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Prologue
 
Two Weeks Ago 
Southern Philippines 
 
In the jungles of Sulu Archipelago in the Philippines, a priest stands ready with his hands bound behind his back and a rope around his neck. Behind him stands a member of the Moro Islamic Liberation Front, who is gripping the end of the rope with both hands to hoist the priest high. Standing before the cleric was Rey Ramos, a man who rose through the ranks to eventually command the cell, after he had shed his greenhorn status by engineering several key bombings in Mindanao, the Sulu Archipelago, Basilan and Palawan, killing scores of people and injuring numerous others. Though short in stature and slight in build, no one dared to contest him. 
With a bony hand that extended from a forearm that was no thicker than a broomstick, he pointed to an adjacent tree to make his purpose clear. A priest turned passively at the end of the rope; the man having been dead for two days. Over that time the man’s gases had bloated his body from a natural state to stretch the seams of his clothes. And his skin, once cheerfully ruddy in complexion, had mottled with colorful patches of yellows and greens and purples. 
“Your destiny,” was all that Ramos told the priest. 
Father Maggiano gave a cursory glance to the body that was in the first stages of putrefying. And the stench, which was sickening to the point of turning any man’s stomach into a slick fist, served as a psychological reminder as to who possessed the scepter of rule inside this camp. 
“Your time is up,” Ramos stated evenly. “And like the priest before you”—the terrorist continued to point at the hanging cleric— “the church has failed you.” 
Then he dropped his hand as if it was weighted and added: “You’re clearly expendable in the eyes of the Vatican.” 
Father Maggiano ran a tongue that was as dry as a strip of carpet over painfully peeling lips, then said, “The church will not surrender to those who walk within the shadow of Satan.” 
“This isn’t about religious conviction, priest. It’s about the one million dollars the church is unwilling to pay for your release.” And then: “In the end, it’s always about the money.”
Father Maggiano raised his chin in defiance, which was something Ramos took as spiritual bravado more than a true measure of the man’s religious principle. How fast will your attitude change, priest, when you’re swinging at the end of your rope? A second or two before your courage abandons you? Then he grinned at Father Maggiano with malicious amusement. “Everybody wants to go to Heaven, priest, but nobody wants to pay the price of admission . . . Not even a priest who professes his full commitment to God.” 
Father Maggiano closed his eyes and waited for the tug on the rope that would carry him above the jungle floor. 
But the pull never came. 
What did come, however, was a muffled sound that was no louder than a spit. 
A gout of blood erupted from the hangman’s temple as a round pierced his skull. In the same instant that the bullet penetrated the man’s head, he released the rope and fell directly to the ground as a boneless heap. His death came that fast from a precision kill shot. 
As the rope coiled around the priest’s feet, his whole world suddenly began to move with the surreal slowness of a bad dream. He saw Ramos waving to his people, though his movements appeared sluggish, as he barked orders that sounded lethargic with his words drawn out and stretched. Smoke from gunfire rose in lazy drifts all around him as bullets zipped by his ears in waspy hums. And throughout this exchange of gunfire, Father Maggiano appeared untouchable to the violence around him. Ramos’s men were dying at his feet as bullet holes stitched across their chest and abdomens, with the wounds paring back like the blooming petals of red roses. 
To Father Maggiano, everything continued to move with an odd gradualness until he finally took a round to the triceps, which suddenly galvanized his world into a furious pace. Falling to the ground with his hand over the wound, Father Maggiano grimaced as he saw Ramos’s team fall back into the jungle. 
Gunfire was everywhere as dirt from the jungle floor skipped around Father Maggiano, as multiple rounds impacted and dotted the landscape. Slowly, the priest curled into a fetal position and prayed that the carnage would soon pass. Though Ramos was nowhere to be seen, many from his unit were scattered across the compound with their eyes and mouths staring skyward in surprise of their own mortality.
And then the jungle came alive. 
At first, Father Maggiano only saw a glimmer of movement, green against green, and then nothing at all. It wasn’t until a team of Vatican Knights finally broke from the tree line to make their way into the compound with their weapons holding steady at eye level. 
Looking at a patch of blue sky through a small opening within the canopy of trees, Father Maggiano thanked God for answering his prayers. Then as a shadow stood over him to blot out the sun, he noted the stark whiteness of the cleric’s collar that shone brightly in contrast against the dark shape. 
“Father Maggiano.” It was Isaiah. “How badly are you hurt?” 
When the priest smiled in return, meaning ‘not too badly at all,’ that was when they heard a burst of gunfire from beyond the tree line. 
 



* * * 
 
Two weeks ago, the archdiocese in Zamboanga City had been informed about the abduction of two priests and three nuns from the Church of St. Anthony of Padua in Basilan, by the Moro Islamic Liberation Front. Their demand: one million dollars for their safe release, with the specifics of the exchange to be agreed upon between Rey Ramos and the Vatican. 
During the negotiations with the Holy See, Vatican Intelligence became involved in tracking down the Moro Islamic Liberation Front, where it was later discovered that they operated beyond the jungle line that bordered Basilan. Since interaction with the Zamboanga City archdiocese was through the Front’s satellite phone, Vatican Intelligence deliberately prolonged the dialogue until they could identify the terrorist’s theater of operation, by way of pinging the incoming calls through a network of geostationary satellites. 
But when the talks moved too slow to Ramos’s liking, a viral of a priest being executed was summarily streamed to the Vatican. 
That was two days ago. 
Two days later, the Vatican Knights were converging to the signals’ point-of origin. 
From behind a thicket with their faces covered in grease paint, Kimball Hayden and his team of Vatican Knights spotted the campsite. Rey Ramos was holding a conversation with Father Maggiano, whose neck was encircled by a crudely made noose. 
“Everybody wants to go to Heaven, priest, but nobody wants to pay the price of admission . . . Not even a priest who professes his full commitment to God.” 
The words to Father Maggiano appeared to be a predetermined cue to the man holding the rope to hoist the priest high. Just as the terrorist was readjusting his grip upon the rope, Kimball gave Jeremiah the signal to take him out. 
The Vatican Knight, who by far had the best field of vision, raised his weapon, drew a bead within the crosshairs of his scope, and pulled the trigger. In the subsequent moment that was less than a half second, a gout of blood erupted from the man’s skull with the kill shot dropping him like a stone to the jungle floor. 
As the Vatican Knights advanced through the thicket with their weapons going off in muted bursts of gunfire, they were able to reduce the number of their opponents measurably without wasting a single round. Wounds opened and pared back as kill shots sent terrorists to the ground with the face-first approach, their bodies hitting hard and fast. Others fell to their knees in wonder as their faces lit up with nonplussed looks, only to look down at their wounds to witness their lives bleeding out. 
But others retaliated with return fire as bullets stung their way through the thicket to take out stalks of live vegetation, decimated the fans of elephant leaves, or smashing away pieces from the trunks of wilting palms. 
The Vatican Knights continued to advance while identifying the immediate threats, and then neutralizing them with clean shots to center mass. 
Bodies continued to fall. 
The smoke of gunfire continued to rise. 
What was left of Ramos’s cell found themselves in retreat and vanished in the tree line at the other side of the compound, some continuing to fire aimlessly. That was when Kimball Hayden caught a glimmer of something that skirted along the peripheral vision of his left eye. When he turned to spy the point of movement, the slight swaying of vegetation at the concentrated spot was evidence enough that there was a ghost in the brush. 
With the foresight of a predator who moves against his prey, Kimball listened for sounds to draw his advantage into focus. 
Silence.
Then the snapping of a twig to his immediate left, a sound that was barely perceptible. 
In the distance he could hear Isaiah talking to the priest, their tones far off. 
Kimball pivoted on the balls of his feet with his measure slow and calculated. 
Then he saw something between the parting of leaves, a figure that did not blend well with his background because of his T-shirt that had a faded logo on it. 
Kimball approached with the stealth and grace of a feline. 
But when the figure tried to relocate to safer quarters, he carelessly ran into Kimball with eyes that detonated with genuine surprise. He had not seen the Vatican Knight due to his camouflage attire, green against green. 
In the terrorist’s hands was an AK-47. 
Kimball looked at the tip of the rifle, which was pointed away, then at the face of a boy who was no older than fourteen. Kimball’s eyes quickly darted back to the rifle’s tip and then to the boy’s eyes, with these inquisitive exchanges trying to determine if the boy was going to use the weapon or surrender its use. But when Kimball started to see the cogs and wheels of the boy’s mind starting to turn, he whispered, “Don’t do it, son . . . Toss the weapon aside.” 
The boy said something in Tagalog, something Kimball did not understand. 
In response, Kimball pointed to the boy’s weapon and patted the ground. “Lay it down,” he told him. “I’m not here to hurt you.” Then Kimball pointed to the cleric’s band inside the collar of his shirt, the symbol of piety. “I’m from the church,” he told the boy gently. “I’m here . . . to help.” 
The boy, who was conscripted into duty by Rey Ramos, slowly flexed his forefinger by extending it, and then wrapped it around the trigger. 
“Don’t do this, kid,” Kimball whispered. Then the Vatican Knight pointed to the boy’s AK-47 and patted the ground once again, hoping to get his message across. 
Please. 
But the boy’s eyes started to dart from side to side, as if looking for an avenue of escape. His will to finally act was coming to a head, which was something Kimball immediately recognized as an unwise decision. 
“Don’t do it, kid!” 
Then the boy began to swing the point of his rifle toward Kimball. 
Feeling the pang of moral conflict, Kimball set off a burst from his MP7 and watched the impacts knock the boy off his feet and into the brush, which caused a trigger reflex from the young guerilla that set off a volley of gunfire that went skyward. 
Kimball, falling to his backside, never felt so morally compromised. 
There was no doubt in Kimball’s mind that this boy had been fed the garbage of intolerance by Rey Ramos to the point where he romanced the ideology, rather than to see the ugly truth behind it. 
Looking down at the boy, flies were already beginning to circle and alight on the boy’s flesh, which would be alive and crawling with larvae within twenty-four hours. 
Nature, which was neither cruel nor discriminate, was simply taking its course.
 



Chapter One 
 
Federal Blacksite Containment Center 
14 Miles North of Richmond, Virginia 
One Week Ago, 2356 Hours 
 
Montrell Thompson, AKA Mohammad Allawi, was a homegrown extremist who waged wars of terrorism on the American front in the name of Allah. He was also the man who nearly assassinated Shari Cohen, one of the FBI’s elite, though the bullet that struck her left her in a coma for months, it did not kill her. What he did accomplish, however, was to murder her entire family in a car bombing, killing her husband and two daughters. And as she continued to cling to life not knowing what was happening in the world around her, a stranger who wore the garments of a priest came after Mohammad Allawi like a juggernaut, an unstoppable force, and nearly killed him. Looking upon the priest’s collar and then into his eyes, Allawi had seen the lack of moral conflict as this priest inflicted pain to the point of sending him into unconsciousness. When Allawi finally came to, he found himself to be under black-op authority who had made his life a living hell, which was why the priest allowed him to live, so that he would suffer greatly under their watch. For two years Mohammad Allawi had waited with the patience of a dark saint, knowing that his cell had been preparing for this moment with Allah’s guiding hand. As he sat along the edge of his concrete bed inside a cell that was 8’x 6’, he fixed his eyes to an imaginary point on the opposite wall, and sat as still as a Grecian statue, even when he had the desire to scratch an itch but neglected to do so. Then as the sun set, though he could not see this since his confines did not provide him with a window, his biological clock told him that the moment of engagement was nearing. 
. . . tick . . . tock . . . 
. . . tick . . . tock . . . 
. . . tick . . . tock . . . 
There would be no more waterboarding. 
No more deprivation of sleep. 
No more acts where the guards allowed their Belgian Shepherds to snap their fangs inches from his face. 
Mohammad Allawi would once again be in control of his destiny.
 



* * * 
 
Federal Blacksite Containment Center 
Control Room 
One Week Ago, 2359 Hours 
 
Three soldiers from a military black-ops unit were monitoring the blocks through a bank of monitors inside the Control Room. Private First-Class Jonathan Penchoit, a man who possessed a skinny range of social skills and often spoke with clipped answers, was never much of a talker. The man to his right, Private First-Class Geoffrey Miner, happened to be his complete opposite who spoke nonstop in terms of unimportant matters, and the one who thought he knew ‘a lot’ about everything. The third man, Second Lieutenant James Hathaway, was the moderate of the three who neither spoke too much nor too little. But when he did speak, whatever he had to say always had an impact. 
Tonight, like most nights, the blocks were quiet as usual. Apart from Mohammad Allawi who sat strangely idle along the edge of his bed, everything appeared normal. 
On the Control Room wall, the digital readings of the clock switched from 11:59 PM to 12:00 AM. 
Miner, who was the master of useless trivia, said, “Did you know that the sun was only ten thousand degrees?” 
Hathaway shook his head. “And ten thousand degrees doesn’t sound hot enough for you?” 
“Don’t you think it would be something like ten million?” 
Penchoit continued to stare at the monitor with disinterest. 
Then Miner, who noted the time on the clock and swallowed as if to wash away that sour lump that was cropping up in his throat, flatly said, “I’ve something else you might want to hear.” 
The clock on the wall continued to read 12:00 AM. 
Miner, who then sounded adrift, said, “Did you hear the one about the two Control Room officers who were gunned down at point-blank range, both men killed?” 
Hathaway appeared thrown by this. The term ‘point-blank’ referred to especially accurate shots when making ranged attacks against close targets. When Miner turned to face the Second Lieutenant, Hathaway recognized the fact that Miner was not the man he claimed to be. Instead of possessing that spark of joviality he often saw in his eyes, there was a troubled darkness to them, something that informed Hathaway that the devil was rearing its ugly head to send others to an afterlife they didn’t ask for. 
From beneath the console, Miner produced a gun that was made of a hard plastic composite—which was why the metal detector did not pick it up—directed it at Hathaway’s head and pulled the trigger. A bullet hole magically appeared to the second lieutenant’s forehead, his legs buckling immediately upon the bullet’s impact and sending him to the floor. In a maneuver that was quick and fluid, Miner turned on Penchoit and put a round through his eye, killing him. 
The clock read 12:01 AM. 
Removing a rolling keyboard from his backpack and unfurling it, Miner connected the lines of the board to the mainframe port and started to type commands. Overriding the command system, he was able to download new programs that killed every CCTV mounted camera. The banks of TV monitors along the console suddenly winked off, the system rendered inoperable. Then he took all warning systems offline, meaning there were no glaring pulsations of red lights or sirens. The facility was now in lockdown with every stretch of hallway, chamber and cell steeped in absolute darkness. 
Reaching into his backpack, he removed his NVG headset, placed it over his head, and enabled it. After the whine of its system powered up, Miner’s world became the color of lime green. Using the rolling board that was now on his lap, he continued to type as if he had been an elite member from Carnegie Hall playing a Steinway. After adding a few more relevant commands, he poised his finger over the ‘ENTER’ button for a relishing moment, then brought it down against the button to emphasize the finality of the download. 
Outside, the modern-day portcullis to the Gatehouse was opening wide in invitation. 
Then from the shadows along the distant tree line, shapes were moving against the facility. 
 



* * * 
 
The lights inside the facility went into blackout mode. And since the backup system failed, the military personnel guarding the Blacksite fortress were left blind with no lights, no sirens, no outside communications—the entire site had been crippled, killed, and then rendered dark. The guards who managed the facility had no backup procedure after the state-of the-art failsafe systems went down, which were allegedly protected by firewalls considered unbreachable. 
Now finding themselves powerless to respond to critical situations, a terrorist faction was moving towards the Blacksite to take new ground. 
 



* * * 
 
Everyone within the terrorist cell was equipped with an NVG monocular, dragon scale vests, and suppressed assault weapons. While the assault team advanced toward the Gatehouse, a sniper stationed along the tree line with a CheyTac M200.408 rifle drew a bead on the tower guard within the crosshairs of his NVG scope and pulled the trigger. Almost immediately after the trigger pull, the guard was knocked off his feet and carried over the railing, his body then pinwheeling uncontrollably to the yard below. 
With a five-round magazine and one bullet spent, the sniper immediately set his sights on the second guard within the same tower, lined up his shot, and pulled the trigger. This time the second shot was to center mass, which caused gore from the man’s exit wound to shower the tower’s wall behind him with a Pollock-like design that was truly chaotic in its display. 
Immediately turning his weapon to a third target inside the Gatehouse, the guard, who appeared bewildered at the malfunctioning gate as it opened, was working the console when a round punched through the window and sheared away the left side of his head. 
There were now two rounds left in the magazine. 
Using the NVG of the rifle to locate additional opposition and discovering no one, the sniper stated softly into his lip mic, “Clear.” 
The response from Team Leader: “Copy that.” 
 
* * *
 
The unit moved easily through the darkness with their assault weapons raised to eye level. After checking the Gatehouse and confirming the death of the gatekeeper, the unit began to make their way toward the sally port. Once they reached the master portal that was as impenetrable as a bank vault, Team Leader said, 
“Alpha One, we’ve reached the point of entry.” 
“Copy that.” 
A few moments later and after a series of clicks, the bolts began to pull back from their circular sockets and the door started to swing wide. As soon as the door was open, the team moved into the facility knowing the blueprinted floor plan as if they had been the architects. 
With half the team fanning to the left-side corridors and the other half maneuvering to the right, Team Leader’s faction was moving swiftly towards the package. 
Even though the corridors were as black as pitch, they were able to exercise free mobility through the facility without being contested. 
When they reached the metal door that led to Charlie Block, Team Leader stated into his lip mic, “Open Paradise.” 
After a long buzz, the door to C-Block retracted on a set of rails and began to slide into the wall. 
“We’re in.” 
The terrorists now had access to the package. 
 



* * * 
 
Miner continued to man the Control Room with the rolling keyboard on his lap. 
Nearby on the floor, blood pools began to spread from the bodies in near-perfect halos, while the air started to take on the strong odor of metal. As he waited, time seemed to move at a glacial pace. 
Then from Team Leader, whose voice sounded with clarity through Miner’s ear bud, “Alpha One, we’ve reached the point of entry.” 
Miner registered relief with a quick sigh. “Copy that,” he said. Then he started to type additional commands into the keypad, checked to see if the programming was correct, and then hit the ‘ENTER’ button. 
A few moments later: “Open Paradise.” 
More communication with the Blacksite system, an override program, and then a tap to enable the final command. A few seconds later: “We’re in.” 
Once he heard that Team Leader had attained access to Charlie-Block, the computer tech typed another command to access the schematic to the cellblock doorways, which appeared on a TV monitor as green linear lines that were cartoonish in design. After applying more instructions that enabled the search command, the lines on the screen began to move around with the diagrams shifting from cell to cell, until it came upon a specific compartment and homed in. 
Bingo! 
After a few more presses on the keyboard, the green lines on the screen turned red, and the word on the monitor screen changed from ‘SECURED’ to ‘ACCESSIBLE.’ 
Then into his lip mic, Miner said, “The Package is ready for extraction.” 
“Copy.” 
Miner, who rolled his keyboard into a pipe-like shape and shoved it into his backpack, left the Control Room knowing that he had done his job to perfection. 
Now it was up to Team Leader to finish it. 
 



* * * 
 
Mohammad Allawi could sense the world of absolute darkness around him shifting to his benefit. Things moved in the shadows, something that would sweep him from this netherworld and escort him to another. 
He had heard the buzzing and the sliding of metal doors opening. 
And with his eyes continuing to fix on a point against the far wall he could no longer see, he could hear the door to his cell slide back into the recess of the doorjamb. 
Then from shadows too dark for his eyes to penetrate, Mohammad Allawi heard a familiar voice. 
“Commander Allawi.” 
For the first time in the two-plus years that he had been incarnated, Mohammad Allawi smiled. With the guidance of Allah, he would exact revenge on those who dared to thread upon Allah’s desires to promote one rule under the one true God. 
First, he would start with Shari Cohen, the woman who was responsible for his brother’s death, and see her dead. And if granted the privilege, he would seek out the priest who was not a priest and provide him with the same courtesy as the woman. 
“Here,” he finally answered from the edge of his bed. 
“Allah has plans for you,” came the response. 
Allawi’s smile curled at one corner like the bend of a fishhook. “I know He does.” 
After Allawi put on an NVG monocular that had been proffered to him by Team Leader, his world suddenly became all too clear.
 



Chapter Two 
 
The White House, Oval Office 
Six Days Ago, 0815 Hours 
 
Inside the Oval Office, President Burroughs was sitting behind the presidential desk with a laptop in front of him. Also present was FBI Director Larry Johnston, CIA Director Doug Craner, and Homeland Security Advisor Rupert Moncrief. After the raid on the Federal Blacksite Containment Center in Virginia, an immediate council was ordered by the president. Burroughs, who was beginning to show shades of gray along the temples and the wizened seams of crow’s feet, sat with his fingers tented before him. “All right,” he said. “Number of losses?” 
“Five,” said FBI Director Johnston. After removing a page from a manila file, he added, “One from the gatehouse, two from the tower, and two more inside the Control Room.” 
“Do we have a chronological order of events as to how this went done?” asked the president. 
The FBI director nodded and handed the sheet to President Burroughs. It was the primary page to Geoffrey Miner’s biographical history. “Geoffrey Miner,” he said to the president. “Private First Class. Born in Malden, Massachusetts in 1994—” 
The president raised a hand to stop the director from speaking. “I can read, Larry,” he said. 
Miner appeared to have all the boxes checked which included the accolades necessary to be a member of a Blacksite legion. He had the clearances, the skill sets, the high IQ, and was a graduate of VMI, which also happened to be the college that President Burroughs’ daughter graduated from. He was also the facilitator who paralyzed the site’s power systems. 
The president then placed the sheet on the desk. “This man Miner . . . He was the means behind the site’s takedown?” 
“He was,” Johnston answered evenly. “If you hit the ‘ENTER’ button on your laptop, Mr. President, you’ll see the last recorded images before the power failure.” Hitting the button on the laptop as suggested, President Burroughs watched Miner produce a pistol, then shoot both men dead. In the subsequent scenes, Miner unfurled a rolling keyboard, somehow tied it into the system of the mainframe, typed, and then he hit a button, with emphasis, to disable the entire online system. That was when the screen on the laptop went black, as well. Burroughs closed the lid to the computer softly and stared at his people with the muscles in the back of his jaw working. The man was obviously trying to control his annoyance. 
“That Blacksite facility was supposed to be state-of-the-art,” he said. “An impregnable fortress. Yet we have this kid—and I say kid because he’s in his mid-twenties, if that—who’s able to bypass all the protocols created to vet those with questionable backgrounds, and ends up opening the front door for a terrorist group that showed a great deal of military sophistication. Does anyone here want to explain to me how something like this happened?” 
“Miner had no questionable background issues,” said the FBI director. “But then there was a reason for that.” 
The president waited for Johnston to continue without his prompting, which the director did. 
“In neglecting to check with the death certificate of Miner’s mother, who passed away six years ago and his father, who passed away in 2012,” he added awkwardly, “recent background checks came up with something rather pertinent, which should have been discovered earlier but was obviously buried by Miner in the databases, in order to hide the information.” 
“And that information would be?” 
“We were able to confirm that the real Geoffrey Miner died six months after he was born in 1994. And this Geoffrey Miner,” the director pointed to the biographical record on the president’s desk, “usurped the child’s identity by erasing all data from the Middlesex Health Department which chronicled the actual child’s death, then created a false biographical history that spanned twenty-four years.” 
“Do we even know who this guy is? What his real name is?” 
“No, Mr. President, not at the moment.” 
“How is this even possible in this day and age?” the president stated with a hint of displeasure. “Background checks are to be completed with the utmost combing of details. Are you telling me that this guy—Miner—went to VMI and graduated, then enlisted in the military as a Blacksite operator?” 
“Mr. President,” the director appeared awkward as his chin started to lower, “all data of this man, recorded and archived, suggests that whoever he is has the capability to hack into the most sophisticated systems and databanks, and implant artificial information to create a fictitious history. The banks I’m talking about, Mr. President, is the Pentagon and Langley. And this man, whoever he is, left marginal evidence of a cyber-fingerprint that cannot be traced.” 
“Langley.” 
The president appeared surprised by this. “The CIA?” Then he turned to Doug Craner who was the agency’s front man. “Is this true? Is this guy breaching our intel services?” 
“It appears, Mr. President, that he was diligent enough to introduce a false history into every possible database so that his existence could be confirmed. Not only was he able to create a mock history and then place them in our banks, he also placed them in the databases of VMI, the alleged high school he attended in Malden, Massachusetts, everywhere that would require a look from background investigators. On paper, this man existed. In reality, however, he’s a homegrown terrorist.” 
The president eased back into his seat. “Are you telling me that this terrorist cell has the means to hack through our most proficient firewalls of our most renowned institutes?” 
“All we can say at this point, Mr. President, is that this was how Miner was able to stand front and center of all the eligible candidates. He created a stellar past and placed them where they needed to be seen by the principals. And that’s how he was able to maneuver into position to do what happened last night.” 
“We let the enemy right through the front gate!” the president yelled. “Worse, they’re compromising our national security!” After rubbing his hands against his face, he was able to compose himself. “All right,” he said calmly, “tell me about the retrieved target.” 
“The target was Montrell Thompson, AKA Mohammad Allawi, a proud and self-proclaimed member of the Islamic State and a homegrown terrorist. It’s also been confirmed that he has established ties to ISIL and ISIS, and recruits’ members from all over the world, especially from notorious hotspots in the Middle East.” “I know that name,” stated the president. “His brother was killed in a weapons raid that was conducted by Shari Cohen. Am I right on that, Larry?” 
The FBI director nodded. “And because of it her family was killed in retaliation. 
When that wasn’t enough, he tried to kill her too. Thank God she lived through the crisis, though not without suffering physical consequences.” 
“Lost a piece of her lung, I understand.” 
“And a piece of her bowel. She was also in a coma for several months.” 
“And how was Thompson captured again?” 
The director shrugged. “Local authorities received a call regarding a terrorist by the name of Mohammad Allawi, and that they would find him inside a vacant housing unit. When they got there, they discovered the man beaten half to death. All Allawi kept mumbling about was something about a priest. Thing is, we don’t know how Allawi came to be in that condition or who made the call.” 
“And now we know that it was Allawi who absconded from the Blacksite with the aid of militants who not only has advanced cyber knowledge, but military sophistication as well. And you think Mohammad Allawi is leading the charge once again?” 
“Mohammad Allawi,” began FBI Director Johnston, “is an extremely dangerous man who commands high-level people with a high-level of intelligence.” He opened the manila folder and pulled out several pages regarding the terrorist. 
“Thompson is an American-born citizen who found Allah during a prison stint in New Jersey. He also has a measured IQ of 182, which is twenty-two points above the MENSA standard. He’s bright. He’s dangerous. And he’s a menace to society beyond imagining. And he will bring terrorism back to within the country’s borders. We need to utilize whatever resources are available, Mr. President, to locate this man and his top lieutenants. God only knows what this man is planning, now that he’s out and about. The CIA will need to monitor offshore communications, and the NSA will have to check all communications within the States regarding possible homegrown insurgencies.” 
“Done,” said the president, who pointed to CIA Director Craner and Homeland Security Advisor Moncrief. “Both of you, get the gears going on this ASAP.” 
The supervisors nodded. 
And then: “Tell me something,” the president began. “How sophisticated was this operation?” 
“Very,” responded the FBI director. “The cell had been compiling data over the two years that Allawi was incarcerated. They breached the schematics of the Blacksite, discovered its nuances, its flaws—” 
“All under the blind eyes of our intel agencies,” Burroughs interrupted, “without so much as leaving a cyber footprint.” 
“Yes, Mr. President.” 
“So, they were able to study the schematics to determine the best way to breach this fortress, as well as to prepare for the operation militarily for two years. And this Geoffrey Miner guy, or whoever he is, became Allawi’s in-house contact man. 
Allawi knew all along what was going to happen, didn’t he?” 
“We believe so, yes.” 
The president nodded as he bounced the tips of his fingers against his chin in thought. And then: “The greatest country in the world may have just lost control of the greatest terrorist under its command and watch. Find him, people, and fast. This is critical from all points no matter how you look at it. We need to shore up our failsafe systems, our facilities, the lands within our borders, or this nation will fall should people like Mohammad Allawi begin his religious quest against the people of our nation. One devastating explosion against an American interest will cause the DOW to tumble into a freefall. And that’s just the beginning, since other world economies will begin to fall in suit.” 
“Yes, Mr. President.” 
“What about Shari Cohen? I would like to align her with our counter-terrorism detail. Can she handle it, given that it’s Allawi?” 
“Allawi murdered her family and nearly killed her when she disbanded his gun-running operation. She may be emotionally compromised.” 
The president looked ceilingwards as if to mull this point over. Shari Cohen was a major player and a certifiable star in the field of operation. But Allawi had penetrated her circle and destroyed everything that was dear to her in life. A husband and two daughters, gone. And her life nearly snuffed out after Mohammad Allawi had pulled the trigger from a high-end sniper’s rifle. 
The president closed his eyes. Shari Cohen would have been the operation’s greatest asset, its greatest hunter, but she was also a human being with raw emotions, too. And he doubted that she could operate with a level head knowing that the man who terminated her family was on the loose. People, no matter how professional, sometimes fell victim to chaotic emotions that compromised positions rather than aid in them. 
Opening his eyes, the president said, “I agree. As much as I would like her to take lead, I believe there’s merit in what you say, Larry, about her being emotionally compromised to the point where it may impair her judgment. In fact, it might be best if she lays low until Allawi can be neutralized. I’ll have the attorney general draw up a memo of order regarding Ms. Cohen’s separation from the case.” Then he turned to the FBI director. “Does she even know?” 
“Not yet, Mr. President. She hasn’t been informed.” 
Then from the president: “Keep her safe,” he told everyone. “Who knows what this man’s agenda is. Shari may even be a part of his retaliatory equation, who knows. He tried to kill her once; he may try to do so again.” Then after a short lapse, he added: “All right, gentlemen, let’s move. Get the gears in motion.” After the Oval Office emptied, President Burroughs stared out the window, though his focus and attention lay elsewhere. Mohammad Allawi’s cell operated with high-end sophistication, both operationally and militarily. If they remained faceless, and with their capabilities, the damage they could commit to the nation could be indescribable. 
Then he started to bounce the points of his fingertips nervously against his chin to deal with the rising tension.
 



 Chapter Three 
 
J. Edgar Hoover Building, Washington, D.C. 
Six Days Ago, 1106 Hours 
 
When Shari Cohen learned about Mohammad’s Allawi’s escape from the Federal Blacksite Containment Center in Virginia, she sat at her desk appearing small and deflated. She was looking at the framed photos of her family, at her husband and two daughters. Then she recounted the moment when they got into the Escalade when it erupted into a fireball, the vehicle lifting and tumbling in space before it came down hard on its roof. It was a vision that would never leave her, this she knew. A constant nightmare that had been wrought by a man who retained darkness as his soul. 
Montrell Thompson. Mohammad Allawi. They were both ‘one’ and the same, with the ‘one’ killing in the name of his God. 
She continued to stare at the photos. 
They had been gone now for more than two years. The emptiness of her loss, however, never abated or lessened. She simply had to learn how to live with her pain. 
Then she looked at an old picture of her grandmother, a black-and-white photo. She was young and beautiful and had a million-dollar smile, right up to the day when her entire family had been carted off to a concentration camp where Josef Mengele determined who lived or died with a flick of his cane. Her grandmother had been chosen to go one way and her family in another, she never saw them again after that fateful day. She, however, had survived the Holocaust and kept the line going, with Shari the youngest of her grandchildren. 
Staring at the photos, Shari could feel a sting of tears surfacing. With every painful nuance of suffering, Shari understood her grandmother’s loss on the day they reached Auschwitz, when she saw the smokestacks belching out black plumes of smoke. To lose loved ones so suddenly was an anguish they both shared, only to discover an unquestionable strength they thought they never had. 
I will go on. 
As tears continued to well along the rims of her eyes, Shari sighed softly. As strong as she was, she could not deny the pain that never dulled. Yet she was resilient and strongly willed to continue and make a difference—to go on as God would have wanted her to. 
Then she traced a finger over her grandmother’s image. “I understand,” she said softly. “You and me, Grandmamma, like two peas in a pod, as you always said.” And then a tear slipped from the corner of her eye and trailed slowly down her cheek. A moment later, she completely broke when she focused on the photos of her two children. 
My babies! 
They were captured and forever stilled in time, both having the smiling faces with the younger of the two having the ‘front-tooth gap.’ They hadn’t even begun to discover the full gifts that life offered, such as being teenagers who would talk for endless hours on the phone with their friends about how ‘cute’ they thought a boy was, or to fall in love and have a family of their own someday. Mohammad Allawi had robbed them of everything. 
Then sadness turned to anger. In her heart she could not deny the fact that she wanted Allawi dead, since men of his breed knew nothing about compassion and never would. Their souls were forever stained, she considered, making them too dark even for the ‘Light’ to penetrate. 
So, when the director informed her that she would not be heading the hunt for Allawi due to the potential of her emotions compromising her thought process, she became incensed. She even argued heatedly with Johnston to the point where the cords stood out along the sides of her neck in anger, which proved the director’s point. 
Though she eventually yielded, she did let Director Johnston know in the same heated manner that she disapproved of the decision, even if that decision came down from the chief executive. 
Now here she was, alone, with the blinds drawn to squeeze out any ray of sunshine. She needed this down time in the shadows to grieve and to be angry, as well as to vent her frustrations and sorrows as a means of catharsis. 
Mohammad Allawi was out there planning his next move. 
And there was nothing she could do about it.
 



Chapter Four 
 
Winchester, Virginia 
Same Day, 1343 Hours 
 
In a small town in Virginia inside a nondescript home, Mohammad Allawi had just awoken from a long and necessary sleep. After the waterboarding sessions and periods of sleep deprivation from agents trying to elicit information about his Middle East contacts, he had never cracked, his shell too hard to break. The one who had infiltrated the Blacksite corps of operators known as Miner, was a man by the name of Abdul Najm. He was born in Boston and had numerous prison stints for white-collar crimes involving computers. During his stay at Walpole, he discovered his Muslim faith and became ratified by the principals of the movement. When Allawi had been notified by his Walpole contacts about Najm’s proficiency in cyber operations, Allawi endorsed him as a member of a specialized unit that would work close to the Washington, D.C. area, and participate in projects that would shake the highest political seat in the land to its very core. Feeling pride to be accepted as a major player to one of the most dominant players in the United States, Najm accepted. And when Allawi’s right to a trial was dismissed under the Patriot Act and was summarily removed to a Blacksite, it was Najm who sat at the controller’s module to spearhead a crusade to procure his release. 
Ideas germinated, and then they came to light and fruition. Thereafter, Najm created bogus files in detail, while leaving no evidentiary trail to follow. And like a fine artist who used the keyboard instead of a painter’s brush, he captured the life of a person who did not exist and turned him into a living portrait. 
After implanting these files into every military, political, medical and educational database, Geoffrey Miner came to life. First, he enlisted in the military and performed all the routines. Then he proffered his doctored data to become a leading candidate at the Federal Blacksite Containment Center, where he eventually secured a low-level position to become Mohammad Allawi’s inside contact. Once the stage was set, it didn’t take long for Najm to access the schematics of the facility to create a plan that would disable the center. What did take time, however, was the development of the cell to respond with military sophistication, which had taken two years of nonstop training.
Allawi, having been informed by Najm that the planning would take time, had delivered on his end and waited with undying patience, knowing that his cell would only have one attempt at this maneuver. Should his unit fail to liberate him if he had argued for a quicker response time, he knew that he would never see daylight again. And since failure was not an option, he had chosen wisely at the insistence of Najm to consider patience as a virtue. When the operation finally did commence, there was no doubt in Mohammad Allawi’s mind that his patience had served them well when Allah watched over his forces during the engagement. 
Allahu Akbar! 
Appearing unkempt after a long rest, Allawi, whose cheek still bore the creased imprints of the pillow against his face, smiled and embraced Najm. There was nothing more appreciative to Allawi at this moment when the kitchen smelled of eggs. With the sound of sizzling on the stove and the growl of a stomach that had not been filled with decent proteins, Allawi knew that he no longer had to look upon bowls of viscous gruel. Instead, he was looking at a dish as if it had been prepared by Allah himself. There was a waiting meal for him at the table with three eggs over easy, buttered toast, and a perspiring glass of ice-cold orange juice. Allawi faced Najm, who was holding a spatula, and held his arms out to him in invitation. When Najm fell into Allawi’s embrace, Allawi said, “It’s good to speak to you on this side of the wall, yes?” 
After giving Allawi a few pats on the back, he fell away with a smile and responded, “Allah has smiled on us all. The operation went off without a hitch. No losses. We weren’t even contested.” 
Allawi took a seat before his meal and grabbed a fork. “That’s because your plan was sound. And patience, as you insisted upon, Najm, the key to winning.” 
“My apologies for the suffering you endured, my brother. I believed that it was important that we make absolutely sure that the team was ready militarily.” 
“No apologies necessary, Najm. You were right. Is it not better to be prepared than to rush blindly in like a fool? If it had not been for your wise assessment, I may still be inside that hellhole eating slop rather than this fine food you made for me.” 
Najm’s smile widened. “It’s just eggs and toast,” he told him. Then he returned to the stove after casting a kitchen towel over his shoulder. 
Certain matters no longer appeared trivial to Allawi, who often took many things in the past for granted. Eggs and toast, especially after his diet inside the Blacksite, was something he looked upon as an up market dish from a fancy restaurant, and a meal he would savor with every delectable bite. Not only did it learn patience from Allah, he also learned humility. 
Cutting the eggs and watching the yolk drip across the plate, he then grabbed a wedge of toast, dipped it within the creamy yolk, and brought it to his lips. Closing his eyes with relish and chewing slowly, this was his moment of experiencing a small part of Paradise. 
After he swallowed, Allawi asked, “And the team?” 
“Waiting on your orders, my brother.” 
When Allawi had been apprised that a plan was in motion to secure his release from the facility by Najm, all he could dream about were ways to bring America to its knees. With smaller attacks on the Home front to heighten awareness that Americans were not out of the reach of terrorism, he would spark larger strikes against the Great Satan to break its backbone, by undermining its economy. Then Allawi, who sounded off with the vigor of a preacher, said, “We will strike at the heart of all people. A lesson I learned after destroying the family of Special Agent Cohen, since nothing cripples the mind faster than the unexpected deaths of loved ones.” After soaking the yolk with his toast, he asked Najm about the new recruits. 
“They’re solid,” he told him. “They’re young and enthusiastic. To follow you is to follow Allah, since you are the conduit between Earth and Paradise.” Allawi nodded at this. This praise from Najm was well-founded, he believed, since his suffering only emboldened his commitment to his God. Then he considered the priest. You should have killed me, he thought. Because in the words of Friedrich Nietzsche, you only made me stronger and I’m about to prove it. “We need to remain low,” he eventually said to Najm. “However, the will of Allah must continue. What I want you to do, Najm, is to orchestrate a meeting with the cell. A place that’s unobtrusive. It’s time that we begin to implement plans to stage an attack against the infidels. Let’s see how powerful their resolve is after I crush the backbone of their government.” 
“You have something in mind?” 
A wry grin surfaced on Allawi’s face as his eyes began to drift with a dreamy aspect to them. “Oh, yeah,” he said. “I’ve had nothing but time to consider the means that would undermine this nation and bring it to its knees.” 
“When do you want the cell to be brought to assembly?” 
“Tonight,” he answered. “At ten o’clock. Is that enough time for you to contact the members and find an appropriate venue?” 
“Plenty,” Najm answered. 
“Then see it done.” After getting up from his seat, Allawi placed a hand on Najm’s shoulder and said, “Allah has chosen wisely when He picked you to serve by my side, my brother. You have never disappointed me. In fact, you’ve exceeded expectations. Allah certainly favors you as He does me. So, when the time comes, remember that your life in Paradise will be one of great rewards.” 
Najm showed his pride by raising his chin. “It’s an honor, Mohammad, to serve as one of Allah’s greatest soldiers.” 
Allawi’s smile remained, his unrelenting and cynical grin. Though he had not been canonized as a prophet, he did value the idea that he was an important tool in the scheme of all things with Allah his guide. “Tonight then,” he said to Najm. 
“Prepare the conference. And tell them that a war is about to be waged against the 
Great Satan.” 
“Allahu Akbar,” said Najm. 
“Allahu Akbar,” was the response.
 



Chapter Five 
 
Warehouse District 
Outside of Richmond, Virginia 
 
In a decrepit lot of abandoned buildings not too far from the historical district of Shockoe, Mohammad Allawi was serving as the centerpiece to an organization that prided itself on committing mass mayhem in the name of their God. His people, however, revered and saw their actions as one that followed the path of the ‘Light.’ Interpretations of the Koran suggested that such movements were justifiable, if they promoted ‘oneness’ under the waving banner of Allah. In the minds of those who romanced such events, they also saw themselves as the crusaders of our time—the same way Christian soldiers had spread Christianity by the sword during the medieval period. 
In the center of a room that was surrounded by peeling walls and ceilings that threatened to cave, Mohammad Allawi was caught in the glow of light from lanterns. The lighting was poor and feeble, which caused ghoulish shadows to dance along Allawi’s features whenever he moved animatedly to emphasize his point. 
His cell remained rapt and clung to every word, every syllable, and he made them believe that Allah was the Almighty Power who guided them all. Rhetoric. It was a driving and powerful force that coerced thinking. And Mohammad Allawi was gifted with a golden tongue. His dialogue was stirring and electrifying. They were, after all, the chosen ones who would usher in the ‘New Age of Enlightenment.’ They were the ones who had been chosen by Allah, the seeds of a new generation that was on the brink of establishing a ‘Brave New World.’ 
Eyes detonated with passion. 
Hearts threatened to misfire in their chests from too much excitement. 
And the desires to shed blood in the name of Allah became paramount. 
“And we will commence our operation against the infidels a week from today,” 
Allawi went on after pumping a fist. “The actions I have outlined to you on this eve has also been proposed to me by Allah. This is the beginning of the Great Satan’s end.” 
And then from Allawi: “Go home, my brothers, and prepare yourselves. Others will continue to join our quest. And remember, when our time comes, every man who stands before me also stands within the sight of Allah. And those who stand within the sight of Allah is guaranteed Paradise.” 
As the session wound down to the final moments that were closing in on midnight, Allawi knew that he had won over the league. His words, his speech, he gave them all meaning and hope, something that had been lacking in all their lives, and gave them purpose. 
After everyone left the abandoned building with blossoming hearts and newfound vigor, Najm stayed by Allawi’s side. 
“I think tonight went rather well,” Najm told him. 
“Did you expect anything less?” 
Najm gave him a one-sided smile. “Of course not.” 
“But there is something additional I want you to do, Najm. Something of great importance.” 
“Of course.” 
Allawi left Najm’s side to sit along the edge of an old desk where he folded his arms. “I want you to locate the whereabouts of Special Agent Shari Cohen,” he told him. “I have unfinished business with her.” 
“You’re going to kill her?” 
“Among other things. But I want to show the powers that be that their most valuable people are also a means for a targeted killing. And no one, no matter how esteemed they may be, is going to be immune.” 
Najm, however, knew better. Allawi may have some basis for terminating Shari Cohen for the reason he stated, but he also knew that he wanted her dead on a personal level, as well. Especially when she was the one who directed the raid against Allawi’s brother who’d been killed, as well as to initiate the hunt that ended up with Allawi’s incarceration. “Of course,” he finally said. 
“I assume that you have the necessary properties to see our mission through?” 
“We’ve been carefully stockpiling the explosives over the past two years through several reliable channels using couriers and burners. We’ve also stayed away from the use of chat rooms or any social engineering sites.” 
After a short pause, Allawi added, “That’s good, Najm. And together, my brother, along with all our brothers, we will begin to weaken the knees of Lady Liberty and show this nation the power of Allah, as well as to the world. We will rejuvenate the hearts of those who have lost their footing in the strongholds of Syria. And we will bring cause against the Asian nations as well. Recruitment will once again escalate to unprecedented heights, Najm, and it all begins with us.” 
“It does,” Najm concurred. 
Then: “Take me home, Najm. I’m still weary. Two years inside a Blacksite has whittled me down a bit. But I’ll rebound. In the meantime, you will be my proxy until I can fully engage myself in war.” 
When Najm told himself that the first engagement was to be within days, Allawi appeared to intuit this from Najm’s micro facial responses. 
“I’ll be fine by then,” Allawi told him. “And believe me, I want to be front and center to call the shots. But first and foremost, remember what I said about Special Agent Cohen. Find her. And let’s see how special she truly is.” 
“Yes, Allawi.” 
“The operation, at least until I’m able, is in your hands.” 
Najm nodded. He had never felt so useful. Suddenly, his life was full of purpose and importance. 
“Allahu Akbar,” said Allawi. 
“Allahu Akbar.”
 



