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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


October 14, 2005


6:11 p.m. Lebanon Daylight Time (11:11 a.m. Eastern
Daylight Time) 


Tripoli


Northern Lebanon


 


 


“What is he saying?”


The tall, thin, blond-haired
gunman stared through the telescopic sight of the Chinese-made QBU-88 rifle. The
man had spent the past twenty-four hours getting intimately acquainted with
this gun. It was a knock-off of the old Russian sniper rifle, the Dragunov. The
man had fired a Dragunov in the past. This one was better.


The student had surpassed the
teacher. The Chinese were the greatest copycats on Earth. They copied what you
made, and then they improved it.  


The man lay on his stomach in
dense foliage on a plateau overlooking the city of Tripoli, the gun propped up
in front of him on bipod legs. In his mind’s eye, he could picture the dark
snout of this thing just poking from the bushes. He was confident that he was
as close to invisible in here as a person could be.


To his left, and below him,
ancient stone buildings, in many peeling and faded colors, marched like
soldiers down the steep hillside to the deep blue sea.


The gunman’s name was not Kevin
Murphy. His Canadian passport suggested his name was Sean Casey. His Ontario driver’s
license suggested the very same thing. A Canadian named Sean Casey was a very
good, non-threatening thing to be.


He was just an adventurous
globe-trotting Canadian, visiting off-the-beaten-path destinations like the
run-down, tattered, but still very beautiful second city of Lebanon, perched
like a jewel on the Mediterranean coast.


Nothing to see here.


Only a minute ago, the sun had
slipped beneath the sea in a spectacular riot of yellow and orange—with just a
flash of green at the end. The gunman not named Murphy always watched for that
flash of green. He had spotted it in so many places that he had long ago lost
count. 


In the circle of not-Murphy’s
telescopic gunsight, there was a man with a black beard, streaked with white. The
man wore a red-and-white-checkered headwrap. His name was Abdel Aahad. He was
in his mid-fifties, a radical Sunni warlord and militia leader who had been
operating out of this neglected city for the past twenty years. But not for
much longer. 


Aahad was sitting on a patio perhaps
nine hundred yards away—nine football fields—and maybe three stories below. It
was a tricky shot, right at the edge of the effective range of this gun. The
altitude difference made it even trickier. The slight breeze coming in off the
sea made it trickier still. 


The sun was gone. Dusk would come
soon. If this shot was going to happen, it was going to happen right now.


“He just said, ‘Kill the head and
the body will die.’”


Not-Murphy didn’t look at his
spotter, a kid named Ferjal. 


Ferjal was a Hezbollah recruit. Not
yet eighteen, he’d been doing crazy dangerous things since he was fourteen or fifteen.
He didn’t look a day older than twelve. He was next to not-Murphy in the
bushes, in the deep squat that so many humans, in so many parts of the world,
still did. 


Americans had no use for deep
squats like that. Americans had an ingenious little invention called “the
chair.”


Not-Murphy knew that Ferjal had an
earpiece in one ear, and was listening to the conversation going on in Arabic
on that faraway stone patio. Abdel Aahad had many friends in this world, but
the man sitting with him on the patio was not one of them. 


“Really? He said that?”


“Yes. Do you know this phrase?”


Not-Murphy shrugged, ever so
slightly. He did not look away from the scope. 


“I’ve heard it the other way
around. Kill the body and the head will die, which is more accurate. Depending
on the context, kill the head and the body will die is obviously and
demonstrably false. It’s very hard to get near the head, and a new one grows
right back anyway. The body, though…”


“The context is the American president,”
Ferjal said. 


Not-Murphy watched Abdel Aahad’s
jaw moving as he spoke. Very, very slowly, he placed the center of his sight
just above Aahad’s temple, and just a bit to the left. Aahad was far away. The
heavy round this gun fired was armor-piercing, so there was no worry there. A
human skull was anything but armor. All he had to do was hit Aahad’s head somewhere,
and it would pop like a cherry tomato. 


But the trajectory of the round was
notoriously flat, and it would lose some momentum on the way, so he needed to
target just a little high. The breeze off the water would also alter the round’s
course the tiniest amount, pushing it just… to… the… right. 


“A fantasy, in that case,” he said.


Not-Murphy didn’t see Ferjal nod. He
felt it.


“Yes. Quite an amazing fantasy. They
are imagining to capture the American president, and bring him to a place where
Wahhabist Sharia law is in effect. Then they will try him before the judges,
and convict him of murder, espionage against a Muslim state, and apostate
degeneracy before the eyes of the world, and before Allah. They are very
pleased by this idea.”


Not-Murphy wasn’t buying it. “He’s
not a Muslim, so I don’t think he can be apostate.”


“No, perhaps not,” Ferjal said. “But
he is a whoremonger, an abortionist, and a promoter of degenerate behavior
among men for many years. He is the ringmaster of the American degenerate
circus. He is of course guilty of murder and espionage.”


Not-Murphy almost laughed. The kid
sounded like he had already tried the American president himself. “Uh-huh. Where
would such a trial take place?”


“They say Mogadishu, Somalia. The
Islamic Courts Union has seized the city, perhaps temporarily. They are very
conservative believers. Other places are possible, but not likely. The tribal
lands of western Pakistan. Sunni-controlled Yemen, maybe. Most definitely not
Saudi Arabia. The treacherous Sauds would simply give the man back. They know
upon which side to spread their butter.”


“Did he say all that, or are these
your opinions?”


“He said Somalia. The rest are my
opinions. But well-informed.”


Not-Murphy smiled. He liked
Ferjal. He had taken a shine to this kid.


Ferjal’s job was to guide him to
this killing spot, get the green light for him, then get him back out of here
without anyone noticing. Ferjal was also supposed to retrieve this gun at a
later time, break it down, and make it disappear.


Not-Murphy was wearing thin
tactical gloves in the unlikely event someone else found the gun first. Not-Murphy
did not exist. But he had fingerprints, and he had DNA. The United States
military had records of these things, and that meant others did as well. He had
never touched this gun with his bare hands. 


Not that it mattered. No one was
going to find the gun. Ferjal was good at his job. 


Ferjal was also good at keeping an
entertaining commentary going. He peppered it with pseudo-American sayings and
mottos that he claimed people had said in Arabic.  


Ferjal’s bosses in Beirut, being
Shiite, did not like Sunnis. They were gearing up for a war against Israel
along the southern border, and they didn’t like militant Sunni trash, such as
Abdel Aahad, running around free to do as he pleased, such as stabbing them in
the back while they were otherwise engaged.


So they were cleaning up their
backyard a bit.


They had brought not-Murphy into a
whitewashed house, pockmarked with machine gun fire, just two days ago. A
bearded scholar with glasses and a potbelly sat in a simple folding chair,
while not-Murphy stood. 


The scholar pitched the Aahad hit.
Aahad was bad news. Aahad was a problem, and had been for many years. He was
troublemaker and among other things, a traitor to his own country. They had
warned Aahad repeatedly, but to no avail. 


It was time for Aahad to go. 


“Twenty thousand American dollars,”
not-Murphy told the scholar. “Fifteen for me, five for the kid.” Fifteen
thousand dollars was nothing to not-Murphy, practically less than zero—almost
not worth getting out of bed for. 


Five thousand would be the biggest
payday young Ferjal had ever seen in his life. It was probably what his father
made in six months. 


All in a day’s work.


“Do you know,” the bearded scholar
had said, “the sacrifice the brothers on the southern border make every day? They
live in holes under the ground. They do courageous battle against Zionist
patrols, while being hunted from the sky by Zionist helicopter gunships.”


“They’re very brave,” not-Murphy
had said. “And I’m sure your friend Allah will reward them when they pass into
the great…”


“Do you know how much food and
weaponry and comfort we can provide to those brothers for twenty thousand
dollars?”


“Is this a fundraiser?” not-Murphy
said. “Because I tell you, I’m getting a little misty-eyed. If it’s too much
money, get one of the brothers from the southern border to do it. I’m sure they’d
do it for the glory alone.”


The scholar shook his head. “This
is a job for an expert marksman. It is a shot fired over a very long distance. We
need the best.”


Not-Murphy shrugged. “Then pay for
it.”


Now, on the hillside, darkness was
settling in. There was almost no time left. The Chinese gun had a good flash
suppressor, with a long sound suppressor mounted on it. Not-Murphy had tested
the setup yesterday. It was very nice—no flash, very little sound. It would,
however, give a smoke signature. Just a puff rising from these bushes—enough to
get both him and Ferjal killed. 


But not if the shot happened in
darkness. 


“Will you take the shot?” Ferjal
said. It wasn’t impatience. It was curiosity. 


Not-Murphy got the sense that
Ferjal was freaked out by all the money. Five thousand dollars. It was too much
money. He almost seemed to hope that this job wouldn’t happen. He probably
wanted to give his share back.


For his part, not-Murphy thought
he’d take a powder for a while after this. Lebanon was a beautiful country, but
he was beginning to think he had worn out his welcome with the people in
charge. 


He took a breath, then slowly let
it exhale.


Abdel Aahad was RIGHT THERE, in
the last of the fading light of day. Skin tanned like leather, hunter’s eyes,
thick beard. Behind him and to his right, one of his men was lighting a torch. Tripoli’s
electricity was out at the moment. The electricity in Tripoli did that a lot. Apparently,
these days it was off rather more than it was on. 


The torch was not a distraction. If
anything, it was a bit of a help. The light of it shimmered on Aahad’s face. 


The breeze died. It often did that
when the sun went down. The heat settled in like someone had thrown a switch.


Not-Murphy brought the sight back
to the left the slightest amount.


You have to tell Stone.  


The thought came unbidden, from
some murky unreadable depth in his mind. Tell Stone what? That in the
last few minutes of his life, a dead man walking had indulged in some wishful
thinking about putting the President of the United States on trial in a
fundamentalist Islamic kangaroo court? Ridiculous.


He didn’t have to tell Luke Stone
anything about that. Luke Stone thought not-Murphy was dead. Everybody
thought not-Murphy was dead. It was a good thing for everybody to think. 


Not-Murphy shook the idea away. There
was nothing to tell. Nothing more than idle chitchat.


He focused on that patio again.


They wouldn’t see a thing over
there. They wouldn’t hear a thing. They wouldn’t know where the shot came from.
They would think it was close at first, but it wasn’t close. His mind did a
quick calculation. 


Muzzle velocity, approximately 930
meters per second. Distance, at a guess, 800 meters. Loss of momentum… hell, he
wasn’t a rocket scientist. Let’s just say that one full second after he pulled
this trigger, there’d be fear, confusion, and chaos. 


Then, a moment later, the hunt
would begin. 


“You ready, kid?” not-Murphy said.
“You ready to get me out of here?”


“Yes,” Ferjal said, very earnest
now. Not-Murphy could feel the kid’s body tensing.


“Do I have the green light?”


“I have been empowered to give you
the green light from the beginning. You may fire when ready.”


There was nothing but Aahad now. His
face filled the gunsight. Aahad was speaking. He was telling someone the deal,
how it was going to be. 


Aahad was smart, and a stone
killer. He knew his business. He was wily. He was ruthless. He had been staying
alive, and one step ahead of his enemies, all these years. 


The torchlight flickered orange
against Aahad’s face. 


They couldn’t have given
not-Murphy a better look if he had called them ahead of time and asked for one.


“Pow,” not-Murphy said, very
quietly.


He breathed again. In… then out.


He squeezed the trigger. The gun
kicked against his shoulder. 


There was a sound, not much of
one. Phuut! 


The spent cartridge ejected into
the air.


Abdel Aahad was a clever man, and
a resourceful opponent.


But not anymore. 


Then not-Murphy was running in a
low crouch, his hand gripping the kid’s shoulder, crashing through dense
underbrush in the dark.











CHAPTER TWO


 


 


5:55 p.m. Eastern Daylight Time


Queen Anne’s County, Maryland


Eastern Shore of Chesapeake Bay


 


 


“Friday night,” Luke Stone said. 


Luke and Becca sat at the patio
table. The sun was setting across the bay, in a riot of red and orange and
yellow. It was a crisp and cool evening. The trees were beginning to turn. Luke
loved this time of year. He wore a thin T-shirt and jeans, letting the breeze
raise goosebumps on his skin. Becca wore a yellow fleece pullover. 


Becca sighed in contentment. “Friday
night,” she said in agreement. They clinked glasses, as if the concept of
Friday night was a common toast.


They had just eaten dinner,
takeout pizza from a pretty good local joint. Luke was on his third glass of
red wine.


The baby was asleep in Becca’s
lap, wrapped in a light blue fleece of his own, a knit cap, and a blanket.


Ah, the baby. 


Gunner was five months old
already. He was growing in leaps and bounds. His head was enormous, and covered
in thick, curly blond hair. He had piercing blue eyes, was very strong, and
could now hold that giant head up under his own power. 


He was oogling and googling all
the time now, in some baby version of speaking. And he loved to play peek-a-boo.
He could play it for what seemed like hours, and laugh in delight every single
time.


It was all unfolding in mystery
and enchantment. Just the other day, Luke had said “Gunner” out loud, and he
could swear the baby turned to look, as if he recognized that as his own name.


Life was good.


“I should bring him inside,” Becca
said. “It’s getting chilly.”


Luke nodded. “I’ll clean up. I’m
just going to hang out here a little while longer.”


Becca came around the table,
kissed him on the forehead, and then walked up the hill toward the cabin, the
baby in her arms. Luke watched her go. 


It was idyllic, being here. He was
sorry to see it coming to an end.


He had been suspended with pay for
the past month. It was a gift from Don Morris. Don had deliberately dragged his
feet investigating events that took place on the Martin Frobisher Arctic
oil rig. 


In the end, just this past week,
Luke had been exonerated of all charges, given an agency commendation for the Frobisher,
and was likely to receive another one in secret for defusing the Uncle Joe
nuclear bomb. The Uncle Joe Incident, as history would one day call it, was
classified Top Secret for the next seventy-five years. 


But all good things must come to
an end, including this suspension. Luke was reinstated, and was expected back
at the Special Response Team headquarters bright and early Monday morning. And
that meant this was their last weekend out here at the cabin, a beautiful old
place that had been in Becca’s family for more than a century.


The house was rustic. It was
small, built for tiny late-nineteenth-century people, not large twenty-first-century
people like Luke Stone. The ceilings were low. The staircase to the second
floor was narrow. The floorboards creaked. The kitchen door had a spring that
was too tight, and if you let it go, it SLAMMED shut every time. 


Luke loved it here. It might be
his favorite place in the world. 


He especially loved being on the
water, and the sweeping 180-degree views of Chesapeake Bay from on top of this
bluff. Nothing could beat it.


He sighed. Back to the salt
mines. Well, that was okay, too.


His cell phone rang. 


He glanced at it, the little
window on the front lighting up as it buzzed. The message on the screen was Not
Available. 


There weren’t a lot of people in
this world who had this number. Only on very rare occasions did a call come in
from someone he didn’t know. 


He was reluctant to answer the
call, but maybe it was good news. Maybe he’d been re-suspended. He picked up
the phone and flipped it open. 


“Luke Stone,” he said.


“Do you know who this is?” a voice
said. “If you do, don’t say the name.”


It was a man’s voice, and of
course Luke knew who it was right away. Even so, there was a short delay while
he processed the information. A ghost was calling him from beyond the grave. 


Three weeks ago, Luke and Ed had
driven up to New York City and attended the funeral of a man named Kevin
Murphy. It was at an old Catholic church in the Bronx. Afterwards, they
attended the burial at a nearby cemetery. 


A man in a kilt played taps on
bagpipes. There was an honor guard that someone pulled together, but no
Arlington National Cemetery burial for Murphy—he was a war hero several times
over, but he had gone AWOL, was charged with desertion, and ended his military
career with a dishonorable discharge. 


Luke and Ed had stayed at the far
edge of the crowd. A woman sat at the front, probably in her mid-sixties,
dressed all in black. She remained stoic as a member of the honor guard handed
her the tri-folded American flag. 


Now, on his back patio, Luke
finally found his tongue. He had been speechless for a long moment. 


“Your mother thinks you’re dead.”


“I’ll give her a call,” the voice
said.


“It’s too late. She already buried
you.”


“It must have been somebody else. It’s
right up my mom’s alley to kill somebody just to have a body to bury.”


Murphy’s mother had buried an
empty casket. The Beirut mosque where Murphy died had burned for two weeks. Chemicals
in the basement had caught fire in the bombing, and they were impossible to put
out. Dozens of corpses had been inside that mosque, but not a single one was
recovered. 


“Where are you?” Luke said.


“On the move,” the voice said. “Did
you catch the Middle East news today?”


“Maybe.”


“A man got shot in the head. He
had powerful opponents, who are clearing their schedule before the big game. The
man was a little bit famous, but more like a pest than anything else. It was a
pest control job. They called in an exterminator.”


Luke had seen it. The man’s name
was Abdel Aahad. He’d enjoyed a long career as a minor player in Lebanon’s
endless civil wars. That career had ended abruptly this morning, with a
long-distance sniper shot to the head. His powerful opponents would of course
be Hezbollah. And the big game they were getting ready for was Israel.


Naturally, the whole thing had
caught Luke’s eye. Luke himself had been in Lebanon a month ago. And Murphy had
died there, on a mission working for Luke. Luke had felt terrible about that,
until about two minutes ago.


Murphy hadn’t died. Murphy was
never going to die.


“What can I do for you?” Luke
said.


“Nada. I’m good. I have a piece of
information, that’s all. It could be something, it could be nothing. I was
going to let it go, but then I figured that wasn’t quite right. I’m still one
of the good guys. I should tell somebody. So I decided to call you.”


“I’m all ears,” Luke said. Murphy
thought of himself as one of the good guys. He had faked his own death and
seemed to be hinting he just carried out an assassination for hire on behalf of
a terrorist organization. Even so…


“You know, you can still come back
into the fold.”


“That’s great, and I appreciate
the offer. But just listen for a second, okay? The pest? He was chitchatting
right until his last second. Didn’t quite finish his sentence, as a matter of
fact.”


There was a pause over the line. There
seemed to be some noise, a loud voice, echoing in the background.


“What was he chatting about?” Luke
said.


“He was chatting about capturing
el Numero Uno, the big guy himself. Then bringing him somewhere with Sharia law
and putting him on trial.”


“The big guy, huh?”


“You bet,” the voice said. “The
grand old man, the Yankee Doodle Dandy, the great liberal experiment.”


Murphy was talking about the
President of the United States. The new president, Clement Dixon, was the
oldest in American history, and thought to be the most liberal in decades. Murphy
wasn’t the type to like liberals. And it was an accident of history that had
put Dixon in office. He had spent most of his adult life shouting at and
catcalling various presidents from the halls of Congress.


“The best part is the place with
Sharia law they have in mind is the Mog.”


“Mogadishu?” Luke said. 


“Is there another Mog that you
know of?”


Mogadishu. October 1993. It
was before Luke’s time—he had missed it by a little more than a year. But every
Army Ranger, and every member of Delta Force, knew the story of the overnight
battle that took place there. The Rangers, Delta, the 160th Special Operations
Aviation Regiment (Night Stalkers), and the 10th Mountain Division had lost a
combined nineteen men.


“Seems a little far-fetched,” Luke
said. 


“My sentiments exactly. But I
thought I should pass it on anyway.”


“I don’t think the pest in
question ever had that kind of reach.”


“Could be nobody does,” the voice
said. “Could be somebody thinks they do. People overreach sometimes, and they
end up making a mess.”  


Luke chewed on that for a long
second.


That echoing voice appeared again
in the background. Louder this time. It sounded like an announcement being made
in an airport. Luke looked at his watch. It was after 6 p.m. here. If Murphy
had something to do with the Aahad assassination, that meant he might still be
in Lebanon, seven hours ahead. 


“Look, I have to run,” the voice
said.


“Where are you?” Luke said for the
second time.


“I couldn’t say.”


“A little late for a commercial
flight, isn’t it?”


“I wouldn’t know about things like
that. Good job on that other thing way up north, though. I heard about it. People
talk. And it’s been nice talking to you.”


“Listen, Murph…”


But the line had already gone
dead.


Luke stared at the phone for a
moment. To his left, the sun had just dropped into the bay. A wide yellow
scrape sat on top of the horizon. That was all that was left of the day. Soon
it would be a nice, cozy autumn night.


The President? Kidnapped and
brought in front of an Islamic court? It wasn’t the easiest idea to swallow. And
it wasn’t the easiest bit of intel to pass on. 


Who told him? Where did that
person find out? 


“Oh, just Murphy. You know, the
dead one? He heard about it while assassinating a Sunni militia leader. Yeah,
he decided to stick around Lebanon after he died. I guess he works as a
mercenary now.”


