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				LTG(R) Boykin has extracted his story straight from future headlines as he
highlights the very serious threats posed by the Iranian nuclear program. This book is more reality than fiction as Blake Kershaw, a courageous young Special Forces officer, enters the dark world of espionage to try and stop the madness of the Iranian fanatics before they bring the work to the brink of a global
nuclear conflict. This is a story that could unfold tomorrow.

				—Frank Gaffney, founder and president, Center for Security Policy



				This fast-paced, ripped-from-the-headlines sequel by a founding member
of the elite special operations unit Delta Force is packed with danger at every turn. It is sure to appeal to fans of Don Brown, Joel C. Rosenberg, and other authors of faith-based thrillers. Although it has a fundamentalist slant, the novel is suspenseful enough for readers who enjoy Eric Van Lustbader’s spy
thrillers.

				—Library Journal



				Kiloton Threat captures the seriousness of the threat that the Iranian nuclear program poses to world stability and, specifically, to the nation of Israel. This
book articulates the genocidal theology of Mahmud Ahmadinejad and the ruling that the Supreme Council made in Iran. Jerry Boykin shows readers the reality of the sacrifices that are made by many courageous Americans who are operating below the radar in the world of espionage. The novel moves fast with plenty of excitement as a man of courage risks his life to save the world
from chaos and to stop World War III.

				—Ken Blackwell coauthor, Resurgent



				The story has all the ingredients of a suspense-filled movie. It's not just a good read or would make a good movie, but it is realistic in that parts of the story are aleady playing out in current news events, months after the book was written.

				—Constance Fink, reviewer



				I highly recommend this fast paced military novel. I enjoyed the rhythm and flow of the action adventure and the story.

				—FindingHomeThroughFiction



				Kiloton Threat is an exciting adventure that kept me guessing. There was one twist to the plot, near the end, that I was not expecting at all! I always love those surprises that make the last hundred pages of the book impossible to put down.

				—Katysreviews.blogspot



				This book has it all: suspense, excitement, special ops, international intrigue, and even a dash of romance. The main character is a Christian, and it shows his
struggles to be true to his beliefs while pretending to be someone else.

				—ThoughtsofaSoujourner
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				Author’s Note



				Kiloton Threat is written in the language of the military and intelligence communities, and as such makes use of phrases and acronyms common to those communities. The authors realized that not all readers may be familiar with these terms and phrases, so a glossary is provided in this volume, after the epilogue of the novel.
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                Iran


				Chapter One

				QOM, IRAN



				The presidential security detail checked each attendee with a thoroughness that was at first what one would expect, then became rude and, finally, was little short of humiliating.

				As a retired Iranian air force colonel, Farrokh Nassiri would have objected to the groping—not once, but twice, rubber-gloved hands manipulating his armpits and his crotch—to the confiscation of his Cross pen, and to having to remove his stockings so some over-muscled thug could inspect the soles of his feet. But an admiral beside him, still on active duty, was subjected to the same indignities, so Nassiri held his tongue.

				And then like an abusive father who first strikes his child and then placates him with sweets, the captain of the security detail saluted him and led him out of the anteroom and into the lobby of Shahidayn Seminary—“Martyrs Seminary,” the name the Shiah Haghani Seminary was given after two of its founding ayatollahs were assassinated—where white-jacketed stewards were attending to an after-prayer breakfast of baked goods, figs, and cheeses.

				There was an ornate silver coffee urn being warmed by a small blue-flamed burner, but no one went near it and the tray of cups at its side remained untouched. That morning, two of Tehran’s leading mullahs had commented in the newspaper that coffee, although broadly thought of as halal by most clerics, should be considered haram because of the addictive nature of caffeine.

				It reminded Nassiri of the year before, when the only decent Chinese restaurant in Tehran went out of business because some cleric discovered that soy sauce, a fermented product, contained trace amounts of alcohol. In modern-day Iran, a mullah could twist the Qur’an any way he liked, make a stern pronouncement, and the population would react like chastened puppies. It disgusted Nassiri, but like his peers, he avoided the coffee urn and accepted instead a steaming cup of freshly spiced chai tea and a thin china plate with a slice of baqlava and a couple of golden, egg-shaped bamieh, sticky with honey.

				The fifty or so men in the room were a mix of senior military officers and dark-suited administrators like himself, and Nassiri had worked for the government long enough to recognize most as having strategic responsibilities in the rapidly developing nuclear program.

				At the far end of the room, he caught the profile of Zudi Maberi, the young Quds Force major. Nassiri had little to do with the Quds Force; it was quasi-military, quasi-police, and fully under the control of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, the Iranian president. And as for Maberi himself, the rumors were that he changed his name, his past was an enigma, while Iranian-born he spent most of his life elsewhere, and he was a favorite of Ahmadinejad himself. Avoiding the young major was not entirely possible; Nassiri and he had too many areas in which their responsibilities overlapped. But on this morning, Nassiri avoided eye contact. The last thing he wanted was to spend the next two hours sitting anywhere near an officer of the Quds Force.

				The invitation—the emissary delivering it called it an “invitation,” although Nassiri was under no illusions that it was anything but an order—loftily proclaimed, “the Supreme National Security Council of the Islamic Republic of Iran requests the pleasure of your company.” Yet Nassiri had yet to spot a single member of the Council. Nor had he seen Ahmadinejad. No doubt the president and his council entered the seminary through another route . . . one that did not require them to have their most private areas pawed by silent, rubber-gloved minions.

				It did not escape Nassiri that the president was becoming less and less a stranger to the trappings of power. When he’d first entered politics, Ahmadinejad went to great lengths to convince whoever he was speaking to that he was a common man. When campaigning in poor neighborhoods, he would talk about studying the Qur’an late at night with his father, a blacksmith. When his travels took him to middle-class neighborhoods, he would arrive in the 1977 Peugeot that he drove for years. And when speaking to academics, he would mention the fact he had a doctorate in engineering—in civil engineering, the type of engineering created to help the people.

				The PhD in engineering was very much real; Nassiri’s own degrees were in engineering and physics and he found Ahmadinejad to be the first politician who could keep up with him when he was speaking about his areas of specialty—not only keep up, but ask questions that showed he was every bit Nassiri’s intellectual equal.

