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To those who believe that out of the chaos of our rapidly changing world something momentous is about to happen



To those who wish to face the uncertainties of the End of the Age with an understanding of Biblical prophecy



And to those who want to enjoy Gods wonderful plan for our future
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PART ONE
Under the Nuclear Shadow

Richard Garwin, a designer of the hydrogen bomb, was called by Nobel Laureate Enrico Fermi the only true genius I had ever met. Testifying to Congress in March 2007, Mr. Garwin estimated a 20 percent per year probability of a nuclear explosion with American cities and European cities included. My Harvard Colleague, Matthew Bunn, created a model that estimates the probability of a terrorist nuclear attack over a ten year period at 29 percent.

Graham Allison, director of the Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs, Kennedy School of Government, and former assistant Secretary of Defense (Washington Times, April 23, 2008)

Return to sender,
Address unknown.
No such number, No such zone.

Winfield Scott and Otis Blackwell, 1962

Blessed is he who reads and those who hear the words of the prophecy, and heeds the things which are written in it; for the time is near.

Revelation 1:3



 



ONE

In the Not-Too-Distant Future

At twelve thousand feet, alarm bells started going off all over the cockpit of the Navy EA-6B Prowler. At first Captain Louder thought theyd run into a flock of birds, but they were much too high up.

Captain, shouted his lead ECM officer, Lieutenant Emmit Wilson, on-board computers have crashed.

Avionics?

Screwed up, sir.

Navigation?

Everythings bugging out, sir, said his navigation officer, Lieutenant Jim Stewart, a bespectacled electronics nerd from the Naval Communications School at Pensacola.

Were we hit?

Not that I can see, sir.

Captain Louder glanced quickly at the jet engine to his left. No smoke, no oil. He glanced to his right. The other engine appeared equally sound. Everything seemed normal, but the instruments said otherwise: pressure dropping, fuel gauge empty, altimeter and directional indicators completely out of whack.

I need answers, men.

Though the crew was good at their jobs, they were young, and the person they usually looked to for answers was Captain Louder.

Thats an order!

Sir, said Lieutenant Wilson hesitantly, all I can think of is that we were hit with some kind of massive electromagnetic charge, either internal or external, fried all our instruments or

Or?

Or the Koreans have some new kind of sophisticated jamming system.

Were supposed to be doing the jamming, not them.

The Prowlers chief mission was reconnaissance and radar suppression, its weapons sophisticated electronic jamming equipment and a single HARMhigh-speed anti-radiation missilethat could seek out and destroy enemy radar defenses all on its own.

What about sunspots, sir? suggested Lieutenant Stewart.

More likely we ran into Santa Claus, growled Captain Louder as he fought to maintain control of the stick and keep the aircraft steady, but its only September. He didnt need guesses now; he needed solutionsand fast.

HQ Foxfire, this is Looking Glass, over, he yelled into the radio. HQ Foxfire, this is Looking Glass, do you read me, over.

Were twenty minutes early on our verbal, sir. Theyre not going to respond, said Lieutenant Stewart.

Or else the radios dead too. Anything still work on this plane?

The youngest of the three ECMOs, Lieutenant Derrick Milius, a pimply faced twenty-one-year-old from Lubbock, Texas, shyly pulled an iPod out of his shirt pocket. He plugged it into the aircrafts intercom. The twangy strains of Hank Williams Jr. filled the cockpit.

A little inspiration, sir.

HQ Foxfire, this is Looking Glass, overHQ Foxfire, this is Looking Glass, do you read me, over. The voice of Captain Louder crackled over the speakers in the Tactical Communications Bunker at Osan Air Base, just forty-eight miles south of the DMZ.

Do we respond, sir?

Wing Commander Charles Stamper chomped down on another stick of Nicorette gum. What he really needed was a cigarette, but the base had recently gone smoke-free, and he had to lead by example.

No. We have strict orders to maintain radio silence all along the parallel.

A tinny version of Hank Williams Jr.s Born to Boogie seeped through the speakers followed by, HQ Foxfire, this is Looking Glass; we have a situation up here; request permission to break off current flight path and return to base, over.

No one in the communications bunker said a word, waiting for the commander to speak; the only sound now his obsessive gum chewing.

Hank Williams Jr.s warble returned, then, HQ Foxfire, this is Looking Glass, breaking off current flight path, requesting secondary landing site, do you copy, over.

Do we respond now, sir?

Commander Stamper bit his tongue accidentally. The orders were explicit. No radio contact with planes over the DMZ. But he knew Captain Louder personally, probably owed him a few bucks from a poker game or two, and he knew he wouldnt break radio silence unless he had to. He also knew the captain wouldnt want to give out too much information over the radio. They both knew that the North Korean military, known as the Korean Peoples Army, or the KPA, were always listening, looking to turn every situation to their advantage. But still. Captain Louder was listening to music in the cockpit. Country music. Was that code for something? He wracked his brain but came up with nothing.

Give them a couple clicks of the hand mic to let them know we heard. The commander turned to his flight officer. Send up a couple fighters to check it out. Tell them to stay high and out of sight. Make visual contact if they can, but no radio under any circumstance.

Hed picked a bad week to give up smoking.

Captain Louder knew from the silence on the radio that he was on his ownat least until he cleared the DMZ. His flight plan called for him to stay on this heading until he reached international waters over the Sea of Japan, but he didnt think his plane had enough in her to get that far. Whatever had attacked the electronics had done a number on the systems. Nothing was responding. It was like being back in an old T-2 Buckeye trainer where muscle and moxie were as important as avionics. Strictly stick-and-rudder stuff now.

Were going to try and glide this beast in, Captain Louder informed his crew. Were starting to lose thrust and trim, and the hydraulics are gone. Maintaining altitude and velocity will be impossible. I need work-arounds for navigation and pitch control so we dont just find ourselves floating over on the other side of the Bamboo Curtain.

His young crew dug into their task, fueled by adrenaline and Hank Williams Jr.s bluesy ramblings. He knew he was going to get into a rash of trouble about the music when he got back to base, but it seemed to focus his crew, so what the

Captain Louder saw them firsttwo North Korean fighters coming directly out of the rising sun at Mach 2.

We got company, and they dont look happy to see us.

The two North Korean birds streaked past and started a long loop to maneuver behind the crippled American plane.

Im taking evasive action, Captain Louder barked. We dont need any more surprises. He tried to maneuver the plane, but it was like walking in wet cement, each step getting harder and harder. He knew they were sitting ducks, but he couldnt worry about that now. He had to work with what he had. Besides, why would they fire on him and risk World War III?

Their radar just painted us, sir, screamed Lieutenant Milius.

What?

Captain Louder was rocked. Theyre targeting us? Why? Had we strayed so far off course when our navigation controls went down?

Missile away, sir!

A white trail of smoke corkscrewed out from behind the heat-seeking missile a mile back as it left the lead North Korean jet.

Set the auto countermeasures!

Lieutenant Wilson pushed the auto-set button. Auto countermeasures failed to launch.

Fire manually.

Wilson flipped the directional IR countermeasure switch. Then he flipped the second switch for high-heat flares to launch and hopefully detract the incoming heat-seeking missile.

