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  Chapter One


  The Ides of March


  February 20, 2013


  President Irene Fletcher sat at her desk in the Oval Office, rapping her fingers against the arms of her black leather chair, idly wasting time until her next meeting. She was facing the window outside, and she watched the city of Washington D.C. bustle through the cold February morning. Her quiet moment was interrupted by her administrative assistant, Ms. Susan Clukey.


  "Mrs. President?" The red-head quietly knocked on the door as she opened it.


  Irene turned around in her chair to face Susan. "Yes dear? Is there something I can help you with?"


  "The Director of the CIA and the Secretary of Defense are urgently requesting to see you, ma'am. They say it's important. Do you want me to let them in?"


  The president cleared her desk and motioned with her hand. "Yes of course, let them in."


  Irene stood up and prepared to greet her guests. The sixty-three-year-old President of the United States was wearing a navy blue two-piece tweed suit with a white-ruffled front, long sleeve blouse. A pearl necklace was draped across her neck, and she was wearing nude shear nylons with glossy black heels. Supporters and opponents of Mrs. Fletcher called her a cross between Queen Elizabeth and Ronald Reagan, and they couldn't be more right. She had a warm, friendly smile, but leaders around the world knew better than to mistake her kindness for weakness. She was an excellent strategist, calm and collected, but she was also a sleeping dragon – anger her, and you would absolutely regret it. Above all though, she loved her country and her allies. It didn't take long for America and the rest of the world to fall in love with her.


  Moments later, the door opened again, and two well-dressed gentlemen rushed into the room, a look of worry on their faces. Lyle "Ho Chi" Bien, the Director of the CIA and Larry Blumberg, the Secretary of Defense, entered the Oval Office. Both men looked tired; their suits were wrinkled and their hair disheveled. Director Bien, with a concerned look on his face, skipped the pleasantries and jumped right in.


  "Mrs. President, something has come up." The boyish smile that normally graced his face was nowhere to be seen.


  Irene motioned for them to sit down, and she took her seat.


  "Well, what is it? From the look on your faces, I'm liable to think Hitler himself has come back from the dead."


  The Secretary of Defense pulled a grey laptop out of his briefcase, opened it and turned it to Irene. On the screen was a picture of a power plant set beside a river. It was surrounded by what looked to be farmland, which in turn was surrounded by a large city.


  While Irene was putting on her glasses to look at the laptop, the Secretary of Defense asked, "Do you know of the Bushehr Power Plant? It's a Russian-built nuclear plant that has been essentially dormant since the 1990's."


  The president studied the screen, and then looked up at Larry. "Well yes, I have been briefed on it. Like you said though, it's been dormant for years. What of it?"


  Director Bien interjected, "It was dormant. We received word through PRISM that it came online two days ago."


  Irene took off her glasses and leaned back into her chair. Director Bien continued, "Iran has always wanted to become a nuclear power, but they have never had the resources, or frankly the balls to actually do anything about it. Until now, at least."


  At that moment, there was a quick knock at the door before it opened. General Black "Jack" Sealock, Director of the NSA, (National Security Agency) walked briskly into the room holding a brown leather-bound folder.


  "Apologies for being late," he mumbled, running his fingers through his wind-blown gray hair as his free hand rummaged through the folder. When he found what he was looking for, he lifted out several documents and set them on the president's desk.


  "I'm sure by now they've told you of the Bushehr Power Plant. I'm afraid our problems don't end there."


  Irene put her glasses back on and looked at the documents, which mostly consisted of pictures of a specific plane, labeled Flight IA 0000.


  "We've been tracking this very plane for the past two months now. It's a bimonthly flight that originates in Iran and flies to Caracas, Venezuela, while making stops in Beirut and Damascus." Sealock ran his hands through his hair again and scratched the back of his neck before he continued, "The plane always uses the same flight path, on the same days, just like clockwork. The strange thing is that even though it lands at public airports, it never passes through any kind of immigration or customs. Once the plane lands in Caracas, it taxies to a hanger, shuts down its engines and is towed inside, with the doors closing behind it. Nothing comes in or out for two days that we can visibly see. After that, the hangar doors open, the plane is towed out, the engines are started, and the plane taxies to the active runway and takes off."


