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Аннотация
When a highly sophisticated terror cell steals a contingent of deadly Reaper drones from a U.S. military base, no one has to wonder for long what they'll be used for. As America's own top military technology is turned against its homeland, it looks as though, for the first time in history, the president will have no choice but to give in to terrorist demands.
Enter OUTCAST (Operational Undertaking To Counteract Active Stateside Threats) � six ex-operatives from six of America�s most powerful organizations. Each has been unceremoniously released by their respective former employer for alleged misdoings that leave their pride wounded but their essential skill-sets untouched. After uniting over their shared bond of dismissal from the nation�s most elite outfits, the disgruntled spooks realize that they can work together like never before to take down threats to their beloved country, a country that branded them as outcasts but needs them now more than ever.
As a nauseating wave of drone strikes brings the eastern seaboard to its knees, OUTCAST is hell-bent on showing America that their way isn't the best way � it's the only way.

Game of Drones is Book 1 of the OUTCAST Ops series. Book 2 is The Poseidon Initiative. Book 3 is African Firestorm. They can be read in any order.


Rick Jones, Rick Chesler
OUTCAST Ops: Game of Drones


PROLOGUE

Islamabad, Pakistan. Awan Town
North of the Punjab Province
0416 hours
Fourteen members of the Punjab Elite Police Force (PEP) quietly approached a compound southwest of central Islamabad, just inside the sector of Awan Town. A two-story structure located upon a small rise afforded a complete view of the entire estate that was hemmed in by ten-foot walls.
Using darkness as their ally and dressed in black, they wore domed helmets with a collection of gadgetry marching up one side and down the other, including assemblages of night vision goggles (NVG) and thermal ware. Their faceplates were a convexity of opaque plastic, the overall ensembles exuding a �Robocop� feel replete with custom designed composite shin and forearm guards.
Beneath a crescent moon that cast an eerie glow upon the landscape that was the color of whey, the PEP traveled along the wall�s baseline using their NVG scopes to guide them.
When they reached their designated point at the south-side wall, the team leader made a series of predetermined hand gestures to communicate with his unit, mobilizing two members of his team to remove piton guns from their backpacks. They loaded the pitons, already tethered to metal lines, and took aim. They fired off two quick shots � the sounds no louder than a couple of spits � with the sharpened tips embedding deep into the wall's upper reaches.
The team began to scale the lines in coordinated effort. When the first two responders reached the top, they placed mesh-wire tarps over the points of the spikes to blunt them. Once they were up and over, others quickly followed.
As soon as the last man scaled the wall, the team leader examined the facility through the NVG lens of his rifle scope. Along the balconies on the second-tier, guards with assault weapons were stationed as solo or paired teams.
He lowered his scope and signaled his lieutenant: advance the Team Alpha unit under guidance and take out the guards.
Shooting him a thumbs-up, the lieutenant led Team Alpha forward with their weapons at eye level. When they were within range, Alpha Leader lowered his lip mike.
�Team Alpha to Team Bravo, we have four tangos in sight.�
�Copy that, Alpha, we see four, too.�
�Coordinate termination in thirty,� he said.
�In thirty. We copy.�
The members of Alpha Team began to acquire assigned targets by centering the guards within the crosshairs of their assault weapons.
�In twenty,� whispered Alpha leader.
�In twenty. We copy.�
As zero moment approached with the momentum of a bullet train, their orders were clear: terminate everyone with extreme prejudice excepting the high-value asset.
�In ten.�
�In ten��
The snipers by the wall were scoping the area at ground level for guards walking the perimeter of the residence. So far everything was working to their advantage; the area was clear.
�In five� In four��
Adrenaline coursed through their veins like a narcotic, bringing on a dual sensation of euphoric bloodlust for the hunt and the anticipation of mission success.
�� In three��
�� In two��
Breaths became measured.
�� In one��
Fingers began to pull back on the triggers.
�� Zero.�
Suppressed weapons fired in perfect synchronization.
On the balcony where the four hostiles gathered, eruptions of red mist exploded from the chests of two guards who immediately went down as boneless heaps. Before the other two guards could register what happened, bullet holes magically appeared in their foreheads, the shots dropping them just as quickly, the post completely sanitized. As the final body was making its fall � before it had a chance to settle upon the balcony floor � the Punjab Elite Police were already on the move to set a perimeter around the residence.
* * *
Ayman al-Zawahiri was at rest upon a mattress on the floor and reflected, as he usually did on nights that he couldn�t sleep, on the glorious past of his younger days.
In 1998 al-Zawahiri was the leading principal of the Egyptian Islamic Jihad. During that year he united with Osama bin Laden, merging their groups to become al-Qaeda. Although he was the leading lieutenant and bin Laden the financier, it was al-Zawahiri who truly governed the forces since he was a man of military sophistication, something bin Laden lacked.
Plans for mass destruction were formulated and missions were carried out all over the planet, the organization depending upon the personal sacrifices of foot soldiers with the promise of Paradise at life�s end. As these martyrs came and went and the body count began to rise in the name of Allah, Zawahiri � not Osama bin Laden � became the mastermind behind the war effort of nine-eleven.
With a single attack against American sovereignty, a powerful nation had been brought to its knees. And in the following years during which recuperation moved at a glacial pace, the national psyche remained as fragile as glass. America was no longer invulnerable.
He had never been so proud or vain or self-appreciative as he was on that day. He had become the David to the �Great Satan�s� Goliath. But as he gloated in self-glory, he failed to realize that he had awakened a sleeping giant.
The United States had opened its eyes, stood tall, flexed its muscles, and moved relentlessly through troubled waters like a shark, looking to feed a hunger that could never be satiated. Then, on May 2nd, 2011, after America had trolled the waters long enough, U.S. Special Forces invaded a compound in Abbottabad, Pakistan, killing Osama bin Laden.
It was also the day when Zawahiri discovered that the world � as big as it was � was really too small of a place to hide in. And with a twenty-five million dollar bounty on his head, he went into seclusion in Islamabad, realizing that the United States would not attempt another invasion on Pakistani soil without proper authorization from the country�s top principals. Such an incursion would diminish diplomatic ties between the two nations, straining their already tenuous relationship. So he felt safe knowing that no such invite to collar him would be given, especially in the heart of Pakistan.
As he lay there with images of the past parading through his mind�s eye, he started when he heard a crash coming from down below. Explosively loud, as though a concussive wave had passed through the house, the ripples shook the walls and floors to the roots of their foundations.
Zawahiri got to his feet and grabbed his gun, an AK-47. He barked commands for his guards to take position along the tops of the stairwells and to �fight in the name of Allah.�
But Allah would not side with Ayman al-Zawahiri on this night.
* * *
The front door to the residence appeared incapable of being breached. Made of thick wood pieced together with black bands and rivets, it was like something from medieval times; perhaps it even was from medieval times, but the detonation specialist who prepared a partial brick of Semtex could care less. He set the locking mechanism, attached the small detonator, and with a remote the size of a cigarette pack, he flipped the switch.
The door exploded inward as pieces of wood and metal skated across the floor of the residence. Black smoke billowed from the entrance, providing sufficient cover for the PEP teams to press forward with their weapons held at eye level. Within seconds they fanned out, looking for targets.
Insurgent forces on the lower floor took up positions of engagement, but the members of the PEP were too fast, too efficient, their weapons going off with precision shots that killed the insurgents before their bodies hit the ground. Other guerilla forces were dropped immediately as bullets stitched across their chests and abdomens, ejecting gouts of blood in bold arcs and splashes that decorated the walls with gaudy Pollock designs.
When the first level was clear, Team Leader took inventory of his units as they reassembled. Nobody from the PEP had been downed.
He then pointed to the base of each stairwell � there were three altogether � with his fore and middle fingers, directing his team to break up into three separate units and wait for his command.
Once positioned, Alpha Leader spoke through his lip mike. �Flash bangs on five.�
�Flash bangs on five. All units copy.�
�On four� On three� On two� Engage!�
A series of non-lethal explosions detonated in quick succession as blinding light lit up the entire second level, turning night into day as concussion waves crippled all sense of cognition in those standing at the top. With time-of-opportunity limited to split seconds, the teams rushed up the stairwells with the points of their weapons raised.
* * *
Al-Zawahiri saw the flash of blinding light filter in from around the seams and cracks of his bedroom door. He held his weapon tight, the mouth of the barrel directed to the door, and waited.
He had heard the volley of gunfire below, the commotion muted behind the closed door. But he knew that the enemy had pushed through his forces and were making their way towards their prized asset.
As everything moved with the slowness of a bad dream, he remembered the moments when he issued a call for suicide bombers, those who were willing to martyr themselves and become legacies. But he did not share that inclination � he did not feel like sacrificing his life for his own cause. So unlike those he called upon to pay the price of admission to Paradise by wearing bomb-laden vests, in the end he wanted to live.
Closing his eyes and praying to Allah for forgiveness with respect to his own cowardice, he listened to the PEP edge closer.
* * *
The light was blinding. The concussive waves were a powerful blow to the senses of the al-Qaeda forces who lost all capability to coordinate their thoughts. They moved blindly about with their minds and judgment too fractured to make any sense of what was happening.
When the members of the PEP topped the stairs, targets were immediately acquired and brought down, the threat of imminent danger quickly erased. Bullets continued to find their marks, all kill shots, either to the head, heart, or to the center of body mass.
In less than twenty seconds, nearly every room had been cleared. Bodies of al-Qaeda lay everywhere.
The high-valued asset, however, was not among them.
At the end of the hallway stood a single door.
The PEP moved forward with the points of their weapons raised and centered.
Silence, and specifically the element of mystery that came with it, was just as disturbing as the sound of battle. No sound issued from beyond the door. The team leader stood his ground. He set his weapon to grenade mode, aimed, and set off a mortar round. The shell exited the barrel and corkscrewed through the air until it impacted with the door, the resulting explosion decimating it into innumerable shards and splintered pieces.
As a wall of smoke moved about in lazy swirls and eddies, another flash bang was tossed into the room. In the explosion's aftermath, the PEP forces found al-Zawahiri huddled against the corner with his mind in disarray from the grenade, his AK-47 abandoned and lying on the floor in front of him.
This man, once a kingpin of terrorism who sat upon one of the most fearsome thrones in the Middle East, was now in the custody of the Punjab Elite Police Force.
The high-value asset had been attained.

CHAPTER ONE

The Oval Office, Washington D.C
2012 hours
Two Hours after the Raid in Islamabad
The Oval Office, located in the West Wing of the White House, is the official office of the President of the United States and serves as the nerve center of discussions that do not require input from the Joint Chiefs of Staff.
Two hours after the extraction of al-Zawahiri, President John Carmichael, Vice President Connor Madison, Secretary of State Jenifer Rimaldi, Chief Presidential Advisor Simon Davis and Attorney General Steven Cayne, were gathered for a closed-door session to discuss matters regarding Ayman al-Zawahiri in depth.
Secretary of State Rimaldi was an attractive middle-aged woman with raven hair and striking blue eyes that sparkled like precious gems. On her lap sat an accordion binder containing numerous photos, paperwork and dossiers.
�Approximately two hours ago, Mr. President,� she began as she rifled through the folder, �the Punjab Elite Police Force successfully procured the high-value asset of Ayman al-Zawahiri in Pakistan.� She handed the president a series of photos. �Right now he�s in an undisclosed location about fifty miles outside of Islamabad.�
President Carmichael examined the 8x10 black-and-whites. They were pictures of al-Zawahiri in captivity, times/date stamps at the bottom of each photo. He looked worn and weary � certainly not like the man that martyrs bowed before.
�Very good,� Carmichael said. He laid the photos down. �It�s about time that Pakistan made the decision to stop playing both sides of the fence. Either they stand in league with the worldwide community, or they can become a pariah of it.�
�I don�t think they had a choice,� said Vice President Madison. He was referring to the political arm-bending of Pakistani officials who knew that al-Zawahiri was hiding directly under their roof. Surveillance photos from the CIA taken over the past six months showed political principals and captains of industry entering and leaving the estate. One photo in particular was enough to clearly identify Zawahiri through facial recognition software. It depicted him speaking with Ali Nawaz, a high-ranking official within the Pakistan Muslim League (PML), which was ironic since the PML supported a strong and friendly relationship with the U.S.
When the photos were proffered to PML dignitaries, their political arm had been twisted nearly to the breaking point by U.S. Intelligence. Either Pakistan complied with bringing al-Zawahiri in, or the United States would provide evidence to the international courts and plead their case to recognize Pakistan as a country harboring terrorist factions, in turn setting forth crippling sanctions. As an addendum, the United States would send aid to India to shore up and defend the borders along Kashmir as a show of support.
�Didn�t you think that offering to send aid to the Kashmir border was too strong of a commitment?� Carmichael asked Rimaldi.
She nodded. �It was a gamble, Mr. President. But with all due respect, we do have al-Zawahiri in custody.�
�That we do,� said President Carmichael as he fell back into his seat. �What are the plans for extradition?�
�Right now, Pakistani officials are being very careful in regards to possible retaliation by al-Qaeda insurgents. So they�re proceeding with extreme caution in the matter. In the meantime, we�re sending delegates to question al-Zawahiri as we speak.�
�You mean Company men.�
She nodded. Then: �We�re looking at possibly five, maybe six days until Zawahiri is in the States.�
�Do we anticipate incursions within Pakistan?� asked Vice President Madison.
�There�ll be some backlash,� she answered.
�If that�s the case,� said the Chief Advisor, �then we do the right thing and support Pakistan with military support, if need be.�
�I agree,� said the President. �The war on terrorism may have just escalated a few notches, people. Both here and abroad." He turned to his advisor and continued. �Once the media gets hold of the fact that al-Zawahiri is to be extradited to the U.S., how do you rate the likelihood of a heightened threat on American soil?�
His response was immediate. �Extremely high. That�s why we need to get him to Gitmo so that we can mine him for information in a secure environment and develop a course of defense.�
�Agreed. But that won�t make us safe � not completely. Al-Qaeda will still hold us responsible.�
A hush fell over the room as the President got to his feet and stood before the center window of the three behind his desk. He looked out over the nighttime D.C. skyline as he spoke.
�Cells are here in the homeland. There�s a reason why we need to keep our enemies close. Watch all Internet sites, all telecom lines. Get all agencies involved to monitor insurrectionist thinking and attitudes. Identify those willing to use this event as an excuse to take up the march in the name of Allah. We're always funding those research grants to develop software to identify these people before they strike. Now's the time to put those apps into practice. Is all that clear?�
There was a chorus of agreements, mumblings really.
The president went on. �We have al-Zawahiri, and because we do we need to be at the top of our game. He may be the key to bringing down al-Qaeda for years to come.�
He turned away from the window to face his audience of friends, people whom he had come to trust with his ideas and agendas over the term of his presidency. �There will be retaliation,� he stated evenly. �So let�s not forget who we are and what we�re capable of.�
VP Madison nodded smartly. �Understood, Mr. President.�
�Keep me posted.�
The Secretary of State spoke before everyone moved to leave.. �This is a great victory for us, yes?�
Carmichael nodded. But deep in the back of his mind he knew that victories could be short-lived. It was the war that they needed to win, not a single skirmish. And the capture of Zawahiri certainly had the potential to be earmarked as the start of a violent chess match.
The next move was al-Qaeda�s.

CHAPTER TWO

Bolling Air Force Base. 0211 hours
Approximately 30 Hours after the Extraction of al-Zawahiri
Aasif Shazad had served the U.S. military for sixteen years, earning the rank of Lieutenant Commander in the Navy, serving as an executive officer for SEAL teams before he disappeared amidst his own rising fundamentalist beliefs. Born in Dearborn, Michigan and raised in Detroit, he found religion to be more of a crutch in his youth than a mainstay of beliefs, attributing his wayward attitude to the influence of American culture at the time.
Then the world changed as did his cultural landscape when the twin towers fell on nine-eleven. It was also the day that his sense of neutrality began to gravitate towards his Muslim roots, finding religion the salve of healing for the sudden and painful vilification he had suddenly come under, despite his loyalties to the American banner.
In time he had grown inwardly hostile and angry as his repugnance matured into intolerance, his intolerance then evolving to fundamentalism, and finally his fundamentalism becoming the burning hatred of all things not Muslim.
Two years ago, while stationed at the JBAB, the Joint Base Anacostia-Bolling, a military installation located in Southeast Washington, D.C., he absconded from service with vengeance in his heart.
He had become nameless and faceless inside American borders, working simple jobs to stay under the radar when he was, in fact, developing a cell made up of the most seasoned warriors who abided by the same intolerances toward the �infidels� as did he. When the U.S. military employed around 20,000 Muslims as part of their fighting force, recruits were easy to come by. So in the two years that he�d gone missing, Aasif Shazad had become a conduit working through a network of mosques on U.S. soil, eventually becoming the eyes, ears and mind of al-Qaeda on the D.C. front. With ties to two cultures and the vision to see as his enemy does, and with tactical training by way of the U.S. military, Aasif Shazad would become much more than just an enemy of the state.
He would become the scourge to a superpower in the name of Allah.
When he was contacted twenty-four hours ago regarding the extraction of al-Zawahiri from Islamabad � presumably with the influence of the American government � his patiently developed cell had been activated. Plans went into motion.
As an officer he had driven the route to the JBAB many times before, where the Naval Support Facility Anacostia and Bolling Air Force Base were joined together as a single base.
He knew the facility well, knew the enemy even better, as he drove the first of seven military cargo trucks to the front gate. Sitting beside him was former Army Ranger Naji Mihran, his second lieutenant.
A sentry posted at the guardhouse with an MP5 submachine gun slung over his shoulder held his hand up. A second sentry remained inside, pecking at the keyboard of a computer.
�Papers, please.�
Shazad smiled. �Certainly.�
As he reached into his shirt pocket, Naji Mihran leaned across the truck�s cab with a suppressed firearm and did a double tap, the two bullets finding the sentry�s head, killing him instantly.
When the sentry inside the guardhouse saw his comrade fall through his peripheral vision, he sprung to his feet, reaching for his holstered Glock pistol. Before his hand could reach his weapon, three quiet shots from a suppressed weapon impacted his chest and drove him to the wall. As the soldier slid to the floor with a surprised look regarding his own mortality, a trail of blood marred the wall behind him.
Good shooting, thought Shazad. But then again, he expected nothing less from his team, especially from Naji. �Maintain the guardhouse,� he told him. �You�re the first line of defense. Make sure that no one enters or leaves. Should there be problems�� He lowered the curved arm of his lip mike. �Then advise. Is that clear?�
Naji nodded. Quite clear.
Shazad held up his wrist to show his lieutenant the face of his watch. Eighteen minutes left to complete the mission.
Naji understood as he jumped down from the truck along with two others. They exited from the rear, all dressed in the same uniform as that of the downed guards. While the others dragged the bodies out of sight, Naji lifted the arm gate to allow passage.
They had seventeen minutes left.
* * *
In a housed facility approximately six hundred yards from the main gate stood a hanger with the number �17� stenciled on the doors. It was massive, with enough interior space to contain several Boeing jets. But this particular hanger contained items of far more value.
When Shazad pulled up to the doors, four heavily armed guards stood their posts, one of them holding up a hand and patting the air for him to stop.
Shazad whispered into his lip mike. �Four tangos, all armed. One approaching the vehicle. The others are manning their posts by the doors. On five.�
�On five. We copy.�
Shazad glanced at his watch, which was synchronized to the second with those of his team.
Four seconds.
The guard approached the vehicle with a questioning look on his face, then settled about ten feet from the vehicle, advancing no further.
�Sir, state your purpose.�
Shazad noticed that the sentry was holding the mouth of his weapon toward the truck.
Three seconds.
�Sir, I'm asking you again to state your purpose.�
Shazad nodded, produced a set of counterfeit documents, and held them out the window for the guard.
Two seconds.
The guard reacted with a measure of caution by arching a brow as he reached for the documents. He eyeballed them briefly.
�We have no confirmation of your arrival from Main Gate."
One second.
Shazad gave a cocky grin. �I don�t think that really matters much."
The guard�s eyes suddenly detonated with the realization that the JBAB had been breached. He raised the point of his firearm. But Shazad beat the guard to the draw, directing his suppressed weapon to a particular point on the man�s forehead.
He pulled the trigger.
The guard stood for a long moment as a ribbon of smoke exited from the bloodless wound, his eyes now alight with wonder as the moment of death approached, and then he fell like a stone to the ground, hard and fast.
The other three sentries opened up immediately, strafing gunfire across the truck�s armor-plated body in a volley of shots that forced Shazad to duck down inside the cab.
Zero.
At that precise moment Shazad�s unit exited the vehicles, took immediate position, and then fired upon the exposed guards with punishing shots that gored their flesh. Bullets repeatedly found their marks, the impacts causing the guards to shudder in seizure for a moment before falling.
As the last shot echoed off into the distance, Shazad sat up and shouted a single command: �Move!�
Two of Shazad�s computer operatives went to a keypad situated to the left of the doors, removed its panel, and attached the leads from a handheld meter to the motherboard. Numbers began to scroll down the five windows on the meter�s screen at rapid pace.
And then the warning sirens began to sound off � a high, keening wail that could be heard throughout the JBAB.
Over his lip mike, Shazad intoned: �Mabad, Azlan, take position and may Allah grant you all your wishes in Paradise. It has been an honor to have you both serve under my command.�
�Same, Shazad. We will not disappoint you.�
�I know you won�t. You never have.�
The two smallest cargo trucks � those not long enough to carry the required payloads � pulled out of formation. One headed for the barracks, the other for the Motor Pool.
Shazad turned back to his team by the doors, knowing that the numbers on the meter were now beginning to reveal a set combination. The first number was 4, the second was 3, and the third was 8. There were two numbers left to go for the entry code as the numerals in the last two columns moved with blinding speed, then slowed, the final two values beginning to position themselves.
The numeral 6 appeared and held in the fourth digit position.
The sirens continued to wail.
One number left to go.
Shazad looked at his watch: thirteen minutes. They were falling behind.
The final number in the window was 0.
The doors began to part.
* * *
Everyone inside the barracks of Charlie Unit galvanized themselves the moment the sirens went off. They grabbed their weapons and headed for the doors, each man taking a unified position as their commander keyed the radio. �Charlie to Base Unit! I say again, Charlie to Base Unit!�
Nothing but white static. Base Unit, or the main gate, had been compromised.
As the defense outfit readied themselves to push forward, they found themselves caught within high-powered cones of light emanating from a cargo truck that barreled in their direction. At first they thought it was support. But as the truck sped up and veered directly toward the barracks with no obvious inclination to slow down, they raised their weapons and fired, the bullets shattering the headlights and the windshield.
But still the truck kept on coming.
* * *
Mabad had been born in Michigan, and like Shazad, had grown up under the lifestyle of two cultures � one of his people and the other as a natural-born citizen of the United States. And like Shazad, he had found America to be a land of temptations, a place where God had no foothold whatsoever. People were wanton in their ways, always wanting but never giving. They valued goods and precious stones, flaunting luxuries because it was in their nature to do so. They lived in twenty-four carat neighborhoods, while his people suffered in muddy hovels. And they did this with their God being little more than an afterthought, when they should have been showering Him with praises.
Unlike Shazad, who had grown up in Detroit, he had been raised in Dearborn, home to the largest Arab population in the country. Mabad, like Shazad, had come to enjoy the temptations that America provided. But when nine-eleven happened, he and his people had been vilified overnight, always coming under the sudden scrutiny of government eyes that began to profile members of his community, especially the high-principals who governed the mosques. Though he was a natural-born citizen, he felt less like one as the days, months and years pressed on, the government affording them the illusion that they were protected by the constitution as scribed by the forefathers, that everyone was equal. But over time it became apparent to him that the same conditions, rules and systems did not apply to him or his kind. It was as though they lived under a microscope, while the fair-skinned, blue-eyed kids he grew up with were always above suspicion. At least this is what he believed.
Even though an official war had not been declared on the home-front, a war still existed, nonetheless.
After weathering the storm in the aftermath of nine-eleven, his beliefs became increasingly radical, his anger slow brewing in an invisible vat constructed from the beliefs of his native culture. And like Shazad, he, too, had made connections. When he turned eighteen, with Allah strong in his heart, he joined the U.S. military and trained amongst them, learning their ways until he became a seasoned soldier gifted with all of the tools necessary to kill.
He was now attacking his enemy from the inside.
As he neared the barracks he could see the heavily armed troops lining up. He floored the pedal, gunning the engine, the truck accelerating as it made a direct route towards the troops that were being shored up with additional fighters.
As he closed in, he could read by their expressions that they were ill-prepared for battle. Their looks alone satisfied him to the point that he already felt victorious, knowing that Paradise was only a few heartbeats away.
Allah will be pleased.
In his right hand was a detonator. Neatly packed in the rear of the truck sat twenty-five pounds of Semtex plastic explosives.
He began to apply pressure to the detonator with his thumb.
Then the lights of his vehicle were blown out with bullet strikes. After that his windshield spiderwebbed, the fissures expanding, then cracking under the constant hail of gunfire. Bullets began to penetrate the weakened windshield as rounds zipped past his ears with waspy hums.
One bullet, however, found its mark.
Mabad took one to the chest, his pain that of white-hot agony. And then another lodged deep in his left shoulder, the punch of the bullet causing him to turn the wheel of the vehicle to the left, veering off course. He then course corrected by righting his line of direction.
The truck was now bearing down and looming larger within their sights.
As Mabad relished in delight that he was the one to make the first shot across the proverbial bow, he held the detonator trigger high, and shouted, �Allahu Akbar!� God is the Greatest!
He depressed the button.
* * *
The truck went up as a huge mushroom cloud of fire before rolling into gargantuan plumes of black smoke. The barracks were reduced to their ragged foundation, with those defending them obliterated into pieces so small that closed casket funerals were all but guaranteed.
From his position, Shazad could see the rolling fireball and feel the shockwaves from the massive explosion. Mabad had done well, he reflected. He had taken out the primary line of defense and created a well-timed diversion.
Shazad eyed his watch: they had eleven minutes. He shook his head disapprovingly. They were well behind.
�Quickly!� he shouted. �Time is short!�
His team headed for an area situated behind a second set of closed doors. Unlike the entrance doors, these did not have a keypad.
The doors parted on their rollers with ease, giving passage to a large room that was, at least in Shazad�s eyes, a chamber filled with gold.
Reaper drones were lined up in two rows of five, ten altogether, with their side wings folded upward. Their bodies were lean and sleek, with each carrying a 950-shaft-horsepower turboprop engine powerful enough to carry fifteen times their original payload ordnance, and cruise at three times the speed of its predecessor, the MQ-1. This particular set of Reapers, the MQ-10�s, had been modified with stealth capabilities, making them virtually invisible at altitudes as low as ten feet to as high as 60,000. They were also equipped with an eagle-eye lens capable of surveying the land mass with high definition, even from the upper atmosphere.
In Shazad's eyes there were no equivalents to this particular stock of MQ-10s. Reconfigured to fly higher and faster with a larger payload, they were the true hunter-killers of the sky.
Shazad waved his hand maniacally. �Hurry! Load as many as you can aboard the trucks! Quickly now!�
Ramps leading to the cargo bays of the remaining three trucks were lowered. In haste the teams moved the drones in a push-pull effort with chains and pulleys, loading a single drone into each truck, leaving ample space reserved for MUAVs, or Mini-Unmanned Aerial Vehicles, termed remoras. These could be attached to the mother drone to provide additional weaponry beyond the ordinary payload of Hellfire missiles.
Shazad checked his watch again. They were falling dangerously behind, if not critically so. �Hurry!� he reiterated. �Find the remoras!�
In an adjoining room lit by the soft glow of mercury vapor lamps sat mini-drones that were no larger than birds of prey such as falcons or hawks. They proved to be light-weight and easy to move; loading commenced without delay.
�Shazad!� Azlan's voice came over his ear bud.
�Yeah. Go.�
�We have Tangos going mobile.�
Shazad had planned for every contingency � for every eventuality should his team fail to perform under the projected time limit. He was now two minutes behind, which gave the enemy time to assemble from other points and converge on their position.
Then: �Azlan.�
�Yes, Shazad.�
�We�re behind on matters. You know what you need to do.� He paused, feeling an emotional swell. Then in a tone that was soft and more subdued, he added, �May Allah see you to Paradise.�
�You too, my friend. Allahu Akbar!�
�Allahu Akbar.� He slowly raised his lip mike, knowing that he would never see or speak to Azlan again.
After a pause, Shazad cried out with a sense of urgency. �Let�s go, people! Company�s on its way!�
But Azlan would greet them at the front door and give Shazad what he needed most.
He would give him time.
* * *
Near the south-side acreage of the facility lay the Motor Pool, a structure that housed several machine-gun mounted Jeeps with .50 caliber weapons.
From an adjacent barrack, four two-man teams seized four vehicles, a driver and a gunner for each. They sped their way toward the point of contention.
In the distance the landscape was lit up with eruptions of fire, the barracks razed to a mangled foundation of twisted steel and burnt flesh. To the southeast of that location a truck bore down on them with headlong speed.
The four Jeeps quickly separated into a straight-line formation approximately twenty feet apart. The gunners were on their heels, racking the machine guns as they closed on the truck.
The truck began to weave recklessly from left to right, right to left, making it difficult for the gunners to line up their target within the crosshairs.
When Azlan saw the high-powered weaponry directed his way he grabbed the detonator, situated a thumb over the button, and called upon Allah to give him the courage to see him through.
In coordinated bursts, the .50 calibers went off in quick succession, the rounds punching holes in the pavement as the truck weaved erratically in an attempt to dodge the strikes. The evasive maneuvers failed. Bullets from the unshakable Jeeps blasted the grill, the hood, and the windshield. Glass exploded into tempered shrapnel that sliced flesh until the little shards shone like bloody diamonds.
Azlan ducked the volley as glass sprayed all through the cab�s interior.
Allah, give me strength.
More bullets tore into the truck�s engine block, crippling the vehicle further. But its momentum carried it forward, the Jeep brigade closing in until they were almost on top of each other.
Azlan raised his hand. �Allahu Ak��
A bullet ripped into his shoulder. Another hit the side of his neck, shearing out a grooved path that tore through the carotid. A third clipped the top part of his right ear, the pain beyond intense. As his world began to fade away with the purple edges of his sight beginning to close in, Azlan had the presence of mind to do what he was tasked with.
He pressed the button on the detonator.
The truck broke apart into pieces that spread across the property in a deadly radius of heavy debris. Jeeps were lifted through the air as though they were playthings. Machine guns broke from their mounts and bodies took flight. When the corpses landed against the pavement and bounced along its surface, so many bones broke that their owners were hardly recognizable as anything human.
An immense fireball lifted skyward, reaching and rolling until it turned black with smoke.
The second of Shazad�s lines had held.
* * *
Even from his position Shazad could feel the concussive waves of the blast hit, causing the structure around him and the earth beneath him to shudder. He watched the fireball rise and dissipate into smoke.
More would be coming, he thought. But Azlan had created the second diversion that would see his team through, since the main points of the JBAB�s manpower had been eliminated. The subsequent crews arriving on scene would see the flames and gravitate towards them, rather than to his team.
Shazad waved his unit on. �Let�s go, people! We�re locked and secured!�
He quickly maneuvered behind the wheel of the lead truck, shifted into gear, and sped out of the hanger with the other trucks in tow, a predatory convoy in retreat.
They moved rapidly, the camo-painted trucks looking as if they belonged here, but at the same time, Shazad was painfully aware that no vehicle on base would be above suspicion at this point. Speed and efficiency were their friends.
When they reached Main Gate, his lieutenant, Naji Mihran, and two others who were standing sentinel by the gates, jumped into the cabs. After a quick head count and visual check, they exited the base and made their way north.
Aasif al-Shazad blinked back tears of joy. He had pulled off the impossible. Only it wasn't, he knew, as he stared at the columns of gritty smoke rising in his rear view.
Nothing was impossible with Allah's will, peace be with him.