Second missile away, sir! Lieutenant Miliuss voice raised a few octaves as a second rocket streaked away from the wingtip of the Korean jet.

Lets see if this old bucket still has a few tricks in it. Captain Louder jammed the stick as far forward as he could. The plane went into an immediate free fall as the first missile sailed harmlessly overhead.

Second missile still tracking, sir.

The second missile was closing in on the planes jet engines almost as quickly as the earth was coming up to meet it.

Shutting down engines! It was a highly risky maneuverhe may never get them started againbut he was running out of options.

Just a few more seconds The captain wrenched back on the rudder trying to pull the plane out of its headlong nosedive. I need some flaps; I need power!

Lieutenant Wilson was furiously working over his console, trying to reroute any active circuits to give the plane one last chance to avoid a fiery collision.

Now! screamed the captain. Suddenly the rudder came free, slamming back hard into the captains chest as the plane looped straight back up into the sky with a sudden burst of power from the twin jet engines.

The missile tried to correct itself, but ran out of altitude, slamming into the earth in a fiery inferno.

As the cheering died down inside the cockpit, Louder realized they had dodged one bullet only to cause a new threat. Lieutenant Wilson had managed to overload the circuitry in the fuel cells to give the engines the necessary boost they needed to restart, pulling the plane out of its free fall. But now he was out of tricks as the right turbojet belched smoke and flames.

The electrical surge must have caused a short.

Can you shut it down?

Dont think so, sir. Nothings responding.

Hows our altitude?

Were not going straight down anymore, if thats what you mean, sir, said Lieutenant Milius with his characteristic dry West Texas drawl. I guess thats a plus, sir.

Captain Louder looked at his crew. All eyes were on him waiting for inspiration. But he had none to give. Hed never lost a plane before, and he wasnt too happy about the prospect of losing this one. But he knew there was nothing else to do if they wanted to stay alive. Those two MiGs were still out there hunting them.

We better scuttle her; not much to salvage anyway.

The HARM might still be operational, sir, piped up Lieutenant Stewart as a sort of consolation. Might just get lucky and hit whatever the Koreans were using to jam our electronics.

Captain Louder considered this for a second, then picked up the radio.

Mayday! Mayday! Captain Louders voice crackled over the Navy fighter jets radios; then one, two, three parachutes blossomed out from the cockpit of the crippled Prowler and floated slowly to earth.

Half a mile away, the fighter pilots looked at each other over the narrow space of air that separated their two Lightning Stealth fighters. Where was the fourth parachute? Where was the pilot?

Then they saw the MiGs coming back, circling like jackals scavenging a carcass.

One of the Korean jets pulled behind the limping American recon plane, lining up for its kill shot. Alarms started to go off inside the cockpit. The Korean pilot looked up. Too late. He never saw the Lightning Stealth or the missile that took him out.

Captain Louder saw the flash of the explosion behind him. Were the Koreans making another pass? He just needed a little more altitude to get the maximum range for the HARM to find pay dirt. He knew his own plane was history. Hed gotten his crew out, to safety, he hoped, but now he was going to get a little bit of revenge. He just needed time for one shot

A MiG streaked overhead, twisting and turning in the morning light. Captain Louder ducked involuntarily. Then he saw what was causing all the aerial acrobatics. Two American jets screamed past. He roared in triumph, letting fly the HARM as he pulled the ejection cord.

Louders parachute opened and suddenly everything was quiet. He watched as the HARM sped away toward the horizon seeking an unseen enemy jamming beacon somewhere on the northern edge of the demilitarized frontier. His plane disappeared over a small rise and then exploded in a muted concussion of jet fuel. The last thing he saw were twin missile plumes from the two American fighters as they homed in on the desperate North Korean fighter.



 



TWO

Captain Han Suk knew something was wrong even before he reached the bridge of his ship. The Daedong was a sleek long-range North Korean missile launcher. It was everything he had dreamed of as he went through the rigors of the Democratic Peoples Republic of Koreas Military Naval Academy. When hed been a young seaman coming up through the ranks, the Korean Peoples Navy was considered a brown-water navy, its ships few and small with no long-range ability, operating mainly in coastal waters and inland rivers. But with the advent of the great nuclear reawakening at the hands of their new supreme leader, Kim Jong-un, the nation had turned its energies back to repelling the American threat and had embarked on several ambitious military enterprises. Yet unlike the other missile-launching destroyers in the North Korean navy, the Daedong was different in one spectacular aspect: it was designed to launch weapons of mass destruction.

The financial drain on the country, already suffering from shortages and the rumored starvation in the northern provinces, was enormous, but the benefits were incalculable. The nations prestige as an international military power soared. After all, the imperial American menace would soon be cowed by the sight of dozens of ships along their coastlines flying the red star of North Korea.

That was the glorious future as Captain Han Suk saw it. But for now, the Daedong was the first that was tasked to patrol the eastern coastline of the hated United States, and he was honored to be given the task of bringing its fearsome might to the teeth of the enemy.

Still, he had reservations. Reservations he would never raise to any of his superiors, reservations he allowed himself to consider only in the few moments he had to himself, between sleep and duty.

The ship, a beautiful, fast, seaworthy triumph of Korean naval expertise, had been rushed through assembly, its production goals set to meet the date of the great leaders anniversary celebration. Though completed on time, shortcuts had been taken and materials shortchanged. The time for proper testing had been limited to get the ship into the Atlantic before the winter freeze of the Northern Arctic passage.

The captain had been able to catalogue some of the ships shortcomings. Most pressing of which were its communication systems. The Americans had a vast array of satellite and ground station receivers utilizing the latest VLF, microwave, and laser technology to quickly communicate from anywhere in the world. For the Koreans, being out of their own territorial waters was a new experience, and no system yet existed to ensure safe, secure, consistent communication. From the moment the ship had entered the Atlantic, the Americans had been jamming its radar.

The captain was also concerned by the isolation he felt, alone in enemy waters. The Daedongs sister ship wouldnt be ready for another six months, so he had been tasked with the maiden voyage on his own. He knew the strict coastal territorial limits of each nation and had been sure to steer clear of any hostile shores, but he still felt vulnerable to an enemy that had occupied Koreas sovereign territory to the south for over sixty oppressive years.

All this the captain kept to himself. It was his duty to honor the flag of his beloved North Korea and to bring glory to his grateful nation and leader. It was especially important since Supreme Naval Commander Admiral Sun Tak Jeong was himself on board, to report, firsthand, on the glorious news of their triumphant voyage.

As the captain climbed the exterior gangway to the glassed-in bridge, most of the crew was down in the mess hall. As he entered the bridge he could sense something unusual, an increased agitation among the small group manning the ships radar and controls. The normal military efficiency of his handpicked deck officers had been replaced by something he couldnt quite put his finger on. As he stepped onto the bridge, everyone snapped to attention. He let them stand there for an extra second as he took the temperature of the room. What he sensed did not reassure him. Fear.

Back to your stations, men.

Captain. The XO immediately stepped forward.

Captain. The second voice came from Admiral Jeong, who emerged from the shadows at the back of the octagonal structure. The captain hadnt seen him when he came in, and his presence on the bridge this early in the morning only confirmed his worst misgivings.