  "This plane, 'Flight IA 0000' has been an absolute mystery for the past two months, a brain teaser that, quite frankly, I thought never really had an answer. That is, until the Bushehr Power Plant came back online."


  Gen. Sealock paused before he continued, "The flight originates from the Bushehr airport. Now, we still have no idea who or what is on this plane, but I know one thing for certain: whatever it is, it has something to do with that nuclear power plant. The question is, what is it, and what do we do about it?"


  No one had an answer. The chilling cold that permeated the Washington D.C. landscape was nothing compared to the chilling fear that gripped President Irene Fletcher's heart. The silence that permeated the room was deafening. Four of the most powerful people in the world sat drowning in this silence, unable to answer the question. All of their minds drifted to the worst possible conclusions, and the realization that their worst nightmares could be real possibilities was not lost on them.


  President Fletcher slowly took off her glasses, leaned back into her chair and whispered, "Godammit". Taking a deep breath, she looked at the three men in front of her. "This is disturbing news" she uttered, although desperate for more answers, there were none at this time. "Gentlemen, by midafternoon I want a report on my desk substantiating what we've discussed here this morning. I'll have a message to you all by six; you're excused."


  As the three exited the Oval Office, they walked to the room's other door, which led to a hidden staircase. Irene buzzed Ms. Clukey into the office. When she entered, the president told her to cancel the rest of her morning meetings and that she wasn't to be disturbed. "Yes Ma'am" Ms. Clukey replied, and she hurriedly left the Oval Office, closing the door behind her.


  Irene sat down and penned one of the most important messages she had ever written in her short tenure as the Leader of the Free World. She recapped the events that had just been brought to her attention to Admiral Tim LaFleur, the Chief of Naval Operations (CNO), and up the chain of command at the pentagon, closing with the statement, "It's time to bring in the best."


  Chapter Two


  Wetting-a-Line


  February 2013


  Lieutenant Zac Taylor studied his friend’s face before saying, "You're bluffing."


  Lieutenant Howard Sullivan flashed a smile, responding with, "Am I? With the way you play poker, I wouldn't be so sure of that. Either way, you gotta make a decision – are you going to fold? We've been at this for hours."


  "Hell no I'm not folding! You owe me at least 16 beers goddammit, and I'm going to get it out of you one way or the other." With that, Zac pushed all of his chips into the center of the table. "All in, Sully."


  Sullivan grunted, "I hate it when you call me that."


  "That's pretty much the only reason why I call you that."


  Howard threw all of his chips into the center as well. "Remind me why I don't kick your ass all the time?"


  Zac flipped over his cards – three tens and two sixes stared back up at him. "You don't kick my ass because you owe me money. Full House! I'll accept payment in cash or beer – your choice."


  Howard sighed. "No Zac, that's not why I don't kick your ass-" he paused to flip over his cards. "I don't kick your ass because it is you who owes me money." Zac couldn't believe the Royal Flush that made up Howard's cards.


  "You sonofabitch! I swear to God you're cheating somehow, I just don't know how."


  Zac's tirade was cut short by a loud, thunderous boom.


  Howard quickly got up. "What the hell? That sounded like an explosion." Several more explosions filled the air before the air raid sirens went off.


  Howard quickly reached for his coat. "Ah fuck! Zac, grab your jacket, we gotta go!"


  Howard opened the door to the outside and was greeted by fire, death, and shrapnel. Both men stood dumbfounded as they observed the pandemonium before them. A low-flying plane screamed by to strafe the barracks next door, bringing them back to reality.


  "Sully, did you see that? Th-that plane – it was Japanese! Holy fuck."


  Howard nodded his head, trying to figure out what to do next. Out of the corner of his eye he spotted an undamaged jeep. "Zac! The jeep! That's our ride to the airstrip. Hopefully there will be some aircraft left so we can get into the fight."


  The two men rushed to the jeep. "Sully, you drive!" Zac yelled as he jumped into the passenger seat. Before Howard could climb into the jeep, an explosion knocked him off his feet. "Ah shit! The Arizona! They hit the Arizona!"


