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Аннотация
When Iran finally develops nuclear weapons it triggers the Last World War, and it will forever change the surface of the Earth.
A president impeached. A vice president murdered. A relatively unknown Speaker of the House… A mere congressman elevated to the most powerful office in the nation, if not the world.
With all of the political chaos in the United States, one of the world's power hungry regimes decides to play a card it has held close to their chest. Iran unloads five nuclear weapons on targets in the United States and Israel.
With the world on the brink of disaster, with economic, political, and infrastructure problems at home, a young president must rebuild the nation while navigating a confirmation of a vice president and getting Congress to approve of new military actions.
What happens when one person stands up to the challenge, to overcome the evil that men do to each other? He stands up against those who will destroy the rest of humanity for whatever mindless reasons they claim justifies such chaos and inhumanity on a global scale. It is a story of survival after an unimaginable disaster and the first of thrilling series that is destined to change the way we think about fighting the wars of the future.


Timothy Imholt, Michael Travis Garst
Trial by Fission


Chapter One

The Pelindaba Nuclear Research Facility, South Africa
Captain Frank Banner looked around the airplane as they prepared to parachute into a hot landing zone. This was his Special Operations Team, his first command, and as such, it was a team he was very proud of.
He couldn’t believe just how calm the men remained. He was their leader, yet he drew strength from them. Here they were, about to jump out of a perfectly good airplane, parachute in to a foreign country, probably get shot at, and all of that at any moment. It amazed him more and more with every mission just how calm these guys could remain in the pre-insertion moments.
He couldn’t help but notice that this plane was a little older than their usual transportation. It didn’t matter. While sitting in the back, waiting to jump, all they needed was for there to be a large empty place to wait. This one came with fold down seats along the sides of the aircraft, which was a real plus, so it served their purposes just fine. This was not a plane designed for comfort, it was designed for utility.
They were given this assignment because they were the most geographically logical choice to a totally unexpected hot spot with the necessary skills, and ability to rapidly respond. That alert had come in from Africa Command, or AFRICOM, a mere ninety minutes ago. The only thing the team had been told at the time was to get on board the plane, with full combat gear, and be ready to jump. Once in flight they would receive an additional briefing. Being good soldiers, they followed those orders to the letter.
That briefing had been very brief. The voice on the radio had said that there were at least ten armed men inside the Pelindaba nuclear research facility in South Africa.
The reactor facility, or so the person conducting the briefing had said, was like almost every other nuclear power facility on the planet. Why that was important right now Frank didn’t know, but the briefer felt compelled to throw that fact into the discussion.
Essentially, the facility had a nested series of defenses that were supposed to prevent this sort of thing from happening. It also had a number of different shielding structures that would prevent radiation leaks in case of an accident. Those radiation shields would also stop non-armor piercing rounds. That was a double edge sword for this mission. The team could protect themselves behind those structures, but currently there was an enemy already using them as a protective barrier.
Captain Banner couldn’t help but ask the briefer if they could just surround the facility and wait them out, assuming they could use some of the local friendlies. Apparently, doing so would give the bad guys time to induce a radiation leak that would kill everyone for miles. The only advantage they had was that there was obviously something inside that facility that they wanted to get away from there with still intact. Otherwise they would have already blown the place up. The latest intelligence claimed they had already gotten into the facility far enough to gain access to radiological materials, it was assumed that was their reasoning behind the hostile activity.
In other words, in order to accomplish their mission, they had to come out at some point. That was one bit of good news. That assumed they could get on the ground and in position before the invaders could make their way out with a treasure trove of nuclear or radiological bomb making materials. It would be spectacularly bad news if they couldn’t get down there soon.
Frank couldn’t get the question Sergeant Fisher had asked during the briefing out of his head, “Why did any of this matter to the United States, or are we on this as a ‘help a friend’ mission?” This was not normally the type of question a soldier would ask, but it was not without purpose. It was intended to see if this was a serious response or just a perfunctory “go try but don’t get hurt, or blow too much stuff up.”
This one turned out to be far more important than just a political response.
Way back in 2007 four armed men had entered that same facility and made, what was thought to be at the time, a poor attempt at making off with some nuclear material which they wanted to use to build a nuclear bomb. This research facility had some experimental refining capability to make the high purity materials needed to make some very dangerous devices. It was now the consensus of the intelligence agencies in the loop of the current situation that the incident had been a test run in preparation for a real operation. It may have taken almost a decade to finish planning, but tonight could be that operation. If those materials, or worse, the plans for the refining capabilities ended up on the loose and in the hands of the wrong people, it was very much something that needed to be stopped for the sake of every nation on the planet.
The briefing had referred to the group of approximately ten armed men as “alleged terrorists.” Frank always had to chuckle at that phrase. He never cared about guilt or innocence in the court of law sense. His job was easier than that. Once bullets started to fly it was much easier to see who was a bad guy and who was an “alleged” bad guy. These particular “alleged” terrorist were already firing at the local security team, and therefore had graduated to actual terrorists in the mind of everyone on the airplane.
These allegedly bad guys were especially bad, as well as dangerous ones. They wanted to build a nuclear weapon in the worst way, and they seemed to be happy with just one. A nation that wanted hundreds of these weapons, in Frank’s opinion, wanted them as a deterrent to prevent an attack against their populace. A group that wants just one, that group has a target in mind.
They had to be dealt with before they could escape the facility, and disappear from sight.
Frank suddenly noticed just how rough the plane ride was becoming. No one on his team would ever complain. Special Operations Units dealt with all manner of harsh conditions while doing their jobs. Frank knew, as did everyone on the team, that this could be the most important mission of their careers. In one way, a real global balance of power could shift based on the results of what was happening on the ground at that very moment. If they were only allowed to get on the damn ground and get to work. So far they just kept circling. It was like a giant aerial circle jerk.
If a terrorist group, or terrorist state, it was growing more and more difficult to tell those two apart these days, obtained those types of weapons, or even the material to make them, the result would be that a large number of civilians would die. If they did not die as a direct result of the bombing, then it would be as a result of the ensuing panic. Captain Banner could not figure out a way to understand why there was any sort of hesitation in letting them go in and try to prevent that from happening. Yet the pilot just continued to circle, with no signal for them to prepare to jump.
Somewhere up the chain of command someone was vacillating.
Frank’s headset crackled to life, “Captain Banner, Warrant Officer Choi. We have been on station for thirty minutes, have you received any word on when we will go?”
“Chief, you know as much as I do,” Frank replied. The Warrant Officer was getting anxious.
“Roger that, Sir,” came the terse, yet professional reply.
Frank knew these men were all as professional as they came. For any of them to even ask the question spoke volumes of the pressure being felt by all.
He pushed the button on the intercom, “Major Wilkins, this is Captain Banner, any word from AFRICOM regarding insertion?”
“We have been told to circle and wait for orders from higher authority. We do have a SITREP. What little radio chatter we can manage to pick up from the ground is that there is an unknown sized force putting up some kind of fight larger than what we had originally been told to expect. Apparently, it is hard to tell who is who down there. Also, whoever is in there on the friendly team seems to know what we have in the area because they are asking for air support and troops. We have passed that word up the chain of command, and been told that it is all under consideration,” was the reply from the pilot.
Frank wondered for a moment exactly what “under consideration” meant but decided he would only get pissed if he knew.
“Roger that, Major. How high up does this go?” he asked.
The airplane shook with turbulence. Frank barely noticed anymore. At that moment, his focus was elsewhere.
There were men on the ground under fire, and his team could help. The men under his command would all want to provide that help, no matter what the personal risk. It seemed like the decision makers were either incapable of taking a risk, or perhaps even worse, incapable of making a decision.
There was a stockpile of material at risk that could cause the death of untold numbers of men, women and children at some unknown spot on the globe. The fear of this type of terrorist attack had been around for years, and it was thought that there were many groups that if they came to possess one of those devices would target the United States Homeland.
He didn’t understand why there was any delay in them getting into this fight. This theft had to be stopped. The world was a dangerous place. It would get a great deal more dangerous if this mission went badly.
“Captain, I think this one is coming straight from the White House,” answered the pilot.
Excellent, a politician is micromanaging the endeavor. To make it worse, a politician who was having multiple political problems and was known to allow politics to drive all of his decision making. Wonderful, just wonderful. He wondered how long until the focus group decided if the jump would be popular or not? That was assuming the night’s activity ever became public knowledge.
“Assuming they let us in there, how hot of a landing will we have?” Frank asked.
“Our equipment can’t get really good visuals, but even from this altitude we can see obvious explosive flashes. We think they have been using RPGs, but which side is using them we can’t be sure. Those ten alleged terrorists appear to be bunkered down pretty well, or there are more than ten of them. We do not know if the nuclear material has been compromised but they appear to be well equipped with enough firepower to either hold that position a very long time while they search for it, or shoot their way out if they already have it. That is assuming the situation on the ground doesn’t change,” the pilot said.
“Thank you, Major,” Frank answered.
The flight continued in relative silence for another twenty-five minutes. The plane would shake, the plane would rattle, but it continued to circle. There was nothing to worry about from an equipment standpoint; everyone had their equipment strapped on tight since before takeoff. Everyone was ready to go, no matter how rough the ride, no matter how long they were in the air, or how hot the landing, they would follow him out the door.
The young Captain couldn’t take it anymore. He unplugged his headset from the intercom system and made his way forward to the cockpit. Once there he heard the pilot arguing with whoever was on the other end of the radio to let the team go in. He heard the Major say that there had been no anti-aircraft fire and they could get the team on the ground without risk to the team while in the air, or to the aircraft and crew.
Finally the pilot noticed Frank, “Well Captain, it looks like someone back in the land believes we should be living a risk free life. Apparently you Green Berets are no longer allowed to get so much as a skinned knee.”
“I know you said the White House, but seriously, who is calling the shots? What kind of desk riding asshole are we dealing with?” Frank asked.
“Sir, as I have come to understand it, this one is coming straight from either the President or someone in the room with him,” answered the Major calmly.
“Well shit, let me revise my previous statement. I am sure that they know some vital piece of intelligence we don’t. Let’s follow orders gentlemen,” the men in the cockpit kept their bearing but all understood what he meant. They were just as tired of eternal political crap as all soldiers had become. Thiers was a life spent defending something. But, right now, there was someone wishing to do harm unto others, and they were in a position to stop it, yet someone was stopping them.
Without warning the radio came to life, the Major put a finger to his ear and turned to look at the cockpit visitor, “Looks like you and your men are finally going to get to go. Three minutes, to jump, get in position.”
Frank made his way to the back of the banking aircraft, “All right men. Get up, we have work to do!”
The men stood, their combat gear still strapped to them. They made their way to the back of the aircraft, stacked up in the right order, and silently waited for the door to open.
They waited, ten seconds, then another twenty seconds passed, and finally the door opened. They needed no prompting, no speeches, they poured out of the plane with Frank in the lead. Everyone had their tactical radios on and operating from the moment the order was given to stand.
Frank was glad that he had one of the new helmet visors equipped with a heads up display similar to what fighter pilots used. It showed the exact glide path to take during a jump, and gave some navigational assistance once on the ground. If enough situational awareness was known to the satellite and drone network feeding data to the thing it would even superimpose the locations of the enemy to make the job that much easier.
He watched the altimeter numbers rapidly decrease, 4000 feet; 3000 feet, pull the chord.
Frank felt his entire body jerk as the main chute opened. The decent was still rapid but not nearly as impactful as it would have been without it. With the new parachutes, and that new nav system he could hit the center of a landing zone every time.
The landing point was a short half a mile away from the firefight. Frank could judge from the sounds, someone was definitely shooting at someone else with large caliber weaponry. Soon they would be in a position to tell who was who and what weaponry they were really using. At their current distance it was still impossible to tell.
Two minutes later the entire team was on the ground, silent as ghosts, and the men assembled on Frank’s position.
“I will take point with Sergeant Fisher. We move in at best possible speed, find the internal security force, who should know we are on the way by now, if they are still alive, and move in. Do not wait, if you see a tango, eliminate that tango at best possible speed. If they have managed to get ahold of the material they came here for it will be in a heavily shielded containers. Hand grenades, and rounds from small arms are known to be unable to penetrate those containers. From this point forward unless absolutely necessary we will keep radio silence,” he said. There had been an intelligence leak that showed anyone with access to the Internet how to triangulate the US Military’s position with some simple electronic equipment lashed together in the right order. What they said would be scrambled, but giving away their position was not on Frank’s to do list.
As they approached the nuclear facility they finally got a better look at the firefight in progress. It was impossible to tell who was where at this point. Neither group appeared to have taken notice of them on their decent or approach. Frank quietly hoped the security team would realize they were here to help and not open fire on the team.
The facility was a nested series of buildings, each one increasingly more difficult to destroy than the last. However, the outer layer of defense was a simple chain link fence with a single strand of barbed wire at the top. That was the only bit of good news that could be seen.
From there on in, it was thick reinforced concrete walls and solid steel containment buildings, depending on where in the facility the bad guys were located.
They set about to locate and secure whatever was left of the security office. It should have cameras monitoring every single room in the facility. From there it was possible that they could get lucky and see what parts of the facility were under the control of the tangos. Perhaps Captain Banner and his team could also determine if they were on the way in or out of the area.
When Frank made it to the main entrance of the facility he started to see the signs of what had been an intense firefight. From the amount of damage and spent rifle rounds, there were either more than ten guys inside, or those ten were a hell of a lot better armed than the intelligence briefing had indicated. Frank decided they should slightly slow the pace and exercise a bit more caution.
Everyone stacked up with their backs to the reinforced concrete retaining walls that surrounded the main reactor facility. Frank inched closer to the entrance and quickly took a look around the corner before pulling back behind the wall.
There were no tangos to be seen. He used hand signals to inform the team about the lack of danger from humans at this corner. Booby traps were always a concern. Knowing its better to stay stealthy as long as possible, they slipped silently around the corner, vigilantly scanning for traps, and into the compound sticking to the shadows whenever possible.
The door to the security building was thirty feet past this entrance. They closed the distance in seconds silently, not knowing what to expect inside.
Once inside they found the surveillance room was right where they were told it would be. Unfortunately, there had been a large explosive set off in the room and nothing remained that could be helpful.
Shit, Frank cursed, this whole thing was starting to go sideways. These intruders were covering their own ass. That meant they were not just off the street thugs, they were an enemy to be taken seriously.
An unexpected explosion rattled the building. It was followed by a large burst of automatic weapons fire coming from where the main reactor was, which would also be where the nuclear material could be accessed from storage.
As they made their way toward the firefight they could see what remained of the security team was pinned down behind a large storage container. The storage containers were forty feet tall, cylindrical, and with each passing moment becoming more riddled with bullet impacts. The attacking force was obviously more than the ten men the “intelligence” services had claimed. They had large caliber automatic weapons and rocket propelled grenades at a minimum.
So far neither side seemed to realize that a group of newcomers was about to join in the fight with the violent precision only a team of special operators was capable of delivering.
Frank took up position behind the rusted front end of an old two and a half ton cargo truck that looked like it had been built in the 1940’s. He knew the truck would offer Sergeant Fisher and his own rear-end some reasonable protection. Frank watched and waited as the remainder of the team picked the best available fighting positions and angles to engage the terrorist, he corrected himself, “alleged terrorist” force.
Using a flurry of hand signals, he let the team know the plan. They would start firing as soon as he let the first round go.
Frank took careful aim at what appeared to be the terrorist’s heaviest machine gun position and swiftly pulled the trigger. The team opened up as one. They had joined the battle. It was time to earn their combat pay.
Bullets impacted three of the enemy positions. Concrete chipped away from walls, adding to the deadly projectiles that were flying around. The tangos stopped firing at the security team, obviously surprised by this new development.
The new incoming fire he and his team were putting out was far more accurate and heavy than what the security team had been able to produce. Two of the terrorist positions had stopped moving due to the initial volley. That left six known positions to deal with.
Frank took aim at the closest of those remaining and continued firing. Just as he pulled the trigger an RPG was launched from one of the flanking positions directly at one of the team’s locations.
He watched helplessly as the shot tracked towards two of his men. The position that two Sergeants had taken would not protect them from a direct hit. They were forty feet away and there was not a damn thing Frank could do, and he knew it.
The two men saw the RPG coming their way, turned and started to run, but by then, it was too late. RPGs were too damn fast. It hit and all that could be seen was a violent fiery explosion followed by dust, debris and a fine red mist that had once been men under Frank’s command. His teammates, his friends, now dead.
They continued to return fire. They all knew what could happen. They would mourn the dead later.
Once the dust settled the only evidence that could be seen that there was once a living human in that location was a severed arm about ten feet away from the blast and riddled leg laying in a slowly expanding pool of blood. Small bits of unidentified matter were splattered against the walls. The bloody remains may not have been from the same person. Only time and DNA would be able to determine which body parts belonged to which of his soldiers. It was not the first time he had lost men under his command but it stung just as much each time.
Focusing on the battle, he looked up to make a count of how many terrorist positions were left. They were down to three.
There was no good way to get a clean shot at any of them. They had elevated, shielded positions. They had put themselves in a fantastic defensive spot. It was the position Frank would have chosen if he was trying to perform their mission. He touched Sergeant Fisher on the shoulder and pointed to the door of the building the tangos were holding and signed his intention to take the fight to the terrorist. Sergeant Fisher indicated he was ready with a thumb up and a feral smile. This is what they lived for, doing damage and harm to those who would do harm to the good people of the world.
He sprinted for the door with Sergeant Fisher right behind him. Their hearts beat faster with each step as they ran. They went up two flights of stairs to the level the enemy fire was coming from.
A right down a long hallway, then a left, and they could hear automatic weapons fire coming from at least two of the rooms. The sounds of battle were so loud it was hard to tell if it was two rooms or three. Perhaps the men on the ground had taken one more of their positions out, maybe they just couldn’t hear anything because of the continuous ringing in their ears.
Frank made his way to the first of the doors and braced himself behind the wall for a quick second. He stood, kicked in the door, and burst in the room with Sergeant Fisher right on his tail.
Without a second thought, they quickly dispatched the two men firing out the windows with short bursts to the back of their heads from their M-4s. The bullets entered clean enough, but exited taking the front half of the terrorists’ heads with them. What was left of the tangos fell to the floor with a very disturbingly loud wet sloppy sound. The walls of the room were decorated with blood red mosaics complete with chunks of grey matter that was starting to slowly slide down the walls leaving deep red gelatinous streaks in its wake. These two were down. They did not even have to double-check them. The faceless men were now crumpled on the floor, blood still flowing from the mess that had been their heads. To make matters worse for them, the other body functions relaxed and the smell of feces intermingled with blood and cordite.
In the room was an array of weaponry. There was an older Russian model PKM machine gun with bipod mount, a small stack of RPGs and a launcher. With all the firing still going on, it seemed the short in-room gunfight went unnoticed by the other tangos.
It was obvious they had two more rooms to clear. Frank looked at Sergeant Fisher, “Let’s get the other two rooms clear and end this.”
They could hear another RPG being fired out of one of the two remaining rooms and into the compound below. It was most likely aimed at the other men on their team. This had to stop!
Sgt Fisher yelled over the sounds of battle, “Sir, I can handle one of them alone, if you can handle the second.”
Frank knew it wasn’t the way they were trained to do these kinds of things, but he also didn’t want to lose more men. They had the advantage of coming in behind them so he decided they could afford the risk, “You got it, Sergeant.”
He sprinted down the hall. The sounds of automatic fire could still be heard coming from two different rooms. Frank was behind Sergeant Fisher by a few steps. The Sergeant took the first room and Frank continued down the hall. His target was only two doors down. Once both soldiers were in position they attacked in unison.
Frank burst into the room, and fired at the first of two targets. His shots were well placed and lethal. The second target was in the middle of reloading and had been caught off guard. Frank turned his M-4, pulled the trigger, and nothing happened.
The weapon was jammed.
The tango instantly realized what was going on, and charged.
Frank threw the jammed, useless weapon to the ground. He went for his handgun but the terrorist was moving too damn fast, and had a wicked looking knife in his hand that was at least six inches long.
The terrorist plunged the knife at Frank’s face and he instinctively reached up to grab it. Its razor sharp blade ripped into the flesh of his left hand and cut deep. Frank let out a yell of anger and pain that sounded like it came from something that wasn’t human, but he was sure it came from him.
Frank pushed back on the knife and saw blood pulsating in streams like a water fountain with every beat of his heart. He knew the knife had at least nicked an artery by the way that pulsating fountain kept spraying out onto the floor. If he didn’t end the fight soon he knew he ran the risk of bleeding to death.
He got his legs underneath him and threw the smaller man across the room, where the man hit the wall with a sickening thud. Adrenaline had to be doing most of the work as Frank’s muscles were tired and the blood loss was making its presence known.
As Frank’s world slowly compressed inward, he pulled out his pistol and put ten rounds into the tango’s head ending the confrontation.
Frank sank to the floor and put as much pressure on the wound in his hand as he could. He knew that he had to stop the damn bleeding or he was in deep shit. A few seconds later Sergeant Fisher came in the door. Thank God he was one of the team’s medics, and appeared to be in good health after his own brawl with the terrorist from the room down the hall.
Frank suddenly realized there were no more sounds of a firefight. He looked down and saw that his uniform was soaked with his own blood.
Sergeant Fisher knelt down beside him. “Looks like you have a little boo-boo, Sir” the Sergeant said as he calmly pulled out a medical kit.
“I think he fucked up my hand,” Frank said, indicating the now dead terrorist and knowing that shock would start to set in if he didn’t get the injury dealt with quickly.
“Well, I think I can fix that, just don’t go all crybaby on me,” Sgt Fisher said getting to work.
Five minutes later the bleeding was stopped, the hand was wrapped in bandages, and Frank was holding it close to his chest. Sergeant Fisher retrieved the jammed M-4, cleared and reloaded it for the Captain as they walked out of the building to rejoin what remained of the team.
Once outside they saw that aside from the two dead team members, there were only some minor injuries. At least they hadn’t lost any more soldiers.
The pair went over to where everyone had gathered with what remained of the internal security team.
“Sorry we ran a little late,” Frank said to what appeared to be the local in charge. “To the best of your knowledge do we have any more bad guys running around?” he asked no one in particular.
The tall man of at least six foot four inches answered, “No Sir, we don’t. You have done us a great favor. We were almost out of ammunition. If you guys hadn’t come along when you did more of them would have gotten away.”
“More of them?” Frank asked closing his eyes, wishing he hadn’t just heard that. “You mean some have already left the area?”
“Yes I am afraid they did. Four men with a truck load of nuclear materials.”
“Fuck,” he said thinking fast. “Does the truck have any kind of identifying marks?” Frank asked while trying to maintain his composure. He was even angrier now about the delay inserting than he was mere moments before. These guys were real pros. They left a team behind to cover their escape.
“Unfortunately we don’t know the answer to that. It was a very generic truck. We have ten that look just like it at this facility alone. We lost track of it less than two minutes outside the gate, without getting a really good look at it. They even took out our cameras so we don’t even have it on video,” the man answered.
“So, let me get this straight, we have four or more unknown guys, on the loose, with no way to track them, and they have a truck load of some really nasty stuff. How much of that material could that truck carry?” he asked, afraid of what the answer might be.
“Hundreds of pounds, easily.”
“Wonderful,” was all Frank could say. Doing the after action report was going to make this a very long night.
“Mr. Choi,” Frank called to the Warrant Officer, “Can you call for our helicopter evac. We need to make a report, and this one needs to be in person.”
The Captain sat down. The stab wound was starting to send throbbing sensations higher up into his arm. This was going to be a very long night.

AP NEWS FLASH: More trouble for the President today as polling shows him to be at his lowest popularity rating ever. The majority of Americans think the country is headed in the wrong direction.


AP ECONOMIC NEWS: The markets ended mostly flat today on light trading. Investors appear to be sitting on the sideline not wanting to jump into the market with uncertain economic policy direction coming from Washington. It is thought that the FED meeting tomorrow will answer some questions, which will allow investors to get back into certain, very specific sectors, such as technology and manufacturing.


Chapter Two

The Vote
Frank flexed his hand. He was trying to get used to not having the sutures in it anymore. They had been taken out at the hospital about an hour before and it felt strange having his hand back.
He found it nice to see the regular Friday bar. Whenever the team was home at Fort Bragg, instead of deployed somewhere around the globe, they always got together for some drinks to decompress. It was their version of an after action report for the week, only with less brass, no paperwork, more beer and the occasional female distraction for the single guys.
The other advantage of this bar was that they felt comfortable there. In most bars the team guys tended to stand out from the crowd. For instance, Captain Banner stood 6 foot 3 inches, with 5 % body fat, and all muscle. It would be unique in most places, and people wouldn’t leave you alone. Guys all want to poke you until the fight starts, women want you to buy them drinks. Today, the team just wanted to hang out and decompress.
The bar itself was a fairly average place with a few well used pool tables off to the right, dartboards along the back wall, tables, booths, barstools everywhere they would fit, and multiple televisions on every wall. Normally sports would be on every screen. Today was not a normal day.
His men were all in civilian clothes, much like his own jeans and polo shirt, and occupied the largest table in the place. This Friday afternoon’s bar meeting was certainly not the same light-hearted get together they would usually have. They were still mourning the loss of two of their teammates. They were also still pissed off about the loss of the nuclear materials. None of them were really all that happy with the current state of politics in the United States, not because they cared that much about politics, but because it was impacting their ability to do their jobs. They were supposed to be able to liberate oppressed people around the globe. Part of that was the ability to hunt terrorists down on whatever ground they were on. There were always natural limitations to that, but lately it seemed as though cosmetic limitations were becoming more common.
They all knew that thanks to them not being permitted to get in and do their job just a little faster on their last mission the world was a less safe than it had been a short time ago, making the loss of their teammate’s sting all that much more. If only they had just been able to jump sooner, they might have been able to keep control of the stuff. To put the proverbial icing on the cake, the nation’s intelligence groups had no leads on where the nuclear materials had gone.
The country had larger problems to cope with at the moment. The President was in deep political trouble.
Frank sat down and signaled for their waitress to make her way over. She was an attractive 5 foot 6 inches tall, young, blonde, wearing tight jean, and a shirt cut low enough to ensure maximum tips, as well as very limited eye contact, with the establishment’s mostly male customers. He ordered a round of beer for the table on his tab.
The young Captain liked this bar for many reasons. Mostly it was the location. It was at the first turn outside the main gate to Fort Bragg. As a result, the bar owners and staff, did whatever it took to keep “their” soldiers happy. What was on television was a part of that customer service. That could mean anything from sports to news coverage depending on what was going on in the world at that moment in time.
Today all of the baseball games had been moved to the smaller screens scattered around the outer walls of the place. The largest, most centrally located screens, were all tuned to CNN, Fox News, or C-SPAN.
He asked the team, “How long until they vote?”
The crisp, rapid, military style reply from one of the men was immediate and held just the right level of sarcasm given the setting, “Sir, those congressional type people have stated they would vote today. They have not given us information as to the exact timing of said vote. However, based on the live television shots of all the ugly people serving as our Nation’s elected leadership up there on the screen, instead of the more attractive news anchors I would estimate it to be soon, Sir!” Master Sergeant Glenn Brown replied.
Glenn was one of the team’s new replacements, a weapons specialist. He had been in the Special Operations for years, but was new to this team. While he was probably ten years older than the Captain, it was also known to everyone present that he meant no disrespect in his sarcasm, and he didn’t hold Frank’s age against him.
The enlisted men loved Captain Banner, mainly because he always tried as hard as he could to learn from the other men no matter what their rank. He might out rank them, and technically be in command, but these men knew better ways than he did just how to accomplish their overall mission. Frank always thought that learning from these men was like trying to drink water out of a fire hose, but he did his best.
“Ok guys, let’s get the bet going. Who here says Congress lets our Commander in Chief off the hook, and who says this whole thing becomes a show trial over in the Senate so they can throw him out of office and onto the golf course he loves so much?” Frank asked trying to lighten the mood.
“Sir? Us? Bet on proceedings such as these? How would it look if front line, tip of the sword soldiers bet on the guilt or innocence of the President of the United States violating his oath of office?” Master Sergeant Jim York asked. The man was trying, and failing miserably, at playing innocent.
Jim was the oldest member of the team, one of the medics. Despite his age he still kept physical pace with all of the younger members, and made it look easy while doing so.
The remaining members of the Alpha team, eleven other men, ten Non-Commissioned Officers, and a Warrant Officer, laughed and took drinks of their freshly delivered beer. They all knew that history was unfolding before their eyes, regardless of the outcome. Pass or fail, this was history in the making.
Frank pulled out his wallet and pointed to the television showing a wide shot of the of the entire U.S. House of Representatives, “I have $20 against any and all takers that they will say that he is guilty and vote that our President’s future will be decided in the Senate. Let us be clear, we aren’t betting on his guilt or innocence, that would be wrong, merely the outcome of some congress ‘critters’ pushing some buttons yes or no.”
Everyone in the country, at least anyone who had been paying attention at all, knew exactly what the results would be in the Senate.
Under the U.S. Constitution, the House of Representatives has the authority to impeach the President, while it is the Senate that determines the punishment. Today’s vote would either put this in motion or put it to rest.
It had been broadcast on the news for weeks that there were only a handful of Senators who were supporting the President. It was only the most fringe elements of his own party, and he wasn’t even retaining all of them. The punishment phase of this process was a foregone conclusion. By all reports the entire process would be completed before dawn on Monday.
In response to his bet, every man at the table produced $20 taking him up on it. Well crap, Frank was starting to think that this could get real expensive, really fast if he was wrong about this.
“Well, looks like if I lose I will have to find an ATM. That’s okay, I’m not gonna’ lose this one,” he said with a smile, while secretly hoping he wasn’t being too cocky. Recently, he had lost too many of these group bets. This time he hoped things would be different, losing was getting pricey.
Frank knew that the majority of Americans, according to recent polling, held the opinion that Congress and other elected officials tended to view themselves as above the law. Frank was hoping that all of the public opinion data would persuade them to do the right thing. Either way, the overall approval rating for Congress was in the single digits. Perhaps doing the right thing would change that. If enough members of Congress felt finding the President guilty would help their own public image and, as a result, help them to keep their jobs when people went to the ballot box, the man would be fired.
The bartender turned up the volume in response to shouts from around the bar as the proceedings appeared to be getting started. Frank looked around. He noticed that a large number of the people had stopped chatting and started paying much closer attention to what was going on. The only sounds to be heard were those of the commencement of proceedings and the occasional sounds of people ordering a drink.
The television was showing a close-up of the Speaker of the House of Representatives, Congressman Scott Press, as he called the House Chamber to order with a repeated striking of the gavel. The historic room was well lit with the entirety of the elected body present. Every available camera was turned on and recording all conceivable angles searching for the most interesting shots to put on television, and ultimately record in history books.
Speaker Press, at the ornately decorated podium in the House Chamber, wasting little time and began the proceedings quickly. He stated loudly, “Come to order. Today, we are in this hallowed chamber to make a most regrettable decision. Mr. Copeland, would you please read the agreed upon overview of the charges.”
Congressman Copeland was a man who appeared to be in his early 50’s. He spoke in a deep voice of Midwestern origin.
Mr. Copeland took out his notes with as much grandeur as the plump balding man could muster, “Mr. Speaker. Distinguished fellow members of Congress, the charges are as follows: The President of the United States is charged under The Articles of Impeachment for violating his sworn duties set forth in the Constitution of the United States.”
The Congressman then paused to take a drink of water. Frank knew it was cheap theatrics intended to keep the camera on him longer. Sad to say, but some politicians always crave the spotlight and would do anything to get whatever attention they could get and to have it last as long as possible.
The Congressman continued, “On six different occasions, the Chief Executive has performed tasks through the use of ‘Executive Orders’ taking actions which are granted to the Congress under the Constitution of these United States. These tasks, among other things, consisted of taking funds from one department within the Federal Government and reallocating them to another department for unrelated tasks. Most recently he ordered, and executed, a fifty billion dollar transfer from the Department of Homeland Security to the Department of Energy for further research on solar energy technology. It should also be noted that one of the research companies who received the before mentioned moneys has already filed for bankruptcy, less than eighteen months after receipt of federal funds.
“Agree or disagree with the action, intent, or even the results, it is clear that under the Constitution that budgetary functions of this nature require an act of Congress. The power of the purse is granted to this branch, and this branch only.”
The Congressman paused again and looked around the room in what the man, no doubt, thought would be dramatic fashion. Frank could not help but roll his eyes. Politicians came in a variety of types and some of them appreciated the spotlight more than anything else. He never could find a good use for those men or women in these positions whose desire for attention surpassed their desire to lead. He often joked that these people weren’t even politicians. He had even come up with a new word for this type of elected official, celebretician, or a politician who wanted to be a celebrity more than they wanted to be a representative of the people.
The plump man continued, “Mr. Speaker, there are many more examples of these types of violations of his sworn duties. A comprehensive list of these has been distributed to each and every member of both Houses of Congress for their review, as well as previously having been read into the official record. Sufficient time for review and debate of these charges has now passed.”
“Thank you, Mr. Copeland,” responded Speaker Press, “We will now proceed with an oral roll call and vote.”
The news broadcast split into three sections. The largest portion of the screens showed a wide shot of the House Chamber, while another, slightly smaller portion, showed the required “talking heads,” who were attempting to interpret what had just happened, as well as what was currently happening, and then the annoying part, telling people what to think about it all. Along the bottom of the screen was a running tally of the guilty/not guilty votes.
Telling people what to think had become an ever-increasing portion of most of the modern news broadcasts. Frank believed it was why the ratings on most of the 24/7 news channels were horrible. The news, once upon a time, was meant to inform the people, not persuade them to think in some particular way. A well-educated populace, such as that in the United States, did not need to be told what their opinion should be. They were capable of drawing conclusions all on their own. They were growing to resent not being treated as though they could, and as a result tuning out and ignoring anything that resembled news.
The bartender turned the volume down and replaced it with the typical music mix during the boring oral vote counting process. This would allow the opinion jockeys to be ignored with ease.
Master Sergeant Peter Fisher, the combat medic who had stopped Captain Banner from bleeding to death, was also a full-fledged political junkie. As such, he started his own running commentary, “This must be a very close vote. There were no long speeches, no grandstanding. They got right to it. I doubt the Speaker has been that brief in his entire career. He must suspect that the vote count is close and wants to get it done before someone who is sitting on the fence falls off on the wrong side.”
Frank waved off the comment as, after all, he had to defend his bet, “No way, this one won’t be close. They have been holding debates and investigations for months. They have the polling data, they know the public opinion, and other than campaign contributions, most of these people don’t care about much besides public opinion. At this point the camera is guaranteed to be on him for at least the next hour while they call the vote. Look at him, he knows it,” he motioned to the television where the Speaker could be seen trying to look poised and dignified. The man appeared to be stifling a yawn, as he listened to the House of Representatives vote, one member at a time.
Everyone on the team had agreed with the logic but had bet against him. That meant there was no way they could let Frank know how they really felt. He did start to feel some pressure as they piled on one sarcastic comment after another about the uselessness of Congress, how they were too chicken to do it for fear of making someone with more power than they held mad if the vote failed. They then proceeded to tell him what drinks they were going to buy with his money.
The vote tally on the screen slowly changed. It very quickly was becoming obvious that there were only a few House Members still supporting the President. Not even some of the most extreme members of the man’s own party had the intestinal fortitude to defend their party’s leader this time. The paper trail on these charges, and the public opinion were not in the President’s favor. Frank found it sad how easily politicians were to predict. If they didn’t bend to public opinion of their districts, it meant that their next campaign could be in jeopardy, and they would never let that happen if they could help it.
Frank was relieved, as well as slightly disturbed, that he had been so correct. This vote wouldn’t be close at all. There would be a new President of the United States well ahead of the next election.
Warrant Officer Peter Choi was the first to say it out loud, “Well gents, looks like we have a new boss.”
With a grand gesture, Frank picked up his newly acquired pile of cash and declared, “The drinks are on me.”

AP NEWS FLASH: Today the House of Representatives voted to impeach the President of the United States. The Senate will now decide the sentence resulting from this action. The Senate plans to hold hearings intended to remove him from office and will send this issue to the floor for immediate debate, promising a vote in the next forty eight hours. This measure is expected to pass the Senate by an overwhelming margin.


AP ECONOMIC NEWS: Stocks were mostly flat today during light trading. Most traders were waiting for the impeachment proceedings to end. Monday promises to be a rocky trading day due to the results of the vote in the House of Representatives and the anticipated change in leadership in the Executive Branch. Most market insiders tend to prefer stability in leadership in Washington D.C., as it gives predictable economic policies. The financial markets always favor predictability as much as growth. The Vice President is known to have stated his desire for a much different fiscal policy than the President. It is hoped that whatever changes he will enact will be released quickly so that the market jitters can be calmed.


Chapter Three

Office of the Vice President
Vice President Sanders knew that he was considered by most people to be just another one of those sleazy lifelong politicians nearing the end of his public life. As he sat in his office watching the impeachment vote he hoped that the majority of Americans believed him to be one of the good guys.
He was also aware that he was one of the few men to hold his current position that most people agreed could never be elected President. He had even privately admitted as much too many of the people closest to him, in addition to the fact that he personally viewed his current public office as his last.
To him, this job was supposed to be a well-deserved pre-retirement farewell tour. It was great, he had no official job responsibilities what so ever, except to have a pulse in case the President died, quit, or was otherwise removed from office. The President was a man who was so young and healthy, that the Vice President had just assumed, like everyone else, none of those things would ever come to pass.
This office had suited him just fine. He couldn’t help but think to himself that he was getting used to not having any official job responsibilities. The day he was sworn in as Vice President he wasn’t sure he was ready to retire, now he knew he could handle it. He was even looking forward to it.
All of that relative peace and tranquility was about to come to an end.
He quickly did the math in his head, and realized he had been working in this town for more than four decades. That was more than enough for anyone.
He looked around his ornately decorated office. Pictures of his family were interspersed amongst some phenomenal pieces of Americana. He had personally ensured that former Vice Presidents actively used each and every one of the non-personal items when they had held this elected office.
He wondered who, if anyone, would take the time to collect his items.
As the voting neared completion he thought to himself that the Office of the President was never something he had aspired to hold. He had grudgingly taken the slot as Vice President on the campaign ticket as a favor to the political party he had been a loyal member of for his entire adult life.
The party leadership had somehow managed to convince him that the image of a “seasoned hand” would be brought by adding his name, and experience, to the ticket. This would help the candidate, and ultimately an administration, solve a public image problem because it was being led by a relatively young and inexperienced Presidential Candidate who was eventually elected, sworn in, and now was about to be fired from that prestigious office.
He knew right then and there that one of his first actions as President would be to pardon his predecessor from any criminal activity. It would be a precautionary step, in case there was something going on he wasn’t aware of. That would allow him put this entire thing behind the country and move on. He wanted no more distractions. He knew he would pay a political price for it, but he didn’t care. There was no future beyond this term in office, at least that he could see.
The country deserved better than what it had been given recently. The Vice President hoped that, in time, people would forget all this mess, all this partisanship, all this hatred, and move on.
Right now all that his mind would return to was that he was about to be sworn into an office that he did not want. On top of that, it would be amidst one of the largest political scandals in modern American history.
It was exhausting to think about.
All the new challenges he would have to face.
Could he do it?
He was not sure that he could.
He knew he had to keep those doubts to himself. His advisors would have enough trouble coming their way. They did not need to help him with his internal struggles on top of everything else. Those were a burden he must carry alone.
To add to his concerns, this one decision appeared to be the only thing that the two major political parties in Washington D.C. could agree upon. If experience told him anything, it was that an even larger political divide was likely to emerge as a result of this action. The divide was now so large that he had no idea how he would close it, and thereby make it so that he could accomplish anything at all.
He wondered if there was anything he wanted to try to accomplish at this point. Was any of it worth the effort? It would be harder for him than any that came before.
He knew that this whole mess would cause him to have a very hard time getting any kind of legislation through Congress. The two branches appeared to be at war with one another lately. In all likelihood he would be considered a lame duck President from the moment he was sworn into the new office.
This was not the legacy he wanted to leave behind for his family, or the country, to remember him by.
He knew that the worst was yet to come.
The worst thing was the absolute certainty with which he knew that the first question he would be asked by the first reporter to see him would be, “Will you be seeking re-election?”
The only thing he knew for sure was that he felt tired. Running for any political office took energy. Running for the office of President took a level of energy he was certain he no longer possessed. This level of politics was really a younger man’s game. Running for President, while being President, was more than he could wrap his mind around at this point.
His Chief of Staff, Roxanne Burns, was the only other person in the room at the moment, “Roxy, are you ready for a promotion? It looks like we are about to move into some better offices. They certainly boast a more prestigious address.”
Roxanne looked at affectionately. They had worked together for fifteen years and he knew she thought of him like her grandfather.
“Sir, I think the more appropriate question is, are you ready?” she asked him.
He slowly stood from behind the large oak desk, putting on his suit jacket as he spoke. He was trying, and failing to hide the melancholy in his voice, “Am I prepared to step from history’s shadow into one of the brightest spotlights in the world? When my country calls I am always ready. I shall do my best to serve with distinction and help her heal from the wounds she has suffered. Together you, I, and the American people will return her to the glory she so richly deserves.”
He felt those were the words that needed to be said. He would work on his personal belief in his abilities to achieve these things later.
Right now he didn’t have the first clue how to accomplish any of it.

AP NEWS FLASH: The President of the United States was on television immediately following the vote in the House of Representatives in favor of his impeachment. He stated that he would fight the measure in the courts, claiming they did not have sufficient evidence to reach a conclusion and that this decision is based purely on vengeful politics. Constitutional scholars say the courts have no jurisdiction in this matter and it is expected not to become an issue the courts will allow themselves to become entangled. His statement has been referred to by many as a last, and desperate attempt to cling to power.


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: Shortly after the announcement of the decision to impeach the President of the United States the Asian markets turned sharply lower. This is a clear indication of how important stability in the United States is to the intertwined global economic system. The world economies are more linked than ever in human history. This could very well be an indicator of a severe downturn for the companies traded on the American stock markets on Monday morning. As the world has only recently come out of a global recession, which was widely considered the worst in roughly a century, it is easy to believe that the decision reached today by the House of Representatives will have a global impact. If confidence in the global economic system degrades, economists from all over the world agree that a global depression could easily be the result. Some economists are calling this decision irresponsible due to what could happen to the economy. The Speaker of the House of Representatives emphatically states that economic concerns should never dictate the outcome of what is, essentially, a criminal proceeding. To quote Speaker of the House, Scott Press, “No one is above the law.”


Chapter Four

Ascendancy of the Vice President
Vice President Sanders had known this day was coming for the past week. He had known the date, time, and even the location of what was about to happen for that entire time. He still didn’t feel ready. Even more concerning was the fact that it still didn’t seem real.
He couldn’t help but think that this would be the last morning for the next few years that he would wake up to relative calm. From this day forward, until his term as President ended, he would have added security, news media, additional staff, the American people, and large portions of the global population all watching his every move, twenty four hours a day, seven days a week, three hundred and sixty five days a year.
He knew that from this day, until his last day in office that there would be a ludicrous number of people surrounding him. They would be seeking guidance. They would be searching for leadership on virtually every subject known to humankind. This office was known to push those in it to the absolute limit of human capacity. The Presidency of The United States was said to be among the most challenging job in the world.
He looked in the mirror and focused on the lines around his eyes. He could not help but be surprised at just how deep they had gotten. When did they get like that? He could barely remember his face before their presence, but today, somehow, they seemed to have deepened overnight.
He took a minute to go through a quick headcount. He had three children, eight grandchildren and the first of what he hoped would be many great-grandchildren. They were his real legacy. All of them would all be with him later in the day at the comparatively small ceremony thrusting him, rather rudely in his opinion, into the Presidency.
There had simply not been time to prepare the normal, larger-scale ceremony which was typically involved in this process. He thanked whatever Supreme Being was listening for their presence, asking for their assistance in the coming months.
A large part of him feared that he would be unable to perform his duties as well as this country that he loved deserved. He secretly hoped that he wasn’t the only person in history to be on the verge of being sworn in to have this fear.
A knock at the door to his bedroom brought him back to reality, “Mr. Vice President?”
“Come on in Stanley,” he called to the voice as the head of his Secret Service detail opened the door.
The brick of a man was, as always, flawless in appearance and professional in demeanor. He looked so good in a suit that it made the female staffers around the Vice President look for any excuse to be wherever he was more often than they should. Stan, being the consummate professional, barely noticed. This served to annoy some of the women and made them even more determined to catch his eye, as he remained focused on his job at all times. He knew they were in the room, but their gender never appeared to register. He was only concerned with physical threats.
His well-tailored suit held the man nicely, but it also shielded from view an arsenal of weaponry intended to protect him, a mere politician, from an untimely death. The weaponry was one aspect of his admiration, but what really held the Vice President in awe of these agents was that they would voluntarily place their body between him and a potential assassin so that the agent would be shot, and not the politician. They all accepted it as part of their job, and it was amazing to just think about. They were willing to take a bullet intended for someone else. It was awe inspiring. The agents really held a special place in The Vice President’s heart. Most people in the country had heard of this organization, but few realized the actual sacrifices these hard working men and women were prepared to make when duty called.
Stanley spoke with a very deep, unaccented voice, “Sir, we have everything in place. Our departure can occur anytime you are ready to go, but we must leave in no more than thirty minutes, if we are to keep to the schedule.”
The Vice President looked at the man and smiled, “Stanley, I wish I had met you before my wife passed away. You two would have liked one another. She always kept me punctual. I figure if the two of you evah had the opportunity to conspire, I would never be late for anything, anywhere, evah,” he said with his New England accent showing through just a bit. He sometimes allowed that to happen when he was in private. Publicly he had no trace of an accent from any region. It was important in national politics to relate to all audiences.
“I am sure I would have liked her, Mr. Vice President. If you would let me know when you are ready we will get you there on time and intact,” replied the agent.
“I am all set Stanley. Now is as good a time as any,” he said as he moved slowly to the door.
While making their way down the long hallway they were joined by Roxanne and continued on in silence to the limousine. Two of them were lost in their own thoughts, the third kept an ever vigilant eye out for any sign of possible trouble.
The Vice President knew they were marching him off to his new place in history books yet to be written. He just hoped that he could leave a positive mark for those authors to write about.
Many people had written him letters, sent messages on social media, and any other way they could to get the word to him that they hoped he would lead them out of the current national malaise. Many wanted him to be the shining light at the end of the tunnel. There was another portion of the population that seemed to believe he was just going to keep doing whatever his predecessor had done, and lead the country into an even bigger mess. There appeared to be nothing in the middle He took it as a sign of just how divided the United States had become.
The country was far more politically divided than it had been in many years. Perhaps as much as any time since the Civil War. This had bothered him each and every day since realizing he was going to become President.
The three of them climbed into the armored limousine and the motorcade departed for the White House. The Vice President settled back into his seat and turned the radio to his favorite local news and talk station.
The current topic of discussion pleasantly surprised him. They were not talking about him. They were focusing on the growing protest going on near their intended destination.
He saw Stan put a finger to his ear, appearing to concentrate as he received information over his ever-present earpiece before breaking the silence, “Mister Vice President, we really should turn around and take the helicopter. The protestors are blocking various streets and which road is clear is changing quickly, as well as unpredictably, even with the increased police presence. Even with the motorcade it might be impossible to get through quickly. They appear to be surrounding the White House, but at a reasonable distance at the moment. However, they are between us and our final destination.”
“Stanley, we can’t hide from Americans. Let us drive on. If we have our path blocked, I am sure we can find our way through, slowly at least. Surely these protestors, good citizens that they are, would allow the motorcade through. Besides this is not the regular swearing in. It is just me, some family, a few friends and the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court over at the White House in a nice safe and secure room. This will not be a huge public spectacle. Besides, they can’t start the ceremony without us. If we are a little late because of traffic, I think it will be fine,” he said with a wink.
Secretly he hoped that no one would realize he was trying to avoid a helicopter ride. He didn’t like them very much. Airplanes he didn’t mind, but helicopters, he distrusted for some reason. He could never really put his finger on what he didn’t like, but he was almost certain it had something to do with their lack of wings. Things that flew were supposed to have wings in his mind. Anything else was black magic, and not to be trusted.
He saw Roxanne roll her eyes just a little bit, “Sir, we need to be concerned with your safety and security more than ever. Usually no one wants to take out a Vice President, but a President, now that is a much different story.”
“Roxanne, I am the President’s friend, a member of his administration, I was his running mate, and I am the one hope that these people have to heal the wounds of this country. These people are aware of all of this. I am sure they mean me no harm. Besides, do you really think they would be able to setup the protest location assuming I would be driving through, and they could take a shot at me? I doubt that kind of planning could have gone on without some intelligence service getting wind of it,” he argued.
He waved his hand dismissively, realizing she still seemed unconvinced, so he continued his sales pitch, “Besides, this is a heavily armored car, and I am wearing a bullet proof vest that the Secret Service was nice enough to give me. Stan, do not change course.”
He also did not want to appear to have an elitist attitude of someone who would rather fly above the “commoners.” It was something many of the younger generation of politicians would rather do. He was an old-school politician and really loved the retail politics of shaking hands with voters, one hand at a time.
Stan, being the eternally professional agent merely replied, “Yes, sir.” He spoke into his microphone to relay the news to the remainder of the protection detail.
The Vice President was enjoying the silence. Everyone in the car was silent now, taking in the moment. He knew it wasn’t unusual for a Secret Service agent to resemble a piece of furniture and fade silently into the background while taking in every detail of their surroundings. It was rare to have his staff members, even his chief of staff remain silent for any period of time while in his presence. There was always something to discuss, and this would only get worse in the days ahead. The gravity of what was going on today was not lost upon anyone in the car, including the driver, and his deputy chief of staff who was seated in the front of the limousine next to the driver.
Stanley had once given him one of the best compliments he had received in his entire life. He had said that from his years with numerous protectees, that those who behaved as he did were the good ones. There was a different mindset of those who took the helicopters just because they could, charged every little expense to the government, or took rare moments, such as this one, and talked them away. Those who did believed themselves to be larger than the office they held. They also tended to perform poorly in it as a result of misplaced priorities.
As the motorcade neared the Jefferson Memorial, the protestors could be heard before they could be seen. Vice President Sanders moved so he could see out the windshield to get a look at them. The radio had announced that their numbers were continuing to swell as the “final hour of disgrace,” was how the radio host had put it, for the President was rapidly approaching.
He saw Stanley put his finger to his ear for a second before breaking the relative silence again, “Sir, we have people clearing the road for us, but it will be very slow going from here. Usually these things stay on the mall area, but apparently there is a large amount of overflow causing road blockage on almost every possible path forward. At this point the crowd has been non-violent, and while the police appear to have everything under control, we should still take precautions. Please remember, Mister Vice President, you are about to take over the office of President, and people who don’t actually know you will still want to do harm to you for no other reason than your job title.”
“Thank you, Stanley. I am not worried. These are hardworking Americans and they should be celebrated for exercising their right to peaceful assembly. Using police, armed guards, and armored vehicles to avoid them is, in my opinion, not the spirit upon which this country was founded. I’m going to get out and walk the rest of the way, maybe shake some hands as well, it isn’t that far from here,” the Vice President replied.
He could feel his energy returning. Perhaps it was just an adrenalin rush because of the crowd, but he was starting to feel young again.
Perhaps he could run for re-election. Perhaps he could do the hard work that was needed to heal the country from its wounds.
“Sir, we don’t have the proper size security contingent here to handle that kind of exposure. I would strongly advise against it. The local police are not trained to look for threats the way the Secret Service is,” the agent was professional, yet calm, as he gave the warning.
“I am not concerned. I’ll just get out and walk the last few blocks. Who knows, it may give these people some relief from their anxiety to be reminded that it will be me taking the proverbial reigns today. They are here protesting the premature removal of the man that chose me as his running mate. Besides, as you said, there have been no reports of violence. I am sure with the Secret Service and police working together that no harm will come to me,” the Vice President argued.
As a politician he had spent his entire adult life trying to sway people to share his point of view. As a result of this, he had gotten relatively good at it. He also knew that he had just convinced everyone in the car of his decision. Not even Roxanne bothered arguing, but he was sure everyone would worry, despite his logical arguments.
“Mister Vice President, please permit me get out first, and follow me as I walk. My team will flank you, someone will never be more than an arm’s length away. Do not move too slowly, and do not stop. Just keep moving,” came Stanley’s professional reply.
The agent raised his wrist-mounted microphone to his mouth, “Listen up everyone. We are getting out of the vehicles to walk the final few blocks, be prepared.”
Once they came to the back of the protest area the agents exited the vehicles and took up their positions. Instantly, those in the crowd closest to the motorcade took notice and got somewhat quieter wanting to know who was arriving. He smiled as he thought that some of them were probably hoping for yet another Hollywood celebrity to come and endorse their cause. Many got their camera phones ready, wanting to be the first to post whoever it was to their social media sites with the right hashtag in the hopes of being the viral photo of the day.
As soon as he got out of the limousine he stood up and waved, and the protesters exploded with sound. There was a combination of cheers, boos, and other far less polite sounds emanating from the crowd.
He had been around long enough as a politician to know that it was impossible find a crowd this large where everyone was a supporter, at least not without careful screening beforehand. That level of screening only happened during an election year, and even then only with crowds designed for television broadcasts. He merely smiled and waved at the crowd, despite those obviously displeased by his presence.
As he walked the path through the crowd that the Secret Service and D.C. Police had formed, if he listened carefully enough he could occasionally make out individual voices. The group couldn’t seem to decide if they supported, or despised him. The only thing each and every one of these people could agree on is that they were very angry about something, even if they did not know what it was. Some were angry that he had to be sworn in at all, some hated him personally, while others screamed at each other.
He thought that perhaps it was different for each person. That was probably it. No matter, this was the start of something, he was sure of it. Things would be different from this day forward.
As he continued his walk he would occasionally shout back simple phrases such as “His vision will continue!”
The crowd continued to grow louder and more energized. It was a feeding frenzy of adrenaline for him. Some of them waved homemade signs, others waved small American flags, while others waved just one finger.
There was one man in the crowd that the Vice President and the Secret Service did not hear.
He was not shouting or waving a sign. He spoke, but it was barely a whisper.
The man, born of Iranian blood, finished his prayer.
He was now ready to take his chance at making history and in the process, become a martyr for the cause.
He fired a single shot just as the Vice President walked in front of him. The bullet entered Vice President Sanders’ head just in front of the ear lobe. It exited the other side along with a large portion of his brain, which was spread, along with a great deal of blood, across the protestors trying to get in close enough to shake his hand.
Blood spread so far, so fast that some of those present would later liken it to a lawn sprinkler. On television it looked like a Jackson Pollock splatter painting was being done in real time.
The mixture of the brain matter, blood, and bone all appeared on live television in all its gory details. The few stations who had been lucky enough to have picked up the feed of his impromptu appearance now wished they had set up the typical time delay in the broadcast.
All stations would replay it, of course. Most did it in a blurred condition. The news crews covering the protest live were just as shocked as those watching at home. It took many of the professional talkers a full minute before they were able to form words once again. None of them had ever dreamed they would witness the assassination of the Vice President on his way to be sworn in as the President.
The Secret Service response was immediate, accurate and lethal. Both the Iranian and the Vice President were dead before the politician’s body hit the ground.