Captain, we received a coded message. The admiral held out a slip of paper for him to read. The text was brief but chilling:


2 KPA jets ambushed and shot down over sovereign Northern territory by overwhelming American occupying air forces. No provocation. No warning. Missiles launched



Why wasnt I told of this immediately?

Because I received it first, enunciated the admiral. The implications were clear. He scanned his men for a hint of betrayal. No one met his gaze.

The captain wanted to know more. Is there any more to the message?

The Americans jammed our communications, volunteered the XO. We havent been able to reach Pyongyang since.

If its still there. The admirals statement sent a shiver down the captains spine.

We must turn around and return home immediately to defend our beloved country and leader, said the captain.

Isnt that what he sent us here to do? Again the admirals words shot a sickening chill through the captain.

Admiral, no one is more aware than I of the wisdom of your long experience and knowledge. But I believe we can serve our country and our leader best by returning to join the battle at hometo repel the American invader from our beloved shores.

I disagree.

Everyone on the bridge froze.

The message said, Missiles launched, the admiral barked, making sure his meaning wasnt lost on anyone in the room, especially the captain.

The message was interrupted, sir; we cant just leap to conclusions.

The interruption wasnt here, Captain; it was in Pyongyang.

The captain felt a sting of rage, blindsided, as he turned to his XO. The XO blurted out, I dont know, sir; we cannot confirm one way or the other yet.

Then get me a confirmation!

We dont need a confirmation, Captain; we need to act.

We are acting, sir.

Like cowards with our tails between our legs! The admirals words echoed through the bridge.

Do you have an order, sir? Han Suk retorted.

Do you need an order, Captain? The captain remained silent. The admiral quickly turned to the firing officer. Then heres an order. Proceed to commence prelaunch procedures

Admiral? shouted the captain.

The admiral continued, I will transmit the nuclear authorization code

Admiral! The captains voice was steadily rising.

The admiral snapped open a hard plastic stick revealing a coded set of numbers, then turned coldly to the captain. I need your key, sir.

The captain stepped back.

That is an order, Captain.

The captain continued to back away.

The admiral turned to the XO and said, Give me your firearm. The XO hesitated.

Give me your firearm!

The XO unholstered his weapon and handed it to the admiral. The admiral raised it and aimed it at the captains head.

Are you going to give me the key now, Captain?

Admiral, I beg you, we dont know whats happened yet

The sound of the gun going off in the closed space was much louder than the admiral had expected. The bullet entered the captains right cheekbone and exited the back of his skull, spattering the steel panel behind him with blood and brain matter.

The admirals hand was shaking as he reached down to retrieve the firing key from around the captains neck, where he had slumped dead onto the corrugated metal floor.

No one said a word as the admiral, with the gun still in his trembling hand, passed the bloody key to the XO.

The admiral stared out at the sea for a moment, then smiled with an air of manufactured confidence. Theyll write stories about us someday. He turned slowly to the XO and nodded. The ship is yours now, Captain. Make us proud.

A phone rang in the office of the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. It was 7:00 at night, but the chairman was still there. He liked to use the early evening hours, when the rest of the staff was gone, to think over the next days agenda. His secretary had gone, so he picked up the phone. This is

The voice on the other end of the phone didnt let him finish. General, we have a status red, repeat, a confirmed status red.

The generals body shot up in his chair. What and where!?

Two birds incoming, U.S. East Coast, intoned the voice on the phone.

Specify! roared the General. Where?!

New York City.



 



THREE

There was one unusual thing about that night for Abigail Jordan. At long last she and her nineteen-year-old daughter, Deborah, had managed to book tickets for an opera at the Met. Puccinis Madame Butterfly. Abigail tried to arm-twist her husband, Joshua, into going, but she had to laugh at the improbability of that. Besides, Joshua was scheduled to fly back to New York from a meeting with some military brass in Washington. He was taking the shuttle to JFK and would then, in his private helicopter, go directly to his Manhattan office to do some late-night work with his research and development team. Which meant Joshua Jordan had a built-in excuse to miss the opera. Much to his relief, Abigail figured.

Still, Abigail had applied her powers of persuasion. Clever arguments came easy for her. Shed been trained as a lawyer. Look, Josh, shed said to him on her cell phone earlier, I know you dont like the opera, but Madame Butterfly is actually a story about a lieutenant in the Navy who has this conflict Her husband chuckled and cut her off. He even managed to say it with a straight face: Navy? You got to be kidding. Abby, honey, even if I didnt have to work late, lets remember that I retired from active duty as a colonel in the Air Force. The Air Force. Sitting through an opera about a sailor, hey, thatd be a betrayal to all my flying buddies

Shed tried not to laugh at his sly comeback, but it was hard. At least this way she would have some private time with Deborahfirst a wonderful dinner together, and now they were looking for a cab to whisk them to the Met before curtain time. In some ways her daughter was so much like her dad. A cadet at West Point, Deborah was heading for a career in the military. Yet Abigail was delighted that she still loved girly things. A good love story, even in Italian, would be right up their alley.

As the two of them walked quickly through Times Square looking for a taxi, she glanced at Deborah. She had Joshuas dark, penetrating eyes and a softer, pretty version of his square-jawed face. Like her mother, Deborah was tall, thin, and athletic. Abigail had missed her, even though West Point wasnt that far from their penthouse in New York City, and she and Joshua had seen her several times during her third year at the academy. It was still so good to have her around, even if only for a weekend.

The two of them crossed Broadway, underneath the brazen illumination of the giant three-hundred-foot-high LED screens, neon signs, and flashing JumboTrons of Times Square. Abigail and Deborah were almost to the island in the middle of the street that housed the large glass-encased TKTS discount tickets booth. They would have to get off of Broadway to find a cab. For many years traffic had been banned from Times Square, so Abigail and Deborah were about to head to a side street to hail a taxi.

But just then they heard the awful sound. A sickening metallic crash.

Abigail and Deborah quickly whipped their heads around. A cab had just smashed into a vendors hot dog cart.

Abigail was stunned. Whats a cab doing in Times Square?

Unbelievably, the taxi didnt stop. The cabbie continued to gun his engine down 47th Street, first dodging around pedestrians and then hopping the curb onto the sidewalk at full speed, toppling pedestrians like bowling pins. Several theater lovers, waiting in line at the TKTS booth, started to race across the street to get to the fallen pedestrians.

Deborah turned to sprint after them. Come on, Mom; they need help!

But Abigail saw something and grabbed her daughters arm. Look out!

A large black limo and then a minivan streaked into Times Square and almost mowed down the good Samaritans. A second cab attempted to veer around the crowds and jumped the curb, this one slamming through the foldout tables where hawkers had been selling Yankees and Mets memorabilia moments before.

Abigail stared in shock. She couldnt compute the odds. Almost as if orchestrated, vehicles were racing into the no-traffic zone of Times Square. Two taxi drivers had jumped curbs, committing the same insane act in the same place within seconds of each other. What was going on?

