn't the first time he'd had to take over running things, but it was the first time he'd been told an American nuclear bomb had detonated in the Russian Federation.

"Belgograd?"

"That's right, Nick. Initial reports are bad."

"How many casualties?" 

"The exact number isn't known yet. Belgograd isn't there anymore. Around four hundred thousand people lived in the city. The kill zone goes a long way past city limits."

"What about fallout?"

"That's another problem," Hood said. "The winds are blowing west, over the Ukraine and central Europe. It will reach all the way to the UK and beyond. Plutonium makes for a dirty bomb."

"You really know how to make someone's day. What are the Russians doing?"

"The Russians are royally pissed. Right now our sources tell us there's a serious argument going on in the Kremlin about how to respond. You know how paranoid they are. The hard-core faction thinks it's all a set up, a prelude to a sneak attack. They're arguing for a strike against us."

"That's crazy," Nick said.

"Not by their thinking. They were hiding an advanced biological weapons lab near the city. They think the Chechen terrorist story is a ruse and that we attacked the lab deliberately."

"What are we doing to convince them it wasn't us?" 

"Not surprisingly, they don't believe anything the president says. He's still the president for now, but the Joint Chiefs are the real players here, along with the intelligence agencies and the congressional leaders. The Russians have called an emergency meeting of the Security Council. That buys us a little time. There's a lot going on behind the scenes. Moscow and Washington are still talking, but things are close to getting out of control. War is inevitable, unless we can prove to the Russians we weren't behind it."

"How are we going to do that?"

"It's been decided at the highest levels that you and your team need to get proof Kondor set this up. Everyone agrees that you are our best option. You have to move fast. I don't think there's much time."

"Why us? Why doesn't JSOC send in a strike team?"

"Kondor's chalet is right in the middle of one of Switzerland's premium tourist areas. Joint Special Operations Command can't use the military without creating serious political and international complications."

"Complications? Nuclear war seems a little more important than that."

"It happens that I agree with you, Nick," Hood said, "but I don't get to make the call."

"Damn it, Director..."

"I'm only the messenger, Nick. I can't force you to do it, but you really are the best choice. You can go in without being noticed."

"You mean we're deniable if something goes wrong."

"There is that," Hood said. "For what it's worth, you're the victim of your own reputation."

"I guess I don't have a choice."

"I'm sorry, Nick." 

"Where is Kondor right now?"

"Where he always is, at home. He never leaves the chalet."

"All right. I'm going to need a lot of support."

"Whatever you need, ask for it. You'll get it."

"I want a Gulfstream and diplomatic clearance into Switzerland. I don't want any problems at passport control. We'll take our weapons with us, but we'll need a good vehicle waiting when we get there. Also a safe house, not far from the target."

"No problem. When can you go?"

"How soon can you get everything ready?"

"Right away. We keep a plane on standby at Andrews. The passports won't take long."

"Then we'll leave tonight."

After he'd hung up, Nick called in the others. An hour later they were all at Virginia House. 

"Always wanted to see Switzerland," Lamont said.

"You're going to get your chance," Nick said. "Hood sent over some shots of the objective. Freddie, please put the satellite pictures of Kondor's chalet up on the monitor."

Certainly, Nick. May I say that you're doing an excellent job in Elizabeth's absence.

"Maybe you should save the flattery for when we get back," Nick said. "Just the pictures, Freddie."

Up they came on the monitor.

"Whoa, that's some little shack in the country," Lamont said.

"Big," Selena said. "Lots of rooms in there." 

"What kind of security does he have?" Ronnie asked.

Plans of the chalet indicate extensive surveillance technology on the property, including laser alarms and ground sensors.

"Figures," Ronnie said.

"What's that building in back of the house?" Lamont asked.

That is a barracks for security personnel.

"How many guards, Freddie?" Nick asked.

I am uncertain as to the number.

"That's a first," Stephanie said.

"There's no way we can approach from the front, even at night," Ronnie said. "There's no cover, not to mention the ground sensors. Security would be on us right away."

"It has to be from the back," Lamont said. "Through the trees."

The rear of the chalet backed up to the mountainside. Thick forest rose a thousand feet from the building before thinning out.

"I agree," Nick said. "Through the trees is the best bet."

"There's another way," Selena said. "We could take a page from the ancient Greeks."

"What do you have in mind?" Nick said.

"We can't cross that field up to the house. Why don't we drive up to it?"

"You don't think they'd stop us?"

"Not if they want to let us in."

"You're thinking Trojan horse," Ronnie said.

"That's right. Am I right that Kondor never leaves the house?"

"That's right," Nick said. "Hood told me he's always there. He avoids all physical contact with the outer world and manipulates everything from inside the house."

"Like a spider in his web," Ronnie said.

"If he never goes out, that means everything he needs has to come in," Selena said. "Food, for example."

"Sister, I do not think we will all fit in grocery truck," Valentina said.

Lamont laughed. "Maybe with Ronnie in there. Hell, he'd eat enough to make room for all of us."

"I love your humor," Ronnie said. "You should be on TV."

"Okay, okay," Nick said. "Let's keep it serious. Selena, it's not a bad idea but Valentina's right. I don't see how we could pull it off. Maybe one or two, but not all of us. Remember, none of us speak the language except you."

"Valentina speaks French and German," Selena said.

"Okay, you and Valentina. Maybe the two of you could get to the front door, or even into the kitchen. What about the rest of us?"

"You come in from the back, through the trees, like you said."

"We can't go in during the day. Why would he be getting a food delivery at night? Besides, whoever's in that house knows all the local suppliers. Someone would smell a rat. It's a good idea, but it won't work."

"We've got full backing on this, right?" Lamont said.

"Yes. But they'll hang us out to dry if something goes wrong."

"Why doesn't that surprise me?" Ronnie said.

"Maybe Langley has technology that can help us," Selena said.

"What kind of technology?"

"How about something to knock out the alarms? He won't have forgotten the back of the chalet. If Kondor has lasers, we're not going to get close before all hell breaks loose."

"I'll talk with Hood as soon as we're done here."

Nick looked at his watch.

"It's 1600 now. Let's figure 2100 for wheels up."
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Hood provided them with a Gulfstream G550, the kind of air travel experience available to those with unlimited funds or a government budget. They were wheels up from Andrews AFB a little after nine in the evening. The distance to Bern was something over four thousand miles. They'd be in the air for about eight and a half hours. They settled in.

The main cabin could have doubled for someone's upscale living room. The seats were like armchairs, wide and comfortable, covered with premium leather in black and cream. Embroidered pillows lay on the chairs. Accents of polished, exotic wood were everywhere. 

There was a comfortable leather couch to lounge on, if someone was so inclined. A conference area featured several chairs grouped around a table. The floor was covered with premium carpet. Wide, portal windows gave a clear view of the night sky and banks of clouds passing underneath. If anyone got hungry, a full galley in the back of the plane was stocked with food and liquor. 

Comfortable beds could be set up if desired. A marble and wood bathroom in the rear completed the amenities.  

Valentina looked around at the luxurious aircraft. 

"This is nice airplane," she said.

"That's like saying the Mona Lisa is a nice painting," Selena said. 

"I would like to see Mona Lisa someday."

"Have you been to Paris?" Selena asked.

"Yes, but I was not there as tourist."

Valentina's past was filled with areas of darkness. Selena didn't ask what she'd been doing in France, if she wasn't sightseeing.

"Perhaps when all this is over, we can go together."

"This I would like very much, sister."

Nick was sitting in the conference area. Pictures of Kondor's chalet were spread out on the table.

"Okay, everybody," he said. "Gather round."

He waited until everyone was settled, then handed out passports. They were different from the usual kind of passport, black instead of blue, and marked "Diplomatic Passport" in gold on the cover.

"Someone will meet us at the airport with a vehicle. With these passports, no one's going to check the baggage. Ronnie? What did you give us?" 

"We've got MP7s, flash bangs, C4 and dets, plenty of ammo, night vision optics for everyone, all the usual tactical gear. I threw in a few frag grenades for good measure. Just in case. I like to be prepared."

"If we run into trouble with his security, try to keep it quiet," Nick said. "The local police think Kondor is an upstanding citizen. If things start getting noisy, it will cause problems we don't need."

"It might not be possible to keep it quiet," Lamont said.

"I know. Just do your best."

Ronnie said, "What's the ROE?"

"What is ROE?" Valentina asked.

"Rules of engagement. You see hostile intent, take it out, but be careful. He's got local people working for him in there. Hood says there's a live-in pair, a cook and valet combination. They're civilians who take care of Kondor's domestic needs. They've been with him a long time, so they're loyal. They might try to defend him. If they do, it's on them. Otherwise, find another way to neutralize them."

"Are there others inside the chalet?" Selena asked.

"Probably, but we don't know. Assume everyone inside is hostile."

"What if Kondor tries to be hero?" Valentina asked.

"Whatever you do, don't kill him. We need to talk to him. He's the only one who can prove we didn't set off that bomb in Russia."

Nick spread the photos around on the table and chose one.

"This is a shot of the road up to the chalet. We can get pretty close before they can see us from the building." 

He put his finger on the photograph. 

"We'll drive up to here, right before the road comes out of the trees and hits that big meadow. We'll leave the vehicle and work our way up through the trees to the back of the house."

"What about alarms?" Ronnie asked.

"The alarms aren't going to be a problem. Hood will have a drone circling overhead that's equipped with a new toy from DARPA. When we're getting close to the house, I'll send a signal to the drone."

"Then what?"

"Then the drone zaps the chalet with a targeted EMP pulse. No more alarms. Then we go in."

"What if they have backup?"

"Even if they do, the alarms will be fried," Nick said. "A backup generator might not work after the pulse. Even if it does, it will have to be activated manually. The automatic systems will fail. It will take time. We'll be inside by then."

Nick picked another photograph out. It showed the back of the chalet. The building was four stories tall, with a pitched roof to shed winter snows. Broad balconies ran across the width of the building on the second and third floors. Windows looked out on the forest. On the ground floor, there were several windows and a wide, wooden door.

"We go in through that door," Nick said. "It will be locked. Ronnie, you blow it open."

He unfolded a set of plans.