AP NEWS FLASH: The Vice President of the United States was shot and killed on his way to be sworn in as President of the United States. The Speaker of the House was taken into seclusion for security reasons, as he is the next in the line of Presidential succession. The President of the United States has released a statement that he should remain in office until such time as a new Vice President can be appointed rather than ascending the Speaker to the Presidency. The Speaker and the President are of differing political parties. The President has vowed to file lawsuit if this does not take place. A spokesperson for the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court said the Speaker of the House of Representatives will be sworn in as soon as possible.


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: The US markets were still open when the Vice President was assassinated. Up until that point the markets were flat on a moderate volume trading day. The assassination occurred with 30 minutes left in the trading day. Immediately sellers began to outnumber buyers at a rate of 3 to 1, while overall volume increased to close the day at near record total volume levels. As a result, the market closed down over 350 points. Not a single market sector escaped the downward trend. Traders expect Asian markets to behave similarly throughout their trading session. There has been a public outcry from the financial community for the Speaker of the House, who is the soon to be President, to make a statement immediately concerning his fiscal policy plans. Without some form of press release on fiscal policy the next few trading sessions are expected to be highly volatile.


Chapter Five

Confusion
Captain Banner was the first to enter the conference room in the Special Operations Headquarters at Fort Bragg. By all accounts it was a normal conference room, just like what would be found at any commercial company. It was a room with a large table in the center, chairs around the table as well as lining the walls for extra seating when the needs surpassed the table capacity. It contained all manner of communications as well as display equipment, only this equipment could handle classified information securely.
Frank happened to be in the building when the assassination took place doing some paperwork and managed to get down to the room less than five minutes after it happened. It wasn’t because he was faster than everyone, but because his office was right upstairs, and he saw it happen.
He was still dressed for duty, wearing an Army Combat Uniform (ACU), and he always kept a full field kit that could be used in any sort of emergency tucked in the corner of his office. He assumed the team was going to be called in on alert as a result of what had just happened, and he wanted to get the room ready for the inevitable emergency briefing.
He was ready, and his men would be ready to go, no matter what. However, if the Army was needed in response to this supposed spontaneous act, as the news had called it, no one would have near enough actionable intelligence yet to know where to tell them to go. They would not know which way to point their weapons and shoot at things that need to be shot, at least not yet.
There was the added problem that the people at the top who would give those orders were now arguing over who was in charge. That, beyond everything else, was a deeply troubling thought.
Frank’s entire life he believed that it never hurt to be ready for anything, just in case. He often said it was important to hope for the best, but make damn sure you were prepared for the worst. The assassination of a Vice President who was just about to become President could be considered an act of war, depending on who was behind it. If it turned out to be some domestic wacko they could all go home right away. If it was something else, they may not be seeing home anytime soon.
He played through the possible scenarios in his head. Given that the public appearance had, by all accounts, been an impromptu appearance this assassination was far more likely he result of a wonderfully presented high value, highly visible, target of opportunity for someone with a gun and a score to settle.
Who could be settling that score would be the mystery questions of the day?
There would be virtually no chance that this would turn out to be a pre-planned assassination.
He almost argued himself into believing that this could be a lone sleeper agent acting out on his own volition, and that he or she just happened to be lucky enough to be in the right place at the right time. That type of “lone wolf” action might occur with an important enough target, and this certainly fit that scenario, but it would have to be a very special operative to have acted and that quickly without orders. This situation was big enough that he couldn’t completely convince himself to dismiss the possibility.
Years of the continuing global war on terror has resulted in far fewer terrorists floating around the world. However, those that remained were battle hardened and committed to their cause in a way that made them very difficult to kill, or capture. In some cases they were nearly impossible to identify. In the long term it was said that theirs was a Darwinian career field. Only the strong survived.
No sooner had he gotten a large pot of coffee brewing in anticipation of more soldiers arriving, and a long night ahead, than Colonel Jacobs walked in with Warrant Officer Choi discussing the situation. They were dressed much the same as he, but looked a little mismatched. The Colonel was almost 6’4” while the Warrant Officer was only 5’7” or so. The Warrant Officer was one of the shortest men in the unit, and his Korean heritage was obvious at a glance. However, he was always the fastest in the group on long distance runs. He often said stamina was the only thing that mattered in their chosen profession.
Frank heard them agree that it would be days before any military response would be called for, if one were needed. They wondered if there was even the need for an alert right now. He also overheard them say that there was no known intelligence information indicating troop movement anywhere in the world, at least that they were aware of.
That at least, was some good news. Those two men had great sources at every major intelligence agency.
“Captain, how the hell did you beat us here?” the Colonel asked sarcastically.
“Sir, you know I live here pushing paper so the enlisted soldiers can be off training,” he was only partially joking. He always believed that the enlisted men carry the true weight in the Army, and anything he could do to alleviate their administrative burden he did his best to accomplish. He believed that if he did so, when they went to a far off land to get shot at, those around him would be much better at their jobs. That meant he could, hopefully, return home intact. Frank found the idea of getting additional holes in his body a less than pleasant thought, thus the true desire to make sure his enlisted men had all the time they needed to train. Some might call is self-serving, he called it common sense. He would train as hard, and put in longer hours on paperwork, but that was the cost of having the honor of leading such a unit, and it was part of why the men liked him as much as they did.
“Sir, all bullshit aside, do we even have a contingency plan for this if it isn’t a domestic thing? Is anything at all confirmed?” he asked, knowing the entire situation was less than thirty minutes old, and no good answers would exist yet. He thought he knew the answers before he asked the questions, but had to ask anyway.
The Colonel fielded the questions, “We really don’t know a lot, as you have guessed. The Speaker of the House was immediately taken to some undisclosed, secure location, and either has been, or shortly will be, sworn in as President under the Constitutional rules for Presidential succession. The soon to be former President is currently on the news, like the up standin’ citizen that he is, explaining why he feels he should remain in power until this time of ‘confusion’ has passed. He also says that he wants to appoint a new Vice President before leaving. Imagine that, the body isn’t even in the morgue yet, and politics has started.
“Finally, what we do know from reports confirmed in the last few minutes is that the gunman was of Iranian decent, and that he was shot dead at the scene. As a matter of reasonably solid assumption this whole thing had to be unplanned as no one knew, or probly’ even suspected that Vice President Sanders was goin’ to walk right through that damn crowd. It has also been confirmed that the Vice President made the decision himself to do so when the car met some traffic problems due to the overall size of the protest rallies going on today. That decision was made despite the urging of his security head to turn around and travel by helicopter.”
“Has any known group claimed credit yet?” Frank asked.
“Not a peep from anyone. However, my guess is that within’ the hour many groups will try to do so. Our job, as usual, is to hurry up, be ready, and wait to see if we get called. If we are lucky, after a short alert, we get to go home. If we are unlucky some group, country, or general bastard takes advantage of all the confusion we got at the top right now, and puts in motion one of the many planning stage attacks that our intelligence services claim are out there, only on a greatly accelerated time table,” responded the Colonel with his southern accent coming through loud and clear. He never really made attempts to hide it, but in moments of stress it was thicker than normal. Today was a very thick accent kind of day.
Other members of the Special Operations Group were rapidly filling the conference room. The Colonel excused himself so that he could go speak with those further up the chain of command to see if he could find out more official information.
“Sir, seriously, what data here is real?” asked Peter now that they were alone.
“Honestly, the Colonel laid out everything I have heard. You were talking with him longer, so you may have a better handle on this than I do. There were no known plans for this action. I don’t believe any of the intelligence services had a clue that this was coming down the pipe, even as an attempt. I will be willing to bet that the television news has better sources of information than we do at this point,” Frank said.
He could tell that the Warrant Officer was frustrated by not knowing more. However, given the situation was less than an hour old they were both professional enough to understand that these things took some amount of time to get correct. If the situation permitted patience, it was always better to have solid information rather than intelligence services guesswork.
Peter sighed, forcing himself to be patient, “Good to know. Fucking scary thought, us depending on the media for information, but it is what it is. Hopefully the Secret Service, or some other responsible agency, will start sharing something soon. Just in case we have to go someplace and get shot at.”
They waited for another ten minutes, chatting with the soldiers as they showed up. The rumor mill had gone beyond the “who did it” question. The focus shifted to what was known about the former Speaker of the House, who was now confirmed by multiple news outlets to be the new President of the United States.
Frank laughed to himself as he realized that there were a very limited number of questions and they were basically just circling the room without getting any kind of real answer.
Was the new President pro-military?
Was he the kind of man who would order a half-assed, knee-jerk response, or would he take a more carefully considered road to action?
Was military action going to be necessary, or desired in this case?
He found it interesting that the American people had not even seen the former Congressman since he had been sworn in as President. It had only happened within the last few minutes, but it seemed like a high priority given the situation. All of the news outlets were spouting the assumption that there would soon be a national address. Frank wondered what the man could possibly say. He was very glad he wasn’t on that particular hot seat.
In very short order the entire Special Operations Team was on site, and ready to go. No official briefing time had been announced. Frank realized that no official alert had actually gone out. These men just assumed it would, and showed up.
These soldiers were rewarded for this kind of diligence, and dedication to duty with low pay, hard work, and long hours. Yet there was not a man in the room who would change careers with anyone, anywhere on Earth. These men lived for this type thing. Theirs was a life spent in defense of a Nation, and it had been attacked. There would call to action.
The Colonel re-entered the room with the traditional announcement of “Atten-SHUN!”
Frank was glad he had come back to brief them so quickly. It could have taken hours, “Take your seats. This will be very fast. We don’t know much more than what they are saying on the news. Luckily the different news groups have not yet started the inevitable speculation, which will come across to most of the world as facts. Then will come the predictions of what happens next by some talking head, none of which do we want to pay attention to.
“The tidbits of information we have are, what I am going to say should be assumed to be the various intelligence services’ ‘best guesses’ for the moment.
“The assassin’s name came up on a CIA list as a ‘person of interest.’ While his official profile is not large, it does suggests that he was a sleeper agent who has been in the country for years. This was a rare guy. He was an Iranian immigrant, and received U.S. citizenship years ago. He managed to get on the ‘suggested ties to terrorist organizations’ list after becoming a citizen and stay on it for fifteen years without tipping the scales to a full blown investigation and surveillance of his activities. I think we can now say for sure that he was much more than just loosely connected with some very bad people.
“It is assumed by our people that when the protest started he joined in, probably just for kicks. He lived in the local area and it wouldn’t have been a big effort for him to get there. The weapon he used was purchased legally from a local vender, and prior to his name showing up on any of our watch lists. He bought it legally, and he carried it illegally. We also know that the weapon was a four-inch barrel, 357-magnum pistol. It’s a miracle he didn’t hit someone in the crowd as the bullet exited Vice President Sanders’ head.
“The Vice President had on the required bullet proof vest, but as we saw on television, it was a head shot, rendering the armor useless. This could not have been planned. It had to be a target of opportunity. The now deceased Vice President made the decision in the car to get out and walk. The Secret Service agent with him advised against it, as did his Chief of Staff, but the man insisted on not turning around, and to get out and walk the last bit of the way to the White House,” he paused briefly before continuing, appearing to gather his thoughts.
“If you have not already heard, there is now a new President. This officially took place roughly fifteen minutes ago. The former Speaker of the House, Scott Press, is now the President of the United States. The top sheet intel on him says that after he left the Army as a Sergeant in the field artillery, he went to college, graduated, started a company, built it up, sold it off which made him rich, then ran for, and was elected to the U.S. House of Representatives. He has routinely voted in a pro-military fashion during all of his terms in that office. It finally looks like we will get some support from above with this one.”
The Colonel looked at his watch before continuing, “Finally,” he said with a smirk, “you will notice that no official alert has gone out. I commend you all for your absolute dedication to duty, and for hauling your butts back here after being dismissed for the day. There will be no alerts as a result of this action, at least not today.
“At some point soon we will probably be deployed. However, I doubt it will be as a direct response to this unplanned and unprovoked action. There will likely be a next thing. With all the confusion we have at the top right now someone, somewhere, is going to attempt to exploit it. Hopefully we can figure out who, what, and where. Then, hopefully, we can get in there and stop them before it happens.
“Remember, our new President is of a different political party and probably about one hundred and eighty degrees away from our previous one in many policy areas. He is likely to fire every member of the previous Cabinet and most of the high-level people in the administration. This kind of rapid, unexpected change in leadership is something that, from a military perspective, can easily be taken advantage of. We will need to be a little bit extra on our toes for the foreseeable future.
“Some leader of one of our enemies is going to figure out that this is their chance, and move on some target. How do I know, you ask? If I were them, that is exactly what I would do if I were assigned the task of finding a way to achieve an objective against an enemy with a vastly superior military strength.
“Remember my words gentlemen. We will be busy, so stay close. When you go home please tell your families to ignore much of what is on the nightly news. We have better intelligence sources, and we don’t know jack shit.
“Don’t let them get all worked up about things that may or may not happen just because some pressed suit wearing jackass with a $200 haircut, who happened to know some news producer who got him a job in front of a camera is trying to predict what would happen next, with accuracy only marginally better than the drunk guy down at the local bar, or the weatherman,” there was a polite smattering of laughter, “Dismissed!”

AP NEWS FLASH: The Speaker of the House, Scott Press, was sworn in as President of the United States in a private ceremony, hastily held. The now former President has said that this is a usurpation of power and claims the American people are on his side, and that the former Speaker is not the lawful President. The Chief Justice of the Supreme Court performed the swearing-in. This fact leaves the former President’s claim on shaky Constitutional ground. <STORY DEVELOPING>


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: As a result of the assassination of the Vice President the Asian markets experienced a heavy selloff. These markets began to stabilize, and even regain some ground when it was announced that Scott Press had been sworn in as President. However, as soon as the former President publicly claimed that President Press had usurped power the markets again turned downward on speculation of instability in the United States. This caused some erratic market trends across the past 45 minutes. The trend now is almost uniformly downward. Any instability in the leadership of the United States, given the decades of global economic leadership, will likely cause adverse effects on every market across the globe. Economists, worldwide, are calling for President Press to come out immediately with an economic statement to settle investor fears. <STORY DEVELOPING>


Chapter Six

The New President
President Scott Press looked directly at the television camera. He was sitting in the Oval Office trying hard not to appear nervous. He kept thinking that the events responsible for putting him here had to be a bad dream. Surely he would wake up any second now.
How could he, of all people, have become the President of the United States today?
The situation made absolutely no sense.
It had to be a dream, there was no other explanation.
This speech was going to be his first official action since being sworn in. He was sitting behind the desk in the Oval Office, now his desk, in his office, in the White House. He could feel the pressure closing in around him as he sat there preparing to address the American people.
He corrected himself. This wasn’t just the American people. Many people from all over the world would watch this one.
He was as confused as everyone else seemed to be at the moment.
He wondered how some of the people here treat this room just like any other room. Didn’t they realize where they were?
Prior to today it was an office he had only seen on television. Assuming he didn’t wake up in a cold sweat, he wondered just how long it would take for him to think of it as his office.
He scolded himself. He should never consider this as his office. This was an office that truly belonged to the American people, whom he was here to serve. He was merely a temporary steward, lucky enough to sit behind this desk.
To add to his nervousness, he had no time to prepare notes for this, his first official act as President. There was no teleprompter with a prepared, and focus group tested, text for him to read. It was going to be just him and a rough outline that he had not even written down. After all, how else could this have happen so quick, he had been President for less than two hours and had yet to even meet the White House speechwriters. He didn’t even know where their offices were. He had a speechwriter on his staff, but they were still down in his Congressional Office.
He had yet to even speak with his wife about this situation. He found that amusing in a certain way. He wondered if she would figure it out that he was indeed the President when he showed up on TV to give his unprepared speech. He was absolutely certain of the fact that she wouldn’t like his tie. What was more likely the case, the Secret Service agents that would now be surrounding her probably would have filled her in of her new position of the Washington elite.
He had to focus on the task at hand. He couldn’t afford to be distracted right now, thoughts of his wife could wait. He was about to go on television, against the advice of the White House staff, in order to try an attempt to put an end to some of the confusion that the American people had to be feeling. He had insisted on doing this so that the nation could hear some kind of calming words that someone was on the job.
The public sentiment, and perhaps unrest across the next few days would hinge on what was not only a first for President Press, but a first for any modern American President. He was about to go on national television with no reporter to guide the discussion, no teleprompter, no rehearsed speech, and if he focused on these facts he thought he might have to run from the room screaming. This had to be a well done, direct and from the heart talk. He knew he must not screw this up.
A man next to the camera wearing headphones started counting down. Five, four, three, two, one.
The light on top of the camera turned red indicating he was live, “Good evening. I am your new President, Scott Press. Many of you, if you are familiar with me at all, it is only a vague, or passing familiarity. After all, I was only Speaker of the House for a few months. This level of familiarity will, without a doubt, change in the coming weeks.
“Despite the events of the day, the United States Government will continue to function normally. The act of madness which has thrust me into this office is just that, an act of madness.”
He took a deep breath before continuing, very glad he had learned years ago while filming television commercials for his business to not think about how many people were watching him.
He continued, “I promise you that we will find out everything we can about the person or persons responsible for this brutal assassination. I want to stress that so far, this appears to be the act of one man. To the best of our knowledge, there is no widespread attack looming on the horizon coming to do harm to the United States. The lone man, who appears to have made the decision to this heinous act by himself, is now dead, and he can no longer do any harm to anyone.
“Now, many of you may be asking yourselves what is next for us. Where do we go from here? In the immediate future you can expect that I will nominate a Vice President whose name will be submitted to the Legislative Branch for their confirmation as soon as is practical.
“I would like to formally request that the esteemed members of Congress perform this task quickly. We must populate all of our highest-level leadership positions. This will ensure the unquestionable and smooth transition of leadership should another tragedy occur.
“I also want to state that even if such an event was to occur, and the Office of the Vice President, as well as the Speaker of the House were both still vacant, we have a legal procedure for Presidential succession, and it will be followed. Have no fear; there will be someone on the job.
He hoped he wasn’t rambling, “There will be some changes coming in the near future. My vision for the direction of the country is much different than that of my predecessor. I am here to serve you, the American people. All of the American people, not just some specific special interest groups. I want to assure you that every task my administration and I perform will be done in the manner prescribed in our Constitution and body of laws. We will perform these tasks with as much public transparency as possible.”
He hoped his voice was not shaking. He subconsciously became far more humble as he continued. He also, without realizing it, folded his hands on the desk, “I pray for the soul of the former Vice President. I had the great honor of meeting him on a few occasions. A more honest, patriotic, and well-intentioned man than he, would be a rare find. He was the type of person we should all aspire to be.
“He and I may have disagreed with each other on the specifics of different policy areas, but his desired outcome and mine were always what would be best for America. I pray for his family in their time of grief.
“May God bless them and may God bless the United States of America.”
The camera shot pulled back and faded out before the red light was extinguished. The new President stood from behind the desk, looked around the Oval Office and asked the people present, addressing his question to no one in particular, “Can someone please get my wife on the phone and then ask my Congressional Office staff to join me from down the street? We have a lot of work to do.”

AP NEWS FLASH: Newly sworn in President Scott Press spoke to the nation in a very short address this evening. He says that power has transitioned. He is on the job, and stated that the assassination of the former Vice President is a tragedy and appears to be the act of an individual. Experts are saying that it does not have any of the hallmarks an act of war, or any kind of act of another nation. He claims one of his first orders of business will be to appoint a new Vice President in case any further leadership tragedies occur. It is expected that he will begin to announce changes in Cabinet appointments in the coming days, as he will desire a change in advisors from the former President.


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: Following a national address by the new President of the United States, all international financial market volatility slowed. Buyers did start to return to the market, causing it to regain some of the lost ground. Oil, however, was a different story, finishing the day at $5 per barrel higher. The increase in the price of oil was mainly attributed to speculators who believe that if some international involvement in the assassination is found it could lead to international tensions. These types of tensions could lead to international conflict, and eventually higher oil prices. There is hope amongst all traders that there will be further statements from the White House concerning any shifts in economic policies, which will certainly cause volatility to decrease the sooner these shifts, should there be any, become known.


Chapter Seven

Lead Iranian Nuclear Weapons Specialist
Dr. Joba was not at all embarrassed by the fact that that his first reaction when being summoned out of his laboratory was annoyance. Now he was glad that his fears of unnecessary delays in his work were unfounded. He knew he was passionate about his work, so much so that he only normally left it for sleep, meals and, of course, prayers. He had even forgone vacations for almost a decade.
Relaxation was for other people. It was for people whose work was not as important as his.
If one of his assistants had not come in the laboratory this morning and filled him in, it could have been days before he realized there had been an assassination in the United States. Such things, while interesting, were irrelevant to his work. He didn’t care about things much besides his lab and his religion.
God had created him to do just one thing, and he did it well.
He had originally snapped at the assistant conveying the news. Why would a nuclear scientist care about such a man half a world away? Now, a mere four hours later, as he left the National Leader’s home, he was overjoyed. The news impacted his work in the most glorious way possible.
Much to his surprise, the leadership had even used his formal title of Professor. That was very unusual. He was well trained, and widely considered talented, in the fields of nuclear and atomic physics.
It had been a difficult, but worthwhile, journey.
Yes, he said to himself, very worthwhile.
After all, this time of year, at this time of the day, in Iran, travel was difficult for anyone. The temperature alone made it challenging for a man his age to get around. He hated to admit to himself that he was getting old, but it was true. He was no longer a young man, but he was about to fulfill his life-long Allah-given purpose. He would help deliver what very well could be the blow to cause the American empire to crumble, once and for all. The moment that was prophesized may now be here.
He was the only man in his country, and one of a very small number of people in the world, who knew how to build and miniaturize nuclear fission weapons. That very important fact was only known by a handful of people, and all of them had been in the meeting room with him.
The majority of his experimental work was performed in secret. If he had published anything related to his real work, the world would have known exactly how far along his program was, no it was not his program, the program belonged to Allah.
He considered himself to be a very lucky man, Allah must truly love him. Not only did he get to work with these weapons, to wield the large sword of his beloved Allah, but he also had the privilege of running an academic program training new scientists in his scientific field. None of the students he had trained so far matched his talents, but for some of them he still held out hope.
He found it humorous that the narrow minded world community thought his efforts were still years away from achieving the capabilities to construct and deliver even the most primitive of nuclear weapons. The ruse that his academic program claimed to be one developing peaceful nuclear power sources appeared to have been effective. That ruse was actually true. He was doing that as well, but he was capable of multi-tasking. The arrogant Americans believed the guided tours given to their inspectors would show everything, as if he would just walk them into the secret areas and display the private defense program.
He chuckled, thinking about the delusional Americans. They were so naïve. They had a foolish reliance on their sensors, UAVs, and satellites. They had the belief that they could keep track of, and predict what would happen across every inch of the globe. The arrogance! Who were they to believe that their policies were superior to Sharia Law?
Usually meetings, like the one he had just left, consisted of nothing more than political grandstanding. Every move of most attendees would be designed to curry favor amongst the political elites. Normally his function at these events was to stand near various people so that cameras could record them “speaking to one another” for whatever reason that was important.
He always found it annoying that these same elitists always wanted to be able to hold claim to his efforts. They wanted to say that they had been the lone voice in support for his developments.
In the few hours since the American Vice President had been assassinated the Prime Minister had been on state television spouting off all the predictable rhetoric. He had the entire set of typical throw away lines. For instance, “Americans all deserve to die such deaths. They are powerless against the might of Islam. Praise the soldier of Allah who left the infidels headless.”
Even though he was a true believer in their cause, he found that final phrase to be in poor taste considering the method of assassination.
However, in this particular country that man held no real power, despite his grandiose title. On the world’s political stage he had even less influence. But, the country needed a mouthpiece to put on television and talk to the world on its behalf. Besides, having him do that kind of thing left the truly important people free to do what must be done, without the complication of having self-important people looking over their shoulder.
Today’s meeting had turned out to be very private. It was just for him and the religious leaders who really ran the country. He continued to hold onto the belief that with just a little more perseverance and dedication, that someday, perhaps someday soon, these men he respected so much would rule the world.
He always believed Allah had created him to help with that purpose. It was glorious to be a jihadist, but he had no skills in the day to day operations typical of such actions. Finally was going to get the chance to employ his expertise and put the awesome power he had developed to work in achieving that long desired goal. If all went according to plan, his work could help bring the Americans and their Israeli puppets to their knees.
He gazed out the window as his driver continued to work their way through the streets of Tehran. He was glad he had been a patient man. He had wanted to do this task to help his beloved Allah for many years. The timing had just not been right, and at long last the time had come. He was still in a state of disbelief.
Was this really going to happen at last?
Given all of the confusion within the American government at the moment, there was an opportunity to quickly put their plan into action. They could not afford to delay, as the confusion would soon be at an end.
They would hit the Americans, and their most arrogant of allies, inside their own territories. Instead of the Americans putting their war machines to work on other nations, it was time to return the favor and bring the ongoing war to the very doorstep of the Great Satan.
He would be responsible for the destruction of their ability to use their military dominance to force other nations to bend to their whim. He was would do this with a single blow.
In the process they would have an opportunity expand the reach of Islam and Sharia Law. He was certain that this expansion was the purpose of all true believers. In order to achieve this goal the Americans, and their war machines, had to be neutralized. It was not enough to merely knock down some random buildings as had been done in the past. They must destroy the right buildings. It not just body count that mattered. They must kill the right people. They must kill those who build their war machines. That was the key. It must be a smart attack, not just newsworthy.
The one thing the Americans could do well was kill people, and that ability had to be limited. Too many of Allah’s blessed jihadists had met their demise at the hands of the American military.
He reviewed his instructions. They were simple: return to the hidden laboratory, and immediately do his part for the cause. He had to form the nuclear core from previously refined material, some of which had been stolen, some of which, the better material in his possession he had personally refined use some newly improved centrifuge designs. Then, all he had to do was to show the chosen soldiers how to do the final assembly of the device, as well as the detonation procedure once it was assembled. Then, finally, he would prepare everything for transport.
All of these tasks were simple and quickly achievable.
When it was all done the Americans would pay for their arrogance and oppression. His work would be singularly responsible for this.
He had yet to learn how they would be transported, but it was of no consequence. His task was to prepare them to move and let others be the pack mules for his glorious devices. He assumed they would be arriving at their targets long before all of the political confusion ended. His was the hard work, the longer term, more strategic work. Leave the mundane tasks to lesser men.
The success of this plan would result in a more dramatic series of blows than had been dealt to any enemy in the history of man. There would be five nearly simultaneous detonations.
Once he completed his assigned tasks he would get back to his research on the next generation of these devices. He had learned much since they had obtained the material, data, and designs from the attack in the African facility. He would learn even more from the resulting detonations. By the end of the year he would be able to produce the necessary core materials at a much faster rate. Then they could hit again, and harder. The Americans were known to be so weak-willed that they would never use a nuclear weapon in response. The mere thought of them arguing the action in their “news” media made him laugh. If they knew anything about how to properly use power they would not merely endlessly talk.

AP NEWS FLASH: The former President of the United States has filed a lawsuit against President Scott Press claiming he has usurped power. The court system will have to respond with their intention to hear the case or not. It is expected that no matter what the outcome this will become a case for the court of appeals, if not being raised directly to the Supreme Court of the United States. According to legal experts, this lawsuit has absolutely no standing, and is expected to be thrown out quickly. The former President was clearly about to be replaced through the normal line of succession outlined in the Constitution, which would put the former Speaker of the House as next in line after the Vice President.


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: Just a few moments ago OPEC nations announced that they would be cutting oil exports in a transparent effort to keep prices artificially high. Internationally prices are expected to rise rapidly as demand for fossil fuels has never been higher. This action combined with the unexpected change in leadership in the United States is expected to add to the price of oil. The rise in energy cost is expected to have repercussions across all sectors of the economy. The most immediate impact will be on gasoline, which is typically followed by a rise in food prices from the resulting increase in production and delivery costs.


Chapter Eight

Shipment
Dr. Joba had arrived at the airfield hours earlier than anyone who would be responsible for the actual physical transportation of his life’s work. Today had to go well. He felt that he still had much to do.
He did have to admit to himself that he was somewhat of a perfectionist. He wanted to re-inspect all of the containers just one more time. That brought the total to eight iterations. It was important that things were done properly.
He was especially interested in the packages containing the core material structures. Those packages would be difficult to replace if they were intercepted. Not to mention, if they were discovered and confiscated their presence would bring focus to the threat. That focus might result in all of the devices being found, and their mission would be thwarted.
The other packages being smuggled could be replaced. There was very little in them that would reveal their ultimate use without a trained, expert eye. Even then it would be a challenge with the way he had broken up the packages. The typical customs official would never be able to figure it out. Even if these parts were confiscated they could be purchased just about anywhere on the open market, then they could be reconstructed on location. It might delay parts of the attack, but ultimately the result would be the same.
This would be his last chance to take some measurements and ensure no radiation signatures were detectable, even when using the most sensitive detection equipment known to mankind. Once he had completed his tasks he would leave the area while other people would ensure that the crates were all stored in the smuggling compartments on the business jets being used for the transportation task.
It amazed him just how little customs officials examined the people or the baggage carried, when it came to the contents of private luxury jets coming into countries around the world. It was as if they assumed anyone with enough wealth to travel in this fashion would never bother bringing anything with them that they wouldn’t disclose on the Customs forms. As if on the people on these types of jets always made their money honestly, he thought with an audible chuckle.
The Customs officials examining the jets in the United States were known to be some of the least thorough in the world. They would never look under any of the “permanently” installed fixtures. There was plenty of space in which to hide boxes the size of the ones holding the precious core materials.
He assumed they would move these jets through several nations before their final destinations to disguise their point of origin. They would also have to modify their flight records to disguise the points of origin.
He was immensely proud of the job he had done. There was absolutely no way that their sensors could find this equipment. Only visual inspection could interrupt their plans, and that type of time consuming inspection was rare considering how lazy and cocky the Americans charged with these inspections had become. Many “simulated” attempts at doing this had been done over the past few years and they had all run perfectly, or so he had been told. He hoped it was the truth, and not just blustering propaganda.
There were five nuclear cores. Two would go to the United States. Three would be moved to Israel. All would be detonated on some carefully chosen targets that he had personally been involved in selecting. The precise locations of the detonations were chosen to ensure the maximum amount of damage to selected portions of their infrastructure, and carefully selected human casualties.
They finally had the opportunity to wipe out the ability of the Americans to construct their military war machines. Perhaps this would last for a decade, or more. By then the world map would be much different. Islam would control much of it, and with a little luck, the entire globe. This was truly the will of Allah.
All that had to happen was some small connection of sub-assemblies and then proper insertion of the core into the device. He had even taken the time to personally train those who would perform the on location tasks.
Each crate of material, or surrounding apparatus, would travel on its own aircraft. The five cores would travel completely solo with the exception of the one “business traveler” who would move each one of the cores to its final destination.
He also knew that no customs agency in the world had the equipment sensitive enough to find the telltale radiation signature of the core material. Most government agencies, and this was especially true of the Americans, used Universities to build all of their early stage prototype detectors. Those same Universities had insisted on publishing their results in peer-reviewed journals for anyone with a computer and an internet connection to read.
He had built copies of the best performing of these prototypes. He then worked to improve them, and made them even more sensitive. This made his equipment superior to anything currently in use for cargo inspection anywhere in the world.
This morning he was using a suite of those same sensors to search for any detectable radiation signature being emitted from these containers. He found nothing that would raise an alert except to the most expert of nuclear scientists. Those scientists would never be the ones charged with inspecting airplanes for illicitly imported nuclear material. Those men and women would be at their Universities doing research, and far from the Customs Inspectors.
It always struck him as amazing just how physically small the core material formations were for the amount of potential energy they contained. That small physical size made them even easier to hide.
Confident now that his job had been done to perfection he left the hangar with more than an hour to spare. He was under strict instructions to allow none of the flight crew-members to see his face. He took up position in an office that would allow him to watch the airplanes depart on their journey. It would also allow him to sit and work on some equations he needed to solve for his research program. There was no sense in wasting valuable time.
From his vantage point he could tell that there was a flurry of activity inside the hangar, but he was unable to tell exactly what was going on with the culmination of years of hard work. However, after a while, he began to see the airplanes leave one at a time.
It took nearly five hours for all fifteen airplanes to depart There was a lot of work involved in hiding these materials, making the core structures all that much harder to find.
He managed to convince himself that he was overthinking the entire situation. To those men loading these devices it was just another crate. None of them were all that large or heavy making the work even more mundane for those men. It was just another day for them. If they only knew what was about to happen they would view it much differently.
After he watched the final flight depart he made his way home to wait some more.
He had been in his home office doing calculations on a new separation and refinement technique for hours. His progress was not going well today. He knew the lack of progress was due to distraction, and he would remain so until he got word of the safe arrival of those five specific shipments. Even though it would be at least another eighteen hours, he felt sure he would be unable to sleep, or even concentrate on the tasks sitting in front of him until that word came of the safe arrivals of each aircraft.
In his home-office, which was rare enough for someone to have an office at home in his country, he had a computer with a very special software package designed to make it appear as though he had a European IP address. This would allow him to visit American websites, and their servers would not be able to determine who or where he really was.
He had always loved technology, and from time to time marveled at this very run of the mill machine. He never dreamed of the progress that would be made in the field of computing in his lifetime. The first computer he had ever seen took up half a room and needed enormous air conditioning units, as well as a full time maintenance staff of ten men, to ensure it would functioning properly. With a mild yawn, he settled back in for the long wait, and continued to attempt to work his equations.
He awoke with a start some hours later, still sitting at his desk, the last line of equations half written. He quickly checked his Facebook page, which claimed to be that of a nineteen year-old University student from Spain. He found fifteen pre-arranged postings on his “wall.”
He smiled at the success, and the concept of using one of the America’s commercial companies to transmit this information.
He decided to bathe before going to the mosque to pray for the five martyrs to have the bravery to carry out their assignments. If they succeeded the American military would be crippled for years to come, and of equal importance, Israel would be practically wiped off the map as a nation. His work would accomplish what had been the dream of several generations.

AP NEWS FLASH: The United States Appellate Courts have asked the Supreme Court of the United States to become the deciding body, and court of origination, on the validity of the charges levied by the former President. These charges are that the current President, Scott Press, has usurped the leadership role of the Presidency. The Supreme Court has announced that there is no basis for claims of the former President, and are refusing the take the case. This action should end the claims being made that Scott Press is not the lawful President and allow the United States to move on from these accusations. The former President was unavailable for comment. President Press’s spokesperson said that this unnecessary distraction can now be forgotten, and we can move on to issues that help the nation move forward.


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: US Stock Markets had their first positive day since the new President took office. Confidence seems to be returning to the markets. The overall market is down for the year, however positive signs are slowly returning. Leading indicators show that the market could return to positive territory with a large upward momentum. Oil finished the day relatively flat, down $0.10 per barrel despite the cuts in production announced by OPEC countries.


Chapter Nine

The Attack
President Press looked closely at his face in the mirror to ensure he hadn’t missed any spots while shaving. In the process he noticed some extra flesh collecting under his chin. It served as a flabby reminder that he needed to spend more time in the gym. He made a mental note to make sure that his schedulers fit that in before his wife told them to put it there, for she would surely insist on more time there than he was willing to commit.
During his short tenure in the Oval Office one thing he had managed to enjoy was his discovery that the White House had an excellent pastry chef. The combination of this fact, and his well-known sweet tooth, were not the best combination for his physical appearance.
His wife had repeatedly spoken to him about his poor eating choices. He was sure she already had a spy in the kitchen informing on him. Either that or she had mental telepathy and knew just when to show up in the office and lecture him about eating things that would shorten his life. He once, and only once, joked in her presence that he wouldn’t live longer, it would only seem longer. The lecture he had gotten after his joke was lengthy and loud.
Even Presidents had a home life to deal with. They had at least people around them who could care less what political office their loved one held.
He started making a “to do” list in his head. One thing that still annoyed him was that he had not found a viable nominee for Vice President. He had wanted to have that task done on his very first full day in office. Every time he had a person identified that he wanted to appoint it quickly became apparent that the Senate would block their confirmation for one nitpicky reason or another.
He should have expected it though; it was naïve to suspect it would have been an easy thing to get done. He had failed to consider the main problem. The overwhelming majority of Senators wanted the job, and none of them wanted anyone else to have it. In order to get a Vice President successfully in place there was going to be a real fight inside the Beltway. What else was new?
Politics in the House of Representatives was difficult. At the Presidential level it was something else altogether.
Without warning the door to his bedroom burst open while he was still buttoning his shirt. His Chief of Staff Lester Johnson, accompanied by a large contingent of Secret Service Agents hadn’t bothered knocking, “Mr. President, we need you to come with us right now. We are getting your family. We need to get you and them on board Air Force One and get in the air immediately.”
The President was mildly annoyed at the interruption of his morning routine, but was slowly getting used to this sort of thing. He spoke without turning around, “Excuse me? We don’t have any trip on my schedule today,” he turned to look at the room full of people. “Why are there so many people in here?” he asked slightly annoyed.
Still being new to the job he didn’t realized exactly what was going on. If he had been on the job longer they would have had the chance to run one of the emergency preparedness drills.
“Sir, we really have no time to talk, we have to move, and move NOW,” replied Lester.
He had known and worked with Lester for seventeen years, the man was using a tone of voice he had never heard until just that moment. It was one of almost sheer disbelief, or was it panic? On top of that, his body language screamed he was on the verge of panic. The President had never known the man to even experience stress, at least any stress he displayed outwardly. Lester was just wired in a way that left him unaffected by things that would cause most people to end up in the fetal position in the corner drooling on themselves.
He looked around and realized just how many people were in the room. Most of them were Secret Service Agents, all of which looked like they were expecting an active shooter, “Ok, let’s go.” His attitude was changed from one of annoyance to one of response as he jogged from the room into the hall without tucking in, or fully buttoning his shirt. Ultimately, they would get to the helicopter that could be heard coming in for a landing just outside the White House.
He had been in Washington D.C. professionally for a fair number of years, but he was still not used to the chaos of the White House on a normal day. The environment he found upon exiting his bedroom in the Presidential residence, where his family had still not moved in to join him, was even crazier than he had ever seen. There were more security personnel appearing from every direction than he was aware were in the building at any one point in time.
“Someone, tell me what is going on please,” he asked as the group picked up the pace. He became even more concerned as the normally stoic elite Marine Guard were now encircling him along with the Secret Service. Both groups had their weapons at the ready.
“Sir, there has been a nuclear explosion in, or near Fort Worth, Texas. It is in a region where there is no nuclear power plant, and none of our nuclear weapons stockpile is anywhere close. The preliminary conclusion can only be that we have been attacked,” Lester said between breaths while running.
The President would have thought this was a joke, perhaps a gag gone awry, and in very poor taste, except for the appearance that Lester was about to lose it completely.
The President stopped in his tracks, “My God, my family, get them to Air Force One right now!”
“Sir, you have got to keep moving. Your family is already enroute from your home in Georgetown and is going to meet us at the airplane. We will not take off without them,” replied one of the Secret Service agents.
He was unsure which one of the agents it was, but was certain that he would be grateful for the rest of his life that the man had spoken up.
He couldn’t help but think of these men who were protecting him and his family. None of them, at this point, would have any idea how they would see to their own family’s safety, or even if there was a need to do so. Worse yet, they had no idea if any of their family members had been killed if they were from that part of the country. He was ashamed to admit to himself that he didn’t know any of the agents well enough to know if they would have family that could have been harmed. These men and women were protecting the life of him and his family and he had yet to learn any of their names. He vowed to learn them, but he had to focus on the attacks first.
As a group the President, his Chief of Staff, two Secret Service agents, and a man in military uniform he hadn’t gotten a good enough look at to identify, hurried into the helicopter. They were airborne before the door was fully closed.
The President had finally gathered his thoughts enough to start asking questions, which he addressed to no one in particular.
“How could this have happened? No missile or bomber could have made it that far inland without us seeing it on radar, or any of the other early warning sensor systems we have. Are we certain that this was nuclear? Was it a surface detonation? Not at some optimimum altitude?”
Lester was the first to respond, “Sir, everything we have is minutes old, and we don’t know much at the moment. Despite that, we are one hundred percent sure this was a nuclear weapon. Many countries, including us, have been working for years to make these devices smaller and smaller than ever before. Recall from your days on the Energy Sub-Committee in the House that our warheads are often moved around by truck. Even a normal pickup truck is large enough if a reasonably sophisticated warhead is removed from the missile.
“It could have very easily been loaded in the back of a civilian off-road vehicle and driven across the border from Mexico or Canada. Hell, it could have even been packed in a crate and shipped Federal Express for that matter. They are that small. If someone was willing to die for a cause, we may be witnessing the world’s largest suicide bombing.”
He suddenly realized that the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff was the man in uniform that had climbed in with them, “General, I apologize; I didn’t recognize you in the evacuation. What can you tell me? We need as much information on the table as we can get.”
“Mr. President, all I can add to what you have already heard is that the epicenter of the attack was very near the Lockheed Martin facility where they build and assemble our military aircraft,” calmly stated the General.
“If that facility has been destroyed, or even heavily damaged, we will be unable to build new military aircraft, or even obtain a large number of needed replacement parts beyond those we currently have in the inventory for a long time. No other plant in the country can do this work without major retrofitting. There has been no word yet concerning the level of damage to that facility, or the surrounding area. This attack took place approximately twenty minutes ago, and getting accurate damage assessments will take some time. It will be hours before we know much for certain.”
Pausing to take a breath, the General collected his thoughts and continued, “Additionally that area is heavily populated by civilian engineers and their families. Many of those engineers represent the brain trust that is required to design and upgrade a variety of military airborne electronic systems.
“Mr. President, I stress these points because something this large will likely be a prelude to some other attack. We may not even be able to respond without going nuclear if we are being drawn into a war, especially if there are more of these attacks coming.
“The engineers I spoke of are those we depended on to keep us moving when things break down and if we need something new capability for an air asset in the field quickly. That would have been where went go to get it.
“Outside of the Lockheed facility, that area is heavily populated. It isn’t nearly as dense as many of the East Coast cities, but the geography is fairly flat which causes the damage radius of the same yield device to be much larger here than it would be elsewhere. You need to mentally prepare yourself for the civilian injury and fatality reports to be shockingly high. Also, and this will require us to mount a large emergency response, many more people will survive this attack than you think. The injury numbers will be unlike anything ever seen by the United States in our homeland, or perhaps anywhere in the world,” Chairman Jackson reported.
The President had to give the man credit. He delivered the information about the destruction professionally and with no sign of fear, panic, or even stress in his voice. He just laid everything he knew out on the table as simply and concisely as he could.
There was an extended moment of silence as Air Force One came into view while everyone digested the General’s statements.
The helicopter pilot came on the intercom, “Mr. President, I am happy to report your family is on site and about to board Air Force One. Additionally, I regret that I will be the first to inform you, a second device as been detonated. Detroit has been hit. We have no further information yet.”
The Chairman broke the resulting moment of silence, “Mr. President, we may have just lost the ability to manufacture military ground vehicles and replacement parts. At this point we have to assume we are at a state of war with some unknown entity, and that this is not a random or terrorist attack such as the World Trade Center attack. This is a first strike, but it will not be the last. In my professional opinion these attacks are being aimed at destroying our ability to respond militarily over the long term. One attack near a military manufacturing facility is bad luck. Two of them do not add up to be a coincidence. This appears to be an enemy who picked their targets with care.”
“May God help us,” was all the President could say.

AP NEWS FLASH: The United States was attacked today with the detonation of two nuclear weapons. The detonations were in Detroit and the Dallas Fort Worth Metropolitan Area. The level of damage is not immediately known. <STORY DEVELOPING>


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: Trading on all of the US markets was immediately suspended due to the detonations of multiple nuclear weapons. Internationally, oil costs per barrel nearly doubled in the minutes following the news of the attacks. <STORY DEVELOPING>


Chapter Ten

The Alert
Frank had just gotten out of the shower after his morning run when he got a call to come to Fort Bragg immediately. The call was short, “Captain Banner, we need you to report in right now, with all of your gear, ready for immediate deployment.”
Responding to these types of calls was something that the teams did so often as training exercises that his response was reflex. It happened so often at randomly chosen times that Frank barely gave it a second thought. To him it didn’t matter if this was training or real, the reaction would always the same. Grab the go bag and get moving. Once he was in the car on the way to the Bragg he caught some disjointed news reports on the radio that made him believe this was not a drill. He could not bring himself to believe what he was hearing, but something strange was certainly going on.
Each member of his team arrived within moments of one another. On the way in everyone had listened to the news. From what they could cobble together the broadcasts were fragmented and confused, to say the least. They all knew from experience that putting any faith in the accuracy of any form of news radio station was a bad idea, but today something was different.
Everyone agreed this was not a drill. Something bad had happened, and it had happened here at home. Each man grabbed their gear and went straight at it. Equipment checks began immediately. Then each man double-checked one another.
Just as the team was finishing up Colonel Jacobs entered the room. His entrance gathered everyone’s attention even before he began addressing the team. “Men,” he stated, “I just spoke with the Base Commander, and he had just spoken with the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, who was with the President. What little information I have for you is new, and from those individuals, or whatever reliable sources they have.”
He took a very deep breath before continuing, as if searching for the right words, or perhaps that he couldn’t believe what he was about to say, “The United States has been hit by two nuclear devices. One strike was in Fort Worth, Texas, and the other in Detroit, Michigan. We do not yet have any intelligence as to who is behind these attacks. We also do not have any information yet as to the extent of the damage, or the overall size of the devices. I ask you to pray for the many civilians who will have died today.”
No one said a word.
They all knew that this was completely uncharted territory for the modern military.
“These attacks have all the hallmarks of being an opening salvo. Once this conflict goes to the next stage this may very well be the most challenging test that those of us in our rarified profession have ever experienced. This is one that I have never even considered training you for. I wouldn’t have ever thought it could happen. I am certain that those of us in the Special Operations will respond in whatever fashion we are called upon. Right now, I want everyone to double-check every vehicle in our inventory. Make a current assessment of readiness as well as spare parts, and report that status up the chain of command,” he looked around at the team, looking each member in the eyes, before continuing in a more somber tone.
“If you have family in either location be sure to pass that information up the Chain of Command as well. We will be sure to update you with any casualty information we have as quickly as any credible information becomes available, especially once names become known of any dead or injured. Now, get to work,” he concluded.
Frank looked at his men. They had responded to military hot spots all over the world, whenever and wherever they were needed. Now, they were needed again. This one was different. This one was at home. It was more than that. The looks on each of their faces could not be mistaken. There was shock and disbelief. This sort of an attack, especially on the homeland, was just too awful to have even considered, before today.
They were accustomed to fighting the enemy. This fight was on their doorstep, and that was new.
Frank was wondering just how to respond to an enemy willing to use a nuclear weapon on a civilian population.
There wasn’t even an enemy identified to go shoot back at. Defense was not their normal mode of thinking, but today they would have to. Frank preferred, and they had all volunteered for Special Operations, so they could be on offense.
He couldn’t help but be furious with the massive failure of all the intelligence services, as well as whoever had not let them go into the nuclear facility earlier. He knew in his gut that this attack had to be connected to that theft of materials. They had been right on top of the material that was probably used in this attack, and those same intelligence services said that what was stolen couldn’t possibly be used to make a weapon. Frank wondered if they had been given the go order sooner, could they have stopped these attacks. Was it that same material, or had it come from someplace else?
If Frank had to bet, he would bet it was that same material they missed by less then an hour due to someone not being able to make a damn decision. Then some intelligence services had also said that even if you could use that material to make a nuclear weapon that there was no way anyone would, or could, use that type of a device inside the United States. They even went so far as to say that the problem was being dealt with, and that the Army did not need to be concerned.
They had one point correct.
Someone else did deal with that material. Someone got exactly what they wanted, and then they put it to use right where they wanted to. Frank was happy now, perhaps more than ever, that the President who held them back from stopping this thing when we could have made a difference had been impeached. That man had to be the one that made the decision that night to keep them out of the fight until it was way too late, and two of Frank’s men died in the process. How many more had now been killed due to poor leadership.
These thoughts had to be stifled so he could focus on the tasks at hand. The team had to be ready to respond to this unprovoked attack. Frank decided that he would do everything he could to prevent this kind of attack and failure of intelligence in the future, even if he had to go above and beyond his normal duties more than normal.
He felt that he should have forced the pilot to let them jump, orders be damned. No, he had to focus. Orders still mattered, the chain of command still mattered, and they had to be followed.
The team made their way to the motor pool. It was in the same compound two buildings away.
Frank wanted to get to work immediately, “Sgt. York, we just did an inventory and always have current status on these vehicles. Please gather the paperwork and report back. We will redo everything from start to finish, inventorying every spare, but let’s see what we think our starting point is just to be sure.”
He had to gather his thoughts before continuing, “For the moment let’s put the fatalities aside. There is nothing we can do for the dead but mourn. It would be unusual, but just in case we get the chance to go in one of those two areas and help with a cleanup operation let’s think a bit. What kind of injuries can we expect among the survivors?”
Master Sergeant Peter Fisher was the first to speak up, “Well, there are several things that can be treated, I think. Probably the highest on that list is burns. The fireball would have been huge, and as a result we should expect these would be some of the most horrific burns we have ever seen. These poor souls will have massive full skin thickness burns. This will not be like a conventional fireball. This will be a fire that is hot enough, especially if you are close enough to ground zero, to cause anything that it comes in close proximity with to spontaneously burst into flame. The closer we get to ground zero the more we will find nothing but dust, and no injuries, only fatalities.
“The second type of injury we can expect to find is people with either vision damage or total blindness. We can’t do much at all for them besides rehab. That would have been caused by what would have been a very intense flash of light from the initial detonation Anyone lucky enough to be far enough away to be able to see and not have been killed, but unlucky enough to have been facing the wrong way with their eyes open, will probably fall in this category. This is going to be a large number of people given the time of day, this happened during what had to be the height morning rush hour.
“Another type of injury we will see is shrapnel injuries. With the energy of the blast radiating out, it will have taken out buildings all along the path. With that much flying debris the people outside the thermal zone, but still in the compression zones are going to be shredded. The further out, like the burn and vision injuries, the lesser of the degree of injury will be seen. In these cases, triage by the medical people will be the paramount decisions about of who lives and who dies. The medical side will work their butts off to save as many as they can, but they will also make the tough calls on who dies as well.
“I don’t know much about this side of it, but there will be radiation injuries. Dealing with those patients is beyond my training and I really can’t even tell you what the symptoms or biological effects are. I also don’t know what to do for these people. We could contact someone in the Navy submarine community, or maybe the SEALs medical guys. They are probably trained on that. Beyond that, I just don’t know.”
Frank replied, “Thank you Sergeant. I agree that not many people, if anyone, will have the capability to deal with the radiation sicknesses. I want you to put together a refresher for the rest of us on burn treatments. It would be helpful in case we get dropped into one of those two areas. Have that ready in thirty minutes that will give us time to look through the vehicles and spares.”
Master Sergeant James Washington, one of the team weapons specialists, was the first to ask a question, “Sir, forgive my ignorance, but why the immediate concern from the Colonel about vehicles and spare parts? With all the other things to be worried about right now I just don’t get that one. What am I missing?”
Warrant Officer Choi spoke up, breaking protocol by responding in frustration at the situation, he was mad enough to answer a question directed to someone who outranked him for what was perhaps the first time in his career, “Detroit was hit. Our dumb assed Congress ensured years ago it was the only place in the country that makes our damn vehicles or spare parts anymore. My guess is that we are going to have to run on what we have for a long time.”
Frank reached out to put his hand on the Warrant Officer’s shoulder, “You have family there Chief?”
Peter answered morosely, “Yes, sir. My parents and a brother.”
Frank looked to the others, “Anyone else have family near either location?”
There was no response, “Peter, they will be in our collective prayers. Don’t assume anything about them until real information starts to flow,” he said knowing that was easier to say than to do.
“Everyone, keep your heads straight. We are going to be going somewhere to fight. Let’s be more ready than we normally are, but remain professional. Once we get the call, and we will, we can’t go out looking for revenge, even after we find out who did this. That just gets us hurt.
“We have no reports of an invasion. I hope this is not the moment one starts. If there is, let’s get mentally prepared. We may have to defend the United States here at home instead of abroad. Someone knew to hit us where it hurts, let’s hope we don’t have to fight them in our backyard.”