That wouldn’t fly.


In any event, the President of the
United States just so happened to be with Don Morris at this moment, on an
official trip to Puerto Rico. Don Morris—legendary warrior, co-founder of Delta
Force, as well as founder and director of the FBI Special Response Team—had
made quite an impression on the new liberal-minded President. 


Could the President be any safer
than with Don Morris perched on his shoulder? Luke doubted it. He smiled at the
thought of that odd couple. 


He stood and began to clear away
the plates from dinner.


Then he stopped. He became very
still in the gathering darkness. He looked down at his phone again. Not
Available. That was Murphy in a nutshell. 


Luke had tried to bring him on
board the Special Response Team, and in truth, Murphy’s performance had been
exceptional. Beyond exceptional. He wasn’t an investigator per se, but set him loose
in a combat situation and watch him go. His performance wasn’t the issue.


His buy-in, or lack thereof, was
the issue. His tendency to disappear was the issue. His mysterious ways were
the issue. 


But he was still alive, and
calling back in meant he wasn’t all the way gone. 


And the intel itself…


Luke sighed. It was far-fetched. It
couldn’t be real. Even so…


He speed dialed a number. The
phone rang three times, then a deep female voice answered. 


“What are you doing, Stone? You’re
not due back in until Monday. Can’t wait two more days, huh?”


Trudy Wellington. 


Luke smiled. “Were you napping? You
sound asleep.”


“Hardly. Why are you bothering me?”


“What’s the chatter like out
there? Anything I should know?”


Luke could almost hear her shrug
over the phone. “Normal. North Korea did a fake missile alert earlier today,
sending runners through their communications tunnels with dummy launch codes. Seoul
could have been hit with a barrage of thirty thousand conventional weapons in
the course of fifteen minutes, millions dead, or nothing could have happened. And
nothing did.”


“Anything else?”


“Oh, the Russians bombed an Al
Qaeda hideout in Dagestan. Or a wedding. Depends on who you ask.”


“Something better?” Luke said. “Something
more?” 


“Are we playing twenty questions,
Stone?”


“Anything about the President?”


“Just the usual, as far as I know.
Lonely crackpots who will never get within ten miles of him are uploading
manifestos to the internet. Backwoods militias, full of asthmatic middle-aged
diabetics and one hundred percent infiltrated by informers, are practicing for
the next Civil War, which will commence moments after they assassinate him. Also,
Islamic clerics are beseeching Allah to strike him dead with a stroke or
coronary infarction. He has a lot of admirers. I’d say lunatics of all stripes
hate him, pretty much.”


“Trudy…”


“Stone, the President is with Don.
Your typical terrorist would wilt at the thought of tangling with Don Morris. Especially
when he’s suntanning.”


Luke shook his head and smiled. “Okay,
Wellington.”


“Okay, Stone.”


“Carry on.”


Luke hung up the phone. He looked
up at their cabin on the hillside, lights on against the dark. His family was
up there, the people that he loved. 


He got back to clearing away the
dishes.  











CHAPTER THREE


 


 


8:35 p.m. Atlantic Standard Time (8:35 p.m. Eastern
Daylight Time)


San Juan Viejo (Old San Juan)


San Juan, Puerto Rico


 


 


“Oh Allah!” the man said under his
breath. “Let me live as long as life is better for me, and take my life if
death is better for me.”


He walked the blue cobblestone
streets of the old city, amid the colorful Spanish colonial brick buildings,
painted in festive bright reds, yellows, oranges, and pastel blues. A light
rain fell, yet it did not seem to bother the Friday night revelers. They came out
of restaurants in laughing groups of young women and men, well-dressed, excited
to be alive, perhaps drunk, all talking at once, embracing the things of this
physical world.


He was young, too. But the things
of this world were not for him. His fate was in the Wise One’s hands.


He walked with his own hands held
waist high, turned upward, palms facing the sky, the back of his hands facing
the ground, as was appropriate when performing the Islamic Du’a—beseeching
Allah for favor. 


“Oh Allah,” he said, his lips
barely moving, no audible sound coming from his mouth. “Grant us good in the
world and good in the Hereafter, and save us from the torment of Fire.”


Anyone watching him might suppose
he was a tourist from abroad, or even a visitor from another part of the
island. His skin was dark, but no more so than many of the island dwellers
themselves. He was dressed well, in a blue windbreaker jacket so he would not
become soaked by the warm rain, tan chino pants, and expensive hiking shoes. He
carried a day bag slung over his shoulder. An observer might think his camera
was inside, and indeed it was. 


The countdown was nearly finished.
He had made a video of his final farewells, after he had journeyed here. His
entry into Puerto Rico from Greece was surprisingly easy, at least to his mind.
He was not from Greece, but his documents claimed he was a Greek man named
Anthony, and no one questioned this. 


Now his life was forfeit. What
would come, would come. It was Allah’s decision and Allah’s alone. 


He walked downhill to an
intersection. On this corner was a small greengrocer, the owner closing the
shop for the night. There was a display of fruits and vegetables on the street,
and the owner was bringing them inside. 


Anthony watched the owner for a
moment. The grocer was an older man with a neatly trimmed white beard. He was
from Jordan, one of thousands of Jordanians who had immigrated here in decades
past. The man was a friend of the cause. No one would ever know this, but
Anthony knew. 


This man had prepared the path for
the soldiers of Allah to appear. Places to stay, local people to contact,
access to secure areas, methods of moving men and materials unseen and
unimpeded… the man had provided all of these and more.   


Anthony approached the outdoor
stall.


“Disculpame, amigo,” the
grocer said, barely looking up. “Está cerrado.”


Forgive me, my friend. The store
is closed.


“There is no God but Allah,”
Anthony said, very quietly. 


The old man stopped, then glanced
up and down the street. He gazed at Anthony closely, squinted one eye, and
almost smiled. But he didn’t smile.


“And Muhammad is his messenger,”
he said, completing the Shahadah.


Anthony reached and took one of
the man’s apples. He bit into it. It was sweet and juicy and delightful. Apples
for sale in a tropical climate like Puerto Rico. The wonders of Allah would
never cease. 


“Allahu Akbar,” he said. Allah
is most great.


Now he reached into his pocket and
came out with a bill. It was an American $100. He had no use for it anymore. He
handed it over, but the grocer tried to wave it away.


“No charge for the apple.”


“Please,” Anthony said. “Take it. It
is a small gift of thanks, not a payment.”


“The gifts of Allah are not of
this world,” the grocer said.


“It is a gift from me to you.”


Silently, the grocer took the bill
and put it in his pocket. He handed Anthony some coins in return, completing
the illusion that one man had just purchased an apple from another. Should
anyone be watching—a person in a window, a video camera—nothing more than a
simple transaction had occurred. 


“May He accept your sacrifice and
open His gates to you.”


Anthony nodded and placed the
coins in his own pocket. “Thank you.” 


He had been unwilling to ask this
for himself, considering it selfish. But he must admit it was what worried him
most of all. It had been gnawing at him for days, and he realized now that all
of his prayers and supplications had been pleading for this, without ever
saying it. Would his sacrifice be good enough? Would it be true enough? Was it
untainted by his ego and desires?  


His body trembled the slightest
amount. He was going to die, and he was afraid.  


More than just cunning and
careful, the grocer was wise, and seemed to understand the things that were
unspoken. “May Allah’s blessings be upon His best creation Mohammed and all of
his pure progeny,” he said. 


Anthony nodded again. It was
exactly what he needed to hear. If his offer came from a pure heart, it would
be accepted. He took another bite of the apple, smiled, and raised it to the
grocer, as if to say, “Very good.”


Then he turned and walked off down
the street. As it was, he had already put the grocer in more jeopardy than
necessary.


Before he reached the end of the
block, he was already repeating his supplications.











CHAPTER FOUR


 


 


9:20 p.m. Atlantic Standard Time (9:20 p.m. Eastern
Daylight Time)


La Fortaleza


San Juan Viejo (Old San Juan)


San Juan, Puerto Rico


 


 


“So tell me, Don,” Luis Montcalvo,
the acting governor of Puerto Rico, said, “were you ever at the School of the
Americas?”


A small group of people were
gathered in a drawing room on the third floor of the Fortaleza, the colonial
Spanish mansion that had served as the residence of the governor of Puerto Rico
since 1540. More than two hundred years before the United States came into
being, Puerto Rican governors were living in this house.


This was what Clement Dixon
feared. He had invited Don Morris, head of the FBI Special Response Team, to
accompany him here for a state visit. And make no mistake—it was a state visit,
very much like visiting another country entirely. The relationship between the
United States and its vassal Puerto Rico was one fraught with mistrust,
misgivings, and blunders of epic proportions. 


The FBI murder of Puerto Rican
nationalist Alfonso Cruz Castro just last year, the decades-long US Navy
bombing of the Puerto Rican island of Vieques, and the Navy’s failure to clean
up the toxic dumping ground they left behind, were a small sampling of the
blunders that came to mind. 


Bringing Don here might be yet
another one.


The man’s crack squad had traveled
far into the Arctic Circle to disarm a Russian nuclear weapon set to detonate
and cause a worldwide calamity. In doing so, they had demonstrated a level of
heroism that led Dixon to question their mental health. Beyond the physical danger,
they had taken on the mission against the orders of their superiors at the FBI
and in the White House.


Don Morris had gambled his storied
career on the intelligence gathered by his own people, and on their ability to
carry out a mission with cobbled together resources, against all odds, in one
of the most forbidding places on Earth. 


And he had won the gamble. 


Clement Dixon admired that. So
Dixon had brought Don to Puerto Rico. He wanted to get to know the man better. He
wanted to feel him out and see if there were more ways they could work
together. And he liked to mix and match people. 


Don Morris, the old black ops
warrior, meeting with Luis Montcalvo, the young liberal caretaker of Puerto
Rico, thrust into the role because the old guard had gone down in the flames of
a corruption scandal. His ascent from Secretary of the Environment had happened
lightning fast, largely because the outgoing administration had kept him at arm’s
length, and everyone above him was tainted. 


Montcalvo was thirty-one years
old, to Clement Dixon’s mind (and probably Don’s as well), barely old enough to
tie his own shoes. He was very handsome, unmarried, had no children, and rumors
abounded that he might even be gay. 


After a formal dinner and a few
drinks, Don Morris had regaled them for more than an hour with what Dixon
suspected were sanitized versions of special operations from days gone by. 


Now, Montcalvo did what he
probably imagined was going for the jugular. Up until this second, he had been
the most gracious host imaginable.


“We in Puerto Rico have suffered
greatly at the hands of the American military. We have suffered the humiliation
of the American navy bombing our coastlines for target practice. The twenty-four
hundred people of our island Vieques have suffered the health effects of being
bombarded, subjected to the shrieking of supersonic jet planes, and exposed to
the toxic chemicals dumped there. It is the action of occupiers, not
countrymen. And our brethren throughout Latin America and the Caribbean have
been guided by the oh-so-gentle persuasion of those who learned their trade at
the School of the Americas.” 


There was a moment of quiet in the
ornate Spanish colonial drawing room, with its high ceiling, gently turning
ceiling fans, and high-backed chairs. 


Montcalvo was standing, a drink in
his hand. Maybe he was drunk. Four people were sitting. There was Clement Dixon
and his close assistant, Tracey Reynolds. And there was Don Morris and his wife,
Margaret.


Don had been entertaining and
charming all night. Margaret played a sort of straight man to Don’s out on a
limb comedy show, but it worked. She had clearly been at it a long time. 


“School of the Americas?” Don
said, repeating the name as if he’d never heard it before. 


“Yes sir,” Montcalvo said. “Did
you study there at all?”


It was an embarrassing question,
all the more so because Montcalvo probably knew the answer without having to
ask. He probably also knew that during his time in the House of
Representatives, Clement Dixon often addressed the crowds at the annual protest
gatherings outside the gates of Fort Benning, where the school was located. A
few of those protests were 15,000 people strong. 


“Luis,” Dixon said, “I’m grateful
for your hospitality, but now might not be the time for questions of that nature.”


“It’s a simple question,”
Montcalvo said. He looked at Don. “It is not?”


Don nodded. “It’s a simple
question. And I’m happy to answer it.”


Montcalvo shrugged. “So kindly do
so.”


Dixon groaned inwardly. The School
of the Americas, now blandly known as the Western Hemisphere Institute for
Security Cooperation, in an absurd face-saving name change, was the infamous
Pentagon torture school, especially focused on Latin America and the Caribbean.
Some of the worst human rights violators in the Western Hemisphere, people
responsible for a laundry list of atrocities, were graduates of that school.


Civilian populations in places
like Haiti, Peru, Bolivia, Colombia, Mexico, Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador,
Brazil, Argentina, and Chile had suffered under people who learned their trade
at SOA. 


“I’ve never been in the United
States Navy,” Don said. “So I wouldn’t know why they bombed your island. I
played no part in that. But as for the School of the Americas, I was there,
yes. When I was young, and the school was still located in Panama. The brass
felt it would make me well-rounded.”


“And did it?”


“All I can tell you,” Don said, “is
there’s more to the school than torture. I learned some legitimate negotiation
techniques in my time there, and gained some insight into how statecraft is
done.”


Montcalvo raised an eyebrow. “Statecraft?”


“Yes.”


“And did you also learn how to
make people talk? And how to make them cooperate?”


Don Morris looked first at his
wife, Margaret, who seemed pained by the question. Then he looked at Dixon. Dixon
noticed that Don and Margaret were holding hands. 


If Montcalvo was trying to drive a
wedge between Clement Dixon and Don Morris, it almost worked, but not
quite. Dixon had a lot of respect for Don Morris, whatever he had done and wherever
he was educated. 


Even so, Dixon hated the School of
the Americas. He hated the idea that after decades of protests and controversy,
it was still open for business, under a new name that was deliberately hard to
remember. This conversation had reminded him of his promises to close the place
down one day. 


He was president now. Of course,
let’s not pretend that presidents were completely free to do whatever they
wanted. David Barrett had learned that the hard way. Closing the SOA could earn
Clement Dixon a rather abrupt retirement. 


Don nodded. “Yes, I did.”


 


* * *


 


“Good night, Mr. President,”
Tracey Reynolds said. Her voice echoed down the long marble hallway. 


Clement Dixon was just outside his
bedroom. Two big Secret Service men stood silently at either end of the hall,
pretending they were stone statues who saw and heard nothing. In reality they
heard everything and saw everything. 


And therefore, so did dozens of
other people.


Dixon looked down at his new
assistant. Tracey, as young as she was, had held her own tonight. She accepted
one glass of wine, nursed it the entire evening, and didn’t speak unless spoken
to. Her answers were sharp, knowledgeable, and to the point. When the awkward
time came, she did not say a word about the School of the Americas—she didn’t
get drawn in at all. Dixon wasn’t even sure if she knew what the school was. 


Her youth, and the possibilities
laid open to her, reminded Dixon of his own advanced age. Seventy-four years
old. All the decades, all the battles, all the water that had flowed under the
bridge, much of it contaminated. 


I’m getting too old for this.


It was true, as far as it went. Clement
Dixon was an old man, and the demands of the presidency often seemed like they
were beyond him, like they required more than he had to offer. This was a job
for a younger man.


“Tracey, for the love of God, call
me Clem. Or Clement. Or Mr. Magoo. But stop calling me Mr. President. You’re
with me eighteen hours a day, and I have a name. Use it, please.”


She was a beautiful blonde. She
wore her hair in a perky bob, very conservative. Clement Dixon would like to
see her with long hair, cascading down her shoulders, but those days were gone,
and anyway, what he wanted was no matter. 


He had encountered her weeks ago
at a White House meeting. She was an aide to someone, and had been saying
something silly, possibly even bubble-headed, but he didn’t remember what. Something
about taking the public statements of the Russian government at face value. He
had admonished her about it in front of a group of people. 


That didn’t matter. She had caught
his eye. So he put the feelers out. 


She was young, mid-twenties, and
came from a prominent Rhode Island family. They owned hotels in Newport, some
damn thing. Maybe they owned the Newport Jazz Festival—did someone own
the Newport Jazz Festival? Anyway, they were big donors to the party, so it was
safe to assume they had pulled some strings for her. 


How she came to work in the White
House didn’t matter to him either. Almost no one in the White House got there
on merit, least of all Clement Dixon. That “best and brightest” ideal had gone
by the wayside long ago. 


Nowadays, if you came from a
prominent family (preferably one that liked to make donations), if you could
fog up a mirror, and if you didn’t drool on the paperwork, you were White House
material. 


Even so, Tracey was very bright,
she was high energy, and she was good at keeping track of things. She was on
top of the details. And she put a little spring in Clement Dixon’s step. A
pretty girl would do that to you.


Were people irritated that this
beautiful young woman had leap-frogged over everyone else to become the
President’s personal assistant? You bet they were. Clement Dixon didn’t care
about that, either. He was too old to worry about the angry glares of
passed-over battle-axes. 


He liked Tracey, and being
likeable was fifty-one percent of the job. 


He watched her, bemused, as the
skin along her neck flushed red. 


“Okay,” she said. “Mr.… Magoo?”


Dixon laughed. “Good night,
Tracey.” 


He turned toward his room. 


Suddenly, Tracey stepped up to him
and kissed him on the cheek.


“Good night, Mr. Magoo.”


Now it was Clement Dixon’s turn to
blush.


They had a brief moment. There was
a spark. Or was there? He stared down into her blue eyes, and he almost did a
very stupid thing. He almost invited her into his room. Then he didn’t.  


“Good night,” he said again. 


He went inside his bedroom and
closed the door. 


He took a deep breath. He was
headed down a dangerous path. Madness lay that way, and disaster. He was
starting to fall for a much younger woman, a woman young enough to be his
granddaughter. 


It couldn’t happen. It wasn’t
going to happen. 


Best to put it out of his mind. 


He looked around the room instead,
soaking it all in. This room was the same style as the rest of the house—gleaming
marble floors, ceiling two stories high with gently spinning ceiling fans, tall
windows with heavy drapes tightly closed against the night. The bed was
king-sized, with chilled water bottles on a table to the side, along with an
ice bucket. There were chocolates on the bedspread. It was deathly silent in
here. 


John and Jackie Kennedy had slept
in this bedroom. Pope Paul VI had slept here. Winston Churchill had slept here,
after his duties as Prime Minister of England were finished. For that matter,
the great Colombian author Gabriel Garcia Marquez and the rock singer Bono had
both slept in here at one time or another.    


Now Clement Dixon was here. President
Clement Dixon.


Past his prime, for sure. But
somehow president. He was like an aging baseball player at the tail end of a
long career, who suddenly ends up on a team on its way to the World Series,
after he can no longer do that team much good.


If only…


If only he could guarantee decent
and affordable healthcare to every American…


If only twenty percent of American
children didn’t go hungry at night…


If only nearly a million Americans
weren’t homeless…


He played the “if only” game a
lot. But he also recognized it as a habit, and a bad one. If only he had
stumbled into this predicament twenty years ago, when he was in his
mid-fifties, and still had the energy of a man in his thirties. If only his
wife were alive to witness all this and stand at his side. If only some of the
great statesmen of the 1950s and 1960s were still alive, to mentor him and to
act as his allies. 


If only the turn to the right of
the 1980s had never happened, when the game changed from safeguarding the well-being
of the country to appeasing the corporations and Wall Street at all costs. 


These were the lies he was telling
himself, and he needed to let them go. The circumstances were what they were. He
was President of the United States, and it was an immense privilege. It was
also an opportunity to be part of history, and a chance to maybe do some real
good.


Take, for one example, this visit
to Puerto Rico. Dixon was the first president since John Kennedy, in 1960, to
visit this island. Forty-five years and no president had set foot here. Puerto
Rico was technically an American protectorate, a fancy way of saying we had won
it in a war with Spain more than a hundred years ago. And we had treated it as
the spoils of war ever since. 


It was bigger, and with a larger
population, than many American states, but it had never been offered statehood.
It had close ties to New York City and Miami, with a steady parade of people
going back and forth. Puerto Ricans were American citizens and they paid
federal taxes, but they had no representation in the US Senate or the House of
Representatives. 


Late last year, the FBI had
discovered the whereabouts of the Puerto Rican independence radical, Alfonso
Cruz Castro, living in a safe house in a jungle area less than an hour from
this very spot. The man was sixty-three years old, and had been implicated in a
Brink’s truck robbery, and the murder of a truck guard’s death, in Manhattan in
1981.


FBI agents surrounded the wooden
shack, and when Castro refused to surrender, they fired over two thousand
rounds into and through it. Luckily, Castro was the only one inside. Otherwise,
the public relations nightmare would have been never-ending. Dixon shuddered to
think if there was a woman or children inside with Castro.  