				Still, Ahmadinejad’s early actions in office—attempting to conduct his presidency from his Tehran home and sending all the rugs from the presidential palace to a carpet museum—seemed to Nassiri to be orchestrated messages to the proletariat. In a way, he was glad the president was finally traveling in convoys, living in the palace and taking advantage of his station. The man was finally showing his true colors.

				A chime sounded, doors opened, and the small crowd of men—there was not one woman among them—filed toward a large hall with richly tiled walls, verses from the Qur’an written on the cornices, and an ornate rug that covered every centimeter of the floor. It looked, at first glance, like a prayer hall and some of the attendees hesitated before entering, going in only after the stewards assured them they need not remove their shoes.

				The room was set with ten rectangular tables arranged classroom style, each table set with five chairs facing the front of the hall and its platform, which was also equipped with skirted tables and chairs, as well as a rich, mahogany lectern standing to the far left of the platform. A video camera and its operator were off to one side and on the table before each chair was a leather-bound tablet. Nassiri opened his and found that it contained a tablet of blank paper, but no agenda and no pen or pencil. Around him, men were patting their jacket pockets and coming to the same realization as he; that, as their pens had been removed from them in the security check, the tablets were there for the benefit of the camera only. No one would be taking notes this morning.

				The doors at the far end of the room opened and the members of the Security Council filed in, taking their seats at the table on the dais. Then the red light on the video camera winked on, Ahmadinejad entered and everyone in the room, Nassiri included, rose and applauded.

				The president smiled and waved to his guests. Nassiri wondered how many of his peers were applauding because they truly admired the man and how many were simply fawning for the benefit of the videotape.

				Then something unexpected happened. The president turned to face the door he just entered through and in walked a bearded man wearing a shawl and a dark turban. And now the president was applauding as well.

				There was a pause, an audible gasp, all around the room. Then the applause continued anew.

				It was Ali Khameini, the ayatollah for whom Ruhollah Khomeini—the leader who acquainted most of the world with the title, “ayatollah”—changed both Islamic tradition and the Iranian constitution to allow Khameini to succeed Khomeini as Supreme Leader. And it was almost unheard-of for both the president and the ayatollah to be in the same room at the same time. It was an unmistakable signal to everyone in attendance; whatever the president was about to say had the full endorsement of every level of the Iranian government.

				Khameini was seated and the president stepped to the lectern. The room fell immediately silent, the assembly retaking their seats.

				Ahmadinejad looked down at his notes, then up at the ten tables of listeners.

				“In the name of Allah, the compassionate, the merciful,” he began in his native Farsi. “Oh, Allah, hasten the arrival of Imam al-Mahdi. Grant him good health and victory and make us his followers and those who attest to his rightfulness.”

				There was no murmur of response, but the man next to Nassiri squirmed slightly in his seat.

				Nassiri fully shared his discomfort. It was not unusual for Ahmadinejad to open with a prayer, but it was notable for a leader of an Islamic republic to open with a prayer that made no mention whatsoever of the prophet Muhammad.

				That was especially true when it came to Ahmadinejad. Early in his presidency, he referred to and quoted Muhammad often. In interviews with the western press, whenever he mentioned the prophets of Judaism or Christianity, he would unfailingly follow that up by describing Muhammad as he is described in the thirty-third surah of the Qur’an, “the Seal of the Prophets”—the final messenger of God.

				But in recent years Ahmadinejad was more and more vocal concerning al-Mahdi, the “twelfth imam” of Shiite Islam. Believed to be a direct descendant of Muhammad himself, al-Mahdi—the title was Arabic for “the guided one”—was held by Islamic tradition to have gone into hiding in AD 931 and to have stayed in hiding throughout the centuries. Shi’a believed al-Mahdi would one day return during a time of great chaos and strife and would lead the world into a period of global Muslim peace and tranquility.

				And there was this nuance; by not mentioning Muhammad, Ahmadinejad was seen by some as underplaying the prophet’s importance and allowing the possibility—held by a small, but growing number of Muslim theologians in the Middle East—that Muhammad was simply the forerunner for another, greater prophet. In Nassiri’s mind, it was not so great a leap to assume, if that was the case, the prophet the president was leaving room for was either the Ayatollah Khameini or Mahmoud Ahmadinejad himself.

				Nor was the omission of Muhammad a mere oversight. Nassiri remembered the video of Ahmadinejad addressing the United Nations in May of 2010, which opened in precisely the same manner. To Farrokh Nassiri, it was an obvious shift in presidential messaging.

				“My brothers,” Ahmadinejad continued, “for years now, Israel has tried to pass itself off as a beleaguered nation of Jews. Nothing could be further from the truth. Judaism is a religion of prophetic tradition. They are people of The Book. They herald the truth of Allah, the one true God, and in fact they are only one step away from eternal consecration as believers. But the men who founded Israel and the men who rule Israel are not beleaguered and they are not Jews. They are criminals. They have hidden behind their Torah to justify murder and theft and the rape of land that is holy to believers and to Islam. So I ask you: what do you do when a criminal has taken over your house? Do you do nothing? Can you do nothing?”

				The assembly rumbled in response.

				“And that great Satan, America, protects these criminals by disarming those who would defend their homes. The American leaders say they are Christian, but again I tell you this is a lie, because Christianity too has the tradition of the prophets and The Book. Those who rule America are liars and thugs, the puppeteers of the West and the murderers of millions. They lie to the world about the Holocaust because they hope that in the supposed death of three million, they can lead us to somehow forget the deaths of sixty million. They put their boots upon our throats to suppress us. Would you have the boots of Satan on your throat . . . on your children’s throats?”

				“Three million” and “sixty million”—it was typical Ahmadinejad rhetoric: understate the deaths from the Holocaust by half, and then invest some outrageous number that supposedly represented the wrongs of the West. Nassiri was tempted to roll his eyes, but he did not; he knew the cameras were watching. And all around him, the rumble of assent grew louder.

				“In all the history of mankind, only one nation has ever used nuclear force in anger and they used it, not against a massed army or a fleet of ships at sea, but against cities . . . against cities crowded with women and heavy with children.”

				Someone to Nassiri’s right stood up and shouted his agreement. Ahmadinejad smiled and held up his hand, urging the listener to sit.