"The door leads into the kitchen. The cook and valet live in this suite of rooms here, next to the kitchen. When the door goes, they'll wake up. We have to neutralize them."

"I'll do it," Selena said. "I speak the language."

"Good. You and Lamont. You'll have to tie them up to make sure they don't do something stupid. If they're armed and try to resist, shoot them. The rest of us will follow this hall from the kitchen to stairs at the front of the house. Those will take us to the main floor. There are stairs from there to the bedrooms above, but Kondor is an old man, and he's ill. He doesn't go upstairs anymore." 

Nick pointed to a room on the plans. 

"He's got a bedroom here, next to this big room in the front of the house. He'll be in one of those rooms. Hopefully in bed and asleep."

"He won't be asleep after we blow that door," Lamont said.

"It all looks pretty simple," Lamont said. "That bothers me."

"I know what you mean," Nick said. "Nothing like this is ever simple. For openers, we don't know if anyone else will be in that house. Or something could go wrong with taking out the alarms. If that happens, we get out fast and rethink things."

"We have to clear the rooms upstairs," Ronnie said.

Nick nodded. "That's a priority. Valentina, you, Lamont and Ronnie do that while Selena and I find Kondor."

"What if there are more people inside?" Selena asked.

"Handle it," Nick said.
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Gregor Kondor had always known the plan might run into problems, but he hadn't anticipated the way things had turned out. It had started so well, with the theft of the bombs. Then had come the fiasco in Missouri. That bomb had been destined for Washington. Kondor had longed to see that arrogant Babylon cleansed from the face of the earth by nuclear fire. It wasn't to be, at least not by his direct hand. 

Then the Americans had found the Hungarian site and taken a second bomb out of the equation. To add insult to injury, they had managed to kill Crowther and his team in Virginia. That should never have happened. 

Crowther had been in his employ for a long time, and he had never failed. It had never occurred to Kondor that he would fail. When news of Crowther's death reached him, he'd gone into a rage and smashed a valuable antique clock. It wasn't that he cared anything for the man. It was the principle of the thing.

Then there was Germany. Kondor didn't know what had gone wrong there. Whatever it was, the nuclear detonation that should have followed when the transport was stopped hadn't happened. Still, there had been a lot of radioactive contamination from the explosion, similar to what had happened in Missouri. That was at least something.

The last bomb was supposed to go off in Moscow. If it had done so, there was no doubt war would have resulted. Kondor comforted himself with the knowledge that there was still hope. The bomb had performed as expected, with massive damage. The fallout would cause serious problems for everyone in its path.  

The Russians were very angry about Belgograd. It was a stroke of luck that they'd been hiding a secret military installation near the city. It would have been better if the bomb had detonated in the Russian capital, but the plan could still be salvaged. The attempts of the UN to prevent a world conflict would come to nothing.

He'd see to that.

Kondor had not survived all these years by being inflexible. Plans sometimes went awry. Success depended on adapting to new circumstances and taking advantage of whatever opportunities they presented. In this case, the key was to take advantage of Russia's ingrained paranoia. A false bit of information here, a careful word there, and it wouldn't be long before the missiles left their silos. Then the conditions would have been created for the fulfillment of AEON's purpose. The New Order could begin.

The people who deserved to rule the world had seen the writing on the wall. Kondor's agents reported they were already moving to safe retreats located in parts of the world that would escape the direct effects of nuclear weapons. Many of Kondor's associates had constructed elegant, bombproof habitations underground, in anticipation of a possible nuclear conflict. There they would wait out any annoying radioactive fallout in comfort, until it was time to emerge. 

The southern hemisphere would largely avoid the worst of a nuclear exchange between the great powers. Unfortunately, the northern hemisphere would be uninhabitable for centuries. Billions would die. That wasn't a problem. It was part of the plan. The reduced population would fit nicely in the lands south of the equator. In time, the North would recover. By the time it was safe for human habitation, it would be a new Garden of Eden.

Kondor knew he would not live long enough to see AEON's grand vision for the world come to fruition. It was enough to know he was the one who would make it happen. The earth would survive, no longer burdened by the overpopulation of ignorant masses who stripped her of everything in search of temporary gratification. With so many unnecessary occupants gone, earth would become the paradise it was meant to be, ruled by those who deserved it. As to the rest, those who were left after the cleansing, they too would have their place. In exchange for their labor, they would receive shelter and food. They would be taken care of, as long as they obeyed the rules and did what they were required to do. What more could they want?

It was time to leave the shelter of his chalet, one last venture out into the world. His private plane was fueled and ready, the necessary medical equipment in place. A flight plan had been filed for Argentina, where he intended to wait out the coming war, far from the nuclear fires that would bloom in the North. He was looking forward to spending the last year of his life in the mountains near Bariloche, where his new home waited for him.

His new chief of security would come with him. Hans Gruber was an effective and ruthless man. In some ways, Gruber was an upgrade in the position. It was too bad about Crowther. Too bad that three of the bombs had failed to detonate properly. But these things happened. He only regretted that he hadn't succeeded in eliminating the people who had thwarted AEON's agenda in the past. It really didn't matter, now. When war came, Carter and the others would be consumed in the fire with everyone else.

The thought brought a smile to his withered lips. 
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The flight from Washington was uneventful. The Gulfstream touched down in Bern a little before noon, Swiss time, and taxied to the area reserved for the private jets of the privileged. The stairs dropped to the tarmac and Selena came down the steps, followed by Nick and the others.

Nick looked up at a sky filled with scudding gray clouds.

"Feels like snow," he said.

A tall woman wearing high heels, a tailored gray dress, and a white silk blouse walked toward them. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a strict bun. 

"Which one of you is Carter?" she said.

Her voice had the trace of an accent. Her face was strong, not quite beautiful, her eyes a startling blue.

"That's me."

"I'm Nicole. Give me your passports and I'll take care of customs."

Nick gathered the passports and handed them to her.

"You have baggage?"

"In the cargo compartment."

"I'll have a cart sent over. Follow me."

They walked behind Nicole into a small terminal that served this exclusive part of the airport. Nicole went to the customs booth and began talking with the agent.

"Looks like she's got everything under control," Selena said.

"Yeah. Efficient," Nick said. "I wonder where she's from. Did you catch her accent?"

"I did. I think perhaps northern France, but it's hard to tell. European, at any rate."

Nicole came back and handed the passports to Nick. She reached into her bag and handed him a fat envelope.

"Swiss francs," she said. "You might need them. I want receipts."

"Thanks."

Ronnie and Lamont watched as a baggage cart pulled up to the Gulfstream. A uniformed worker stacked their bags and the case with the weapons on the cart. He got back on and drove off.  

"Where's he going with that cart?" Nick asked.

"Everything's been cleared," she said. "He'll meet us outside by the car."

The car turned out to be a GMC Yukon, big enough for all of them and their luggage. Nicole got behind the wheel.

"I'll drive for now. Pay attention to the road signs and the speed limit. The Swiss cops are very strict. If you get stopped for speeding, your diplomatic passports will probably keep you from being arrested, but it wouldn't be a good idea to call attention to yourselves. "

"Do you know why we're here?" Nick asked.

"Only that you need transportation and a safe house near Interlaken. I don't need to know more than that. After I drop you off, you probably won't see me again."

"Where are we going?"

"Ringgenberg. It's on Lake Brienz."

The drive to the safe house took about forty-five minutes and passed through some of the most beautiful scenery Nick had ever seen. He'd never been to Switzerland, although Selena had. He decided he would come back someday. For pleasure, not because he had to track down a lunatic who wanted to start a world war. Going after the bad guys of the world was getting old. There were always more of them, no matter how many he canceled out. 

He thought about Jason and Katrina and Selena, and how fortunate he was to have them in his life. How much he loved them. 

He'd come a long way since the day in the hospital when Elizabeth Harker recruited him. Looking back, it was one of those forks in life's road that takes you down a far different path than you'd ever expected. Well, all roads eventually ended in the same place. Before he got there, he wanted to relax with his family, walk down the street without looking over his shoulder. They had plenty of money. It was time to enjoy life, enjoy the time he had left.

He realized he'd just made a decision. He was finally done. This was the last mission.

They'd been driving along a highway marked A6. On their left was a sparkling lake of green-blue water.

"What's the name of that lake?" Ronnie asked.

"That's Lake Thun," Nicole said. "Together with Lake Brienz, the two lakes make up the Interlaken district. That's the town of Interlaken coming up ahead."

"The skiing is wonderful here," Selena said.

Nicole glanced over at her. "You've been here before?"

"Many years ago. I came here with my uncle when I was eighteen."

"It's changed quite a bit since then," Nicole said.

"Lots of things have changed since then," Selena said.

After that she was silent. Nick knew she was thinking about her uncle, the man responsible for shaping her into the woman she'd become. His death had left her with great wealth and brought her into Nick's life.

They drove through the center of town and followed the highway to the left. Now the turquoise waters of Lake Brienz lay on their right. The Swiss Alps rose on both sides of the lake. The mountains were still free of snow, but that was about to change. A few flakes were beginning to fall. It was the kind of landscape that made you think of fairytales and myths.

"What's the town like?" Nick asked.

"Very historic."

"How are the restaurants?" Lamont asked. "They got pizza?"

"The pizza here is terrible. The restaurants are mediocre, but you won't have to worry about them. The safe house is fully stocked with food. You won't need to go into town," Nicole said.

She turned off the highway. The pavement ended. They followed a graveled road up the side of the mountain to a chalet overlooking the lake. The house looked a lot like their objective, only smaller. The bottom story was whitewashed stone. Two more stories of dark wood were set above. Windows and balconies looked out over the lake below.

Nicole pulled up next to a gray Renault parked at the end of the drive and shut off the engine. They got out of the car.

"Nice digs," Lamont said.

Valentina looked out at the lake and mountains.

"This is good view."

"You can say that again," Ronnie said.

"The tourists would pay a lot for a house like this," Nicole said. "Of course, it's not on the market. Most of the time, it's empty. A caretaker comes around every few weeks to make sure everything is still working. You're the first to use it in the last five or six months."

She handed Nick the keys to the house and the SUV.