Chapter Six 
 
Rome, Italy 
Present Day 
 
When Monsignor Dom Giammacio entered the tiny pub located in one of Rome’s poorer sections, he felt oddly displaced. The tavern was small and dense with cigarette smoke, even though there were few patrons. It was as if the smoke was forever trapped since the ventilation system was inadequate, if a system existed at all. 
Removing a handkerchief to cover his mouth, the monsignor made his way down an aisle that smelled of stale smoke and mildew. Sitting in the corner booth was Kimball Hayden. In his hand was a half-empty bottle of whisky, not the usual line of shot glasses he often had before him. 
Reaching the table with the handkerchief still guarding his mouth, the monsignor pointed to the empty chair across from Kimball. 
“It’s a free world, Padre. Be my guest.” 
The monsignor took the seat and pointed to the bottle. “Are you inebriated?” 
Kimball shook his head. “Not yet. But I’m working on it.” 
“You already drank half the bottle.” 
“Hardly. I just bought it. Half a bottle was all I could afford with twenty-five Euros.” 
When the monsignor lowered the handkerchief, his features became distorted with displeasure at the overwhelming smell of the bar. Then he pointed at the whisky in the Vatican Knight’s hand. “Tell me, Kimball, do you expect to find Jesus at the bottom of that bottle?” 
Kimball held the bottle up. “You mean this bottle?” he asked the monsignor. “I don’t know. Let’s see, shall we?” 
“No. Kimball, that’s not what I meant.” When the monsignor tried to grab the bottle, Kimball shoved the cleric’s hand aside and brought the bottle to his lips. 
The Vatican Knight then chugged the alcohol as if it was water, as bubbles worked inside the bottle while Kimball’s throat bobbed from the intake of whisky. When the bottle was empty, Kimball brought the empty bottle to his eye as if it was a telescope and scoped its interior. After a pause, Kimball shook his head. “Nope . . . I don’t see Him.” Then he turned the bottle over so that the opening was facing the cleric. “How about you, Padre? . . . You see Him?” 
“Please, Kimball. It’s not what I meant, and you know it.” 
“Why are you here?” Kimball gently put the bottle down on the table. 
The monsignor flapped his handkerchief, as if to wave off the bar’s stench. 
“How can you stand this place?” 
“It suits me . . . Now, why are you here?” 
“Well, you either come to this bar or you go to the one in Venice. And since Venice is too far of a walk, even for you, this was my best bet.” 
“Padre—” 
The monsignor raised his hand and patted the air, telling Kimball to calm down. 
“Look, Kimball, I know you had a rough go in the Philippines.” 
“Rough? We were sent on a mission to save five people being held hostage by the MILF. The nuns had been raped and murdered before the negotiations began, and a priest was hung and left hanging for days. Ramos had no intentions of following through with his demands. He was going to kill them anyway. They never had a chance.” 
“You did save the life of Father Maggiano,” said the monsignor. 
“Yeah. And we had to kill several people, too.” Kimball leaned forward, and with a hint of self-repugnance, said, “I was forced to kill a child, Padre . . . A kid who should have been in school or playing soccer. Instead, he was out running around with an AK-47 as his playmate.” Kimball eased back into his seat and looked at the empty bottle. 
Then from Monsignor Giammacio: “You were defending yourself,” he told him. 
“You had no choice, Kimball. Even God recognizes the fact that everyone has the right—” 
“—To defend themselves and to protect those who cannot protect themselves,” Kimball finished. “You keep telling me that. But all I’m hearing from you is that you’re trying to justify the killing.” Kimball grabbed the bottle and wished for more. Then he stated evenly, “You know what we are, Padre? We’re pawns in a vicious fight between our God and their God. And in the end, we simply justify these horrible actions in the name of Heaven or Allah. I don’t see how any of this can be justified no matter how you, or anyone else, wants to look at it. I shot and killed a boy who couldn’t have been more than thirteen or fourteen. And if there’s one thing I’ve learned during my stay here at the Vatican . . . it’s that there is no God who would ever condone the killing of any man, let alone a child.” 
“There are times, Kimball, when you are given no choice. This was one of those times.” 
“I seem to have a lot of those times, Padre. Killing, I mean. And then I justify the action in the end because I can. But you know what?” 
The monsignor waited for Kimball to continue, which he did. 
“Justifying any action is the easiest thing a man can do,” Kimball told him, “no matter how terrible that action may be. Slaughter. Executions. Everything is justifiable. And this is something I know about, Padre, since I made a lifetime of doing it.” Kimball hoisted the empty bottle for the monsignor to see. “Can you loan me about thirty Euros . . . I’m a little tapped.” 
“I’m not giving you money for alcohol, Kimball. We need to talk. Perhaps we should return to my office—” 
“I’m fine right where I am, Padre.” Kimball then tapped the point of his forefinger against the tabletop in emphasis. “This is my office . . . My workplace.” 
The monsignor held his hands up in surrender. Fine. 
“Now, how about that loan?” 
“I’m not giving you money for alcohol,” the monsignor repeated. “In fact, your drinking appears to be getting out of hand. Perhaps you should minimize your intake.” 
“Minimize my intake? I don’t intake enough.” 
“Kimball, you won’t find your faith inside of a bottle. Only within your heart. You need to put your trust in a higher power to get you through. Not the bottle.” Kimball chortled at this. “News flash, Padre, my heart is not the seat of emotions. It’s a muscle. And as for faith and putting my trust in a higher power, how can I do that when I can’t even trust myself?” 
The monsignor had never seen Kimball so defeated or antagonistic. Killing the child in the Philippines might have pushed him over the edge. 
“It couldn’t have been helped,” the monsignor finally told him. 
“So, you keep saying.” 
“Kimball, it’s not right to beat yourself up over this. You had no choice.” 
The Vatican Knight continued to stare at the empty bottle, then he looked at the bottles along the back of the bar, all filled. Then: “I keep seeing them.” 
“You keep seeing who?”
“The faces of all those I’ve killed over the years,” Kimball stated faintly. “Men. Women. Children. Especially the children. They follow me in my dreams, which is why I don’t sleep well. They call my name and ask me ‘why.’ And the thing is I have no answer. No justification. And they just keep coming with all of them screaming and wailing for a reply that I can’t give them.” 
“All you have to do, Kimball, is to give yourself to God and He will embrace you.” 
“It’s funny how you mental witch doctors think it’s that simple. It isn’t. Ever since I killed that kid a few days ago, all I can see is the recognition in his eyes that he was about to die. It’s a look I’ve seen many times before—that painful look of someone a moment before I put a bullet in their head. And this,” Kimball raised the empty bottle, “is the only thing that dulls the images. Not faith. Not these come-to-Jesus talks. Only this.” He shook the bottle to get his point across to the monsignor, then he placed it softly against the table. A second later, he said, “I’m sorry, Padre. None of this is your fault. I shouldn’t be curt.” 
“I understand,” he answered. “You’re frustrated.” 
“Greatly.” 
“Still, Kimball, the bottle is not the answer and it never will be.” 
In an unprecedented move on the part of Kimball Hayden, he removed the cleric’s band from his collar and placed it on the table beside the bottle. 
“What are you doing?” the monsignor asked him. 
“I don’t deserve to wear that.” 
“Kimball, you have every right to wear that collar.” 
But Kimball shook his head. “No, I don’t. My legacy is not to leave a trail of bodies behind me a mile wide in the name of the church. I will never find the Light, Padre. And God will never roll out the red carpet for me due to the sins of my past.” 
“Perhaps at one time, Kimball, when you were an assassin. But since you’ve become a Vatican Knight, you’ve saved the lives of so many. Your acts of redemption have become your legacy.” 
Kimball remained quiet and solemn while fixing his eyes on the collar. “Can I ask you something, Padre?” 
“Of course.” 
“When did life get so difficult?”
“I’m not sure what you mean.” 
“When I was a little boy,” Kimball began, “I always saw the world as a place filled with magic and make believe . . . And then I grew up and somewhere along the way I lost that magic of being a child.” And then: “You have no idea how much I wish to be a little boy again.” 
“Life is a learning process, Kimball. We make mistakes and we learn from them. 
We better ourselves so at the time of our passing, it’s always about what we leave behind—and that the difference that we had made in life was for the good of all things.” 
“And you believe this?” 
“Of course, I do.” 
“You really believe that the marks we make in life are also the steppingstones to an afterlife?” 
“Don’t you believe that?” 
“I’m not sure what to believe,” he said to the monsignor. “Sometimes I wonder if the afterlife is like before birth, which is a whole lot of nothing.” 
“Look into yourself, Kimball, and look at your life since you’ve become a Vatican Knight. See all the wonderful things you’ve done in the name of the church.” 
Kimball feigned a smile. 
Then from the monsignor. “What?” 
“In the name of the church . . . I still see the face of the boy I killed a few days ago.” Kimball rose to his feet. “I’m going back to the Vatican,” he told him. “I’m tired.” 
The monsignor grabbed the cleric’s band beside the empty bottle and held it out to Kimball. “Don’t forget this.” 
Kimball stared at it for a long moment, looked at the monsignor, then said, “You keep it.” 
When Kimball started to walk out of the bar, the monsignor called out to him. 
“Kimball, you are a good man. Believe in that and the rest will fall into place. Just . believe.” 
Kimball stopped and turned his head enough to show the monsignor his profile. Then he returned softly: “I can’t.” 
And then he left the monsignor alone in a bar that stank of stale smoke and cheap booze.
 



* * * 
 
Kimball Hayden returned to his quarters next to the Old Gardens in Vatican City. It was a small room, and to some it was perhaps claustrophobic. But this had been Kimball’s home for years, a place he had considered his house of residency. On the left side of the chamber was a cot, a nightstand, a trunk for clothing, a closet, a sink, and a few shelves to hold military tomes and magazines. On the right side of the room was his station for worship. There was a pedestal that held a Bible that had never been opened, a votive rack whose candles had never been lit, and a kneeling rail that had never been knelt upon. High on the wall that divided the room was a stained-glass window of the Virgin Mary who held her arms out in invitation. On certain days as the sun made its trajectory, the rays that filtered through the colored panes provided a Biblical beam of light into the chamber. The image of the Virgin Mother was always smiling and welcoming, as if she was ready to accept Kimball within her arms and pull him close. 
Often, Kimball would allow his fingers to dance within inches of the beam, only to pull them away because he did not believe himself worthy of the Light. So, the warmth of the light and the acceptance of the Virgin Mary would have to wait, until a time when he believed that he earned the right to accept both. 
Sitting on the edge of his cot, he waited for the sun to make its daily journey until the Biblical beam slanted downward from the window to alight on the floor, as an illuminated square of many colors. Within this divine shaft of light, Kimball could see dust motes moving slowly about in eddies. Then he turned to view the face of the Holy Mother and at the intricate pieces of glass that made her whole. She was beautiful and her smile becoming. Her arms were extended out to him in encouragement. In the back of his mind he could hear the monsignor: Hand yourself over to God and He will do the rest. 
I can’t. 
All you have to do is believe. 
I don’t. 
As he continued to sit and watch the beam from less than three feet away, a passing cloud cover had extinguished the light, which left him in the shadows of the ‘Gray.’ And it was here that Kimball Hayden felt most comfortable. He had always been the fulcrum between sinner and saint, always tipping that moral seesaw one way or another to achieve the means. And he did this by working in the ‘Dark’ in order to serve the ‘Light.’ 
I am inside the Gray. 
This is where I belong. 
As the hours passed, the sun’s trajectory carried it far to the west and beyond the horizon, leaving Kimball in darkness. 
He was not afraid, however. Instead, he found himself oddly at ease inside these deeply woven shadows—more so than the light that had been offered to him by the Virgin Mary. 
The room was dark. 
It was black. 
And it was unfathomable. 
Then as fatigue began to take hold, Kimball reached up to feel the opening in his collar where the cleric’s band should have been, but now removed. It had served as a token reminder of what he was seeking with the church, the Light of Salvation. But in the end, he considered that his journey on the Road to Perdition was a stretch that would take him all the way to an awful and Stygian darkness. He would never stand at a crossroad or be given an opportunity to alter his course, since he had damned his soul long ago. 
Lying on his cot and bringing his knees up into acute angles, he folded his arms around them in a tight embrace. After his eyes closed and he finally fell asleep, Kimball Hayden would dream of the faces of those he had killed over a lifetime. He would hear them cry his name and ask him one question: Why? 
In his dream, Kimball Hayden would have no answer.
 



Chapter Seven 
 
Washington, D.C. 
 
With Rome six hours ahead of Washington, D.C., Shari Cohen had signed off from duty late in the afternoon and returned to her apartment. Director Johnston thought it best for her to take residence at a safehouse until Mohammad Allawi was captured, she declined. She was not about to dignify his escape by hiding in the shadows. After she parked her car, she immediately recognized the pair of generic-looking sedans that surrounded her address. Partnering up inside each vehicle were similarly suited agents with matching conservative haircuts, which made Shari believe that they would never fool anyone under surveillance. Why don’t you just wave a banner? 
After declining the safety of the safehouse, Director Johnston ordered a security detail which was something she agreed to, but with great reluctance. 
Her two-level apartment was small with the three-bedroom residence just over a thousand square feet. The bedrooms were tiny except for the master bedroom, which was not overly grand in size. The kitchen and living area were pieced together to make one large room. And the balcony that overlooked the main street was only large enough to fit a pair of resin chairs. When she was married with two children, she found it proper to live in a large home with enough living space to provide everyone with comfort. But after they had been killed by Mohammad Allawi the home became a mausoleum, a tomb that had become much too large and too hollow. With such vacantness surrounding her, she opted to sell the luxury home in hopes of escaping the dark memories that clung to it. But the home wasn’t the problem; it was her memory of their deaths that would forever haunt her in a habitual retelling of the story in her mind’s eye. Gary, her husband, was going to drive the children to school in their Escalade. Standing on the porch while waiting for them to back down the driveway like she did every morning, the vehicle exploded into a fireball when the Escalade lifted off its wheels, rotated in the air, then landed as twisted metal that hardly resembled an SUV. Even from the porch she could feel the heat of the flames, perhaps this bonfire a suggestion of a beginning Hell to mark the opening chapter of her new life. Without her family, she felt adrift and alone in darkness. Though she continued to wear a suit of armor, it was also pieced together by a single bolt that was ready to give at any moment, since she was at times fragile. As strong as Shari Cohen was as a person, she also had her limits as a human being who often found herself breaking into tears. There was no greater pain than the loss of your children. After leaving her pocketbook on the table and placing her jacket on the coat rack, she went over to the sheer drapes that had a scrim weave and parted them. The sedans were still there as were the agents. Letting the drapes fall, she went to the couch and turned on the TV. 
CNN. Fox News. HLN. CBS News. She tried them all knowing that Mohammad Allawi’s escape from a Blacksite facility would never make the news, since Blacksite facilities were strictly covert. Anything regarding such sites were always handled internally. They would send special units to hunt Allawi down. But Mohammad Allawi was a man of shrewd cunning who could easily evade the dragnets. With intentions to exhibit his raw power now that he was free to do so, she could only wonder. After bouncing from network to network and discovering nothing suitable, she shut off the TV. The apartment was quiet except for the wall clock, which ticked off the seconds. Life still had meaning for her, even with the loss of her family. Though she was dismissed from having anything to do with the Allawi case, she believed, given the man’s profile, that he would strike against American interests. But in the meantime, he would evade the authorities and computer experts, as well as to stay out of the range of CCTV cameras, so that the facial recognition programs would be rendered ineffective. Shari then considered to dine out and perhaps have a glass of Chardonnay with her meal, maybe a Riesling. Then an odd flash entered her mind of an encounter with Kimball Hayden, who was sitting opposite her at the table. He was smiling to show perfect rows of teeth, while his cerulean-blue eyes glimmered like sapphires. He was wearing a business suit instead of his cleric’s uniform and Roman Catholic collar, a departure from the norm. And then he was gone, the seat across from her now empty. And yet again within her mind’s eye . . . she was left alone. 
Forgoing the expensive meal, she decided to stay home, instead. 
But in the back of her mind she continued to wonder about Kimball Hayden, who had always been her Rock of Gibraltar . . . and a friend she sorely missed. After heating up a TV dinner in the microwave, she ate on the balcony.
 



Chapter Eight 
 
The Papal Chamber, Apostolic Palace 
Vatican City 
 
Pope John Paul III was sitting behind the papal desk wearing a white cassock and zucchetto. Monsignor Giammacio, who sat opposite the pontiff, was wearing a conventional cassock, sash and zucchetto skullcap. They were engaged in a discussion about Kimball Hayden and his sudden freefall. 
“I’m deeply concerned,” said the monsignor. “Kimball seems to find comfort in drink instead of prayer.” 
“Kimball never did find comfort in prayer. But you say his drinking has worsened?” 
“In my opinion, Your Holiness, it’s much worse.” 
“Has he related to you the reason why his condition is deteriorating?” 
The monsignor nodded. “He appears to be suffering a moral crisis after his occurrence in the Philippines,” he told him. “As you know, Kimball was forced to take the life of a child, a boy. His fall seems to be originating from that occurrence 
. . . and the act that may have pushed him over the edge. He’s now speeding his way to rock bottom.” 
“From the reports,” the pontiff stated, “he had no other choice. The man was defending himself.” 
“I told him that.” 
“And?” 
“He said, ‘the easiest thing for man to do is to justify any action, no matter how terrible that action may be. But he could not.’ Perhaps he believes that he could have done something differently to defuse the situation, so that the child did not have to die at all. My belief, Your Holiness, is that he’s second guessing his actions and now looks upon the mission with hindsight. I often have people who come to me with sensations of guilt after making the wrong decision. So perhaps Kimball’s freefall arises from overwhelming guilt which, he says, comes from a ‘lifetime of killing.’ I think he’s been assessing his life in the wrong way.” The pontiff clasped his hands together and stared ceilingwards. Kimball Hayden was the foundation of the Vatican Knights, the heart and soul of the unit who served in the name of God. But he was also a man who marched to the beat of his own drum and bloodied his hands all the way up to his elbows to make the world sane again. After a while, the pontiff considered, a lifetime of killing often took its toll on the human condition that was soulful. Kimball Hayden had obviously reached that moment. 
“Is he too far gone for an extensive sabbatical?” he asked the monsignor. 
“Honestly, Your Holiness, he may be too far gone for me to reach . . . Or too lost for any amount of time he may need to heal. And I’m afraid that if he goes on a sabbatical, he may simply drink his life away.” Then reaching into his pocket, the monsignor produced the cleric’s band Kimball gave him and placed it on the pontiff’s desk. “He surrendered this to me,” he told the pope. 
The pontiff stared at the band. “I know it had always been his personal treasure,” he said. “It was his reminder of why he was a Vatican Knight. And it served its purpose by prompting him to seek redemption, so in the end he would be gifted with the Light of Loving Spirits.” 
“He whole-heartedly believes that nothing awaits him but the Eternal Lakes of Fire.” 
“Is that what he told you?” 
“In so many words.” 
“To surrender what he cherished most is never a good sign. Never. At least not from Kimball Hayden.” Then the pontiff softly shook his head sadly. “A stalwart he is as a Vatican Knight, Monsignor. But we cannot have a man—no matter how gifted he may be—surrender his soul rather than raise it.” 
“What do you want me to do, Your Holiness?” 
“Give the man time,” he answered. “Perhaps God will demonstrate to Kimball a need for him to serve once again.” 
“And if He doesn’t?” 
“Then we’ll have no choice but to elevate Isaiah to take full command of the unit.” 
“Permanently?” 
The pontiff nodded. “Permanently.” 
After kissing the Fisherman’s Ring on the pontiff’s finger, which was the signet ring worn by the pope, Monsignor Giammacio left the papal chamber and returned to his quarters. 
Pope John III removed himself from the papal chair and labored to the balcony doors that overlooked St. Peter’s Square. 
Even the strong and the mighty can fall, he thought while watching the people mill about the plaza. 
And as he stood there he prayed. He asked God to save the soul of a noble man who had been blinded by the savagery of his past sins. And then he went on to express how Kimball was a good and decent man who was truly repentant after receiving his epiphany. Though he may not have walked the straight-and-narrow line that divided the ‘Dark’ from the ‘Light,’ his service to the church and in His name remained incredibly valuable. 
“Please allow Kimball the peace his soul clearly deserves, My Lord. And please allow him to see the ‘Light’ so that he can embrace it within his heart. I ask not for me but for him. He agonizes deeply and should these wounds grow deeper, I’m afraid he’ll never find the true treasure of the salvation he seeks in life.” The words had been spoken so softly, it was as if he was mouthing them. 
Returning to his chair behind the desk, Pope John Paul III also returned to his papal duties of creating and editing doctrines. Still, and as much as he tried to delve into his works, his mind was incapable of wandering too far from Kimball Hayden. 
Then he wondered: how much deeper can a man fall into the Abyss before he can be resurrected? 
The answer eluded him as he continued to write.
 



Chapter Nine 
 
Winchester, Virginia 
 
Days later as promised Mohammad Allawi was back to full health. He was about to stage his comeback in a major way, with his revival a glorious performance to Allah. He had chosen sites across the landscape that had relevant meaning of ‘freedom’ to the people of the United States. Lives would give themselves over freely in the name of Allah as moral sacrifices. Icons would fall. And the crusaders of the new order would usher in chaos that would bring the Great Satan to its knees. Muslims all over the world would rejoice and embrace Mohammad Allawi as a near-prophet, and as the man who brought down Goliath with the sling of a symbolic stone. 
In the basement of this nondescript home in Virginia, which was surrounded by unkempt trees and brush on more than a dozen acres of land that was far from prying eyes, Allawi and Najm, along with six others, were finalizing the last details of the operation. 
Those who stood before Mohammad Allawi had gladly accepted the roles of martyrdom. They would surrender their lives in the name of Allah, already professing that their afterlife would be blissfully eternal. 
Your rewards will be waiting for you, my brothers! Allawi would tell them. Then he would enrich them further by adding: By this time tomorrow, you’ll all be dining in Paradise together! 
Cheers went up in an odd exuberance of celebrating their deaths. 
Each man was fitted with a vest that was laden with Semtex blocks the size of gold bricks, with each man carrying a six-brick load. The power behind one vest was strong enough to level a storefront; two bricks could easily raze a three-story building; and anything en masse would be catastrophic, which is why Allawi considered two three-man units to promote the cause. He had chosen two sites to launch his beginning statement. And with the six-man unit divided equally between the sites with each man wearing a six-brick vest for a total of eighteen bricks per site, the unified explosion at the two locations would not only be destructive, but absolutely devastating. 
That night meals were cooked by Najm, who, as a quasi-chef, discovered a talent in food preparation. There were delectable meats, vegetables, non-alcoholic beverages, everything that a condemned man would want as a final meal. 
Then at the table, Mohammad Allawi, after striking his fork against his glass to garner everyone’s attention, said with less revelry, “Tonight we dine together as brothers for a cause,” he said. “And tomorrow, every man who sits at this table preparing to give himself over to Allah is a man blessed. Not only do you exhibit courage, but conviction as well. Will not courage and conviction see us through? It will . . . And it shall. For every man who sits in my presence, let it be known that you have nothing to fear. The moment you deliver yourself into Allah’s embrace, is also the moment that the world will rejoice because of your bravery.” 
The would-be martyrs looked upon Allawi as if he was a demi-god, with the vanity of pride a telling emotion that sparked from their eyes. The leader was exalting them, saying that they had earned the right of eternal bliss after a moment of pain. 
Then as Allawi went silent, so did everyone else at the table as they finished their meals.
 



Chapter Ten 
 
Rome, Italy 
 
There had been times in Kimball Hayden’s life when he had questioned his state of mind. But as he sat in a bar with a line of shot glasses sitting before him, something that had been a ritual to him but was now becoming habitual, Kimball could sense a loss of control. At the moment he was flipping through the memories of his past and brought up horrid images that were too numerous to count. He recalled the moments as a government assassin when he summarily executed people for the ‘good’ of the nation, those whistle-blowers who wanted to bring light to the ‘ills’ of the government. Protect the Establishment, the powers that be would tell him. Preserve democracy. And he would follow their rule as if it was gospel and killed with impunity. 
Kimball drank the first shot glass in a single swallow, tipped it over, and placed it rim down on the table. There were so many more shots to go, he considered, more than a dozen. Long ago, in a small town outside of Washington, D.C., Kimball confronted a mother who was dining with her fourteen-year-old daughter inside a small cafe just before she was scheduled to testify before a committee regarding the abuses of a senator. To make his point, Kimball tossed a pair of photos of her other children in front of her, a son and second daughter, who were in college. The pictures had been taken at close range, telling the woman that they could be reached anytime to suffer the same consequences that her fourteen-year-old was about to suffer. That’s when Kimball extended his point by shooting and killing the young girl in front of her. Should the woman testify before the council, then the same fate would apply to her other children, as well. And then he was gone from the scene, the man nothing but a phantom who dispersed like mist in the wind. 
The woman never testified. 
Kimball could feel his soul fracturing from these remembrances, could feel the overwhelming guilt crush him enough to squeeze tears to the surfaces of his eyes, which took on the red and rheumy look of a man about to break. 
My God, what have I done?! 
More memories.
As a member who walked through the hallways of the White House, he could hear the discussions from the principals of which Kimball was the topic. He kills with the cold fortitude of a machine, he heard on many occasions, something he was proud of. But the most damning to him was: He operates like a man without a soul. And this line would be the beginning of his epiphany. Kimball reached for two shot glasses and downed them both. 
As his guilt mounted and became almost too much to control, Kimball thought: 
I kill people! . . . It’s what I do! . . . It’s the only thing I’m good at! 
He drank another glass, a quick swig. 
And then another image surfaced, something that had settled into his memory long ago. 
He and his kill-squad had been ordered by reigning senators to snuff out the life of Senator Cartwright, a man who often used the skeletons-within-the-closet of others as tools to control the political careers of incumbents, should they decide against him. Since Cartwright was considered a danger to democracy because he solely wanted to control the Senate constituency, Kimball served as the assassin who drove the blade across his throat in the name of democracy. Kimball started to squirm in his seat, the area suddenly too small for him to display his agitation. Then he downed another shot, the alcohol doing little to bring him peace of mind. And then there was the memory which struck the moment of his epiphany. He was on a mission to assassinate Saddam Hussein days after the Iraqi army invaded Kuwait. His core assignment was to take out Hussein before the decision to enter battle was made by George Herbert Walker Bush. The idea was to sever the head of the snake so that the body would wither, hopefully to end the war before it had a chance to gain traction. But the entire operation was an impossibility and, at best, a suicide mission. Kimball would later learn that he had been labeled as a liability because he killed a senator at the call of other senators—in what could be considered shades of Brutus Albinus and Julius Caesar—who wanted him erased, should Kimball decide to confess his act to the Oversight Committee. As he committed to this mission as the sole operator, Kimball had no idea that he had been made expendable at the hands of American politicians, who deemed him too toxic for their schemes. But Kimball was committed to his cause and to his country, and to those whom he thought were his peers who looked upon him with respect rather than a device. He was young, naive and built to please those whom he believed gave him direction. He had the ears of certain senators and cherished this circle he was a part of, always feeling a sense of great importance which bolstered his vanity. Never once did it occur to him that he was nothing more than an errand boy to them. While moving across the desert landscape, Kimball had come up on two shepherd boys. One may have been around twelve, the other younger. And since they had compromised his position, he had no choice but to put them both down. That night, as he buried them beneath the sand, Kimball Hayden found a rediscovery of himself. He had seen himself as a monster, this man who kills children, and he mourned their deaths. And as he laid there and watched the pinpoint glitters of the night sky, this was the first time he wondered if there truly was a God. Come morning as the white-hot sun rose, Kimball Hayden absconded from duty and disappeared from the ranks of the Pentagon. A few days later, while in a bar in Venice, it was here that a cardinal by the name of Bonasero Vessucci offered him redemption. 
We’ve been watching you; the cardinal had told them. Then after a long discussion between priest and assassin, a new alliance had been born. Especially when Bonasero Vessucci stated: Any man’s soul can be redeemed, if that man is truly repentant of past sins. 
Kimball downed another shot glass: Not true! 
Then from afar if not from the grave he could hear Bonasero’s voice, though he had passed three years ago. It was distant, perhaps the man speaking from the ‘Light,’ a place too far from the Vatican Knight. 
I have always loved you like a son, Kimball. And when the ‘Light’ did not shine on those who could not protect themselves, you became their ‘Light.’ When things were at their worst, that was when you became your best. 
I murdered a boy! 
You protected yourself, Kimball, to maintain the balance between good and evil. If the child had killed you, then he would have stolen away opportunities for you to continue as a Vatican Knight and save the lives of good people. In the future, perhaps you will save the life of the person who becomes the next Mahatma Gandhi or Abraham Lincoln, people of true virtue.
There’s no way of knowing. 
True. But it’s not for us to know divine direction. We serve God in a capacity to make all men as virtuous as all the Gandhi’s and Lincolns of the world. But until that time comes, Kimball, we need people like you to keep your sword ready for anything that may violate the entitlements of the good. On some level, you’re an agent for the ‘Light,’ whether you see this or not. 
I can’t take the pain anymore. 
Assuming pain is a measure of a man whose conscience has finally been enlightened by the fact that the sins of his past were immoral. But before you are consumed entirely of regrets, know that the mistakes you made in life are not so important as the lessons you draw from them. Now is the time to open your heart and let in the ‘Light.’ Only then will you find the catharsis you seek. Here lies your moment of accepting redemption. 
Kimball stared at the shot glasses before him. His nerves were frayed with each fiber of his being screaming out for the want of more whisky, something that would numb him into a coma for days. 
. . . Here lies your moment of accepting redemption . . . 
Bonasero’s voice was fading, his words no louder than a whisper as if the ‘Light’ was falling into some cosmic or ethereal range that was beyond his grasp. 
Bonasero, don’t leave me! 
. . . The time is now, Kimball . . . The choice is yours . . . 
And then the voice disappeared into whispers that sounded like the soft sighing of the wind. 
Bonasero? 
Silence. 
Kimball felt completely abandoned, if not entirely soulless. Half the shot glasses were empty and placed upside down on their rims. The others waited upon Kimball’s decision—to seek a final comfort in the words of Bonasero Vessucci . . . or in drink. 
Kimball chose the latter by drinking all the shot glasses, and then ordering more. By day’s end it took a pair of Vatican Knights, Isaiah and Jeremiah, to retrieve a passed-out Kimball Hayden and return him to his cot. 
There would be no lighting of votive candles. 
There would be no kneeling upon the prayer rail.
There would be no opening of the Bible which sits upon the pedestal. 
And there would be no invitation from the Virgin Mother. 
Kimball had finally fallen into the Abyss.
 



Chapter Eleven 
 
New York City 
The Following Day 
0925 Hours 
 
The trip from Winchester, Virginia to New York City by car is approximately 280 miles, or a four to five-hour drive. Three men rode in silence lacking the exuberance they shared the night before. The idea of dying in the name of Allah had lost its shine and doubts were beginning to cross their minds. After abandoning the car in Manhattan, two of the guerillas took separate cabs to the target point, whereas the third took the train to Ellis Island. As a distraction, each man carried a backpack filled with bottled water, hats, items that would have the security team focused on the bag’s contents, rather than what was beneath the long hoodies that disguised their vests. The lines were long, and the security checks were swift to keep the lines moving. As soon as they reached the second checkpoint, additional security made quick passes of a metal-detecting wand but discovered no traces. After they had been waved through, they situated themselves at different points on the ferry. One stood at the bow while another remained at portside. The third man stood at the ship’s stern. 
After they reached the island and disembarked, the trio gathered at the base of the Statue of Liberty, the magnificent structure a representation of America’s freedom that stood 305 feet. 
Each man traced the full length of her height with careful measure, with their heads craning skyward as if watching the slow trajectory of a rocket. 
Abdul Kassam shrugged as if the vest was proving to be a discomfort, then settled back into a state of ease. Yet his heart continued to pound heavily against the wall of his chest as zero hour was nearly upon him. “Are you ready, my brothers?” he asked. 
Both men nodded. 
Then Kassam, after taking a deep breath through his nostrils and releasing it with an equally long sigh, said, “As Allawi stated earlier, tonight we will dine together in Paradise. Think only of that when the time comes.” 
As a team, they headed toward the Statue of Liberty.
 



* * * 
 
Washington, D.C., The Washington Monument 
0946 Hours 
 
While the Manhattan team was preparing for the moment of engagement, the D.C. unit was doing the same. Since timing and coordination were key to this entire operation, everything had to move without a hitch. People were milling about the monument’s base taking photos with their smart phones, while others stared at the column debating whether the climb would be worth it. 
After passing the checkpoints with minimal examination, they came upon a pair of officers who were asking people to unzip their jackets for cursory inspection, which was a problem for the team. 
“What do we do?” asked Salil, a nineteen-year-old who exhibited his concern by shifting his weight anxiously from one leg to another. “This can’t be done. We’ll never get through.” 
Tarek placed a hand on Salil’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “Relax, Salil, or you’ll give us away. Close your eyes if you have to and take a deep breath.” 
Salil did just that. Still, his heart threatened to misfire inside his chest, the beat was so rapid. 
“No second thoughts,” Tarek said. Then after a pause, he added: “To have doubts, Salil, will not be favorable in the eyes of Allah, since He has chosen you for this assignment. If you deny Allah this moment, then Allah will deny you not only in His heart, but also in Paradise. Do you understand this?” 
Salil nodded. 
“This is a great honor, Salil. Remember that.” 
The nineteen-year-old took additional deep breaths to calm himself. Then he nodded his head to signify that he was fine. 
“Are you sure?” 
“I’m fine, Tarek.” 
Then Tarek, who acted as group manager, looked at his watch. It was 0954. 
“We’re running behind,” he said, looking up the obelisk. “And we’ve only minutes to achieve the means.” Then he turned to Izrail, a man who was in his late twenties and mentally prepared. Then from Tarek: “Izrail, we need someone to pave the way.”
Message understood. 
After tilting his chin in acknowledgement, Izrail looped a finger through the ring to discharge the vest, and advanced toward the security team mouthing words of prayer. Moving past others in line who gave him glaring looks, Izrail stood before the two-man security team. His eyes darted from person to person while sweat began to bead on his upper lip, even on a cool day. Then in a moment of embracing fate, Izrail closed his eyes, tilted his head skyward, and yelled, “Allahu Akbar!” And then he pulled the pin. 
 



* * * 
 
After they had drawn a sizeable distance from Izrail, Tarek and Salil were still knocked off their feet from the concussive waves. A mushroom fireball went airborne, as the fiery orb clambered for great heights before it turned into a dense cloud of black smoke. Multiple people were killed instantly, the blast tearing them apart. The ground shook, the area where Izrail once stood now a smoking crater. Screams carried through the air as cries for help, the masses in great pain. Bloodied torsos, discarded limbs, burnt pieces of clothing now littered the landscape. From his belly on the ground, Tarek looked at his watch. 
. . . 09:57:18 . . . 
“Now, Salil, time is short.” 
They hurried to their feet and ran through the cloying thickness of clouds and agonizing screams. People covered with black soot and blood reached out a hand to them in the hopes of receiving aid, only to be passed by. 
Moments later, they entered the monument the same time that people were running from the memorial’s cap in panic. They were now moving against the grain, with the rush of people working against them, and began their climb. 
“Stay close, Salil! Our time is almost upon us!” 
. . . 09:58:02 . . . 
By 0959 hours, they were able to make a third of the climb. People were still coming down the steps—men, women, children, the elderly, all who were seeking the safety of level terrain. 
Then Tarek looked at his watch, which was in perfect synchronization with the Manhattan team. 
. . . 09:59:37 . . .
Tarek was breathing heavily as was Salil, whose adrenaline continued to fuel their actions. They looked at each other with pinning eye contact that said it all: the time has come. 
Looping the crook of his finger through the ring of the pull cord, Tarek motioned to Salil to do the same. Slowly, as if reluctant, Salil managed to do so. 
“Good,” said Tarek, approving. “You won’t feel a thing, Salil. And remember, a simple pull is your admission into Paradise, yes?” 
The nineteen-year-old feigned a grin. 
. . . 09:59:53 . . . 
“Just a few moments now.” 
Then from Salil: “This is not as easy as I thought it would be,” he told Tarek. 
“Giving your life to Allah, I mean.” 
But Tarek ignored him as he began his countdown. “Five . . .” 
“Tarek—” 
“We’re almost there, Salil. Only a few seconds more . . . Four . . .” 
“I’m afraid, Tarek—” 
“. . . Three . . .” 
Salil began to cry, his chest heaving and pitching as he sobbed. 
“Stay with me,” Tarek stated harshly. “Two . . .” 
“. . . One . . . Allahu Akbar!” 
In unison, they pulled their cords. 
 



* * * 
 
In New York, the three-man unit made it halfway up the monument before they united. The time on Kassam’s watch read 09:58:57. 
“That was easier than I thought,” said Jabril, a man who had discovered his purpose and faith inside of Rikers Island. So, for Jabril, returning to New York had meaning. This was his chance to give something back for all those years of anguish suffered at the hands of prison guards. “A lot has to be said about security.” “They usually usher people through quickly when the lines are too long. And when people are rushed, my brother, complacency rises for the benefit of Allah, who no doubt has paved the way for us to meet our goal. All this is by His direction.” 
Kassam checked his watch once again: 09:59:38. Then: “Soon, my brothers, we’ll be in Paradise. It is now time to ready up.” 
With each man looping a finger through the ring to detonate their vest, Kassam counted down from: 
. . . Three . . . 
. . . Two . . . 
. . . One . . . 
Allahu Akbar! 
 



* * * 
 
From the sites of the Lincoln Memorial and the rooftop of the White House, billowing smoke could be seen rising from the Washington Monument. Once the Semtex detonated, the walls of the structure blew outward, which badly compromised the stability of the tower. Since the damage to the monument was at a lower level, it eventually collapsed and fell straight down, the action coughing up thickening plumes of dust and smoke. 
From his vantage point of the White House rooftop while looking through a pair of binoculars, the Secret Service agent whispered, “My God.” 
The time was 1000 hours. 
 



* * * 
 
From the shoreline of New York City, people watched as the metal plates just below the pelvic region of the Statue of Liberty blew outward. Billowing flames and smoke belched from the openings as the supporting beams of the statue were compromised by the blast. Since the weight of the upper half was too great for the damaged columns to bear, it began to lean until the weight of its momentum carried it forward and downward, where it finally came to rest at a horizontal angle that was parallel to the surface. Sadly, Lady Liberty was no longer looking at the cityscape of New York. 
Instead, she was staring directly downward at the damaged earth. 
 



* * * 
 
Winchester, Virginia 
1012 Hours
It didn’t take long for the networks to break into scheduled programming for the moments that were playing out in New York and D.C. The screen images were split with New York on the left and Washington, D.C. on the right. The images were horrific. The top portion of the Statue of Liberty from the pelvic girdle had fallen to a 90-degree angle from its standing position, while smoke continued to billow upward from the opening as blackened boils. On the right side of the screen, what used to be the Washington Monument now lay in ruins. Blocks of stone the color of desert sand were heaped at the structure’s base. It had also been reported that the power of the blast was significant enough to catapult fist-sized stones throughout areas of the capital city, causing not only extensive damage, but several deaths as well. The death toll, at such an early stage of reporting, could not be determined. Yet the analysts, who based their assessments on daily activity at both sites, put the amount well into the hundreds. 
Inside of his nondescript home in Winchester, Virginia, Mohammad Allawi could not have been happier. Everything was going as planned. There would be chaos no matter how much the government claimed to be on top of such calamities. 
Soon, the DOW would begin its rapid freefall, which was already beginning to show on Najm’s computer. The numbers, in less than fifteen minutes, had dropped more than 400 points, and continued to fall. 
While these pictures continued to play out on the TV monitor, Allawi had to turn away from the images with great effort, and then he pointed to Najm. “Now,” he told him, “put an exclamation point to all this.” 
“Yes, Allawi.” 
As soon as Mohammad returned to appreciate the images that were being played on the screen, Najm typed commands into the computer to begin an action that would really bring the nation to its knees. Once the program had been instituted, Najm hit the “ENTER’ button. 
 



* * * 
 
Air Force Two 
Somewhere Over the Rocky Mountains 
1011 Hours
 
Air Force Two is a modified 757 aircraft that is used as the vice president’s personal transport. As it made its eastbound trajectory from LAX, the Boeing was above the Colorado Rocky Mountains when the alarms inside the cockpit started to signal a system’s malfunction. The pilot immediately hit the toggle switches to engage the backup system, which also malfunctioned. Then the engines began to power down, the meters indicating that the outer engines were failing. And then the plane began to hitch as if hitting turbulence, the ride becoming bumpy as the engines tried to stabilize the aircraft on minimal power. The outer engines were gone, the turbines winding down, leaving two of the four engines operable, but marginal, with the meters starting to indicate that they, too, were beginning to lose power. The pilot’s yoke began to shudder and shake, the driving mechanism beginning to lock into place. The pilot battled for the plane’s control while the fuselage continued to vibrate. The pilot flipped more toggles, more switches, and turned additional dials. But nothing worked as the interior-wing engines began to lose power. The outer engines were already gone with all command lost. Then Air Force Two began to bank softly to the left with the engines on the captain’s side completely dead. The aircraft was now gliding on its stabilizers with a single engine remaining active on the first-officer’s side, though that engine was becoming sluggish as well. 
And like all the other propulsion systems it, too, was beginning to wind down to its final rotation. 
 



* * * 
 
Vice President Connolly was sitting in the office section of the aircraft with Senator Donald Jackson of California, a leading politician who was reported to be a strong candidate for the highest political seat in the land, who now currently served the Senate as the Minority Leader. They had been in California for a summit meeting regarding legislature which required the powerhouse backing of White House giants like Connolly and Jackson, with their presence a show of support for the bill. Now that the campaigning was over, there was much more to do in D.C. to give the proposal firmer legs to stand on. 
While they were discussing plans to bolster the plan on the D.C. front, Vice President Connolly received an incoming call from a satellite connection. Pressing the red flashing button on the speaker phone, he said, “Vice President Connolly.” “Mr. Vice President, incoming channel feed from the White House. You might want to look at this.” It was his secretary who monitored the craft’s communications system at the plane’s fore. 
“Thank you, Michelle.” Cutting off the call, the vice president turned on the TV monitor against the opposite wall. A moment later a live news feed from a major network was showing the devastation on two fronts, one in New York City and the other in Washington. D.C. On the left side of the split screen was the image of the Statue of Liberty, which had nearly been separated from the pelvic girdle region, but somehow managed to hang on only by the tenuous hold of a few beams. On the right side of the screen was the rubble of the Washington monument, whose foundation poked through the surrounding rubble like a fractured tooth. 
“Oh, dear Lord,” the senator mumbled. Then louder. “It’s nine-eleven all over again.” 
The plane suddenly lurched violently, first up and then down, like hitting a rough patch of turbulence that was quickly followed up by an extreme tremor, the vibration becoming intense. 
Connolly and Jackson grabbed the armrests of their chairs. 
“What the hell,” the vice president remarked. 
More dips. 
And then more rises and falls like a rollercoaster. 
Then the fuselage sounded like it was beginning to stress, the metal whining in protest like the wood of an ancient ship. 
Nerves were becoming frayed. Each man, having flown many times because of their political positions, realized that the Boeing seemed far more erratic in its flight pattern, with the bumps and pitches well beyond normal. 
And then the aircraft began to bank softly to the left . . . 
 