				“Your family is like my family,” he said. “Never for an instant would you stand by and do nothing while infidels defiled your sister or your daughter. There is a saying I heard growing up and it is coarse and indelicate but, my brothers, I repeat it because it is true: ‘The honor of a Muslim man lies between the legs of his women.’ My brother believers, I say to you, Israel has defiled the sacred ground of Islam. America has held their cloaks while they did it. And we as Muslim men can no longer sit by and do nothing. We must act.”

				“But,” someone shouted from the back, “Israel has weapons! Nuclear weapons.”

				“My brother . . .” Ahmadinejad smiled. “Just because your enemy has a knife, is that any deterrent to keep you from using a knife of your own . . . a knife of your own in an urgent matter of honor?”

				The room went absolutely silent. The president just said—or at very least implied—that Iran possessed nuclear weapons.

				Nassiri shivered and hoped no one around him noticed.

				“Do not be afraid,” Ahmadinejad told his listeners. “We know from tradition that al-Mahdi stands at the threshold, ready to return. The signs indicate his return. He is eager to walk again among us. We have only to open the door, to complete the signs that herald his return. And in raining death and fire on Israel, we shall do just that. We shall complete those signs.”

				Now more men were standing and shouting agreement and Ahmadinejad allowed them to shout.

				“Prophecy,” the president said, “has led us to this place. History has led us to this place. The guiding hand of Allah has led us to this place. We have only to act. Brothers, shall we act?”

				The entire room rose to its feet. Cognizant of the video camera, Nassiri joined them, his knees shaking. He put a hand on the table before him to steady himself. He could not believe what was going on around him.

				He was witnessing the start of World War III.





				SIXTEEN HUNDRED KILOMETERS TO the northwest, the waters of the Black Sea were clear and inviting, sapphire and emerald under a cloudless late-summer sky. Yet for a kilometer to either side, the beach north of Anapa, Russia was virtually empty. No families sunned themselves on holiday, no swimmers splashed in the gentle August waves. In the distance, only two people walked slowly on the sand and both of them were plain-clothes guards, Groza bullpup assault rifles slung discretely from their shoulders.

				On the verge of the beach was a spacious cabana, pennants above it snapping softly in the gentle morning breeze. Inside the cabana, a silver pot in one hand and a strainer in the other, the president of the Russian Federation was pouring tea. He was serving it Russian-style, not in a cup but in a glass, and the glass was set in a podstakannik, an ornate tea-glass holder with a curved handle. Like the teapot, the podstakannik was made in Kolchugino, the town in Vladimir Oblast known throughout Russia for its metalsmiths. And like the teapot, the holder was embellished with the seal of the federation, a double-headed eagle wearing three crowns.

				The president handed the tea glass to his guest, whose smile blossomed whitely in his dark gray beard. The old man bowed slightly in thanks, his yarmulke showing thinly, like the edge of a waning moon. While both spiced milk and cubed sugar were set out on the serving tray, the president offered neither to his guest, nor did the rabbi ask for them. It was obvious the two were old friends; each man knew how the other took his tea.

				“And your family, Sergei Nikitavich,” the rabbi asked the president, continuing a conversation interrupted by the arrival of the tea. His Russian held only a trace of the accent of the south. “Your wife—she is well?”

				“She is very well, Rabbi.” The president cocked his head at the older man. “You know, I have always wanted to ask you . . . you are a fine man. Responsible, levelheaded. Any man would have been proud to give his daughter to you. Yet I have never heard you mention a wife; how is that?”

				The rabbi smiled. “There was a girl . . . once. She lived on a farm next to the yeshivah, when I was taking my studies. But her father wanted her to marry a man of substance, a merchant or a farmer. To him, a man who leads a congregation in a temple is little more than . . . do you know the Yiddish expression, luftmench?”

				The president had studied French, English, and German at university and he worked the word out in his head: “A man of the air?”

				“Precisely,” the rabbi told him. “A man with no visible means of support. This farmer had no son, this daughter was his eldest, and he was not about to let everything he worked for slip into the hands of anyone as impractical as a country rabbi.”

				The president cocked his head. “What did you do?”

				“We took the path of Esau,” the rabbi said, smiling again as he said it. “I spoke to Vasya—that was her name. Then, with her permission, I went to her father and told him that, if he would give me her hand in marriage, we would give up her right to the inheritance . . . allow it to pass to her younger sister.”

				“So you did marry?”

				“We did.” The sparkle left the rabbi’s eyes. “And in the second year of marriage, when she was expecting our first child, she died of influenza.”

				“You were still a young man.”

				The rabbi nodded. “But my Vasya was . . . perfect. And if such a thing is possible, she became even more perfect in my memory as the months and years wore on. There was no other woman I could wed. It would not have been fair; any second wife would always be that to me: second.”

				“Rabbi . . .” The president shook his head. “You are a hopeless romantic.”

				“True.” The rabbi smiled. “But at least on Tuesdays, when I lunch with the Orthodox bishop, he and I have something on which we can silently commiserate!”

				He laughed as he said it, but the president shook his head.

				“I cannot imagine a life such as that.”

				The rabbi shrugged again. “When I was young, it was difficult, at times. But now? I will be eighty-nine next winter, my friend. Eighty-nine! Celibacy is probably the only thing keeping me alive!”

				Both men laughed at that.

				The rabbi set his tea on the table at his side. “So, Sergei Nikitavich, why does the president of the Russian Federation want to have tea with a poor, luftmench rabbi on this beautiful morning Hashem has given us? Surely not to discuss my misfortune in matters matrimonial.”

				The president cleared his throat. “Last Wednesday, Rabbi . . . do you remember what happened five years ago, last Wednesday?”

				The rabbi smiled and nodded.

				“We were summering in Novorossiysk, up the coast,” the president said, as if he did not see the nod. “I was prime minister then, and my son, my Mikhail, was out on a motorboat. He was driving, and you know how it is when you are a teenager; he thought he was invincible. As he crossed the wake of a freighter . . . the boat capsized, struck him on the head. He was rescued, praise the Almighty, but fell into a deep coma. Second day in the hospital, they put him on life support; his heart was failing. Then, three weeks later, the doctors said there was no hope. They told me I should give them the order—take him off the machines. You were there in the hospital, making rounds, and I asked what you thought, whether I should allow the doctors to take away . . . take away the things keeping my only son alive. Tell me, Rabbi. Do you remember what you said?”