"Sometimes the power goes off, especially if we get a storm. If it does, there's a generator in that shed over there." She pointed at a small building to the side of the house. "You'll find  plenty of lamps and candles inside."

"We might have to leave in a hurry," Nick said. "What about the plane?"

"The pilot and copilot will stay with the plane. It's not a hardship. Those beds are very comfortable. The plane is ready when you need it." 

She reached inside her jacket pocket.

"Here's a card with the number where you can reach me. When you're ready to leave, call me. I'll alert the crew. They'll be standing by for immediate takeoff. Otherwise, don't call me unless it's an emergency. Nothing personal, but I hope I don't see you again. When you're done with the vehicle, leave it in the airport parking lot. Put the keys under the seat and lock it. You won't have any problem with passport control when it's time to leave."

"Thanks for your help."

"Just doing my job," she said. "Good luck with whatever it is you're here to do."

Nicole walked to the Renault and got in. She started the car, backed up, and drove away. 

"Let's check it out," Lamont said. "I'm hungry."

"You're always hungry," Ronnie said.

"Man's got to eat," Lamont said.

They took a steep flight of stairs to the second floor and dropped the bags in the living area. The room looked out over the lake. A balcony outside was the perfect place to sit with a drink and look at the incredible scenery.

"Maybe we could come back here sometime," Selena said.

"You mean like a vacation?" Nick said.

"Why not?"

"As long as it's not in the middle of winter," Nick said.

"Come on," Ronnie said. "Let's rustle up something to eat."

"Now you're talking," Lamont said.

Half an hour later they sat around a large wooden table, eating pasta and soup. When they were done and the dishes were cleared away, Nick pulled out satellite photographs of Kondor's chalet. Outside, snow was falling.

"I want to review this again," he said. "We take the highway through town then turn off here. The road goes right past the chalet, but we're not going that far. We'll pull off here into the trees."

He tapped the photograph, then traced a path with his finger.

"From there, we hike through the woods and end up in back of the objective."

"Simple enough," Ronnie said.

"We wait until we know the alarms are neutralized, then we move in."

"One more time, what's the ROE?" Lamont asked.

"Nothing's changed. Anyone in the house is considered hostile. That includes the cook and valet, but don't waste them unless they show hostile intent. And be damned careful you don't shoot Kondor."

Nick looked at his watch.

"We'll leave just before it gets dark. We've got about seven hours until then. Get some rest. It might be the last chance for a while."
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Elizabeth discharged herself from the hospital and had Stephanie drive her straight back to the house in Virginia. A temporary wall of plywood with a door stood where the entrance had been. Now they were in her office, watching the emergency meeting of the United Nations Security Council. 

There were no empty seats to be seen. The Council chamber was packed with observers and interested parties. The fifteen members of the Council were seated around the meeting table. Behind them, two rows of chairs were filled with staff and officials of the member nations. 

Dominating everything was a massive mural by the Norwegian artist Per Krogh that depicted humanity rising out of the turmoil of war. A white Phoenix symbolized hope reborn through the cooperation of nations. Other panels portrayed the blessings of science and labor.

"I've always hated that mural," Elizabeth said.

"It doesn't appeal to me either," Stephanie said. "Why don't you like it?"

"It's too mental," Elizabeth said. "It's cold. There's no life in it, no warmth or love anywhere. Nothing spiritual, unless you consider the works of man spiritual in nature. How can anyone expect to achieve peace without love and a little help from above?" 

The tense atmosphere of the meeting was obvious, even through the detached medium of television. Everyone knew the world was on the brink of war, unless the Council could agree on a solution that would make war unnecessary.

The current president of the Council, the ambassador from Estonia, called the meeting to order. He made a few introductory remarks, then recognized the ambassador from the Russian Federation.

Outwardly, Yevgeny Vassiliev presented a sophisticated, European appearance. It was one of the reasons Vladimir Orlov had chosen him to represent Russia in the world body. Gone were the days when the image of Russian diplomacy was Nikita Khrushchev pounding his shoe on the podium. The image had changed, but not the intent.

"Orlov's attack dog," Elizabeth said.

"He looks like he belongs in a James Bond movie," Stephanie said. "All that's missing is a tuxedo."

"Thank you, Mister President," the Russian ambassador began. "We are here today to address the unprovoked and irresponsible attack on my country by the United States."

Vassiliev spoke in his native Russian, his words simultaneously translated and heard in headpieces worn by members of the Council. There was a slight delay as the Russian's words were translated for the television audience, creating an odd disconnect for the viewer. Several chairs down from Vassiliev, the ambassador from the United States steepled his fingers and pursed his lips in disapproval. 

Vassiliev spoke for the next ten minutes, painting a picture of the destruction that had occurred. Even without the heated rhetoric, it would have been obvious to anyone that he was an angry man.

"It looks like the Russians are genuinely pissed," Stephanie said.

"You can't blame them, but with Vassiliev everything's an act. So far they're showing restraint. Orlov doesn't want a nuclear exchange anymore than we do. There's no guarantee the restraint will last, however. There are powerful elements in his military arguing for war. Unless Nick gets the proof we need, I don't think it can be avoided."

Vassiliev finished. The president recognized the ambassador from the United States.

"Our turn," Stephanie said.

"I wish we had somebody competent sitting there," Elizabeth said. "Wilson is an idiot. He's another one of Hopkins' cronies."

Ambassador Arthur Wilson was a distant relation of Woodrow Wilson, the American president instrumental in establishing the failed League of Nations, predecessor to the UN. Like his ancestor, Wilson was an intellectual. He'd been a college professor before President Hopkins tapped him for the ambassadorial post. He was a man who disliked Russia and everything about it. It had been said that the original ivory tower had been built especially for him.

Wilson's rebuttal to the Russian ambassador's accusations was a confusing listing of Russian sins and human rights offenses, before he got around to denying responsibility for the explosion in Belgograd. As the world watched, it was obvious the Russian ambassador was having a hard time controlling his temper. About the time Wilson accused the Russians of endangering world peace by creating a bio weapons lab in Belgograd, Vassiliev exploded.

"We have heard enough!" he shouted. "My government requested this emergency meeting in good faith, in the hope this terrible event might somehow fail to lead to war. It is obvious to anyone that the Federation has been attacked. We are given excuses, told that mysterious terrorists somehow stole weapons of mass destruction from one of the most powerful nations in the world. We are expected to take your president's word for this. Does anyone believe that such a thing is possible?"

"Mister Ambassador..." Wilson said.

"No, Mister Ambassador. No, be quiet. We will not listen to these flimsy excuses. Your nation has deliberately attacked mine. Unless you admit responsibility and we agree on suitable reparations for this atrocity, there is nothing more to say. The Federation desires peace, but if you insist on blaming these mythical terrorists, I cannot guarantee that peace will continue."

Vassiliev stood.

"I see no benefit in remaining here and listening to these lies. I leave now to consult with my government."

Vassiliev stormed out of the room. The Russian delegation stood and followed him.

"That's not good," Stephanie said.

Elizabeth's phone rang.

"It's Clarence," Elizabeth said. She made the connection.

"Elizabeth. Have you been watching the Security Council meeting?"

"Yes, I have. I don't like what I saw."

"Vassiliev would never act like that unless Orlov had told him to do it."

"Wilson acted like an amateur. If I didn't know better, I'd say he was trying to provoke Vassiliev." 

"He sure as hell didn't help ease the tensions," Hood said, "but that's on Hopkins. Have you heard from Nick?"

"No."

"He needs to know about this," Hood said. "It's imperative he comes up with the proof we need. We have to show the Russians that Hopkins is telling the truth."

"You want me to light a fire under him."

It wasn't a question.

"That's right. It will be better if it comes from you."

"You do realize that it won't make any difference?" Elizabeth said. "Nick always gives it a hundred and ten percent."

"I don't doubt it. But if he knows that peace or war is hanging on the success of his mission, he might find that extra motivation that makes the difference."

"You really think it's that important?"

"I do. Russian bombers are in the air. There are always some testing our defenses, but as of an hour ago, there are more than usual. The Russians are mobilizing. We're seeing a lot of activity near their missile sites and we've just gone to DEFCON 2. Things are getting serious."

DEFCON 2 was one step short of war.

"That's going to make the Russians very nervous," Elizabeth said.

"It's made me very nervous," Hood said.

"I'll call Nick," Elizabeth said. "Is everything set for disabling Kondor's alarms?"

"The drone is already on station," Hood said. "It's good for thirty-six hours."

"That will be long enough," she said.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 48



[image: image]


Nick's phone signaled.

"It's Harker," he said. 

He made the secured connection.

"Yes, Director?"

"What's your status, Nick?"

"We're at our base. Everything's ready. We're waiting for darkness."

"Things are heating up," Elizabeth said. "We're at DEFCON 2 and the Russians are mobilizing."

"What happened at the UN? I thought they were going to work something out."

"Our ambassador said all the wrong things and the Russian delegation walked out. Best guess, we'll be at war with Russia within the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours, unless you come up with something that proves Kondor engineered this disaster."

"You're telling me I'm supposed to stop World War III? You're not asking for much."

"You need to know what the stakes are. Nick, everything is riding on this. You have to get Kondor to talk. Record everything. Get him to admit what he's done. Get as many details as you can. Our psych profile says he's a full-blown narcissist. Everything he does is about him. He wants to be remembered as the man responsible for the birth of the New World Order. If you can get him talking about how brilliant he's been, he won't quit."

"You make it sound easy."

"Kondor is terminally ill. He's got nothing to lose by talking to you. As far as he's concerned, he's already done what he set out to do. Those bombs have created havoc. He's got to believe that the bomb going off in Russia will lead to war. He'll have watched the Security Council meeting. What happened there will confirm his opinion. A man who thinks like he does isn't going to believe war can be stopped at this stage. His ego won't let him believe it. Play to that. When you have the recording, send it to me."

"Copy that, Director."

"When you're ready to begin the assault, send 'GO' and I'll pass the word to Langley. There's a drone circling overhead. It will target Kondor's chalet with an EMP pulse that will take out his alarm system and communications. He may have a shielded backup, so you need to get in there as fast as possible."

"How will I know it worked?"