Suddenly cell phones started to ring all around her. For a moment it was as if the world encompassed in that twenty blocks of Times Square had stopped to answer the same communal phone call. Abigail had her cell with her, but it was turned off on purpose. She cherished her alone-time with Deborah.

Deborah looked as if she was trying hard to figure it all out. Trying to make sense of it. Something bigs going down, Mom.

Abigail grabbed for her Allfone, the new generation multifunctional cell phone, to turn it on. Every person around her with a cell phone, as if on cue, was moving nowsome running, others crying, some screaming wildly. Everyone else simply stood there with bewildered faces.

Abigail punched the speed dial for her husband. By then Joshua would be up in the chopper high over Manhattan, heading to his office. But a homeless man in a dingy Knicks hoodie stumbled past her and knocked her Allfone out of her hand.

He was yelling, Its the end, man; its the end!

Abigail reached down to snatch up the phone, but another reckless vehicle, an airport van, came speeding toward her. She jumped back as it brushed past, but it slammed into the homeless man from behind. He flew over the top of the van and landed several yards behind it in the gutter. The driver never slowed down. More cars and trucks began careening into Times Square at breakneck speed.

Whats happening? a woman with shopping bags screamed out to no one in particular. No one stopped to answer. From Abigails vantage point on the traffic island, people were swirling madly around her, running in all directions. The sidewalks had become deadly speedways for taxis and cars, smashing into anyone and anything, trying to get around the intersection crowded with scrambling pedestrians and out-of-control traffic.

Abigail could not imagine what chaos had just been loosed. Cars and buses were colliding, creating bottlenecks, forcing more people to spill onto the streets on foot. Subway entrances were jammed with people trying to escape the mayhem above ground. People pushed and shoved, knocking others to the pavement in a mad exodus to nowhere. The plate-glass window at the empty Nike store was shattered by looters who had already grabbed overpriced shoes, jerseys, and anything else they could get their hands on.

A few confused souls had taken refuge with Abigail and Deborah on the traffic islanda relatively calm eye in the middle of the storm. Most simply stood and watched in horrified confusion. Others cried. Some prayed.

Deborah was circling around helplessly, watching, and shaking her head. Weve got to do something

But Abigails mind was whirling. She shouted back. Have to figure out where its safe. Where the danger is

Just then she noticed people looking up at the sky, mesmerized, as if waiting for something beyond their control, something catastrophic to fall on them.

An elderly man behind Abigail pleaded, I need to get to my granddaughters. Can anyone tell me whats going on?

Then Abigail noticed something on one of the largest of the building-sized electronic billboards. Instead of the usual glitzy ads for the latest designer jeans and blockbuster movie was a simple aerial shot of the sparkling Manhattan skyline, an eerie reflection of the skyscrapers towering around them.

I dont understand, said someone in the crowd, pointing to the looming video feed.

Then Abigail saw it. She pointed down the street to a giant ribbon of digital text wrapping around a building. The breaking news headline scrolling high above Times Square was too outrageous to make sense of. Then it sank in. The digital words were announcing a headline that was too horrible to comprehend:


TWO NUCLEAR WARHEADS HAVE BEEN LAUNCHED FROM A N. KOREAN SHIP OFF THE COAST OF GREENLANDTARGET: MANHATTAN



Involuntary sobs escaped from the woman with the shopping bags. People screamed in terror.

Deborah shouted, Got to find a bomb shelter

Abigail grabbed her hand. Stay with me. Lets run to the Crowne Plaza. Maybe theyve got a basement level

The two women began to sprint together across Broadway toward the hotel. A human flood of screaming pedestrians were scattering in all directions.

Deborah yelled as they ran, The sign said nukes. Nukes, Mom! A basement wont save us. Were ground zero!

Maybe theyre wrong. Maybe theyre not nukes.

But what if they are?

They were at a full sprint now, blowing through the chaotic crowds. But Abigail knew something that even Deborah didnt know. A few details about her husbands top-secret project. Joshua ought to be very close to his office by now. His R&D team was supposed to be waiting for him. Maybe. Just maybe

Abigail yelled over to her daughter as they were locked into matching strides, If theyre nukes, we have to pray that Dad can stop them

Dad?

Without breaking her stride, Abigail started to pray. Tears were starting to come. But it didnt stop her voice as she shouted out a prayer.

Heavenly Father, oh, please, God, please save usand help Joshhelp him, Lord!



 



FOUR

The private executive helicopter glided high in the night sky over the glittering lights of New York City. Joshua Jordan, the lone passenger, was in the back. Forty-three, square shouldered, athletic, and dressed in an expensive Italian suit, he looked like a man on top of the world. But he didnt feel that way.

On a normal evening, heading to his office for late-night work, hed be paging through his Allfonechecking emails and tabbing through a variety of documents that had been scanned-in for him to review. The digital revolution had finally merged all the major information, communication, and entertainment functions into one platform: a small handheld device that became all thingscell phone, fax sender, two-way Skype video camera, television, radio, and, of course, Internetaccessible computer. The big versions replaced TV sets in the entertainment cabinets of homes across the country. But it was the small handheld units, the top-of-the-line Allfone and its cheaper imitators, that had become the primary personal communication link for the public.

Ordinarily Joshua would have been accessing Fox News, CNN International, GlobalNetNews, BusinessNetworkanything he needed to stay on top of the economy, politics, business, and world affairs.

On his mini-laptop-sized Allfone, he would be reviewing the headlines from four key publications: The Wall Street Journal, Barons, International Financial Times, and the Daily Economic Forum,

while keeping an eye on a second Allfone laptop opened to a graphic of the world, where charts would appear in the four corners and updated data would scroll under the banner Global Risk and Security Assessment.

Then again, if this were an ordinary evening hed be mulling over disturbing new developments that were gutting the nation that he loved. He had served America as an Air Force test pilot and secret reconnaissance officer flying in some of the worlds hottest spots. Now he was serving the U.S. as a defense contractor. But in the light of catastrophic current events, that wasnt enough for Joshua. So he and several others had begun an audacious new venture. Under normal conditions all of that would have been bouncing around his head like a pinball.

But this wasnt a normal evening. Joshua couldnt get yesterdays conversation with his son, Cal, out of his head. Why did he have to blast his son like that? All Cal wanted was to talk about changing his college major. What was the big deal? Hed already accepted the fact that Cal wanted to go to Liberty University; after all it was a good school, and maybe Cal wasnt cut out for the military. Joshuas own father had been a military man. Joshua himself had spent almost twenty years in the Air Force. Even Debbie, his precious little girl, was at West Point now. But Cal was different. Hed turned down the military academy and said he wanted to go to a Christian college. So there was also that religious issue that Joshua had to deal with. Cal, like his mother, Abigail, and even Debbie, had all said at different times that they had become born again Christians. Joshua just couldnt see the whole Christian thing, at least not for himself. But he had worked hard at trying to support Cals decision about college. Now that Cal was in his second year at Liberty, Joshua had settled into the idea.

That was until this morning when Cal told him he was switching majors. From engineering to art. Just one more of his sons decisions that seemed to collide with common sense.

