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PREFACE

 


Stretching all the way
back, through the seemingly endless millennia of time, there has
been one constant, as sure as the sun rises every day: that
constant is the relentless struggle of good against evil, and it is
as relevant today as it always was, so very long ago.

On one side, we have free,
peaceful, hardworking, loving people, who stand in the light of the
Earth; on the other side lurk the dark, evil ones, hiding in the
shadows, waiting to kill anyone unlike them. The evil ones can’t
begin to comprehend what it is to be peaceful – to be free. They
are always waiting and watching, making plans to down the innocent,
to terrorize and plunder, until their appetite for blood is
sated.

It was not until the year
2001 that America and the world began to wake up, to the shocking
reality that no one is truly safe from the darkness of this
evil.

Then, the stark reality of
a brutal “kill or be killed” mentality struck home and, finally,
the righteous of the world began to fight back. From the ashes,
they gleaned a great lesson: they learnt to seek out the evil ones
and destroy them; they learnt that, even in the midst of a
simmering, sinister doom, there is always, always hope.

There is hope!

The sooner all of society
realizes that we must stand together, the better. With our combined
strength, we will fight terror with deadly
determination, and at last put an end to this evil threat… When we
do, the world will be a much better place for it.


Chapter 1

THE BEGINNING

 


Deep in the mountains of
Afghanistan, a group of radical extremists (who would later come to
be known as the “Taliban”) gathered around their tall, bearded
leader, for another important meeting. Here, they would finalize
the details of a plan which would eventually bring the world to a
shocking new realization: what such a ragtag group of fanatical,
evilly determined and well-trained terrorists could
accomplish.

They had been engaged in
their nasty game as far back as 1983, when the terrorists launched
a cowardly and horrific attack on American troops in Beirut,
killing over 200 U.S. Marines. Another attack followed, in 1983 –
this time on American soil – when a bomb was placed in the basement
of the World Trade Center. As time went on, terrorist groups spread
throughout the Middle East, growing stronger in the shadows of
Saddam Hussein and Desert
Storm; innocent people continued to be
murdered around the world. When were we going to wake
up?

An intricate network of
radical Islamic terrorists, to be known as “Al-Qaeda” (translated
literally as “the base”) was also being created. Although they were
low tech, they stayed under the radar, and continued to be a deadly
organization – even more so because they used a minimum number of
cellphones or computers, which could be traced and lead authorities
to them; they were almost invisible. But, like tiny spiders,
spinning their webs, the evil terrorists were spreading out and
infiltrating, working toward their ultimate battle:
jihad (holy war),
against the so-called infidels of the world.

Back in the U.S.A., the
intelligence community was just beginning to analyze some of the
recent terrorist attacks. They had looked into the explosion in the
basement of the World Trade Center but, for some reason, the many
isolated attacks around the world were never fully realized, by our
president and his military commanders, as a direct threat to our
national security – at least, not until it was too late.

And now, history was
doomed to repeat itself; there would be a high price to pay for
negligence, naïveté and tolerance. The purely evil intent of the
terrorists had been too difficult to imagine, and our opportunity
to stop them had been missed, our chance at victory
overlooked.

The evil spiders were
already moving among us…


Chapter 2

BOND OF
BROTHERS

 


It was a cold, blustery
day, in late November of the year which was the dawn of the new
millennium. The Marrinos were heading north on the Jersey Parkway,
toward upstate New York.

The driver of the S.U.V.
was Paul, locked in deep conversation with his two brothers, Rob
and Roy; the topic of the day was deer hunting. In fact, the lure
of venison and the thrill of the hunt were the very reasons for
their annual trip to the family’s mountain hideaway.

Paul, the eldest among
them, managed computer systems for a large accounting firm. Roy, a
journeyman tradesman, worked in the Carpenters’ Union. Both Paul
and Roy were married men, settled down; both were avid bow and gun
hunters.

The youngest brother, Rob,
was 28 years old – an enlisted man, working for Uncle Sam. He had
always been a sportsman, and he too enjoyed hunting with his
brothers, though not so much for the kill, as for soaking in the
beauty of the great outdoors. Recently, Rob had purchased a new,
50-caliber, inline muzzle-loading rifle, and he had fine-tuned it
to shoot inside a one-inch circle at 100 yards. He liked that it
gave him a single shot; one chance - to him, that was a little more
sporting than a modern rifle. Rob’s military career kept him at a
distance – thus, he always looked forward to this time of
year.