* * * 
 
“We’re free floating!” the plane’s captain cried out. 
Air Force Two was now a crippled vessel that glided on its stabilizers, which were not created for long-term purposes as the nose of the aircraft began to dip, though slightly, while beginning its freefall.
The captain clenched his teeth as he attempted to pull back on the yoke, the wheel now shaking violently in his grip as the nose of Air Force Two began to dip, then plunge, the captain screaming about lack of thrust as the jagged peaks of the landscape appeared to be racing up at them. The alarms inside the cockpit were going off as a constant whine like a keening wail. 
And then the aircraft began to turn, then roll, the ground now spinning like a pinwheel as Air Force Two began its death spiral, the vehicle turning and rolling. 
The altimeter: 
. . . 10,000 feet . . . 
. . . 9,500 feet . . . 
The numeric dial was spinning madly with the numbers on the gauge indicating their rapid rate of descent, as they scrolled in near-blinding revolutions. 
. . . 7,500 feet . . . 
. . . 6,500 feet . . . 
The pilots braced themselves. 
The ground. 
The earth. 
Coming up fast. 
Their lives about to end. 
. . . 2,500 feet . . . 
And closing. 
Both pilots thought of their wives and their families, each wondering how they were going to get by without them. 
. . . 1,000 feet . . . 
The altimeter numbers were rolling downward so quickly on the screen that they could no longer be read, the numerals nothing but passing blurs. 
They closed their eyes. 
They waited. 
Impact! 
 



* * * 
 
Winchester, Virginia 
 
Najm had countered every move of the pilot’s attempts to right the ship. At every effort of the pilot to jumpstart a downed engine, Najm had killed the attempt. With every endeavor from the captain to regain altitude, Najm had challenged it. And with a few simple strokes of his fingers, the terrorist had commandeered the jetliner and sealed its fate. At the end of its flight and upon the moment of impact, only then did Najm ease back in his chair to stare at a blank screen. The blip that had represented Air Force Two was gone. “It’s done,” he stated. Mohammad Allawi joined Najm by the console and placed a hand upon his shoulder. “Excellent,” he stated with mild gratification. “Now that we’ve flexed our muscles, Najm, it’s now time to reveal the nature of our attacks. Proffer the message to the powers that be, since I’m curious to see how they’ll respond to our demands. And give them the time limit that we’ve discussed and not one second more. If they fail to comply with our mandates, throw in the suggestion that ‘King Herod will have nothing over us,’ should they fail to meet our requests. And make a mere and simple mention of ‘a place of educational learning.’ I want them to stew over the meaning involved here.” 
“’A place of educational learning.’ Yes, Mohammad.” 
“When you do this, will there be cyber-footprints that could lead authorities to our location?” 
“There’ll be traces,” he informed Allawi, “but they’ll take the trackers to an IP address that’s attached to a computer in a Florida college library. We’ll be good for a while before they realize their mistake.” 
Allawi smiled. Plans on paper rarely worked out as designed, but this mission was operating to the exact specifications. 
The Great Satan, within fifteen minutes, had been reduced to her knees.
 



Chapter Twelve 
 
Vatican City 
 
There was a knocking on the door that was as loud as the hammering inside Kimball Hayden’s head, as he lay in bed. It did not let up, the persistence behind the knocking refusing to yield to Kimball’s silence. 
“Go . . . away!” Kimball finally called out. Then he used the pillow to cover his head. 
“The pontiff wishes to speak with you.” 
It was Isaiah behind the door, not a bishop who was normally sent as the papal messenger. 
Then from Kimball, whose voice was muffled by the pillow, said, “Tell him I’m trying to sleep off a drunk!” 
That was when Isaiah opened the door on protesting hinges, with the high-pitched sound going through Kimball’s head like a nail. Tossing the pillow aside, Kimball elevated himself onto his elbows to confront the Vatican Knight. But what Kimball saw from Isaiah was something he had never seen before from his friend, which pained him deeply. It was the look of shame. 
“The pontiff wishes to speak to you,” he told Kimball flatly. 
Kimball nodded. “Give me a half hour to clean up,” he finally answered. 
There was not a back and forth between the Vatican Knights, the air between them obviously strained. Nodding in confirmation that the message was received, 
Isaiah left the chamber and closed the door softly behind him. 
After a long moment perched on his elbows, Kimball decided to get to his feet and go to the mirror above the basin, which was a stainless-steel plate that reflected his image. He was holding himself with a studious glare. His skin was lacking the complexion of tanned leather that had faded to a moonscape gray. And dark rings circled his eyes which gave him a hollowed and haunting look. What Kimball was registering, what Isaiah had already noted, was a man who was becoming a shell of his former himself. Tracing the tips of his fingers over his reflection and sighing in disgust, Kimball thought: who are you? 
Then he grabbed the razor on the basin, lathered his face, and began to shave the minute loops of curly hair that had grown uncontrollably over the past few days.
 



Chapter Thirteen 
 
The Situation Room 
Washington, D.C. 
1206 Hours 
 
America was in absolute chaos. 
The DOW had plummeted to an all-time low, losing more than 7,000 points. Airports had been placed on lockdown, cancelling thousands of flights. The Air Force mobilized for fly-bys over monuments, political establishments and nuclear power plants. Every news media on the planet was caught within this sandstorm of reporting that seemed to rule instead of rational minds, with the moment becoming one of staggering surprise. 
There were protocols in place to keep this from happening; the White House Press Secretary had informed the media. 
If there were protocols to keep this from happening again after 9/11, then how did they get passed those safeguards? Who’s involved? Have demands been made? Was this a terrorist attack? 
But the Press Secretary’s response was always the same: We’re working on that. From inside the Situation Room, President Burroughs shut off the TV and set the remote down with disgust. The U.S. government was backpedaling in their responses knowing that there was little they could do to ease the fears of the nation. They had no excuse or answers as to why they had become complacent. And once again, it was ‘complacency’ that had allowed terrorists to walk right through the front door. 
Inside the room joining the president were members of the Joint Chiefs; Doug Craner, the CIA Director; Dean Hamilton, the attorney general; Larry Johnston, Director of the FBI; Homeland Security Advisor Rupert Moncrief; and NSA Advisor Charles Angullo. 
“May I be the first to say that the loss of Vice President Connolly is a huge blow to this administration. He will be sorely missed. As will Senator Jackson, both good men. With that being said, I need to know if Air Force Two was the result of an accident, or if it was truly the result of a cyber attack.” 
“Mohammad Allawi has made no effort to hide behind the mask of the terrorist who perpetrated the actions at the Washington Monument and the Statue of Liberty,” stated Homeland Security Advisor Rupert Moncrief. “Through a succession of emails, Allawi is also taking responsibility for the downing of the vice president’s jet in the name of the Islamic State. But we’re still investigating that matter.” “Can you even begin to imagine the power behind the ability for a cyber attack that is capable of bringing down planes?” The president stated rhetorically. “Is that even possible?” 
“Again, Mr. President, we’re looking into that matter. But from what I’ve been told, it’s not impossible since everything of high-tech is also vulnerable to high-tech attacks. Often by way of using satellites to ricochet programmed data into mainframes. In this case, they manipulated the onboard mainframe of Air Force Two.” 
“Were you able to track down the origin-point of these messages?” 
Rupert Moncrief nodded. “We did. However, it was apparently a bogus trail designed to lead us to a PC that was located at a university library in Florida.” 
“So, we have no idea of the origination point, then?” 
“No, Mr. President. We’re still working on that front.” 
“Day and night, Rupert. Use whatever sources in our arsenal to discover where those messages came from.” 
“Yes, Mr. President.” 
Then from President Burroughs who spoke in general to anyone who had answers, “What’s the damage so far on the Home front.” 
Attorney General Hamilton opened a file on his iPad that contained up-to-the minute data. “Every airport has been closed and all flights have been grounded. The military from coast-to-coast has been activated to perform fly-bys over government sites and facilities. And the DOW continues to plummet.” He set the iPad aside. “And that’s just the beginning.” 
The president sighed and shook his head disparagingly. “It didn’t take Allawi long to find his motivation, did he?” 
“No, sir,” said Hamilton. 
“And it doesn’t appear that he’s through, either,” said Moncrief. “It appears that Mohammad Allawi has provided us with demands and a timeframe, with the window of time quite slim.” 
“How slim?” 
“Two days.”
“And Allawi’s demands?” 
Rupert Moncrief opened his iPad and started to read the downloaded texts that had been received by the NSA. It began with a diatribe of conversation regarding the might of the Muslim Front, which Allawi had branded his cell, against the atrocities committed by the American government against Islamic interests. The razing of the Statue of Liberty and the Washington Monument proved that nothing was sacred or safe within the United States, which was clearly demonstrated to the world. Even the imperial might of the most powerful country in the world was nothing compared to the might of Allah. 
Then Allawi listed his requests by demanding the summary releases of high-end leadership of those within the Islamic State, beginning with those who were incarcerated in Guantanamo Bay. He listed six names, all extreme radicals who commanded insurgent forces responsible for the deaths of more than 600 military soldiers or operatives. Then the list went on to name twenty-nine others who were based inside of Blacksite locations worldwide. How Allawi was able to obtain the information regarding these covert facilities and the residents they held would be a future topic of discussion, as far as President Burroughs was concerned. 
“He wants thirty-five people released, all top-end agents who would no doubt revitalize a campaign to wage jihad,” stated the president. “And since we don’t negotiate with terrorists . . .” He let his words hang. 
“But that’s not all, Mr. President,” said Moncrief. “He wants this global release to happen within a two-day time period, which began at the ten-hundred-hour mark of the first strike.” 
“The moment of the downing of the structures,” the president commented. Moncrief nodded. “The text went on to discuss a second round of attacks should ‘The Great Satan continue to remain unyielding to its policy of not responding to the demands of what you call terrorists, when we are in fact freedom fighters, would be a grave miscalculation on your part.’” Moncrief paused for a moment. “And he vaguely outlines the threat, Mr. President.” 
“And?” 
“Allawi states: King Herod will have nothing over us, should you fail to meet our requests.” 
President Burroughs recognized the veiled threat. In biblical terms, Herod was a Judean king who ordered the Massacre of the Innocents at the time of Christ’s birth. All males two years or younger were slain in the vicinity of Bethlehem to undermine the prophecy about a newborn Messiah who would eventually rise and conquer. Though many scholars have disputed whether this truly happened, the message was clear. “My Lord,” he whispered softly. “Allawi plans to massacre children.” 
The room went silent. 
“And the clock, I’m afraid, Mr. President, continues to wind down,” said Moncrief. In other words, what do you plan to do? 
President Burroughs then asked advice from the Joint Chiefs and discussed matters of possible war on the Home front. Since all the evidence pointed to the in-house invasion as having been conducted by a well-sophisticated band of terrorists, no one knew how large the cell was or if they operated independently from other cells. The American military was running blind, even with the aid and information from counterterrorist task agencies. 
These attacks had come too fast and with blinding speed, even when the government knew the volatile capability that Mohammad Allawi possessed to ignite such devastation. These agencies simply didn’t respond as sharply or as quickly when needed, leaving America on her knees. 
Then President Burroughs started to issue demands for every agency within the United States that dealt with counterterrorism, which included the FBI, the NSA and their covert branches, and if necessary, dismiss the constitutional rights of others to make the country safe against future attempts of insurgency. That meant racial profiling, the kicking down of doors, military interventions and curfews. And in the end, he would simply explain it away from the podium and justify the means as a necessary measure to keep America safe. 
And then: “I want Mohammad Allawi’s photo posted on every TV network and news agency under his real name: Montrell Thompson. I want America to see the face behind the attacks. I want them to know that he’s one of our own. A traitor to his country. I also want the face of the man who aided in his escape from the Blacksite, too. This Miner person.” 
“That’s not his real name, sir. And we don’t know—” 
“I don’t care what his name is. And I don’t care if his mother was a saint. All I care about is that you get these photos out so that we have the eyes of the nation to help us find these people. As far as I’m concerned, if these two want to kill together, then they can also die together. They deserve nothing more.” The president was visibly heated as he got to his feet. “Meeting adjourned.”
 



Chapter Fourteen 
 
The Papal Chamber, The Apostolic Palace 
Vatican City 
 
Kimball Hayden was quite presentable by the time he reached the papal chamber inside the Apostolic Palace. He was clean-shaven and his hair was nicely combed. The only negative was that he was unable to get rid of his alcohol accented breath, no matter how much mouthwash he used. 
After he was escorted to the papal chamber by a bishop, Kimball entered the vast room that was adorned with floor-to-ceiling drapes in the colors of scarlet and gold. Ten-foot-tall paintings of past pontiffs decorated the wall. And Roman columns that served to bolster an ornately designed ceiling. When the pontiff smiled and gestured for Kimball to take the seat in front of his desk, Kimball did so. Though he was wearing the outfit of a Vatican Knight—the black cleric’s shirt, military pants, and combat boots most favored by special operatives—he was without his Roman Catholic collar. 
“How are you, Kimball?” the pontiff asked politely to break the ice. 
“Good,” he lied. 
“Really?” 
“I’m here because you called upon me. Is there something I can help you with, Your Holiness?” 
The pontiff pointed to Kimball’s neckline. “I see that you’re without your collar.” 
Kimball remained silent. 
“That means you’re out of uniform.” 
“I apologize for that, Your Holiness.” 
The pope appraised Kimball for a long moment before he opened the drawer to his desk, reached inside, grabbed a cleric’s band, and placed it on the desktop. 
Kimball stared at it briefly without showing emotion, then he returned his attention back to John Paul III. 
The pope pointed to the collar. “There you go, Kimball. I just happened to have one. Now you can be back in uniform.” 
But Kimball didn’t move, nor did his eyes look at the collar. 
“Kimball.” 
After a lapse of silence between them, the pontiff finally said, “Please don’t give up. If you want to be dismissed from the Vatican Knights, Kimball, if your faith to seek out the Light is no longer, then I will with sad regret let you go. But you must decide. I can’t allow your impairment to jeopardize the covenant of the Vatican 
Knights any longer.” 
“My impairment?” 
“Your drinking, Kimball, has changed a gifted man into someone unrecognizable. You are breaking my heart and the heart of those who would have followed you into Hell, if that’s what it took to achieve the missions you conducted. I readily admit that I have shed tears seeing you fall the way you have, even when I tried to provide a safety net to catch you. Isaiah, Jeremiah, all your brothers whom you’ve share a bond apart from being tied by DNA, have fallen with you. You might not have seen it. But they have.” 
“I saw it,” he said to the pontiff. “Isaiah looked upon me with shame when he came to get me. Was that by design? Having Isaiah come get me instead of a bishop?” 
The pontiff nodded. “No, I sent Isaiah to talk to you first . . . and then for you to come see me. But he was too pained by what he saw and found no point.” 
Kimball’s shoulders dropped in defeat. 
“Kimball, to lose hope is to abandon your dreams, your goals, and have no sense of purpose. Don’t just reflect on the bad. Reflect on the good.” 
“You have no idea what I’ve done. And some things are inexcusable.” 
“You’re talking about the boy in the Philippines.” 
“No. I’m talking about the horrible things I’ve done over a lifetime. Things that are not in my biographical record.” 
Then: “Deep in your heart, Kimball, do you still wish to seek the Light?” 
“I’d be wasting my time.” 
“Are you sure?” 
“I’m positive.” 
“I was about to say, ‘pick up the collar.’ But I regrettably see that you’re too far gone.” 
“I tried. I really did.” 
“But in the end, Kimball, you surrendered your journey.” 
“How far does a man have to walk to discover what he seeks?” 
“As long or as far as it takes.”
Kimball looked at the collar, a one-time symbol that he cherished most. It represented his goal of seeking the ‘Light,’ a constant reminder that he was inching his way to the finishing line rather than the leaps and bounds he hoped for. Whenever he took a step forward, he always did something that put himself two steps behind. 
Kimball, who reached over to place his fingertips on the band and held them steady as if debating to don it or not, finally pushed the collar in the direction of the pontiff. “I can’t be saved,” he told him. 
The pontiff—for that slight moment when Kimball was deciding—had hope, which Kimball dashed the moment he pushed the collar aside. 
“I’ll clear out my room,” Kimball told him. “And Isaiah should be elevated to my position. He deserves it.” 
“Kimball—” 
“It’s all right,” he told him. “I made my bed long ago. Now it’s time to sleep in it.” When Kimball started to leave the papal chamber, he turned and noted that the pontiff appeared smaller, feebler, the man sinking within himself as if learning the loss of a good friend. “If you don’t mind, Your Holiness . . . I’d like to visit the Tombs one last time.” 
The pope nodded and softly said, “Of course.” 
“And thank you for everything you’ve done. And thank the monsignor, too. And should you get the chance . . . tell my brothers I will always love them.” 
Just when the pontiff was about to say: ‘tell them yourself,’ Kimball Hayden was gone. 
The priest who was not a priest was no more.
 



Chapter Fifteen 
 
Winchester, Virginia 
 
“You know they won’t comply,” Najm said to Allawi, who nodded. “The United States stands firm behind their policy of not negotiating.” 
“That’s what they say behind closed doors. And that’s what they tell the American people. But they’ll have no choice in the matter. Once their two-day limit has come and gone without submitting to our demands, then I’ll give them incentive to do so.” He turned to Najm with his arms folded across his chest. “Tell me, Najm, how is the DOW doing?” 
“It’s down more than ten thousand points,” he answered. “But slowing.” 
Allawi nodded and smiled with a sense of malicious amusement. This was a game to him, a tit-for-tat chess match, knowing that the decisions made here could either elevate a man to be a king or reduce him to a pawn. Allawi was obviously eyeing the throne. Then: “It’s time for phase two. I want you to get a message out to a major news’ network immediately. Provide them with the seed of false information that the government is deciding to call for a bank holiday, so there won’t be an automatic rush to drain funds. There won’t be a checking of sources, since the news has become a subjective and one-sided affair when reporting. When one agency picks up the feed, then other networks will follow suit for ratings’ sake. Soon, this false information will spread to serve our needs.” 
“The Press Secretary will deny this.” 
“Of course, he will. But we live in a culture where the people no longer have trust in their government. No matter how much the White House will try to deny this, people will always have their doubts. And they’ll be racing for the vaults.” 
“Yes, Mohammad.” 
“Send a flurry of emails to the network and make it appear as if it was coming from an unnamed source within the White House. And make sure that the IP address is directly traced to the White House, as well. Can you do that?” 
“I can.” 
Allawi turned to the television and watched the news that played incessantly on every channel. Onscreen, smoke continued to billow in the aftermath of the razing, while analysts proposed unfounded theories and provided guesses. But when the photos of Montrell Thompson, AKA Mohammad Allawi, and Geoffrey Miner, AKA Najm, were posted, Allawi knew that he had reached celebrity status. He and Najm were the most popular people on the planet and superstars in the eyes of the Islamic State. ISIL would now open their arms and embrace him as a high-ranking principal within the regime. The negative aspect of such elevation, however, was that he and Najm had been spotlighted. National eyes would now be on the lookout for them, as their faces had become imprinted into the minds of millions of people. CCTV cameras and their facial recognition programs would be scouring the landscape to measure certain landmarks on every face for validation. And ATLs, ‘Attempt-to-Locate,’ would be the mandate for every law enforcement agency nationwide. 
“We’ve done well, Najm. It appears that we have made the FBI’s exalted directory of being on the ‘Ten Most Wanted’ list.” Using the remote to turn off the TV, Mohammad Allawi took a seat next to Najm and placed a hand upon his shoulder. In front of them was the computer that Najm was so adept at using. “My brother,” he began softly, “in two days’ time we will strike again once the government predictably refuses our demands. I will choose three martyrs to carry out the second phase of the operation on that day. And then I will point the accusing finger at the United States president and inform the masses that the atrocity could have been avoided with the government’s cooperation. This, of course, will further damage the White House occupancy.” 
“I have concerns, Mohammad.” 
“I know,” he answered. “I can see it in your face.” 
“We won’t be able to move or relocate . . . There’s nowhere for us to go.” 
“We have the world, Najm. In two days when the second phase commences, I will proffer the government one last opportunity to release our brothers. Should they fail, then we will prepare to launch Operation Herod. I promise you, Najm, you will hear no greater cry across the land if the government does not comply before the operation. Once done, then we will be delivered to the land where we belong.” 
Najm appeared nonplussed by this. “Paradise?” 
Mohammad Allawi nodded. “No, my brother, we still have work to do on this plain. We are not martyrs. We’re doers. We will recruit and rebuild our forces. Syria may be lost to us, but teams are moving into the Asian countries. Pockets of resistance still survive in the Middle East and they’ll continue to grow and flourish. What we have done today will no doubt promote the Muslim goal of living under the rule of Allah. People will sign upon the dotted line wherever they can to join Allah’s army and become the crusaders of tomorrow. Armies will rise from the ashes like the Phoenix in resurrection and storm the fronts of heathen nations.” Najm nodded as if he understood. But he also knew that such preparation for a new world order could not be done within the borders of the United States. Allawi, who seemed to intuit Najm’s thoughts by the warring tics on his face, said, “In four days, once the operations are completed and the psyche of the American people damaged beyond repair, we will be on a boat outside of Virginia Beach, a small vessel. We’ll then be taken to a much larger boat that has the maneuverability to see us to Cuba. Everything is lined up. While you were busy here, I was working on a plan for our eventual flight from justice.” 
“Cuba?” 
Allawi nodded. “Cuba is no friend of the United States. My contacts there have allegiances to certain members who, in fact, have great hatred for the United States while turning a blind eye to certain ties relating to the Islamic State, after having received substantial payments. Bogus passports will be waiting for us that will see us to the Middle East. Our transports will be waiting. And by this time next week, our brothers will hail us in welcome.” 
Najm was born in Michigan and had never been outside the United States, not even to Canada. Mohammad Allawi had set up such a huge and personal move, he wasn’t sure how he was going to handle it. Mohammad Allawi was an intelligent man who could speak many languages, with Arabic being one of them. Najm’s only skill was his incredibly high aptitude in computer technology, which was his only gift. Not knowing the language was a marginal concern that he would become a pariah. 
“It’ll be fine, Najm. If you’re a celebrity here for all the wrong reasons, imagine what it would be like being a celebrity in a land for all the right reasons.” 
Though apprehensive, Najm was also exhilarated. His life in the United States was over, this he knew. Now it was time for a new journey, which he believed had been presented to him by Allah. 
Looking at the screen of the computer before Najm, Mohammad Allawi said, 
“Before I leave, Najm, I still have a bone to pick and a craw that needs settling. Have you found the woman?”
Najm nodded. “She’s in Washington, D.C.,” he told Allawi. “She rents a small apartment. Lives by herself. In fact—” Najm started to type coordinates to Google World and brought up a satellite view of the residence. Then he zoomed in on the location, which was a block filled with expensive locations, even for apartment living. 
Allawi immediately thought about how much of a downgrade it was from her previous residence, a luxury home in a twenty-four-karat neighborhood. It was there that he had attempted to kill her with a sniper’s bullet, only to discover disappointment when he learned that she had survived the attack. But in doing so, he had also awakened a sleeping giant of a priest who not only became her champion, but a juggernaut who became unstoppable. It was this man in priest’s clothing who had incapacitated him long enough for the authorities to claim his soul, and then pitch him inside a cell that was no larger than a walk-in closet. “I will not miss her this time,” he said softly. 
But Najm didn’t know if Allawi was talking to him or thinking out loud. 
Then from Allawi: “It didn’t take you long to find her.” 
“She’s missing from the public files but not the FBI’s. I was able to find the information within their data files.” 
“You do amaze me, Najm. And because of this you’ll be a leader in ISIL, believe me.” 
“Thank you, Mohammad. I’m deeply honored.” 
“I couldn’t have pulled any of this off without your services.” 
Another nod of appreciation from Najm. 
Then Allawi added: “I want the woman. I want her address.” 
Najm gave it to him, which Allawi mentally filed away. He would set the record straight and make sure that the woman looked into his eyes the moment she expelled her final breath. The idea of killing her was like an itch that couldn’t be scratched during his stay at the Blacksite, something that consumed him. Now he was finally going to neutralize that irritating prickling beneath his skin once and for all. 
“And there’s security,” Najm told him. “Two sedans with a pair of agents in each one. You’ll need to be careful.” 
“We just brought down the most powerful nation in the world to its knees. You think four agents sitting inside their vehicles drinking coffee and eating donuts is going to stop me?” 
“Of course not.” 
Mohammad Allawi got to his feet and gave Najm a few pats on the shoulder. 
“I’ve much work to do, Najm. First, I must find martyrs exuberant enough to join Allah in Paradise.” As he turned to walk away, he added, “And there’s a woman I must kill.” 
While deciding upon those he wanted to conscript to martyr themselves for phase two of the project, the thought of Shari Cohen continued to leave a sour taste in his gut.
 



Chapter Sixteen 
 
Washington, D.C. 
 
The two sedans remained in front of Shari’s apartment residence with a pair in each vehicle. They appeared to be more enamored watching their cell phones than watching the apartment—at least that’s what Shari thought when she glanced out the window. Allowing the drapes to fall back, she turned her attention to the flat-screen TV. The country appeared to be spiraling into chaos. Two iconic symbols of freedom had been destroyed. The financial institute of Wall Street was dropping to rock bottom. And the nation was in lockdown with airports and government offices crippled. All from the hands of Montrell Thompson, she thought. AKA Mohammad Allawi. As soon as that idea struck her, his photo happened to show up on the screen like magic along with his cohort, a man by the name of Geoffrey Miner. Speak of the Devil. 
They were classified as the frontrunners of the attacks against American sovereignty and deemed extremely dangerous. Phone numbers were scrolling across the bottom for any information regarding these ‘persons of interest.’ And Shari, who was locked away and refused to go off the grid to a safehouse, felt extremely impotent. 
She wanted to call Director Larry Johnston and plead for reinstatement. But he had made it very clear to her that he was given orders by a man who sat behind a bigger desk. Therefore, and no matter how much she pressed upon him her value to the case, she’d only be talking to deaf ears. 
Frustrated, Shari went to her couch to watch the current events play out, never once realizing that the man who orchestrated the mayhem was also putting her within the crosshairs.
 



Chapter Seventeen 
 
The Crypts Beneath St. Peter’s Basilica 
Vatican City 
 
Carrying a rucksack over his shoulder with all the items he had accumulated over a lifetime, Kimball went to the tombs beneath the basilica. The corridors had a medieval feel to them with stone-arched walls and low ceilings. Lining the hallways were electric torches that had taken the place of ancient sconces. And sunken chambers that were large enough to contain a single crypt stood off these passageways as sequestered rooms. Though the arterial tunnels beneath the basilica were like a labyrinth, Kimball knew them well as he negotiated his way to the tomb of Leviticus. 
After kissing the cool marble of the crypt and placing his head against the stone, Kimball chose his words carefully. “This is it, my friend. I wish we had more time together, you and me. I wish I could say that we’d be together in the afterlife, but I’m thinking we’re going in two different directions.” After a pause, he added: “I miss you.” 
After giving the stone of Leviticus’s tomb a final kiss, Kimball made his way to the crypt belonging to Bonasero Vessucci, the man who gave Kimball his second lease on life to seek the ‘Light.’ Taking the three stairs down to the sunken chamber, Kimball set his rucksack aside, kissed the stone of the crypt, and then took a seat upon one of the marble steps. 
It was a long time before he spoke. “I’m sorry,” he finally said. “I failed you. I failed me. I’m sure I’ve been nothing but a grave disappointment to you.” When Kimball felt a hand alight upon his shoulder and an indescribable warmth race throughout his body, Kimball closed his eyes. It was a moment of feeling cleansed, this hand washing away whatever darkness that had eclipsed his spirit. 
Kimball, life is one long lesson of learning, is it not? 
The voice, as always, sounded like Bonasero, but at the same time it didn’t. 
“I have never felt so lost or so alone.” 
Then learn from this instead of walking away. 
“I’ve tried, Bonasero. Only to fail time and again. For every step I take toward the ‘Light,’ I do something that sets me two steps back and closer to ‘Darkness.’ I’m so tired.”
In being spent, Kimball, have you not risen above it in the past? 
“Only to fall flat,” he answered softly. And then: “I’m tired of all the killing . . . I’m tired of walking away from missions with my hands bloodied by the death of others.” 
The one constant in life, Kimball, is good versus evil. Without good to interrupt the ambition of evil, many would suffer. Sometimes, is it not best to diminish evil in all its forms, so that the lives of good people can continue to pave the way for a better Earth? 
Kimball remained silent and kept his eyes closed. 
Sometimes, Kimball, a man’s purpose may appear to be consumed by shadows when, in fact, the shadows can be a tool of the ‘Light.’ Therefore, in order to serve the ‘Light,’ then one must work in the ‘Darkness.’ You, Kimball, must operate according to your divine mission. Few can do what you are capable of. And in every group, is there not at least one who stands above the others in some way, one who has been anointed as someone special? 
“I’m nobody,” Kimball stated softly. Then he pointed to his rucksack. “A lifetime of my possessions is inside that bag. Nothing else.” 
Material goods, Kimball, is not the true measure of a man. It’s what he does in life to leave behind as his legacy. 
“I have killed so many people, both good and bad.” 
That’s true. But by saving the lives that you did, you have also given opportunity for future lines to continue, where the lives of the children will begat the lives of more children, and so on. 
“I have also stolen future lines as well . . . by killing children.” 
God forgives the truly repentant man. And you, Kimball, are feeling the weight of a man who has become conscionable to his misdeeds. It is for you to overcome the weight that begins to crush your soul. 
“I don’t know how.” 
He does . . . And once again, Kimball, your service will be required. Duty will call. 
As soon as the hand lifted, darkness rushed through him in shuddering waves. 
And when he turned to look down the corridor, he found it empty as always, the man behind the voice gone. 
After sighing through his nostrils, Kimball grabbed his rucksack, kissed the tomb of Bonasero Vessucci, and said a final good-bye. 
When he made it to the Square and stood within the shadows of St. Peter’s Basilica, he recalled a Vatican proverb that described him when he was of value to the church. 
It went: It’s said that when the world isn’t right, a man steps out of the shadows of St. Peter’s Basilica to make it whole again. He is the priest who is not a priest. He’s an angel to some and a demon to others. 
Kimball, with his rucksack over his shoulder, walked out of the shadows of St. Peter’s Basilica, not realizing that the priest who was not a priest would once again take up the call to serve as an angel to some and a demon to others, one last time. 
As he made his way through the milling crowds of St. Peter’s Square, nobody surrounding him knew how truly special this man was about to become.
 



Chapter Eighteen 
 
Rome, Italy 
 
Inside the bar that always had that smell of sweat and mildew, Kimball ordered a line of whisky shots. After receiving a dozen glasses, he lined them up in a neat row. 
The sum of my life, he considered, sitting before me. He took the first glass and downed it. Then he tipped it over and laid it rim-side down on the tabletop. In time, he would create a second row of empty shot glasses, all in a neat row. On the TV above the bar, scenes of a tragedy were playing out in the United States. The Statue of Liberty had fallen from a stand-up posture into a severe leaning position of a ninety-degree angle. Instead of looking over the harbor and the city of New York, she was now staring at the ground. On the other side of the split screen was the cordoned off area of the Washington Monument, the once towering needle now a rubble of stone. Obviously, the United States of America was having its second go-round of 9/11, with these attacks striking the most iconic symbols of American freedom. Terrorism was making itself known that the Coalition Forces may have won the battle in places like Syria, but not the war. 
Kimball, downing his second and third shots, eased back into his seat to watch the news. 
TV anchors and analysts also spoke of the aftereffects of the attack, such as the nosedive of the DOW and how America’s backbone was close to breaking under the financial strain, before the market had finally been forced to close. And the airports had been closed as well, the country now on lockdown for air travel. But what made Kimball’s breath hitch was the posting of the alleged architects behind the attack. Though he did not know the man on the left side of the screen, he did recognize the man on the right as Montrell Thompson, AKA Mohammad Allawi. 
After the man attempted to assassinate Shari Cohen buy putting a bullet in her that damaged her lung and bowel, Kimball responded with unstoppable vengeance. Even though he had given his heart to her long ago, she had denied him because Kimball was a person who could commit great violence. Though he also showed her a side of compassion, there was something about Kimball that could never be tamed. And it was this wildness that caused him to pursue and hunt down the man who tried to kill the woman he loved. Though he did not kill Montrell Thompson, he did leave behind his broken body for the authorities to pitch inside a Blacksite hellhole, which Kimball believed at the time would have been worse than death. 
Apparently, I was mistaken. I should have killed you when I had the chance. 
Kimball took another shot of whisky, tipped the empty glass over onto its rim, and continued to watch the news. Thompson, along with one other, were on the loose and the manhunt had yielded, thus far, zero results. 
Kimball looked down at the remaining glasses, then at the TV. 
Thompson was a brilliant mind, Kimball thought, and a man who liked to make statements with his hand the one that held the Sword of Damocles. He enjoyed the fact that he ruled with uncontrollable power of creating absolute chaos with a simple sweep of his hand. Kimball knew that Thompson would finish what he started with Shari Cohen by trying to end her life for instrumenting a raid against his brother, who had been killed. 
Kimball counted the six empty glasses. Six remained full. 
Back to the TV. 
Back to counting the glasses. 
The TV. 
The glasses. 
The stock was half full, half empty. 
Grabbing his rucksack, Kimball raced out of the bar. 
 



* * * 
 
Kimball ran nonstop to Vatican City and toward the Apostolic Palace, where he was stopped by members of the Swiss Guard. After a security check was conducted, a bishop was subsequently called to escort Kimball to the papal chamber. After the bishop knocked on the papal door and poked his head in to apologize for the intrusion, he then waved his hand in gesture for Kimball to enter. After the door closed behind him, Kimball found himself in an awkward position; Isaiah and Jeremiah were sitting in council with the pontiff. 
“Have you forgotten something?” the pontiff asked. “As you can see, I was rather busy.” 
Kimball walked into the room and stood before the pope’s desk. “No doubt replacing me.” 
“As you requested, yes?” 
“I did. And yes, with Isaiah taking lead and Jeremiah serving as his lieutenant.” 
Then Kimball took a lighter note to his demeanor. “You’ve seen what happened in the United States, the terrorist attacks.” 
“Of course.” 
“The airports are locked down,” he told him. “I need you to get me to Washington, D.C.” 
The pontiff looked at Kimball for a moment, then with measurable regret, he said: “You’ve made your decision . . . I’m afraid I can’t help you.” 
“The man who orchestrated these attacks is also the same person who tried to assassinate Shari Cohen,” Kimball told him. “He’ll try to finish off what he failed to do the first time. Now airspace over the United States is closed. But the Vatican can charter a flight from Rome to the Cayman Islands—which is the property of the United Kingdom, whose airspace is open—through Alitalia Airlines. From there I can chopper my way to a ship that’s a day away from the Port of Miami. Once I reach Miami with the proper credentials provided by the Vatican, then I can find my own way to D.C.” 
“Kimball, you’ve surrendered your collar. And by surrendering your collar, you are no longer entitled to any assistance from the Vatican.” 
“Shari Cohen was deemed an asset and an Honorary Knight of the Vatican when she placed her life at risk to save the life of Pope Pius XIII, who made her an asset and an interest of the church.” 
“The woman you care for,” the pontiff returned to point out Kimball’s true motive. “You have a need to protect her. I understand. Nevertheless, the church has no confirmation that her life is in jeopardy.” 
“It will be.” 
Isaiah and Jeremiah continued to look at the floor by their feet, the Vatican Knights simply witnesses to the conversation that was playing out. 
The pontiff, however, stayed his course of inflexibility. “The moment you forfeited your collar, Kimball, was the moment you broke my heart. Not only did you quit on the church . . . but you quit on yourself.” 
Kimball nodded in agreement. “I won’t deny that,” he said to the pope. “But if wearing the collar will reinstitute my value as a Vatican Knight, then I’m willing to give the church my full attention.” 
After a pause, the pontiff said, “Your full attention is not enough, I’m afraid. What I want are those who are truly devoted to the cause for which the Vatican Knights were created for by Bonasero Vessucci. The collar is not a free pass to serve your personal needs, Kimball, nor is it decoration. It is a symbol that reminds the Knight who wears the collar that ‘Loyalty is above all else . . . Except Honor.’ Unfortunately, you have shown me neither for some time now—sad to say.” 
Kimball, sounding defeated, said, “I’ve lost my way—true. But I need this.” 
“And what will you give in return?” 
“My absolute devotion to the Vatican.” 
“If I allow you this opportunity, how would I know that your devotion wouldn’t suddenly fade the moment you reach your destination?” 
“I give you my absolute word. I will live and die by the credo of ‘Loyalty above all else except honor.’” 
“I see that the love for a woman has incredible power. Still, I’m troubled, Kimball. Even from where I sit, I can smell the alcohol. Apparently, it didn’t take long for you to find a tavern soon after you left my chamber.” 
“Only a few,” he answered. 
“Which is a few too many, especially when you used to be an elite soldier within the ranks of the Vatican Knights.” 
“I am done with the alcohol.” Kimball’s voice was beginning to rise heatedly. 
“And on that, as well, do I have your promise?” 
“You do.” 
The pontiff sat for a long time toiling in self-debate, while at the same time appraising Kimball, who looked more like a vagrant or a wanderer, than a man who could reshape events from the multiple skill sets he possessed. Leaning forward to open the drawer, the pope grabbed the cleric’s band and placed it on the desktop. As soon as Kimball went to reach for it, the pontiff slapped his palm over it. “On two conditions,” he said, “will you wear this collar.” 
Kimball remained as still as a statue with his hand still extended. 
“Like I said, Kimball, this collar is not for decoration, it is a symbol to be worn proudly, something you used to do. Now, I ask you once again to wear this with pride and as a Vatican Knight. And to serve and protect those who cannot protect themselves.” 
“Done.” 
“Secondly, you are not to drink alcohol, since it will be your duty to uphold a higher standard.” 
“Agreed.” 
“So easily, Kimball?” Keeping his palm firmly over the collar, he added, “Sometimes, when the demons of your life gets their hands on you, it’s difficult to simply give up the devil’s elixir.” 
“I said that I was done. I have given you my word, and my word has always been my bond.” 
“True. True. But tell me, how are you going to find the magic of once again seeking the ‘Light’ with the same spiritual motivation, when it has obviously faded from your heart?” The moment he asked the question, the pontiff read the answer in Kimball’s eyes. The motivation was coming from his deeply grounded love of a woman he knew he could never have. Such power this must be, thought the pope. Then he lifted his hand from the collar and proposed it as an offering to Kimball. 
“May God be with you,” he whispered. 
Kimball, grabbing the collar, looked upon it as if it was a priceless gem. It had always reminded him of his journey to seek the ‘Great Illumination,’ and something he had worn proudly. Now he would wear it as a soldier who would continue to work in the ‘Dark’ to serve the ‘Light,’ and do what must be done to protect the woman he loved. 
Getting to a bended knee, Kimball Hayden proffered the salute of the Vatican Knights by placing a closed fist over his heart, then said, “Loyalty above all else except honor.” 
“Remember your station as a Vatican Knight, Kimball, and serve the church well.” 
“Thank you, Your Holiness.” Getting to his feet, Kimball then asked, “About the transportation.” 
“Everything will be set by the time you’re appropriately dressed to serve.” 
“Again, Your Holiness, greatly appreciated.” 
“Remember your conditions and the promises you applied to each one. And, Kimball.” 
“Yes, Your Holiness.”
“Welcome back.” 
There was nothing to reveal what Kimball was feeling at that moment, no showing of emotion. He simply nodded in gratitude and walked out of the papal chamber. 
After a moment passed, the pontiff said to Isaiah and Jeremiah, “I pray that he maintains his convictions and holds true.” 
“Kimball has given you his word,” Isaiah told him. “And we all know that he can handle himself against anything that comes his way.” 
“He can handle himself against hostile intrusions, yes,” the pontiff returned. 
“But if there’s one man that Kimball Hayden could never conquer . . . it’s always been himself. Before I hand you the complete authority as the Master of Command of the Vatican Knights, Isaiah, first let’s see if Kimball can manage his walk alone towards the Light. Let us see if he’s truly capable of living up to the standards of ‘Loyalty above all else except honor.’ If he stumbles, however, the command is yours and Jeremiah will serve as your second lieutenant.” 
“Yes, Your Holiness,” said Isaiah. 
“Dismissed.” 
After giving the pontiff the salute of the Vatican Knights and then kissing the Fisherman’s Ring, they left the papal chamber. 
Pope John Paul III, now alone, wondered if the love of a woman was as great as the power of divine intervention. Perhaps, he considered, they were one and the same. 
 



* * * 
 
Inside his quarters, Kimball was staring at his reflection in the stainless-steel mirror above the sink basin. He was measuring the lines on his face, which had grown longer and deeper over the past few weeks. And his eyes, once blue with the star-point glitters of light dancing along the irises, had dulled. The liquor had been stealing from him by the inches. But as soon as he fitted the cleric’s band into the collar of his shirt, though the lines remained, a spark appeared to germinate in his eyes, just pinpricks. But they were there, burning as embers. 
Rejuvenation? 
The word struck him.
Rejuvenation? 
Perhaps. 
He was trying to make himself believe that this was for the continued hunt of the ‘Light.’ 
Rejuvenation? 
The small glimmers of light in his eyes continued to blossom, to bloom, and his heart seemed to register a new and growing faith. 
Then he closed his eyes and thought: But the heart is not the seat of emotions. It’s only a muscle. 
When he opened his eyes, he noted that the sparks were still there. Perhaps, he considered, the heart is much more than a muscle after all. 
Then he saw Shari Cohen in his mind’s eye, by visiting the memories of the way she smiled and moved with grace and economy. He could see her perfect rows of ruler-straight teeth and the point of her widow’s peak. And then he recalled the way her voice carried with the milk-and-honey tone of sweetness. 
Unknowingly, this had brought a smile to his face and to his reflection. 
Then darkness quickly intruded with memories of Montrell Thompson on the night he nearly killed the man who attempted to assassinate Shari. He remembered being indomitable and unstoppable, a juggernaut fueled by heightened anger who surrendered his boundaries mandated by the church, only to rediscover them at the last moment. So, he allowed the man to live out his days in a Blacksite penitentiary. 
With his smile diminishing, Kimball stared at the cleric’s collar and its pristine whiteness that was in contrast with his black shirt. This is the symbol of my faith to seek what matters most. But there were two things that mattered to him: The love of a woman he knew he could never have, and the Light of Acceptance. Now he was divided over which was paramount since the collar only reminded him of his journey to seek out the ‘Light,’ not love. 
Backing away from the mirror, Kimball turned to appraise his compartment. His life had for years centered inside this room that was more like a chapel than a sleeping quarter. And for those years he had denied himself the right to kneel upon the padded rail or light the candles within the votive rack in preparation for prayer. On the pedestal lay a Bible that had never been opened, or a word read from between its covers. High up on the wall was the stained-glass image of the Virgin Mother who, on sunny days, would lend her arms out to him in invitation as the sun passed overhead to create a Biblical beam of light that would filter through the window, and alight on the floor by his feet. Today, however, a troubled sky moved in with dark and scudding clouds. But the Virgin Mary, even without her sunny disposition, continued to hold her arms out to him. 
Grabbing his rucksack, Kimball left his chamber to see that the woman who had won his heart would not fall victim to Montrell Thompson, who was now known as Mohammad Allawi. 
You better pray that the authorities get to you first, he told himself. If you so much as try to go after her, I’ll be there. And believe me when I say that for the things you have done in life, God will condone my actions. Perhaps we’ll meet in Hell someday. And if we do, I assure you that the fight between us will never end. 
Kimball Hayden, whose fury was beginning to mount, would not be denied.
 