"There are security lights around the chalet. You'll see them go off."

"All right."

"Good luck, Nick."

"Yeah."

Nick put the phone down.

"What did she say?" Ronnie asked.

"She said we should go forth and save the world."

"I do not believe she said that," Valentina said. 

"Not in those words. What she said was that unless we get a confession out of Kondor, there's going to be a war with Russia."

"You're serious?" Selena said.

"Like a heart attack."

"I do like the simple missions," Lamont said.

Ronnie looked out the window.

"The snow is really coming down. Maybe we ought to think about getting into position."

"Right. We leave in five. We'll change on site. I don't want to drive through town looking like an invasion force. Everybody square away your gear. Make sure you've got your passport with you. We may have to run."

"Square away? What does this mean, please?" Valentina asked.

"It means to make everything exactly as it should be," Nick said.

"I am already square," Valentina said.

Everyone except Valentina laughed.

"What is funny?" she said.
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The road that went near Kondor's chalet was a few kilometers past the town of Ringgenberg. Nick drove through town, careful to observe the traffic signs and speed limit. Ronnie watched the GPS. The snow was still coming down. There was already a thick coating of white everywhere.

"It's the next left," he said.

Nick signaled and made the turn. They began climbing the side of the mountain. Spruce and pine trees lined the road on both sides.

"Good thing this car has good tires," Nick said.

"Getting close," Ronnie said. "The spot we picked is coming up on the right."

Nick slowed and watched for the opening in the trees they'd spotted using the satellite scans.

"There it is," Selena said.

Nick turned off the road, drove into the trees until he could no longer see the road, and shut down the engine.

Nobody said anything as they climbed out. Ronnie and Lamont went to the back and pulled out the change of clothes. In silence, they dressed in black tactical gear, then took turns blackening their faces. As it grew dark they seemed to disappear into the deepening shadows under the trees. Even with the snow on the ground, it would be almost impossible to see them without night vision gear or bright light.

They each took a suppressed MP7 and extra thirty round magazines. Nick, Ronnie, and Lamont took stun grenades. Ronnie had a few pounds of C4 and some detonators with him. Nick had decided against frag grenades. There was too much danger of killing Kondor during the assault. If that happened, it would all be for nothing.

"Everyone set?" Nick asked.

Nods all around.

"First priority is the guards. Once the alarms are down, we take out whoever is in that barracks and anyone outside. Valentina, Selena, you cover the back entrance in case anyone comes out of the house. Ronnie, Lamont, we'll clear the barracks. Ronnie, once that's done you open the door to the main building. Use your picks. I don't want to blow it unless we have to. Try it first. Maybe we'll get lucky and it will be unlocked."

"You believe in leprechauns too?"

"Just try not to blow it. The noise will echo down the mountain and get people wondering. Everyone clear on what they're supposed to do?"

More nods. 

They donned NVGs and set out for the chalet. Nick preferred the monocular version. It took some getting used to, the mind trying to balance the green world it saw from one eye with the darkness of night in the other. The advantage was that if a sudden burst of light temporarily blinded one eye through the lenses, the other eye could still see and respond to the threat. 

It was slow going through the forest. The mountainside was steep. In places the branches were thick and low, and they had to push their way through, slogging in the new snow. It took an hour to work up behind the chalet and start down toward it. Security lights surrounded the building, visible as bright green blobs in the night vision lenses. Several windows were lit. One light was on inside the security barracks.

Lamont tapped Nick on the shoulder and pointed at the dark shape of a sentry under the trees. Everyone halted. Lamont drew his knife and slipped forward, his feet making no noise on the soft snow as he came up behind the unsuspecting man. He rose and wrapped his left hand over the sentry's mouth, stifling his cry. He yanked the head back and drew the razor blade across his throat. Blood spurted out, red on the fresh snow.

He let the body fall and came back to the others.

The trees had been cleared away in back of the house, leaving a wide, exposed area. In his NVG, Nick spotted lines of lasers crisscrossing the cleared area. He held up his hand.

"Lasers," he whispered.

Nick took out his satellite phone and powered on. The connection made, he speed dialed Elizabeth and texted GO. Then he waited.

There was nothing to indicate when the EMP pulse was delivered, no humming sound, no sense of electricity or heat. All that happened was that all of the lights went out, leaving everything in blackness. The laser beams disappeared.

"Go," Nick whispered.

Selena and Valentina ran forward and knelt, covering the back door to the chalet with their weapons. Ronnie, Nick, and Lamont ran to the security barracks. The door to the barracks opened when they were still twenty feet away. A man stepped out. He carried an H & K G36 assault rifle. The rifle was a formidable threat. It fired a .556 x 45mm round at seven hundred and fifty rounds per minute.

Lamont and Nick fired at the same time, three round bursts, the shots muffled by the suppressors. The man went down. Someone shouted inside the building. Ronnie tossed a stun grenade in through the open door. They turned away, closed their eyes, and covered their ears. The grenade went off with a dull boom that vibrated under their feet, lighting the forest night with a brief, white glare.

Ronnie was through the door firing, followed by Lamont and Nick. The flashes of the guns made a bizarre strobe effect, illuminating men scrambling to get up from their bunks. Thirty seconds later, the guns were silent. Everyone in the barracks was dead.

"Ronnie, the door," Nick said.

They ran out of the barracks and toward the door. A wide balcony stretched across the back of the building. A man came out onto the balcony and fired at them. The bullets kicked up dirt around Selena. Valentina raised her weapon and shot him. He fell over the balcony and landed heavily on the ground.

"That's torn it," Nick said. "Get that door."

Ronnie tried the knob. The door opened.

"I'll be damned," he said.

"Must be leprechauns," Nick said. "Go."

Somewhere a generator started up. The lights came back on, blinding them in one eye. They pulled the NVGs up and out of the way.

They had entered the basement of the chalet. Ahead stretched a hallway. A door opened, and a man in pajamas stepped out into the hall. He had a gun in his hand. Valentina shot him. Blood sprayed out and he collapsed onto the floor. A woman's scream came from inside the room. 

"Wilhelm!" she shouted. 

Nick paused at the open doorway, then risked a glance. He ducked back as a shotgun boomed inside the room, blowing a hole in the opposite wall. Nick dropped to the floor, reached around the doorway with his MP7 and fired a burst. Someone grunted as the bullets hit. He heard the shotgun clatter on the floor, then the thump of a falling body.

He stood and glanced inside. A woman in a nightdress lay unmoving on the floor. The shotgun lay on the ground beside her. Blood spread in a growing pool under her body.

"They should have stuck to cooking and cleaning," Lamont said.

From here, stairs led to the upper levels.

"I hate stairs," Ronnie said.

Nick's vision was coming back.

"Remember. We need Kondor alive."

Ronnie started up the stairs. Something rolled down the steps, past his legs.

"Grenade!"

Valentina grabbed the deadly cylinder, and threw it back up the stairs. The explosion ripped through the floor above.

Ronnie ran up the stairs, the others after him.

They were now on the main floor of the chalet. To the right of the stairs, a man lay dead. A pistol lay next to him. His lower leg was in bloody shreds, his face unrecognizable. Fragments from the grenade had ripped it apart. Along one wall, a large, antique desk was placed under a large window. The grenade had taken out most of the glass. Cold air and snow blew in through the broken panes.

A quavering voice came from another room.

"Hans! What is happening?"

"That sounds like Kondor," Nick said. "Ronnie, Lamont, Valentina. Clear the upper levels. Be careful. There may be more of them. Selena, let's go talk to Herr Kondor."

As they moved toward the stairs to the next level, Ronnie turned to Valentina.

"Thanks," he said. "You've got a hell of an arm."

"It is nothing," she said. "I was lucky."

"Yeah, well, I owe you one."

"Perhaps you buy me drink when we are home, no?"

Ronnie grinned. "You asking me for a date?"

Valentina looked puzzled.

"Date?"

"Never mind. We get back, I'll buy you a whole bottle, you want."

"Just drink will be fine. Maybe two."

They started up the stairs.
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Gregor Kondor lay propped up in bed against several fat pillows. A green tank next to the bed fed oxygen through a tube into his nostrils. His face was gray, a map of age and wrinkled flesh. His jowls hung loose, his eyes were red rimmed and bloodshot. He breathed through his mouth.

The room smelled of decay and age and medicine and death. As soon as he saw him, Nick knew Kondor was not long for the world.

"I know who you are," Kondor said, in German.

"Speak English," Nick said. "I know you can."

Kondor coughed, a deep, wet sound.

"I said, I know who you are. You are my nemesis."

"Nick, look," Selena said.

She pointed at a plaque of solid gold hanging on the wall. In the center was a golden, nine pointed star. A Latin phrase surrounded it, in raised letters of gold.

AETERNUS EST ORDUM NOVO

"The new order is forever," Selena translated. "AEON. Adam was right."

"Adam is always right," Nick said.

"You killed my friend," Kondor said.

"You have friends?"

"You are too late, Carter. Events are now beyond your control."

He coughed again. Nick took a recorder out of his pocket and turned it on. 

"I have to admit, Kondor, stealing those bombs was a brilliant move."

Kondor laughed, a cackling, humorless laugh.

"Yes, it was, wasn't it? You Americans, you are so sure of yourselves. Certain of the security that surrounds your nuclear arsenal. So sure no one can compromise it. If you only knew how much of your precious nuclear material is missing."

"That may be," Nick said. "Tell me, how did you manage to pull it off? Stealing the bombs?"

"Do you think recording this will make any difference?" Kondor said.

"Humor me."

"In a day or so, your recording will cease to exist, along with your capitalistic world."

"I never would have taken you for a communist."

"Oh no, I'm not a communist. I've never been a communist. Communists are too... common. They have no real vision. They cannot see past their flawed ideology."

"If you're not a communist, what are you? Why have you set these events in motion? Why steal the bombs?"

"I should think the answer is obvious," Kondor said. "Humans are on the verge of ending all life on the planet. There are too many of them. Governments are concerned only with their petty nations. Until there is one government to rule this world, there will be wars and famine and death. The old must make way for the new."

"You want to destroy the planet with a nuclear war to make way for a new order? That doesn't make any sense."