				The rabbi nodded. “I told you the story of Abraham and Isaac: how when Hashem told Abraham to sacrifice his only son, what he was really doing was asking Abraham if he trusted Hashem—trusted him with that which meant the world to him. You told me you were born to a Jewish mother, but you abandoned Hashem because of your years as a communist leader. That not even your mother’s dying wish, that you would return to the faith that had sustained her, moved you away from that path. And I told you the law is clear; that if you are a child of a Jewish mother, then you, too, are a Jew . . . that, deny it as you may, you are one of the chosen people. I told you he who was the creator of the world is still loyal to the covenant he made with your fathers —that this is what Jews believe. And I told you that, if you trusted Hashem, truly trusted him, you should let the doctors do as they wished.”

				The president nodded, tears in his eyes. “I always knew there was a God. My mother was so passionate about her faith. Yet I had to deny him in order to progress in the party.”

				“And I said that perhaps Hashem was eager to show his love to you through this difficult situation.”

				The president patted the rabbi’s hand. “You did more than that, old friend. You told me God loves me even more than I love my son. And when I asked if that meant God would save him, you said you could not guarantee that, but you could guarantee that, whatever the outcome was, if I did it in faith, it would be for the good.”

				The rabbi nodded again.

				“A great peace came over me when you said that,” the president told him. “I told the doctors to take him off the machines. And my son’s heart continued to beat. On its own. The doctors . . . they were astounded. Then, three days later—five years ago today—he awoke from his coma. And next month, he graduates from Gargarin; he will pilot a fighter-bomber, the same as I did, when I was his age.”

				Neither man said a thing. The breeze had picked up, the pennants snapping more sharply in the breeze.

				“My life changed that day, Rabbi,” the president finally said. He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. “And then, once I accepted the Almighty into my life, I wanted to learn Hebrew. I studied in secrecy. You gave me my bar mitzvah—just you and me.”

				The rabbi shrugged. “It was not as either of us truly wanted it, but it was as it had to be. To this day, my congregation asks me who the mysterious stranger is who so generously funds our temple. And I tell them simply that sometimes Hashem still sends angels in our midst. Sergei Nikitavich, why do you now recall in such detail that which we both remember so well?”

				The president leaned forward, hands clasped. He had not touched his own tea.

				“Rabbi, all my life, I have colluded against Israel. Do you know that?”

				The old rabbi nodded.

				“My teachers in school and even my professors at university were great supporters of Stalin,” the president continued. “I grew up ashamed of my heritage. I hid it. I thought of Judaism as undesirable, a faction to be eliminated. When we were Soviet, I served in the KGB. And once I came to power, I conspired against Israel. I armed her enemies: armed her greatest enemy.”

				The rabbi nodded again slowly, his brow furrowed.

				“You have told me this before. And I have told you before that Hashem spoke of this in his Psalms: As far as the east is from the west, that is how far he has distanced our rebellious acts from us.”

				The president finally picked up his tea and put his hand against the glass, frowning at its coolness.

				“God has distanced us, Rabbi. But me? I have not distanced myself. So I have taken steps: steps to protect Israel even from that one country which has sought most zealously to destroy her. I wanted you to know that . . . in confidence of course.”

				“Of course.” The rabbi reached for his own tea and then stopped. He cocked his head. “But how, Sergei Nikitavich? If their enemy is already armed; how can you possibly protect the Jews now?”

				The president sighed.

				“Forgive me, my old friend, but some things must remain unsaid for now.” He smiled. “After all, you are my rabbi, not my confessor.”


				Chapter Two

				MIDNIGHT: 29,100 FEET ABOVE THE PERSIAN GULF



				HAHO—high altitude, high opening: the mission prep had not included a night HAHO jump. That left a major risk, a possible flaw in the plan and now the proof of that was frozen in the doorway of the altitude-modified de Havilland Twin Otter jump plane. Red strobe blinking on the back of his black plastic helmet, gloved hands clinching either side of the hatch-frame, a frigid hundred-mile-an-hour slipstream roaring past as he stared down into five miles of empty blackness, the Iranian was a human statue, unable to move.

				The American loadmaster pounded on his shoulder, shouting instructions, but the man remained stiff, immobile.

				Thighs aching from the effort of keeping his balance with all his equipment on, Blake Kershaw moved forward. His gear bag sagging beneath his butt like an over-full diaper and the civilian clothing bunched and folded tightly under his jumpsuit by the too-tight straps of the parachute harness. But he moved as swiftly as he safely could, ducking his helmeted head in the low overhead of the cramped cabin. A big white plastic auxiliary fuel tank, strapped down on the deck and full at the beginning of the flight, was now just an obstacle to squirm past, its clear wire-mesh, reinforced hose spotted with the last dregs of avgas, sucked up before the pilots switched over to the wing tanks.

				Blake unsnapped his oxygen mask and let it hang from one strap. The airplane was flying at an altitude greater than that of the summit of Mount Everest. He knew he had to work quickly before he became hypoxic in the high, thin air.

				“Massoud,” he shouted, leaning in to be heard over the rushing wind.

				The man in the doorway turned. Even through the clear bubble jump-goggles and even in the dim red interior lighting of the airplane, Blake could see his eyes, wide enough there was white showing all the way around. The man’s black beard, flecked with gray, was damp with sweat where it stuck out from under his oxygen mask, despite the sub-freezing wind rushing in through the open door. They were close enough now that, even over the wind, Blake could hear the regular, high-pitched whine of the man’s helmet-strobe as it cycled.

				Blake patted his shoulder. “Put your hands on top of your head.”

				Shirazi had to know what was coming next. They’d done this once before, on the older man’s second training jump. Yet he nodded gravely and did as he was told.

				Blake kneed the back of the Iranian’s leg, causing him to buckle slightly. Then, when Shirazi was off-balance, Blake put both hands on the bottom of the man’s parachute pack, took a breath, and shoved.

				Shirazi pitched forward and fell out into the blackness, his helmet strobe a momentary red tear in the night. Then the man was gone.

				Stepping forward into the open doorway, Blake re-snapped his mask over a month-and-a-half’s worth of beard and gripped the hatch on either side. He knew the Gulf was down there, somewhere, nearly six miles below, but saw nothing but blackness. Leaning back, he took a full breath of pure oxygen.

				Then he followed his partner and hurled himself out into the dark.