CHAPTER THREE

The White House. Oval Office
0547 Hours
There was no mistaking the look in the eyes of President John Carmichael. His concern went beyond words. When he got the call at 2:40 in the morning that the JBAB had come under attack by a highly sophisticated military force, and that hardware valued at more than one hundred million dollars was missing, he reacted with a wide spectrum of emotions ranging from disbelief to unbridled anger. He called his team together for an early-hour session inside his office. At the moment he was surrounded by his secretary of state, Jenifer Rimaldi, his chief presidential advisor, Simon Davis, and Attorney General Steven Cayne. Vice President Madison was on his way in from his residence at the Naval Observatory.
When President Carmichael spoke he did so in a clipped manner. �Can anyone here tell me how in the hell someone can waltz right into a major military facility and walk away with more than one hundred million dollars worth of top-of-the-line hardware?�
Secretary of State Rimaldi responded by opening a manila envelope and producing several 8x10 glossies, which she placed before the president. They were photos of the insurgent movement inside the JBAB, starting with the main gate guardhouse.
The president sorted through them with careful study. �What am I looking at here?�
�These photos, Mr. President, are stills taken from the security video feed. What you�re looking at are the faces of the command team. The recognition programs have pointed out enough facial landmarks to identify at least two of these people,� she told him. Her manner remained stiff and edgy, which was consistent with her usual demeanor.
�The first image � the one at the main guardhouse � is that of Naji Mihran.�
The president looked up. �Arab?�
She gave a shrug. �Yes and no."
�What�s that supposed to mean?�
�Mr. Mihran is of Arab heritage, although American-born with strong fundamentalist beliefs. But he was also a member of our military, serving as an Army Ranger prior to his going AWOL sixteen months ago.�
He held up the photo. �Are you telling me that he�s one of ours?�
�Was, Mr. President. Was.�
�So now we�re unwittingly training terrorists within our own military system, is that it?�
Carmichael's Chief Advisor spoke up for the first time since the meeting began. �As you know, Mr. President, our armed forces currently employ somewhere between fifteen to twenty thousand self-reported Muslims. We have long speculated that al-Qaeda and other groups may have patiently infiltrated the various military branches in order to fight the enemy from within. If that's true in this case, then unfortunately this action may be the tip of the spear for what�s to come.�
The president shot his Advisor a withering stare. �Am I to understand that this is some kind of internal military insurrection?�
�Right now, Mr. President, we�re simply saying that these men have been trained by our own military, which gives them some level of sophistication.�
�But it appears that Mihran is a secondary player in this.� Rimaldi crossed one leg over the other, subtly showing off her fine contours. �He was left to secure the front gate while the man in the subsequent photo�� The president lay down the black-and-white of Naji Mihran and focused on the lean and angular face of a man presumably in charge ��seems to be the one captaining his team from start to finish.�
�He�s the one we have to worry about,� said the attorney general. Steven Cayne was a diminutive man, small and slender at the shoulders, someone with a Napoleon complex who exhibited the weight of his authority as if it was Thor�s hammer. To cross him invited a scorn so relentless that it would break a man down to his husk, his opponent eventually waving the white flag of defeat while Cayne puffed his chest in glorious victory. Even Carmichael knew his limits against his attorney general, as small as he was. To love him as a god, however, garnered his loyalty.
The president stared at the photo. �Who is this?�
Cayne's voice dripped with disdain. �His name is Aasif Shazad."
Rimaldi nodded, running with the ball. �Sixteen years of impeccable service, highly decorated and respected soldier, until he disappeared just over two years ago from the JBAB.�
�He was stationed there?�
�He was. So when he did this thing he knew exactly what to expect. He led his team directly to Hanger 17 and commandeered the drones. He knew what he wanted, where they were� knew the layout of the facility and the locations of the responding teams. He secured the front gates with Naji Mihran and his unit, breached the hanger, and sent forward a truck with an undetermined amount of explosives � probably plastic explosives� to neutralize the threat of the first response team located at the barracks.�
�Casualties?�
�Twenty-two dead from the barracks.�
The president shook his head in abject disgust.
�The explosion at the barracks, Mr. President,� stated Cayne, �created a diversion for all responding units to gravitate to that particular point. A second unit of eight soldiers from the Motor Pool responded, but they were intercepted by a second attack truck that killed everyone involved.� There was a pause as the attorney general allowed this to sink in. Then: �By the time additional support arrived, Mr. President, Shazad and his team were gone. They knew precisely what targets to hit in order to achieve the means. They were well coordinated and highly sophisticated in their approach and execution.�
The president closed his eyes and clenched his jaw, causing the muscles in the back to work. "How many of these attackers were killed?"
"Two that we know of � the suicide drivers of the truck bombs; if more were killed, their bodies were taken with the combatants when they left with the drones."
�How many casualties on our side?�
�Thirty-six,� answered Rimaldi. �In addition to the barracks and the truck � two more at the main gate and four at the hanger."
�This is a goddamn fiasco, isn't it?" He continued without waiting for an answer. "What about the rest of Shazad�s team? Who are they?"
�They appear to be of Middle-Eastern descent. But that description is a hazard guess based on superficial appearances from the security footage rather than actual evidence.�
�So we have a terrorist cell on our hands,� Carmichael added softly. �One that we helped create with our own military training.� President Carmichael stated this rhetorically, but Rimaldi answered him as if it wasn�t.
�Mr. President, we know that Shazad is highly trained as a military specialist, one who achieved the rank of lieutenant commander as a Navy SEAL before he disappeared. He commanded SEAL teams into numerous delicate missions and saw them through. He's intimately familiar with the style and tactics of our most elite unit.�
�And Naji Mihran is no slouch, either,� added Cayne. �He was an Army Ranger. God knows who the others in the team are or the skill sets they possess.�
�Do we have a body count for these�enemy combatants, let's call them for now�as to how many were involved in the breach?�
�Fourteen altogether,� Rimaldi intoned. �Including the two of those who dispatched themselves in the truck bombs, leaving a working faction of twelve.�
President Carmichael sighed. He couldn�t believe what he was hearing. The assailants were American born � at least the two they knew something about � growing up under American values but greatly influenced by the fundamentalist philosophies of their religion. He mentally kicked himself. He should have known it would come to this. Now he would be lambasted in the media for failing to pay attention.
Focus, Carmichael. He ignored the stares of his team while he thought.
He mentally recounted the known precedents for this kind of thing: There was Nidal Malik Hasan, a U.S. Army major and military psychiatrist who was Muslim and motivated by jihadist leanings, a solid soldier until one day he fatally shot thirteen people and injured more than thirty others at Fort Hood. A similar incident took place when a U.S. soldier of Muslim faith, one who had pledged to serve his country, lobbed grenades into a tent full of American officers, severely wounding thirteen.
How in the hell do you fight something like this? How do you weed out the extremists from the rest of the pack? Especially when the enemy was born, bred and raised as a flag-waving, apple pie-eating American.
At length, he asked Rimaldi, �Are we privy to the motives behind this action?�
�We�re assuming, since this is coming on the heels of Zawahiri�s arrest in Pakistan, that our demand for Zawahiri�s extradition was probably leaked through Pakistani subversives not in line with our interests. In response, al-Qaeda has activated a sleeper cell. We�re certain that demands are forthcoming.�
�What can you tell me about these drones?� Carmichael asked, moving on.
The attorney general responded in earnest. �Five modified Predator drones � Reapers � have been extracted from the site along with twelve MUAVs.�
�MUAVs?�
�Mini-unmanned aerial vehicles. They�re new add-on capabilities to the modified Predators.�
�What exactly are we talking about as far as capabilities?�
�For the Reapers, the MQ-10s have been modified with stealth capabilities, a new adaptation unique to these particular models. They can fly undetected up to a ceiling of sixty thousand feet, and like their predecessors, carry two Hellfire missiles. These are tactical missiles that can be locked onto targets either prior to or after launch. The Reapers can also be equipped with additional payload in the form of four MUAVs per drone, which are referred to as remoras.�
�Remoras?�
�Small drones that attach to the larger drone like a sucker-fish to a shark, Mr. President. They're no larger than eagles and look about as such in the sky to a casual observer. They can be used as surveillance tools, or as explosive weapons�" He paused as if considering something uncomfortable."�Or even be modified as weapons of mass destruction.�
The president cocked his head, trying to intuit a conclusion from the picture that the attorney general drew. �Are you saying that these devices can be altered as WMDs?�
�I am, Mr. President. Yes, sir.�
�And these remoras�� He let his words hang long enough to pull an explanation.
�Each remora has the capability to carry a single canister that can be filled with biological or chemical agents that could be spread via an aerosol over an area, which we both know is against international law."
"As if these people care about international law, for Christ's sake!"
The attorney general nodded in acknowledgement before continuing. "Or it can be simplified to contain five pounds of Semtex plastic explosives, which is powerful enough to raze a four-story building."
The president rubbed his temples as if warding off a headache while his attorney general went on.
"Now, these remoras can act in a couple of different ways,� he told him. �Unlike the Reaper, which can fly a distance of 460 miles one way, the MUAVs only have a maximum range of six miles. So they latch on to the mother drone until they reach their targeted destination. Each one can be programmed to disengage and attack a very specific target from the mother drone�s back, as long as the target is not beyond a six � mile range.�
�And the second use?�
�Should the main drone's stealth capabilities fail, the MUAVs would act in the same manner as decoy flares. If a trailing air-intercept missile has zeroed in on the mother drone, then a remora would detach itself and confuse the missile as to its intended target, taking the hit so that the mother drone can continue on with her course.�
Everyone could see that the president was becoming increasingly agitated, a flurry of nervous tics manifesting themselves as he addressed his inner circle. He rubbed an eye while he spoke.
�So you mean to say that these drones, fortified with stealth capabilities as they are, also have the failsafe backup of detachable mini-drones to support a mission for purposes of mass destruction, or even to provide comprehensive protection from our best defensive alternatives?�
�That's correct, Sir. They certainly weren�t supposed to fall into the hands of insurgents. This weaponry was strictly devised for the U.S. military and is � or so we thought � carefully guarded on select few installations throughout the homeland and abroad.�
"Well, make damn sure that the rest of the facilities where these things are housed are put on lockdown status, do you hear me?" The president glared at his attorney general.
"Already done, Sir."
"Good. So now we're left with the ramifications of our best drone technology in the hands of a terrorist faction fighting some misguided jihad. We have to assume that we are now within the crosshairs.�
He settled back into his chair, taking comfort in the sense of command he felt from his reclining position in, which he often mulled over the problems of the day. He needed to get back in control. He consulted his jeweled chronograph. Time was crucial. The drones had been taken just over three hours ago, leaving little time thus far for the terrorists to set up a launch base.
�All right,� he said, composing himself. �If they're going to use these things against us, they need to set up a launch field, right?"
He continued amidst the chorus of affirmative monosyllables. "But if these robot planes have a max distance of 460 miles, then I want every law enforcement agency within a radius of one thousand miles to find those trucks.�
�The trucks involved in the theft of the drones, Mr. President, have already been found abandoned about fifteen miles north of D.C.�
�They offer any clues?"
"Not so far. Forensics teams are working on them."
"I want every vehicle within the search radius capable of transporting a single one of those drones searched,� he went on. �I want these things found long before they become airborne and maneuverable. Is that understood?�
Murmurs of agreement filled the room.
�In the meantime,� he continued, �I�ll need to be moved to a secure location. Camp David is obviously out.�
�Then may I suggest Raven Rock?� said Chief Advisor Simon Davis. Raven Rock, also called the Raven Rock Military Complex or Site R, is a government facility located on a mountain in Pennsylvania which serves as the Alternate National Military Command Center during a national crisis. The facility runs more than thirty-eight communications systems that are linked to the Defense Information Systems Agency computer, and provides services to the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the National Command Authority, the U.S. Department of Defense, and the Office of the Secretary of Defense. It is also sometimes referred to as the Underground Pentagon.
President Carmichael nodded. �Agreed. We can manage everything from Raven Rock,� he said. �Get Marine One ready.�
�Yes, Mr. President.�
�And notify the Director of the FBI,� he added. �This matter comes under his jurisdiction as well. As far as I�m concerned, he needs to coordinate all field offices from here to California. And I want all social media monitored for insurrectionist chatter. I'm tired of being embarrassed by the media for missing some damn tweet � or whatever the hell people use these days � that was out there for the whole world to see. Are we clear?�
�That monitoring is underway as we speak, Mr. President.�
�Very good.� Standing with an appearance that held all the looseness of a rubber mask, the man clearly draining, he added, �Now is the time to test our mettle as a nation facing adversity. Find� those� people!�
He turned and looked out the window with his hands clasped behind his back, knowing that a hideous challenge awaited him beyond those glass panes. A challenge that would make or break his Presidency, and would likely come to define it.
When the room had cleared, President Carmichael felt a creeping chill crawl up his spine and settle at the base of his neck.
War had come to his front yard.

CHAPTER FOUR

Approximately 90 Miles Northwest of Washington D.C
0847 Hours
Aasif al-Shazad wasted no time at all. After driving north for fifteen miles, he abandoned the military vehicles for three 18-wheelers fully capable of transporting all of the appropriated hardware. On the map, the road leading to the secured location resembled a hook-like thread, barely visible, which was ideal.
They had traveled for as long as they could under the cover of darkness, long before the White House could initiate satellite and sky-surveillance monitoring. Before dawn broke they had reached their destination, an old wartime bunker with an adjacent 300-foot road that had cracked over time as weeds surfaced through the fissures along the pavement. That strip, however, acted as the perfect lift-off point for the drones.
To disguise the location from overhead surveillance, Shazad had draped camouflaged canopies over three-quarters of the runway�s length, twenty feet above the ground. They could launch the drones from beneath the canopies, where they would accelerate along the hidden strip of pavement, then launch as soon as they cleared the tarps, becoming airborne. From a sky-point view only a marginal piece of visible roadway could be seen, and this would likely be presumed too small for a launch operation, probably disregarded by overhead explorers as a service pad of some kind.
Trees, brush and wild-growing brambles had taken over the terrain surrounding the bunker, with vines creeping along the bunker�s concrete walls that had cracked and chipped over time, but remained sturdy. Channels and warrens branched out from a central room that was heavily laden with dust. Inside, the area was quite Spartan with nothing more than a set of folding tables and chairs, cots, lithium powered lamps, and a battery of wireless PCs, laptops and monitors.
In the center of the floor stood three mobile podiums that were the central operating systems for the drones. They featured LCD monitors and joysticks with which to manage flight patterns. In addition, there were GPS systems capable of pinpointing precise coordinates that could be programmed into the weaponry, allowing them to zero in on their proposed target without manual operation via joystick.
Shazad stood over the center console alongside Naji, who acted as operator. Neither man had slept in thirty hours, yet they appeared fresh and rejuvenated, their veins pumping with adrenaline.
�Are we good to go?� asked Shazad. He looked at his watch. �If we�re going to make a statement, then we need to launch immediately.�
Naji looked over and double-checked the coordinates. The numbers he programmed into the system represented an intercept-position calculated by time, speed and flight trajectory of an incoming craft.
Everything checked out. �We�re good."
Shazad placed a hand on Naji�s shoulder. �Then let�s bring this nation of infidels to its knees.�
* * *
The engines of the Reaper drone revved in preparation as the vehicle faced down the camouflaged stretch of pavement. The runway was molded like a tunnel, its exit a bullet-shaped mouth of light, also the point of lift-off.
The autonomous weapon began to move. Slowly at first, it gained speed and momentum until the surrounding walls of camouflage passed by in a blur, the opening getting larger, brighter, and then it was in the open and taking flight, the nose of the vehicle aiming skyward a moment before banking, then rising.
From his control point, Naji enabled stealth mode as the Reaper adopted a southeast trajectory from their position.
America was about to be taken to the ground in defeat.

CHAPTER FIVE

Onboard Flight 2194
180 miles West of Washington D.C.
1012 Hours
Senator Paul David Houseman had served in the Senate for almost twenty-four years and currently acted as the Senate Majority Leader. A strong supporter and proponent of anti-terrorism campaigns at home and abroad, the man was particularly vociferous when it came to making known his needs and wants to protect the country. Detractors claimed, however, that he was less enthusiastic when it came to actually executing on the plans for which he had requested and received support. In the end it was all about the vote of the constituency. You give the people what they want, even if that amounted to a false sense of security, then sit back and watch the numbers rise at the polls. It had always been a simple formula he had routinely followed, all the way up to the first class seat in the jet hurtling through the sky where he now found himself.
A few hours prior, while in Texas awaiting his scheduled flight, he�d been notified of the JBAB breach. The current reports leaked to the press held that an ammo depot had exploded, killing thirty-six soldiers. But the truth was anything but. According to his sources within White House circles, the JBAB had been compromised by a terrorist faction utilizing unparalleled military sophistication.
Worse, they were of Middle � Eastern origin.
Worse than that, they were trained American soldiers who had gone AWOL.
�How could this happen?� he wondered, looking over documents emailed to him on his laptop. The entire first-class section was cordoned off for him and his staff. �How can a group of people � I don�t care how polished they are as soldiers � just go in and take more than a hundred million dollars worth of taxpayer-funded military assets?� He fell back into his seat. �This country�s been in decline for a while now,� he said. �And I�m just the man to see that this never happens again!� He pounded the armrest to underscore his empty point.
�Senator.�
Houseman turned to his aide. �What is it, Thurman?�
Physically, Howard Thurman was the complete antithesis of Senator Houseman. While the senator was an aged and overweight man with shock-white hair, Houseman was razor thin with a hawk-like nose and eyes set too close together beneath wispy black locks, perhaps what some would call weasel-like in appearance. He tapped keys on his laptop while he addressed his boss.
�Senator, I�m sure you see the value of this development,� he told him.
�Of course I do.�
�Today you�re the Senate Majority Leader� Tomorrow, the president.� Houseman couldn�t help the preamble of a smile that surfaced on his face. Since Carmichael was on his last term as president, this was certainly feasible. He just needed to incite the Senate and the House.
�When we get to Washington,� he started, �I want you and the rest of the��
Something passed by the aircraft-left window with amazing speed, something that caught both their attention.
A drone.
From its outline and form, Houseman knew it to be a Reaper, or perhaps a Predator? He wasn't sure what the hell they were using these days, but what difference did it make? All of them were deadly beyond measure when facing a commercial jet. Oh, my God!
It maneuvered with poetic ease and fluidity, the craft working as if it had a life of its own, something that was predatory and possessed a dark inclination to hunt and kill.
Its wings seesawed from left to right, as if waving, before it peeled away and took to the rear of the jet.
Senator Houseman tried to look back as far as he could from his portal window, but the drone had disappeared from sight.
His mind reeling, the senator made his way to the cockpit and pounded on the door.
Suddenly, the plane banked hard to the left, knocking the senator to the floor.
* * *
The airliner pilot first saw the Reaper as a white speck in space that was closing fast from the northeast. Within moments it began to take on definition, including the unique bulbous nosecone and the undercarriage that held two Hellfire missiles. Mounted on its back were two additional pieces of equipment that the pilot did not recognize � yet they appeared similar in design to the main drone, even down to the canisters that comprised their own payloads.
After the drone circled the plane as if sizing it up, it sidled up to the captain�s side window, about thirty to forty meters away, and kept pace.
�You seeing this, Joe?� he said to his co-pilot.
The co-pilot leaned forward to grab a view. �It�s a drone.� And then with a questioning look, he asked, �Are those missiles?�
�Hellfires.� The pilot had worked up close and personal with military hardware, especially with drones, after a stint flying for the Air Force.
The Reaper continued to shadow the plane for several seconds before its wings began to seesaw, and then it fell back behind the jetliner.
The pilot flipped a toggle switch and spoke into his lip mike. �There shouldn�t be exercises going on so close to D.C.,� he said more to himself. Then: �Flight 2-1-9-4 to Dulles.�
�Base.�
�Dulles, do you know if the military are conducting aerial exercises at the current coordinates?�
�That�s negative, 2-1-9-4.�
�Dulles, there�s a Reaper drone trailing and keeping pace. Any indication?�
�2-1-9-4, we have nothing on our radar to indicate a second fly-vehicle. Nor did a second indication appear on our system. You�re alone up there.�
�That�s negative, Dulles. There is a Reaper drone that has taken position behind this plane and is presumably holding. Have TSA contact Military Central for a confirmation.�
�Copy that, 2-1-9-4.�
The pilot flipped off the switch. �Do you see it?� he asked his co-pilot.
The other aviator shook his head. �There�s nothing on radar, either.� He turned back to the pilot. �Maybe it�s gone.�
�Yeah. Maybe.�
An indicator on the control panel began to blink red and angry, coupled with a warning alarm.
Something had locked on to them.
The pilot toggled the transmitter switch. �2-1-9-4 to Dulles.�
�Dulles.�
�Something just locked on to us,� he said, forcing calm.
�2-1-9-4, TSA�s contacting Military Central for verification. Please stand by.�
Then the alarm beeped at a manic pace.
Something had been launched.
�Dulles, we�re taking evasive maneuvers.�
Just as someone pounded on the cockpit door, the plane banked hard to the left.
The banging on the door stopped.
And just as the plane tilted, the Hellfire passed beneath them and kept on going. The consensus between pilot and co-pilot was that the missile had missed the plane�s underbelly by less than ten feet.
�2-1-9-4 to Dulles!� There was now a sense of urgency to his voice that could no longer be masked.
�Dulles.�
�We have just been fired upon by a military drone! I repeat, we have just been fired upon by a military drone.�
�Copy that, 2-1-9-4. Military confirms that they are not conducting exercises and have dispatched a series to respond. Do you copy, 2-1-9-4?�
�Yeah, we copy, Dulles. But we�re hardly capable of outmaneuvering a drone.�
�Understood, 2-1-9-4. ETA of Phantom fighter jets is approximately six minutes.�
Six minutes. The pilot closed his eyes. Six minutes was a lifetime. He wasn't sure if they could go six more seconds with this thing.
And then he was overwhelmed with defeat. The Reaper had missed on its first attempt. It would not do so again.
He flew the plane.
* * *
The Reaper took position directly behind the airliner. Through its lens it had a perfect view of a Boeing that was not designed for aerial gymnastics.
The drone set its sights as Naji lined up the pathway and engaged the first of two Hellfire missiles. The projectile was ejected from the drone�s undercarriage, falling away from its transporter. Then it corkscrewed through the atmosphere before leveling out.
The missile was fast and direct. But the plane, perhaps guided by the self-preservation efforts of its pilot, or maybe just a lucky bout of turbulence, banked hard to its left just as the missile approached. It missed the big fuselage by less than five feet.
Naji sucked in his breath. The drone wavered back into position, its programming drawing a bead before releasing its second and final missile. The Hellfire sped away from the undercarriage leaving a contrail in its wake, the projectile shadowing the moves of the plane as it banked from left to right, then from right to left, trying to make a difficult target. But the Hellfire countered with robotically efficient reactive maneuvers as it closed in.
The Boeing nosedived, trying to shake its pursuer. But the missile persisted.
As the jetliner attempted to raise its nose in a futile attempt to climb skyward, the missile struck its tail section, shearing off the entire assemblage. The last row of seats, with instantaneously charred corpses still belted to them, were ripped through the jagged opening, whipping through the stratosphere along with what remained of the plane's lavatory. Luggage and food carts took to the air in the plane�s wake as it canted and spiraled out of control.
The Boeing, now firmly in its death throes, flipped over and then descended into a chaotic series of gyrations, the airliner nothing but a useless, metallic hazard falling to the Earth from an altitude of seven miles.
Seconds before his consciousness succumbed to the g-forces and sudden lack of cabin pressurization, Senator Houseman flashed on the fact that his candidacy for the presidency would never be realized, a thought that competed for attention � and, oddly enough, won � with the knowledge that he was about to die.
In the last few split seconds he closed his eyes, hoping to relive the positive milestones from his life that he would leave behind as a lasting political legacy. But no such pictures emerged. In fact, behind the closed lids of his eyes just before they left this world, he saw nothing but a parade of petty schemes masquerading as significant events cloaked in the historical reputation and stature of his office. In the very end, he saw only darkness. I helped people�didn't I? Surely I�
When the plane impacted, Senator Paul David Houseman, along with his aide and 164 other souls, perished onboard Flight 2194.
There were no survivors.
* * *
Shazad�s team watched everything play out on the monitors as Naji navigated the drone from the northeast to its designated intercept point of the senator�s plane.
It had circled like a true predator, examining its prey with the unblinking eye of its high definition lens, before taking up position next to the flight deck. For a long moment the Reaper kept pace, its lens zooming into the cockpit to spy on the captain, and then it peeled back, adopting a trailing trajectory behind the commercial airliner.
Naji then tapped digits on a keypad and directed the joystick. When his intuition told him, now, he pushed the red button, firing off the first of two Hellfire missiles. Through the electronic eye they watched the missile spiral away from the undercarriage and head for the plane, which was beginning to bank hard to the right. The missile matched the Boeing's maneuvers, but missed its intended target as it passed within feet of its underside.
Naji quickly regrouped and repeated his actions to prepare the missile for firing.
Then he depressed the button once again, the missile leaving a wispy contrail in its wake as it zeroed in. The airplane tried to move left, then up, but it was too big, too slow, the vehicle entirely without any true elusive skills as the missile impacted with its tail end, causing the airliner to go into a death roll.
Naji fell back from the podium and smiled while Shazad and his team clapped and cheered.
Game over!

CHAPTER SIX

Onboard Marine One
1015 Hours
Marine One is the presidential helicopter transport to locations with minimal landing areas in close proximity. The current version is the VH-71 Kestral, a state-of-the-art mobile air unit that has a service ceiling of 15,000 feet and travels at a speed of 192 miles per hour, with a range of 863 miles.
Its interior featured two presidential Captain�s chairs, three couches, matching drapes and plush carpet. It also served as a small communications center with fax, phone and satellite Internet. Sitting inside the chopper�s bay was President Carmichael, Chief Advisor Simon Davis and Attorney General Steven Cayne. As they waited for the rotors to achieve liftoff acceleration and for the FAA to provide prohibited airspace clearance � they needed to fly through a specified corridor two hundred feet above ground � they pored over recently obtained documents and transcripts regarding the senator�s downed aircraft. Latest information put the wreckage at approximately 180 miles due west of Dulles.
The attorney general led off. �Radio transmissions from the pilot of Flight 2194 to Dulles air tower, Mr. President, confirm that the pilot did see what he believed to be a Reaper drone circling the aircraft moments before it fell back and initiated target acquisition."
The president read over the transcribed documents. The interaction between the pilot and the tower clearly indicated that a �Reaper drone� was circling the plane in a �suspicious manner.� The second set of correspondence indicated in detail that the drone had maneuvered to the Boeing's aircraft-left, about 100 feet away, and kept pace for approximately twelve seconds before it peeled back and trailed the airliner.
�How did he know it was a Reaper?�
�He was in the Air Force,� Cayne returned evenly. �He recognized the model and the design. He knew exactly what it was when he contacted Dulles.�
�And the tower didn�t pick it up?�
�No, sir. They had one blip and one blip only, which was the Boeing. The drone never appeared on the screen at any time, before or after the strike.�
�Which means that it was utilizing stealth capabilities.�
�Yes, sir.�
Carmichael continued to look through the documents. He couldn't help but think that they had refined the perfect killing machine to the point where it could neither be seen nor heard until the moment it struck � a true ghost of the sky � only to have it used against their very homeland.
He shook his head as if to rid his mind of the unsavory reality. �And where is this drone now?�
�Nobody knows, Mr. President. By the time we assembled a squadron of Phantoms, it was already gone.�
The president closed his eyes and eased his head against the high-back cushion of the Captain�s chair, thinking. Shazad was moving quickly. Within a period of a few hours he had stolen the Reapers and claimed the lives of 200 victims.
He opened his eyes and looked skyward, to the cabin�s ceiling, wondering if there was a Reaper circling overhead right now with Marine One caught within its sights and possibly drawing a bead.
But Cayne guessed his worry and shook aside his thoughts. �There�s nothing up there, Mr. President. We have fighter jets patrolling the airspace all around us. You�re quite safe.�
But President Carmichael wasn�t so sure. The word �safe� was a relative term that could lead to a false sense of security. How could anyone feel safe when a silent and invisible killing machine controlled by a well-connected, jihadist madman lurked somewhere in their midst? Jet fighters notwithstanding, there was a whole lot of space above and around them. The MQ-10 was too perfect a machine to simply dismiss for the fact that they had a few fighter plane escorts to see them all the way to Raven Rock. Underestimating your enemy, he knew, was deadly, so he verbalized his feelings.
�Steve,� he began, laying the documents on his lap. �We built these Reapers to do exactly what they�re doing � to be undetectable and to strike. That drone can be anywhere above us and not be seen, unless it wants to be seen.�
�Trust me, Mr. President, if it�s up there, our teams will find it.�
President Carmichael held a hopeful gaze a moment before going back to the paperwork. He wanted to believe him. But should he? Could he?
He read the line-by-line transcripts between the pilot and the tower command at Dulles. It appeared that the drone had come from the northeast of the plane�s position, circled it as if sizing it up for clarification, and then maneuvered close to the plane a moment before falling back.
The next two pages were disturbing, the pilot reporting that the drone had locked onto their position and then fired off a missile. The pilot attempted evasive maneuvers even though his aircraft was not designed for any such thing, with the first missile missing so narrowly that it almost grazed the plane�s underbelly.
The subsequent page was even more alarming, with the dialogue between pilot and tower coming to a close halfway down the page, the pilot in mid-sentence before the plane was struck by a second missile that hit the aircraft�s tail section, causing the airplane to commence its death spiral.
The page after that was most troubling of all. Not only were 164 lives lost, but one of those lives was that of Senator Houseman, the Senate Majority Leader. The president suppressed a chill. Could Shazad have known Houseman would be on that plane? He held up the paper.
�The Senator?�
Cayne nodded. �He was on his way to Washington from Texas.�
�And you think this was coincidence? That the one plane in the sky out of all the thousands of airbuses up there � that Senator Housemen just happened to be onboard?� Carmichael sounded edgy.
His chief advisor, Simon Davis, shook his head. �Of course not, Mr. President. It means that Shazad knew exactly what he was doing. He knew the senator�s flight and the plane�s precise course."
�They're that well-informed?�
�It would seem so, Mr. President. They were obviously aware of not only the senator�s schedule � some of which is publicly available, but his actual movements � which are not.�
"Could those be inferred?"
"We're looking into that, Sir, but the initial indications are that he somehow had access to the Senator's flight number in advance."
The president made a spitting noise and massaged the space between his eyes. �This just leads me to believe that the senator�s plane is only the beginning of what Shazad intends to do. I would hate to think what else he knows � although I sure as hell wish I knew what he plans to do next.�
Davis nodded in silent agreement. At length, Carmichael added: �Close all airspace nationwide. Any aircraft in flight are to land at the nearest available airport. That includes all airborne vehicles. Effective immediately.�
�Right away, sir.�
�I want nothing in the sky except our own units. Second, contact the Press Secretary and have him outline a dialogue that the senator�s plane went down, that authorities are currently looking into the cause. I want him to tell the nation that this is simply a precautionary measure until we get to the bottom of what�s going on. But before he speaks, I want to personally look over the verbiage to make sure it hits all the marks with nothing extraneous. I do not want to cause a nationwide panic due to mismanaged or misconstrued content originating from this office. What I do want is to brace them for what�s coming and to cushion the blow, if possible.�
�I understand, Mr. President. But do realize that the national psyche will once again become very fragile should you announce this prematurely. You run the risk of putting things in the wrong light.�
The president threw up his hands. �Prematurely? Wrong light? Seriously? Shazad has our goddamn balls in a vise, Simon! We don�t know where he is or what he plans to do next with these weapons that we can�t even begin to detect by radar. I will not�" Carmichael pounded a fist into his armrest to accent the word�"sit back and allow a nation to fly blind until they find out that we knew all along about Shazad and his actions." He paused to make eye contact with the rest of his colleagues. "Open your eyes, people! We are under attack. And right now it seems we�re impotent to do anything about it.� And it was here that he considered a single thought: How can one man with so little cause a country like the United States to collapse into chaos?
As Marine One lifted and banked with its rotors turning in blinding revolutions, the White House quickly receded from view.
�Did you contact the Director at the Bureau?� he asked.
Cayne nodded. �Jenifer's on top of that.� Although President Carmichael thought his secretary of state to be stiff and emotionless, someone who moved about with the cold fortitude of a machine, almost to the point of insensitivity, she was extremely competent in her duties. When Jenifer Rimaldi took command of a situation, there was no need to worry. Unless that situation was a cocktail party, but that was another matter.
�Good,� he said. �When we get to Raven Rock,� he added, �give notice to those within the line-of-succession after the vice president � and I�m talking about the Speaker of the House, the President pro tempore of the Senate, Jenifer, the Secretary of Treasury, all the way down to the Secretary of Labor � that they are to be placed in a secured location. If Shazad has taken down a United States senator, then who knows who else may be on his hit list.�
�You�ll be safe at Raven Rock, Mr. President. He can�t get to you if you�re underground. Even with a Hellfire.�
President Carmichael leaned forward and looked his Chief Advisor directly in the eyes while pointing ceilingward. �If you haven�t noticed, Simon, we've barely left the White House grounds. There�s a lot of space between here and Pennsylvania. I implore you, do not underestimate Shazad. And certainly do not think that just because we have fighters airborne that it�s foolproof protection. It�s not. The MQ-10 is a stealth killer that can elude the sharpest of eyes and the most agile of jets.�
�Yes, Mr. President.�
Carmichael melted back into his chair. �Once we�re inside Raven Rock, I�ll feel better. Right now�� He let his words trail a moment.
�Right now, Simon� nobody is safe.�

CHAPTER SEVEN

Inside the Bunker
One Hour after the Downing of Flight 2194
Aasif al-Shazad sat back with his eyes closed, his chin to his chest and his arms crossed. It had been more than thirty-six hours since he slept. Yet even in rest mode his mind continued to work.
He had carefully outlined his plan, knowing the �who,� �what,� �where� and the �how� of all matters down to the most minute detail. The attack on the JBAB was coordinated such that all hardware could be appropriated, transported to the bunker, and set up with sufficient time for a synchronized drone strike on the senator�s plane. Up to this point everything had gone perfectly.
But now things were different. Once complacent eyes were now wide open and searching. Objectives from here on in would be much more difficult to achieve with success. Nevertheless, Shazad knew tactics, and he knew them very well.
It was his opinion that the president would be removed from the White House to a safer haven incapable of being struck down by a Hellfire missile, which left out Camp David. His projection was that President Carmichael would be lifted to Raven Rock, an underground facility where he could manage the nation through periods of instability.
He needed Carmichael alive so that he could bring one of the most powerful men in the world to his knees in front of his own people. In front of the world. He would do this with missile strikes that would cripple the nation�s consciousness, making the man who sat upon the highest political seat in the land nothing more than a powerless fool.
Carmichael�s command would falter and people would lose faith in his direction. But in the end, after Shazad had destroyed him and al-Zawahiri was freed, it would be too late. By then he would have shown the world that he had hobbled a giant and by extension the nation he ruled, through the guidance of Allah, peace be with him.
�Shazad.� It was Lut, a man of massive size with broad shoulders and thick arms, someone who frequented the gym often and had the sheer size that denoted a man of great strength.
He opened his eyes. �Yes, Lut.�
�Naji says that the drone is picking up airborne activity � military fighters.�
Shazad smiled. He expected this. �Then let�s flex our muscles further, shall we?�
Lut cocked his head, not understanding his team leader as Shazad got to his feet and stretched his arms high. �Sir?�
�It�s all right, Lut. Head back to your post. I�ll manage things from here on in. Thank you.�
The large man saluted, then left Shazad, the lieutenant commander heading towards the center console that was still being managed by Naji.
�Have you slept?� he asked him.
Naji shook his head. �I�m too keyed up.�
�Sleep. You�re no good to me, Naji, if you can�t think straight. Don�t deprive yourself.�
�I will, Shazad. I promise. But we have this.� Naji was a supreme navigator at the drone control station. On the screen, once he zoomed in, three Phantom fighters were surveying the area by flying in tiered steps.
�They�re looking for the drone,� said Naji.
Shazad placed a hand on Naji�s shoulder. �Then let�s not disappoint them,� he said.
Naji knew exactly what the man was saying. Moving the joystick forward, Naji commanded the drone to dive.
The wolf was wending its way to the sheep.
* * *
�This is Coven One to Covens Two and Three: any visuals?�
�Coven Two, that�s a negative. I�m seeing nothing but blue sky.�
�Coven Three is also negative. Suggest we move to coordinates east at vector two-five-six.�
�Copy that. Moving to vector two-five-six.�
As soon as the last word left Coven One�s lips, the wing to Coven Two�s fighter jet went up in an eruption of flame and broken metal, the section having been sheared off by a remora as the plane began to roll.
A Reaper drone suddenly sped by them as if they were standing still.
�Coven One to Two!�
�I�m going down, One.�
�Copy that! Go to protocol!�
�Out!�
As the wounded plane righted itself for a moment, its canopy suddenly popped free and the pilot ejected.
That left two planes with which to engage the drone.
* * *
The Reaper had zeroed in on the fighter jet that was on the eastern periphery of the trio � the one farthest from the group. As the mechanical predator fell back, the remaining two fighter jets banked away from each other in wide arcs, coming around behind the drone.
But the Reaper curved into an upward path, making an arc of its own, sweeping back to engage the jets.
The last remora on the drone�s back disconnected from its holding clamps and streamed forward on a preprogrammed route. It moved with immeasurable speed, the vehicle bobbing and weaving in open space, flipping and gyrating with uncanny ease as it bore down on the second fighter jet, chasing it as if in play. The jet rolled in clockwise revolutions before banking hard to the left, then to the right, trying its best to shake off the remora that was closing fast.
In a move worthy of an air show, the fighter flipped and executed an immediate vertical rise. But the remora did the same, following in the jet�s path until they collided, the remora and its five pounds of Semtex igniting a fireball explosion four miles above the Earth�s floor.
The pilot never had a chance to eject.
Coven One continued its pursuit of the Reaper that had emptied its entire payload. The drone headed east, then south, its course a winding one as the jet locked on and fired a missile. The projectile disengaged from the plane�s undercarriage and took flight, closing the gap between them in seconds. It struck the drone, ending the service life of a fifteen million dollar piece of artillery.
�Coven One to Base.�
�Go, Coven One.�
�We have one for pickup and one KIA. Do you copy?�
�We copy, Coven One. We have support on its way.�
�Also note: the tango is down. I repeat: the tango is down.�
�We copy, Coven One.�

CHAPTER EIGHT

Raven Rock, the Underground Pentagon
By the time Marine One landed safely at the Raven Rock helipad, Base Command was up and running.
The nerve center was a cavern-like room with banks of LCD monitors occupying the entirety of the east wall. A massive, rectangular table acting as the space's centerpiece was large enough to sit two dozen people comfortably, with each seat fronting a computer station including an integrated flip screen.
President Carmichael had flown in key people from his administration, including the leading principals of America�s intelligence agencies, including the CIA, NSA, the DNI and the FBI; his national security A-listers. Before them, each had their high-definition tabletop screens raised while images downloaded.
�Remoras,� was all the president said, his voice flat as he stared at his monitor. On the screen was a detailed schematic of the mini-drone, no larger than a Bald Eagle. An NSA staffer gave a brief run-down on the remora's specifications and capabilities, filled with words like elusive, acrobatic, and Semtex�
�The first jet never saw it coming,� said Director of National Intelligence David Wilcox. The DNI was subject to the authority and control of the president and required to serve as the chief advisor to the commander in chief, to Homeland Security, and to the National Security Council about intelligence matters connected to national security. He was also the head of the sixteen-member Intelligence Community who oversaw the National Intelligence Program, in general. The responsibilities were huge. And the man who helmed this agency appeared as strong and powerful as his station, sporting a large frame, a sturdy jaw line, and stress lines that were deep notches grooved into a face that should have appeared much smoother for a man of fifty-three.
�When the first remora struck it,� he continued, �the pilot ejected. And then the Reaper drone took on the remaining two fighters. In that ensuing battle, the second remora was released from its mooring carriage to engage with craft number two. According to Coven One, the surviving pilot, it wasn�t even a close contest. The remora engaged with its target and eliminated it despite the jet pilot�s efforts to evade.�
�And the Reaper itself?�
�Taken down by the remaining fighter. But the drone had completely exhausted its payload by then � both Hellfires and both remoras.�
The president steadied his eyes on the screen. That meant Shazad had four Predators and ten MAUVs left at his disposal, and an infinite amount of targets to choose from. �Are we getting anything from the Internet? Any insurgent chatter that could lead us to Shazad and his team?�
This was specifically directed to the NSA and CIA personnel, those responsible for national security abroad. But the answers were the same: None at this time, Mr. President; we�re getting little from our sources, Sir; there doesn�t seem to be any reactionary response, Mr. President.
Not a thing, Mr. President.
Not� a single� thing.
He never felt so powerless in his life. The drone was a dead end. He willed himself to keep his team moving, to keep looking for something they might be able to latch onto. He'd learned long ago during his political rise not to get too bogged down in the details. Let his people handle the technical crap � MUAVs and whatnot. Follow the big picture and you can't go wrong.
�Zawahiri's the focus of all this," he came up with. "What�s his status?� Carmichael directed his gaze to the Director of the CIA.
Marsden Manetti's appearance could be summed up with a single color: he always sported a gray suit, gray tie, and gray shoes to go along with his gray hair and eyes. In the decade or so he'd known him, Carmichael had never seen the CIA top dog with a beard, and he suspected it was because it, too, would be gray. A concession to overkill. Even without the beard, though, Manetti had occasionally been teased about his color scheme (the women tittering something about Fifty Shades), but his response was always the same: "The world is not black and white." Indeed, Carmichael thought as he watched his Central Intelligence director begin to respond.
�We think that Pakistani officials are debating whether to hand him over to us. They�re apprehensive since al-Qaeda started verbalizing threats. So far, I'd say their commitment to this matter is tenuous at best.�
�What�s the point of having the eighth largest army in the world if you�re not going to utilize it? They need to make a stand and not be bullied.�
�You won�t get an argument from me, Mr. President, but that is where they stand. As best we can tell, at least some of their political elite are mulling over the pros and cons of the situation, now that al-Qaeda has reared its head.�
�But they had to know al-Qaeda would get involved, yes?�
�Of course, Sir.�
�Then get on the phone or the video line and push back. Tell them that we need Zawahiri in our custody and we need them to stop playing games.�
�Very well, Mr. President.�
Carmichael eyeballed his table monitor, where a list of key points now magically waited to trigger his impromptu agenda. He supposed Wilcox, his DNI man, put them there earlier when he was afraid he might be unsure how to proceed. The president noted with grim satisfaction that he'd already addressed what Wilcox saw as the number one point � al-Zawahiri. With Manetti now tasked with acting on that, he moved down a progressively unpleasant bulleted list.
�I assume that Shazad has yet to call in his demands? Which we anticipate to be the release of Zawahiri?�
Simon fielded this. �No demands yet, Mr. President. It�s our belief that Aasif Shazad is flexing his muscles to demonstrate to us � and the world � that he�s on top.�
President Carmichael closed his eyes and inwardly cringed. Shazad was sitting at the top of the food chain defecating on the U.S. with malicious amusement. Meanwhile it was he � the POTUS � who was relegated to a godforsaken hole in the ground, hiding in a fucking cave like bin Laden had been forced to do when the U.S. had relentlessly pursued him in the wake of nine-eleven. How quickly the tables have turned.
He consulted the flip screen again. �What about the media?� Jesus.
This time it was Cayne who spoke. �Right now, as they usually do, the news outlets have taken the material we gave them and are running wild with all manner of speculation. Some of the more informed of this holds that the JBAB and the senator�s plane may have been targets of terrorism connected to Zawahiri's capture, but then in the same breath they report how the two events may well be unrelated.�
�And the state of the citizenry?�
�They�re scared, Mr. President,� Wilcox said with rigid certainty. �Airspace is closed nationwide, which is only fueling the media's speculative fires. And word may be leaking to the press from credible sources that the attack on the JBAB was at the hands of terrorists, domestic or otherwise. Again, everything is pure conjecture at this point.�
He hesitated a moment before continuing. �But in the end, you know the truth will come out� It could be like nine-eleven all over again.�
�Which is why I want the Press Secretary to move on this and engage the country with nominal facts about the JBAB. Although I want the nation to prepare itself, I don�t want the people to feel as though the situation is hopeless or unmanageable."
Carmichael held his breath, silently daring any of his people to utter the question that threatened to burst through his own skull: Isn't it, though? He went on before someone could ask it. "We will ride out this storm, people. I promise you that.�
He scowled at his flip screen as he fell back into his seat, and then looked at the Director of the FBI with a sidelong glance. After a period of silence, he asked him a single question:
�Have you spoken with Jenifer Rimaldi concerning your position in this matter?�
�I have, Mr. President.�
�And? Since this falls under your purview��
Carmichael meant to put Director Casey on the spot, but instead he looked like a man with an ace up his sleeve. A sly grin formed on his face as he answered. �I�m assuming, Mr. President, that I'll be given the wherewithal to utilize whatever resources are necessary to get us out of this mess?�
President Carmichael gave him a sharp look that said: of course, before articulating his thoughts openly. �Carte blanche, John. You use whatever is available. When it comes to national security on this threat, then you � and this goes for anyone else sitting at this table� draw upon whatever it is you have at your fingertips, as long as it spells out success.�
John Casey nodded and forced himself to subdue that sly grin. He just happened to have � at his fingertips, he thought, already reaching for his smartphone � the perfect solution.
He had Tanner Wilson.