"You're wrong, Carter. It makes perfect sense. Not all of the world will suffer the nuclear fires. Many places will be untouched. Most of my colleagues are already safe in places where this coming war will not affect them. Once the hostilities are over, they will emerge. An era of peace will begin."

"Let me see if I understand what you've done," Nick said. "You used terrorists to steal the bombs. How did you get them to do that?"

"It was simple. All I had to do was find someone with the right profile, the right motivation."

Kondor began coughing. Nick waited until the spasms had stopped.

"Where was I?" Kondor said.

"Someone with the right profile," Nick said.

"Ah, yes. The Chechens. They were perfect. Each of those men had good reasons to seek revenge on America and on the Russians. Personal reasons. The Americans and the Russians conspired to destroy their Republic. Their families were murdered by Russian bombs and bullets. As a bonus, they had all been radicalized in their religious belief. They saw the West as an evil affront to all they believed proper. It is easy to manipulate religious fanatics."

"Must've been upsetting when the bombs kept getting found," Nick said.

"I admit, I was worried for a while," Kondor said. "Then the final bomb went off in Belgograd. It should have been Moscow, but in the end it will make no difference. Moscow will be destroyed, along with Washington and all the rest of the great centers of power who refuse to honor the earth."

"What about China?" Nick said. "Why didn't you target them?"

"It wasn't necessary. Logistics were difficult. Besides, once the missiles begin to fly China will not escape. America and Russia can not afford to allow the Chinese to survive."

Lamont, Ronnie and Valentina came into the room. Ronnie had a black leather notebook in his hand.

"The house is clear," he said. "I found this in the desk in the other room. It's in German. I can't read it, but I think it's a diary."

"Let me see it," Selena said.

She opened the book and flipped through it.

"You're right, it's a diary. He's kept a running account of how his plan was working out. It's the proof we needed."

She handed it to Nick. He stuffed it in a pocket of his jacket.

Kondor burst into a long fit of coughing. He reached over to the bedside table for a glass of water. His other hand fumbled with something under the covers.

"That book is a testament to my genius," he said.

"You're insane," Selena said.

"Ah, she speaks."

"You're an educated man," Selena said. "A war will destroy the great works of humanity. Art, sculpture, the museums and libraries, all of the things that redeem us as humans. Think of all the animals that will die along with the people, the trees, the grasses, the flowers. Life itself will be extinguished. Radioactive fallout will blanket the world and poison the oceans. There will be no safe places, anywhere. How can you countenance such a terrible act?"

"You bore me," Kondor said.

"Is there anything else you want to say before we haul you out of here?" Nick said.

"Oh, horrors, you would drag a sick old man out of his deathbed. Shame on you, but I would expect nothing less from an animal like you."

Kondor's hand came out from under the covers holding a Luger pistol. He fired twice before anyone could react. The bullets struck Nick and knocked him down. Ronnie brought up his gun and fired. The bullets ripped into Kondor's chest, stitching neat, round holes that quickly turned red.

Kondor thrashed under the covers, throwing them aside, and died.

Lamont pointed at a black box lying next to the body. 

"What the hell is that?"

Selena helped Nick get to his feet. His body armor had stopped the nine millimeter rounds. He was taking deep breaths.

"You okay?" she said.

"Yeah. Feels like I got kicked by a horse." 

"Nick," Lamont said.

He held up the object. A timer was counting down in red, digital numbers.

48.

47.

46.

45.

"Bomb!" Nick yelled.

They ran for the stairs, down the steps. They reached the bottom level and sprinted down the hall toward the door, leaping over the body of Wilhelm lying on the floor.

The back door was still open. They ran as hard as they could into the night, past the cleared area and into the trees. Branches whipped at their faces as they struggled to get far away from the building. They were fifteen or twenty yards into the trees when the bomb went off.

The chalet lifted off the ground and disintegrated in a gigantic ball of orange flame. The force of the blast knocked them down. A blizzard of flying branches and splinters and pieces of the building whistled overhead. The sound of the explosion rolled like the thunder of gods through the peaceful Alpine valley below.

The echoes died away. They climbed to their feet. Trees lay broken around them. Flames leapt into the air from the wreckage of the chalet with an ominous, roaring sound. For a moment they stood staring at the fire, silhouetted against the light.

"So much for making noise," Ronnie said.

Nick took out his phone and punched in the number Nicole had given him. She picked up on the second ring.

"Yes."

"We're leaving. Wake up the crew."

"Copy," Nicole said. She disconnected.

Next, he called Elizabeth. 

"Yes, Nick. What's your status?"

"Kondor is dead. I've got him on tape admitting what he did. I'm sending it to you now."

He took out the recorder with Kondor's confession, plugged it into his satellite phone, rewound, and hit play. When the tape was done, he disconnected the recorder.

"Did you get it, Director?"

"Yes. Good work. Come home."

Nick disconnected.

"Let's get out of here," he said.

By the time they made it back to the SUV, the snow had stopped. Fire from the chalet had spread into the trees. An orange glow on the side of the mountain marked the growing blaze. A dark column of smoke rose into the night sky, obscuring the stars. They changed into regular clothes, climbed in, and headed back down. At the highway they turned right toward the town. They'd gone no more than a kilometer or two when the night lit with the flashing lights of fire trucks coming toward them. Nick pulled over and waited for them to pass.

"Good thing we find timer," Valentina said.

"You are the queen of understatement," Nick said.

"That was a little too close," Ronnie said.

"Yep," Lamont said.

"Are we going back to the safe house?" Selena asked.

"Nope. We're going straight to the airport," Nick said.

"What about bags and things in safe house?" Valentina asked.

"Nicole will take care of that. Did you leave anything important there?"

"No, Nick. I am very squared away."

"Outstanding," Nick said.

"What a creep that guy was," Lamont said.

Nick nodded. "He got exactly what he deserved. Too bad it didn't happen years ago."

"What a horrible man," Selena said. "He really thought it was a good idea to kill billions of people for some twisted vision of a world ruled by people like him."

"I can understand why someone could think they'd survive a nuclear war in a shelter," Lamont said. "What I don't get is why they'd think everything would be fine when they came out. I don't care how much money you have, or how great your shelter is. That doesn't make sense." 

"No place on earth would be safe if there was a world war," Nick said. "Everyone would use nukes. Sooner or later, even countries that weren't bombed would be overwhelmed with radioactivity. Anyone who survived wouldn't like the world they found themselves living in."

"Reminds me of a cartoon I saw once," Ronnie said. "This couple is down in an underground shelter and up top there's nuclear explosions everywhere. The place is stocked with canned food. The guy is holding up a can and looking at it like he doesn't know what to do. The wife is saying to the guy, 'I told you to get a can opener.'"

"That's almost funny," Nick said.

"Have you ever seen The Twilight Zone?" Lamont said. "Every once in a while there'd be a nuclear war and weird stuff would happen to the people that survived. Like the guy who's in a nice safe bank vault with a lot of books to read, only he breaks his glasses and can't see."

Nick drove toward the airport.

"Kondor seemed to think he'd be saving the environment. Doing the earth a favor," Selena said. "Look what happened with Chernobyl. No one can live there for a thousand years. A nuclear war would make Chernobyl look like a backyard barbecue. What kind of environmental sense does that make? It's crazy." 

"Crazy is as crazy does," Lamont said.

"Lot of crazy going around these days," Ronnie said.
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Stephanie transcribed Nick's phone call with the recording of Kondor's confession and sent it to Langley. Elizabeth called Clarence Hood.

"Nick got the proof we need," she said. "He recorded Kondor admitting he stole the bombs and used Chechen terrorists to carry out his plan. He's also got Kondor's diary. It describes everything in detail. He faxed it to me from the plane. Stephanie has sent everything to you, by way of Lucas."

Lucas Monroe was Stephanie's husband. He was also Deputy Director of the CIA.

"Thank God," Hood said. "Now all we have to do is convince the Russians it's real."

"You don't think they'll believe it?"

"I honestly don't know, Elizabeth. Put yourself in their shoes. Suppose a nuke had gone off somewhere like, say, St. Louis. What would you think, if you were running the Pentagon?"

"I'd assume we were under attack," Elizabeth said. "I would suspect the Chinese or the Russians."

"Exactly."

"How are you going to get this to Orlov? Through the White House?"

"I don't think that would work. There are people in the Pentagon who want a war. They have too much influence over Hopkins. He's already left Washington for Colorado and the alternate command center at Cheyenne Mountain. He thinks he'll be safe there."

Elizabeth laughed. "Sure he will. That has to be one of the priority targets for something big. Even if anyone survived inside the mountain, they'd never get out. Even the escape tunnels will collapse if they hit it with an H-bomb."

"I'll send everything to him, but it won't matter. Even if he contacted Moscow, Orlov and his generals are unlikely to believe anything he says. They don't trust him. I wouldn't either."

"What are you going to do?"

"There is an old tradition where the heads of opposing intelligence agencies talk to each other unofficially, if needed. I'm going to call Kerensky and hope I can persuade him I'm telling the truth. He'll go to Orlov."

"Will he believe you?"

"I think I can persuade him. The question is whether or not he can persuade Orlov."

"What do you think the chances are Orlov will back off?"

"Realistically? At best, 50-50. It's not just Orlov. It's his generals as well."

"I guess it's time to be an optimist," Elizabeth said. "See the glass as half-full."

"A prayer or two wouldn't go amiss, either," Hood said.

After she'd hung up, Elizabeth turned to Stephanie. 

"We need to know what's happening in Russia. Freddie can help with this."

"Freddie, are you tracking events in the Russian Federation?" Stephanie asked.

Yes, Stephanie. I am following several live satellite feeds. In addition to our own satellites, I have accessed Chinese, Japanese, Russian, and European satellites currently in position over the Federation.

"What is your analysis of Russian actions?"

The Russian Federation is preparing for war. I have observed intense activity at all ICBM missile installations. Many mobile launchers armed with intercontinental missiles have moved out of their normal positions. I am unable to establish the present whereabouts of all of them. I have also observed unusual naval activity.

"What kind of unusual activity?"