				Chapter Three



				Blake tumbled at first, maybe a second or two: the red and white beacons of the jump-plane careening past, leaving luminous trails in his dark-adapted eyes. He arched backward, hands and feet out, and stabilized his fall. The air at altitude was well below freezing and the skin above his cheekbones—the only exposed portion of his face—went numb immediately.

				He scanned the void beneath him, looking for Shirazi’s helmet beacon, found it, and groaned into his oxygen mask.

				The tiny red light would describe a half circle, wink out, miss a cycle, and then describe a half-circle again.

				Meaning the other jumper was still tumbling. And spinning.

				Blake brought his hands together, spreading his legs to stay stable as he fell. There was an altimeter mounted on the back of his left glove and he thumbed the display. The backlight came on, a dim red, black numerals showing him that he was at twenty-five thousand feet and change, losing better than one-hundred-sixty feet a second in the thin, cold air.

				That gave him about half a minute before he reached 20,000 feet, their opening altitude. The oversized high-altitude/high-opening canopies would glide better than 6 feet for every 1 foot of drop, meaning that, from 20,000 feet, they could glide approximately twenty-three miles to a landing at sea level.

				Only they weren’t landing at sea level. They were supposed to navigate to a drop zone well up in the hill country and the landing zone was nearly ten miles inland.

				One thing that helped greatly was the wind aloft; the wind at altitude was a virtual gale and a parachutist could, for all intents and purposes, surf the rapidly moving air to cover more distance. But surfing the winds aloft meant they had to open while they were still high up in that layer of moving air. Beneath it, they lost that assistance.

				That left very little margin for error . . . no margin for error. The only way to be sure to make it to the drop zone would be to follow the mission plan. And to to do that, he would have to let Shirazi go and hope the Iranian would somehow be able to sort it out on his own.

				That’s what Blake thought.

				But what he did was bring his arms in next to his body and close his feet. The wind roar around him increased as he picked up speed and became a human missile, aiming himself at the distant spinning, flashing red light.

				Fifteen seconds later, he flared, arms and legs out, when Shirazi was still fifty feet below him. And moments after that, they were level with one another. From a dozen feet away, even in the dim starlight, Blake could see the other man flailing, trying to right himself.

				Blake knew the chances were he’d get a kick in the head for his trouble—a kick that could knock him cold. He knew, if he did this wrong, he and his partner would both wind up dead in the Gulf.

				Blake drifted nearer. He could see the cause of the tumble now; Shirazi’s gear bag had come unclipped on one side. But there was no way to easily jettison it; the straps were still tight around the older man’s legs.

				Blake thumbed his altimeter again: they were at 19,200 feet and dropping. Arms outstretched, he grabbed for one of Shirazi’s flailing boots, missed it, drifted in for another try, and got the kick in the head he’d been worried about.

				It didn’t knock him out, but it did stun him. It made him see stars and the hit was hard enough to start Blake tumbling as well. Blinking, shaking his head, he arched his back, flared, and stabilized.

				There was nothing but empty, black sky before him. Blake opened his right hand, canted his left boot, and rotated slowly to the left. He did that for a full twenty seconds and saw nothing but blackness and then, briefly through a break in the thin clouds far below, the lights of a freighter headed up the Gulf.

				Blake looked up. Sure enough, there was the spinning, tumbling strobe light and a dark spot that occluded two stars for a moment. Somehow, after the kick, Blake must have fallen head-first or feet-first for a few seconds, because he was now two hundred feet below Massoud.

				That presented a problem.

				In free-fall, it’s relatively easy to catch up with a skydiver even a considerable distance below you. All you have to do is streamline yourself, arms in tight, legs locked together, and dive head-first so you create as little wind-resistance as possible. You’ll fall faster, and quickly reach your partner.

				But when the other skydiver is above you, it is his speed that closes the distance. And a tumbling man falls only slightly faster than one dropping in a controlled flare.

				Blake spread his arms and legs wide, opened his gloved hands, canted his boots to either side, and then cupped his body, trying to present as much surface area as possible to the cold night air as he plummeted through it. He glanced up; the distant red strobe seemed to be just as far away as before.

				Flaring wasn’t working. Not quickly enough. . . .

				Blake thought through the situation for just a second; just a second was more time than he really had. Then he reached for the ripcord D-handle on his right-hand side and pulled it.

				A dark blossom rushed away from him into the night sky and then there was a huge jolt to his groin as his main parachute opened. Despite the oxygen mask over his beard, he smelled burning nylon—the HAHO canopy was so large that the friction of the deploying lines melted their sheaths slightly. Blake barely registered Shirazi’s helmet-strobe plummeting past him. Then Blake brought his left hand in, found the quick-release pillow on his left chest strap, and pulled it, cutting away the canopy.

				Standard HAHO protocol called for the use of a “Stevens rig,” a system that would deploy the reserve canopy as soon as the main had been cut away. But Blake had rigged his parachutes the way a sport skydiver would—the two parachutes independent of one another. And now he was glad he’d done it. It had allowed him to use the main canopy as an air brake, and then get rid of it.

				There was a brief moment of near-weightlessness and then Blake was at speed, in free-fall again. He could see his tumbling partner’s helmet strobe about three hundred feet below and he kept it in sight as he streamlined himself and again oriented his dive head-first.

				Another freighter appeared momentarily in a gap in the thin cloud-cover below. The strobe on the other man’s helmet developed a halo and dimmed to a deep pink.

				Clouds. Blake barely had time to think it before Shirazi’s strobe disappeared. A second later, the air around him became even colder, his clear goggles streaking with moisture as he entered the clouds as well.

				Blake flared to slow himself. He couldn’t risk passing his partner in the cloud cover; his primary chute was gone. Only the reserve was left, so there was no repeating that trick.

				Altimeter check: 12,300 feet. They had dropped beneath the fastest of the assisting winds aloft. In perfect conditions, they could glide nearly twelve to fourteen miles, were they to open now. But that would only get them past the beach and not to the drop zone. They would still be roughly fifteen miles short. And again, that was only if the wind agreed to fully cooperate. And Blake couldn’t open now. Not if he wanted to save Shirazi.

				“What am I doing here?” Blake surprised himself by saying it aloud, into his mask.

				Lights appeared off to his right and his goggles cleared, as they dropped out of the cloud cover, still miles off the coast. The lights he was seeing were from a few buildings standing miles apart on the distant shore. The freighters in the Gulf resolved into individual lights running the lengths of the ships; they were less than two miles beneath him now.