Joshua loved his son more than anything, more than life itself. He just didnt understand him. Cal was so much like his mother, and, yes, Joshua envied him for that. Was that it? Was it envy? That even though Cal, like his father, believed that flag and country were important, what he really wanted was to bury himself in oil paints and canvas and shut out the world? It was one of the things he loved about Abby. She had been a brilliant lawyer, and yet she could also turn off the analytical side, the duty and legal side, and bury herself in a book or an art gallery, losing herself in the nuances of color and texture and light.

Why did he have to get so angry about it? Hed promised himself that when he had kids he wouldnt be like his fatherstrict, demanding, perfectionisticyet here he was, doing the same thing, making the same demands that had been made of him. Now Cal was gone, heading back to school with the echo of his fathers disappointment in his ears. Joshua ached for his son and, in a strange way, ached for himself.

The ring of a cell phone suddenly broke Joshuas train of thought. He checked the personal phone function on his handheld Allfone. But it wasnt ringing and showed no incoming calls. He realized that this ring tone was the heavy metallic one.

He thrust his hand into his suit-coat pocket and retrieved another phone. This one was flat and wide, colored a deep shade of blue. It was a specially encrypted satellite phone designed only for high-level secure conversations. It didnt ring often. But when it did there was an emergency. The scramble-your-jets kind.

Joshua hit the encryption filter button and answered. Joshua Jordan.

Colonel Jordan, said a voice after a half second of descrambling. This is Major Black, adjunct to the Joint Chiefs, sir, in R&D at the Pentagon. Weve talked before.

Yes, Major.

We have a status red.

Joshua paused for a millisecond as he felt his chest tighten.

How can I help?

Weve got two birds incoming, most likely nuclear, the major snapped.

Make and model?

North Korean. Taepo Dong missiles. Which means they should have a guidance system compatible with your RTS-RGS protocol.

The RTS-RGS system, formally known as the Return-to-Sender-Reconfigured-Guidance System, was the antiballistic laser system Joshua and his team had been developing for the better part of ten years. It was still considered experimental and scheduled for its first real-world test next month.

Were going to have to move that test up, Colonel, said the major, reading Joshuas mind.

Joshua leaned forward toward the helicopter pilot and yelled, Bert, drop us back down. And call ahead to get the team assembledASAP!

Joshua turned back to the SAT phone. He almost couldnt get out his next words. Whats the target?

New York City.

Joshua felt his heart stop. Cal should be clear of New York by now. He should be sitting on a train on his way back to college. But Abigail and Deb were in the city. Maybe they could still get to safety

How much time? he choked out the words.

Estimated detonation over Manhattan is fourteen minutes.

Joshuas mouth dried up as though hed swallowed sand. Please tell me weve got back-up options to interdict those missiles.

Weve scrambled our jets, but they may not make it in time. The rest of our Eastern Seaboard missile system has been handicapped since the White House tied us to the Six-Party Missile-Defense Treaty. You and your system may be our last hope. So lets just pray your little jammer can kick those two footballs back where they came from. If not, God help us all.



 



FIVE

Grand Central Station was warm, crowded, and noisy, a wonderful place to feel anonymous, to escape, to be alone. At least thats what Cal Jordan was thinking as he slung his backpack onto a bench and flopped down beside it. He couldnt wait to get out of the city and back to school, couldnt wait to get away from his family, particularly his father, but he especially couldnt wait to get back to Karen. The two of them had just spent a day and a half together in New York, but he missed her already. Shed left ahead of him, taking a flight out that afternoon, heading home for a cousins wedding before returning to Liberty University. The thought of her made him smile. Hed met Karen Hester at Liberty last year when they were both freshmen, but it was a miracle theyd met at all.

Cal was painfully shy when hed arrived at school. He didnt go to many campus events, except for hockey games. Cal loved hockey, ever since his father took him to an Avalanche game as a young boy in Colorado. He loved the speed and precision and grace, and envied the players their confidence and unchecked aggression, qualities he knew he lacked. At Liberty home games he would wear his Avalanche jersey and sit by himself high up in the stands to watch.

One night a cute girl wearing a Minnesota Wild shirt came up to Cal as he sat alone. She nudged his foot.

Youre in my seat.

Cal looked around. There wasnt anyone seated within a dozen rows of them.

She nudged him again, insisting, Youre in my seat.

He got up to move.

As he was walking away, she laughed, Just like an Avalanche fan to roll over without a fight.

She smiled a big, beautiful warm smile. That was how he met Karen.

He probably fell in love with her that first instant, but it took him three months to admit it to himself and another three months to finally tell her how he felt. All she could do was smile and say, What took you so long?

He loved her unpretentious way and how she made him feel safe and confident. And of course, they both shared a faith in Christ. Beyond all that she supported his desire to be an artist. She wanted to be a performer herself, either an actress or a singer. But she said she wanted to do more with her talent than just get famous and rich.

Cal had only told his parents a little about Karen, but it had taken him all summer just to get up the courage to tell them he was changing majors. He didnt want them to think she had had anything to do with his decision. And the truth was, she hadnt. Shed just given him the confidence he needed to realize what he really wanted to do. If only his father could see him the way she did, then hed understand, then he wouldnt be so angry and disappointed.

Cal pulled his ticket from his shirt pocket to check the train time. Fifteen minutes. Fifteen more minutes, and then he could leave all this behind. All the harsh words, the long looks, the cold silences.

Then he heard the first scream.

He looked up to see a woman across the train station. She was white as a ghost, staring at a TV monitor on the opposite platform. Everyone around her was doing the same. Cal turned to the nearest monitor. He couldnt hear the sound, but he could see on the screen a reporter in Times Square pointing up at the sky. The text below him read, NY City in Panic, Nuclear Attack Imminent.

Cal stared at the words as if in a nightmare. They made no sense. He could feel his hands going cold and clammy. He turned to survey the crowd and realized people had started to pour into the station from every entrancepushing, shoving, full of panic.

From what he could see on the TV monitors, New York was in pandemonium. Drivers were trying to get out of the city any way possible, careening down sidewalks, scattering screaming pedestrians, knocking over display signs, newspaper racks, and hot dog carts.

New Yorkers on foot were running for their lives past stalled cars and traffic jams. Bridges were filled with panicking people, fleeing. Riots developed at subway stops as escapees fought for seats on the next subway out.

As Cals senses slowly came back to him, the noise in the cavernous main concourse grew unbearable. He covered his ears, but the horrible din of a thousand people trying to flee certain death still filtered through.

He looked up and saw a woman shoved to the ground by the crush of people running to reach the train tunnels. Cal was standing only a few feet away, pressed up flat against the marble walls to avoid being swept away in the human flood. She reached out to him for help, out from the tangled mob of feet that were trampling her, but Cal was frozen, unable to move. Fear gripped him like a vise, squeezing his chest and turning his stomach to knots, his breath coming in short, panicked gulps. He stared at the woman, her hand outstretched, eyes pleading. What if this was Karen? But Cal couldnt move, couldnt reach out to help her. His legs were like rubber as he found himself slipping to the floor, shaking uncontrollably.