AP NEWS FLASH: Detroit and the Dallas, Fort Worth Matroplex have suffered severe infrastructure damage. The hospitals are either at, or are nearing capacity. In many areas fires are burning. There are not nearly enough first responders for the situation. The cities are in a state of panic as residents flee. The President has declared a state of emergency. There is wide speculation that the National Guard or Active Duty Military will be sent to both locations until order can be restored, but so far that is not the case.


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: The US markets will remain closed until the start of what would have been the third normal trading day of the week. This date may be delayed further. The larger trading houses insist that the volume of international trades waiting to be executed need not wait longer for what is a domestic problem. Global economics being as linked as they are, other countries do not want to wait for the United States before their investment community can get back to work. This brings into question the monopoly of the NYSE on various types of trading. Officials working for the the markets fear opening too soon will allow panic to cause a massive selloff. International pressures are likely to prevail. Oil prices continue to soar on international markets. Gasoline is up nearly $1.50 per gallon, rising to $4.00 per gallon on average in the past few hours. Food prices will likely follow this trend; however there may be a delay in the rise of food prices as energy cost increases typically take some time to trickle into the rest of the economy, unless the rise is as a result of price gouging, which is being watched for by government regulators.


Chapter Eleven

Air Force One
The President was barely aware of the fact that he was sitting on an airplane. If it weren’t for the occasional rattle of ice cubes in water glasses he could have easily forgotten. He wasn’t even sure how the water glass had gotten there, but there it was. It seemed like such a normal thing to have sitting on a conference table given the circumstances.
What did normal even mean today?
How did his life change to the point where he was sitting at a conference table on an airplane?
Air Force One had a well-equipped conference room, as well as a robust communications system equal to anything available on the ground. If these facts were coupled with the amazing noise insulation causing the massive engines to only be heard as a dull hum, it would be easy to believe you were on the ground in an office building somewhere.
The events of the day resulted in him not caring where he was as long as he could do whatever it took to prevent future attacks, and help whoever was left alive in the areas already hit. It was vital to get some kind of a rescue operation underway. FEMA really had to delivery this time. Two American cities were on fire, large numbers of people dead or injured, and a potentially catastrophic blow had been dealt to the American Military’s supply chain. In connection to that, the potential of massive economic damage was almost beyond imagination, which would cause even more families to suffer thanks to loss of careers, homes, memories, in the very near future. Holy shit, something had to be done.
First thing first. They had to find out who was behind all of this in the first damn place. If that basic question could be answered, then the more important question of potential additional attacks might be possible to answer. That would prevent other people from suffering the same fate. Then, perhaps, they could focus on rescue and recovery.
He, his Chief of Staff, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, the Secretaries of Defense and Homeland Security, the Director of Central Intelligence, his personal doctor, and a few other staff members populated the conference table. How all of these people made it to the unplanned flight he did not know, but he was glad to have them in the room. For a fleeting moment he wondered about these people’s families, and those of the people who had rushed him and his wife and children to the plane in this emergency. It turned out they may even be the right people to solve some of the problems caused by this madness. He wasn’t sure how many more people were on the plane, but he was glad this group was here at this moment.
“Thank you, Doctor,” he said. The doctor had just finished reviewing the types of injuries to expect, but he wasn’t sure what the radiation injuries would be like. “Ladies and Gentlemen, we must speak to the nation, information has to flow, and not just from me. I want a nationwide emergency alert system announcement immediately. I know there has been one already, but we need to send out an update saying we have had no more bombs detonated inside the Continental United States and given the timed coordination of the two that did go off we assume that no others are imminent, but people need to stay alert. We will send out alerts every thirty minutes, with or without additional information, until we are absolutely certain these attacks are over. Sometimes not knowing can cause people’s imagination to run crazy. Let’s be sure to keep information flowing.
“I also think that my face should be on television within the hour. Right now, I want to hear recommendations about what information we should or should not put in the public eye during that address. For instance, there will be rumors that this attack is connected to the assassination of the former Vice President. Should we squelch that yet? Do we even know enough to stop those rumors? General, let’s start with you.”
“Mr. President, I would not get involved in rumor control. It just makes us look defensive, and lowers the weight of anything else you say afterwards. First and foremost, just tell people what we know. Just facts, no speculation. Lay the cards we have out on the table, and let’s not worry about any secrets right now, as we don’t really know any. The news media is already doing the speculating for us, and any more will just add to the existing fear and could lead to more panic.
“Second, tell them that medical care units of all kinds, including military, will be coming into those areas. Stress that the military portion of this aid is medical, or other highly trained units designed for disaster assistance and not troops armed and ready for combat. Stress these facts heavily, and that the military troops are not there as a policing, or defensive force of any kind. It will have to be stressed several times that those troops are there only for medical and disaster assistance. Mister President, this fact cannot be stressed enough. No matter how many times you say it, there could be panic when the American people see troops in their streets. We need to limit those chances as much as possible.”
“Also, stress these troops are not there to prevent any kind of looting or crime that may occur. They are strictly there to help with the physical cleanup and medical needs. We don’t want the local population thinking an invasion has, or is about to occur. The military can in no way be seen as operating against our own population. That would cause all kinds of public sentiment problems that you just do not want.
“Keep your overall message simple. Tell people not to panic. Tell them to keep in mind that panic will cause a situation that only makes things worse.
“Longer term, the Army Corps of Engineers will have to get in there but perhaps we should leave that for later release. Putting out too much information at once will only confuse people. Better to put it out in small digestible bite sized bits.
The General thought for just a moment before continuing, “Today is a day when you should be as brief as possible. Reassure the public. Show them that their government still stands and is working the situation. This is the kind of that governments exist to do. Let them know that in the long term, we will survive. That is what I would do, Mr. President.”
“Thank you General. Les?” he turned to his Chief of Staff.
“Mr. President, I think the General is one hundred percent correct, I would say exactly what he outlined,” virtually everyone around the table nodded in silent agreement to Lester’s affirmation of the General’s statement.
He thought that some of the people looking back at him were either in a state of shock, or perhaps denial about the events of the day as no pictures had come out of the aftermath of the attack yet. People tended to believe only what they could see. The President didn’t permit himself that luxury.
Most of the people at the table were political appointees, and still held the hope that they could keep their jobs under him as he reshaped the Executive Branch. At this point everyone seemed happy to let the General stick out his neck and merely nod in silent agreement while keeping their heads down and their mouth firmly shut. There was one exception, and it was not a voice that the President wanted to hear.
The Secretary of Homeland Security, Tom London, a fifty something year old man in a rumpled polo shirt and khaki pants always felt as though he had to add something to every conversation. It didn’t matter if it was of value, or just words, he seemed to be in love with the sound of his own voice, and assumed everyone else would be as well, “Mr. President, I think it is important to add that we have no idea which one, if any of the known nuclear powers are behind these attacks. Specifically you should stress that no citizen should respond, or take his or her anger out on anyone. We don’t want Americans turning on Americans. Be sure to add that there should be no targeting any ethnic or religious group.”
The President let out a very audible sigh before speaking. His frustration came through loud and clear, “Mr. Secretary, on a normal day I am only mildly tolerant of all the modern day ‘political correctness’ that slows down our national dialog, and in some cases ceases forward progress on a host of issues. The American people have long since proven their color, and religious blindness. Criminals, should there be any, will be dealt with by the proper authorities. We need not remind people of what they already know. Today I will not tolerate anyone pushing an agenda, and I will do nothing that causes people to be anything other than unified.”
He continued, feeling a bit better after venting his frustration, “We have been attacked and I want all Americans, regardless of skin color, or religious affiliation, to come together without thought or question. I will not go on television and make any statement that will categorize or hyphenate Americans. All that does is separate and divide us as a nation. Today, we are all one. Let’s get this straight people, today we are not African Americans, Irish Americans, or any other nationality Americans. Today, we are Americans. Any questions?”
The General spoke up before Mr. London had another chance to speak, “Well said, Mr. President.”
Lester added, “Mr. President, I will have someone get a draft statement together for your review.”
The President stood, “I believe this statement should be made from a television studio on the ground, not from here in the air. Let me think about that and we will decide shortly. Have the flight crew head towards Knoxville. I know some of the news folks there and we can get it arranged quickly and easily. I know that protocol says we stay in the air, but to hell with protocol. Everyone, get to work finding out as much reliable information as you can. Les, General, John, please join me in my office.”

AP NEWS FLASH: The former President of the United States says that the weak foreign policy views of the new President have brought this attack on the United States. The current President is not available for comment currently and has gone into a secure location. No organization has yet to come forward to take credit for the attacks.


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: Previous reports predicting delays in the increase in fuel prices were incorrect. In the areas surrounding the detonations food has almost instantaneously risen 400 % and gasoline prices, where it can be found, are up 300 %. In other areas of the country, both sectors of the economy are experiencing massive, instantaneous price hikes. Many people all over the country have emptied store shelves of food products in a panic. The increases in prices are a result of the massive, virtually instant increase in demand for food and fuel related items. There are even reports of a black market for certain food staples, such as milk and eggs starting to develop. It is anticipated that government price controls be put in place for consumer protection.


Chapter Twelve

The President’s Airborne Office
No sooner had the door closed than the President opened the discussion, “Les, once we get through this, we need to replace some cabinet members. I won’t tolerate the dumbing down of language at the off chance one person somewhere might be offended. I am tired of politicians treating people like they are so stupid that we have to placate to each and every group we can manage to come up with a hyphenated name to describe, all because of some soft sensibilities. On occasion it is ok just to be Americans. I believe that this is one of those times.”
He ran his fingers through his hair, pausing to rub the back of his neck before continuing, “Okay, who is crazy, or stupid enough to do this? How do we verify it was them without waiting for them to come out and claim credit?”
The General spoke calmly, “Mr. President, I have spent my entire adult life in defense of this country. I can’t believe that any nation, with one exception, would be this stupid. That country, Mr. President, is Iran.”
John Martin, Secretary of Defense nodded as he started speaking, “Mr. President, Iran has openly stated for years that should they obtain these types of weapons, they would use them against both us and Israel. We always assumed that Israel would be the first target and we would be the second. We may have been mistaken, and it is possible they obtained these weapons through a recent nuclear material theft we were unable to prevent. We should get some current satellite images of Israel just to be sure they were not hit, given all of the previous statements of intent. If they have not, we should warn them it may be coming.
“Sensor data from both Fort Worth and Detroit have verified that this was a fission weapon, NOT a fusion weapon. That is important because the latter is far more complex to construct and maintain. If it had been a fusion device it would have been much more destructive. If I had to place a bet I would say that sooner or later we will discover that this was a Uranium device, which would fit with Iran’s known nuclear development program, as well as the nuclear material theft.”
The Secretary rubbed his chin thinking for a moment before continuing, “Now your CIA Director is likely to say they aren’t sure who did this. For years he has refused to speak until long after the situation in front of us required. He likes to play it safe, and sit both sides of an argument if he can. That allows him to always claim he was correct in his analysis. Some group will likely come forward and claim credit long before he will commit to who was behind this.
“We should ping all of our human sources in Iran to see what they know. We have some intelligence assets in that area, and can send some drones over to observe as much as possible of what is going on inside their borders. If it was them, there will be a party in the streets by now.
“Once we get this verified, and we will do so very quickly, the CIA will go into complete CYA mode. They will spend an enormous amount of time doing all sorts of verifications. We don’t have as much time as they will want, or claim that they need, in order to get the correct type of verification. Something this massive is only an opening salvo. I don’t know what that next attack will be, but we need to start mobilizing for war on a large scale, and we need to start that process right now. If we are wrong it is better to be ready than to be caught off guard again. In all likelihood whatever is next will involve ground troops. Their targets indicate that this had to be a way to soften us up for what comes next. The only thing I can be sure of right now, Mister President is that whatever comes next will be just as bad if not worse than what just happened. It may not happen here, but somewhere in the world a ground attack is coming.”
The President was in lock step with the Secretary of Defense and his disgust for the current director of the CIA was well known. When he was Speaker of the House he had publicly stated on several occasions that the CIA had become a liability to the United States intelligence community, rather than an asset to national security.
“I know. That’s exactly why I didn’t bring him into this meeting. Once we have time, I need to know everything I can about this nuclear material theft. I am sure that one is going to piss me off, but we don’t have time right now to worry about what brought us to this point. We are here and right now we have to deal with whatever this is. For the moment, I want to treat this as a cleanup operation. We have no sign of an invasion is about to happen anywhere against the United States, and until we do we will not change what our first goal is. There has to be a rescue operation. It must move rapidly. Everything else will come later. How much later depends on what we can find out and when we find it.
“We can have the troops get ready to move but until we know for sure where to send them, and what the targets are, I don’t want to move just for the sake of moving. If, for whatever reason, we can’t verify this was Iran, someone will come forward and claim credit, I agree with the consensus on that as well. I also agree something this big doesn’t happen without someone wanting to flex their muscles and take credit for it on the world stage, or take the opportunity for something else. Not when it is against the United States,” Scott hoped he wasn’t repeating just to hear himself talk but he wanted these men to know where his mind was. They were close advisors and he didn’t want them to continue to try to convince him of something when he already agreed.
“This is going to require us to respond in some significant fashion. I, for one, refuse to do anything based on some knee jerk reaction. That will only cause people to die just so we can feel better. We want to be sure to move smartly. I don’t mind going on minimal information, but I want that information to be verified, not speculative. I want it to be planned, to be logical, and necessary. I will not sign off on any reactionary plans.
“I agree that it was probably Iran, but let’s get that from an official source just to be sure. General, Mr. Secretary, has this scenario ever been gamed out as to what our response scenarios are even meaningful? Is there any possible set of responses that do not involve us going nuclear? Is a nuclear response the best and right response? Could we launch such an attack without killing innocent civilians? Can we justify that response to the rest of the world?”
After a quick glance between the two men, the Chairman fielded the questions, “Mr. President, we have files on an enormous number of responses to various situations. In my experience we never have exactly the right one pre-done. Building these files is a great way to train our people on how to plan a response scenario to some threat.
“When the time comes we will get the right people in a room and come up with a response option that will follow your guidance on what size, or type response is what you consider appropriate. If you don’t like the scenario we come up with, we will revise it based on your input and repeat that process until you are satisfied. You are the one that makes the final call.
“Mr. President, I want to re-iterate that this is probably not over. There will be additional military actions taken by someone. If not immediately, then certainly in the next few weeks. Months would give us time to get ready, so it probably won’t be that long. A response to something this big is not going to be just us hitting some small, selected group of targets with a few planes on bombing runs. Whatever they are planning is going to require a massive response if we are to deal with it appropriately.
“It is possible that this may be over from a nuclear perspective, but I want to strongly urge you, as I am sure that the Secret Service will, to address the American people from right here. Remember Mister President, there is no Vice President or even Speaker of the House. Whoever did this not only thought it through as to when to hit us, but they also thought through right where to do it for maximum impact.
“They hit us in places that would limit our ability to respond to a ground assault, pretty much anywhere in the world. You will may turn into a walking, talking, target on the ground. Whatever city you appear in could quickly become a target. Today, they could be watching and waiting for you to appear. I would not want to risk additional civilian lives until we know the nuclear threat really is over.
“Consider one of the things that attack has done. We will have to spend a long time re-building our defense and aerospace infrastructure. Almost certainly this conflict will take longer than our current stock of spare parts will last if the damage to the various facilities is as extensive as we fear. Whoever did this knows that, or they would not have chosen these particular targets. They did this to hit strategically important locations. They are smart. They are calculating. They would not hesitate in the least to take a shot at you if they can. The more confusion they can cause on our side the better for them. I am not sure if this country can stand to lose another President in such quick succession without resulting in massive confusion.
“Whoever they are, I am certain that they intend to exploit the results of these attacks. I will make sure we have people watching more carefully than usual around the world for any kind of troop movement. This will turn out to be Iran, and not some random terrorist group. These attacks hit high value military infrastructure, not some high profile, newsworthy, or historic sites that are generally the desire of terrorist groups.”
“Thank you, General. Your council is very nicely put for a new guy like me to understand. I hadn’t considered it until you gentlemen brought it up that this was a prelude to some wider action.
“I am just thinking out loud here, but if this is Iran as we think it is, the entire Middle East is likely going to fall to pieces very shortly. The results of this could very well be pure chaos. The oil exports from that region going to the rest of the world mean that, if we are not careful, everyone on the planet will claim strategic interest in the area and troops will flow in from everywhere. This could easily and quickly denigrate into World War III,” he said.
“I was in the Army but I was an enlisted soldier, not an officer. I assume I will have to learn a lot from someone such as yourself for the strategic side of this sort of thing, much more so than some of my predecessors. I could probably still operate a field artillery piece, or fire a rifle, but this is a new world to me. I need my advisors to speak freely, so please never hold anything back.
“Ok, back to the subject at hand, you gentlemen have convinced me that someone is out there with a short and long term strategy in mind. We need to get out in front of this thing, not just try to react to whatever comes at us next. Let’s not just be reactive. I don’t like being on defense, sooner or later we have to get back on offense,” the President responded, trying figure out how to think one step ahead of the crisis facing the nation.
“Les, tell the pilot to change course again. I want to see Fort Worth, then Detroit from the air. I need to see the damage for myself.
“General, I hear you,” The President said holding up one hand. “I will address the nation from right here. At several points in the next few days I will need to make you available to the news media to answer some questions. For this, I do truly apologize.
“Immediately following the national address, I want to have a video conference with leadership from the House and the Senate. I initially thought this had to be a terrorist attack, but I now agree with the two of you that this was a nation state. If it wasn’t Iran then it was certainly another country with some kind of strategic thinking behind these actions.
“General, I agree with you in that we are at war with someone. We just need to verify whom, and see if they have allies working with them. We need that information immediately, I want it in my upcoming address to the world. Please change our DEFCON level to reflect this new reality.”

AP NEWS FLASH: So far no group has claimed credit for the nuclear attacks. It is believed that these are terrorist attacks, as they came without warning. The groups that will likely take credit soon are extremist groups. Some of them have sought these weapons for years. There has been no word, or even release of images from either of the attacked areas, but that is expected shortly. <STORY DEVELOPING>


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: Economists are now stating that there is concern that oil exports from the Middle East will slow to an all-time low due to a potential war brewing between the United States and some as yet unknown organization. Those same economists are concerned that the world may be thrown rapidly into a global depression as a result of the increase in oil prices. Given the already fragile state of the world economy that has just come out of a global recession, economists are claiming this to be a virtual certainty. The attacks were in zones known for a great deal of manufacturing infrastructure. Damage reports from the areas are not yet available, which has caused chaos on international markets. Worldwide investors have lost billions in the past minutes. In other words, wealth that has taken decades to create has been destroyed in mere minutes.


Chapter Thirteen

The First Images
Captain Banner turned on his laptop so they could stream a newscast into the motor pool. Special Forces usually had excellent sources of information, but in a situation like this what sources they had were not what was needed. Today was different. Today what was needed was a visual from inside the blast zone. People needed to see what happened for themselves. Those images needed to be seen, and seen quickly, before everyone’s imagination starting running wild. That could result in widespread public.
During a typical alert they would be on lockdown, allowing no information from unofficial channels. This was different. The Commander’s Office had sent out word that as long as official duties would not be disrupted, there was no point in the typical information blackout. It came with a warning to not put full faith into what was on the news.
The planet had more cameras than ever before in history. Somehow network news stations always seemed to find a way to get a feed off of anything that had a lens when there was something even remotely newsworthy to talk about. There had yet to be any pictures of the areas hit, but Frank knew that would change sooner or later. He assumed the entire country, if not industrialized world, desperately wanted that look. They had to know how bad the damage was. Knowing might be bad, but not knowing was going to end up being far worse.
Frank supposed that one trouble with the modern world was that everyone had gotten used to instant communications. People had grown to expect any bit of information they desired to be available the moment they desired it. Right now, in those areas hit most of the cameras everyone had grown to depend on had been destroyed.
Frank’s imagination was running a bit wild despite the fact that he knew he shouldn’t allow that to be the case, but he couldn’t help himself. He was on the verge of convincing himself there was nothing but flat, smoking earth left for hundreds of miles around the two detonation sites.
Once the on hand supply inventory was complete this seemed like an appropriate use of everyone’s time, even before the first aid refresher. If the end result was a team that could focus instead of wonder what the damage was like, it would be well worth the time.
The reporter they were watching could normally deliver any news with a smile. She was failing at this fundamental news anchor requirement today. She was making a reasonable attempt at delivering the news without her voice cracking, but she was so emotionally affected that she was falling short on this count as well.
The news anchor kept talking, filling airtime no matter what, “I want to remind everyone, that we still have no idea who is behind these acts. We don’t know much of anything yet, other than there have been two nuclear explosions in two United States cities, which history will surely… please stand by for a moment.”
She put her finger to her ear, listening intently to a producer talking to her through her earpiece, “Ladies and Gentlemen, we have our first video feed coming in from a helicopter over the destruction near Fort Worth. This is from a traffic helicopter that had yet to take off when the device detonated. Any of them that were in the air for many miles at the time were tragically downed when the detonation happened. This one had to be fueled, then fly in from more than a hundred and fifty miles northeast. Ah, the picture is coming,” her sentence ended abruptly and her mouth dropped open as she turned to see the picture on the screen behind her.
As far as the camera could focus the scene was nothing but giant piles of rubble. Pieces of what once were multi-story buildings, automobiles, what might have been a highway overpass, maybe a school bus, were all thrown together in massive piles.
In the distance some portions of buildings could be seen remaining with gaping holes. A pair of steel beams were sticking out of one of the remaining structures giving a smoke filled, charred reminder that the buildings here were recently much taller.
A city was gone from the Earth. It had been there just this morning. It was there, and now it wasn’t. It had been turned into a pile of waste. The land was still there, bits of junk were still there. None of what had been the well-organized and constructed buildings stood any longer.
The cameraman pulled back for a wide shot and the destruction appeared to go on even further and wider than Frank had imagined possible. It wasn’t completely flattened out, but looked to be something akin to the surface of an abandoned island in the Pacific, one of the ones that were used for testing of all kinds of weaponry during and after World War II.
Frank could not believe that what he was looking at had been a thriving metropolitan area just a few short hours ago. Being in the combat branches of the military he had seen destruction from bombs, explosives, and missiles, but this was far beyond any of that. If you looked closely in the distance you could see what appeared to be steel superstructures of buildings on fire. Given that this was a nuclear blast there should be no fuel left on the surface burning. It had to be the metal itself that had gotten so hot that it was producing a flame. It was too much for Frank to wrap his mind around. That much heat, it just wasn’t possible that this was really happening, it had to be a dream.
The helicopter slowed. There was a static filled audio feed from the pilot. By now the audience had put together from the somewhat broken transmissions from the helicopter that on the images were from the edge, not at the center, of the damaged area. The fires in the distance were too massive, and the pilot did not feel he could get closer without risking his aircraft. Besides, they were attempting to search for survivors, and that was clearly not needed any closer to the blast zone. The recording of damage could wait until they helped what people they could. So far they were searching, but not finding anyone left alive.
The pilot was systematically searching the area. The camera panned down rather than pointing in front of the flight path in order to increase their chances of finding someone still moving. The pilot was asking for help of anyone watching his feed to alert him if they saw something he missed. The pilot could be heard praying to himself between official radio exchanges. He must have forgotten that he pushed the voice activated transmission button.
Who could blame him?
The helicopter came upon what had recently been an elementary school. At least they came upon the remnants of a playground that indicated that is what this building probably used to be. It could have been a daycare center, but it was certainly something with children in mind. What remained of some of the children who had been on the playground could be seen littering the area. Their bodies had been turned to the color of blackened fireplace ash. Some of the piles of ash still maintained the shape of small humans who had finished their lives in intense pain based on the agonizing appearance of the positions they had been in when they reached their final breath.
One small child who had been on the side of the building and therefore not “protected” by its structure was burned down to a pure white skeleton. At this point the camera operator and pilot stopped speaking into the radio. Their flight slowly, almost sadly, changed direction away from the blast center moving further towards the outskirts. The camera remained focused on the skeletal remains of the once playful child as long as it could, as the nation and world took note of the price of this attack had cost the innocent civilians of the United States.
The pilot finally recovered with a very timidly voiced statement, “We are going to look further north for survivors.”
The news anchor came back into view as tears were streaking her makeup in silent emotions stains, “We have just received word from an overseas colleague. We have no reason to doubt the validity. There have been three nuclear explosions in Israel, our close friend and ally in that region. Our prayers go out to everyone in Fort Worth, Detroit and Israel. May God help Israel and God help the United States of America. We are at War. I hope humankind can survive this madness.”
She got up and walked off camera covering her face to hide the new stream of tears now flowing uncontrollably.
Frank closed the screen on the laptop saying, “Let’s get that first aid review underway. We have to get in there and help whoever is left alive.”

AP NEWS FLASH: The attacks in Detroit and Dallas Fort Worth are now joined by additional attacks in Israel. It appears that all five attacks occurred within 90 seconds of one another in a well-coordinated nuclear assault. This is clearly the largest single attack in the history of man. No official reports on the number of fatalities or injuries. Given the dense population centers that were targeted it is likely that the number will be in the hundreds of thousands, if not millions.


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: In a hastily prepared statement, OPEC countries have slashed exports to 10 % of the levels seen just one month ago. The economic impact of this will be felt far and wide in every industry. Every investment sector on all international markets is continuing to spiral downward, except oil. Speculators are flocking to purchase oil futures while they still can. Some people are calling this move a grotesque attempt at profiting from a tragedy. OPEC has stated that exports will remain reduced drastically until the member Nations can determine their own internal needs.


Chapter Fourteen

The President’s Second National Address
President Press sat behind the desk on Air Force One. He was watching the countdown timer mounted under the television camera marking time before his national address. He thought to himself that if anything he ever said was going to be seen globally, this would be it. He was well aware that nothing he would ever say would have greater potential impact.
This was the second time since taking office he would be delivering a hastily prepared speech in the middle of an unforeseen set of emergency circumstances. He had no doubt this would be the one of the two that people would remember. It would certainly be the one given prominent placement in history books from now until the end of time. He wasn’t used to thinking in those terms, but here he was Scott Press, ex-enlisted soldier about to deliver a speech that would be studied by future generations for its impact on a military clash of a size and scope yet to be determined. It wasn’t that he was so good at delivering a speech, but the circumstances being what they were, this situation called for nothing short of perfection. If he did well, people would remember. If he did poorly, this could be the end of his useful time in office.
Part of him secretly hoped that the other one would be largely forgotten. If only those future generations who would read his words in that the first speech were off the cuff and unscripted. This one was written, reviewed, and re-written in a little less than fifteen minutes. He hoped it would not be obvious from his delivery.
His one and only desire right now was to give the people watching around the world some level of comfort and hope for a better future in this time of mass confusion. Especially considering that he wasn’t sure if there was a future yet. If things kept going down the current path it was anyone’s guess. He hoped he could sell people on a potential bright future. He wasn’t nervous, he was focused like never before in his life. He knew what needed to be done, and he would do his best.
3… 2… 1…
“My fellow Americans, today there were five of the most horrific attacks this world has ever seen. These attacks came in the form of nuclear weapons. These were not the primitive weapons of World War 2, which was the only other time this type of weapon has been used in anger. These were far more modern, and far more destructive than those available at the dawn of the nuclear age. This has forever changed the world we live in.
“These attacks were located in Fort Worth, Texas, Detroit, Michigan, and three locations within the tiny country of Israel. We are still trying to determine the exact locations of the Israeli strikes.
“So far we have only determined the epicenters, and approximate sizes of these attacks. We are starting to receive damage reports, but it will be some time before we have an accurate assessment, or understanding of the extent of the damage. As difficult as it will be, I ask for your patience in this matter, as we want to only release accurate information.
“There will be a large number of pictures, videos, discussion, and even speculation about these attacks. As much of the data concerning the actual damage that can be verified and reasonably distributed will be released as quickly as possible, and given directly to the public by official channels. My administration will not release information we are unable to verify.
“We are absolutely certain that these attacks were perpetrated by a Nation-State. This was not, and could not, have been a terrorist organization. We can now say for certain, thanks to some rapid work by our intelligence services, that the country behind this unprovoked, unwarranted and barbaric attack was Iran,” he paused to allow this information to sink into the viewing audience.
He hoped that despite his being on an airplane that he was coming through clearly. He did not want anyone, especially those people he assumed would be watching from the United Nations, the Allied Nations, and Iran to have to guess at what he had said.
He was unaware that the quality of transmission equaled that of any ground based television studio, and no one watching around the world could tell he was on an airplane.
“For the moment I am officially terminating our diplomatic relationship with Iran. Anyone working for their government that is currently in the United States will be leaving as soon as is practical, one way, or the other. They can either leave of their own accord, or we will escort them out. The only exception is that of their representation at the United Nations, in New York City. We urge the United Nations to have those representatives explain to the world their motivation for these actions immediately.
“I am also formally requesting that Congress pass a declaration of War against Iran. Such a state of war will continue until Iran comes before the United Nations, explains their grievance, and we reach a peaceful solution, or, alternatively, they surrender to us on the battlefield. Make no mistake. We are mobilizing for war. The Joint Chiefs are executing that task as I speak. We will not bow down as a result of these unwarranted attacks.
“Next, I want the citizens of Fort Worth, Detroit, and the impacted areas of Israel to know that our prayers are with you. However, we are going to do a great deal more than just pray.
“I have ordered every available Military Emergency Care Unit, the Federal Emergency Management Agency, and requested that the Red Cross help in the U.S. cities. I will also say right now, without hesitation, that we will be aiding Israel in their recovery effort, in whatever fashion we are able. We have assets already in that area of the world, and they will be brought into Israel as quickly as practical.
“There are a wide variety of ways in which this assistance will come. But first, before we get too detailed, I want to be specific about these military units entering the U.S. cities. They will either be hospital units or special advanced teams that will come in prior to medical, engineering and logistics teams. They are not going into these cities as policing units. These are not troops designed for combat.
“We have not been invaded. Iran does not have sufficient military strength, operating alone, to invade the Continental United States. These units will not be there to enforce laws, or policing activities.
“The U.S. military is designed for the sole purpose of protecting and defending the citizens of the United States, not to turn on, or arrest them. We have reviewed satellite images of the entire country and I must reiterate that no invasion has occurred. Additionally, we have no reason to believe that one is imminent.
“At this point the same can be said for Israel, although they are not as geographically isolated from the Iranian aggressor as we are. Distance is on our side, it is not on theirs. We will watch both areas of the world very carefully. We will continue to assess the rapidly developing situation, and fill in as much detail as we can to the public as quickly as is practical.
“This will be the start of official information flow to you, my fellow Americans. I will not release information that may compromise any upcoming military operations, but I will order the release of as much information as possible. Additionally, I must stress, we will not give you any information we cannot verify. There will be enough confusion in the coming days, and I want you to know we are the trusted source of accurate information.
“There will be many people coming forward offering up information they claim to be accurate. It may be, but then again, it may not. If it comes from me, or my Press Secretary, you can assume it to be of the best available quality.
“Finally, my personal prayers go out to all those impacted by these attacks. Given the size of the attacks I am sure we will find that everyone hearing my voice has been personally impacted in some fashion. The scale of these attacks is unprecedented in the history of man. Those responsible will be brought to justice.
“Let us be absolutely clear. This was an act of barbarism the likes of which the Earth has never seen. The American spirit will overcome, and be stronger as a result. We will not be brought down by this unprovoked attack. This act of insanity will not be the last thing that happens to our country nor will it be the incident that destroys our spirit. We shall survive, and be better tomorrow than we are today.
“God Bless the United States of America and our friends in Israel,” he turned from the camera as soon as the red light on the camera dimmed.
He asked the room, “How long before we get to Fort Worth?”

AP NEWS FLASH: President Scott Press addressed the nation for the first time since the nuclear attacks. He says there is evidence that the attacks were not as a result of terrorism. They were perpetrated instead by the Nation of Iran. The Iranian consulate was contacted for comment with no response. Israel has been struck with more nuclear devices than the United States. The destruction in both countries is still being assessed, although the video coming from the two attack sites in the U.S. indicate that all life for at least a mile was instantaneously eradicated with the dead and dying extending out much further.


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: The attacks in the United States have given a potentially lethal blow to some sectors of the economy. One of the most immediately impacted is the shipping, largely because of the enormous shipping hub in the Dallas Fort Worth Metropolitan area. The local area is responsible for moving commerce being delivered to a large portion of the country. As a result, shipping on everything from food to consumer electronics will be much slower, and far more costly. This will cause a downward trend in demand and ultimately push the already high unemployment numbers much higher, giving a very hard blow to a still weak economy. Given the current wave of problems some economists are already saying, in hastily prepared statements, that the government stimulus will be necessary to get the economy moving in the right direction.


Chapter Fifteen

The Dallas Hospital
Sandra Cooper had been on duty as the Charge Nurse in the Emergency Room in a Dallas area hospital nearing the end of her shift when all hell broke loose. Patients started pouring in from all points to the west when she was fifteen minutes left in her day and there was no end in sight hours later. She had finally figured out that this hospital was one of the closest to the disaster zone of whatever it was that had happened that was still fully operational. They had lost a few windows on the upper floors, but other than that they were intact, up, and running. They were running fast, they were running hard, and it showed no signs of slowing down anytime soon.
She couldn’t remember how many hours ago her shift was supposed to have ended. One thing she was sure of was that she wasn’t leaving anytime soon. She was also sure that the rest of the medical staff was here for the duration of whatever this was.
It all started shortly after they heard a rumble in the distance. There was an intense flash of light, and some kind of something that happened right afterwards. The staff had no idea what the cause could have been, and really didn’t care all that much, at first.
It was shortly after those strange incidents that she heard the dreaded code system go into effect. Code MASCAL was a given considering how many patients were still flooding. The Code Black rocked her to the core. Never, in all her years as the Charge Nurse had there been a whisper of a code black. When Code Lima Delta was called it was confirmed the hospital had put into action their disaster plans, and were also calling in all off shift personal to help with the insane patient count.
After the bizarre nature of the injuries she wanted to know what had caused the flood of injured people to start coming. She wanted to know if that cause was man-made, or some natural disaster. Knowing what caused all of these people to be hurt at the same time could help in their treatment, and the urgent request for supplies that would be in short supply soon. There were some insane rumors running around from the patients that were able to talk. They ranged from an alien invasion, to a crashed 747 jumbo jet in a neighborhood, and some wild claims of a nuclear bomb. She wasn’t sure if a nuclear bomb or an alien invasion was crazier.
At some primal level she did not care what had caused of all of this. She just wanted to help the sea of people begging for help, and knowledge was power in medical care. All of the rumors of what was going on were secondary to treating the injured people that just kept coming through the door like a human river of pain and suffering.
She had become a nurse to help people. There were more people in need of immediate medical attention, all at the same time, than she normally saw in a month. She just wished she could do more for each of them, but there just wasn’t time. There were so many injuries that they had long since ceased any kind of “first come, first served,” method of operations. There were so many critical patients that everyone else, and even some of the critical patients, either waited, or were given treatment by a nurse performing tasks normally requiring a doctor by typical medical protocol. Those normal protocols stopped mattering shortly after all of this, whatever it was, began.
In fact, they no longer even asked for IDs. They no longer cared about collecting insurance information. All they cared about was treating the injured.
The ER had grown to resemble what she had always imagined a military battlefield first aid station to look like. Only here this one had fluorescent lights, cheap plastic seats as the background for the broken and bleeding bodies laying everywhere there was free space. It was becoming so crowded and confused that in some cases patients were starting to help other patients.
Many of the patients she had seen offered her some kind of hysterical or crazy explanation of what they thought had happened. None of the patients, or the hospital staff really wanted to believe that it was a nuclear explosion, at first.
After seeing the injuries, without even looking at television news, which they couldn’t see because cable TV wasn’t working, the medical staff was slowly coming out of their state of denial, and began accepting what had happened.
It could only have been a nuclear detonation of some sort. She did not want to believe that, but it was the growing consensus. That would be crazy! How could that happen? The United States wasn’t at war with anyone, and no nuclear reactors were nearby.
But, this theory fit the patient types they were seeing. The injuries came in a small number of categories. They were easily divided up to find doctors and nurses who were the most efficient at that particular type of treatment.
There were patients with severe burn injuries. These were almost always bad.
She would have expected any burn injuries came from the explosion of the actual bomb, if that is what happened out there, but it seemed that wasn’t the case. A patient had told her that structural fires and wild fires had broken out all over town. It was those fires where most people had been injured. Many patients had been trapped underneath things and it took them some time to get out. The time of exposure to either fire, or just intense heat that caused the severity.
One of the blur of people she had treated told her that these fires were everywhere. They were in every neighborhood, office building or shopping mall starting just a few blocks to the west of the hospital. The closer one got to Fort Worth, the more intense the fires became. This was the one and only thing that everyone seemed to agree on.
One patient who had been at the amusement park said that fires had broken out on all of the rides. The patient thought it seemed odd to say, but the actual metal appeared to be on fire. At that park burned people jammed the parking lot trying to get out. To make matters worse, according to multiple patients, the traffic was so bad that there was no hope of fire trucks, or any other type of first responder, getting in. That assumed any were available, there was so much need inside the hospital she could only wonder what things were like outside. So the stories went, people were starting to move away from the area on foot. Some people panicked so badly, as a result of whatever happened, that they just stood there staring into space as the world burned around them.
She was glad that they were allowing nurses to treat more wounds than normal. Doctors were coming in very short supply and were clearly needed elsewhere. The less severe burns were easily treatable by a nurse with ER experience. Soon, those injuries would be left to lesser trained staff members as the nurses were pressed into performing more and more doctor-like activities to save as many people as they could.
There were a few patients coming in with what it took the staff a while to diagnose as radiation sickness. These people were merely being made comfortable. There wasn’t really anything else the hospital staff knew to do for them. They were moved to a back area, and given morphine to make them peaceful in their last hours of life. They were going to die no matter what, it made her want to cry just to think about, but she didn’t know what else could be done. Many of them could be heard praying softly to themselves in their final minutes and hours.
They had very bizarre and grotesque symptoms. Sandy had struggled to find a way to describe it to someone who had asked. The only description she could provide was that they were all in intense pain, their skin looked like it had come from a horror movie set with blisters the size of baseballs, and they a strange yellow puss oozing out that smelled, for lack of a better term, like rotting meat.
Those were the patients that lived for more than an hour. Others who had been closer to the blast, and probably been hit with higher doses of radiation, had it much worse. Their skin was melting off their body leaving a bloody plastic looking structure in its place. Their teeth were falling out from rapidly decaying gums and their bodies were in too much shock to even feel the pain. Some were barely aware of what was going on. One asked if he was still alive or if he was in Hell’s waiting room.
One man had come in, somehow walking under his own power, with his hair missing as his scalp was gone from his head. He was carrying his teeth in one hand that had partially melted away. He was leaking blood and other unidentifiable fluids that slowly dripped onto the once pristine floor. He had a hand written note asking someone to put his teeth back in his destroyed and decayed mouth. According to the note, he wanted to finish his breakfast. He attempted to speak a few times and a noise more like a wounded cat came out. At least it sounded more like that than anything that could be recognized as words from a human. He died shortly after arrival while coughing up blood. He had obviously been in too much shock to know how badly off he was, thankfully. As the man slowly collapsed on the floor the only thing the people around him could think was that at least he would not suffer any longer. Silently Sandra wondered if he was the lucky one.
She couldn’t help but think that these people with radiation sickness looked more like zombies than living people. They all had bloody patches of skin gone from their body, or in the process of sloughing off. They had real trouble speaking, or even walking without looking stiff and zombielike. They tended to not live very long, and the morgue had already surpassed its normal maximum capacity. They had to start using an empty store room to handle the overflow of expired people. One of the maintenance people must have been a saint because he found portable air conditioners and adjusted them to the lowest temperature it would go to. Everyone who placed another body in that room prayed it would be enough to slow down the eventual gas expansion and decay of the radiated and burned human flesh. The smell was already overpowering, and was only going to get worse in that part of the hospital.
Today, normal rules and limits on capacity did not apply, in any part of the hospital. One administrator had told Sandy that they would have to stop people at the door to the ER and not let anyone else in because of the fire code. It was the closest in her adult life she had come to hitting someone. Instead she had heavily sedated the administrator and taken over. She decided that in this ER they would not start turning away people in need, to hell with rules and regulations.
There was a third type of patient that massively outnumbered the rest. These had broken bones. There were so many as a result of falling structures that medical supplies to treat these injuries were already either rapidly disappearing or had run out.
Just as she was thinking about what she could possibly do to help make things more efficient for the broken bone patients one of the younger nurses came up to her. The young woman had tears running down her cheeks and dark circles under her eyes, she was obviously nearing exhaustion, “Sandy, we are running out of splints and are already out of everything we need to make casts. We can’t set any more bones, but so many more keep coming in. What do we do?!?”
“Think for a second, Carrie. Splints and casts are merely devices to immobilize parts of the body. In a very real sense we don’t have to have things designed specifically for that purpose. Just find some long stiff things and medical tape. If we have to we can just use some tree limbs. For smaller fractures, use old magazines from the waiting rooms. Find some old wooden chairs and break those apart. If you can’t find anything, go to the kitchen and get some cooking utensils and use those.
“Hell, if the patients are right, just four blocks over is a ton of scrap metal. We can go cut some the right length. It isn’t ideal, but we need to help these people the best we can. The faster we get these people treated and moved out of this area, the better. I have a feeling this is just the beginning of our day. Take a few minutes and get some water. Once you catch your breath, we can re-evaluate our supplies. If we treat someone, and it becomes necessary, because someone doesn’t heal properly we can always reset bones later, once we get more supplies.”
The younger nurse nodded timidly and went back to work with no intention to stop helping those in pain. She had needed to regain her composure, merely venting to someone helped. Her appearance was marked by the tears that continued to streak down her cheeks following the black smudgy path that they had already formed in her makeup.
Today was pushing the entire staff to their physical and mental breaking points. Sandra knew the only way she could keep going was to focus on one task at a time, and attempt to block any thoughts of the situation outside the hospital from her mind. If she allowed herself to think outside these walls her imagination quickly went crazy with apocalyptic thoughts. At one point she seriously considered the notion that they were the only building left undamaged on the entire planet. It was a bizarre thought, but in her current state of mind it almost made sense. It made as much sense as anything else did today. Exhaustion had started to set in, and only the worst parts of her imagination were functioning.
She kept filling in for the other nurses one at a time. That way they could try to call and check on their families. The cell phone networks were overloaded, and most calls weren’t going through, but people still needed to try. If they didn’t get the chance to try she feared they would leave work to go in search of their loved ones. If people started doing that she had no idea how those who stayed would make it through the day, or how many more patients would die as a result.
“NURSE!” called a nameless doctor from behind a partition.
“Yes doctor,” she said as she rushed into the treatment area.
She did not recognize him, but today was an all hands on deck kind of a day. He was obviously associated with the hospital, but not in the normal ER rotation. He was probably a specialist of some kind. She didn’t care. A doctor was a doctor at this point.
“I need you to hand me instruments as quickly as you can as I call for them. This man has broken ribs, a collapsed lung, internal bleeding, and who knows what else. We need to open him now,” he said.
“Doctor, we don’t have general anesthetic here and I have no idea how to administer it even if it was,” she said hoping he wasn’t seriously going to do surgery on a patient with no painkiller in their system.
“He has lost consciousness. We’ll go without it. The alternative is that he dies. His blood pressure is so low that he can’t possibly wake up, and that pressure is only getting lower. If we don’t stop the bleeding he has no chance,” the man said.
With a deep sigh, Sandra moved over to the unknown doctor’s side and readied herself for what was to become a defining moment in her life. This was the first time, ever that she had seen another human cut open without any anesthesia. She couldn’t imagine what it would be like for him if he did regain consciousness.
They worked on him as fast as they could. She had no idea for how long. They quickly solved the collapsed lung and were attempting to control the internal bleeding. Every time one bleeder was closed, another one would spray blood in the air like a lawn sprinkler. One of them covered her in a fine bloody mist.
Some period of time later, with their clothes and hair soaked to the skin in man’s blood, they pulled a sheet over his head. They had failed to save his life. Blood supply of his type was gone at the hospital, and there had been no hope without putting new blood in to replace that which now soaked their clothes and covered the floor. The floor looked like there had been a burst pipe filled with red fluid and no buckets to catch it. The walls looked like someone with a can of spray paint went crazy.
They now understood there had really been no hope for this patient. The internal damage had been too severe, and he had not gotten help fast enough. But they had to try.
Sandra looked down at herself. Seeing just how much of the man’s blood was covering her caused her to lose control and cried for the first time that day. Dropping to her knees in a pool of slowly congealing blood she wept uncontrollably. The stress was just too much for this moment, and had finally overcome her wall of self-control.
The doctor, whose name she still did not know, put his arms around her. He held her as she cried. Release of stress was necessary or she was going to end up in the corner on the floor in the fetal position. She wiped her face and got off the floor. They left the treatment room to go change clothes and clean up as best they could, then get back to work without another word passing between them.

AP NEWS FLASH: Dallas Fort Worth and Detroit news outlets have said that gas station owners have raised their prices to $10 a gallon. Bottled water is currently going for $5 per bottle. All traffic in the area is in the outbound direction. Many injured people wanting to evacuate as quickly as possible have caused traffic, even on one way streets, to be away from the blast zones. All reports say these areas are in a state of pure chaos. <STORY DEVELOPING>


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: Medical supplies in the impacted areas are already running low, if not exhausted. With the recent reduction in oil shipments, and this new attack, no one is sure when a large amount of new supplies will be available due to possible shipping issues. Domestic prices on medical supplies have started increasing. International stock futures on medical supply companies are trending much higher with double digit increases due to speculators looking for a way to cash in on the current crisis facing the United States and Israel. This has caused some public outcry that this type of profiteering should not be allowed. Investors claim these companies are likely to need the additional capital to expand in order to fill the massive spike in demand. Oil prices on the international markets have surpassed their all time high with no end to the increases expected. Domestic oil and gas companies have stated that increasing their output will take several months.