CHAPTER NINE

Bethesda, Maryland
An outcast.
Tanner Wilson held no illusions about what he was. Thirty-six years old, the former FBI man had served two years as a field operative and then twelve more as a Special Agent in Counter-terrorism (CT). His case exploits were the stuff of legend in the Bureau's hallowed halls. He had an uncanny knack for achieving results, albeit at the expense of rule breaking. Due to his stellar record of results, however, the top brass had tolerated it.
But last year, Tanner had become the target of a trumped-up internal investigation for alleged sexual harassment. When Internal Affairs Division pushed and pushed hard, Tanner shoved back, angering high-ranking administrators with the exception of Director John Casey, who favored overlooking his transgressions with an eye toward preserving Tanner�s incredible potential as a clandestine operator and prospective team leader. But when unfounded accusations and insinuations continued to surface regarding his alleged guilt, even Casey had been unable to smooth things over and Tanner eventually resigned. Not because he couldn't fight for himself. But because in the meantime, he could no longer be effective at his actual job. He only knew one way to get it done, and that was to do it right. With the constant distractions of his personal investigation, he forced himself to admit that he could no longer do it right, and therefore he shouldn't do it at all. He would break rules but he wouldn't cut corners.
At first, when Tanner found himself unemployed for the first time since the age of twenty-two after joining the FBI straight out of college, he had been angry and upset. What was he going to do now? What agency would accept him with this black mark on his record? He had served his country with unquestioning loyalty, and this is what he got in return?
But as the old expression has it, cream has a way of rising to the top. And the world didn't stop turning because one man had been expunged from the FBI. For those still with the agencies tasked with keeping America safe, their job just got a little bit harder. There was still a lot of terror out there being planned and executed. Tanner soon began to receive phone calls and e-mails � messages from former contacts, some of whom he had never even counted among his friends, surprisingly enough. But terror was a dirty game, and when you thought you knew someone who might be able to help you win it, you tried to get that person on your side, personal opinions be damned.
Slowly but inexorably, Tanner was either put in touch with or contacted directly by a breed of person more common than he would have guessed � people like him, who had been perfectly qualified former operatives for U.S. agencies, but who were swept away in a tidal wave of hyper-vigilant political correctness and a robotic adherence to a dense litany of ineffective rules, codes, and laws. Nobody cared what you could actually do, how much money had been spent on your training, or that there was a shortage of qualified agents � experienced operators who truly knew what they were doing. If you even allegedly did something that the masses would find "offensive" in the media, then you were out. End of story. Bad publicity outweighs our need for competent agents.
The first of these people to actually meet with Tanner post-FBI was Stephen Shah, a forty-three-year-old ex-Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) Special Agent. He was fired from The Company after bringing a discrimination lawsuit against the agency.�He was a man of�Middle-Eastern ethnicity who served for two decades with expertise in Arab language and Mid-East operations.
Second onboard was Danielle Sunderland, thirty-seven, an ex-National Security Agency (NSA) Analyst who was terminated without benefits for using NSA resources to locate information about her child abducted during a custody battle with her ex-husband. She was, by all appearances, frumpy and scholastic-looking, wearing Lennon-like glasses and a short, conservative haircut. Her expertise: fourteen years of experience in computational forensics.
After meeting with Sunderland and Shah, separately, it occurred to Tanner that between even the three of them, they could do a lot of damage. They had none of the red tape to deal with, no cross-agency roadblocks. They could do what they wanted, when they wanted. He began to think seriously about forming his own unit. And the contacts kept coming, some from unexpected sources.
One of the most battle-hardened of Tanner�s fledgling outfit was Liam Reilly, twenty-six, an elite special warfare operator and former member of SEAL Team 6, who was dishonorably discharged for writing a book about his role in the raid that killed Osama bin Laden. He stood six-three and was sizeable at the chest and shoulders. It goes without saying that he was superior militaristic fighter, but he was also skilled in the martial arts with notable proficiencies in American Kenpo and Aikido.
Liam told Tanner about an old friend of his, Chancellor �Chance� Zanetti, who was also a warrior, a former Delta Force operator whose primary tasks were to engage in CT tactics, national intervention operations, and to take part in various high risk missions such as hostage rescues, extractions and clandestine raids. Chance stood at five-eleven with raven hair and eyes so blue that they were both piercing and electric. His body was lean and cut, the man designed for quickness, and he was especially deadly with double-edged weaponry in one-on-one enemy engagements.
Next into Tanner's world came Naomi Washington, a thirty-six-year-old African-American female and love interest of Chance. She was an ex-Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms (ATF) Special Agent who was dismissed after being placed on administrative leave for two years following her role in a whistleblower scandal. She was tall and quite appealing to the eye. With long legs and a tapered waistline that evoked something exotic about her, she moved with great economy. Her skill-set in Tanner�s league was that she had under her belt thirteen years experience as an explosives and arson investigator.
Tanner wished to keep his team small and agile. He was thinking about not taking anyone else on board when he was introduced to Dante Alvarez, a man whose name was placed in an envelope along with a generous check from a senator who felt Tanner had received the short end of the stick and figured he could ease the pain a little. "Thanks for all your help in the past. I know you'll do good work going forward. Your country needs you more than you know," read a scrawled note on a Post-it.
So Tanner had proceeded to meet with Alvarez. At thirty-two, the ex-Secret Service Special Agent was dismissed after his involvement in a prostitution scandal abroad. He stood six-five with dark hair and deep brown eyes. His face was long and thin with somewhat of a Simian cast to it. Slim and wiry with ropy muscles, he possessed surprising nimbleness and speed. Alvarez often proved his skills and ability in jujitsu by showcasing his talents in dojo challenges, winning more often than not. At the time of his termination, he had served eleven years as a member of the Presidential Guard detail as well as being a seasoned Fraud Investigator.
With these six people painstakingly vetted over the course of a year, Tanner came to the conclusion that he had a stellar group he could move forward with. A team with which he could restore his faith in himself and his country. A team of outcasts. In the end they had become the exiles and pariahs of their organizations, a team of rebels with skill-sets that made the Outcast Operators � or "double-O's" as Tanner liked to call them � a unique and highly qualified specialized unit.
And he gave that unit a fitting name: OUTCAST: Operational Undertaking To Counteract Active Stateside Threats.
One year after being railroaded out of the FBI, Tanner Wilson was commanding his own dedicated outfit.
It was all he could ask for as he stood before the bathroom mirror shaving. With careful strokes he trimmed his face to smoothness. When he was done, he washed away the leftover foam and looked directly into two eyes of differing color reflecting back at him. Tanner was born with a condition called heterochromia, in which one eye was so pale blue it nearly matched the white of its surrounding cornea, while the other was so black that it appeared without a pupil, so dark was the iris. Despite the opposing colors, they were the perfect reflection of Tanner as a man. The pale-blue eye connoted him as a person of deep compassion and kindness, a person of light. The dark eye, however, represented the side of the man who was also capable of great violence when pushed beyond his limits. But Tanner Wilson wasn�t torn between two worlds. He knew exactly who he was. He was a man who stood for everything that was right, and a demon to those who wronged him.
He heard his phone start trilling out in the living area. When he walked into the room, he called out, �Phone on,� to the voice-commanded receiver.
On the other end was Director John Casey of the FBI, the only man who supported Tanner during his alleged misconduct. In the end, they remained the best of friends.
�What do you want, you old goat?�
Casey chuckled from his end. �You might be glad to hear that I�ve just been told to use whatever ungodly resources I may have at my disposal to achieve our means.�
�And of course you thought of me?�
�No joking, Tanner. This is big.�
�How big?�
There was a slight pause. �Coming from the highest level,� he told him. That�s how big.
�From the 'highest level� meant one thing to Tanner: that the orders were coming directly from the Commander-in-Chief. �From the POTUS?�
�This is attached to the JBAB� And to the downing of Senator Houseman�s plane. They�re connected, Tanner.�
For a long moment Tanner was at a loss for words, his mind trying to wrap around the connection. �How are they linked?�
�You hearing the news?�
�I�m hearing unfounded speculation from the media, nothing that isn't quickly followed by �this has yet to be confirmed.��
�Some of those speculations are turning to facts."
�Are you telling me that this was a coordinated terrorist attack?�
�That�s exactly what I�m telling you.�
�By who?�
He told him about Shazad and Naji, their backgrounds, American upbringing and military service within elite programs; how everyone else in the pack was faceless and had no identities � not yet, anyway.
�We trained these people?�
�As far as we know, only Shazad and Naji.�
�It doesn�t matter if it�s two or a hundred and two. The fact is, we�re dealing with people who have insight into our tactics.�
�I won�t argue with you there, Tanner. But they�re American-born nationals who share the same constitutional rights regarding religious freedoms as everyone else. We cannot hold every one of their faith responsible for the actions of a few. You know that.�
Tanner frowned because Casey was absolutely right. In fact, the OUTCAST unit was created to protect the freedoms of everyone. So he shelved his positional thinking and became open-minded to what Casey was telling him. For the next several minutes he was briefed on al-Zawahiri and the subsequent attack on the JBAB. He was also informed of the modified MQ-10s and MAUVs taken from the base.
�These things are demons in the sky,� said Casey. �Their stealth technology is strictly Top Secret and known only by the Joint Chiefs and the engineers who created them � and even most of those guys worked in a compartmentalized fashion so that they were only privy to the specific sub-system they worked with. You never see these drones until it�s too late, Tanner. They do not register on any existing radar system.�
�And these mini-drones, they�re called what, again?�
�Micro Unmanned Aerial Vehicles, or remoras. Each Reaper is equipped to carry up to four remoras at a time. Now, a Reaper can go as far as 500 miles. But these mini-drones, which carry a maximum payload of five pounds, can only travel a distance of six miles. During the Reaper's flight, these programmed remoras can detach themselves from the mother�s back and head for a specified target, while the Reaper continues on to another mark.�
�How devastating can a mini-drone be?�
Casey gave an uncomfortable chortle. �Weighted down with five pounds of Semtex? Very. Or they can carry a specialized canister capable of spraying aerosolized biological and chemical agents over a wide area.�
Tanner was floored. �Hold on. Are these people are in possession of biological and chemical agents?�
�We checked, and nothing has been reported as missing. But it's a concern because if they did manage to get their hands on some, those remoras are the perfect dispersal method..�
�No need to get complacent, right?�
�That�s right.�
�And the senator�s plane?�
�As you know, Senator Houseman was spearheading the cause to strengthen the armed forces, not downsize them, which is what President Carmichael wants to do. Houseman was openly determined to shore up our borders against terrorist incursion and was quite vocal about racial profiling. So the scary thing is that Shazad and his team knew what plane he�d be on, its course, and timed it perfectly so that the Reaper could acquire and intercept� The Senator died 180 miles west of D.C.�
�Along with more than 160 other people.�
�Between the JBAB and the senator�s plane, the death toll is over 200. And we have little doubt that Shazad is just getting started.�
�So what is it that you need from me?�
�Carmichael realizes that this nation is about to be cast backward in time to nine-eleven all over again. The airspace has already been closed with fighter jet coverage policing the sky. We expect a sharply declining stock market. And worse, the collective mindset of the nation will once again become so paranoid that America may take years to come out of its shell. Carmichael has ordered the Press Secretary to cushion the blow with a 'don't worry, everything's gonna be all right' news conference. Then, once we have more of a direction to proceed in regarding Shazad, he�ll take to the podium himself."
�He�s still in Washington?�
�No. He�s at Raven Rock, like me.�
Tanner absorbed all this. Regardless of what the Press Secretary was going to say, the meaning would still be the same: American soil was about to soak up trauma. How do you soften a blow like that?
�Tanner, I need your new team. I need you to find Shazad and his unit, and to terminate them without prejudice.�
�Whoa! We�re not assassins, John. We only terminate if certain conditions exist and the action is completely warranted.�
�I�m not saying that you�re natural born killers, Tanner. But do you think that a guy like Aasif Shazad, a presumed member of al-Qaeda who has the skills and insights of his enemy, is just going to allow you to walk right up to him and shake his hand? He�s not going to play nice. He�s going to kill you, Tanner. He�s going to kill you, your squad members, and if he can get away with it� he's going to kill as many American citizens as he can."
�Look, Casey. We�ll find Shazad, we'll engage him, and we�ll shut down his operation. But we will not kill anyone other than for reasons of self-defense or to protect others who can�t defend themselves.�
�Well, good luck to you, Tanner, if you think Shazad isn�t going to throw punches right back at you. If you can take him alive, then more power to you. I'm sure Carmichael would love to parade his ass around Gitmo on TV. But getting back to reality, I need you to find those drones. Will you do that?"
�You know I have the best under my command. All I can promise you is that I will give you 125 percent when everyone else out there is claiming to give 110 percent.�
�I know that. That's why I called.�
�I�m assuming that we�ll be working under the authority of the POTUS?�
�Indirectly." Tanner heard some kind of vocal exchange in the background on Casey's end. It sounded like arguing. Casey's line got clearer as though he moved to another room, and he continued.
�The president has already given me the authority to use whatever resources are at my disposal. And that means you, Tanner, and OUTCAST. I'll be your handler and provide you with all the necessary data to see this through. I will be your direct contact. No one else. All issuance of documentation and intel will be directed from my Base of Command right here at Raven Rock, to your base at the OUTCAST facility. I�m assuming that Danielle will be your communications facilitator in this operation?�
�She will be, yes.�
�I�ll need contact codes for your comm lines so that the facilitators from Raven Rock can connect with Danielle. What we get here at Raven Rock, you�ll get there at the Facility.�
Tanner agreed. �In the meantime, John, I need you to send me everything about Shazad and his team. Including documentation regarding the attack on the JBAB and the senator�s plane.�
�Understood.�
Codes and passwords were exchanged, along with private ISP addresses and two-party lines that can only be connected by satellite phones.
�You going to wish me luck, you old goat?� asked Tanner.
�Why the hell do you keep calling me an old goat?�
�For the same reason that a dog can lick his balls,� Tanner laughed. �Because I can.� The OUTCAST Director cut the call by yelling "Hang up!" to the receiver, then began dialing the numbers of his new colleagues.
A nation needed its outcasts.

CHAPTER TEN

The James S. Brady Press Briefing Room
The West Wing of the White House
After the president and his team carefully dissected scripted documents from their stable of talented speechwriters, the Press Secretary, whose primary responsibility was to act as spokesperson for the United States government, took to the podium at the White House in front of a sea of major news organizations.
In a matter of less than twenty minutes, he offered condensed versions of the incidents at the JBAB and the senator�s plane, presenting them as possible attacks that were being �looked into'.
In the meantime, the president had ordered a bank �holiday� to prevent a rush on the nation's cash supply should Americans panic en masse. Gas stations were already beginning to report longer than usual lines, and survival items such as batteries, flashlights, bottled water, knives, guns and ammunition were flying off the shelves.
When the Press Secretary finished his prepared statements, he called on carefully selected journalists who asked questions with increasingly heightened concern. Guardedly, the Press Secretary hit his talking points as he answered the queries in turn.
Who�s responsible for the attacks?
��That�s information we cannot disclose at this time, as the investigation is continuing. However, be assured that the appropriate agencies are working diligently with all national and international resources to hold those responsible accountable�
��So you don�t know who�s responsible?�
��Again, we have to adhere to certain criteria when conducting involved investigations. We cannot and will not divulge any developments until all facts are confirmed�
��So do you know who�s conducting these acts of terrorism or not?�
��Next question�
��How did they get the missiles?��
��What happened to our defense capabilities?��
��Why are they doing this?��
��Which areas are most at risk to attack?��
��Is this nine-eleven all over again?��
After fielding several of these, the Press Secretary left the podium with journalists calling out for him to answer �just one more question,� which he refused.
In the wake of the broadcast, the major stock market indices plummeted so fast that special automatic market closure triggers were activated, but not until after Americans had watched their 401k's and other investments lose twenty-two percent of their value in the space of a few minutes.
Bank shutdowns. Sudden loss of access to money. General uncertainty. Grounded flights leaving thousands of people stranded nationwide. It all proved too much to deal with on such short notice, and looting began in larger cities.
In spite of its power, America�s knees were beginning to buckle.
Soon, she would fall.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

The Bunker
Aasif Shazad was mild-mannered by nature. To speak to him, one would think that he was incapable of killing. Without seeing behind the mask of his smile, another might think that he was unable to even lift a finger against his fellow man. But to know him, everyone saw him as a man who was driven by a persistence to do whatever was necessary to glorify his God. After orchestrating the deaths of nearly two hundred people in a few hours, Aasif Shazad held no remorse at all. In fact, he was completely convinced that he had met with Allah�s approval and now bathed within the glory of His light.
But that light held no warmth as the air grew unseasonably cool. The atmosphere inside the bunker was stale and unmoving, almost sepulchral. Yet the mood was quite upbeat with the savory taste of victory still very much alive within their hearts.
Taking a seat alongside Lut and Naji at the foldout table, Shazad was ready to conduct his next campaign.
�Gentlemen,� he greeted them with a half-smile. �As you know, we have just awakened a sleeping giant. President Carmichael is watching everything very closely, I�m sure. I�m also sure that he isn�t at the White House or at Camp David, either.�
�You know this for fact?� asked Lut.
Shazad shook his head. �No. But the White House and Camp David are too exposed to afford protection from an aerial assault. My best bet is that he�s at the Raven Rock facility in Pennsylvania. It�s not too far and it�s well sheltered, almost impenetrable to raids and air strikes." The terror mastermind waved a hand dismissively before continuing.
"But it doesn�t matter since President Carmichael was never our target to begin with. Nevertheless, our task has become much more difficult now that the airspace is continuously policed by fighter jets. But since we have already made our statement, gentlemen, it is now time to work on the diplomacy front.�
He turned to the big man, to Lut. �Are we ready to dispatch our ultimatum to a representative at the White House?�
�You just said he wasn�t there,� said Naji.
�I�m sure he�s not. But we�ll be patched through to Raven Rock through their secure channels just fine.�
�I�m ready when you are,� said Lut.
Shazad patted the big man on the shoulder. �Then let�s humiliate the president of the United States shall we?�
Raven Rock
�Have you contacted the Pakistani government?� asked the president.
Secretary of State Jenifer Rimaldi just joined the party, having been flown in by chopper. When she walked she did so with hardly a swivel to her hips, always moving with a firm gait. Her shoulders were pulled back and her spine remained rigid. Everything about her seemed to mirror her manner � that of a person of inflexible stiffness, both inwardly and outwardly.
�I have, Mr. President. The principals claim to be working on the matter. Everything is still moving, albeit not at the kind of pace we would like. So they�re now on the clock. They have twenty-hours to wade through their so-called red tape and turn him over to us for extradition.�
�And if they don�t?�
�Then we call for sanctions through the United Nations forum. They have no choice, Mr. President. They either stand by our side or they suffer. We�ll know for sure in the next twenty-four hours.�
�Very good.� Then, to everyone else, �Any additional data from any of our sources?�
The collective answer from the leading members of the President�s intelligence agencies was �no.� With 360 degrees of direction no one knew where to turn, which left them with two possibilities. One: they wait for Shazad to contact them through White House liaisons and begin negotiations with a terrorist. Or two: Shazad doesn't even want to negotiate yet and makes another powerful statement with the use of a deadly weapon.
President Carmichael leaned away from his flat-screen monitor, tented his hands, and bounced his fingertips against his chin in thought. Right now it was a waiting game, with Shazad in control. Even with all his power and might as a world leader, President Carmichael�s once sharp teeth had been dulled.
Meanwhile, Shazad's teeth � already razor sharp at the outset of this hideous game of drones � now morphed into fangs, ready to deliver a deadly venom.
A venom for which President Carmichael had no known antidote.
The Pakistani Council
Islamabad, Pakistan
The Chief Ministers of the Four Provinces and the prime minister were joined by several key administrative and military appointees of the Pakistani Armed Forces. They were situated around a highly polished rectangular table. A crystal chandelier dangled over their heads. The walls were paneled with a wood that was deep brown, like the rich color of chocolate.
�I like my head right where it is,� Council Administer Saj Usmani led off. He was small and whippet thin with a hatchet-shaped face, dark skin, and a barely perceptible line of mustache. When he spoke he did so with a deep and profound measure that belied his diminutive physical stature.
�Al-Qaeda forces are already making their presence known.� He looked angry and tense, jaw clenched. His fist rested on the table as if he was readying himself to use it as a gavel. �They are promising to move against the government if al-Zawahiri is not released.�
The Prime Minister's demeanor was in stark contrast to that of Usmani. �Did you expect anything other?" Given the circumstances, Alvi Khokhar appeared so calm that he seemed almost without care. He shrugged. �We knew this would happen.�
�Why wasn�t I made aware of this to begin with?� Usmani demanded, finally allowing that fist to pound the table.
�This was a matter between myself and the heads of military who care little when it comes to the wishes of al-Qaeda.�
Usmani was taken aback. �Are you saying that you don�t trust me?�
Khokhar threw his hands up. �I�m saying that Pakistan is deeply rooted in religion � that there is no room for the rules of religion to outweigh the rules of Parliament. I will not have my administration bullied by an organization that harbors no tolerance for others.�
�They will kill hundreds, maybe thousands of innocent people!�
�If they do, then they martyr those they kill. And when they do that, then the fight of the people becomes a crusade.� There was a slight pause as the man�s face softened. Then: �Look, Saj. We have been afraid for far too long. We must finally choose a side, so I communicated with those in the military and the PEP � those having zero allegiance with al-Qaeda.�
�You are not looking beyond the scope of your actions,� Usmani complained loudly. �There will be bombings, killings and retaliations��
�Which is why I made this decision,� he interjected forcefully. �We have an army of over 600,000 men. We have the means to take back what rightfully belongs to the people of Pakistan. Freedom without the fear of retaliation!�
Saj Usmani slumped back into his seat and looked around. No one else spoke against the words or wishes of the prime minister. Whether they were too frightened or too opposed to his thinking, Usmani couldn�t determine.
At length, he posed a question. �How can we fight the faceless? Al-Qaeda looks like everyone else we pass on the street.�
Khokhar was quick to answer. �I didn�t say it was going to be easy, Saj. But it will be a battle that we will win in the end. And we will not be alone, either. America has offered their assistance with intelligence matters to help weed them out. We will find them.�
�Sure we will. Right after the Parliament House Building is burned to the ground. But that�s not the point. With all due respect, Mr. Prime Minister, we are still a political body who rules by majority, not by the selected few.�
�I agree,� said Usman Faroogi, a leading council member of the Fourth Province. �This should have been proposed before the council.�
Usmani said, �The constitution gives me the right as Chief Administrator to address any concerns that are not a declaration of war without the approval of certain council members. So there lies the path that I have chosen for the good of Pakistan. We will no longer be the fulcrum that supports a lever of indecision. We have been under the microscopic eye of international opinion for so long that we are too weak to act. So now we will act by siding with the world rather than becoming a pariah.�
�The streets of Islamabad will run red with the blood of its people if al-Zawahiri is not released!� Usmani's eyes radiated outrage.
The prime minister responded in kind. �This government will no longer be held hostage by the threats of al-Qaeda! Not anymore. If a battle is to be waged, then so be it. The road to freedom is always paved with casualties. This we know. I have spoken with the military principals who agree with my choice, and they are onboard to guard this nation against any hostile threats.�
The muscles in the back of Saj Usmani�s jaw worked. �A bold decision, to be sure,� he finally said. �But ultimately an unwise one, as well.�
�Support me or not, Saj. It matters little. But Zawahiri will be offered to the Americans within the next twenty-four hours.�
�And on the twenty-fifth hour, Mr. Prime Minister, people will die and cities will burn.�
�I think you overestimate their abilities."
�We shall see.�
In haste, an action which the prime minister attributed to anger, Saj Usmani yanked his briefcase from the table and exited the meeting hall.
* * *
Saj Usmani was so incensed that he placed a call via satellite phone while descending the steps of the Parliament House Building. The voice on the other end was electronically masked, but the men knew each other without resorting to using names.
�Problems?�
�Timeframe just moved up a bit,� said Usmani. �Al-Zawahiri is to be turned over to the Americans within the next twenty-four hours.�
�Understood.�
�Act quickly. Zawahiri must never get into their hands.�
�Don�t fret,� said the voice. �America will have much more to worry about than al-Zawahiri come the next few hours. Trust me.�
�Of that I have no doubt.� Usmani pressed the End Call button. Although he was not al-Qaeda, Saj Usmani was definitely a sympathizer, one of many within the Pakistani Council who had condemned America�s raid against Osama bin Laden. He had demanded that action be taken against the U.S by international congresses, a demand that fell upon deaf ears. America was untouchable.
Slipping the sat-phone into the inner pocket of his suit, Usmani got into a chauffeur-driven vehicle, closed the door, and stewed as the limo pulled away with the Parliament House Building falling behind.
* * *
Shazad stared at the sat-phone in his hand for a long moment after Usmani severed ties. The voice, like his, was masked, even though the chances of the call being intercepted were nil. But prudence reigned.
Pocketing the phone, Shazad went to bunker�s main room and addressed everyone in a manner that was clipped and authoritative.
�The calendar has moved up. It appears that al-Zawahiri is to be transferred to American authorities within twenty-four hours. Therefore, we must be diligent by pressing our needs upon the government.�
He turned to his big man, to Lut, and addressed him directly in a commanding tone. �Gear up a Reaper with two Hellfires and four minis. Now.�
�Yes, sir.�
To Naji: �I want lift-off within twenty minutes. Two targets from the payload of one drone. You know the targets, you know the coordinates.� Then with emphasis: �Two targets, one flight trajectory. Is that clear?�
�Yes.�
Then he murmured to himself, �I think it�s time to make a phone call."
In light of the accelerated timetable, it was time to contact President Carmichael and set his terms � terms that would be underscored by the power he wielded at his fingertips.

CHAPTER TWELVE

Chance Zanetti was labeled a �pretty boy� with raven hair � hair that when he moved a certain way under the light, illuminated natural blue wreaths that danced along the crown of his head. But his most memorable physical feature were his piercing blue eyes. They were highly electric, as if incandescent. When he smiled he did so with ruler-straight teeth. Yet for all his GQ model looks, Chance Zanetti was also a former soldier with sixteen confirmed kills to his name.
Naomi �Nay� Washington was exceedingly beautiful, with an exotic appearance, having a short-styled haircut to frame her pixie-like face. She was African-American with long legs and an hourglass figure. Her skin was the color of deep cocoa. Her eyes shined like newly-minted pennies.
Together, they looked the part of a perfect couple. And they were in fact deeply in love, having fashioned a relationship for more than a year with Chance finally punctuating their courtship with a diamond ring the night before. A wedding date had yet to be set, however.
Although they had been lying awake for a while, they remained in bed with Nay holding her fingers up to appraise the diamond from every angle. This was something she had always wanted, a marquis-style gemstone. She had never been so happy.
�You like?�
Her smile broadened. �I like.�
She leaned over and kissed him. First on the cheek, then on his lips, both working into each other�s embrace, and then into a sexual frenzy until the phone rang.
The answering machine clicked on.
It was Tanner.
�Chance.� No response.
�Chance! Pick up. I know you�re there.�
Chance clicked his tongue, rolled over and grabbed the phone. �What?�
�Is Nay with you?�
He turned to her. Her smile was still there. Her face so beautiful. �No,� he said.
�Liar. I need the both of you to get your clothes on and get down here.�
He sat up. �Why? What�s up?�
�We�re active,� he said. �Highest level.�
Chance didn�t know what to say. The �highest level� meant Tier One, which indicated that the order was coming down from the highest political seat in the land. �You�re kidding?�
�No way.� In a condensed version of the facts, Tanner told him what he knew about the JBAB and the senator�s plane, and how they were connected. When everyone was gathered at headquarters, he would deliver a thorough briefing.
�Twenty minutes,� he told him, then hung up.
Chance turned to Naomi, who had a questioning look. �Get ready,� he told her.
�Are we active?�
He nodded. �At the highest level.�
�Who�s our handler?�
�Tanner wouldn�t say,� he told her. �But it�s obviously top tier.�
She had more questions, to all of which he either had no answers, or answers that were skinny in detail because he didn�t know that much himself.
But in time, they would know everything.
* * *
Dante Alvarez was six sheets to the wind from his binge the night before. He was lying in bed with half his body on the mattress, the other half on the floor. Apparently he failed in his endeavors to unclothe himself with his shirt having been removed from one arm only with most of the fabric wrapped around his neck like a scarf. His pants only made it to his knees.
When the phone rang he pressed his hands to his ears. �Go� away!�
But the phone continued to ring.
�Go��
He heard his voicemail recording play and then a male voice leaving a message. �Dante, it�s Tanner. We�re active. I need you to report now. We have been ordered from the highest level. I'll say it again. We have��
Alvarez reached out and picked up the phone. �Tanner. Situation, huh?� He sounded not quite sober, but not quite drunk, either.
�Have you been drinking?�
Alvarez brought a cupped hand to his mouth and breathed into it as if trying to smell his own alcohol-laden breath. �Nah,� he finally said. �You just woke me up, that�s all.�
�Highest level, Dante. I�ll fill you in when you get here. How soon?�
He looked around his apartment. That must have been some bender, he thought. The place looked like it was hit by a cyclone, and it was immaculate before he hit the bars. He looked over at the mattress, hoping to see a female companion of unknown name. But the bed was empty. Struck out again.
�Steve! How soon before you get here?�
�Give me an hour.�
�You have thirty minutes.�
Tanner disconnected.
* * *
Danielle Sunderland sat at her computer, doing what she'd been doing every day in recent years � trawling databases in an attempt to locate her son. The young boy had been taken by his biological father during the course of a very ugly divorce situation years ago. Since then, she had suffered repeated failures to locate them, their tracks always proving cold. Right now she was testing the veracity of a website that, for a fee, could age-progress a scanned photo of a child. In her eyes he was the handsomest boy that she had ever seen. At age fourteen, if the progression was true, he would have his father�s eyes, nose and ears, and her chin and brow, the combination giving him the features of a strong, young man.
She pined for him as a mother would, longing to embrace her child once again. But even more so, and deep down, she prayed that he would never forget her, always afraid that she had become nothing more than a vague memory to him.
She was taken from her dark thoughts when the phone rang. The caller ID read: TANNER WILSON.
She picked it up. �Hi, Tanner.� Her voice was thick with emotion.
�Danielle, is everything all right?�
�I�m fine. What�s up?�
�We�re active. I need you down here ASAP.�
�Give me twenty minutes.�
�You got it.�
The line went dead.
* * *
After having written a bestselling book about his membership in SEAL Team 6 on the night they killed Osama bin Laden, Liam Reilly was dismissed from the unit on charges of dishonor because no one ever described a team�s undertaking in detail. Especially in a mass-market way that could reach millions of readers. But in the end he had chosen exile, resulting in debasing tags such as �disloyal� and �dishonorable,� terms that wounded him deeply � even now, long after having been released from SEAL Team 6.
Liam was at a martial arts studio practicing his moves against three opponents. Moving to his left and setting his feet, he waited for his challengers to attack as they fanned out.
They circled around him, cautiously, and eventually formed a triangle, the men positioning themselves from all angles.
Then they attacked.
Liam kicked a leg out behind him, striking the first man in the solar plexus and sending him to the floor with his hand to his chest. He then went after the man in front of him, striking him repeatedly in the chest with continuous hammer blows that moved with the blinding speed of pistons � left, right, left, right, left, right � until the man went down. With fluid motion he turned to his last opponent and, as the man struck out at him, Liam grabbed the man�s hand, torqued it and raised it high, then kicked his feet out from under him. The fighter landed hard on the mat as Liam continued through with feigned blows to the man�s face.
And just like that it was over. He had taken out three men in less than thirty seconds.
�Liam!� The office manager stuck his head out into the studio, holding up a phone. �You got a call.�
Liam helped the men to their feet, patted them on the back, and went to the office where the phone was lying on top of the desk. �This is Liam.�
�Hey.�
Liam recognized the voice as Tanner�s. �What�s up?�
The OUTCAST leader spoke in terse, all-business bursts. �We�re active. The team�s assembling. I need you here now. No questions on this line. I�ll brief you when you get here. But I will say this: It�s top priority coming from the highest level.�
�I�ll be there in twenty.�
�See you then.�
Liam hung up the phone and left the facility still in his martial arts attire.
* * *
Stephen Shah had almost finished tying a fishing fly to a line with a complex knot he'd been trying to master when he got the call. He was wearing a pocket vest, a boonie cap with fly-fishing lures attached, and hip waders.
Trying to keep his knot from coming unraveled with one hand while he flipped open the phone with the other, he said, �Yeah.�
�Steve?�
�Speaking.� He grimaced as he felt the knot loosening under the control of only one hand. He held the phone away from his ear long enough to switch it to speaker mode and then lay it on the table, freeing both hands to work on the lure.
�It�s Tanner.�
�Hey, man, what�s up?� He patiently threaded his line.
�Listen. I need your presence here right away. We�re active. And so that you know, this is top-level.�
�How top?�
�The highest priority.�
�On my way.�
Stephen dropped his lure, the incomplete knot coming undone. Still dressed in his fishing gear, he got into his SUV and drove rapidly to The Facility.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

