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			DOWN IN THE TUNNEL

			Zakayev and the Castañedas hunkered near the walls on either side of the passageway, bracing for an attack.

			Javier ordered his men onto their bellies and covered them with a tarp. “Let them come as close as possible before you fire.” He knew that because of the crazy Chechen with his finger on the bomb, they would have to kill every cop coming against them in order to escape with their lives.

			Zakayev gripped the dead-man switch, keeping a wary eye on the Mexicans. He wasn’t worried about the RA-115 taking damage in a firefight. It was of Russian manufacture, awkward looking and ugly but built to take a genuine beating.

			Flashlight beams came dancing down the walls from the north.

			 • • •

AGENT HITCH SPOTTED what appeared to be a lump of cargo on the floor near the wall 150 feet down the tunnel. He held up a fist to halt the column.

			“Looks like they took off and left their shit.” He moved out again, determined to catch the smugglers before they made it back to the other side. It didn’t matter to Hitch how far down the tunnel they caught them, just so they grabbed them before stepping out of the tunnel on the Mexican side. Let their lawyers try to prove they’d been bagged south of the border.

			As they drew within fifty feet of the lump in the floor, Hitch made out the muzzles of the AK-47s sticking from beneath the edge of the tarp, stopping in his tracks.

			Javier shouted, “Fuego!” and the AK-47s opened up with a deafening roar.

			Hitch was struck in the face, arms, and torso, dead before he hit the concrete. Gutierrez and another agent went down at the same time, exposing three more agents to enemy fire. These three were also cut down before ever firing a shot. The seven remaining ICE men hit the deck and opened up with their MP5s.

			The two groups blasted away at one another with automatic fire at 50 feet, nearly point-blank range for any automatic weapon.

			The Castañedas’ ammo was old and corrosive, a mark manufactured in Korea during the midseventies, so the tunnel quickly filled with an acrid smoke, obscuring everyone’s vision. To make matters worse, a number of lightbulbs were shattered by ricocheting spall.

			When the guns finally fell silent, there were only four men still left alive on each side.

			Zakayev remained hunched behind the RA-115, with a death grip on the trigger mechanism.

			“Deja de disparar!” Agent Gutierrez screamed. “Cease fire!”

			“Regrésate!” Javier shouted from where he lay on his belly. “Go back!” He was amazed to still be alive and didn’t want to risk another hideous exchange of gunfire.

			“We’re going back!” Gutierrez said. “Just give us a chance to pick up our wounded.”

			“I give you one minute,” Javier shouted. “Then we fire again!”

			“Cálmate,” Gutierrez said easily. “Cálmate, amigo.” Calm down. He couldn’t see much through the smoke but could hear the Castañedas switching out their magazines over the ringing in his ears. There was nothing to be served by continuing the battle. Besides, he was pretty sure he was bleeding to death, hit in the brachial artery of his right arm.

			“We’re throwing away our weapons!” he called. “Just give us time to get the fuck out of here! De acuerdo?” Agreed?

			“Okay. De acuerdo,” Javier replied, satisfied the fighting was over and the Americans were leaving.

			Gutierrez told his men to throw away their weapons and struggled to his feet, bleeding profusely from the right arm. “I’m gonna need help,” he said to the others.

			The ladder was more than twelve hundred feet back the way they’d come.

			“Motha’fucker,” muttered the only unwounded ICE man, stepping over the bodies of their dead compatriots to slip Gutierrez’s good arm over his shoulders. “We just got our asses handed to us.”

			“Hitch was an idiot,” Gutierrez grumbled, glancing back at the body.

			“Goddamn glory hound,” added one of the others in disgust.

			Gutierrez saw one of the agents still gripping a pistol. “Put that weapon down!” he ordered. “You trying to get us killed?”

			The agent dropped the weapon as if it had suddenly burned his hand.

			“This fight is over—we lost! Now let’s get outta here while we still can.”