His cell phone rang. He didnt hear it so much as he felt it vibrating in his pocket. Maybe it was Karen. He fumbled it from his jacket. The screen read Mom calling. He tried to push the button to answer but couldnt make his finger work. The cell slipped out of his hand to the marble floor and slid away into the mass of rushing humanity. Cal looked across at the lifeless body of the woman. The mob had crushed her underfoot.

Flooded with feelings of guilt and helplessness, Cal could feel the sobs starting to well up inside his throat.



 



SIX

Joshua burst into the glass-lined corridor of his penthouse office and waved off the private security guards. As he dashed through the lobby, his frantic receptionist jumped to her feet, yelling something about an announcement on the radio.

Ignore it, Joshua ordered. Its under control.

Abigails been trying to reach you, she yelled back.

Is the team in my office? he barked.

Yes, but

Just then his personal cell phone rang. He clicked the answer function on his Allfone as he headed for the executive suite.

Josh! Abigail shouted on the other end. I just saw the headline on the crawler in Times Square

I already heardIm at the officewere doing everything we can to stop it. Where are you?

In the basement of a hotel just off the Square. Debs with me. Josh, is it true?

Yes. But Im counting on the Return-to-Sender, the jammer. Ive got to believe were ready for this, Joshua said, trying to sound upbeat.

The phone went quiet for a second.

Tell me that Ill see you again, his wife said with a catch in her throat.

Darling, were going to stop this thing, he said as he sprinted toward his office. Did Cal get away?

I think so; he didnt answer his cell.

Joshua could only hope that was because he was on a train right now speeding away to safety.

Kiss Deb for me.

I will, she said in a voice that was struggling for control.

Ill see you tonightyou understand me? I promiseAbbyI love you, Joshua assured as he burst into his office, his team already waiting.

I love you too, she said. So muchso muchoh, Josh, Ill pray for you that God protectsall of us

He hung up and glanced around the room. These were the best and brightest research and weapons-design engineers in the world. He focused past them to the floor-to-ceiling views of the tops of New York City skyscrapers looking all the way out to Ellis Island and to Liberty Island where the Statue of Liberty stood. Could this all end today? The RTS-RGS system simply had to workfor all of them there, for his wife and children, for New York, for the country, for the whole world. He snapped back to reality. His team stared, waiting for direction. He took a breath and steadied himself.

I need an answerconcise and within the high range of probability, he began. Can a single one of our jammers redirect not just one, but two nuclear warheads where their trajectory suggests a common target?

After less than ten seconds of reflection, Ted, the senior engineer spoke up. We tested those protocols. We have all the calibrations to make that happen

But weve never fired a dual redirection system, Carolyn, the weapons physicist blurted out. Not in a real-world test.

Fine, but either our protocols are correct or they arent, another engineer shouted.

And if they arent, a second engineer started to say.

But Joshua jumped in.

If our calculations are wrong, he said, then were all in trouble, along with several million Americans. Anyone here have any suggestions to increase the likelihood of success?

Silence. Ted shook his head.

Then Im making the call, Joshua snapped, and he reached down to a locked desk, tapped in a code, and a titanium steel drawer opened, revealing a red-white-and-blue phone. He dialed a number on a keypad, then waited.

Three seconds later it rang.

The phone emitted a heavy metallic ring that made everyone jump. The team may have looked cool and calm, but their nerves were on the very edge.

Joshua picked up the receiver.

This is Major General Zepak, calling on behalf of Vice Chairman Bolthauer from the Joint Chiefs. Who am I speaking to?

Joshua Jordan here, along with my primary systems design team

Whats the verdict? the Pentagon officer snapped.

Joshua was resolute. We have a high degree of confidence that if we follow the protocols we developed for a multiple missile attack well be successful, sir.

Okay. Ill patch you through to the USS Tiger Shark. You folksll run the show from there, coordinating with the ship to get that jammer target-ready and airborne in the next his voice paused, seven minutes.

Then the Pentagon official added one more sobering thought.

And I dont have to remind you, we only get one crack at this

In the Atlantic, a few miles off Long Island, Commander Bradley of the USS Tiger Shark waited in the weapons launch room with a direct line to the security phone in Joshuas office. His naval weapons officer sat at a keyboard, typing in commands. As the officer hit each keystroke he called out the verbal cue. In Joshuas office the design team listened and watched on the secure videophone, comparing the seamans verbal cues with the system protocol displayed on a large screen on one of the walls.

When he was done, Joshua started to type furiously on his laptop, setting the laser coordinates for the two nukes, using GPS data fed directly into his computer from defense satellites. With Ted and Carolyn looking over his shoulder, Joshua checked his work and leaned back. Then they reviewed his commands line by line.

Are we go? Joshua asked.

Ted answered, Were go.

Joshua looked at Carolyn.

Carolyn nodded. Yes. Were go.

Joshua turned back to the videophone.

Commander, is the launch sequence complete?

The commander turned to his weapons officer, nervous perspiration rolling down his face. Yes, sir, said the officer, his voice cracking.

Joshua turned back to his laptop and punched a key. A red screen flashed PROTOCOLS LOCKED. LASERS ARMED. READY TO FIRE.



 



SEVEN

On the bridge of the Daedong the crew tried to go about their duties as if nothing had happened. The body of the captain had been dragged away, but his blood was still streaked across the area where he was shot.

The admiral huddled with the XO over the radar officers station, the gun still clutched in his hands. He grimly cheered on the tiny green blips on the screen as the two nukes continued their trajectory toward Manhattan. The seventy-two-year-old man was beyond ecstatic. Even as a child he had never known a united Korea. Hed always lived with the hated enemy occupiers just to the south, so close you could almost reach across the DMZ and put your hands around their throats. Hed dreamed about driving the Americans from his sacred homeland since he was a boy, but the nuclear tripwire had always prevented each side from making the first move. But now theyd tripped that imaginary wire, and, as fate would have it, it had fallen to him to restore the honor of his people and his country. As for the captain, he had been weak. The weak needed to be exterminated when they stood in the way of valiant men of strength and courage like himself.

Exactly one minute had passed since the Joshua-I missile left the launch silo on the Tiger Shark. Sixty seconds, the longest sixty seconds in Joshua Jordans life.

As with all launch-based missile-defense systems, there was a narrow range of time when the weapon could effectively engage its target and deploy its defense system. This was usually within the first thirty to sixty seconds of flight. But they were at seventy-five seconds now, and the Korean missiles were still tracking steadily toward Manhattan.

Several of his team members couldnt hold back their emotions any longer. Tears began streaming from their eyes.

Down in the Tiger Shark, the weapons officer, eyes fixed on his radar screen, was cursing under his breath, Stop em, stop em, do it, do it

The commander standing over him was gritting his teeth hard. So hard that everyone on the weapons deck could hear the sickening, grinding sound.

On the top floor of the Jordon Building in New York, Joshua and his team stared in stunned silence at the videophone waiting for some change, some hope, some chance.

Nothing

Joshua turned away and pulled out his Allfone. He punched up Abbys cell number. At least he still had time to say good-bye to his wife and daughter. Tell them he was sorry. Try to explain he had failed them, failed everyone. Maybe he could even get through to his son. He certainly owed him an apology. Actually, he owed him several. Where would he start?