As it was, Castro’s family held a
public procession for his casket, and tens of thousands of people lined the
streets of San Juan to see it go past. His funeral was larger than most
national funerals for prime ministers, and larger by far than the funeral for
any governor of Puerto Rico. 


There was anti-American sentiment
in Puerto Rico—that much was clear. 


Dixon sat on the bed, reached out,
and took one of the bottles of water. The glass bottle was slick with
condensation. 


“Tomorrow,” he said, out loud.


There was a faint echo of his
voice in the room.


Tomorrow he would give a speech on
the lawn here at La Fortaleza, to a few hundred handpicked supporters of the
governor, party members, functionaries, island business tycoons, and their
families. It would be broadcast live across the island, and would certainly
turn up on the TV news across the United States and many parts of the world. He
planned to say his first few sentences in Spanish. 


Afterwards, there would be a
presidential motorcade through the streets of the old city and across the
bridge to the airport. It was going to be a great day. It was the day when
Clement Dixon would put a stamp on his new presidency. 


And then he would get on a plane
and fly five hours up to Washington, DC. The thought of that made his heart
sink, just a little. 


He sighed again. 


He really was too old for all
this.   











CHAPTER FIVE


 


 


11:59 p.m. Atlantic Standard Time (11:59 p.m. Eastern
Daylight Time)


El Yunque National Forest


Cubuy, Canovanas


Puerto Rico


 


 


The night was wet and heavy.


It was always wet here in the
rainforest. Everywhere around him, the leaves were dripping with moisture. In
the dark, across the steep hillsides, the tiny male coqui frogs were calling
out for mates.


“Co-KEE! Co-KEE!” A million of
them, going all at once, their voices loud all out of proportion to the size of
their bodies.


The man called himself Premo,
short for el Supremo. Sometimes people referred to him as Uno, or el Ultimo. No
one ever called him by his real name. You never knew who was listening. 


He was a big man, with broad
shoulders. He was the leader of the Puerto Rican independence movement, such as
it was. It was hard to have a movement, in these current days, with the
constant monitoring of communications, the interception of telephone calls, the
seizure of emails, the tracking of internet searches, and the mapping of online
connections.


Premo had no use for computers. He
never wrote anything down. He rarely spoke on the phone to anyone, even his
mother. His commands were spoken directly to underlings who stood in his
presence, men who were searched for wires before they set foot in a room with
him. It was the only way. 


Your enemies go high-tech, so you
go primitive.


He stood on the covered back porch
of the house, smoking a cigarette and gazing over a wooden railing at the
mountainous jungle. His eyes were adjusted to the dark. He could see the
outlines of the hills rising above him, and the steep drop-off below him. 


As he watched, he noticed it had
just started to rain again on the other side of the ravine, the water coming
down in silent sheets, cutting through the dense fog clinging to the treetops. In
a moment, the rain would cross the distance and begin to pound on the
corrugated tin roof of this shack. 


“Premo,” a man said behind him. “Están
aquí.”


They’re here.


Premo took a last drag of his
cigarette and pitched it into the darkness. He went inside.


The living room of the shack was
nearly empty. The floor was bare wood. There were no decorations on the walls. To
one side, there was a small round table with white plastic chairs around it. 


In the middle of the room was an
armchair with a card table next to it. This table was where Premo had left his
drink—a glass half-full of Bacardi rum, neat. The chair itself was upholstered
with linen. It always seemed slightly damp from the humidity. Premo sat in it
now. His hideout, El Yunque, was one of the wettest places on Earth.


Across from him, near the doorway,
stood two young men, both in their early twenties. They were flanked by Premo’s
bodyguards. The bodyguards were both big, broad, immensely strong. They had the
flat eyes and expressionless faces of gangsters. These were the kind of men
Premo preferred to work with—you could beat them to death to get them to reveal
a secret, but they would never tell you. They wouldn’t give you the
satisfaction.


The young men were jittery. Perhaps
they were nervous about what they had just done. Perhaps they were nervous
about the men looming behind them. 


“How did it go?” Premo said, and
until he got the words out, he hadn’t realized how nervous he was himself. This
was the most important night of his life, and he had entrusted it to these two
youngsters. 


Eduardo, the older of the two,
nodded. He was the leader of the two-man team, and by far the more
self-possessed and confident. He was a handsome guy, he looked vaguely like
Ricky Martin, and he used his looks to get people to trust him. Women,
superiors, guards, Premo himself. 


“Good,” Eduardo said. “It went
fine.”


“Everything made it on board?”


Premo looked at Eduardo and then
the younger man, Felipe. They both nodded. Felipe’s brown eyes were big and
round. The eyes of fear. The eyes of a deer just before the tractor trailer
hits. He was in way over his head, Premo decided. 


Now Eduardo shrugged. “The
container is in the cargo hold. From there? Who knows? And like I said all
along, there’s no guarantee they won’t inspect it again. It’s the highest
security in the world. It’s standard operating procedure to check again, and
again, and again, especially when you’re dealing with—”


Premo raised a hand. “They won’t
inspect it again.”


“How can you know that?” Eduardo
said. 


“Querido,” Premo said,
using the term for “dear one,” something you might say to a small child,
“I’m not at liberty to explain everything to you. There are some things you are
better off not knowing.” 


“I’m better off not knowing anything,”
Eduardo said. 


Premo shrugged. He made no
commitment either way. “That may be.”


“How can we do this, Premo?”
Eduardo said. “These people don’t believe anything we believe. They are
fanatics.”


“We are fanatics, in our way.”


Eduardo shook his head. “Not like
them. They are terrorists.”  


Now it comes out.


Premo had never been certain about
Eduardo. It spoke to the movement’s diminished state that he had trusted the
man with such an enormous responsibility. 


“Did you do the job?” Premo said.
“Exactly as I requested it be done?”


Eduardo didn’t blink. “Of course.”


Premo looked at Felipe. Felipe
nodded. 


So Premo nodded. “Then everything’s
fine.”


“Everything’s not fine!” Eduardo
said. “I did what you asked, but already I regret it. These people are crazy!”


“Politics makes for strange
bedfellows,” Premo said. 


“How will this help the cause of
independence?” Eduardo said. “The Americans will just harm us worse after this.
And they will never let us go.”


“You’re wrong,” Premo said. “I
know what they will do. They will abandon this place. And leave us in peace.” Then
he shrugged, in case that wasn’t quite right. “And if not, at least we will
have struck a blow for a hundred years of enslavement. They will have learned
that we do not lie down for them.”


“I think we should call it off,”
Eduardo said.


“Querido, it is too late
for that.”


Eduardo shook his head. “It is not
too late. We have done this thing, and we can undo it. An anonymous call. They
will find the container.”


Premo smiled. “And they will know
right away who did it. You will both be arrested. Eduardo, it’s not possible to
undo what has been done. We have entered an agreement with very dangerous
people. The relationship will bear fruit over many years. But if we do what you
say, they will see it as a betrayal. Our own lives will be forfeit.”


“The Americans will find the
container anyway! They will come, with their protocols. They will search
everything again and again.”


“They are going to be distracted,”
Premo said. “They are going to leave in a hurry.”


“Distracted by what?”


“As I indicated, we don’t include
you in everything. It is better that way.”


“The Americans will find the
container,” Eduardo said. “Or maybe they won’t. But what do you think your new
friends are going to do? Honor their agreement? No! After this is over, they
will hunt us down and kill us like dogs anyway. They do not care about the
cause of Puerto Rico. They do not care about anything.”


Eduardo was escalating to a state
of full-on panic. Premo had seen it before. Eduardo had done a job, he had held
himself together just long enough, and now he was unraveling. The problem was
that when a man unraveled, often he never completely re-raveled. Eduardo could
easily become a basket case, drunk, trying to tell anyone who would listen
about the terrible thing he had done, the thing he could not take back. 


After tomorrow’s events, this
would almost certainly become the case. Eduardo was a loose end that needed
tying off. 


“This was wrong! It was a terrible
idea! It will bring disaster upon this island. We must do something.”


Premo glanced at the guards. They
were big men, placid, trustworthy. They had been in the movement a long time. They
had both gone away and trained at one time or another with the Colombian FARC. Jungle-fighting,
bomb-making, close quarters fighting, surveillance… murder. 


These men would never come apart
like Eduardo. They would have been much better candidates for the airport job,
but of course they both had criminal records. They could never join the Air
National Guard, and even if they did, they would never get within a mile of the
plane Eduardo and Felipe had loaded cargo onto earlier tonight.


They knew what was needed without
Premo having to say a word. He simply nodded his head and shifted his eyes a
tiny amount.


The men moved in suddenly. One had
a garrote—two small blocks of wood attached with a filament wire. He slipped it
around Eduardo’s neck, crossed his arms, and pulled it tight. The other man
grabbed Eduardo’s arms, wrenched them behind his back, and held them. Eduardo’s
eyes bulged. His face turned bright red, and then something darker, like
purple. 


He gasped. He gurgled.


“Querido mío,” Premo said.
“We are doing something. Something quite extraordinary.”


Felipe, the youngest man in the
room by far, jerked his body as though he too wanted to do something. 


“Felipe!” Premo said. 


Felipe looked at him, big deer
eyes still in the headlights.


Premo shook his head and waggled
his forefinger. 


“Be very careful. Best to not move
a muscle at this moment.”


The struggle was over quickly. Eduardo
was dead in thirty seconds, perhaps a minute. As soon as it was done, the two
men removed him from the house. It was raining out. Perhaps they would dump the
body in the gorge. Perhaps they would so something else with it. They were experienced
men, and professional. 


In the dense, wet underbrush of
the jungle, no one would find Eduardo. And nature would make fast work of his
corpse. 


Premo and Felipe were alone in the
room.


“Do you have similar concerns as
your amigo?” Premo said. 


The rain thrummed on the roof. 


Felipe shook his head. 


“Say it.”


“No,” Felipe said. “I’m fine. Tranquil.
At peace in my heart. I believe we did the right thing.”


Premo nodded. “Good. Get ready. Your
flight to New York leaves at seven a.m. You will live in Brooklyn under a new
identity. It will be a new life, as if the old one did not happen. You were not
here. You will never speak a word of this to another person. We will always be
watching. One day, years from now, someone will contact you. Then you will know
it’s safe to return to Puerto Rico.”


He looked the kid in the eye. “Do
you understand?”


Felipe nodded. “I will never say a
word.”


The guards were already back. 


“These men will take you to San
Juan. Get your things together.”


“Gracias, Premo,” Felipe
said. He nodded and left the room.


Premo looked at his men. He
gestured with his head at the spot where young Felipe had just been standing. Then
he raised his eyebrows.


The men nodded. 


Felipe wasn’t going to New York
City. He wasn’t even going to San Juan. 











CHAPTER SIX


 


 


October 15


10:45 a.m. Atlantic Standard Time (10:45 a.m. Eastern
Daylight Time)


Calle San Francisco (Saint Francis Street)


San Juan Viejo (Old San Juan)


San Juan, Puerto Rico


 


 


“How did I do?” Clement Dixon
said. 


He sat across the four-seat
passenger cabin of the presidential limousine from Tracey Reynolds and Margaret
Morris. The ladies were facing backward, Dixon and his Secret Service agent
facing forward. 


Don Morris and Luis Montcalvo, by
mutual agreement, had decided to ride together to the airport and work out
their differences man-to-man and in private. As a result, Margaret got to ride
with the President of the United States. 


For many people, Dixon knew, this
would be the ride of their lives. He didn’t think that was true of Margaret. More
likely, this was something she had to put up with because her husband, Don
Morris, was out there being… Don Morris.


The car—fondly referred to by
insiders as The Beast—slowly nosed its way through the narrow, crowded lane of
Calle San Francisco in the old city. The exquisitely restored two- and
three-story Spanish colonial buildings were painted in bright pastel blues,
oranges, yellows, greens, and reds, and festooned with red, white, and blue
Puerto Rican and American flags. 


The famous street, little more
than an alley by American standards, was mobbed. People crowded in on both
sides. People wedged themselves five and ten deep on the ornate balconies just
above the street. People were held back by police lines, but every few minutes,
a group would surge forward into the street, blocking the path of the motorcade.
The motorcade was thirty cars long, and it was taking forever to crawl a few
city blocks. 


The crowd was close. It happened
again. Three teenage boys pounded on The Beast as it rolled past, thumping its
hood and windows with the palms of their hands. One of them yelled something
into the window just on the other side of Tracey’s head. She flinched. 


“Don’t worry,” the big crew-cut
Secret Service man who sat next to Dixon said. He shook his head and smiled. “They
have no idea which car this is. There are five cars identical to this one in
the motorcade, and no one can see through those windows.”


Clement Dixon wasn’t worried at
all. The Secret Service had freaked out about the motorcade, of course. They
didn’t like anything out of the ordinary, and this was nowhere near standard
protocol. Well, they had their ways, he had his. And he was the President,
after all. If he was also a man of the people, then he would drive out of here
amongst the people. 


The slow-going trip was a minor
glitch to him. Let the people have their celebration. He almost wished he could
ride in an open-air car, waving to the crowd, the way presidents did until the
Kennedy assassination.


Of course it wasn’t possible. It
was so impossible, and security had moved so far from those times, that he was
riding in a literal tank. Dixon liked cars, and they had given him the rundown
on this thing when he assumed the office. 


It looked from the outside like a
Cadillac Deville. It wasn’t one. It wasn’t really any kind of car at all. It
was built by General Motors, and it had the Cadillac grille, emblem, rear and
front headlights. It even looked vaguely like the car it was supposed to be. But
it was built on the frame of a full-sized SUV. It had a massive V8 engine,
which was good because the car weighed 14,000 pounds. The walls and doors were
eight inches of armor. The windows were five-inch-thick bulletproof glass. The
car could withstand an RPG attack. 


It had no keyholes or digital
locks. The doors were opened remotely by controls in a different car. The gas
tank was armored, and lined with an outer tank filled with flame-retardant
foam. It had run-flat tires. The passenger compartments, front and back, were
sealed airtight and were their own environments. The car could also fire tear
gas and smoke bombs, and there were pump action shotguns mounted both here in
the passenger compartment, and up front with the drivers. 


No. Dixon wasn’t worried about the
car or the crowds. He was more interested in knowing how these ladies—especially
Tracey—thought this morning’s speech had gone. 


“Come on, doctors,” he said. “Give
it to me straight. I can take it.”


Tracey seemed a little unsettled
by the crowds all around them. But she soldiered ahead. She was wearing a
conservative ensemble, dark blue pants, white dress shirt, and dark sports
jacket. She could almost be one of the Secret Service agents herself. Of
course, she looked good in anything. She could wear plastic garbage bags, and
eyebrows would be raised, but he wouldn’t mind. 


“I loved it, Mr. President,” she
said. “It was completely inspiring. The Puerto Rican people are lucky to have
you in their corner.”


Dixon would never say those exact
words out loud, but that was of course the impression he had been trying to
give. That he was in their corner, and they were lucky to have him there.


He allowed himself to drift back
over a few of the finer points. He had introduced a ninety-seven-year-old
Puerto Rican combat vet, who fought in both World War II and Korea. He had
spoken about Puerto Rico’s drive toward energy efficiency, and the frankly
incredible job the island had done with renovating Old San Juan. 


He had briefly talked about the
partnership that had ended the naval bombing of Vieques. And he had even hinted
at the possibility of statehood—everyone there must have known this last part
was at best a long way off, and at worst a lie. 


“These are the kinds of steps it
will take for Puerto Rico to win the future and for America to win the future,”
he had said. Winning the Future. The public relations flacks had come up
with this as the theme for his presidency, and as hokey as it sounded, secretly
he kind of enjoyed it. 


“That’s what we do in this
country. We win the future. With each passing decade, with each new challenge,
we reinvent ourselves. We find new paths. We push forward.”


“There is no doubt,” Margaret
Morris said, “that you are one of the best public speakers in America. All
those years in the House…”


“Banging on the podium,” Dixon
said. 


She nodded and smiled. “And
pointing your long finger at the evildoers, mostly in the White House and on
the other side of the aisle.”


Dixon nearly laughed. He liked
her. She was taking subtle digs at the President, while hitchhiking a ride to the
airport with him. She was a lovely woman, well-dressed in a shimmering blue
pantsuit, vibrant and snappy enough to be noticed but not to steal the show. Dixon
guessed her age at about sixty. She had been playing this game a long time. Her
team was probably on the other side of the aisle. 


He nodded. “Yes. That was me. Lots
of practice, over endless decades.”


He glanced at Tracey. She looked
at him with adoring eyes, very different from the way Margaret Morris looked at
him. In fact, it was very likely that Margaret Morris did not approve.


Didn’t anyone understand? The
relationship was one hundred percent platonic. He knew he was far too old for
her, and he would never even think of her in any other way. But to have a
beautiful young woman by his side, looking at him in that way…


What was the problem with that? To
want that was as natural for a man as the day was long. 


“I especially loved the whole
Puerto Rico, we’re not there yet part at the end,” Tracey said. “But we don’t
quit, that whole theme.”


Dixon nodded. He liked that part,
too. He could recite it right now. He had something close to a photographic
memory for speeches. Margaret hadn’t been lying before. He was a good public
speaker, very good, and he knew that. 


“The people were crazy for you,”
Tracey said. 


That part was true, too. It was a
handpicked crowd, but they gave him a rousing welcome, and they seemed to hang
on every word. 


“What did you think?” Tracey said.


It had gone well. The speech had
gone well. No doubt.


He nodded. “Yeah. It was good. I’m
happy with it. I’m happy with the entire visit. The first president in…”


“Forty-five years,” Tracey said. 


“Yes, to visit the island.”


“Is that true?” Margaret said. 


“Yes. This trip was organized to
put an end to that period. We’ve treated Puerto Rico rather poorly, I’m afraid.
And one of my missions as president will be to improve that relationship.” 


It occurred to him that the length
between presidential visits was about twice as long as Tracey had been alive. 


“And I think we did something a little
bit historic here. I think we might have started to erase some of the bad
memories and begun to make some good ones.”


He glanced out the window at the
crowd passing. The windows were not only thick, but also tinted. Dixon had been
outside less than a half hour before. It was a bright, sunny day. But the
windows in this car gave the world the sense of being forever in twilight. 


As Dixon watched, a man in the
crowd exploded. 


There was no other way to explain
it. Dixon was looking right at the man, a young guy with a coffee complexion
and dark hair. The guy was wearing a light blue windbreaker jacket. He was
packed into the crowd, his eyes tightly shut, his face down. Then he just…


Came apart.  


There was a flash of light, and
the people around him came apart too. Heads, arms, torsos flying. Blood
splattering in jets. A split second later, the sound of the explosion came. It
was muffled by the windows, but the shockwave made everything tremble. 


A chunk of something flew through
the air and hit the car. Dixon barely registered it. It was red and ragged and
could have been a large piece of rotten fruit.


Then the shrieking started. 


An instant later, the Secret
Service man was on top of him, holding him down. “Go!” the man screamed at the
drivers. “Go! Go! Go!”


“Get off me!” Dixon said. “I’m
okay!”


But of course the man still held
him down. Sirens were going wild out there. And now there was the sound of
automatic gunfire somewhere nearby. Dixon couldn’t see any of it. The car didn’t
seem to be moving—it must be trapped in the crowd.


Tracey panted and let out a little
mouse-like squeal. Margaret gasped. Dixon would have comforted them both, but
this 220-pound lunk was holding him down. 


“You’re not hurt,” the man said. “You’re
both fine.”


Now the car finally accelerated. The
engine roared as the car gained speed. 


Something strafed the outside of
the car. 


Thunk, thunk, thunk, thunk.


Tracey gasped. “They’re shooting
us.”


“They can’t shoot us,” the Secret
Service man said. “This car is bulletproof.”


If that was the case, then why was
the man still holding Dixon pinned to the seat?


 


* * *


 


“There is no God, but God.”


His passport said he was from
Greece. It said his name was Anthony. It had been a flawless forgery, and
people had believed it. Check-in and security personnel in the airports had
believed it. Hotel clerks had believed it. Everyone believed it. 


None of that mattered now. 


He was deep in the packed crowd of
revelers. It was a hot day, but suddenly the sun seemed so hot that he might
pass out. The colorful buildings and ornate balconies were behind him. In front
of him was a line of crawling black cars with dark windows and American and
Puerto Rican flags draped from holders near their windshields.


He was out of breath. He could not
think of anything except rote things he had long ago memorized. 


“Oh Allah,” he said, out loud, the
sound of his voice drowned out by the shouts and cheers of the people around
him. “Grant us good in the world and good in the Hereafter, and save us from
the torment of Fire.”