Chapter Sixteen

Air Force One Above Fort Worth Texas
As Air Force One approached Fort Worth the pilot reduced altitude so that President Press, and all the others on board, could see the devastation for themselves. They were less than a mile above ground and flying as slowly as the heavily modified 747 could manage. If they ventured any lower it would cause those on the ground to have a noise problem. Anyone attempting any kind of rescue operations would have enough issues to deal with right now, and not being able to hear each other speak due to a massive jetliner passing low to the ground might just be one too many.
The pilot thumbed the intercom button and stated with a shaky voice, “Mr. President, my fellow Americans, if you look out the windows on either side of the aircraft, you will see the destruction that was brought upon our country this morning coming into view momentarily. We can see it out the front window right now. Words escape me on how best to describe what I see. It is worse than anything I could have possibly imagined, even in the worst of my nightmares.”
The President looked out his airborne office window and waited in dread for the horrible destruction to come into view. He was thankful that no one in the office was speaking. He had to think.
He was grateful for the opportunities this country had given him. This country he loved. The one he had sworn an oath to protect and defend.
Protect it he would. By any means necessary.
These things must not occur again. No matter what the personal or professional cost. Those who did these things would answer for their heinous actions. He told the American people that the country would survive, and he intended to ensure that was exactly what happened. America would survive and somehow be stronger for this. Now if he only knew how to be sure he could make that happen.
The scene outside the window was a normal landscape with homes, office buildings and roads. It was just like most any suburban landscape anywhere in the world. The structures were growing in density as they approached the city, exactly the way he would have expected in a normal suburban area surrounding a major city. Right here everything seemed fine.
The first thing the President noticed was that the automobile traffic was increasing quickly. Scott thought to himself that he should have anticipated that. Any survivors would want to leave the area quickly as soon as they learned what had really happened. The only problem was that the cars were all going in one direction, away from the blast zone. There was no traffic going into the city. Both sides of the highway had turned into one-way streets going north as the airplane traveled south. Who could blame them? The traffic reminded him of the pictures he had seen of the roads when hurricanes Katrina hit New Orleans in 2005.
The scenery continued to change to one of charred destruction. Buildings were toppled, houses were on fire, and the red flashing lights of emergency vehicles were everywhere. It was as if the apocalypse had arrived, and it had arrived today.
In the distance he could see the remains of what had recently been one of the newest and largest professional football stadiums in the country. It was now just a pile of twisted metal with flames jumping out of the center. It bore no resemblance to the magnificent architectural achievement it had been just this morning. President Press remembered going to a Thanksgiving Day game at that very stadium just two years before. It seemed like a lifetime ago.
He looked at the General, he knew he had to do something, “Mr. Chairman, get your people in there. Those hospitals have to be overloaded, if anyone is left alive.”
The President’s personal aide, Christopher Gintz, a young man in his mid-twenties, spoke up weakly with a slight crack in his voice, “Mr. President, we finally have the Prime Minister of Israel on the phone.”
He looked at his aide, “Thank you, Chris. Tell the pilots I have seen enough. Detroit is going to look exactly like this. We need to get to work, not sightsee. Have them and the Secret Service just go into whatever the standard protocol is at this point, then have a seat someplace for a few minutes and get something to drink. You look like you are about to fall down. Go collect yourself son.”
He cleared his throat, and pushed the button on the speakerphone so the room could hear the conversation, “Mr. Prime Minister, my condolences for the losses you have suffered today.”
“To you as well, Mr. President,” said the heavily accented and very tired voice on the phone.
President Press suddenly realized he had not considered the time difference. He was ashamed to admit he didn’t know what time of day or night it was in Israel.
“Mr. Prime Minister, I wish we had been given the opportunity to speak for the first time under better circumstances. I must tell you that I have you on speakerphone with myself, my Chief of Staff, The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, and my Secretary of Defense. I assure you that we will share any and all intelligence information we have that is useful with Israel. The United States will also offer up any aid that we are capable of providing, as quickly as we can provide it. May I ask if you know anything about the level of damage you have suffered?” he asked.
“Well, thank you for the kind words and generous offers of support even in times with your own rescue efforts still just beginning, Mr. President. I too wish we had met under better circumstances. I have some members of my staff on the line as well. These attacks were the worst imaginable for our small country. Your offer of assistance is very much appreciated. I am certain we will need that assistance as soon as we understand the results of the attack. Right now we are not sure of much.
“As you know, Mr. President, Israel is home to many sites cherished by the world’s religions. Thankfully it appears as though they were purposefully spared. Those barbaric Iranians were careful in this regard. Praise God for this.”
“Indeed, Mr. Prime Minister,” President Press agreed.
The Prime Minister continued, “The three devices were placed to specifically target our military capabilities. I will have my staff transmit the exact locations of the detonations. Before the attacks we had approximately one hundred and seventy five thousand active duty and four hundred and fifty thousand reserve soldiers. Our remaining forces are likely nearer to twenty thousand and fifty nine thousand. We are attempting to verify these numbers. It will be some time before we know for certain how many soldiers and civilians perished today.
“Our military equipment status is also unknown, but is certainly just as bad if not in a worse state of readiness as our soldiers. They hit us in such a way to leave us highly vulnerable to even the smallest of organized ground assaults. I believe that a land invasion is their ultimate goal. I have no idea where they hit the United States, but they targeted our military capabilities with high precision.”
The President rubbed sweat from his forehead as he responded, “Mr. Prime Minister, we will defend you to the best of our ability. They did not target our military personnel as they are spread all over, but they did target our military industrial manufacturing capabilities. We will have challenges keeping our equipment running if we aren’t careful. That being said, we have bases in your area of the world, all of which are fully intact and ready to beat back any attack that comes your way.
“As I said, they did target our ability to manufacture military equipment, and long term that will most assuredly cause trouble for us. We have no idea how bad the damage is in these areas. I am sure you have as much work to do as me. I guarantee you will have a direct line to me at any point in time should you need it. I will stop anything I am doing if you call. May God bless both of our countries and I will do everything I can to ensure that both of them continue to exist, and not be taken over. These people will be stopped, and punished for their actions.”
“Thank you Mr. President. May God bless us indeed. We need that level of intervention today of all days,” the Prime Minister responded.
The President reached over and disconnected the phone line. He stood from behind his desk, took off his jacket placed his hand back on his desk and leaned in. Speaking in a stone cold voice, he looked at Chairman Jackson and said, “General, we need to figure out what Iran’s next move is and get in front of it. I want a review of their known conventional capabilities as soon as possible. We will be fighting them soon, and this will not remain nuclear. I believe that they mean to capture territory, which is something we will not allow.
“We also need to know any potential allied nations they have that may get involved on their side. We may not have time on our side to build an international coalition to deal with this threat. Given what has happened I’m not sure it will be hard to do, but it may take longer than we have. Let’s assume we will be alone in our responses for the time being, just in case. Let us prepare for the worst and hope for the best.”
The General responded, “We shall have the capabilities review for you within the hour Mr. President. Then we will start preparing the best possible response scenario using your guidance.”
The General picked up the nearest telephone and started pushing buttons.

AP NEWS FLASH: Rumors of an invasion from Mexico have been heard. No verification of any invasion has been made. The White House continues to claim that no invasion has occurred or will in the coming days. The White House also says that price gouging during this time of crisis will not be tolerated. Help will be arriving at Detroit and Dallas Fort Worth hospitals in some form as quickly as it can be moved into the area. Medical and relief supplies are being collected and loaded for transportation as rapidly as possible.


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: Oil companies specializing in domestic production as well as any alternative fuel companies are expected to trade much higher once the stock markets reopen. Almost all shipping companies are expected to open much lower due to confusion over which ones have been damaged in the hub region during recent events. Food and oil futures continue to trade at record highs on all international markets. Consumer prices will be impacted across all industries. Some economists are now saying we are facing a doomsday scenario, the result of which will be a global depression on a scale never before thought possible. The only way to avoid this seems to be either avoiding an active war or allowing for a very short one. Some economists think the rebuilding effort alone could break the economy in the United States. One economist has gone so far as to state that the only appropriate response, if the economy is to survive, is an all out nuclear response with the aim of destroying the Iranian capabilities to wage war instantly.


Chapter Seventeen

Back in the White House
In the forty-eight hours since the attack, General Jackson had consistently been in the presence of, or in some way preparing to brief, the President. Today would be no exception. President Press, who General Jackson respected, needed all of the advice and council he could get.
The General was satisfied that they had enough information organized and prepared in order to offer details on the damage both to infrastructure and the number of lost lives to provide a meaningful briefing. They were also ready to take a small step in the larger, more strategic desire to get in front of the enemy’s next move and do something beyond the mere patching of wounds and burying of the dead.
The General was happy that the President had finally been able to get some sleep. That down time had been used as wisely as possible by Senior Military Leadership to prepare a more comprehensive understanding of what, and how, everything happened. They now understood enough to justify waking him up.
They had also managed to identify some actionable intelligence. They had some hope that with a little bit of luck acting upon it could yield a treasure trove of intelligence data. Once they had that new data they could then plan a more comprehensive, larger scale response.
At the very least, the proposed action would, almost without a doubt, allow them to determine if more of these nuclear hits were coming. The enemy had proven their ability and willingness to use this formidable destructive capability on military targets while not being concerned about any civilians that might happen to be in the way.
The Chairman was pouring himself another cup of coffee as the President and the Chief of Staff entered the situation room of the White House. The President had obviously just woken up, based on the current state of his clothes and hair. The man had always dressed up to his job title, until today. He was wearing jeans and a wrinkled t-shirt he may have grabbed off the floor of his bedroom. The bed-head hairstyle he was sporting would make a wonderful joke of a picture on social media if it were to be leaked.
This room was considered to be among the most secure briefing rooms in the world. It was one specifically designed to discuss and decide high-level military operations when security was an absolute must. If the veil of secrecy was broken in any of these discussions the military could lose the advantage of surprise and this could ultimately cost American lives. It was also where they would discuss American military weaknesses and if they were to become known it would be a situation he didn’t want to consider.
Also present in the room were all of the members of the Joint Chiefs, as well as the Secretary of Defense. All were dressed formally, either in military dress uniforms, or business suits, which was the normal protocol for this level of government. The President was different; he could wear whatever he wanted. With what had happened two days ago, and the subsequent travels, meetings, televised speeches and such, the man could have shown up in his underwear and none of the people in the room would have said a word about it.
“As you were,” said the President as he walked briskly into the room, “General, I got word that you gentlemen had something for me. Please proceed and give me something we can use.”
General Jackson took the spotlight, “Yes sir, we do, and we will. We have organized a reasonable amount of verified information for you. Then we have a small military operation to recommend which, if successful, could yield a great deal of actionable intelligence from which we can plan, and execute a much larger and more meaningful series of military strikes. Those follow on missions will be both overt and covert in nature.
“This two-step process will take into account everything we gave you twenty-four hours ago concerning their conventional force capabilities, and hopefully destroy any ability they have to challenge us via more unconventional means. This briefing also assumes Iran is working alone. So far all indications are that no other militaries in the area preparing to move in any fashion.”
He motioned to a Lieutenant operating the computer display behind him, an image showing a map of Israel appeared, “Sir, all five nuclear strikes were placed with great precision on a series of militarily well-chosen targets in both countries. You know all about the locations that were hit here. The strikes in Israel destroyed their entire nuclear arsenal, as well as a very large percentage of their conventional forces. Israel is, for all practical purposes, defenseless.
“With Israel’s nuclear weapons destroyed we can now confirm that the core materials from their weapons were badly damaged. This is a good news/bad new situation. The bad news is that the nuclear material was spread all around the local area for approximately five miles from where the weapons were stored. The radiation levels in those areas as a result are very high. Those levels are significantly higher than where we were attacked due to the much larger amount of fallout material involved.”
“Is a radiation cleanup operation possible either here or there?” asked the President.
“Maybe, in the longer term, but the scientific community is still in disagreement. If it can be done at all it will require a great deal of time and money. In the end it may not be possible. In order to make that determination we have asked Los Alamos National Laboratory to make a determination and report to us ASAP.
“Also, if it is possible at all it won’t be able to start quickly due to a lack of trained people. With or without any future cleanup plans FEMA has ordered a temporary quarantine zone around the regions hit here in the United States. How long they plan on keeping those areas quarantined, I don’t know.
“Now, for some of the good news concerning the Israeli situation. The core material has been so badly damaged that it can no longer be used to build new fission weapons should the area fall into Iranian hands. The material was scattered too far and wide.
“That turns out to be very good news as we now have satellite imagery of the Iranians getting their forces organized for what is mostly likely going to be a massive military ground invasion of Israel. They appear to be weeks away from being ready to do any kind of ground assault, but they are quickly getting ready. I want to re-iterate, they will be ready to move in weeks, not months. I have the Air Force and Naval Aviation working on a plan to slow their military ground operations. We will have more details for you on that later today. In the process of slowing their ground troops we will neutralized their air as well as any anti-aircraft assets.”
“You keep saying slow them down, instead of stop them cold, why is that?” asked the President.
“Mr. President, from the air we can dramatically slow them, but it takes ground troops to get them to stop and, ultimately, turn around,” answered the General.
The President nodded, rubbed his chin, sipped his coffee, “Thanks, I was afraid you would say that, continue.”
“As you know, there are different groups, all of different religious affiliations, who have all claimed to have rights to various parts of Israel. This has been going on for years. This is a clear attempt by the Iranians to get in there quickly and redraw the boundaries before any kind of peace negotiations can even become a topic of discussion. We are watching for any other nation which has claimed regions of Israel as their own in the past for any hint of troop movement preparations.
“In order to protect our ally, we want to offer up what aircraft we have within range and start bombing operations against their conventional forces as soon as possible. We will be able to tell in the next day or so how long it will take for them to be ready to move, but every indication we have is that they are close, meaning no more than three weeks away. We cannot allow them to complete those preparations on their timetable. We will be able to slow them down before they get on the road. If we delay and they are on the move, then it complicates any bombing operation.”
The display behind the General changed to a split screen format. On one side there was a picture labeled BEFORE. It showed a state of the art facility at Lockheed Martin. The other side showed the remains of that same facility after the attack, labeled AFTER.
As the General started to speak, the screen continued to change showing different locations before and after shots. There were almost no identifiable objects present in the various pictures flipping past on the post-attack side. Every one of them was comprised of either empty burnt space, or giant piles of twisted metal. Nothing visible gave an indication that this facility was recently used as a manufacturing plant.
“Moving onto our domestic damage assessment. Mr. President, as you can see the situation on the ground in Fort Worth is essentially as we feared, especially as we get closer to ground zero. We now have a reasonable understanding of the industrial impact, thanks in large part to our unmanned aerial vehicles. Any ability we had to do final assembly on fighter or bomber aircraft is gone. That is the bad news.
“On the good news side, many of our prime, or large defense contractors, long ago became almost purely system integrators. As a result they don’t make, but instead purchase, many of the parts that are then assembled into the larger systems and vehicles we use in the field. Even though many of those parts suppliers are relatively local to this facility the damage radius was insufficient to reach many of those suppliers, other than a few smaller ones for which we already have alternative vendors identified.”
“Let me see if I understand what you just told me. At this moment, we can’t field new aircraft but we can keep the ones we have in the air?” asked the President.
The General was starting to like this President a little more. The man liked to cut through the bullshit, which was a pleasant departure from his predecessor, “Essentially that is correct, Mr. President. Normal maintenance can be done as well as some combat repairs. However, there are limits, but in general this is very good news. The Dallas Fort Worth Metropolitan area is home to many of these companies, but they are spread over a great many miles. This device was really not that large as far as nuclear weapons go, so we aren’t in as bad of shape as we could have been.”
The General paused for a sip of coffee as a new picture behind him came into focus, “Additionally, Mr. President, we have been told by several other aircraft manufacturers that in a matter of months they can begin to do some retooling to give Lockheed a chance to use their facility to produce whatever aircraft we may need if we go into a lengthy war. These companies, Mister President, they are run by people who are doing the right thing rather than trying to destroy one another and build up their own profits in the process. They are actually trying to help each other and respond quickly to this crisis, which is not their usual behavior. That behavior may not last long, but we live in unusual times.”
As he spoke the display scrolled through images related to what he was saying. The images showed facilities designed to produce parts for airplanes. Some of these were for mechanical parts, while others were clearly for electronic components. All of these facilities added up to what it would take to produce modern day military aircraft.
The pictures then stopped on one labeled, “Detroit — Ground Vehicle Fabrication.” If it were not for the label, there would be no way to tell where the picture was taken.
“Mister President, I am sorry to say that Detroit is a different situation.” The General paused briefly, “This device was five times larger in destructive force, and here the assembly lines and the parts suppliers were much closer together. The city is much more densely packed than Dallas/Fort Worth, and I am afraid that other than tires, it will be some time before we can do much to produce any replacement parts for military ground vehicles. The same is true for a large portion of our domestic automobile companies. From a military perspective we currently have a six month supply of parts, assuming an active war time operational tempo with losses inside typical projections.”
The display changed to show an aerial view of an Army depot with row after row of a variety of military ground vehicles, “Mister President, unlike aircraft, for ground vehicles we have extensive surplus depots. All of the vehicles you see here were deemed too costly to repair, and therefore set aside for either the surplus sales market or slated for scrap.
“Normally there is some attempt made to scavenge parts. However, many are left behind that may have a very limited lifetime for specific parts if they are useable at all. I have ordered those instructions cancelled and for all of these vehicles to be picked clean for any and all parts which may be useable, even if it is only for a small period of time. This will extend the lifetime of our spare parts inventory. How long it will extend it we don’t know yet.
“That action will result in vehicles spending more time in repair depots, which is not what you want while engaged in an active ground conflict. However, that is better than the alternative of no spare parts at all.”
The Secretary of Defense spoke up for the first time, “Mr. President, my counterpart in Japan claims that their automotive industry can be ready to start supplying us in a matter of months. In the short-term that will be an offer to seriously consider.”
The General looked cautiously at the President rather than addressing the Secretary, “Mr. President, that is a fine short-term solution, but normally we don’t like to be dependent upon foreign sources, in fact we don’t use them for many components in any fashion on a regular basis. Today is not when we need to worry about normal, and this certainly solves the problem in front of us. However, do not fall into the trap of thinking that means the problem is solved for all time.
“Long-term, especially in a country at War, it will not be beneficial to depend on another country for our military needs, even a close ally. We will have to start to rebuild our own infrastructure in these functional areas as well as make sure an incident like these cannot cripple us like this again, and that is a task we should not delay, but is the subject for a different meeting.
“That being said, between the aircraft suppliers and the Japanese we are rather lucky here.”
The President was starting to show some signs of stress much more so than when he arrived in the briefing, “Lieutenant, please go back to the first image of Detroit.”
The Commander in Chief rose and circled the conference table.
“Does THIS,” he gestured wildly to the screen, “Look LUCKY to anyone? I don’t think that the one hundred and twenty five thousand dead and the quarter of a million injured Americans would call this lucky. Stop this crap and cut to the bottom line. How screwed are we?” the President asked.
The Chairman smirked. He had been waiting for the man to transition from shock to action. It appeared as though that transition had finally happened. Who knew all it took was the overuse of the word lucky, “Mr. President, we are fucked for years to come. However, here in a minute I am going to show you a way we can start to fuck those who did this to us, right back. Using your no bullshit ideal, we are going to fuck them hard, fast and without the benefit of lubricant.”
He really liked this President, or he would have never spoken in this manner, anything was an improvement over the last one. The previous President had probably caused this problem with his weak foreign policy, complacency, and lack of quick decision making ability.
The President sat back in his chair and calmly said, “General, please, continue.”
“The locations of these attacks were not anywhere near our military bases containing combat troops. As a result, our combat troop losses were very limited. Our warfighter troop strength is at 98 %. However, our non-special operations troops have real fatigue problems due to the extended length of the Global War on Terror. Their spirit is there, but they are tired both physically, and mentally. They will do what we ask, but it is something to keep in mind. We don’t want to get in a situation where we are not trying to win quickly. We don’t want to ‘hold them,’ we want to defeat them. The troop morale will not allow for holding anymore. Due to this, we may have problems once we are actively involved on the ground, but that is a problem for another day.
“Special Operations is reporting 100 % troop strength. You can’t keep those guys away from this type of conflict with handcuffs, no matter how banged up some of them are. They, and anyone else we need, will perform their jobs to the best of their considerable ability.
“The civilian fatalities between the two cities are not as bad as we originally thought. They are now confirmed to be much lower than the original one hundred and twenty five thousand estimates. The actual number is much closer to fifty thousand. That number is still climbing, although there are fewer fatalities being reported now than there were twenty four hours ago, therefore we think we are close to the end of that number getting larger.
“The Israeli’s lost almost a quarter of a million military and civilians combined. That is based on their official reports.
“Our civilian injuries are not exactly what we anticipated at first. There were really only a few burn injuries and virtually all of those were from secondary fires. These were the fires started as a result of the detonations, and not from the initial fireball. These burns were almost always severe, but treatable.
“Those who were sickened by radiation are either recovering quickly or passed away in the first few hours after the attack. We don’t expect any more fatalities from this group. In future years there will probably be increased cancer rates, but there is nothing we can do about that right now.
“Currently the largest problem is broken bones. We have roughly one hundred and sixty five thousand civilians with broken bones. There are so many of them that we are currently air-dropping medical supplies in for this, along with troops to help with those specific types of injuries.
“We have enough supplies either enroute, or on-site, along with SOCOM units to send back data on what other help is really needed. We did that so we don’t end up sending the wrong people in there to just get in the way.”
“That is good news, Mr. Chairman, thank you,” The President’s stress level was obviously lowering.
Knowing that modern medicine could solve many of the problems facing those still alive appeared to be helping. That, along with the idea that the needed help needed was either on its way or already there had to lift a weight from the man’s shoulders.
“Now to change topics a little bit, we showed you earlier that the Iranian forces were organizing, and I reiterate we are going to be ready to deal with that. We have something we need to do that is strategic, rather than tactical.
“We have a small military action we want to execute. This suggestion, which is an offensive move, will help us in preparation for a much larger operation, as well as a twofold screw job to the Iranians.”
The image behind the General changed to show a smiling young man, obviously presenting at a conference, “Meet Dr. Joba, shown here when he was a post-doctorial researcher at the University of California at Berkeley. He is a world-renowned nuclear physicist. He is known to be heavily involved in, if not leading, the Iranian nuclear program.
“We know where he lives and works. We know that he is relatively unguarded. We believe he continues to work toward building better versions of these devices, which would deliver larger yields much sooner than our intelligence sources originally believed. He is probably using the results of the five devices they detonated in order to design a more reliable series of devices as each one had a surprisingly different series of residual signatures meaning the designs were perhaps not the same at each strike point. It is almost like he used these events as a giant field test for new equipment.
“We also believe that he knows the locations of all of their nuclear refinement facilities. He may know enough about their nuclear infrastructure for us to slow any future work on their part and prevent them from having the capability of doing this again for years, if we can get him to talk. If we can’t get him to talk, and we can get him out of whatever activity he is currently working on, it will still serve to slow their program down considerably. Think of it like taking Tom Brady out of the New England lineup during the first quarter of the Super Bowl.
“We believe we can get a Special Operations team in, take him alive, and get him back here six days from the moment you say go.
“Based on what is known of their nuclear program we believe he could be close to staging a second attack with redesigned warheads.
“As I said he is likely using the results of the attack to give new directions to his research. We believe this to be true because the yields on the various devices were not close to the same size. Their yields varied greatly, as did other signatures. They have to be treating their action as a weapons test. I know I would.
“What we want to do with this Special Ops action would almost certainly slow the timeline for such a second nuclear attack, should they be able to launch one in the near future.
“We could show you the operational details of the plan if you like. It is designed to ensure minimal to no casualties on our side, and no civilian casualties on theirs. With some skill, and our operators have an enormous amount of that, they will be in, and get back out of that country before anyone realizes they were on the ground,” he folded his hands and waited for a response from the President.
“Is there anything else I should know before that mission starts?” asked the President.
“No Mr. President.”
The President stood, “Mr. Chairman, get me Dr. Joba. I want to meet him face to face. General, whenever we have air assets ready to start destroying their military targets, and there is a plan you are comfortable with that minimizes civilian casualties I want that process started.
“I don’t want them able to move. Cripple their military. Start with their armor and air assets. If they are able to move, I want them to have to pay for every forward inch. I don’t want us to have to fight much, if any of that stuff on the ground if we can avoid it. Get it done, Gentlemen.”
He left the room without speaking another word.

AP NEWS FLASH: The President’s spokesperson says that the President is currently working with the Joint Chiefs of Staff to plan an appropriate military response. The former President has filed suit against President Press saying that his lack of action since the attacks is criminal and he should be prosecuted for not working to bring those responsible forward to pay for their actions. President Press refuses to comment on the allegations levied by the former President. The current President’s spokesperson claims these are just a distraction from a man who is bitter at having lost his office, and that there is real work to do. To paraphrase the White House, it is a waste of time to be concerned with false allegations.


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: Now that the markets have reopened United States automobile manufacturers stock prices are trading at historic lows. However, oil is trading at all-time highs. Many economic experts are urging the President to freeze gasoline prices by subsidizing oil companies in this time of war. Food prices for milk and beef are also continuing to rise, nearing record highs. Many of the same economic experts are stating that if the Federal Government does not step in and take action across a large portion of the economy, consumers will be left unable to afford basic necessities. Scott Waits, the Press Secretary for the President, says that the President believes in free markets, but will ask for an immediate study to ensure no illegal manipulation is causing these rapid price increases. He also reiterates that central economic planning goes contrary to the free market system upon which the US Economy has been based since the earliest days of this Nation.


Chapter Eighteen

Help at the Hospital
Sandra Cooper awoke from sleep for the third time on her foolish attempt to get a good night’s rest. The nightmares kept preventing her from getting more than an hour or two at a time. When she woke up this time she decided it would just be easier to get dressed and go back to work, rather than dealing with more of the dreams. She could find ways to keep her mind off of that day while awake, but at night it was one nightmare after another. Each one was worse than the last.
Sometimes it was a never ending series of patients she could not save, other times she was the patient and there was no one available to help her. They always seemed to be focused on radiation injuries and patients that resembled zombies more than living, breathing humans.
It wasn’t her day to work. That schedule had been written before the attack. Since that day no one had been sent home if the were willing, and able to work. Until last night she hadn’t even gone home. She had always found a bed, or a couch somewhere at the hospital to catch a catnap. Some real sleep had finally become necessary, and for that she had gone home. But even at home, real sleep still eluded her.
At least this time of morning the commute would be easy. Not many people were working downtown since it had happened, but so many roads were closed that any small number of cars made traffic horrid. She thought to herself that the word “normal” no longer held much meaning.
What was a normal commute?
Would there ever again be such a thing as a normal workday?
When she got to the hospital it was only 4:15 in the morning. It didn’t matter, the place was still moving. The last few days this place never seemed to sleep. There was still a continuous flow of patients coming in.
None of the new patients were in horrible shape anymore. Some were finally coming around to what happened and had managed to convince themselves that they were dying of radiation poisoning. Others were massively dehydrated, and still others exhibited extreme psychological problems as a result of everything that had happened.
While walking from the car to the Emergency Room entrance it was impossible to miss the stacks of crates all over the place. They appeared to be military equipment. She couldn’t imagine what kind of military equipment the hospital needed, not thinking for a minute that these could be military medical supplies.
She tried to figure out what was in them, but the markings on the crates held no meaning to her, they were steep in military acronyms and supply numbers that were not at all helpful. Hopefully it was not something that would just get in their way.
Once inside the building she went through her normal check in routine, once it was complete she had coffee in hand before asking a colleague, “Patty, what’s with all the military crates stacked up outside?”
“All of that got here around one in the morning or so, along with a dozen guys in uniform. They are apparently just temporary help before the real team arrives. They are some special kind of unit that moves into an area quickly, I didn’t really catch the details. But they all seem to know first aid pretty well. We have been pretty busy and they were a ton of help. Their bedside manner wasn’t great, but their triage techniques were solid,” Patty answered.
“How bad can their bedside manner really be?” she asked honestly curious.
“Well, one of them told a construction worker with drill bit stuck in his hand to rub some dirt on it and walk it off. He said it with a smile and the patient did kind of laugh, but I was mortified.”
“We are pretty much past the point of first aid injured now, aren’t we? Are there really more first aid type patients still coming in?” she asked.
“Actually yes, but they aren’t really digging any more injured people out of the rubble or anything. Now it’s the cleanup workers who hurt themselves trying to get the mess cleared. The guy that’s in charge of them is over in the E.R. I think his name is Captain Banner or something like that. You should ask him details. I didn’t get a chance to figure out much of what the real deal is with them yet.”
“I think I will. Let’s make sure we aren’t inviting disaster. They really shouldn’t be treating patients. I support the Army and all, but if they get in the way, we’ll have to kick them out just like we did some of those volunteers we had the first day.”
She left the locker room and headed into the E.R. hoping the Army had sent actual help. The early volunteers that came in barely had the skills to clean the hospital floors well enough to be sufficient for even the most basic of medical needs. Shortly after the attack there had been a flood of these folks. In some cases they caused more harm than good. The work they tried to do consistently had to be checked, and ultimately redone by someone else. Since that first day the volunteers had either been approved by the hospital staff, or sent home with a polite “thank you for coming in.”
She entered the E.R. walking up to the only person in uniform she saw amongst the incoming patients, “Are you Captain Banner?”
“Guilty as charged ma’am, but please, call me Frank,” he smiled and looked at her name badge. “You must be the Nurse Cooper I keep hearing about. As I understand it, if you hadn’t been on duty when the bomb went off a lot of people who came in here looking for help would have died. I heard you kept this E.R. running as well as any human could have possibly done. You even kicked an administrator out or something when they tried to tell you to turn people away?
“I am certain that if every single patient could, they would come in and thank you personally. So let me thank you on their behalf for a job well done,” he said.
She really didn’t know what to say. This was the last thing she was expecting to hear this morning. Was this man sucking up to her because he wanted something? Why was he laying it on so thick?
Maybe she was over analyzing, “Well… uh… Thanks, Sir. So, what are you and your men doing here?”
“Please, call me Frank. We are an advanced team from the Special Operations Forces. We came in to drop off supplies, assess the situation on the ground, and report back on what kind of help you really need. We have a variety of units prepping, or already moving this way.
“It is my job to determine which ones of these units you really need, and which ones to tell to stay home. We don’t want the wrong people to show up and get in your way.
“The supplies outside are mainly trauma care including everything you need to set bones on at least five thousand more patients, including all the pain medications you will need. While I would never presume to tell anyone here how to do their jobs I would like to suggest getting a positive control on the narcotics and other controlled substances. There is also enough blood and plasma to last you a week, maybe two. Everything that should be, has been packaged in dry ice, but it should be refrigerated soon. We will have more of those last two things here for you very soon.”
She was totally embarrassed for coming out here expecting an argument. Instead of an argument, the man was delivering to her everything she could have asked for. The relief she felt was indescribable, “Well Captain, Frank, let me be the first to thank you.”
She smiled, tears were forming, and she covered her mouth with her hands, “Maybe I could kiss your boots or something? I don’t know. What other good news are you going to give me? Did you bring a spare doctor or two as well?”
“Well, no, but I did bring two fully trained combat medics and ten guys who have been trained to assist in medical treatments as well as offer battlefield first aid, and there are doctors on the way. I’m sure if we ‘treat’ too many patients some lawyer somewhere will get mad, but you are in need. Some of the men might be a little crusty by normal professional standards, but they will get the job done.”
“From the looks of the area while we were flying in this place is, for lack of a better term, a battlefield. Plus, there will be a complete hospital unit here in less than twenty-four hours. Several are coming into the area actually; we want to spread them around the region. Those units will have basically everything a regular hospital has in staffing and materials. The only real difference is that they are going to be in tents or tent like structures. They won’t be critical care units, but they should be able to relieve some strain on the local hospital system.
“I hope that it’s ok with everyone here, but I just called those groups in before asking anyone as soon as we landed. Your people all look exhausted. I also found out that the person in charge of this entire facility was killed in the attack, and you basically stepped in when others couldn’t or wouldn’t and kept this place running, rather than just allowing it to degrade into chaos. On that first day, you started as the Head Nurse, or Charge Nurse or something like that, in the E.R., and then, all the sudden, you wound up doing administration as well as treatment. I heard you were everywhere; you were where you needed to be when you needed to be there. Most people cannot pull that off on the best of days, and you from what I hear, pulled it off in spades,” he said.
She suddenly realized that tears were steadily streaming down her cheeks. It was very much a “girl” thing and she wasn’t used to that kind of feeling. “Girl stuff” wasn’t really her, “Thank you, I think I need to sit down for a few minutes.”
The stress she had experienced since the attack was finally coming to a head. Other than the crying incident after the one patient died in the E.R. that day, she had been bottling it up.
There had been some people from the news media that made it into the hospital somehow. The only other signs they had seen from outside the normal staff had been the untrained, but well-intentioned volunteers, but no supplies. Now, finally, someone had shown up with something from the outside world. Maybe they could get through this.
“Ma’am, are you ok? I know people tend to forget about hospitals in these bizarre situations, and instead focus on food, water, and construction equipment. I assure you, we have not forgotten about you, or the other hospitals in the area. Are you ok? Can I get you some water?” the Captain asked sitting down beside her on a waiting room chair.
She shook her head, which was now buried in his chest, tears streaming down her cheeks.
Frank continued, “I have been listening to stories for hours about how you took charge. I’m not sure that you knew this, but some doctors cut and ran to their families. Yet you stayed. Now that someone finally explained it all to me I kind of get it. I understand you have no immediate family in the local area, but still you stayed here. You worked until you virtually passed out, you had no fear when it came to taking short cuts if it would save lives. If it makes you feel better these are qualities lacking in most people and are the recipe of a true hero.”
She looked him in the eyes and embarrassingly almost kissed him, but instead just wiped her cheeks with the back of her hands, “Captain, Frank, I was just doing my job. So many people needed help, and I just kept going. I wasn’t trying to be a hero. I was just trying to survive.”
“Spoken like a true hero,” he said softly, “Most of the people I have met who are considered to be heroes never set out to be. It merely occurs when skill combines with determination and meets an extreme situation head on.”
Frank’s cellular phone ended their moment. He looked at the caller ID before speaking, “I’m sorry but I have to take this. But remember, from this point forward the U.S. Army is on your side. If you need anything at all, even if it is just someone to talk to, you call me, no matter what the time of day or night,” he pressed a business card into her hand and proceeded quickly outside to take his call.
She sat for a moment before realizing she was staring at this strange man through the door while he spoke to whoever it was on the phone. She saw him push the disconnect button on his phone as he started back inside. She quickly looked away while blushing, hoping he hadn’t seen her staring, feeling embarrassed that she was staring in the first place. She found herself confused as to why she had been looking at him at all.
Captain Banner came directly back to her and was all business, “Nurse Cooper, it was very nice to meet you. I am being called to Washington for a briefing. My men will remain with you until the hospital unit gets here sometime in the next twelve to twenty-four hours. The incoming unit had to pack generators and equipment as they will bring their own living quarters. We don’t want them to get in anyone’s way, or deplete your limited resources, but they are now on the road.
“My men here are good, and they do all the real work anyway. I usually spend my day trying to stay out of their way. I think I know all the help you need. I would like to send you an email outlining what I think your additional needs might be. If I missed anything, I would appreciate it if you could reply to that email correcting anything I have gotten wrong. I’ll be sure you get as much of whatever is on that list sent to you as fast as I can.
“If it is possible I’d like to keep a single point of contact here at the hospital and from what people tell me you are the backbone here, so it may be best for everyone if you are that person. I know that it is extra work for you, and I am sorry about that, but I’ll do everything I can to help you.”
“That’s fine,” she smiled at him, “Anything you can do would be great.” She gave him her email information and he departed quickly. She was glad he had appeared, and hoped he would deliver. Something about him made her believe that he always came through. She wondered why more men weren’t like that. Maybe that was why she was still single. Men had always failed her. Perhaps she had just met the wrong ones. She hoped he wouldn’t be one of them.

AP NEWS FLASH: Help has started to arrive at the hospitals in the two attacked U.S. cities. The International Red Cross has supplies moving toward Israel. The U.S. hospitals now claim that the critical care needs have leveled off and with additional supplies and medical personnel should be able to continue to function to help those in need of care with all the follow up appointments that will become necessary. Hospital workers have heralded the arrival of additional supplies, which were just the boost they needed as the morale had started to fall quickly.


AP ECONOMICS NEWS FLASH: Prime Defense Contractor Lockheed Martin filed for bankruptcy protection today. A company spokesperson stated that this was necessary while the company determines what will be required to rebuild their destroyed facilities. In other news, applications for government food assistance are rising rapidly as the price of food goes up and more families find themselves unable to purchase the most basic necessities. Some lawmakers are pushing for the start of a government gasoline assistance program for lower income families given the current price per gallon having settled back down, but still at an average of $5.00/gallon nationally. This is exceptionally high as compared to the median national income and people at, or below that level being able to afford this necessity.


Chapter Nineteen

The Press Room
President Scott Press stood at the podium in the briefing room of the White House finishing his opening statements concerning the air attack he had ordered. In recent years, Presidents had given speeches coinciding with the orders being given, prior to commencement of hostilities. In this case he decided it would be better to fill the press in after the first wave of the attack was complete and the pilots and their crews had cleared Iranian airspace. Usually the press had ways of figuring these things out anyway, but he was glad this time that the secret held. Somehow, he was sure the press would be pissed he hadn’t given them early warning, but to give the information about the strike to them meant that the enemy had the information as well. He wanted the element of surprise, which could work for both sides. It had certainly worked for the enemy.
“We gave the orders twenty-four hours ago to begin an air campaign in order to slow the Iranian ground forces moving on Israel. As you can see from the satellite photo, the Iranian military was mobilizing their twelve hundred or so tanks coming out of four different bases. They were nearly ready to move forward with a massive invasion of our ally, Israel.
“We have received no official communication from their government with regards to any of their actions, or any subject at all for what it matters. Their delegation to the United Nations has confirmed to the world that they were responsible for the nuclear attacks. They now claim their conventional troop activity is merely a training exercise. Ladies and Gentlemen, I don’t believe that to be true.
“I will remind everyone that the United Nations Security Council has voted on, and approved our use of force. When I took office I promised as much transparency as practical. We are going to review the information that can be safely released without jeopardizing any ongoing military operations.”
The picture behind the President changed to one of the Middle East. It had nothing but country names and outlines on a map, “They were preparing to move their armored units out of Iran, across Iraq and Syria then into Israel. Since Iran refuses to speak to anyone from the United States or the United Nations we launched an attack from our air base, shown here in Turkey,” he pointed to a spot on the picture behind him, “and we also used other Naval aviation assets from one of our carrier groups in the area.”
He motioned to General Jackson who was behind him, “Now ladies and gentlemen, before you start asking questions, I am going to turn you over to someone much better at answering them, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Glenn Jackson. He will fill you in with as many details as possible. I have a few matters to attend to.”
“Thank you Mr. President,” the General said as he took the podium, “As the President said we know that the Iranians were preparing their tanks to move from four different bases and make a move on Israel, whom they also hit in their coordinated nuclear assault. We attacked one of those four bases. It was the closest geographically to Israel, and therefore the tanks would be the first to be in a position to engage in hostilities.”
“We used a variety of different assets, all of which are outlined in your briefing packets. Every bit of ordinance we dropped was conventional weaponry and we have confirmed from unmanned aerial vehicles and satellite photographs that no civilian targets were hit. Their local television stations are already saying we did kill some large number of civilians, I can guarantee you we did not, unless they intentionally placed civilians inside purely military targets. The targets we hit with our smart weapons were known to be military in nature.”
The picture on the screen changed to show one of the Iranian Armor bases as it appeared before the attack, “As you can see here, Iran had been preparing these two hundred tanks to move. They were, by our estimation, twelve hours away from being able to do just that. All of the base names and types of tanks seen here are being passed out to you right now in the press kits. You will all get these images on a USB memory card in the highest resolution we can provide. I know that is a little unusual, but we want you to have the best possible imagery,” the Chairman said. He had argued that the American people deserved to know their enemy.
The picture changed to show the Middle East with the possible routes to take into Israel marked with red arrows, “Israel is, geographically speaking, a very small country. The nuclear attacks left them with little or no means to defend themselves against the size conventional attack that had been undergoing preparations. We stepped up to the plate here, and slowed down this attack. Part of it we completely stopped it in its tracks. Further detailed information of the results of our bombing runs are coming in, even as we speak. There will be follow up briefings scheduled as we obtain new data and verify the accuracy.”
The image once again faded out then back in, “Using our stealthy bombers we destroyed many of their anti-aircraft missiles sites, as well as a great deal of their radar capacity. Their fighter aircraft did not enter the fight. Our attack was too rapid and too well coordinated for them to manage any kind of response quickly enough to make a difference. We were in and out of their airspace before their pilots could even get to their airplanes,” the General said with obvious pride in his voice.
The image changed again, “In addition to some of their tanks, we destroyed parts of every road, bridge, or railway they could use to move these tanks quickly. The only routes they have left now are over land, which will slow them down a great deal.”
The picture behind the General changed again to show one of the Iranian armor bases in ruins. Tanks could be seen still on fire as a result of the bombing and missile attacks. Very few ground vehicles appeared to still be in anything resembling working order.
“Surprise was necessary to our battle plan and that was the driving reason behind our media blackout up to this point. As is apparent from the picture a large number of these target packages have been successfully destroyed. Those not destroyed were so heavily damaged as to be rendered useless for some time to come,” multiple pictures of craters and destroyed equipment flipped past so quickly that the press could see each one only briefly. One thing was obvious, a great deal of ordinance had been dropped, and a large number of tanks had been destroyed.
Finally the images stopped on a wide shot of the Iranian Armor Base, “As you can see here, once we had their anti-aircraft batteries out of the battle, we bombed these two hundred tanks. These used to represent the heaviest armored vehicles in their arsenal. Approximately seventy five percent of these tanks have been totally destroyed and the remaining roughly twenty five percent have been damaged to the point where we believe they are unfit for combat duty.
“This action leaves them with somewhere around one thousand tanks in their arsenal. These remaining, smaller tanks are geographically much further away. Given the current road conditions, thanks to our bombing, it will take them some time to move up before they can be used in the invasion. Along with the geographical distance being to our advantage, the smaller, more lightly armored tanks also pose a smaller threat.”
The screen went blank, “I am sorry to report that we lost one of our F-22s along with the pilot during this attack. The name of that pilot will be released once we can speak with his family,” he paused for a moment.
“Finally I can report that all of our remaining aircraft are out of Iranian airspace and are either back at their respective air fields, or will be shortly. We have slowed their assault, and so far contained them in their own country. It will be some time before we can get an accurate battle damage assessment, but it does seem as though we met our objectives here.
“They still have approximately 1.5 million members in their armed forces, if you count their reserves. Don’t let the destruction of their tanks lull you into thinking this War will be an easy or quick. They are still a formidable enemy, but for the moment, contained.
“I now turn you over to the President’s Press Secretary, Scott Waits, for your questions and I thank you for your time,” the Chairman and the President left the room quickly, just as the reporters started to shout questions at Mr. Waits.

AP NEWS FLASH: The President announced that conventional conflict with Iran has begun in an effort to contain them within their own borders and presumably prevent their future military attacks. When asked if these attacks were politically motivated the Press Secretary Scott Waits said that it was false, and that these attacks were an opening, and necessary first step to getting Iran to come to the peace negotiation table at the United Nations. The White House insists that the timing was not altered due to the external pressures that members of Congress, Senate and the recently ousted President have attempted to apply. According to the White House the action taken was at the most rapid pace practical.


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: With the exception of Lockheed Martin, defense sector stocks found new a high following the news of a successful series of bombing runs on Iran. Currently this sector is enjoying double-digit gains for the month. In ongoing coverage of food markets there are milk shortages being experienced all over the country. This is as a result of shipping and logistics problems due to damaged infrastructure from the nuclear attack. Controls are being put on the amount of milk any one family can purchase in a week. This is being done by the FDA and is meant to ensure families with children who need this basic necessity can get it, at least in some limited quantity. Free marketers are saying that no controls should be allowed are meeting this act by the administration with protests. The President’s spokespeople refused to comment on the situation and referred all questions to the FDA.