			 • • •

JAVIER REMAINED CROUCHED near the wall, bleeding from a shoulder wound. All things considered, he didn’t feel too bad about the firefight. He had just led a battle against the supposedly unbeatable Americans, and he had driven them back with their tails tucked. Now all he had to do was get the crazy Chechen to put away the bomb’s detonator so he could shoot him in the head. He waited five minutes after the gringos were out of sight, and then ordered his men to their feet. He walked up to Zakayev and stood looking down at him, where he remained hunched behind the bomb.

			“It’s safe now,” he said harshly. “You can put the detonator away.”

			Zakayev didn’t reply—didn’t even move.

			“Did you hear what I said?” Javier nudged him with the muzzle of the pistol. “It’s time to go. Put the detonator away!”

			The Chechen keeled over on his side, a single bullet hole in the center of his forehead. The dead-man switch clattered against the concrete.

			Before Javier could even blink, the RA-115 suitcase nuke detonated with a force of nearly two kilotons, vaporizing the Castañedas and the ICE agents—who were just arriving at the foot of the ladder—within a single microsecond. A microsecond later the surrounding rock was vaporized, the temperature at the center of the explosion reaching millions of degrees Fahrenheit. A few milliseconds after that, the earth and rock covering the explosion were heaving upward, compelled by a giant bubble of high-pressure gas and steam as the heat and expanding shock wave melted or vaporized still more rock, creating a molten cavity within the bubble. This expansion continued on for another few tenths of a second until the pressure within the bubble began to equalize with that of the outside atmosphere. Then, when it could no longer sustain the rate of the expansion, the bubble collapsed back in on itself, leaving a giant subsidence crater more three hundred feet wide and sixty feet deep.

			The tiny Mexican border town of Puerto Palomas was devastated by the shock wave that traveled through the alluvial plain to knock out all power not only there but also to the city of Deming. Ground tremors were felt as far away as Roswell, New Mexico. And forty miles north of the blast, the US Geological Seismographic Station at Cookes Peak registered a seismic event of 5.1 on the Richter scale.

			Though most of the blast’s radiation had been contained by the encapsulating earth and rock, the open shafts at both ends of the tunnel had allowed twin jets of fallout to blast ten thousand feet into the sky, resulting in a deadly cloud of radioactive dust and debris that was soon drifting eastward toward El Paso, Texas.
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			MEXICO, CHIHUAHUA, 
Early September

			Alik Zakayev’s palms would not stop sweating no matter how often he wiped them on his jeans. Being belowground again was putting him on edge. It reminded him of the Taldinsky coal mine in Siberia, where he had barely survived a cave-in ten years earlier, spending four days buried alive with six other men before rescue workers finally dug them out, all of them raving, half out of their minds with delirium and dehydration. He still had nightmares about it.

			The smuggling tunnel he was in ran one hundred feet beneath the US-Mexico border between New Mexico and Chihuahua State. It was over three thousand feet long, six feet high, and five feet wide, complete with a concrete floor, incandescent lighting, ventilation ducts, and a drainage system to pump out any gathering groundwater. Of the fifty-five migrant workers pressed into service by the deadly Castañeda cartel to work belowground for weeks on end, eleven of them had died during the five-month construction, and the rest were murdered upon completion to ensure its secrecy. The passage had been in service for almost fifteen months now, and so far more than one million pounds of marijuana had been smuggled through it into the United States.

			The tunnel was accessed on the Mexican side of the border from inside an industrial warehouse, but its genius lay in the exit point on the American side: it opened up into the space of an exposed corral where cattle were regularly loaded onto semi–tractor trailers for transport to a processing plant sixty miles to the north. On loading days, special trailers with trap doors in their bottoms would park over the tunnel’s opening, and the fifty-pound bales of marijuana would be loaded from below into modified forward compartments while the cattle embarked at the rear. After the cattle were off-loaded at the plant some ninety minutes later, the marijuana would be dispersed into waiting employee vehicles.

			Zakayev had been all too correct about being a marked man in his home country. Upon his release from Guantanamo Bay, he’d flown on a direct route to the capital city of Grozny in the Chechen Republic. Chechen officials took him briefly into custody for routine questioning. After his release, he went immediately to his brother’s house, where he learned that a black van had been parked across the street the entire night before with the engine running. This confirmed the worst. His next contact was with the Riyad us-Saliheyn Martyrs’ Brigade, which took him under its protection that same evening. Within a week, he was spirited out of Chechnya to Germany. There he received an intrepid assignment. Three weeks later, he arrived in Mexico posing as a tourist on a German passport obtained in Bad Tölz from a master Chechen forger working as a printer in the state of Bavaria.