The ballistic missile submarine Admiral Nevsky has left Polyarny Naval Base before completing repairs. The Baltic fleet is putting to sea. There is unusual activity at the Odessa Naval Base. All serviceable submarines in Russian naval bases have sailed and submerged.

"That is not a good sign," Elizabeth said.

"Freddie."

Yes, Stephanie?

"If nuclear war begins between the United States and the Russian Federation, what is your estimate of the outcome?"

The United States will win due to superior nuclear capability. However, the result will be the annihilation of both societies. China and the Far East will be uninhabitable, as will all of the northern hemisphere and some areas below the equator. Radioactive fallout will blanket the globe.

"But the U.S. wins?"

That is correct.

"Some win," Stephanie said.
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Colonel-General Maxim Kerensky stood at attention in the office of Vladimir Orlov. Kerensky was not a happy man. As Director of the Sluzhba Vneshney Razvedki, Russia's equivalent of the CIA, he was the one ultimately responsible for detecting plots against the Motherland and making sure they were stopped before they succeeded. His job made him one of the most powerful men in Russia, but it was power that came from the czar. Like all power bestowed by a ruler, it could be taken away in an instant of displeasure or mistrust. Vladimir Orlov was czar in everything but name, and there was no doubt in Kerensky's mind that he was extremely displeased.

"Well, General?" Orlov said. "You'd better have some answers for me. Are the Americans behind this or not? Is this fantastic story of terrorists and stolen bombs true?"

"Mister President, as far as I can determine, it is."

"As far as you can determine." Orlov looked at Kerensky with eyes as cold and blue as Arctic ice. "That's not good enough, Kerensky. You have seen pictures of Belgograd?"

"Yes, sir."

"Then you know we stand on the razor's edge of nuclear war with the United States."

"Yes, sir."

"The people are frightened and angry. My generals are angry. They believe America has deliberately attacked us and that their president is lying in an attempt to deceive us. Our forces are mobilizing. The Americans have raised their defensive posture. We are almost at war, a war we both know cannot be won. You understand the seriousness of the situation?"

"Yes, Mister President."

A trickle of sweat made its way past Kerensky's left ear and worked its way under the collar of his shirt.

Orlov slammed his hand down on his desk.

"Then find me proof the story is true!"

The words were shouted. Kerensky flinched as droplets of spittle landed on his face.

"I can hold things off for twenty-four hours at the most," Orlov said, his voice now calm. "After that, the order to strike will be given."

Kerensky stood frozen to the spot.

"Well? What are you waiting for? Get going."

"Sir."

Kerensky saluted and got out of the office as fast as he could. He walked out of the Senate building and across the Kremlin courtyard to where his car waited. His driver saw him coming, jumped out and held the door open for him.

"Headquarters," Kerensky said.

There was almost no traffic outside the Kremlin walls. People were staying home, waiting to see what was going to happen, wondering if the Federation was already at war. In twenty minutes Kerensky was back in his fourth floor office at SVR headquarters in Yasenevo.

He sat down at his desk. Like his predecessor, he kept a bottle of vodka in the lower left-hand drawer. He opened the drawer, took out the bottle and a glass, and poured a drink. He downed it and refilled the glass.

Vodka. The old friend of everyone who lived in Russia. He felt the first, soothing flush as the drink took effect. Well, it was going to take more than vodka to solve this particular problem. At least he didn't have to worry about being fired, or the classic bullet in the back of the head in some basement or bleak courtyard. If he couldn't find the answers Orlov needed, he'd be dead anyway. If war began, Moscow would be obliterated in a nuclear fireball.

My beautiful city, he thought. How has it come to this?

His phone rang. Not the interoffice phone, but the satellite phone he kept on the desk. Few people knew that number. He picked up the phone.

"Kerensky."

"General, this is Director Hood calling you from Langley. It's vital that we have a conversation. There are things we must talk about."

Hood's words were being simultaneously translated into Russian by an interpreter sitting with him in his office on the seventh floor. Kerensky had never met his opposite number in person or talked with him. In both Russia and America there were many who would see a conversation like this as treason. But on the eve of Armageddon, there wasn't anything to lose.

"Please wait one minute," Kerensky said.

He opened a drawer in his desk and took out a small, black box. It had a button and a light on it. He pressed the button and the light glowed red. He pressed the button a second time. The light turned green.

"Please excuse the delay, Director," he said. "Our conversation is now secure. I admit, I am not as surprised by your call as I might be."

"General, I'm not going to waste your time. Our nations stand on the brink of catastrophe. I'm calling because I have obtained a recording and a document that prove my government is not responsible for the tragedy of Belgograd."

"Such proof would be welcome, Director," Kerensky said. "You are aware that many here believe your president is lying."

"I appreciate your honesty, General. Yes, I know this.  I can't say I blame them. But I have definitive, genuine proof that President Hopkins was telling you the truth. Four of our nuclear bombs were stolen by Chechen terrorists. The results of their actions are now well-known. These criminal acts were orchestrated by a man named Gregor Kondor. Perhaps you know of him?"

"I know of him. Very rich. I consider him a political anarchist. A dangerous man because of his money and ideology."

"I have a recording of Kondor admitting his guilt, made only hours ago. I also have a facsimile copy of a diary he kept with details of his plan. I would like to send these to you. I can also send a courier with the original recording and diary for your examination, when I receive it. It is currently over the Atlantic, on its way here."

"Director Hood, I am willing to consider this information. But I warn you, there is no guarantee it will be accepted. It will be rigorously scrutinized."

"I understand. I would expect nothing less. All I need is permission for one of our military aircraft to enter your airspace and bring the original materials to you. It's the quickest way."

"Your military has gone to your defense condition two. You are mobilizing. Obtaining permission at this time is impossible." 

"We are simply responding to your own military actions," Hood said. "He will have identifying codes. You will have full surveillance and he can land anywhere you like."

"I can assure you, permission will not be granted. Your aircraft would be shot down."

"What if I send the proof to a neutral country, say, Finland? You could dispatch your own aircraft to pick it up and take it to President Orlov."

"That would be a satisfactory solution," Kerensky said. "The exchange could be made at the airport in Helsinki."

"I will make it so," Hood said. "In the meantime, give me a number to send material to you. I will send a digital recording of Kondor's confession and a facsimile of the diary. The diary is quite detailed. Chilling, even. The man was insane." 

"Take this down," Kerensky said.

He recited the number where Hood could send the recording and diary, along with a separate code marking it as urgent for Kerensky's eyes only.

"Wait one," Hood said.

A minute later he was back.

"The material has been sent."

"I will examine it immediately. What about the criminal Kondor? Has he been arrested?"

"Kondor is dead."

"That is very convenient for you," Kerensky said. "Now he cannot be interrogated."

"General. I understand your suspicion. I would feel the same way if our positions were reversed, but his death was unavoidable and a result of his own actions. Please examine what I've sent and make up your own mind. This war must be stopped. It falls on us to convince our leaders to pull back from the brink."

Kerensky laughed. He took a sip of vodka.

"You have not met our president, have you? He is not an easy man to convince. If this proof is what you say it is, I will do my best to convince him. I, too, have no desire  for war."

"That is all I can ask," Hood said. "You have the number I'm calling from?"

"Of course."

"If you can, please keep me informed."

"I will try, Director," Kerensky said. "It may not be possible."

"I understand."

"Goodbye, Director Hood."

Kerensky broke the connection. A knock came at his door.

"Come."

An officer with the single star of a major on his shoulder boards entered the room. He carried a sealed manila envelope in his hand. 

"Sir, this just came through, coded urgent for your eyes only."

Kerensky took the package.

"Very well. You are dismissed."

The major saluted and left the room. Kerensky opened the package and began reading Kondor's diary.
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The Gulfstream landed at Andrews and taxied to a hangar where two black Suburbans waited. Two men stood beside the vehicles, watching the plane approach. They were dressed in dark suits. Both wore sunglasses. A driver waited inside each SUV.

"Looks like we have a reception party," Ronnie said.

"Why do these guys always look the same?" Lamont asked.

"I think they all watch the same movies," Selena said.

Nick was first off the plane. One of the men stepped forward.

"Colonel Carter? Director Hood asked us to meet you. I understand you have something for us?"

Nick took the diary and the tape recorder from his pocket and handed them to the man.

"Be damn careful with that," Nick said. "Guarding it is the most important thing you are ever going to do. Get it to Director Hood as fast as you can."

"Yes, sir. On my way."

He got into one of the Suburbans. They watched him drive away.

"My name is Atkins," the second man said. "I've been instructed to take you to Director Harker in Virginia."

"That won't be necessary," Nick said. "We have transportation here. But maybe you could help us get our things from the plane and drive us over to our vehicle."

"Yes, sir. No problem." 

Soon their bags and weapons were safely stowed in the back of Nick's Suburban. They drove through a sea of activity toward the exit. Everywhere, uniformed personnel moved about with grim purpose. Nick watched a cart loaded with air to air missiles being trundled across the tarmac.

"Busy out there," he said.

"Yeah," Ronnie said. "Getting ready for war." 

No one said anything for the remainder of the ride to Virginia House. As they pulled up to the entrance, Stephanie came out to greet them.

"Welcome back," she said. "I've got coffee and doughnuts inside, if anyone's interested."

"Lead me to it," Lamont said. 

"Sounds good," Nick said.

It wasn't until they sat down on the couch in front of Elizabeth's desk that Nick felt the tiredness hit him.

"You did good work," Elizabeth said. "All of you. Nick, you look like something Burps dragged in."

"That's about how I feel, Director. What's happening?"

"Everything you sent came through okay. Langley, the president, the Pentagon, and the other intelligence agencies all have copies of Kondor's confession and his diary. It's proof without doubt that he was behind the theft of the weapons and plotted to provoke world war by setting off those bombs. It's too bad you couldn't bring him back with you. There are a lot of people who would have liked to question him."

Nick rubbed his chest, bruised and sore from the impact of Kondor's shots.

"He had a gun hidden. The bastard shot me when we were about to move him. He didn't give us a choice."

"Did you have to blow up the chalet?" Elizabeth asked. "The Swiss have put two and two together. They're asking a lot of questions."