Joshua couldnt believe he was about to say good-bye to his wife and familyforever.

When his wife answered the phone, he could tell she had been crying.

Abby, he started to say, but the words began to catch.

He couldnt go on, there was nothing more he could say, but just knowing she was there on the other end was something at leastsomething to hang on to until everything exploded into a fiery hell for all of them.

Colonel! the voice was the commanders coming over the videophone.

Joshua wasnt used to being called by his former military rank. At first he didnt connect the voice to himselfthat the man on the other end was talking to him.

Colonel Jordan! the voice shouted again.

Joshua spun around and stared at the monitor.

I think But the commander didnt need to finish his sentence. The radar-tracking screen clearly showed the two North Korean missiles looping around in a perfect duet and heading in the opposite direction, back toward their point of origin.

The weapons officer couldnt control himself. Lil jammer got em! he yelled out.

The entire office erupted in one tremendous unified roar, the cheer carrying down the hall like wildfire until the whole top floor was celebratingit was New Years Eve, Mardi Gras, and the Super Bowl all rolled into one. People began hugging each other, jumping up on tables, laughing, weeping for joy, happy to be alive.

Then Joshua remembered Abby.

Abby! he yelled into his cell phone.

Joshua? There was still a question in her voice.

I just wantedI wanted to tell you I love you so much, he shouted at the top of his lungs for all to hear. So very, very much. Were going to be fine baby, fine, all of us, just fine!

Admiral The XO spoke urgently, breaking into the admirals thoughts of North Korean triumph.

He pointed down at the radar screen. Something was wrong, something incomprehensible.

Is the radar broken? the admiral asked as he stared at the two blips on the scope, the radar screen clearly showing the two Korean missiles heading back toward their ship.

The radar officer was too overwhelmed to answer.

What does this mean? demanded the admiral.

Theyre coming back, sir, offered the XO.

Coming back?

Yes, sir. The missiles aretheyre returning

The two men were huddled over the radar officers station, talking in hushed whispers. The rest of the crew was looking over their shoulders from their posts, not sure what to make of this strange anomaly. Within moments, however, they would come to understand that they had all stepped into a collective nightmare. And it was quickly unfolding in front of them.

How can this be possible? The admirals voice was deeply distressed and guttural.

I dont know, sir, but theyre coming back. Very close

I dont understandwhen did your radar pick this up

Just now, sir. The Americans must have jammed our incoming radar detection system

What do we do? The admiral queried with a tragic astonishment that was still rooted in denial.

The XO stood there, afraid to speak, he had no answer.

What do we do?!

This time the admiral yelled for the whole bridge to hear. Suddenly everything had grown very quiet with the only sound being the beeping of the radar as the green blips inched closer and closer to the digital image of their ship.

Whatdowedo?

Still no one offered up an answer.

The admiral looked at the faces of the men surrounding him on the bridge. In their vacant stares and their look of shock, the admiral now understood somethinghe realized he was asking the wrong question.

What have I done?

The words fell from his mouth like an indictment.

The men didnt respond. They just stood at their stations, waiting for an answer that would never come.

The admiral straightened his uniform jacket and saluted crisply as he walked across the bridge. With eyes held high, gun still clutched in his hand, he moved past the bloodied area where the captain had been executed. Without a glance, he stepped out onto the upper deck. Once alone in the open sea air, he looked up into the sky as if to try and see the missiles as they headed back to their home.

What have I done? he said, now in a hoarse whisper, speaking only to himself.

He didnt wait for an answer this time. He immediately placed the guns barrel into his mouth.

Whether the admiral saw the blinding white megaton flash before pulling the trigger was inconsequential, as it would have been only a matter of milliseconds. The twin nuclear explosions vaporized the ship and all its crew in a merciless tornado of fire and cataclysmic concussion.

By Sunday, the shock of that day, the nuclear attempt against New York City, and the stunned news reports about the nukes incinerating the North Korean ship, were starting to abate slightly, but only slightly.

Up in the pulpit of the Eternity Church in Manhattan, Pastor Paul Campbell was standing silent before his congregation. The sanctuary was packed. Overflow chairs had to be added. It was the first Sunday service following the near strike. A nervous anticipation rippled through the crowd, as all eyes where transfixed on the pulpit. Campbell knew why these people were here, some with fear, but all with expectation on their faces. Waiting for some word of comfort, some truth, or maybe both, about a world that seemed to be careening out of control.

Pastor Campbell looked over the crowd. He saw a number of new faces. But he also recognized some familiar ones. Abigail Jordan, a regular attender, was seated five rows from the front on the aisle seat.

Looking down at the open Bible on the pulpit stand, Campbell fixed his eyes on the verses he had marked there. The Gospel of Matthew, chapter twenty-four. His mind was weighted down with the immensity of the subject of his sermon. But more than that, his heart was pierced by the empty gazes of those who had wandered in from the street that morning to hearanything. Lost looks and vacant stares. Troubled souls.

He whispered a wordless prayer.

Then he began.

Some of you have come here today for comfort. Others out of curiosity. Still others for a reason that is two thousand years old. Toward the end of His earthly ministry, Jesus gave a great lament over the city of Jerusalem, and then He made a startling prophecy about the destruction of the great Herodian Temple in that city, a prophecy that would be fulfilled in AD 70, just a few decades later. Leaving the Temple that day, Jesus went up to the Mount of Olives, overlooking Jerusalem, and He sat down with His disciples, perhaps under the shade of one of the trees, and they asked Him two questions. First, they wanted to know when the Temple would be destroyed. But they also asked Him another question, one that may be on your minds and hearts today. They wanted to know what the signs would be of Christs second coming and what signs would mark the end of the age, that final chapter of the world as we know it.

Campbell laid his finger down on his Bible next to verses six through eight.

Jesus said that nation will rise up against nation and kingdom against kingdom. That implies worldwide conflict. We have already seen two world wars in the last century. And just a few days ago we narrowly missed what could have been the beginning of yet another one. Jesus also said that there would be famines. In our nation alone, in the agricultural breadbasket of America, we are now seeing drought and pestilence far beyond anything we had during the dustbowl years of the Great Depression. Jesus said there would be earthquakes. Now friends, look at the last six months. An earthquake in Indonesia, a ten on the Mercalli scale, with twelve being the worst. Then an earthquake that ripped through Guatemala, an eleven on the scale. And finally an eleven-point-five earthquake in Turkey.

He closed his Bible. What he would say now had been imprinted on his heart.

Some of you listening to me this morning dont know Jesus Christ. You havent opened the door. You havent allowed Him to come in, to change you, save you, and fill you with His presence. For you, images of the end of the age, the cracking open of the earth, the toppling of kingdoms, these things hold nothing for you but terrifying darkness, hopelessness, and fear. But it doesnt have to be that way. You can join the assembly of those who know and follow Jesus. And while none of us relishes the idea of the destruction that is destined to occur, we have something that sees far beyond the smoldering rubble that will last only a little while. A future kingdom that will be filled with light and peace and love. We have a living hope. And so can you. You too can join that chorus in the last book of the Bible, in the second to last verse, those who can boldly shout out, Amen. Come Lord Jesus!