He had invested almost a
decade in the U.S. Army. A veteran of Desert Storm, he had worked his way
up the ranks, to become part of a special operations Delta Force
team. It had taken Rob several months of intensive training to
qualify and become part of that elite force, which was tasked with
taking care of threats to national security.

Although he hadn’t yet
walked down the aisle, Rob loved his girlfriend, Ashley, who easily
accepted his long stays away. Both understood and dealt with each
other’s independence, and that made her the perfect soulmate for a
military man. The military took Rob on intense, dangerous
assignments, all over the world.

But, every November, as
often as he could, he eagerly looked forward to being home for the
holidays, with a month of downtime. After all he’d had to deal with
in the past year, the good Lord knew that he had been looking
forward to spending time with Ashley and his family.

The S.U.V. was packed up
with all the goodies the brothers would need, as well as plenty of
beer; Rob had also remembered to bring his usual bottle of special
brandy. As the well-stocked vehicle slowly climbed the mountain
road, Rob sighed in delight as he peered out at the beautiful
groves of pine trees, mingled with white birch and hardwood, which
covered the mountainside. Roy slowly rolled down his window, to
take in some of the cold, crisp, clean, mountain air.

“Mmm,” he said, inhaling
deeply. “Hey guys, you smell those pines?”

“Yeah, Roy. Man, I love it
up here,” Paul replied. “But, close the damn window, before we all
freeze to death.”

“Okay, okay,” Roy
answered; “I don’t want you poor little fellas to catch a cold, or
anything. You’re gonna be feelin’ poor enough when I bag the big
buck, tomorrow.”

“Yeah, right,” Rob
retorted, with a snort and an eye-roll. “You forgot, I’ve got my
new rifle; I could shoot that buck from two-hundred yards out, no
problem!”

Paul smiled, as he lit up
another smoke. “We’ll soon see who gets what, my friends. I just
hope you guys can walk the walk as good as you talk the talk – or,
Bambi’s gonna be laughin’ at you just as hard as I am.”

The brotherly banter and
laughter continued, as the S.U.V. climbed higher and higher up the
mountain; the tall pines and hemlocks seemed to stretch into the
sky. The oaks and maples were still clinging to some of their
vibrant reds, oranges and golds, holding on to autumn for as long
as they could.

There would be two days of
nothing; lots of time, slowly ticking by. But, for the Marrino
brothers, it didn’t get much better than the big woods and a few
steaks on the grill, whether or not any of them bagged an
eight-pointer.

They were just turning off
of the road, heading down the long driveway to the cabin, when Paul
slammed on the brakes. “Damn!” he yelled. “You see
that?”

His brothers looked to
where he was pointing, through the window: a huge buck was leaping
out of the brush, just ahead of them. Roy watched intensely as the
big deer moved away, in strong, graceful leaps. “Man, that’s a
ten-point buck!” he smiled. “I hope we didn’t scare him off for
good.”

They jumped out of the
truck to get a better look. Then, after a few minutes, they calmed
down enough to start back down to the cabin. Paul and Roy started
teasing each other about who would ultimately be able to tag the
big deer. For Rob, it was fun just to listen to his brothers
carrying on, and he could do little but laugh at the two of them
and their comebacks.

By the time they finished
unloading the truck, the sky was fading into dark purples and
grays, and the wind was picking up, carrying little, white flakes
of snow.

“It’s gonna be a cold one
by morning, boys,” Paul said, looking up at the setting sun. “Might
have a few snow squalls tonight.”

Rob looked out at the
horizon; the sky was becoming overcast, filling with dark-gray
clouds. “You’re right, man; I can feel it, too: it smells like snow
in the air – more than just these few flurries.”

Roy smiled. “Let’s get
inside and get that fire started; I’m damn cold
already.”

The brothers had been up
in the mountains enough times to know what Mother Nature was up to,
and they had learnt long ago, from their father, to pack their gear
right. “You don’t take the right gear, you’re gonna be freezin’
your butts off,” he had told them. “Ya best have warm boots, heavy
socks, hats, gloves, hand and foot warmers… It gets mighty cold by
dawn, in the mountains at this time of year.”

They finished unpacking in
record time and, before long, they had a nice fire roaring in the
wood stove. The rustic wood cabin was cozy and comfortable, with a
few bedrooms, a loft and lots of windows, which allowed them to
enjoy the view.

After dinner, the brothers
took their seats around the fireplace, talking and watching hunting
videos. Rob opened his bottle of brandy and proposed a toast:
“Gentlemen, here’s to a good hunt… at a special place.” They all
clinked glasses, then took a sip of the fine blackberry brandy he
was happy to share.