				And there was Shirazi’s strobe; Blake had drifted far to the left of his partner, but the other man was just a few feet below him. Angling in, Blake stayed clear of the feet this time—even though they were no longer flailing—and grabbed the older man by the arm of his jumpsuit. The two of them began tumbling together and Blake flared until the tumble resolved into a spin. Then he stuck a leg out in the opposite direction of the spin and slowed them until they were dropping cleanly.

				Shirazi was motionless, so Blake reached for the D-handle on the other man’s harness and pulled. The Iranian seemed to levitate just a bit and then rocketed up into the black night.

				Blake canted to his right and then, as he oriented himself feet-first, reached with his left hand and pulled the ripcord to his reserve chute, conscious of the fact that, if it didn’t deploy properly, there was nothing between him and the sea below.

				The reserve canopy was the same design as his primary, but packed so it would open more quickly. That meant the jolt to his groin this time felt more like a kick. That, plus the stench of melted nylon, was enough to make Blake sick to his stomach. He swallowed and forced himself to ignore it.

				Blake reached up for his steering toggles and executed a slow left turn. Like the primary, the reserve parachute was black and difficult to see in the low light, but he could make it out clearly enough to verify he had a full canopy, the ballooned cells a defined and rectangular shape against the lighter black of the cloud bottoms.

				Altimeter check: 5,786 feet. That they were far out of range of the landing zone was a foregone conclusion. His sole concern now was gliding far enough to reach the coast.

				Blake unsnapped his oxygen mask and removed his helmet.

				“Massoud?” He called the man’s name and waited.

				No reply.

				The oxygen bottle was attached to his harness with Velcro straps; he ripped them away and dropped the bottle, the mask, and the helmet.

				Pulling his knees up so he could reach the rucksack straps around his thighs, Blake began loosening the straps. When they were hanging loose, he reached behind him, found the carabiners clipping the rucksack bottom to his harness, and opened them.

				The rucksack contained gear he needed, but none of it would be useful if he wound up swimming. He dropped the rucksack, confident it, like the oxygen bottle, was heavy enough to sink when it hit the sea a mile below: no risk of compromising the mission.

				“Massoud . . .” Blake called again. The only comms they were carrying was a single Iridium satellite phone, secured in a Witz case in the bellows pocket of Blake’s jumpsuit—no radios. The Iranians had listening stations all along the coast; they would quickly triangulate on the radio signal from a slow-moving parachutist.

				“Massoud?”

				Silence.

				“Massoud!” He yelled it this time, not worried about the noise carrying. They were still better than five miles off the coast.

				This time he got a response: a groan from far above him.

				“Can you hear me, Massoud?”

				Another groan. “I can hear you.”

				Blake canted to his right, making certain he was not beneath the other parachutist.

				“Drop your gear. The oh-two bottle, the rucksack . . . drop it.”

				“The rucksack?” The other man’s voice was faint. “We need it.”

				“Too heavy. Need to shallow the glide—get more travel. Drop the gear.”

				“I will try.”

				For a minute Blake swayed in silence under the canopy. Then Shirazi called down to him.

				“I cannot loosen the straps.” His voice was nearer now. “One side is under my harness, and when I try to lift my legs, I . . . I cannot loosen the straps. My gear. I cannot drop it.”

				Blake took a deep breath. “That’s fine. Aim inland. Feels as if we have a tailwind. It’ll push us. Go with it.”

				“Aim inland. Yes. I can see your parachute. You are just below me, to my right.”

				His voice sounded close. Blake thought about it; they were above the sea at night, with no thermals to keep them aloft.

				“Please, Lord,” he whispered, “give us glide.”

				He looked up.

				“That’s it,” Blake called to his partner. “Just follow me.”


				Chapter Four

				TWO MONTHS EARLIER

				GEORGETOWN, WASHINGTON, DC

				Alia Kassab peered over the edge of the casserole, oblivious to the smudge of flour on the side her nose, and verified that her creation was just beginning to bubble. Pushing her jet-black hair back, she consulted her slick, new cookbook, put on a pair of oven mitts, and opened the oven door, a sauna of heat spilling out and wafting over her. Tongue in the corner of her mouth, she transferred the simmering casserole from the stovetop to the oven, slid the rack in, and closed the door. She looked at the book again—it was first published in 1961, twenty-five years before she was born—and set the stovetop timer.

				“Three hours,” she muttered as she did it. “Julia Child, you had way too much time on your hands, girlfriend.”

				Then again, truth be told, she could use the three hours to finish picking up her apartment.

				And, truth be told, there were any number of recipes in Mastering the Art of French Cooking that took much less time to prepare. But it made Alia feel good to make a dinner that took half a day to cook. Besides, she liked the name.

				“Boeuf bourguignon,” she murmured as she peeked inside the oven and verified the casserole was still simmering. It would be a suitably elegant dinner, particularly for a Saturday evening.

				Elegant dinner—Alia went to her bedroom closet, pushed aside the dresses on hangers, got up on her toes, and found the box she’d brought back from colonial Williamsburg two winters before. Inside were four beeswax candles, lightly scented with vanilla, each pair joined at the wick. She extracted the top two, noted with pleasure that they had not melted or drooped, and took them into her tiny dining room, where she snipped the wicks to separate them, softened the candle bases with a lighted match, and then set them into a pair of brass candlesticks.

				She smiled. The view from her dining-room window wasn’t the best in Washington—it looked down onto a street crowded with shops, three walk-up floors below—but a pair of burning candles could make all the difference. They would make the room romantic.

				She turned the candlesticks, looking at them. Her smile melted from her face. Romance made her think of weddings, and a wedding . . . well, a wedding was out of the question.

				Alia Kassab was in love with a spy. There was no plainer way to put it than that. She was in love with a man who had no legitimate identity; the one he was born with could be found on a headstone at Arlington National Cemetery, marking the grave of an individual burned beyond recognition in a helicopter crash staged the year before.

				Alia knew the crash was staged because she’d been there for the briefing. She worked for the CIA; worked directly with the deputy director of operations, just as she had with his predecessor, a man who died in a car-bomb attack the autumn before. She knew her spy was a spy because she’d helped create him and coached him as he learned his “legend”—his agency cover story—for his very first mission. He was a Special Forces lieutenant then, and still was, if one knew which top-secret documents to consult. Alia’s boss had personally trained him in spycraft, and Alia was now one of a highly select handful of people who knew the young officer was still alive. Even his own mother thought he was dead.