			Zakayev’s American attorney had been correct to assert that Zakayev was not involved in the Boston bombings. He had never even heard of the Tsarnaev brothers before their faces were plastered all over the television. However, this did not mean he wasn’t part of the jihad, and no one knew this better than the Russian SVR (foreign intelligence service). Six months after the Boston attacks in April 2013, Russian police had snagged Zakayev in Moscow, where he’d been in the midst of pulling reconnaissance for a planned attack on the city’s subway system.

			Though the SVR had been unable to produce any actual evidence against him, it knew that he was a member of the RSMB, and so the agency concluded rapidly Zakayev could not have arrived in Moscow with any good intentions. Within forty-eight hours, they had revoked his visa, trumped up an ambiguous story about an alleged relationship with the Tsarnaev brothers, and promptly turned him over to the CIA as a gesture of interservice cooperation. Zakayev’s subsequent five-month stint in Guantanamo Bay had not only steeled his resolve to continue with the jihad but also served to switch the focal point of his disdain from the Russian Federation to the United States.

			Now he was deep below the border between Mexico and the US, only weeks away from striking the single greatest blow against Western democracy the world had ever seen. In sha Allah! God willing! It was a good time to be a Muslim, a proud time, a proud time to be a part of the jihad. Where Osama bin Laden had broken a cricket bat across the shins of the pig Uncle Sam, Zakayev and his RSMB compatriots were poised to bring him right to his knees, and the Western world would never again be the same.

			The Riyad us-Saliheyn Martyrs’ Brigade had been established in 1999 by a Chechen terrorist named Shamil Basayev, and though the brigade had briefly faded after his death in 2006, it suddenly reappeared in 2010, carrying out a series of suicide bombings in the Caucasus. By 2013, the RSMB had shifted much of its focus from Russia to the West in order to garner financial support from its Al Qaeda allies.

			Zakayev was the only Salafi in the tunnel tonight; the only Chechen. There were five Mexican Castañeda cartel members with him helping to move a seventy-five-pound bomb through the tunnel on a four-wheeled dolly cart. The Castañedas were blissfully unaware of what type of bomb they were helping to move, assuming that it was a conventional bomb similar to those used in the Boston attacks. They had no idea that it was a stolen Russian RA-115 “suitcase” nuke with a two-kiloton yield. If they had known this, they would have quickly killed the Chechen and taken the device for themselves, regardless of the money that Zakayev’s people had paid them for their help.

			One of the Castañedas spoke English. His name was Javier, and he had been working the tunnel since its completion. “We are exactly under the border now,” he said, “a little more than halfway across.”

			“Good,” Zakayev said pensively, increasingly eager to be out of the dimly lit tomb.

			Javier’s four helpers swore at the dolly as they wrestled to keep it rolling along. The awkward contraption did not have proper rubber wheels, and the large metal casters seemed to lock up every few feet, stymied by the tiny pebbles that fell constantly from the tunnel walls.

			Javier kicked the corner of the dolly to get it rolling again and grinned at Zakayev. “Do you know the other Chechen we took across last week?”

			Zakayev took his eyes from the bomb and stared at Javier in the shadowy light of the tunnel. “What other Chechen?”

			The Mexican pointed at Zakayev’s face. “A blue-eye like you. He arrived with a green case like this one. We had a better cart last week with better wheels, but someone up above took it away.” He shrugged. “Who knows why? In Mexico, things come up missing all the time.”

			“Did this other man give a name?” Zakayev asked.

			Javier wiped a bead of sweat from his brow. “No, he didn’t speak much at all. He was very serious all the time. A man of about fifty.”

			Zakayev knew at once who this other man had to be. “Kashkin,” he muttered, scratching his groin, where a nagging fungal infection continued to plague him. The fact he had not been informed that Kashkin had already crossed into the US with the other RA-115—both weapons purchased from a retired KGB agent—did not surprise him. Kashkin was a consummate loner and professional, and now that Zakayev knew he was involved, he realized that this entire mission was probably the old man’s brainchild.