Chapter Twenty

The Extraction
Captain Banner and his team had been in the back of the transport plane for hours. At least this time their transport plane was one of the newest in the arsenal, unlike their last insertion over Africa. This was one the most challenging part of these types of missions, the waiting. This mission was out of the ordinary in that they were planning on spending less time on the ground than they had already spent in the air.
If that happened, and they really could get in and out of their target area, it would be a good very thing. If all went according to plan then the brief time on the ground would yield some new actionable intelligence information allowing for something larger to take place, but he didn’t know what. If all didn’t go well, then all bets were off on how long before they would see home again, if ever.
In the hours leading up to a jump from an airplane, when heading into harm’s way, he knew that emotions could do many things to a soldier’s mental readiness. Even to experienced Special Operators. Each of his men had their own way of maintaining focus, and it was different for everyone. However, the goal was the same for everyone. Clear your head of all distractions and focus on the mission. Focus was the best way to get home alive, and return to all those things that were causing the mental distractions. Things like friends, family, a favorite football team, or even a girl you just met, perhaps even a nurse would have to be put on the back burner.
This time, the waiting was different from any previous mission for Frank. Since joining the Army he had never had a woman in his life he considered significant in any way. There had been women, he had dates, but none of those challenged him or, at least, none that he felt attached to. He had always considered himself to be single. Even though they had yet to have an actual date, and he had only met Sandy in person once, she already held a special place in his world.
Since meeting they had spoken on the phone often, and traded emails several times each day. He was oddly excited every time the email alert went off on his phone, hoping it was her.
In reality he had only known her a few days, but it felt like much longer. Sometimes he thought their relationship was a bit more like high school students than an adult relationship. He had kept that secret to himself, if the team found out there would be no end to the jokes that came his way.
At first their interactions had been purely professional. The only topic of discussion had been getting the correct help for the hospital. Then tidbits of personal information started coming through in small doses even that first day, even with the first round of emails. It was probably the third phone call within five hours that made him realize something unusual was going on. Then on the third day there was a purely personal phone call that went on until almost one in the morning. Then he had to depart for this mission.
For the first time in his adult life he was forced to admit he was preoccupied with a woman. His mind would routinely wander off while he was doing other things and start thinking of her. He found himself looking for excuses to get her on the phone.
At first he thought it was just an after-effect of the attack. Perhaps he was looking for someone besides his parents and guy friends to share the confusion and rush of raw emotions being felt by everyone in the country.
Last night he kicked out of his brain what he thought had to be over analysis and decided to just go with the flow and see where things went. It was the night of the press conference about bombing of the Iranian military targets when things changed dramatically, and become far more intimate. She had called him with lots of questions about what was going on. She even opened up about how she felt about how the world was changing before their very eyes. They had even talked about how she believed there would be history books written about what they were living through. She shared her very real fear about how the world may be degrading into a World War unlike any other. No corner of the world would be safe if things kept going this way.
He assured her that this wasn’t the case and the whole thing would end quickly. He hoped what he said was true. He wasn’t sure that he actually believed it, but he hoped it at least made her feel better.
She told him that she had missed the news because of work, and didn’t like the way newscasts sliced it up to only give tidbits instead of the whole statements. He was more than happy to fill her in on the public information. He answered as many questions as he could, but there were some that for security reasons he couldn’t give her an answer to. He liked that she was curious about the world around her and wanted to know as much as she could about what was going on. She was an intelligent woman, but didn’t think of herself as such. He found oddly attractive, especially when she got upset at not being able to know more. She liked to know as much as she could. She understood the boundaries, but was still frustrated.
So many people, at least before the attack, did not seem to care about the world beyond what was right in front of them. Most of them could not get their noses out of their smart phones. She didn’t seem like one of them, nor did she just accept things at face value. She wanted to dig deeper. He decided that her natural curiosity was possibly her most highly attractive quality.
She was a pleasant thought for another time. He had to focus. Tonight he and his team had a job to do, and they would be in harm’s way. He had to put her out of his mind, at least for the moment. Easier said than done.
This was a “simple extraction.” At least that was how they put it during the briefing at the Pentagon. On paper it seemed simple enough, the plan was good, and the target was supposed to be soft.
The enemy certainly had other things going on right now. They were concerned another air strike was imminent on their armor bases. Since the United States had destroyed most of their RADAR sites they had issues determining if one was coming. That helped this mission enormously.
Hopefully the enemy would be caught by surprise. With a little luck they would be busy watching the sky elsewhere. This was a small enough team that they should be able to get in and out without being noticed.
The plan was simple enough. Jump from an airplane, land in Iran, a nation they had just bombed the crap out of, not to mention it was a nation they were currently at a state of war with, grab a top Iranian nuclear physicist, who is probably guarded albeit not heavily, and get out all in one piece. If possible they were to accomplish all of that without anyone on the ground realizing what had happened until after extraction was under way.
Frank hoped that this really would be simple. On paper is usually the only place simplicity existed, and that was what bothered him. Sometimes he liked it when plans appeared more complex. At least it didn’t surprise anyone when it happened. Whatever the proverbial “it” turned out to be.
Perhaps he was over analyzing again. Having too much time before insertion could cause that, even to highly experienced soldiers.
At this moment, waiting to jump out of an aircraft and glide via parachute into enemy territory, anything could happen. With some luck, in thirty hours or so, they would be back in Washington DC. Without luck, he or some portion of his men, may never return. At least this President seemed to be able to make decisions quickly enough to have them matter for men like these. According to those in Frank’s chain of command the President had given guidance for the mission, but gave the team the authority to decide everything once on the ground.
Finally, the aircraft door opened in front of him, and he felt the squeeze on his shoulder indicating everyone was ready.
Frank was the first out the door. He had insisted on this.
It wasn’t arrogance, but he was the team leader and he preferred to lead from the front, not from behind. The remainder of the team was right behind him.
Thanks to modern military technology hitting a landing zone was easier than ever before. He followed the electronic track on his helmet’s visor display. When it said deploy chute, he did. No muss, no fuss. You breath, you pull, you glide gently to the ground.
The path he was to follow was continuously updated by the electronics pulling data from the GPS and the altimeter device strapped to him. He would land within a few feet of the designated target, they practiced this sort of thing often enough that it was almost boring. During their practices they would set a beer can out in the landing zone. The one who landed the furthest away had to by the beer for the rest of the team. The last loser was only 26 inches off target.
In what seemed like an eternity, but in reality was only minutes, everyone was on the ground at the rally point with all the parachutes buried. Just like that, they were ready to proceed with the ground portion of their mission.
“Mr. Choi, Sgt. Brown, take point and move out. Let’s stay on schedule,” the Captain ordered.
The team moved out on foot. They had only three miles to cover and ninety minutes to do it. This would be child’s play if they were not detected, and one of the most complex nights of their careers if they were.
They moved silently, staying in the shadows whenever possible. Given the proliferation of thermal and night vision devices, even amongst civilian populations in some parts of the world, they could be found easily by anyone looking with the right equipment. Thanks to the Internet, anyone with a credit card and a valid shipping address could obtain these devices. It wouldn’t be military grade, but it could be one generation behind. However, an experienced operator could avoid the sight lines of the most likely observation points, and in the process remain reasonably undetectable, even from these electronic annoyances.
Captain Banner kept watch on the helmet display showing his GPS-linked positioning data along with the path to follow to their rally point. In the event they located hostiles, or really any person who could raise an alarm about their presence, the final target had several approach routes. Many of them would only serve to complicate matters. They were on the best approach, and he hoped they wouldn’t have to make any alterations to the plan. Changes would mean delays, and he didn’t want to be this far away from help for any longer than necessary. It would be a rarity if the plan went off as originally planned, but he held out hope.
Their target was an individual, a scientist, who lived smack dab in the middle of a suburban area. Given the time of night this operation should be very easy. However, the wrong person taking a walk at the wrong time of night and this could fall to pieces in seconds. It was always the simple things that came back to bite you in the ass.
Frank wished they could have landed closer to the objective, and usually they would have, if for no other reason than to reduce the risk to the team by spending less time on the ground. For a variety of reasons on this mission that wasn’t possible. This avenue of approach was the one that left the risk of discovery lowest according to the latest satellite and UAV data being studied by a crack intelligence analysis team, then reviewed with him and the team. Everyone on the ground tonight agreed that this had to be the way tonight’s mission was accomplished.
They made their way in silence. The only sound Frank could hear was the occasional ruffle of fabric, or water sloshing around in a canteen, but only if he listened carefully enough. It was always amazing to him how well any tiny little noise carried through at the night air. You could use that fact to aid you in your team’s success, but the enemy could also use it to find you, and kill you deader than dead.
He was very much aware that as they got closer to the target the danger to the team increased with every step. The houses grew denser, there was row after row of apartments, there were small stores, shops, yards, and everything you would expect to find in a modern suburban area. Many of these structures had families asleep inside. Hopefully no one would awaken to go to the bathroom and randomly look out the wrong window at the wrong time. Frank knew he shouldn’t worry about what he couldn’t control, but these thoughts kept flashing through his brain, tonight unlike ever before.
His mind went back to Sandy. He wondered if she were looking out the window at her yard, and what she would do if some heavily armed men were walking past. Then he cursed at himself for losing focus and pushed those thoughts aside ruthlessly. He had to focus on what was going on here, not wonder what was going on back home with a woman he barely knew.
At a half mile out from their target there was a rally point where they would take a moment to gather and decide if there should be any changes for their final approach. They were close to that rally point already. The time allotted for approach had been conservatively planned, and they were well ahead of schedule. He quickly thanked God for a small bit of “so far so good.”
Frank saw the lead elements of the team start to enter the CIA owned safe house. He was the last one to enter the house. As the door closed everyone relaxed their weapons ever so slightly. With an extraction target this close, despite the fact that they were concealed inside a house, no one would utter an unnecessary word at the off chance they would give away their position.
In keeping with that protocol, Frank spoke briefly and quietly, “Excellent job so far. Anyone see any changes needed to our initial plan?”
He was met by silence.
Frank looked at his watch, “We are 45 minutes ahead of schedule.”
He switched on his secure long range radio, “Olive, this is Oil. We are in position early, ready and able to go. Can you facilitate pickup if we get the pizza out of the oven early?”
Frank gave his men a thumbs up. In situations like this, sitting around waiting only increased the chances of being discovered, killed, or captured. If at all possible he wanted this mission to be over as quickly as possible. They were the only friendly ground forces for hundreds of miles, and while this was not unexpected it was not a pleasant fact. “Looks like we go early. Same way we planned.”
They left the safe house one by one as silent as ghosts. From here they would move quickly to a position where the target’s house could be seen. Their target was known to have security, but really not much of it. Normally there would be one rotating security guard who doubled as a driver. If that turned out to be true this would be easy.
Why would anyone need to heavily guard a scientist?
Frank’s heart beat faster as they approached the final turn at the street corner a mere twenty five yards in front of them. Their point man gave the hold signal. Something wasn’t right. The laser communication system used solely between team members to prevent signal interception by the enemy came to life. It was the most secure method of communications available to them besides hand signals.
“Sir, we see the guard and can confirm intelligence reports that there is only one. He is asleep in his chair,” reported Warrant Officer Choi. “Electronic vision systems show an infra-red laser giving perimeter detection. The beam is about six inches off the ground. I am pretty sure we can do this without firing a shot and be gone before anyone knows we were here.”
“Chief, you and Fisher go in, get him and get out. I will let the extraction team know our status. Be careful it may not be as easy as it seems. If you need backup, we will be in the door fifteen seconds after you call,” Frank said.
Something about this entire situation just didn’t seem right. This was either easier than he thought it would be or they didn’t consider the man worth protecting. If he wasn’t worth guarding, why was he worth coming all this way and grabbing?
Was he a prisoner they were here to rescue? Perhaps they had not been given that bit of information because of some “need to know”? Maybe he was being kept prisoner by the distance needed to travel in order to escape and not by some high walls?
Frank watched the two operators approach the house, weapons at the ready. What passed for quiet Iranian suburban neighborhood could turn into a very noisy spot at any second.
It was really just a matter of time now before that occurred anyway. Even if they got him out of the house quietly, once the helicopters came to pick them up, the noise would be everywhere. People would wake up. Lights would come on. Men with guns would come looking for them before the helicopters could get on the ground and get them out.
Frank’s heart sped up even more. Adrenaline poured into his blood.
It was known that members of the Iranian Army Reserve lived all over the area. The team members now entering the house would stay alert, scanning the area for any threat. Frank pushed a pre-programmed button on his radio allowing him to send the notice that they were at the target to the evacuation helicopter team without speaking a word. These new gadgets did make the job easier in some ways and harder in others. This particular gadget helped keep the noise down, and that was vital right now.
Noise meant danger and danger, could mean death.
He saw the two men enter the premises. The door quietly closed behind them.
Then, through the window Frank saw a muzzle flash!
Everyone stacked outside tensed up but no man ran to help. They waited. A single muzzle flash meant at least one of their teammates was still alive. If one man was down and the remaining man didn’t radio for help, then that meant the situation was theoretically under control.
Perhaps they were both ok and they had taken out a second guard who happened to be inside?
Everyone held their positions and waited.
The helicopter could already be heard in the distance. Suddenly, three people emerged from the house. The two Green Berets, still in good health, and a hooded man, presumably their target.
The team started moving toward the evacuation point with greatest possible speed.
A local police car came into view with lights flashing, but no siren.
Was a silent alarm tripped?
The muzzle flash they saw had just occurred, so there was no chance their presence had been burned by that small flash this quickly. The guard was still asleep, so it could not have been him.
The police vehicle was coming straight for them. The emergency vehicle was between the team and their evacuation point. Frank broke noise discipline and fired into the vehicle. No sense in attempting to hide their presence, they were now known.
His shots hit their target in the driver’s seat. The vehicle swerved into a building with an uneventful thud.
The motor continued to rev but no one emerged.
Frank ran to the car to ensure that no one would exit it and come at them from behind with the intention of doing the team harm. Both the passenger and the driver were dead.
The driver had died from three bullets, two in the neck and one in the head. The passenger’s head was driven into the dashboard with such force that it had formed a very odd dent with some form of bubbling liquid slowly emerging from the forehead with bubbles in rhythm with the slowing heartbeat. Soon there were no more bubbles.
The team picked up the pace knowing their presence was now public information.
He got on the radio, “Olive this is Oil. Our presence is known. Request expedited pickup. Silent approach is no longer a concern. Speed is more vital than stealth.”
Helicopters tended to be noisy no matter what. Fast moving helicopters, coming in at low altitude were probably the noisiest of all possible ways for them to extract. Right now that speed was exactly what they needed.
Suddenly sirens could be heard coming from all directions. Lights starting coming from windows.
There was only one spot close enough to their current position where the helicopters could land. If that location got blown they would have to make their way much further away on the ground without any sort of assistance. If that were to happen, this night would get fucked up very fast.
They approached the park, just a small soccer field really, which was their gateway to safety. It was the only place within four miles that a helicopter the size of theirs could land. The choppers were coming in fast and hard. They could now be heard as a giant thumping roar somewhere in the air not far above them.
If a silent alarm had been tripped, their mission would, by now, be fully understood. The team only needed five minutes to get to their rally point with another few for the birds to land and take all of them to safety. They could easily hold that position for a few minutes against what troop strength was thought to be in the area with the weaponry they had on hand. A little air cover would help greatly.
This should all be over soon and he and the rest of the team should quickly be on their way home.
Sirens continued to come to life all over the place. They all appeared to be converging on their location. No matter how fast they moved the sirens were getting closer. To Frank, it was like they seemed to know the team’s movement, not just where they were, but where they were going, AND the path they were taking to get their destination.
The damn sirens seemed to know their exact spot at all times, how could that be possible?
Two more police cars turned a corner and were quickly dispatched. One was brought to a halt with rifle fire and the other with a grenade launcher fired by different team members.
Damn, Frank thought as he shouted into his radio over the noise, “Chief, he must have a tracker on him!”
Warrant Officer Choi quickly searched the man. He found an ankle bracelet and destroyed it. “Keep moving! I think I fixed the problem!” Peter shouted.
Half a block up, a helicopter was approaching the landing zone while two others circled. The first bird may actually beat them to the ground at the extraction point. The Captain quickly thanked whatever Supreme Being may be listening for Special Operations Pilots being slightly insane. Those guys would land hard and fast if the situation called for it, and be gone again as fast as they had landed. The repair crews never liked the dents, dings and worn out landing gear, but the combat troops loved those same dents and dings as well as the pilots who put themselves in the line of fire to pull their butts out of a hot zone.
From the top of one of an apartment buildings a rocket propelled grenade streaked up towards one of the choppers. An alert pilot quickly and easily evaded this unguided weapon and caused a near miss. Luckily it had been a long-range shot giving him some time to react. One of the other birds returned fire on the location of the RPG shooter with his nose mounted chain gun. He destroyed the launcher and whatever team was up there operating it instantly. The weapons carried by those choppers fired around a thousand rounds a minute. No small arms team could take that kind of punishment and stay functional.
The team rapidly approached the field as all the flashing lights and sirens descended on the last known position where the tracking device had been smashed. Some of the drivers of the incoming cars had already changed their focus onto the massive helicopter landing just a few blocks away.
A small suburban neighborhood could hide a small number of troops moving between buildings, but giant military helicopters, traveling in groups, drew all kinds of attention. Even if their lights were off.
At a run the team arrived at the soccer field. The first helicopter had already landed, “Go! Get him on board. Get the fuck out!” Frank shouted and turned toward the incoming cars.
Only half of his team and their “cargo” would fit on the first chopper. That bird had to depart before the second could land. There just wasn’t enough space for both choppers to land on the field as the same time.
The team members still on the ground changed their focus to the three police cars and one military style truck coming their way. The real threat wasn’t the police cars, those guys would just be armed with handguns.
The real problem was the six-wheeled four-ton truck complete with heavy machine gun, and light armor that was bearing down on their position. The truck looked like it was thrown together in someone’s garage and not on an assembly line. The appearance was irrelevant. It was a threat. They didn’t have anything on the ground that could penetrate that armor with a single shot. He and the remaining men on the ground opened fire anyway aiming for the armored windows. Any armor could be penetrated if you hit it enough times, and armored windows were usually the easiest to get through. The damn things weren’t giving away despite the accuracy of the multiple hits.
Suddenly, from above them, a large WHOOSH could be heard as a missile streaked down from one of the circling helicopters. Instantly the truck, machine gun, and crew all burst into a fireball. As it exploded one of the police cars and a surrounding vacant building caught fire. The other police cars decided it would be better option for them if they kept their distance. Frank thanked that Supreme Being again.
The second chopper landed. All the remaining operators boarded with the Captain being the last man off the ground. Once they gained enough altitude Frank finally saw that the Air Force, with their fighter aircraft that he had been told would be there to cover their exit were certainly in the fight.
The evidence of this was a giant fireball in the air and a whoop of excitement from their chopper pilot as an enemy aircraft met its end. Apparently the Iranian Air Force decided to jump into the act. Seeing that airplane explode, and knowing it wasn’t theirs was all that he needed to see to breathe an extra sigh of relief and know his probability of getting home without a scratch was increasing with each second.
Frank keyed his radio, “Olive, this is Oil. The Pizza is in hand, cooked, and the entire delivery team is on our way with all ingredients fully intact.”
He settled in for the ride back to friendly territory, which would be followed by a jet that would take them back to the United States.
Frank finally allowed himself to think of her again. He told himself he would have to find an excuse to see her as soon as he was back in the States. He wanted to spend time with her, and not just on the phone.
He absentmindedly wondered if he had an email from her waiting for him when he got back to the land of Internet access.

AP NEWS FLASH: Bombing damage assessment reports coming from Iran have continued to trickle in. The United States is continuing to hit strategic targets in that country in an attempt to prevent future attacks inside the U.S. homeland and hopefully stop the invasion of our ally, Israel. The former President claims these attacks are the result of a conspiracy between our President and the Defense Industry. This stands in stark contrast to his previous complaints of President Press’s lack of action bordering on the criminal. The popularity polling of the former President continues to fall. The same polls show that the current President currently has a 53 % job approval rating, which is on the rise.


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: Food riots occurred in Los Angeles, California today at grocery stores all over the city. Food prices have risen so high so fast that many families have been unable to pay their grocery bills. Rising prices, coupled with even higher unemployment, are leaving many families struggling to afford food. Many rioters felt they were left with no choice. The President has asked Congress to pass an emergency measure in the form of legislation to offer subsidies for the next 180 days to all American citizens earning less than $250,000 per year with a sliding scale for aid based on income. Congress agreed to rapid action although wants that upper limit on income to be reduced. After the announcement of these emergency measures, the stock markets leveled off and stopped losing ground, but finished the day down almost 4 % from the previous session. Investors have found no safe haven from the current multi-week, market-wide rapid decline.


Chapter Twenty-One

Day off for Sandy
Sandy hadn’t taken a day off since the attack. She had not even considered it, until today. She had wanted to spend the day with Frank, but he had been called away and was impossible to reach at the moment.
He had said that he would come back to Dallas so they could spend time together, and from their conversations he seemed like the kind of person for whom that wasn’t a big problem. For some people being mobile enough to get halfway across the country for a weekend would be a problem, not for Frank.
She had to admit that she was looking forward to seeing to him again. She had even considered traveling to see him. She would prefer him to come here, to her home turf. That way she could feel a little more comfortable with the whole thing. It was impulsive either way it went, and she was rarely that. For once, she figured that given the current events in the world, it was okay to live a little.
Things at the hospital had started to slow down, so she thought she could now safely take some time off. She had loads of vacation time stored up before the attack. Now, on top of the vacation time, she had been on so much overtime the hospital administration had hoped she would take some time off.
After a few days of silence from Frank she finally got an email from him last night that said he was back from wherever he went, and would be able to call her this afternoon as soon as he finished up a few things. He went on to say that she was the only person he really wanted to talk to right now. She found that very sweet.
At least that was something to look forward to. It wasn’t as good as seeing him, but for the moment it would have to do. She was hoping to arrange their first official date, even if it wasn’t this week. It had been a while since she met any man she wanted to spend time with in that way, and it was oddly more exciting than she remembered. She was asked out from time to time, and even on occasion said yes, but it had been a while since a man had pre-occupied her in a good way.
She had decided to eat her simple yogurt breakfast with coffee in front of the morning news. It was a large change from her normal breakfast routine. With all of her focus on work she hadn’t really thought about all the other things that were going on in the world very much. She was so close to the center of some of it that watching the news had seemed redundant.
She had overheard people talk about things and had managed to pick some information up that way. She even briefly spoken to Frank about the bombing in Iran that had taken out some of their tanks and other military assets, and she didn’t really understand much about it but Frank was happy to explain as much as he could. But she hadn’t really watched any news for herself and taken it in first hand until now.
She had heard about a potential hazard warning, and her apartment was only about two miles away from the radiation quarantine zone that had been established, but this warning had come from an unofficial non-governmental source so she wasn’t sure what to think. But, it was so close to where everything had happened that she was considering moving anyway, just in case.
This morning, like most, the talking heads were all trying to speak at the same time. The result, as usual, was that no one could possibly understand anything being said.
Finally the anchor, a middle aged man who hadn’t aged outwardly in the many years she had been watching this channel, cut everyone off mid-sentence and yelled, “GENTLEMEN, speak one a time or I am shutting off your microphones. Now let’s replay the tape and discuss this situation one person at a time, rationally.”
She had no idea what they were talking about.
The screen split in two with the main anchor, Sam something or other, she could never remember his last name, was on one side, and the video they had just been yelling about on the other.
He was describing the footage as it was shown, “I want to warn viewers that this footage is graphic and to please look away if that bothers you. Here is the official release from Iranian television. We see here the remains of an armored vehicle, along with a few of what were once presumably police cars. Scattered around the area there are the human remains of fifty to sixty people. Most of these were children along with a few women, at least that is the Iranian claim. The bodies are horribly disfigured, if not dismembered as we can clearly see.
“Again, I reiterate viewer discretion is strongly advised in this case. Most of them are riddled with bullets. In some cases they are just blown to pieces. It is difficult, in most cases, to even identify the gender. We can tell some of these were children just from the physical size of the limbs.
“The official word from the Iranian government is that we sent an assassination team into their country, and that they were purposefully targeting civilians. They also claim that when the Iranian military appeared in defense of their citizens we ran, leaving as much destruction in our wake as possible.
“The US Government’s official word is that we don’t use assassination teams in any fashion, and that we would never intentionally target civilians as part of a military engagement. The Pentagon has also put out a direct response to these claims calling them ‘ludicrous’ and ‘completely fabricated.’”
He uncharacteristically paused in speaking, allowing the footage to pan around the blast zone.
“Here we see the crater. The closer to the crater center we look, the more charred, disfigured, and dismembered the human remains are.”
The television screen left the footage from the Iranians in a small portion of the upper left and divided the remainder of the screen into three portions. The center sections showed the host, to his left and right were Republican and Democrat Congressman.
“So, Mr. Hecht, what are people on your side of the aisle saying?” asked Sam.
“Sam, this is obviously propaganda. We are at war with Iran. We have to expect these kinds of things. We don’t employ these kinds of tactics, that isn’t the American way. The Iranians would do anything at this point to sway other countries to their cause. It is obvious after the success of our bombing that they will need allies on their side in this conflict to have any hope of matching us in a conventional military conflict. That is why they chose use of nuclear weapons in the first place. They used their entire nuclear arsenal at once, and now it looks like now they will even stage a little scene, complete with dead kids, if they believe it will convince the world community to shift their support to them. It is preposterous to think any United States soldier would follow an order to do this kind of thing, even if one were given.”
“Ok now for the view from the other side of the political spectrum, Mr. Davidson?” the anchor said shifting the focus to the other guest.
“This is clearly a test run by what has to be some sort of rogue unit within our military industrial complex. They are trying to ramp up this conflict. Those people want to move faster. They are war hungry and have no desire to wait for any sort of diplomacy to work. They are running either an unsanctioned mission, or maybe acting on some kind of implied sanctioning from war hungry officers at the Pentagon seeking revenge for the attack on our homeland. Let’s not forget that it was an attack they should have seen coming and are now trying to cover their failure. It was an attack that we the people of the United States brought upon ourselves by allowing arrogant foreign policies to dominate our actions in the Middle East. They are hoping that Iran will retaliate and we will be forced to do a full-on invasion of the entire region. That will allow their buddies at the weapons manufacturers to make a fortune. For years, Mr. Hecht has pushed our foreign policy one direction and now these innocent people have paid the price.”
Mr. Hecht rolled his eyes and rubbed one of his temples, “Sam, I appreciate you having me on. I will not sit here any longer and engage with this kind of finger pointing and name calling. I know that for ratings you guys like to get the most extreme cases to come on and bait the other side into a heated argument. They come on for shock factor, but this man has gone one step too far. Our Country was attacked without warning. Our men and women in uniform deserve our utmost respect. They put their lives on the line defending his freedom to come on television and behave like a jackass. But thanks to those same sacrifices, I also have the freedom to leave,” and with that said, he got up from his seat on live TV and walked out of the camera shot.
She was absolutely amazed. She had never seen anyone storm out in the middle of a segment before. These politicians, on both sides of the political aisle, espoused thoughts that made her feel physically nauseated. The correct answer to most of the problems were usually in the middle of the two larger political parties, but it seemed that the magical middle ground no longer had any presence in Washington D.C.
She changed channels in an attempt to find that horrific footage again. She couldn’t believe her eyes. Something wasn’t right. No part of her wanted to believe the US military would go on an organized killing spree of defenseless women and children. She found another news station showing the same footage, the nurse in her looked at these dead people with a trained and experienced medical eye.
Something wasn’t right.
Then it hit her like a bus.
Despite the fact that the bodies were sitting very near where the explosion had occurred it looked like the people in the video had been killed by bullets, or some other cause, but not by some explosion. They had no sign of any kind of trauma that would be typical of whatever blew up and caused the crater.
Even those with missing body parts it seemed like those body parts were cleanly separated with knives or cleavers. Something other than from an explosion. The wounds were just too clean, almost surgical in nature. They almost looked like they might have been postmortem.
If they had been placed near the site of an explosion after they died there would still be additional tissue damage from the bomb and it would not be clean. Even if they had died before the detonation.
Was it possible they were killed and then moved into that location?
Would the Iranians do that? Would they go that far?
No assassination squad would bother with staging a scene like that. Maybe she was wrong, but she did not think she was. Frank would be able to tell her if she was right, or just crazy. She hadn’t seen conventional combat wounds before, but it seemed to make medical sense to her. Perhaps he had seen combat injuries first hand and he would know.
She hoped Frank, wherever he was, had seen the news. She really wanted to talk to him now. Knowing she had to wait for him to call was going to become more and more excruciating the longer she had to wait. Not only was this his area of expertise, but she also missed the sound of his voice.
Waiting was not something she did well. Not knowing something was also an area she didn’t deal with very well. Patience was certainly not her strong suit.
She had to think.
With breakfast finished, she changed into her exercise clothes and sneakers. On the way out the door she grabbed her keys, cell phone, and iPod. Maybe if she went for a run she could figure out for herself if she was just overanalyzing the pictures on the news, or if there was really something wrong.

AP NEWS FLASH: Today Iran announced that CIA kill squads have been inside their borders, killing innocent civilians in an attempt at retribution. They are calling these actions inhumane. This is a seemingly bizarre claim for a country that recently used nuclear weapons to kill large numbers of civilians. The White House denies these allegations. The President was unavailable for comment. All calls to the Central Intelligence Agency have gone unanswered. <STORY DEVELOPING>


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: Food prices around the country appear to have stabilized. Futures on various food related items remain at historic highs but have stopped increasing. Defense stocks, for the most part, remain at historic highs and continue to rise. Lockheed Martin has presented plans for rebuilding their destroyed facility in a closed-door session at the Senate Defense Subcommittee. No timetable for this rebuilding or a location for it has been released. How soon their existing orders for aircraft or spare parts can be filled is unknown. The company is currently undergoing bankruptcy procedures and it is expected to come out of these proceedings within six weeks. Lockheed Martin manufactures critical components, if not the entire platform, for many of the aircraft used in the recent counterattacks in the War against Iran.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Dr. Joba at the Pentagon
Captain Banner and Warrant Officer Choi looked at their “cargo” through a one-way mirror. He had barely spoken a word since being taken as a prisoner of war, but then he also hadn’t been uncooperative at all.
Frank thought the man had to be pushing at least seventy years old, so if he had put up a struggle they could have gotten him out of Iran easily by overpowering him. But, instead of struggling he had been a model prisoner. Neither of the two soldiers knew exactly what to make of this man, but they didn’t really care that much. Their job was complete. He was now the concern of other people.
“I didn’t know we had holding cells here in the Pentagon sub-basements. I guess you learn something new everyday. What do you think Chief, will he talk?” Frank asked.
“Well, Sir, we have some pretty good interrogators both on the Army side of the house and with the Agency over in Langley. I am sure they will get the right guy in here to figure something out. Those guys are going to have a problem though. The only words this guy has uttered since we nabbed him have been in prayer.
“He will be difficult to get much, if anything, useful out of. I am not sure how they will get through to him. But if he is running, or even involved in their development program, I would much rather have him here and not talking to us rather than where he was continuing to work to find new and more efficient ways to kill us,” Peter said.
“I bet you are right. He probably won’t give ‘em much besides his lunch order. I didn’t notice that laptop you grabbed along with him until we were off the helicopter and on the plane. Good thinking on grabbing that by the way. I am betting that once the IT guys get that thing pulled apart we will learn a lot more about their program than he will ever volunteer. That asset alone might make the whole mission worth the trouble. Although, I have to say as far as our normal assignments go, this one was just in and out. It was as easy as can be. I wish they were all like that,” Frank said with a measure of disbelief in his voice.
While on the ground Frank kept thinking something was going to go wrong, but it had been a cake walk. On the way back he had thought that perhaps this guy wasn’t really all that important due to how easily the entire mission had gone. Could there be others like him they were unaware of? Was there some kind of duplicate program?
“Computer equipment always pays off. Every time I have been on a mission when we have a chance to nab it, the payoff has always been worth the challenges. This time, he had it in a laptop bag beside his bed so there really was no big challenge,” Peter smiled.
The Warrant Officer couldn’t help himself anymore. Their mission was done, and the package was delivered. He smirked at the young Captain, “Sir we delivered him safe and sound. That ends our official responsibility for him. Now, I am going to go call my wife. I suggest you call that smoking hot nurse you go all gooey eyed over whenever she calls and ask that woman out on a date. Then fly down there and buy her dinner. With all due respect, don’t be a pansy this time, Sir.”
He was about to come back with something in his defense when two large men wearing very nice suits entered the room, “Gentlemen, please stay where you are and keep your hands visible.”
“What the f…” Frank stopped mid curse word as the President of the United States entered the room. He wished someone had given him a little warning that this particular visitor was coming. He was so shocked that he didn’t notice the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs and the Secretary of Defense come in behind him. Not the sort of group a mere Captain wants to see without warning, before showering.
The two soldiers immediately snapped to attention. The President said, “As you were, gentlemen,” and the two men relaxed slightly.
“So that is the infamous Dr. Joba?” asked President Press, skipping introductions.
“Yes, Mr. President,” Frank replied quickly, nervously. He had to take the lead in this case, according to protocol.
“You are the two men who led the team to bring him to us?” asked the President.
“Yes, Mister President. I am the team Commander, Captain Frank Banner, and this is my Warrant Officer, Peter Choi. Officially, I led the men, but these teams are really run by the enlisted soldiers. They deserve all the credit, Mr. President,” the Captain answered hoping he wasn’t rambling or speaking too quickly.
He finally noticed the Chairman was quietly standing back and wished that the man would step in and take over the conversation. Peter chuckled audibly causing the President to smile and ask, “Chief, I assume you disagree in some fashion?”
“Yes, Mr. President. The Captain was the first on the ground, and the last off. He reacted to hostiles as fast, or faster than any of us and with just as much lethality,” Peter responded.
“Well, Captain, it looks like you have been officially ratted out. As a thank you for a job well done I want you, your men, and all of the spouses or girlfriends over to my new house for dinner. From the conversation I heard while I was walking up the hall, you aren’t married, but bring that girlfriend I heard something about along with you,” he said to Frank with a wink directed to Peter.
“Uh Mister President… She isn’t a girlfriend, she is just a woman I met, and only recently. We haven’t even been on a date or discussed it,” the Captain was talking much faster than he should have been. He suddenly realized, that the President was having some fun at his expense, but had no idea how to respond to the obvious ribbing.
“Well Captain, it appears as though you have a dinner date to ask her to. Would you prefer I have someone from my staff, or maybe even my wife, give her a call? Then how would you look? I think the Chief here used the word, what was that word again, oh that’s right, pansy. I am sure you can handle it without any help,” he turned to look at the prisoner and quickly changed the subject, “Do you gentlemen know who this man is?”
“Well Mr. President,” he stammered, “he is a nuclear scientist or something. I assumed he could tell us what their capabilities are, or perhaps figure out where they store their devices so we can get in there and destroy them, but that was just us guessing. They only give us enough information to accomplish the mission we are assigned. We needed to know his general information so we could grab any intelligence we might find on site. That way if we are captured we can’t possibly give too much away. For the most part while on a mission we don’t care. It isn’t our job to question him. We just brought him in. We treated the mission as if it was a downed pilot rescue, for the most part,” he felt like a school kid trying to answer a tough oral exam question.
“Oh, he is much more than what you were told. From what the intelligence agencies are telling me he led the design and fabrication teams for the bombs they used on us. He was probably close to an efficiency and optimization breakthrough that would have allowed them to build more nuclear weapons much more quickly, not to mention with much larger detonation yields.
“Without him it is unlikely they can even build any more of the type they already used. So you see, Gentlemen, you saved us a lot of trouble by getting this guy. You may have opened the door, so to speak, for us to take any conventional action that makes sense, and not have to worry about additional nukes showing up on the battlefield. That was a real fear for once we back them into a corner,” answered the President with a gleam in his eye.
Both of them were shocked. It was Peter who first responded, “Sir, we appreciate the chance to perform this mission. We are just glad to have been of service. I don’t want to speak for the Captain here but, we are Soldiers. This is our job. We need no special thank you. I, for one, appreciate the dinner invitation but it is not necessary. I am sure you are busy with a War to run, and preparations to repair the damaged infrastructure.”
“Nonsense. You have struck a strategic blow. Besides, I have to eat and it’s either you guys or some Congressperson, or worse a Senator who is pissed off at me for something. Usually it is because I haven’t nominated him or her as Vice President yet. So, you see, you will actually be doing me a favor.
“Go, get your team, get that woman,” he pointed to Frank, “and I will have my Chief of Staff work with the Secret Service to arrange it so you can all avoid the press that always hangs around. That way you guys can stay safely anonymous, as Special Operators prefer,” insisted the politician.
“Don’t worry about the formality of the White House. We will keep this one relatively informal and we will surely have an open bar. This will be a small get together, just me, my wife, the Chairman here and the Secretary of Defense with their spouses. I am sure your group Commander will want to come. Consider this an order,” the President said with a smile.
“Now gentlemen, I have to go let some people explain to me why I’m not allowed to go in there and ask him some questions myself. I thought my presence would freak him out, and maybe get him to talk, but they all seem to disagree,” the President and the rest of the group left as quickly as they had arrived.
Peter could only smile, “Looks like you have to ask her out now. Even soldiers at war have to eat, at least according to our Commander in Chief.”
They left Dr. Joba to his cell.
They both had a phone call or two to make. Frank could not imagine what he was going to say to her. How could he get a woman he just met to a dinner with him that would involve air travel and some intense focus that was not what he would want for a first date?

AP NEWS FLASH: The former President claims he knows who in the CIA launched attacks into Iran with the intent of seeking revenge. The current President and the CIA Director refuse to engage in these discussions by merely giving an official response of “no comment.” Members of his own party, who are regarded as extreme are regarding the former President as a parasite at this point. The current President’s job approval has climbed slightly to 55 %.


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: A quick check of various sectors has shown that defense and health care are dominating the market. Many other sectors have been decimated, especially transportation, given the lack of available oil. Unemployment numbers have come out for the first time since the attack and have risen sharply going from 5.1 % to 8.3 %, which is considered to be a number that will continue to rise. This has added to the fear that the world may be heading into a global depression. European countries’ unemployment rates show similar increases with companies quickly streamlining based on the new world conditions. Worldwide energy costs are thought to be the main reason for these massive increases in job extermination.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Dr. Joba Interrogation
Dr. Joba had been in the cell for a while. He was unsure of how long, as there was no clock. He knew the psychological reasoning for this. They wanted to throw the prisoner’s senses off in order to make interrogation easier. He still found it annoying. Then he was annoyed at himself for starting to fall into the simple psychological trap. He was smarter than that, he was far smarter than these arrogant Americans.
It was a simple holdings cell. There was a table, a chair, shower, and some shelves for personal items, not that he had any at the moment.
On one of the shelves the Americans had supplied a Koran. That was at least something positive about his situation.
He still wished he had an idea of what time of day or night it was. The lights had not been turned off since he had entered the room.
More disappointingly he had no idea which direction the Holy Land was. These little things made it difficult to pray properly, but that was of no real consequence. He had lived through many challenges in his life. He had been devoted to Islam for so long and achieved so much for the cause that he was confident of the rewards he would receive in the afterlife.
Many people disagreed with his interpretation of Islam, opting instead for a more moderate, temperate version. He considered those people to have a weak sense of faith. He was also certain that his captors would soon kill him anyway, that was what they always did according to every report he had seen. He would not have to wait long to receive his final rewards in Paradise. His only disappointment was that he would not live to see the surrender of Israel or the United States and he had hoped he would live to see the end of the two Satans.
With no knock or announcement, the door opened. A man came in carrying a tray with two glasses of water, a notebook, and a tablet computer. He sat down on the only other chair in the room. The man was dressed in tan pants and a blue denim shirt. He was of medium build with short hair. He was, probably by design, an utterly average and forgettable looking man. Doctor Joba considered these facts and decided that the man must be from their Central Intelligence Agency.
“Dr. Joba, my name is Phillip. I wonder if we might have a chat,” he said.
He sat in silence, staring at the man. There was nothing he wanted to say to him.
“I am well aware that you speak fluent English. I am well aware of oh so many things about you. We know, for instance, you are a graduate of both Stanford and MIT having studied physics with a specialization of nuclear physics.
“You are welcome for the education that our institutions of higher learning provided, especially when your own country could not hope to achieve the same proficiency. We know your entire academic record, which is to say the very least, impressive. We also know that you have several children,” the man said undeterred by the lack of response, either verbal or body language.
Dr. Joba was certain that they would have had all of this information even before this smug little man told him. He was growing bored with all this. He reached for the water glass and took a sip. He yawned just a little and was hopeful that his action would annoy this… Phillip. He had never been trained on how to be a prisoner, or how to resist interrogations, that was for military types, but he knew he was the smartest person in the building. That was all he needed to know to be confident that he would outwit these interrogators.
“I also know some less easy to find things. You have at least six children. That is to say, six that have been inside the United States at some point in time in their lives. These are the ones whose identities we can verify. One of which, a son, who has changed his name through at least four European countries, is now enrolled at your alma mater Stanford out in California. I am willing to bet that you encouraged him to go there and follow in your scientific footsteps. I assume that I now have your attention,” said Phillip.
He was indeed shocked by that last piece of information. He had more than six children, but this man was right, six had gone to various Universities in the United States.
“Your regulations and policies would never permit you to harm my son in any fashion. Besides, if he has listened to me over the years, he will have been on an airplane as soon as he saw there was an attack on our Nation in the area where I was in residence. By now, that much will have been on your ‘propagandist news and he is long since gone,” he responded speaking for the first time since being taken from his home in anything other than prayer.
He was bluffing a little, but secretly hoping that his capture had been officially announced and his son would be on the move. Better yet, someone should have covertly contacted his son and instructed him to start moving as soon as his abduction was discovered, even before their news had announced what happened. There was really no telling what the Americans would do if they got their hands on him. They would probably use him as bait, or threaten to torture the boy to get what information they wanted. It was really not some officially sanctioned physical threat he was concerned about. it was the vigilante groups. The source of the threat to his son was irrelevant, he was now concerned for the boy’s safety.
“Oh, don’t worry, no one knows you are here. If they do, they have said nothing on even the most secret of unofficial channels. There has been some news from the area, but it was all falsehood and obviously fabricated information not to mention the bogus pictures.
“We did see that your boy had an airline ticket to Brazil connecting to a flight to Omar, but we immediately placed him on a no fly list. He was unable to board but is not in our custody. At least, not yet.
“At this very moment, he is all alone in his second floor apartment. When I last looked at the video feed, just before coming in here, he was pacing the living room talking to himself about a physics problem I think. Maybe he was still perturbed by his travel disruption, it was hard to tell as he has a tendency to mumble.
“From what I was told, he seemed relieved to be able to stay, almost as if he is of two minds on the matter. Apparently he didn’t want to leave his girlfriend.
“Did you know he had a girlfriend? Of course you did. A dedicated father like yourself must know that much,” Phillip said with a dismissive wave of his hand.
“She is a very nice American girl, a native of Los Angeles with very long legs and well, let’s just say, an artificially enhanced chest size. She loves to sun herself in a rather revealing bikini. The daughter of an action movie director from what I am told,” Phillip said with a most inquisitive look on his face.
Dr. Joba knew the man was purposefully making the subjects bounce around, he spoke quickly, in an attempt to further annoy him, or perhaps to throw him off balance. He knew this tactic well and refused to allow himself to be provoked by it.
“My son would not do this.”
“Well,” the American pulled the tablet computer off the tray he had brought with him and showed a video. There was no denying that his son was shown on a date, holding hands with a woman whom, by American standards, would be considered a highly attractive young blonde woman.
“Harm him if you like. He will be rewarded in the afterlife,” Dr. Joba knew this man was just attempting to scare him. He hoped they would not harm his son but, if they did he would be a necessary casualty of war. He would pray for his son’s soul in that case. Everyone must make sacrifices to reach the ultimate goal.
“Oh, I am sure within what you refer to as your religious belief system you firmly believe that he will. In mine, we say murdering, or being an accomplice to the murder of large numbers of civilians does not get you into heaven. It would ensure you are sent somewhere else for all eternity. Someplace far less pleasant.
“If my understanding of your religion is even close to correct he must sacrifice himself in some fashion, or devote his life to the cause of furthering Islam. I don’t think he has done that, at least not yet. I intend to ensure he lives a very long and happy life. He may ultimately forget about achieving either of these things.
“Believe it or not, I want everyone to live long, happy, and peaceful lives. As for your son, I want him to stay right where he is. He does appear to be very happy. Maybe I will wait until he graduates and have the people I work for buy him a Fellowship somewhere in this country.
“Now, you are probably wondering what I mean by all this? How will I ensure he stays and doesn’t run back home?” rhetorically asked the interrogator with an annoying grin.
He paused for a moment while fingering the controls on his tablet device, “I will ensure that he has some new friends that move into the vacant apartments near him and they will stay there for some time. These four people will be his neighbors,” he showed the display then his eyebrows raised and lowered quickly in a taunting fashion.
“Two of these women will take up residence per apartment surrounding your son. He will have some new neighbors for him to tutor in their University studies. Did you know your son likes to tutor only female students? Of course you did. Maybe they can all walk to class together. After all, they live so close to campus.”
The four women on the display were very attractive college age coeds, “These two were born and raised Roman Catholic, and the other two are of Jewish heritage, although far from Kosher. They seem to love pork for some reason. Hell, we may have chosen them for just that reason. All of them are of very questionable morals, even by California standards,” the interrogator chuckled as he spoke, obviously entertaining himself.
The cavalier manner this man had when speaking of his son was making Dr. Joba angry. He could not let the man know this line of discussion had disturbed him. He would not give away anything to this man, no matter the cost to him or his son. The cause was worth more than either of their lives. Perhaps this man was making these things up. Those women could live anywhere. This had to just be a script designed to throw him off-balance, surely that was it.
Dr. Joba let out a small laugh himself and was instantly upset for letting any kind of emotion out in front of the interrogator.
“Is something funny about all this?” asked Phillip, keying in on the weakness.
He thought for a second about engaging in conversation with this annoying man. He decided that he was intelligent enough to not let sensitive information out, and perhaps even run a ruse that would confuse or annoy this arrogant little man, “My son would not care about such women. Except, perhaps, maybe for some carnal pleasure. He most certainly would not eat pork, under even the most extreme of circumstances,” replied Dr. Joba.
“Really? Hmmm. Perhaps you are right. Or, perhaps it has been a long time since you have spoken with your son, security being what it is these days. He, like you, is studying nuclear physics. He, like you, has amazing grades.
“He, unlike you, has been seeing just one woman for the last year or so. I understand that you have more than one wife. He, on the other hand, has interest in only one. We found a lot of emails between them. I have a much better, more revealing, picture of her if you like?
“No, ok, well now I know part of you is thinking he just does this for those carnal rewards you were talking about, or to keep up appearances, but I have a lot of love letters he has emailed her. These letters seem to indicate otherwise. She, in fact, seems to be the sexually aggressive one in the relationship,” he said.
“Now back to our discussion about you. Your life is not the same as it was a few days ago. It just isn’t. Let me explain just how different it is. You are now a prisoner of War.
“It is a War we did not start, but we will win. You will remain with us for a long period of time, potentially for the rest of your life. For how long is not for me to decide. But, I can offer some influence on your level of comfort. I can also assure you that you will live to the end of your natural life, and we will make sure that you live as long as your body is able. It will be a long and healthy life, what with our doctors being as good as they are.
“It will NOT be a life you are used to. No more research, no more science, no more sun, very little access to books, really very boring. Unless you work with me,” Phillip stated.
“You threaten me and my son and then you expect me to care about what you want?” Dr. Joba snapped.
“Oh, we will never harm either of you. I am not here to threaten that any harm come to anyone. In his case, I merely assure you he will not ever be lonely. These women would never harm him. One was recently treated for a venereal disease. I hope he avoids her, the fact that three of these four call pork their favorite meat is merely humorous to me for some reason,” said Philip with a most annoying smirk on his face.
Dr. Joba thought perhaps this man wasn’t lying. How could he know this information unless these women were on their government’s payroll? Perhaps they were there merely to cause his son eternal problems when seeking paradise, perhaps they sent them in to purposefully temp him.
Dr. Joba was getting very angry. He had never considered that they might have found his son or stooped to this level, “You have treaties you must adhere to. Do those documents not include passages about how prisoner’s families should be treated?”
“Again, you misunderstand, or perhaps you aren’t as intelligent as I was led to believe. We would never force him to do something. If he eats pork again, or violates other values you hold dear, that he may not share, it won’t be by force, but by his personal choice,” said Phillip.
“Again?” Dr. Joba was not a man of emotion. Rarely did things other than pure logic get into his brain. Today he was tired, and his thoughts were racing. At that moment he only cared about his son. His only other thought was about sleep.
“Turns out once we were bombed, and we determined who was behind it, his name came up on a list, and we went from occasional surveillance of the boy to watching him 24 hours a day. He and his girlfriend, Kimberly is her name by the way, were at iHop just this morning. Did you ever eat at iHop when you lived here while going to University? I love their pancakes. Anyway, this morning your son had some very greasy sausage along with his eggs. I believe the dish was called the Smokehouse Special. I suggest that if you want to see him again, and perhaps help him see what you would call the error of his ways, well perhaps someday that could occur, but if it can, and how soon is really up to you,” said Phillip.
Dr. Joba sat for a moment, thinking. He loved all of his children but how could this man help him without causing his lifetime of sacrifices to all be for nothing. Perhaps he should ask what it was this man wanted. Perhaps he should engage just a little. There may be a way to do this, perhaps the help that they want is something that would be ok to provide and still ensure his position in Paradise. “What do you want from me?”
His mind was now racing. Perhaps he could even give the appearance of helping, fool them a bit, and get to see his son. Then he could warn the boy. Perhaps he could pass a message his captors would not understand to help the cause even more.
“Now that’s much better. I knew we could all be reasonable. I want to know how much more special nuclear material your country has on-hand, right now. In other words, how many more of these bombs can we expect coming our way?” asked Phillip.
“And if I refuse to answer?” asked the Doctor.
“Your son has some new friends, and you can live a long time on a diet of bacon grease dipped stuff. You will remain our unspoken of guest for eternity. Perhaps we could even put bacon grease in your tea. A joke, of course, our treaties include provisions for religious adherence. Unlike Iran, the United States takes its commitments to treaties seriously. Now what your son’s new friends do…” Phillip’s voice trailed off.
Dr. Joba slowly repeated the paraphrased question, “How many more nuclear weapons like these can my country construct right now?” Well, that would not be harmful to answer. He suspected they already knew the answer anyway. There were other ways for his follow countrymen to hurt these people.
“Without me, there will be no more attacks from my people using the type of weapon I constructed for delivery on your country and Israel at any point in the near future,” he knew they would have their lie detection experts watching him, and this was the truth. He spoke with very specific language, as usual, ensuring a very limited bit of information that could not be taken any other way than to answer exactly what was asked, and nothing more. Other than the affirmation he built the devices, which they already knew.
Phillip asked his other vital question, “Where are your separation and purification facilities?”
“So deep underground you will never find them. Even if you did know exactly where they are your most powerful weapons are not capable of reaching them.” Dr. Joba suspected they already knew these locations anyway, and were merely seeking confirmation.
He knew they were, in fact, so deep underground that even a nuclear explosion directly above them would do no harm. He had done the calculations concerning this himself, just to be sure. He was confident this answer was also useless to them, in a tactical sense.
Phillip studied him carefully, “Well, thank you sir.” He stood and left the room.
Dr. Joba felt the need to pray, unsure if he had done the right thing. He was rarely unsure of anything, it was a strange feeling to him. He needed the guidance of Allah. He must figure out a way to get some kind of word to his son before it was too late for him.
Even if he couldn’t, one life was a small price to pay for the goal.
Why must it be his son?
Why not some other, less important man’s son?
It didn’t make sense to him.
Why would Allah do these things?
Was this a test sent by Allah?

AP NEWS FLASH: The majority of Americans feel that President Scott Press could do more to stop Iran’s aggressive moves. Out of those polled 52 % said that the use of nuclear weapons would be justified. This poll number continues to increase as the economy continues to weaken. The White House has stated that no use of nuclear weapons is currently being considered, and these would only be used as an absolute last resort. According to a White House source those conditions would include indications another nuclear strike was imminent. The air campaign intended to contain the Iranian aggressor is continuing to see success.


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: The stock market indexes finished the day absolutely flat for the first time since the attacks. Some traders are suspicious that this may not be the floor, even though it is down a total of 45 % since the events occurred. Food prices have ceased rising, but are remaining at historic highs. Unemployment is on a track to reach 10 % in the United States within the month, as layoffs continue due to massively increasing energy costs impacting businesses of all kinds. If the War is not concluded rapidly the economic impact will result in the worst conditions in more than 100 years. It has been said by some economists that countries collapse under such adverse conditions. There are some limited, although growing in number, claims the current conflict may result in the demise of the United States. The White House responded by calling these claims alarmist, and made by someone seeking to grab headlines and notoriety.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Situation Room Briefing
Chairman Jackson stood in front of the Situation Room of the White House, once again prepared to brief the President. Also present in the room were the White House Chief of Staff, the remainder of the Joint Chiefs, the National Security Advisor, and Captain Frank Banner by invitation of the President, as well as the President himself.
The room had just been upgraded to include some new video screens, they now had high definition video in 360-degrees. They could see what any individual UAV saw. The new drones were equipped, in some cases, with 360-degree continuous views. This alteration would become helpful when trying to make a decision on an upcoming complex mission.
As everyone was taking their seats, the General looked down at the table before starting his briefing, as everyone and realized just how nicely crafted it was. His mind wandered a bit thinking it was a shame more people didn’t get to see it. He was a sucker for fine craftsmanship. Someday he hoped to retire and learn to do some woodworking of his own, but these were dreams for another day.
“Mr. President, gentlemen, before we get started I would like to introduce to those of you that don’t already know, who this man is, Captain Frank Banner,” Frank stood nervously from his chair, coming to the position of attention, in the back of the room, “The young Captain led the Army Special Forces team that brought us Dr. Joba. The Captain and his men performed the job flawlessly with the result being a successful POW capture, electronic data capture in the form of a laptop computer, and zero American casualties. They were also the team that jumped in and attempted to secure the nuclear research facility in Africa. They attempted to get out of the plane much earlier, but our previous President prevented them from doing so. If you ask him about it he is more pissed than any of us about that. On that mission his team lost two men and he was injured in that action,” the General said by way of introduction and brief biographical sketch of recent events.
There were a series of nods in the Captain’s direction. This room was pure professionalism; the place for celebration and adulation was elsewhere.
“Before we start thinking we are ahead of our enemy we need to go through some data. First, Dr. Joba has talked a little. He is a scientist. As a general rule of thumb they tend to be very specific with language. We assume he is the same, and some of our scientists listened to the audio feed and agree with that. He stated that without him there is no capability for Iran to field additional nuclear devices. He specifically said devices of the type used already. We assume that means nuclear devices in general.
“However, we are still wide open from attacks of other types of WMDs, not to mention terrorist style tactics within the United States. There could even also be nuclear attacks from their allies. As we shall see Iran is no longer working alone. That is a new development in the last few hours.”
The display directly behind him changed to show a satellite image of troop movements, “We have an additional problem. We all know Iran was, and still is, mobilizing. We slowed that down considerably with our air campaign. Now, in addition to Iran, the countries of Syria and Egypt are mobilizing. Every indication shows a massive ground assault being prepared to go, all at once, into Israel. This may or may not be a coordinated effort between those nations. They may all be after the same goal, but the timing is suspicious.
“This represents, I believe, an effort by all of these countries to redraw the map of the Middle East as we know it today. I also believe if they can get Israel to fall they will turn on each other. If that happens, the area will fall into chaos and open general warfare. We want to ensure that neither of those situations comes to pass. That would surely cause worldwide conflict, and the wholesale slaughter of many innocent civilians.
“We are preparing a briefing for you on those additional nations combined military strength. We will have that briefing within the hour. Their troop movements are on such a massive scale that we have nothing on the ground in the region that can stop it. From the air, with what we have in the region, we can slow it down and we can annoy it, but we cannot prevent it if they are willing to continue dying for a cause.”
The President interrupted, “So, we have to let Israel fall?”
“No sir, we have at least two alternatives to that. First is nuclear. I wouldn’t recommend that yet, but I would be remiss if I didn’t point out that the scale of this action on their part is that big. The other is an all out air to ground assault on their forces. We use our air assets to kill or destroy their ground forces of all kinds, not just the tanks. We would have to use air to ground missiles to take out their armored forces, as well as bombs, and cluster munitions to deal with the ground troops themselves. This will have to be fast, ruthless and messy if we are to have any impact. It will not look good on television, so the propaganda they could, and most likely would, run is a concern.
“They can’t match us in the air, even if all three air forces were combined, as a result we are confident we can continue to control the air and harass the ground. We can slow them, and even shrink their offensive capabilities, but we can’t contain them forever with this method. However, if we do this in a rapid enough fashion we can, perhaps, shock them with such swift losses that they will surrender, and hopefully go home.
“However, if we do this, it would leave us unable to answer an aerial attack, of any size, almost anywhere else on the globe. We will have to move aircraft from all over the world into this region to make this possible. This is a real danger.
“I assume by messy what you really mean is heavy casualties?” asked Chief of Staff Johnson.
“Yes sir, they will take very heavy casualties but very minimal, if any, civilians will be hurt. However, as I said, we can expect to see a lot more in the way of propagandist press releases of the type they recently released accusing us of sending in assassination squads in to murder civilians.
“With us doing a nuclear strike of our own it would result in very heavy civilian casualties, just as it did here, but it would decimate their military capability. I wouldn’t want to go nuclear because, once we do, there is no turning back. There will probably be, if there hasn’t been already, a public outcry to do just that. I hope that our air campaign will also cause that outcry to be minimized,” answered the Chairman
The President had questions and they came all at once, “Forget nuclear. We aren’t going to do that, at least not yet. However, I reserve the right to change my mind on that if things go badly at some point in time in the future.
“Why has this kind of troop movement not started before now? How come all these troops were not ready before they hit us? What was the trigger for this action? Was it that we grabbed their scientist? What I mean by all that is, wouldn’t it have been better, from a strategic perspective to kick this off right after, if not at the same time they hit us?”
“That is what I would have done, Mr. President. I would have attacked right away. It would allow me to take advantage of the confusion,” admitted the Chairman.
“So why now? What are we missing in their strategy?” he asked.
Captain Banner was fidgeting in his chair, unsure of the protocol of adding to the discussion at this level. He was sure he was just there in case people had questions about his mission, or perhaps even as a courtesy for a job well done.
“Captain Banner, you have a suggestion concerning their possible strategic intent here?” asked the General putting a huge spotlight on the young officer.
In his extensive experience, prior to becoming Chairman, good ideas came from almost anywhere. Rank was not an indicator of brilliance.
The Captain stood up before speaking, “I have a thought, but it may not be valid, Mr. Chairman. The nuclear attack may have been hastily put together, and they may have stove-piped the decision. The Commanders for their ground forces may not have known what the nuclear guys were doing, so they may not have had any sort of chance to prepare ahead of time. The other thought is that it could very well be that in case of failure they didn’t want the attempt to be known. Alternatively, they know our satellites watch them constantly and may not have wanted to tip us off. Or, more likely some combination of all of those things.”
Realizing everyone was still looking at him, he continued, “Think about it, Sirs. We were in political chaos, leadership was in flux, a President disgraced and removed from office, the Vice President assassinated, and a Congressman elevated to one of if not the most important leadership posts in the free world. No one on an international level knew much about you, Mr. President.
“Put all of that together with the ludicrously weak, or amateur, resistance we found guarding a key person and you have all the signs of an unprepared to execute organization. The only real challenge that the world will face comes from what will might do if they are cornered. Do they become even more fierce, and launch another attack with a WMD of some kind, perhaps chemical or biological here inside our homeland, Sirs,” the Captain’s voice was shaking slightly.
He preferred being out in the field to this kind of office discussion. Special Forces Operators were just that, Operators, they weren’t briefing room guys, unless discussing the plan for an upcoming mission.
The President stood from his seat at the head of the table, “Prepare the all out air assault and at least slow them down at bit Gentlemen. I really don’t care if it is messy for their military, but work around civilians as much as is humanly possible. Captain, I like your theory. Let us hope and pray they are as amateur or as unprepared as you say. We all want this thing to be over as quickly as it began.
“Hopefully, with a few days of heavy bombing we can convince them to come to the peace negotiation table. We at least need to give it a try.
“General, I’d like to see some ground forces ideas, if they exist, on how we get our troops in there and hold these guys, not just slow them down. In other words, if we follow on with an invasion can we do more?
“Hopefully our air assault can weaken them to the point where we can be effective with a ground assault if it comes to that. Perhaps if your shock effect plan works we might get really lucky and they may have a civilian uprising followed by a regime change,” the President said.
He placed his hands on the table and bent over resting his upper body, turning to his Chief of Staff, “Lester, any word on them coming to the UN to discuss an end to this?”
Lester replied solemnly, “Only two Mr. President, ‘Hell’ and ‘No’.”
“Well, maybe losing an even larger number of their tanks and some large portion of their ground troops will help convince them to talk, especially if they can’t do a hard hit here again. Terror attacks and WMD are possibilities but so far, I am going to say that is conjecture until we start seeing something more concrete. Please watch intelligence sources for that.”
The President stood and straightened his suit jacket before continuing, “General. Get them, do it with all possible speed. I don’t want Israel to fall.
“We have a lot of infrastructure rebuilding to do here, an economy teetering on the brink and this nonsense needs to end. They have to know they can’t match us, even in our weakened state. These people can’t push us around like this. Stop them, this is of vital importance, and please call me if you need me, but I have a meeting with some people in the automobile industry who are here to help us figure out how to rebuild our ground vehicle capability as well as domestic auto manufacturing. General, I will leave you to it, you have my orders to start the air campaign, please keep me in the loop at least every other hour, if I am needed sooner, you know how to get me,” he left the room with Lester on his heels.