People screamed and shouted. People
laughed. People were crazed, waving tiny flags themselves. He was jostled and
pushed. He felt sick, like he might vomit. Everything was spinning.


He stumbled forward, toward the
car in front of him. 


Suddenly, to his right, further
back in the motorcade, something blew up. He saw the explosion from the corner
of his eye. He didn’t even need to look. He knew what it was. It was a brother
in Allah, someone he had never met, the first of the mujahideen to die today. 


It was also the signal to the
rest, and Anthony was one of those. 


People were still screaming, but
the tone had changed. Now people were running and shrieking. The howl of a
siren came. 


The cars were stuck in the crowd. They
were stuck in the motorcade itself. 


Anthony wore a colorful
floral-print Hawaiian shirt today, which hung over the bulge in his waistline. Someone
glancing at him might think he was a touch chubby. He was not. He was very
thin.


He took two steps out into
traffic, nearly tripping when he stepped off the curb. People pushed and
shoved, desperate to get away. A man had a small child on his shoulders. Anthony
squeezed past the man.


He was very close to the black
car. It was big, bigger than he expected. 


Somewhere nearby, shooting
started. The brothers, the police, the army, there was no way to tell now.


“Allahu Akbar!”


He shouted it, full throated. 


He peered at the window of the
car, but he couldn’t see anything. Perhaps the American president was in there,
perhaps not. There were silhouettes, in any case. The car was not empty. 


Next to him, on the man’s
shoulders, the child was crying.


Anthony did not hesitate. He was
holding a plastic cigarette lighter now. He reached under his shirt and felt
for the fuse that would light the accelerant. He was well practiced at this,
and found it instantly. He flicked the lighter.  


“Save me!” he screamed. He did not
hear his own scream. He did not know who he was addressing.


In another second, he felt the
heat at his center. Then the real heat came, and the blinding light.


And then the darkness.


 


* * *


 


“He’s a good speaker,” Don Morris
said. “I’ll give him that.”


He rode with Luis Montcalvo several
cars ahead of the President’s car. All around them, people were nearly pressed
to the windows, peering into the darkness, hoping to catch a glimpse of Clement
Dixon.


“Exceptional speaker,” Montcalvo
said. “And he is saying many things the Puerto Rican people need to hear.”


Don nodded. “I think you may be
right. The audience enjoyed his speech, and the people on the parade route…” He
gestured out the window and let the electrified throngs speak for themselves.


“We are ready for statehood,”
Montcalvo said. “We have been too long in this limbo, and it gives ammunition
to those who say we should be our own country.”


Don glanced at the young Secret
Service man riding in the car with them. The kid seemed bored. He was listening
and not listening at the same time. The real action was in a different car.


Don looked at Montcalvo. He seemed
barely older than the Secret Service man assigned to protect him. He was
self-assured and composed. He had met with the President of the United States,
and demanded respect. Being governor of Puerto Rico was both less, and more,
than being governor of a state. In a sense, it was like being president of a
small country. Montcalvo wore the responsibility well. 


“I think you and I are not so
different as we seem,” Don said. 


Montcalvo nodded. “I agree. I
would never suggest otherwise. I know you are a great man. But the School of
the Americas… I’m sure you must realize that we have a great affinity for all
of Latin America here. They are our brothers and sisters.”


Don could buy that. “Of course.”  


“We walk a line,” Montcalvo said.
“We can forgive, but we cannot…”


Suddenly, a bomb went off right outside
his window. 


The sound was muffled, but still
there. BOOOM!


It happened behind him, so he didn’t
see it. But Don did. A man had been standing there in a tight crowd, and then
he had blown up. Don didn’t see him trigger the explosive, but he saw that the
man’s eyes were closed, probably in prayer. 


He blew apart, unrecognizable in
an instant, and so did the people around him. There had been a man with a child
perched on his shoulders… 


A heavy splash of gore hit the
window just behind Montcalvo’s head.


Then Don was out of his seatbelt
and pressing Montcalvo down against the seat. It was pure instinct. He banged
on the window to the driver’s compartment. He shouted in unison with the young
Secret Service agent behind him.


“Go! Go! Go!”


The car pushed through the crowds.
All around them, people were swirling, screaming, bloody faces pressed against
the windows. Gunfire erupted.


Don’s first thought was of
Margaret, in the President’s car. There was nothing he could do for her. These
cars were like rolling fortresses, he knew. The most dangerous thing was that
they were all trapped in a bunch, unable to move. If Margaret’s life was
threatened at all, it was because of this traffic jam.  


He pressed Montcalvo’s body down,
gentle now, but very firm.


“Don’t get up, son. Stay down.”


He glanced back at the Secret
Service man. 


“Get this car moving. NOW.”


Suddenly, as if by the magic of
Don’s words, the car accelerated. He looked through the smoked glass and out
through the windshield, seeing what the driver was seeing. The car swerved in
and out of the crowds, people diving for sidewalks.


The driver made a sharp turn at
high speed and careened down a side street. 


Straight ahead, a woman holding a
small child stood in the cobblestone street. The child lay limp in her arms. The
woman’s face was bloodied. She was screaming.


They were going to run her down. 


The driver spun the wheel left. The
car catapulted over the curb, missing the woman. They hit the wall of a blue
colonial-era building and bounced off. For a second, it seemed the car would
straighten out, but then the driver’s side lifted off the ground. 


Don felt it going. He knew the
feeling all too well. 


It went slow, slow, slow, and then
very fast. The car flipped and rolled. 


Don was thrown forward and sideways,
his face hitting the glass between compartments. Then he crashed into the
Secret Service agent. 


Everything went dark. 


He seemed to float through space.


Sometime later, he opened his
eyes. The car had flipped onto its roof. Don was sprawled on the ceiling. His
hand went to his face and came away bloody. Both Montcalvo and the Secret
Service man were upside down, still strapped into their seats, arms hanging.


Montcalvo’s eyes were closed. 


Don’s ears were ringing. He was
dizzy. 


He reached into his pocket and
came out with his cell phone. Margaret’s number was preprogrammed. He found it
and pressed the green button. The number rang, then seemed to pick up.


“Sweetheart?” he said. “Sweetheart?”


There was no voice on the line.


Outside his windows, people ran
by. Mostly, all he could see were their feet. A black car raced by in the
street, then another, members of the presidential motorcade, free now to burn
rubber for the airport.


Don crawled for the door, thinking
he would push it open and call for help. But… something happened. What seemed
like a long time went by. He opened his eyes, and found himself lying on the
ceiling again. 


Someone must be coming. The driver
must have called. Don looked through the partition, and the driver was hanging
upside down, just like these two guys in the passenger compartment with him.


“Is anybody else awake around
here?”











CHAPTER SEVEN


 


 


11:15 a.m. Atlantic Standard
Time (11:45 a.m. Eastern Daylight Time)


Air Force One


Luis Muñoz Marín International
Airport 


San Juan, Puerto Rico


 


“Easy, easy,” Clement Dixon said. 


No one listened to him. They took
him out of the car in a swarm. Dixon was tall, but a strong hand kept his head
pushed low, so that he walked nearly in a crouch. A wall of very tall men in
ballistic vests completely surrounded him. They moved in a group toward the
plane. 


Through the press of bodies around
him, he could just see the blue and white plane on the tarmac, the American
flag on the tail, UNITED STATES OF AMERICA along the fuselage. 


Dixon caught a glimpse of the car
as he left it behind, boxed in by armored vehicles. He also saw Tracey Reynolds
and Margaret Morris being moved along by two women in ballistic vests. Not
surrounded, not forced into a crouch—it didn’t matter to the free world whether
a young aide or the wife of an intelligence agent lived or died. 


The air stair was down. The plane’s
engines were already revving. It was hot on the tarmac. Dixon could feel the
sun beating down on him. 


“What is going on?” he said. 


He realized as they reached the
stairs that he was out of breath. There was a spike of pain in his chest. 


Not now. Not a heart attack
now.


It would be too passé, too trite. It
was what the kids would call a meme. An old man lives for decades in
stressful jobs, then survives some sort of violent assault, only to die of
heart failure moments later. 


“There was an attack, sir,” a man
said. “We’re not sure the nature of it. The situation is fluid, and we are
evacuating you now.”


“What about the rest of the group?”


“They’ll find their own way home.”


“How many are dead?” Dixon said. There
must have been some dead, at least some. He saw people explode with his own
eyes. 


“Not our department, sir. We’ll
get you someone who has that information as soon as the plane is in the air. Ready
to take the stairs?”


The stairs loomed above him. There
were only a dozen steps. He had counted them when he took the job. Normally, he
sort of jogged up the stairs and into the plane, to demonstrate to any nearby
media or onlookers how fit he was for an old boy.


But not today. Everything, the
whole world, seemed to slide sideways. He thought he might vomit. He stumbled,
and for a split second, there were two planes. They snapped back together
forcefully. 


One plane, two plane, white
plane, blue plane. 


“I feel a little woozy,” he said.


They took him by the arms and led
him up the steps. Thankfully, his legs didn’t go out from under him. That would
have been embarrassing. But his feet barely seemed to touch the ground as the
men raced him up the stairs. 


Within seconds, they were inside
the plane. No one asked him where he wanted to go. Instead, they moved as a
group down the hall to the cramped medical annex, fast-walking him, Dixon still
barely touching the floor. 


They passed through the narrow
doorway, and two agents plopped him down on the leather seat next to the
examination table. It was a tiny space, with medical equipment lining the
walls. Dixon knew that deeper inside the annex, an operating table could fold
out from one wall like a Murphy bed, if it came to that. It was his great hope
that it would never come to that.  


Travis Pender was there, the Air
Force One attending physician. A nurse stood by his side, a middle-aged woman. Her
face was always serious. Dixon knew her, but at the moment, his mind seemed…


“Good day, Mr. President,” she
said.


“Hi,” Dixon said. He didn’t even
try to call her by name.


Pender was a Texan, Dixon
remembered that. He had been in the Air Force. He smiled brightly. He was
blond, very tan, almost orange. He had a big jutting jaw, like a Cro-Magnon
man. Dixon, from long experience, had come to think of a jaw like that as the
Confident Jaw. Men with a touch of the Neanderthal seemed to have more
confidence than other men, whether that confidence was deserved or not. 


For his part, Pender was always
smiling, always seeming to enjoy himself. The jaw could account for part of
that, but certainly not all of it. Confident men could be as grouchy as anyone.
Not Pender. Dixon did not understand this man.


“How are you feeling, Clem?” the
good doctor said. “Kind of an exciting day out there, huh? They said you had a
little bit of a dizzy spell, maybe. Did you lose consciousness at all? Can you
remember?”


A thought occurred to Dixon, not
for the first time. But now he expressed it.


“Do you always call presidents by
their first names? Or just me?” 


If anything, Pender’s grin
widened. “I call everybody by their first name. We’re all the same in the eyes
of God.” He looked at one of the Secret Service men. 


“Help me get his jacket and shirt
off, okay?”


The Secret Service man reached for
Dixon.


“I can do it!” Dixon said. “I’m
not an invalid!”


He shrugged out of his sports
jacket and immediately went to work on the buttons of his dress shirt. There
was no sense fighting it. Something had happened back there, and they were
going to examine him, whether he liked it or not. 


Travis Pender smiled bigger than
ever. It was a Texas-sized smile.


“That’s the can-do spirit. It’s
what I like to see.”


Dixon shook his head. 


“Shut up, Travis. Just tell me if
I’m alive or dead.”


He looked up and Tracey Reynolds
was there in the doorway. Dixon felt a bit of relief at that. Tracey was
quickly becoming his body man, the most trusted person in his orbit. At the
same time, he’d prefer if she didn’t see him with his shirt off. Muscle tone
was not one of his strong suits.


“They let you on here?” he said. 


She smiled. Her teeth were white
and perfect, like the rest of her. 


“They told me you might need
someone to hold your hand in case they have to take some blood.”


“You’re hired,” Dr. Pender said. “Someone
who can keep up with this president’s sarcasm has a job for life.” 


Clement Dixon reflected on how
true that statement was.


   


* * *


 


In complete darkness one level
beneath Clement Dixon, the man felt the plane begin to move. He had spent
months training to recognize the movements by feeling alone.


A few moments later, the plane
accelerated into takeoff. Then it lifted. He felt the sharp angle as it knifed
its way into the sky, climbing toward its cruising altitude. It shuddered a bit
as it passed through some turbulence. 


The man opened his eyes, but
nothing about the light changed. Everything around him was black as the deepest
night. He was alive. He came back to himself. His name was… his real name didn’t
matter. He went by the nom de guerre of Abu Omar.  


His body was terribly cold, but he
had also trained to withstand this, sleeping in frigid temperatures again and
again. He could barely feel his extremities. After all, he was enclosed inside
a freezer compartment. It was a trick designed to fool the sniffer dogs. There
were men inside all of these freezers, locked away with the steaks and the cuts
of fish and the ice cream desserts.


He shivered. He took a deep breath
that was more of a gasp. There wasn’t much oxygen left in here. 


It had worked! The plane was in
the air, and he, at least, was inside the plane.


He was not dead, not yet. Of
course, he was a mujahid, a holy warrior. He was ready to die at any moment. But
at this moment, Allah had seen fit that he was still alive, and still able to
work toward the goal set for him. 


Many had probably died to put him
in this position, and he was mindful of those sacrifices. But he was also
mindful that with great sacrifice came great responsibility, and perhaps great
rewards.  


He reached for the zipper near his
waist. He found the metal handle and slowly pulled it up his chest and past his
face. Weak light flooded in. He blinked against it. He was zippered into a
thick black vinyl bag, inside a heavy cardboard box, which itself was locked
inside a freezer crate. 


It was going to take some work,
and some time, to get out of here. After that, Allah willing, he would free his
compatriots from their own frozen tombs. 


Time was of the essence, of
course, but he knew the work would progress with some difficulty. His hands
were frozen blocks of ice. But it did not matter. Difficult work had never
bothered him. 


Step by step, diligently, he
began. 


Forty minutes later, seven men
(Omar and six others) were assembled in the darkened underbelly of the great
airplane. All of them had been stashed away inside meat lockers and
compartments of various kinds. Each compartment was designed to defeat the
efforts of search dogs and metal and explosives detectors.


Seven men survived, of the original
eight. One had died—death from exposure to cold and lack of oxygen was
understood as a real possibility during the planning stages. There was no
telling which had killed him, but Omar suspected it was the cold. His freezer
seemed colder than the other ones, and the corpse was frozen solid.  


Omar knew well the men who were
still alive. They were mostly good men. All were brave. They had their skills. In
all likelihood, they would all die during this mission.


Three men were wearing suicide
belts right now, the leather belts lined with C-4 plastic explosive and
blasting caps. The blasting caps, primary explosives themselves, would detonate
easily, from a shock, from a fall, from exposure to heat. Each of the three men
had a plastic cigarette lighter to ignite the blasting caps, which in turn
would set off the C-4. Each man would not hesitate to do so.


These men had also set large C-4
charges against the cargo door of the plane itself, and against the walls just
below the wings. If the Americans did not believe the story being told, if the
bluff was called, then the C-4 would be detonated, blowing the door out, and if
Allah willed it, breaking off the wings.


Omar knew there were Secret
Service agents upstairs. In a fight, these brothers had no hope of overwhelming
those highly trained and heavily armed agents. But making them decide to
surrender without a firing a shot?


Yes, such a thing was possible. 


He looked at the men. They all
stared back at him.  


“Are you prepared to die?” he
said. 


“If it pleases Allah,” a man said.


“It is my destiny.”


“Yes,” another man said simply.


Omar nodded. He knew the plane
must be nearing Haiti by now. It was time.


“I am also ready. I wish the peace
of Allah upon all of you. I beg him to accept your sacrifices as jihad, and
open the gates of paradise to you when your task in this physical realm is
complete.”


He looked at the man called
Siddiq. Siddiq was tall, broad, and strong, yet with a sparse beard. His eyes
were dull, and he was not the brightest man in the group. He could be
impulsive, vicious, and undisciplined, like a wild animal. He would have a
tendency to abuse the prisoners left in his care, especially the women. He
could inflict pain and suffering on others, and believe not that it was
necessary, but that it was funny. It didn’t matter to him whether it was
necessary or not. 


Siddiq needed a firm hand to guide
him. He needed a strong leader to keep him focused. Omar could be that firm
hand, and that strong leader. He had worked with Siddiq before. Siddiq with a
tight leash on him was a credit to Allah. 


Unleashed? He was a problem. 


Best to keep him close.


“Send the radio signal,” Omar told
him. “We are ready for contact with the enemy.”
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“Look what the cat dragged in,” Ed
Newsam said. 


Luke Stone walked into the room. The
meeting was already in progress.


The conference room, what Don
Morris referred to as the Command Center, basically consisted of a ten-foot oblong
table with a speakerphone device mounted in the center. There were data ports
where people could plug in their laptops, spaced every few feet. There were two
large video monitors on the wall. 


Trudy Wellington looked up as Luke
came in. 


She was in a blouse and dress
pants, as though she had never gone home after work yesterday. It was almost as
if she lived here. Her red glasses were pushed up onto her head. She was
tapping information into the laptop in front of her.


“How did you know?” she said.


Luke shook his head. “I didn’t
know. I heard something, that’s all, but there was very little detail to it. It
was supposed to be something completely different—a kidnapping, not an attack. I
never would have guessed at any of this.”


Luke thought about the phone call
he had gotten. Murphy had known something. But he was wrong. Unless this
attack was actually a botched abduction attempt, the intel was simply wrong. Maybe
Murphy had heard it wrong, or it had been translated to him incorrectly. Or
maybe Aahad thought he knew what was happening, but what he knew was wrong. It
was impossible to say at this moment. 


Luke looked around the room. Big
Ed Newsam, in blue jeans and a plain black long-sleeved T-shirt that hugged his
upper body, sat slumped in a corner. Mark Swann was here, also at a computer
terminal, and with headphones on. 


Swann was facing away from Luke at
an angle, probably just enough to spot Luke from the corner of his eye. He wore
yellow aviator glasses and a long ponytail. He wore a loose-fitting T-shirt
that said The Obstacle Is the Way. He raised a hand in greeting, but did
not turn around. 


There were a few other Special
Response Team people, called in by Trudy as soon as the attack took place.


“How’s Don?” Luke said. 


Trudy shrugged. “Ask him yourself.”



She gestured at the speakerphone
contraption at the center of the conference table. It looked like a large black
octopus or tarantula. 


Luke looked at it. “Don?”


“How are you doing, son?” came a
disembodied voice from the spider. It seemed tinny and distant, but
unmistakably Don’s grizzled bark, still with a hint of the South. 


“I’m good. You?”


“Everything is okay. I’m here with
Luis Montcalvo, the governor of Puerto Rico. He was knocked unconscious in the
crash, but appears to be fine. I’m at the hospital in San Juan. I’m in the
hallway outside Montcalvo’s room at this moment. About to get on a conference
call with the White House.”


“How’s Margaret?” Luke said, a bit
surprised that Don hadn’t mentioned her. 


“She’s fine, thank God. A little
shaken up emotionally so I’m told, but not injured. I haven’t been able to
speak with her yet. She was in the car with the President. She’s on Air Force
One, surrounded by Secret Service, and the plane is already in the air and on
its way back to DC. For that I’m thankful. I guess I’ll grab the next People’s
Express and catch up to her whenever I manage to get out of here.”


“Don doesn’t get shaken up
emotionally,” Trudy said.


Luke half-smiled. “I already know
that.”


“He has a broken wrist and a
concussion,” Trudy said. “He was also knocked out, which he neglected to
mention. He was macho and refused medical care other than getting his wrist
bones set.”


“I’m fine,” Don said. “I’ve had a
cracked skull before, been shot full of holes, and somehow kept going.”


“I think you were a little younger
then,” Trudy said.


Luke smiled all the way now, but
did not laugh. He almost couldn’t believe the things she was saying to Don
Morris. The Don Morris. He was her boss, yet she sounded like his
mother. Or his lover.


Luke decided to change the
subject. “How many casualties?”


“Fifteen dead at last count,” she
said, “dozens hurt, including some gruesome injuries, shredded limbs and the
like, typical of bombs going off in crowded places.”


“It was a hell of a spectacle,”
Don said. “Guy blew himself up right outside our window. I think his face
bounced off the glass. It looked like a face. The cars in the presidential
motorcade are built to take a licking, I can tell you that.”


Luke shook his head. “Did they
catch any of the attackers?”


“So far,” Ed Newsam said, “it
looks like they all either blew themselves up or went down in a hail of
bullets. But that’s not a hundred percent. There could be some still at large. No
one seems to know.” 