Several people in the crowd shouted out amens. But most of those in their seats were silent. A few who were visiting for the first time had grimaces of disgust or even cynicism. Many were deep in thought. A few, wide-eyed, had the look of those who were waiting for something but didnt know exactly what it was.

Campbell finally directed himself to his listeners, sweeping his gaze across the sea of faces.

So those were the questions of the disciples that day. As they sat up on the Mount of Olives, looking over the city of Jerusalem.

Then he asked something else, and when he did he leaned forward and took in row after row, face after face.

Now its time to get honest. As you look to the future, what is your reaction? Fear? Or faith?

His question reverberated through the large sanctuary with the high vaulted, cathedral ceiling.



 



EIGHT

Two Weeks Later

After all the political speeches and public outpouring of support and relief, New York was beginning to get back to normal. Special Agent John Gallagher of the FBI cursed the traffic as he sat gridlocked on Broadway, trying to head uptown during the morning rush. Then he thought back to the terror they had all felt that morning, popped another Ho Ho into his mouth, and was grateful to be driving through Manhattan today.

Gallagher was part of an elite counterterrorism unit. On the evening of the attack, hed taken the ferry out to Staten Island to conduct an investigation into chatter on a popular social networking site, chatter that seemed to be targeting the Statue of Liberty. It turned out it was just some kids trying to improve their rep at a local high school by co-opting the term terrorist, much like wanna-be rappers used to throw around the word gangsta to build their street cred. Still it was his job to check it out.

He was older than most of the other agents in his unit and probably exceeded them in weight by at least fifty pounds. That was the price of riding a desk for most of the last ten years. They kept him on the unit for his local expertise. But the truth wasand deep down he knew ithe was little more than glorified set dressing. It looked good to have a bona fide hero on the team.

The recent missile attack wasnt his first experience with real terror in New York. On the morning of 9/11, hed taken the PATH train into the World Trade Center, with the intention of walking the few blocks up to 26 Federal Plaza, to the New York field office of the FBI. But just as he came out of the Port Authority train station, the first plane hit the North Tower. He spent the next hour trying to get as many of the injured to safety as he could.

By 9:59 a.m., he was crossing the plaza in front of the towers, helping an injured office worker, when the South Tower came down. Thats the last thing he remembered of that day. But he was lucky. He woke up in a hospital bed with a broken back, a broken arm, and several cracked ribs, not to mention all the toxic dust he ingested. But he was alive, more than could be said for over three thousand souls.

He received the FBIs Medal of Meritorious Achievement and an honorary Citation of Valor from the New York City Fire Department and the City of New York.

After 9/11, when the FBI was looking to beef up its Counterterrorism Unit in New York, he was the first on the list. But after a couple of years his injuries began to get the better of him, and he had to curtail his fieldwork. Out of necessity hed become somewhat of an expert in using the Internet to track terrorist cells since it didnt require him to leave his desk.

But every so often he would be called out from behind his desk, usually for something unusual, like this Statue of Liberty threat. He was en route to Staten Island when the news broke about the incoming nukes. Though there was panic on the boat at first, a semblance of calm came over the passengers when the captain headed out to seaaway from Manhattanat full speed. Gallagher spent the whole time staring at the skyline from the back rail of the ferry, unable to help this time, wondering whether this would be the last time hed ever see his beloved skyline.

The fact that America hadnt immediately leveled the entire country of North Korea in retaliation surprised Gallagher. The 9/11 attack on American soil had launched two wars. But this time the leader of the Free World was playing things more cautiously. Back when he was a senator from Iowa, Virgil Corland had tacitly supported the War on Terror. But now, as president, he was weighed down by indecision and a devastated economy that became more indebted to foreign nations each year.

The U.S. could have wiped out the little dictator with the push of a button, but President Corland hesitated, fearing it would plunge the world into a global conflagration. The United Nations counseled restraint, and after Kim Jung-uns government indirectly seemed to admit that the attack may have been caused by a communications error, the U.S. backed away from any type of action against North Korea.

Gallagher thought they should have at least tossed a couple of nukes over there for good measure, but the country had bowed to cries of One World, One Peace emanating from the new power centers of Europe and Asia. The time to act had been the first seventy-two hours, yet an ailing and increasingly ineffectual President Corland had faltered. And America had taken yet another giant step backward in the eyes of much of the world.

Within an hour after the destruction of the North Korean vessel, rumors began to spring up like mushrooms on the Internet that the Korean ship hadnt actually launched the two nuclear missiles at all but had been on the receiving end of a first strike by the United States. Most of this web chatter was silly ranting from the alien-abduction conspiracy crowd, but it kept the media bloodsuckers yakking and had the potential to fuel extremists around the world, feeding their hatred toward America.

As soon as the nukes had been deflected, Gallagher, still on the ferry, got a call from the field office on his cell phone. There would be a new assignmentthis one tailor-made for him. Dozens of people had been killed in the panic on the streets of New York that evening and nearly a thousand more injured. Someone high up in the government had leaked information to the media. That was tantamount to premeditated murder, or at the very least, reckless homicideconsidering the resulting death and destruction it caused. One of the first rules everyone learns is you dont yell fire! in a crowded theater. Someone yelled fire, and now it was up to Gallagher to find out who.

The first person to go live with the news was a shock jock named Ivan Teretsky at WFQL Radio. Esteemed for his bombastic political pronouncements and on-air stunts, which once included the playing of a tape-recording of a prominent governor and a prostitute while they were going at it, he was best known to New Yorkers as Ivan the Terrible.

Gallagher was now winding his way through miserable traffic to interview the radio host at his station on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. He steered through Columbus Circle and drove along the park to 66th, then pulled into an underground parking garage a block before the street turned onto Riverside Drive.

In the elevator, Gallagher steeled himself for the interview. He was well aware of the kind of stunts this nutcase could pull. Teretsky might try to put him on the air, turn the whole thing into one big joke. But Gallagher wasnt laughing. People had died, and somebody was responsible.

He gave his name to a pretty receptionist at the front desk and was told to wait. Mr. Teretsky is just finishing up his show.

Good, thought Gallagher. At least I know this interview wont be going out over the airwaves. He sat down on the couch to wait. A television hanging from the ceiling played silently overhead. It was flashing images from Washington, D.C., with a heading underneath that read, Joint Congressional Committee Probes Return-to-Sender Weapon.

The camera landed briefly on Joshua Jordan and his wife, Abigail, as they made their way up the Capitol steps flanked by a swarming army of reporters. Gallagher was hit with a sudden wave of anger.

This guy was an American hero, and now these idiots on Capitol Hill were going to barbecue him for their own selfish political agendas. Why? Because hed single-handedly saved New York with a weapons system they hadnt approved. Were they crazy? They should be giving him the Congressional Medal of Honor, a Nobel Peace Prize, an Academy Award, maybe even the Heisman Trophyanything he wants.

Yes, Gallagher was ticked off. The receptionist told him to go in; Mr. Teretsky was ready for him. No, he isnt, thought Gallagher, not even close. He was in no mood for Teretsky now; in fact, he almost felt sorry for him. Ivan the Terrible was about to have a very bad day.
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