AP NEWS FLASH: The Iranian government has gained support of several Middle Eastern nations. There are now armored units, as well as infantry from at least three countries around the region preparing to move into Israel. These military force movements are on a scale unseen since World War II, which was also the only other time in human history nuclear weapons have been used in hostility. In that case the weapons ended the war. This time is different, they were used to fire the opening salvo.


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: Upon hearing the news of Iran gaining allies in their fight for dominance in the Middle East, speculative investors raced into defense related stocks. There has been public outcry about this kind of war profiteering, however defense contractors claim they will need the influx of cash to start expanding their operations. In other economic news, unemployment has now surpassed the psychologically important 10 % mark. This number may cause more harm than any other increase as households will start holding back on spending even further, due to lack of confidence in the stability of the economy.


Chapter Twenty-Five

The Airport
The announcement came over the intercom that the flight was approaching Reagan National Airport and all passengers should return their seats, put the seat backs in the full upright position in preparation for landing.
Sandy couldn’t believe that she had agreed to do this. Here she was, doing possibly the most impulsive thing she had done in her adult life, and all for a guy she had just met. The flight had cost a small fortune with her last minute ticket, and rising fuel costs, causing airline seats to go up in price at a record setting pace. All of that aside she was happy to be here. A whole different part of her was extremely nervous about what the next few days might bring.
The phone call with Frank had gone fast when she finally got it, gosh that seemed so long ago now.
He had seemed nervous, which was totally out of character for her man.
She really was starting to think of him as “hers.”
Was that good or bad?
She couldn’t think about that now.
She asked him if he had seen the news. He hadn’t seen it, but would be sure to check it out so they could talk about it if she wanted him to.
He had tried quickly, almost too quickly, to change the subject. He started asking her questions about work.
It was almost as if he was avoiding talking about Iran.
A soldier? Avoiding talking about the country we were at war with?
He must know more than he was saying. Maybe he just couldn’t talk about it for some reason. That was so frustrating!
Thankfully he said it before she did, that he really missed talking to her, and desperately wanted to see her. She would have said it, but was hoping not to scare him off by going down that path first. Was this even a man who could be scared off by something like that?
The entire conversation was not at all what she had expected. She had replayed in her head many times since then. There was a work sponsored dinner thing event that he had to attend. He said that in the Army these things were as much for the families as for the soldiers. Even though she wasn’t family he still wanted her there. Many times he went to these things alone, but this one was really too big for that, so unless she wanted him to take his sister, she was going to have to be his date.
He had offered to pay for the flight and get her a hotel at his expense. She refused to let him cover her expenses but would be happy to come. She still had self-respect and didn’t want him to think she needed to be taken care of. Some men had been scared off by her independent nature, but he took it in stride. That was a good thing.
When is the event, she asked?
Day after tomorrow!! Really?
Two days from now, in Washington, are you serious? Give a girl less notice why don’t ya!
Normally she would never go into “girl” mode, but this time she did in a dramatic fashion.
It was a whirlwind 36 hours that led her to this point. It was all hair, nails, sometimes calling him twice an hour while running around town trying to get everything set for the trip.
“How formal?” she asked.
“Umm, well, ahhh,” he said. “Kind of formal, like church formal, but not evening gown formal.”
Well, that was a little helpful.
She had to find a dress. Shockingly she didn’t own any that seemed appropriate. Or maybe it was just that she wanted to impress him.
She had been to DC as a tourist so she called to see where the dinner was, maybe she knew the restaurant, or at least the part of town. Oh, just this little place I know about, he said. He wouldn’t tell her on the phone, but he promised he would as soon as she got to town.
He suggested she get a hotel near the Pentagon, or maybe in Rosslyn Virginia, that way it would be pretty convenient to everyplace that they had to get to. He assured her that their dinner would have a great view, and the food would be some of the best in town.
Didn’t he realize she was a low maintenance kind of woman?
If he was in charge of the team didn’t he pick the venue?
She hoped he wasn’t just trying to impress her. She just wanted him to be himself.
Perhaps he was being himself?
She decided that she had to stop over analyzing, or she was going to drive herself crazy.
So here she was, about to land, and her nerves were finally kicking in. Up until now she had been too busy for them to rear their ugly little heads. She looked at her watch. Yup, there it was. Dinner was three very short hours away and those ugly little things were starting to do laps around her stomach. Barely enough time to claim her luggage, check into the hotel, clean up, and change. There was not really even enough time to talk to him.
Suddenly the airplane was pulling into the gate and there was no turning back. As she picked up her purse and backpack Sandy hoped all the other passengers gathering their bags didn’t realize just how nervous she felt.
At least, for once, it wasn’t the bombing that was occupying her mind but something that had the potential to be wonderful. Perhaps life really would go on, just as everyone said when they tried to help her cope with the nightmares that continued to wake her up every night.
She never thought that as an ER nurse she would suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder but she was and slowly learning to cope with it. She had to see someone at the hospital before she really understood what was happening to her. At least knowing it was PTSD gave her something to fight.
As she exited the terminal her nerves were worse than ever. Then she saw him standing there in his dress uniform. He was holding some flowers. Just seeing him made her feel a little less anxious, but only a little.
He did look good in his uniform, she had to admit that much to herself with a smile.
She suddenly hoped the dress she bought wouldn’t show any of her bulges. She just now realized that he was probably as close to zero body fat as a human could get without being dead.
She felt that her own body wasn’t nearly that nice. All of the sudden she was regretting that daily bagel with extra cream cheese as her usual choice at the cafeteria. She was also ashamed of herself for not going to the gym more often.
“Welcome to DC. I hope your flight was smooth and that you like these,” she took the flowers and gave him a hug, God he even smelled good, “Do you have any bags to claim?”
“Oh, you are cute. You see this tiny backpack and think I can be dinner level fabulous from just this. Of course, I have another one, silly man,” she said flirtatiously.
He seemed nervous which made her feel better. “They said it would be at baggage claim B,” she said.
His face flushed from embarrassment because of his assumption, but he quickly recovered, “Ok, great. Baggage claim is right downstairs. We can grab a cab right after that. Your hotel is about five, maybe ten minutes from here. With gas prices what they are here in DC the traffic is lighter than I have ever seen it. The subway, on the other hand, is more crowded than ever,” he took her backpack and carried it for her.
“Any chance you will tell me where dinner is now?” she asked taking his arm as they walked to baggage claim. The curiosity had been getting to her. She liked to know things like that. She reflected that even as a kid she used to open her Christmas presents early then re-wrap them so no one would know what she had done.
“Sure. But you have to promise me that you won’t say it out loud or in any way repeat it so anyone can hear you, and you have to let me whisper it in your ear,” he said with a boyish smile.
“I promise,” now she was really confused.
Why the secrecy for dinner with an Army unit here in DC. Surely there were tons of these things going on all over town. What difference could it possibly make?
He leaned in close to her. “The White House,” he whispered softly into hear ear.
“Is that the name of a restaurant? Is it a dining hall at some Army Base or something like that? I have been here as a tourist a few times and I’ve only ever heard of one of those,” she said, not considering for a second that he meant the real one. Things like that just didn’t happen.
“There isn’t a restaurant, or anything else by that name. It is just a dinner invitation from a guy waaaaaayyyyyy up my Chain of Command. I have it on good authority there will be at least one politician there. When he invited us he referred to it as ‘his house,’” he said trying to look innocent and failing.
“No Shit?!?” she asked entirely too loud for public discussion, and turning instantly red while covering her mouth, and glancing around to see if anyone was looking at her after her outburst as her eyes went wide with shock, “You are messing with me, aren’t you? Who will be there?”
“I’m not messing with you, and just some people from my chain of command, their wives, and the rest of my team which you met at the hospital. Before you ask again, yes, the one you are thinking of will be there. It is his house after all. That is, unless there is an emergency that keeps him away, which could happen given everything going on in the world right now. Even if he gets called away it is my understanding that his wife will be there,” he said.
“Just some people from your chain of command, huh,” she said grabbing her bag from the conveyor, teasing him a little.
He took the bag from her. He now had everything of hers, except her purse and the flowers. She couldn’t help herself anymore. She had to say something, “I’m not disabled, you know. I can carry a bag and not die.”
“I know you can,” he shrugged, “But I went to Catholic school, and for years the nuns beat into our heads, both figuratively and literally, that we should always be a gentleman to women. In other words, when I am around, you just have to learn to cope… Silly girl,” he used her line back on her.
He was trying, and largely succeeding, at being cute. Somehow it managed to put her mind at ease. The butterflies in her stomach were slowly leaving.
“I am just not used to someone being like this without an agenda, if you know what I mean. So, I will do my best to remember not to take offense, but you will have to understand that I am a very independent woman. I hope I won’t have to pound you on the head at some point just to remind you that I am not broken, and I can take care of myself,” she said
They walked outside and found no one waiting in line at the taxi stand. There was even a cab right there, waiting, as if just for them. They put all her baggage in the trunk and climbed in. After telling the driver what hotel to go to, she turned to him, “Now, seriously, you are messing with me, right? We are going some other place for dinner and that was a joke,” she asked half hoping they were going somewhere else. She feared she would never be dressed well enough for 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue based on what she had in her bags.
“It is no joke, on my mother’s life, who is still alive by the way, and would never believe me if I told her where we are going. But I couldn’t tell you until now for various reasons, primarily security related. So don’t tell, text, or email anyone about it until after dinner. We don’t want it out. Oh, and they probably won’t let us take pictures, and they will certainly take your cell phone at the door,” he said.
“Wow. So many rules. I am really not sure what to say. This is the last place I would have ever imagined we were going. What other surprises do you have in store for me?” she squeezed his hand as they arrived at her hotel, a nice Hyatt in Rosslyn, Virginia on Arlington Boulevard.
They checked her in and Frank, being an eternal gentleman, said, “We have about ninety minutes or so before we leave. I am going to wait in the bar while you go up and change. I need to make a call about our car and ensure they will be here on time. Please, don’t rush on account of me. I can entertain myself. Just remember we can’t be late.”
“Frank, come on. We aren’t teenagers in need of ensuring no gossip, or chaperon. Come on up, I am going to be in the bathroom anyway,” she said.
“Oh, I don’t want to be underfoot. Plus I really do have a few calls to return so I wouldn’t want to annoy you while you get ready,” he continued to excuse himself.
“Ok fine, you win, but I will not need all ninety minutes. I will, however, need a drink given the slight surprise you have sprung on me, so the bar is probably a good idea,” she said.
“It is just past the elevators. I have stayed here a few times, and the bartender does some wonderful things with rum. Please, take your time,” he said as she stepped into the elevator.
She got to her room, and despite his urging, and the upscale dinner location, she wanted to get back down as fast as she could to spend more time with him before the pressures of being at this dinner. There was a whirlwind of hair, makeup, clothes, re-checking makeup, and finally almost an hour later she sighed and had to admit this was as good as it would get. She was glad he had stayed downstairs and didn’t have to see all this. A woman had to have some secrets.
She went downstairs to meet him, and found him sitting right in the bar as he said he would be. He was chatting to the bartender about the baseball game that was on television behind the bar.
When he saw her he stood up from his bar stool, and made a poor attempt at hiding the fact that he was checking her out. She was happy about both the fact that he checked her out, and that he tried to hide it. Being checked out like that made her feel better about her own, perhaps misplaced, insecurities.
“Here, sit, have a drink we have thirty minutes before our car gets here,” he said.
She happily sat as the shoes she had on were not made for standing, ordered a Mai Tai and tried not to let her nervousness show, “Frank can we get something out of the way now?”
“What is that?” he asked.
She leaned in and gave him a kiss. It was their first, and the instant it happened she was sure it would not be their last.

AP NEWS FLASH: The President is preparing for a private dinner with some guests in the residence of the White House. Rumors are circulating that a potential Vice Presidential nomination may be coming soon due to the secrecy around this meeting. No list of attendees has been given to the press only adding to the speculation. No further information has been given on the conflict in the Middle East.


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: All of the American automobile companies impacted by the bombing have filed for bankruptcy protection while preparing to relocate out of the radiation quarantine zone. Many States have starting pushing to be their new headquarters due to what would be an influx of manufacturing jobs. Additionally, if this decision can be made rapidly it could mean a boost to the devastated construction industry in certain portions of the United States. With some states approaching 20 % real unemployment this could be the first step in what could turn into an economic recovery, at least regionally, within the United States.


Chapter Twenty-Six

The White House Dinner
Frank could hardly believe it himself. His military career had allowed him access to some rarely seen places within the Federal Government. Access was not why he did his job, it merely came along as part of his chosen career. This evening was certainly going to be one of those rare, and probably once-in-a-career, or more likely, once-in-a-lifetime places.
Military personnel rarely saw the White House as part of a social function unless you were standing guard, or perhaps a member of the Joint Chiefs. There were occasions on which duty would take a soldier to 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, but those would be all business. This was a visit designed for relaxation, which made it unique.
He jumped out of the car as soon as it stopped and raced to the other side so he could open the door for Sandra, “Do you finally believe me?” he asked, with a smile extending ear to ear.
“Oh hush, just let me take it all in,” she was trying to look at everything at once.
She held his arm tightly. It was hard for her to know where to look. The moment they walked through the door they were surrounded by famous original paintings of former Presidents and First Ladies, there were so many amazing artifacts of American history that neither of them could figure out where to start.
Sandy was the first to come out of the overload they were both experiencing and look back to her date. Who was this man that she barely knew who wanted to bring her, of all people, here.
“Yes Captain, I believe you. We really are going to the White House,” she was also smiling ear to ear standing in this beautifully decorated, classically styled, pinnacle of American symbolism and said, “Can I ask you a question?”
“Sure, anything,” he said.
Her curiosity and natural drive to try to figure out answers to questions as they came to her was eating her alive. Part of her was shocked she kept it at bay this long, “Why are we here? I mean, really, you must either be far more important than you say or you must have done something that the President, himself, heard about and wanted to thank you and your unit for. I mean you are Special Forces so I guess theoretically it could have been,” It hit her, finally, smack between the eyes. “That thing, on the news in Iran, it was you and your team. Wasn’t it? It really wasn’t anything like Iran said it was, there wasn’t some sort of a kill squad and you were after something important. It was you and your men, wasn’t it?”
He cast his eyes to the floor. It took him a moment to gather his thoughts. Then, with a deep breath, he made direct eye contact with her, his smile gone, and his expression much more serious than it had been.
His eyes looked as much like a puppy as any adult could. He appeared to be asking forgiveness for what he was about to say, “I can’t talk about certain portions of my work very much. Especially specifics about most of what I do when I am in the field. I certainly can’t tell you where I was, or what I was doing. You’ll just have to trust me that it wasn’t anything illegal. I was just doing my duty.
“That is as much for my safety as for yours, not to mention the safety of soldiers and airmen on any number of upcoming missions. I can confirm one thing for you. The news has cast some doubt on the Iranian claims as to what happened, and they are not wrong. Some of what the Iranians are saying occurred is true, but a VERY large portion of it can be clearly seen to be fabrication. All of that can be easily determined from the news by anyone willing to look at the film but not listen to the ‘on air experts’ and think for themselves. Even some of those experts are questioning the Iranian statements, that’s how bogus they are.”
She very much wanted to ask more but thought better of it, “Ok, well I will just leave that alone and move on to just a simple but heartfelt thank you for inviting me. This is more than just a dinner, and we will just leave it at that.”
It was difficult for her to not dig deeper but allowed him to change the subject anyway.
“Oh, thank you for coming,” he looked around the room, “Well it looks like my entire team is here. I got so distracted by your beauty that I didn’t notice! Let me introduce you around.”
She rolled her eyes ever so slightly at his last statement.
He introduced her to every member of his team and their significant others. Every one of them were obviously sharing the feeling of being overwhelmed by their surroundings.
After the introductions were complete she took Frank’s arm again, very affectionately, as they walked more slowly around the room. They continued to be amazed at the treasures within, a George Washington owned sword here, a Thomas Jefferson jacket there. They were both like kids in a candy store taking in each of these items. Then the door to the dining room opened and they were ushered into a receiving line.
The dining room was a reasonably large room with four tables positioned symmetrically around the center. It really was just a semi-formal affair as Frank had said, despite the upscale address.
Then it finally hit her, the reality of who the host was. There he was at the end of the line shaking people’s hands. She knew he would be here at an intellectual level, but seeing him was an entirely different thing. Knowing she was about to meet him made it worse! How could Frank stay so damn calm!
“Mr. President, may I introduce my friend Ms. Sandra Cooper, Sandra this is President Scott Press and First Lady Alexis Press,” Frank said calmly.
The President smiled directly at her, making her feel more than a little light-headed as she took his hand, “Sandy, I am glad to meet you. The fine young Captain here has told me a little bit about you, but I do hope to learn more throughout the evening.”
Wait, she couldn’t believe what she had just heard. The President had heard about her? She shook hands with both the President and the First Lady unsure if she was going to pass out or wake up from a dream at some point. Either was a possibility, “You have an amazing man here. The Country owes him, and his men, an enormous debt of gratitude. Not just for recent achievements, but for a record of constant, and consistent achievement throughout their careers. He has many great things ahead of him. I am sure of that.”
“Thank you Mister President, I happen to like him,” she said timidly, her voice audibly shaking. She was clutching Frank’s arm as much for physical support as affection.
“If I may add, please keep him close to you, and teach him a thing or two. He was going to come here alone tonight! The Warrant Officer over there and I had to tease him a bit to get him to break down and get you to come with him. I threatened to have my wife here call you with an invitation if he didn’t do it. But I assure you, despite that he may just be the keeper you have been looking for,” the President had a firm grip on Frank’s shoulder and seemed intent to not let go.
“Plus he is just so handsome,” added the First Lady.
“Mr. President, she is here, and it is technically still our first date. Please don’t embarrass me too much. I may never get a second,” Frank said turning slightly red. He was obviously uncomfortable with the exchange and was trying to find a graceful exit.
The President finally released the grip on his shoulder, “Ms. Cooper I was told that you are a nurse from Dallas. Is that correct?”
Somehow at this point she was sure he knew far more about her than she would have ever dreamt possible. This both amazed and somewhat shocked her, “Yes Sir. I work in an emergency room.”
“You were at work when the attack occurred, at least from what my staff has told me. Before you leave tonight I want to hear from you first hand about what the situation in the E.R. was like that day. Also, I would like to know how it has evolved since then and what we might do to be better prepared if something like this, God forbid, ever happens again,” the President requested.
“Yes Sir. I hope I can do it justice. I am sure that there is someone better qualified than me for this,” she stammered.
“You were there. You are the most qualified individual for what I want to know,” The President replied. “Besides,” he went on, “from what I understand, you threw an administrator out on his ass when he tried to shut the hospital down because of some fire code. That is exactly the type of person I need to hear from. I don’t need another official report, I want first-hand knowledge.”
At this point she was half certain that he was just being a good host and could care less what she had to say. Hopefully he would forget about it by the end of the night. Some part of her wanted to talk his ear off on any number of subjects, another part of her wanted to hide in a corner and hope no one noticed she was in the room for the rest of the night.
They proceeded to find their table, and at their seats before she recovered. She was very glad they weren’t seated at the same table as the President. That might be too much for her, and might just be enough to drive her screaming into that corner. Frank was also happy with the seating chart, as he had no desire to have that level of interest in their first date.
“You seem so calm,” she whispered to Frank.
“Believe me, I did much worse than you the first time I met him. Amazingly magnetic personality though, don’t you think? I can see why he has never lost an election. Just being near him I seem to want to support him on anything he says. That doesn’t come through on television like it does in person. There it’s all looks and talking points. In person he makes far more sense than the news bites we normally see,” he said.
“Yes, I think he was destined to be in politics. I am certainly glad he isn’t a salesman, I would buy whatever he was selling,” she giggled a little, instantly embarrassed by the fact that she felt, and sounded a little bit like a schoolgirl.
Slowly looking around the room, she realized there was an equally impressive, but larger collection of Americana than there had been in the entryway. She felt compelled to tease Frank just a little more, “So, Soldier, I have to know, if this is a first date, what do you do for an encore? Normally, according to social convention, a second date is supposed to be better than the first.”
“Well crap,” he said.
She thought he was finally relaxing and turning back into the man of the phone calls, emails and text messages.
“I guess its just one and done for us,” he teased her back. “So we may as well enjoy ourselves shake hands, and go our separate ways.”
“Oh no you did not just say that. I already told my mother about you. That is something I never do. I will want a second date at some point. I may need at least three now that I think of it,” she finished her statement with one eyebrow slightly raised, hoping her flirtation didn’t go too far. The mix of alcohol and ambiance was making her feel dizzy.
If it hadn’t been for that drink earlier none of this would have been said out loud. She was also relatively sure she would not have made it through the receiving line without falling down. The alcoholic nerve booster was helping.
Throughout the salad course it became obvious that every single one of the soldiers, and their significant others, had the same “are we really here” feeling. Once the main course, which was the most succulent salmon any of them had ever tasted, arrived they all started to relax and become themselves. Perhaps it was the phenomenally well-chosen wine helping with that.
Frank and Sandy enjoyed their conversation and more than a few laughs. To her pleasant surprise what she enjoyed just as much as Frank’s company was the couple seated to their right. It consisted of Master Sergeant Fisher and his wife Heather.
In the rush to get here the other guests she would meet were not something she had thought about for a single second. What she had found was a couple she was totally relaxed around, probably because they shared many of the same worldviews. It put her at complete ease to be around like-minded people.
From them, she heard many stories about her date. Some meant to be endearing, others obviously meant to embarrass him. As rapidly as the night began the dessert plates were being removed and they were ushered into a smaller, equally breathtaking room with couches and lounge chairs spread around, so they could enjoy some after dinner drinks and talk.
Sandy was taking the first drink of white wine and Frank a scotch when the President came directly over to them with the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, and Frank’s Group Commander in tow, “Hello again you two. I wonder if Ms. Cooper here might be able to take some time and give me some of her thoughts on life in the ER immediately after, and in the days following the attacks?”
Her hopes of him forgetting about that line of questioning were just smashed. She almost panicked, but instead took a deep breath, tried to get her mind to stop rushing around in different directions, and thought for a second, “I’m not exactly certain what you are asking Mr. President. So much happened that night, and in the days since. At some level it’s all just a blur.”
The President explained his desire in more detail, “Well, I don’t want specific details, or for you to relive anything horrible that happened that you witnessed firsthand. I am sure that was a terrible enough night that you have probably revisited in your dreams. Besides, the nightly news and my daily briefings have already given me all the bad and horrific stories I need for a lifetime. Sadly, I am sure they have many more lined up and ready for me.
“What I want to do is see if we can be more prepared if something like this ever happens again. Think of it another way, you are a well-trained and experienced nurse. What was surprising to you? We can use that type information to help people prepare if we discover another attack is imminent,” the President explained.
“Honestly Mr. President, it was the number of survivors. With a nuclear explosion I would have thought that very few people would have survived, much less made it to the Emergency Room. There was a continuous wave of people. They just kept coming through the door. I am sure all the other area hospitals had the same problem. We were overwhelmed with the sheer number of patients,” she said.
“I have seen all of the official reports, and injury statistics. Can you tell me what kind of treatments those folks needed that you could have been better trained for? Perhaps there was something that was so totally unexpected it would be good for people to learn something about while in nursing school for instance,” he asked probing further.
“There were so many people suffering from radiation sickness, and at first we didn’t know what it was. We had no idea what to do for them. They died horrible deaths, and we later found out there was nothing we could have done for them anyway. No one on the staff knew what to do. No doctor or nurse had any kind of training on what a real treatment might need to be.
“It was really painful for these people, and in the end all we did was try to make them comfortable. But before we figured that out, we wasted a lot of time trying to help them, when we could have been helping someone who was going to survive. It sounds heartless, I know, but that was the point we were at. We were just trying to get the greatest number of people to live through the day. The radiation patient’s biological systems failed, one after the other in a sort of cascade effect. If there is a treatment method either known, or one that could be developed, that would be good. Either that, or somehow allow the use of far more potent painkillers to be administered by a nurse when we are under such extreme ratio of medical personnel to patients, without an ingrained professional fear on the part of the nurse. Especially in the case of national disasters or attacks” she said softly.
The more she thought of that day the more the memories of now deceased patients came back. All of which she would much rather forget. Frank picked up on it and put his arm around her. She barely noticed his arm, or that there was now a growing groups of people listening in. Instead she was laser focused on the President and Frank.
“Honestly, the other thing that surprised me was that out of those people who lived and made it to the ER was the normality, I guess you would call it, of their injuries. When it happened everyone working in the ER heard all these crazy stories from the people coming in about a nuclear weapon or an airplane crash, and even some people saying there had been an alien invasion. None of us working could believe that it might have been nuclear, but we were obviously just in denial. No one wanted to believe it,” her voice finally cracking. She realized she was rambling and no longer answering the question that was asked. It was like she had been in a trance for a moment.
Tears were coming down her cheeks one at a time. She didn’t notice and made no attempt to wipe them away. As she spoke she felt as though she was re-living a dream. It was almost like it had all happened to someone else, “But as the patients kept coming in, I think we all knew deep inside ourselves what had really happened. None of us would say it aloud. This was not a natural disaster, like an earthquake or something. If it was a natural event I guess we could have at least been emotionally prepared. But with this it was just different.
“I guess you could say, Mr. President, that the part which surprised me the most was that last part. The normality of the injuries and the sheer volume of them,” she knew she was repeating herself but said it anyway.
“There were so many broken bones, so many crushed limbs, and so many people needing stiches. It was just so damn hard to know where to start. We just reverted back to a triage form medical practice. People had to wait for HOURS to get any help.
“I helped with so many patients who were bleeding that my scrubs changed from blue to deep red. I had to change clothes more than once because they were saturated with blood and started to stick to me. I wasn’t the only one this was happening to either. Sandy turned her face up and had a distant look in her eyes. She no longer saw the President or Frank, but the inside of her E.R. and all the people from that horrible day.
“The stress was incredible. Everyone that worked that day went numb. It was either that or lose your mind. Mostly we just worked on auto-pilot, we let our training take over. We were so tired. We ran out of supplies. We had no way left to set bones properly.
“People came in expecting modern medicine and got, essentially, civil war era treatment. At one point I used broom handles and medical tape to immobilize a patient’s arm after a doctor flipped out and refused to treat him at all without AMA certified supplies. He was just going to let this man sit there and wait until we got a shipment. I think he had been treating patients for 15 hours, and was exhausted from the stress. But, it could have been days, we had no idea at that point,” she sobbed a bit remembering how much pain the man had been in.
She looked up and remembered where she was standing and whom she was speaking to, “Mr. President, oh God sir, I apologize for rambling. Let me give you one final thought. We worked as hard as we could, as fast as we could. Four people who could have been easily saved had we gotten to them faster died in our waiting room. Four Americans died in chairs hoping for help, and finding none.
“You want to know how we can be better prepared? Simple. Never let an attack like this happen again. No one could be ready for it. Ever. The only thing someone who would attack us like that understands is force. Use it wisely, but let them know you will follow through and only then, when they are convinced we will fight them with everything we have, will they quit. It was how the police in Dallas kept the drug gangs from ruling the streets a few years ago, and I am sure it will work in this case,” she realized was digging her nails into Frank’s hand so hard that she hoped he wasn’t bleeding. Frank didn’t appear to care.
The President looked at her sympathetically, “Well Ms. Cooper I wish people here in Washington spoke with your kind of clarity. Captain, if I could order you to marry this woman I would. She is a true American heroine. She gave her all, asks for no special treatment, no vengeance. She just wants the safety and security to live her life freely and without harm. She only wants to use force as a last resort. But she is willing to get to that last resort. She wants to never again be attacked just for being an American, and to be able to go about her life without harm. She wants to enjoy her freedoms. Ms. Cooper, keep close to the Captain here, and I hope I can live up to your desires in the coming months.”
Frank squeezed her tightly, then kissed her, despite the audience.

AP NEWS FLASH: The private dinner at the White House had at least 10 members of the US military were seen arriving in civilian cars and were assumed to be in attendance. No photographs or names were made available to the press. There is speculation that this is one of the elite Special Forces teams perhaps responsible for some classified action yet to be announced as part of the ongoing War effort against Iran. None of the guests are thought to be part of the process of Vice Presidential nominations. Speculation as to the identity of the soon to be announced Vice Presidential nominee are still running wild. There is pressure from members of the Senate to provide a name soon in order to fill the post.


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: The market finished the week significantly lower. News reports caused a weekly decline of almost 500 points for the Dow Jones Industrials. Economists and investors who were available for comment know of no safe havens for investment at the moment, with the possible exception of the defense sector. There are calls for further government controls on the economy. This may stabilize fears, and allow the market to start on the long road to recovery. No comment on further legislative efforts from either the White House or Congress to stabilize the economy other than broad statements that the President does not believe in centralized economics. However, in times of War even Presidents who do no like government intervention have been known to alter their opinion.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

The Morning After
Frank woke up with his arms around Sandy. He felt more comfortable here, with her in his arms, than he had anywhere in a long time. This relationship just felt right to him.
She began to stir.
He hoped he hadn’t awakened her. Seeing her smile up at him made him happy in ways he had never felt before.
“I can’t believe I did that with you last night, but glad I did,” she said.
“Which part? The lecture you gave the President of the United States about how to basically use all the military forces at his disposal, or the part where you invited me up here for a ‘drink’ that turned out to be one of the best nights of my life,” he said.
She blushed slightly, “One of the best?” she teased him.
“Ok top two. The night I met you might stand slightly higher on the list,” he corrected.
“Nice recovery, soldier boy. Either you know exactly what to say, or have told that to so many women it’s just second nature,” she winked at him.
It was his turn to be embarrassed, “On my life, I swear I have never said anything like that before. I even thought it would be so corny that you would just laugh at me.”
“Oh don’t worry, it was corny. But after last night I guess I just have to trust ya, after all you did tell me it will be a good location for dinner and you were not wrong. As far as surprises go, I must say that one was pretty damn good,” she said.
“Ok, well trust me on this then, I am starving and I really want to hit the breakfast buffet this place has on the second floor. Then we can figure out what to do with our day,” he said.
“Oh,” she seemed genuinely surprised. “I hadn’t really thought about today with all the rush to get here. I guess I just assumed you would have to work. I didn’t plan anything but are you sure you can spend the day with me?” she asked.
“Well, I do have to report in, which I can do by telephone, but as we were leaving last night The Chairman of The Joint Chiefs of Staff told me, and my Commander, that he wanted me to spend today being your official tour guide anywhere in town you want to go. So, I think he is high ranking enough that all of my other official duties can wait,” he smiled.
“Alright, breakfast it is, but I need a shower first,” she said.
After both of them grabbed a quick shower they went down to the Hyatt’s second floor restaurant. They found a very predictable, yet satisfying hotel breakfast buffet. That was fine with him. It was her company he cared about.
“While you were in the shower I called in, and I am all officially yours for the day. I am on call, but that is always true. So assuming no emergencies today, I am free,” he smiled.
“I guess I just thought that with us being at war, I sort of assumed you would never really have much time off,” she said.
“Well we aren’t in the middle of active conflict with ground forces yet. Everything so far is essentially an air campaign, although our conventional ground forces are getting ready to move. But I am Special Forces, this conflict is large unit stuff, not my kind of warfare. At least at the moment. It may turn into my type of job, but right now it isn’t. Even if we were involved in something that Spec Ops was actively working I am in the DC area so I have some time off. Today is one of those days,” he said.
“I am glad you want to spend it with me,” she said.
“I want to tell you some things. I don’t want our lives to be awkward with things left unsaid, so I am just going to put them out there,” he said while finishing his second helping of pancakes. He wasn’t entirely sure where he was going with this conversation yet.
“I have never had dinner there before, and probably never will again. It is back to my normal job which, I assure you, is far less glamorous. I am also very glad I got to take you. However, unless I get invited to have dinner with the Queen of England, no second date will ever come close to last night. For that I am sorry,” he said.
“I was just teasing you about that,” she said while sipping coffee.
“Oh, I know that,” he winked. “It is just nice to hear you admit it. On top of that, I woke up with you in my arms and it just felt right. I know it seems juvenile to say, but it was like you belonged there. Just like all of our late night conversations, it just all feels right. I have never felt anything like this.”
She was looking at him wordlessly, affectionately, “I can think of nothing in this world that would make me happier than waking up next to you every day for the rest of my life,” he said.
She was now sitting up much straighter and holding his hand across the table, “Frank, what are you saying?”
“What I am saying is that I think the President had a pretty good idea. You are everything I have ever wanted in a woman. I know I love you, which I have never said to anyone this quickly, and I would be eternally happy if you would agree to marry me,” he proposed wishing he was down on one knee, as corny as that felt.
She leaned over and kissed him, “I agree on all counts, but want to add that we are both nuts. If you agree to that, then I say yes. But, I mean engaged to be married, after one date?”
“Well yes but what a date it was! I don’t mean get married today, I mean like after we figure a few things out we get married. For starters, I don’t live in Dallas and they won’t move Fort Bragg to North Texas. But the time for that is tomorrow, or next week, but I am in, and I want to be in with you. Besides I told you it would have to be one and done for us.”
“Ok now really no one will believe me about this trip,” she said with a smile.
“First off don’t mention who our host was and you are fine. Just mention the Chairman, everyone knows him and it is probably much more believable, and is certainly a great deal safer. Second, I think top of our list today is an engagement ring for you, and then maybe people will believe you,” he said. He knew it was impulsive but didn’t want to waste time.
“You really are serious. Thank God! If you said this was to stay our secret for the moment I wouldn’t know what to do. I think I’ll call my sister right now,” she laughed, but made no move for her phone.
“Have American Express will shop! Let’s go to Georgetown. I know they have a few things over there, lots of good shopping, some jewelry stores, and a University of some renown,” he said, hoping that decent jewelry stores would be in the mix, he had never thought about those kinds of places.

AP NEWS FLASH: Protests are popping up in several cities. The protestors say that President Press should stop the illegal war and that he has no legal claim to the office of President. They say he should resign immediately and allow the former President to retake his office, although Constitutional Scholars all agree that there is no mechanism in the law for this to happen. To make things worse for the ex-President the largest such protest reportedly had a mere 100 people in attendance. Their group appears to be the very vocal minority in America. Public support for the protests is currently at 7 %. The President’s job approval rose slightly today to 57 %. When he took office just a short time ago he was polling at 35 %. In additional polling data 60 % of Americans now feel that the use of nuclear weapons would be justified. The President still maintains that these weapons are to be used as a last resort and there is currently no discussion of their use in the conflict. Many military experts agree if he were to use them he would not inform the press first. As a result speculation as to his real intention is running wild.


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: Retailers are due to report sales results in the coming week. Nationwide sales are predicted to be down dramatically since the attack. This report will be somewhat less revealing than the next report will be as the attacks happened in the time since the previous report. This report had some period of time prior to the nuclear strike included. Consumer confidence is at a five year low and these retail numbers are not expected to raise the confidence level in any way. The economy appears to be in for an extended period of difficulty.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

The General’s Home
General Jackson woke up after a full and uninterrupted night’s sleep for the first time in longer than he cared to think about. It felt good. He had to admit he wasn’t as young as he used to be, and that sleep was now more necessary than ever to keep his mind sharp.
He didn’t need a fully connected eight hours, in fact, he usually survived on catnaps whenever and wherever he could grab them. There was a war to fight but even Generals needed to sleep. This was especially true given the upcoming massive air battle being planned. He needed all the rest he could get in anticipation of some very long days ahead.
He heard the television on downstairs and realized his wife, Mary, must be watching the news. It was part of her morning ritual. He usually never watched any news but decided this morning that he had spent so little time with her lately that he would go make her a cappuccino, then join in her morning routine. Perhaps when this war was over he would finally retire and do that every morning. Retirement, now there was a nice thought. If only the world didn’t need people like him any longer. That was a pleasant thing to think about, a world at peace.
He entered the living room. It was decorated with family photos depicting decades of life on a variety of military bases. The typical subject matter was their kids, and now grandkids at various ages and stages of life. He sat down on the leather sofa next to his wife, “I made you your favorite cappuccino. Someday you will have to learn to operate that machine for yourself,” he took a sip of his own coffee. “What’s going on in the world?”
She kissed him, and predictably ignored his comment on cappuccino machine operation, as she always did when he made the joke even he had to admit was stale, “You probably know what is going on in the world better than these people. But, it appears some university kids are upset about the whole War and decided to stage a protest. They even have a guy about to give a speech. I think for once they are going to carry the whole thing rather than just slicing it up, so at that’s a plus I guess.”
He focused on the TV and saw a headline reading, “Harvard Square.” He thought to himself two things, HDTV was not the kindest thing in the world to some news anchors who always tried to hide imperfections with way too much makeup, and where better in the country to get a protest against a War the United States was actively engaged in than in Boston. People were permitted to hold their own opinions, and voice them, but it wouldn’t stop him from doing his job.
The country was, essentially, started by another protest held in that very city. Given the Constitutional rights General Jackson believed in with every fiber of his being, these people were living the life he was proud to defend. He may disagree with what they say, but he couldn’t and wouldn’t deny their right to say it.
The news crew was filling airtime with meaningless chitchat in the final seconds before the protest’s headliner began speaking. Suddenly the chitchat ended and the anchor said, “Here we go, it appears to be Professor Edward Hinkle coming to the podium. As we all know he has been an anti-war advocate since Viet Nam. Yes I think he is about to start speaking to the crowd of roughly 1,000 people.”
They cut to the Professor who stood at a podium with a bank of microphones. The protestors had claimed this was an impromptu event. The Chairman could not help but wonder that if it were as impromptu, as they claimed, where did the large bank of microphones, with the logos every major news agency come from.
“We are here today to tell the world what they all need to hear. That this young upstart of a President, Scott Press, should never have been sworn in. The Vice President had just been killed, and they rushed him into office in a complete and total usurpation of power so that his party could take over and enforce a radical agenda. They did so without regard to the electoral process or traditions.
“What they should have done was waited. They should have allowed a new Vice President to be put in place and then have this new person, of our choosing, of the voters choosing, to transition into that office. This is an illegal President put in power by a conspiracy to oppress the American people!” The crowd predictably roared with excitement to the level that the General wondered if there were an applause sign somewhere out of the camera shot. He also wondered if they taught Constitutional order of Presidential succession at Harvard. There was also a slight problem of his method of replacing a Vice President was not written into law anywhere.
“What has he done to clean up the radiation effects that are killing people? Nothing. He claims that there is nothing that can be done. He expects us to believe that with all that modern technology has accomplished this we can’t do. It’s a lie!
“All he has done so far is to send a bunch of scientist to look at it. Get started sir! What are you waiting for? More Americans to die? Another attack inside our borders?
“They had to know this attack was coming! Billions of dollars spent on the Intelligence agencies. They had to know it was coming.
“Scott Press let it happen! It happened on his watch. He thought it would solidify his chances for re-election. Maybe he even helped plan it!
“Congress should investigate this man’s illegal activities right now! Congress should move to impeach! Then, our duly elected President can get back to work and appoint a new Vice President allowing a normal, orderly, transition of power to take place.”
The General wondered if the man had ever read the Constitution, or maybe he just made up rules as he went along to suit his own desires. He guessed that with enough years of tenure you could say whatever you wanted, as long as it wasn’t in print no one would hold it against you. Perhaps even if it was in print it wouldn’t matter.
“What does he do after the attack? He has our soldiers go and bomb them! Like that is going to get them to stop! What did he do next? He sends a CIA kill squad into their country to murder innocent civilians. Now what kind of destruction will they bring to our shores because of his actions?
“Mark my words there will be retaliation. We are going to march on the State Capital and make our voices heard from here to Washington! Let’s GO!” The entire crowd started to move down the street and out of the camera’s view.
Mrs. Jackson turned off the TV, “I am sorry you had to hear that honey.”
“Oh, who cares? I have had to listen to this stuff for a long time. You know the truth. We don’t murder people. We keep people safe by doing our jobs, and unfortunately sometimes that job isn’t horribly pleasant. He can talk all he wants and I will continue to defend his freedom to sit in his nice comfortable university office and act like a complete and utter moron,” he smiled at his wife.
His cell phone rang, as it did so often, “I swear my dear, next year I will retire and throw this damn thing away.”
“Good, so I won’t have to bother learning how to operate that damn coffee machine,” she mumbled as he left the room.

AP NEWS FLASH: There have been protests in several U.S. cities concerning the War. They claim the President is in office illegally. The former President has said that he should be appointed as Vice President and the current President should resign, for the good of the country. Then an orderly succession could take place. Constitutional scholars maintain that the order of succession prescribed in the U.S. Constitution has been followed. The White House has declined to comment beyond starting that such claims are a distraction by people wanting to see their names in the news.


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: Farmers are reporting difficulty getting fresh vegetables to market before they spoil due to shipping infrastructure damage caused by the attacks. This has caused prices of these items to surge, when they can be obtained at all. The majority of shipping problems are resulting from a lack of repair parts available to fix trucks when they break down which has become common after the destruction of parts suppliers near Detroit. No word from the automobile manufacturers on when new parts will start to become available. Japanese companies are claiming that they can start fulfilling this need very soon, even for American brand automobiles. This will likely cause a negative effect to the US economy due to increased imports while no domestic auto exports are possible for the foreseeable future. Additionally, due to the price of oil and the distance those parts much be shipped, it is expected the cost of these parts will be much higher once they are available than they have been in the past. The overall impact of this situation is still being assessed.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

The Oval Office
President Press sat in the Oval Office pondering a few things. He hadn’t really had time to fully understand just how complex the job of President was when the Country was running in a non-emergency situation during his short time in office before the attack. His entire Presidency seemed to have been one big mess from the start, considering the Impeachment, the assassination, and then the nuclear strike. He always prided himself in never running from a challenge. Now he wondered if there would be an un-challenging moment while he held this office, he hoped there would be. At this point he wasn’t even sure if running for re-election was something he wanted. That was a question he would answer another day, but it wasn’t that far away.
One thing he was finally getting used to was the fact that his Secret Service detail kept at least one person with him in every room, no matter where he was, at all times. He could occasionally escape them in the bedroom or bathroom, but even in those rooms he suspected that, somehow, they were watching. He wished that wasn’t true but he was sure that it was. Talk about an uncomfortable feeling for both sides, have to watch another man take care of morning absolution could not be a fun thing to witness. If his wife ever figured it out, well that was something he hoped wouldn’t happen.
These were thoughts for another time. Perhaps for a humorous chapter in his memoir, he could see the chapter heading, “The President and his morning bathroom trip.”
He had a full morning scheduled ahead of him. All of it was to be here in this room. Why in this room, which he was still not completely comfortable in, he wondered once again. He wished they could have moved his morning activities elsewhere, but this was where he really should be. His discomfort would have to remain his secret.
Lester entered the room from the private entrance leading to the Chief of Staff office, “Mister President, are you ready to get started?”
“Absolutely Les. What’s up first?” he asked. He wondered if he would ever remember which door led to which outer office, or, more importantly, led to a bathroom.
“First up this morning we have a briefing on the radiation effects of our two bombed regions. As part of that there will be some recommended actions,” said the Chief of Staff.
“Great, bring them in,” he said.
It seemed odd to be working in an office while trying to recover from a nuclear attack. Life would go on no matter what, he supposed. But when he imagined such an attack, it always included the end of humans all over the world. Every thought he ever had of nuclear attacks involved any number of large countries sending their huge arsenals of nuclear weapons all over the globe, and rendering it uninhabitable for most life forms. Exceptions were made for cockroaches and perhaps Twinkies. This attack had not been that. While it had not destroyed the world, he wanted to ensure this type of attack never happened again. He also wanted to be sure that the situation did not worsen and turn into some kind of bizarre “zombie apocalypse” level of long term problem where society turned into little enclaves of survivors huddling wherever they could find a safe spot.
The door to his secretary’s office opened and three people in business suits, one nicely pressed and two rather rumbled, entered carrying stacks of papers, “Mr. President this is Dr. Kennedy, and his colleagues from Los Alamos National Laboratory,” Les introduced the two men and one woman.
“Good to meet you Mr. President. I would like to introduce Drs. Finnegan and Brockton. I run the lab, these two are nuclear scientists, actually they are nuclear weapons specialists, at the New Mexico facility. They are here in case you have specific questions I am unable to answer.”
“Please come in, sit down. Can we get you water or coffee?” asked President Press.
They took seats on the two couches while the President sat in a chair at the head of the coffee table in the center, with Lester at the opposite end, “No thank you Mr. President. We have some data for you on the two devices and impacted areas,” he handed over a thick stack of paper to the President and another to the Chief of Staff.
“This seems like about 100 pages of what I am sure is high end Physics. I am certain my day doesn’t have time for all of that. Perhaps you can summarize all this for me?” the President asked trying to cut to the bottom line.
“Oh, of course Mister President, I never thought you would consider reading all of it. Most of the information is meant as backup, or supplemental information, in case you or your staff have any questions. We tried to anticipate what those might be and include as much detail as made sense in a number of appendices, without getting overly technical. It is also intended for your Press Secretary so that when asked he can give accurate answers to the press. They have a tendency, if you answer incorrectly, to publish articles about your lack of competence, so we are trying to help avoid that situation as well,” answered Dr. Kennedy.
“I appreciate that more than I can possibly explain,” sighed the President. He had no love of the news media.
He preferred to just work rather than be part of the “show” that Washington D.C. had become in the modern era. Some people even referred to the day-to-day operations in this town as a type of live action cartoon intended to boost network news ratings.
“Let me cut to the bottom line Mister President. Most people left the bombed areas voluntarily. That’s good. You ordered a 10-mile evacuation region, which against all odds people have paid attention to, almost completely without argument. I would like you to expand both Detroit and the Dallas Fort Worth Metropolitan areas to 15 miles,” said the scientist without hesitation.
“For how long?” asked the President.
“In all likelihood, for the remainder of our lifetime Mister President. Possibly even longer. We don’t know yet,” said Dr. Kennedy soberly. His two associates nodded silently in agreement.
“Ok, you have to give me more than that. People will not continue to be so cooperative without us telling them why. Especially with how long it has been since the attack. If we had done it right afterwards it wouldn’t be a problem, but now, well, you are opening me up to those competency arguments you mentioned earlier,” he said.
“Sir, these devices were Uranium bombs. As a result the radiation levels in those regions have been increasing ever since the detonations happened, and are now very high. It took some time to sort out at what concentration, and how far out, everything would settle back to Earth. That is just the nature of the way these devices work,” said the Lab Director.
“Now that is something I don’t understand at all. Why does radiation take a while to settle? Why does it increase for so long?” asked the President.
Dr. Kennedy turned to face his two scientists, “Please stop me at any time if I get this wrong.”
Dr. Kennedy sat back on the couch. He appeared at ease discussing the after effects of a nuclear bombing, which the President found odd, “Remember, Mister President, that nuclear weapons have two aspects to them. They cause a huge explosion but that can also be achieved chemically with no lingering after affects, once you put out the fire, and clean up the rubble. Load enough high explosive in one place and you can accomplish the same exact level of destruction that happened to us, especially with today’s military grade explosive compounds. We have tested a device known as a MOAB with a similar yield to that of the Hiroshima device we dropped during World War 2. It was fabricated out of nothing but conventional munitions.”
“The second, less ordinary result, is radiation. This is unique to nuclear devices, both nuclear explosive devices and the so-called “dirty bomb.” These radiation effects fall into a couple of categories shown on page three of the report,” he said.
The man spoke without looking at the data package to even see if he was giving out the correct page number. The President found it impressive given the complexity of the issue. Perhaps this was basic stuff for someone in this man’s profession.
Everyone except Dr. Kennedy turned to the appropriate page to follow along, “First, there is what is referred to as prompt radiation effects. These occur as the bomb detonates. It consists of radiation in three forms, neutron, gamma, and beta radiation. The largest concern of these from a health perspective is neutron radiation. I will spare you the gory details of that because all I know is the worst case scenario, and refer you to your Surgeon General for any questions, as they are beyond my area of expertise.”
The President nodded as Dr. Kennedy continued. He was glad to have someone admit they didn’t know something. In the politician’s experience, some people with enough letters after their name just liked to answer questions no matter their level of expertise in the subject matter. He was glad that wasn’t true in this case.
“After these prompt radiation effects pass comes the infamous nuclear fallout. This starts roughly an hour after detonation and may continue for days, or even weeks. I can now report to you that it has finally ceased falling. If this portion is explained as part of the press release, we can avoid some that trust issue with the Press Corps,” Doctor Kennedy said.
“That sounds suspiciously like good news,” said the President.
“Yes Mr. President it is. It means that now, in both locations, we can give you an accurate accounting of how bad the situation is, radiologically speaking,” said Dr. Kennedy.
“First, what causes fallout?” asked the President. “My Press Secretary got beat up about that one, and justifiably I think. He didn’t have any kind of intelligent answer.”
“That is a good question, Mr. President. If you look at page seven we have a graphic for you,” they all flipped their packets to the appropriate page, except Dr. Kennedy who continued to speak without the aid of notes.
“Fallout is caused by the way these devices work. When the nuclear explosion occurs nowhere remotely close to the entire core of radioactive material is reacted. In short, Mister President the nuclear material that doesn’t take place in the reaction is thrown into the air. It is thrown in all directions at a high rate of speed. Some of it will be sent so high into the atmosphere it floats around for a long time. The fallout consists of this ejected nuclear material coming back to Earth over time,” the scientist explained.
The President rubbed his forehead, “Dr. Kennedy please tell me that if Israel falls, or someone here has enough time, that this material can’t be collected up and used to build yet another one of these weapons.”
“No chance at all Mister President. It is far too diffuse. That doesn’t stop the radiation effects from being harmful. In fact, it makes the health hazard from these devices even worse,” he said.
“Ok, well that is half of a good news story. So now for the big two, can we clean it up well enough for people to move back in, and if that’s possible, how long will that take?” asked the President.
“Mr. President some of the fringe areas might be able to be cleaned up, but the evacuation area we discussed should remain evacuated for years, perhaps decades. I am sorry to have to be the one to inform you of this, but that is the reality of the situation,” he said.
There was a moment of unintended silence in the room, “That is bad. If I understand this correctly we have hundreds of thousands of citizens we have to tell to permanently move?” asked the Chief of Staff.
“I am afraid so,” said Dr. Kennedy.
The President stood, “Gentlemen I hate to cut this short but you three now have some work to do. I want you to go see my Press Secretary, Scott Waits, who is a very nice man with an absolutely thankless job. Someone from my staff will show you the way. I want you to work with him on an immediate press release.
“Then Dr. Kennedy you will make yourself available to answer questions from the press, for this I apologize. You can use the pressroom here in the White House after Scott gives out the overview.
“Once that is complete, you must go see the leadership in both the House and the Senate. We will set up those meetings. I am sure they will have questions. Once you are done with them, we will speak again.
“We will get that extended evacuation order moving immediately. Hopefully FEMA has the resources left to help.”
“Thank you for your time Mr. President,” the three scientists were ushered out by the President’s personal aid.
“Les, who is up next?” asked President Press. He knew the pace of the day must continue without a break if the schedule was to be kept.
“The Chairman of The Joint Chiefs and the Secretary of Defense are waiting for you Mr. President. They have a briefing on the ground strength moving toward Israel and details on what we might be able to do to deal with it,” answered the Chief of Staff.
“Show them in,” he knew he was in for a long day.
He thought to himself that no matter how complex the situation in front of him that solving problems one at a time until no more problems existed was the best approach. Start with the worst, most time sensitive one on the list, and work to the not as large issues. No single human had the capacity to solve hugely complex problems alone. The President prided himself on his ability to break down complicated problems into a series of more simple, solvable ones. It was one of the few things he remembered from his days as an Engineering student in college.
He hated to micromanage his people and he trusted those around him to do their assigned tasks. Today, sitting here in the Oval Office, he had a series of problems and he hoped his macro-management techniques would serve him well in reaching solutions.
The door opened before the President had a chance to stand up.
“Mr. Chairman, Mr. Secretary, the three of us must find a way to spend less time together, or our wives are going to suspect we are up to no good. Please, sit,” the President motioned to the couch.
The Secretary opened the discussion. He wasted no time on small talk, “Mr. President we have been examining the troop movements in the Middle East. We have studied with great care the various capabilities of the numerous militaries now on the move. There is, to put it mildly, a lot of hardware involved. The Chairman, along with all of the Joint Chiefs, agrees upon what we have said before, and now want to state without equivocation. We do not have enough ground forces to get in the middle of this.”
“You mean forces in the region?” asked the President.
“No sir. We mean in our armed forces, including the reserves. We were 100 % correct in the last briefing that if we put our ground forces in the middle of what appears to be the opening movements of World War III we can expect to lose half within ninety days, unless something changes,” said the Chairman grimly.
“Our bombing campaign hasn’t worked as expected then?” he asked.
“Mister President, it is working, but with the additional militaries jumping in, we are making slower progress than we had originally projected. This is due to us being challenged in the air. We are being successful, but it is taking longer and it is more complicated. However, our heavy bombers will begin to become involved late tonight. That will signal start of the first of the two shock and awe campaigns we discussed.
“As you recall the first is an opening salvo and the second, larger one, is meant to get them to surrender. I would like to make one change and send our Apache Helicopter forces over. We have some in the region, but I want to get everything we have over there fast. We want to position them in Israel to handle enemy armor if they manage get in and avoid our other air assets. Adding them to the battle will help a great deal. These helicopters are pure tank killers.
“I remember from when I was on active duty,” The President said.
“The challenge, Mr. President, is that if Israel falls we could lose all of them. We would have none left in inventory anywhere in the world should we need them,” said General Jackson.
“General, if I understood all of the previous briefings on this subject, if Israel falls they will invade either Europe or here in the near future. Neither of those are good things. Let’s move those helicopters as soon as possible. How the hell did our ground forces get into this depleted state?” the President asked. He was now pacing the room as the discussion continued.
“Mister President, it’s a combination of things. The lengthy global war on terror has left our combat troops, for lack of a better description, tired. The troops have been deployed into combat zones so often that they are in need of rest and retraining. Additionally, this type of combat is not what we are geared up for any longer. We are set up to fight insurgents. We have to rest, re-equip, and re-train all areas of our combat arms soldiers. Even if we hadn’t been nuked in Detroit, taking out our ground vehicle manufacturing capability, we would still have trouble if this scale conventional War had broken out,” Chairman Jackson summarized.
“So all we have to do is re-train, re-equip, and refocus our soldiers. All of this while the Middle East is falling apart, while our own economy still hasn’t figured out what is going on since the nuclear attack, and the Legislative Branch is pissed off at me because they all want to be VP, and I now have to increase evacuation zones in two US cities, while figuring out what can be done to resuscitate our shipping infrastructure,” summarized the President.
“Basically Mr. President you have it about right,” said the Chief of Staff.
The President thought for a minute. He had a series of problems now, none of which he saw an immediate solution to. Even these trusted advisors had no obvious path forward that led to the desired endgame. He didn’t want to let Israel fall. That had to be the right place to start.
He stopped pacing and said, “General, first thing first. I want to see a revised aerial assault plan that gets every single asset we have anywhere that is airworthy flying in that direction. I don’t care if you have to re-activate the recently retired F-117s. Anything that can drop a bomb or launch a missile, get it over there now and involved as quickly as possible. It will leave us vulnerable, but we have to end this now, if we can. Look into the “retirement” bases for aircraft as well. Have inspectors go over those to determine if there are any that can be brought up to speed and airworthiness in a reasonable timeframe. I don’t care if they are jets or helicopters. Ideally, if we could find some serviceable A-10’s, get those moving as well.
“I want our missile submarines over there, from wherever in the world they are. If we leave other things unprotected for the moment, that’s ok. I want them armed so that they can hit additional targets far inland if need be. Then call whatever defense contractor or contractors that make our missiles and bombs. Tell them to prepare to work some serious overtime. We will need more quickly. Lester, get with the leadership in the House and the Senate and be sure we can pay for it. We don’t want to have that fight drag out right now. Let’s tell them they support this or else. I am not sure what the or else is but we can figure that out later.”
He paused for a minute, “Then, Mr. Secretary, I want to see a plan designed to get our military back in shape. It doesn’t have to be fixed overnight, as we already have a few irons in the fire, but I want to get that started as well. No more waiting until tomorrow. Get that assigned to someone you trust. Finally, I am going to get some folks from the automotive industry in here and see about rebuilding our ground vehicle capabilities. I would like both of you to be in that meeting. Any questions?”
“No, Mr. President,” they said almost in unison.
The President’s personal aid handed him a note. Scott looked up sighed and said, “Well another bit of good news, the Iranians just released a picture and the name of the scientist we grabbed. We can’t deny that we have him. That would just be a waste of time. Let’s get a release ready about our POW. Tell the young Captain who was here for dinner last night that he now has another problem. He, and he alone, was photographed by a dashboard camera on one of their police cars. He was in full camouflage, but they have a computerized version that takes the camo paint off. According to this note there is no mistaking it is him.
“Not to change the subject but I will. Israel must stand. We will figure out a way to keep them alive. Thank you Gentlemen, now go, and get to work,” the President instructed.
After they left the room the President looked at his Chief of Staff, “Les, we still have no Vice President.”
“Yes, Mister President, that is true. That meeting is on the books for this afternoon,” he said looking at his copy of the President’s Daily Schedule.
“Get me Captain Banner on the phone. I want to give him the news on his face being out there personally. Also, if he meets all the Constitutional requirements, I want to just send his name over to the Hill to be the VP. Skip the damn meeting this afternoon. Now that he has been ousted for what happened in Iran he will become an overnight hero, a national figure, or at the very least well known. As a result he will no longer be able to continue in his current job, sad to say. His men seem to love him, that sort of leadership is what you really want to see.
Maybe we just promote the lad all the way up. I want talk to him about this personally. Otherwise he will never believe what we are going to do to him. Get him to bring that lovely young lady with him. Perhaps a very private dinner is in order over in the residence. There is just no room at any point on my schedule to drag out this process. We need a VP I can delegate some of the military rebuilding tasks to. He would be an ideal choice for that given his rank and operational experience. No one in professional politics will handle the rebuilding like an operator. Plus, it might mean an easier confirmation if I don’t pluck someone out that makes others wonder why it wasn’t them. This alleviates the jealousy that will almost assuredly enter any other confirmation.”