Luke had raced in when Trudy
called, but he didn’t really see what the SRT could do. The attack had taken
place five hours away by airplane. The whole thing was over, the terrorists
were either dead or on the run, and the President, with Margaret in tow, was
safely aboard Air Force One and headed home. 


Don and Margaret had been caught
in the crossfire, and that was startling, but it also seemed like they were
okay.


Luke fought the urge to say, “What
are we doing?”


Instead, he said, “Don? What are
your thoughts here?”


Don didn’t hesitate. “Whatever
happened here today, I want in. I don’t take kindly to being blown up, shot at,
and rolled over in the street. I don’t take kindly to innocent people dying so
some dead-enders can prove a point. I don’t take kindly to the President of the
United States being a target of fanatics, especially not when Margaret is
riding with him, even if that President and I don’t see eye to eye on all
matters. If there’s going to be payback, and I think there is, then I want to
be in the game.”


He paused. “Sound fair to you all?”


Ed Newsam nodded. “Sounds fair to
me.”


“Luke?”


Luke nodded. “Sure. Of course.”


“Unchecked aggression,” Don said.
“It won’t stand. And we will have a hand in knocking it backwards.”


Luke had his own reasons for
wanting to be involved. He had been given a hint of what was coming, and he
hadn’t acted on it. Murph had thought enough of the intel to drop the pretense
of being dead, probably a big step for someone like him, and still Luke hadn’t
acted. 


Maybe there was nothing he could
have done, but the truth was, he had barely tried. In fact, he and Trudy had
treated it as a bit of a joke between them. It was possible that this had cost
people their lives. He didn’t want to dwell on it at this moment, but it didn’t
sit well with him.


“Okay,” Don said. “I’ve got people
trying to beep through to me. They’re almost ready for the White House call. If
the opportunity is presented, I’m going to commit our resources to this.”


Don was just about to ring off
when Swann turned around. He took his headphones off and looked at everyone in
the room. Then he stared at the black plastic octopus on the table, as if
concerned about its presence there. He looked almost alarmed, as if he expected
the octopus to start moving. 


“I’ve been monitoring
communications out of the Pentagon, Langley, FBI headquarters, NSA, and the
White House. More bad news has come through in the past two minutes. Worse than
anything we’ve heard all day.”


Everyone in the room stared at
Swann.


He hesitated before saying another
word. He was still watching the octopus. In a sudden insight, Luke realized
that he was really staring at Don. 


“Out with it, son,” Don said.


Swann nodded solemnly. 


“Air Force One has been hijacked,”
he said. 
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“Yet another nightmare,” Thomas
Hayes said under his breath. “Does it ever end?”


Hayes, Vice President of the
United States, strode the halls of the West Wing toward the elevator that would
take him down to the Situation Room. 


He had just gotten the news. Not
only had there been a terrorist attack along the route of the presidential
motorcade in Old San Juan, now it seemed that Air Force One had been hijacked
with Clem Dixon on board. 


The security breaches left Hayes
speechless. Heads were going to roll for this, and he would be the one to see
to it. He could almost imagine that the Secret Service, or perhaps some other
agency, had allowed it to happen on purpose. Clem Dixon was the most liberal president
since LBJ. They, whoever they were, could want him dead.


Hayes did not trust the military
or civilian security forces of the United States. He had never made any secret
of that fact.


He had never made a secret of the
fact that he had designs on the presidency, either. But not like this. Clem
Dixon was a friend. And he was an ally. With his decades in the House, and his
commitment to economic, environmental, and racial justice, he was an
inspiration. Hayes wanted to see Dixon achieve complete success as President. And
then Hayes wanted to become President himself.


But of course the media would
never present it that way. Nor would his opponents in Washington. No. They
would try to make it seem that Thomas Hayes had hijacked the plane himself. And
God forbid Clem should die…


They would decide that Thomas
Hayes and Osama bin Laden were cousins, hiding out in the same cave together.


A phalanx of people walked along
with him, ahead of him, behind him, all around him—aides, interns, Secret
Service agents, staff of various kinds. He had no idea who half these people
were. Everyone was much shorter than he was—many were a head shorter or more. He
was like a god among them, a warrior, and they were like gnomes.


These people want to break me.


The thought came to him with
terrific force. It was almost as though it had been launched upon him. The idea
that someone would try to break him, or even could break him, was an unwelcome
intruder in his mind. It was the kind of thing that never would have occurred
to him in the past, even the recent past. 


Once upon a time, he had been the
most optimistic person he knew. No, that wasn’t quite right. He had probably
been the most optimistic person in America. 


From his earliest days, he had
always been the top performer, everywhere he found himself. High school
valedictorian, president of the student body. Summa cum laude at Yale, summa
cum laude at Stanford. Fulbright Scholar. President of the Pennsylvania State
Senate. Governor of Pennsylvania. 


Now he was Vice President, a job
he had taken at Clem Dixon’s request. In recent months, it had begun to seem
more and more a dry run for the real thing. Clem was old. He was tired. He had
been thrust into the role of president, and some days, it seemed like his heart
just wasn’t in it. He might not run for election when this term was over.


But as Thomas Hayes came ever
closer to the main stage, the pushback became ever more vicious. That’s what
they never told you. People delighted in taking pot shots at you. Hayes had
experienced it as governor, but it paled in comparison to the taste he had
gotten of it as vice president. If this was what it was like already, how would
it be when he finally did become president? 


He had always believed that he
could find the right solution to any problem. He had always believed in the
power of his leadership. What’s more, he had always believed in the inherent
goodness of people. Those beliefs, especially the last one, were fading quickly
as the months passed.  


He could handle the long hours. He
could handle the various departments and the vast bureaucracy. Though there was
very little trust, there seemed to be a certain amount of respect between
himself and the Pentagon. The alphabet soup agencies probably hated him. But he
hadn’t tried to defund them yet, and they hadn’t tried to kill him. Call it a
balance of terror. 


He could live with the Secret
Service around him twenty-four hours a day, intruding on every aspect of his
life. 


But the media had begun to rip him
to shreds, and it was all over nothing. It had little to do with his long-held
beliefs, or administration policies. It was just ad hominem attacks on his
personality and what he looked like.


This was as lowbrow as it got.


He was a good-looking man. He knew
that. You didn’t climb this high in the world without decent looks. But he had
also been born with a slightly larger than average nose. Once upon a time,
people had referred to a nose like his as a “Roman” nose. Now the Washington
editorial cartoonists insisted on drawing it as large as a cucumber. The
Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Harrisburg, and statewide cartoonists had really
never done that. The way a few of the DC cartoonists drew it was frankly
obscene. They seemed to be trying to outdo each other in exaggerating the size
of Thomas Hayes’s nose! It was one of the most childish things he had ever
experienced. 


Meanwhile, the editorial writers
delighted in mocking him as part of the “country club elite,” and as a “limousine
liberal,” and as a “grandchild of the robber barons.” 


Yes, his family had once owned
steel mills in western Pennsylvania, and the railways that carried that steel
throughout the country. Yes, his great-grandfather had deployed strikebreaking
thugs against his own employees. And yes, Thomas Hayes had enjoyed a privileged
upbringing as a result of this wealth.


But did that mean he couldn’t be
in favor of living wages for modern workers, or women’s rights, or protecting
the environment, or finding diplomatic solutions instead of invading every
country that so much as smirked at us?


Apparently, in the eyes of the
media, this made him some sort of hypocrite.


Well,
they’d better get used to it. Thomas Hayes was here to stay. He was going to be
president someday. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be today, but the day was coming, and
when that day came, the media was going to have to start treating him better. He
would demand it of them. Freedom of speech was one thing. Pointless ridicule
was something else again. 


The elevator opened into the
egg-shaped Situation Room. It was super-modern, set up for maximum use of the space,
with large screens embedded in the walls every couple of feet, and a giant
projection screen on the far wall at the end of the table. 


Every plush leather seat at the
table was occupied, except for two. One was for Thomas Hayes. The other,
symbolically empty, was for the President of the United States. Hayes steeled
himself against that emptiness. 


They were going to bring Clem
Dixon back, alive and well.


The
packed room went quiet. Thomas Hayes, at six foot six inches tall and broad
through the shoulders, commanded attention. He always had. As a young man, he
had been powerfully built, captain of the rowing team, both in high school and
at Yale. 


All eyes
were on him.


He
surveyed the room. The Secretary of Defense, Robert Altern, was here. The
National Security Advisor, Trent Sedgwick, was here. The Secretary of State. The
Secretary of the Interior. The CIA director. A host of others, including ramrod-straight
military men in uniform, some of them standing because there were no more
seats. They had stood their way through West Point, let them stand a while
longer. 


On the
conference table were several speakerphone mechanisms. Hayes imagined there
were dozens of people listening in on this meeting. 


He
pointed at them. “Are those things on mute?”


He looked
around the room at several pairs of eyes, all of them wide and fearful.


A man
nodded. “Yes, sir.” 


Another man in a green dress
uniform stood at the far head of the table. His hair was close-cropped. His
face was closely shaven, as if a whisker wouldn’t dare to appear there. General
Richard Stark, of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. 


Thomas Hayes didn’t care much for
Richard Stark. No surprise there—he didn’t care for military men as a general
rule. 


He slid into the seat reserved for
the vice president. The absence of Clement Dixon loomed large. He and Dixon had
been running roughshod over these guys in recent weeks. As they should. Civilians
were in charge of government, and the military answered to the civilians. Sometimes
they seemed to forget that. 


He looked at Richard Stark.


“Okay, Richard,” he said. “Never
mind the introductions, never mind the niceties and the preliminaries. Just
tell me what’s going on.”


Stark slipped a pair of black
reading glasses onto his face. He looked down at the sheets of paper in his
hand. He moved one to the top. 


“Just under twenty minutes ago,”
he said, “we received a message from a communications network used by the
Taliban leadership. We have used this method of communicating with them
previously. The message was transmitted from tribal lands in eastern
Afghanistan, in the highlands along the border with Pakistan. We have
pinpointed the location of the transmission, but satellite images show nothing
there. Possibly the transmission came from somewhere else, and was routed through
a remote switching station that has a very minor footprint. Or maybe there is
an underground facility at that—”


“Richard!” Thomas Hayes said.


The general looked up at him.


It was a habit with these guys. They
were always trying to pinpoint locations and acquire targets. The whole world
was one giant bull’s eye to them.


“I don’t care about that. We’ll
bomb someone later. Tell me about the airplane.”


Stark nodded. Hayes could already
see that if he and Stark were thrown together one day, there was going to be a
certain amount of chafing. 


“The message we received is that
there are men, suicide bombers, aboard Air Force One. They are in the cargo
hold beneath the passenger level, and are carrying plastic explosives with
them, enough to take down the plane and kill everyone on board. How they might
have gotten there is an issue for another time, obviously, but it appears there
were security breaches at the airport in San Juan. Also, the terrorist attacks
along the presidential motorcade this morning were more than attacks. They were
a sophisticated diversion designed to sow confusion and get Air Force One to
take off quickly with only minimal pre-flight security checks.”


Hayes absorbed the information. Sophisticated.


The word stood out to him. As far
as he understood it, more than a dozen people had died along the motorcade
route, and hundreds more were injured. 


It was a barbarous act. It was a
successful terror attack in its own right. But apparently, it was also
sophisticated. He nodded. Okay. He could see that. 


“Do we know for a fact that there
are men on the plane?”


Stark nodded. “We asked them to
provide proof. They offered to send one of their men to the top of the stairs
between the cargo hold and the passenger cabin. We agreed not to kill the man
or take him into custody. They held up their end, and so did we. Secret Service
agents opened the door and the man was already there. This suggests that the
proof was prearranged, and the Taliban may not be in ongoing contact with the
hijackers. The interaction lasted thirty seconds or less. The man appeared to
be of Arabic descent. He was wearing a suicide vest heavily laden with a chain
of what one Secret Service man with Special Forces experience thought to be C-4
plastic explosive, or similar. The agent felt that the assembly consisted of
several M112 demolition blocks, or the equivalent, along with standard, easily
ignited detonators, possibly lead azide.”


There was a burst of chatter
throughout the room. 


Richard Stark held up a hand. 


The chatter began to die down. It
was crowded in here. There were too many people present. Thomas Hayes found it
aggravating how many people were squeezed into this tight space. If he thought
about it, he found it aggravating that the Situation Room in the White House,
the United States of America, was as small as it actually was.


“Quiet!” he shouted. 


The noise died off instantly. 


“Please continue,” he said. 


“That is the only contact we’ve
had with the hijackers thus far,” Stark said. “But from that brief interaction,
we can assess that there are an unknown number of attackers on the plane, and
they have with them what appears to be high explosives.”


“Can the pilots depressurize the
cargo area?” Hayes said. “Freeze them, or starve them of oxygen?”


Stark shook his head. “It’s a good
question. Yes, it can be done. But the communication we had from the Taliban
warns pointedly that explosives have already been deployed throughout the cargo
hold in vulnerable places, and can be detonated in a chain reaction very
quickly. Any attempt to deprive the chamber of oxygen, or lower the
temperature, will be detected and result in the attackers detonating the plane
immediately.”


“What do they want?” Hayes said. “Since
they didn’t blow up the plane right away, they must want something.”


Stark nodded. “They want Air Force
One to land at Toussaint Louverture International
Airport in Port-au-Prince, Haiti. When it touches down in Haiti,
they want all Secret Service and other security personnel to surrender their
weapons and disembark. They want the pilots, the President, and any civilian
personnel to remain on the plane. All of this must take place under their
supervision. Then they want clearance to take off again, and continue on to an
as yet unknown destination.”


Several people in the room were
shaking their heads. 


“I don’t think we can allow that,”
Hayes said.


But he was already uncertain. Certainly,
Stark and other military men in the room were likely to give him options for an
attempted rescue, one that would probably lead to a bloodbath. 


“This is according to the Taliban
intermediaries,” Stark said. “Any deviation from the plan as described will
result in the explosives being detonated, and the plane being destroyed in a
firestorm.” 


Stark looked up from his paperwork
and peered over the top of his reading glasses.


“As I’m sure you can imagine, if
Air Force One is destroyed, the loss of life will be significant.”


“How many people are on board?”


Stark looked at his papers.


“There are sixteen people
currently on the plane. Eight Secret Service agents. Two pilots. One cabin crew
member. The Air Force One doctor and a staff nurse. The President, his personal
assistant, and one other civilian. We were lucky in the sense that the
motorcade was disrupted, so the plane took off abruptly, leaving an additional twenty-four
members of the presidential entourage, an additional pilot, and three other
cabin crew, in Puerto Rico.” 


“How much time do we have?” Hayes
said.


“Effectively?” Stark said. “None. The
plane can be in Port-au-Prince twenty-five minutes from now, maybe less. It
seems clear that they already know this. If we try to delay the timeframe, they
could decide to blow up the plane.”


“Other options?”


Stark shook his head. “Few. Thus
far, there is no way to communicate or negotiate with the actual hijackers. This
is likely by design, to keep us in the dark and to make sure our hostage
negotiators can’t get the ear of the hijackers. Meanwhile, our agreements with
the new Haitian government mean that we have pulled all of our peacekeeping
troops out of there. We cannot get troops on the ground in twenty-five minutes
from now, and there is only a small contingent of United Nations advisors and
observers still in the country. Haiti is basically a failed state. Their
airport infrastructure is crumbling. Our assessments suggest that they don’t
even have appropriate firefighting gear on site, and that any security
personnel are likely to be poorly trained, corrupt, prone to outbursts of
uncontrolled violence, or all three. We cannot rely on the Haitian military or
police to carry out an operation on our behalf.”


Hayes was surprised to hear this
from Richard Stark.


“No special ops commando team?” he
said, only half-joking. “No squads of Rangers falling out of the sky?”


Stark was serious. “Operationally,
it doesn’t work. Our hands are tied, and we believe the hijackers chose Haiti
for that reason. We have no information about the attackers. We have no people
in place. We have limited ability to cooperate with the Haitian government, and
it isn’t clear that the Haitian government even controls the airport on any
given day. Various loose cannons, local warlords, and mafiosi seem to exert
their influence there at will. Meanwhile, a single delay, miscommunication, or
false step could lead to disaster.”


He paused and sighed, gazing down
at his paperwork. “As much as I hate to say this, we recommend letting the
plane land, getting all the Secret Service agents off the plane, and then
letting it take off again. We can easily track it to its final destination. They
have to land sometime. Perhaps the destination will offer better options for
interdiction and rescue.”


He looked at Thomas Hayes again.


“It’s not like they can make a
plane that big disappear.” 
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“Son of a bitch!” Don Morris said.



Luke stared at the black octopus
on the conference table. The room was deathly silent while Don ranted. Luke had
never heard him like this. In all the years he’d known him, he’d seen Don
angry, but it was always controlled. 


Not this time.


“The state of readiness of this
whole country is a damn joke. A presidential motorcade is held through narrow
streets built in the 1500s and lined with thousands of people. A terror attack
spooks the Secret Service and the Air Force so badly that the plane takes off
without double and triple pre-flight security checks. Doesn’t it ever occur to
these people that these terror groups never make a single attack anymore? The
attacks are always stacked! Always!”


Luke looked around the room. Trudy.
Ed. Swann. A few others. Luke felt sick. The eyes of the others suggested they
felt the same. 


Swann looked more than sick. He
looked stricken. Don’s wife was on that plane, and no one could do a thing about
it.  


Don’s breathing was loud over the
phone. “The dithering classes at the White House called the attack
sophisticated. It wasn’t sophisticated. It’s standard operating procedure for
these groups now. WE KNOW THAT. Why do we keep learning things that we already
know?”


For a second, it almost sounded
like he was choking. 


“It’s my fault,” he said. “I know
that. I had some words with the Puerto Rican governor last night. It was after
drinks. We rode together today to straighten it out. Real macho boy stuff. If I
hadn’t done that, I would have been in the car with Margaret… I’d be on that
plane now…”


He trailed off. 


“Don, it’s not your fault,” Trudy
said. 


There was no easy answer. No one
suggested that if he were on the plane, Don would be as helpless as the Secret
Service agents. No one believed that anyway. 


“Don,” Luke said, “I’m going to
speak just for myself. But I want you to know that I will do anything, by any
means available, to get Margaret back to you safe and sound. I will die to do
that. I will do it even if my own government says they have other plans.”


He meant every word of it. He
would go rogue, disobey orders, ride all the way out to the edge. The President
was one thing, and he was probably the most important man on Earth. But at this
moment, he was only the second most important person. If Don had been like a
father to Luke, then, in a sense, Margaret had been like… 


He couldn’t even think about it.


Luke was in the arena now. There
was no way out except victory. Or death. 


“I will do the same,” Ed Newsam
said. Ed’s eyes were fierce, electric. Luke thought Ed might be the most
dangerous man alive. It felt good to hear that from him. 


“So will I,” Swann said. 


“So will I,” a young guy with dark
hair said. Luke knew him a little bit. Brian Deckers. He had done a chopper
raid with Luke in West Virginia, the day they had found the body of the
previous president, David Barrett. Deckers was a good kid, had handled himself
well that day.


It was good. It was important for
Don to know his people were behind him. 


“They’re going to land in Haiti
any minute,” Don said. “Then the Secret Service are going to disembark from the
plane. Then the plane is going to take off again, headed to parts unknown. It
looks right now like we’re going to hand over the whole show without firing a
shot. Maybe that’s for the best, but…” 


Luke nodded. Now was the time.


“I might know where they’re going,”
he said.


 


* * *


 


Don Morris hung up the telephone. He
snapped it closed and put it in his pocket.


His ears were still ringing. His
broken wrist ached. There was a pain like a rotten tooth lodged inside his
skull. Every time he stood up, waves of dizziness washed over him. Every few
seconds, his vision would grow dark at the edges and he felt he would pass out.
God. He had never felt so old in his life.


Oh, Margaret. 


A searing pain ripped through Don.
It had nothing to do with the beating he had endured when the car flipped. It
was the pain of separation, the impotent fear for her safety. His mind raced. He
couldn’t breathe.


Images came to him. The girls when
they were young. Road trips in the 1969 Mustang convertible—the time they drove
up Route One in California from LA to San Francisco, and stayed in Big Sur,
long before the area was developed. The old lake house in New Hampshire, with
the fireplace. He saw her young, on the floating dock, wearing the one-piece
bathing suit popular in that era, with the big Daisy sunglasses. 


So beautiful. Smiling in the
fading light of afternoon, the sun’s rays playing off the water. In his mind,
he was almost there with her.  


A lifetime together. 


Two grown daughters, now both
frantic with terror. 


He had called Margaret’s phone
again and again. All it did was go straight to voicemail. Was it off? Was it
destroyed? He didn’t know. 


He couldn’t think straight. 