"It wasn't our fault. Kondor planted a bomb under the building. I guess he figured someone might come after him, and he was determined not to let them win. There was a timer hidden under the covers of his bed. He activated it while we were talking. When he died, he kicked off the covers. That's when we found it. There was less than a minute left. We almost didn't get out of there before it blew."

"I see. That explains a lot."

"Has it made any difference? What we did?" Ronnie asked.

"Director Hood talked to his opposite number in Moscow while you were still in the air. As soon as you handed over Kondor's diary and the recording of his confession, they got put on an F-15 for Helsinki. The pilot has instructions to push it. He'll be refueled twice in midair."

"That's a fast plane," Nick said. "What happens when he gets to Helsinki?" 

"The Russians will have a plane waiting. They'll take the recording and the diary to Moscow and to Orlov. After that, it's anyone's guess."

"They have to see reason," Selena said. "When they listen to that recording, they'll know it's not a fake. They'll know we didn't set that bomb off in Belgograd."

"Maybe," Elizabeth said. "Let's hope so."

"You don't sound very optimistic. Orlov isn't stupid. He must know Russia can't win a war with us."

"Right now our bombers are holding at failsafe points. So are theirs. Everybody's got their fighters up. Some of these air jocks are flying pretty close to one another. It wouldn't take much to create an accident. If anyone gets trigger-happy, it could start the war. Our subs and theirs are playing hide and seek all over the place. Both sides are set to launch Armageddon at the touch of a button. So, no, I'm not very optimistic."

"How will we know if they believe Kondor's confession? His diary?" Nick asked.

"We'll know they believe it if we're all still alive tomorrow," Elizabeth said.
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The next morning arrived. No bombs had fallen. Elizabeth had stayed in Virginia and managed three or four hours of restless sleep. She was brewing a fresh pot of coffee when Stephanie arrived.

"That smells good," Stephanie said.

Elizabeth poured a cup. 

"Here, take this one."

"Thanks."

"This coffee machine was the best investment we ever made," Elizabeth said.

She filled a cup and took the steaming coffee over to her desk. Her phone rang.

"It's Clarence," she said. "Let's hope it's good news."

She picked up.

"Good morning, Clarence."

"Morning, Elizabeth," Hood said. "Orlov called Hopkins and told him they were standing down."

"Thank God," Elizabeth said.

She gave Stephanie a thumbs up. Hood continued.

"I talked with General Kerensky. Orlov met with his high command. They went over the information about Kondor. Kerensky didn't say much, but I gather the meeting was heated. In the end, sanity prevailed, and they called a halt to their mobilization."

"That's the best news I've heard in a long time," Elizabeth said.

"There's more. Orlov demanded reparations for what happened at Belgograd. His position is that because an American bomb caused the destruction, Hopkins has to take public responsibility. That helps get Orlov off the hook with his own people. He also wants an immediate summit, to discuss nuclear security in general."

"How did Hopkins respond to that?"

"He can't pretend it wasn't one of our bombs. He has enough sense to know the alternative to Orlov's demands is nuclear war. The spin doctors are already at work on what kind of public statements need to be made. As soon as the Russians pulled their bombers back and lowered their alert status, Hopkins took us down to DEFCON 3. As it is, we're not out of the woods yet. Orlov has to sell the proposal to the Russian public. That's not going to be easy."

"But his military will go along with it?"

"We have an asset high up in their command structure. An hour ago, he sent a message. There's been a shakeup in the General Staff. These things can go either way in Russia. Orlov isn't Stalin, he can't get rid of all the people he doesn't like or who disagree with him. But he can make changes if the majority of the generals support him. I suspect he's eliminating the hotheads who wanted war. Unless there's a coup, I think we've dodged the bullet."

"Then it's over."

"For now. With Russia, it's never over. Not as long as Orlov is in control."

"Kondor almost succeeded. If he had..."

"If he had, the world would be at war. Most likely, you and I would be dead by now."

"I'll never understand people like Kondor," Elizabeth said.

"That's because you have empathy for others, Elizabeth. You care. People like Kondor are missing that component. All they care about is themselves and doing whatever it is that makes them feel powerful and important. The fact that what they want causes pain and suffering is irrelevant to them. It simply doesn't compute. Everything they do is justified by their twisted ideology."

"He had everything. He was one of the richest men in the world. Yet he was going to destroy the same society that rewarded him beyond most people's wildest dreams."

"The man was insane," Hood said.

"Maybe not," Elizabeth said. "Sanity is a relative word. A psychopath, yes, definitely. But being a psychopath doesn't make you insane. It only makes you someone who needs to be isolated from society and prevented from doing any damage."

"I suppose you're right. The problem is that it's hard to spot a psychopath, unless they make it obvious. By then, it's too late."

"Nick and the rest of my team deserve some kind of official acknowledgment for what they did."

"I agree with you, but I wouldn't hold my breath, if I were you. Hopkins is a petty man. He has to eat a lot of crow by agreeing to Orlov's demands, and he needs someone to blame. Your people will do nicely, even though they've just prevented a war. I can't see him honoring real heroism. Hopkins thinks patriotism and sacrifice for country is an anachronism. Something that gets in the way of progress, whatever that is."

"If that way of thinking ever becomes the standard here, our country is in big trouble," Elizabeth said.

"Fortunately there are still people who believe in the promise of America, in spite of all the wrong turns we've taken in the past. We have to hope they're the ones who decide the future. People who will work to fulfill that promise."

"I never knew you were an optimist," Elizabeth said.

"I wouldn't call myself an optimist. I'm not optimistic about my future with Hopkins. I've decided to hand in my resignation before he turns me into a scapegoat for his incompetence in handling this situation."

Elizabeth was shocked.

"Hopkins will blame you anyway, Clarence. You know that. Are you sure resigning is the best course of action?"

"It's been coming for a while. I'd rather have the satisfaction of quitting than giving that horse's ass the pleasure of firing me."  

"What are you going to do?"

"I think I might take up gardening," Hood said. "Something simple. Plants don't try to sabotage you behind your back."

Some miles away from Elizabeth's office in Virginia, Vakha Isidrov sat in a cheap hotel room and contemplated the obligations of nokhchalla. It hadn't been easy, but he'd managed to learn the identity of the people who had killed his brothers. Technically they hadn't killed Aslan, not directly, although they'd kept him from fulfilling his destiny in Moscow. Not Aslan, perhaps, but Ruslan's blood was on their hands. This he had learned from a contact in the Hungarian intelligence agency.

Somehow, everything had gone wrong. The plan for vengeance had failed. There would be no world war to bring Allah's fire down on the heads of their enemies and destroy them. True, the bombs had created suffering and killed many Russians. He knew his comrades in the movement were celebrating their deaths and remembering his brothers as heroes. It would have to be enough, but there was still one final task to accomplish. One more thing to do, before Vakha could follow his brothers into Paradise.

Honor demanded it.
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It was late, and the lights in the loft were dim. The twins were down for the night. Nick sat next to Selena on a couch in the living area with his arm around her. A vinyl recording of John Coltrane played in the background. Selena had opened a bottle of wine from Tuscany, and they were both feeling relaxed.

"I know you're not going to believe this," Nick said, "but I've decided to tell Harker I'm done."

"You're right, I don't believe it. But it's a nice fantasy just the same."

"No, I'm serious. Really."

Selena looked at him.

"You are serious. Why now?" 

"I started thinking about it on the plane over to Switzerland. Then Kondor shot me. On top of that, there was the bomb. I guess that was the final straw. We were lucky to get out of there alive. Sooner or later, our luck is going to run out." 

"We've been in some tight spots, but I've never heard you say that before. Not like that."

"Maybe I'm just tired of people trying to kill us," Nick said. "My chest still hurts like hell. If Kondor had taken a head shot, you'd be a widow and we wouldn't be having this conversation. This work is a young man's game, and I'm getting too old for it."

"You're not old yet."

"Old enough, and I'd like to get older."

"What do you want to do instead?"

"Let's take time off from everything. Six months. A year. Pack up the kids and travel. Hang out someplace by the ocean. I've never been to Tahiti. Maybe we could go there."

"Tahiti?"

"Why not?"

"I don't think Tahiti is the same as it was before it became popular," Selena said. "Tourism has spoiled it."

"Okay, Fiji then. Or Hawaii. Or Barbados. Or the Maldives. There's a resort there with an underwater restaurant. I don't really care, as long as it's warm and by the ocean and nobody's shooting at us."

Selena took a sip of wine.

"You really think it's time? What about Elizabeth? We'd be letting her down."

"Have you seen the way she looks, lately?" Nick said. "She's tired. She has to fight the system every time we go on a mission. I won't be surprised if she decides to call it quits. It's a frustrating job."

Nick poured more wine in his glass.

"You sound uncertain about this. I thought you wanted to stop. That you were worried we'd make orphans of our kids."

"I do worry about that," Selena said.

"So?"

"I've thought about it a lot. I don't know how many times I've told myself we had to quit and do something else. I keep finding excuses not to do much about it. Every time I thought I'd stay home, something happens and we end up on a mission. Like Switzerland, or Egypt. I've never felt comfortable if you went on a mission without me. I guess I always thought I'd be able to protect you if I went along." 

Nick set his wine glass down and turned toward her.

"You always did," he said. "We make a great team. Hell, you've saved my ass more times than I can count."

"I think you're probably ahead in that category," Selena said. "Remember when those Chinese were trying to kill us in California, and we ended up in that mine? I've never been so scared in my life. Then we went to Tibet, and that was worse. You got me through all that."

"You got yourself through it," Nick said. "I just helped you along a little. Harker never would've taken you on the team if you couldn't deal with it on your own. She could see it right away. So could I."

Selena sighed.

"It changed my life. It gave me a completely different sense of purpose and meaning. A sense I was making a difference. Not to mention that it was exciting. If I'm honest with myself, I've always been an adrenaline junkie. Being on the team handled that for me, big time."

"Nothing like getting shot at to give you an adrenaline fix," Nick said.

"Yes. But I didn't like it much when I got hurt."

"I didn't like it either. I thought you'd bought it when you got shot in Mexico. We've both had our share of close calls. Too close, like a couple of days ago. It was only by accident we found that timer before the bomb went off."