Paul smiled at his
brother; “Ya know, Rob, sometimes I wish I could be like you: I
mean, you get to travel around; you’re not tied to the same job,
day after day. I know you can’t talk about it much, but it must be
exciting.”

Rob smiled, too; “Man,
that’s really weird, ‘cause sometimes I wish for some of the things
that you guys
have: a wife; a family; more time to enjoy this nice place we have
up here.”

Laughing, Roy added: “I
guess, guys, that’s why we all
come up here every year. This year, though,
you’re both gonna really wish you were me, ‘cause I damn sure
guarantee you I’m gonna nail that big buck we just saw; y’all ain’t
got a chance.” He added a grin, then took another swig of his
brandy. Then, the whole trio burst out laughing, teasing each other
about who was ultimately going to get the buck.

Rob poured them another
round of the warming liquid, and the brandy slowly began to take
effect on the brothers, as they relaxed by the fire.

“So, Rob, how is Army life
treating you? Have you seen any action lately?” Roy
asked.

Rob lit his cigar and
smiled at his brother; “You know what they say, brother: it’s a
dirty job, but somebody’s gotta do it – and, the pay is good. Not
only that, but in another ten years I can retire; I’ll get a
regular job and still collect a nice check from Uncle Sam every
month, on top of it.”

“You can join the
Carpenters’ Union and work with me,” Roy added, as he lit his
cigar.

Rob grinned at him;
“Thanks, bro. I’m not sure what I’m gonna do, but I may take you up
on that. For now, though, I get to work with some good people –
and, help our country. It’s mostly security operations, but things
are changing for the worse, I’m afraid; more and more, we find
ourselves dealing with terrorism and the coming ‘jihad’, their
so-called ‘holy war’.”

Paul listened intently,
trying to understand the meaning and brevity of his brother’s
words. Why do terrorists call it a “holy
war”? he thought.

Rob’s smile faded,
quickly. He took another sip of brandy, then continued, with a more
serious tone to his voice: “Listen, guys, believe me when I tell
you there’s a silent war going on out there. It’s a war against
terror, and the evil darkness that is growing among us.

“My unit was on a covert
mission in the Middle East this year. We heard a huge explosion in
a nearby town, and we eventually came to find out that one of them
terrorists had blown himself to Hell, right there in the
marketplace; it was a bloody mess: women and children massacred;
pieces of bodies everywhere… Damn, it made me sick!

“Those
monsters hate anyone who isn’t like them – who doesn’t believe,
like they do – and they’ll kill in a heartbeat. They live a totally
distorted way of life.” 

The room went silent for a
moment; Paul and Roy weren’t sure what to say.

Rob’s smile returned, as
he continued: “We are the light of freedom, though; we’re there to
ward off that darkness. You, me and all of us need to be strong, to
keep that light shining.”

Paul raised his glass: “To
freedom’s light! May it burn forever!”

Roy tried to imagine the
horrors his brother had been through, but he couldn’t even fathom
it. “To Hell with those bastards! It’s time for you to relax and do
some hunting.”

After another round of the
warm liquid, they were entirely relaxed, by now yawning and
stretching. Before long, it was time to turn in: they had to be up
before dawn, if they were going to make it to their tree stands
before first light.

That night, Rob fell
asleep with thoughts of settling down on his mind. He dreamt of
having his own home – maybe sharing it with Ashley… if she would
have him.

 


***

 


Rob woke, thought he heard
something and waited for a moment, before he pulled his blanket
over his head and went back to sleep. It wasn’t long before the
aroma of brewing coffee stirred him from his slumber.

Paul was always up first,
but the other two managed to crawl out of bed before the sun was
up, and everyone helped to make breakfast. After a satisfying meal
of hot grits, bacon and scrambled eggs, they layered themselves in
warm clothes and gathered their gear.

Rob carefully withdrew his
new muzzleloader from its case, smiling as he examined it; the gun
fit him like an old glove.

Outside the house, Paul
waited for his brothers. When they finally came out, armed and
suited up for the hunting trip, he pointed to the woods: “Listen,
guys, you already know where we’re headed. Let’s just keep quiet as
we go in, and remember that we need to meet back here at ten
a.m.”

They trekked along the
main trail, careful not to lose their footing in the expected light
dusting of snow and ice. Soon, the three brothers were separated,
each headed off in a different direction, disappearing into the
cold, dark woods.