He looked to his right and his
left. He was in a gleaming white hallway in the hospital, sitting on a bench. The
hallway was crowded with desperate, terrified people, people who had lost loved
ones, people who were about to lose loved ones. 


There was a public men’s room
perhaps thirty meters down from him. He stood on unsteady legs and tottered to
it. He pushed through the door. 


Inside, a man stood at a urinal. Another
man was washing his hands. There were three stalls. Don went inside one and sat
down on the closed toilet seat. He shut the door and locked it. 


He sat for a moment, trying to
breathe deeply. The men outside the stall said something to each other in
Spanish. They sounded subdued. The door to the men’s room opened and closed. Now
it was quiet except for water running in the sink.  


There was a large lump in Don’s
throat. It seemed to constrict his airflow. He couldn’t swallow. He could
barely even walk. 


How was he going to save Margaret
in this condition?  


Easy answer: he wasn’t.


Oh. My. God.


He was useless, helpless. 


Don Morris, combat veteran,
pioneer of special operations, former Delta Force colonel, and founder of the
FBI Special Response Team, put his face in his hands and cried. For a moment,
he tried to hold it back, but it was no use.


He opened his mouth in a silent
scream. 


Then he wept like a child, but
without making a sound, his body shaking with the force of the sobs. 











CHAPTER ELEVEN


 


 


1:20 p.m. Atlantic Standard Time (1:20 p.m. Eastern
Daylight Time)


Toussaint Louverture International Airport 


Port-au-Prince


Haiti


 


 


“It’s okay,” Clement Dixon said. “It’s
going to be okay.”


He had no idea if that was true or
not. His strong hunch told him that it wasn’t.


His body trembled. He couldn’t
control it, and it didn’t seem obvious enough that others would notice, so he
didn’t bother to try.  


The terrorists had come upstairs. They
were small compared to Americans, thin and dark, with skin like leather from
years in the hot sun. They wore black beards. One of the men was bigger, more
muscular, and had striking blue eyes. He had the only beard that wasn’t thick,
as if he had learned to grow a beard by watching Hollywood movie stars with
sexy three-day stubble. 


All the men were young, and their
faces were firm and set. They were ready to die. Dixon didn’t get an accurate
count of them, his mind was racing too badly, but he thought that no more than
eight of them had emerged from the cargo deck.  


Each of the men wore a heavy vest,
its pockets packed with bricks of an unknown substance, supposedly the plastic
explosive. The explosives were wired together. Dixon knew very little about
explosives, but he assumed the Secret Service men did, and that they had
decided the explosives were the real thing. 


Dixon stared straight ahead,
sitting in the middle of a row of seats usually occupied by journalists. His
body trembled slightly. He was flanked by Tracey Reynolds on his right and
Margaret Morris on his left. He was holding both of their hands. 


Margaret was stern faced. 


Tracey was crying quietly. Dixon
hated to see her like this. He hated that her job had brought her to this
place. He had picked her out of the choir, and now she was here with him. But
he was old, and she was young. He had lived his life. He was half a century old
the day she was born. 


If they both died now, he had
lived a long and incredibly fruitful life. It was a rich tapestry of public
service, fame, notoriety, victories, and losses. It had been exciting and
rewarding. He had raised a family and buried a wife. Late in life, he had
somehow become President of the United States. 


Margaret had lived her life as
well. Not as long as Dixon, of course, and perhaps not as prominent, but she
had lived well, raised children of her own, and traveled the world as the
lifetime companion of (and probably the pillar of strength behind) a great man.



Tracey’s life was just beginning. 


Terrible things could happen to
her at any moment.


She could die, yes. And there were
worse things than death.  


Two men stood near the forward
door of this compartment. It was the door that opened to the hallway leading to
the front of the plane, Dixon’s offices and personal area, as well as the air
stair that Dixon normally used to enter and exit, and the stairs to the cockpit
level. 


The eyes of the men were hard. They
cradled assault rifles in their hands. One smoked a cigarette. Something about
that bothered Dixon immensely. Naturally, a man strapped with explosives and
smoking a cigarette was a dangerous combination. 


But that wasn’t the problem. It
was absurd given the circumstances, but the nonchalant rule-breaking was
what really bothered him. There was no smoking aboard Air Force One, and there
hadn’t been in years.  


Another man stood at the back of
the passenger cabin, behind Dixon. Dixon would have to turn completely around
to look at this man, which he had no plans to do.


In a fight, the eight Secret
Service members that Dixon counted should easily overwhelm the much smaller
terrorists. But it didn’t matter. There were an unknown number of terrorists
who hadn’t come upstairs yet, and supposedly the entire bottom of the plane was
wired to explode.


Everyone was here, spread out in
the rear passenger compartment. The Secret Service, the male flight attendant,
Dixon, Travis Pender and his nurse, Tracey Reynolds, and Margaret Morris. They
had been gathered here by the terrorists, who acted with impunity. The only
ones who weren’t here were the pilots. 


The terrorists allowed Dixon and
the two women with him to sit together. They also allowed Pender and the nurse
to sit together, but nowhere near Dixon. And the flight attendant sat alone. The
Secret Service sat in groups near the front.   


It seemed insane. It couldn’t be
right. The big Secret Service men were just going to get off the plane. They
had already handed their guns over to the terrorists, and had also given them
the assault rifles they were carrying. 


The terrorists had demanded guns,
and they had gotten them. The terrorists were in the driver’s seat. That much
was clear.


They had taken over the plane
without firing a shot.


How did they get in here?


That was the question of the hour,
wasn’t it? Someone hadn’t been doing their jobs. Boy, if Clement Dixon lived
through this mess, heads were going to roll. He was going to go bowling with
all the heads, knocking down ten pins, frame after frame. He was going to roll
a perfect game with the heads of the security people who had let him down. He
could almost relish the thought of it, if he wasn’t about to die in the next ten
minutes. 


The plane was descending toward
Haiti. Dixon didn’t look out the window, but he could feel the change in
altitude and airspeed. 


“Two firsts in one day,” he said.
“The first president to visit Puerto Rico in forty-five years, and now the
first president to visit Haiti in God only knows how long. Maybe ever.” 


He thought back, but he couldn’t
seem to remember a single president who had been to Haiti while in office. He
imagined that Teddy Roosevelt had probably visited while a rambunctious young
man, but…


He glanced at Tracey, and then
Margaret. 


Neither one of them cared about
this topic. Dixon really didn’t either. He was just an old man with wandering
thoughts. 


A Secret Service man came and crouched
down in front of them. He was big and blond, good-looking, maybe thirty-five years
old. His body conveyed strength. 


He could be Superman. 


Dixon knew him, he was part of
Dixon’s travel security detail, but he couldn’t seem to remember the man’s name
at the moment. Well, if he was Superman, then why didn’t he dispatch all these
terrorists with a flick of his wrist, and then, when the plane exploded…


“Sir,” the man said, “everything
is going to work out. Our instructions are to stand down, but I’m sure the
government has a larger plan in mind.”


“Don’t be so sure,” Dixon said. 


“You!” one of the terrorists in
the front said. He pointed at the Secret Service man. “Stop this talking! Away
from there!”


“Sir, it’s been my great privilege
and pleasure to serve you,” the man said. “I want you to know they’re not going
to get away with this.”


“Thanks for your service,” Dixon
said. He felt a bit awkward saying it. Weren’t these guys supposed to impale
themselves on spikes protecting him? Weren’t they supposed to dive from
impossible heights? Fall onto live grenades? None of that seemed to be
happening right now.


The hijacker was pointing his
rifle.


“You! I will kill you!”


“Don’t get shot a foot away from
me, please,” Clement Dixon told the big guy.


The Secret Service man nodded. “Of
course.”


He moved back to where a few of the
other Secret Service agents were sitting. 


“I noticed what he didn’t say,”
Margaret said. “He didn’t say here’s the plan to get all of you out of here
alive.”


She was Don Morris’s wife to the
end.


Dixon looked out the window as the
plane dropped to the runway. Drab outbuildings sped by, along with the frames
of derelict airplanes. When a plane stopped working, Dixon knew, the Haitians
simply towed it to the side and left it there. Sometimes they cannibalized the
dead planes for parts.  


Jeeps with heavy guns on the back
raced along the runway, trying to keep up with the airplane. Haitian military. They
were known to be trigger happy and undisciplined. Exactly what this situation
needed—more crazy men with guns. 


“I noticed the same thing,” Dixon
said.


 


* * *


 


“Ready?” the man said, his voice
no louder than a whisper. It was even less than that, practically no sound at
all. 


“Ready,” the man next to him said.


“Okay,” the lead man said. “This
has to happen fast.”


The lead man’s name was Clay
Whitney. He was thirty-seven years old, and had been a Secret Service agent for
ten years.


The other man didn’t nod or move
at all. He didn’t look in Whitney’s direction. In fact, he looked away and
rubbed his eye. “It will,” he said. 


Whitney had been on the president’s
travel detail for three years. He had worked directly with David Barrett, and
even though Barrett had died while protected by his home detail, the loss had
hit Whitney hard. He had felt disgraced when Barrett died. He had nearly
resigned his commission as an agent, the failure had seemed so complete.  


But President Barrett had been a
troubled man, who had slipped away from his security detail in the middle of
the night and gone over the White House fence. It was possible, and even seemed
likely, that Barrett had gone insane. 


This was different, and worse. President
Dixon was in his right mind. He was arch and fiendish and sarcastic, but there
was no doubt that he was completely sane. A security breach was putting Dixon’s
life at risk. And now the travel detail was simply supposed to walk away and
leave Dixon behind.


It went against everything that
Clay Whitney had been trained to be, and had been led to believe. Secret
Service agents sacrificed themselves to keep harm from coming to the president.
The Secret Service never left a president behind. 


And they weren’t going to leave
this one behind, either. Whitney’s orders were to stand down, but he didn’t
care. They were the wrong orders, and he was replacing them with better ones. 


He and the man next to him,
Gouden, were going to take out the terrorists at the front of the plane. That
was the whole plan. The pilots were going to put down the air stair. All Secret
Service agents were supposed to exit via those stairs. 


Instead, Whitney and Gouden were
going to take out the terrorists at the stairway themselves, on their own
initiative. They were unable to communicate in more than a few words, and they
couldn’t get a message to any of the other agents. 


All they could do was hope that
the other Secret Service agents noticed what was happening, followed their
lead, took out the terrorists in the back of the group, and got the President
out and onto the tarmac. There must be a security detail outside—snipers, someone—who
could take it from there. Get the President away from the plane, shoot down any
other hijackers that appeared, secure the area. 


Yes, the plan had holes in it. But
it was a dereliction of duty to consider doing otherwise. 


The plane’s wheels hit the runway,
the plane bounced, then hit the runway again. Instantly, it began to
decelerate. The plane bounced over the rough paving. 


Whitney tried to seem relaxed. If
he tensed too much, the terrorists would expect something. 


They would probably expect
something anyway. 


“When the doors open,” he said. 


“Okay,” Gouden said. 


“On my go,” Whitney said. 


Gouden said nothing to that.


The plane was slowing down to
taxiing speed. Whitney felt his heart skip a beat. This was it, coming right
now.


“Shall we dance?” he said. 


“Let’s boogie,” Gouden said. 


 


* * *


 


His name was Ibrahim. 


His finger played lightly on the
trigger of the MP5 machine gun that had simply been handed to him by his enemy.
Yes, he knew the gun intimately. The brothers knew the weapons that the
American Secret Service used, and Ibrahim had trained on this very type of gun
for months. 


He had checked it for ammunition
as soon as he received it. Its magazine was full. 


Allah be praised.  


Ibrahim was nineteen years old,
and Egyptian. He had been born into a rag picker’s life along the River Nile. His
family had lost their land generations ago, the victims of unscrupulous real
estate traders seeking to build a resort hotel. This was what he had been told.



His father died of cancer when he
was eight. His mother, impoverished, could not hold the family together. She
had sent Ibrahim away to be educated by the brothers in a free school of
Islamic instruction, a madrasa. There, he had joined the struggle. And now he
was here.


He stood at the doorway that led
to the small staircase which had just folded out from the airplane. The steamy
heat of the island entered the plane as soon as the door opened. The bright sun
beat down outside. 


He stood just back in the shadows,
away from the door itself. Outside, there were military jeeps parked just
across the way, at least a dozen of them. There were heavy guns in the back of
the jeeps, manned by very dark men. Other dark men were on one knee near the
jeeps, machine guns pointed this way. 


Another brother stood with him, a
Syrian named Ahmed. They had trained for this mission together, but they were
not good friends. Ahmed was older, perhaps thirty, and he seemed to believe
Ibrahim was too young and innocent to die. 


“You should see more,” he once
said. “Experience the passions and joys and heartbreaks of this flesh before
departing.”


“Would you deny Allah my service?”
Ibrahim had said. 


Ahmed shook his head. “You are
very young.”


Now, the first of the large
American Secret Service agents approached along the hallway. The agent loomed
over them, staring at them with murderer’s eyes. They were giants, these men. They
were monsters that stalked a children’s fairy tale.


Ahmed pointed his gun and gestured
at the open doorway.


“Out!” he shouted. “Outside! Hurry!”


The first big man passed without
incident. Then the second did the same. Ibrahim nearly breathed a sigh of
relief. This was going to be easy. 


Another passed. 


“Out! Out, you dog!”


Another was passing, a very large
one.


“Out!”


Suddenly, the giant grabbed Ahmed.
He moved with terrifying speed and force. In an instant, he had slapped away
Ahmed’s gun. He lifted Ahmed into the air and spun him toward the doorway. He
threw Ahmed outside, into the bright light.


Ibrahim whipped his gun toward the
giant. But then another was there. 


The man pushed Ibrahim’s gun aside
and grasped Ibrahim’s face. He gripped Ibrahim’s thick beard in his fist. The
man’s strength was impossible. He pulled Ibrahim forward effortlessly, by his
face. 


Ibrahim’s feet did not seem to
touch the ground. His gun was gone.


He was helpless against this brute,
this gruesome crusader.


Allah save me!  


In desperation, he wrapped his
legs around the giant’s torso. He put his hand to the man’s face, trying to
poke his fingers into the man’s eyes. They wrestled for a moment, both
grunting, both gasping. The man punched him in the side of the head. 


The punch was so hard, Ibrahim
nearly lost consciousness. No one had ever punched him like this before. Then
he knew he was going to die. This man would beat him to death with his bare
hands. 


Ibrahim scrabbled in his pocket
for his cigarette lighter. It was all that was left. If he would die, he would
die as he was trained to do. As a soldier, not as a victim. 


The giant stumbled through the
doorway. Then they were outside, the searing sun above their heads. Someone screamed,
the sound horrifying, like an alarm. 


The giant somehow lost his
footing. They tumbled down the small stairway, crashing into the others that
had gone before.


Ibrahim found his lighter. It was
in his hand. 


He flicked it and held the flame
to the detonator. 


“Praise be to Him,” he said.


 


* * *


 


“Just sit tight, folks. Everything
is going to be fine.”


The big blond Secret Service agent
was looming over them again. The other agents were already moving toward the
hallway. The door to the hallway was open, and Dixon could see through the
window that the air stair was already down. 


“Don’t make any sudden moves.”


“We’re not planning to go
anywhere,” Dixon said. “This isn’t our stop.”


The man nodded. “Okay, good.”


“You!” one of the hijackers at the
front said again. He pointed at the big blond again. Two others were passing
him at that moment. Other, broad-shouldered, men were already moving away up
the narrow hallway.


Suddenly, there was a commotion
way up at the front of the plane. 


No, thought Clement Dixon. 


The big blond turned around and
dove on top of Dixon. “Get down! All of you!”


With his sheer size and strength,
he yanked Dixon from his seat and squashed him to the floor, dragging both
Margaret and Tracey along with him. In less than a second, he had the three of
them pinned down beneath the seats. The man was a lunk.


Someone screamed. 


Dixon saw the hijacker from the
back of the passenger compartment run past.


BOOOM. 


An explosion ripped somewhere near
the front. An instant later, there was another. 


Ba-BOOOOM. 


The explosions were outside the
plane. All the same, they were LOUD. Dixon about went deaf from the sound of
them. Now there was a high-pitched ringing sound, which seemed to be deep
inside his head.  


The rattle of machine gun fire
started. It was loud, not as bad as the explosions. It hit the side of the
plane. Thunk, thunk, thunk, thunk, thunk. 


Dixon squirmed to get a clear view
of the doorway. 


He couldn’t see anything.


“That’s our cue to leave,” the big
Secret Service man said. “Let’s go.”


The man stood and yanked Dixon to
his feet. “Come on, Mr. President.” 


He glanced at the other people in
the passenger cabin. They were all out of their seats, staring at him with
gigantic eyes. He was the last Secret Service agent in the area. But they weren’t
his problem, apparently. Clement Dixon was his problem.


“We’re going out the back door,
sir. There will be a slide and I will lower it. Your job is simply to slide
down. You might have to jump a little bit.”


Dixon couldn’t seem to think. Nothing
made sense. Everything was surreal. Everything was happening at once. There was
too much input. Dixon’s wiring just couldn’t keep pace with it.


The agent hustled Dixon toward the
rear of the passenger compartment. Was the man simply going to leave the others
here? 


“Stop!” someone shouted. “Stop!”


A thin dark man came running down
the center aisle toward them, blocking their way. The man looked at the blond
and stuck out two hands, palms outward. The man was wearing a heavy vest,
packed with explosives, just like the ones of the men who had apparently died. 


He held a cigarette lighter to a
dull silver fuse.


“Stop!” he shouted. “I will kill
us all.”


Dixon stared at that flame, bare
inches from the short fuse. It would take nothing for the guy to blow them all
to kingdom come.


Dixon sighed.


That’s all I need.


 


* * *


 


“In the name of the Prophet!”


Abu Omar raced down the corridor
toward the door to the air stairs. The fools had tempted fate… of course they
had.


Just ahead of him, the man called
Elijah ran. Elijah had his machine pistol at the ready. He reached the door to
the stairway, turned toward it…


And was immediately cut in half by
machine gun fire coming in from outside. 


Elijah’s upper body was separated
from his lower torso and his legs. He fell apart in a heap, blood spraying from
him in a grotesque fountain, a waterfall of blood. He was dead before his body
parts reached the floor.


Omar stopped short. He tried to
not look at Elijah, but of course there was no choice. A rush of air escaped
him. Elijah was a liquid mess all over the floor. He barely looked human.


He’s dead. We’re all going to
die. Praise Allah.  


Accept it. It was always going to
be that way. None of these men came here to continue living. In the meantime,
there was more to do.


Omar went to the doorway, but did
not peek his head out. A disaster had happened out there, and men with guns
were waiting to shoot anyone who appeared here. He hung back and punched the
button that was the manual control for the doorway. The stairs slowly began to
close. As they folded back into the plane, he saw that the stairs themselves
were wrecked. They were half missing, a smoking, blood-soaked ruin.


One of the men had blown himself
up on the stairs—at least one of them. No, it was probably two. He’d heard two
explosions, and two men, Ibrahim and Ahmed, had been assigned to this doorway. Neither
one was here now. 


The one called Hassan had saved
the situation by thinking quickly and blocking a Secret Service man from taking
the President off the plane. 


Omar picked up a gun one of the
dead men had left behind. He didn’t hesitate. The bloody gun of a dead man was
still a gun. The one in question was an MP5 machine pistol, a nice toy the
American Secret Service were known for playing with. Every man in this cell was
trained in the use of this gun. 


Elijah’s body was just… a
disgrace. An affront to all things that were decent and right. Allah knew that
Omar had seen this sort of thing before. But he never became accustomed to it. It
sickened him every time, even though it was the very essence of combat in
general, and jihad in particular. People were ripped to pieces.


He stalked back down the hallway
to the passenger area. Hassan and Siddiq were here, in the front of the room,
guns pointed at the prisoners. The one called Malik was now at the back. Malik
was a Tunisian, older than the rest, perhaps fifty. There was salt and pepper
in his hair and in his beard. 


Malik held a gun, but he alone was
not wearing a suicide vest. He was their pilot, a man experienced in flying
small propeller engine airplanes. He was not a fighter, and he was not expected
to blow himself up. If Omar was forced to kill these American pilots, Malik
could fly this plane, at least long enough to deliberately cause a crash. He
probably could not land it. 


Omar was having trouble catching
his breath. His mind was racing a little bit. He was angry, but not sure who he
was angry at. Naturally, the Americans would try an escape. You couldn’t blame
them. We should have been more prepared. 


They had lost three men already. He
hadn’t anticipated they would lose nearly half their manpower so quickly. But
it had happened, and now they were forced to press on without them. The
Americans hopefully did not know it, but the cell was now down to just four
men.