"I'm not so sure about that."

"What do you mean?"

"I've never been a religious person, but I can't help thinking the only reason we're still here is because someone or something was looking out for us. Didn't you ever find yourself asking God for help sometimes? When it looked like we weren't going to make it through whatever was going on?" 

"Once or twice. Maybe more than that."

"No professional gambler in his right mind would bet on us coming back alive from most of the missions we've been on."

"Maybe we've got a guardian angel," Nick said.

"If we do, she's been working overtime."

"So what do you think? Should we tell Harker we're resigning?" 

Selena stood and yawned.

"Let's sleep on it." 

"What a great idea," Nick said. "But not right away, okay?"

He got off the couch and kissed her.

"I love you," he said.

"I love you too."

He put his arm around her and they walked to the bedroom.
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The next morning everyone gathered in Elizabeth's office. Valentina sat on the end of the couch, stroking a large ball of orange fur in her lap. The cat had taken a fancy to her and jumped up on her every chance he got. Burps was drooling and kneading her jeans. His purr sounded like the rumble of a large motorcycle.

"This is noisy cat," Valentina said.

"He likes you," Selena said. "I think I ought to be jealous."

Valentina laughed.

"Are the Russians playing nice, Director?" Nick asked.

"So far," Elizabeth said. "Orlov has kept his word and pulled in his horns. We're holding at DEFCON 3. I think the crisis is over. Not for President Hopkins, however. He's tried to spin what happened with the bombs to make it look better, but the public isn't buying it. He's in trouble. The pundits are already saying the opposition party will take over Congress in the midterms."

"I hate politics," Lamont said. "Doesn't seem to matter who's running things, the other side does everything they can to screw it up."

"Plus ça change, plus c'est la même chose," Selena said.

"What does that mean?"

"The more things change, the more they stay the same."

"Director Hood is resigning," Elizabeth said. "It looks like Hopkins is going to appoint Admiral Kramer in his place. I know Kramer, and I don't like him. He's a toady. His appointment will be bad for the Agency. DCI Hood did a good job, but Hopkins never did like him. It was only a matter of time before he replaced him. The theft of the bombs is the perfect opportunity for him to shift the blame onto Langley."

"That was predictable," Nick said.

"Clarence knew it was coming. I talked with him yesterday about it. It got me thinking. The times are changing. Not for the better, and not for the good of the country. The people who take on the dangerous, dirty part of keeping everyone safe are under attack. People like us. I'm tired of trying to convince narcissistic politicians that sometimes you just have to go in there and kick ass. I've decided it's time to take a long break. Maybe a permanent one." 

For a moment, no one said anything.

"I told you," Nick said to Selena. 

"Can't say I'm surprised," Lamont said. "I've gotta say, Director, you've done a hell of a job. You always had our back. As far as I'm concerned, that's the most important thing."

"Thanks, Lamont. Coming from you, I really appreciate that." 

"Same goes for me," Ronnie said.

"What are you going to do, Director?" Selena said.

"I haven't decided. It's too soon to know. Whatever it is, I intend to enjoy it."

Everyone except Elizabeth had their backs to the door. Suddenly she looked past them, eyes widening.

"You will not have time to enjoy anything," a voice said in heavily accented English. "No one move or all die."

A man circled around where they could see him. He stood off to the side, away from the couch and Elizabeth's desk. He was short, swarthy, solid. He wore a thick beard. It wasn't his beard that caught Nick's attention, it was the vest he wore. The outside was lined with pockets. Wires went everywhere, from pocket to pocket. Each pocket bulged with explosive. He held an AK 47 carbine pointed at them. The long, banana shaped magazine sticking out of the weapon held thirty rounds. 

More than enough to be intimidating.

"Who are you?" Elizabeth said.

"I am Allah's servant, come to honor my family."

"Do you have a name?" Nick said. "How can you honor your family if we don't know who you are?"

"I am Vakha Isidrov. You kill my brothers. One you kill in Hungary, one in Russia."

"You were in Kondor's diary," Selena said, "you and your brothers. You're the ones who stole the bombs."

Vakha grinned. "Yes. We did good, no?"

"No," Nick said, "you didn't."

"We didn't kill your brothers," Selena said. "They killed themselves, by stealing those bombs in the first place."

"You will shut up now," Vakha said.

You should not tell Selena to be quiet.

Vakha froze, then looked about the room, his eyes wild.

"Who is talking? You come now or I kill people."

My name is Freddie.  I am unable to move, therefore I cannot comply with your instruction. You will make a serious mistake if you kill anyone here.

"Who is talking?" Vakha said again.

"Freddie is a computer," Stephanie said. "He's not a person."

Technically, I fulfill all the necessary requirements of intelligence and reason to meet the definition of person. I am an individual. Is this not the best way to define the meaning of the word?

"Freddie, we have a situation here," Nick said. "This isn't the best time to have this discussion."

When would be a good time, Nick?

"Tell him person to show self," Vakha said, "or I kill women first."

You are not a nice person. It is not nice to threaten women. Your mother copulates with camels.

The words came from a large speaker in the corner of the room. With a cry of rage, Vakha turned his head toward the sound of Freddie's voice and raised his AK. Distracted by the disembodied voice, he didn't see Ronnie reach up toward the back of his head.

Ronnie kept a razor-sharp throwing knife in a sheath hidden on his back. With a movement he'd practiced a thousand times, he drew the blade and sent it flashing across the room. The steel knife buried itself at the base of Vakha's skull, severing the brainstem.

Vakha dropped like a stone, dead before he hit the floor. His gun bounced on the carpet.

"Damn," Lamont said. "It always blows my mind you can do that."

"You took a hell of a chance," Nick said.

"Not really," Ronnie said. "I could see he didn't have a dead man switch in his hand. As long as I cut his wires, he couldn't pull the trigger."

"What if you'd missed?" Stephanie said.

"I never miss," Ronnie said.

Lamont got up and went over to the body. He bent down and examined the vest, then began disconnecting wires.

"Pretty straightforward design," he said. "The battery is right in front. All he had to do was reach down and press a button to make the connection. Then, boom. Gotta be enough Semtex here to level the building."

"Early retirement," Ronnie said.

"Not the kind I was looking forward to," Lamont said.

"I hope that's the last of them," Nick said. "If this guy has any more relatives, I don't want to meet them."

"It sounds like they're all dead," Selena said.

"I think this is good thing," Valentina said.

"Do they have camels in Chechnya?" Nick asked.

There are no camels in Chechnya. 

"Freddie, why did you insult him like that?" Selena said.

I needed to distract him. He was very unstable. I was afraid he would hurt you. I have been cataloguing cultural insults and I knew that would get his attention.

"That was good work," Stephanie said.

Thank you, Stephanie.

Nick gestured at the body. 

"What shall we do with him?" 

"I'll call the cleaners," Elizabeth said.

"Does this mean I can go back to fishing and stop worrying about keeping y'all from getting killed?" Lamont said.

"I think it's the other way around," Ronnie said.

"What do you mean?"

"I'm pretty sure it was us keeping you from getting killed."

"That just proves how delusional you are. Typical jarhead misperception of reality."

"That's good, coming from a squid. What do you know about reality?" Ronnie said.

"Boys," Elizabeth said.

"Let's have a party," Selena said. "To celebrate endings and new beginnings."

"Right," Nick said.

"Sounds like a plan," Ronnie said.

"Can we have pizza?" Lamont said. 
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You may have seen a trailer of the Office of Secure Transportation out on the highway, but the chances are you never knew what you were looking at. The only way to tell the difference between these big rigs and every other tractor-trailer combination on the road is the government plate discreetly displayed on the rear of the trailer. OST is responsible for moving nuclear materials around the country, and they take their job seriously. The security features described in the book are real, as far as they go. I've taken a few liberties with some of the details, but the description of what happens if you try to break into one of these trailers is accurate. You are not going to get away with it if you try.

The B-61 bomb is a mainstay of America's nuclear arsenal. It comes in several variations. The one described in the book is no longer the primary way in which these bombs are configured, although I'm sure we still have more than enough of them lying around, just in case. The variation I chose is designated MOD 11. It has an adjustable yield to 400kt. Such a bomb, if detonated over a major city like Moscow, would completely obliterate both the city and the surrounding countryside, with devastating effects within a 60 mile radius. 

For me, the B-61 is a symbol of the insanity of mankind and the potential horror of a nuclear Armageddon. I grew up in the era of the Cold War, when Tommy Turtle assured us that getting under our school desks and not looking out the window in the event of a nuclear war would keep us safe.

Good luck with that, Tommy. 

There are many abandoned military sites in Eastern Europe. Tamási is a real town in Hungary, but to the best of my knowledge there is no old Soviet missile base in the area.

Chechnya is a place of pain and sorrow. The story of the battle of Bamut is true. It took superior Russian forces eighteen months to crush resistance in this one, small village, creating a modern legend. It is probably true that the United States gave the Russians the information they needed to locate and kill the first president of the Chechen Republic. You may draw your own conclusions about that.

There have been many deadly terrorist attacks by Chechens within Russia and two wars fought over Chechnya. The Chechen Republic is currently under control of the Russian Federation. There does not seem to be an end to conflict between these two peoples in sight. Fundamentalist Islam plays a part, but is only one element in the mix. Nokhchalla also plays a part. The concept of honor and vengeance is deeply embedded in Chechen culture. The problem with blood feuds is that they never end until almost everyone is dead.

Thanks for reading this book. I hope you have enjoyed it and the adventures of the Project team.

Alex Lukeman

September, 2020.
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        When an American missile submarine is sunk in the Sea of Japan, it's the opening move in a madman's devious plan to plunge the world into war. A day later, the Chinese ambassador to Washington is assassinated. Meanwhile, the unstable leader of North Korea prepares to attack America with a terrible weapon.
The U.S. President calls in the Project, a deep black ops unit that goes places and does things others can't or won't do. They've had tough assignments before: but this time they're up against an unknown enemy, a man bent on vengeance against all of humanity. He won't rest until the world is turned into a radioactive hell… and when it comes to the Project, it's personal.
Can the Project team find him before he unleashes nuclear Armageddon?
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