AP NEWS FLASH: The White House Press Secretary stated that the War effort is continuing, and going as well as can be expected. However, more countries in the Middle East are mobilizing for War. In the daily briefing the White House hinted that an announcement on a Vice Presidential nominee would occur very soon. No word on who it may be, however speculation is centering around one of several Governors who have been seen coming and going from the White House in recent days. Iranian press agencies have released pictures of the American who led what they are calling the “kill squad” responsible for killing sixty civilians in that country.


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: Retail sales reports were released two days early, on Saturday. This was done to give markets time to absorb the data. Sales were down almost 10 %. <STORY DEVELOPING>


Chapter Thirty

Ring Shopping, and an Offer
“Hey, Sandy, what do you think of this one?” Frank asked, calling her over to the jewelry case he was browsing trying to find just the right ring. He had no idea just how wide an array of sizes, shapes, settings, designs, and even colors these things came in before today.
She came over and looked at the ring he was holding.
“The nice woman here tells me this one is from a company that specializes in engagement rings of the more ‘one-of-a-kind’ variety. Things you just won’t see on other people’s finger,” he said with a smile.
“Frank, I know I said something simple in a solitaire design would be fine but this, now this, this I like,” she said holding up the ring he had found to the light.
The commissioned salesperson, who had no good sales recently thanks to the extreme downturn in the economy, saw and opening and jumped in, “Ma’am what you have there is a hand-made platinum setting. It holds a 2.5 carat canary yellow diamond, which is surrounded by an additional 1.25 carats of white diamonds. All of the stones are VSI in quality or better. You will truly be wearing a one of a kind, timeless piece of art.”
“I know I am going to regret asking this, but how much is it?” she asked.
Frank interrupted quickly, “Don’t worry about that, I know how much it is. If you like it, all you need to be concerned with is does it fit?”
She tried it on her finger and it fit perfectly. She smiled from ear to ear and kissed him with as much restraint as she could muster in such a public place.
Frank’s cell phone rang as he handed over his credit card, “We’ll take it.”
He smiled at his fiancé and pushed the button on his cell phone, “This is Captain Banner.”
Sandy just stood there looking at him with a smile, still not sure how all this happened. A month ago she was just a nurse in an emergency room with no boyfriend. She hadn’t even had a second date on the horizon. She had begun to believe she was married to her job, and was going to end up a crazy old cat lady.
From her point of view she was still that same nurse, but now she had a fiancé, now she was living a life instead of just existing. She wasn’t quite sure how this was supposed to feel, but for some reason she had no doubt this was the right thing for her to do. There was absolutely not a doubt in her mind about this man. Being in her mid-30s, and never married, she had never had a situation that felt this good with a man. With this wonderful change in her life she figured she could avoid owning a cat for a long long time.
Frank hung up his phone after a very one sided conversation in which Frank’s only spoken words had been “Yes Sir,” repeated at various intervals, “Ok, now I have to ask does it fit well? Do we need to have it sized, or is it good to go?”
“It fits perfectly, I have to say, that as corny as it sounds, like most of today, it is like it was meant to be. Frank, are you always this impulsive?” she asked hoping the answer was no.
“Never. But I am always a guy that just likes to get things done. This, as you said, feels like the right thing to do I have never been a guy who has been driven by feelings that is, until now,” he explained.
“I can see that, I guess. So from the phone call I am going to guess our day is done and you have to go to work. That’s fine, I understand,” she couldn’t stop smiling or looking at her new ring. She felt like she was having a sudden attack of being a girl again.
Since the attack she had not had many happy moments. In all her life she had never experienced one like this.
“Actually, that was a work call, and I do have something to do, but you are officially invited along. In fact, you may want to debut your ring based on where we are going,” he was smiling as much as her, and also staring at the rock on her hand.
“Cool. I enjoyed meeting the guys, and their wives or girlfriends. Where are we going? Will any of them be there?” she asked.
“Remember when I said I would probably never get to go back to where we went last night for dinner again? I may have been just a wee bit wrong,” he said.
“Oh my God! Really? When?” she said turning red after realizing just how loud she was speaking.
“Uhh, tonight. It will be just us, him, his wife, and one other person from his staff. Not even any members of my unit or Chain of Command, except for the one obvious one. I am under orders to tell none of them about this, and that part is very unusual, so I’m really not sure exactly what this is all about,” he said.
She picked up on his code and understood instantly why he was talking like this.
“That’s it? Ummmm. I wonder why? Did something happen?” she asked, sure there was something he wasn’t telling her.
They were walking out of the store with their purchase on her finger and they took some time to talk and walk through Georgetown, “I am not really sure how to tell you this, so I’ll just tell you. A news story is about to break.
“In it a picture of a soldier who was on a recent mission in Iran for a purpose that from what I know, so far, isn’t in the story. I don’t know much about what is being made public yet. It is a recording from the dashboard camera of an Iranian police vehicle. Apparently, it has been altered to remove the camouflage paint that was worn, and the face in it is unmistakable. It is me, and well, I am not in a position to deny that I was on that mission,” he was talking very fast.
“Frank, I made you a promise while we were at lunch to not ask questions that I know you can’t answer. I won’t dig, but you sound like this is worse than it seems, and it seems pretty bad,” she said.
“I really don’t know how bad it is yet, but it isn’t great. In my line of work we like to stay as anonymous as is practical. This type of publicity really runs contrary to that objective. They don’t have a name, but depending on how the news spins it, or if they can manage to fully identify the person in it, this could be really bad for my career. I could be wrong, it may not matter for my career, but the way I look at it is that this is not great. I don’t think it will affect the war effort at all, so that is at least something positive,” he said.
It seemed to her like he was just thinking out loud trying to figure the entire thing out.
“Look honey, if you need to work I understand. Dig into this problem. Figure out what is really going on. But dinner? What will that fix?” she asked.
“I have no idea. I’ve have never been in this situation before. I have been in the Army a little over 10 years. I think I’m about to be a Major in the near future. What I mean is that I have been around the block a few times, but nothing like this. No one has been down this road in recent decades. But look, we need to go to dinner, and I appreciate you telling me to just go take care of it myself. That was the man himself on the phone, and he was very specific about you coming along,” he squeezed her hand and stopped walking to look her in the eye.
“So given what he just told me of the dress code for this evening, which is also unusual for someone like me, I have some shopping to do. I was specifically told to not be in uniform, and that is really all appropriate that I brought with me. I will also bet you didn’t bring a spare set of clothes that is appropriate given the venue, so let’s go over by the Pentagon, there is a normal mall. I don’t want to become poor due to clothes shopping which is very possible here in Georgetown, with all these high end stores. Besides, I just bought a pretty impressive ring for a wonderful girl,” he winked and ran his finger across her ring on the finger in their intertwined hand.
They jumped onto the subway and made their way over to shop for new clothes. He bought a pair of khaki pants, a white shirt, and an off the rack blue blazer. She purchased a simple black dress and some shoes. After the mall they headed back to her hotel.
The day had gotten away from them, and by the time they showered and changed it was almost time to leave. Frank said he had an idea that might help clear their heads, and one that might be interesting as well so they could burn the thirty minutes they found themselves with.
They jumped in a cab and asked to be dropped off at the Capital. They held hands and walked along the National Mall, making their way back to the White House. They both enjoyed the architecture along the way of the various Smithsonian buildings. The crisp evening air added to the pleasant experience.
They finally found themselves at the visitor entrance to the White House. After showing their ID’s, an escort appeared, as if from nowhere, “Hello, I am Chris Gintz, personal aid to the President. Captain Banner, Miss Cooper if you would follow me, the First Lady is waiting, but the President, and the Chief of Staff will be another five or ten minutes.”
“I know we are a few minutes early and we can wait someplace out of the way if that would be easier, we don’t need to bother the First Lady,” offered Frank.
“Oh no, I can’t let you do that, Mrs. Press is very excited to see you again,” he said as they walked along, “They really don’t get much of a chance to be social, at least not without the press taking pictures the whole time. I don’t think they are used to all the attention they get here. They didn’t have to deal with anything close to this over in the House of Representatives,” he said.
Finally after leading them through a maze of hallways, doors, then some stairs, he knocked on a door and opened it without waiting for a response, “Ma’am I have the Captain and Miss Cooper for you.”
She came forward to meet them. She was wearing simple black pants and a white blouse, “Welcome back you two, please, sit. Can I offer you a drink of any kind?”
“Oh, no thank you ma’am,” answered Frank.
The First Lady shook hands with Frank then Sandy, and paused noticing her new ring, “Miss Cooper! Is this what I think it is? Oh it is lovely. Did this fine young man really pop the big question? You do know my husband can’t really order you to do that Frank?”
Sandy blushed and nodded. She never imagined the first person to hear the news would be the woman in front of her. She made a mental note to call her mother as soon as possible. Perhaps it was better to wait until she could tell her in person. That was a problem for later.
Alexis Press hugged them both, and in the process instantly took them even further out of their comfort zone, “Well congratulations. Now, let me be the first to say that you two are going to have to learn to relax. Scott and I are just people. We are as normal as the two of you. I have no idea why he asked you to come back, but he said he wanted to make certain that you start to think of us as Scott and Alexis, parents of two daughters, entrepreneurs, patriots, and not as President and First Lady. His words, not mine. I would have stopped with Scott and Alexis, but well, he does have his ways.”
“Well, Alexis, if that is what you expect of us, I, for one, will need to take you up on your offer of a drink, and perhaps have a glass of wine or maybe three,” Sandy couldn’t help but laugh nervously as she spoke.
“I am sure we can dig that up for you,” said the President as he came through the door with Lester Johnson right behind him.
“Welcome back,” said Lester shaking each of their hands.
“Scott, I believe they wasted no time. If you look oh so carefully, you will find an engagement ring on her finger. A very nice one I might add,” said Alexis.
“Well, I didn’t really mean that comment I made at dinner as an order Frank but, congratulations to the both of you!” said Scott.
“Thank you Mr. President,” the young couple said in unison.
“Come, sit,” he motioned to some chairs in the ornately decorated living room.
Frank and Sandra waited as the President made his way to a chair. No one would sit before the President, except his wife, she couldn’t care less that he was President. To her she was still the man who couldn’t pick his shirt, not to mention socks up from the floor next to the bed without being reminded, and reminded again.
Once everyone was seated the President opened the conversation, “Frank, let’s just get this out of the way so we can enjoy dinner and get to know each other better. As I told you on the phone your face is starting to appear on some news outlets as we speak. If my staff is correct it will break in wide circulation in the next few hours, and could even make the tail end of prime time television news tonight. It will certainly be out there before the morning news cycle.
“I want you to know that you have done nothing wrong. From what we have seen there was no way you could have avoided it. You destroyed the car it was taken from, yet somehow that camera survived. None of that matters, your life is about to change dramatically.”
“Mister President, I really don’t want the attention. Are you sure they will be able to put a name with the face?” asked Frank.
“They will find out it is you. The press is like that. They will stake out every Special Forces compound in the world. They will show your picture to everyone they can until you are identified, located, and interviewed until you can’t be interviewed anymore,” said Lester confidently.
Sandy and Frank exchanged a look that could only mean, “Oh shit.”
“Mr. President if this causes any loss of momentum on the war effort, I sincerely apologize,” said Frank. He was unsure of what he should do in a situation like this. His mind was racing trying to find a solution.
“It won’t. They will attempt to use it as propaganda. Historically when they use that approach it actually causes us to pick up support. As you know, without public support my job convincing Congress and Senate to do anything at all gets significantly harder. I know from when I was in the House it helped me figure out how much support we could give a particular piece of legislation or initiative. Voters really should have a say in our representative democracy, and their opinion matters,” said the President.
“However, a result may also be that your safety will be put at risk with an attempt of Iranian retribution. You are as of now, their new public enemy number one. I am afraid for the time being you will need to carry your sidearm with you at all times. In addition to that I am going to assign to you a temporary, which with hope may turn into a permanent, Secret Service detail, same goes for your lovely fiancé here,” the President added.
“Sir, I can’t have them follow me around while I do my job. It just isn’t realistic. I can take care of myself,” protested Frank.
Sandy was about to speak up when the President held up his hand asking for her to pause.
“Well, I was going to wait until we were eating dinner to inform you of this. I would like a few things to happen which will, perhaps, make it so you can do your job, and help me with mine at the same time. However, your job title will have to change just a little bit,” the President said hinting at more news to come.
“Mister President, I like the job I have, but I will do anything I can to help with this situation,” said Frank.
“First, you will need to spend some time after dinner, and probably most of tomorrow morning with my Press Secretary. You must come forward before the press finds you and has time to fill in their own blanks on this existing story, which they will. None of what they will come up with will be accurate. That will not stop some of them from reporting their opinions of the situation, unless we get you out in front of this. You coming forward will shorten the duration of their interest in this story and allow us to control the spin,” he said, pausing to sip his wine.
“Second, after a week or two of press attention, which you will almost certainly hate, you will meet some Senators, one hundred of them in fact. You may like this activity even less than dealing the press, but you will need to smile, and be nice to all of them. You will find this very repetitious, as they will all ask virtually identical questions.
“Miss Cooper, for much of this you should go with him. You two make a great looking couple, and it will be hard to spin either of you into some kind of murderous monster. The optics of the entire thing go better if you are with him because, Sandy, to be completely honest here, you are much prettier than Frank is. It will make people sympathetic in ways. Now Frank, before the press portion of this errand begins we need to work out what details of the mission you can discuss,” said the President.
“Me sir? I have to work, I can’t, I mean the E.R,” Sandy wasn’t sure what to say but was certain that being on the nightly broadcast news was not something she wanted any part of. The entire situation seemed as though it was happening to someone else. Maybe she just hoped this part of her day was happening to someone else.
The President held up his hand, again, asking her to stop for a minute. It was a bad habit his wife found annoying and he knew he should not do it, but he did it anyway, “Sandy, as I have just learned today the hospital you worked at, and the apartment you rent are, unfortunately, inside what will be the newly expanded radiation hazard zone. I am ordering an evacuation of that area. Someone from my staff will help you find a job here in the Washington DC area. If you even want a job after we finish this conversation. I do apologize having to tell you all of this, and being the one forced to put a bad twist on an otherwise once in a lifetime day,” said the President.
She noticed that he was always certain of himself and liked to just cut to the heart of matters rather than hint around about things. It made for an interesting conversational style, and very efficient use of time. But she was curious what he was building up to, there was obviously something pretty big coming.
“Well sir, I was going to have to move for this man anyway, but he lives at Fort Bragg so why would I want to be here? What is it you aren’t telling us?” she asked.
The President could only smile, “I like her. Now, Frank, I know you are going to argue with me on this but, hear me out before you protest.”
Frank studied the man carefully, “Mr. President you are my Commander in Chief. I will do anything you ask if I am capable.”
“Excellent! See Les, I knew he would say that. You owe me $20,” said the President.
Frank couldn’t help but laugh in the middle of a gulp of wine, embarrassing himself a bit, and spilling a little on his shirt in the process.
“Something funny there Frank?” asked Scott with an amused look.
“Sir, I have a series of bets with the men on my team on all manner of things. The normal denomination is $20. I just find it funny, I thought we were the only ones that did stupid bets on random things,” he answered.
“I knew we would get along,” chuckled the President. “Now the part that you won’t like. I am having you transferred here. I found out you made the list for promotion to Major. Congratulations by the way, and no I didn’t do anything to induce that. The promotion happened through normal channels.
“Once you are done with the press errand, and maybe a week off in between so you two can spend some real time with your future in-laws, I am going to submit your name to the Senate as my pick to fill the office of the Vice President. Then you will go meet the one hundred lawmakers I spoke of. Most of whom wanted that job, and will also be responsible for your confirmation to the office.”
Frank was silent with his mouth agape.
Sandy just stared at the President without blinking.
“Mr. President I was right. That $20 please,” said the Chief of Staff with a slight chuckle.
“Sir, me? There must be someone else. A Governor or something?” he stammered.
“In the brief time I have held this office I have gotten phone calls, or visits from everyone in either a current Governor office or the Senate hinting at being the only one qualified for the job. Out of those one hundred Senators, I have gotten almost as many hints that they won’t let any other Senator pass through the confirmation process without a long drawn out fight. As if I didn’t have enough to do.
“The country needs a Vice President, and given all of the political and legal crap that fired the last President we don’t need more gridlock. We have a country to rebuild, a war to fight, and a military that was stretched further than it should have been even before we were attacked,” said the President.
The President was really turning on the charm.
Frank was struggling to find a way to tell the man no, “Well, Mister President, but I am a warfighter, not a politician. Besides I thought there was an age requirement. Do I even meet that I mean I am only 34,” he said knowing he sounded feeble in his argument.
“You turn 35 next Friday and according to the Constitution you only need to be 35. What you say is true about not being a politician. Considering that we have a military industrial complex to rebuild I have a question for you. Who better to help do that than an experienced warfighter, and soon to be a national hero?
“As the Vice President, you could be a large part of that process. As Vice President, you have no Constitutional duties other than to have a pulse, but you can help put together the recommendations. With your impeccable service record, combined with what will be your new found public hero status as the team leader who captured the valuable POW, you will be a great help in getting any necessary legislation through Congress,” said the President.
Frank looked quickly at Sandy then at the President, “Mr. President, no offense but she has no security clearance. Should we be talking about what that mission really accomplished?”
“Oh, that. I know. The Iranians have already released the identity of the gentleman we have through their news agencies,” he turned to look at Sandy, “Your fiancé here and his men ran an operation which yielded us a POW in the form of the Iranian’s number one nuclear weapons guy. As a result of that action, in all likelihood, they have lost their capability for additional nuclear strikes,” said the President.
“I should add that in that part of the world they look at military and civilian much differently than we do. So while we would view men like him civilian, they do not. We were well within our rights to do this. Despite their claims, no war crimes were committed in this process,” Lester added.
“I had a feeling he did something big to deserve last night’s dinner. I had no idea it was that big,” she squeezed his hand, “Mister President, he won’t tell me, that thing on the news with the kids? Why would they do something like that?” she asked.
“Total fabrication. I am afraid, and many details will remain classified for a very long time. These guys came out under a moderate amount of fire with much more headed their way, but they did their job flawlessly. No civilian casualties resulted. The Iranians put the women and kids there, probably in an attempt to gain sympathy. They were probably dead in a morgue before the attack, and while we don’t think they killed them for the picture, we do believe they mutilated the bodies,” Scott answered while Lester nodded all though his statement.
She was holding Frank’s hand and thinking about the last few weeks. She was close to the site of a nuclear explosion, could have been killed if she were just a small number of miles to the west, and considered herself lucky to be alive. She met a man, did a few impulsive things for once in her life, and was now engaged. She was sitting here talking to the President of the United States and may soon be engaged to the Vice President. Life was certainly different than it had been.
She felt guilty about all of this. All of those dead people and the result was her life changed in this fashion making her happy. But if she had this kind of luck she vowed to herself to just appreciate it. She would try to find a way to be worthy of it, help her country, and support her fiancé.
“So Frank, what do you say? Will you?” asked the President.
“Yes sir. But I have one request,” said Frank.
“What is that?” asked Scott with a smile.
“Can we have a small wedding at Camp David?” he asked his poker face expressionless.
“You know what, I have actually never been there, but sure, I don’t see why not?” said the President.
“Then I am in, as long as Sandy says yes,” he answered.
“My sister, or mother, will still never believe me, but I am in. Where you go, I go,” she said and leaned over to kiss Frank on the cheek.
She thought for a second then added, “I would have asked to have it here at the White House, but Camp David is good!”
The President looked at Sandy and asked, “Would it do any good for me to call your mom about all this?”
Everyone laughed. They were rapidly on their way to becoming friends.

AP NEWS FLASH: The President, The Chief of Staff, the First Lady of the United States, along with an unknown pair of guests had a private dinner this evening in the residence of the White House. Speculation as to the reasoning for this visit ranged from Vice Presidential Nominee to the news coming out of Iran concerning the identity of a US military member being covered up by the administration. This would be an attempt to allow their actions in the War to go on without oversight by the House or Senate. The former President calls the actions of President Press outside of the normal decorum of Washington DC.


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: In an effort to stop the continuing selloff in the markets Congress introduced legislation to give a tax break to investment income. Stock futures for tomorrow instantly turned positive upon release of the news. Some economists say this is a good start, but does not go far enough to cure the problems facing the economy. Some skeptics say this move will only help those already wealthy accumulate more wealth. <STORY DEVELOPING>


Chapter Thirty-One

Press Conference
Frank stood up and looked at Sandy. He felt bad for having to put her through everything that was about to happen. He was not exactly sure what this was going to be like, so he wasn’t all that sure how to make her feel better. He was absolutely certain that he wasn’t looking forward to it, but she had done nothing to thrust this madness into her life other than consent to be with him.
He was wearing his dress uniform for the morning and nervously waiting in the office of the White House Press Secretary for his debut press conference to begin in about ten minutes.
“Sandy, I just realized something that could give you an out if you want it. Your name doesn’t appear on the agenda. I know we were going to have you stand in the background, but you don’t have to,” Frank offered.
“Oh, it’s ok. They won’t be asking me anything,” she said.
“They might. That is the White House Press Corps out there. They could do anything. This is the major leagues,” he warned.
“That is true, however as Mr. Waits told me, I don’t have to answer. I can just shake my head, smile, and wave if they try to throw some questions at me,” she said.
“Ok, well does it make me seem like a little bit of a wimp if I admit that you appear to be far less nervous than I feel?” he asked with a smile.
“No, because you have to talk to a bunch of inquisitive people. Then, of course, there will be so many more watching on television. All I have to do is look cute, smile, and wave. However, I am sure that if Warrant Officer Choi were here, he would call you a pussy,” she teased him.
“Well, that is a fair point, and yes he would, if not something a little worse than that,” the entire conversation was just to bide time until things started, and hopefully to keep the butterflies in his stomach at bay. Never in his life had he sought out public attention. If it weren’t for her he would be pacing the office.
Frank took a deep drink of water knowing it would be his last until this press conference was over. He knew that the people on staff here were not going to let the questions go longer than fifteen minutes. He assumed it would be the longest fifteen minutes of his life.
Finally, it was time.
He walked down the hall passing numerous desks and cubicles. He could not get over just how normal some parts of this building looked when you forgot the address. In places it really was just an office building. In those parts there was no real difference between it and so many others. The work being done by these people may be different subject matter, with the impact of that work being felt across a wider array of people than other offices, but the basics mechanisms for performing that work were the same.
He listened to Scott Waits from just outside the view of the reporters, “Ladies and Gentlemen, now that you know the basics of what has happened, and you have your press kits with the details, I present to you Captain, and soon to be Major, Frank Banner.”
He walked up to the podium amidst the lights and camera flashes. His eyes instantly dilated and he realized he couldn’t see very much. Damn, he should have expected that. He wondered how the professionals did this every day. He hoped his eyes would quickly adjust so that he could see people to call on to ask a question soon. The Press Secretary had given him the first name to call, but after that it was free form.
“Thank you Mr. Waits, Ladies and Gentlemen, I really have no additional specific details to add beyond what Mr. Waits has already given you. I am just here to answer any questions you have, provided they don’t cross operational security lines,” he said exactly what had been scripted for him.
The room exploded into what seemed to be chaos with everyone calling his name at once.
“Mr. Henry from CNN,” he said knowing the first question was planted with a cooperative reporter. It had the added bonus of being a question he very much wanted to answer for the record. They did this to make sure his nerves could calm down and get in the groove of speaking to the press.
“Captain Banner, the reports from Iranian sources are that you and your men were in that country specifically seeking retribution for their unprovoked nuclear attacks. They claim that your team went in there with a ‘score to settle.’ They are saying that you killed a large number of civilians including women and children, acting as part of a ‘kill squad,’ to use their words, while also completing another mission. Can you respond to their claims?” asked the reporter.
“Yes I can. I can say with all honesty that I personally witnessed every shot, except one, that was fired on the ground and I saw the location of a missile strike from the air. All shots fired were in self-defense, and no women or children were killed, or seen actually, while we were on the ground.
“The United States has more sensors on the battlefield today than I can possibly explain. We have more in the air over every combat engagement for a variety of reasons, serving to extend the reach of those carried by soldiers. They are on platforms extending from the drones above our heads, to satellites covering the region as a whole, many in high definition. From those sensors we get a huge number of video feeds, still images, and other types information. None of that is news to anyone within the sound of my voice. From those sensor feeds we can see what really happened, and after reviewing all of them, just to be sure no accidents occurred, we are able to say conclusively that there were zero civilian casualties up until the time our helicopters, drones, aircraft and warfighters left the area.
“If there were any civilians who were hurt as a result of our actions we did not do it,” he stated in his only scripted response hoping he got the wording correct. He was sure he was close enough.
“Captain, follow up please, that seems to be a very definitive statement. Will those video feeds be made available to the press at some point?” the reporter asked, also scripted in his follow up question.
“I am afraid that much of what can be seen on those feeds gets into our capabilities for some very special units, and specific equipment. To release those videos to you also gives information concerning our operational capabilities to our enemy, and that could cost American lives on the battlefield. I wish we could release it to prove what I have said to you. I have been told once this war is over that a degraded version will be released. Until then you will just have to take my word on it,” he said.
He looked down the rows of reporters, “Unfortunately, thanks to the lights and camera flashes, I can’t read much in the way of name badges until my eyes adjust, and I’m afraid I haven’t been personally introduced to any of you. Let’s just do it the easy way. Second row, third from my right. I have no idea who you, are or where you work, but what do you have for me?” he asked.
The pressroom responded with a mild bit of polite laughter, Frank breathed a sigh of relief that they weren’t annoyed at his freewheeling style, “Captain, thank you for coming out and answering questions. Vincent Boyle from MSNBC. We learned today you and your men took a POW while on this mission. The Iranians have said you kidnapped a private citizen, can you comment?”
“Yes, we took an important POW on that mission. We are currently at a state of war with Iran. These types of things happen. What I can tell you is that the man has been treated within the bounds of every international convention to which we are a signatory. His rights have not been violated, and he has been treated very well,” he said.
“Captain, follow up, the Iranians are also saying that this man’s profession is nuclear physics, but his entire program was in support of their peaceful power generating capabilities at nuclear power plants. They say that he was no threat to anyone, and a very old man. Can you respond to these Iranians claims?” asked the MSNBC man.
Frank was a bit disturbed by this question and could sense he was walking into one of those traps that the Press Secretary warned him about. He knew if it started to go badly there was a signal to watch for, if he saw it that would mean wrap it up and the press conference would quickly end, but this kind of loaded question bothered him. He had to speak his mind, which the President had instructed him to do.
“Well, I am not a nuclear scientist but I am a graduate of the US Military Academy at West Point. I took the basic science classes there and I have read many books, both before and after I graduated from the Academy on subjects surrounding these devices. As I understand it the difference between nuclear reactors and nuclear bombs is not much more than control and starting material. It is harder in some ways to keep that control to build a reactor rather than it is lose control and build a bomb.
“Perhaps he did build reactors, but anyone who can build a reactor could, in all likelihood, build a bomb if you have access to the material needed. The difference is specifically in the type of Uranium they used, as those bombs are very simple to construct, but difficult to get the material.
“Getting the Uranium to the right purity levels is the really difficult part. So, ok, sure, maybe he was working on peaceful things, maybe not. I am sure through interviews with him we will find that out. If he was just doing peaceful things he will be sent home.
“However, I have personally been to Dallas, seen what they did there, and it didn’t seem very peaceful to me. So, if grabbing a man for a few weeks, and treating him nicely just to later have him returned home if we are wrong is bad, then I will personally apologize to him and escort him back to his home, or at least to the border of Iran. If we were right, then I for one am glad he is off the streets.”
“Besides, does anyone really, truly believe that multi-decade old, Iranian response of ‘we need peaceful nuclear power,’ they have so much oil that I personally just don’t buy their argument. They have wanted nuclear weapons for a long time, they have publically stated that they would use those sought after nuclear weapons in the exact fashion they did, and they have said it for years. All the while we have listened to multiple debates about should we leave them alone or not.
“Well, they attacked us. We have to attack back in order to prevent them from doing it again, in the process we must save Israel, who is an allied nation, and keep OUR innocent civilians safe,” he finished, hoping he didn’t go too far.
“Ok, who is next,” he started to get his groove, “Fox News, we haven’t called on you yet.”
“Captain Banner, may we ask what you are going to do next?” the reporter asked.
He was grateful for the softball question, “Well I just recently became engaged to be married to the lovely lady behind me, Sandra Cooper, a nurse, who worked in an emergency room near the Dallas blast site. She was on duty the day of the bombing. Someday you should ask her about it, but not today. To answer your question, I think taking a few weeks of earned leave is appropriate. I have a lot of vacation time racked up so I intend to take a bit of it.
“The President tells me I am supposed to go and do a press tour giving no one an exclusive, and everyone an interview. After that, I am sure I’ll be exhausted, and really in need that vacation. Now if the American people want to see a true hero, it is the medical personnel, such as her, that tried to patch people up after the bombing. They worked to the point of exhaustion, and did a fantastic job saving many lives.”
“When can we speak to Miss Cooper?” someone called from the back.
“We talked about that before I came out here and she said, not today, but I am certain at some point you will get a chance at her. However, be nice, remember I am in the Special Forces, I have a lot of friends who are, and I tend to be a bit protective,” he said with a wink and a nod hoping he hadn’t gone one step too far.
The press laughed for the second time, which was highly unusual. They appeared to like him and he was certainly relieved by that.
The Press Secretary stepped back to the podium, “Thank you Captain. The schedule for his additional, one on one interviews will be worked through my office, but he will be doing sit downs with all of the networks who have White House Press credentials in the coming days.”
Frank had already left the room and was making his way into the hallway. The President was waiting at the end of the corridor giving him the thumbs up. After a quick smile the two men headed in different directions for the continuation of what was sure to be a very long day ahead.

AP NEWS FLASH: The White House trotted out the Captain whose face appeared on the Iranian press releases with the claim he killed innocent civilians while on a renegade mission. The US denies these claims and The White House is making the military man and his fiancé available for further interviews. Schedule for this is to be released soon. Response from the press in the room is that the man is only hiding the information needed for national security, and there is no validity to any of the claims to the contrary of his statements. His fiancé will be made available for interview as to the state of the Emergency Rooms following the bombing in Texas as well. She was working as an Emergency Room nurse who was on duty when the attack occurred. Together the two make the quintessential American couple.


AP ECONOMIC NEWS: The stock markets opened in positive direction today for the first time since the attack on the United States Homeland. Investors seem to believe that, perhaps, an end is possible for the conflict. <STORY DEVELOPING>


Chapter Thirty-Two

The Situation Room
Chairman Jackson was in his dress uniform sitting in the Situation Room prepared to brief the President on the ongoing war effort. As he waited for the President to arrive he couldn’t help but think to himself that out of the three Presidents he had known that this one was doing the best job of leading the military, and he was doing it through a disturbingly dangerous time.
He listened to council, he thought carefully, but not too long, and he made decisions without micromanaging. In other words, he allowed soldiers to be soldiers and do their jobs. They asked him if the high-level battle plans were acceptable, and once he said to execute, there had been little to no micromanagement of decisions, just general guidance. It was as it should be. Perhaps it was because this President was a veteran. Whatever the cause, it was a good thing that that man was in the chair right now.
Previous Presidents he had served under, and some of them before his time that he had studied in history books, had not taken this approach. Some wanted to be involved in every decision down to the company level, which just took too long for things to be done. It always seemed to end with people getting unnecessarily hurt.
Combat was a very complex and fluid situation in which decisions had to be made by those in the middle of it. Presidents had the responsibility of guiding the battle, but not deciding every minor detail as it took place.
The door opened and the President could be heard from the hallway, “Keep your seats!” The President, the Chief of Staff, and Captain Banner came in to join the entirety of the Chiefs of Staff.
The two political men wore business suits, the Captain had on his dress uniform. They two politicians sat at the table, the Captain in one of the seats lining the wall.
“Mr. Chairman, Generals, I want you all to congratulate Captain Banner here on becoming a Major in a promotion ceremony to take place one week from now,” they gave him a small and polite round of applause.
“The promotion isn’t enough for me to keep inviting him back, so I want you all to know and understand that in about that same week from now timeframe, I am going to submit his name to the Senate for confirmation to take the office of Vice President of the United States,” said the President.
“For the time being, I want him kept as in the loop on these matters as much as I am. Hopefully in less than a month we will have him in office, and if anything were, God forbid, to happen to me he would be taking the big chair,” finished the President.
“Well, Major, welcome, and I must say this isn’t necessarily the career change you wanted, but I think you would be one of the best possible choices for this position. It is a vacancy that very much needs filling,” said the Chairman.
“Thank you, Mr. Chairman,” said Frank.
“General, you called me here to let me know what is going on, and what is about to start?” asked the President.
“Yes Mister President. This is what will become known as your daily War briefing. I am able to report that our air campaign is going as well as can be expected. Our pilots are taking out there tanks one at a time. We are primarily using stealthy aircraft to do this, F-22s for instance. In this kind of a conflict, with this many targets, it is going to take a long time with this method. We have used a few medium sized stealthy bombers and have a change in our tactics coming up. This represents the start of the air shock campaign,” he said by way of introducing the briefing.
“We have discussed and are now ready to move forward with the air assault involving a number of aircraft that hasn’t been used at once since World War II. What we are planning to do is to send most of our heavy bombers in with multiple fighter escorts all at the same time rather than continuous but lighter bombing runs. If this plan sounds familiar to you it is essentially the D-Day plan. We have done a few things already they were not capable of back then. We have taken out much of their radar capability with the exception of some of their portable units. The reason we haven’t taken them out yet is that they we can’t find them. When they get turned on we can see them, and kill them, but until they throw that switch they could be anywhere. We will destroy them once they are turned on,” the Chairman reported, pausing before continuing to ensure the information was absorbed, and there were no questions.
“Right now, we essentially have control of the sky. If we take into account what size the respective countries had for fighter aircraft versus what we have taken out, we have destroyed around 5 % of what they had available. This isn’t much as they have yet to put much up against us. However, once they get up in the air our pilots are proving superior every single time. Thus far they have kept theirs out of the fight because of the stealthy nature of our aircraft. We can’t be found until after they start to destroy targets. By that point it is too late due to the speed of our jets. We can’t destroy theirs on the ground because they have moved them out of their typical places and stored them someplace, possibly even underground. We aren’t sure where, there is no reliable intelligence on these assets,” he explained.
“Where is the ‘gotcha’ here General?” asked the President.
“The gotcha Mister President, is that once we send a group of air assets the size of what we are sending is that they will throw everything that they have at us, all at once. They won’t have a choice. That action on their part will cost American lives, there is no way around it. They will take down some of our aircraft,” he explained carefully.
“We really don’t want it to happen, and we want this to end quickly, but I hope the men are prepared for this,” said the President.
“They are ready for this, it is their job. Do we have your support on this Mr. President?” asked the General.
“Yes you do, but I want to know something from this room and if the answer isn’t unanimous then we need to know that right now. Does this room, does everyone in here agree, that this path forward is the one that is likely to bring this war to a close faster, and cost fewer American lives than any other we can currently think of? In other words, does anyone have a better idea?” asked the President.
No one spoke. Everyone in the room merely stared at the President, “I will take by your collective silence that you all agree. We need the world to be at peace. Our economy was teetering on the brink before this happened, and we simply don’t have the money for a long war. I hate to break it down to economics, but that may drive how long we can do this without resorting to some extreme measure that I don’t like to think about,” said The President.
“Mister President, if I may, this is the best approach. We will brief you if things change. Additionally, we have all discussed the young Captain here, and his recent interactions with the press. Captain, we all want to wish you luck on your upcoming press tour, and if there is anything we can do to help you with the Senate please call us. However, as a result of your press conference we wanted to do the following,” explained the Chairman.
The entirety of the Joint Chiefs stood and applauded Captain Banner. “The way you slammed that reporter from MSNBC was fantastic, you could have continued, but you knew where the limits of decorum were. The public will respond well to you as long as you remain under control, and smell traps coming. I stood and applauded you in my office. You handled it professionally, and without hesitation,” said the Chairman.
The Captain stood and shook hands with each one of them in turn.

AP NEWS FLASH: Today the President met with the entirety of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in a closed-door meeting. The purpose of this meeting is unknown to the press. There is speculation that a shift in strategy will occur in the war against Iran.


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: Defense stocks continue to dominate the market. Consumer prices on vegetables and milk have reached all time highs. A gallon of milk is currently approaching the same $5 a gallon as gasoline in most of the country causing calls for further government subsidies for all Americans. The one positive sign is that prices have stopped rising. Any additional controls put in place would, presumably, be to prevent additional increases and are not considered likely unless the war effort should begin to go badly.


Chapter Thirty-Three

Monday Morning News
Captain Banner sat on the soundstage for the local ABC affiliate in Washington D.C. waiting for another interview that would be carried nationally. He was hoping that he could get through his second round of television without faltering. He felt out of his comfort zone, but it was something that had to be done.
He felt his first foray into television had gone pretty well, but a pressroom with many reporters is one thing. A one-on-one with a single reporter, for a 10-minute segment of television, was another entirely.
Here he faced the very real opportunity for one of these professional trip-up artists to get him in a corner. He was equally concerned that he didn’t embarrass himself in front of Sandy, who was sitting on the couch just to his right.
He looked over at her. She smiled at him and pointed to the camera over the shoulder of the reporter. They were going on the air in just a few seconds. He wondered how she was holding up so well, or perhaps she just didn’t show it outwardly. He would just add her ability to remain calm to the list of things he loved about her.
Suddenly the red light came on. Their faces were going out to anyone who wanted to watch. After the brief moment of on the air introduction the reporter looked directly at him and immediately started with a conversational style which was designed to soften him up for some harder things to come, “Captain, good morning. We all saw your press conference at the White House, and I have to say it was fantastic for your first time getting that level of attention. Thank you for coming out and speaking at all. In your line of work you would have just avoided the attention if you chose, so thank you again for being here with us this morning.”
“Thanks for having us,” Frank said.
“In that press conference you said something interesting. You said that during that mission many things happened much differently than what the Iranians are saying. You continued on to say that you have reviewed the footage and you want us to ‘trust you’ as to what it contains. Pardon me, but as a reporter, I tend to not just trust a single source. Why should we trust you?” he asked.
“Well, after the Press Conference I spoke to the President, who informed me of something I really should have known. The public, and the press, have a way of deciding all their own who they will, and will not, trust. Usually, he said, they decide to not trust people who use that phrase. I suppose it was a rookie mistake, but it was my honest opinion on the subject matter.
“I am known within SOCOM for telling as much as I can without violating any security concerns. I will tell you this much, the President, and his Press Secretary, have told me to just answer questions as honestly, and as fully as I can. That is what I am here to do. If you want to find a phrase you can play with, or twist and turn into something different, that’s fine but at least you will know it is me speaking. It is not a prepared and memorized script.
“We did have a little of preparation for the original press conference, but really not much overall. I just said most things off the cuff, and tried to treat it like a conversation I would have with anyone. The preparation was just for the first question in case I suffered from stage fright. Besides, from what the experts are telling me, it is always easy to see what the first question will be,” Frank said.
“Well, you appear to have gotten over that stage fright, quite handily I might add,” the reporter said.
Frank thought the news anchor smiled as much as any human could.
The man asked, “So let’s start off here. If you could say it again would you say it differently?”
“Probably, but I would like to add something, and this is the first time this information has been put out on the news. After that press conference, which was, what, right around twenty-four hours ago now, the President has authorized me to say that after hostilities cease a very large portion of those videos will be released in a non-degraded form. The only part that won’t be distributed will be anything that shows the faces, or in any other way reveals the identity of any of the men who have absolute need to stay anonymous for security reasons,” he said.
“Well that is interesting. We can all look forward to that. Do you believe there is a way these hostilities can be brought to end rapidly? Do we have plans in place to get out of the conflict fast?” the reporter probed.
“That is up to the Iranians. When they surrender, we will stop. However, they started this by murdering our innocent civilians with weapons of mass destruction. They don’t differentiate between military and civilian personnel the same way we do. We have been targeting their military capacity, and are actively avoiding any civilian casualties,” he answered.
“Speaking of civilians. You and your men captured one while on this recent mission, did you not?” asked the reporter.
“I want to reiterate that our enemies define military and civilian differently than we do. That fact is very important to understand. So to answer your question with specificity, we took a Prisoner of War.
“I am now authorized to say publicly that the man we took as a prisoner is named Dr. Joba. I don’t know his first name. But I do know that he has led the nuclear weapons program in Iran for many years. He has also been deeply involved in their peaceful nuclear power program, so he was on both sides of the issue. That was probably so they could claim everything they did was for peaceful purposes.
“We also believe that Iran, as a country, has lost the capability to field more weapons of the type they used on us anytime in the near future. So have we captured a civilian or a military member out to kill our populace? That is up for people smarter than me to answer, but I can say our Nation and maybe the rest of the world is now a great deal safer as a result of what my men and I did,” Frank said as a matter of factly as he had said anything in his life.
“Well said, Captain. Now I must ask, I have read the news all day, and watched the Op Ed pieces. The press, and the American people have just fallen in love with you two. How does that feel?” asked the man with caked on makeup.
“Kind of surreal. We,” he took Sandy’s hand in his, “are just going to get through this week and answer every question we can. Then we go back to doing our jobs and move on to other things in our lives. My job will now have to change at least a little since I am now so widely photographed, and known, so once I figure out what that is going to entail we can make some more concrete decisions,” Frank said.
“What is next for you two?” the reporter asked.
“Well, we still haven’t met each other’s families so that is important, and certainly one of the first things we have to get done. I actually have only spoken to her parents on the telephone and the same can be said for her, so I think we need to take a week or so off of work and go meet them in person,” he smiled ear to ear, “Maybe we will get everyone together here in Washington D.C.”
“Wow, well I personally think that would be good, given the upcoming wedding.” The man turned to Sandy, “Miss Cooper, might I ask you a question about working in the Emergency Room the day the attack occurred?”
“Sure,” Sandy said speaking her first word ever on television.
“There is a story going around about a man who came into your ER carrying his teeth. Would you elaborate on that?” he asked.
Sandy told the story of the man with his teeth in hand that wanted them put back in his mouth so he could eat his meal. Having that image back in her head brought tears to her eyes. She concluded with, “That is one of the many things from that day that I dream about regularly. Many of these dreams cause me to wake up all sweaty. It was like something from a horror movie, and if anyone else had to see that first hand they would never question why we are at war. There were other patients that were worse than that man, but the thing about him that sticks out is that he was in such shock he was barely aware that he was injured. He eventually passed away. He seemed to think we could just re-install his teeth. You see his brain had been partially destroyed by radiation, and his logic and reason were just gone,” her voice quivered a little.
“So what else about that day sticks out? Or how about anything since that day?” he asked.
“Well, I haven’t been at the hospital in about a week, but as I understand it from some friends, something new has been popping up. We all know now that there is some radiation emitting material spread around the area as a result of the bombing. What wasn’t widely known, even by the medical community there and elsewhere, were the after effects of that exposure,” she said.
“Perhaps you could tell us about it,” he said.
“A scientist over at the White House explained it to me. Horrifyingly, as part of a nuclear explosion not all of the radioactive material is destroyed. Much of it is thrown into the air. This is where nuclear fallout comes from. Some of these components are the radioactive materials that made up the left over bits from the bomb, and still others that were created as a result of the detonation.
“The Iranians, as it turns out, knew this was going to happen. They put some other things into their bombs that they knew would hurt a great many people. I think the press has done about a million stories now about how this was a Uranium bomb, but one of the things the Iranians put in there was a small amount of Plutonium because our belief is that they only had a small amount. Some nuclear scientists told me that this was just an impurity and didn’t add to the explosion but did spread the plutonium around. The result being that the detonation spreads some really dangerous stuff around into the air. Plutonium, medically speaking, is a very dangerous toxin and if inhaled and could very well be fatal to anyone who happens to be unlucky enough to inhale it,” she said.
She took a very deep breath before continuing, as if summoning the strength to continue to tell the story, “So what is happening now is people are breathing in that microscopic Plutonium. The effect of which is worse than being close to a plutonium bomb. It turns out that just one gram of that stuff is toxic enough to be fatal if ingested. Someone figured out that if you release Plutonium in the air it is more dangerous as a toxin than as an explosive, because as an explosive it only kills the people in the area of the detonation, as a toxin it spreads far and wide, and they took advantage of these fact. They used it as a sort of radiological bio-weapon,” she explained.
“Well our viewers are adults, and curious, so why don’t you tell us a bit about what this toxicity does to people, if you don’t mind,” the reporter pushed.
Frank squeezed her hand and said, “Its ok honey, if you don’t want to I am sure we can get someone else to come in and tell them about it.” He wished it wasn’t Sandy who had to tell this story, but someone had to get it out there.
She looked at him, patted his hand and said, “Its ok, I can give them some of it, but I am sure there are people better qualified than me to fill in the details. Please remember that nurses treat patients, we don’t solve huge medical problems so our experience is more specific to the care side of the medical field. I haven’t ever treated one of these patients, but from what I have read it is pretty bad.
“Early on the only known symptom is pain. It is pain that approximates that of arthritis. However, soon after the onset, it becomes unbearable. Imagine for a second that your bones are larger than they used to be. Your body is a specific size but all the sudden at the very center of your tissue and nerve cells is an extreme outward force of pressure. Kind of like a balloon ready to pop, only, in this case, it’s your bones increasing in size, and attempting to burst.
“Keep in mind it is one step worse than that because bone marrow is at the center of your bone, so the core, just like an apple core, increases in size dramatically. Imagine what would happen to a fully grown apple if the core increased in size by ten percent. Well it is the same concept, the growth isn’t ten percent but it is enough to be excruciating. It pushes out causing your bones to feel like they want to shatter. Then your bones push on your tissue. Your skeleton literally stabs you in many places all at once. It is horrible. After talking to my colleagues in the hospital the only thing they can do is make people comfortable with a high dose of heavy pain killers,” she finished.
“Surely there is a way to treat it,” the reporter probed a little shaken from that news.
“There is, I think, with chemotherapy and some bone marrow transplants, for the naturally occurring disease. The problem is with the Plutonium induced version of what can only be called accelerated bone cancer is that it comes on so fast no one can stop it, or even slow it down. It shows up and grows so quickly that in a matter of days, if not hours from initial diagnosis, you pass away,” she finished speaking very clinically.
The reporter looked at her with well-practiced sad eyes, “Ms. Cooper one last medical question for you. We have all been to the movies and seen the comic book style radiation mutations that occur and produce things like The Fantastic 4, The Hulk, Spiderman, what can we expect from the standpoint of mutations?”
Sandy visibly saddened, “Honestly I didn’t know the answer until last night when we had dinner with some people from the Department of Energy. The deformities you are going to see are not going to be anything like you would see in the movies. The current generation of adults can expect almost nothing more except, perhaps, some higher incidents of a variety of forms of cancer. The trouble will be in the future children born to anyone exposed. What radiation does is deform your DNA. If you are fully formed adult this won’t be a problem, for the most part. If your body is partially or nearly complete growing, you shouldn’t have a major problem. The offspring of the fallout victims on the other hand, they will develop deformities from the day they are conceived due to these damaged DNA molecules.”
“These deformities are never beneficial. We know that due to the lessons learned from Chernobyl, Hiroshima, and Nagasaki that the children born of the people exposed to high levels will have problems. Those problems can be anything from physical abnormalities to mental, or developmental problems. The short answer is we just don’t know, but it will not be good. Many of these kids who suffer from these problems may not live for very long and while they live they will not be normal. They will likely suffer for their entire lives. I am personally planning on petitioning Congress and the Senate to fund a way to find out if we can screen adults for these potential abnormalities. It would be great if we could give them the knowledge they need to understand the risks before deciding to have children. If those people know they have a high probability of these deformations in their offspring then they may choose alternatives when deciding to have a family, such as adoption,” she had the occasional tear running down her cheek.
Frank squeezed her hand trying to comfort her.
“So, we have just 60 seconds left. Let’s turn to a happier subject. Captain Banner, can you give our viewers some more details on what is next for you two?” asked the man obviously looking to add to the human-interest side of the interview.
“Well like I said, from here we do about five more news sit down interviews, then I am off for a week to spend some time with family, and help in whatever way she will let me to plan a wedding,” he said.
“Well congratulations all around on the engagement. That is a beautiful ring and I am sure it will be an amazing ceremony whenever, and wherever it occurs. I am willing to bet that we haven’t seen the last of you two,” the reporter concluded and the red lights went out.