OUTCAST Facility,
Bethesda, Maryland.
Within thirty minutes everyone had met up at The Facility. A nondescript building of gray cinderblock walls, there were no posted signs or outward indications of any kind as to the structure's purpose. The only hint that it was even occupied were the few cars sitting in its parking lot.
Inside was a different matter altogether. The carpets were lush and immaculate. The furniture and electronics were all top-of-the-line. Even the palms and rubber trees were alive and thriving.
In the meeting room, which was the largest space inside The Facility, the Outcast operators were seated in chairs made of the finest leather.
Nay and Chance looked clean and beautiful, always trying to look their best for the sake of each other, Tanner supposed. Liam was dressed in his martial arts uniform � no real surprise there� his black belt in contrast with the white of his attire. And Danielle, who always dressed in colors and hues that were intensely bright and nuclear, like some kind of post-modern hippy, stared through Lennon-like glasses that gave her eyes a slightly magnified look to them. Most bizarre in appearance was Dante Alvarez, who sported a five-o�clock shadow early in the day and looked very raw. Apparently he was unaware of the fact that he had his polo shirt on backwards, the V-neck revealing his hairy back. For a moment Tanner thought that he was standing on the set of Let�s Make a Deal, especially after laying eyes on Stephen Shah, who looked ready to step into a mountain stream.
But in the end it came down to one thing: he measured all these people by the content of their character. And as far as he was concerned, these individuals, no matter their outward appearance, were the absolute best at what they did.
There were none better.
For the next forty-five minutes, Tanner went into detail about the raid on the JBAB, the number of drones taken, and the subsequent loss of life, including those on the senator�s plane. He also spoke of the key players, Aasif Shazad and Naji Mihran, who were American born and had served in elite U.S. military units. Everyone else on their team still remained unknown.
�We�re going after our own people?� asked Chance. �These guys are Americans?�
�Yes and no,� said Tanner. �They were born in the United States. But their religious culture is deeply rooted in Islam. You see where I�m going with this?�
He went on to review their objectives and then to assign each of his operators to specific tasks. As usual, Danielle would remain at The Facility and helm the computer and radio stations. She would handle data acquisition and analysis, field communications, and the interception of third party transmissions via hacking, wire-tapping or radio frequency scanning, including for cellular calls and internal law enforcement broadcasts. All information into and out of OUTCAST would begin and end with her. The remaining specialists would serve in the field as soldiers, their skills imperative for enemy engagement. Tanner would lead these troops.
�But we don�t even know where to begin,� said Nay after hearing Tanner's skeletal plan. �We need a real start-point. We need something. Anything.�
Tanner agreed. He wished he could give his team more direction. All he could give at the moment were assumptions based on the travel capabilities of the drones. But that was something. "Let's review what we know," he began.
The Reaper drones could fly a distance of nearly 500 miles one way, or half that for a round trip, which kept them within striking distance of the D.C. area. And since drones required a launch point that was most likely far from populated centers to avoid detection, Tanner believed Shazad to be west of D.C., somewhere within the wooded corridor between the northwest and southwest. The downing of the senator�s plane supported this notion when it was air-intercepted nearly two hundred miles west of D.C. According to the map hanging against the wall, locations west were forested areas far from the congested cities along the seaboard, but not so distant that certain positions could not be targeted. But the corridor was long, the landscape heavily forested.
It made perfect sense.
Tanner would contact Director John Casey to approve satellite codes for real-time surveillance of the corridor in question. They would direct the attention of their eyes in the sky to areas most likely to be used as a garrison for covert operations � such as old warehouses or depositories, wasted buildings and factories, locations that had been forgotten over time.
Still, they needed something more.
They needed one of two things: either communication from Shazad, or another drone strike so that they could make an attempt to triangulate Shazad�s position.
They would get both.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Raven Rock
�Mr. President?� The aide's voice sounded hollow and tinny coming from the room�s intercom.
�Yes?�
�Permission to dispatch a live audio/video transmission to Raven Rock from the White House, Sir. Its point of origin is unknown. But the requestor � we think it's Shazad � is demanding a conversation with you regarding the 'state of the nation'.�
�How do we know it's Shazad?�
�When asked to identify himself, he said: 'five Reapers and twelve remoras'.�
President Carmichael examined the faces of his team sitting at the table, each registering their certainty that this was Shazad, who was specifying the objects taken from the JBAB to confirm his identity, since the exact inventory of stolen hardware was only known to those at Raven Rock. �Patch it through.�
On the far wall was a series of high-definition flat-screens that were pieced together to create a single massive screen. The picture quality was phenomenally clear, almost three-dimensional. When the mote of light in the center screen expanded to a full picture, everyone was looking at a head-and-shoulders image of a man wearing a ski mask with red piping around the eyes and mouth.
�Good day, Mr. President.�
Carmichael tried his best to take control of the situation. �You can knock off the masquerade, Shazad. We already know who you are.�
The person on screen sat still for a long moment before raising his hand, grabbing the top of the mask and then pulling it free, the action leaving his hair in wild tangles, which he summarily smoothed over with quick sweeps of his hand.
�If you know who I am, Mr. President, then you know what I�m capable of, am I right?�
�I know you�re capable of killing helpless civilians who had no chance to protect themselves.�
�Casualties of war."
�You think this is a war, Shazad? Really? This is nothing more than the act of a cowardly madman." The president fell back into his seat.
�Perhaps in your eyes, Mr. President. And in the eyes of those sitting around you. But I can guarantee you this.� He leaned into the camera, his stern face and unwavering gaze occupying more of the screen.
�Each army standing at opposite ends of the battlefield always believes their cause to be the just one. For the longest time I walked the middle of the field, weighing the merits of each side. In the end I made my choice.�
The president raised his voice a notch, a signal that he was beginning to lose composure. �You made the wrong choice, Shazad. Don't make it any worse than it already is. Turn yourself in. You�re American-born. You served at a high level as a lieutenant commander. Don't you have any sense of gratitude whatsoever for what this country has given you?�
�The stripes don�t make the man, Mr. President, only the content of his character. When nine-eleven struck, my people became vilified for the actions of a few. From that day forward I no longer saw myself as a man with the same freedoms I once cherished. As a result I no longer felt duty-bound to preserve them. And for every year thereafter while I served as an officer, I felt a sense of hypocrisy by targeting those I shared a moral and ethical kinship with. So I left � a move I will never regret.�
�You�re an American, damn it!�
�A station in life I renounced on the day I deserted my post as lieutenant commander.�
The president began to feel a heated boil from within, a strong stewing of emotions that culminated with: �We will find you.�
�No doubt. But in the end, Mr. President, the United States will be laid to ruin � physically and psychologically. You will be the one who allowed it happen, and history will record it as such.�
�What do you want, Shazad? You know that we don�t negotiate with terrorists.�
�Mr. President�� Shazad remained exceedingly calm. �Don�t play me for a fool. I know that you're trying to keep me on the line as long as possible so that your computer forensics team can trace my IP addresses, but they�ll only exhaust themselves in trying to do so since I planned for every contingency. So I'm not afraid to keep our line of communication open. But if you refuse to negotiate��
Suddenly a new image came into play on the screen. It was video of a Reaper drone with its turboprop engine idling. Twin Hellfire missiles were visible hanging from its belly. On its back were two remoras as additional payload.
�This is why I wanted the live stream, Mr. President. I want you to see that I have a Reaper on deck. Depending on your willingness to negotiate, this drone will either stay where it is� or it�ll be launched to its new set of coordinates. The call is yours.�
The picture then shifted back to Shazad.
President Carmichael looked over at the faces of his team, perhaps expecting the lettering of an immediate answer to be written on their countenances. �We need time, Shazad.�
Shazad made a sad face and shook his head. �You knew that I would contact you, Mr. President. Stalling changes nothing.�
�You still haven�t told me what it is that we�re allegedly negotiating.�
�For the record, I�ll say this: We both know that the United States was instrumental in the capture of al-Zawahiri. And we know that he�s now in the custody of Pakistani authorities who are getting ready to hand him over to you within the next twenty-four hours. So here is what we are negotiating: If that man is not released, then the drone you just saw, Mr. President, will launch. Please keep in mind its stealth capabilities and the expansiveness of open sky. I know you do not have enough planes to cover the entire airspace. That drone is a ghost, Mr. President, ready to haunt the American people.�
The image of the activated drone resurfaced on the screen. �Make your call.�
Beads of sweat were clearly visible on President Carmichael�s brow. �Our policy is that we do not yield to the threats of terrorists. However, as Commander-in-Chief I concede that concessions may need to be made in this particular case. But you have to give us time to come to an agreement, Shazad.�
�I have to?� His tone had an edge to it now. �Choose your words carefully, Mr. President. Concede immediately, and I mean right now, or the launch takes place.�
The image of the drone remained on screen, the aerial destroyer ready for lift-off.
President Carmichael looked at the monitor, then to the faces of his team, then back to the monitor. Normally he would discuss matters with his people by tendering possible solutions and brainstorming the best possible courses of action to take. But Shazad was disallowing him this opportunity.
�Shazad, I need to discuss this with my team.�
�And I�m telling you, Mr. President, there is not time for discussions, debates or further negotiations. It is as I laid it out. Release al-Zawahiri or the drone lifts. I want to hear the call go through live. If there is any deception, then the catastrophe will be of your own creation due to poor decision making on your part. I won�t be patient much longer. Decide, Mr. President, or I�ll decide for you. You now have ten seconds.�
�Where is your loyalty?� the president cried in desperation.
�My loyalty to my religion runs much deeper than to either of the two governments who pretend to like each other, the United States and Pakistan. Now make your choice.�
The president looked to his team. Even Simon was caught off guard, the man shrugging in a way that suggested he didn�t know what to propose with so little time. The circumstances favored Shazad greatly.
�You now have five seconds.�
�We need more time!�
�Two seconds.�
�Shazad, all I ask��
�Time�s up.�
The screen showed the drone revving, its engines in lift-off mode. It began to race along the makeshift airstrip until it was out of the camera�s view.
Suddenly the image reverted back to Shazad, his features set with a stone cold intensity. �What happens next, Mr. President, falls on your conscience.�
The picture winked off.
�Shazad!.. SHAZAD!�
�He�s offline, Mr. President.�
Carmichael slammed his fisted hand to the tabletop in frustration. Then in a more reserved tone: �Get every plane and drone we have to circle the D.C. area now. I want that Reaper knocked out of the sky immediately. If this son of a bitch wants to play games, then I�ll play.�
"Yes, Mr. President."
He addressed his team again. �Trace the relay points of his live stream,� he said. �I want to know where that transmission was coming from.�
�We�re working on it, Mr. President,� said Rimaldi.
�Work harder, people! We have a hostile weapon in the air with an unknown target!�
�Mr. President�� This from Attorney General Stephen Cayne. �We have drones in lift-off mode. They�ll be airborne in moments.�
Carmichael nodded, but his thoughts were dominated by a single question: How do you track something that can�t be seen until it�s too late?
Closing his eyes and trying his best to let the tension flow and ease, he knew the clock was ticking and that his citizens' lives were in great jeopardy. All he could do now was to wait and hope and pray that the drone would be taken out before the death toll could rise again.
But President Carmichael was never very good at waiting.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The Bunker
The drone headed down the covered runway and lifted off when it reached the tunnel�s end, rising and banking towards Washington D.C.
Its stealth programming was fully operational, making it impossible to detect on radar as it made its way to a designated location with two remoras upon its back. It glided above the terrain, dipping and rising over the contours of the treetops as it headed for its next target site.
At a maximum cruising speed of 135 miles per hour, the Reaper was closing in to a strike time of less than two hours.
From the control panel, Naji directed his weapon with surgical precision, watching for aerial resistance that was sure to come from the Presidential sky brigade. Not only was this particular Reaper designed to go unseen, it was also physically elusive, the machine capable of a much smaller turning radius that its predecessor the MQ-9, which gave it the ability to cut and turn in open space as quickly as a blink of an eye, making it impossible for opposing missiles to lock on.
If the Reaper was agile, then the remoras were downright acrobatic, capable of 90-degree angle turns and split-second flip-flops. The attempt to knock one out of the sky would be like trying to hit a fly with a pea-shooter from fifty feet away.
For all practical purposes, it was impossible.
But Shazad was not a man to take things for granted, nor was he a man of complacency. He always stated that the word �impossible� didn�t mean that a mission could not be completed. It simply measured the degree of the mission�s difficulty. And if that was the case, then the U.S. military always possessed the potential to knock the drone and the remoras out of the sky, should they be sighted.
Anything was possible. By the very position in which he found himself, he of all people knew that.
�How long?� asked Shazad, looking over Naji�s shoulder.
But Naji never turned to acknowledge him as he maintained his focus on the monitor. �Within the hour,� he told him.
�Any hostile forces?�
�Not yet, sir. No. We�re remaining low and invisible.�
Shazad nodded, all the while thinking of how stupid President Carmichael was.
This was something he could have stopped.
* * *
�Any detection?� asked President Carmichael.
�Nothing yet, Sir,� stated Rimaldi.
The president began to rake his fingers nervously through his hair, wondering if he should have taken the unprecedented but seemingly life-sparing route of negotiating with a terrorist faction. But in the end he didn�t want to be known as the first president to buckle either, since such stigmas carry on through a lifetime and even beyond into the history books. Plus, he thought, who's to say he wouldn't have released Zawahiri only to see Shazad use the drones against his homeland anyway? Imagine how that would make him look. He felt his stomach churn at the thought and forced himself back to the moment at hand.
�Nothing from the overheads? There�re no satellite imagery, drone spying or flight visuals of any kind?�
Attorney General Cayne shook his head. �So far, Mr. President, if that Reaper is up there, which we believe it is, it�s imperceptible.�
Carmichael's eyes were rimmed with red. �The optimal thing to do here, people, is to blanket the airspace above Washington. I want planes circling at every possible level.�
�D.C. may not even be the target,� pointed out Simon Davis, his Chief Presidential Advisor. Like everyone else at the table, he appeared lost and powerless, a state that neither he nor anyone else in his midst was used to.
�That�s not the point, Simon. The point is to provide protection to this country�s most important venues. Also, if that drone is heading towards Washington, then we�ll see how good our defenses stack up against it.�
He consulted his watch. It had been almost an hour since they had seen the video feed of the predator taking off from an undisclosed location. Assuming that Shazad had the machine travelling at its maximum speed, it had traveled 135 miles by now.
President Carmichael closed his eyes. He had lost control over the situation.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

O.U.T.C.A.S.T Facility
Over the past hour the team had geared up by dressing as a battle-ready unit. They wore black jumpsuits with sewn-in composite shin and forearm guards. For further protection of vital areas, they wore Dragon-Skin armor to cover their chests. Tanner�s team was enthused to serve.
On the main monitor that occupied the center wall, FBI Director John Casey was speaking in earnest to the team.
�A Reaper was launched an hour ago from an unknown location,� he told them. �We don�t know its intended target. But we do know that its payload contains two Hellfires and two remoras.�
�No visuals?� asked Tanner.
�We have nothing, I'm afraid."
�John,� Tanner said, pointing to Sunderland, �you know Danielle and you're familiar with her capabilities. If there�s anything out there, she'll find it.�
�Not this time, Tanner. We�re talking about an MQ-10, something that gets lost on the grid by design.�
�Everything has an Achilles heel,� Tanner told him. �Everything.�
�The weakness of Achilles' heel was discovered by accident when an errant arrow from Paris� bow found its mark by sheer luck. And at least that shooter could see his target. Christ, Tanner, we can�t even find this damn thing so that we can take a shot at it.�
There was a pause before John Casey switched to another topic. �Danielle, have you received all the requested information?�
�I did, Director, thank you.� She then informed him that she had all necessary codes and tools to tap the feeds from certain satellites and to extract visual data from them. In essence, she now had a measure of control over the eyes in the sky.
�You think you can find this thing?� Casey asked her. �You think you can find Shazad?�
She nodded with confidence. �If it�s out there, Director, and with the tools that I now have, I should be able to find it.�
�That drone�s been in the air for some time now. Unless we locate it soon, something terrible is going to happen.�
�I understand that,� she told him.
�I know you�ll do your best,� he said to her. And then to the others: �I know you�ll all do your best. I know Tanner is very selective in his choices when it comes down to his operatives. He chooses the best of the best of the best. So Godspeed.�
Tanner placed a hand on Danielle�s shoulder. �Like she said, John, if it�s out there, she�ll find it.�
�I hope so,� Casey returned. But in his mind he knew it would take time.
And time was something they did not have.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The Reaper drone was a few miles west of Washington D.C., the vehicle moving in a straight line at maximum speed.
From approximately 500 feet above, the pilot of an F4 Phantom jet spotted the drone and dove to intercept, taking a forty-five degree angle and closing fast.
�Dog Fighter One to Base Command, I have a visual on the hostile unit. I repeat, I have a visual on the hostile unit. Dog Fighters Two and Three, come in.�
�Dog Fighter Two is engaging, Dog Fighter One.�
�Copy that� Dog Fighter Three?�
�Dog Fighter Three also copies. Engaging weapon.�
�Copy.�
The three warplanes took a steep trajectory to intercept the drone.
But then the Reaper took on a life of its own. It quickly went into maneuvers by making sharp turns and dips, the vehicle rolling and cutting through space at acute angles by going vertical, then horizontal, trying to shake off its tail. And then it looped so that it fell behind the jets.
�You see that?� said Dog Fighter One.
�This thing is wild,� said Two. �Wild� was a designated term that listed the target as an object with a high degree of maneuverability, making it extremely difficult to acquire.
�It�s behind me,� said Three.
�Copy that,� responded One. �I�ll come in from behind.�
The Phantom quickly arced into a perfect loop, trying to approach from the rear. But the drone countered by dipping and turning south. By the time the jet completed its maneuver, the drone was coming back around to intercept One as the Phantom leveled off.
From the drone's back a remora took flight, the mini-drone adopting an inconsistent trajectory with a series of cuts going up, then down, then from left to right � taking on a shaky pattern before it zeroed in on the Phantom. Its speed was alarming as it drew a bead and steadied with the progress of the jet, drawing closer.
�Dog Fighter One to Base Command!�
�Base Command.�
�I have a unit on my tail. I repeat, I have a unit��
It was the last thing the pilot said as the remora struck the F4, the impact causing the detonation pins to set off the Semtex.
From the elevation of 5,000 feet, burning debris began to rain down on areas a few miles west of Washington D.C.
The pilot never had a chance.
* * *
Everyone inside the Raven Rock facility gasped.
From a bird�s-eye view through the lens of the jet also known as Dog Fighter Two, they watched the MUAV take out the Phantom. On screen its movements appeared anti-gravitational as if defying the known laws of physics with its quick and sharp directional changes.
President Carmichael could only watch as his heart seemed to crawl up into his throat. �How far is the drone from Pennsylvania Avenue?� he asked.
Rimaldi checked a monitor on the opposite wall that depicted an animated display of the fighter jets in flight. The planes had already crossed the red circle indicating the "danger zone" surrounding Washington D.C. She looked directly at President Carmichael. And though she often carried herself as a woman with a narrow range of emotions, she appeared quite agitated.
�Two miles,� she told him. �It�s two miles away.�
OUTCAST Facility.
The members of OUTCAST had witnessed the same visuals as those at Raven Rock, without editing or censoring of any kind. They had seen everything live and uncut, and they could hear everything between the pilot and Base Command.
From the back of the room somebody whispered, �What the Hell.�
Tanner thought it might have been Liam, but he didn�t turn to verify that.
More live images continued to play out � a Phantom trailing the Predator.
The drone continuously lifted and dipped and veered to the left and to the right, the fighter planes having a hard time matching its movements.
�Dog Fighter Two to Base Command. We cannot lock on! I repeat, we cannot lock on!�
�Base to Dog Fighters Two and Three. You must take out the hostile. You must take out the hostile.�
�That�s negative Base. The target's too wild. Do you copy?�
Base did not respond.
�I said Base, do you copy?�
�Base to Dog Fighters, the weapon is within one mile of Ground Zero. I repeat, the weapon is within one mile of Ground Zero. Use necessary protocol to defend the King�s Throne.�
�Copy, Base.�
But it was too late.
The drone had already achieved its means.
* * *
The Reaper flew over D.C., a plethora of monuments and iconic buildings within its sight. It weaved erratically as if deciding which of these landmarks to assault.
A decision was made�
�and then not one, but two Hellfire missiles launched from the Reaper's underbelly, the projectiles leaving misty contrails in their wakes as they made straight-line paths to the dome of the Capitol Building.
There was no way to stop the missiles. No way to intercept them.
The Hellfires plowed into the Capitol�s dome, collapsing it into a maelstrom of fiery plumes and mushroom clouds that rumbled skyward.
The world famous structure, standing for more than 220 years, was suddenly gone.
* * *
President Carmichael was visibly traumatized at what he saw. The Capitol was in ruins as columns and pillars toppled with half the structure completely demolished by the missile strikes. Casualties had to be high.
Everyone remained as still as Grecian statues while they absorbed the surreal horror of the moment. Although their eyes were glued to the monitor, their minds were unable to register the sheer magnitude of the situation � the Capitol Building transformed into a raging conflagration, a fallen monument of utter destruction.
Then suddenly, and very softly, someone at the table murmured, �My God.�
It was all President Carmichael needed to spur him to action.
�Declare martial law,� he began. �I want Washington locked down immediately for the safety of the populace. I want the National Guard called to maintain order. And I need a large congregation of fighter planes to strictly police the sky over the capital as failsafe protection. If there is anything up there that shouldn�t be, knock it down. That includes media helicopters.�
�You know the media will be all over this, Mr. President," Rimaldi stated. �The press will be running hard.�
�Get our liaisons online with all local media now. Tell them to keep their choppers grounded. If they go up, then we�ll pick them off. We cannot afford to take time to figure out who�s a hostile and who is not.�
�Yes, sir.�
Carmichael stared at the screen and watched the black plumes of smoke rising from what used to be the Capitol�s rotunda. Then in a weary tone of defeat, he said, �Get word to the media that I�ll be addressing the nation shortly via satellite.�
His Chief Advisor took the reins regarding the press. �Yes, Sir. And, Mr. President?�
Carmichael looked at him with a face that was beginning to hang with the look of a defeated man. �Yeah.�
Simon Davis pointed to the LCD. �Let�s not forget that the drone is still up there.�
* * *
The Reaper rolled, dipped and cut through the air with ease, making it impossible for the two trailing jets to initiate target acquisition as the drone banked heavily to the northeast.
�Dog Fighter Two to Base Command.�
�Go.�
�The unit has changed its course to vector Nora Edward, and seems to be maintaining its course.�
�Stand by, Dog Fighter Two.�
�Copy that.�
* * *
Everyone at Raven Rock scrambled to decipher the drone�s route. What was its next target? Did it have a next target? They hoped not, but had to proceed as if there would be more strikes.
Assessments were made rapidly with the aid of computer modeling, the trajectory and flight characteristics of the drone leading to a single position of prominence.
A consensus arose that it was heading for the Naval Observatory � the residence of the vice president.
* * *
�Are you seeing this, Tanner?� Director Casey�s voice sounded hollow and tinny over the speakers.
�Yeah. My entire team is seeing this."
�This is what OUTCAST will be up against.�
In silence, everyone watched the drone make its way northeast through the fisheye lens of a fighter jet camera.
The Naval Observatory
Vice President Connor Madison was sitting in his office watching the news as the Capitol building burned. Like everyone else, he was sickened.
A couple of hard raps pounded on his door. Without waiting for a response, three members of the Secret Service let themselves in, all with faces that appeared plastically similar.
�Mr. Vice President,� said the lead agent, �we need to move.�
�Why? It's not safe to travel now.� He pointed to his massive wall mounted LCD TV, where the Capitol Building smoldered in ruin.
�We just got word that the drone is heading toward the Naval Observatory.�
You�re kidding? He was too stunned to verbalize a response.
�We need to leave now, Mr. Vice President. Please.�
Connor Madison didn�t hesitate. He quickly made his way to the nearest exit under the protective escort of the Secret Service.
* * *
The Reaper was zeroing in on its next target, moving and weaving in unsteady patterns and refusing to allow the trailing Phantoms to get a positional fix. It wasn�t that the drone was fast. It wasn�t, as far as jet fighters go. But it was almost lyrically erratic.
�Dog Fighter Two to Base.�
�Go ahead, Dog Fighter Two.�
�We can't get a lock. I repeat, we cannot acquire the target. Requesting that we engage the unit manually.�
�That�s affirmative, Dog Fighter Two. You�re already within striking distance of the assumed target. Disengage from computer feed.�
�Copy.�
The F4s pressed forward to get ahead of the drone, arced around, and came at it head on.
The drone�s wings wavered as if seesawing, and then it looped and rolled in space, making it difficult for the jets to intercept.
Just as the drone was curling into a vertical rise, Dog Fighter Two released a missile from its undercarriage, the rocket spiraling a moment before fixing itself into a straight line. The missile rounded with the drone�s rise, tracking the Reaper's heat signature. But the drone maneuvered to its left in a near-right angle, the quick motion causing the missile to miss by a wide margin, and continued on.
�Dog Fighter Two to Base. That�s a negative strike on the first volley. I repeat, we have a miss.�
�Copy, Dog Fighter Two. ETA to assumed target is less than one minute.�
* * *
The Reaper began to slope downward at a slight angle as it made its way toward the Naval Observatory.
�Dog Fighter Two to Base Command. The assumed target is now in sight. I repeat, the assumed target is now in sight.�
The Queen Anne-style home of the vice president was located on the northeast grounds of the U.S. Naval Observatory in Washington, D.C. With rounded turrets and broad verandas that wrapped around the ground floor, it was easy to spot.
�Dog Fighter Two to Base Command. Further engagement may cause high-profile collateral damage. Do you copy?�
�Dog Fighter Two, the vice president is being secured. But he is not out of the red zone. I repeat, he is not out of the red zone. You are to engage the subject vehicle and terminate immediately.�
�Copy that, Base Command.�
Dog Fighters Two and Three zeroed in as the stretch between them and the MQ-10 closed quickly. Both Phantom pilots reported spotty acquisition of their target � the best they'd been able to obtain so far. Missiles from both fighters were released; they homed in on the drone�s tail.
A remora on the Reaper's back was ejected. It hovered a brief moment as if to gets its bearings while its carrier drone left it behind, then propelled itself in a highly unpredictable surging pattern reminiscent of a series of screwball pitches toward the vice president�s house.
Just as the Reaper banked for escape, one of the Phantom's AMRAAM missiles struck it, decimating it completely, while its other Hellfire continued on to strike, exploding against Observatory grounds and leaving a crater almost nine feet deep, but missing anything critical.
Fiery debris continued to rain down in slow motion like some sort of wartime confetti, while the MUAV pursued its jittery course toward the home of America's second-in-command.
The jet pilots reconfigured their positions and drew up behind the mini-drone. But the autonomous unit moved in sharp angles that were much greater than those of its mother drone, darting and moving about like an insect.
When the pilots realized that the drone was too close to the residence to have any positive outcome from a second volley, they banked away.
�Dog Fighter Two to Base Command.�
�Go, Two.�
�A strike at this point would come with high collateral damage. Requesting permission to abort. Do you copy?�
There was a long pause while no doubt the pilot's assessment was being verified. Then: �We copy. Abort strike.�
The Naval Observatory
The vice president was being whisked away as fast as the Secret Service could usher him. As they ran across the wraparound porch, an explosion detonated somewhere in the distance. It was a muffled boom as a single column of smoke rose northwest of the residence � a near miss from an errant AMRAMM missile off a Phantom.
The second missile wasn�t a missile at all, at least not in the conventional sense. The MUAV spiraled at them with its engine giving off a waspy buzz. An agent forced the vice president to duck by placing a hand on the crown of his head and pressing him into a crouched running position.
The other two agents, while still on the move, formed a human shield as best as possible.
But on the moment of impact when the MUAV's assembly pins were retracted by the collision, five pounds of Semtex suddenly released its stored energy.
Glass windows and mullions exploded outward, the shards killing one agent instantly as the power of the blast lifted everybody off their feet. Wood and decorative eaves disintegrated. The columns supporting the porch and its overhang shattered; the styled turrets toppled. A smoky fire started in the middle of the backyard lawn, threatening to cutoff their escape route.
Vice President Madison landed belly down on the grass. He turned over onto his back and noted the devastation. The residence had been broken down to its foundation as stacks of splintered wood burned, the heat so intense he could feel the flames against his soot-covered face.
An agent lay dead beside him. Though he could not see the man�s wounds, he did take note that his protector's shirt and coat were laden with blood, and that his eyes stared skyward at nothing in particular.
The third agent, however, was fine. His clothes were smeared with grime and his pants were torn at the knee. But there was nary a scratch on him.
�Are you all right, Mr. Vice President?� He quickly aided Madison to a seated position.
The vice president raised his hands and examined them. �I�m fine,� he finally said. And then he looked at the streamers of smoke rising from the ruins. In broad daylight, he said to himself. They came at me in broad daylight and we couldn�t stop them.
The residence continued to burn.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Raven Rock
President Carmichael was emotionally imploding within himself as his stomach knotted into a slick fist. A single drone had taken out two prominent targets � the Capitol Building and the vice-presidential residence at the Naval Observatory � and this even with the airspace being canvassed by scores of their best fighter jet units.
�The vice president is fine, sir,� Said the chief advisor. �He�s completely secure.�
Carmichael nodded, seeing a spark of light in what could be considered to be one of America�s darkest moments.
Yet the mood inside the chamber was grim, the outlook even uglier. Soon global stocks would also tumble, and the American markets would remain closed for even longer, a devastating drop in net worth still fresh on Wall Street's mind.
And in President Carmichael�s mind, he knew that Aasif Shazad was far from done.
The Bunker
Everyone had watched Naji's drone feed while he navigated the Reapers to victory.
On a television, they now watched the spoils of his efforts as the Capitol smoldered and the vice president's house lay in ruins.
Shazad was pleased beyond words, his associates equally so.
But when his demeanor took on the guise of a man who appeared outwardly dissatisfied, smiles withered. Although they had won the battle, the war was still a long road to walk. It was okay to feel a sense of pride at the current victory in hand. But do not allow this feeling to draw you into such an elitist attitude that you become overconfident. Sooner or later, this sleeping giant will fight back. And when it does, the fury behind its desire for revenge will be brutal.
Shazad walked to the front of the podium and stood before his team, but it was Lut that he addressed.
�I need to be patched through to the president in thirty minutes. I would like to see the face of the most powerful man in the world in his moment of defeat at our hands. But first, let him wallow in self-loathing.�
Lut nodded. �Yes, sir.�
Inwardly, Shazad felt confident, but not overly so. Overconfidence, he knew, could bring a man down to his knees as quickly as a bullet to the head, should he underestimate his enemy. It was something he learned as an American soldier.
OUTCAST Facility
They had seen everything through live feeds � the crumbling of the Capitol�s dome and the subsequent destruction of the vice president�s home � through the eyes of a Phantom�s lens.
Everyone within the room felt completely gutted.
�You getting this?� said Casey.
�Yeah. We�re seeing it,� Tanner responded somberly.
�We were able to knock the drone from the sky. But as you can see, it was too late.�
�And the vice president?�
�He�s fine. But I can�t say the same about the country. Even before the Press Secretary went live, the media was whipping the people into a frenzy.�
�John,� Tanner said, eyeing the faxed documents received from Raven Rock and the Washington field office � a skinny pile, but more than enough to work from��we have everything we need. Thank you for your support. We'll take it from here.�
�Tanner.�
�Yeah.�
�On the monitors. What we all see� I would hate to think that this is just the beginning.�
Tanner looked at the wall screens. America was burning.
�Tanner, we�re dying by the inches,� he said. �By the ever� loving� inches.�
Tanner looked at the papers, now spread over the table. �My team�s ready to work, John. We�ll find them.�
�I hope so.�
�We�ll stay in touch. Have hope� Out.�
Tanner cut the speaker connection with Casey and called his team to the table with the exception of Danielle, whom he wanted to stay at the console. The entire team was there with Liam, Nay and Dante standing on one side of the table, and Chance and Stephen standing next to Tanner on the other.
The OUTCAST founder then arranged the documents in chronological order alongside a map.
�I looked over these documents sent to me by John,� he led off. �What we have so far is that the trucks involved in the JBAB breach were found abandoned fifteen miles north of the base.�
He pointed to a spot on the map and marked it with a red pencil. �Right about here.�
He turned to his computer expert. �Danielle, enter these coordinates as I spell them out to you.�
After she typed in the set of digits, a glowing red dot marking the given location appeared on an electronic board on the far wall. The board itself was a map of Washington D.C. and its neighboring states.
Tanner went on, grabbing a second document.
�The senator�s plane was taken approximately 180 miles west of Washington. But the airliner was making its trajectory from a southwesterly position.� Tanner provided Danielle with more coordinates, and a second glowing dot appeared on the screen, the point of the plane�s impact.
It became clear to everyone that Tanner was triangulating, which is a method of determining the location of a certain point by measuring angles from other known points. The point can then be fixed as the third point of a triangle with one known side and two known angles. Measurements were prone to surveying errors since the baseline remains relatively unknown, but can provide a practical vicinity.
The final set of documents were flight logs from the Dog Fighters who caught their first visual of the drone and its course from the northwest. �The shortest, and presumably the fastest, distance between two points��
�Is a straight line,� Liam finished. The big man leaned over the table and traced a finger over the map, then tapped the point of the pilots� first observation. �Right here,� he said.
Tanner nodded. �That�s correct. So now�� He cut himself off to study the electronic board. �So now, Danielle, if you will.� He gave her the next set of coordinates. A third and final dot appeared.
The red markers on the board pulsated like the beats of a heart, even and steady. Tanner nodded at Danielle to hit the �ENTER� button.
The entire board came alive as geometric lines appeared and disappeared. The brainwork behind its triangulations depicted a fifty-square-mile area northwest of D.C. Still a large area to canvas.
Chance pointed at the results. �This only works if Shazad hasn�t tossed in a red herring.�
Tanner looked at him. �Red herring?�
Chance nodded. �What if Shazad knew that we�d be looking west through triangulation? What if he attempted to throw us off by launching a missile from the east to go west, then circle back to the east? You have to remember that a Reaper drone can circle for as long as fourteen hours.�
�True,� said Tanner. �But Shazad is careful, as well. He wouldn�t want to keep a drone in the air longer than necessary when the skies are full of fighter jets. I believe his inclination as a leader is to strike and strike quickly. Exposing a drone so far from its intended target simply heightens the probability that the jets will knock it out of the sky. It�s too risky, especially given that Shazad has a limited arsenal. Plus there�s another factor to consider.�
Nay turned to him. �And what�s that?�
�We�ve all been leaning toward the idea that the targets are strictly based in Washington,� said Tanner. �But we�re overlooking one other possibility which would make this location�� He pointed at the circle on the board. ��ideal.�
He walked over to the console and tapped in a new set of coordinates. A map of Manhattan appeared.
�Manhattan from Washington, D.C. is only 232 miles. From the outer circle here it�s only 215 miles away, which puts Manhattan squarely in the crosshairs since these missiles have a maximum range of 480 miles. There lies your red herring, Chance. So far they�re striking targets in the District of Columbia, which in turn is causing a knee-jerk reaction from the president to have all jets police the provincial areas around the White House.�
�It�s a distraction,� Liam offered.
�That�s right." Tanner returned to the table. �We�ve been so focused on the moment that we haven�t been looking beyond the box. Think about it.�
Tanner raised his hand and started ticking off his thoughts by first raising his forefinger. �One, we�ve placed most of our resources in D.C., which minimizes security in the northeast, especially Manhattan.
He added his middle finger to the first. "Two: Manhattan is a viable target that holds several points of key interests, one being Wall Street.
His ring finger went up. "Three: the Reaper's flight time from the triangulated position to New York City is about ninety minutes. Given its capabilities of stealth and elusiveness �� He let his words hang as he lowered his hand. He had made his points.
Dante and Chance studied the map. It made sense. If the launch site was south or westerly from their position, it would minimalize Shazad�s number of high profile targets. However, if it was in the northwest as the triangulation suggested, then they were seated perfectly to hit a variety of high-value venues along the eastern seaboard.
�They want us to stay in Washington,� Tanner stated firmly. �They have three drones left. My guess is that they�ll continue to target another site in D.C. to keep the government busy. But in the end, when there are two drones left, that�s when they�ll be used as weapons of mass destruction, if Zawahiri is not released. The final targets of true impact, I believe, have to be in the northeast region. It just makes sense. The devastation to the Capitol will be nothing compared to what Shazad already has in mind. Nothing. He will escalate the violence until he either gets what he wants or is forcibly stopped.�
�We�re talking about hundreds of thousands of square miles,� said Dante. �There are so many targets within the reach of the drones.�
�Which is why we need to find this traitor before he knows that we�re on to him.�
Tanner faced the electronic display and pointed to the triangulated circle northeast of their position. �And that�s where we�re going to start looking, people. Somewhere inside that red ring sits a madman� It's our job to find him.�
* * *
Thirty minutes after the attack on the Naval Observatory, President Carmichael took to the podium at Raven Rock. The stage was a facsimile setting of the James S. Brady Press Briefing Room at the White House, with the dais bearing the presidential seal.
There were no media present at the facility, no one to contest his statements or pepper him with questions. Instead, President Carmichael put on a false face of bravado and frequently raised a fisted hand in the air, the body English simple: we will fight back.
He spoke in even measures, citing his plan to mobilize the military and the National Guard for the safety of the American people. He offered them false hopes and even a few outright lies to calm the masses. He spoke of eventual victory and rising from the ruins of ashes. He went on to say that no matter what, the resolve of the American people may bend, but it will never break.
Though the speech was meant to be motivational, he knew that well-scripted words were not enough to placate burgeoning fears, especially when everyone could simply tune in and see America breaking apart.
But it was Carmichael�s obligation to address the nation and feign strength where there was none, and to artificially inseminate the people of the land with seeds of thoughts that � after their mettle had been tested � America would once again rule. Most of those who listened to President Carmichael's speech did come away feeling better.
Including Aasif Shazad.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Undisclosed Location
Fifty Miles from Islamabad
Al-Zawahiri had been kept in a high-security building located northwest of Islamabad. He had been isolated from others who had no knowledge that the al-Qaeda leader was breathing the same hot and dry and stagnate air as they.
At the end of the hallway, metal doors were opening and closing, soon followed by the sound of footfalls. Standing before Zawahiri�s barred cell was a man smartly dressed in suit and tie. He was flanked by two guards. After they allowed the man into the cell, the guards left, locking the door behind them.
Zawahiri got to his feet and embraced the man, then pushed him away with his hands still grabbing the visitor�s arms. He looked him up and down. �My dear friend, how are you? It is good to see you.� He then released Saj Usmani and took a seat on his cot.
The room was small and the walls were the color of desert sand. The mattress on the cot was wafer thin and soiled. The toilet, if it could be called that, was nothing more than a hole in the cement floor.
Usmani looked at the mattress with distaste, as if afraid that the stains would somehow leech onto his expensive suit. Then he feigned a smile to Zawahiri. Though he was not al-Qaeda, Usmani was clearly a sympathizer who had come to respect the old warrior because Zawahiri was immovable in his beliefs � especially when it came to western influence and values� beliefs which they both shared. �It�s good to see you as well.�
Al-Zawahiri raised his hands to showcase the room and prison in general. �How were you allowed in here?�
�It�s amazing what a certain amount of rupees can do to convert the minds of honest men to dishonest ones, especially when it comes to the guards. You have many faithful in here, my friend, who believe in you.� He looked at the surroundings. �You deserve better than this,� he said sadly.
�What? This?� Zawahiri waved his hand dismissively. �It�s much better than the Russian prison.� The old man looked upon Usmani with his face becoming dire and businesslike. The time for greetings were over. �Why have you come?�
�To bring excellent news,� Usmani told him. �Al-Shazad has crippled the Great Satan. America has been hobbled.�
But Zawahiri picked something up in Usmani�s tone, one that was not of complete delight, which he expected with such news. �But?�
�But the United States is keeping to its stand,� he answered. �You are to be transferred over to American authorities within twenty-four hours.�
�This is for certain?�
Usmani nodded. �I was in council with the prime minister, who is spearheading the push. He does not want al-Qaeda to set up residence in Pakistan. He wants a stronger relationship with the West and with the world in general.�
�So he has given his soul to Satan.� Zawahiri didn�t expect an answer to his rhetorical statement, and so he continued. �Usmani, I know you are not part of al-Qaeda, though I wish you were. But what I�m about to ask of you will shed blood in your country.�
The features on Usmani�s face began to war with nervous tics. He knew what Zawahiri was going to ask him. Usmani was a low-level politician, not a fighter. But the weight of his convictions to save his nation from western influence overshadowed the weight of his political responsibilities. If Pakistan gave in to the ways of the United States, he believed that his country would have no future. They would simply dance on the manipulative strings of the U.S. and its primary allies. And now Zawahiri was going to ask him to choose his loyalties between friendship and state, rather than divide his allegiances between them.
�I have people inside Islamabad,� Zawahiri told Usmani. �Contact them. Tell them that the Pakistanis must be coerced into releasing me. They�ll know what to do.�
Usmani nodded. �I understand.�
Al-Zawahiri placed an aged hand on Usmani�s forearm. �Time is running short, my friend. Statements have to be made and the balance of power needs to shift.�
Another nod from Usmani.
Zawahiri patted the politician�s forearm. �If Shazad is successful in promoting the objectives from his end, then we need to start promoting them from ours. And it needs to be done quickly. Is that clear?�
�It is.�
Zawahiri leaned toward the councilman and whispered a series of instructions into Usmani�s ear before falling away.
�See that it�s done.� Then, fervently: �Allahu Akbar.� God is Great.
Usmani, however, responded with less feeling since his stand was all about politics and less about religion.
�Allahu Akbar.�

CHAPTER TWENTY

Raven Rock
�Patching through, Mr. President.� The voice coming through the loudspeaker sounded deeply ominous.
The picture on the wall monitor flared into crystal clarity.
Shazad.
�Mr. President, your speech was, shall we say, inspirational.� When he spoke, he did so without any hint of arrogance, as though simply stating the facts. �But as you can see,� he went on, �the United States continues to die a slow death. It will continue to do so unless you release al-Zawahiri from custody immediately.�
�We do not negotiate with terrorists."
�Mr. President, continuing to take such a rigid stance only lays further groundwork for future catastrophes. Are you willing to put the welfare of the American people and the world's largest economy in such jeopardy all because you refuse to release one man?�
�It�s not just one man, Shazad. We�re talking about Zawahiri. He is the head of the serpent which needs to be cut off so that body will wither.�
�Time, Mr. President, can amount to an eternity. What we�re talking about now is the present. And the present is burning before your very eyes while your people die. Do you think it�s worth it?�
�In the end, yes. History has proven that it�s worth it. You may have struck and struck hard, Shazad, but we will not back down. In the end we will rise and stand tall.�
�In the end there will be nothing left, Mr. President. Once the public mindset has been suitably jaded, your people will revolt. They'll riot. They'll leave. You can't even keep their banks open, and I have three drones remaining, each with a full complement of Hellfires and MUAVs. Furthermore, I'm like a kid in a candy store as far as targets to choose from, so little do you have in the way of defenses.�
President Carmichael maintained a straight demeanor without betraying a single emotion. �We will find you."
�Oh, I�m sure you will, Mr. President. But not before it's too late.�
Shazad stared through the screen with icy composure, his eyes holding steady. After an impactful pause, he added, �Be reasonable, Mr. President. This used to be my country as well until I renounced it. I know there are some good things about America. What I do is not based on vengeance, but upon principles. Once al-Zawahiri is released, then the attacks will stop.�
Carmichael didn�t believe a word he said. �You know that we have never deviated from policy regarding terrorism,� he said. �We�ve discussed this route before on a prior exchange, correct?�
Shazad gave a curt nod.
�You'll have to give�" Carmichael caught himself and started again, furious that he needed to correct himself for this traitor-turned-terrorist. "I need some time so that I can discuss this matter with my council regarding possible changes in procedure � given the current circumstances.�
�You�ve had plenty of time, Mr. President.�
�Did you not just say that you were willing to suspend all attacks should Zawahiri be released?�
�I did.�
�That was never on the table before. In the previous transmission all you did was tell us to release Zawahiri at that very moment or else you would launch away. You never once mentioned that you were willing to suspend further attacks should Zawahiri be released. If you give me your word on this, Shazad, and time to converse with my team, then this is something worth mulling over. This could prove beneficial for both sides. Do you agree?�
Shazad seemed to consider this, closing his eyes. After a few seconds he opened them and said, �You have one hour."
�I need more time than that!�
�One hour,� he reiterated. He got up and walked off the field of view before the picture shrank to the size of a speck on the screen, and then it was gone.
�I don�t believe a word he�s saying,� Carmichael finally said to his team. �Not one.�
�Of course not,� said Rimaldi.
Chief Advisor Simon Davis put his hands together, interlocked his fingers, and rested his elbows on the tabletop. �Mr. President, if I may. Shazad has three undetectable Reaper drones, six Hellfire missiles, and eight MUAVs fully loaded with plastic explosives. With two drones, he was able to bring down a commercial airliner carrying a senator, two fighter jets, the Capitol Building, and the vice president's residence, killing two Secret Service agent in the process. Despite our best efforts and technology, we do not know where he is or where to look. Right now he has our balls in a vise, Mr. President, and he�s not letting go.�
Carmichael cocked his head questioningly. �Are you proposing that we do as he says? All that would do, Simon, is give hope to all the factions and set the groundwork for future terrorist activity. Once they see that the United States is willing to bend and give, then radicals will attack ceaselessly � always punching, kicking, scratching and clawing like a small child having a tantrum until we say: Okay, that�s enough, you win.� He leaned forward. �That is not going to happen, Simon. Not on my watch.�
�Mr. President�� Simon pointed to an adjacent LCD that showed the Capitol burning. �That dome stood for more than two centuries. And now it�s gone. The refusal to negotiate with terrorists was always a command decision based on the acts taking place on foreign soil. But this time it�s different. This is taking place on American soil with American people dying on lands they presumed to be safe.�
�To everyone at this table,� the president said, �we have been at war for some time now. And we have been at war on the fronts of other countries. Now that conflict has finally reached our shores, we will look upon this as a test of our mettle. It�s been said before and I�ll say it again: The road to freedom is paved with casualties. Let�s not forget that. Let�s not forget who we are.�
�Mr. President, if I may.� This time it was Secretary of State Jenifer Rimaldi.
�Go ahead.�
�In one hour, when Shazad comes back and you tell him that you will not concede, he will set off another drone.�
President Carmichael leaned forward. �That�s one hour, Jenifer � one hour�s time to find this guy. It�s one hour I didn�t have a few minutes ago.�
Rimaldi seemed to understand him and gave an agreeable nod. �I see,� she said. �You�re allowing commlink to trace the path of the incoming calls from Shazad.�
�That�s exactly what I�m doing.�
�Still,� said Simon Davis, �you�re taking a gamble here. Cyber prints can be disguised, Mr. President. It can take time to track down his trail. And time is not exactly a luxury we have at the moment.�
�Sometimes in war, Simon, you have to gamble in order to win the entire pot. Right now we have little to go on since Shazad has played this perfectly.�
Carmichael then gazed upon the display and watched the Capitol burn. It was at this moment that he felt caught within a Gordian tangle of strife and emotions that were all twisted and black. Slowly, President Carmichael was becoming a husk of his former self as these sentiments began to eat him hollow from the inside out.
He then sighed through his nose, never once taking his eyes off the screen.
Rome was once again burning.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

OUTCAST Facility
Beneath the first level of the meeting and communications rooms lay the armory, a weapons chamber that was encased by two inches of titanium. The door was electronically operated by a keypad code, and strips of motion-activated LED lighting ran along the ceiling, casting whitish glow over a table with disassembled pieces of MP-5 submachine guns scattered over its surface.
Nay, Liam and Dante were dismantling and reassembling the armaments, checking them for possible malfunctions and wear, and making sure that they were primed and without fault when the call came down from Tanner for them to move � should the order come down at all.
So far Shazad and his team remained as ghostly as the Reapers that terrorized the skies.
Liam finished up by oiling the rails, wiping away the excess oil with a chamois cloth, racking the weapon, and adjusting the gun sights. Satisfied the action on the weapon was smooth, he set the gun aside.
Then he addressed his colleagues. "Congratulations,� he said openly.
At first Nay and Dante didn�t know what Liam was talking about until the ex-SEAL tilted his chin in the direction of Nay�s hand, more specifically at the ring on her finger. �I didn�t think Chance had it in him to break down and propose.�
Nay set aside the weapon she was working on and raised her hand against the light, then spread her fingers to showcase the ring. The stone's facets glimmered with iridescent blends of rainbow hues, the diamond a magnificent piece of jewelry. Yet she could not feel the overwhelming elation she did the night before when Chance slipped it over her finger. She should have been on top of the world. Instead, her mood had been dampened by the horrific sequence of current events.
Her eyes were downcast as she spoke. �Today should have been one of the happiest days of my life,� she said, never taking her eyes off the gemstone. �But with all that's going on�� She allowed her words to trail, but her mind echoed her thoughts very distinctly. The sky should be blue and not full of black smoke. And the sun should be bright, not dimmed by the haze of destruction.
�I�m happy for you both,� Liam stated softly and lightly. �I really am.�
�Thank you.�
Nay walked away from the table to a connecting room that housed explosives that were currently maintained in a dormant state with their pins, fuses and detonators removed. This was her playroom, her wares and toys.
During her time as an ATF-Special Agent, Naomi �Nay� Washington was at the head of her class when it came to explosives, especially improvised explosive devices or IEDs. With brewing troubles in the Middle-East where insurgents had fallen in love with the IED as their primary weapon, and with the potential of terror cells implementing IEDs on American soil, she had become the expert-at-hand in the disengagement of such weaponry. Over the years she had witnessed the evolution of the bombs and the high-tech progress of their detonation systems, but for her, each new improvement represented not only a new danger to be aware of, but a fresh challenge to reverse engineer. She had always mastered the techniques to disarm them, keeping pace with an ever-changing technology that allowed users to make the most efficient use of whatever materials were at hand.
But three years ago she had become witness to organizational improprieties while she was stationed in the Arizona field office. ATF agents were selling automatic weapons to the cartels by supplying them with assault weapons that had been confiscated and scheduled for destruction. Log books had been doctored to appear that the firearms were destroyed as required, when in actuality they were traded for huge sums of cash. According to the paper trail reviewed by high-level executives, these guns no longer existed. Yet they most certainly did. They continued to wreak havoc in Mexican townships where the number of dead in the streets outnumbered the living.
The moment Naomi became the whistleblower by pointing an accusing finger at the misdeeds of the organization, she was marked as a pariah. For two years she had been placed on administrative leave, the two most difficult years of her life. She eventually became the target of threats that were hardly veiled, one of the worst of which being when she came home one night to find that her house had been ransacked � the walls, carpet and ceiling covered with vile graffiti that spelled out profane warnings in reddish ink that was later determined to be the blood of a pig.
She resigned, giving up a job she loved. She disappeared by moving to the east coast. But it was difficult for her to find a new job in law enforcement. As soon as her history with the ATF came to light during her background checks, she was passed over, even though she had done the right thing. They just didn't want any trouble. It was easier to get someone else than it was to figure out who might be in the wrong and possibly be held liable for hiring someone with a known history of issues.
And then she met Chance.
He was brash and conceited, elements she hated in any man. But he was also upbeat and confident, features she loved. In time she gravitated to him, finding his looks just as appealing as his childlike cockiness. His goodness, despite how he tried to play it off, far outweighed the negative aspects of his personality, so she had learned how to live with it. Eventually she fell in love with him because above all else, Chance Zanetti was not a player.
In the ensuing months she was introduced to Tanner Wilson, Chance�s best friend and founder of OUTCAST, a mercenary-like operational group who worked independently from the government, but at times for the government. The way Tanner explained it to her, they did whatever they had to in order to protect the United States and its citizens, regardless of whether the means coincided with the wishes of the Administration.
And like her, Naomi discovered that Stephen Shah, Danielle Sunderland, Liam Reilly, Dante Alvarez, and even Tanner Wilson himself each possessed a very special and noted skill-set, but at the same time were ostracized from their respective agencies. These people were family and OUTCAST was home.
When Tanner saw the skills she had in disarming bombs, he was amazed at her poise about as much as Chance was taken in by her beauty. So when Tanner extended her an offer to join his team and stand by their side, she didn�t hesitate.
Then last night, when life could not have been any more perfect, Chance adorned her finger with an engagement ring.
Everything was good.
Then the world shifted, its calm winds and slack tides morphing into cyclonic twisters and tsunami waves that were monstrously destructive. In less than a day Aasif Shazad had taken away everything that was good in the minds of people and destroyed it with uncontained violence. Americans were suddenly under the mercy of this man who sat upon his throne within a Stygian darkness, while his surroundings burned with the stink of Satanic brimstone. At least this is how she saw him, as a putrefied man with no conscience or morals. But she realized that Shazad probably viewed them the same way � as demons to be exorcised.
On the day she should have been celebrating her engagement to the man she loved and admired, she was instead inside a secure basement room handling explosives.
She picked up one piece in particular. The device was roughly the size and shape of a hockey puck. One side was highly magnetized. The other was polished chrome. On the chrome side was a small button and a tiny LED. The indicator blinked red when activated by a timer that could be set for up to five minutes, or as little as five seconds. The puck could be attached to metallic fixtures, such as the underside of a car, or it could be thrown like a simple grenade. Its function was always at the will and creativity of the person who used it.
Naomi hefted the device, which felt far heavier than what its size would indicate. Then she flipped her hand over and inspected the diamond on her finger. It was magnificent, she thought. But as lustrous as it was, it could not outshine the deepening clouds that cast a dark, saddening shadow over the land.
She brought the ring to her cheek and touched the diamond to skin that was as smooth as porcelain. She closed her eyes and thought how no matter what, even in this new world of terror, she would always have Chance.
* * *
Inside the weapons chamber, Liam and Dante continued to ready the MP-5s.
Though they worked together in the exclusive, specialized unit, they acted more like associates than friends, neither man truly clicking with the other as a brother-in-arms. They only spoke to each other either as a courtesy or when something needed to be said to complete a task, which was why the chamber remained quiet without Nay�s presence, other than the clicks of weapons being pieced back together.
Liam viewed Dante as a man with a weakness for drink. And a man with a weakness for drink was also a man who could not be depended upon in the heat of battle. When he came in for the briefing, Liam could smell alcohol wafting off Dante like a punch to the senses, strong and pungent.
Yet Dante appeared clearheaded when breaking down the weapons. His hands were quick and agile, his movements fluid and clean. But when examining the pieced weapons for faults, Liam wondered if Dante was inspecting them with a keen eye, or with the rheumy-red gaze of a drunkard.
�Something the matter?� asked Dante, refusing to look at Liam as he racked the weapon to check its slide capability.
�You know it�s mandatory to be at your sharpest.�
�I'm always at my sharpest."
�You smell like a brewery.�
�What I smell like has no bearing on my presence of mind.� He laid the weapon down and gave Liam a sidelong glance. �Alvarez, I�m a man of two worlds,� he told him. �I have a private life which is mine to live. And I have this life, which I hold with the highest regard. When I work for Tanner, I am at my best.�
Liam wasn�t so sure, wondering if Dante was merely a functioning alcoholic.
The former Secret Service Agent grabbed the weapon off the table and checked its sights.
�At your best?� pressed Liam. �Didn�t you get canned for a prostitution scandal in Columbia?�
Dante looked at Liam with hard impact. �My team got canned. I wasn�t even at the hotel when it all went down.�
�Why? At a bar?�
Dante did not respond, which was answer enough for Liam.
�Look,� said Liam, "my point is simply this: when I go into the field, I want to know that the man watching my back is functioning at one hundred twenty-five percent when everybody else is claiming to be at one hundred ten percent.�
�And that�s me,� Dante responded. �I�m that guy.�
Liam wanted to believe him, but it wasn�t the first time that Alvarez reported for duty slightly impaired. He once showed up to a mission reeking of alcohol. But when it came down to crunch time, Dante was indeed that 125 percent soldier in the battlefield who never missed a beat. In fact, he was nothing short of stellar.
Dante finished with his weapon and set it down on the table with a clack, lifting his gaze to meet Liam's with the sound. �You want to know what�s funny about this? What�s funny is that it�s coming from a guy who sold his team out by profiting from operational secrets about the Bin Laden mission, breaking a code of honor� And now he thinks he has the right to judge others.�
Liam said nothing as he went back to breaking down his weapon.
In response Dante did the same, moving on to a new gun.
Neither man said anything more.
* * *
Tanner, Chance and Stephen Shah remained topside while Danielle manned the console.
They were studying the map on the table, drawing pencil lines to indicate the possible whereabouts of Shazad somewhere inside the triangulated circle.
"Listen up." Tanner pointed to a spot on the map. �This zone of triangulation is a large area. But it makes sense; it�s wooded, which allows for concealment. But more importantly, it�s a perfect position from which to strike anything along the eastern seaboard. The problem is, it�s like looking for a needle in a haystack that�s about the size of New Jersey.�
Chance raised his finger as if to make a point. �True. But a Reaper drone still needs a substantial amount of space to become airborne. So within this area, there has to be a runway off the main drags. Someplace obscure.�
Stephen checked the electronic board. �We can zero in, right?�
Tanner pointed at the board. �Danielle has the ability tap into the satellite system, as well as the GPS data to tell them where to look." FBI Director John Casey had granted her those permissions. But even leveraging that technology, it was a lot of ground to cover. Shah was right, though. They could zoom in and look for an anomaly. Perhaps heat signatures of people in places they shouldn�t be.
Tanner addressed Danielle. �Can you log into a bird that�s situated above the point of triangulation?�
She didn�t even hesitate. From a numeric list entrusted to her by Casey, Danielle hit the keyboard like a pianist, with precision and without missing a key, until she was able to tap into the eye of the satellite that overlooked the triangulation area.
The view on the electronic display changed. Instead of a map, they were now looking at a real-time aerial photograph of the landscape � a dense tract of wilderness marred only by a few unpaved roads running through it.
If they were down there, Tanner considered, then the search would be a long and difficult one.
He asked Danielle to magnify the western portion of the area.
She zoomed until the treetops appeared like the heads of broccoli fields.
�Look for roads that veer off the main rural routes,� said Tanner.
Minutes passed while she concentrated, but nothing came up.
Tanner stood straight, ready to attend to other matters. �Keep looking.�
Leaving his three Outcasts to stare at the board, Tanner checked his watch. According to John Casey, Shazad had given the president one hour to concede to his demands.
Only twenty of those minutes remained.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

The Bunker
Since Aasif Shazad had twenty minutes before he addressed the president in a pseudo-diplomatic game of push and shove, he walked the corridors of the facility alone, noting the cracks and fissures in walls that continued to hold up. As a deterrent to invading forces, he had his team set defenses by placing Semtex charges throughout the warrens, especially along the beams and supporting columns. Should the mission be compromised, he would make sure that the bunker would be razed by a series of powerful blasts.
Walking outside the bunker, he took note of the camouflaged runway. Tree branches, vines and brambles were placed over camo-netting in order to shield the impromptu airstrip from celestial eyes. At tunnel�s end was a bullet-shaped opening that served as the exit point. Once the drone picked up enough speed and cleared the netting, it would then lift off and take to its planned aerial trajectory.
Close to the bunker doors sat a single Reaper drone poised to take off. Its nose faced the exit point. Attached to its undercarriage were two Hellfire missiles. Fastened to its topside � two MUAVs.
Shazad looked at his watch.
The president had fifteen minutes left to choose America�s fate.
�Al-Shazad.�
Shazad turned to the speaker, a young person, if not a boy, on the cusp of becoming a man. Other than Naji and Lut, who were elite warriors from well-respected organizations, the remainder of his team were unskilled soldiers whose training before coming to the United States consisted of spotty al-Qaeda camp drills.
The young man addressed his leader. �We�re ready to go."
Shazad smiled and patted him on the shoulder, knowing that in the end, should America bring down his organization, this young man would die.
�That�s good,� he told him. �In a few minutes, if the president does not concede, then this drone will launch. And I want you, Mufad, to make sure that it does so without a hitch. Can you do that?�
The young Arab smiled with pride and puffed his chest. �I can.�
Shazad nodded. �Very good, Mufad� Very good.� Saying nothing more but managing a false smile, Shazad turned and walked away with his hands clasped behind the small of his back.
The president now had thirteen minutes.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Raven Rock
�Your time is up, Mr. President." Shazad's demeanor on the streaming video registered zero emotion. �Do you choose to release al-Zawahiri?"
�I know we agreed upon an hour,� President Carmichael returned. �But I'm afraid I need more time.�
�You have good reason to be afraid. More time to strategize? I think not.�
President Carmichael�s team was unable to trace the trail of Internet breadcrumbs left by Shazad�s last couple of transmissions, which meant that the gamble on his part proved to be a failure. �Please. I can make progress in one more hour.�
�Your request is denied.� Shazad shook his head in admonishment. �If you think I�m going to allow you to dictate the course of our interactions, Mr. President, you�re wrong. You had the opportunity to stop all this. Instead you allowed your arrogant pride to perpetuate a legacy policy of refusing to negotiate with terrorists � a term so vaguely defined that were you sufficiently determined I'm sure you could see to it to classify me in some other way. That's your loophole, Mr. President. That's your way out. But you couldn't see it.�
"I need more time to play those kinds of word games."
On screen Shazad was visibly angry as he worked his jaw line, realizing that Carmichael had already played him for more time, getting him to talk uninterrupted. �Negotiating is not a game, Mr. President.�
�Negotiation is always a game,� he shot back. �We need time to sort this out, Shazad. We�ll come to a conclusion on this matter.�
�Yes, well � unfortunately, Mr. President, your time is up and this is going to cost you.�
The president lifted an imploring hand toward the screen. �Shazad! Wait!�
The video connection winked off.
* * *
Mufad was young and eager to please.
While lining up the drone for its run down the tarmac, Mufad checked the weaponry systems. When the diagnostics checked out the way they should on his tablet, deeming the Reaper ready, he spoke into his lip mike. �We�re good to go."
Inside the bunker, Naji eased the joystick forward and the drone began to roll.
Allahu Akbar!
* * *
From the keen eye of a low-orbiting satellite, a late-generation thermal lens registered an unusual signature shaped like the threading of a screw that spiraled to the northeast, then summarily disappeared from the screen.
But it did not go unnoticed.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

OUTCAST Facility
Danielle Sunderland had two eyes on three screens. The first display had a satellite overview of the triangulated circle and its periphery of neighboring states. The second was a close-up of the landscape west of the triangulation point, with rural roads running through it. The third monitor depicted the satellite�s thermal- and infrared-imaging scans, capable of detecting ultraviolet and heat signatures.
On the westerly edge of the triangulation area, far from the center and nearly beyond the circumference, the third screen responded with a series of beeps. The eye of the satellite�s lens then scanned the image�s origin and automatically centered the anomaly on the display.
The figure was oddly shaped, sort of like a horizontal tornado, with the funnel having a deep red coloring which indicated a high measure of heat. Then the screen became a visual of jagged lines and snow, the signal jamming momentarily before returning to normal. When it did the anomaly was no longer there.
Danielle had seen this happen before. She quickly came to the realization that signal jamming devices had hijacked the system and blinded it.
But not before it had given up the ghost.
The brief glimpse of pattern she'd seen was the heated contrail of something airborne, the corkscrew configuration of the contrail similar to that left behind by the Stealth Bomber. Even though the vehicle could not be detected visually, the pattern of its heated contrail acted as an infrared footprint.
Danielle smiled.
Gotcha!
* * *
Everyone gathered by the electronic board while Danielle zoomed in to a location fifty miles northwest from the original point of triangulation. With processed pixels, the screen gave them a clear view of the pristine, forested landscape.
�This is where the contrail was picked up,� she told her fellow Outcasts. �It was just a flare-up, but enough for me to notice it. And then the system jammed. When it came back online it was gone. Nothing.�
�Maybe it was a glitch,� offered Chance.
�No.� Danielle was convinced that this was spot on and worth pursuing. �I�ve seen this with Stealths. They jam the system to wash away the image. But there�s always some type of artifact left behind, no matter how minute. And that artifact is its contrail, the infrared footprint that we�ve been looking for.�
Tanner looked at her. �You�re sure about this?�
�I�m positive.�
He pointed to the screen. �Zoom in so that I can compare the surrounding roads with those on the overhead images. I�d like to see if there�re any differences between the two.�
Daniele typed in a series of commands, then stabbed the ENTER button with a flourish.
The two maps merged on the central display � the sat-photo and the map � overlain until the images became one and the same, the roads lined up to perfect scale.
The computer was designed and programmed to pinpoint certain inaccuracies by highlighting them in red. Just east of the contrail, a thread-like image indicating a road that was no longer visible popped up on the screen.
Nay squinted at the image as she moved closer to the screen. �A road is missing."
Tanner followed to get a clearer view as well. Then more to himself: �Or is it?� He called out to Danielle over his shoulder. �Zoom in.�
She did. Pictures loaded up as the pixels self-defined themselves with precision, transforming from a blur to crystal clarity.
�See it?� Tanner asked the group in general.
Liam shrugged. �I don�t see anything.�
�That�s my point. It�s missing about three hundred feet of roadway off the rural route.�
Danielle enlarged the image further, making minor adjustments until the celestial eye was right above the missing real estate from the vantage point of about 100 feet.
Someone in the group, Tanner didn�t know who, hitched a breath, and justifiably so. The stretch of roadway was gone, covered by camouflaged netting, which was topped over with broken tree limbs and greenery for additional concealment.
�That�s it,� whispered Tanner. Then much louder: �That�s it! The drones are ramping up speed beneath the netting, then they go airborne once they reach launch speed at the exit of the runway!�
Chance nodded. �They�re about ninety minutes away,� he said.
Tanner turned to Danielle, their eyes meeting and coming up with the same question simultaneously: Where was the drone heading?
She shook her head. �I don�t know, Tanner. The system jammed before the drone hit its set trajectory.�
Then with urgency, Tanner said, �All right. Everyone listen up. I want two vehicles loaded and ready to move within five minutes. Danielle will maintain Base Command with commlinks to John Casey and myself. Everyone else will link up on my frequency. Hoorah!�
In concert: �Hoorah!� Then they galvanized themselves as a collective.
Weapons were quickly loaded inside two SUVs � one black and one glossy white � sort like Tanner's eyes, Nay had joked when she first saw them. Both had with windows tinted so dark it was impossible to see inside them.
With Tanner, Chance and Nay in the lead vehicle, Liam, Stephen and Dante drove the follow-up, the SUVs heading northwest.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Islamabad, Pakistan
Council Administrator Saj Usmani wasted no time or effort in contacting Zawahiri�s people, those who were chiefly responsible for carrying out brutal attacks on civilian populations. Plans had already been well thought-out. It was just a matter of when to implement them.
As he sat in his upscale living area watching TV and drinking a bottle of Murree beer, his mind failed to register the channel�s programming as thoughts carried him elsewhere.
It was late, and meetings inside the Parliament House Building had yet to conclude on several issues � Zawahiri being one of them.
He checked his watch. Then he closed his eyes to blink back tears that were brought on by a rush of deep emotions.
Usmani loved his country. But he loved his politics even more. He had allowed his feelings for one to take precedence over the other, and by doing so, had ignited the fuse that would ultimately send Pakistan into a downward spiral.
He dropped the Murree to the floor, cradled his head into his hands, and pulled his hair so hard that blood appeared between clenched fingers. He sobbed. What have I done? he thought, his inner voice screaming.
What� have I� done?
Parliament House Building
Islamabad, Pakistan
The time difference between Pakistan and Washington D.C. was nine hours. The evening had grown late in Islamabad.
Before the church bells tolled in a new day at midnight, the prime minister and several of his aids, along with a slew of body guards, descended the steps to an awaiting car. The day had been full of compromises and tough deals. The only unyielding issue about which there was no discussion or debate was that of Zawahiri. He was to be handed over to the Americans without fail. In the prime minister�s mind this was the beginning of a new era for Pakistan, a stepping stone toward garnering the good graces of the world community.
The prime minister made the final step to the waiting vehicle and the rear door was opened by the chauffer, who stood regimentally straight with his eyes forward. When the prime minister stooped to get inside the vehicle, the chauffer raised his hand to reveal a detonation switch.
As the guards raised their weapons, the prime minister looked at his driver with disbelief. His aides took stock of the situation rapidly but were still unable to respond in time. The driver held the button down, screaming �Allahu Akbar.�
The car went up as a massive fireball that turned night into day, the concussion of the blast extending outward in all directions and taking out every window for more than a block.
In total, sixteen people lost their lives, including that of the prime minister.
* * *
The explosion at the Parliament House Building would not be the only blast to rock Islamabad that night. Just a few blocks away at the Islamabad Stock Exchange, or ISE building, a car filled with explosives detonated, shearing off one side of the structure, revealing torn floors and ruined walls. Broken water pipes gushed to the levels below. Sparks from severed electrical wires crackled, sending out blue-white embers of light before dying in mid-air. Fires ignited on every floor.
Although no one had been killed due to the lateness of the hour, it would be quite some time before the flagship of Pakistan's economic system was open again for business.
* * *
The Islamabad railway station was also closed at such a late hour. But al-Qaeda was determined for it to remain that way.
Charges had been set along the tracks, north and south. This site detonated in concert with the other two explosions � the three target sites going off with precision timing � twenty seconds apart from first to last.
Islamabad's intercity public transit routes were no more.
* * *
From fifty miles away and from behind locked doors, Ayman al-Zawahiri was making a statement.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