				Alia was in love with a ghost, a person who no longer existed, not in the legal sense. She remembered a phrase from Hamlet—“hoist with his own petard”—it meant “to be destroyed by the very weapon you created.” It seemed appropriate. She and her spy talked about a future together; they discussed family, a farmhouse in the Virginia countryside. But she knew it was not possible: not while his life remained covert.

				Alia set the candlestick down and went back to the kitchen.

				Time to make sure the boeuf bourguignon was still simmering.





				THIRTY MILES AWAY, LYING prone on the rifle range at Fairfax Rod & Gun Club, Blake Kershaw made an adjustment to the Redfield riflescope, chambered a round, and fired.

				“That’s it.” The man at the spotting scope was Amos Phillips, deputy director of operations for the Central Intelligence Agency. “You’re zeroed. Let’s see what you can do.”

				Blake reloaded and then worked the bolt, chambering another round. Under a thin cloud cover, the light was diffuse, the image in the scope clear and crisp. He put the reticle on the “X” at the center of the bull’s-eye.

				The rifle belonged to Phillips. It was a Remington Model 700 with a hard rubber recoil pad—essentially the standard-issue bolt-action sniper rifle of the early Vietnam era. Compared to what Blake carried with his Special Forces team in Afghanistan, the Remington, with its walnut stock, was a dinosaur. But it was an extremely familiar dinosaur; his father had taught him to hunt deer with a Model 700.

				Blake took three full breaths, held the last one and then blew it out slowly, feeling his heart beat against the nylon pad on which he was lying. He relaxed, allowing his heartbeat to slow. Then, when it dropped beneath forty beats per minute, he tightened his squeeze on the trigger, allowing it to break when he was between heartbeats.

				“Center of the X,” Phillips told him.

				Blake only half heard. He chambered the second 30.06 round and fired again.

				“X, just below, touching your first.”

				In the twelve seconds following, Blake fired three more times, working the bolt each time without taking his eye off the target. When the fifth round was downrange, he left the action open, slid in a yellow plastic empty-chamber indicator, and said, “Clear.”

				He looked up at Phillips.

				“One ragged hole,” CIA’s deputy director of operations told him. “You don’t appear to have lost a thing, my friend.”

				“This is only a hundred yards,” Blake told him. “And it’s not moving. Or shooting back. You want another whack at it?”

				“Nope.” Phillips shook his head. “Let’s pack it up.”

				Fifteen minutes later they were stowing the cased rifle, the mat, and the spotting scope in the back of Phillips’s Suburban.

				“Nice club,” Blake said, looking around.

				“My father was a charter member,” Phillips told him. “You want to be an active member here, you have to acquire or inherit it—that, plus be vetted by two other actives.”

				“Pricey?”

				“Not really. But they limit membership to five hundred actives and five hundred associates. Keeps things from getting too crowded. I can bring guests, though. Anytime you want range time, don’t want to make the trip down to Bragg or Quantico, just let me know. We may not have targets at a thousand yards, but it’s still a pretty nice place to shoot.”

				Phillips closed the back hatch and the two men got into the SUV.

				“Got your membership from your father . . .” Blake said, looking out the window at the landscaping, the hedges. “He in the business?”

				“This business?” Phillips asked. He started the Suburban. “Ours? No. Government, yes, but not intelligence. He was a physicist with the Bureau of Standards. Joined here because he knew I was interested. He was that kind of dad, you know? The thing that made me happiest about being selected for Annapolis was he wouldn’t have to pay for it—he and my mom could finally go to Europe on something besides a business trip. Because otherwise, they would have eaten macaroni and cheese for four years to put me through school.”

				Blake turned away from the window. “I can relate. Had a father like that myself.”

				“He still around?”

				“No.” Blake swallowed, finding his words. “Died in Desert Storm. SCUD attack.”

				Phillips nodded, making the turn out of the club’s gate. “My dad was on Air Florida Flight 90—the one that hit the 14th Street Bridge, back in ’82. It was my last year at the Academy. We’d just finished Christmas break together; Dad splurged and took us—my mother and me—to Grand Cayman. He was going to try and sneak in a trip to Tampa at the end of that, but the professor he was supposed to meet at USF had to reschedule; snowstorm—couldn’t get back from a ski trip. So I guess you could say the weather killed him twice: it was weather that put him on the flight, and weather that brought the flight down.”

				Blake thought about that. If his father hadn’t volunteered to go to Desert Storm in 1990 to get the overseas pay . . . Blake thought about that too often. Time to change the subject.

				“So why’d you leave the Navy?”

				Phillips turned on the blinker, shrugged. “I elected Aviation out of the Academy, but the Navy berthed me in intelligence—temporary berth until there was room in aviation: not enough Tomcats and Hornets to go around. After a year there, turned out I had an aptitude for it. Made my way up, got promoted, and made it to commander by the time I got assigned to DIA. Colson Atwater was recruiting for the Agency and met me there, sweet-talked me into civilian work: CIA. Guess I never planned it that way, but I’ve been in intelligence all my life.”

				When Phillips mentioned Colson Atwater, Blake’s mind drifted back to the day he met the legendary CIA operative. It was at Hampden Sydney College during his senior year. Like Phillips, Atwater recruited Blake into the spy business. And now Colson was gone; killed in a terrorist bombing in Islamabad just a year earlier. It was just one of the risks people take when they get into this game of espionage, but Blake missed his old friend. And after all, it was Colson who’d introduced him to Alia, the love of his life, beautiful and Egyptian-born. He was planning to see her for dinner that very night.

				They passed Chantilly National Golf and Country Club and got onto the eastbound ramp for I-66.

				“Ever a field agent?”

				Phillips shook his head. “Took the training and I’ve been in the field—been in the field a lot. Always as a case officer, though; never a deep-cover NOC. I’m first to admit that what you do takes aptitude.”

				Blake looked at the car next to them. Ever since Afghanistan, he’d been edgy whenever a car kept pace with his own on the road. In Afghanistan, in Iraq, that sort of thing was often the prelude to an ambush. It was the sort of thing that often got the other driver shot.