Chapter Nineteen 
 
The Following Day 
 
The news network targeted by Najm’s emails took the ball and ran with it. He had planted the seed in an era where fake news had become the fodder for passable news based not on objective facts, but by the possibility that it could be factual. In order to keep one agency from taking the leap forward in the ratings game, other agencies followed suit so that the playing field remained level. Of course, they admitted that the information provided was in the stages of being verified, yet the TV analysts spoke of possible government intrusions, and usually as a one-sided affair that did not bode well for the banking community. Even as the government denied any possibility of this happening, especially after the crash of the stock market, the seed of possibility had been planted. People were flocking to the banks to pull funds only to create lines that wrapped around neighborhood corners. 
“There’s no better way to destabilize a regime, Najm, than by manipulating the media to work for you,” said Allawi. “It happens all the time. When networks are at each other’s throats to win the ratings war, who does it benefit? It benefits those who want to reshape the public perception, that’s who.” Mohammad Allawi, leaving the TV on, went to a threadbare couch to confront three men in their mid-twenties, all devotees to the cause, with his arms folded across his chest and a smile on his face. “I am so proud of you,” he told them. “All of you.” Then he pointed to the images on the TV screen, which was showing the aftermath of the banking scare. As predicted, a major news agency had taken the seed of imagination and turned it into a storyline that took off with a life of its own. The false narrative Allawi had Najm send to the agency regarding the possibility of a ‘bank holiday’ in the aftermath of a plummeting DOW, was serving its purpose. People were gathering in massive lines at the banks, bleeding them dry despite assurances from the president, who from his stately podium, stated that there was no truth to the news reports. 
Your money is safe, he told the masses. 
There’s no need to panic. 
The news reports are unfounded and not true. I repeat, they are unfounded and not true.
And finally, in a stroke of premature confidence, he added with a pumping of his fist: We will rise above this as we did in the aftermath of 9/11. 
“There you see what happens when the people no longer believe or trust their government.” Then Allawi returned his attention back to the three men on the couch. “And tomorrow, you three, with the guidance of Allah, will add to that mistrust. And with Allah’s guidance, all of you will serve to usher in a New Age of Enlightenment. Your names will never be forgotten.” 
Though their trailing smiles held a measure of purpose and pride, they were also coupled with nervous tension. In their minds they were about to become moral sacrifices. 
“Tomorrow,” Allawi went on, the man speaking with more of a preacher’s tact, “you will be greeted by your brothers who went before you. And together, along with Allah, you will dine at a great feast and bathe in the rewards given to you in Paradise. So, when the time comes for you to devote your final action in the name of Allah, it will also be the moment that sees you into Paradise.” 
After the sermonizing, Allawi had them try on their vests, which had built-in pockets to hold bricks of Semtex and an ignition device. After the fitting, Mohammad Allawi sent them away to prepare for their journey to Paradise. When Allawi and Najm were alone, Allawi took a seat beside his aid, who was navigating his way carefully through numerous sites. 
“Although they put up brave fronts,” Allawi commented, “they may have considerations about following through.” 
“They’ll pull through, Mohammad, because they believe in you, especially after seeing how our brothers are being portrayed on the news—the constant mentioning.” 
Allawi nodded at this. He realized long ago that he had the gift to prophesize and make people believe in him as a channel to a higher existence. Though he was not able to walk on water or turn water into wine, he did have the power to influence people on two levels. First, to take one’s life at will is true power, since the action is a show of complete dominion over another. But he believed that true power came by having someone kill for you. That way, he had complete dominion not only over one life but over two: The one he orders to commit the action, and the one whom the action is committed against. That, he believed, was the true power he held, one that was complete and absolute.
Allawi checked his watch and calculated the time for zero moment, which was twelve hours away from commencement, by his estimate. Then to Najm, he said: “I’m assuming you found no traces that the government has complied, or planning to comply, with my demands.” 
“No. In fact, all the facilities are in lockdown and security measures remain high.” 
“As expected, and the activity on the other front?” 
Najm continued to type, making sure that he was erasing his cyber-footprints after every visit to classified sites. “Excellent news,” he answered. “The conversations with the chat rooms have skyrocketed in the Middle East, the Philippines, the United States, and within different parts inside Asian countries. People are asking where to sign on the dotted line for recruitment.” 
Allawi smiled. “Resurrection of the cause,” he said, “when many felt defeated after the Syrian regime fell. Simply stated, to put out the flames in one area only fans two more elsewhere. The Islamic State will never be extinguished or defeated.” 
Standing, Allawi pat Najm’s shoulder. “Clean all traces of your path and get some sleep,” he told him. “Tomorrow’s going to be a big day that President Burrough’s will forever regret.” 
“In a moment,” he returned. “Just a few more things to do.” 
After Allawi went to bed he could not sleep, even as fatigued as he was. His mind continued to work as the images of the fallen memorials played in his head repeatedly, as if on a mental loop. The collapses, the smoke, the mayhem, all indelibility imprinted. But after a while his thoughts eventually segued to Shari Cohen. 
He recalled being in possession of an M600 SR Squad-Level Precision Guided 5.56 Service Rifle, a weapon that is capable of revolutionizing ground warfare. It’s an AR-formatted rifle that auto-locks the target when the trigger is pulled and strikes center mass nearly 100% of all trigger pulls from distances of more than 1,000 feet away. 
The moment he had secured Shari Cohen within the crosshairs on the day she was putting up a ‘FOR SALE’ sign on the front lawn of her house, he knew that she was about to breathe her last breath. Taking shallow breaths with her in his sights, he pulled the trigger, knowing that the round had locked onto its target, no matter which way she moved. The bullet had traversed the distance between them with the weapon living up to its billing, striking her just below the true center of mass, lifting her off her feet and carrying her to the ground. Thinking it was a killing blow, it wasn’t. She had survived. But not for long, he thought. You engineered the killing of my brother. Now I’ll finish what I started two years ago, and no one will stop me. Not this time . . . Not even your priest. Turning over onto his side hoping to find sleep, he would stay awake until the streamers of morning sunlight began to show themselves along the horizon beyond his bedroom window.
 



Chapter Twenty 
 
As promised by the Vatican, Kimball Hayden’s trip had been mapped out with the aid of Vatican Intelligence and the Holy See. A plane from Alitalia Airlines had been chartered to take him to the UK property of the Cayman Islands, where he picked up a chopper service that took him to a cargo ship that was a day out of the Miami Port, a long twenty-four hours, which was a lifetime for people like Mohammad Allawi to operate. And looking at his watch every five minutes didn’t help the ship move along any faster, either. In fact, it seemed to retard its pace, even when he tried everything in his power to remain calm, but often discovered himself pacing inside his cabin or on the decks to promote the passing of the hours. Shari Cohen’s safety was monopolizing his thoughts and his actions, even to the point where he professed to himself that he was losing all sense of self-control. Looking out at the ocean and watching the sun set, he wondered how she would accept his role as champion to watch over her welfare. Good? Bad? Indifferent? And then the surface of the water reflected the light of the sun, orange, the color of fire. Yet it was beautiful in its display, with the crests and waves rolling softly and glimmering with such a color; the sea an exhibition of tinsel and glass. Though he tried not to, he looked at his watch once again. Since last time, only three minutes had passed. But as the hours pressed on and the partial face of the moon reflected its light upon the ocean’s surface—which gave it the odd color of whey—he knew he would not be able to sleep. Just thinking about Shari made his hand tremble uncontrollably as he held it up before him. After balling it into a fist and trying to restrain himself, he opened his hand only to find that the shaking had not yielded to his efforts of maintaining control. Of all the people Kimball faced on the battlefield or in a theater of contention, no one made him as nervous as Shari Cohen. 
Returning to his quarters knowing that the ship would not cruise faster than its required knots to reach port, he simply had to bide his time. 
And he would do so with Shari Cohen on his mind.
 



Chapter Twenty-One 
 
The Oval Office, The White House 
Washington, D.C. 
Following Morning 
 
It was an early-morning call for the president and his staff regarding the coming of the day’s events, especially when Allawi’s call for the release of ISIS militants went disregarded. Press releases over the day about the ‘bank holiday’ did little to quash the fears of the people, which prompted a discussion of whether one should be utilized. This, however, would only bolster a stronger reaction from the people, one of angry retort. 
Along with President Burroughs inside the Oval Office were the directors from the FBI, the NSA, the CIA and Homeland Security. 
“All right,” the president began, “the DOW opens in a half hour. Any forecast of what’s to be expected.” 
The president’s top aide, Michelle Jessup, had compiled data from all agencies and networks to create a thick portfolio virtually overnight. Opening the file and leafing through pages, she came to the page regarding the president’s inquiry. “The DOW closed down yesterday at 13,597 before it stabilized,” she said. “When news broke of the possibility of the banks shutting down, it started to lose and ended at 12,657.” 
“That’s more than half of the entire stock,” the president commented. “Even after I stated that the ‘bank holiday’ was an unfounded tool of the press?” 
“Yes, Mr. President.” 
Then Burrough’s turned to the major principals in the room, his directors. “Any news on the terrorist fronts? Chat rooms. Channels. Intercepts. Anything.” 
“Volume is running high, Mr. President.” This came from CIA Director Craner. 
“There appears to be a new revitalization of fandom for ISIS, the Taliban and other terrorist organizations. We’re following and tracking every chat room conversation, channels and social media. But the amount of correspondence exceeds our resources, the volume is that high.” 
“Anything that points to Allawi’s group?” 
“Nothing,” said NSA Advisor Angullo. “We’re monitoring all local channels. And so far, nothing. Allawi is smart. So, I can only assume that he knows that we’re looking for him through every possible means. If he’s communicating, then he’s very careful as to how he’s doing it. He’s probably sanitizing his computer footprints, and most likely using couriers and burners to communicate in-house.” 
“So, we have no idea what he’s planning to do at ten-hundred hours?” 
“No, Mr. President.” 
Burroughs ran his hand through his hair. “In ninety minutes, if we don’t get a handle on this, a nightmare is going to unfold.” And then to everyone in general: 
“What about his reference to Herod?” 
“There’s been a mention of ‘a place of educational learning’ in the email,” stated the FBI director. “Since we’re assuming that Allawi is talking about a school, we’ve expressed that all schools be closed until matters settle. No buses will be running. And schools nationwide have been notified assuring them that local law enforcement will be highly visible. If Mohammad Allawi is planning an attack against children, we can at least keep his effort contained to a small scale.” 
“Even ‘a small scale’ is too much, Larry.” 
“I agree, Mr. President. We all have kids and we all understand the nature of protecting our children . . . But we’re also running blind here. Even with our technological advances, the dragnet has provided nothing regarding Mohammad Allawi’s cell. Whatever is going to happen in ninety minutes, Mr. President, is going to happen, unless the heavy presence of military personnel we have throughout D.C. makes him think twice about his actions.” 
“All military is duly located?” 
“Yes, sir. Train stations, shipping ports, political institutes, street presence. In fact, we’re one step away from declaring martial law, if necessary. Your call, however.” 
Calling martial law was the last thing President Burroughs wanted. But if the constituency continued its freefall panic because of the government’s inability to prove that they had a handle on Allawi’s group, who knows how long it would take the country to rebound. Calling martial law may be his only option and perhaps that final push that breaks the national psyche, which was already fragile. 
“What about the second guy? Miner? Anything on him?” 
“The man’s an absolute ghost,” Johnston said. “We have absolutely no trace evidence on this guy that would allow us to create a biographical record of him. We were, however, with the aid of profilers, able to develop a personality outline based on his actions from his stint in the military to his elevation as a Blacksite operative.” 
“And?” 
“High IQ. Computer savvy enough to show elite abilities.” 
“Was he capable of breaking through the computer shields to plant a false biographical record into the databases?” 
“We think so. And the reason why we believe this is because we now know that Miner was getting into records that were considered off limits. Though he was given TS clearance to go into classified areas, we believe that he used those fields as gateways to hack into other related fields in order to download and manipulate data.” 
“And nobody discovered this?” 
“No, sir. Miner, or whoever this guy is, made sure that he covered his tracks by erasing as much of his cyber-footprints as possible. Only after an in-depth investigation by our leading techs were we able to pick up particulate traces, which aren’t markedly strong at all.” 
“But the evidence, as minute as it may be, may also suggest on some level that he has the ability to breach and manipulate programming?” 
“To some degree.” 
“Which leads me to the second question,” the president stated. “Is it remotely possible that he could also be responsible for the downing of Air Force Two?” Homeland Security Advisor Rupert Moncrief spoke up and said, “We’re beginning to discover that signals were pinging off geostationary satellites close to the aircraft and interacted with the plane’s mainframe unit. They were overriding Air Force Two’s command center and killed the programming system through a viral implant. Whatever the pilot did to get the plane stable, the virus countermanded those actions by performing the opposite. They never had a chance. But again, this is only conjecture based on minimal findings. The facts may take weeks, maybe longer, before we can truly understand the cause of the plane’s malfunction.” “And the origination-point of these receiving signals?” 
Moncrief shrugged. “Again, Mr. President, unknown. The trails have been buried. And by the time we do pinpoint their exact location, they’ll most likely be gone.” 
The president seemed to drift for a moment, thinking. Then: “Allawi claimed responsibility in the name of the Islamic State before news spread of the aircraft’s downing, which tells me that he was directly responsible. I know he holds a high degree of intelligence, but does he have the computer skills to bring down Air Force Two?” 
“He does have computer skills,” said Johnston. “But he’s never shown such a high level, not even close, at least according to his biographical record.” 
“Then that leads me to this shadow man,” stated President Burroughs. “This guy Miner. What scares me most is that he’s revealing a cyber ability that’s truly terrifying. If he can tap into onboard computers, then he’s capable of taking down any aircraft by design. Right now, even though Mohammad Allawi is the operational mouthpiece of the cell, Miner is the true threat.” 
“This has been regarded as a high-end possibility,” said Moncrief. 
“Everybody has a past. A mother. A father. Siblings. We know everything there is to know about Mohammad Allawi. I want every available source to dig up what they can about Miner.” 
“Yes, sir.” 
“Has his face been downloaded into VisageWare?” the president asked. 
VisageWare was a state-of-the-art facial recognition software program that operated globally through security and CCTV cameras. The program could detect several facial landmarks within a millisecond and either confirm or deny one’s identity before moving on to the next face. So far, neither Miner nor Allawi had been detected. 
“Stay on this, people. All of you. This country remains in crisis mode until Allawi and his cell are terminated. If his people want to meet Allah so badly, then I, for one, will be more than happy to make it happen.” 
After the council was dismissed, President Burroughs was left alone to stare out the window that overlooked the Rose Garden. In less than forty minutes, he thought after looking at his watch, Allawi would realize that his demands were not going to be met. Hopefully, with the high presence of National Guard units moving throughout the streets, it would be enough of a deterrent to Allawi that the United States was fighting back by flexing its own muscle. 
But will it be enough? He thought. 
In less than forty minutes, President Burroughs would get his answer.
 



Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
J. Edgar Hoover Building 
Washington, D.C. 
 
When FBI Director Larry Johnston returned twenty minutes after the White House meeting closed, Shari Cohen was waiting for him. 
“You need me on this case, Larry,” she told the director in a no-uncertain-terms voice. 
“Shari, please, not right now.” 
She pointed to the empty chair before his desk. “May I?” 
“You might as well. You’re going to take it whether I want you to or not.” 
She took the seat. “Thank you.” 
The director immediately patted the air with his hand. “Before you get all riled up,” he told her, “I received my orders about your lack of involvement in this situation from the attorney general, who’s my boss. And he took his orders from the president, who happens to be his boss. Understand? We know your capabilities in such matters. But you were the target of the individual whose whereabouts remains unknown. He is also responsible for what he did to your family. Your emotions, Shari, would complicate and maybe even compromise the operation. We will find him.” 
“I need to be on this at some level.” 
“You need to be off the grid,” he told her firmly. “Mohammad Allawi is a very dangerous individual. He’s an intelligent man who surrounds himself with intelligent people.” 
“They can’t be too intelligent if they run around blowing themselves up.” 
Director Johnston eased back into his seat and let his shoulders fall. “Look, Shari, what do you want from me? My hands are tied.” And then: “I’ll tell you what. Why don’t you attach yourself to the investigation unit and track the chat rooms?” 
“That’s an analytical position belonging to the NSA,” she told him. 
“One call is all it takes to Moncrief,” he told her. “It’s the best I can do.” 
Using great effort to maintain calm, Shari suddenly realized that her inability to get involved was proving difficult to control. If I can’t contain myself now, how would I act if I was deep inside the investigation? And then: “Understood.” 
“Make abundantly sure that you do, Shari, because we will not discuss this matter again. I want to make myself very, very clear on that.” 
“You have.” 
Seeing the director getting back to his paperwork was message enough that the discussion was over, so she got up and left. 
Returning to her office and taking a seat, she looked out the window and at the traffic, which was thin on a normally heavy day. Mohammad Allawi was winning the battle. People were terrified, their taken-for-granted bubble of safety finally bursting. America, even after 9/11, was not impregnable or unbreakable, as societal fractures were beginning to develop and grow. People were disavowing peaceful Muslim groups within the nation and labeling them unjustly as terrorists. Mosques were closing in fear of uprisings. And social platforms were putting out calls for retaliation. 
Shari sighed. It didn’t take much for the bad in some to surface and voice their opinions, she thought. In the past when things were at their worst, she always believed that was when we were at our best. But now questions lingered on whether that remained true any longer. 
She looked at the clock. It was 9:54 a.m. She had been at the building less than two hours and the day was already proving to be eternal. 
She sighed.
 



Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
Winchester, Virginia 
0955 Hours 
 Mohammad Allawi, Najm, and the rest of the cell that was diminishing by the day, sat throughout the small home before television sets that operated with rabbit ears, and waited for the day’s events to play out. 
The government had not lifted a finger to comply with Allawi’s demands, readily ignoring the mandates with a show of military might that walked the streets nationwide with a heavy presence. Military and National Guardsmen fortified the concept of safety while wearing their Robocop shin, knee, forearm and elbow guards that were constructed from a special composite, and Kevlar helmets that held the boon of gadgetry that ran along the top of their heads like a Mohawk cut. The assault weapons also added a nice touch to their powerful image. But Mohammad Allawi scoffed at this since officer presence would not be enough. 
The wall clock in the kitchen above the stove read 9:55 a.m. 
In a few minutes, Allah would reveal to the world His mighty hand. 
It was now 9:56 a.m. 
 



* * * 
 
Washington, D.C. 
 
Omar Alfarsi’s real name was James Lanigan. He had grown up in the Deep South having been abused by family, society, and the police, though he had never committed crimes beyond petty theft. He was by birth a person who was born to be a pariah, despite his attempts to engage himself in sports or cerebral clubs to better his standing. But as a member of the football and baseball teams he rode the bench, his skills not good enough to take the field. When he joined the chess club, he discovered that he wasn’t analytical enough, either. But after high school he found a family who accepted him as one of their own. They embraced him by becoming a father and a brother and a sibling to him, when his real family had shunned him. It was only until he found his Muslim faith that he also discovered a belonging like no other.
Here, with us, Allawi once told him, you will always belong. And here, with us, you’ll always have purpose. 
James Lanigan had never been so happy. 
By becoming a brother to us, you must turn yourself over to Allah. Can you do that? 
Oh, yes! Yes, I can! 
Then from this day forward, you will shed your Christian name for the name of Omar Alfarsi. 
Then he remembered: Omar Alfarsi. It’s a good name. 
Standing outside the District Bank along with dozens of others waiting for the bank to open, he was wearing a suit and tie; an expensive trench coat; nice shoes that were highly polished, conservative-style glasses, thick framed; the proper image of a businessman. Being nondescript in life growing up, he remained nondescript while standing in line as he drew no attention, even from the armed militants who stood close by. 
Omar Alfarsi. It’s a good name. 
A Muslim name. 
A martyr’s name. 
Looking at his watch, it read 9:58 a.m. 
He was becoming anxious as he began to shift his weight from leg to leg. And sweat started to bead on his upper lip. People around him spoke of the bombings and blamed the Middle East, the tensions obviously running high. 
Gotta pull my money before the government disallows it and we all starve, one said. 
You’re not kidding, said the other. 
His heart began to race, and second thoughts began to cloud his judgment. 
. . . Here, with us, you will always belong. And here, with us, you’ll always have purpose . . . 
. . . Omar Alfarsi . . . It’s a good name . . . 
Lanigan was beginning to feel distressed and on the verge of hyperventilating. 
The time was 9:59 a.m. 
. . . You’ll always have purpose . . . Omar Alfarsi . . . 
A pair of armed guards noticed Lanigan’s actions. Suddenly, as he reached into his coat and beneath his shirt, the smartly dressed man appeared in a state of anguish as his bladder released, staining his pants. 
10:00 a.m.
As soon as the timer of his wristwatch chimed, James Lanigan, who finally found happiness in life as Omar Alfarsi, shouted ‘Allahu Akbar,’ and pulled the cord. 
. . . You’ll always have purpose . . . 
 



* * * 
 
Two armed members of the military were maintaining watch over the crowds when they noticed the well-dressed man beginning to act agitated. He was shifting from leg to leg and his breathing became labored. At first, they believed him to be having a medical episode, the man perhaps in the beginning moments of a seizure. But as he reached beneath his coat to expose a Semtex vest, the soldiers raised their weapons. But their movements were awkward, the action catching them in a moment of complacency. As the man raised his head skyward, he yelled Allahu Akbar and pulled the cord. But before they could bring into line the points of their rifles with the well-dressed man, their lives had been swept away into darkness. 
 



* * * 
 David Henry Morgan, who had been sanctified with the name of Masood Zaman, was standing with the crowd of the Washington Central Bank in downtown Washington, D.C. Those around him were conversing about who was responsible for the attacks and then added that ‘if they were in office, they would order enough sorties to level the Middle East.’ Normally, Zaman would find amusement in the rants of these ‘armchair politicians.’ But today he found little humor in anything, since he was about to forfeit his life in the name of Allah. After the streets of Harlem had toughened his exterior, and then turning his teenage angst into young adult angst, Morgan found the valve release of his anger by raging his way through society in the name of his Islamic faith. He had pledged and aspired to perpetrate bombings in the name of Allah, while waging war against heathens at the same time. Life was good because his newfound faith had given him not only a direction that supported his anger issues, but purpose. He had killed for Mohammad Allawi during the breach of the Blacksite facility and discovered that the action had dulled his rage. So here he was once again for Allawi’s sake, the man ready for that orgasmic closure of taking multiple lives with a single pull of the cord. 
9:58 a.m.
The moment his heart started to race; his blood began to rush past his ears with the sound of waves crashing along the shoreline. When he tried to swallow the sour lump that was cropping up in his throat, he could not find the saliva to do so. 
9:59 a.m. 
Reaching beneath his jacket, David Henry Morgan, who was in league with Mohammad Allawi and wore the name of Masood Zaman like a second skin, looped the crook of his finger into the ring of the pull cord. And then with mandated reverence, he cried: “Allahu Akbar!” 
His eyes started to drift until they became detached of his surroundings. His brow began to bead with sweat. People around began to scream, to run, the area surrounding him becoming vacant. 
. . . Everybody wants to go to Heaven . . . But nobody wants to pay the price of admission . . . 
He had yet to pull the cord; a simple tug was all that was needed. A moment of pain for an eternity of pleasure. 
. . . Everybody wants to go to Heaven . . . But nobody wants to pay the price of admission . . . 
This mantra echoed throughout his mind as he continued to hold the loop of the pull cord. 
. . . Everybody wants to go to Heaven . . . But nobody wants to pay the price of admission . . . 
10:00 a.m. 
. . . Everybody wants to go to Heaven . . . But nobody wants to pay the price of admission . . . 
. . . Everybody wants to go to Heaven . . . But nobody— 
When a bullet hole appeared magically in the middle of Masood Zaman’s forehead, only then did the chanting stop. 
 



* * * 
 
Jerhon Bellamy wore his Islamic courage that could be cast aside as easily as a snake molts its skin. His talk was always in a heightened state of bravado, always dictating what should be done to those who did not believe or follow Allah. But when Allawi called upon him because he was so vociferous, it was now time for him to follow through with actions. Having been anointed with the first name of Mukhtar, meaning ‘chosen,’ and the surname of Ajam, meaning ‘foreigner,’ this ‘chosen foreigner’ discovered that he did not have the ultimate devotion to give up his life for a cause that was not of his choosing. To hand out justice in the name of Allah was one thing, but to sacrifice oneself in the name of his God was another. Standing in line of the Columbia Bank, he checked his watch: 09:59 a.m. He looked at the surrounding people who had come from all walks of life. There were Jews, Catholics, and Protestants. There were Caucasians, Asians and Hispanics, people of every color and hue. There were women and men, the old and the young. And he had looked upon the strong and the disabled. 
10:00 a.m. 
The buzzer on his wristwatch went off. 
Casting aside his sense of boldness that had been manufactured by daring words, Jerhon Bellamy, who no longer wanted to be known as Mukhtar Ajam, simply walked away with his life intact.
 



Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
Port of Miami 
Miami, Florida 
1015 Hours 
 
The morning’s electrum sun rose above Miami that would normally be the promise of a nice day. But when Kimball disembarked, TV monitors were playing the recent news regarding a suicide bomber in Washington, D.C. Scores of people were killed while in line waiting for the bank to open. A second bomber was killed on sight at a second venue, which also happened to be a bank, by the military who received praise for disallowing a second tragedy. 
Though the reports were early, Kimball knew that Mohammad Allawi was at fault here. The terrorist had used the media to set the stage. 
Grabbing a cab, and when the cabbie referred to him as 'Father,' Kimball retorted sharply by stating that 'he wasn't a priest,' the rest of the drive passed silently until they reached a rental-car agency. Peeling off a twenty, tip included, Kimball tossed the bill on the front seat and headed inside the rental lobby. The Vatican had arranged for a mid-size sedan, which was fine with Kimball. Tossing his rucksack into the trunk, he then drove from the lot and headed for I-95. 
The drive time would be close to fifteen hours, putting him in D.C. just before midnight. With a little bit of a heavy foot and minimal stops, he believed he could make it closer to the eleven-p.m. hour. 
Taking the onramp to the highway, Kimball, having had little sleep, still felt rejuvenated with Shari Cohen heavy on his mind. Though she was a capable agent, few would have a chance against a group that had commandeered a Blacksite facility. Allawi’s people, he knew, had trained hard during his two-year incarceration, meaning that they had developed their combat skill sets to a high level of sophistication. How this would translate into a competitive battle, should they decide to go to war with Kimball, remained a question yet unanswered. 
The vehicle was now pushing 80 miles-per-hour on the highway. 
Mohammad Allawi had also made it abundantly clear that she was his passion when it came to the hunt. He had damaged her physically and emotionally, but he could not put a dent in her mental state. In fact, she rebounded to become a greater force, a greater power, all due to Allawi who attempted to redirect her fate by sending her to an afterlife, only to fail in his endeavor. 
“And you didn’t like that, did you?” Kimball whispered softly to himself. 
Later that evening as he continued to drive northbound, he was eventually pulled over by the Georgia police after being clocked at 86 miles-per-hour. When the officer saw the cleric’s collar and looked over Kimball’s credentials, he let the Vatican Knight off with a warning. Once Kimball was back on the highway, however, it didn’t take him long to hit the 80-mile-per-hour mark. 
Kimball Hayden was back on track.
 



Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
The White House, The Oval Office 
Washington, D.C. 
1247 Hours 
 
Chaos continued after the bombing. The stock market continued to tumble and the banks, having no choice, closed the doors after citing safety issues. The tally of the dead thus far from the bombing had totaled forty-six people, with dozens more either injured or in critical condition. The shining moment of American protection came when it was reported that a second bomber had been neutralized, which became a small feather in the president’s cap. 
Sitting inside the Oval Office, President Burroughs, along with his security administration team which included Johnston, Moncrief and Craner, were now attending their second round after their morning session. 
“Mohammad Allawi, Mr. President,” this coming from FBI Director Johnston, “we believe was the one who played the media to his advantage.” 
“Of course, he did. He set the stage for what happened today, no doubt,” the president added. “He knew the bank lines would be long after depositing the rumor of a ‘bank holiday’ with the network, who just had to run with it regardless of my attempts to quash the media reports as false.” After a pause, he asked, “So what’s the effect from all this?” 
Johnston told him about the number of dead and wounded. Moncrief gave him the numbers regarding the percentage of falling stock. And Craner gave him the numbers regarding the number of people recruiting overseas. 
“It’s a sick world out there,” the president commented. “And it’s getting sicker all the time. So what do we know about the bomber who was killed at the site?” 
“His name is—was—James Lanigan,” answered Moncrief. Then the Homeland Security Advisor went on about the man’s biographical history, which was abundant. 
“Can we link him to others?” asked the president. 
“We’re already looking into his social circle.” 
“And?” 
Moncrief came up with more names, all suspects with questionable histories and criminal backgrounds. Obviously, they were beginning to connect the dots by going from suspect-to suspect, and then checking their ties with exponential speed. The names of suspects were being gathered. But Burroughs wanted more; he was like a shark that trolled the waters. “Any information as to the cell’s whereabouts? That’s what I want to know.” 
“Mr. President,” it was Johnston, “the clothes that Lanigan was wearing were new. It was a brand sold in few stores, more like a novelty brand that was trying to make a name for itself on the market. We discovered three stores in Virginia that sells this line of clothing. Right now, we have agents pouring through video feeds of buyers, as well as following up on potential paper trails that might reveal credit card information, which I doubt they used since it would leave behind a paper trail. And Allawi is too smart to let that happen.” 
“I agree,” said Burroughs. “And good work, Larry. Make sure your department keeps my people informed twenty-four/seven.” 
“Yes, Mr. President.” 
“I’ll send out a White House Press Release regarding the prevention of attacks on two fronts, and that the military is seeing to the safety of all Americans as we begin to zero in on the cell. I want photos of the man who was killed at the site and his associates posted as ‘persons of interest.’ This will let the people know that we know who to target as the growing list of suspects emerges. Hopefully, this will provide some stability.” Then President Burroughs turned to Moncrief and asked, 
“Were you able to pull up anything on this Miner guy?” 
“Nothing, Mr. President. So far, the guy’s proving to be a ghost.” 
“And that’s why he scares me more than Mohammad Allawi. Even though Allawi holds the captaincy of the cell, I’m more worried about a man who has the capability to bring this country down through cyber attacks.” And then: “What about the ‘Herod’ reference? Anything?” 
“Nothing,” said Moncrief. “It may have been a red-herring to throw us off the trail of the bank bombings.” 
“Possible.” 
“And now that we have a lead to follow,” Moncrief continued, “the Feds and Homeland agents are making contacts with known family members and associates. And there’s one more thing.” 
The president raised his chin, the gesture telling his Homeland Security Advisor to ‘go ahead.’ 
“After the initial attack, Homeland Security has been scouring video at all bank sites in the D.C. area,” said Moncrief. 
“And?” 
Opening a manila folder, the security advisor removed a grainy black-and-white photo and handed it to the president. It was the image of a man running with the tail of his trench coat waving behind him. “That was taken from the Columbia Bank at ten-hundred hours,” he said. “Same dress. Same everything.” 
“And you believe him to be a terrorist who what? Lost his bold intention?” 
“It’s a possibility. Though the photo is poor and rather grainy, lab techs are cleaning up the image so that we can run it through our facial-recognition database. If this man has a record of any kind—DMV, college, criminal, anything— we’ll find him.” 
The president nodded at this with a positive reaction. “Now we’re getting somewhere,” he said. Then he handed the photo back. “Find that man.” 
“Yes, sir.” 
Once the meeting concluded with the president informing all security leaders to keep him posted every minute of every hour, Burroughs, though he felt some comfort in the positive movement going forward, it was still marginal. 
Allawi was out there, somewhere, the man most likely planning his next move. This is all a chess game, thought President Burroughs. That’s all this is. Allawi had played his game well by moving his pawns into position. But when one failed to detonate his vest and perhaps one other having a change of heart, this allowed President Burroughs to counter with several tools at his disposal. 
Now that operatives from all over the nation were converging quickly on known associates who were popping up on the computer ledger, Allawi’s protective bubble was about to burst. Under the articles of the Patriot Act, associates and family members could not lawyer up because the Act was an enhanced domestic security measure against terrorism. 
People will talk.
 



Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
Washington, D.C. 
1312 Hours 
 
Mukhtar Ajam discarded his vest minutes after he absconded from the site of the Columbia Bank and tossed it in the Potomac, where it sank. And then he ran until he could run no more, the man sweating profusely while his chest labored for oxygen. Then he leaned against the concrete rail of the bridge and looked down at the waterway, as the currents swept beneath him. Allah was no longer a consideration to him, or his God. He was once again Jerhon Bellamy, a simple Black kid from the Bronx who was looking for direction, only to find a dead end at its finish. His life may not have been what he wanted it to be, but death was certainly not a part of his underlying beliefs. He simply wanted to fit into any societal program, and he did so with chameleon adaptability. He voiced his praises in the name of Allah. He even aided in creating his vest that was to be laden with Semtex bricks. But in the end, his allegiance to Mohammad Allawi and to Allah was a false one. He was now a man on the run after committing an unforgiveable act. And because of this he was more afraid of Mohammad Allawi than he was of Allah. 
After gaining his breath, Jerhon Bellamy, who shed his second skin of Mukhtar Ajam, continued his run. All around him were CCTV cameras which acted as the eyes of Washington, D.C., which captured his image with crystal clarity. Three hours after his failure to detonate his vest, Bellamy found himself inside an old and abandoned warehouse. His clothes had become dirty and dust laden, which mattered little to him now that he was all alone and had nowhere to go. 
Jerhon Bellamy, as fast as he was, could only run so far.
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
Winchester, Virginia 
1319 Hours 
 
It was one of the rare occasions that Mohammad Allawi had lost his cool. Sweeping his arm, he knocked the items off the kitchen counter before he proceeded to do the same to the items sitting on the kitchen table. Plates and glasses shattered on the floor. Silverware chimed until they settled. And a sugar bowl exploded upon impact, spreading granules everywhere. 
Najm and others looked on as they allowed Mohammad Allawi to vent. 
Then as Allawi fought for calm, he said, “Failure! Do any of you have any idea what that means?” 
No one answered. 
“It means that everything we have designed up to this point is unraveling! Everything was working without fault! Mukhtar Ajam is now on the run, his soul damned as a coward! How long do you think it’ll take the authorities to track down a man who has nowhere to go?” 
Still, no one answered. 
“The blast would have been effective enough to break Ajam down to bits so small, identification would have been impossible. The same with Masood Zaman, who was killed before he could detonate his package.” 
Allawi started to pace the floor while running a hand nervously through his hair. And then: “It won’t take long for the national security forces to close in,” he finally said. “With the responses of Zaman acting too late and Ajam cowering, Homeland and the Feds will begin to connect the association dots the moment these two are identified . . . Eventually, this location will be compromised.” 
“Now what?” asked Najm. 
Allawi looked at him. “We simply counter and act accordingly to the situation,” he told him. “We’ve two undertakings left in our agenda before we leave the country. We must accelerate the timetable and act quickly.” 
“How quickly?” 
Allawi took a moment to consider the question. Then: “Tonight,” he began, “we start with the woman. Shari Cohen.” Then he planned out an operation to abduct her and made it abundantly clear that she was to be kept alive. “We’ll take her to the Middle East,” he told them, “as a gift to my allegiance to the Islamic State, who will treat her in a manner that will make her wish that she was dead. After reconsidering her fate, it’ll be a far greater punishment than dying by my hand.” Then with Najm’s suggestions, amendments were made to the existing plan to assure that Shari Cohen would be in Allawi’s custody come nightfall. 
That took care of the first operation. Then there was another discussion regarding a second operation that could only be conducted at a specified time, which was in two days. 
“I have hidden the instrument necessary to see this done,” Najm told Allawi. 
“But we’ll need to move it so as not to jeopardize the operation, should the Feds decide to move on our location.” 
“Show me what you have, Najm.” 
Ushering Allawi to the basement level of the house, Najm unlocked a master catch and forced back a false wall. Behind the wall was a small room that was surrounded by walls made of fieldstone. Lying in the center of this chamber was a freezer with a lid top. 
Crossing the dirt floor, Allawi pointed to the chest: “Open it.” 
Najm did. 
Inside the freezer were stacks of Semtex bricks that had been accumulated through several channels over the two years that Allawi had been incarcerated. Sitting in a wire basket was the timer and detonator, obviously inactive. 
Najm closed the lid. “As you can see, we’re ready.” 
Allawi was pleased. The problem now was that they would have to move to a new location that would be less secure. Because in two days, a performance was to take place at a venue whose time could not be changed and was beyond their power to do so. Therefore, the detonation would have to take place as originally scheduled. 
“Tonight, the woman,” Allawi said. “Then we’ll deal with this.” He pointed to the chest. 
“Yes, Allawi.” 
“But first, send a message to the political principals and let them know that they have an additional twenty-four hours to comply with my demands, not a moment longer. And make no mention of Operation Herod. Let them continue to trouble over that. Is that clear, Najm?”
“Yes, Mohammad.” 
Allawi smiled lightly as he placed a hand on Najm’s shoulder. “I couldn’t have asked for a better aid in all of this,” he told him. “I wish that all of this had gone smoother. But as you said, plans always look great on paper but are rarely performed to perfection. We’ve been lucky to this point. After we collect the woman, then we’ll move to our new safehouse. Once there, I want you to spearhead the drive to get this device to where it needs to go.” 
“I’ve already devised a plan,” he told him. “We’ll have no problem.” 
Allawi’s smile flourished. “You are going to be a wonderful asset to our brothers in the Middle East. The principals will certainly favor you as I do.” 
“Thank you, Mohammad. Kind words from you mean a lot to me.” 
“They’re more than kind words, Najm. They’re the truth. Someday we will rule. It is Allah’s will.” Then he pointed to the chest. “If the United States government does not abide by the will of Allah, then we will move forward as planned.” 
“And if they do comply and meet our demands within the time limit?” 
“Then we move forward anyway. This will be in retribution for the children who have been lost in the battles headed by the United States and the Coalition Forces.” 
“Yes, Allawi.” 
And then the cell leader was gone, leaving Najm alone with a chest filled with enough Semtex to level a massive construction.
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
It was a long day for Kimball Hayden, but the drive was going well. There was little to no traffic on I-95 with caution heavy in the air. Outside of gas stops, he continued at his 80-plus mile-per-hour pace, even after the sun had set. Stars could not be seen, meaning that a cloud cover was moving in. As it did, he hoped that it would not rain, which would slow down his drive. 
He checked the clock on the dashboard. It read: 8:36 p.m. 
With less than three hours to go, he wondered how Shari would take or accept his presence. Or perhaps it would be best if he stayed within the shadows where he felt most comfortable and watch from afar, until he was needed. 
Yeah, he thought. That’s what I’ll do. I’ll keep her safe from the shadows. 
Kimball continued to drive.
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
Washington, D.C. 
 
After the NSA cleaned up the photo of the third man who ran from the Columbia Bank, they downloaded his image into the VisageWare facial-recognition program and, with the collusion of the FBI and their NCIC database, they were able to come up with the name of Jerhon Bellamy, a small-time drug pusher who spent time in the penitentiary for drug sales. 
Using certain landmark features on Bellamy’s face, the NSA techs were able to rewind captured video and track Bellamy’s steps through numerous CCTV cameras from the moment he broke from the line to run along the Potomac, until he ended up at an old industrial park filled with abandoned buildings. 
Even in the United States, Big Brother was everywhere. 
 



* * * 
 
Washington, D.C. 
0957 Hours 
 
Jerhon Bellamy never had familial support in his life until he met inmates who gave him not only the support he needed, but a family he longed for. They had become his brothers who preached causes under the banner of the Islamic faith. He would become a member of a united brotherhood, they told him. And serve as part of a constituent that would become the crusaders who would usher in a new era of Enlightenment. With his newfound family, though he cared little of the Enlightenment, Jerhon Bellamy accepted the call because he believed that he belonged to something that gave him a measure of self-worth. But as fate would have it, he once again found himself alone and without family. 
The sun had settled, and he had grown hungry. His clothes, once fine threads, were covered with dust and his shoes were scuffed. What he thought was his calling was nothing more than the opportunity to embrace a family who wished to see him dead in order to fulfill an agenda. Only now did it take Jerhon Bellamy to realize that Mohammad Allawi was using him as a puppet to fill a need. As he sat with his back against the wall of an abandoned warehouse, he saw the flashes of red and blue lights through the broken panes of window, the sound of tires skidding along the pavement, and then multiple car doors opening and closing. 
With instinct driving him, Jerhon Bellamy ran to the opposite end of the warehouse as fast as he could but found it difficult to run in loafers. As soon as he rounded the corner of a corridor, he was met by a force of a SWAT officers who moved against him with their weapons leveled to kill. 
Get on the ground! 
Now! 
Face down! 
Raising his hands high above his head and getting to his knees, it didn’t take long for an officer to slam him face first to the concrete floor. 
Once behind bars, Jerhon Bellamy hoped to find a new family. 
 



* * * 
 
The Oval Office, The White House 
Washington, D.C. 
1102 Hours 
 
It was late evening at the White House when President Burroughs received the call regarding the apprehension of Jerhon Bellamy, the man who was seen running from the Columbia Bank and who later discarded his vest by tossing it into the Potomac, which was retrieved by patrol divers attached to the FBI. Though this was good news on one front, President Burroughs also received terrible news on another. Mohammad Allawi had reset the clock for twenty-four hours. If the government did not comply with the demands to release high-ranking insurgents from global penitentiaries, then the war on American soil would continue. Finding himself alone inside the Oval office after hanging up, President Burroughs caught himself praying for divine intervention, which was something he often did under times of incredible stress. 
His prayers would not go unheard.
 



Chapter Thirty 
 
Washington, D.C. 
2346 Hours 
 
Shari Cohen had just turned off the light after reading a paperback novel, a political thriller. Then she pushed aside the sheer drapes. The two vehicles and the supporting agents were still surveying her property, a precaution taken by the Bureau since Shari didn’t think it was necessary to be placed inside a safehouse. This was, after all, her comfort zone which she refused to allow Mohammad Allawi to drive her from in principle alone. This is my haven, my home, my country. Letting the drapes fall into place, Shari Cohen went to bed. 
But sleep would not come to her on this night. 
 



* * * 
 Special Agent Molin was sitting alongside his partner, Special Agent Radke, while keeping Shari Cohen’s residence under surveillance. Neither man was pleased to be conducting what they considered to be ‘baby-sitting duties.’ “Forty bucks an hour for this,” said Radke. “Watching a house in the middle of the night.” Then he turned to Special Agent Molin. “You have no idea how much I want a cup of coffee right now.” 
“It’ll just make you piss in an hour.” 
“There’re bushes.” 
Appearing from seemingly nowhere, a man emerged from the shadows to take position on the passenger side, directing his aim against the agents with a suppressed weapon, he pulled the trigger in quick succession. 
. . . Phfttt . . . 
. . . Phfttt . . . 
. . . Phfttt . . . 
. . . Phfttt . . . 
The muzzle flashes from the four shots that were no louder than loud spits lit up the area. The triggerman was a skilled shooter who placed a bullet to each man’s center mass and one to their head, killing both agents before they could register the moment of the killer’s intent.
And then like magic, the assassin vanished into the dark veils. 
 