En Route
Chancellor �Chance� Zanetti, the former Delta Force operator who felt most comfortable with a knife in his hand when facing his enemy, was the only OUTCAST member who vacated his previous position by choice.
When Chancellor served with Delta he was a Black Hawk pilot, also known as a Night Stalker, who served with Delta Force�s 160th Special Operations�Aviation Regiment. Night Stalkers were classified as elite pilots who were trained to push their Blackhawks to the limit as well as to manage their choppers under strict requirements. But when it came time to re-up for a second term, Chance decided that civilian life would suit him better. He did miss the action of the battlefield, though, so in Tanner he found the best of both worlds � the right to serve as an independent soldier, and to do so on home-front operations.
Though leaving Delta Force was difficult, he never regretted the change of venue or the shift in command with Tanner helming the missions. Now, with Nay soon to be his wife, Chance couldn�t be happier. Although he and Naomi had never spoken of marriage until late, they did talk about having children and owning a home that was surrounded by flowering fields and a small pond stocked with fish. They also talked about breeding and raising horses � a life that could be dreamed about but seldom achieved. And their kids, all their kids, would grow up as fine people and go to college. They, too, would graduate to become great people who would make significant contributions to society.
They had dreams.
Others called them goals.
But it was a dreamscape that he and Nay endeared themselves to with every intention of fulfilling.
He found Nay to be absolutely beautiful. He was truly blessed. The ring was the symbolic commitment that he was about to spend the rest of his life with this woman. It was also the first rung of the ladder to their goals.
They would have their children and raise their horses. They would own a home surrounded by a riot of colorful flowers and fish for gargantuan-sized trout in a pond on the property.
And when they reached that level, then they would set new goals.
Yes, he thought. I�m truly blessed.
* * *
Tanner Wilson was driving at speeds between eighty to eighty-five miles per hour toward their location when he lowered his lip mike. �Danielle?�
�Yeah, Tanner.�
�Patch me in to John Casey.�
�Sure.�
After several clicks and nearly a minute having gone by, the two were finally connected.
�Tanner,� said the FBI Director.
�John, we may have found Shazad.�
�Where?�
Tanner read off the coordinates to him. Then: �There�s a strip of rural roadway, about three hundred feet, that�s hidden beneath camo-netting. Danielle caught what she believes to be the contrail of a Reaper.�
�Do you have its trajectory?�
�No. She lost it almost immediately when the system became jammed."
�Listen, Tanner. We already know for a fact that Shazad has launched another drone. But we need a heading..�
�I can offer you this: Right before the anomaly disappeared, it was heading in a northeast direction.�
�Northeast.�
�Yes. John, we believe Shazad is pushing most of the resources toward D.C. airspace to minimize the policing above Manhattan.�
�That may be, Tanner. But even so, Manhattan is blanketed by drones and fighters. Which isn't hard to do, since it's not a big island, it's just densely populated. So that part of his plan, if that was in fact his plan, was misguided. There is currently heavy cloud cover from the north of Virginia all the way up into Maine, though. So if that drone does happen to be heading to Manhattan as you suspect, it won�t be sighted until it�s right above the city. How certain are you that�s where it�s going?�
�It�s a guesstimate,� Tanner said as he braked to avoid a slow vehicle ahead of him, �based on Danielle�s calculations. When did that drone take off?�
�Just over thirty minutes ago.�
�Inform the president that the Reaper may not be heading to D.C. at all, but to points in the northeast. The most likely candidate would be New York City.�
�I will.�
�You need to press it, John. I know I�m right on this. In the meantime, I need a couple of sorties flown to the coordinates I gave you. That airstrip needs to be taken out � there are two more drones left.�
�Tanner, that location you gave me is an old army bunker that was built during the Vietnam War. Due to the thickness of the wooded area, it was used as a training facility for soldiers learning how to deal with guerilla warfare. It was decommissioned in the seventies once the war was over.�
�John, that's the perfect location! Shazad can strike at high profile targets north and east from there, while remaining hidden in the wilderness.�
�I agree it would make a good location for him. What I need to know is if you have verification that he's actually there."
Tanner frowned as he passed the car that was blocking his 80 mph progress in the fast lane. �I know I�m right on this, John.�
�That doesn�t answer my question.�
�I have no visuals, if that�s what you�re asking.�
�Tanner, you know better than that. The president is not going to remove planes from strategic airspace over D.C. without confirmation. Especially when there�s an airborne Reaper possibly en route.�
�Two planes. That�s all I�m asking.�
�Tanner, what you�re looking at could be anything from a paint-ballers' playground to a meth lab. Or maybe it�s an illegal still. My point is, unless you have a visual, then it could be anything. And if it could be anything, then the president is not going to alter his plan of protection by flying sorties over an old bunker without confirmation of Shazad�s presence there. You know this.�
Tanner did know this. The fact that a drone was heading for an unknown target to any number of points along the east coast was paramount. Protecting American shores took priority above all else. To pull a plane or two away from its primary aim of intercepting the drone, and then relocate it to an area without confirmation, simply diminished the protective shield when the shield needed to be at its strongest.
Casey spoke again. �Where are you?�
�On the highway en route to the bunker. You want verification, John, I�ll get you verification. So keep your mike open.�
�What�s your ETA?�
Tanner checked his watch, then the speedometer, quickly doing a mental calculation with time, distance and speed. �About forty-five minutes."
�I�ll notify the president immediately and update him on your activity. He�ll see the merit in your reasoning. I'm pretty sure he'll supply you with ground support � troops and a chopper. It�s the dogfighters he can't spare. But the problem here, Tanner, is that you and your team will arrive at the bunker long before he can get that ground support over there. So get me the visual confirmation that Shazad is there so we have our justification.�
�I will.�
�You can set up a perimeter until the troops arrive.�
�Can�t. There are still two drones that need to be incapacitated before they�re launched. We need to go in and debilitate them immediately. Once we do, then there�s nothing more Shazad can do. He�s done.�
�Be careful, Tanner. He�s no greenhorn when it comes to war.�
�I know that.�
�Contact me when you have verification.�
�I will.�
Keeping his eyes steady on the road, Tanner flipped his lip mike over his head.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Islamabad, Pakistan
Although the prime minister of Pakistan is the head of the government, the president is the constitutional figurehead. After the explosions, President Sadiq Hussain was awakened and informed of the catastrophes. He immediately called a meeting at a venue far from the Parliament House Building, which had been severely damaged by the blast.
Sitting in council were three Chief Ministers, leaders of the Upper and Lower Houses, the Chairman of the Senate, and the Speaker of the National Assembly.
Chief speaker among them was Saj Usmani, who put on his second face as someone who was deeply concerned and angry. He was no longer that man who wept with regret a few hours before.
�Did we expect anything different?� Usmani bellowed. �Even the prime minster knew this would happen! And look where it got him! Now the city of Islamabad is crippled!�
President Hussain raised his hand in a gesture for Usmani to compose himself. �What�s done has been done,� he stated calmly. �What we do here tonight is to deal with the situation, not to point accusing fingers. The prime minister believed it best for the nation of Pakistan to move forward and jointly with the wishes of the world community, and with the blessings of many supporters, including myself, who sit at this table. It is for reasons like this that al-Qaeda must be banished from Pakistan. Islamabad burns because of the bullying tactics of this regime. What you see beyond these windows is the diplomacy of a terrorist faction, which means there is no diplomacy. They burn and bomb and kill. They soil our streets with their filth. Do they think that they endear themselves to the people of Pakistan after what they did here tonight? I think not. The prime minister was right.�
�He was not right!� shouted Surif al-Quad, the Chairman of the Senate. He was a big man with assorted fat rolls running from his waist to his chest, his physique reminiscent of the Michelin Man. Whenever he spoke, the waddle of his gelatinous double-chin would tremble.
�If the Assembly was called regarding the capture and detainment of Zawahiri, you and the prime minister may have found yourselves on the short end of support. We are still a democratic regime!�
�Al-Zawahiri is not a topic of a political agenda. He is a criminal. And criminals do not call for a required gathering between the principals.�
Surif al-Quad leaned back in his chair, looking at the president through squinting eyes. �We are now at war with al-Qaeda,� he said flatly. �We had always been at peace with al-Qaeda because we provided them a sanctuary. Now your concerns and the concerns of others suddenly weigh in as to how we appear in the eyes of the worldwide community?�
He pointed out the window. The dark horizon glowed orange with flames.
�Was it worth it, Mr. President? Now that Islamabad burns?�
The president was obviously at a loss for words.
Surif al-Quad shook his head. I thought not. �I propose that we broker a peace with the organization and negotiate a release of al-Zawahiri immediately.�
There was a series of calls at the table, those �for� and �against� the proposal, with speakers trying to declare their opinions louder than their opponents, causing chaos.
�Enough!� shouted the president. But arguments continued until the president used the palm of his hand as a gavel, slapping the tabletop several times until conversations eventually quieted to silence. �I said� enough.�
But Saj Usmani wasn�t about to stand pat. �Mr. President, the prime minister has been assassinated. The Islamabad Stock Exchange and major transit routes have been crippled. Even without further damage to our city, it will be a long time before we see business as usual again. I would say that we�re in a state of war that has yet to be declared. Broker a peace now before what happens in Islamabad happens to other cities.�
�This isn�t war,� said the president. �This is an act of terrorism.�
�Which never needs to happen again,� Surif al-Quad quickly responded. �Such attacks on Pakistani soil demand the weigh-in of all principals you have sitting here before you tonight. And I, for one, say that al-Zawahiri should be released, if al-Qaeda is willing to cease and desist all current and future activities.�
A chorus of support made the rounds back and forth across the table, which was met by those who opposed. But those who opposed had grown marginally thinner after Surif al-Quad had spoken in earnest. And he wasn't done yet.
�Mr. President,� al-Quad said after the bickering died down, �when the capital of Pakistan is burning, then the issue at hand becomes the vote of leaders who represent the people of this nation. The people of Pakistan do not want to wage war against al-Qaeda, believe me. We must make a decision as to what is better for the Pakistanis. We either release Zawahiri or we don�t. But if we do not, then more cities will burn and more people will die. It�s as simple as that. How we appear before the eyes of the worldwide community will have no consequence on Pakistan. Our alliances fall with the Middle East. Not with Europe. And certainly not with the United States or its allies.�
The president appraised the faces of those at the table. In his opinion they appeared collectively neutral, or at least numbed, their faces hard to read. �al-Zawahiri is to be turned over to the Americans in less than twelve hours,� he finally said. �In fact, the escort team is already here.�
�Then send them back,� stated Aqeel Wali, a Chief Minister from the Second Province. �We no longer have an obligation to the Americans, given Islamabad�s current state.�
�We cannot give our allies a promise, and then renege on it,� returned the president. �Our associates would see this as a weakness on our part, and label us as a country who does not stand by its word.�
�They�ll understand,� said Surif al-Quad. �They will.� He shrugged as if it was impossible to believe otherwise.
The president appeared to mull this over. �Since this decision will be one of democratic routine, then I want additional members within the House and Senate to confer as well. I want everyone to have a voice on this,� he said. �Everyone.�
�And should the vote be in favor of brokering a peace to al-Qaeda?� asked Surif al-Quad.
The president sighed through his nose. �Then we will release al-Zawahiri.�
Surif al-Quad smiled.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Raven Rock
President Carmichael listened intently to what FBI Director John Casey told him regarding Tanner Wilson and his team of Outcasts, an elite group of independent specialists who were aiding in the hunt for Aasif Shazad.
�And these people are captained by who, again?� asked the president.
�His name is Tanner Wilson,� said Casey, omitting the fact that Tanner resigned his FBI post while under investigation for alleged misconduct issues. �Tanner believes that Shazad is working from a vantage point where he can reach major targets in the northeast as well as Washington.�
He leaned forward to emphasize his next words. �It is his opinion � and I concur, based on the data coming from the coordinates that he has triangulated from previous strikes � that the drone is heading in a northeast direction.�
The president looked at his watch. The Reaper had been airborne for more than forty-five minutes, which would put it about one hundred seventy miles away from its launch point.
"If D.C. was the target, it probably would have been struck by now. I want New York authorities, especially those in Manhattan, notified that they are to heighten their Threat Rating from Severe to Extreme. I want every plane and drone circling above that city.�
Attorney General Steven Cayne immediately went to his phone.
To Casey, the president said, �What do you have regarding this bunker?�
The FBI head pointed to one of the monitors that was part of a wall-mounted bank. �If I may, Mr. President.�
�Go ahead.�
The screen in the upper right-hand corner lit up with an overhead view of the bunker. When Casey zoomed in, the camo-netting was clearly defined, even with its bramble-like coverings and broken tree branches.
�As you can see, this is a recent and obvious attempt to mask the location from eyes in the sky,� Casey said. �This used to be a training facility during the Vietnam War, when soldiers were prepped to fight in the jungle. However, when we fast forward to 2014, we now look at it as the perfect location for Shazad to set up his field command station. Underneath that netting is a runaway long enough to launch a Reaper drone. The surroundings are discreet and well off the beaten path, even by rural standards. And then you get this��
He hit a couple of buttons on the remote that expanded the view. Suddenly a series of red lines materialized, all branching out from a central point of the bunker, with each line extending to a major point along the eastern seaboard from Washington D.C. all the way to Manhattan. �These lines, people, represent trajectories and potential targets that these drones are capable of striking if launched from this particular facility.�
The president raised his eyebrows. Shazad could pick and choose from so many targets. �It�s plausible,� he said. �In fact, it�s highly reasonable to believe that this Tanner guy is right. How does he know this?�
Casey shrugged. �I thinking knowing is a little strong a term at this point, but he inferred the position of the bunker by triangulating the locations of prior strikes and trajectories, and then eyeballing the location from satellite photos, realizing it makes sense. He has no hard verification, but he caught a brief anomaly on infrared thought to be a contrail.�
�No thermals?�
�Nothing other than what I�ve told you, Mr. President. But believe me, Tanner Wilson knows what he�s doing.�
�You have faith in him?�
�Tons. In fact, I was to propose to you the possibility of sending an air sortie to the zone.�
�Which is not going to happen since I don�t have confirmation that Shazad is actually there. I can�t afford to pull a jet from detail when there�s a Reaper en route. But with that being said, John, I definitely see merit in your man�s opinion. The location is definitely a plausible launchpad that needs to be looked into. Verification or not, I want a chopper with highly-trained operatives green-lighted immediately to the area.�
�Yes, sir.�
�And what's Wilson doing now?�
John Casey looked at him with a poker face. �When I last spoke to him, Mr. President, he was en route to the bunker via highway with his team. He should be arriving there very shortly.�
Carmichael shook his head vigorously. �Contact your man and tell him to stand down. I don�t want my elites to mistake this�this OUTCAST group as the targets. Clear?�
�Yes, Mr. President.� But Tanner isn�t going to like this.
But what Tanner thought mattered little to the president, if anything at all, thought Casey. The director excused himself from the table and made the call.

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

En Route to the Bunker
�Tanner.� Danielle�s voice pierced through his ear buds.
He flipped his lip mike down. �Go ahead, Danielle.�
�Dispatching Director Casey.�
There was a series of clicks, a hum, and then a connection. �Tanner.�
�What�s up, John?�
�The president sees merit in your assumption that the bunker could be Shazad�s stronghold. He�s sending in a chopper with select operatives to police the area immediately. I know you're almost there, Tanner, but he ordered you to stand down. He doesn�t want his unit to mistake OUTCAST as hostiles.�
Tanner felt his face grow hot. �Are you serious? We need a ground-based tactical team, John. Not a chopper! Shazad will be waiting for that helo with ground-to-airs. Our job will be that much more difficult. He�ll set off the other drones as soon as he realizes he's been compromised. There won't even be time for a fighter jet response.�
�Tanner, I know you're private sector now and probably getting used to doing whatever the hell you want, but this is an order coming directly from the Commander-in-Chief.�
�I don�t care, John. He needs to know that if Shazad is there � and I think he is � then he�s sending his men to a certain death. Shazad is a seasoned officer who takes nothing for granted. Being a lieutenant commander, I�m sure that he�s prepared for every contingency.�
�I concur. But like I keep telling you, Tanner, he�s unwilling to pull a fighter from detail when there�s a Reaper on the loose. He firmly believes that if Shazad is based at the bunker, his commando team will take them out.�
Then he�s a fool, thought Tanner.
He pressed down on the accelerator. �All right, John, you informed me. Duly noted.�
�Yeah. But are you going to listen?�
�What do you think?�
�Not only no, but Hell no?�
�Bingo.�
�Tanner�� Casey cut himself off and redirected his course of discussion. �Good luck.�
�Out.� Tanner snapped the lip mike over his head.
Noting the agitated action behind the harsh flip of the lip-mike�s stem, Chance said, �Trouble in Paradise?�
�Carmichael is sending troops to chopper in,� Tanner returned.
�Does he not think that Shazad will have that area covered?�
�That�s what I tried to tell him. But apparently the president has all the confidence in the world in his team.�
�And what about us?� asked Nay.
�We�ve been told to stand down,� Tanner answered evenly.
�Is that what we're doing?� asked Chance.
Tanner scoffed. �Not only no��
Nay and Chance joined Tanner in chorus. ��Hell no!�
They continued up the road toward the bunker.

CHAPTER THIRTY

Raven Rock
The news out of Islamabad arrived within minutes after the president issued an order to deploy a special chopper unit to the bunker location. The development was not a positive one. Indigent factions had eliminated their chief ally in the prime minister, then proceeded to weaken their financial and transit industries, all within a matter of minutes. Now with the prime minister gone, the role of decision making belonged solely to the president, who was a mere figurehead and not as strong of a leader as the prime minister. Things appeared to be souring between the two governments regarding whether to hand over al-Zawahiri. Apparently the discussion was still up for debate inside the Pakistani Assembly.
�They can�t do this,� protested the president. �They made a commitment to us.�
�A commitment that now appears to be in jeopardy, in light of recent events,� returned Rimaldi. �The threat of international sanctions no longer seems to hold the weight it once had, now that they have come under attack.�
�If they stick to their guns like we�re sticking to ours,� said the president, �then they would earn the respect of the worldwide community.�
�Perhaps,� said Cayne. �But right now they have more important things to worry about than earning the respect of the international community, Mr. President. They're scared. Their capital city is a war zone and for all they know other cities are about to follow suit. Plus, Zawahiri has many supporters in the region.�
�That is far too much power for one man,� added the president. �Too much!� He turned to his Chief Advisor. �Simon: Thoughts.�
�As soon as the prime minister went down, Mr. President, our stance with the Pakistani Administration became severely undermined. It appears that support may be shifting. Pakistanis want the bloodshed to end. They don�t care about Zawahiri or his kingdom of terrorists as long as they can live within a symbiotic relationship, even a strained one � the rest of the world be damned.�
President Carmichael grew agitated, grimacing silently before speaking. �So now we may lose Zawahiri. He may never be handed over into our custody.�
Simon Davis spoke as if defeated, his measured delivery low and somber. �There is now a very high probability that the exchange will not be happening, Mr. President.�
�And we suffer this in the meantime!� yelled the president, pointing at the far-wall monitor. The Capitol was still burning.
Worse, there was another drone up there waiting to unleash its fury.
Carmichael looked at his wristwatch. More than an hour had passed since Shazad�s launch. Yet nothing further inside D.C. had been hit. It occurred to him that Tanner Wilson must be right. Aasif Shazad had other targets in mind besides the highest political seat in the land. The president closed his eyes and fought for calm. But calm would never come. Not while the MQ-10 was making its final run. He mentally pictured not only the Capitol in flames, but New York as well � two of his country's flagship cities going up in flames at once. The thought was almost too much for him to bear and he was hit by a sudden onset of nausea.
"Mr. President, are you all right?" His colleagues voiced their concern at his lapse.
Then he opened his eyes wide. "Simon! We need to ready our defenses for New York City."

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Manhattan, New York
Activity in the city was deadened ever since the continuing crisis in Washington D.C., especially when people had long memories with nine-eleven still fresh in their minds. But New Yorkers themselves were not necessarily the exclusive targets of the drone as it stayed its course within the cover of accumulated clouds. Guided by software, its heading was a straight line between two points at an altitude of 15,000 feet. As soon as the Reaper neared its programmed targets, it began its descent at a 45� angle.
When it broke the clouds at a speed of 135 miles per hour, the Manhattan and Brooklyn Bridges quickly came into view. The drone then began to position itself between the two bridges. The moment it reached its pre-set location, it shot off its Hellfires, the missiles summarily banking away from each another as one veered to the left, the other to the right.
White contrails followed in their wakes as the projectiles sped to their points of impact.
And then they struck.
* * *
Jared Whitmore had been driving a fuel truck for most of his life, since he was twenty. Now he was sixty-six and about to retire on his sixty-seventh birthday in two months, two weeks and six days. It was a milestone in his life that he had been waiting for nearly five decades, always dreaming of owning a simple home in Florida where he could have a palm tree or two in his yard and sit around all day outside of a vehicle.
Two months, two weeks and six days. That�s all he had left.
Two months� two weeks� six days.
So he dreamed.
And he smiled.
Then he saw the Hellfire missile curve toward the bridge with the smooth arc of a smoky contrail spraying the air behind it.
It was quick and moved with purpose, the missile drawing a bead.
His smile evaporated. Two months� two weeks� six days. That�s all I had left.
The missile struck the tank of his fuel truck.
* * *
The truck erupted into a fireball, red and yellow and angry, with black smoke roiling skyward. The surrounding pavement cracked and gave, causing huge chunks weakened by the blast to separate and fall to the river below. Cars and pickups close to the fuel truck were lifted and blown away by the force of the destruction, the vehicles either plummeting straight down to the water when the roadway crumbled out beneath them, or careening through the air over the railing like toys thrown by a careless child.
In all, twenty-seven people were killed on the Manhattan Bridge.
* * *
The remaining Hellfire did not miss its mark, either. That missile impacted with a major structural support, causing expansion wires to strain and snap, leaving the bridge perilously weakened. As the tension on the remaining wires became too tight, they also snapped, the cords whipping dangerously about like the heads of a Hydra. Cars slowed, stopped; drivers panicked when traffic came to a standstill and they realized they were trapped. So they ran, and they screamed as they ran, the twang of popping wires sounding off all around them.
Mercifully, the Brooklyn Bridge held and no one was killed, although one man lost a leg when one of the steel expansion cables snapped and recoiled into his calf. His life was saved by a quick-thinking Good Samaritan who thought to use a belt as a tourniquet � a man who stopped to help instead of running with the stampeding crowd.
The bridge itself, though, was as good as dead. The city � so reminiscent of what happened in 2001�was once again paralyzed.
Overhead, the Reaper parsed through its stored instructions.
* * *
Bells and whistles blared in fire and police stations. Calls for help rang out as chaos ruled. Roads closed due to immoveable jams. On the horizon towards the cap of blue-gray clouds, muscular plumes of black smoke rose steadily.
Two F4-Phantoms quickly mobilized to the points of attack only to be confronted with the destruction wrought by the drone. The jet pilots quickly reacquired their target and moved to pursue, wending and diving until they were on the Reaper's tail.
In turn the MQ-10 reacted by waving its wings in a seesaw manner before shifting and diving to its right. The jets kept pace with the drone until they were almost on top of it, the pilots zeroing in. But the Reaper was elusive, suddenly moving left to right, then right to left, dipping then rising.
That's when the clamps holding the remoras lifted, releasing the MUAVs. They took to the air, hovered, got their bearings, then zipped toward their objectives as the Reaper � its payload exhausted � lifted skyward at a vertical angle.
The Phantoms stayed with the MUAVs, finding them impossible to line up and tack onto as they dipped and turned at circus-like angles on the way to their mark at the Holland Tunnel. But when the Phantom pilots saw the ground coming up fast, they peeled off and banked away.
There was no way to stop the remoras as the mouth of the tunnel loomed large and inviting.
No way at all.
* * *
The MUAVs entered the tunnel cavities, one each into the north and south sides. They moved at uncanny speeds, each working independently of the other as they flew a few feet above the traffic.
Quick and agile, they traveled toward the center of their respective tunnels, which were about a mile-and-a-half in length, and directly beneath the Hudson River. When they neared their designated points they slowed, hovered, and spun. Drivers began to honk their horns and point at the things, and then they exploded, their payloads of Semtex discharging with sufficient force to rupture the ceiling.
Cracks and fissures raced along the tiles, connecting one crack to another until parts of the walls and ceiling caved and tumbled. Veils of water began to cascade downward. The pressure on the damaged areas then became too weighted, too heavy, the ceilings of both tunnels collapsing as water from the Hudson spilled in uncontested, the rush of water lifting and carrying cars as if they floated. Vehicles were crushed into one another, killing the lucky ones on impact before they could drown.
When it was over, with the tunnels completely flooded, rescue divers would eventually discover countless bodies floating in gentle repose inside the tube. Their arms and legs would be extended as if they were skydiving; their hair would be fanning out behind them and moving with the course of the water�s soft flow.
Underwater, everything seemed to move with the slowness of a bad dream.

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Raven Rock
The world was in ruins. At least to President Carmichael it was, as he stared goggle-eyed at the surreal live feeds coming out of New York City. Although the two bridges remained standing after sustaining the damages they did, the word on the Holland Tunnel wasn�t as glowing. It would take months to get a true accounting of the devastation, which was colossal, both in terms of dollar amounts and loss of life.
Carmichael buried his face into his hands. He had finally reached his limits. All this destruction from three drones, and he was incapable of stopping the carnage. Or Shazad.
�Mr. President.� Simon Davis sounded contrite. When Carmichael didn�t answer, Simon repeated himself. �Mr. President?�
The Commander-in-Chief lowered his hands. �Yeah, Simon.� He sounded just as defeated, if not more so. �What is it?�
�Sir, we just got word that the chopper team is three minutes out from their drop zone."
�And if Shazad is not at the bunker?� The question hung in the air because everyone knew the answer. And the answer was that America would continue to take whatever blows that Shazad dealt. Worse, it appeared that Shazad was stepping up his game by targeting higher profile areas. After the Holland Tunnel, what could be next? The Statue of Liberty? Times Square? The Pentagon?� Perhaps the power grid for the entire eastern seaboard? Suddenly America's infrastructure was like a rich palette of colors with which the artist Shazad would paint his masterpiece.
The president gave a sidelong glance at the monitors. The images were right out of a horror movie, he thought. The smoke after the fires, the flooding in the streets, the shaky, useless bridges. He forced himself to focus his attention on his team at the table.
�What�s he got left in his arsenal?� he asked everyone. He was pretty sure he already knew the answer to this, but he wanted everyone to realize how much more of this misery they were in for unless they could do something about it, and soon.
Rimaldi recited from her notepad. �Most likely two Reapers, four Hellfires, and six MUAV�s.�
Enough for this animal to do what he's already done � again! President Carmichael could feel his stomach knotting. For the first time, he actually considered buckling to Shazad�s terms, especially now that the Pakistani principals were debating whether they should release Zawahiri into American hands in order to stop their own bleeding.
But there was one last option. One last hope.
Carmichael looked at his watch.
The chopper was arriving.
* * *
Tanner and his OUTCAST operators were approaching the bunker�s access road � really nothing more than a dirt path that wound into thick stands of trees. As the first SUV turned onto the road, the second vehicle followed. After driving a length of fifty yards, Tanner pulled over and got out of the SUV, waving to his team in both vehicles to gather up.
Standing by the hood of the first SUV, Tanner pointed deep into the forest.
�The bunker�s about two clicks in,� he said. �We take nothing for granted and assume that Shazad has set up a perimeter to protect the stronghold. I want eyes and ears open, people. Chance, you�re with me. We�ll move in from the southwest. Stephen, you�re with Nay. The two of you will come in from the south. Liam and Dante, from the southeast.�
The moment Tanner set the teams, Liam rolled his eyes, which Tanner caught.
�Problem?� Tanner asked him.
Liam turned to Alvarez with a steely gaze, appraising him. To Tanner, he said, �No, sir. We�re good.�
Tanner nodded in approval. �I want all units to converge on a central point inside the bunker. Find those missing drones. Incapacitate them. Any questions?�
There were none.
�All right, people,� Tanner stated. �Lip mikes on. Move with caution. Let�s all go home tonight after we get this done. Beers will be on me. Hoorah.�
In unison: �Hoorah.�
From a distance, the sound of chopper rotors were unmistakable.
Tanner sighed. �We�ve got company,� he said softly.
�You know what this means, don�t you?� asked Shah. �Bye-bye, element of surprise. If Shazad�s inside that bunker, he�s going to know that he�s not alone. He�ll be sharp, Tanner.�
�We knew they were coming, people. We just have to make the best of a bad situation. The plan doesn�t alter. We move in and if we have to, we provide support. Hoorah!�
Everyone: �Hoorah!�
�Godspeed, people. Move out.�
The teams spread out in formation, then pressed forward.
While the OUTCAST operators took their first steps into the brush, the chopper sped by overhead.