Omar pointed his gun at the large
blond man who was now sitting next to the President of the United States. He
was the last Secret Service man on the plane. If Omar was to keep their
promise, he would have to kill the President now, or someone. 


“You,” Omar said to the big blond
security man. He looked like an overgrown boy. “Take me to the cockpit. I must
speak to the pilots.”


He had to make a statement to
demonstrate his resolve. 


“Hassan. Siddiq. Watch these
prisoners. If anyone moves, kill them all.”


The big Secret Service man walked
ahead of him down the narrow corridor to the front of the plane. Omar kept
several meters between them, and watched the man’s broad back closely. 


“Omar!” Hassan shouted in Arabic
from behind them. “Outside. Troops are massing.”


“Of course they are,” Omar shouted
back in Arabic. “It’s natural. Be calm. Stay out of sight of the windows.” He
switched to English to utter his last sentence: “If anyone from outside
attempts to break in, kill all the prisoners immediately.” 


He and the Secret Service agent
continued their journey. Omar realized he was afraid of the man. He was much
larger than Omar. He was likely trained in fighting skills of which Omar knew
nothing. The man, if not neutralized, could possibly destroy the mission all by
himself.


They passed the horror that had
been Elijah without comment, then climbed the stairs to the cockpit level. As
they approached the sealed door to the cockpit, the man hesitated. 


“I don’t know if they will let us
in. Their orders are probably to keep the cockpit sealed.”


“That’s why it’s so good you have
the security code to open the door, isn’t it? In case they do not allow us to
come in?” 


“I don’t have the code. I can
promise you that.”


Omar shrugged. He smiled, but of
course the man couldn’t see it. Things were difficult, but he had been in many
difficulties before. He was trained to exist and continue to function in
difficult spots. It was even just barely possible that he was beginning to
enjoy himself. 


“If you do not have such a code, I
have no reason to keep anyone as large and as dangerous as yourself alive even
a moment longer. Please do not play with me, sir, or I will kill you, your president,
and the rest of the prisoners right now.”


“Our men will kill you five
minutes later.”


Omar shrugged. “I’m here to die. You
must know that already. And before I die, you will be the first one I kill.”


The large blond man flicked a
switch by the cockpit door. It was part of an intercom mechanism. It must have
called the pilots.


“Cockpit,” a measured voice said. 


Omar recognized that tone. It was
that of a man trying to remain calm.


“This is Roger Donnelly of the
Secret Service. I am with one of the hijackers. He has a gun to my back.”


“Agent Donnelly, I am not
authorized—”


“Attention, pilots,” Omar said. “I
am the leader of the hijackers. You will be dealing directly with me. I will
assume you have seen that we are all prepared to kill and to die. If you do not
open this door in the next ten seconds, with or without authorization, I will
kill everyone on this plane, including your president, but also including three
women.”


A brief moment passed. Omar hadn’t
bothered to count. It didn’t matter. 


“Seven seconds.”


The big man in front of him tensed
for action. He would fight, Omar could see that. Omar took two steps back from
him, putting even more space between the man’s strength and Omar’s gun. 


“Unfortunately, I am completely
serious.”


A sound came—the click of the
cockpit door unlocking. The sound was a big nothing, barely a sound at all. But
now the door was open. 


“Open it,” Omar said. 


The big man did as he was told. Omar
followed him inside the cockpit. It was a large space, much larger than the
typical airplane cockpit, with a bewildering array of instruments everywhere,
nearly surrounding the two seats where the pilots sat. 


Two men were in here, dressed in
white shirts, blue pants, and blue hats. They turned to face the newcomers. They
were similar to the Secret Service man, only a bit older—large, broad, with
thick arms and short hair, and faces clean shaven as though a whisker could not
possibly grow on their precious American skin. 


Their eyes were steely, in a
permanent squint, one set pale blue like shallow water near the islands of
Greece, one set some shade that was not quite blue and not quite brown. The two
men looked like cowboys about to have a shootout in movies Omar had seen about
the Old West, the days of cowboys and Indians and robbing stagecoaches.


“All Americans look the same,”
Omar said. “Did you know that?”


Behind the men, a wide expanse of
windshield gave Omar a view of the bleak airport. The sun beat down. It was a
bright day outside. He could see that clearly, even with the tint of the
windshield. 


They were parked in a taxiway, not
far from the runway. Three jeeps were parked facing the airplane, blocking
their path forward. Men seemed to climb all over the jeeps. Heavy guns mounted
in the back of the vehicles were pointed in this direction, as though the thing
to do to stop the ongoing incident was simply to shoot the pilots. 


“You cannot have that gun in here.”


“There are many things I cannot
have, which I currently do have,” Omar said. “I have this plane. I have the
American President. And I have this gun in this cockpit. For the moment, I’m
afraid we must continue in this manner, with things that cannot be.”


The two men stared at him. Their
faces were blank, betraying no emotions. Perhaps they didn’t have any. Omar
kept the big Secret Service man in front of him, blocking any fire from
marksmen outside. The man faced the pilots. 


No one said anything. The moment
unfolded. 


“Gentlemen,” Omar said. “It
appears that everyone getting off has already done so, so it is time to put the
plane in the air again.”


“We can’t do that,” one of the
pilots said. “The door to the air stair is damaged. I can see from my
instruments that it isn’t sealing properly. We need to get some American
mechanics here to look—”


Omar shot the big Secret Service
agent in the back of his right knee.


BANG!


The shot was LOUD in the close
confines. 


The big man buckled and fell to
the floor. He shrieked in agony. 


Omar had aimed the shot down, so
the bullet was likely to lodge in the floor and unlikely to harm either of the
pilots. But the shot destroyed the man’s knee.


The knee was a vulnerable spot,
and the bullet nearly cut the leg off entirely. Freshets of blood poured from
the wound. The man’s pants were shredded. The lower leg was hanging by some
bloody sinews. It was yet another horrible injury. It would kill the man if he
didn’t receive immediate medical attention. Even then, it might not matter. 


The screams of the man were almost
too much to bear. If anything, they were louder than the gunshot.


Omar took a different gun from his
pocket. It was a small .38 Special revolver, a somewhat antiquated gun, which
had also come from the arsenal of the American Secret Service. It was less
powerful than the MP5, less likely to damage the plane, but would certainly do
the job for which it was intended. 


He pressed the muzzle of the gun
to the top of the big man’s head.


“Don’t,” the blue-eyed pilot said.


Omar had no choice. He needed to
demonstrate to these pilots the force of his commitment. It would make the rest
of this journey go more smoothly for everyone, including them.


He pulled the trigger. 


The big man died, blood, bone,
gore, and brain exploding downward though his head, and out where his jaw had
been. Blood exploded from his neck. It was a nightmare of blood. The man fell
bonelessly to the floor of the cockpit, so much blood running out of him. He
wouldn’t need it anymore. 


“Put the plane in the air,” Omar
said. “Or suffer this man’s fate.”


He stepped back to the door of the
cockpit, mindful that with the big man gone, someone from outside might have a
clear shot at him now.


Don’t make it easy for them.


The pilots stared at the dead man
on the floor. 


“Now!” Omar shouted. “Fly the
plane! There is no debate. I will kill you all.” 


Slowly, the pilots turned to their
instruments. They talked between themselves, going through pre-flight checks.


“Do not attempt to lock me out of
the cockpit again. You have seen my resolve. The next time I am locked out, I
will kill a prisoner immediately.”


A moment later, the plane began to
creep forward. Omar watched from the doorway. He glanced down at the dead man. Omar
would leave the corpse here for a while, as a reminder to the pilots. 


Outside the cockpit, the Haitian
military jeeps, there for show all along, parted to allow the plane to pass. The
plane taxied slowly to the beginning of the runway.


“Port-au-Prince tower,” one of the
men said. “This is Air Force One, requesting clearance to take off.”


“Air Force One,” a voice said. “You
are clear.” 


 


* * *


 


She wasn’t going to cry.


No matter what happened, no matter
what these men did, Margaret Morris was not going to cry. She wouldn’t give
them the satisfaction.


They had heard the gunshots coming
from the front of the plane. Two of them, spaced seconds apart. Instinctively,
she knew what the shots meant. It was an execution. A fight would be more than
two shots, and in rapid succession. 


The terrorist had killed the
Secret Service agent. It had to be that. Everyone here knew it. The gunmen in
the room hadn’t flinched or made any sign. They were more concerned with the
men outside than the gunshots aboard the plane. That told her everything she
needed to know. 


When the plane started to move
again, all it did was confirm her fear.


She had never been so afraid in
her life. She was afraid for Clement Dixon, of course, but she was afraid for
everyone still on the plane. She was afraid for herself, and she was especially
afraid for the other women. 


Dixon’s assistant, the girl named
Tracey, was in the throes of a breakdown. She was curled into a ball on her
seat, weeping silently. The nurse from the medical annex was probably forty,
and seemed self-possessed, but Margaret was also afraid for her. A situation
like this was a nightmare for any woman. 


She would be strong. She would do
it for Don, and for her own daughters. This might be the end of her life, but
she resolved that she would display strength right up to the end. Don had
always said that you have only one life, and you can choose how you will be
when it ends. You can go out afraid, begging for mercy or rescue. Or you can
stand tall and go out a hero, someone to be admired. 


She had dismissed these ideas as
she often dismissed the things Don said. He was a legend to other people. To
Margaret, he was her teddy bear. He put his pants on one leg at a time like
every other man in the world. 


He was a lousy cook. He drank
cheap beer that had long been out of fashion. He liked off-color jokes, and was
a fan of the New Orleans Saints. He often got splitting headaches, which caused
him to lie down for an hour.


She smiled at the thought of Don. She
smiled at the thought of her two grown daughters. And tears began to come to
her eyes, not out of fear, but out of love. Their lives were beautiful, she
loved her family, and she wanted to be there for them. She wanted to see her
daughters have children, and help them raise them. She wanted to bounce tiny
grandchildren on her knee.


Margaret did start crying then. It
happened abruptly. 


She was trying to be strong, not
just for herself, but for the other women as well. A bunch of people had just
died in the past several minutes. Men had killed themselves, and probably
others, with explosions. She had been spared from seeing it, and that was a
blessing, but…  


The men had come here to hijack
the plane and kidnap the President, and now they were dead. Other men had been
on board to protect the President, and they were dead, too. The men at the
front of the room were steely-eyed and calm. 


All these men. Was this what they
expected would happen?


Did the dead men have wives and
children?


If so, did they tell them they
loved them before they came here?


Who were these men, so willing to
kill, and die, for so little?


It was too much to think about. They
were all trapped in a nightmare, and there didn’t seem to be any way out.


Grasping for any hope, she thought
of Don and their daughters again. 


“I love you,” she said silently
through her tears. Her mouth moved, but the words didn’t come out.


“It’s okay,” Clement Dixon said
next to her. “It’s going to be okay.” He reached out and took her hand, and she
let him take it. She and Clement Dixon, a politician she had never liked, held
hands.


Their lives were about to end, and
as the plane took off again, they held hands like they were little children,
brother and sister, walking up a hill together.  









CHAPTER TWELVE
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“Bad,” big Ed Newsam said. 


He made a face as if he had just
eaten something past its expiration date. 


Luke looked at him for a second,
then looked back at the large video monitor on the far wall. It, along with a
few of the laptops on the conference table, had just shown footage of the
disastrous disembarkation at the Port-au-Prince airport. 


“What’s the time delay on this?”
he said.


“Three, maybe five minutes,” Swann
said. “Could be a couple minutes more. I can’t tell you exactly. This feed is
NSA footage that they’re compiling from several cameras. It has to get routed
to them, they make quick decisions about what to show, and then it gets routed
to us, and probably ten other places.”


On the screen, what had started as
an orderly march of Secret Service agents leaving the plane on the front
fold-out stairs quickly degenerated into chaos. An altercation had started at
the top of the stairs, between what seemed like two Secret Service agents and
one or two of the hijackers. 


A hijacker had tumbled out of the
plane. He blew himself up as he crashed through the Secret Service personnel on
their way down the stairs. Two or three men got blown to pieces in that
explosion. Then another hijacker and another Secret Service agent had blown up
at the top of the stairs. 


Haitian military men ran across
the tarmac toward the plane as Secret Service agents hit the deck at the bottom
of the stairway. One more hijacker appeared at the top of the stairs and was
quickly ripped up by the Haitians. 


After that, someone inside the
plane activated the stairwell, and it folded up and closed. Then the plane sat
for several more minutes before slowly taxiing to the beginning of the one
operational runway at the airport. A moment later, it took off again. 


“How many dead?” Ed said.


“Four Secret Service agents,”
Trudy said. “Plus one more in critical condition. Two others injured, but
expected to recover. One missing and unaccounted for. Enhanced sound recordings
suggest there were two gunshots aboard the plane just before the pilots
requested clearance for takeoff. I’m going to guess that those shots, combined
with the fact that the plane continued with its takeoff, means the last Secret
Service agent is either dead or critically injured on the plane.”


“How many terrorists killed?”


She shrugged. “Our best assumption
is what you just saw. Two who detonated their suicide vests, likely after
fighting with Secret Service agents. Also, the third, apparently killed by the
Haitian military.”


“Ah,” Ed said. “I’ve seen a few
killed before. That was more than apparently. That guy was cut in half. His
bottom half and his top half are no longer acquainted.”


Luke looked at Trudy. If anyone
would have a reasonable answer to the following question, it would likely be
her. 


“How many terrorists do we think
are left on the plane?”


Her eyes were owlish behind her
stylish red glasses. She shook her head. “We have no idea.”


“Let’s guess.”


“Five,” she said.


“Why five?”


She shrugged. “Three are dead. Let’s
guess they somehow smuggled eight men into the cargo hold. It seems impossible
they managed to get any more than that on board. Even eight seems nearly
impossible. Eight minus three equals five who are still breathing. Could even
be fewer than that.”


“Where did they board the plane?”


“That one’s easy,” Trudy said. “San
Juan. It is basically impossible to smuggle anything or anyone aboard Air Force
One when it’s home at Andrews Air Force Base. The security there is the
tightest in the world. You can’t get within a mile of that plane without
high-level Yankee White security clearance.”


“Why could it happen in San Juan?”


“President Dixon was trying to
make a good impression on the Puerto Ricans. He wants to mend fences with the
island, maybe even have it move toward statehood. As a goodwill gesture, he
allowed the 147th Airlift Wing of the Puerto Rico Air National Guard to
participate in Air Force One security at the San Juan airport. This is not that
unusual. Local security assets also participate when Air Force One is on the
ground at airports controlled by close allies of ours, like England or France. It
shouldn’t have mattered. But then the attacks along the motorcade route
shortened the pre-flight security at the airport. It seems clear that those
attacks were designed for one purpose—to get the plane to take off quickly.”


Everyone was watching Trudy.


“The terrorists were hiding in the
cargo hold. My guess is they were smuggled onto the plane in the middle of the
night, possibly inside of some sort of container.”


“The attacks along the motorcade
route were conducted by suicide bombers,” Ed said. “Clearly Middle Easterners. Suicide
bombings are an almost exclusively Islamic tactic. Why would Puerto Ricans be
willing to smuggle Islamic suicide bombers onto a plane so they can kidnap the
President of the United States? Puerto Ricans are Americans.”


“Two possibilities,” Trudy said. “One
is there was a homegrown Muslim terror cell. There are thousands of Muslim
immigrants in Puerto Rico, mostly from Jordan, but also from Syria and Lebanon,
and to a lesser extent Morocco. Last year, as you’ll recall, a group of
Moroccan immigrants participated in the train bombings in Madrid which killed a
hundred ninety-three people.”


“And the other possibility?” Luke
said. 


Trudy shrugged. “Some sort of
unholy alliance between Puerto Rican separatists and Muslim terrorists. Since
the killing of Alfonso Cruz Castro by the FBI proper, there’s been a jump in
radical sentiment among a small group of Puerto Ricans who no longer want to be
part of the United States. Politics, and guerrilla warfare, can make for
strange bedfellows.”


Luke shook his head. They were
going the wrong way with this line of thinking. It was all very interesting,
but it didn’t explain how they would save Margaret, or the President. So he
asked the question that was most on his mind. “What direction is the plane
headed now?”


Swann was following its progress
on one of the computer screens. There were easily a hundred satellites and
drones following and taking footage of the plane. 


“Due east,” he said. “As though it’s
headed for the west coast of Africa.”


Luke looked around the room. There
were about a dozen people. He was going to need buy-in from every one of them. Don
had not called back. It was possible that Don was going to be out of the game,
incapable of making a rational, well thought out decision. So they might have
to act without a mandate of any kind. 


Luke had deliberately held this
information back, but now it was time to share it.


“I need this to stay in this room.
Understood?”


People around the room nodded. 


“What?”


“Understood,” they said, nearly in
unison.


“I got some intel yesterday
evening,” Luke said. “It might be accurate, it might not. It doesn’t matter
where it came from. It wasn’t actionable at the time I got it, and in fact, it
didn’t even seem to make sense. But maybe now it does. Let’s pretend it does,
and let’s pretend we’re going to mount a response based on it. Tell me what
that response looks like.”


Now all eyes were on Luke. He
realized for the first time that in the absence of Don Morris, he was the
leader of the Special Response Team. Don kept the organization in step with the
tradition of special operations—titles and ranks didn’t mean much. But everyone
in here knew it. It didn’t even need to be said. Luke was in charge.


“The intel I received came out of
the Middle East, Lebanon to be specific. A Sunni warlord there believed, or at
least mused about, the idea that the President of the United States could be
captured, taken to a place with conservative Islamic Sharia law, and put on
trial. Obviously, the trial would be a show trial, and the outcome would be a
farce. The President would be found guilty of numerous crimes, and then put to
death. The whole thing seemed ridiculously far-fetched when I heard about it,
but now…”


“Is this the guy who got
assassinated?” Ed said. “Aahad?”


“Yes,” Luke said. “Abdel Aahad. Supposedly,
he was talking about this right up to the minute he died.”


Ed stared closely at Luke. So did
Swann. 


“Who told you that?” Ed said. 


“You already know who told me,”
Luke said. 


“I knew it!” Ed said. “That son of
a…”


“I don’t believe it,” Swann said. 


Luke shook his head. “It’s true. Anyway,
that part doesn’t matter, so let’s drop it. The fact is what we might be
dealing with here is an attempt to bring the President somewhere with Sharia
law and put him on trial. Specifically, that place is Mogadishu, Somalia.”


Luke’s eyes met Ed’s. They both
knew the history of that city all too well.


Trudy was tapping into the laptop
in front of her. The sound of her fingers moving was like the world’s quietest
machine gun.


“I’ll play,” she said. 


“Shoot,” Luke said.


“A group called the Islamic Courts
Union, or ICU for short, currently controls most of Mogadishu, and a large
swath of the country as a whole. At least for the time being, they’ve come out
on top in the Somali Civil War, and part of their success seems to stem from
their strict interpretation of Islam, and their consistency in applying its
tenets. They tamed Mogadishu largely because they are thought by the local
population to be above corruption. Their interpretation of Islam is extreme,
but also sincere. 


“This has bought them a certain
amount of support and respect in the Islamic world, including from Al Qaeda. Experienced
Al Qaeda operatives are thought to have provided training to their fighters,
and a steady stream of weapons and money is thought to have flowed to them from
the wealthy Sunni oil nations, including Saudi Arabia. They’re still fighting
against a patchwork of warlords and militias, but those militias are widely
seen by Somalis as greedy, selfish, and aligned with the United States.”


She looked at Luke. “For now, the
Islamic Courts Union has money, a powerful alliance with Al Qaeda, legitimacy,
and all the fighters and weapons they need. In Mogadishu, they hold the upper
hand. If the hijackers are really trying to get to Somalia, no doubt there is
an established Sharia court system in place.”


Brian Deckers spoke up. “Correct
me if I’m wrong,” he said. 


Luke had a flashback to the kid
going over the falls and out of the chopper during that West Virginia
operation. No fear. Total confidence, with every reason to have it. He showed
good form, moved quickly, took orders well, didn’t hesitate.  


Deckers looked young enough that
he might have started shaving last week. He had very black hair on his head. He
was pale, with very black hair. It was an odd juxtaposition. It almost looked
like his head was covered with shoe polish.  


Deckers said: “If it turns out
they’re headed to Mogadishu, it’s a long way to go. Which means they’ll have to
refuel the plane at some point.”


Trudy scrolled through information
on her laptop. She had the details at her fingertips.