			The tunnel lights dimmed and went out, throwing the passage into pitch blackness for three long seconds before they came back on again.

			“Is that normal?” Zakayev asked, feeling a cold sweat break out across his back.

			All five Castañedas stood watching warily up and down the tunnel.

			“No,” Javier said, whispering orders to his men in Spanish: “Armas arriba!” “Guns up!”

			The four men quickly unshouldered their AK-47s, two of them facing northward, two facing back the way they’d come.

			“What is it?” Zakayev whispered. “Why did the lights go out?”

			“I don’t know.” Javier drew a pistol from the holster on his hip and stood chewing the inside of his cheek, his obsidian eyes showing like black glass as he stared ahead up the tunnel. “It could be gringos to the north, federales to the south—or both—or nothing at all. We have to wait and see.”

			Zakayev got to his knees beside the bomb, threw back the tarp, and unlocked the lid on the footlocker-sized green aluminum box, pulling out a trigger mechanism attached to the RA-115 by what looked like an old-fashioned telephone cord. He flipped a switch on the side of the mechanism and depressed the trigger grip with all four fingers, holding it like a pistol against his leg. The green light on the side of the mechanism beeped once and then turned to red.

			Seeing this, the four men with AK-47s bridled uneasily, jabbering away at Javier in hushed Spanish.

			“What is that?” Javier asked, his eyes even more wary.

			“A dead-man switch,” Zakayev replied. “If I am killed, the bomb will detonate.”

			“Turn it off!” Javier ordered at once.

			“No,” the Chechen said quietly, locking eyes with the Mexican, his gaze set, ignoring the four AK-47s now trained on him from just a few feet away. “I will not be taken alive, and this bomb will not be captured. So for now, it’s as you say—we have to wait and see. If this is nothing, I will deactivate the switch, and we will continue the operation.”

			But Zakayev knew it was not nothing, and he began to pray silently to Allah, his ears tuned to the gathering silence.

		

	
		
			This book is dedicated to the memory of Tyrone Snowden (Ty) Woods and Glen Anthony Doherty. Former Navy SEALs killed in Benghazi, Libya, on September 12, 2012. In the proud and storied tradition of the Navy SEALs they took the fight to an overwhelming number of the enemy in order to save dozens of American lives.

			They did not have to go, they went anyway.

			We will not forget your heroic acts, gentlemen, nor will we let others.

			Bravo Zulu!

			—Scott McEwen

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			US NAVAL STATION GUANTANAMO BAY

			It was mid-June, and it was hot. Naeem Wardak could not remember ever having been so hot, nor could he remember ever having been more miserable. He was a prisoner of war in the detention camp at Guantanamo Bay, where he had been held since his capture in the Waigal Valley of Afghanistan the previous fall. He had been charged as a war criminal for the rape of an American female POW, and since his capture at the hands of SEAL Team VI, he’d been interrogated dozens of times by the CIA, grilled extensively on his knowledge of Taliban activities in Afghanistan and elsewhere in the Middle East.

			Not being nearly as tough as he’d believed himself to be, Naeem had broken early in the softening-up process, unable to bear the strain of sleep deprivation and constant dehydration. Giving up hope of ever being found worthy in the eyes of Allah, he told the CIA men all they wanted to know, pathetically grateful for every hour of sleep he was permitted in exchange for the truth, for every cold bottle of orange soda, every meager meal. Toward the end, even the smallest of mercies had made him weep like a child in gratitude. Only after the interrogations ceased for good did his shame at last begin to catch up to him. Ultimately, he lost the will even to pray for forgiveness, certain that Allah had turned his back on him. And why shouldn’t he turn his back? Naeem had failed in every aspect of the jihad.