				“So what do we need it for?” He kept watching the car as he asked it.

				“‘It?’”

				The car next to them slowed, changed lanes to get to an exit.

				“My aptitude. We go shooting, talk about our fathers—the whole guy-bonding thing. Except you already knew all about my dad; you’ve read my file. So I’ve got a feeling an ‘ask’ is coming up.”

				“It is.” Phillips glanced his way. “You know, Blake, I worked with Alia three years before you came along. Two Christmases ago, she spent the holidays up in Stowe, with my family. So I know her pretty well. You’ve brought out . . . another dimension in her. She’s fully smitten.”

				Blake fingered the window button on his armrest, felt the ridges around it, and looked up. “That a problem?”

				“Not at all.” Phillips shook his head. “I know quite a few people who met their husbands, their wives, in CIA. Most keep right on working with us after they’re married. It’s easier, when you have to keep secrets, working with someone who’s keeping the same ones. So no; that’s not a problem. But I want you to know that . . . that you’re valuable to us in more ways than one. Not just as an operative, but as someone special to . . .” He checked his mirror and then glanced over. “. . . to a young lady who is, in a lot of ways, like a daughter to me.

				Blake said nothing, listening.

				“I won’t be cavalier with your welfare, Blake. And I won’t use you on anything where the stakes don’t justify it.”

				“I know that. You’ve got me working on something where the stakes justify it.”

				“Indonesia? Yes. Asia has extremist groups that could rival al-Qaeda in a few years. How’s the prep going for that?”

				“Finished the language schools for Dutch, for Bahasa Indonesia. Alia likes that . . . she knows a little Bahasa; her mother was—is—Indonesian. We practice when we’re out, when people can’t hear us. I still have to take the language school in Javanese, but I’m not expected to be fluent in it. I just have to pass as a Canadian working as an Australian textiles buyer. Have a trip coming up in a couple months to shadow a former MI-6 man at an import/export firm in Canberra, get grounded on the business.”

				“We’re going to have to postpone that trip.”

				Blake tapped the armrest. “I figured. What’s up?”

				Driving one-handed, Phillips lifted the lid on the SUV’s center console and folded it back. Inside was a flush-mounted pistol vault, the kind you could bolt into your car to carry a handgun securely. Glancing down, he aligned four numbers on the combination lock, opened the vault, and took out a latest-generation iPhone. He touched a dished button to wake it up, tapped in a pass-code, and then—glancing up to check traffic—brought up an image on the screen and handed the iPhone to Blake.

				Blake studied the image; it was a man who appeared to be in his mid-seventies: third-world haircut grown out a little too long, a thin, thready beard extending all the way down onto his neck, eyebrows bushy and untrimmed like his beard. The hair and the beard were both streaked with gray, the hair more so than the beard. He was wearing a suit jacket that looked a little bulky at the seams, and although his white shirt was buttoned at the throat, he wore no necktie.

				“Muslim country, from the looks of the beard,” Blake thought aloud. “Jacket looks like it came from eastern Europe, maybe Turkey. Let me guess: Iranian?”

				“Bingo. Colonel Farrokh Nassiri, Iranian Air Force, retired. PhD from MIT in nuclear engineering, bachelor’s with a dual major in physics and engineering from Oxford, and now he’s supposedly a deputy in their energy ministry, although HUMINT places him as the number-two man in their nuclear munitions program. He’s been working with North Korea on delivery systems, and some former Soviets on warhead technology. As you know, Iran has been pretty much in the western world’s face on their reactor program. They claimed for years to be developing fission for power plants, but satellite imagery of their infrastructure didn’t line up with that. It was pretty obvious they were making weapons-grade plutonium, not the more radioactive sort you’d use in a reactor. So now they’re simply saying they’re a sovereign nation and they haven’t signed any treaties, so we have no business telling them what to do. Their capability isn’t pervasive, but it’s getting there. Variety of intelligence sources show hardened launch points all over the highlands, Zagros Mountains, principally. The old Soviet shell-game: move your nukes around, keep the opposition guessing where they are. Some of those suspected sites, in Bakhtaran, are just a thousand kilometers from downtown Tel-Aviv. Wouldn’t take much of a launch vehicle to strike it. Not to mention you could stand on the border and practically throw a nuke and hit the 447th Air Expeditionary Group at Sather, outside Baghdad. So we have a definite need to know which of those sites are truly launch-capable and which are not. And Nassiri, there, is the man who planned the system. He knows where everything is, when it’s scheduled to move, where it moves to, which sites are susceptible to a bunker-buster, and which might require something more.”

				Blake straightened up. “Something more, as in nuclear?”

				Phillips shrugged. “That’s one possibility.”

				“Hard to believe we would do that. It’s a threshold no country wants to cross, especially the United States.”

				“Get to that in a minute.” Phillips checked his rear-view mirror and got on the northbound ramp for the Beltway. “SIGINT indicates Iran’s president, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, is back to making his old noise about wiping Israel off the map. We think a one-kiloton strike against Ramat David, on the pretext of evening old scores, is a definite possibility.”

				“That’s crazy.” Blake scowled. “That’d start World War III.”

				“Agreed,” Phillips nodded. Sun broke through the clouds overhead, painting the lower half of his face in sunlight. “But from Ahmadinejad’s point of view, he’s holding a revolver, not a single-shot. If we preempt incompletely, or even if we react, he can launch against Sather, Bagram—lots of American sons and daughters there, and he knows how quite a bit of the public feels about our kids dying in other people’s wars.”

				“Our war eventually. Better to fight it over there.”

				“I’m with you, but logic doesn’t make for good newscasts. Bottom line, Ahmadinejad is a lot like the old Soviet regime. Willing to play chicken with millions of lives. Willing to shake things up. Severely. He doesn’t have the ICBM capability to hit CONUS, but he could sure make a mess in the Middle East.”

				Blake looked back at the iPhone. “So what’s the game plan? We going to snatch this Nassiri?”

				Phillips shook his head. “Won’t need to. Our boy’s coming voluntarily.”

				“That senior a man? Why would he want to bolt?”

				Phillips smiled. “You know the old expression, a ‘come-to-Jesus talk’?”

				Blake nodded.

				“Well, Nassiri’s had the talk.” Phillips changed lanes. Then he glanced over at Blake. “And the man’s come to Jesus. Literally.”
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