AP NEWS FLASH: Captain Banner and Sandra Cooper appeared on the morning news stations all over town. They are a completely endearing couple that the press has fallen in love with. They will likely be showing up again and again. They are scheduled on several of the late night shows to conclude their press tour. In similar news, there have been multiple threats on their life from various groups both domestic, and foreign due to the involvement of the Captain in the capture of an Iranian citizen. The couple is currently traveling under the protection of the Secret Service, and for the time being are not announcing any dates, or the location of their upcoming wedding.


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: After a television interview with Miss Sanders and Captain Banner in which the after effects of the attack were discussed, hospital and medical sector stocks jumped on anticipation of future needs of patients being far greater than originally understood. Some are criticizing this as speculators hoping to profiteer off of a massive human tragedy. Investors say their money will be useful in expanding available treatment locations and methodologies as well as supply for a growing demand.


Chapter Thirty-Four

The Air Battle
Major John “Tequila” Murphy was looking up and down the flight line in the sovereign Nation State of Turkey in preparation for the day’s mission. The preflight check was something every pilot he had ever met took very seriously. Flying wasn’t like driving a car. If your car breaks down, and the motor stops, you can just pull over to the side of the road. You break down while flying, you come out of the sky in a not so pleasant manner. Everything had to be perfect before takeoff.
Today, he would quadruple checks all of the items he normally would only triple check. He was an F-22 pilot whom had a very important job in his single seat fighter aircraft. He must keep the bomber next to him alive, even if it meant sacrificing his own life.
The B-52 Stratofortress, the type of bomber he would be escorting for this mission, was the heaviest bomber in the inventory. In a single load, it could carry seventy thousand pounds of bombs, mines, and missiles. His own aircraft was configured for only air-to-air combat, which left him with only eight missiles and his gun. Certainly enough to take out multiple enemy aircraft, but nothing by comparison to what the B-52 could, and would deliver to ground targets if he had anything to say about it. The difference was his aircraft was agile, whereas the B-52 was anything but.
It was his job to ensure those ground targets would get to experience the bombers capabilities head on. These bombers tended to make large, lumbering, and extremely easy targets for any enemy fighter that made it into the air. They could strike from very high altitude making it tricky for ground based anti-air to hit them, if the enemy had any left, but to shoot them down from the air was relatively easy. That was where he came in, with him, his wingman, and their F-22s on the job it would not be easy to take these big lumbering bombers down.
With all of his own pre-flight checks done, he and the other crews for all the other aircraft in the sortie, met for a quick prayer to return safely home and a quick end to the War. Once in the air he would be constantly reviewing the pre-mission briefing in his head while keeping a lookout for anything the enemy put into the air.
MIG-21s were known to be in the area. These were the fighter aircraft of the enemies choosing. They were formidable aircraft to be certain, but his, and the rest of the US military aircraft on this mission were at least one generation ahead. The enemy had a top speed of Mach 2.05 while his was Mach 2.25, and the F-22 was a very stealthy design by comparison. It was hard to find on radar, or use a radar guided missile against his beloved bird.
All of these facts gave a huge edge to the American aircraft.
As the American armada crossed over the border into Iran his display started lighting up. Enemy aircraft were coming in.
He wasn’t surprised. They had to see the bombers on whatever radar they had left for commercial traffic. There were teams in front of them assigned to hit the radar sites, so that wouldn’t be a problem for long. Once those commercial sites were down, the enemy aircraft would have to rely only on their own aircraft radar sets, which would only serve to highlight their own aircraft to the American pilots.
He was here for one thing, and one thing only. Protect that bomber at all costs, and not to be concerned with the continued existence of the radar sites.
“Yankee, this is Tequila. I have five enemy inbound aircraft on radar approximately two hundred miles out. Climbing to get better position for missile lock at distance,” he punched the acceleration and climbed an additional ten thousand feet in the air to get a better angle.
“Roger Tequila, I’ll stick in close to the big bird and make sure they don’t get over excited and try to gun him down,” replied one of the other escort fighters.
He knew that once the bomber was sighted on radar that their position would be known, and while it was possible to hide a small fighter, the big bombers could not be hidden. Fighters at a great enough distance were challenging to see visually, bombers were easy, no matter what.
He watched the enemy come straight in toward his bomber, “I have lock on them. AMRAAM missile is armed. I will have them in range in ten seconds,” his heart beat faster knowing that someone was going to die momentarily.
He wanted to ensure it wasn’t his bomber, or himself.
“Tequila, Fox three on target one. Once the group passes I am going to maneuver in behind them,” he fired his first missile, felt the aircraft lurch, and then recover.
He gained altitude, maneuvered to the east, and intended to settle in behind them. There was very little chance of them tracking him unless they had a visual on him. The enemy aircraft separated, going in five different directions. He had expected that would happen, but his aircraft was so maneuverable he would get more than one of them down. His missile followed the one he had fired upon. He knew he would have at least one kill today.
“Yankee, Tequila, you need to get away from the bird and get in the fight, I am not going to be able to take out all five before they get to our bomber,” he said into his radio.
His heartbeat continued to rise, he attempted to breathe deeply, and this was not a time to lose mental control. His fighter was the superior to the enemy aircraft in every way. Now he had to be superior to the pilots in every way possible. Two F-22 Raptors could easily handle more than five MIGs, however it wasn’t enough to just handle them, they needed to work fast before the enemy could get in close enough to do damage or outright destroy the bomber. Time was essential here. It wasn’t just their destruction that mattered, there was a clock ticking away as these guys approached his bomber. Those bombs must find their targets if this mission was going be successful.
All five enemy fighters went supersonic. He saw that it was too late for the one he had fired upon.
The missile hit the rear quarter of the MIG. The MIG exploded in a pinwheel of fire on the way to the ground. He looked to the west and there was no parachute that escaped. The pilot exploded along with the aircraft.
He tried to gain a better position in behind one of the remaining enemy fighters. He knew that as he did, one or more of the other remaining four MIGs would try to work their way in behind him. That was a problem for after he shot down another one of their team.
He hoped that his wingman, call sign “Yankee” could distract the other enemy aircraft for just a few minutes, if not destroy one or more of them.
He found position, “Yankee, this is Tequila, I have lock on target number two, Fox Three,” he felt the aircraft shudder again as a second missile took off.
He knew the AMRAAM combined with the F-22 could not be beaten, and that would be a second MIG down.
Now all he had to do was worry about the one that had worked its way in behind. That shouldn’t be too hard.
He heard his radio come to life, “Tequila this is Yankee. Fox three on target three. You have one of them on your six, I lost track of target five. Try to shake him, I’ll work my way in behind and peel him off your ass.”
He looked to his west and saw Yankee’s aircraft. “Yankee, worry about the bomber I can shake this guy loose,” he said confident in his abilities, and concerned about the unaccounted for enemy MIG.
He pushed for more speed, gained altitude, and then pulled hard east. He hoped to blind the MIG pilot with the Sun. With the additional speed came far more G forces that would cause him to black out if he wasn’t careful. Even with the G-suit on the turn was still a problem at the speed he was moving.
The MIG stayed right behind him matching him move for move. It was impressive given the differences in the aircraft. He would have been happy to meet such a skilled pilot if the situation were different. The end result of this meeting would be that one of them was most likely going to die in an explosion of fire and debris.
Tequila slowed, not wanting to stray too far from the bomber. As long as he continued to maneuver and prevent the MIG from getting lock on him, or within gun range he would be fine. His aircraft would alert him if he the MIG got a missile lock, then he could launch countermeasures.
It was at that moment, Tequila heard the bomber pilot come on, “Yankee, Tequila, or anyone else within my range, I have one coming in behind me and I can’t shake him with this big assed thing. I need help and need it now! Our defenses will not be able to take him out in time.”
“Fuck, Tequila on the way,” he pushed into afterburner to get back within range, not concerned with what the pilot on his tail was doing. He suddenly realized he was 150 miles away from the bomber. His remaining missiles only had a 40-mile range, “Pushing back into supersonic I’ll be there in 20 seconds,” he pushed for all of the power his aircraft had.
At least speed was on his side. He knew that flying this straight was dangerous with a fighter tracking him. It didn’t matter. It was a risk he must take to protect the bomber.
“I have lock on him. Firing now,” the missile streaked away and he knew the bomber would be fine.
“Tequila, look out, he is firing on you!” All the sudden his aircraft warning lights came on. It wasn’t missiles being fired at him, but guns. He pulled left, right, tried to maneuver into a barrel roll. He could not shake the other pilot.
In close, the MIG turned out to be more maneuverable than even his advanced fighter. All of the amazing electronics and stealth capabilities weren’t doing anything for him now that this was a pure dogfight.
All of the radar stealth capability in the world didn’t mean anything if you were visible, and being shot at with a chain-gun.
“Tequila, this is Yankee. Try coming west I’ll see if I can get him off your ass.”
“Yankee, Tequila pulling west now,” he said quickly, thankful for the help.
The G’s were incredible at this speed. He saw the world in front of him start to turn gray and he knew he was reaching his limit. He had to slow down in this turn or lose consciousness. He pulled back slightly on the speed.
He saw bullets streaking past within feet of the cockpit then with a violent jolt, the fighter lost all power, “Yankee this is Tequila. I have been hit. I have lost all power. I have five warning lights. I am punching out.”
Making sure his back was tight against the seat and his elbows were tucked in, he pulled the ejector handle and was kicked square in the ass and blown free on a plume of fire from his dying aircraft. Looking up, he saw his parachute deploy. His eyes and ears were drawn towards the sight and sound of his aircraft exploding a few seconds later as the enemy MIG streaked away.
He watched his wingman dive in and then destroyed the fighter that had been tailing him. He lost track of the dogfight after, that but he hoped that Yankee finished off the fifth and that should allow the bomber to get through to its targets.
This war could not be allowed to expand.
The world just could not take it.
All he could do now was try to remember his survival training. He knew his position was well inside the Iranian borders, and he didn’t want to be taken prisoner. Hopefully a Special Operations team could get to him before the Iranians.

AP NEWS FLASH: International news reports say the United States has stepped up bombing efforts today in an attempt to force peace negotiations to commence. Spotters positioned at airbases in Turkey counted the aircraft leaving, and those landing later in the day. There are three aircraft missing. Two F-22 Raptors and a B-52 Stratofortress did not come back to the air base. Details on the various aircraft are going to be released, pilots are presumed either missing or dead. Several other aircraft were seen to be coming back with damage to various parts of the body of the aircraft. Two aircraft had ambulances meet them on the tarmac. Condition of the flight crews of those two aircraft to be released once the families can be reached.


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: A gallon of milk has passed the price of a gallon of gasoline today and is currently at $5.50 per gallon. Some parts of the country have fresh vegetable shortages. Railway companies are emerging as the only viable cost effective shipping method for farmers to bring their goods to market. < STORY DEVELOPING>


Chapter Thirty-Five

Presidential Announcement
The President and Frank stood outside of the Press Room listening to Scott Waits give the introductory briefing. The Press Secretary was stressing how questions should be held until asked for, as is courtesy with Presidents making any type formal statements. All of this was done with the television cameras turned off.
“Now, ladies and gentlemen, I give you, The President of the United States,” the room could be heard standing up and waiting. Frank assumed that the television cameras went live just seconds before the announcement of the President.
“Remember, stay out of view until I say something. I don’t want them to have any warning it is going to be you. For once in this town a secret has actually been held. They don’t expect this announcement to come today, and no one is going to expect it is going to be you,” the President said to Frank with a smile and walked into the room.
President Press took the podium and started talking. “Sit down everyone and get comfortable it’s going to be a long day for everyone in this room. I am just the first of three people you will have brief you today. The necessity for this will become much more clear as we progress.”
He took a deep breath, “I have not told you this before, but as some news outlets are starting to report, we did step up our bombing efforts a great deal. We had one hundred B-52H Stratofortress heavy bombers moved into position in order to help protect Israel from what would be certain demise based on the amount of military force that was moving on them. There will be a full briefing given by representatives from the Pentagon later today. That briefing will done by a member of the Joint Chiefs but it may not be the Chairman. He is, understandably, very busy.”
“Let me give you a quick overview. We dropped more ordinance in twenty four hours than has been dropped in a very long time. I want to stress one point. Even though the opening salvo to this war committed by Iran was nuclear, we have remained conventional up to this point. These latest rounds of bombings, have all been conventional weapons. This cannot be stressed enough right now. If history is any guide they will very soon claim something to the contrary.”
“In those one hundred bombing runs we have dropped or fired over 7,000,000 pounds of bombs, missiles, cluster munitions, and other devices. The bombers all went in with air cover in the form of fighter aircraft of various designations. This represents the largest air assault since Viet Nam, and I believe the most in a twenty four hour period since the massive air campaigns in Europe during World War 2.”
“As a result of this set of the bombing runs they have lost approximately 30 % of their tank forces. It may be more, we are still examining the results of our attacks. They refuse to turn around or even talk about peace, despite these heavy losses. This is not what we wanted, but it is what the reality is on the ground. We had hoped they would surrender after this attack, especially given our small number of losses. We still continue to urge them to come to the peace table, but we will not allow them to plunder Israel first and talk second. We know their goal is to attack us once they kill off that little country. We did not start this fight, but we do intend to finish it.”
“We have taken losses on our side. We will release no information on the types of aircraft or the pilot, and crew names until after their families can be contacted. That is taking place right now, however our losses were not amazingly heavy, and we have the ability to continue our efforts for the foreseeable future. At this rate of attrition they do not share in that capability of continuing,” the President thought to himself that if the information got out on the lack of immediately availability of spare parts or new airplanes this could get ugly very fast and they would never come to peace negotiations. He wasn’t exactly saying something that was false, but it was all a matter of perspective.
He hoped that fact wouldn’t leak.
“I am sure you have a lot of questions about what is going on. I am needed in the Situation Room to review the current operations, and future plans. One more thing before I leave you.
“Now, for our next announcement, we have not had a full administration since I took office. I promised you that I would nominate a Vice President, and I intend to do that right now,” the room went dead silent and all reporters looked up from their notebooks in amazement.
“The man I am about to introduce can certainly answer any military questions you have within the limits of security about this battle, which is still taking place. He will take questions about the war, or anything else you want to ask him.
“Ladies and Gentlemen I am sorry I don’t have time for the questions you no doubt want to ask me, but I give you the next Vice President of the United States, Army Major Frank Banner,” the President took two steps back from the podium and led the Press Corps in a round of applause as Frank walked in.
The two men shook hands as Frank took the podium.
“Thank you Mr. President, ladies and gentlemen of the press. There is a war going on and I won’t take up a lot of your time with comments on my career direction, other than to say I am deeply honored and I will strive every day to be worthy of the office. I look forward to working with the Senate on a speedy confirmation process. I will work every day to assist the President however asked, and to take his place if need be. Now, before you start asking me questions about what it is I intend to do in office, I think we should really give the Senate the first crack at that. I have appointments lined up with every single Senator in the coming days prior to their debate on my confirmation. I would like to take your questions about our war effort,” he finished.
The room exploded. Everyone asked at once. He waved them down back into their seats, “One at a time, Mark from CNN.”
“Major, congratulations on the promotion, from what everyone has gathered it was and is well deserved. The President said the enemy continues to advance despite taking heavy losses. Can you explain to us why he seemed shocked by this?” asked the CNN reporter.
Frank was relieved to have a question that was right in the middle of his area of expertise.
“Certainly. They have lost somewhere around 30 % of their armor. In a military sense when you lose three in ten of your men, or tanks, or aircraft, unit cohesion is gone. They can no longer function as a unit with decent battle efficiency. The collection of Nations which is advancing on Israel just seems as though they refuse to quit no matter what the losses. They are fighting as though they would rather die than lose. This mind set, for Nations and organized military, is odd behavior. Normally peace negotiations would become a priority, if not outright surrender considering their level of losses,” he answered.
“Ok, Chuck from Fox,” he called on the next reporter.
“Why do you believe they are continuing to fight?” the reporter asked.
“They are fighting for a religious cause. I can tell you from experience that people fighting for a cause, such as a declared Holy War or Jihad, care about the cause more than their lives, or the lives of others. The people we are fighting view it as glorious to die killing those who they believe as infidels or non-believers. They view it as an honor to die for that cause. Their religious leaders tell them to do these things. It is challenging, if not impossible, to get people who are fighting for this kind of reason to quit,” he answered.
“Paul, from New York Times,” Frank pointed.
“How do you think we could get them to stop? If bombing them to pieces doesn’t do it, how do we bring an end to this?” asked Paul.
“That is up to them. At a minimum, their leadership needs to come speak to the UN leadership, or to us. That doesn’t seem to be all that extreme of a request, at least to us. Then we can work to find a way to bring an end to the hostilities in front of all the Nations of the world. We did not start this conflict, but we will continue to fight until they stop. We ask them to do no more than go back to their own countries and leave the countries they have invaded. There must be no more attacks on either Israel, or the United States, from the land, air, or sea. They must also enter international treaties against the use of WMDs as direct signatories, something the United States did years ago,” he answered.
The Press Secretary came up and whispered into his ear. “Ladies and Gentlemen Mr. Waits here has just informed me I will be late for my first set of meetings on Capital Hill if I do not leave right now. He will answer more of your questions for the time being, and you have about fifteen minutes before some member of The Joint Chiefs will give you a more detailed briefing. Thank you for your time,” he quickly departed the briefing room.

AP NEWS FLASH: The President announced an increasing air campaign against our enemies in the Middle East. So far no discussion of ground troops has been made. It is expected that at some point that our ground forces will be committed. In a surprise announcement the President named the recently promoted, and now popular public figure, Major Frank Banner to the Office of Vice President of the United States.


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: Dominating the economic news is another unemployment rate increase. Currently the nationwide unemployment rate has reached 12 %. Business leaders are begging Congress for help by lowering taxes. However, with the war effort it bears the question can the government afford to not have the tax revenue and continue to spend money at the rate it is. Where would the revenue come from to pay for the war effort? With the economy continuing to decline some drastic actions may be necessary from the Federal Reserve in terms of quantitative easing. The international community does not want the US to do any kind of quantitative easing as it merely causes eventual problems on international transactions. Given the state of the global economy no country can afford to have trading partners default on loan payments as a result so there is a real conundrum for the elected leaders in DC of what to do about the economic problems given the heightened conflict overseas. A speedy end to the War is the only viable answer. As the economy continues to decline the popular support for the US to end the war quickly with a nuclear strike is growing at an international level.


Chapter Thirty-Six

Air Battle Survivor Major ‘Tequila’ Murphy
Major Murphy had been on the ground for two hours. That was two hours more than he wanted to spend. He was passing through the trees on a mountainside near where he had landed, hoping to stay one step ahead of whoever was looking for him from the bad guy side of life.
He knew that people in this part of the world would be paid a large sum of money for American pilots, dead or alive. The one thing he had going for him, in his mind, was that he was worth far more alive than dead.
He didn’t want to die or be taken prisoner. In reality neither was a great option and were to be avoided he could. He kept moving. He had seen no signs of anyone close to him since he landed, which was a good thing. He knew there would soon be a large number of people after him. The only other humans he had seen were when he saw what was left of his ejection seat get picked up and carried off by some guys in a beat up old pickup truck. He watched that whole event play out through his survival binoculars from almost a mile away.
He hoped they did not have the capability of picking up his locator beacon. All pilots were equipped with GPS indicators on a secure frequency that could be read by rescue teams. He knew from his preflight briefing that those fantastic rescue teams were available, and prepositioned to come find people like him, as fast as possible. They would want to get him out of the hot zone quickly.
Due to the size of today’s battle it was known that those teams would be needed, and were moved in ahead of time. Their location, or makeup, was not given to him or his team in case a downed pilot was captured. That information in the hands of the enemy would limit their effectiveness, and ultimately, could cost American lives.
He didn’t care who or where they were. He was just glad to know they were in the region, and looking for him by now. Hopefully they operated faster than the enemy.
He stopped for a second to catch his breath, and get a good look around. He looked at a tree and realized he could get a pretty good look, at least down the mountainside, if he climbed up a bit.
Up he went. He pulled out his binoculars and looked up and down the hill. He saw nothing.
He breathed a sigh of relief hoping he had avoided the enemy search teams who would be now pouring into the area. He kept thinking about the first thing they would do to him, his imagination making it worse with each passing minute.
All the sudden the tree above him exploded in cloud of splinters. He didn’t even hear the bullet until it had passed. It could only be a supersonic round from a sniper rifle!
Shit, they had located him. He dropped from the tree, hit the ground, and broke into a run. He hoped the direction he went in was not in the direction of the sniper.
He ran east for a few hundred yards, north for a hundred, changing directions hoping it would make him harder to track through a scope.
He hid between trees, behind rocks, used the lay of the land to make sure he had disappeared from view in every direction of view more than once. He hoped he has lost them.
He stopped to catch his breath, and get his bearings. No sooner had he stopped moving than the ground in front of him exploded.
He had not lost them!
He ran up the mountain thinking, hoping, praying, that the higher ground would be the more protective area. He was having trouble moving. The thin air at these altitudes made it hard carrying all of the equipment while running for any distance.
He had his survival gear intact, but was not used to this altitude. Perhaps he should drop it?
No, the body armor alone was worth keeping. It was more than half the weight he was carrying, but he had to keep it.
He had to keep running, keep moving, not stopping until he could not move anymore.
He stopped dead in his tracks. Rocks were rolling down the hill from somewhere above him. Someone or something was up there. He started to panic, his heartbeat faster and harder in his chest thinking he had just charged straight at the sniper. He reached for his sidearm hoping that he could at least get the first shot in before he was taken down. He started running laterally to the position he thought the sniper was in.
“Major Murphy. Please stop. I have four men with me that have you covered, and we will stop you if you don’t do so voluntarily. We also have a sniper, who is at this moment taking out the guy tailing you,” a voice from up the hill said with just enough force to calm the panicked pilot.
“Are you American?” he shouted breaking his noise discipline.
“Yes, I am Warrant Officer Peter Choi. We are here to help you. Can I ask your wife’s middle name for identification purposes?” came the voice.
The question was designed as much to help him calm down as to identify him, and he knew that, thankful to hear such a thing from above.
“Elizabeth,” he called back as he saw a Special Operations soldier step out from behind some brush.
“Major, you can come up the hill without fear, we have taken care of your tail. There was only one of them, and he can’t stop you now. We found out an hour ago the Iranians hacked our locator computer system. All we can do now is terminate your tail, and destroy your locator beacon. I think in future missions we are changing our methods, but we can discuss that later. We have a helicopter about a mile to the east of here. Proceed carefully up the hill. The rocks are a bit loose. We have some water for you.”
The Major calmly came up the hill, he knew the Warrant Officer was talking to keep him calm, “Chief, you have no idea how happy I am to see you. I am so damn happy I would have your babies right now if that was possible. This thin air is a bitch.”
Peter laughed, “Yes, and to make matters worse they don’t wear armor, and are used to it. I don’t care how good of shape you are in, they can outrun you every time due to our equipment loads. Personally I would rather have the gear. Luckily, we have a pickup truck that was procured from a local farmer for a few thousand bucks, and can have you in the air in a matter of ten minutes.”
“Thanks. Hopefully this flight won’t come out from under me. Do you know if the bomber I was escorting made it through?” the pilot panted.
“Yes it did. All of its assigned targets were hit, and it is currently on its way back to, if not already on the ground, in Turkey along with your wingman,” said Peter.
The two officers along with the rest of the team jumped in either the seats or back of the truck. The ride to the helicopter took the predicted ten minutes. The Major did love these guys for their professionalism. They were free of enemy fire, but these men continue to watch diligently for tails or enemy of any kind. They were consummate professionals, one and all.
They boarded the helicopter, a massive Chinook. The twin rotors above the helicopter gave it an enormous amount of lift. The pilot wondered how this big thing made it in country without being attacked, or even detected. It didn’t matter, he was just glad to see it, and being a pilot he knew it was one of the fastest helicopter in the fleet. The faster he was out of this country the better, in his mind. Now, hopefully they would give him another fighter. He wanted back into the fight.
The team settled into the back and the aircraft lifted off.
The Warrant Officer reappeared once they were in the air, “Major, don’t be concerned about the flight, we currently control this airspace. They have almost no anti-air capability left, none of which is anywhere close to us. If you will put on these headphones there is someone who would like to talk to you.”
He put on the headphones, “This is Major John Murphy,” he spoke into the microphone.
“Major, welcome back. This is Major Frank Banner, I hope my former team is treating you well. I am going to drop off here, but I have your wife on the line who is going to be very happy to hear from you,” said Frank.
Major Murphy thought modern technology was fantastic.
Going through satellites, from a rescue helicopter, while over enemy territory, to his wife’s cellular phone, who was over 4000 miles away, he wasn’t sure how it worked, but he liked it all the same. This call was as much for his mental state as it was hers, He was happy and very grateful they had rigged it up. He would have to take back some of the things he had said about the Army over the years.
They got it right today.

AP NEWS FLASH: The identity of one of the downed pilots has been released, it is Major John Murphy, whose call sign is Tequila. A special operations team rescued him after his F-22 was downed. His first statements on the matter say that he went down after getting in close air to air combat with several enemy MIGs, and was unable to lose one of them off his tail. The pilot is in perfect health, and will return to duty immediately. He requested a new airplane, and the ability to get back in the fight. His wife has not returned attempts to contact her made by the AP Newswire.


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: Investors, seeking safe havens, have run from every sector of the economy except defense, medical, and railway. There is continued pressure from economists, and Wall Street investors to bring the war to a speedy close so that the rebuilding effort can become the primary focus of all Americans. Unfortunately this does not seem to be possible. The President’s spokesperson Scott Waits has said he hopes that the Iranians, and their allies, will be reasonable and discuss terms without further bloodshed. As the lack of various consumer goods becomes more prevalent, support for the United States to use nuclear weapons continues to grow with the reasoning for most Americans being they used them first, so there is justification. The President does not support their use at this time and believes that a conventional war is the only way in which this conflict should be fought unless another WMD based attack is imminent upon our population. He contends that no military can sustain losses at the rate Iran is experiencing them. He says that surrender will occur. The markets do not appear to share his opinion. The link between non-economic policies and the economy has never been more apparent.


Chapter Thirty-Seven

Dr. Joba’s Visitor
Dr. Joba awoke to a knock on his cell door. That was different. No one had ever knocked before entering. Something on the outside must have changed. Perhaps America was learning it could not win this war.
As far as cells, or even prisons went, this one was not that bad. He was allowed time for prayer, they had shown him which direction was geographically east. He even went outside every day for relaxation and exercise.
When the door opened, in came his breakfast, and along with it, the man claiming to be named Phillip once again. So far Phillip had been the only man, besides guards, he had seen. Phillip was the only one who had attempted to speak with him. The guards merely used hand motions to communicate where he should go. Other than movement from place to place, they had no interest in him.
Given his understanding of how interrogations and imprisonments went this was not surprising. They would want to have a single person responsible for everything. It was meant to be a battle of wills, and it was one Dr. Joba felt confident he was winning.
Phillip set the breakfast down between them, and like most mornings, had brought his own along as well. Perhaps he felt the “sharing” of a meal would make him seem more like a friend than an enemy. Phillip was the enemy, the enemy of Allah. Shared meals would not change this fact.
Being the disciplined man that he was he had even managed to ignore the fact that Phillip ate sausage or bacon in front of him every single morning. The inquisitor obviously got some inward satisfaction from this, but what the man didn’t realize was that it made no difference what that man did. It was only Dr. Joba’s own behavior that mattered.
Phillip opened the morning’s conversation with his typical comments, which were obviously lies, about how badly the war was going for Iran, “Doctor I appreciate you spending more time with me this morning. I just want to inform you that we are managing to destroy the tanks your country, and several of your allied countries, have accumulated over the years rather rapidly. Your Air Force is virtually gone, and it is only a matter of time before we achieve total victory.”
He had grown used to this and even somewhat began enjoying their little jabs at each other in conversation, it was the only intellectual exercise he was getting. He liked using his mind, “Oh Phillip, I know you have the best war machines money can buy, however the spirit of our soldiers goes beyond your mechanical or industrial capabilities. I am sure you believe you are making headway. However your country, with all of the economic problems it had before I was placed here, which I am sure have been compounded, will not permit you to keep your fight going forever.”
“Well, maybe. But perhaps you should understand that we are close to winning, once your are down to just foot soldiers, should your countrymen continue to fight, it will be a one sided slaughter. Sending the world into chaos was your plan, and that plan is failing. So I ask again, why don’t you save us all a lot of hassle, and just tell me where your processing facility is?” he asked again.
“As I have told you before, even if I tell you, there is no chance you can get to it. None,” he responded.
“Ok. You are probably right. I didn’t think you would tell me, but I had to ask. It makes no difference. We will soon control the region. Once we defeat your military, our Intelligence organizations, and those of the world community, all of whom are rather annoyed at you right now, will find them, and we will destroy them.
“I won’t be here long today. I just came to do something that goes against my better judgment, but my superiors inform me that this is something we should do. You have another visitor. If you will come with me,” Phillip said as he stood up from the table.
They stood as one. Phillip knocked on the door and they walked from the cell turning right, making their way down the hall. They went through a door he had seen when he came here, and when he made his way outside for exercise, but had never passed through. “You will have 10 minutes,” the annoying American said.
Confused, he entered the room and found his son sitting there, waiting for him, “Son. It is good to see you.”
He did not want to use the boy’s real name, and in the process give away any information away they might not already have. He also spoke in his native tongue, knowing his son would understand, and hopefully annoying his captors at having to bring in a translator.
“Hello Father. I wish we had met again under better circumstances,” said the son, in English. That disturbed Dr. Joba at a level that Phillip would have enjoyed.
“I agree with you. I have heard some most disturbing things about your time here in America. Dating an American woman, for reasons beyond the carnal? Love letters? Eating Pork? Son, these are not things that a good follower would do,” scolded Dr. Joba.
He had always been like this with his children. Just telling them what they had done wrong and leaving it up to them to fix their behavior knowing his disappointment in them should be enough for them to want to correct their behavior.
“Father. That is your fight, not mine. I think what you have done is horrible. These people are not what we have been told,” his son retorted.
“Then you are no longer a son of mine, and I do not need my remaining time. Be gone with you,” he rose and proceeded back to his cell.
Once he was back in his cell he knelt to pray. He was glad his son had listened over the years, and was sure his message had gotten through. Hopefully his the boy would be successful in passing it along to the correct people along with the computer files the boy already had in his possession.

AP NEWS FLASH: Preliminary polling of US Senators, and likely voters for the next election, shows nearly unanimous support for Major Frank Banner to become the Vice President. His military record is largely classified, and given his past positions, this is not surprising. The Senators who have security clearances have reviewed it and unanimously say it is stellar. He is exactly the kind of man they would like to see in that job, given the conditions of the world today. Interestingly, news reports have come out recently saying that he is a registered independent and has never identified himself with one political party or the other since being registered to vote at the age of 18. There will be many interviews concerning his stance on many of the issues facing the Nation, but his confirmation is expected to occur quickly and smoothly.


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: Economists are now saying that without relief from the continually increasing gas prices the economy will become crippled, far worse than it already has been. It could remain that way for years, if not decades to come. Today the President has opened up all public land to drilling for oil, much to the dismay of the environmentalists. The President’s spokesperson has said that every precaution will be taken to protect the environment, but the drilling must be done for the good of the country. The administration has also issued thirty new permits to build nuclear power plants, believing, in the long run, this will help with the energy needs of the country in some densely populated areas. Given the recent attacks some are questioning this move towards the use of nuclear power, however given the current economic conditions these projects are expected to move forward without protests.


Chapter Thirty-Eight

Final Battle
The President, Chief of Staff Johnson, The Secretary of Defense, the entire Joint Chiefs of Staff, and Major Banner were present in the situation room to monitor the largest air strike in the history of man. This battle would dwarf the previous strike, and put to shame the D-Day, invasion just because of the bombing capacity of the newer bombers versus what was available in World War 2. They hoped that this battle would avoid a full-fledged 3rd World War.
There were three hundred bombers of various types, and almost every fighter aircraft in the US inventory, including the recently retired, and now reactivated F-117A stealth fighter. These would be in the air all at the same time. If this didn’t convince them to negotiate, nothing would.
The F-22 was a better aircraft, and stealthier than the F-117A, but they needed as many air frames as possible in the air to get the shock effect they were looking for.
“Gentlemen, Mr. President, the first flights are taking off,” stated the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs. The monitors started coming to life with various views from the cockpits windows of some of the first planes off the ground. Those will be the first planes to strike targets, or run into trouble.
The enemy had what little remained of their radar sites on and scanning the sky, knowing that something was brewing. The US had kept up pressure, with less intense bombing raids for days. Suddenly, three hours ago, the raids had stopped, and all of the US radar went dark. This caused the enemy radar to come on at full strength. The Iranian military leaders were obviously confused by the change.
The break was going to turn out to be the lull before the storm.
The first set of aircraft were the stealthiest aircraft in the inventory. It was their mission to take out the few remaining radar sites. This would allow the large bombers to fly in and out of the region at will. The challenge was that the enemy was spread across multiple nations with a variety of capabilities.
The General pointed to the center most screen, “If everyone will watch right here, you will start seeing their radar sites dropping off-line as we hit them with our long range missiles.”
Almost on cue, one by one the enemy radar went offline making way for the main armada to go in and destroy their ground forces. The only concern now was that, without a follow on ground invasion they had to destroy all military hardware by air. They could stop them momentarily but they couldn’t hold the ground. The ground troops were not remotely close to ready to go into the region.
The enemy had gotten their remaining Air Forces up and kept their internal radar units off hoping they would be a larger challenge, although not impossible to be located.
The AWACs would found them with only a few moments of searching.
Now was the time the F-22s went to work.
The screen showed the two Air Forces headed toward one another.
The F-22s fired from a long distance out. Their missiles had a far superior range, and once locked on almost never failed to be fatal. A large number of the Iranian, and their Allied Air Force assets could be seen falling off the screen. The enemy just kept coming.
As they got in close enough the Americans started having difficulty.
“General, we are losing a large number our fighters. Do we have an operational security problem? Could they have hacked us again, just like they did with our locator beacons?” The President was obviously disturbed at losing people.
“No sir. Their fighters just don’t stop coming no matter how many we blow out of the air, and their numbers are still formidable. We will lose some of our guys, but we have rescue teams in the area to look for survivors. Many of what you see us losing will actually have pilots ejecting before it is too late,” answered the General.
“Sir,” Major Banner said, “I reviewed the tape of the F-22s that went down in the past battle, and the same thing is happening again here. Our pilots are so dependent on their electronics that when the fighters get in close they are not ready. Our birds are far more maneuverable but our pilots are thinking with their computers too much. Tell them to avoid close combat as much as possible and we will retain more of our force. Get them to engage only from long distances.”
“Son of a Bitch!” Shouted the General. “Send out the order now! No close in engagements if at all possible. Their MIG pilots are too well trained for close in combat. Use the technology and speed to the full advantage. Stay out far, out run them if you have to. Long distance engagements will keep our guys up, and our birds in the fight. Go NOW!” the Chairman ordered.
The orders went out. The battle shifted quickly to a greater distance fight. The American pilots started to become dominant once again.
Their stealthy fighters were difficult to get missile lock on at a distance.
The same could not be said of the enemy MIGs.
The fighter on fighter battle had drawn everyone’s attention. The bombers came in behind. There were not enough MIGs left unengaged to harass the bombers as the enemy’s numbers were continuing to decline due to the dominance of the United States fighter aircraft.
Some of the screens changed to show satellite images of the ground. Thankfully it was a clear enough day for the images the men in the room watched as the enemy took huge losses in every sector of their ground forces. The bombers moved around without so much as a scratch.
Finally, the one target that was assumed would make a difference was reached. In groups of three some of the largest bombers opened their bomb bay doors and dropped their payloads. Three of the B-52s dropped their entire loads, 210,000 pounds of munitions on the leadership compound in Iran. Identical, and exactly timed attacks occurred on the leadership compounds of the Iranian allied countries.
The damage could be seen.
It was heavy, but it was certain there would be some survivors due to the depth of the bunkers. The leadership always found deep bunkers for themselves, and a very limited number of bunker busters were used. The goal was to get them to quit, not utterly destroy the nations. There was no way to tell how many civilians would be packed into those bunkers. It was a virtual certainty that the leadership had brought their families at a minimum.
Then, as quickly as it all began, the bombers were headed out. The remaining fighters, 80 % of the American force, headed home. Losses had occurred, pilots had been shot down, but the battle was over, “Mr. Chairman. How long before we know how much of their forces we have destroyed.”
“Mister President, thanks to modern technology I can tell you pretty close to the final number now. We have destroyed, essentially, their entire remaining Air Forces. They have lost ninety percent of their tank forces. Their leadership compounds were punched hard, but not destroyed, that way there is someone left to surrender. If I where a betting man I would say they would be on the phone to the United Nations in the next hour.”
“Wanna put $20 on it General?” asked the President.
“You are on Mr. President,” the Chairman agreed.
The men in the room continued to watch for a short time to ensure they knew when all the American assets were in friendly airspace. Then they would head over to brief the press.
Suddenly the phone in front of the President rang. He had left orders to only allow two people in the world through on that line.
He picked it up, “This is President Scott Press.”
It was the Israeli Prime Minister, “Mr. President. How was your air campaign?”
“I didn’t tell you about it, for that I apologize. Mr. Prime Minister, how did you know so soon?”
“I just got a call from the head of the United Nations; I asked them to let me call you. Our enemies are unconditionally surrendering, and issuing orders to their troops to return home,” he said.
“Well, that is what we wanted. Sorry I couldn’t tell you our plans. We needed as much operational security as we could on this one. Mr. Prime Minister I will be in touch soon. We need to meet in person as soon as it can be arranged,” finished the President.
The President stood up, “I owe you $20 Mr. Chairman. It only took fifteen minutes. Looks like your plan has worked! Let’s hope they stick to their claims of desiring peace, although I don’t think they have much left to fight with.”
“Thank you Mr. President,” the Chairman said.
Everyone in the room was tired, exhausted from stress, “We are not done yet, and we still have a lot of pilots to pick up. We are sure their people have not gotten word this is over so let’s get those down pilots home before they find them, and shoot them. Mr. President I will call you every thirty minutes with updates. I know you will have to brief the press.”
The Chairman turned his attention to Major Banner, “Frank, I checked this morning with my sources in the Senate. It looks like your confirmation is not going to have a single hitch in it. I look forward to accepting your resignation so you can move on to bigger and better things.”
The General turned around to face the room, “Now Gentlemen, lets make sure we get those pilots back.”

AP NEWS FLASH: The President made a brief, two minute remark, in the Press Room saying that Iran and their Allies are standing down and intend to come to the United Nations to sign an unconditional surrender. This should happen in the coming days.


AP ECONOMIC NEWS FLASH: The stock market rallied over 500 points today after the announcement that hostilities would be coming to an end in the Middle East. Economists believed that if this had not happened the United States economy would have taken at least a decade, and in all likelihood longer, to recover.


Chapter Thirty-Nine

The President and The Vice President
Scott Waits had just finished the final press briefing of the day. President Press turned off the television. He was seated in the living room of the residence of the White House.
With him, watching the briefing were his wife, the recently sworn in Vice President, Frank Banner, and his fiancée, Sandra Cooper.
The President looked at the group and said, “I don’t know about you three, but after the war, the confirmation, starting to get the two cities worth of citizens to move, finding a way to get the Iranians to discuss terms at the United Nations rather than them just continually stalling even after their troops had withdrawn, trying to get some tax breaks through so we can kick start the economy, all the while working with various transportation officials to get milk and vegetables to market faster, I could use a weekend away.”
“Mr. President, I agree with you,” said Sandra.
“Sandy, your fiancée is now the Vice President of the United States can you please start calling me Scott, at least when we are in private?” he begged.
“Sure. Scott, I think we could all use a vacation, but there have been all these things going on and people to help. Are you sure we dare? Shouldn’t we stay here and use our time to help those who need it?”
“Sandy, people here in the administration will continue to work, we don’t have to be here every second. No one person can do it all. I think the nurse in you needs to start to realize that you can help far more people by just empowering those around you to do more. Teaching people to do things for themselves and setting the right conditions for that to happen is really the best thing for the country. We can’t ever get the job done by us helping one citizen at a time. The job is just too big. For too many years Washington has tried to micromanage everything down the local level. We have to stop that. We really have to worry about the whole, not just one little group here or there,” said Scott.
“You have a very good point,” she admitted.
Frank looked at the three other people in the room, “Let me make a suggestion. How about a weekend at Camp David? From what I understand it has all the communications equipment we need if anything happens. We can relax in the woods and perhaps still get some work done on the kick start of the restructuring and rebuilding of the military, which needed it before we had our recent little fracas in the Middle East. Now after the losses we took on fighter aircraft it is in severe need.”
“Oh, and we can check out the location of our wedding,” said Sandy.
The door to the living room opened with a crash as it hit the wall. Lester Johnson entered quickly with five Secret Service agents, and two members of the Marine Guard, “Mr. President, Mr. Vice President, ladies. We need to get you onto Air Force 1, and Air Force 2 immediately, and get in the air.”
“Les, what happened?”
“Mr. President, they nuked Los Angeles. This isn’t over yet.”
“Get our nuclear weapons ready to fly, and let’s move,” said the President.

Epilogue

Once again, President Scott found himself on Air Force One traveling around the United States to assess the damage done for himself, but to also in an attempt to give assurances and confidence to the people of the United States. He felt this needed to be done face to face, so to speak, as the television did not convey the feelings or emotions. He found out the last time that seeing the damage for yourself gives it a far less abstract meaning.
He looked back at his desk, after staring out the window deciding what needed to be done and when. Seven more stops over the next few days, then back to Washington to outline the overall plan for the future of the United States, and the war effort.
With no warning, the engine pitch changed and Air Force One started to descend in a nice slow controlled fashion suggesting this was expected and not part of some new emergency. Pressing the intercom button, the President called his Chief of staff, “Les, what’s going on, my notes say nothing about landing right now.
Les replied, “Mr. President, the pilots indicated that this is an approved departure of schedule that has a Presidential security priority. He knows nothing more than he is supposed to land at White Sands Missile Base, and keep the plane sealed and prepped for either take off or being moved into a shelter.”
“Ok Les, thanks for the update, please pass to the pilot I would like to speak with him when he gets a free moment” the President said, and let go of the intercom button.
As the plane continued to descend into the desert landscape he continued to ponder what was going on.
The intercom buzzed and the President punched the button to connect the incoming communication. “Mr. President,” the voice said, “about your question of why we are landing here, we don’t necessarily have a standing protocol on how to handle part of current situation, but we have a high priority message indicating a covert trip to White Sands, which is where we are about to land. Mister President, before you ask, I do not know what is here, who or why you are meeting someone here, just that for some classified reason, we are to land and have you considered as being in briefings for the next twenty four hours.”
“Thank you for filling me in, just one question,” the President replied. “How do you keep people from wondering what happened to Air Force One?”
With a slight chuckle, the pilot replied, “That’s the easy part Mister President, we tell them the truth, we are landing for some preventative maintenance of the engines which have gone ever so slightly past their inspection timeframe. While we are on the ground some mechanics will come out and inspect the engines to ensure they are good to go.”
“Good to know that’s all covered. Anything else you can tell me unofficially?” the President queried.
“No Mr. President, sorry but the pilots are usually never allowed to exit the aircraft, for security reasons, when communications like this come through. It doesn’t happen often, but it has happened before,” the pilot said with a heavy sigh.
“Ok, Thanks, and if possible I will get your crew off the plane for a bit, but I can’t promise anything until I know what’s going on. Now, I will stop bugging you so you can land this beast,” the President signed off so the pilot could concentrate, and so he could think about what might be going on.
A short time later, after a perfect landing by the pilot, Air Force One rolled to a stop in a fairly well hidden taxi way or perhaps it was reception area, it was tough to tell. This specific one looked like it was designed specifically for Air Force One or other similar aircraft of considerable size. As they came to a stop several things happened at once. A limousine came from an unknown location, heavily armored tanks and infantry vehicles, as well as blast shields appeared as if from nowhere to provide security for the plane. Mechanics and fuel trucks came out to inspect the plane and top off all the massive fuel tanks.
The President stood up, grabbed his jacket, and made for the front of the plane where the boarding stairs were being moved into place. It was at that moment when the floor fell out from under him and he fell from his feet to hit the floor right in front of the now opened door. It was only then that the President noticed that the entire taxi area was slowly descending into a massive cavern under the desert. Standing at the bottom of the stairs was a lone figure dressed in a military combat uniform with an assault rifle over his shoulder. He seemed calm to the point of being bored until he saw the President coming towards him. The figure straightened up and saluted his Commander in Chief. As others from the Secret Services start to descend, the figure reached for his rifle and in a loud commanding voice stated, “Ladies and Gentlemen, the President and only the President is authorized to leave this aircraft. You should all return to your seats and someone will come by shortly with instructions. This is not negotiable. Please folks, for your safety return to the inside of the aircraft now. The only exceptions to that are the head of his Secret Service detail, and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, and only those persons.”
The rest of the aircraft’s occupants slowly made their way back up the stairs, while the President and the head of his security detail went the rest of the way down. The lone figure saluted in much the same way as a newly minted West Pointer would when they were still raw. With a jaded eye, the President slowly returned the salute as he was still getting use to the idea of being the Commander and Chief of the United States Military, but his Presidency seemed to consist of nothing but military decisions.
Looking at the military uniforms around him, the President noticed that the typical decorations, rank, and name tags were missing from the uniforms. The President lifted an eyebrow in a silent inquiry as to why they were missing.
With a slight chuckle, the waiting man smiled and replied, “My name is Mr. Smith Mr. President, I have no official name or rank right now, Mister President. What I am now is the head of security for this facility. That is something I take very seriously Mister President, and I will not have any security breaches while I am still in charge. You three were allowed off because we have to brief you on what goes on within this facility. The others are not allowed off that plane because they have no need to know. If anyone else does make an attempt to come down the stairs, or tries to sneak of the plane Mr. President, that person or persons will not see the light of day until such time as I am ordered by higher authority to release them. Mr. President, that is my mandate for being the chief here, I lose my outside life but learn things that are absolutely amazing. In return, I enforce those guidelines with an iron fist. You will learn things that might help you with the challenges being faced today.”
“Well Mr. Smith, let me ask a few questions first” the President said.
“Go ahead Mr. President, I will answer all questions that I can, or ask you to please wait for the full briefing” came the reply.
“How long have you been the chief here, and has there ever been a security breach at this facility?” Scott asked.
“Mr. President, I have been security chief here for almost a decade, and in that time, there has not been breach of any kind.”
“Okay Mr. Smith I will take your word for that and if you could have someone go back to direct the people in the plane to stay put or risk being locked away. Then you can escort me to where I am suppose to go. I assume the crew will be taken care of in the mean time as long as they are on the plane?”
“Yes Mr. President they will be, as well as any mechanical service that needs to be done.”
With a hand signal, another man in uniform made his way to the plane and relayed the information about staying on board. The President followed Mr. Smith to a small hatch which reminded the President of the armored hatch on the old infantry vehicles, or blast doors from the movies. As they moved further and further into the complex. President Press started to wonder where the hell they were going, and why was his Vice President not being brought into this same briefing. Even the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs seemed to look very inquisitive, yet remain silent on the matter.
Just as Scott was going to ask where they were going to end up, Mr. Smith paused by a normal door with no markings on it. “Mr. President, through this door is your briefing. I am not allowed in there as President’s eyes only clearance is needed. Myself, or one of my deputies will be here when the briefing and tour is over with.”
“I am granting my security chief and the Chairman instant clearance,” the President said.
“That is your prerogative Mr. President, could you gentlemen please go inside?” the strange man asked.
Mr. Smith turned and walked away, leaving President Scott standing there. With a sigh, he opened the door and walked in to see older gentleman with steel grey hair, glasses, and wearing a white coat over what looked like hospital scrubs. Silently, he made a gesture towards the only other chairs in the well fitted room.
“I am Dr. Jonathan Gross. I am the head of Research and Development of this, and two other facilities. Over the next several hours I will brief you gentlemen on what these facilities are about, what we have in them, and where we are going to go. I will dare say Mr. President, Mr. Chairman, and Mr. Pacheko, that much of this will sound farfetched or even outright crazy. But I assure you Sirs, it is all absolutely true. Now, I will begin with faster than light travel, and plasma weapons.”
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