Using his small
flashlight, Rob found his marker and headed through the pines,
toward his tree stand. The cold air had a little bite to it, one
which nipped at him, even through his several layers of clothing.
The leaves, snow and other forest debris crunched underfoot, so he
trod as lightly as possible, while he searched for his hunting
spot. It took a while, but soon his flashlight glistened upon the
metal frame of his tree stand, and he made quick work of scampering
up the tree. He got everything set up, positioning himself and his
body just right on the small perch. Then, he placed his rifle on
his lap, huddled against the tree, and waited.

Not much noise broke
through the stillness of the predawn night, except for the creaking
and moaning of the big oaks, rustled by an occasional, cold draught
of wind. After a while, Rob really started to feel the bitter cold
creeping in, so he poured himself some hot coffee from his
thermos.

At last, the sun woke up
to the east, breaking out of the clouds and bathing the woods in
morning colors; orange and gold streams of light filtered through
the treetops, and the woods gradually came to life.

Somewhere in the distance
behind him, Rob heard something. After listening a little more
closely, he surmised that it was the honking of geese in flight,
growing ever louder.

Suddenly, the air around
him began to stir, as the big birds flew overhead, still honking
and beating their wings in unison, as they moved into the golden
light of the rising sun. To Rob, it was like the scene from a
beautiful painting; the crimson glow of the autumn leaves, and the
graceful flight of the geese, into the glow of the sun, was
majestic – an unforgettable work of art. That moment – watching the
formation fade into the horizon – was really what those trips were
all about, for him.

Rob then sensed movement,
below. But, rather than his quarry – the big buck – he spotted an
enormous gray squirrel, scampering in the brush, retrieving acorns
and filling its cheeks. A few sparrows were also fluttering about,
chirping in the trees, but he saw no sign of a deer, even when he
scanned about him, through the powerful scope on his
gun.

In spite of his boots, and
more than one pair of woolen socks, his feet and toes were
beginning to tingle with coldness. The wind seemed to be picking up
a little, too, so he decided to move to a little clump of trees,
just at the edge of the field ahead of him. Rob slowly made his way
to the spot, where he discovered a perfect little nook to hide in;
a place where the cold wind would no longer assault him.

It was so comfortable, in
fact, that, after a while, he found himself sporadically dozing
off; the hot coffee he slurped down in abundance had done nothing
to stifle the effect of the brandy from the night before, and the
early-morning wake-up call – even earlier than those military
bugles.

Rob jumped with a start,
when he finally saw it: a huge buck, scuffling around behind him,
to his right. He slowly swung his rifle to his shoulder and waited
for a clear shot.

The gun jumped, letting
out a cloud of smoke, as the boom
echoed through the woods.

The large animal looked in
his direction for a moment. Then, to Rob’s surprise, it bolted
across the open field – a blur of brown fur – and jumped into the
woods.

“Damn it!” Rob yelled to
himself, looking down at his gun in stunned disbelief. “How could I
have missed? That shot musta been no more than forty
yards!”

 


***

 


The wind continued picking
up, blowing little puffs of snow from the branches every now and
then, as a defeated Rob followed the trail toward the house. It
felt good to walk, and the momentum helped him warm up; even his
cold feet and aching toes began to feel a little better.

When he finally reached
the clearing, he looked toward the cabin; outside the back door
were his brothers, sitting on the deck, with steaming coffee mugs
in their hands.

“Hey,” Paul said, as Rob
approached, “I heard that shot. Was that yours?” He handed his
brother a fresh cuppajo.

Rob smiled, sheepishly:
“Yeah, man. I still can’t believe I missed! It was a nice
buck.”

The brothers sat on the
deck and talked for a while, slurping down more than their fair
share of hot coffee.

Then, a short while later,
Rob happened to look down, and he noticed something unusual. There
it was, lying on the steps: the single fifty-grain, black-powder
pellet from his muzzleloader. He picked it up and looked at it
curiously for a moment, before it dawned on him.

“Look, guys! Can you
believe it? I must have dropped this when I was loading my gun,
this morning.” Even before Rob had finished talking, he began to
regret saying anything.

Paul smiled; “Man, no
wonder you missed that deer: you only had half a load.”

Rob stared at the pellet
and shook his head; “Damn, now that I think about it, the gun
didn’t feel right when it went off.”

Roy struggled to hold back
his laughter. “Damn, Rob. Ya know, you’re the only guy I know who
goes hunting half-loaded!”

All three of the brothers
had a good laugh about it – even Rob
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