  Howard climbed back up to his feet and paused to look at the carnage. In that instant time slowed and the sound of the battle around him muffled as he watched the USS Arizona begin to list and slowly break in half. The screams of the dying and wounded slowly brought him back.


  "Howard! Howard? Godammit Sully, we gotta go!"


  "Right, uh, shit. I'm on it."


  Luckily, the keys were already in the ignition. Howard fired up the jeep and began to race towards the airfield, dodging rubble, debris, and falling aircraft. He was focused on the road until he heard Zac.


  "Uh, Sully? You should probably start driving faster."


  "What?” asked Howard, unable to understand what Zac was saying.


  "You might want to drive faster!"


  "What?"


  "DRIVE FASTER THERE'S A FUCKING ZERO BEHIND US!"


  Howard looked behind him and saw the white-painted Japanese Zero barreling down on them. The aircraft began to light up the road with machine gun fire. Howard began swerving from left to right, frantically dodging the machine gun fire. Up ahead, there was a dirt path through some woods that led directly to the airfield.


  "Hang on Zac! It's gonna get bumpy!" Howard cut a quick left and blasted into the woods. The enemy Zero, having missed its prey, climbed towards the clouds and continued the attack on the harbor.


  The jeep finally made its way to the airfield, and Howard parked it next to one of the hangars.


  "Alright Zac, once we're airborne, cover my six. We're going to smoke as many Zekes as we can. And remember, it ain't over 'till the Fat Lady Sings".


  The two pilots suited up and got into their P-40 Tomahawks. As they taxied to the runway, Howard spotted a group of aircraft heading their way.


  The P-40's accelerated in an attempt to get into the air and maneuver away from the incoming Zeke's. Howard's fighter was airborne first, and he headed for the clouds. Machine gun fire began to pound the pavement right behind Zac's plane.


  "Come on baby, come on baby. Faster. Faster. Faster!"


  Finally he built up enough speed to get airborne and make a sharp turn over the trees to avoid the attacking Zeros as he climbed above the clouds. For the moment, he was safe. Zac couldn't help but wonder just how peaceful and serene it was up above the clouds. The sun was shining; the clouds themselves looked like soft, white beds that were just asking you to lie on them. It was difficult to believe that below him the worst attack on United States soil was underway.


  "Hey Sully, what's your posit?"


  Howard radioed back, "Twelve o'clock, four-thousand feet."


  "Roger, got ya, I'm rolling in on your six." Zac's Tomahawk pulled up behind Howard's.


  "Okay big guy, here we go."


  Howard put his P-40 Tomahawk into a sharp dive and plunged below the clouds. What he saw below looked like Armageddon. The once beautiful Pearl Harbor was ablaze. Fire was everywhere, ships were sinking, and the sky itself was full of white Zero's. Howard gritted his teeth, locked in on a nearby zeke and went for the kill.


  The torpedo plane ahead of him must not have known there were U.S. fighters around, because he took no evasive maneuvers. Howard carefully lined up his shot, and pulled the trigger. Bullets ravaged the plane and tore the left wing in half. The aircraft began to spin out of control, and crashed into the ocean below.


  "Not a bad start Sully!" Zac shouted over the combat frequency.


  The easy kills were over, however a formation of four Zero's began to hone in on the duo. To avoid them, Howard and Zac climbed back into the clouds, and they both performed a half-Cuban-Eight maneuver and rolled in behind the zekes.


  "Let's light 'em up Zac!" The two pilots tore into the Japanese planes, downing three of them. Both cheered as the enemy aircraft crashed into the drink below.


  There was no time for celebration, as they had stirred up the hornets’ nest. Two four-plane formations rolled in on Howard and Zac. The two pilots began yanking and banking around the enemy planes, carefully choosing when to engage. Zac almost bought the farm when he couldn't shake a Zero off his tail – but luckily Howard had his six covered and smoked the Zero.


  "You're welcome!"


  Eventually, the numbers began to be too much. Howard and Zac were great pilots, but they weren't superheroes. Zac's plane was hit first.


  "Ah fuck! I'm hit!" A flurry of bullets tore into his rudder and his Tomahawk began tumbling out of control. Zac hit the silk before his plane exploded in mid-air.