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

The Bunker
�Shazad! A chopper comes in from the south!� called Abeer Hesbani, a young, spirited youth from Pakistan�s Baloch Tribe.
Shazad jumped to the control podium and stood beside Naji. But when he spoke it was to Abeer. �Are you certain?� he asked him.
Abeer gave a vigorous nod. �It�s closing fast.�
Shazad motioned to Naji to bring up a video feed from cameras mounted on the bunker�s exterior walls. �Let's see.�
Naji toggled switches and zoomed in. Dead center of the screen, a helicopter loomed. �Definitely military,� Naji said.
The muscles in the back of Shazad�s jaw worked. Then: �We�ve been compromised.� He tapped the button of his Bluetooth-like device in his ear and spoke into his lip mike. �Mufad.�
Mufad�s voice came over Shazad�s earpiece. �I hear it.�
�Then you know what to do.�
�Yes, sir.�
Shazad sounded off with urgency. �I�ll also be sending a unit to help you ready the remaining drones,� he told him. �I want both Reapers airborne, now!�
�Understood.�
Shazad then switched to a frequency shared by his entire team and issued commands to �hold the fort.�
Soldiers moved to grab their weapons, each man taking his assigned post.
Naji remained at the podium and keyed in the next set of coordinates.
Lut raced toward the runway along with two others to prepare the drones for launch.
Shazad struggled to contain the rage boiling inside him. Somewhere along the way he had shown his hand. As a leader, he took complete responsibility. Time was no longer a luxury, he considered. Nor did he have control over the president, since Carmichael had somehow leveled the playing field, exposing his base of operations. The chopper was simply a recon unit. As soon as they verified that Shazad was here, there was no doubt that Carmichael would send air sorties to raze the bunker to its foundation. By his estimation, they had�.
�Twelve minutes,� he told Naji. �Can we get them both up there?�
Naji shrugged. �One, absolutely. But two, I don�t know. Maybe.�
�I want both of them sent to the same coordinates,� Shazad added. �I want America to be a dead-man�s land for the next thousand years. You hear me?�
�Yes, sir.�
�See it through.�
Shazad snatched his MP5 off the wall and headed for the tunnels.
* * *
The Black Hawk hovered over the camo-net, the wash of its rotors causing the loose covering of limbs and leaves on the net to blow away, affording a view of the runway beneath it. At the far end of the airstrip and close to the bunker, visible beneath the crisscross of netting, sat the two remaining drones.
�Bravo to Base Command.�
�Go ahead, Bravo.�
�We have an affirmative, Base Command. We have signed for the packages. I repeat, we have signed for the packages.�
�Copy. Engage, Bravo Unit. You have a 'Go!��
�Copy that.� The chopper�s team leader offered a thumbs-up to his squad, a total of ten commandos, who were busy applying clips to rappelling lines.
Suddenly the Black Hawk pulled back and away, hard.
But it was too late.
Everyone on board was killed instantly. The Black Hawk wasn't down. It was obliterated.
* * *
Mufad�s aim with the ground-to-air rocket launcher was perfect. He had set his sights, took measured breaths, and pulled the trigger. The grenade corkscrewed away and picked up speed. Just as the sleek American attack helicopter pulled back and turned away � probably to pulverize the bunker and everyone in it � the grenade struck. The chopper was engulfed in a blaze of fire as it spiraled into a copse of trees and exploded.
* * *
Everyone in OUTCAST heard the explosion and saw the pillar of black smoke that quickly followed.
�They�re gone,� Tanner said flatly. �Air-to-ground.�
�You think they were able to confirm to Base Command?� Chance asked.
Tanner shrugged. �Don�t know. But I do know that Shazad is now on high alert. So the difficulty of our job just increased tenfold.�
He lowered his lip mike. �Team Commander to Unit, heads up. Primary team has been terminated, so now we�re pulling lead. Shazad knows that he�s been compromised, so his unit will be ready. Teams copy?�
�We copy,� said Nay.
Liam also chimed in. "Alvarez and I copy.�
�Careful, everyone,� Tanner said. �We�re walking right into the lion�s den.�
Raven Rock
�We know where he is, Mr. President! We have a confirmation!� This came from Steven Cayne, who appeared rejuvenated.
�The chopper unit?� asked Carmichael.
�Gone, sir. The airship was completely destroyed, with the entire team on board,� reported Rimaldi, who wasn�t as cheerful. Good soldiers had been lost and, although they now had his location, Shazad was still active.
�How long before we can get a sortie or two out there?� asked the president.
Rimaldi gave him one of her stiff answers. �The nearest fighters we can pull from detail, Mr. President, are twenty minutes away.�
Carmichael stood. �Can he get another drone airborne in that time?�
Rimaldi nodded. �Maybe both,� she said.
President Carmichael grunted in frustration. Then he focused his attention squarely at John Casey. �And Tanner Wilson's group? What are they called, again?�
"OUTCAST, Sir. It stands for�"
Carmichael waved him down. "I don't give a damn what the hell it stands for. What's their status now?"
�As you asked, Mr. President, I told him to stand down.�
�Contact him immediately,� he told him firmly. �Tell him he has a green light now.�
But Casey knew that Tanner was like a pit bull going after a three-legged cat. Despite the order to stand pat, he knew Tanner would have green-lighted himself long before Carmichael ever gave him the thumb�s-up. In fact, he was positive that Tanner and his team were already on the move. �Absolutely,� he said, suppressing a smile. �I�ll tell him.�
�Tell him that he has one priority,� the president added. �Tell him that he is to disable those drones before Shazad has a chance to get them flying.�
�And the sortie?�
The president looked at him without emotion. �He has twenty minutes before they strike.�
* * *
A chirp from Danielle lit up Tanner's receiver. He tapped his earpiece. �Go, Danielle.�
�Incoming from Director Casey.�
�Send him through.�
After a series of clicks, they were connected. "What's your twenty, Tanner?�
�We're about a half a click away.�
�Then you know the bird is dead.�
�We can see the smoke.�
�We lost eleven good men, including the pilot. So you and your Outcasts are it."
�I figured as much.�
�Before the helo went down, though, they were able to make confirmation. And by doing so, the president immediately pulled fighters from detail for a sortie on the compound. But between now and then, President Carmichael needs you and your team to go in and disable the Reapers before Shazad has a chance to get them airborne.�
�How much time do we have until the strike?�
�Twenty�make that nineteen minutes.�
Nineteen minutes wasn�t a whole lot of time. Not when Tanner and his team had to wade through Shazad�s men in order to get to the drones. �That�s cutting it way thin, John.�
�Tanner, the Phantoms are on their way. But there�s a possibility that Shazad can launch both drones before they get there. So you have no choice. We need you to go in and disable them.�
Tanner was quiet on his end, thinking, hyper-conscious of the time ticking away.
"Tanner.�
�I�m still here.�
�Just so you know, you now have eighteen minutes.�
* * *
While the chopper burned to the side of the runway, Lut and Mufad, aided by Lut�s team, prepared the first drone. They lowered the collapsible wings, locked them in place, and then loaded two Hellfires and three MUAV�s, the entire process taking less than four minutes.
Mufad gave a quick diagnostic check, then notified Naji that �all systems were go.�
The engines began to rev and pick up momentum.
And then the Reaper began its journey down the runway.
* * *
The bunker was a rectangular building made of concrete, with cutout windows high up on the walls providing natural light to its interior. Crawling vines had staked their claims on the edifice years ago, the leafy ropes thick and winding, making the bunker nearly invisible as it blended with the surrounding foliage. From the main housing unit, several tunnels branched away like the spokes of a wheel toward smaller units at their ends.
�This place is huge,� whispered Chance.
Tanner pointed to a spot beyond the trees, to where the runway would be. �Who and what�s inside is not our concern,� he told him. �The drones are on the field. They�re our priorities. We�ll circle our way around north, and then we do what we have to in order to keep those Reapers grounded.�
Chance eyeballed his watch. �Seventeen minutes before the strike.�
�We better get moving. Eyes and ears open.�
As Tanner spoke the last word, they both saw � rising above the trees and banking hard to the east � a Reaper that was fully loaded.
They had let the first one get away.
* * *
�There�s another way to bring that drone down,� said Chance as soon as the Reaper disappeared from sight over the forest canopy.
Tanner gave him a dumbfounded look that said, �how?�
Chance hunkered beside him in the tall weeds and brambles. �These drones have been manufactured with high-tech gear to render them invisible to all electronic devices, yes?�
Tanner nodded. We already know this.
�But they still need a motherboard to guide them,� Chance said. �They still need to be programmed and managed. And I�m betting�� He pointed to the center area of the bunker where the roof was at its highest level��that the main console is somewhere inside that area. If I can get to it, then I can control the drones. And if I can control the Reaper that�s in flight now, then I�ll drive it right into the ground.�
He inclined his chin toward the bunker before continuing. �We need a change in plans, Tanner. We need to get inside that bunker so that I can redirect the Reaper in flight. We can�t just sit by and hope that it�ll be intercepted by a Phantom. That�s not going to happen. These MQ-10�s are far too maneuverable.�
Tanner checked the time. Sixteen minutes. Then he turned to Chance and saw the eagerness behind the man�s eyes. Their priority had been to disable the drones and keep them grounded. But now that a drone was in flight, the objective had to shift. The optimal thing to do was to take control of the airborne Reaper and crash it in an unpopulated area, safely discharging its deadly payload. But to do this they would have to cut a path through Shazad�s fanatics in order to get at the controls.
�You can do this?� asked Tanner. �Control the Reaper and take it down?�
�I was a Night Stalker,� Chance reminded him. Enough said.
Tanner nodded and took point.
They made their way toward the bunker.
* * *
Nay and Shah reached the south side of the bunker. The building was rounded and low, like a pillbox, with a long, rectangular opening at the wall�s midsection, ostensibly to provide an outlet through which to shoot firearms.
Nay took point with the mouth of her weapon leveled. Natural light came in through the slots high up on the walls, the rays illuminating surfaces that were marred by graffiti � some were simply profane, some gang oriented.
They moved silently with Nay looking skyward and downward, searching for traces of wiring or anything else that would indicate a bomb or IED. One of the ideas going into the shelter was that Shazad would have been prudent enough to take the necessary precautions to shore up his line of defense, should his manpower run thin.
But oddly, she found no traces of boobytraps or anything else as she and Alvarez stepped into a corridor that was long and dank.
Weird, she thought. That someone like Shazad wasn�t more cautious about leaving the back door open. But then her mind registered that he almost certainly was cautious� he had simply hid his defenses very well.
Once inside the corridor where it was darker, Shah took point with his assault weapon at eye level, his head on a swivel. Nay continued to search high and low.
Then she saw it. The blinking of a red light.
Before she approached, she examined the area for laser eyes and beams that, when broken, set off alarms. When she didn�t spot any she moved closer.
The light continued to blink at an even tempo.
�What is it?� whispered Shah, maintaining vigil with his weapon raised.
Nay examined the explosive attached to a support pillar, cocking her head from one side to the other with studious examination. A half brick of Semtex was fixed to the post. It was connected to a slapper detonator � a new, state-of-the-art device that used thin plates accelerated by an electrically exploded wire to deliver the initial shock. This was caused by a laser pulse sent by optical fiber. It was a marvel of engineering and often used by mining companies and the military. But this particular device was rigged to blow should it be moved or jiggled. Trying to deactivate it would be impossible, the penalty for failure nothing less than instant catastrophe. And where there was one, she reflected, there was another� and another� and another.
She spied more beams, more supports. Each one had a Semtex brick strategically affixed. All it would take to detonate them would be an electronic pulse command from a controller that would enable the units instantly. She needed to somehow jam the system, but lacked not only the tools, but in spite of her training and experience, she lacked the specific know-how.
�I can�t do anything about these,� she said softly. �They're state-of-the-art and rigged for anti-tampering.� She looked around. �This whole place is a powder keg waiting to go off.� Then she lowered her lip mike.
�Team Two to Team One.�
�Go.� It was Tanner.
�Tanner, Shah and I are in the south-side tunnel. The entire place is rigged with enough Semtex to blow a hole to China. The fuses are state-of-the-art slappers. There�s nothing I can do, Tanner. And if there�s Semtex here, then I can only assume that every tunnel is the same way.�
�Copy that.�
�Direction?�
�Shazad has launched another drone. So Chance and I are heading toward the central chamber to intercept the control panel. If we�re to have a chance of bringing this thing down, then Chance needs to get to the pilot station.�
�Copy that.�
�And Nay��
�Yeah.�
�President Carmichael has ordered an air sortie. They're going to level this whole place with or without us here. So time is limited.�
�How much time?�
�About fifteen minutes. I need you and Steve to provide us with enough support to clear out as many of Shazad�s team as possible. Create enough of a distraction that Chance and I can press forward with minimal resistance. In ten minutes, I want you and the rest of the team to clear out.�
�And the Semtex riggings?�
Tanner hesitated.
�Tanner,� she said.
He finally responded. �Look, Nay. They�re there for a reason, no doubt. I can�t tell you why, when or how Shazad plans to use them. All I can say is, we�ve been pressed into duty. We�re Outcasts, and we are the best of the best��
��of the best,� she finished.
�That�s right. So there will always be a risk� But if you feel the need to fall back, if you think the risk is too great, then do so. No one, including me, will think any less of you. But there�s a live drone up there, Nay, and Chance and I need to bring it down.�
�I am an OUTCAST, Tanner. I was someone that nobody wanted until you and Chance came along. So there�s no way I�m leaving your sides. No way.� She looked at Shah questioningly, as if to ask: What about you? Are you an OUTCAST?
Stephen Shah looked around at all the blinking lights, then offered her a smirk. �I�m an Outcast, too. My place is here, with my team.�
Nay nodded. �Then let�s give them a little support, shall we?�
Shah grinned. �Hell yes!�
Then into her lip mike. �Tanner, we�re on our way.�
* * *
The moment they entered the southeast tunnel, Liam and Dante had heard the exchange between Nay and Tanner over their ear buds. They were careful and guarded, eyes alert, looking for anything that might pose a threat.
Just like the south-side tunnel, red LEDs blinked. Bricks of Semtex were attached to pillars and support columns. They moved forward, ignoring their primal instinct of self-preservation because they were Outcast Operatives who were the best of the best of the best, duty bound to live by a code of honor.
They crept down the tunnel in silence with their weapons held at eye level � Liam to the left, Shah to the right � working their way toward the central chamber.
The tension between them remained heavy and thick, almost like an unsettling pall. Liam finally broke the silence.
�Just so you know, I�m not comfortable with this."
�With what?�
�This tag team we got going here.�
�Tough shit. You should have opted out when Tanner asked you if you had a problem.�
�My problem, Alvarez, is me walking down this hallway wondering if you�re truly coherent enough to watch my back.�
�I'll say it again: the time for doing something about that has passed. Get over it. When it comes down to crunch time, trust me, you�ll have nothing to worry about. How do you think I feel about working with someone whose loyalties are misplaced? Now that�s a cause for concern.�
�Your concern isn't even close to being justified,� Liam shot back. �In the field I was good at what I did. I still am. My loyalty toward my fellow soldiers never wavered.�
�Until you sold your book and broke the SEAL code of honor for profit. But I guess we all have our faults, don�t we?�
Liam sighed heavily. �Yeah, I guess we do.�
Their loyalties and mettle were about to be tested as never before when they unknowingly broke the laser beam that cut across their path, setting off the array of alarms inside the central chamber.
* * *
Naji, after logging in the coordinates for the first Reaper launch, turned his attention to the bank of monitors to his right. A yellow light flashed insistently and the speaker chimed out in warning. On the screen, in the center showing the southeast tunnel, two men were working their way toward the central chamber. Naji then switched on all the monitors, catching a second team coming in from the south. He tapped his ear bud.
�Shazad.�
�Go.�
�It appears the chopper did not come alone. We have tangos in the south and southeast tunnels. They�re working their way to my location� I need time.�
�How much longer to the second launch?�
�You�d have to ask Lut that.�
�Copy.�
Naji turned to the monitors and watched the teams move closer. C�mon, Lut. What�s taking so long?
* * *
As soon as the chopper went down, Shazad knew that his operation had been compromised, so he reacted immediately. He entered one of the spokes branching from the main chamber and made his way to a room that was once the facility's electrical center. In the middle of the space was a generator that had long been dead. Against the wall was a panel with a door. He opened it, revealing a keypad inside. With nimble fingers he typed in a code and then the pound key. The numerals 10:00 suddenly appeared in the keypad�s window. And then the countdown began.
� 09:59�
� 09:58�
� 09:57�
When the numbers hit quadruple zero, the keypad would transmit a single pulse to all the rigged explosives, and within a nanosecond, the bunker would be annihilated, leaving nothing more than a vast crater in the earth.
He tapped on his ear bud. �Lut.�
A second later. �Yes, Shazad.�
�We�ve got company! How much longer before you get that drone airborne?�
�Four minutes.�
�You have two.�
�I can only do what I can do, Shazad.�
�Two minutes!� he ordered.
But Shazad knew this would be an impossibility. Lut was quick and efficient. Telling him to cut the time in half was simply a plea of desperation and nothing more. Some things took time. And loading a Reaper was one of them.
Then into his lip mike: �Team One to South Tunnel. Team Two to the Southeast. Dispatch any and all incoming hostiles. I repeat, dispatch any and all incoming hostiles.�
�Team One copies.�
�Team Two copies.�
�Out.� Shazad ran for the main chamber to join Naji.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Nay stayed her steps when she saw the red lights stop blinking and go steady.
Stephen Shah copied her actions by remaining still.
�What's up?�
�The Semtex riggings. They stopped blinking.�
�Is that bad?�
It�s not good, she thought. Nay approached the pillar where a Semtex unit was rigged at the juncture between the support column and the concrete header beam. Above the red indicator was a small LED display that was counting down numbers in bright red.
� 09:54�
� 09:53�
� 09:52�
�What�s the matter?� repeated Shah.
Nay raced to a neighboring column. Its unit was also counting down and doing so in sync with the others.
� 09:49�
� 09:48�
� 09:47�
She immediately engaged her headset. �Tanner.�
�Go ahead, Nay.�
�Huge problem,� she said, which also grabbed Shah's attention. �The Semtex riggings are counting down in unison. Looks like someone initiated the units from a main control.�
�Can you disable that control?�
�All I can do is try. But this is a big place, Tanner. I may not even be able to find it in time.�
�How much time are we talking about?�
She looked at the rigging�s faceplate.
�About nine and a half minutes,� she answered.
�Find that panel,� Tanner told her.
�Copy that.� She flipped her lip mike upward. Then to Shah, she said, �We have to move and move fast."
He pointed ahead but took no steps. The tunnel was cast in quasi-darkness with shadows everywhere.
�We can�t rush this,� he whispered. �Could be tripwires, Shazad's men lying in wait��
She took the lead. �We don�t have a choice.�
� 09:28�
� 09:27�
� 09:26�

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Tanner lifted his lip mike and spoke directly to Chance.
�Shazad�s set the timers to the Semtex. They�re due to go off in about nine and a half minutes.�
Chance looked down at the ferns pooling around his feet, then at the bunker. �That�s before the airstrike! If they're blowing their own place up, you know that means they plan to have the last drone already launched.�
�Nay�s trying to find the main control panel. She may be able to disable them in time.�
�Tan, nine minutes is nothing. It�s a big place in there. What if she can�t find it, or if she can but doesn�t have enough time to disarm it? They have to clear the area with at least two minutes left on the timer to be able to escape. So her time is really limited to seven minutes, not the nine on the clock.�
He placed a hand on Tanner�s shoulder. Then he spoke evenly. �That rule applies to us as well,� he told him. �I need to get in there and fast. I have to get to that control panel.�
Tanner and Chance slipped through the wooded terrain with skilled efficiency. They quickly positioned themselves at the head of the bunker, where they saw the final Reaper situated at the end of the runway, fully loaded with Hellfires and remoras. Its engines were cycling.
�I see four tangos,� Tanner said. �The big guy and the one other at the drone, plus two more, fully armed, maintaining watch at the east and west sides.�
�I spot the same,� said Chance, looking through the scope of his weapon. Then: �You know what this means, right?�
�I need to create a diversion.�
Chance nodded. �I�ll pull a stealth take-down on the guy on the west side. You draw off the other three while I slip inside.� He looked at his watch. �Just over eight minutes. Six minutes for me to get out in time.�
�Nay and Liam are working their teams forward,� Tanner stated, inching away from Chance. �They�ll draw fire from their positions long enough for you to do whatever it is you have to do. But if Nay can�t get to the panel because she�s engaged, then you need to get to the console and drive those units into the ground before the Semtex blows. Six minutes!�
And then Tanner was gone, disappearing into the brush.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Liam and Dante moved slowly, cautiously, their senses hyper-alert. Both men had been battle tested, each seeing action in different parts of the world. Liam had been a member of SEAL Team 6, and Dante with the Secret Service, having thwarted assassination attempts on the president abroad. They inched steadily forward, peering through their scopes, the hallways and tunnels before them magnified and light-enhanced.
Shadows moved, the amoeba-like forms blacker than black as they broke apart to flank Liam and Dante from the perimeter.
�See them?� whispered Liam.
�I got them,� he answered, moving to his left.
Liam moved to his right. �I count three.�
�Same.�
The Outcasts moved fluidly to the outermost points as three of Shazad�s team approached.
The insurgents were equally quiet and well-practiced at stalking. One remained centered while the other two branched out toward the perimeters, expanding their net.
Liam and Dante posted themselves behind columns and waited, their weapons at the ready.
One of Shazad�s men peeked carefully around the edges of each column as he made his way through the corridor. But when he moved towards the pillar that Liam was hiding behind and attempted to steal a look around it, Liam directed his weapon and pulled the trigger. Pffftttt. The suppressor did its job and muted the sound of the bullet as it sheared away part of the assailant�s skull. Blood, gore and gray matter decorated the wall behind the dead man in gruesome splashes as he stood a moment, teetered, then fell back as rigid as a bar of steel, hitting the ground hard. When his gun clattered off into the shadows, the noise was alarm enough for the rest of the unit to engage.
Muzzle flashes went off in strobe-like fashion as Shazad�s men strafed the area with successive ammo fire, the bullets pounding the columns and cement, tearing away shards of concrete and exposing the rusty rebar underneath.
From the pocket of his Dragon Skin armor Dante removed a small cylinder � a flash bang � and showed it to Liam, who offered a thumbs up.
Dante brought the grenade to his mouth, bit down on the pin, and pulled it free from the explosive. With a quick toss he sent the flash bang in the attackers� direction, then � along with Liam � turned his head away as the grenade ignited into a white-hot starburst of light. The resulting explosion shook the area like a sonic boom, radiating a concussive wave strong enough to dull the wits of anyone within its path.
When Liam and Dante converged on their enemies� position, they were surprised to see that they had moved away from their points before the blast, having the presence of mind to know what a flash bang was and what it could do the moment it hit the ground.
From the shadows, Shazad�s team members attacked. The foe targeting Liam moved his weapon from left to right, spraying the vicinity with a horizontal bullet-hose. The rounds stitched across Liam�s armor, pounding him off his feet to the floor. One bullet, however, caught him in the unprotected region between the chest plate and the shoulder � right at the joint � rendering his left arm completely useless.
Liam was thinking how his attacker was older and perhaps seasoned, when the man edged away from the shadows and centered his assault weapon to a target atop Liam�s forehead. But the ex-SEAL was speedy. He immediately determined that the man was wearing Kevlar, so he raised his weapon and aimed for his legs, the bullets cutting across flesh as bursts of red mist erupted from the combatant's thighs.
The attacker went down screaming with a hand to his wounded quadriceps, his teeth gritting in pain. In an action that appeared more involuntary than practiced, he simply raised his weapon in response and fired off a barely-controlled volley towards Liam, the shots hitting Liam�s weapon and forcing it free from his hands.
Liam momentarily panicked, his head turning madly from side to side, scanning for his firearm. Then he realized that no more shots came. His opponent's magazine had gone dry. But now he was attempting to reseat another one from his prone position. Liam kicked the weapon away from the man�s grasp, leaving his attacker lying belly down with a full magazine in his hand and nowhere to put it.
The insurgent rolled and tossed the magazine at Liam, who deflected it with a padded forearm. But the action bought the attacker time to reach for his knife and thrust it. Liam launched himself and grabbed the attacker by the wrist, the knife now held steady by both of them.
But the attacker had two good arms whereas Liam only had one. With a quick, hard double-jab to Liam�s injured shoulder, the assailant propagated electric pain throughout the Outcast operator's body.
Liam went to the floor shrieking and clutching his ravaged shoulder.
The jihadist followed, mounting him like an obscene lover with his knife held ready to slash across Liam�s throat. But Liam gripped the man�s wrist, yanking the blade away when the attacker tried to push it forward. The tug-of-war was one of vacillation as the knife neared the flesh of Liam�s throat, then was forced away by Liam�s strength, only to work its way back to its intended mark once more.
The knife finally grazed the skin of Liam�s throat and drew a line of blood. He could feel the strength draining from his injured arm, which felt rubbery and ineffective. As his attacker geared himself for a finishing stroke with the combat knife, a bullet-hole appeared in the center of his forehead, a ribbon of smoke curling ceilingward from the wound.
The religious fundamentalist stared at Liam for a long moment as his lungs expelled the last of their air supply with a long sigh, and then wilted to the side, dead.
Liam got onto his one good elbow and fought for breath.
Dante Alvarez stood over the body, examined it for signs of life, and then looked at Liam with a neutral expression.
�You all right?�
Liam looked beyond his partner in war and saw that he had taken out his opponent, who now lay in the shadows in an odd and twisted position. Not only had he neutralized his own man, but also Liam�s.
Liam nodded, then winced. �Get me up."
Dante grabbed Liam by his good hand and hoisted him to his feet.
�My weapon�� Liam looked around the vicinity.
�You need to fall back,� Dante told him. �You�re wounded.�
Liam found his weapon and held it up in a display of vigor. �I still have one good arm and two good legs. No way am I leaving you alone.�
Dante seemed to mull this over, eyes flicking from Liam's legs to his bad arm, to their immediate surroundings.
Liam lowered his weapon and took a few steps toward Dante. �Look, man, I'd be dead if it wasn�t for you. I know that. So please accept my thanks. And my apologies for what I said. Okay?�
Dante's face seemed to soften at Liam�s words. �Like I said,� he replied, not above a little I-told-you-so ribbing, �when everyone's claiming to give 110 percent to everyone else's 100, I always give 125.�
Liam cracked a smile. Even the movement of his lips was not without marginal pain. �I'll say it again, Dante- thank you for saving my life. There�s no way I could truly express my gratitude.�
Now it was Alvarez's turn to grin. �I believe you just did.�
Liam checked his wound and noted the blood flow, which was hemorrhaging at what he thought to be a very slow rate.
�Are you sure you want to go on?� asked Dante.
Liam raised his weapon once again. �I�m not leaving your side,� he told him robustly. �We�re OUTCAST. And you and me�" He extended a hand, which Dante shook.
�� We�re a team,� he finished.
Dante nodded. We�re a team.
As a team they moved forward.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Nay and Shah pressed on until they entered a room whose walls were marred by graffiti, with a floor that was littered with broken glass from beer bottles that were pitched against those walls.
Nay looked for anything resembling a sending station that was capable of containing the unit that could transmit the kill pulse to the explosive devices. They now had just under nine minutes, the time seeming to wind down more rapidly than before.
Something from the shadows closed in on them, hard and fast.
Shazad�s men rushed them with their weapons discharging in rapid succession.
Nay immediately dropped and rolled, the bullets missing her as they pocked and pitted the cement wall behind her.
Stephen Shah came across with a volley of shots, catching one of their three attackers in the throat, the man gurgling to the floor in a boneless heap. The two remaining insurgents drifted off to the sides, their weapons spitting lead until their clips went dry.
Seizing the moment of downtime, Shah rushed his opponent on the left. With a horizontal sweep of his weapon, he struck his assailant with the stock of his firearm, a firm blow that knocked the man�s jaw askew, detaching the mandible. After rolling his eyes upward until they showed nothing but whites, he then fell back, hard.
When the last man standing reseated his magazine, he directed the weapon upon Shah.
A burst of gunfire came from the insurgent�s left. Rounds fired off by Nay�s weapon patterned across the man�s chest, striking his armor and knocking him to the floor. Shah was soon on top of him. When the Arab tried to come around with his weapon, Shah kicked the barrel aside just as the MP5 discharged, the bullets strafing the ceiling, causing fine dust to rain down on them.
Within the space of a single heartbeat, Shah raised his weapon and brought it down on the young Arab�s face, the concussive blow knocking the man unconscious.
Nay got to her feet and attempted to brush away the dust from her uniform with a few sweeps of her hand before realizing that it was futile. The dust was there to stay. She looked at the bodies on the floor: one dead and two injured, one severely. She turned to Alvarez.
�Steve, we need to find that panel,� she told him, glancing at her watch. �Quickly.�
� 08:28�
� 08:27�
� 08:26�
The confrontation had cost them valuable time.

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Chance had worked his way through the brush until his opponent was less than fifteen feet away. Being a former Delta, Chance knew how to be silent.
� 08:23�
� 08:22�
� 08:21�
He approached the enemy with his assault weapon slung across his back and his fixed blade fighting knife held tight within his grip.
As soon as he came within striking distance, his opponent turned to see Chance standing over him, his eyes suddenly flaring to the size of communion wafers as he tried to swing his gun around. But Chance grabbed the barrel, shoved it downward, and brought the blade straight down through the top of the man�s skull.
Dragging the body aside, Chance got on the lip mike and whispered. �Tanner.�
�Go.�
�One tango down. I�m not too far from the castle gates.� He looked at his watch.
� 08:09�
� 08:08�
� 08:07�
�I need some fireworks,� Chance whispered to Tanner. �Time�s getting skinny on our end.�
�Copy that. I�m about to light�em up.�
�Out.� Chance lifted the arm of his mike over his head, and waited.
� 08:04�
� 08:03�
� 08:02�

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

There were three enemies remaining outside the bunker. One stood guard at the runway�s perimeter while the other two were managing the drone itself.
Tanner had made his way close to the tarmac�s edge but remained behind a wild-growing hedge, scoping out the area. It was obvious to him that the hostiles were hastening their actions, now that they were aware of a counter-team working their way onto the premises.
Tanner switched his arms to single-shot mode, raised the weapon so that his target was caught within the crosshairs, and pulled the trigger.
The head of the man keeping guard erupted like a melon, with pulpy wet matter flying to all points of the compass. Then Tanner switched back to multi-shot as he closed in on the remaining two.
* * *
From the corner of his eye, Lut had seen the man by the runway fall. A halo of blood and spongy mass was spread around his body, a telltale sign that the bullet used was one of sizeable caliber. Lut quickly turned to the opposite side of the field, only to see the legs and feet of the second guard extending from the bushes, that soldier unmoving. Giving quick commands to Mufad, the large man scooped up his weapon. But before he could raise it into position, bullet holes appeared across Mufad�s back, the wounds opening like the petals of a rose.
Lut cried out to him. �Mufad!�
The young Arab didn�t seem to hear him as he went to his knees, dropping his tablet. For a long moment he stayed that way, as if entreating his God one last moment before keeling forward.
In an uncontrollable rage, Lut let loose a warrior�s cry as he barreled toward the source of the shots that took down Mufad. He peppered the brush with fire as he ran, swinging the point of his firearm from one side to the other, the bullets cutting and slicing their way through the foliage, limbs and leaves flying everywhere as if pruned by an unseen madman.
Tanner ducked beneath the botanical shrapnel. As he lay on his side, leaves, dust and even feathers raining down, he lowered his lip mike and hissed, �Chance!�
�Yeah.�
�Gate�s clear! Get moving!�
�I can get to him, Tanner. I can take out the big guy.�
�No time. Get inside and get to that console! Don�t worry about me. Out!� Tanner rolled to his left, away from the steady stream of gunfire. But the big man was almost on top of him.
Tanner got to his feet, raised his weapon, and fired. The reports were snuffed out by the suppressor as bullets zipped past the large Arab man, all the shots missing. By the time Tanner readjusted, Lut had taken to the brush in hiding.
What followed was a terrifying silence that Tanner did not expect.
He was being stalked.

CHAPTER FORTY

Chance raced into the mouth of the bunker�s opening and ran down a tunnel that smelled of dung. After rounding a bend, he saw light that could only have been thrown by incandescent bulbs. The door to the interior space was either open or missing. Just before he reached the room, he took stock of his situation and proceeded with caution. He raised his weapon to eye level and used the magnifying lens of his scope to guide him. Chance moved forward bent at the waist while constantly looking around.
� 07:25�
� 07:24�
� 07:23�
Not detecting any immediate threats, he entered the room.
* * *
Naji was manning the controls when he registered movement from the periphery of his sight. When he turned to look, he knew instantly that he was caught within the crosshairs � there was Chance, standing there.
�Move away from the console!� Chance demanded, sidestepping his way into the chamber. �I�m not going to tell you again.�
�You�re too late,� Naji told him calmly. �The first drone is locked in. The only way to take it out is with a fighter jet. But we both know that the Phantoms can�t reach it in time, don�t we?�
Chance was amazed at this man�s English. It was perfect � without even any hint of an accent. But then again, he was American. The enemy always hiding in plain sight.
�I said, move away from the console!�
Naji refused, his eyes shifting in their sockets from Chance to the podium, then from the podium back to Chance, his mind obviously working, which Chance could see.
�Don�t even think about it,� said Chance.
But Naji did think. And he reacted. He was swift and fluid in motion, his hand reaching for his holstered weapon, grabbing it, and then bringing it up. But Chance wasted no time in pressing the trigger, either.
Muzzle flashes exploded from the end of Chance�s weapon, the bursts of gunfire on target as the rounds ripped into Naji with punches that caused the Arab to jolt and contort with their sudden impacts.
Naji screamed as his entire body became a tabernacle of pain.
Chance lifted his finger from the trigger.
The smell of cordite permeated the air.
Naji, going to his knees, dropped his pistol and enfolded himself in a feeble embrace. Looking at Chance, he gave off a most chilling smile. His teeth were coated with blood. His eyes seemed to cast a horrific aura � something that told Chance he was too late to play the part of savior.
Naji burst out with a chortle as if he had the upper hand in playing some cruel joke. �Whereas I will go to Paradise,� he told him. �You shall suffer for all eternity."
Naji then coughed up a red glob that splashed on the floor before him. Slowly, he reached out and grazed his fingertips over the blood, using it as ink, and drew something indecipherable. When he was done he raised his head and focused his attention on Chance, who was quickly approaching with his weapon leveled.
Naji�s smile withered, his eyes taking on a look of detachment, and then he was gone, the dead man falling to the floor.
Chance took to the podium and studied its control panel. He had seen this before � the controls, the dials, the toggles and the joystick. Some of it was reminiscent of the overhead control panel of a Black Hawk. Other sections, however, were alien to him.
He checked the monitors and noted that some of the cameras were shots of the tunnels, others of the outside periphery. But on the center monitor he found what he was looking for: the aerial view of the drone already in flight, the Reaper flying just above the treetops in what was known as terrain masking, a way to further disguise itself from radar.
Chance flipped switches and played with the necessary toggles to bring up the unmanned plane's designated route. A digital LED readout displayed a series of numbers at the top of the screen. Coordinates. He then attempted to usurp the console's power by tapping into the Reaper's computerized brain, but failed, the flight of the drone unwavering. Then he tried to alternate its flight plan by hacking into its programming so that he could instruct it to fly into the ground. But once again, the drone didn�t respond, having a life of its own. It was starting to look like things were as Naji said� the drone's course was locked in and there was nothing anyone could do to alter its course.
He then scrutinized the coordinates by entering the displayed digits into the computer.
What came up � what he realized had to be the target site � actually stole his breath away.
�Oh my God,� he whispered. No.
He got on the lip mike to Tanner.
But the Outcast leader had problems of his own.

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

The foliage was a little too quiet for Tanner�s liking. He knew that the large man was close by, perhaps listening for the faintest of noises so that he could home onto his position and rush him like a mad bull. He was watchful, scouting for delicate twigs or branches that could be as inharmonious as alarms, before leveling his foot.
And then Tanner�s ear bud chirped. �Tanner! Tanner, come in!�
Under normal circumstances, the audio transmitted through the ear buds was inaudible to anyone but the wearer. But amidst this dead quiet�
The moment Tanner reached to shut off the bud, Lut burst out of hiding and rushed him.
* * *
� 07:07�
� 07:06�
� 07:05�
Chance was becoming frustrated. Everything he did ended in failure.
From the mouth of the south corridor, Nay and Stephen entered the main chamber. Moments later Liam and Dante entered from the southeast side. When they saw Chance and not Tanner, it begged a question from Nay.
�He�s outside,� Chance told her, �standing sentinel. But he�s not answering his mike.�
�I�m on it,� said Stephen, exiting the main chamber with his weapon held high and at the ready position.
Nay looked around, rapidly surveying their surroundings. �Chance, is there a panel around here? Something that could act as the sending station for the Semtex riggings?"
�Not in this room,� he answered, continuing to work the drone station feverishly. �Try the north-side tunnel. And Nay?" I love you. Words he deemed as inappropriate � out of place � came to the forefront of his mind. He pushed them aside. Why do I want to say that now?
�Yeah?�
Stay focused. �I need more time.�
�I�ll try."
When she left, Dante followed, leaving behind a wounded Liam, who left blood spots in his wake like a macabre breadcrumb trail as he walked to the podium and stood beside Chance.
He noted the dead Arab on the floor before addressing the ex-Delta Force operator. �You got this?�
Chance ignored him as he allowed his fingers to dance over the controls, totally absorbed by what he was doing.
Liam checked the monitors. On one screen was the bird's-eye-view video feed from the MQ-10 in flight as it dipped and rose over treetops. On the monitor beside it was a still-frame photo of the Calvert Cliffs Nuclear Power Plant near Lusby, Maryland.
And then Liam�s mind clicked. The Calvert Cliffs Nuclear Power Plant was the drone�s destination.
Liam was starting to feel the wooziness of his wound.
�Can you stop it, Chance? Before it gets to Calvert?�
Chance shrugged. �I don�t know. Let�s just hope that Nay finds that box.�
�If not?�
Chance wanted to say, Then Calvert Cliffs goes up like a fireball unlike any other and that part of Maryland will be a no-man�s land for a thousand years to come.
But he remained silent, knowing that neither of them needed any distractions right now.
* * *
When Aasif Shazad reached the main chamber, he saw Naji lying in a pool of his own blood. Dead, or nearly so. Nearby, a clearly uninjured man stood helming the podium, trying his best to commandeer the Reaper in mid-flight, with a second man � this one with a serious shoulder wound� standing beside him.
These people were quick and efficient, he thought, dispatching his team with such little effort. But his unit had served well, as they now stood on the threshold to greatness and Paradise ever after.
Shazad was pleased.
But unlike his fellow jihadists, he would not be martyred. It was no longer necessary for him to engage with these treacherous infidels. The Reaper would carry out his work. The best thing for him to do was to live another day so that he could plan and execute additional holy missions, to serve yet another glorious day under the banner of Allah, peace be with him.
He slunk back into the shadows and retreated into the dark recesses. Knowing that time was winding down and that there was nothing anyone could do to stop the drone, he slipped away from the bunker and deeper into the woods.
� 06:43�
� 06:42�
� 06:41�

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

Lut was no stranger to the weight room. At least from what Tanner could tell by the man�s thick neck and broad shoulders as he rushed him, hollering with unbridled rage. The big man�s knife remained sheathed while his assault rifle was festooned across his chest. Tanner figured that he wanted to get up close and personal � to rip him apart with his bare hands � which the apish combatant looked quite capable of doing.
Tanner swung his own rifle around. Lut kicked it away, reached down and grabbed Tanner by the throat with both hands. He raised him off the ground effortlessly until Tanner found himself kicking for the purchase of land.
Lut was quick and sprightly, far too fast for someone his size. Yet he was. And Tanner would have to find a way to deal with it. Fast.
With incredible power behind his grip, Lut was slowly squeezing the life from Tanner, whose complexion transitioned from tanned to red to mauve as his blood flow was constricted.
From his earthly position, Lut stared up at the OUTCAST leader and gave a carnivorous grin.
With pinpoints of light sparking across his steadily shrinking field of vision, Tanner focused his thoughts as best he could. He looked down at the immense man with a certain gravity to his stare. Slowly, Lut�s smile diminished as their eyes met, a deliberate wilting at the corner of his lips. The man he held high had two different-colored eyes � one so pale blue that it appeared almost white. The other, however, was as black as pitch and seemingly without pupil. Lut stared into the dark eye, deep inside the orb, fathoming an uncontained volatility within this man, something brutal and without mercy.
Unhurriedly, this man with the dark eye spread his arms out in mock crucifixion, then brought them in quickly, clapping his hands hard over his aggressor's ears and rupturing his drums.
Lut released Tanner and staggered back into the brush, crying out. Blood trickled out through the fingers that were clamped over his ears.
Tanner didn�t hesitate. He closed the gap between them and served Lut with a flurry of punches to the solar plexus � dizzying combinations � that sent the man off balance and to his back.
Lut stared up at Tanner, who stood over him with the look of a man who held the life of another in his hands. But that raven eye of his seemed to be warring with the one that was almost without color, the dark orb pulsating in the lattice of red stitching that now surrounded it. In the end, the mercy won over as Tanner raised his balled fist and brought the heel side down against the fallen man�s face, slamming him into unconsciousness.
�Nice move.� It was Dante. �I thought you could use a hand when you didn�t return Chance�s calls.� He then walked over to Tanner and handed him the weapon that had been kicked free from Lut�s foot. �You might want to hang onto this,� he added, smiling.
But Tanner did not reciprocate with a smile of his own. Instead, he grabbed the weapon and looked beyond Dante's shoulder. Alvarez turned to see what he was looking at.
On the runway, the remaining Reaper was picking up speed. And then it launched, heading east.

CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

�Chance?�
Recognizing Tanner�s voice over his ear bud, he answered. �Tanner.�
�The final drone�s on the move.�
�I�m controlling it,� he replied, manipulating the joystick and watching the monitor. �Tanner, we�ve got a huge problem. You need to contact John Casey right now. I tried contacting you before, but you were down.�
�Got a little tangled up there for a moment,� he told him. �What�s wrong?�
�I can�t control the first launch because the programming on the first Reaper is locked in. I can�t change it or command a new course. What I can do is control the second Reaper. I was able to take command before it was locked onto its mission course.�
�So you�re remote controlling the second drone?�
�Yes. I�m going to use it to track down the first drone. If I can get close enough, then I can target-acquire a Hellfire and take it out. Hellfires move seven times faster than a drone. The first Reaper is on a straight course between two points with no one controlling it. Because no one is controlling it, it can�t outmaneuver an incoming missile. It is simply programmed to go from point A to point B. Nothing more.�
�So why do I need to contact Casey?�
Chance hesitated, but only for a split second. �He needs to be informed of its proposed target,� he finally said.
�And where would that be?�
�It�s heading for Calvert Cliffs Power Plant near Lusby. Casey needs the president to call off the air sortie and use those jets to intercept the drone. In case I miss.�
�Lusby�s fifty miles away. The drone must be more than a quarter of the distance. By the time Carmichael gets the message and reroutes the Phantoms, they won�t have enough time to intercept. But maybe they have other units nearby.�
�We can only hope.�
�Can you do this, Chance? Can you catch up?�
He nodded, even though Tanner couldn�t see him. �I can close to a distance that will enable me to lock on a Hellfire. But the distance between the two drones will still be great. In the end, Tanner, it�ll be a fifty-fifty possibility of taking it down, at best.�
�I�ll contact Casey immediately. And Chance.�
�Yeah.�
�Do your best.�
Chance continued to stare at the monitor.

CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

Raven Rock
�Calvert Cliffs!� The president uttered the words as if they were the height of profanity.
John Casey, sitting between Jenifer Rimaldi and Simon Davis, said, �Yes, sir. The Calvert Cliffs Nuclear Power Plant."
�I know what it is, damn it!"
Casey's face reddened a bit but he maintained his composure. "It appears to be the target of the fourth launched drone, Mr. President.�
"So contact them immediately and have them shut down the cores and reactors.�
Davis waved a hand. He was already on the phone.
�What about Tanner Wilson?� asked President Carmichael.
Casey responded. �His group has taken the bunker. However, Shazad himself is still at large, and the whole place has been rigged with enough plastic explosives to blow it out of existence. As we speak, Mr. President, a timer is counting down.�
�Options?�
Casey nodded. �Slim. But the Phantom jets have been ordered by the Joint Chiefs to readjust their course and are on their way to intercept. We also have some SR-71Blackbirds coming in from the north. But the real problem, Mr. President, is that the jets may be too far away to close the distance in time. The fighters committing to the sortie have renegotiated their westerly position to the northeast. But it�s not looking as if they�ll be able to connect in time.�
President Carmichael fell back into his seat, looking terribly lost.
�But something else is brewing,� said Casey. �Tanner and his team launched the second drone and are in full control of it. This one is right on the heels of the first and they fully believe they can get close enough to take the first drone down with one of Shazad's own Hellfires.�
The president glared at his FBI Director. "They're our Hellfires, remember?" Nevertheless, the news seemed to perk Carmichael up a bit. What Casey offered him was hope.
He steamrolled over Casey's apology. �What are the chances of this happening?� he asked. The president's job demanded he deal in reality rather than hope.
�Significantly greater than being intercepted by the fighter jets, who really have no chance at all.�
Carmichael then leaned forward and clasped his hands together in an attitude of prayer.
�But there�s one more thing you need to know,� Casey went on. �The time that Tanner Wilson's team has is extremely limited unless they can disable the explosives that are set to demolish the compound, including the control station for the second drone with which they intend to take out the one heading for Calvert.�
The president raised his hands palms up and shrugged. �How much time are we talking about?�
Casey looked at his watch, then back to the president with grave features. �I�m afraid, Mr. President, that they have less than six minutes.�
Once again, hope vanished from Carmichael�s soul like wispy commas of mist.

CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

The Bunker
In the north tunnel, Nay and Shah came upon a single room that was once the nerve center of the bunker. Inside the room was a generator � long since dead � that provided power to the shelter back in the seventies.
Against the far wall and steeped in shadows, a panel door stood about five feet off the floor.
Nay examined the area carefully for triggers and traps. Finding none, she proceeded to open the access panel.
�Careful,� Shah warned.
She opened the door slowly. Inside they saw a foot-long container with several vials of amber fluid attached to it, the vials acting as simple levels. Should the container be disturbed and the fluids within the vials shift, then the timer would engage and trigger an immediate pulse, which would in turn detonate the Semtex units.
She shook her head out of a combination of frustration and grudging admiration. Shazad had planned so well.
She lowered her lip mike. �Tanner.�
�Go.�
�I found the master unit. Very well protected.�
�Can you disable it?�
�If given the time� maybe.�
�Nay, I need you to be at your best. We need you to give us more time.�
She sighed. Nothing like turning up the heat. �How much time are we talking about here?�
There was a pause, then: �Six minutes.�
�Which really means that I have four, since I need two minutes to clear out.�
�Exactly.�
She turned back to the guarded mechanism.

CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

Lusby, Maryland
Sirens went off in unison at the Calvert Cliffs Nuclear Power Plant, located on the western shore of the Chesapeake Bay near Lusby, Maryland. The cores, rods and reactors were in the process of being shut down. Technicians moved quickly in an orderly fashion, racing from one control station to the next, throwing switches and powering down anything that could endanger the facility.
Approaching from the west, a Reaper bore down on them.
* * *
Chance was not alone in the room.
Tanner and Dante had entered the main chamber after dealing with Lut. Liam, however, had taken to the floor, the man growing dizzy from his wound. This caught the attention of Tanner, who evaluated Liam's wounded shoulder and noted the ugly rawness underneath. His face was also losing its color, now verging on a disturbing mauve-gray.
Tanner issued Dante a quick order. �Get him out of here and back to the vehicles. If we need to bug out quickly, he�d never make it.�
Dante aided Liam to his feet. He then hooked an arm around Liam and ushered him toward the exit, leaving Chance and Tanner alone by the podium.
� 05:27�
� 05:26�
� 05:25�
�How�re you doing?� Tanner asked Chance.
"We'll know in a couple minutes." Chance continued to eagle-eye the display and manage the controls. �I�m on course, but it�s not in view yet.�
Tanner looked at his watch. You�re cutting it close, my friend.
But Chance wasn�t through. �Even then, it�ll only be a speck in the sky.�
Tanner closed his eyes in frustration as all hope began to dwindle. Then he lowered his lip mike.
�Nay.�
�Yeah, Tanner.�
�Sitrep?� Situation report.
�This could take me up to four, maybe five more minutes.�
�Nay, you have four minutes. Not a second longer.� Then: �Steve?�
�Right here, boss.�
�You�re the timekeeper,� he told him. �Four minutes from now, if the bomb isn�t disabled, you get Nay and yourself out of there. You copy?�
�Four minutes. I copy.�
"Nay?�
�I copy."
�Four minutes. Out.�
He turned back to Chance who appeared as calm as calm could be. But Tanner sensed that he was masking his true emotions. He had to be. He was a man, not a stone.
�Are you all right?� he asked him.
�Fine,� he said. �Just� fine.� Chance continued to manipulate the controls.
* * *
The second Reaper traveled at top speed as it neared its quarry through patches of scudding clouds. Unlike its predecessor that skimmed the treetop contours, trading a longer flight time for the added stealth of terrain masking, the second MQ-10 remained at a constant altitude, enabling it to hurtle along at a much faster rate than the first drone.
But as fast as it moved, the first drone was still not in sight.
* * *
Nay was finding it difficult to disable the countdown mechanism. The fluids within the vials teased back and forth, threatening to trigger the killing pulse by shifting inside the glass tubes. What she needed was time, an unattainable luxury right now.
Shah kept one keen eye on Nay and one on the doorway. �How�s it going?� he asked her.
�It�s not. I need to detach these vials before I can get at the unit � four of them. But they�re so delicate and I don�t want to rush the job. I can do it, but I need time.�
As delicate as the vials were, she was able to remove the first one, leaving three to go.
Shah studied his watch.
� 04:14�
� 04:13�
� 04:12�
�You have two minutes and twelve seconds,� he informed her.
She shook her head in dismay. It�s not enough time!
* * *
For the first time in his life Tanner Wilson was a chronic clock watcher. His arm was bent at the elbow, the readout of his watch less than a foot from his face as he eyeballed the stopwatch function on his G-Shock, which he had earlier synchronized to the Semtex timing mechanism.
�How�s it going, Chance?�
�Not in view yet.�
� 03:45�
� 03:44�
� 03:43�
Even if it was in view, thought Tanner, they would never have an opportunity to make things right. Calvert Cliffs was about to go up.
�Chance�� Tanner let the word hang, the tone behind it enough to express that it was time to abort the mission.
But Chance refused. �I�ve still got time,� he told him. Then more to himself.
�I�ve still got time.�
� 03:32�
� 03:31�
� 03:30�
Raven Rock
President Carmichael and his team of career politicians sat with baited breath until the next round of reports came in. The news was anything but good. As speculated, the fighter jets were either too far away or had been reassigned too late to intercept the drone.
The only possibility for salvation now lay in the hands of Tanner Wilson and OUTCAST Ops. The whispered rumors behind how the group got its name did little to assuage the fears of those in the room. But right now Tanner's outfit was all they had, and they were grateful to have that hope. The only thing that President Carmichael could do was pray.
And that he did, tenting his fingers before him.
The Bunker
The liquid in the second vial moved ever so slightly, threatening to end the countdown early.
The time on the faceplate was now down to 03:10.
Naomi reached into the housing with her thumb and forefinger, grabbed the glass vial, and worked to disconnect it from its holding clamps. The process was slow and tedious, requiring the utmost dexterity on her part. And of course this meticulousness came at a price:
� 02:59�
� 02:58�
� 02:57�
Although she removed the vial and set it aside, she knew that she had run out of time. She hit her lip mike assemblage. �Tanner.�
�Go.�
�Two down, two to go, but out of time with 2:54 left. Permission to bug out.�
�You�ve exhausted all efforts?�
�I have.�
�Permission granted. You and Steve head back to the mobile units. Dante and Liam have already vacated.�
�Copy that.� She turned to Shah and jerked a thumb at the doorway. �We�re out of here.�
He glanced once at the countdown timer, nodded, then took point.
* * *
�All right, Chance,� said Tanner, gazing at his watch. It had 2:49 showing. �Time to move.�
�Can�t do that."
�Chance, we�re out of time. You did your best. Let's go.�
Chance turned to Tanner with the most conflicted expression he'd ever seen. Hopelessness mixed with determination? Tanner had never seen anything quite like it. Chance had the skills to maneuver the drone through space � had been born to do so, having been a Night Stalker. But in the end it all came down to the buzzer going off just as the basketball is tossed at the net for the winning goal. Now that the first drone was coming into range with the second drone closing in on it, he needed time, which he didn�t have.
Unless he stayed for a buzzer-beater shot.
But he knew all too well that the price for doing that would be his life. And yet he did not think of himself. He only thought of Nay. He turned around to look Tanner Wilson in the eye.
�You tell Nay I love her, you hear?�
Tanner reached out and grabbed Chance by the shoulder. �Tell her yourself. You can�t stay." He moved to physically pull Chance from the control podium but the former Delta operator ducked out of his hold, maintaining his stance.
�I don�t have a choice,� he said. �That Reaper is heading for the Calvert Cliffs Nuclear Power Plant. If it hits, we all know that the Chesapeake Bay and that part of Maryland will become a dead zone for centuries.�
�Chance�� Tanner didn�t know what to say or what to add. He was right about the plant.
"My mother and sister live right there, Tan!"
"They�d still want you to leave!" Tanner's whole body was tense, his senses electrified as he glanced at the clock. 2:34. "You know they would!"
Chance offered him a feigned smile, the one-sided cocky grin that he was so well known for. �It�s all right. I�m an OUTCAST. This is what we do. This is what we were made for. Protecting our nation and those we love. I can't let those bastards win, Tanner. I just can't. I'd rather�� He couldn't bring himself to finish the sentence. Instead, he bent to the task of steering his Reaper.
For as long as Tanner could remember, they had been best friends since their teens, sharing secrets and doing the stupid things that teenage boys do. And later watching each other�s back when they got a little older � when missions became very real and the dangers even more so. What they shared was an umbilical tie to one another as brothers, something organic. And it was about to be yanked away.
�I can do this,� he told Tanner, pointing to the monitor. �It�s coming into view. But I need to get closer before I can shoot off the Hellfires.�
�You may not have the time,� Tanner stated, almost imploringly.
�There�ll be enough time,� Chance said. �But barely.�
Tanner scanned his watch once again: 02:25.
Chance gave Tanner a soft prompting with his hand, a small shove toward the exit. �You need to go.�
Tanner sighed because he now stood at the crossroads between staying and leaving, between life and death. Between allowing a man to sacrifice himself in the line of duty or not.
�I said go,� stated Chance, this time firmly. Then his face softened. �Please explain to Nay why I had to do this. Tell her I�m sorry. Tell her that I love her with all my heart.�
�You know she�ll never understand,� he returned.
�Not right away. Someday."
The two Outcast operators studied each other for a long moment � longer than they had time for � before Chance eventually turned away and refocused his thoughts back to the screen, working the joystick, maneuvering his drone into position behind the first one.
�Good-bye, Chance. We'll be at the mobile units if you change your mind. I hope you do. Good luck."
But Chance didn�t say a word. He was lost in his duties.
When Tanner fled the room, however, Chance, turned to see his friend exit.
�Good-bye, my friend,� he whispered, then returned to the controls.
* * *
The second Reaper moved quickly behind the first drone. The distance between them was still too great. If Chance was to have an opportunity to knock it out of commission, then he needed to get closer to lock on to its position with the air-intercept missile. But time seemed to move much too quickly.
The fins of the first drone�his drone, for he truly owned it now � were growing on the monitor�s screen, closing the gap as he tried to steady its course, the image of the first drone growing larger on his display. �Come on, baby,� he murmured. �Just a little bit closer.�
By his estimate, the first drone was about five miles from the power plant. Time was closing.
He pressed switches and toggles, piloting the drone until it was tailing its quarry. Though the drones were still separated by considerable space, he was left with no choice but to fire off a Hellfire.
The drones were now four miles apart, the gap closing by the second.
He carefully finessed the joystick until the screen�s crosshairs turned from green to red, acquiring the target of the drone. He engaged the Hellfire missile, the rocket leaving the undercarriage of the pursuing drone at a speed of 950 miles per hour.
The missile's contrail curved slightly before drawing a straight line, the distance between it and the first drone shrinking swiftly.
But the first drone obviously had a contingency defense programmed into it. The moment Chance locked onto it, the mechanism read the threat and disengaged its MUAVs. The mini-drones hovered in space a moment while updating their settings to intercept the incoming missile. After getting their bearings, they moved toward the threat.
The Hellfire, not equipped to outmaneuver the MAUVs, was easily intercepted by one of the mini-drones and lit up the sky with a futile inferno.
Chance cursed and slammed the heel of his hand against the console in intense aggravation as he watched petals of flame drift slowly back to Earth.
The Reaper was three miles from Calvert Cliffs, and closing rapidly.
Worse, Chance had less than ninety seconds for a second engagement. Don't worry, Mom, sis. I'll get this. I promise, I'll get this�
Collecting himself, Chance maneuvered his drone back into position for his second and final attempt.
He had eighty seconds left.

CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

When Tanner made it back to the vehicles, heavily out of breath, Nay didn�t see Chance. She looked beyond Tanner, expecting to see Chance bringing up the rear. But he was nowhere in sight.
She turned to Tanner with panic registering on her face. �Where�s Chance? Why isn�t he with you?�
�Nay�� Tanner didn�t know how to explain Chance's decision to remain behind to see the mission through. He had thought about it while racing through the woods to get here, but the words hadn't come then, and they weren't coming now. How do you tell someone that the life of the person they love was about to come to an end?
�Where is he, Tanner?� Her voice was stronger, more stringent.
Tanner looked at the faces of his team and saw that they were all thinking the same thing, their eyes drawing a curious bead.
�Nay, Chance said he just needed a couple more minutes for his drone to come within range of the other one. I told him, it's time to go, but��
She screamed, suddenly realizing that Chance was still inside the bunker. �No!�
��he wouldn't leave. He wanted to stay behind to take it down.�
�And you let him?� She shot Tanner a venomous stare.
�I couldn't stop him. Chance made a choice,� he said. �He wants to get the job done! Maybe if the Semtex doesn't blow for some reason, or if he's already on the way out��
But Nay was no longer listening to him. She hit her lip mike to patch herself through to Chance, then started running for the bunker. But Tanner held her back as she tried to fight him off. When Shah saw that Tanner needed help, he aided him by holding her as well.
She frantically screamed into her lip mike. �Chance!.. Chance! Answer meeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!�
* * *
�Chance!.. Chance! Answer me!�
Chance closed his eyes for a brief moment when he heard Nay�s voice. He could hear the great pain behind her words. He tapped his lip mike assembly to connect, then returned to his task at hand. Don't let her distract you too much or staying behind will have been for nothing.
�Nay��
�You walk away!� she cried. �You walk away right now!�
Chance could feel a sour lump crop up in his throat and the sting of tears brimming. He watched the MQ-10's tail assembly center itself in the distance on his monitor. When he spoke his voice cracked with the thickness of emotion. �Babe, you know I can�t. There�s a Reaper heading for��
�Chance, get out of there!� She was crying so hard that Chance could hardly make out her words as she pleaded with him. �You walk away, you hear me? We�re going to get married!� Then more softly, as if defeated. �We�re getting� married! We�re going to have a family! And we�re going to live on a place with ponds filled with fish, just like we talked about! Please, Chance. Please walk away, damn you!�
Chance had lost friends in battle before, always feeling a sense of grievance. But what he was feeling at the moment was something much darker, something that struck deep. The pain, in essence, was far greater than he ever could have imagined as he stood there with eyes glistening. �Babe, I love you with all my heart and soul. But I can�t walk away from this��
�But you can walk away from me?�
That�s not fair. �Nay, lives depend on what I do here. My mother. My sister. Innocent lives. If I walk away from this, I could never live with myself� Please understand.�
Silence.
�Nay?� He could hear her sobbing over the connection. �Nay, I believe in the Light of Loving Spirits. And some day, we�ll be together again. This I promise.�
�Chance!�
�I love you, Naomi! He clicked off. From the corner of his eye, while trying to act stoic, a tear coursed down his cheek. Through a second tear brimming in his other eye the LED lights of the console beckoned with their blurry illumination.
Chance, remaining true to his nature as the protector of the innocent, once again devoted his full attention to the controls.
* * *
Nay was on her knees overcome with emotion. Tanner and Liam knelt by her side, ready to offer condolences and support.
Slowly, she raised her hand and splayed her fingers, displaying the ring Chance gave her less than twenty-four hours ago. The facets sparkled with iridescent colors, beautiful hues. Colors of the rainbow, she reflected. She let her hand fall slowly to her abdomen as she embraced herself and allowed her forehead to settle against the forest floor, sobbing and grieving even as Chance still lived.
Her future, her love, was about to be forever lost, killed by the very technology she had devoted her professional career to studying.
She wept uncontrollably.

CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

Chance was beyond wired, his heart racing and his pulse becoming electric as he locked onto the first Reaper. With a trembling finger, he pressed the button to launch the last Hellfire, face riveted to the screen as the missile promptly zeroed in.
The Reapers were within two miles of the nuclear facility when new programming orders initiated within the first drone. Commands were sent to the offensive system. Its two Hellfires were beginning to acquire their ground target, the retaining clamps about to disengage.
But Chance�s Hellfire, traveling at a speed of 950 miles-per-hour, struck the drone and decimated it, the attached Hellfires detonating along with it. A concussion rent the air like a sonic boom, felt as far as seven miles away.
With six seconds left on the timer, Chance smiled in victory as he closed his eyes. He tilted his head ceilingward and opened his arms as if to receive his heavenly invitation.
� 00:05�
� 00:04�
� 00:03�
In a kind of accelerated meditative trance, Chancellor Zanetti watched his life pass by with blinding speed. He saw and worshipped the moments he and Tanner became the best of friends, doing things only good friends do, foolish or otherwise. He saw Nay encircled within a nimbus of light � his angel � smiling with rows of perfect, white teeth against a face that was the most beautiful he had ever seen. He recalled their first kiss, the first time they made love, and he remembered the times they laughed until their eyes ran with tears, always talking about raising children, many children, with the brats belonging to her and the well-behaved ones belonging to him, that particular conversation always bringing more laughter. Yes, he considered, despite what was happening, he had been truly blessed.
� 00:01�
� 00:00�
And then his world suddenly erupted in a white-hot explosion.
* * *
The smoke-filled sky.
The burning canopy of trees.
The smell of oil from the downed helicopter.
When Lut came to, his world was a bastion of flames. The fire from the chopper had come close, feeding its way across the brush, the heat grazing his skin in soft caresses. Getting to his feet and staggering for balance amid a thin veil of smoke, Lut fanned his hand uselessly as if to clear the air around him, which he failed to do, the smoke thickening, the man coughing.
In a move toward self-preservation he pulled his shirt collar up over his nose and mouth, moving away in a wobbly trot from the smoke and towards the runway.
But it wasn�t quite far enough.
When the bunker lit up, the mushroom ball of fire shot outward and skyward, and Lut was no more.
* * *
Shazad moved quickly and quietly to the west, distancing himself from the destruction he knew was about to occur. When the bunker went up he took to a knee, turned, and marveled at how the slow roll and curl of flame blossomed over the structure, consuming it.
He made himself invisible against the inevitable surging forces, knowing that inquiries would be made by the Pentagon brass as to whether he died in the blast. Should authorities decide to take the dime-sized pieces of flesh and bone and gore found amongst the wreckage and analyze them for DNA, they would not find him. He glanced at his KA-BAR knife (one thing he would always concede the infidels got right) and winced as he momentarily considered slicing off a chunk of his own flesh to leave behind for them to find. But he allowed this moment to pass, rationalizing that it would cost him too much time, and that even with whatever flesh he could afford to part with, they may still not believe he had succumbed here.
Shazad would leave here a hunted man, forever forced to look over his shoulder, but after all, that was always something he intended to get used to. It was simply the cost of doing business at the pinnacle of his chosen profession, the same way a celebrity must tolerate the paparazzi. He was prepared for it. Having the skills and knowledge of his enemy, having been raised under the tutelage of American forces, Aasif Shazad would live not only to fight another day � but to launch another grand strike against the evil ones that would make the events of today look like petty vandalism.
He slipped into the woods, resuming his westerly course.
* * *
From their position by the mobile units, impotent to do anything to save their hero drone operator, the remaining members of OUTCAST watched the fireball carrying Chance's ashes rise skyward, then go black. What followed was a concussive blast that rattled the brush as it rushed toward them, shoving everyone back like a push from a warm hand.
Nay lay on the ground, wracked with sobs, her ring hand pressed tightly against her bosom, against her heart, calling out Chance�s name over and over again. Somberly, and with all the comfort they could provide not only to Nay but to each other, her fellow operators helped her to her feet and eased her into the front seat of the SUV.
As seasoned as they were, as hard-shelled as they had become, no one had a dry eye, nor were they ashamed to display the emotion of such immeasurable and sudden loss.
OUTCAST had lost one of their own.

CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

Raven Rock
As the last drone was taken down before it could launch its Hellfires, everyone applauded and shouted with fist pumps � the Calvert Cliffs Nuclear Power Plant was spared � and with it the lives of tens of thousands.
President Carmichael finally had a victory.
Furthermore, Shazad�s arsenal was at last exhausted.
�Can you patch me through to Tanner Wilson?� he asked good-naturedly to Casey, who in turn conveyed the message to the connecting dispatcher so that the call was on speaker.
But instead of being upbeat, Tanner sounded despondent. �This is Tanner. Go.�
�Tanner Wilson, this is President Carmichael. I, along with my staff, would like to congratulate you on a job well done. Fantastic! You and your team of operatives pulled off the impossible. But like I always said, the word impossible doesn�t mean it can�t be done. It only measures the degree of difficulty.� And you proved me right.�
�Thank you, Mr. President.�
�And Shazad � what became of him?�
�We�re not sure, sir. We never made contact with the man. But he�s presumed dead.�
Carmichael picked up on the dejected quality of his tone. �Something wrong, Tanner?�
There was a pregnant pause over the air, a beat of silence and a faint signal of white noise. Then Tanner spoke: �We lost a man, sir. He stayed behind to see the mission through� He sacrificed himself to make sure that the drone was taken out. If it wasn�t for him, then Calvert Cliffs would be destroyed.�
Carmichael nodded his appreciation, although Tanner could not see it. �Then this man will be honored,� he answered.
�His name is Chance Zanetti.�
�Chance Zanetti. Understood. A fine man. And men like him don�t come��
* * *
Tanner could feel the thickness of emotion welling up when he spoke his friend�s name. �His name is Chance Zanetti.�
�Chance Zanetti. Understood. A fine man. And men like him don�t come��
But Tanner didn�t want to hear anymore. He removed his headset and dropped it on the ground, the president�s voice coming over the ear buds as nonsensical and muted sounds while OUTCAST finally drove away.

CHAPTER FIFTY

OUTCAST Facility
Three Hours Later
The mood was somber and quiet, a dim pall casting itself with a syrupy thickness. When Danielle Sunderland heard that Chance had been a casualty, she broke down, joining Nay with a series of deep-racking sobs.
But Tanner moved on quickly through the stages of mourning, having already gone from grieving to anger. He grabbed the phone and contacted FBI Director John Casey on a secure line.
�I�m sorry about Chance,� Casey told him. �Really. You and your team did a magnificent job. We here at Raven Rock appreciate what you have done.�
�Done?� Tanner stared at an imaginary point on the opposite wall, letting his anger brew. �We�re not done with this mission yet.�
�What do you mean? The stronghold�s been taken down. The arsenal��
�I�m talking about Zawahiri,� he interjected.
�What about him?�
�Certain conditions exist,� he told him. �And certain actions are warranted.�
�Tanner��
�What does the Pakistani Council plan to do?�
�Tanner, this is above and beyond��
�What do they plan to do?� he repeated.
Casey hesitated. �We�re not sure yet. But the consensus here at Raven Rock is that they�re going to release him� that they�re trying to save face by brokering a peace with the added condition that Zawahiri leave Pakistan. Considering what al-Qaeda was able to do in such a short period of time over there, they�re hoping that the U.N. will understand that peace had to be arranged at any cost in order to stop the mayhem. They�re banking that the U.N. will postpone any consideration of sanctions.�
Tanner shook his head disapprovingly. �And meanwhile Zawahiri can go on dictating his terror schemes?�
�It�s not our call,� Casey said. �Believe me. Carmichael wants to get his hands around Zawahiri�s throat as much as we do.�
�Maybe I�ll do it for him.�
�What�s that supposed to mean?�
�Where�s he being held?�
�Tanner��
�John� where is Zawahiri being held?�
After of moment of hesitation, John Casey told him everything, including the name of the man who was spearheading the cause, Saj Usmani.

CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

Islamabad, Pakistan. Office of the Pakistani Council
Seven Hours after the Bunker Explosion
The president of Pakistan eventually had to concede. Proposals were brought to the table and arguments ensued, each political principal voicing their opinions, with Allah the key element of discussion.
Saj Usmani led the debates, promising to broker a peace with the al-Qaeda leader on the condition that he leave �town.� When asked if this was possible, Usmani smiled arrogantly, saying that the freedom of a wasteland was far better than a restrictive cell at Guantanamo.
In the end a consensus was met with overwhelming numbers, the political principals agreeing to Zawahiri�s release so long as the hemorrhaging stopped soon.
And this Usmani guaranteed. He also guaranteed that the U.N. would be significantly weakened by their attempts to burden them with weighted sanctions after the devastation of Islamabad, news of which had played worldwide. Commiserations would be at an all-time high.
The Pakistani president appeared defeated and tired, his own burdens and failures giving him that hang-dog face, that looseness of a man aging by the inches.
Usmani, on the other hand, appeared fresh, a new political feather in his cap. �Then it�s agreed. I will broker a peace with al-Zawahiri. And for this he will be released.�
Agreed!
Saj Usmani fell back into his seat feeling absolutely glorious.

CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

Benazir Bhutto International Airport
Rawalpindi, Pakistan
Eighteen Hours after the Bunker Explosion
Rawalpindi is the twin city of Islamabad. Since Islamabad was essentially shut down, Stephen Shah disembarked at Bhutto International in Rawalpindi. He was smartly dressed in thowbs and a turban. In his hand was the Koran and another sacred text. So when the officer inspected the false passport and noted the spiritual works, he allowed Shah to pass uncontested.
Being an expert in Middle-Eastern languages and fitting the profile as a Middle Easterner, Shah was the perfect candidate as an OUTCAST operator to see the mission to its end. Gathering a few essentials at the baggage carousel, Shah immediately headed for the transport area where he was picked up by a CIA contact, also a Middle Easterner.
After pulling away from the curb, Shah set the books aside. �Do you have the items?�
With one hand on the steering wheel and his eyes on the road, he handed Shah a small box that contained two things.
Shah opened the box, nodded in consent, and then closed the lid. �What do you know about Zawahiri?� he asked. His speech was even and clipped, having somewhat of a stoic manner.
�The Pakistani Council has agreed to his release,� the agent told him. �It�s being arranged by Saj Usmani. A man��
�I know who Usmani is,� he interrupted.
�The Council wants to keep it low key, so Usmani � after he concludes the deal with Zawahiri � will transport him from an undisclosed location, which we know is not undisclosed to us.�
�Alone?�
The driver nodded. �Except for his chauffeur."
Stupendous, thought Shah. Things were falling into place. Now to actually execute the feat � that was going to be the hard part.
He lifted the box and considered its weight.
It�s always about the execution.

CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

Undisclosed Location
Fifty Miles from Islamabad
The building was aged, almost historical, its style of construction making it look like an ancient fortress built with stones the color of desert sand.
Usmani was quiet throughout the journey, the man poring over documents that were approved by Zawahiri and the councilmen. All that was needed to make the accord legitimate was Zawahiri�s signature.
As the vehicle skirted the old fort and made its way to the rear where the sally-port was, the driver waited until the gates parted, then drove up to the metal doors that led into the facility.
�Wait here,� said Usmani.
The driver nodded.
After being allowed through a series of doors, Usmani was led into a large area that was filled with metal tables and attached chairs, a meeting center for prisoners and their loved ones. When Zawahiri was escorted into the room, he summarily dismissed the guards with a wave of his hand, then joined Usmani at the table.
�You have the documents?�
Usmani lifted the folder filled with the proper documents. �Right here.�
With a look of indifference, Zawahiri said, �I will look at them as we leave.�
�But the agreement was to have you sign��
�When we leave,� he said sternly. �I don�t want to spend another minute here unless I have to.�
�You will sign the accord?�
Zawahiri gave him a strong and sour look. �Have I not given you my word?�
This was a different man, Usmani thought. Zawahiri was far from the affable gentleman he had come to know on past visits. But then he supposed that life in prison would do that to you.
�You have,� he finally said. �But what I have here is the best I could do, given the circumstances,� he stated. �I debated long into the morning to have you released. All I ask is that you skirt the borders of Afghanistan for a while before reentering Pakistan covertly, and continue to lay low. Should international communities find out that you have broken the accord with Pakistan and we do nothing about it, then we will surely come under international fire with sanctions delivered to us by the United Nations.�
�I have agreed to the terms of the Council,� Zawahiri said. He didn�t need or care to read the documents, knowing that they were as worthless as the paper they were written on. He flexed his fingers in a beckoning manner, the English behind his action universally known as give here.
After the papers were spread before him, Zawahiri simply grabbed Usmani�s pen and scribbled his name on the last sheet.
�Don�t you want to examine the documents before you sign them?� Usmani asked.
Zawahiri handed the councilman his pen back. �What I want you to do, Usmani, is to get me out of here. Now.�
Usmani nodded. �Yes, al-Zawahiri. Right away.�
* * *
When the vehicle left the fortress, al-Zawahiri delighted in the air-conditioned cab, closing his eyes and sighing with relish. In the meantime, Saj Usmani was packing away the papers into a briefcase.
�Tell me,� began Zawahiri, �what of al-Shazad?�
Usmani shrugged. �We don�t know,� he said. �It�s believed that he died in the attack against the stronghold. We haven�t heard from him.�
�Then we shall honor him as a martyr,� said Zawahiri. �And the United States?�
�Their president has taken credit for correcting all that has gone wrong on American shores. Of course he has made false promises to bring those responsible before the peers of the highest international courts, specifically you.�
�A false promise indeed.� Zawahiri smiled. �People will listen to anyone they think might have a solution to the terrible. They will always fall back on the familiar in order to feel peace. The Americans will eventually rebound � they always do � but in time they will also fall complacent again, as always. No doubt there will be other opportunities for al-Qaeda to strike at the Great Satan,� he finalized.
For the next ten miles the conversation between Zawahiri and Usmani was nonexistent as the al-Qaeda leader seemed to enjoy the smooth, cool ride of the vehicle.
On the eleventh mile, however, the driver pulled the car over, set it into PARK, and applied the door locks.
Click� Click.
Usmani looked out at the expanse of desert landscaping, confused. �Driver, what are you doing?�
The chauffer opened the small window that separated the front cab from the rear, and handed a small envelope through the opening. �For al-Zawahiri,� he said in Arabic.
The moment Zawahiri grabbed the square envelope, the driver exited the vehicle and made haste, removing the chauffer�s hat and tossing it aside.
Both men in the vehicle were immediately concerned. Usmani called after the driver.
�Hey, where are you going?�
But the man picked up the pace, drawing distance between him and the car.
�Hey!� cried Usmani.
Out of curiosity, while Usmani tried locked doors and watched their driver running away, Zawahiri opened the envelope and pulled out the card inside.
It read:
���� �� ���ɡ �� ��� �������
(This is for Chance, you son of a bitch!)

Zawahiri examined the card further, confused as to its content, then looked into the front cab. Attached to the dashboard was a puck-like device with a blinking red light. As the red light blinked faster, and then held steady with an angry red glare, Zawahiri knew that it was too late.
The moment he tried the handle of his door, the car exploded, the top half shearing completely off the vehicle�s body and somersaulting through the air until it landed some twenty feet away. Flames as high as twenty feet continued to burn, eventually causing the fuel tank to add to its devastation with a second blast that caused the car to flip.
The chauffer, without looking back, got into a waiting car hidden behind a rocky rise. He sat there and peeled away his fake beard. The driver, a CIA agent, put the car in gear and headed back to Rawalpindi.
On the way there, Stephen Shah could not take his eyes off the side mirror as he watched the black smoke from the wreckage climb toward a beautiful blue sky.

EPILOGUE

Three Weeks Later
After Chancellor Zanetti's burial at the Oak Grove Cemetery � his casket surrounded by capes of roses, flowering wreaths, and a portrait-sized photo of a smiling Chance with a sparkle in his eyes and glittering white teeth � things slowly got back to normal, even with the weight of heavy hearts.
Dante Alvarez and Liam Reilly bonded, the two men sharing drinks and spirits at a local pub, a favorite of Dante's, where they drank to the memory of Chance, and toasted their new-found friendship and mutual admiration.
Danielle Sunderland continued to wear her loudly colored clothing while she surfed the web for the son she lost so many years ago when her then-husband absconded with him in a custody dispute.
Stephen Shah eventually found time alone to go fly fishing, wearing his waders and boonie cap with the fly-fishing hooks attached. The scenery was beautiful, the rapids mild, and the fishing terrible. But the moment, at least to Shah, was blissful.
Naomi Washington, however, was having a difficult time finding her way out of an emotional thicket. She lay in a bed that was now too large for her, holding a photo of Chance, often weeping and sobbing. Whereas everyone in OUTCAST had moved on as best they could, Nay continued to mourn deeply, feeling far apart from her team. When Chance was alive he made her feel whole and vibrant. Now that he was gone, she felt incomplete. But in time � as time heals all things � the feelings of emptiness would eventually diminish, the pain slowly subsiding. But neither would it dissolve completely.
Tanner Wilson sat alone at his desk in the OUTCAST facility, reminiscing on Chance and the wonderful moments they shared together, the memories often bringing a smile to his face while his eyes stared dreamily in thought.
The moment the phone rang, however, the images summarily faded. He picked up the receiver. �Tanner.�
�How�s it hanging?� It was FBI Director John Casey.
�It�s hanging. How are you, you old goat?�
Casey chuckled from his end. �This old goat is doing all right,� he told him. �I just wanted to call and tell you that I resigned my post as FBI Director.�
�It�s about time,� said Tanner. �Now you can go fishing with Shah.�
�Nah. Fishing�s not my thing. Actually, I�ve been assigned a new post by the president. I�ll be serving as a handler for operatives and heading up covert missions.�
�CIA? NSA?�
�Neither,� he said. �The president has assigned me to manage any situations that may serve to imperil national security. If anything like this drone thing ever happens again, he vows to be better prepared. And to do this, I'm able to use whatever force is necessary to achieve the means. No questions asked.�
"And your go-to team?�
�Whomever I choose.�
�So you�re calling me to what � see if OUTCAST is available?�
�Tanner, what you and OUTCAST did at the bunker � what Chance did to save a good portion of the eastern seaboard�" He paused as if unable to summon words to express his gratitude, then continued. "President Carmichael agrees with me that you and your team would be prime candidates to help protect the sovereignty of this nation in these kinds of situations."
�We work independently,� Tanner told him.
�I understand that. I would simply be your handler and provide you with missions. But in the end it�s your team and your decision. And should you accept a mission, then you would take complete command and use whatever means necessary to achieve the objectives.�
�No government intervention?�
�Other than them informing me what needs to be done, none whatsoever. But the caveat to that is that if you or anyone on your team gets caught or captured, then the government will disavow any knowledge of your existence.�
There was a short pause over the line before Casey started up again, this time sounding low-key. �These are different times, Tanner, with spies and terrorists camping out in our front yard, technology leapfrogging at a dizzying pace. And many of us aren't even aware of it, as Shazad proved. So we need people like you and OUTCAST to level the playing field.�
�As long as my team and I stay off the federal payroll, and if you serve as our handler, then the terms are acceptable. We work as consultants. We choose our missions, decide which meets our needs, and I dictate how that mission should be run.�
�Agreed.�
And just like that, a new alliance was born.
Mexico City, Mexico
Aasif Shazad was sitting at an outside eatery in Mexico City, sipping on a lime Jarritos soda. The city was filthy, the air thick and cloying with smog that held a green hue to it. But he was a free man waiting to serve Allah once again.
He had worked his way west with little difficulty and then crossed over into Mexico from Arizona, no easy task given that he was one of the most wanted people in the world and had one of the most recognizable faces on the planet after having his photo shown over every major network. But like his teammates, he was presumed dead.
Assumption, he thought, another mistake on the part of the Americans.
Shazad sipped slowly at his drink and took in his surroundings. Eventually he would work further south, to a country in South America, and then catch a flight back to the Middle East. From there he would orchestrate more plans, more tactics, more missions, with the United States in his crosshairs.
Yes, he thought, I�ve so much more to do.
He smiled.
So much more.
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