* * * 
 
Special Agents Rutherford and Maximillian were sitting inside their vehicle talking about the Redskins and their upcoming game with the New England Patriots. 
“I’m taking the Skins at minus six,” said Rutherford. 
“The game’s in New England.” 
“So.” 
“So, you’re taking a home team like the Patriots against Redskins? Really? How much?” 
“Five hundred to win seven hundred.” 
“You’re out of your mind,” Maximillian told him. “I don’t care if Brady’s operating the backfield from a wheelchair. He’s—” 
Rutherford sat ramrod straight after catching a glimpse of something and pointed to the second vehicle. “Did you see that?” 
“See what?” asked Maximillian. 
“Flashes of light.” 
Special Agent Maximillian looked at the sedan that was parked down the road and on the other side of the lane, with the frontend facing them. “I don’t see anything.” 
“Give them a call,” said Rutherford. 
When Special Agent Maximillian removed his cellphone from his pocket, two men appeared on the passenger’s side with suppressed assault weapons, MP7s, and began to strafe the car. Bullets punched through the metal sheeting and smashed windows. And the bodies within jolted as if they were charged with high-end electricity from the impacts, then stilled. As the smell of gunpowder wafted heavily in the air, the assassins disappeared. 
 



* * * 
 
After the FBI’s surveillance units were summarily dispatched, Team One met with Team Two in the shadows across the street from Shari Cohen’s apartment. They were dressed in black cargo pants, Kevlar vests, black wool-knit caps, and every man in the unit was connected through lip mics and ear buds for long-range communication.
Aarib Qadir was heading the group, as he did on the night of the raid against the Blacksite facility. He was a man who Najm trusted to facilitate the military aspects of the operation, since Qadir and those he commanded had served as mercenaries who farmed out their services for profit, only to discover the true meaning of Allah during the process. They were His soldiers, the very instruments who had conducted operations that brought the ‘Great Satan’ to its knees. 
At the safehouse in Winchester, Virginia, and by the governing hand of Mohammad Allawi, a plan was put to paper and committed to memory. Najm was able to bring up the blueprints to the apartment complex and, in detail, marked off the location of their target: Shari Cohen. It was a small unit with a small backyard that was cordoned off by six-foot-tall vinyl fencing. Now that the agents had been dispatched, removing the high-end asset should prove easy. But Shari Cohen was not to be taken with a sense of complacency, since she was a skilled marksman who no doubt was equipped. 
They moved through the shadows, black against black, with the dark colors meshing perfectly. Two remained in the front whereas two moved to the rear with the points of their weapons raised to eye level. 
When the second unit reached the backyard fencing and noticed that there were no motion detection lights, Hamdi Nagi said into his lip mic, “Team Two in position.” 
“Copy that . . . Proceed.” 
They tried the gate. It was locked. After shouldering their weapons, both men climbed the six-foot wall. Neither made a sound as they scaled the top of the fence and lowered themselves to the lawn. The back of the residence, as was the front, was now secured. 
The apartment, a two-story townhouse, had a panoramic window on the second level, which was the master bedroom as indicated by the blueprints, and the target site. Nagi pointed to the window and then balled his fist, causing the second man, Ibaad Tawfeek, to interpret the action. The high-end asset was on the second level. Fanning out across the yard that was steeped in shadows, Nagi went left while Tawfeek went right. Each man took his time to assure a catlike quality to their movements, slow and stealth-like, their prey coming close to striking distance. Nagi stayed within the shadows along the fence line on the left, whereas Tawfeek continued his course on the right.
Tawfeek, a skilled fighter who had been trained with a keen sense to his surroundings, never saw the ghostly-white hands that reached out to him from a deeper shade of darkness with one hand cupping his chin and the other stabilizing the back of his skull, then rotated his head with a powerful and vicious twist. The bones in Tawfeek’s neck snapped like dry kindling, the noise carrying across the yard, a crunch. But before Nagi could get a fix on his partner, Tawfeek was gone. 
 



* * * 
 
Hamdi Nagi heard an odd crunching sound, something like a stalk of celery being split, then noted that his partner was missing. Whispering into his lip mic, Nagi said, “Tawfeek.” 
Silence. 
Then once again, the measure louder: “Tawfeek.” 
No response. 
“Problem, Team Two?” it was Aarib Qadir. 
“Tawfeek isn’t responding.” 
Then from Qadir’s end: “Tawfeek, do you read?” 
Silence. 
Then from Qadir to Nagi, he said, “Approach with caution.” 
“Copy that.” 
Hamdi Nagi, breaking from the shadows, went to investigate the darkness across the yard with the point of his weapon leading the way. 
 



* * * 
 
“Approach with caution,” Qadir said into his lip mic. Then he slapped the stem of the lip mic down in anger. 
“Problems?” Rukham El-Hashem asked him. 
“Nothing we can’t handle,” was Qadir’s reply. And then he said to El-Hashem, 
“Take care of the door.” 
Rukham El-Hashem removed a snap gun lock pick from his vest pocket and inserted a steel rod into the cylinder lock. After pulling the trigger, the gun fired the rod against the lock pins simultaneously to free the cylinder enough to be turned with the use of a tension wrench, which unlocked the door. 
Inside of ten seconds they entered the apartment.
 



* * * 
 
Hamdi Nagi moved toward the shadows across the yard with the point of his weapon steady. Then into his lip mic and barely above a whisper, he said. 
“Tawfeek.” 
No response. 
Nagi raised his weapon to eye level. “Tawfeek.” 
To his left, brush moved as if rattled by a slight breeze. 
He turned and redirected his aim at the source. “Tawfeek?” 
And then from behind, an arm as thick as a python wrapped around Nagi’s throat and lifted him off the ground. Nagi responded by lifting the point of his suppressed weapon skyward and set off a muted burst of gunfire. The area flashed briefly in strobe-like fashion before he was tossed to the ground, and hard, causing Nagi to see a rotation of internal stars as the fog quickly began to fade from his mind. 
Above him stood a shadow that appeared impossibly tall and broad, a looming figure that was silhouetted against the backdrop of a streetlight whose illumination surrounded the attacker with an all-encompassing halo. 
Nagi could not make out the face, however, the shape blacker than black. And then it moved against him with unnatural speed, its arms reaching and grabbing and hoisting the man high after knocking aside the man’s weapon, an MP7, which landed on the grass beyond Nagi’s reach. The terrorist was then lifted to a loftier height above his attacker, the man unbelievably powerful. As the light of a distant streetlamp eventually highlighted the face of his attacker, Nagi saw the embers that twisted within the man’s eyes, the sparks of simian and primal anger. Then the lips of his attacker peeled back to skin his teeth to reveal a grimace of rage. It was the face of a demon, something so hideous that it drove an ice-cold finger down along Nagi’s spine. But what Nagi found most disconcerting was the show of white around the man’s throat, something he realized was a Roman Catholic collar. 
When Hamdi Nagi attempted to withdraw his knife from its sheath, his attacker body-slammed him to the turf, stole away his knife with a practiced move, then slammed the butt end of the knife’s hilt against the cap of Nagi’s skull—once, twice, three times—to render him unconscious.
Sliding back into the shadows, the attacker made his way toward the rear entry with his weapon of choice: a combat knife. 
 



* * * 
 
Aarib Qadir and Rukham El-Hashem were canvassing the lower level of the apartment when Qadir took the stairway that led to the second level. El-Hashem, after interpreting Qadir’s hand signals to continue his investigation to the rear of the first level to clear it, did so. El-Hashem moved from room to room, the area quite small. But when he looked through the kitchen window that overlooked the backyard, he cocked his head in bemusement. Where was Nagi and Tawfeek? Immediately a red flag went up, the banner waving crazily in his mind’s eye. Nagi and Tawfeek had been expunged from the equation. The only question was: by whom? As El-Hashem was about to contact Qadir through his lip mic, a shape shifting mass emerged from the shadows, the entity swift and wraithlike in its movements. It came at him with force and speed while its eyes shined with the color of mercurochrome, silver and red. And then it pounced on El-Hashem with unmerciful strength as it grabbed the assassin by the throat and forced him hard into the cupboards, smashing glass. Plates and cups fell to the floor and broke into porcelain shards. Then as El-Hashem tried to raise his weapon and pull the trigger, his assailant grabbed the barrel and held the point to the side. As the gun went off, rounds stitched across the wall and refrigerator, nothing but loud spits until the rifle sounded off with dry clicks, the magazine running empty. Then as ElHashem brought a knee up, the shape deflected the blow and brought his knife up to penetrate the area below the line of the Kevlar vest, then drove the weapon deep. El-Hashem’s eyes suddenly detonated with surprise at the sudden onrush of pain. Then as he fell forward into the arms of his attacker, the last thing he saw was the white band of a priest’s collar. 
As El-Hashem slid slowly along the length of the Shape and to the floor, he finally ended up amongst the broken chips of glass and porcelain with his eyes at half-mast. 
His assassin, like the phantom he was, slid out of sight. 
 



* * *
 
The sound of breaking glass was unmistakable. As Aarib Qadir made his way down the corridor towards the master bedroom on the second floor, he heard a commotion on the lower level, which was brief. Whatever element of surprise they had going into the residence, it was now gone. 
Then into his lip mic: “Rukham.” 
Nothing. 
Qadir looked over the railing of the landing to survey the living area underneath. 
Nothing below moved. 
Then at the far end of the corridor, the door to the master bedroom started to open on protesting hinges, the whine causing Qadir to pivot on his feet and redirect his aim. A shape was standing in the doorway, that of a woman. With bloodlust coursing through his veins, Aarib Qadir leveled his weapon and pulled the trigger. 
 



* * * 
 
Shari Cohen was wide awake in bed and staring ceilingwards, though the ceiling was masked by darkness. She was thinking about the state of the country’s affairs and her job, her thoughts somehow gravitating to the memories when she had tracked down Mohammad’s Allawi’s brother in a raid, and how he was shot dead in the aftermath. And it was in this moment of imagining Mohammad Allawi’s brother that she heard the cacophony of shattering glass. Grabbing her Glock from the nightstand, Shari went to the door while gripping the gun in her right hand, and slowly began to turn the doorknob with her left. When the hinges protested, her face had twisted miserably with objection. 
In the hallway was a man dressed in black who was surveying the room below from his vantage point of the second-story landing. But when the hinges of the bedroom door whined, he quickly redirected his weapon on her and pulled the trigger. 
Shari slammed the door and dove to the side as rounds smashed and splintered the wood. Bullets peppered the wall behind her and demolished the panoramic window, the noise incredible as vases smashed against the impacts, as well as the LED clock on the nightstand. And then the headboard erupted into shards of broken wood, as if denotated by an explosion. 
Shari crawled to the opposite side of the room for cover on her elbows and knees. And then the door, already compromised and weakened, smashed inward with pieces of wood flying everywhere. The operative, a big man, had smashed his way through and was now trying to locate Shari through the sight of his weapon. Shari raised her Glock and pulled the trigger in quick succession. The bullets found their marks, three shots to center mass. But her assassin merely blew off the shots after they were deflected by his vest, though she could tell that they stung by the way he grunted in pain. 
And then there was the awful and terrifying sound of a gun jam. Shari’s mouth dropped. Three shots with the fourth getting jammed inside the barrel. The procedure now was to eject the magazine, rack the weapon to free the bullet, and then reseat the magazine to rack another bullet into the chamber. She had done it hundreds of times on the range when qualifying and did so expertly. But under real conditions she didn’t have the allotted time. As she ejected the jammed bullet from the weapon and attempted to slam the magazine home, the assassin responded by advancing against her with his weapon pointed at her forehead. 
“Don’t,” he told her. “You’ll never make it, believe me.” 
She sat against the wall in her pajamas with the gun in one hand and the magazine in the other. Just one second more, she thought That was all I needed. 
“I assume you’re one of Allawi’s pets?” she asked him. 
Aarib Qadir started to squeeze the trigger. “The thought of you dying tonight was never a part of the plan,” he told her. “But I have no other choice.” The moment he brought his weapon to eye level, Shari raised her hands to ward off the impacts. 
But a shape appeared behind Qadir that seemed to grow impossibly tall behind him. To Shari it was always growing and developing, while continuing to morph into something that was overly massive and looming, rising taller and taller, perhaps a trick of the eye that was caused by the streaming of light that was being cast from a streetlamp. 
And then it grabbed the assassin and forced him backward on his feet, the man losing his balance just as the gun went off. Bullets pounded the walls next to Shari, who pulled herself into a tight bundle as the waspy hums of the errant rounds zipped by her ears.
When the assassin regained himself and turned to confront his assailant, he was surprised to see the man wearing the collar of a priest. Here was the man that Mohammad Allawi had talked about, this savior who was deemed to be an angel by some and a demon to others. Tonight, however, as he stared into the priest’s eyes, he saw no absolution or forgiveness, only primal savagery. 
Here was Qadir’s demon who had come to collect his soul. 
As Qadir tried to lift his weapon, the priest came across with the blade of his hand and struck the bridge of the assassin’s nose, breaking bone and cartilage. Then with a thrust of his palm in an upward swing, the priest jammed the broken bone deep into Qadir’s brain, killing him. In immediate response to the action, Qadir immediately fell to the floor and landed at the priest’s feet in a contorted heap. 
Shari, after reseating the magazine and getting to her feet, directed her aim on the Shadowman. “Freeze! Do not move! I will shoot you!” 
But the shape moved towards her with a hand extended. “It’s all right,” he said softly. “You’re safe now.” 
The voice—so masculine and kind, yet from someone who was capable of great violence—caused Shari to reconsider her stance. She had heard the measure and tone so many times before, and one that she recognized. 
“Set the gun down, Shari. You’re safe.” 
The inflection of the words and the level of the baritone voice left her feeling a sting of tears. After Shari lowered her weapon she started to weep, though not quite a sob, and headed towards the man who was more shadow than light. When she stood before this behemoth of a man, when she saw the white collar in the dark, she fell into Kimball Hayden’s embrace and openly wept. Holding her close against him, he could feel a wonderful sensation of togetherness. And as she continued to sob against him, he rested his chin on the crown of her head and stroked her back gently. You’re safe. 
 



* * * 
 
The entire block surrounding Shari’s apartment had been cordoned off by local police. Four agents were dead, all gunned down in their vehicles. And because of this the area was being thoroughly combed by law enforcement officials and roving helicopters.
FBI Director Larry Johnston, though never officially one to link himself to a crime scene, stood in Shari’s bedroom wearing his navy-blue FBI windbreaker and carried what appeared to be a scroll of some type. 
A man was lying dead on the floor as a result of hand-technique combat, with the blade of his nose having been shoved deep into his brain like a shiv. Another was below on the first level, the victim of a stabbing. And two more were in the backyard—though one was lying on his belly but looking skyward due to his head completely turned from a broken neck, whereas the second man was alive with a possible fracture to his skull. 
Shari was sitting on the edge of her bed with her gun and badge sitting on the nightstand beside her, while Johnston sized the scene of her bedroom with absorption. 
“I understand the need to protect yourself,” he began, “especially when four of my agents were gunned down in order to get to you. But this.” He pointed to the corpse who was having his fingerprints scanned digitally into a monitor by a crime scene investigator. “This wasn’t done by you, Shari. This isn’t your work.” 
Then he walked around the body to study the man’s face, an African American, who was most likely a skilled practitioner in military techniques by the weapon he carried. 
He then walked over to Shari and looked at her. She had been rattled, that much could be seen, and something expected under the circumstances. After all, the surprise engagement of four against one while being outgunned and outmanned, and then to come out on top after four of their own agents had been executed, usually brought encouragements. But the scene dictated something different, something uncommon. They had come fully armed and prepared and all she had was her Glock, a peashooter by comparison. While appraising her, he finally asked, “He’s here, isn’t he?” 
“Who?” 
“You know who I’m talking about.” 
Shari remained quiet. 
Then he started to walk around the corpse whose face had been misshapen by a reconfiguration of bones. And then: “Oh, yeah,” he said. “This all makes sense now. This guy”—He pointed to the body— “and the one downstairs who happened to take a knife that we can’t find, by the way, while one lies in the yard with his head turned all the way around from a busted neck, and another who had his head nearly caved was not done by you. No way could you have created this mess.” 
“Seriously, Larry? A mess? Four men with military sophistication took out four agents and then they tried to take me out. And you look at this as a mess?” “You know what I mean, Shari. So, don’t get all bent out of shape. This crime scene is not of your doing. That much I know. But it’s a mess, nevertheless. Questions will be brought up by the White House—the who, the what, the when, the where and the how. They’re going to want answers, especially when we tie these people to Allawi’s group.” 
“We don’t know that.” 
“We do know that. People with military sophistication don’t come out of the shadows for the sake of killing. There are reasons behind what they do. And they had a good one. Allawi is gunning for you as we predicted.” 
Shari could not deny this, though she had tried. It was hard to believe that someone like Mohammad Allawi continued to be fueled by an anger that had never quelled or diminished but thrived. Not only was he orchestrating the attacks on the iconic symbols of American freedom, but he was also multitasking other fronts, as well. And to assassinate her was obviously a needed event to help appease his appetite for destruction. 
Still, Shari was not about to give in to Allawi’s pressures or his pleasures. He was a terrorist who did not demand anything other than her undivided attention, which she was more than happy to deliver. The line had been drawn long ago when Allawi murdered her family, and tonight he had crossed over it. 
You threw your punch, Allawi, and missed . . . Now it’s time for me to throw mine. And you won’t like who I have with me at ringside. 
Then to Johnston, she said, “This is my home, Larry. I will not bend.” 
“You don’t have a choice,” he told her. “This is now a crime scene. Three people are dead, and one is badly injured. This won’t be an overnight cleanup, Shari. You know that. The area needs to be secured for the gathering of evidence.” 
She did understand since it was protocol to secure a crime scene, something she had done many times as a special agent. 
Then from Johnston. “So, are you going to tell me what happened here or not?” 
“Sure. These people were on the wrong end of a retreat.” 
The FBI director shook his head. “Don’t think for one second that the Vatican can exercise their military actions on U.S. soil with impunity.” 
“Who said anything about the Vatican. You did. Not me.” 
“You know what I’m talking about here, Shari. This agency does not want a mess on our hands that we can handle differently.” 
“We’re dealing with Mohammad Allawi here,” she shot back. “Did you not look out your window to see what he did to the Washington Monument? Or to the Statue of Liberty? Messes, Larry, at times cannot be avoided. It . . . happens.” 
The FBI director gave her a sidelong glance. Though he suspected what caused the storm that had smashed through this residence with unrelenting violence, deep down he was glad. Shari Cohen had been an asset to the department and a person who had suffered greatly over the past two years. If she had a champion in her life, then he was glad for her. 
“You can’t stay here, Shari. You need to get off the grid until we settle up with Allawi.” 
“If you catch Allawi,” she returned. 
“We will,” he told her. “We have a man in custody. An Allawi player. The dragnet is beginning to tighten.” 
“It didn’t tighten here,” she responded. “They passed right through. Walked right through my front door” And then: “You need my help, Larry.” 
“Nothing’s changed, Shari. I’m restricted. But—” In his hand was a manila envelope that he had rounded into the shape of a tube, which he extended to her. 
“There is something you can do now that you’re on the beach.” 
“On the beach? You’re suspending me?” 
“With pay. I want you off the grid, Shari. Completely. I can provide you with a safehouse location, which I wanted to do to begin with.” 
“I have a place. It’s out and away.” 
“You’ll need security.” 
“I have everything I need, meaning I don’t need anyone else.” 
Meaning, you’ll have your champion, he considered. 
When Shari unfurled the folder and opened it, she asked, “What’s this?” 
“Information,” he told her plainly. “Now that you’re on the beach, I was wondering if you could do a little digging, a little research, regarding the contents on those pages, now that you have plenty of time.” 
It was just two sheets regarding discussed details at the White House concerning Operation Herod. 
She examined the pages, which were skinny on data. “I don’t get it,” she said. 
“Since the administration does not want you directly involved, you can still be of value now that you’re off the grid and will remain so, doing whatever you want on your time.” 
“I’m not getting it, Larry.” 
“There have been discussions within the White House regarding messages sent to the administration by Mohammad Allawi, TS information. To know that I was responsible for giving you such information that require certain clearances could cost me my position, should it be known that I did so. What you have there in your hands could be a powder keg of data, though there is little to go on.” 
She looked over the pages. “I’ll say.” 
“It’s the opening chapter to something that may play out with devastating costs, if we don’t get a handle on this. Now, the administration said that they did not want you directly involved. Instead, you’ll be indirectly involved.” 
“Yeah. You want me to research and intercept data, which we’ve already discussed, Larry. That’s NSA work for here, and CIA work for abroad. Not interested.” “Shari, getting you indirectly involved is the best I can do, since we’re talking about semantics here. I can justify direct versus indirect and state my case and reason. I will not be able to justify my act of providing you with those pages, however. And a risk I’m willing to take since we’re apparently on the clock here.” 
She held up the papers. “There’s nothing here, Larry.” 
“You’re wrong. Those pages tell something of great importance, though with vagueness.” 
She lowered the papers to her lap. “What are you not telling me?” 
“In those pages is a reference to Herod, whom we believe is King Herod of the Bible. After refusing to comply with Mohammad Allawi’s demands to the release of thirty-five terrorists, all high-level insurgents, he made a rather ambiguous statement that ‘Herod would have nothing on him,’ which we continue to find rather disturbing.” 
“Are you talking about the Herod, the Judean king who allegedly ordered the slaughter of children in Bethlehem to keep the prophecy of the Messiah from happening?” 
The director nodded. “When we did not comply with the demands, we expected an act against children instead of an act against the banks. The administration now believes that it was a red herring to look in one direction so that they could to attack in another.” 
“Is that what you believe?” 
“Honestly, Shari, I don’t know what to believe. No one does. So, I need as much help from those who I know can deliver. If Allawi is planning to kill children, we need to stop him, obviously. To discover his intent, however, is your department, since you were the one who developed his psychological profile. Get back into his mind, Shari, and locate his intent. I can provide you with more data as it comes along. Will you have a computer at your location?” 
She seemed to be mulling this over, which was why she did not respond right away. 
“Please, Shari. I know you wanted to get involved with the hunt against Allawi for what he did to your family. I get that. And yes, the principals did not want you involved because they thought somewhere along the way you might become emotionally compromised and ineffective, which could result in disastrous consequences.” 
“Which you supported.” 
“I did. Because I know it’s not easy to perform your best under such strain, knowing how close you were to your family. It would have been impossible for you to engage Mohammad Allawi with objectivity, no matter how strong you are, when you know what this man did to your children.” 
Shari pitched a soft sigh. The argument, though she still had reservations, had merit. 
“Shari, if Allawi has something in mind regarding Operation Herod, then we need to find out before the time to release the insurgents runs out in less than twenty-four hours. I will give you whatever access you need—whatever information. Right now, I need someone on my team who has the capability and determination to see this through . . . And to save the lives of children.” 
Shari suddenly felt a knot tighten in her chest. 
“You can help me, Shari, by not allowing the pain and suffering to those parents that you have suffered over these past two years. I know it’s been hard and impossibly difficult, but right now your skills are better suited to help me from your safehouse, if you’re willing. No direct involvement, which keeps with the political mandates.” The knot inside her was becoming a Gordian tangle. And then she nodded in agreement, a slight bobbing of her head. There was no doubt that Johnston had planned to get her involved all along if situations weren’t panning out, or if the investigations were moving glacially slow, which they apparently were. 
FBI Director Larry Johnston, who was setting aside his orders for his moral compass, was reaching out to the woman who knew best the pain of suffering and loss. And there was nobody better who had ‘been there and done that.’ Shari Cohen was now fully committed to saving the hardships that were possibly coming the way of parents who adored their children the same way she adored hers. If extracting the possibility of causing such pain was in her ability to stop it, she would do so. 
And then she thought about her grandmamma, an Auschwitz survivor who had seen and lived through unbelievable horrors daily, after losing her family to the gas chambers once they left the trains. But she had persevered and survived, begetting children of her own to recreate a whole new line. And during her lifespan as she found her way to the United States where she gazed upon the Statue of Liberty, she had learned how to live with the pain that had become her companion over a lifetime. Now as a test to her own testament of will, it was Shari’s turn to follow in her grandmother’s footsteps. 
“Shari.” 
She snapped out of her reverie. “I’m fine, Larry. And yes, get me what you can.” 
He nodded. “Thank you.” After giving her his direct email at the department, she left the townhouse with no additional clothing, since the residence was in lockdown mode while in search of evidence. 
Getting into her SUV, she started the motor, put the vehicle in gear, and began to make her way to her new residence, which was a cabin near a lake in Maryland. Once she was on the highway, she spotted a pair of following sedans from her rearview mirror that were meant to see her with safe passage. But a call to Larry Johnston pulled the plug on that, but only after the trailing agents were positive that they weren’t being tagged. 
After the vehicles broke off and Shari found herself on the back roads, she said, 
“Are you all right?” 
“Is everything good?”
“They’re gone.” 
In the backseat, Kimball Hayden sat up and looked out the rear window. Nobody was following them.
 



Chapter Thirty-One 
 
Federal Blacksite Containment Center 
14 Miles North of Richmond, Virginia 
 
Jerhon Bellamy was cuffed and transported by a windowless cube van to a location fourteen miles north of Richmond, Virginia. Though he believed that he was being transferred to a county facility, he soon realized that the length of travel was taking him outside of D.C. 
After the rise of a prison gate, the van traveled down a stretch of pavement, stopped, then backed into a sally port. When the rear doors to the van swung open, Jerhon immediately noted the heavily uniformed presence of armed guards. They were dressed entirely in black with composite shield guards on the shins, elbows and chest, and wore helmets with visors so dark that their faces could not be seen. Each soldier was carrying a powerful-looking assault rifle. Shackled by belly and leg chains, Jerhon’s movements were slow as he was ushered to a chamber that was surrounded by steel walls. Secured high on the walls at two of the room’s corners were CCTV cameras. After he was forcibly pushed down onto a metal bench that was attached to a steel table, he was then handcuffed to a metal ring that was attached to the tabletop. 
As three of the guards left the room, two remained to flank the doorway. They stood regimentally straight with weapons in hand and looked not at Jerhon, but at an imaginary point on the opposite wall. 
Six minutes later two men walked into the room. They were neatly dressed in well-pressed suits, had conservative haircuts, and had the look of actors who were about to play their parts in the upcoming routine of good-cop, bad-cop. The man in the pewter-gray suit sat to Jerhon’s left, and the man wearing the black suit and ruby-red tie sat on his right. While the man in gray poured through documents in a folder, the man in black pinned him with a hard stare. Then from the man in gray. “Mr. Jerhon Bellamy, AKA Mukhtar Ajam, born in the Bronx, New York, in 1996. Imprisoned for drug sales.” He closed the folder. “I won’t go into further details since you get the idea that we know who you are,” he told him. 
“We saw you toss your vest into the river from the cameras,” said the agent dressed in black. “Big Brother is everywhere.”
“I guess.” 
“You want to tell us about Mohammad Allawi?” said Mr. Black. 
“I don’t know what you’re talking about, man,” Jerhon returned. 
Mister Black gave a one-sided smile. “You really want to play that game with us?” 
“I’m telling you the truth.” 
“OK,” said Mr. Black. Then he gestured to one of the guards who crossed the floor in an instance, raised his weapon, and brought the butt down hard against Jerhon’s wrist, which incited him to cry out in pain. After the soldier fell back in line, Mr. Black asked, “You still want to play this game with us, Bellamy.” As Jerhon continued to feel an electric charge of pain shoot up his left arm, he clenched his teeth. Then: “You can’t be doing this to me, man! I want to see my lawyer!” 
“You don’t get it, do you?” This came from Mr. Gray. “There are no lawyers here, no constitutional rights, no nothing for traitors who are hell-bent on bringing this country down to its knees. Such rights only belong to patriots.” After a pause, he added: “Are you a patriot, Jerhon? Do you have any regards for the health of this nation?” 
“I don’t know what you’re—” 
Mr. Gray didn’t hesitate when he ordered the guard to approach and dispense another brand of painful misery with the butt of his weapon, this time ramming the wrist until it broke with an audible crunch. 
While Jerhon was crying out in pain, Mr. Black said, “We can do this all day, Jerhon. All day. And so that you know, there are two-hundred-and-six bones in the human body. So, if you don’t cooperate, I can promise you that this will be a very . . . long . . . day for you. Very long.” 
“I need a doctor, man!” 
“And you’ll get one,” said Mr. Black, “as soon as you tell us what we need to know. The quicker you tell us, the quicker you get help. It’s that simple.” 
After a moment that was steeped in agony, Jerhon finally said, “What, man? What do you need?” 
“Simple, Jerhon. We want the truth. You understand? The truth. So, we’ll start with this: what was your role in Allawi’s cell?” 
“I was just a messenger, man. That’s all I was.”
“Were you a part of the raid on the site that imprisoned Allawi?” 
“No, man. That was the mercs.” 
“The mercs?” asked Mr. Black. 
Jerhon nodded. “Mercs, man. The soldiers who’ve been there and done that. Real fighters.” 
“How many soldiers?” 
“Twelve.” 
“So, you were just a puppet and nothing more?” 
“That’s right. I thought I was a part of something important. But when the time came to pull the pin, I couldn’t do it. That’s when I realized that Allawi was using me to further his cause and that I meant nothing to him. I was just a tool, man. That’s all I was.” 
“That’s right, Jerhon,” said Mr. Gray. “You were nothing but a tool to Mohammad Allawi. That’s how he works his soldiers. He drills rhetoric in the minds of his people by telling them that they’re special and unique, and that Allah has a special place for them in Paradise. Am I right so far?” 
Jerhon nodded. 
“Then he uses people to promote his plan by having them kill themselves in the name of Allah, and people like Allawi would never consider putting on a vest, would he?” 
Jerhon shrugged, and then said, “I need a doctor, man.” 
“You’ll get one,” Mr. Gray told him. “I promise. So, stay with me a little longer, Jerhon. You’re doing just fine.” 
Then from Mr. Black, “Tell us more about the mercs. Were they responsible for bringing down the Washington Monument and the Statue of Liberty?” 
“No, man. Allawi only sent the Messengers, those with no real skills.” He grimaced with pain. 
“You’re doing fine, Jerhon,” said Mr. Gray. “Not too much longer now, I promise.” Then the agent leaned forward in his chair. “What can you tell me about these mercenaries?” 
“All I know is that they’re skilled fighters who’ve been in battle before, like in the Middle East. Real soldiers. They’re the ones who raided the Blacksite facility. I didn’t do nothing, man.” 
“But you were going to kill innocent civilians standing in line at the bank, weren’t you?” 
“I told you, man. Allawi sent me and others. I, obviously, changed my mind.” 
There was another strained grimace from Jerhon. 
“You’re doing well, Jerhon. I need you so stay with me, OK? Now, was Allawi responsible for the downing of Air Force Two?” 
Jerhon nodded then shrugged. 
“What does that mean?” asked Mr. Black. “Did he, or didn’t he?” 
“He ordered the jet down. That was his plan. But he didn’t do it, man. That was Najm’s job. He’s the computer geek.” 
“Tell me about this man Najm. What’s his real name?” 
“I don’t know, man. I can’t pronounce half the names Allawi handed out to all of us. Hell, man, I could never pronounce my own first name.” 
Mr. Gray reached into the folder. “I’m going to show you a few photos, Jerhon, and I want your full attention and cooperation on this, do you understand?” 
Jerhon nodded. 
Mr. Gray pulled out a photo of a man alleged to be Geoffrey Miner and placed it on the table before Jerhon. It was a military photo that had been taken months after boot camp, the picture recent. “Who is this man?” he asked him evenly. 
Jerhon winced when he moved to get a better look. “Man, that’s Najm.” 
“Are you sure?” 
“I’m positive. He’s the computer geek. Knows everything and then some.” 
“Do you know his real name?” 
“Naw, man. Like I said, whatever name Allawi gave us was the name we went by.” 
Mr. Gray pulled out another photo, this one at a clothing store. In the photo were four men, Jerhon and three others. When Mr. Gray pointed to each figure, Jerhon pronounced the Arabic names as best he could. Two were dead, the bank bombers. The third figure was Najm, who purchased the clothes. 
“This Najm guy,” Mr. Black began, “is he the second in command?” 
“Yeah. He led and planned everything up to the point of the raid. Allawi took command once he was released.” 
“This store,” said Mr. Gray, “it’s in Virginia.” 
Jerhon nodded. 
“Is it close to your base of operations?”
“Not too far.” 
“How far?” 
“Five, six miles.” 
“So close by, then?” 
“Yeah, man.” 
“Can you tell me the address?” 
“I don’t know the street name or the number. I know how to get there, though.” 
“In what city or town?” 
“Winchester,” he answered. “Winchester, Virginia.” 
“If I show you a map, an aerial, could you point it out to me?” 
“I think so.” 
Mr. Gray asked one of the guards to get him an iPad with a Google World Map app. When the soldier returned, the iPad had already been opened for Mr. Gray. Typing in the town’s name and state in the search engine, the town of Winchester popped up on the screen. Zooming in, he was able to bring up names of streets on satellite imagery. Turning the iPad for Jerhon’s advantage, Mr. Gray laid a pointed finger on the screen and said, “This is the clothing store you were at to purchase the clothes, and this is Winchester. Now, from this point, which is the clothing store, and this being Winchester, where is your base of operation?” Jerhon looked at the screen. The pain in his arm was getting worse. Then: “A lot of houses there, man.” 
“What exactly can you tell me about the house?” 
“It was pretty much by itself in an open field. Nothing but acreage.” 
Mr. Gray looked at the screen. There were a few houses that met that match, so he brought up the address of each home, tapped the little yellow man icon to get a street view, and kept doing that until he hit the right address. 
“That’s it, man. That’s the house.” 
“Are you sure, Jerhon?” 
“I’m positive. Slept there, ate there. Yeah, man. That’s it.” 
“How many people are there?’ 
“Whoever is left in the cell.” 
“How many is that?” 
“Twelve mercs and—” He looked ceilingwards for a moment in thought, and then said, “four messengers, not counting Allawi and Najm.”
“So, you’re saying eighteen?” 
“If that’s what the addition comes to.” 
“One more question, Jerhon.” 
“Please, man. My arm.” 
“One more question, Jerhon, then you can see the doctor. I promise.” 
Another painful show from Jerhon’s face, a contorted expression of torment he was trying to fight back. 
“Tell me about Herod.” 
“Who?” 
“What is Mohammad Allawi planning when he referenced Herod?” 
“I ain’t know nothing about no Herod, man.” 
When Mr. Gray was about to gesture to the soldier to add another strike of the rifle’s butt to Jerhon’s already broken wrist, Jerhon waved his good hand in protest. 
“All right, man! All right!” 
“I told you once, Jerhon, do not play games with me.” 
“I gave you everything, man.” 
“You didn’t give me enough. Now tell me about Herod.” 
Jerhon hesitated. Then with a sour and pinched look, he said, “Allawi’s planning to kill a bunch of kids in retaliation for all the kids that were killed in the Middle East during the war.” 
“How and where?” 
“I don’t know, man. And that’s the honest-to-God truth.” 
“Try again, Jerhon. How, when and where?” 
“Man, I’m telling you the truth. Everybody knows what Allawi’s planning. But the only one who knows where or when or how is only known by Najm. And that’s the fact, Jack. I ain’t lying.” 
Mr. Gray eased back into his chair. “I believe you.” 
Jerhon nodded. “Now, my arm.” 
Mr. Gray motioned for one of the soldiers to bring in a physician who could provide medical care. 
After the soldier left the chamber, Jerhon asked, “Now what? I gave you everything.” 
“You gave us enough; I’ll give you that much. But you, Jerhon Bellamy, are still an enemy of the state.”
“Meaning?” 
Mr. Gray stood up along with Mr. Black and answered, “Meaning that you will never see the light of day ever again. And ever, Mr. Bellamy, at your age, is going to be a very long time.” 
Leaving the room with a soldier keeping guard, Misters Gray and Black left with the information needed to piece together a strike team to raid the house in Winchester, Virginia.
 



Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
It was early morning and the roads remained as black as pitch since there was no lighting. After pulling over and stopping, Kimball took shotgun inside the SUV. Shari, still in her pajamas, never looked so appealing to him or so free, with less of an FBI look to her. Here, she appeared wholesome and real. This was the Shari Cohen who was natural and without restrictions, professional or otherwise. But when she looked at Kimball, she worried about him. Against the light of the dashboard, she could see his face beginning to thin and that his eyes were circled with dark rings, the telltale signs that he had slept little over a long period of time. After all this time, she told herself, Kimball still hasn’t made peace with his demons. 
“Were you hurt?” she asked him. 
“No. You?” 
“I’m fine . . . And thank you. It could have been much worse back there.” 
“I’m surprised Johnston let you go.” 
“He let me go because he has a fulfillment need for me. But they’ll be a lot of questions and depositions and reports before this is through. Believe me; I’ll be sitting before a lot of boards about what happened tonight.” 
“I’m sorry. It wasn’t my intention for this to happen to you.” 
“Believe me, Kimball. Facing the board is a small price to pay for my life. I’m not too worried.” 
They continued to drive for miles in silence. Finally, Kimball asked, “So, where are we going?” He expected her to say to a safehouse, meaning that he would have to find different accommodations. 
Instead, she answered, “I have a cabin in Maryland. It was the family retreat far from the hustle of D.C. After I sold the house, I decided to keep the cabin. I couldn’t let it go, not then. I gave up the house because it held horrible memories for me—the place where I lost my family. But the cabin was a place we all loved and shared. It’s a place of good memories.” 
Kimball looked straight at the dark stretch of road before him. 
Then she turned to him. “And what about you? Is everything all right?” 
“Yeah . . . Fine.” 
“Really? You look a little diminished to me.” 
“Not sleeping well,” he told her. “Nightmares keep me awake.”
“I thought you were talking to someone about that.” 
Yeah,” he said. “I’ve been talking to a monsignor at the Vatican. He means well, but the dreams are getting worse, not better.” 
“Perhaps medications will help.” 
“That is not even a consideration.” 
More driving. 
More silence. 
And then she drove down a lane that was hidden within the trees, a dirt road that wended through a forest-type terrain until they came upon a luxurious cabin that sat along the edge of a beautiful lake. Along the beach was a pier that had an attached boat house. And the cabin’s focal feature, which was the A-frame center with towering glass windows, overlooked the lake. Somewhere, whooping cranes called out in the darkness as morning was beginning to light the new day. Shari, in her pajamas but never looking so beautiful to Kimball, said, “We’re home.” 
Kimball, looking at the cabin with awe, thought: If only. 
Together, they entered the lakeside residence.
 



Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
Winchester, Virginia 
 
In a joint effort with the local SWAT unit, the FBI was geared up as the teams moved against the house in Winchester under the cover of darkness. Since dawn was approaching, it only gave them a small window of opportunity to work with. Once Mr. Gray had spelled out the probable location of Allawi’s home base, warrants were immediately and telephonically granted. 
As the units surrounded the home, which looked aged, the frontal assault team butted the door with a battering ram, which knocked it free from its hinges on the first strike. Officers moved into the house in single file with their weapons at eye level, then fanned out to canvas the rooms. 
The house, by appearance, was very clean. The rooms were empty, and beds were made. The kitchen was spotless with the dishes stacked neatly within the dish rack. The refrigerator was empty as well, and spotless. There were no pictures on the walls, no adornments. The drapes that surrounded the windows, though old, were washed and pleated. Further investigation of the house revealed that the closets were vacant and the drawers empty. If anybody had been living here, they weren’t now. 
“Clear!” yelled the SWAT sergeant. Then to an FBI officer, he turned to him and said, “I thought your informant said this was the place.” 
Mr. Gray nodded. “This is what he confirmed to us.” 
“The damn place looks like an Airbnb.” Then: “I think your boy lied to you. There hasn’t been anybody here for a while, it looks like.” 
“I don’t think he would lie to us. Not under the conditions he was under when we spoke to him.” 
“What conditions?” 
Mr. Gray ignored him. 
Then from the kitchen. “Got something here.” 
The squad sergeant and Mr. Gray went to the kitchen to find a sheet of paper held to the refrigerator door by a magnet. The writing was in Arabic. 
“No,” said Mr. Gray, “they were here, all right.” 
The squad sergeant narrowed his eyes to read the script, which appeared as scrawl to him. “Can you make it out?”
“No. But Carmichael can.” 
Carmichael, who was Mr. Black in another world and was wearing his Kevlar over his FBI windbreaker, entered the kitchen and saw the note. 
“What does it say?” Mr. Gray asked him. “Can you make it out?” 
Carmichael leaned forward to get a better view within the glow of a flashlight. 
Outside, rosy sunlight was beginning to show along the horizon, but not enough for him to read comfortably. 
“Let’s see,” he began. Then a moment later, he started to interpret. “It says: A time too late is a time you shall regret, as you now stand on the doorstep of Armageddon. Look to your right to see the light. And have what’s left of a good day . . . which isn’t long.” 
Everyone looked to their right. Against the kitchen wall was a small camera that had a small red light that blinked intermittently, with the flashes picking up its pace until the flashes became a rapid pulsation, blinking faster and faster. It was a timer that began counting down as soon as the door was breached. 
“Oh no,” said Carmichael. And then: “Everybody out! NOW!” 
Personnel began to scramble from room to room like cockroaches trying to escape the light. 
The pulsating eye of the camera’s lens blinked so rapidly, it now seemed that it wasn’t blinking at all, just a stable light, meaning zero hour. 
As the camera whined in a high pitch as if it was powering up, a signal was sent to a box loaded with three Semtex bricks with a detonation code and fired off the explosives. 
The roof of the home lifted and went skyward, with the entire top half of the structure heaving upward by a mushroom fireball. The brick walls of the home blew outward with the stones becoming projectiles, with pieces landing as far as a mile away from the explosion’s central point. SWAT and FBI vehicles were also lifted and carried away from the concussive blast, the truck and sedans weightless against the power of the waves. And those who had ventured to take new ground were killed instantly, without a single man standing. 
Mohammad Allawi had chalked up another victory.
 



Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
Norfolk, Virginia 
 
It was early morning when Mohammad Allawi reached his new safehouse, which was a small business that was located seventeen miles from Virginia Beach. It was a bakery that had been closed by the owner presumably for ‘a sickness in the family.’ But the proprietor was an ISIS sympathizer and a good friend of Mohammad Allawi. 
With expectations of Allawi’s arrival, the owner closed and padlocked the metal gratings that shielded the windows and door at the front of the store. In the window was a sign: Closed Due to Family Illness. Will Open Soon. 
As soon as Mohammad Allawi’s cell took up residency, they quickly discovered that the area was sparse for their numbers. 
“I apologize for the lack of accommodations,” said Aimu Ababneh, who was a diminutive man with Middle Eastern features—dark complexion, hair and eyes— and the only true Arab among the cell, with everyone else having been homegrown. 
“It is a true honor to be in your presence, Mohammad, a true pleasure, indeed.” 
Allawi clapped a hand on the small man’s shoulder. “Thank you, my friend. It’s good to see you again.” 
“Please accept my apologies.” 
“There’s nothing to apologize for, Aimu. This shop is a palace compared to the confinement where I was imprisoned.” This was true since Allawi’s cell was less than fifty-square-feet. 
“Plenty of food,” said Aimu. “And the rest room is in the back. If there’s anything I can do for you, Mohammad, all you need to do is ask.” 
Allawi gave Aimu a light but genuine smile. “We’ll be fine,” he told him kindly. 
“All I need is a couple of days of hiding, that’s all. That’s when my agenda will be complete.” 
Aimu nodded. “Your boat will be ready to transport you to Cuba. From there, to the Middle East where you’ll be greeted with open arms, believe me. Najm made sure that I had followed through with the commands, as outlined.” 
“Najm does much for the organization,” said Allawi. “We’re lucky to have him.” 
In the background, Najm smiled with pride as his confidence brimmed. 
“A small transport boat will be waiting for you and Najm beyond the pier, a motorized skiff. You will use this to transfer you to a larger ship that’s headed for Cuba, which is now waiting for you. I have given Najm the coordinates where you are to pick up this boat, a fishing trawler.” 
“We’ll be there.” 
Aimu Ababneh handed over a set of keys. “Here’s an extra set,” he told Allawi, who accepted the key ring. “Only use the back, never the front. The CCTV cameras in the rear have been disabled and never repaired. You should be able to move with ease, especially during the early morning hours. Nevertheless, Mohammad, always act with caution and take nothing for granted.” 
“Of course. And one more thing, Aimu, if I may. We brought with us an item that’s filled with a very special cargo, as you can see.” 
Aimu saw Mohammad Allawi’s foot soldiers carry a freezer into the storeroom with the reverence of treating the Ark of the Covenant. 
“When the time comes, Aimu, we will need to borrow one of your trucks to mask the intent of the final operation.” 
“Of course, Mohammad. Such things are always necessary to see to the success of Allah’s will.” 
After a brief hug and a few parting pats on the back, Aimu Ababneh vacated the shop. 
Over the next twenty minutes, Najm set up his workstation inside of Ababneh’s office using his personal laptop. The first thing Najm did was to check the recordings of the house in Winchester, which had captured military forces entering the residence with overwhelming firepower, and then the subsequent blast that stole their lives. 
“You called that right,” Najm said to Allawi, who was watching over Najm’s shoulder. 
“That’s because Mukhtar Ajam failed us when he refused to follow through with his orders.” And then: “His heart truly did not belong to Allah. And for that he will be judged in the end. But until that end comes, Najm, Mukhtar Ajam was the weak link who no doubt had fallen into the hands of the authorities. The situation of a raid was inevitable, knowing that a person as weak as Mukhtar Ajam would talk. So here we are,” Allawi said as he swept a hand towards the monitor. “The result of predictability. The truth is, Najm, we must always stay ahead of our opponent by getting into his mind before he can get into yours. Always remember that.”
“Yes, Mohammad.” 
After watching the video until the images fizzled into a snowy screen upon the moment of the explosion, Allawi asked, “What about the assault team on Cohen’s resident? Any word?” 
“Nothing.” 
“They’re long overdue. They should have checked in hours ago.” 
Najm checked his laptop for encrypted messages. There was nothing since Aarib Qadir’s last correspondence, which informed Najm that the unit had neutralized the agents and were moving against the targeted area. After that, there was no other communication, which was in contradiction of Allawi’s set protocols. For someone who was as regimentally sound as Aarib Qadir under these types of situations, Allawi knew that there had to be a breakdown in the operation. For whatever reason, Aarib Qadir had failed his mission. 
“Try to contact him,” Allawi ordered. “But be careful in doing so.” 
Najm pressed the Bluetooth component of his computer to contact Qadir through his headset. 
Nothing. 
After erasing his cyber trail, he made a second attempt. 
Still no contact. 
“Can you hack into the CCTV surrounding her residence like you did before?” 
“Of course.” After typing a coded program to intercept a live feed, Najm was able to bring up stilled images of the area surrounding Shari Cohen’s townhouse. Flashes of red and blue lights from a bevy of police cruisers lit up the field of operation. Yellow crime tape was everywhere like Christmas wrapping, the residence cordoned off. But nothing from these angles were truly discernable. 
“Can you provide me with another perspective?” Allawi asked. 
“Negative. This is all we have.” 
Allawi slapped the tabletop hard with the flat of his palm, the loss of sudden control startling Najm, who eased away from the computer. 
“This tells me absolutely nothing,” Allawi said, pointing to the monitor. “So, I have to believe that Qadir failed. What I need to know, Najm, is if Qadir was able to at least kill Cohen in the exchange.” Rubbing his chin in thought for a long moment as the scene was being broadcast live, he said, “I want you to keep monitoring the channels to the NSA, the FBI and Homeland Security. Intercept data regarding information of our movement. After the explosion in Winchester, you know there’ll be a lot of desperate chatter amongst them. Just make sure you cover and erase your trails. And I do mean a thorough sanitization. The more we minimize our risks, the better off we’ll be until the final agenda.” 
“Yes, Mohammad.” 
“Find out what happened to Aarib Qadir. And most definitely find out what happened to Shari Cohen. If she’s still out there, I want her located.” 
“With all due respect, Mohammad, do you think that’s a wise decision considering—” 
Allawi was on top of Najm in a flash grabbing the man by the collar, then yanking him away from the screen. With the fabric of Najm’s collar bleeding through the gaps of Allawi’s clenched fingers, Allawi said with forced calm, “Never question my authority again, Najm. That’s not your right to do so. Do you understand?” Najm, whose face was beginning to turn crimson because Allawi was twisting the collar like a tourniquet, nodded. 
Allawi, releasing his hold, then patted Najm on the shoulder. “Make sure that you do,” he said to him softly and apologetically. “Find out what you can between the agencies . . . And find the woman, if she lives.” 
Najm, who was rubbing his throat, submissively answered, “Yes, Mohammad.” 
More pats to Najm’s shoulder. “Good boy,” Allawi told him, then he was off to another part of the kitchen to converse with his foot soldiers. Already, Mohammad Allawi was adapting to the situation and devising strategies, with Shari Cohen a subset within the plan. 
Najm, who continued to rub his neck gently as if to recirculate the flow of blood, watched Allawi and thought how his proclivity for retribution against the woman was going to be his downfall, if he wasn’t careful. Being a conduit to Allah was not enough, since Mohammad Allawi was still human at the end of the day. And humans, unlike their gods, were filled with foibles and follies. Don’t overstep your boundaries, Najm thought. Stay with the mission core. Or there may be something waiting for you on the other side that you may not like. 
Mohammad Allawi, however, was beginning to feel that he was invincible, which was a very human quality that often led to one’s ruin. 
Returning to his computer, Najm, whose skill at intercepting and plucking data from cyberspace was matched by no one, began to operate like a surgeon.
 



Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
Kimball stood before the panoramic window that overlooked the lake. A mist was riding the surface of water, a thick blanket of cloud cover. And beyond the conical points of the pines was the first showings of dawn that were colorful blushes of reds, oranges and yellows that began to intensify along the ridgeline. 
“Isn’t it beautiful?” Shari asked. She was standing behind him and was no longer wearing pajamas, but a pair of tight-fitting dungarees and matching shirt that accentuated her figure. 
Kimball raised a smile. “It certainly is,” he answered. 
Mallards and wood ducks floated casually through the mist-laden surface, simple and free. And along the tree line across the lake was a doe and her precious fawn, both nibbling on brush. Kimball had never felt so much at peace or without burden. 
“It certainly is,” he repeated as a whisper, while taking in his surroundings with absorption. 
Shari, with a steaming cup of coffee in hand, moved to her computer center and sat down. “If you want coffee,” she told him, “you’ll find a pot in the kitchen. I hope you like hazelnut.” 
Kimball did not respond, however, since he remained bewildered and fascinated by the countryside. Though he had seen beauty, this place was natural and untouched. If there was a slice of Heaven right here on Earth, he considered, then this lakeside cabin was it. 
“Kimball, did you hear me?” 
“Yeah. Not much of a coffee drinker. Never was.” I’m more of a whisky man. Setting her cup aside, she noted Kimball’s outline against the window. He was tall and broad with thick arms and a barrel chest. What she couldn’t see, however, was the way his spirit was blackening from the inside out, even though she could see the residuals of that effect in his face—that gaunt look of a man who was haunted. 
Returning to her computer, she contacted FBI Director Larry Johnston to notify him that she had reached her haven and that all communication regarding Operation Herod should be forwarded to this email address, not to her jobsite address. After hitting the send button, she eased back into her seat. Turning back to Kimball, she said, “Why don’t you get some sleep. You look like you could use some rest.” 
He nodded, the man refusing to turn away from the scenic beauty of the landscape. “I’m good,” he told her. 
Then as he finally pulled away from the window, he saw the small table to his right that was heavily stocked with photos of her family. There was her husband Gary with their two children, with Gary holding a rainbow trout he obviously caught at the like. The girls appeared excited, even made funny faces to show the gaps from missing teeth. And there were more photos, as well, all happier times in this idyllic slice of paradise. There were pictures of them kayaking, canoeing and hiking. Of toasting marshmallows over a flame or making s’mores. This was more than a place of remembrance, Kimball thought. This was a shrine. 
“I miss them,” Shari said. “A minute doesn’t go by that I don’t think about them.” 
Kimball nodded. He knew that there were different kinds of pain: physical, mental and emotional. He had lived through them all and struggled with some. And even though he never had children, he was told that there was no greater pain than that of losing a child. Within a blink of an eye, however, Mohammad Allawi had engineered the deaths of both her children. 
“I’m sorry, Shari, about what he did to them . . . What he did to your family.” 
She nodded, even though Kimball wasn’t looking in her direction. Then she said, “What kind of a monster kills children? That’s what I want to know.” 
Kimball felt his stomach beginning to clench into a slick fist from self-loathing. When he was a part of a wetwork team for the United States government, killing children was a sanctioned practice if the purpose achieved the means. And many times, he had achieved those means. 
What kind of a monster kills children? 
Her words, though he knew they were not meant to wound him because she knew nothing of his past, did just that by cutting him deep to the bone. Kimball, unable to regain himself completely, saw decanters filled with whisky and bourbon sitting on the bar across the room. His hands began to shake as his affinity for alcohol was becoming as great as his need to fulfill his craving. Closing his eyes, Kimball brought his fingertips to his Roman Catholic collar and touched the band. It was his reminder to the pontiff of the promise he had made. He would not be seeking his salvation through bottles of drink, since his pathway lay elsewhere. 
“Are you all right?” Shari asked him. 
He opened his eyes and gave her a smile that was slight and genuine. His hands, which were no longer shaking, went to his sides. “I’m OK,” he told her gently. 
She looked at the photos, at the shrine—everything on that table was a reminder to her as to why people like Mohammad Allawi needed to be put down, so that good people could make a wonderful difference. And then her face started to crack when she wondered what kind of people her daughters would have grown to be, their purposes, and contributions. And then she reflected about the grandchildren that would never be, a line that had been robbed from her. 
We’re like two peas in a pod, she could hear her grandmama’s declaration, as if she was speaking from the end of a long hallway. We shared incredible losses, you and me. We’ve both lost families. I lost mine to Auschwitz. And you to a man whose ambition is outweighed only by his hatred. In the end, my little one, it’s all the same— the camps, the feelings behind them. Now it is up to us to rise above the pain to forge a new path that will bring us peace. Be strong, my little one. We both know that you have the power within to do so. 
And then the voice faded and receded into whispers, and then she was gone. Grandmamma? 
Nothing. 
By the time she recovered, Kimball was standing beside her and talking, his voice turning from a drone to articulated words. “. . . see this through.” 
She looked at him. “I’m sorry. What did you say?” 
“I said: Don’t worry. You and I, we’ll see this through.” Like two peas in a pod. 
“I know we will,” she told him evenly. Then she looked deep into his cerulean blue eyes and saw no comfort and all pain, the Vatican Knight little more than a shell of the man he used to be. She could see that he had no goals, no reaches, nothing for him to truly fight for that was deeply personal. And this pained her to know that he was still suffering. When she stood, she grabbed her cup of coffee and took a seat on the couch before the panoramic window with a million-dollar view.
Looking at Kimball, she then patted the cushion beside her in invitation. And Kimball duly took the seat as the cushion became crushed under his weight. They sat there in silence watching the sun rise with her drinking coffee, and him dreaming of paradise. 
“I’m glad you’re here,” she finally said. 
“Me, too.” 
And for a long time, nothing more was or had to be said. With the world imploding around them, they found comfort in each other’s presence.
 



Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
The White House, Oval Office 
Washington, D.C. 
 
President Burroughs had the same look of consternation he always had just before his meeting with his national security principals, and the news was not getting much better. 
“Updates,” was all the president said. 
Rupert Moncrief, the Homeland Security Advisor, looked over the data that had been accumulated since their last meeting. “In regard to the raid in Winchester, Virginia, Mr. President, as I’m sure that you’ve already been informed about, we’ve lost fourteen men in the assault. The entire team, I’m afraid.” 
The president nodded. “They knew we were coming?” 
“Our guess is that Allawi monitored his field workers. And in this case, it was Jerhon Bellamy. Once Bellamy was apprehended, Allawi most likely believed that there was a possibility that he would talk and compromise their location, which he did. In turn, Allawi wired the house with explosives, most likely the same plastique that was used in the terrorist attacks. So yes, Mr. President, they knew we were coming.” 
The president continued to nod lightly. “And how was this proposed to the media?” 
“As a gas leak that resulted in the razing of the home.” 
“Nothing more? No attachments that the location was a terrorist stronghold?” 
“No, sir. Though curious eyebrows were raised to that possibility, we were able to sanitize the area and promote the gas-leak theory.” 
“The last thing I want to happen,” said the president, “is to keep Allawi’s momentum going. Now tell me about this guy Jerod Bellamy.” 
“Jerhon,” Moncrief corrected. “His name is Jerhon Bellamy.” 
“Whatever. Tell me about him.” 
Moncrief went into additional information regarding Bellamy’s interrogation, and then drove the nail deep when he apprised President Burroughs that ‘Herod’ was a genuine operation and less of a red herring, as they first suspected. However, since Jerhon Bellamy’s caste within the group was low-level, it also meant that he had no information regarding the ‘when, where or how’ of the campaign. President Burroughs sighed, which did little to calm him. In order to show the people that the nation was getting back on track, even though the strides taken were baby steps, schools were planning to open come tomorrow. 
“Local law enforcement is canvassing the schools by using dogs to sniff out explosives,” said Moncrief. “All precautions are being considered and taken.” “But is it enough?” the president asked rhetorically. “Mohammad Allawi seems to be a step ahead of us, which makes me wonder if he’s somehow tapping into the databases of our most secured mainframes.” 
“Unlikely, Mr. President.” 
“Are you sure, Rupert? I’ve read the reports. Bellamy also admitted that Miner, who we now know as Najm, though we still don’t know his real name, is the computer wizard who works under Mohammad Allawi’s thumb. If he has the capability to ping data off geostationary satellites to bring Air Force Two down, what makes you think he doesn’t have the skill set to breach our firewalls and misappropriate data without leaving a single cyber footprint?” 
“We’re being vigilant about that, Mr. President, believe me. Homeland Security is monitoring anything that appears to be an anomaly.” 
“Keep on it, Rupe,” he told his Homeland advisor. 
“Yes, Mr. President.” 
Burroughs turned to CIA Director Doug Craner. “Any interceptions from the international front regarding Allawi?” 
Craner nodded. “Speculation and rumors—nothing that can be confirmed since we were able to debunk most of it with other reports being combed over. What we can confirm, however, is that recruitment in the Middle East and parts of Asia continue to rise exponentially.” 
“After finally removing ISIS from the Syrian theater,” the president stated, “we fail to neutralize Allawi’s order in our own backyard. That alone sends a statement to these people across the globe: it tells them how vulnerable we can be.” No one said a word due to the rising measure of the president’s tone. Then from President Burroughs: “School begins in two days as a show that we’re getting back on our feet, and that things are starting to return to normal, if that’s even possible. What I don’t want to happen,” he continued, “is to see children killed in the wake of the original bombings because we failed to comply with Allawi’s demands to release the extremists.” Then he looked out the window of the West Wing office, and for the moment appeared adrift. And then softly: “I’m in my second term. And the last thing I want as my political legacy is to be the president who allowed this country to bow down to a man like Mohammad Allawi. We came close to catching him once; I need you people to come up with a solution that assures that he will not escape the dragnet for a second time. Find him before school is set to open.” 
After nods and agreements, which was expected from his personnel, President Burroughs fell into deep despair. Mohammad Allawi was besting him at every turn, and he knew it. Instead of feeling like a king who sat upon the highest throne in the land, he was slowly being reduced to a pawn in the eyes of his constituency. 
President Burroughs continued to stare out the window.
 



Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
Twenty Miles Outside of National Harbor, Maryland 
 
“Dad, did you know that God spelled backwards is dog?” 
Devin Monarque smiled as he drove his SUV down the turnpike to their hotel in National Harbor, where the National Spelling Bee Center was hosting 750 students from around the world. Emily, his eight-year-old daughter, had made the finals. But what he was smiling about was the aged memory about ‘God’ and ‘dog,’ something he also told his parents when he was a child. Some things, he guessed, were simply timeless. 
“Yeah,” he told her. “I know that. And do you want to know why?” 
“Why.” 
“Because a dog is God’s gift to man,” he said, still smiling. “You love Wrangler, don’t you?” 
“Of course, I do.” Wrangler was their mini schnauzer, who was more of a family member than their pet. 
“See. Now you know the truth.” 
He continued to drive and watched for the signs that would take them to their hotel for the night. Since she had already pre-registered, all they needed to do was to collect their nametags, lanyards and packets, which would be waiting for them inside the hotel’s lobby. 
“You’re going to do just fine, sweetheart,” he told her. “No matter how this turns out, I want you to know that I’m very, very proud of you. You’ve come a long way.” 
Emily smiled. 
“Now,” he began, “are you ready for a quiz?” 
She nodded. 
“OK,” he said. “The word is . . . koinonia.” 
“Origin and meaning, please.” 
“Koinonia is a transliterated form of a Greek word meaning communion or joint participation.” 
“K-O-I-N-O-N-I-A.” 
“Very good, honey. You nailed it.” 
“As always.”
“And you’re modest, too. Now, how about a harder word?” 
“Go for it.” 
And for the rest of the travel until they reached the hotel, father and daughter continued to challenge one another with one providing the questions . . . 
. . . And the other providing the answers.
 



Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
The Lakeside Cabin, Maryland 
 
For a reason that was unknown to Kimball Hayden, he felt an intense up swell of emotion as he sat on a boulder that was approximately 100 feet from the cabin. In his mind’s eye he saw a white-picket fence surrounding the property, though it looked out of place with the wood-log cabin. Yet he was picturing something he had always dreamed about—that home in the burbs that was surrounded by this picket fence that was as white as the collar he wore around his neck. In the yard he pictured a garden filled with fiery blooms of roses with Shari manicuring the stems with a pruning shear. He could envision her smiling and enjoying this life far from the chaos of the world. And the children, with their daughter looking like her and his son looking like him, playing behind the fence with a golden retriever, who was also at play. And in the back that overlooked the lake, he visualized a barbeque for family gatherings that would be abundant. 
When Shari finally gave in to her fatigue and fell asleep on the sofa, he watched her chest rise and fall in the weary cycle of sleep before he left to find this perch by the roadside. The song of birds, the rustle of leaves with the course of a slight breeze, everything sounded so peaceful, so melodic and soothing. And as the rays of the sun washed over his face with a wonderful warmth, he closed his eyes and tilted his face skyward. 
Even behind closed lids he could appreciate the visions that his mind allowed him to see. They were kind and pleasant and far from the images of his nightmares. Instead of the dead who followed him relentlessly through the desert of his dreamscape, he saw the Virgin Mother, instead. She appeared to him exactly as the stained-glass image did inside his quarters at the Vatican, with her beautiful smile and outstretched arms held out to him in invitation. Yet in his mind she was animated and very much alive, and not the chunks of colored glass that were pieced together. 
“Oh, yes,” he whispered as a dreamy smile surfaced. “Yes.” 
She spoke to him, though he could not hear her words or read her lips. But he knew that they were kind and benevolent words, words that were meant to soothe and pacify. She beckoned him with a smile that radiated compassion and with the humanity of acceptance.
 “Oh . . . yeeeeeeees.” 
The warmth of the sun’s light; the visions of the Virgin Mother; the imaginations of being with Shari while having children of their own, as well as the house—or cabin—surrounded by a white picket fence as roses bloomed with a multitude of riotous colors in the yard, was his little slice of Heaven. 
Then he heard the door of the cabin open and close, which snapped him out of this reverie. 
Shari was fully awake and coming down the steps towards him. She was wearing the tight clothing that accentuated her shape. And when she moved, she did so with grace. 
When she reached him, she said, “Enjoying Nature, I see.” 
He smiled at her. “More than you could ever imagine.” 
Then she pointed to a vacant spot on the stone beside him. “May I?” 
“Of course. You own it.” 
She took the seat beside him and looked out at the lake. “I always come here when I need absolute peace,” she told him. 
“I can see why,” he answered. “It is magnificent. I never knew that places like this existed.” 
“They do, Kimball. You only have to look for them. And when you do find them, then you make the most of it.” 
He nodded in agreement and said, “I could live here forever. Just leave the world behind.” 
“People like us can’t do that, especially not now. Not with what’s happening out there.” She tilted her chin to an imaginary place beyond the pines to indicate the world in general. 
But Kimball disagreed. “We’re two people, Shari. We can’t save the world. It’s too far gone.” 
“It’s not about saving the world, Kimball. It never was. It’s always been about saving pieces of it. And if we participate like we’re supposed to, and if there’s enough of us, then perhaps we can save it, after all. What do you think?” 
Kimball didn’t think too much about it since he wanted to consider himself as something more than a killing machine whose sole purpose was to destroy his opponent on the field of battle between the ‘Darkness’ and the ‘Light.’ He no longer wanted to be that fulcrum between sinner and saint. What he wanted was this, what he was seeing—this slice of paradise that was far from the maddening crowds. 
And as he sat there thinking how much he wanted to disassociate himself from civilization and let the world tear itself apart, which he believed it deserved, he picked up the scent of Shari Cohen, a naturally sweet perfume that had a wonderful trace of honeysuckle to it. It was pulling, the fragrance she exuded begging him to draw closer to her. 
Then his voice acted as a deterrent, as it always had. She thinks I’m an animal, he thought. That’s why she rejects me. She sees in me the untamed creature that I am. 
She knows that I kill people. That it’s what I do . . . And it’ll be the only thing I’ll ever be good at. 
The scent continued to linger, teasing him. 
They sat there watching the landscape. 
And then she moved closer to Kimball, just a hair, but perhaps enough of a signal. 
He wanted to reach out and sweep an arm around her, to embrace her. Was she waiting? 
Then he remembered the shrine inside the cabin—the photos and remembered when she told him about how much she missed them. 
Of course, she misses them. They were a part of her. Maybe now, after two years have passed, he thought, she wanted her life to move on. 
His courage to put his arm around her waxed and waned, the man indecisive as to what to do. Her scent, a magnetic aroma, was calling. And then another move on her part to edge closer, the woman surrendering her territory. 
Feeling his heart move at a rapid pace, Kimball started to lift his arm to drape around Shari’s shoulder and pull her close, to pull her tight, hoping that she would accept his advances by burying her head against his shoulder, so that they could watch the landscape together as one. 
Suddenly, her cellphone chirped. When it did, she bolted upright to look at the screen. She had received a text message from Larry Johnston, her director of operations. He just sent an encrypted message to her email over a secured line, something pertinent. 
“I have to take this,” she told Kimball. Then she was off and racing towards the cabin with Kimball’s arm partially extended with the intent to put it around her. But when the cabin door closed and she was out of sight, Kimball allowed his arm to drop by his side. 
While Shari was committing herself to saving a ‘part of the world,’ he turned his attention to the lake and sighed softly through his nostrils. No matter what, fate was not about to let him be happy, this he was sure of. 
Closing his eyes, Kimball once again found comfort in the province of imagination.
 



Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
After Shari booted up her computer, she decrypted the message from FBI Director Larry Johnston. The body of the memo stated that they had confirmed that Operation Herod was a real campaign. The specifics of the matter such as the ‘where’ and ‘when’ remained unknown, though it was believed that Operation Herod would be carried out against a targeted school in the Washington, D.C. area. Even though schools nationwide were on high alert, nobody within the White House had the confidence that Operation Herod could be negated, even with the high presence of police. All precautions were being taken, though it was something the director didn’t believe would be enough since Mohammad Allawi was still on the move. The house in Winchester, Virginia, which used to be Allawi’s stronghold, had been rigged with explosives that were powerful enough to level the home, killing all who were involved with the raid. Then she read additional notes regarding the White House conversations. Nothing but negative connotations. Mohammad Allawi was somehow moving undetected under the radar and off the grid. His whereabouts remained unknown and not a single, viable inference could be brought up by anyone as to where he might be, other than Washington, D.C. The man remained a ghost, as was his leading associate, a man by the name of Najm. Dragnets around Washington were being tightened as America was trying its best to get back on her feet. But if ‘Herod’ went through, it could possibly be the backbreaker that would shatter the already fragile mindset of the American people. Then Johnston provided her additional information that Allawi’s associate, Najm, was well versed in the techniques of drawing information from highly secured databases, which may be how Allawi’s team always remained a step ahead, even though the techs were adamant that there had been no such intrusion since there were no cyber finger or -footprints. But Shari understood that cyber highways could always be intruded upon by anyone with a skill set to detour and reroute points of entry, misappropriate information, then close the gateway. There was no doubt in her mind that Allawi was somehow monitoring the secured lines of the NSA and Homeland Security. Since she was the one who initially created Allawi’s psychological profile when he was emerging as a homegrown terrorist, she concluded that Allawi was a man of high intelligence, which was his highest asset. But he was also a man with a catastrophic ego, which would eventually lead to his downfall. And since his team had failed to terminate her in D.C., his psychological profile suggested that he would not let up on that front, either. 
And this gave her an idea. 
It would be a gamble, for sure. But one born from desperate necessity. 
Looking out the window to see Kimball gazing skyward, she watched him for a long moment as he bathed within the rays of a warm sun. 
My champion, she thought. A sleeping giant who had finally awakened. 
Returning her attention to the computer, she noted that FBI Director Johnston had given her the access engines to the NSA and Homeland Security, whose lines were protected and encrypted. What she had to do now was to log in by providing her Access ID # and password, which would bring up a face scanner to confirm facial ID, have her features examined, and then provide a voice recognition pattern that would allow her admission. Once inside, Johnston wanted her to use Allawi’s character traits to help develop a possible pattern of activity. But it was a crap shoot and a long shot, this she knew. 
To diminish the odds so that measures could play out evenly, she started to type nonsensical notes to FBI Director Johnston, which left a cyber trail to be followed. If the hypothesis regarding Najm’s capability of slipping in and out of created gateways that opened and closed immediately after data misappropriation was true, then he would no doubt be able to trace her transmissions. 
Sitting back in her seat, she waited. It didn’t take long for Johnston to text her. 
On her cellphone screen was the question-mark symbol. In response, she wrote: 
Trust me. There was no follow-up response. 
Going to her bedroom and retrieving her Glock, she seated a magazine and racked the slide; the action feeding a round into the chamber, then placed the weapon inside her waistband before covering it with the tail of her shirt. Returning to the computer, she stared at the screen and thought: Come on, you son of a bitch. If you’re out there watching, see me. 
Outside, Kimball continued to bathe within the sunlight, the man oblivious because he wanted to be. 
But not for long.
In time he would become her juggernaut, an unstoppable force who would move mountains to protect the woman he loved. 
And Shari understood this side of Kimball, this untamed wildness when he was unleashed, he became Fury and Hell and Rage that was twisted into a Gordian tangle. 
Come on, she thought, looking at the computer monitor. 
Then she turned to see Kimball sitting on the large stone close to the pines with a passive look on his face, this man who wore the band of a Roman Catholic collar. 
And once again she returned her attention to the computer screen, her eyes moving back and forth from man to machine, and thought: Come and meet your demon, Allawi. 
He’s right here waiting for you.
 



Chapter Forty 
 
Najm was working his magic. He had been tracking the data highways from the CIA, the NSA, Homeland Security and the FBI, with the information popping up on multiple screens. After collecting information and swiftly closing the gateway to the informational highway, he had gathered data that confirmed that all the members who partook in the event to abduct Shari Cohen were killed. The continuity of events that led to the killings, however, were still under investigation. The names of the dead, those whom Mohammad Allawi had cherished as good soldiers, were listed alongside their photos, both before and after death, along with their biographical histories that had been bandied about the intel agencies. Those who were considered as associates to those who were killed had already been named, with agents now flocking to question them. And Allawi could sense the dragnet getting tighter by the moment. 
More breaches. 
More data. 
Najm was barging through firewalls and plucking information with ease. But as good as he was at masking his tracks; he knew the agency techs would eventually home in and pinpoint their current location. Though they would be gone when they did so, it would be Aimu Ababneh, the store’s owner, who would suffer the consequences. 
Then as Najm poured over the data, it became obvious that they knew about Operation Herod and that it was a very real threat, the information provided by Jerhon Bellamy, an Allawi cast member. 
When Najm shared this information with Allawi, the terrorist nodded at everything Najm had pointed out. They knew about Operation Herod but not about the actual designs of the plan, meaning that the government remained in limbo. And then Najm hit on a wealth of information which made Allawi smile from ear to ear with a horrible rictus grin. Shari Cohen was alive and supposedly off the grid, now that she had been targeted. But she remained connected to the case in a data-sharing measure to help locate their whereabouts, all from a covert location. Messages had been exchanged between the director and her, though they were encrypted. With a couple of taps on the keyboard, the encryption aspect of the contents quickly evaporated, and the text became easy to read.
“Very good, Najm,” Allawi told him, the man very pleased. “Now zero in on the location of the IP address from Cohen’s point.” 
Najm did just that by coming up with a set of specific coordinates. After copying and pasting the coordinates into the search engine of Google World, the display of the planet on the monitor began to rotate until there was a satellite image of the United States. Then it automatically zoomed in to a location in Maryland. 
It was a cabin on the lake. 
“Zoom in,” Allawi told him. 
Najm did. 
It was a luxury cabin that sat alone on an amoeba-shaped lake that was surrounded by deep woods. It couldn’t have boded any better for Mohammad Allawi since the residence was surrounded by unpopulated acreage. 
A field of opportunity, he thought. 
He then placed a hand on Najm’s shoulder and inquired about the distance between Norfolk and the cabin. So, Najm told him. 
With eight foot-soldiers left, he would send four to clean up the mess that was Shari Cohen and send the rest to National Harbor. 
Since the feds were beginning to tighten the net by closing in on clan associates, he knew it would only be a matter of time before local law enforcement homed in onto their position, especially after they traced Najm’s pathway, so they decided to move tonight. 
Against Shari Cohen, he picked out his most lethal operators, four men who had served in the military, lost their way and were finally ejected from the ranks, only to discover Mohammad Allawi as their savior. So, they planned and strategized their method of attack, which was to arrive with overwhelming firepower and succeed where others had failed, so that Shari Cohen could finally pay reverence to her God face to face. 
“There’s something you might want to take into consideration,” Najm stated. 
Mohammad Allawi turned to him. “And that would be?” 
“You’ve read the reports on the first assault group in D.C.,” he told him. “Their injuries.” 
Allawi waited for Najm to finish. But when Najm didn’t say anything, Allawi prompted him, “And?” 
“A broken neck; a fatal stab wound; one eventually succumbed to a fractured skull; and the other had the blade of his nose thrust up into the cavity of his brain, which killed him instantly, per the findings of the preliminary reports.” 
Mohammad Allawi got the gist of what Najm was trying to tell him. 
And then from Najm: “Do you believe that Shari Cohen did all that? Alone?” 
Mohammad Allawi turned to his four-man team of assassins. “Najm’s right. I believe that there may be another who stays close to her. A priest. But do not take him lightly because he fights like no other.” 
“A priest?” This came from Farooq Aaziz, who would act as team commander. Allawi nodded. “I have gone against him and proved to be of no contest to him,” he said. “He is quite dangerous, if not overly lethal. The first wave may have been the result of this man, this priest. So be careful. All of you. If he stands by her side, then the odds may be equal.” 
“Nobody’s that good,” said Aaziz. 
But Allawi waved an admonishing finger at him. “Do not let your guard down or become complacent. Believe me when I tell you that if he’s there at the cabin and acting as her crusader, four against one are even odds against this man.” 
Aaziz couldn’t help the sardonic grin. “I’m supposed to be afraid of a priest. Seriously?” 
“This man is no ordinary priest,” said Allawi, “if he’s a priest at all. In fact, he comes from a very special order known as the Vatican Knights.” 
Aaziz’s smile quickly vanished. As a soldier working in the Middle East, he had heard the natives speak of the Vatican Knights and one other, a man they called the Devil’s Magician. Based on reports from seasoned fighters, Aaziz would rather go against a team of Navy SEALS with his bare fists, than go against a Vatican Knight with all the weapons he could carry. And that was because no one ever saw a Vatican Knight until he was right in front of you, when it was too late. 
“I see,” Aaziz finally said. “And understood.” 
“I would strongly suggest, my brother, that you shoot anything that moves. Even if it’s a leaf moving in the wind. Take absolutely nothing for granted.” 
After looking over the aerial view of the land’s layout, Farooq Aaziz geared up with a host of MP7s, all suppressed, and dragon-scale armor for body protection. After checking their firearms to see if they operated properly, the unit took the sedan and followed the GPS directions using the back roads. Estimated travel time was approximately four hours.
That left four militants and four messengers to manage the final step of the jihad, with Allawi and Najm taking lead. Using one of Aimu Ababneh’s bakery trucks, Mohammad Allawi had the Messengers roll the ice chest filled with Semtex inside the cube van. There were enough bricks within the chest to level a stadium. “Very good,” said Allawi. “Now we must act quickly since the chest needs to be properly positioned to have the desired effect. The foot soldiers will manage the chest inside of the venue. And Najm will set the timer, which will go off at approximately ten tomorrow morning when the arena is filled. Any questions?” 
There were none since the process had been discussed until the procedure was embedded into memory days ago. Everyone had a lock on what they were supposed to do, even practiced it until they moved purely by instinct rather than thought. 
After sanitizing the area for any physical trace evidence and removing the laptops, Mohammad Allawi contacted Aimu Ababneh via a burner to confirm if there were any potential flaws in the plans for his transport to Cuba from the Virginia Beach fishing trawler. All contacts and times had been confirmed, Aimu assured him. A small skiff was waiting to take them to a boat that would be masked as a fishing vessel. From there, a journey straight to Cuba, which was a mere layover before reaching the Middle East. 
“One final blow to the Great Satan,” Allawi told everyone, who once again slipped into preacher mode. “And an added victory that will be one of many in the fight to achieve the wishes of Allah.” 
When everyone got inside the van, Allawi looked at the CCTV cameras attached to the telephone poles across the street. Aimu Ababneh had mentioned that they were down and never repaired, which was evident by the way the cameras leaned in odd directions from rusted brackets. But there would be more cameras along the way, more eyes to spy from. Allawi, however, would be hidden inside the van along with his brothers, who were dressed in bakery uniforms provided by Aimu, to avoid having his face read by scanners between Norfolk and National Harbor. After two years of planning from Najm but governed by Mohammad Allawi, this was going to be a victorious stroke of pure genius that would do more than keep a country on her knees. It would break her back. 
The driver, shifting gears that grated against one another, pulled out of the parking lot and headed for the highway. Looking out of the small rectangular window in the van’s rear door, Allawi watched as the Ababneh’s Bakery disappeared into the distance. 
Taking a seat next to the chest, Allawi leaned his head against the van’s wall and closed his eyes. He was a multi-tasker, a man who could easily juggle multiple responsibilities at the same time. He had a team moving against Special Agent Shari Cohen, who had been a blight to him since her raiding party had killed his brother, and then subsequently tossed a wrench into his gun-running operation. 
Not this time. 
Aaziz Farooq was a leader, a commander, a man who was born and bred to kill because killing, to him, was more than just a performance of duty. It was also a passion. 
The truck pitched over a bump, startling Allawi. A moment later, he leaned his head against the wall and once again closed his eyes—this time recalling the moments when he confronted the priest who came at him like an unstoppable force. He was big and tall and had eyes that glowed with the spark of residual flames that seemed to burn from deep inside. He was hardly a person who operated by the tenets of a religious man, but by the cold fortitude of a machine that possessed no feeling, no emotion, no contrition, and most of all, no mercy. 
Yet he allowed me to live when he could have easily killed me. 
But Allawi was not a soldier like Farooq Aaziz or the members of his team, who were trained to be hardened killers. They would eclipse and conquer, which made Mohammad Allawi, at least in the back of his mind, wonder if they had the capabilities to do so. The first wave of attackers were also skilled practitioners in the art of war, though they were killed with apparent ease. If Shari Cohen took part in the slaughter, she certainly didn’t manage the butchery on her own. 
No way. 
Another bump in the road, but not enough to cause Allawi to open his eyes as he continued to think about this priest who was known to ISIS as the Devil’s Magician. 
Allawi drew a light smile at the corners of his lips. We’ll see how much of a magician you are, priest, when you go up against Aaziz Farooq and his team. I know you’re with the woman because I can feel you. I can sense you. And when this day is over, I’ll see your head on a platter. 
Allahu Akbar!
The van continued its northbound journey.
 



Chapter Forty-One 
 
The Lakeside Cabin, Maryland 
 
After hours of musing, Kimball returned to the cabin and noted the sidearm Shari was attempting to cover with the tail her shirt. “Expecting a battle?” he asked. “That message I received from the director,” she told him. “It was about Mohammad Allawi.” Shari then went into detail about Operation Herod, and that it was corroborated by a low-level member of Allawi’s cell. Though the specifics remained unknown, the director wanted Shari to investigate the matter and try to decipher Allawi’s actions, since she was the one who developed the man’s psychological profile. But she also explained to Kimball that the director had a disguised ulterior motive, as well. By engaging her in the process which could pay dividends about Allawi’s whereabouts, he also wanted her off the grid after the assault on her residence. And this was his reason for giving her a two-page report with little information, which was to give her a sense of purpose while keeping her safe in hiding. It was a paternal gesture on the part of the director, this she understood. “He also suspects that you were the one who brought down the faction in D.C.,” she told Kimball. “He thinks you’re here. Somewhere. He even asked me if you were the one who did what you did, since he believes that I couldn’t have taken them out alone.” 
“What did you tell him?” 
“Nothing. Which I think was answer enough. He closed off the area as a crime scene, knowing that I’d have to disappear. He also suspended me with pay to make sure that I stayed away from the hub of activity. And those,” she pointed to the sheets of paper by the computer, the slight details regarding Operation Herod, “I think was a way for him to get me involved without the knowledge of the principals behind the hunt for Allawi. I think they’re desperate because they’re on a clock. In less than twenty hours, if the United States does not release high-ranking extremists from across the globe, then Operation Herod will commence.” 
“It’s foolish not to have you completely involved,” he told her. 
“They were afraid that I would become emotionally compromised, if I confronted Allawi.” 
“Would you have?” 
She was on the fence about this. In her mind she believed she could maintain a level of professionalism, but her mental state of mind also told her that Allawi was the man who murdered her family and deserved to die. Would her emotions overcome her ability to control herself and cause her to lose composure? And maybe compromise the safety of others, as the principals believed could happen? She wasn’t sure. Shrugging, she said, “I don’t know, Kimball. He did kill my family. And because of this I want to see him hurt for what he did. But on the other hand, I also believe in justice. How the scales would tip should I confront him in the heat of the moment, who knows.” 
“Why the gun?” he asked, pointing to the obvious bulge on her right side. “Why here?” 
“Because of the email,” she told him. “Director Johnston clued me in that Operation Herod was real, and that Mohammad Allawi appears to know their every move.” 
“Which could mean that there’s a mole in the program, which is unlikely, or that Allawi is somehow tapping into Intel databases and misappropriating information, which is most likely, even with high-end firewalls to safeguard their programs.” She nodded in agreement. “Allawi has always surrounded himself with a supporting cast of intelligent people, his second lieutenants. One man—we only know him as Najm—has a computer skill set that we believe could have compromised the mainframe of Air Force Two, bringing her down. And he did so by pinging corrupt data from geostationary satellites to get the job done. If he can do that, then he’s capable of stealing data and hiding his cyber trails. By the time these trails are discovered and traced, they’re long gone.” 
“That still doesn’t answer the question as to why you’re carrying.” 
She nibbled on her lower lip for a moment, and then, “I believe Najm is monitoring the informational fields to every Intel station, which is why they’re always one step ahead of the assault units. I think he’s doing this under the orders of Mohammad Allawi.” 
Kimball looked at the bulge by her side, and then to her eyes as if silently asking 
‘and the gun’? 
Intuiting this, she said, “I’m getting there.” And then: “I know Mohammad Allawi. I created his psychological profile. He attempted to take me out last night, that much is obvious. And he will not stop until he succeeds because his ego won’t allow him to be defeated by the person he holds responsible for his brother’s death. So, I responded to the director’s email.” 
The lightbulb on enlightenment suddenly went off inside of Kimball, the thought coming to him as a sudden realization. “You want Najm to find your trail,” he said to her. “You want him to trace the IP address to this location.” 
She nodded. “If he’s watching, Allawi will reset his sights and come after me. If they do, then we can mine them for information regarding Operation Herod.” 
“I see,” Kimball stated. “So, if you can’t bring the mountain to Mohammad—” 
“Then bring Mohammad to the mountain . . . Literally.” 
“It’s a long shot.” 
“Perhaps.” 
“And if they do come, you think that Glock is going to hold them off?” 
“To a degree,” she told him. “But I have something else.” 
“And what’s that?” 
She smiled with her lips defining beauty. “I have you.” 
Kimball felt comfort in her words, that of trust and compatibility that they could be of one mind and body, and a collective. 
Then from Shari: “I have something for you.” She led him into her bedroom and to the dresser. Opening the drawer, she produced two sheathed combat knives and placed them on top of the bureau. “Just in case,” she said. “You left them behind at the archdiocese when we were dealing with the Nocturnal Saints. And Cardinal Bishop wasn’t comfortable with them there, so I took them . . . And hoped.” Kimball grabbed the knives, his weapon of choice, and removed them from their sheaths. They were his Ka-bars, his favorites. “Hoped about what?” 
“That someday you would return to reclaim them. You know—visit me. As soon as I picked them up at the archdiocese, they immediately reminded me of you. So, I look at them from time to time since they remind me of you . . . since nothing defines you better.” 
Kimball didn’t know whether to be delighted or wounded. Of all the things to remember him by, weapons? To be defined by implements of violence, this is how she remembered him? No wonder she had rejected him. All she saw in him was the savage side, never his benevolence. 
“Thank you,” he said. I think. 
She pulled closer to him until he could once again smell her scent, that of honeysuckle. “You’re welcome.”
Stepping away, Kimball attached the sheaths to each leg as if they were six-shooters. Not only did they fit well, they also felt right. 
“It’s you,” she told him, smiling. 
Right down to the core, he thought. 
And then from Shari: “If they come, they’ll send an army after us. You know that, right?” 
Kimball removed the knives and held them up in display. “Then we’ll greet them accordingly.” 
She maintained her smile and nodded. “We make a good team,” she told him. 
“You and I.” 
“Yeah,” he said, agreeing. “We really do.”
 