			With the blistering sun at its apex, he sat on his haunches, sagging back against the chain-link fence of his six-by-six outdoor “recreation” pen, watching the Chechen prisoner lie on his back in the rec pen across from his. The Chechen was a young Caucasian man from the Caucasus Mountains, where he’d been raised a Salafi Muslim to join the RSMB (Riyad us-Saliheyn Martyrs’ Brigade) at the age of twenty. The Salafi movement was virtually one and the same as the Wahhabi movement, of which Naeem was a member, and under either name, it was a highly puritanical belief system that proponed violent jihad against anyone outside of Islam.

			Neither prisoner much liked or trusted the other, but they were both bored beyond belief, and since both happened to speak the North Mesopotamian Arabic dialect, they often passed the outdoor rec hours with meaningless small talk.

			Alik Zakayev, the Chechen, turned his head with a smirk at Naeem. “Eh, have you heard the news?”

			Naeem scratched at his thick black beard. “What news?” he replied sullenly.

			“That American lawyer secured my release.”

			Naeem wished he could kick the Chechen in the face, knowing that he himself would undoubtedly rot in American captivity unless he found the courage to take matters into his own hands. “And how did he do that?”

			“There’s no proof I had anything to do with those bombings in Boston,” Zakayev said. “The pig Russians falsely accused me and turned me over to the CIA because of my ties to the RSMB.” He turned his head away again, draping an arm over his eyes to shield them from the sun and slipping his other hand into his orange trousers to scratch his crotch. “The Russians are pigs. I’m lucky the Americans have softer laws.”

			Naeem eyed him balefully. “When do you leave?”

			Zakayev took a moment to smell his fingers, and then scratched at his belly. “The lawyer said four or five days.”

			“Where will you go?”

			“Wherever they take me . . . probably back to Chechnya.”

			Naeem’s misery seemed to have no limit. Every time a prisoner was released, it was like another wall was thrown up around him. “And what will you do then? Return to the coal mines?”

			“Never to the fucking mines.” Zakayev sat up against the fence, pulling his knees to his chest and wrapping his arms around them. “But it’s true, I’m a dead man in Chechnya. I will have to leave there as soon as I arrive, or the pig Russians will have me done in.”

			“Then where will you go?”

			Zakayev darkened, his blue eyes narrowing. “Why do you want to know these things, eh? So you can whisper them to your CIA friends?”

			Naeem knew that Zakayev and the other prisoners distrusted him for having broken so easily, but he no longer possessed the energy even to feel ashamed. Instead, he shifted his gaze far beyond Zakayev’s pen to stare out over the sterile expanse of the base. It was now or never. Somewhere out there was a world beyond this living hell, a world he might get to see again if his courage held. He slipped a small, jagged piece of steel from the waistband of his trousers. It wasn’t much larger than a half-dollar coin, but it was big enough for the job he had in mind. He’d found it in the corner of his rec pen three days before, after an earthmover had been used to demolish a nearby guard shack earlier that same day. The broken piece of metal had popped off a steel truss and dropped into the rec area unnoticed.

			He had since taken time to file the jagged point to a needle-like sharpness against the floor of his cell during the night. Now he sat thumbing the point in silence while Zakayev watched. The nearest Marine sentry stood some fifty feet away in the shade of an outbuilding, with his carbine slung.

			“What are you going to do with that?” the Chechen asked, not yet grasping that Naeem was looking to take his own life.

			Naeem ignored him, putting the point against the side of his neck and drawing a deep breath.

			“Do it!” Zakayev hissed, his eyes dancing as he glanced furtively at the Marine. “He’s not watching!”

			Naeem pressed the point deep into the flesh over his carotid artery and jerked it across. A bright red spurt of blood arced from his neck, followed by another and another.

			“Yes!” Zakayev hissed triumphantly, slapping his leg. “Yes!”

			Naeem stood up and began to run in place, the blood spurting with more force.

			The Marine glanced their way, but at first he didn’t react to what he thought was just an exercising prisoner. A few moments later, he realized there was blood spurting from the prisoner’s neck and shouted for a corpsman as he sprinted toward the rec pen.

			Naeem grew dizzy and collapsed to the floor of the pen. His head thudded on the concrete, and he lay staring up at the bright sun, feeling it burning his retinas until all the world was blackness.

		

	
		
			The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing. 

			—Edmund Burke

		

	