  Howard's plane was on fire, and bullet holes riddled both the inside and the outside. Blood spurted from his shoulder; shrapnel from his own plane had embedded itself in his arm. Eventually, his plane stopped responding to his commands. As the plane started to cart wheel through the sky, Howard said to himself as he bailed out, it's time to send this aircraft back to the taxpayers. A few seconds later, the canopy popped open and Howard was under a white cloud of safety as his chute drifted down to the ocean. As his feet entered the water, another explosion was set off beside him.


  Matt "Sweetwater" Sullivan was awakened by his dog, Boomer, who had jumped on his bed.


  "Oh hey there boy! Had that dream about my grandfather again." Boomer looked at him with a doggish smile, and barked. "Yeah, yeah. I know. C'mon, let's get us some breakfast."


  As Sweetwater hopped out of bed and walked to the kitchen to prepare breakfast, he thought about his grandfather. Howard must have told him that story hundreds of times, but it always enthralled Matt. In fact, it was those stories that convinced him to become a fighter pilot himself.


  Howard Sullivan survived the attack on Pearl Harbor, and eventually went on to kick ass all around the Pacific Rim.


  "What about Zac, grandpa? What happened to him? Did he make it?" Matt would always ask.


  "Absolutely. That sonofabitch refused to die. He never did pay me for that night of poker. Which, by the way, I'll collect one day."


  Matt had just finished his tour as Commanding Officer of the "Screaming Eagles" VFA-51, which was deployed to the Western Pacific on the USS Enterprise (CVN-65) for eight months. After his Change-of-Command in August of 2012, Commander Sullivan reported to Naval Air Force, U.S. Pacific Fleet as the Fighter Training Officer. In February 2013, he was promoted to Captain and assumed Command of Carrier Air Wing Eleven.


  It had been over fifteen months since Matt had requested leave. Therefore, he decided to take a break and get his battery charged before taking command of Airwing Eleven. It was time to pack his fishing gear, load-up Boomer and head-up to his mountain cabin to do a little trout fishing.


  After man and beast finished their breakfast, they were restless to start the day.


  "Alright Boomer. We're on vacation! What do you want to do?"


  Boomer barked.


  "Hell yeah. Fishing it is!"


  Matt loved going up to Mammoth Lakes, located in central California. He owned a small log cabin outside of town, where he spent most of his time fly-fishing, hunting, skiing and hanging out at the local watering hole.


  After a full day of Fly-fishing, Boomer and Matt had caught more fish than they could eat. Once the fish were cleaned and put in the freezer, Matt cleaned up and decided to have a few snaps at the Mangy Moose, a bar he always visited. Before leaving, Matt got a roaring blaze going in his field-stone fireplace, so Boomer would have a warm place to curl-up and sleep. He walked out the front door wearing a black fleece jacket, blue jeans, and a pair of black cowboy boots. Being a well-built, 6'2”, tan forty-seven-year-old with steely hazel eyes, people couldn't deny one thing when they saw him; he looked good.


  As he walked inside the bar, he was reminded why he loved this place. The bartender knew his favorite drink, the men were friendly and the women were beautiful. He could feel two of those women's eyes on him, a blonde and a brunette, as he ordered his Scotch on the rocks. Torch, who, in his opinion, was one of the sexiest bartenders west of the Mississippi, had fixed his drinks for the last twelve years at the Moose. Sweetwater wasted no time. He had never needed the liquid courage to talk to beautiful women. He walked over to the table.


  "Good evening ladies. Name's Matt. Care if I join you?" His eyes were fixed on the brunette.


  The brunette spoke up first, "Well Matt, absolutely you can. I'm Mary Farrio, and this …" she poked the blonde, "… is Amy Greene."


  Matt nodded at the ladies and said, "It's a pleasure to meet you, Mary. And you as well, Amy. Can I buy you two some drinks?"


  "Sure, we're both drinking Merlot," Mary said, smiling at Matt.


  Matt went to the bar and ordered for them. While he was waiting for Torch to pour their wine, he asked her if she'd seen these gals in there before.


  "No sir, I've never seen them until a few nights ago."


  "Thanks Torch, you're as hot as ever!" Torch laughed as Matt walked back to
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