Chapter Forty-Two 
 
National Harbor, Maryland 
 
National Harbor, Maryland, was the site of the International Spelling Bee Competition with the Jackson-Hall Arena serving as this year’s venue. There were 750 contestants from more than thirty countries. The 750 challengers would be broken up into five sets of 150 contestants in each group. Of those five groups, only the top three contenders would move into the Final Round, which would consist of fifteen children between the ages eight and eleven. 
Emily was assigned to Group 3. 
Today they were canvassing the location along with hundreds of other children and their parents, in downtown National Harbor. It was a massive arena, one that could seat over 18,000 people. Often used for Monster Truck rallies, rodeos and concerts, the hall was going to be the inauguration site for the new annual spelling-bee competition that would rival Scripps. 
“It’s beautiful, Daddy.” Emily sounded nervous and excited at the same time. 
“Now remember, sweetheart, it’s OK to be nervous. That just means you care. Once you work out the butterflies, you’ll be just fine.” 
“I’m afraid I’ll mess up.” 
“Look, sweetheart, getting to this point was half the battle. The other half is winning the competition, you know that. But you also have to remember that there are others who earned the right to be here just as you did. Everyone’s a competitor.” Devin got to a knee so that he was eye-level with his daughter. “But I want you to know something,” he told her. “Whether you come in first place or seven-hundred-fiftieth place, I am so incredibly proud of you. You have no idea how proud I am. And if your mother was here, she’d say the same thing.” 
“She’s watching from Heaven, right?” 
“That’s right, honey.” 
“Then she is here, watching.” 
Her father smiled. “I guess she is.” And then he added: “How did you get so smart.” 
“I just am.” 
Laughter from her father, a quick bark, and then he added, “You’re modest, too.” Standing and grabbing his daughter’s hand, they, along with hundreds of other parents and children, walked through the venue hoping that here would be a slice of normalcy that was far from the madness that was happening elsewhere. Unfortunately, that madness would be coming to their front door.
 



Chapter Forty-Three 
 
Farooq Aaziz’s team were men who had absconded from the military service only to end up doing time in Leavenworth, where they were branded as cowards. 
After their release and getting involved in more criminal activity that landed them in state confinement, that was where they ironically discovered the faith of those whom they had previously fought against, those who carried with them a Muslim devotion. Allah was now everything to them, a wizened God who saw the corruption of other faiths and religions. Allah was the only true God, the only moral compass who mandated one rule under one God, even if the road to get there was through vicious acts of violence. 
Now, as they served under the command of Mohammad Allawi whom they believed to be a conduit to Allah, they first determined him to be a mad monk upon their first impression. Later, however, they began to realize that the mad ravings of this man might just be the wisdom of a prophet. So, they eventually followed him and accepted his guidance. And like everyone else who fell under the spellbound rhetoric of Mohammad Allawi, they served as his disciples. 
From the edge of a distant tree line, Aaziz had the cabin caught within the lenses of his binoculars. It was close to four in the afternoon. For three hours the cabin had been under surveillance. If anyone was there, they had yet to make themselves known. In fact, the area appeared too quiet. 
“Something isn’t right,” said Aaziz. He was surrounded by his teammates: Juma, Kasmi and Mostapa, those he had served with in the Middle East when they fought against their brothers when they were the opposition, only to realize that they were misguided. But redemption was to be had, Allawi had told them: “Through your actions in service to Allah, only then will you find salvation.” 
So here they were by the lakeside cabin in Maryland, all seeking deliverance with gun in hand. 
Aaziz continued to watch the cabin, though secluded and surrounded by open terrain, for several additional minutes, sighting absolutely no activity. Then he shook his head. “Something definitely is not right here. And I’m not comfortable enough to approach the unit in the middle of the day, either.” Juma took the space beside Aaziz in the brush, both men hunkering low. “Then we wait until nightfall,” Juma told him. “Use the cover of darkness.”
Aaziz concurred. And then to his other teammates: “Kasmi, Mostapa.” 
Both men moved carefully to reach Aaziz. 
“I want you two to flank the cabin,” Aaziz told them. “Kasmi will come up on the west side and Mostapa from the east. And you,” Aaziz tapped Juma in the chest with the point of his finger. “I want you to come in unobserved from the shoreline and work your way to the rear of the cabin. I will maintain watch from the front. All communication will remain dark until eighteen-hundred hours. Until that time you will become a chameleon to your surroundings by remaining still and utilizing patience. You will not—not—compromise your points of observation. I want to make that abundantly clear to everyone.” 
It was. 
“At the appropriate time of mobilization, Juma will make his way to the lakeside property from the rear. Once he secures his position, we will move on the target area. The optimum mission here, people, is to neutralize Cohen. And if the priest is with her, don’t hesitate to take him out without prejudice. He needs to be terminated before he gets a chance to register what’s going down.” Evenly, he said, 
“Branch out.” 
Juma, Kasmi and Mostapa separated and fell back into the cover of the forest. 
Aaziz looked skyward. The sun was making its westward trajectory, the orb moving at a glacial pace. In a few hours night would fall and the moon would be in its crescent phase, meaning it would shed little light that could possibly compromise their approach. 
Allah was certainly looking over them with favor. 
In the thickets beyond the tree line, Farooq Aaziz waited patiently as his team surrounded the cabin.
 



Chapter Forty-Four 
 
Shari was sitting by the computer and watching the monitor that had been broken up into eight grids, with each grid showing areas close or around the cabin from security cameras. While the day thus far appeared without drama and slogged along, Shari’s thoughts centered on Kimball. 
He was out there, somewhere, becoming one with the land, a predator who sought out other predators, hunter against hunter. 
But her attempts at drawing the flies to the honey may have fallen on blind eyes, she considered, if Najm wasn’t monitoring the data fields. It was a tactic that was based on a whim and a gut feeling that had carried her throughout the course of her career. Since she was handcuffed by the principals, she could only perform her prowess through deductive reasoning, which was her only true weapon. 
But that wasn’t entirely correct either, she considered. She had another weapon at her disposal, a juggernaut who knew no boundaries despite the collar he wore around his neck to dictate otherwise. He was a man caught between the worlds of sinner and saint who used the methods of Darkness to serve the Light. And out there, somewhere in the woods of Maryland, she knew that he was watching over the cabin as her champion because he loved her . . . 
. . . And she loved him. 
Sitting before the computer screen, she prayed that Kimball would rise above this chaos and bring with him the peace he so deserved. Perhaps, she thought, when this is over, maybe his demons would finally leave him. 
From her desk she waited and watched, seeing nothing on the screen but beautiful terrain. 
But within this beauty, she knew, Death was walking amongst the pines.
 



Chapter Forty-Five 
 
National Harbor, Maryland 
 
The bakery van made it to the Jackson-Hall Arena exactly on time. People milled around the center as they registered and started to get a feel of the venue. Come morning, the scene would become a bedlam of chaos and mass confusion. With more than just the 750 contestants between the ages of eight and eleven, that number did not take into consideration the scores of young siblings who had come to cheer on their brothers or sisters. The number could climb to more than a thousand, maybe higher. And their parents would join them in the afterlife, Allawi often mused, with these heathens sharing a time without end along the shores of the Eternal Lakes of Fire. 
Once the ice chest filled with Semtex was strategically placed, the blast effect would compromise the supports upon detonation and bring the house down like the planned implosion of a condemned site. And in Allawi’s mind he had seen the image play over and over in his head as if it was looped, the man appeased and comforted with every mental playback. Within twenty hours, despite the action or inaction of the United States government, he was going to make a final and crushing statement. 
As soon as the truck backed up to the dock that accepted shipping and deliveries, the van’s door rolled up and four men, who were wearing bakery uniforms, rolled the chest onto the platform using a four-wheel dolly. As the area supervisor approached with pen and clipboard, he asked them for their delivery papers, which prompted Anwar to point to the rear of the van. 
“My manager has the paperwork,” he told him. 
“No problem,” said the supervisor, who then made his way to the vehicle. The moment he stuck his head inside to inquire about the paperwork, Mohammad Allawi pointed the tip of a suppressed firearm at the man’s forehead and pulled the trigger. It was a perfect hit as the round punched a bloodless wound to the man’s skull. As a ribbon of smoke coiled slowly from the bullet hole, the supervisor started to fall forward. But Allawi caught the man, dragged him inside, and closed the door. A few minutes later, Najm exited the vehicle wearing the man’s clothes. He also had the supervisor’s clipboard and was carrying his iPad. Now that Phase One had been completed, it was now time for Phase Two, which was the actual placement of the chest. 
Leaving Allawi inside the van with the body, Najm led the team through the corridors of the facility. The outfits, the nametags and lanyards all provided them with the perfect shields. They were next to invisible to everyone since no one asked questions or provided concerning looks, since they were clearly accepted as venue personnel. 
Najm, bringing up the blueprints to the facility on the iPad, led everyone beneath the Jackson-Hall Arena to the kitchen through a freight elevator, and to a galley that served as the prep area that supplied the topside kiosks. Pushing the crate down the aisles towards the pantry, the location was deemed the perfect point of detonation because it was located directly beneath the main floor. With crippling blasts, the overhead buttresses would buckle and collapse, killing everyone who was trapped beneath the domed ceiling. 
“Hey, wait a minute.” It was one of the sous chefs. “Where do you think you’re going with that?” He was pointing to the chest. 
Najm held up the clipboard. “I need a signature for the delivery,” he said. 
“You were supposed to do that back at the dock, not down here.” 
“It’s got to be delivered, doesn’t it? Or did you want to carry this down by yourself? If you want, I’ll return it so that—” 
The sous chef waved him off. “I’ll sign it,” he said. “I ain’t got time to argue.” 
Grabbing the clipboard, the sous chef scratched his name on the bottom line without even looking at the form, then asked what it was. 
Meats, Najm told him—like hotdogs and burgers, stuff for kids. 
“I have all that,” responded the sous chef. 
“Hey,” said Anwar, “we get the orders and we deliver the goods. That’s all we do. You sign, we go. It’s that simple.” 
The sous chef looked at them and memorized their faces, all hard-looking men who had a sinister air about them. Something that was strong and powerful and unyielding. “Yeah,” he finally said. And then: “You know where to put the chest, don’t you?” 
Najm nodded. “I know exactly where to put it.” 
The sous chef nodded. But he also carried a look of suspicion as well, something that didn’t go unnoticed by Anwar. 
“Aw damn,” said the terrorist, “you shouldn’t be thinking like that.” Anwar withdrew his suppressed firearm from beneath his outfit, brought it up, and just as the sous chef was about to raise his hands in defense of the coming gunshot, he took a pair of rounds to center mass, which killed him. 
Najm shook his head in annoyance towards Anwar. “You didn’t have to do that,” he told him. 
“He absolutely did.” This came from Fahd. “He suspected something, which could have compromised the mission. So, I’ll tell you what, why don’t you just leave the soldiering to us, OK?” 
“Killing people openly like you just did can also compromise the mission,” he told him angrily. “Did it ever occur to you that somebody might miss this guy, who was obviously performing within the scope of his duties?” 
“Did it ever occur to you that as soon as we left, he would have checked with his supervisors because he was suspect. This mission would have been over before it had a chance to begin.” 
Najm yielded. “Hide the body. And make sure that no one, and I mean no one, discovers it.” 
With Anwar and Fahd grabbing the sous chef, Deneb and Hassan directed the ice chest to its final resting place with Najm directing. Inside a room that had an attached pantry, there was a lock on the pantry door. It took two shots of Anwar’s firearm to remove it. After placing the chest and body inside the small compartment that was filled with canned goods, Najm lifted the lid of the container that was loaded with Semtex bricks. Then taking his iPad, he started to type a code on the keypad. Within seconds the timer inside the chest activated and started to countdown in large red LED numbers. 
. . . 17:59:59 . . . 
. . . 17:59:58 . . . 
. . . 17:59:57 . . . 
After shutting the lid, everyone exited the pantry and closed the door behind them. Fahd, removing a new lock that was a large as a man’s hand and guaranteed to withstand most levels of damage, locked the pantry door, and literally threw away the key so that no one would have access—not the supervisors, not the venue management, no one. 
Watching his iPad, Najm continued to pick up the signal. But their mission was far from over. The timer had just under eighteen hours, which meant that anything could happen between now and then. This team of mercenaries that Mohammad Allawi had leaned on for so many operations would stay behind as the guardians of the gate. In their allegiance to Allawi, which was also an allegiance to Allah, they would safeguard the chest from all intents to disable it, should the device be discovered. They had pledged themselves as moral sacrifices in a cause that would bring them a rich and endless bounty in the afterlife, or so they were led to believe. Anwar, Fahd, Deneb and Hassan, born as Americans but lived as men without a country, were not afraid to surrender their lives in the name of their God. Najm, who was too valuable to the cause, bowed his head in respect to each man, told them what they needed to do, and ended the parting with Allahu Akbar. Reaching topside, Najm entered the rear of the van where the body of the supervisor lay, and informed Allawi that the final campaign had begun. The timer was activated. The countdown had begun. And his soldiers were standing true with their commitment not only to Allawi, but also to Allah. It would take a force of many to overcome them. 
In silence, as if praying in homage for the coming sacrifices, Allawi turned to the four Messengers inside the cab and said, “My most cherished men, those who have found deliverance within the clutches of Allah’s embrace, have stepped forward to accept the glory of Paradise. Now, my brothers, my question to you is: are you ready for the same commitment?” 
The four messengers were between the ages of eighteen and twenty-two, people who, in Mohammad Allawi’s eyes, were disposable tools to be used in order to promote an agenda. 
When he received no answer, he again asked: “Are you ready for the same commitment?” 
“We are, Allawi,” said the one who looked the youngest. “We are.” 
“Very good, my brothers.” In the cramped quarters of the truck, Allawi lifted the lid to a small container. Inside were four vests for the storage and carrying of Semtex bricks. Though the capability of storage was two bricks per vest. Their operational duties were simple: they were to detonate themselves to diminish the number of survivors who looked to escape through the passageways, with a disciple waiting at each of the four ports. Pull the cord and give yourselves over to Allah, and He will embrace you accordingly. 
But the truth was much simpler. Mohammad Allawi wanted these men dead with no loose ends like Jerhon Bellamy to worry about. No loose lips. 
Handing each one a vest, Mohammad Allawi showered them with praises and told them that the vests were great gifts from Allah. 
After spelling out what each man had to do come seventeen hours and thirty-three minutes, Mohammad Allawi gave each man a pat, a hug, kisses on the cheek, and false praises. When he concluded his routine, he left the Messengers behind and had Najm drive from the site. 
In the rearview mirror, the Messengers continued to stand along the dock with the types of faces that registered a sense of self-warring and self-debate. Whether they would follow through was what concerned Allawi the most. Though they were minimal players, he knew their lives were doomed from the moment they worshipped his ideologies and gave them a sense of purpose. 
Allawi looked at the iPad. 
. . . 17:29:31 . . . 
. . . 17:29:30 . . . 
. . . 17:29:29 . . . 
In just over seventeen hours, he thought, his final masterpiece would be unveiled as a cacophonous explosion killing scores. It would be something that would make his legacy in the Middle East rise to greater heights and to unimaginable levels. But the project was now in the hands of his followers. And though he had little to believe that the Messengers would follow through with their objectives, he did trust his military unit since they were embedded with a sense of duty and honor. 
This will get done. 
As Najm directed the van towards Virginia Beach, Allawi could feel the anticipation that was starting to build, the excitement of the final escapade. The collapse of the venue, the transport to Cuba and then to the Middle East, with all this happening under the clueless eye of the United States government. 
As the van continued its journey, Mohammad Allawi looked at the tablet once again. 
. . . 17:26:11 . . . 
. . . 17:26:10 . . . 
. . . 17:26:09 . . . 
Allahu Akbar!
 



Chapter Forty-Six 
 
The White House, Oval Office 
Washington, D.C. 
 
It was after 8:00 p.m. when President Burroughs called into session the company of his top Intel and national security directors. There had been no changes regarding Mohammad Allawi, the man was simply undiscoverable to the eyes of CCTV cameras and other methods of detection. 
“We have nothing,” Homeland Security Advisor Moncrief informed the president. 
“And there’s nothing on the international front, either,” stated the CIA director, “other than what was already reported.” 
“What I’m obviously concerned about,” stated the president, “is what’s happening on the American Front. We’ve less than fourteen hours before Mohammad Allawi decides to go through with Operation Herod. The question is, do we comply with his demands?” 
“We still have time, Mr. President.” This came from FBI Director Larry Johnston. 
“We still have people in the trenches trying to pick up a trail.” 
“That’s the point, Larry. We’ve exhausted all means of trying to locate Allawi and have mined his people for everything they know, which is not much. He’s always one step ahead of us and he’s somehow tapping into our systems, no matter how often we change the arrangements of communication from one agency to another. By the time we locate a glimmer of evidence and follow it to its point of origin, we find nothing.” 
The president looked at the wall clock. 
Time was ticking. 
Then in a tone that was close to defeat, the president stated, “We cannot give in to the demands of Mohammad Allawi. If we did, that would only encourage future acts of terrorism. And secondly, and even if we did comply, Mohammad Allawi would no doubt follow through with his plan, regardless.” 
In other words, he thought afterward, we’re dead in the water no matter what we do. Whatever Mohammad Allawi has planned is going to happen. Barring divine intervention, a lot of people are going to die within the next fourteen hours, most notably children.
 “Keep digging, people. Find the venues that children often frequent like fairs, parks, waterparks, anything. Use federal and local state law enforcement in overtime duty, as well as the National Guard. And prepare for the worst. Contact all hospitals and Urgent Care facilities to make sure that they’re equipped to handle a major crisis that may or may not be coming their way. Right now, we need to put our faith in the power of prayer. Because that’s what it’s going to take since Mohammad Allawi has beaten us at every turn . . . Nothing but divine intervention.” 
Within this somber mood and downtime of discussion, Director Johnston believed that divine intervention had interrupted not too long ago when he decidedly stepped out of the shadows of St. Peter’s Basilica to right a listing ship. 
. . . The priest who was not a priest . . . 
Though he was one man against many. 
After activating Shari Cohen against the wishes of the president and the attorney general, he only did so because he knew she was not alone. During the aftermath of killings at Shari’s residence, there was no doubt that her angel had been standing by her side when everything went down. Even though Johnston did not see him, he could feel him. 
But even with the injection of divine intervention with perhaps this man alone incapable of dealing with the full forces of Mohammad Allawi, he still hoped that this priest could somehow, in some way, become a savior to many. 
They now had less than fourteen hours.
 



Chapter Forty-Seven 
 
The Lakeside Cabin, Maryland 
 
Kimball Hayden melded with his background; the man almost invisible against the scenery. For hours he remained as still as a Grecian statue, though his eyes moved from time to time to scan the area. As soon as night descended, only then did he move since Darkness was his ally. 
He was a puma moving through the shadows, with quiet and feline grace. Twigs did not snap beneath his footfalls. Leafed branches did not break against his approach through the brush. And the little light that had been cast from the crescent moon did not alight on him with illumination but repelled it. He was Darkness in motion, a hunter on the prowl. 
Kimball made his way to the eastside of the property. And like a skilled operator he moved against his opponent, who was hunkering behind the trunk of a fallen pine. Earlier, this assassin, who was one of four operatives who had walked so close to the Vatican Knight that he could have reached out, pulled the man close, and slit his throat. But Kimball did not want to compromise his position because to do so would have provided the other three with the advantage of daylight. 
But in Darkness, Kimball Hayden was king. 
And he used his realm wisely. 
 



* * * 
 
Communication had gone dark for most of the day. Now that night had descended, contact within the cell had been given the green light. Mostapa, who was kneeling behind a thick brush, spoke into his lip mic to let ‘Team Leader’ know that he was ‘set.’ After the message was received and acknowledged by Team Leader, Mostapa never realized that something was approaching from behind. It was quiet as it advanced, the shape no larger than a leprechaun, something that was small and compact. Then when it drew close to share Mostapa’s space, this black mass rose to its full height as something that was blacker than black, the shape growing impossibly tall and looming over the assassin, still growing to a greater height, the figure now dwarfing Mostapa who had no clue, no knowledge, that he was about to be eclipsed by darkness that was absolute and complete. In the shadows, as Mostapa waited for the call from Farooq Aaziz, the contour of a man, a menacing hunter, overwhelmed Mostapa with silence and stole from him his life. 
 



* * * 
 
Unlike Mostapa, Kasmi, who held the west side position, was more in tune with his surroundings. Like an animal that sensed great danger the hairs on the back of his neck, like the hackles of a dog, began to rise. Kasmi knew he was not alone. The homegrown terrorist searched his left and then his right. Then he examined the area behind him. 
Nothing but immovable shadows, dark and steady. 
Still, he continued to feel a presence—could feel eyes locking on him in examination. 
Slowly, Kasmi turned with the point of his weapon leading the way, a slow and steady move, the motion silent. Shadows remained, both dark and impenetrable. Nevertheless, he crooked his finger around the trigger and waited. 
To his left, a rustle of branches and a rattle of leaves. He turned, homed in, and immediately pulled the trigger, a knee-jerk reaction. He strafed the area with suppressed gunfire. His surroundings lit up with staccato bursts of muzzle flashes, a flicker show of light. Then as he held off with the smell of gunpowder heavy in the air, he used the point of his weapon to move aside the damaged branches. 
On the ground was a raccoon, its hide pelted with bullets. 
Feeling relieved while pulling away, a hand wrapped around his chin and dragged him into the brush. Kasmi could not utter a sound as he tried to disengage himself from the thing that pulled him inside the cover of the forest—by the troll who had come to claim its victim. But it wasn’t a troll at all. It was something much worse. 
Though the figure was as black as pitch, the only thing it was able to offer to Kasmi about its identity, the only thing that gleamed within the Dark, was the white band of a Roman Catholic collar. 
Here was his demon. 
As Kasmi tried to redirect the point of his rifle, the shape knocked it aside. 
When the blackened form dragged the terrorist to a point where even the soft rays of the moon could not penetrate the canopy of trees, Kasmi was left lying on a bed of pine needles. As he tried to get up with his surroundings as terrifying as Stygian darkness, he felt the edge of a knife’s blade slide neatly across his throat as if his skin was as tender as a cake of butter. 
Gagging a horrible wetness while stumbling backwards with a hand to his throat, Kasmi set off his weapon, which lit the area up with bursts of light from the discharges. But these flashes of light did not give him a glimpse of what had taken him, the area nothing but brush and trees. Whatever demon had stolen him to the woods was now gone. 
Falling to his knees, Kasmi, whose real name was Damien Kershaw who once served dishonorably in the military only to find Mohammad Allawi as his salvation, discovered a darkness that was far greater than that which surrounded him. 
 



* * * 
 
From his position, Farooq Aaziz saw the muzzle flashes from Kasmi’s position. Into his lip mic, he said, “Kasmi.” 
Nothing. 
“Kasmi, do you read?” 
Silence. 
And then: “Mostapa.” 
Still nothing. 
Slapping his lip mic downward in frustration, Aaziz muttered, “So, you are here.” 
Farooq Aaziz, once a commander in the military who was dishonorably discharged for black-marketing schemes while serving in Iraq, left his post to confront a greater demon than those he had faced in the Middle East. 
 



* * * 
 
Asad Juma had heard Aaziz call out to Mostapa and Kasmi, only to receive silence in return. “Aaziz.” Juma’s voice was soft but loud enough to make contact. “I’m getting nothing from Mostapa and Kasmi. I’m leaving my post to reconnoiter their positions. There’s a good chance we have company. Right now, I need you to advance on the target site.” 
“Copy that . . . And, Aaziz . . . be careful.” 
“You know I will . . . Out.” 
Juma, with the weight of his assault weapon feeling good in his hands, began to approach the cabin along the beachfront under the faint glare of a crescent-shaped moon. 
 



* * * 
 
Shari Cohen stood within the dark shadows of the cabin; the lights snuffed out long ago. From the panoramic window that overlooked the lake, she could see a figure making its way towards the cabin, the assailant low to the ground. When she saw what appeared to be an assault weapon in his possession, she removed her Glock and checked the round inside the chamber. When everything appeared good, she thoughtfully goaded her attacker. Come on . . . I’ve got something for you. 
From her position within the cabin, she waited. 
 



* * * 
 
Farooq Aaziz was a far more advanced soldier than anyone on his team. In a past life he was a leader, someone the military brass looked up to until they discovered his nefarious dealings in the black market, and who was believed to have killed civilians to keep his secret safe from curious investigators who tried to confirm his involvement. The cost: ten years in Leavenworth and a dishonorable discharge. Nevertheless, the lasting humiliation left a sour taste in his mouth for the country he used to love and fought for. Now, as a man who discovered a new path based on anger, which had been nurtured by Mohammad Allawi, Aaziz found a way to vent his frustrations against his newfound enemy without contrition. And the United States, in his eyes, was the enemy. The attacks that Mohammad Allawi was mounting against the U.S. government was something he deemed proper. Moving to the spot where Kasmi once took station, he noticed that the leaves on the ground had been tamped down, no doubt by Kasmi’s lingering presence. So Aaziz listened; waited; and heard nothing; not even the movement of a single leaf, even as a breeze blew. Nevertheless, he knew that something was waiting close by within the shadows. But the wall of Darkness stretched from east to west, an eternity of blackness. I know you’re in there, he thought. Even in his mind the words sounded off with caution.
Then Aaziz took a step forward and listened. Was he the fly crawling into the spider’s web? he wondered. Then he carefully stepped away from the wall of shadows and took cover behind the trunk of a large pine. Peering around the tree, he said, “I know you’re in there, priest . . . I can feel you.” 
No response. 
“So that you know, the woman, Cohen, she’s about to take her last breath. And as long as I keep you here and force you to maintain your position, then my job is done.” 
Still no response. 
And then: “You hear me, priest?” 
“Yeah, I hear you just fine. But you can’t complete your job,” a voice close by said, “if you’re not alive to do so.” 
When Aaziz turned to see a shape standing in front to him rather than in the shadows beyond the trees, his eyes ignited with surprise. How it managed to get so close to him without him knowing was beyond his understanding, the shape simply an arm’s length away. In the end, he considered, he had walked into the spider’s web, after all. 
Attempting to bring his firearm up and around, the Shadowman deflected the point of Aaziz’s weapon with the blade of his knife. The emblazoned spark that followed in the wake of metal striking metal was enough to reveal the band of a Roman Catholic collar, and the absolute fury that seemed to launch dramatically from the priest’s eyes. Here, Farooq Aaziz was fighting savageness that was at its best. 
Then a hand shot out from the priest and grabbed Farooq by the throat, squeezing. And Farooq, who started to see bursts of light behind his eyes, attempted to bring his weapon around. But before he could align the barrel’s mouth against his target, the priest gripped the assemblage inside the assassin’s throat and yanked hard, tearing out the thyroid cartilage and breaking the hyoid bone. The last thing Farooq saw as he fell against his attacker was the white of the man’s collar, a symbol of pious standing, then he slid against the priest’s body and to the pine-needle floor of the earth, where his eyes blazoned with the surprise of his own mortality. 
As soundlessly as the priest entered through the doorway of shadows, he disappeared just as silently.
 



* * * 
 
Juma was alone on the lake’s shoreline sizing up the cabin. The lights were off. The area was quiet. And Farooq Aaziz failed to call in over his lip mic when Juma called for an update. Aaziz, Kasmi and Mostapa, had they all been erased from the mission? Juma could only wonder. Moving toward the cabin with the bungalow caught within the sights of his assault weapon, Juma panned the scope of his weapon from side to side, the world a phosphorous green landscape through the lens. 
And then the walkway. 
The steps. 
The invite of the screen door, which was partially open due to a defective hinge. Juma moved quietly and took the stairway. And with every step taken he froze and listened. 
Nothing. 
Another step. 
Another pause. 
Step and pause. 
He pulled aside the screen door, which thankfully did not protest with a squeal, and grabbed the knob to the door that led into the cabin. It turned smoothly in his hand. 
Someone’s waiting for me, he considered. Someone knows I’m coming. 
Then with speed and agility since stealth was no longer an option, Juma swung the door wide and dove inside the cabin, the man rolling along the floor before coming up to strafe the area before him with gunfire. From the flashes of light that emitted from the end of his weapon, Juma watched the rounds pepper the log walls, smash a computer screen, shatter vases, and demolish Shari’s shrine of family photos. 
But Cohen wasn’t there, and neither was the priest. 
Juma took a step forward into the main room. From where he stood by the fireplace, he could see additional doors in the hallway, three by his count, all closed. He went to the first door, aimed his weapon, and set off a burst of muted gunfire. Wood and metal from the locking mechanism exploded upon the bullets’ impact. With a kick of his foot, he knocked the door inward. 
The room was empty. 
But for good measure, Juma set off a burst into a pair of louvered doors that was the closet, which also turned out to be empty. 
That left two rooms. 
He moved silently through the shadows, forcing calm. 
At the second door in the hallway, he cocked his head to listen. 
Nothing. 
Shari Cohen was running out of space, this he understood, since he could sense her presence. 
Raising his weapon, he repeated his action with a volley of gunfire to the door and locking mechanism. Pieces of wood and metal went airborne as thick smoke filled the air. Then Juma stuck the point of his weapon inside the room and sprayed gunfire, first moving his weapon to his left and then to his right, the rounds stitching across the wood, furniture and smashing windows. As blue-gray smoke hung and drifted in the air, Juma could see that the room was empty. 
That left one room at the end of the hallway. 
Juma returned to the corridor, ejected the magazine, and reseated a new one. 
He started to advance toward the door with his weapon raised, the door looming larger with every step taken. 
And then he directed his aim at the door and opened fire. Shards of wood exploded from multiple impacts, the lock giving way and the door swinging wide. He entered the room with his assault weapon blazing, as muted bursts of gunfire wrecked the room and the doors to the closet. 
But this room, too, was empty. 
Looking to his far right, a window was open with the tails of the drapery flapping through the opening. Cohen had escaped by jumping to the ground below. Exiting the room and entering the hallway to give chase, Shari was standing at the end of the corridor with the Glock in her hand, waiting. She had jumped from the cabin’s window to come up behind him. Since Juma was too involved with the mechanics of going from room to room, Shari had taken a page from Kimball Hayden’s playbook and used the shadows as her ally to approach undetected. Juma, standing idle with the surprise of seeing Shari possessing the advantage, attempted to raise his weapon. But Shari pulled the trigger of her Glock in quick succession as she walked towards him. As every round struck Juma at center mass, though his vest was taking the brunt of the punishment, the hammer blows, nevertheless, snapped a rib. As he fell to the ground groaning, Shari took precise aim and pulled the trigger. This time, a bullet managed to punch through his flesh above the lining of the vest and below his clavicle. Juma, screaming, released his weapon to the floor, which Shari kicked aside. 
“Don’t move,” she told him. 
Juma, who grimaced against pain that was becoming white-hot, did not see the massive shape that took form at the end of the corridor. 
“Nice job,” it said, advancing. 
Even in darkness as it approached, Juma could see the white band of a Roman Catholic collar. Then from the shadows, the priest reached down, grabbed Juma by the edges of his vest and hoisted him to his feet. As Kimball Hayden held the man close, even with the marginal rays of moonlight filtering into the cabin, Juma was undoubtedly looking into the eyes of the devil in priest’s clothing. 
A moment later, a certain darkness closed over the terrorist, the pain becoming too great for Juma to handle.
 



Chapter Forty-Eight 
 
The Lakeside Cabin, Maryland 
 
A dim light glowed from a lamp, though its base had been broken during the firefight. By the time Juma came to, he unexpectedly became aware of the biting pain beneath his clavicle and cried out. Standing before him with her arms raised defensively across her chest was Shari Cohen. To his right and looking down at him was Kimball Hayden, who also happened to be one of the largest men that Juma had ever seen. “You’re from Allawi’s cell,” Shari said as a statement and not a question. “And right now, I need answers which you’re going to give me.” 
“You think so, huh?” 
Kimball reached down and jammed his thumb deep inside the bullet hole beneath Juma’s clavicle. “I know so,” he told the terrorist. “Or so help me, I’ll dig my thumb all the way to China, if I have to.” 
Juma screamed and tried to kick his legs out, only to discover that they were tethered to the chair. 
Kimball removed his thumb. “It doesn’t have to go down like this,” he said. 
Juma winced. “I’ve nothing to say.” 
“You’ve plenty to say,” said Shari. “Let’s start with Mohammad Allawi, shall we? 
Like, where is he?” 
“You’ll never know.” 
“Wrong answer,” said Kimball, who once again applied his thumb to plug the wound, then gave it a little worming action. 
Juma screamed. 
“You can scream all you want,” Kimball told him. “We’re in the middle of nowhere. No one can hear you.” 
“All right!” 
Kimball removed his thumb. 
And then from Juma: “He’s mobile. That’s all I know. He’s never in a spot for too long because he knows that the authorities keep closing in on his locations.” 
“How does he know?” Shari asked him. “Is Najm monitoring the intel fields? Is he misappropriating the communication?” 
Juma appeared surprised that Cohen knew about Najm. Apparently, the feds knew enough and were tightening the dragnet by the inches. And then: “Yes.” 
“And what can you tell me about Operation Herod?” she asked. 
When Juma balked at this, Kimball started to offer his thumb once again. “All right! Hold on!” Juma hollered. Then: “It’s an operation that Allawi had planned to be the final and lasting moment of jihad. A legacy to remember him by.” 
“Where?” Kimball asked. 
Drawing air through his nostrils and releasing it as a sigh, he said, “In National Harbor. There’s going to be a spelling bee. It’s the first annual assembly with 750 contestants between the ages of eight and eleven.” 
Shari thought her heart would misfire in her chest. Everyone had focused on the school system, which were too many to protect since they were spread across the landscape. Mohammad Allawi also cited ‘a place of educational learning,’ which steered everyone’s focus to the educational system such as colleges and universities. But the spelling bee in National Harbor was not even a consideration, since it was not something the principals would consider as a target of opportunity. Though it was ‘a place of educational learning,’ the meaning was a thinly disguised red herring. It wasn’t a ‘school’ of educational learning, but a ‘place’ of educational learning. A venue. Allawi had cleverly disguised the hint, which mislead the leaders to apply manpower elsewhere. 
“Of course,” she whispered. “When?” 
“Tomorrow. When the president refuses to comply with the demands of releasing the ISIS directors.” 
She looked at Kimball. “That’s ten o’clock,” she said. 
“Or sooner.” 
“What does that mean?” Kimball asked him. 
“Whether Burroughs complies or not, this is going to happen. Allawi wants to create a legacy he can carry proudly to the Middle East like a badge of honor.” 
“Middle East? Mohammad Allawi’s planning to skip out to the Middle East?” 
Juma nodded. “He has plans to pick up a boat from Virginia Beach, a skiff that’ll take him to a vessel disguised as a fishing trawler. Once onboard the trawler, then he’s off to Cuba where they’re supposed to find transport to the Middle East.” 
“When?” 
“Tomorrow, after the explosion, the man who operates the bakery where we were holed up at is engineering the move.” Then he gave the name of Aimu Ababneh, Mohammad Allawi’s sympathizer in Norfolk, Virginia. 
“You just said explosion,” Kimball pressed further. “At the venue?” 
Juma nodded. 
Kimball leaned closer to his ear. “How exactly are they planning to set off the charges?” 
“Semtex,” was all he said. “They could be detonated by timer or manually, whichever Allawi chooses given the situation—of whether the operation was compromised or not.” 
“Military grade? The same type that took down the Washington Monument and the Statue of Liberty?” 
Another nod from Juma. 
“How much of the stuff are we talking about?” 
“Bricks.” 
“How many bricks?” 
“Enough to fill an ice chest, the type for packing large amounts of meat.” 
Kimball eased into a standing position. Semtex was one of the most powerful plastiques in the world. To fill a chest of such size and then detonate it would cause absolute devastation. “Are you telling me that they’re planting an ice chest, as a bomb package, inside the facility?” 
Another nod from Juma. 
And then from Shari: “The spelling bee is being held at the Jackson-Hall facility, if I’m not mistaken. And it’s a huge center with lots of places to hide things, especially an ice chest filled with explosives. Now you’re going to tell me where they plan to put this chest.” 
“I can’t because I don’t know. What I can tell you is that it’s going to be placed in a strategic area that will compromise the supports and buttresses.” 
“How many?” asked Kimball. 
“How many what?” 
“How many are involved?” 
“Besides Allawi and Najm, eight. Four soldiers and four messengers.” 
“Messengers?” 
“Low-end operatives. The vest carriers.” 
“And the soldiers?” 
“They will safeguard the chest to make sure that it goes off accordingly.”
“Suicide mentality?” 
“They’re willing to give their life over to Allah, if that’s what you mean.” Kimball bit on his lower lip. Seasoned soldiers willing to surrender their lives would not be a simple adversary to go up against, especially in numbers. They would have no fear of dying, which was often the deterrent for surrender. There would be no conceding or listening to reasonable compromises here, since these men had already given themselves over mentally and emotionally to a cause that could only have one outcome. 
“We need to get to National Harbor,” Shari told Kimball. 
“How long?” 
“From here. About three hours.” 
“What about backup?” 
She pointed to the computer, which Juma took out with his strafing action. Also, her cellphone had fallen victim with a round knocking it out of commission and smashing it out of existence. “We’ll have to make contact along the way—a gas station, a restaurant.” 
“Everything’s closed.” 
“We’ll find a way,” she told him. “But what about him?” 
Kimball looked at Juma, who was looking at him, with the men pinning each other. Then Kimball raised his hand and drove a punch into Juma’s face, knocking him cold. “Problem solved,” he answered. “He’ll be fine right where he is. When you contact your director, inform him that one of Allawi’s associate is here, inside the cabin, whereas three others have been neutralized within the proximity of attack. They’ll come for them.” 
Shari looked at her watch. It was almost five in the morning. And another three 
hours to National Harbor. “We need to go.” 
Kimball agreed. 
On the surface there appeared to be plenty of time. But if there was one thing Kimball realized, time was never a luxury, especially when Mohammad Allawi was the timekeeper. Should the events not be to Allawi’s liking, who’s to say that he might not set off the bomb prematurely? There were so many unknown variables, all of which Kimball had to be cautious of. 
Getting into a sedan that was in the log garage, they drove away with Kimball thinking how this little slice of Heaven had somehow lost its shine, now that it had been compromised. No matter where he went, he considered, it seemed that Darkness would always follow and catch up.
 



Chapter Forty-Nine 
 
It took almost forty minutes before Shari was able to find a convenience store where she flashed her badge, so that she could use the phone for a professional purpose. After her call to Larry Johnston, a domino effect fell into place with field bureaus contacting field bureaus, with Intel agencies contacting Intel agencies, with the coordination effort assembling assault teams. 
The caveat, however, was that the explosive device had been planted in an unknown location inside the facility. Secondly, it was on a timer that could be discharged manually from an independent device that was distant from the venue. Going in with guns blazing was not even a consideration, since the action would tip off the terrorists. And since the venue was filling to near capacity, a premature detonation would kill many of the competitors. So, this had to be a delicate operation, not a cowboy incursion. Finally, there were Allawi foot-soldiers inside the arena to assure that the device stayed hidden. An indelicate raid could also set off the device, if not careful. And since the faces of Allawi’s cell were unknown, detection would not be easy. 
Proposals were made by the FBI and Homeland Security by using specialized agents who were groomed for such activity, by having plain-clothed operators scour the facility to locate and defuse. 
But again, questions were bandied about as to how much the independent timekeeper knew or could see from afar, raising the stakes of cautious approach. So additional conditions were considered: plans B, C and D. 
As Shari continued to drive with the sun rising two hours ago, Kimball remained oddly quiet and solemn. For the duration of the ride he could not shake the image of the Filipino boy he had killed a few weeks before, something the Vatican had chalked up as a necessary action to save his own life, which, of course, even God had to acknowledge since he had a right to protect himself. But what about the girl he killed inside the diner in front of her mother to make a point? Did God also acknowledge his right to deliver a message on behalf of the United States government against a whistleblower, by killing her child for the good of the nation? And what about the shepherd boys he murdered when he was conducting his mission in Iraq after they had compromised his position? Two bullets, two kills, and neither boy a teenager.
So, what makes me any different from Mohammad Allawi? He asked himself. 
When it came to killing children for a cause we believed in. 
He closed his eyes and saw their faces. 
He could clearly see the Filipino boy who was standing at a crossroads trying to decide whether to lower his weapon or raise it against Kimball. And then the teenage girl inside the diner, her eyes suddenly igniting with terror a moment before Kimball raised his pistol to end her life. And the shepherd boys, two children too young to understand the concept of war yet died as a result of it. 
All by my hands. 
When he opened his eyes, he realized that he was holding his hands in front him. They were shaking. 
“Are you all right?” Shari asked him. 
He set his hands on his lap. “I’m fine,” he told her. 
“You’re awfully quiet.” 
“I’m fine.” 
When they drove up to the venue with Shari planning to join with the principals on how to approach the matter as gingerly as possible without setting off alarms, she noted that Kimball was not beside her, or locatable within the crowd. 
The Vatican Knight was on the move.
 



Chapter Fifty 
 
Norfolk, Virginia 
 
Not too long after his Fajr prayer, Aimu Ababneh’s life was turned upside down. 
A SWAT unit had invaded his house after knocking the door down with a battering ram and then announcing that they had a warrant for his arrest. Ababneh, appearing stunned and surprised, was immediately handcuffed. 
Having been situated on the couch, the fully geared officers left Aimu alone in the room with two plain-clothed agents, who had complete dominion over the sympathizer. One agent remained standing while the other took a seat opposite Ababneh. In the hands of the sitting agent was an open file, and he was leafing through the pages with seemingly curious interest. 
“Aimu Ababneh,” the agent finally said. “I see that you’re from Yemen.” He looked Ababneh straight in the eye with venom that couldn’t be masked. “And you come here to this country to seek a better life, only to spit in the face of the government who has granted you the opportunity to do so.” 
“Who are you?” Ababneh asked with a sharp edge of undisguised vehemence. 
“Why are you doing this?” 
The sitting agent ignored his questions. Instead, he said, “You are a sympathizer of the Islamic State, though you’re not aligned with them directly. You’re a baker in Norfolk, a small shop that pulls in close to six figures every year, which is not a bad take, considering that this government forwarded you funds to get you started.” 
“Why are you doing this?” Aimu Ababneh repeated. “You must tell me!” 
“I don’t have to tell you Jack,” the agent returned. “You see, my partner and I are agents who work for a very special government workforce that doesn’t have a name. We operate in a small arena that specializes in wetwork operations. The reason why the assault unit left the room, Mr. Ababneh, was to give us time and space.” 
Aimu Ababneh’s mouth started to hang. 
“Now,” stated the seated agent, “we know that you provided aid to this man.” 
The agent produced a mug shot photo of Mohammad Allawi. “And to this man.” It was Najm when he served as a U.S. operative. Setting the photos aside, he added, 
“We also noticed that a truck was missing from your fleet—well, not really a fleet since you only have two trucks—but it’s missing, nonetheless. You wouldn’t happen to know where it is, do you? Like, maybe, it’s in the hands of Mohammad Allawi, who used it to transport a very special package to a very special venue in National Harbor.” 
Aimu Ababneh raised his chin in defiance. “I want a lawyer.” 
“You want a lawyer?” said the standing agent. “I got your lawyer right here.” The black-op operator threw a punch that connected with Ababneh’s cheek, the blow snapping the man’s head hard to one side. 
As Ababneh shook off the cobwebs, the sitting agent, who remained stoic as if nothing had happened, said, “Now, I’m going to ask you a series of questions, Mr. Ababneh, and you’re going to answer each and every one to the best of your ability. If not, my partner here will continue to make his point as to where you stand with your rights, considering your position in the scheme of what’s going on with this country. Nod your head if you understand?” 
When Ababneh neglected to do so, he received another punch that created internal stars. 
Once Aimu gathered his wits, the sitting agent said, “That was your last tickle, 
Mr. Ababneh. Now we start breaking bones, if necessary . . . Understood?” 
The sympathizer gave a slight nod, which was a simple tilt of his chin. 
“Very good,” said the seated agent. Then: “Question number one: Mohammad Allawi and the man called Najm, they’re to pick up an onshore vessel that will take them to another boat that’s disguised as a fishing trawler, which will be far from the shoreline. Since you engineered the pickup, I need you to tell me when and where this is going to happen. You will tell me, won’t you, Mr. Ababneh?” When the small Arab man hesitated, the standing agent retrieved a meat tenderizer from the kitchen and held it up in display, which was motivation enough to get Ababneh’s tongue in motion. And he told them everything.
 



Chapter Fifty-One 
 
Mohammad Allawi and Najm hid the truck beneath a copse of trees that was approximately five miles from Virginia Beach. The location was off the highway and secluded, the area less traveled. Najm, who set up his laptops to create a communication station, was in tune with the security cameras that operated within the Jackson-Hall Arena. The screens on the three laptops were divided into six blocks per monitor, for a total of eighteen different viewpoints between the three screens. They showed people milling about talking with one another, all laughing and smiling with the proud parents happy to reach this point. Allawi watched and thought how parents often took for granted the welfare of their children, or how they were their protective blanket. But Mohammad Allawi was about to strip aside that cover and expose them to Death, who was fast approaching with its cloak and scythe. They will feel the impact, Allawi thought, that my brothers felt when they lost their children in the Coalition raids. 
On the third screen, time ticked off at the bottom right grid. 
. . . 02:16:12 . . . 
. . . 02:16:11 . . . 
. . . 02:16:10 . . . 
It was the cyber-fuse counting down to its final moments. When the spelling bee was under way and the arena filled to near capacity, the charges would go off. He and Najm, however, would be on their way to grab their transport. 
Everything was moving as planned. 
. . . 02:15:57 . . . 
. . . 02:15:56 . . . 
. . . 02:15:55 . . . 
“Soon, Najm,” said Allawi, “we will be heroes and hailed as such when we reach the Middle East. We will sit beside the kings who govern our legions and be celebrated, perhaps becoming kings ourselves, yes?” 
Najm nodded. “Yes, Mohammad. Kings.” 
To the left of the screen that counted down was a BGAN system that was attached to the laptop’s port. A BGAN was a satellite terminal and a mobile workstation that if it had a line-of-sight to a geostationary satellite to receive a feed from, which it did, the system in turn provided him with global coverage on a secured line. From his location, though far from the venue, he could retune the timer to the explosives with a few taps of his fingers. If necessary, he could shave off enough time to reset the detonator to ten minutes, should the operation go sideways. 
Mohammad Allawi, who could hardly contain the fervor of a child’s excitement, stood over Najm and watched time tick away. 
. . . 02:15:09 . . . 
. . . 02:15:08 . . . 
. . . 02:15:07 . . .
 



Chapter Fifty-Two 
 
Kimball Hayden tried to lose himself within the masses inside the venue because he wanted to take this one on alone. Dealing with skilled assassins was his forte, what he been groomed to do, not Shari’s. Somewhere inside this facility were four trained killers who were unknown and faceless. Now it was up to him to ferret them out and deal with them accordingly, before the explosives could be detonated. He scoped his surroundings of the structure to note the supports, and then the curvature of the dome and the high ceiling, thereby trying to determine the building’s weakest point and the spot that could bring the Jackson-Hall Arena down to its entirety. But since the building was oval-shaped, it had no vulnerable points that were visible. But for the building to implode, all the explosion had to do was to knock down a sustaining wall that could drag other walls down in a domino effect. But sustaining walls were everywhere. 
He continued to walk the venue, searching, thinking. 
And then it struck him like a bolt, that surprise of sudden enlightenment. The Semtex had been stacked inside of an ice chest which had to be placed in an area that would not draw suspicion. 
The kitchen. Or, at least, nearby where it would make sense. 
Kimball made his way to the unauthorized section of the facility and followed the signs: To the Conference Rooms. To the Electrical Room. To the Kitchen. 
Bingo! 
He followed the signs that steered him true, occasionally coming upon someone who asked him ‘if he was lost,’ which Kimball replied that ‘he wasn’t,’ and that ‘he knew exactly where he was going.’ Seeing the Roman Catholic collar, they allowed him to pass. 
The area that led into the galley was massive. Cooks and chefs were gearing up to create items for the food kiosks, like burgers, hot dogs and fries—simple items. Kimball searched faces which seemed to belong, because everyone working the kitchen engaged themselves by operating stovetops or prepping food. No one appeared out of place. 
Then he started to move through the kitchen, the priest drawing stares but no questions.
At the end of the galley was another hallway, a part of an arterial system that led to the pantry. It also happened to be based beneath a pair of master support beams. 
Another galley, this one, however, vacated. 
Kimball stepped inside and listened. In the distance he could hear voices, shallow and faint. 
Without his knives, which he had to leave behind before entering the venue, he continued his search. He carefully checked drawers; the overhead bins; the wooden blocks filled with knives, all too small; and then he discovered his weapons of choice: a pair of sharpened cleavers. 
He grabbed the handles and hefted them. They felt solid and heavy, the metal a good make. Then he threw a few chops horizontally through the air before trying vertical and diagonal sweeps, the man moving the cleavers about like a trained practitioner who was skilled in the use of bladed weaponry. 
He continued to hear voices in the distance, nothing but murmurs. 
Then Kimball moved forward remembering the skills of a Vatican Knight, to be precise and quiet and never, under any circumstance, allow your enemy to see you until you are right on top of them. 
Kimball Hayden, holding a cleaver in each hand with white-knuckled grips, closed in.
 



Chapter Fifty-Three 
 
Where the Hell did you go? was all Shari Cohen could think about when she realized that Kimball had slipped away. Nevertheless, she had to meet up with the FBI director and his leading field agents by the main entrance, which she did. FBI Director Larry Johnston appeared a little worn from lack of sleep. With him were several field agents and their team leaders, who were dressed in plain clothes. Watching the entryway from nearly fifty yards away alongside a fleet of sedans, Johnston did not want to tip his hand should Allawi be watching. Also, he had asked city officials to disable the nearby CCTV cameras to hinder exposure, which they did. Now they had to deal with the security cameras inside the venue, which was separate from the city’s civil network. 
“We have to assume that Allawi is watching,” Johnston said. “Meaning we have to be uber careful with our approach.” 
“We go in as pairs,” she said. “And we look for people who appear too nervous or those wearing coats too large. In the meantime, we also have to devise a way to get these people to leave the hall without causing suspicion or panic.” 
FBI Director Johnston nodded. “We already considered that point,” he said. 
“We’ve called electrical maintenance to come down to disable the entire system. We’ll inform the people that the power outage is short-term, and that they are to head for the parking lot until service is back online. This will assure compliance and civility.” 
“Unless Allawi’s spotters dictate otherwise,” Shari told him. 
“To walk away with few casualties is expected,” he said. “But at least we’ll be able to defuse a disaster. Right now, we concentrate on the mission, which is to pave the way for the bomb squad. We’re to get them inside to do their job once the arena has been emptied, to avert a disaster.” 
After telling his field agents to proceed with caution and to report anything that appears to be an anomaly, he held up Shari so that the two could talk alone. 
“Your cabin,” he stated simply. “Three dead and one out of commission, who is now in our custody . . . Is there something you want to tell me?” 
“Like what?” 
“Like how that happened.” 
Shari sighed. “Larry, you already know. I don’t think I have to say anything.”
Johnston nodded. “Then tell me, is he inside?” 
“Yes.” 
Another nod from her director. “The priest who is not a priest,” he said. “The Vatican will have a lot to answer for, Shari, for his involvement. This is not a clerical matter that’s of any concern to the Vatican.” 
She wanted to tell him that he was wrong. Under the criteria of the Vatican State, a Vatican Knight was mobilized against threats to the Vatican, to the sovereignty of the Vatican, or if there’s a threat to the welfare of its citizenry. Shari, after saving the life of the pontiff years before, was provided the position of Honorary Knight for her valor, making her part of the citizenry, even though her faith lies with Judaism. 
“He’s an asset to the team, Larry. We both know that. If it wasn’t for him, I wouldn’t be here. And we both know that, too.” 
The director could not deny that. “I hope he knows what he’s doing,” he said. 
“Believe me,” she told him. “He does.” 
As they headed for the venue, Shari wondered about Kimball Hayden. 
Where are you?
 



Chapter Fifty-Four 
 
Kimball moved down the aisle that was dimly lit. The voices were getting closer, becoming louder. He held a cleaver in each hand, ready to use them when necessary. 
The voices stopped. 
Kimball, in the quasi-shadows, remained still. 
Nothing but silence, which he thought peculiar. 
He turned his head sideways, listened. 
And then his sixth sense started to prickle, that measure of one’s instinct kicking into action to detect approaching danger. 
They know I’m here. 
He slipped into the shadows and waited. But on some level, he knew that he had been compromised and was not alone. So, he stepped forward to make himself available, the Vatican Knight waiting. 
From his left, the sound of a ladle hitting the floor as someone rushed him, a sizeable shape that moved in and out of the light like a bull who cared little for stealth, only to take down his quarry, this priest, his prey. 
But Kimball was ready and waiting, his feet fixed as the man approached. The assailant leapt through the air to eclipse and conquer, only for Kimball to catch him in mid-flight and throw him over a stainless-steel table, the attacker taking with him the loose pots and pans that clamored against the floor like a warning bell to others. 
The man stood up, a large African American who was no doubt a part of Allawi’s posse of terrorists. His eyes were narrowed, as if to get a fix on the best way to approach. Then he reached to his left to grab a knife from the stove, and then he grabbed a knife that was to his left from the table. Now equipped with a knife in each hand, the man advanced slowly while maneuvering the knives with skilled choreography. 
Kimball maintained his ground, his footing, the space minimal between them. The terrorist drew closer, their eyes connecting, locking. And then the attacker pounced on Kimball with his knives looking for an opening to cut and slice, to gut and eviscerate. But Kimball waved the cleavers with dexterity to ward of the blows, tit for tat, the attacker not even close to scoring the priest with the edges of his blades. Behind him, Kimball could hear the others approaching, could hear the footfalls of his attacker’s cavalry. So, he began to perform an ensemble of his own calculated moves and began to swing the cleavers first in horizontal sweeps, and then diagonally, the blades cutting deep grooves, a deep X, slicing the man’s abdomen from right shoulder to left hip, then from left shoulder to right hip. The terrorist, whose gaping eyes and mouth gave off high-end surprise, fell hard to his knees and forward onto the floor. 
Kimball, feeling others close by, disappeared into the quasi-shadows. 
 



* * * 
 
The Messengers. They were the expendables in Mohammad Allawi’s army of extremists, those who had nothing in their lives, not even belonging, until Mohammad Allawi gave them purpose by way of absolute devotion to him and to Allah. Two had already absconded from the front lines, finding that living was far more attractive than their belief in their God. That left Abu Nasir and Kashif to man the entryways with their Semtex vests. The day was not overly warm, but it wasn’t overly cool, either. At least not cool enough to warrant the heavy jackets they wore to hide their vests. 
Abu Nasir, however, was showing the greatest stress between the two, the nineteen-year-old sweating profusely from his brow while shuffling from one foot to the other, always shifting from side to side as if he had to urinate badly. As people entered the arena to the south, his job was to cut off any measure of retreat by detonating his vest, should the operation go sour, as was the duty of Kashif, who stood by the entrance to the north. 
Both men prayed to Allah and peppered Him with phrases, such as Allahu Akbar

. . . Allahu Akbar, only to receive silence in return. 
Allahu Akbar! 
Nothing appeared to quell their fears or calm their nerves. No prayers, no salutations, not even the knowledge of Paradise that awaited them with the glories of afterlife treasures. 
As people continued to enter the facility, they waited anxiously for the proper moment to pull the cords to their vests.
 



* * * 
 
Shari Cohen and FBI Director Larry Johnston were met by the electrical engineer topside, who then escorted them to the Electrical Room. Once they reached the area and the engineer unlocked the door, they entered the room that hummed like an active hive. Against the far wall stood locker-like equipment that maintained and monitored the electricity that flowed throughout the arena. 
“Our optimum goal is to knock out the power to the security cameras,” the director informed the engineer, “in case someone is hacking into the feeds for live coverage. Then we want to kill the power to the entire operation, so that we can advise the people to evacuate the venue until the power is restored—slowly, calmly and effectively.” 
The engineer was chewing gum when he asked, “Something you want to tell me about, Director?” 
The director’s answer was firm and direct. “No.” 
The engineer nodded, then he went to a locker-shaped console and pointed to it. 
“This one powers the cameras.” Then he flipped a set of toggle switches with the crook of his finger, killing the power line. “That’s it,” he said, “cameras are down.” 
“Now for the facility’s power,” Shari told him. “Perhaps one area at a time, so as not to alarm the people all at once.” 
With the crook of his finger, the engineer did as she asked, and killed the power from area to area one switch at a time. 
 



* * * 
 
“What happened?” Allawi sounded genuinely upset. 
Najm, after typing commands into the keyboard, came up empty. Then he tried to reroute the feed to other cameras by tapping into other power sources. But that option failed, as well. Falling away from the computer monitors that showed nothing but snow, he said, “They killed the power . . . They know.” 
Mohammad Allawi cried out in anger as he jumped down from the truck’s bay to the soft earth beneath his feet. He continued to pace behind the vehicle while raking a hand through his hair, thinking. They had under two hours before punctuating the final jihad with an exclamation point on American soil. 
Jumping back inside the truck, Mohammad Allawi noticed the countdown on the LED display. It read: 1:46:37. 
“Are you sure, Najm?” he asked. 
“Positive.” 
“And the package?” 
“Since it’s independent from their power source, I can control everything from here.” He pointed to the BGAN system. 
. . . 1:46:11 . . . 
“Not all will perish, my friend, but we’ll get many to fall, regardless.” Allawi pointed to the BGAN system. “Finalize the final stroke of Allah’s sword.” 
“Yes, Mohammad.” Leaning over the keyboard, Najm began to type. 
 



* * * 
 
When the power brought down the main lights, the arena and the levels underneath the main staging area lit up with a backup system. Halogen light bulbs had shed passable light for the people to see, as they were being shepherded out with the guidance of staff, who stood by the entryways and coaxed them with gentle waves of their hands, the employees smiling and suggesting that ‘this was a minor setback and that the power would return shortly.’ 
Using his lip mic to convey information, FBI Director Johnston told the regulators to see that everyone was far enough from the venue before sending in the bomb-squad unit. There was plenty of time before the beginning of the competition, about ninety minutes. 
Everything, so far, was moving as designed, calm and calculated. 
Still, Shari wondered and worried about Kimball. 
Where are you? 
 



* * * 
 
The already feeble lighting to the second galley became worse when the halogen lamps popped on. The power was out, something Kimball Hayden realized immediately. This also gave him the advantage to use the deeper, darker shadows. Watching from his darkened recess, Kimball saw two men advancing slowly down the aisle that was divided by a median of stainless-steel tables. They were searching with small firearms gripped in their hands, the weapons obviously suppressed by the length of the barrels.
Kimball leaned back into the shadows and found comfort within his element, as he gripped both cleavers and waited. His prey was coming to him, the flies stepping unwisely into the spider’s lair. 
Then as the one closest to him approached with the point of his weapon panning side to side, Kimball, raised his cleaver high, and when he saw the leveled arm come into range, brought the blade down in an arc. The cleaver’s edge dug deep to break bone but did not sever the man’s arm, as it hung at a sickening ninety-degree angle just beyond the elbow. 
The terrorist’s eyes blazoned with astonishment as he could only utter a few garbled sounds, which gave Kimball time to swing the second blade in a horizontal slash that caught the man in the throat, the cleaver biting deep. 
The extremist, upon the second cut, fell to the floor like a stone, hard and fast. Kimball tossed his cleaver aside but allowed the second to remain lodged in the man’s throat. Grabbing his attacker’s gun, Kimball hefted its weight, checked the magazine, reseated it, and that’s when the barrage of gunfire began, when the dead man’s associate started to fire off his weapon. 
Kimball ducked and took cover as the man fired off his firearm, the shots random and wasted as they peppered the areas around Kimball, either driving chips off the surrounding tile or skipping off the metal appliances, with the bullets coughing up sparks upon impact. 
Kimball ducked, weaved, put himself into a seated fetal position, the Vatican Knight trying his best to make himself a small target as bullets ricocheted all around him. 
Then a series of clicks, his would-be assassin running dry. In the time it took the terrorist to eject the magazine and grab another from his pocket, Kimball Hayden was already on his feet with his weapon directed at the man’s forehead, the mouth of the gun’s barrel large and looming. The extremist froze, knowing that he was caught between a rock and a hard place with no opportunity to better his position. Even within the weak lighting, the man could see the white band of the cleric’s collar stand out as if it was a beacon, white against black, a deep contrast from one another like Darkness against Light. But who would this man favor, the assassin wondered, the Darkness or the Light? 
Kimball Hayden pulled the trigger.
 



* * * 
 
Fahd was the last man standing. From his location approximately twenty-five yards from the firefight, he saw the muzzle flashes, all misses. Then there was a final muzzle flash as the priest stole the life of the man that Fahd had once called his brother. Advancing, Fahd, who was a skilled shooter with a sniper’s sharpness, kept his weapon level. Unlike his associates, Fahd would not miss his mark, he never had. The shadows, dark and deep and filled with the promise to hide someone completely and absolutely, Fahd fired off a pair of rounds. But the light emitted from the gun’s barrel during the discharge revealed empty space. Fahd turned quickly on the balls of his feet, looking behind and around him. 
Nothing. 
Where are you, priest? 
Silence. 
And then the silhouette of something made itself known a short distance away, this man apparently using the shadows to move from point to point unseen. In his hand was a firearm, a pistol, the priest attempting to draw a bead on him with concentrated aim. But Fahd was fast, the man a skilled assassin with a keen eye and a quick finger. And so was his opponent, a seasoned fighter, perhaps one of the best the planet had to offer. 
Their arms had come up with incredible swiftness like blurs to direct their aim, a mere and split moment of time, only for them to pull their triggers at the same time. 
A round struck Fahd in the forehead with the wound that was about the size of a nickel, but the exit wound was about the size of a peach that erupted with gore. As Fahd arced his back and became as stiff as rebar, the man fell backward and caromed off a steel table, taking with him a bounty of loose pans that clanged like cymbals against the floor. 
Kimball, taking a few steps forward, dropped the gun and began to stumble as if intoxicated. His strides became choppy and uncoordinated, and then he went to a knee with a hand to his left pectoral muscle. 
Fahd had found his mark after all, as Kimball withdrew his hand to see that he was bleeding copiously from the wound. So much, in fact, he wondered if an artery had been nicked. 
Wincing, Kimball grabbed the gun with one hand, and covering his wound with the other hand, went to find the package. 
 



* * * 
 
The sounds of pots and pans sounding like the nonsensical smashing of cymbals at a rock concert was enough to galvanize Shari Cohen and Larry Johnston, who advised the engineer ‘to stay put and to close the door behind them for his own safety.’ The engineer did not have to be told twice. As Shari and the director held their weapons forward, they made their way down the corridors and aisles. The area was gloomy, even under the soft filtering of light from the halogen bulbs. They were quiet and cautious and fully astute as to the secrets their surroundings may hold. And then they came upon the first of two bodies. One with a cleaver to his throat, the other with a bullet to the head. 
“Tell me something,” the director whispered to Shari. “Is this the hallmark trail of your friend?” 
She remained silent. 
They moved down the aisle and discovered another body. This one took a precise shot to his forehead, with the results of the kill having spread gray matter to the surrounding stainless-steel tables and ovens, while a halo of blood continued to expand slowly on the floor around the man’s head. 
“Your friend leaves quite a mess.” 
Shari rolled her eyes inwardly and continued down the aisle. But what disturbed her most was the blood drops that peppered the floor, a trail that went on and on. 
Had Kimball been wounded? Or was this the blood of another? Either way, they followed the trail. 
 



* * * 
 
Najm typed the final program into his laptop and let the point of his finger hover above the ‘ENTER’ button. “The program’s ready, Mohammad. The final call is yours to make.” 
Allawi stood over Najm’s shoulder with his fingers toying the hair of his chin. Finally, he said, “Go ahead, Najm. Press the button.”
And that’s exactly what Najm did—he pressed the button. 
. . . 1:44:25 . . . 
. . . 1:44:24 . . . 
. . . 1:44:23 . . . 
The LED timer hesitated, winked off, then recalibrated to a new time setting. 
. . . 00:10:00 . . . 
. . . 00:09:59 . . . 
. . . 00:09:58 . . . 
In less than ten minutes, the Jackson-Hall Arena would be nothing more than a crater. 
“Very good, Najm. We won’t get the full effects, but it’ll be enough. Many will still die.” 
Najm nodded. 
And then from Allawi: “Take us to Virginia Beach,” he said to Najm. “It’s time to make our way to Cuba.” 
Najm, closing his laptops for the last time, got behind the wheel of the bakery truck, started it up, and made his way onto the highway. Virginia Beach was only minutes away, as was their gateway to freedom. 
In Mohammad Allawi’s mind he was envisioning the implosion of the site as walls collapsed to kill scores of people in the name of Allah. 
In silence, they headed for freedom. 
 



* * * 
 
Kimball stumbled until he could stumble no more. At the end of the hallway was a metal door, a pantry, which was protected by a new Master lock, with the chrome of the padlock gleaming with a mirror polish to it. Kimball pointed the tip of his suppressed weapon at the mechanism, took aim, and fired off three shots. The lock still held. After another three shots, the lock finally gave. Removing it and opening the door wide, the first thing he saw was a body lying on the floor next to an ice chest. Within the light of the halogen lamp, he could tell that the man’s eyes were already beginning to glaze over with the milky sheen of blindness. 
Stepping over the body, he noted that the ice chest, too, was locked, though its lock was hardly worthy since it took a single round to knock it free.
As agony began to sweep over every nerve ending inside his chest, Kimball lifted the lid to the ice chest. Immediately, he smelled the Semtex, something he had smelled before and something he had worked with, the chest loaded with bricks. 
To the left of the stash was a timer, with the red LED numbers counting down. 
. . . 1:44:25 . . . 
. . . 1:44:24 . . . 
. . . 1:44:23 . . . 
And then the numbers froze, making him wonder if lifting the lid had somehow disrupted the timer’s operation. 
Then there was a hum, a buzz, and then a clicking noise. A few seconds later the numbering on the timer became far less than the hour and forty-five minutes he originally had. 
. . . 00:10:00 . . . 
. . . 00:09:59 . . . 
. . . 00:09:58 . . . 
Oh, no. What have I done? 
The chest was now set to go off in less than ten minutes. 
 



* * * 
 
As people began to file out of the arena, Abu Nasir was showing his agitation, the young man caught within a moment of indecision. 
Allahu Akbar! Show me the way! 
Allahu Akbar! Tell me what to do. 
He reached beneath his jacket and looped a finger through the ring of his pull cord. 
Allah . . . please . . . Pleeeeaaaase . . . 
The people continued to exit the venue and were making their way towards the parking lot. Mothers and fathers had their arms around the shoulders of their children, smiling and giggling. People were happy while forgetting the current ills of the world, actions that were committed by Allawi who only saw in Abu Nasir little value other than to destroy himself. 
Removing his finger from the ring of the pull cord, Abu Nasir shed his name for his Christian one, which was Thomas Hillary, and once again became that simple young man who only wanted to belong.
Disappearing into the crowd, he was never seen again. 
 



* * * 
 
On the other side of the arena, Kashif shared the same mindset of self debating—whether to pull the cord or not. A moment of agony for an eternity of bliss, he could hear Mohammad Allawi preach. In fact, you won’t even feel it. In the end, Kashif, like Abu Nasir, decided to live on. So like Abu Nasir, he disappeared into the crowd and he, too, was never seen again. 
 



* * * 
 
The ice chest was still on its dolly, the box easily moveable. After pushing the body aside, Kimball was able to move the ice box into the corridor. Down the aisle was the elevator, a short stretch, so he began to move quickly. Two shapes emerged from the shadows holding weapons. Kimball instinctively reached for his suppressed weapon but couldn’t remember where he had put it, the man catching himself without any means to protect himself. And then Shari emerged into the cones of halogen light, her face shining with the nature of magnificent beauty and elegance. With her was an aged man in his sixties whose prune-like seams marred a face that had seen too many atrocities, too many horrible things. And for some odd reason Kimball wondered if he would look similar come the man’s age, should he live long enough. Then he recognized the agent as FBI Director Johnston. 
After seeing the body on the floor, Shari lowered her weapon and looked at Kimball. 
Kimball pointed to the corpse on the floor. “Not my handiwork,” he said. 
Then from Shari: “You’re seriously hurt.” She sounded gravely concerned when she realized that the surrounding blood on the floor did not belong to the corpse, but to Kimball. “Kimball, this wound is serious.” 
“I’m fine,” he told her. “Right now, we have to deal with a much more pressing issue.” He opened the lid to the ice chest. Shari and Johnston—who was shouldering his weapon—looked inside. It was filled with Semtex and the timer was counting down. 
. . . 00:09:16 . . .
. . . 00:09:15 . . . 
. . . 00:09:14 . . . 
“That can’t be right,” said Johnston. “Not even close. The competition doesn’t begin for ninety minutes. That’s when Allawi’s demands for the release of insurgents ends. At ten o’clock.” 
“As you can see,” said Kimball, sweeping a blood-coated hand over the Semtex, 
“Allawi decided to choose a different path. He had no intention of following through on his end. This was going to happen, regardless. Somehow, someway, he discovered what was going down, so he reconfigured and jumpstarted a new the time.” 
. . . 00:09:03 . . . 
. . . 00:09:02 . . . 
. . . 00:09:01 . . . 
“There’s no way we’ll be able to get the people out in time,” said Johnston. 
“There will still be thousands—parents and children—when this goes off.” 
Kimball closed the lid. “There’s enough explosive in here to compromise the major supports of this structure. Once they go, then the rest of the arena will fold like a deck of cards.” 
“Then we need to get this out of here,” Shari stated with urgency. “Like yesterday.” 
Kimball, wincing, began to push the chest on the dolly. Blood droplets fell on the white lid of the chest, which drew additional looks of concern from Shari. 
Intuiting her thoughts, Kimball said, “I’ll be fine.” 
The freight elevator was close by and, by luck, was already at the level when Shari pressed the button. When the doors opened, Kimball wheeled the chest inside and pressed the button for the loading dock. The lift jolted and hummed to the topside level, the doors then parting when they reached the platform. 
. . . 00:08:09 . . . 
. . . 00:08:08 . . . 
. . . 00:08:07 . . . 
“Eight minutes is not exactly a lifetime,” the director commented. “And there are so many people—” He cut himself off. 
There were three trucks at the loading bay, all with their rear doors lifted. 
Kimball checked the first truck. No keys. The second and third vehicles, however, had the keys in the ignition. Waving for Shari and the director to push the chest into the bay of the center vehicle, both appeared to struggle until Kimball aided them, the three uniting to push the explosive package quickly into the truck. 
. . . 00:07:49 . . . 
. . . 00:07:48 . . . 
. . . 00:07:47 . . . 
Kimball began to stagger while placing a hand over the wound. He was bleeding too much, too rapidly. Widening his eyes and taking a deep breath, it was enough to fight off the wavering vision that started to approach, the blurred vision. Then Shari’s voice sounded slow and deep, like a record that was winding down to a sluggish pace. 
“I’m fine,” he thought he said, but wasn’t sure. So, he repeated, “I’m fine.” 
Kimball made his way to the driver’s side with Shari crying out behind him— something that sounded like, “I’m coming with you!” 
As Kimball sat behind the steering wheel and turned the key in the ignition, he also locked the doors. Shari, trying desperately to open the door on the passenger side, looked directly at Kimball, their eyes locking. 
Behind the vehicle’s windowpane, her voice was muffled. Her words, however, crystal clear. “Kimball, don’t you dare do this to me! Don’t you dare! Now let me in!” She tugged on the door, the woman’s efforts appearing frantic, and then hopeless. “Please, Kimball,” Her voice was beginning to falter and crack, and her eyes were welling with tears as she continued to pull, to tug, her actions in vain. Then she surrendered when FBI Director Johnston came up and placed his hands on her shoulders to comfort her, like a father, and drew her away. 
. . . 00:07:21 . . . 
. . . 00:07:20 . . . 
. . . 00:07:19 . . . 
Their eyes continued to hold, both glimmering with tears. Then as if they had an umbilical tie to one another, as if they were connected through mind and soul, she understood that he was doing this because he loved her. Time was never a luxury, especially when you needed it. And she realized that he was locking her out because this was a one-way trip. 
Then she started to cry openly, which caused Kimball to shed a tear from the corner of his eye.
Then with a slight nod from the director that told Kimball that she would be all right, Kimball returned his nod with a nod of his own, put the truck into gear, drove away from the docking area and into the street, then headed away from the crowd. 
. . . 00:06:37 . . . 
. . . 00:06:36 . . . 
. . . 00:06:35 . . . 
Shari, breaking free of Johnston’s hold, ran for her vehicle and decided to give chase. 
 



* * * 
 
The stretch of highway before Kimball appeared to twist and coil like a sidewinder on the move. His surroundings, the buildings and street-lined trees, were becoming distorted in a funhouse mirror way. Some of the building’s appeared bloated and short, whereas others were tall and thin. And the limbs of the trees appeared to extend toward him with a telescopic reach. Kimball shook his head vehemently to erase the forming cobwebs, his sight once again regained, though darkness was beginning to creep in from the edges. The road ahead began to straighten out, a black ribbon of tar taking him beyond the city limits. 
. . . 00:04:48 . . . 
. . . 00:04:47 . . . 
. . . 00:04:46 . . . 
Blurred images came and went. 
Blood saturated the front of his shirt like a slick bib. 
And then his mind started to wander as the pedal hit the floor, the vehicle hitting 92. 
He saw a white-picket fence that was bordered by a row of rose bushes. Reds and oranges and pinks and yellows, all different shades and varieties. 
“A picket fence,” he murmured while managing a dreamy smile. “A garden for Shari . . .” 
The truck continued to maintain its course. 
. . . 00:04:06 . . . 
. . . 00:04:05 . . .
. . . 00:04:04 . . . 
. . . A small house, he thought. And a picket fence . . . And it has to be white . . . 
. . . Shari has to trim the roses and she has to be smiling . . . Always smiling. Because 
I want to be so happy . . . 
When the truck started to veer to the side, he corrected himself. 
. . . And two kids. A boy and a girl . . . Our son has to look like me, and our daughter has to look like Shari . . . 
. . . And don’t forget the dog. A golden retriever . . . I want it to run in our yard . . . which is surrounded by a white-picket fence . . . barking and playing with the children . .. as I cook on the grill . . . 
. . . while Shari stands there with the snippers in her hand; she then drives a hand across her sweating brow not realizing that she has traced a smudge across her forehead, making the situation funnier . . . 
. . . We laugh . . . 
. . . I cook . . . 
. . . The yard, surrounded by a white-picket fence, is filled with joy . . . 
. . . I have a family . . . 
. . . I have a home . . . 
. . . I have peace . . . 
Kimball continues to drive as pain starts to course through the entirety of his body. When it becomes too much, it washes away the images in his mind. 
The road. 
. . . 00:03:11 . . . 
. . . 00:03:10 . . . 
. . . 00:03:09 . . . 
In the rearview mirror, as National Harbor starts to draw distance, he sees a car trailing him and keeping pace. 
Shari! 
He swallows, his throat becoming as hot as magma. And then his vision starts to blur, his surroundings becoming a kaleidoscope of fragmented images. Slowing the vehicle, Kimball jumps the curb and drives the truck along a wooded path. The vehicle pitches wildly along the trail. Up ahead is a clearing, a tiny part of the wilderness that would be perfect for a small home that was surrounded by a white picket fence.
“A perfect place for a dog,” he whispers. “A place where children can grow happily.” 
. . . 00:02:44 . . . 
. . . 00:02:43 . . . 
. . . 00:02:42 . . . 
In the center of this clearing he stops the truck. His blood is everywhere. 
He makes his way to the ice chest and labors to raise the lid. Inside the timer ticks down: 
. . . 00:02:11 . . . 
. . . 00:02:10 . . . 
. . . 00:02:09 . . . 
He slams the lid home and thinks, I’ve got time. 
But he becomes disoriented, the truck’s bay closing in from all sides with no escape. Then he returns to the driver’s seat, relaxes his mind, at least long enough for self-preservation to take control. He opens the door and falls from his seat and to the ground. His body, upon impact, becomes a tabernacle of screaming pain, causing him to close his eyes and clench his teeth. 
. . . 00:01:42 . . . 
. . . 00:01:41 . . . 
. . . 00:01:40 . . . 
He rises, though unsteadily, with his mind now slipping into a state of confusion, which is nevertheless guided by the will and instinct to live as he stumbles in a drunken gait away from the truck. His mobility is slow and stunted, sometimes pausing to get his findings, his direction, before rambling forward once again. At times he threatens to fall, only to regain his balance and move ahead. 
. . . 00:00:44 . . . 
. . . 00:00:43 . . . 
. . . 00:00:42 . . . 
He turns around. The truck remains close, his attempt to draw distance minimal. Then he turns and begins to stumble away as if he highly intoxicated, the Vatican Knight moving from side to side rather than a straight line, the man trying to race for the cover of trees. 
. . . 00:00:21 . . . 
. . . 00:00:20 . . .
. . . 00:00:19 . . . 
Ahead, through the thickets, he can see the flashing of dashboard lights, red and blue, the flashing lights a wonderful flicker show. He smiles, the show amusing and pleasant as he reaches for the lights with an extended hand . . . Reaching . . . 
. . . The wonderful lights . . . 
. . . 00:00:11 . . . 
. . . 00:00:10 . . . 
. . . 00:00:09 . . . 
His sight becomes blurred; the tree line and the sharp pinnacles of the pines become hazy and unclear. But he sees Shari getting out of the car, can distinguish her lovely shape, even from a distance. 
And then he’s lifted in the air, his body tumbling as his left arm becomes hot with incredible heat as fire consumes it, the fabric of his shirt burning with licks of flame. He continues to roll through space, though everything seems to be moving with a horrible slowness to it, with his world becoming a maelstrom of continuous turns. 
When he hits the ground, he sees the immediate rotation of internal stars but remains conscious. And then he feels the white-hot agony of his legs, the pain unimaginable. Yet he’s able to manage a smile when he sees a vague image standing over him and recognizes that it’s Shari. Then he raises a hand to trace his fingertips softly over her cheeks. 
And then she talks to him, her voice sounding as if it was coming from the end of a long and distant tunnel, yet so melodious and tender. 
“Stay with me, Kimball! You hear me?” 
His smile never wavered as he touches her cheeks, only for his fingertips to come away with the wetness of her tears. 
“You hear me, Kimball? You . . . stay . . . with me!” And then, with her tone much softer and less maniacal, she tells him, “You can’t leave me, Kimball . . . Not after I found you.” 
And then he could feel the soft strokes of her hand against his face, the loving touches, caresses that told him that she had not rejected him after all, that it was always him who believed otherwise. 
“The children?” he managed as a fine whisper. 
And Shari, breaking down as mucus began to escape from a nostril, said, “You saved them, Kimball. No one was hurt. You saved the children.” 
“That’s good,” he managed. And then his body arced in pain for a few seconds before he eased himself onto the grass. And then: “My legs?” 
Shari noted that they were severely broken, with both legs badly twisted in odd configurations. “You’ll be fine,” she told him, and continued to stroke a hand gently through his hair. 
“It’s funny,” he said. “I don’t see the faces anymore. Not the Filipino boy . . . 
Not the young girl in the diner . . . Not the two shepherd boys. They’re not following me anymore.” And then: “Funny.” 
Shari had no idea what he was talking about. 
And then he shook as if his body was greatly chilled, he added, “It’s so cold.” 
Then when he looked into her eyes that had the copper hue of newly minted pennies, he could see the genuine desire she had for him. Have I always been this blind? 
“I want a small house,” he told her. “With a white-picket fence.” 
She barked a small laugh, she cried, and she continued to rub his face gently with soft touches of her hand. “You can have whatever you want,” she said to him. 
“And roses . . . You have to have a rose garden.” 
“Whatever you want, Kimball . . . Just stay with me.” 
His smile remained, however, that sort of dreamy grin. “And two kids. The boy has to look like me . . . and the girl has to look like you.” 
“Of course.” 
“And a dog . . . A golden retriever . . . I want a golden retriever. They’re kind dogs.” 
And then others started to enter the framework of his vision as obscured images surrounded Shari to pull her away from Kimball. He’ll be fine, a voice said. Let the paramedics handle the situation. 
As Shari was being pulled away, Kimball could tell that she was being so against her will. She had her hand extended towards him the same way he reached for her, with their fingertips wiggling to touch each other from inches away. 
. . . Shari! . . . 
. . . Kimball! . . . 
And with a power that was beyond their own, they were pulled apart.
 



Chapter Fifty-Five 
 
Virginia Beach, Virginia 
 
Najm’s watch buzzed as the alarm went off to indicate the moment of the explosion. “Congratulations, Mohammad,” he said, smiling victoriously. “It’s done. The final stroke of Allah’s sword has taken down the arena.” 
Allawi simply nodded without a smile, wishing he could have been there to confirm this. But the dragnets were getting tighter and the risks were becoming greater. Though he looked in the direction hoping to see remnants of the explosion from the skiff that Najm piloted to the awaiting fishing vessel, he saw nothing, the venue obviously too far. 
“You should be happy,” Najm said, reading Allawi’s stale features. 
“I am, Najm. Believe me. I just wish that I was there to see this crowning achievement.” 
“Allah has blessed you,” said Najm. 
“He’s blessed us both.” 
As the skiff continued to bounce off the crests towards the precise GPS coordinates, they discovered the fishing vessel five miles offshore. 
“That’s it,” said Allawi. 
Najm, making a slight maneuver, headed straight for the fishing boat. As soon as they pulled up to the vessel and moored the skiff to a cleat, a man of Cuban descent exited from underneath. 
“Hola,” he said, waving. He was a small and pudgy-looking man with a heavy shadow of growth along his face, though it wasn’t quite a beard. He was wiping his hands with a rag. “You are the one sent by Aimu, yes?” 
“We are,” said Allawi. 
“Welcome aboard my vessel, the Mad Max.” And then: “Please, take a seat. We’ll be on our way shortly.” 
“How shortly?” Allawi asked him. “It’s crucial that we leave here immediately.” 
Then his eyes swept over the boat, an aged wreck by the looks of it from the chipped wood, the peeling paint, and the breakdown of equipment that looked essential. Nothing had the air of longevity to it, especially when they had a long journey to Cuba. “Is this thing even going to make it to Cuba?” he asked. “Yeah. Si. I was checking the engine. She looks fine.” Then: “Please. Sit. I’ll be back in a moment.” The small and pudgy man quickly disappeared below. Taking the seat, the deck smelled like dead fish as Allawi looked out at the sea. It was calm and balmy with caps of white froth showing along the breaking crests of the ocean’s tides. “Sometime tomorrow, Najm,” he began, “we begin a new life in a new land with the praises of new people. We will be gods amongst men who will surely be cast as the true vessels to Allah.” 
“Hardly.” Two men exited from the lower cabin where the Cuban had just disappeared. In their hands were Glocks, with neither weapon suppressed. The man who made the comment was Caucasian, as was his partner, whose conservative haircuts and cleanly-shaven faces pegged them as special agents, most likely from a black-ops arm of the CIA or a deep-state organization. 
When Allawi tried to stand, the first agent aimed his weapon at the terrorist and told him to remain seated. Slowly, Mohammad Allawi did as he was told and took his seat. 
“Mohammad Allawi,” the agent said evenly. Then he pointed his weapon at Najm. “And the one they call Najm, the master of computer wizardry. It’s a shame you didn’t choose better. You would have been quite an asset to our agency.” 
“Where’s Aimu?” Allawi asked. 
“Oh, I’m afraid that he’s no longer a game player. In fact, Mr. Ababneh will not be much of a factor in anything he does . . . anymore.” 
“You killed him?” 
The agent remained quiet, his features stiff and unyielding as to what he was thinking. 
Then the second agent said, “You failed, Allawi. I want you to know that. The explosives went off a few miles from Jackson-Hall and not a single person attending was injured. And your second run at Special Agent Cohen—well, that too was a failure. In fact, she was instrumental at defusing the operation you created. And because of her . . . Operation Herod was a complete and utter disaster. So, from President Burroughs to you . . . Checkmate.” 
Leveling their pistols and taking direct aim, they pulled the triggers in quick succession. The loud reports carried over the waves of the ocean. But at five miles from the shoreline, no one would hear the gunshots.
 



Chapter Fifty-Six 
 
The Oval Office, The White House 
Washington, D.C. 
 
“Thank you.” After hanging up the phone on the president’s desk after receiving a satellite call, Homeland Security Director Rupert Moncrief turned to the president, who was sitting anxiously behind the desk, and said, “It’s done. That was confirmation that Mohammad Allawi and Najm are forever out of the picture. I’ve also been assured that their bodies will never be located.” 
The president nodded. “That’s good,” he said. “It’s finally over, then.” 
“Yes, Mr. President.” 
The president turned to the people within his office. The only one missing from past conferences was FBI Director Johnston, who was apparently on scene in National Harbor. Then: “Contact the media,” he told them. “And inform them that Mohammad Allawi and his cell have been taken down. And that the country is safe. I now need to spin this storyline in any way that sounds positive.” 
“Yes, Mr. President.” This came from his top and most trusted aide. 
Then to the others, Burroughs added, “I will speak to the nation directly from my desk. Have the network crews here within the hour.” 
When the principals left the Oval Office, President Burroughs was left alone with the information he received about the explosion. Apparently, a priest removed the cargo safely from the venue, though little else was known about what happened to him. FBI Director Johnston and Shari Cohen, as he understood it, were key players. How Shari became a part of the equation after he strictly forbade her to commit herself due to fears of compromising the project, he would take that up with the director at a later date. But for now, he felt a calm knowing that the country would begin to rise from the ashes and heal. If nothing else, he considered, Lady Liberty was resilient. It may take weeks, maybe months or years, but she will one day stand tall and erect, like she always had. 
As he waited for the news crew to assemble, he couldn’t help the light smile that crept along his face. 
Checkmate, he thought. 
. . . Checkmate . . .
 



Chapter Fifty-Seven 
 
Kimball Hayden was in the rear of the ambulance wearing an oxygen mask. And Shari was allowed by EMT staff to ride with him to keep him alert. Holding his hand, she spoke to him and made sure that his eyes kept moving. His legs had been situated in air casts. And his left arm, which was covered with third-degree burns with the charred skin cracked to show the cooked meat underneath the surface, had been stabilized. 
“Stay with me,” she told him. 
His eyes locked onto hers. Beneath the mask, she could see his grin. 
Eye to eye, smile to smile, they connected at that moment, an umbilical tie of absolute wonderfulness. 
Then Kimball’s eyes started to roll upward until they became slivers of white, the man suddenly convulsing into seizures. 
“His blood pressure is dropping,” an EMT yelled. “We’re losing him!” 
“Kimball!” It was Shari. “You stay with me, you hear me? Don’t you leave me! Not now! You come back!” 
“. . . YOU COME BACK! . . .” 
“. . . PLEEEEEEASE . . . COME BACK! . . .”
 



Epilogue 
 
Kimball Hayden was standing within the hollowed Darkness of a long tunnel. At the far end was a small square of incredible brightness, perhaps a gateway that led to the Valley of Ethereal Light, or maybe it was simply an opening that allowed a simple splash of sunlight. In time it began to grow, the light getting as bright as a thousand suns, though it was pleasant to his eyes, it was both warm and comforting. 
In its own way it seemed to call and beckon to him, the invitation filled with the everlasting promise of peace. 
Behind him, in the Darkness, he could hear the voice of the woman he loved. 
Kimball! . . . You stay with me, you hear me? . . . Don’t you leave me! Not now! . . 
.You come back! 
. . . PLEEEEEEASE . . . COME BACK! . . . 
The pull of the Ethereal Light. 
The voice of the woman he loved. 
The pull of the Light. 
The voice of the woman. 
The pull. 
The voice. 
In the end, Kimball Hayden was good with his decision. 
 
 



THE END
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