She nodded. “Air Force One can fly
roughly seventy-eight hundred miles, or twelve thousand six hundred kilometers,
without refueling its main tank. There is an auxiliary tank, only for
emergencies, that can keep it in the air another four hundred miles. Haiti to
Mogadishu is roughly eighty-two hundred miles, just about exactly the maximum
distance the plane can fly. But they’ve already flown from Puerto Rico to
Haiti, another three hundred fifty miles. They also landed, and took off again.
Takeoffs and landings spend fuel at a higher rate than cruising at altitude.”


She paused. “The plane will
definitely run out of fuel before reaching Mogadishu, if that’s the
destination. My guess is that without a refueling, they’ll be about four
hundred miles short. The problem is the plane won’t necessarily have to land. It
can be refueled in mid-air. The pilots, assuming they’re still alive, will be
very skilled at refueling in this way. And I imagine that after what happened
in Haiti, the terrorists will refuse to land again before they reach their
destination.”


“It’s not a problem,” Deckers said.
“It’s actually better if they don’t want to land.”


“Why’s that?”


He grinned. “We can storm the
plane while it’s in the air.”


Everyone stared at him now. 


“What?” Ed Newsam said.


“It can be done,” Deckers said. “I’ve
done it.”


“You’ve boarded a plane while it’s
in the air?”


Deckers nodded. “While it’s
refueling.”


“Okay,” Swann said. “I’m going to
have to call bull…”


Luke raised a hand to quiet Swann.
“Tell us more.”


“I came through 75th Rangers,”
Deckers said. “Just like you guys.” He nodded. “Yeah, I know the history of
this place.


“When I went to Airborne School, I
was picked for a special unit inside of 1st Special Forces, overseen by Joint
Special Operations Command. Why me? I don’t know. I guess I was good at
jumping. The unit was called Experimental Air Warfare Group, EXGRU for short. Very
hush-hush. We were segregated from other units, and we moved around to
different training venues. Technically, we didn’t exist.


“At first, I almost couldn’t
believe it. You hear about ghost units like this, but you don’t think you’ll
end up in one. We were never deployed in any theater, and in fact, they broke
the whole thing up about eight months later. There were a bunch of accidents. I
only ever met about twenty guys in the unit, and we lost six of them.”


Luke brought it back to the point
at hand. “And you boarded planes in the air? While they were refueling?”


Deckers nodded. “You bet. It has
to be done at low altitude, and at slower speeds, generally just above stall
speed. For a plane like a 747, let’s say about two hundred miles per hour. You’re
on board the tanker plane, you go outside, you clip on and slide down the fuel
line like you’re on holiday in Costa Rica, ziplining through the cloud forest. Crazy
rush, ten, fifteen thousand feet in the air. Zoom! And I won’t lie about it. You
hit the target pretty hard.


“Then you unhook and cling to the
outside of the target plane like an insect. There are powerful hydraulic
suction grips that have been developed for this very purpose, that you wear on
your hands and feet. You release the suction on one pad at a time, move that
arm or leg forward, reattach, then activate it again. Only when the suction is
at one hundred percent do you move the next appendage. At two hundred miles per
hour, the speed is forgiving enough that you don’t get peeled off and
discarded.”


He looked around the room. “It’s a
bit of a slow crawl, working your way around the plane to an entry door, but
you get the hang of it pretty quickly.”


Luke could see a lot of ways this
idea could go wrong. What if the target plane accelerated? At what speed would
you get peeled right off?  


“How do you get inside the target
plane?” he said.


Deckers shrugged. “That’s the rub.
There are a few downsides, obviously. One is that in a surprise boarding, you
have to zip across during significant cloud cover, so no one in the cockpit
gets a visual on you. That raises the likelihood of turbulence, low visibility,
and moisture, all of which raise the likelihood of mistakes.”


Now he didn’t seem as excited as
before. 


“The other reason you need to do
it at low altitude is so the passenger cabin doesn’t explosively depressurize
when someone inside opens a door to let you in. Planes are generally set to a
cabin pressure corresponding to eight thousand or ten thousand feet. You need
the outside and inside pressure to be close, if not the same.”


“Someone opens a door for you,” Ed
said. 


Deckers nodded. “Yes.”


“So should we radio the hijackers
and ask them to leave a door unlocked for us? Then we can open it ourselves
when we get there.”


Deckers stared at him.


A voice buzzed in over the office
intercom, interrupting the discussion. That was okay. Luke wasn’t sure he liked
where this was going anyway. 


“Luke?” one of the receptionists
said. Luke recognized the voice. It was a middle-aged woman named Kimberly, who
had come in, just like the rest of these people, on her day off. She was out in
the front entrance hall, handling the phones. 


“I’ve got a visitor at the desk
here who would like to join your meeting.”


That was odd. It was Saturday. As
far as Luke knew, there was no official record that a meeting was taking place
here. He looked around the room.


People shook their heads. 


Swann raised his hands. “I didn’t
tell anybody.”


“Who is it?” Luke asked the
intercom.


“It’s William Cronin of the
Central Intelligence Agency.”


Big Daddy Cronin was here, at the
SRT offices, outside Washington, DC. This should be interesting. Luke was not
aware that Big Daddy ever returned to the United States anymore. The man had
arrived to join a meeting that he somehow knew was in progress, even though it
wasn’t an official meeting, and the SRT had no mandate or mission related to
the hijacking.


“That’s fine. Can you send him in?”


“Yes. He should be there in about
ten seconds.”


In a moment, Big Daddy appeared in
the doorway. He was a bear of a man. Tall, with a thick body, big shoulders and
arms, a bushy red beard softening now and going gray. There were deep crow’s
feet around his eyes, and broken blood vessels under the lined skin of his
face. He had seen a lot of sun. He had seen a lot of everything. 


He wore a dark blue windbreaker
over a light blue dress shirt and tan khaki pants—the uniform of the
nondescript white collar worker. Except for his thick hands and his pale blue
eyes, which were murderer’s eyes, he could be an accountant.


“Hi, Bill,” Luke said. “What can
we do for you?”


“Hey, Big Daddy,” Ed Newsam said,
being smart. Ed was about the biggest daddy of all time. 


Big Daddy’s voice was gruff,
somewhat raspy. Luke got the sense that Big Daddy had smoked at one time, maybe
heavily. “Well, I know this is personal for you guys, I heard you were meeting,
and I’m wondering what you’ve come up with so far.”


“Is this an official visit from
the CIA?” Luke said.


Bill shook his head. “Negative. I’m
still on extended vacation.”


The last time Luke had seen Bill,
it was during the fight with the Russians in the Arctic Circle, nearly a month
ago. Bill had assembled a team of mercenaries and they’d all flown up there,
Bill included, to disarm the world’s largest atomic bomb, fifty feet under the
surface of the ice. 


Bill, much like Luke and Ed, had
been under suspension at that time. He hadn’t gotten into the reasons for it,
but Bill sometimes got rough when interviewing prisoners. Bill had probably
stepped over a line somewhere. He tended to do that. 


Luke himself was still under
suspension, though it was about to end. But there was no reason to compare
suspensions.


“So you’re working for yourself at
this moment?”


“You know me,” Bill said. “I
always grab a strand and pull, whether they want me to or not. Don’s a good
friend of mine. I knew the kids when they were actually kids. I’ve drunk wine
and broke bread with Don and Margaret on quite a few occasions. And oh yeah, we
need to get that President back. So what are you guys thinking about?”


“Nothing,” Luke said. “We’re not
involved. We just came in today to offer Don…”


Big Daddy was suddenly serious. His
face and eyes went flat. Luke would almost say they went dead.


“Don’t lie to me, Stone. And don’t
make me play twenty questions. The truth is I’m going through a rough patch,
career-wise, and I don’t have a lot of patience these days. I need to get this
thing done for Don, and so do you. So just tell me what you have.”   


Luke took a deep breath. It went
this way with Bill sometimes. 


He nodded. He would give him the
whole thing. Why not?


“Okay. We think the plane is going
to Somalia, but it doesn’t really matter where it’s going. We’ve been talking
about finding an excuse to refuel it in mid-air, and rappelling to it while it
refuels. Then boarding it and taking it back.”


Big Daddy laughed out loud. He
shook his head.


“That’s why I came here,” he said.
“I knew you guys would come up with something.”


“It doesn’t seem like something we
can use,” Luke said. “To pull it off, we’d have to get a message either to the
pilots or one of the hostages, and convince them to risk their lives and open a
door for us. The pilots are probably being watched closely, so they’re out. If
the pilots die, the game is over. And chances are the hostages are terrified
and frozen in place. I’d say most or all of them are useless to us.”


“Chances are most of the hostages
are that way,” Bill Cronin said. “Maybe nearly all of them. But there’s an even
chance one of them will do anything we ask.”


Luke stared at him. Who was he
talking about, Margaret? 


Luke shook his head. “It’s a lot
to ask. I’ve known Margaret for years, and she’s a tough customer. She’s
married to Don, after all. But even if she were willing, she’s not trained for
clandestine behavior. She’d be taking her life in her hands, and setting
herself up for retribution from the terrorists. She could make things harder on
herself, worse than they are now, and we don’t even know how bad that is. Don
would never allow it anyway. He would beg her not to do it, with good reason.”


“I wasn’t thinking of Margaret,”
Big Daddy said. “It’s probably a pressure cooker on that plane, and the last
thing I would ever suggest is she bring attention to herself.”


“Who, then?”


Someone who would do whatever they
asked? Clement Dixon? The man was the President of the United States, and he
was seventy-four years old. He would be the most closely watched person on the
plane. He was the great prize. 


They probably had him tied to a
chair. 


“I know something very few people
in this world know,” Big Daddy said. “And in one minute, you’re all going to
know it. So I’m going to ask you to keep it under your hats. If you say a word
about it to anyone, you’re likely to get this person killed.”


He paused and gazed at them all in
turn, likely for effect. Big Daddy had a flair for delays.


“There’s an undercover CIA agent
on that airplane,” he said. 











CHAPTER THIRTEEN


 


 


9:05 p.m. East Africa Time
(2:05 p.m. Eastern Daylight Time)


Sharif Hashim Mosque


Hamar Weyne


Mogadishu, Somalia


  


It was late. 


A knock came at the heavy wooden
door. 


“Suleiman?” a soft voice said from
the other side.


Suleiman ibn-Ishaq was not asleep.
If asked, he would say he had been reading his Quran by firelight. That was
almost true. The holy book was open on his chest as he lay in his wide bed, and
the fire in the corner was lit. He may even have been reflecting on the life of
the Prophet.


But he had also been gazing out
the broad windows, across the ancient rooftops of nearby coral stone buildings,
at the shimmering light of the moon playing on the dark waters of the Indian
Ocean. 


“Yes,” Suleiman said.


“There is a visitor,” the voice
said.


“Now?”


“Yes.”


“Who is it?”


“An emissary. From the Alliance.”


Suleiman sighed heavily. It had
only been a matter of time. Perhaps the visit had come too soon, but then
again, if they waited, it could easily have come too late. The plane was in the
air, and praise Allah, it was on its way. 


He supposed events would move
quickly now. He arose from the bed and opened the door. The messenger was a
small boy in shorts and a T-shirt. 


“Thank you,” he told the boy. “I
will come.”


The boy nodded and headed back
down the hall the way he had arrived. Suleiman dressed himself in the white
ankle-length robe called the khamliis, put heavy leather sandals on his
feet, and followed just a moment behind the boy. He moved through the upper
corridors of the sprawling stone mosque, the archways lit by torches on the
walls. 


A visitor in the night! Wonders of
Allah. 


This neighborhood, Hamar Weyne,
was the oldest section of the city, built before the year 1000 of the Christian
era. It was a warren of bewildering alleyways and sandy footpaths almost
impossible to navigate for all but those who lived here, or who knew the area
well. 


The civil war had not been kind. Fighting
had been house to house here on many occasions. Every building was pockmarked
with bullet holes, and many were punched through with mortar and rocket holes. Quite
a few buildings were little more than piles of rubble. 


It was a poor neighborhood. On the
rare occasions when parts of the city had functioning electricity, this was not
one of them. So it was also dark. For a long time, some of the brothers here
had made their living by preying on the unwary. 


Suleiman smiled at the thought of
a visitor from the Alliance for Peace and Prosperity being unwary and preyed
upon in the darkness. But it wouldn’t happen tonight. The Islamic Courts
controlled this neighborhood now. Violent crime had dropped away to nothing. Even
petty crime was little more than a nuisance. The biggest danger was the
Alliance for Peace and Prosperity itself. 


Somewhere below him, a deep voice
droned, echoing through the stone corridors. Sheikh Dahir was holding court
deep into the night. He was an old man, and renowned for his stamina and his
marathon sessions, adjudicating even the most minor of disputes and offenses. The
aggrieved would wait for hours on end to see him, knowing he would not overlook
their case. 


Suleiman tuned out the sound of
it. Dahir was intoning about a tazir case, one left up to his
discretion, a dispute between sisters about some piece of property. Knowing
Dahir, the case would likely end in a resolution to share the item, or a small
payment from one sister to the other, combined with an admonishment from the
judge to remember that Allah is always watching, and to treat each other with
love.


Perhaps this was what the
Westerners did not understand about Sharia. The people wanted it. It was mostly
a system of judgments about the mundane aspects of everyday life, handed down
by judges with long experience and deep knowledge of the Quran and the life of
Muhammad. Punishments often amounted to some stern words from the judge, a slap
across the face, or a nominal fee. 


Indeed, the first Western invaders
and colonialists in the Muslim world had rejected Sharia, not because it was
too barbaric, but because it was not barbaric enough. 


Suleiman passed through an archway
into a very dark room. It was his office, if that was the correct word. From
easy habit, he lit three wide candles, placed one on his desk, and the other
two on shelves along the wall. The light was dim, but sufficient. 


The boy had followed him here and
appeared out of the shadows. 


He gestured with his head at the
boy. “Send the visitor in.”


The boy nodded and faded into the
dark again. 


Suleiman sat at his desk and
opened the top drawer. There was a pack of cigarettes imported from Turkey in
there. A guilty pleasure, yes, but also a small sign that trade with the
outside world was beginning to grow. Stability, of the kind enforced by the
Islamic Courts Union, was the real path to prosperity. 


He lit a cigarette and inhaled
deeply. Beautiful. 


New shadows appeared in the
doorway. A small, thin man stood there, flanked by two tall guardians of the
mosque. 


“It’s okay,” Suleiman said. “Leave
us.”


The guards backed away and the man
came in. Despite the lateness of the hour, he wore a Western pinstriped
business suit, well-tailored to his body. He was balding. His trim beard was
streaked with white. 


Suleiman knew the man, more by
reputation than personally. He was Abdullahi Issa Samatar. People called him
Issa. He fancied himself a businessman, though his business was mostly
controlling a militia that seized and looted international aid shipments. He
also owned some heavy construction vehicles, and was capable of setting up toll
checkpoints along roadways and demolishing buildings. He was what the West
would call a warlord.


He was a son of the powerful
Hawiye clan, and the Habar Gidir sub-clan. In Mogadishu, these facts alone
afforded him a certain amount of protection. Street criminals would give him a
wide berth. He probably came here in a Mercedes, though the nearest street
passable to cars was several blocks away.   


Suleiman did not rise to greet him
or shake his hand. He did not offer him a cigarette. Instead, he merely
gestured at the chair across the desk. 


“Issa,” he said. “Assalamu
alaikum.” 


“And peace be upon you as well,”
Issa said. He slid into the chair. 


“To what do I owe this surprise?”


Issa did not waste time on
pleasantries. He came directly to the point. If nothing else, Suleiman did
enjoy this about him.


“We know what you’ve done.”


Suleiman smiled. “Who are we?”


“The Alliance, of course.”


Suleiman shrugged and took another
deep inhale. “Criminals,” he said. “Traitors. A ragged grouping of mafiosi that
gets its money and weapons from the CIA, because the CIA is the only support it
has. This destabilizing Alliance, funded by Crusaders, knows what we’ve done? I
suppose the Alliance knows that we’ve secured the city and reinstated the rule
of law here… Allah’s law.”


Now Issa smiled. He shook his
head. 


“We know that you and your friends
from abroad have taken the American President. We know you are going to try to
bring him here. We are not stupid, Suleiman. And neither are our mutual
enemies.”


“And what do you propose to do
with this knowledge?” 


Issa met his eyes. “I’ve been sent
to offer our assistance. You will never hold the airport against the Americans.
Your reach does not extend that far. You must know this. If you attempt to land
the plane there, they will simply swoop in and take back what belongs to them.”


He paused for a moment. 


“But we can help you hold it long
enough to transfer the prisoner, and we can guarantee passage into the city.”


If Suleiman were less measured, he
would bark with laughter. It must be a joke, or a trap. Fifteen years of civil
war between criminal factions had been smashed by the righteous fist of the
Holy One. This so-called Alliance, defeated and driven into the desert,
surviving as a cat’s paw on handouts from the United States, was the only thing
standing in the way of a united, devout Somalia.


And now they wanted to help?


“You speak of mutual enemies. We
have no mutual enemies. Without your friends the Americans to save you, we
would have annihilated you to the last man. We would be building a utopia here,
a glory to Allah, instead of fending off your pointless attacks.”


He leaned back, staring up at the
arched ceiling in the flickering candlelight.


“Why should we believe you now?”


He looked at Issa again. Suddenly,
a surge of anger welled up inside him. It was rare for him, as he endeavored to
live in the peace of Allah, despite whatever stressful situations might emerge.



“Are you even empowered to speak
for the group?” he said. “Or did you come on your own initiative, looking to
make fast money? Do you even understand what is happening?” 


Issa pointed a bony finger at him.


“I understand perfectly. It’s you
who does not understand, Suleiman. You and the others like you. You have no
gift for strategic thought, which is why you will not hold this country for
long, and in fact why you do not even hold the airport now. 


“Your friends from the Arab world,
the al Qaeda fanatics, the Saudis, whoever concocted this, have played you for
fools. You blame us for taking foreign money, for cooperating with our
benefactors? We cooperate to keep them out, not to let them in. We are Somali
patriots. But you?”


Issa raised his open hands toward
the ceiling. 


“The Arab zealots will bring the
American President here, and you will attempt to hold a trial. What do you
suppose the Americans will do then? There are two thousand American soldiers in
Djibouti, two hours away by airplane. They will send fighter planes, bombers,
and helicopter gunships like before. There are another fifty or more elite
American commandos on Somali soil, sixty miles from here, at the old Soviet
airfield in Baledogle. They can fast helicopter here in thirty minutes. Do you
not know this?”


There was a long moment of quiet
between them. 


“The Americans pulled back, but
they never left. Your Arab friends have used you badly, Suleiman. Notice how
they choose not to hold the trial in their own countries, or on their own
lands. How convenient. The Americans will bomb this city to dust. Is this the
utopia you are building? A smoking ruin, a city of corpses?”


Suleiman could see the truth in
what Issa was saying. The American retribution would be swift and terrible. It
would set the city back to the worst days of the war.


Perhaps Suleiman had not quite
thought of it this way before. 


And yet, the Americans must be
held accountable. They must be held accountable for the Muslims they had
killed, and the countries of the faithful they had destroyed. They must be held
accountable for the degenerate culture they exported throughout the world. Their
guilt must be shown to the people, and it would be reasonable to demonstrate
that guilt through the actions of one man, their leader. 


“If you believe these things,” he
said to Issa, “then why do you offer to help us?”


“It’s simple,” Issa said. “I
imagine it is so simple that even you can understand it. You’ve left us no
choice. Yes, we have taken money and weapons from the CIA. But this is a
secret. The American public, and the American politicians, do not even know. And
when they find their president was taken here, to Mogadishu especially, they
will make no divisions about who is who. There will be no good, pet Somalis,
distinct from bad, wild Somalis. All Somalis will be terrorists, and pirates,
and hijackers, and religious fundamentalists. All Somalis will be to blame.”


Issa reached across the desk and
snatched one of Suleiman’s cigarettes from the pack. He lit it and took a
quick, deep drag. It was an astonishing affront, so rude that Suleiman made no
attempt to stop him, and did not even say a word about it. The universal
condemnation of the act was self-evident.  


Issa exhaled and gestured with the
cigarette.


“I’m a man of faith myself, and I
respect what you’re trying to do. I’m sure the effort will be popular among the
faithful, both here and around the world. Perhaps one day that alone will
confer some great benefit upon Somalia.”


He shook his head and inhaled
deeply. 


“But in the short term, as you
must know, you have invited ruin upon us. The Americans do not think in
subtleties. They wield a hammer, not a sword, and they will gladly smash us
all. Our only hope of repelling them, and saving ourselves, is through a united
front.”


He paused again, the lit cigarette
now dangling from his mouth. 


“If we can get the President from
the airport and into the city, we can hide him. At the very least, this will
stay the famous American bombs. If they don’t know where their precious leader
is, then anywhere they drop a bomb could be the wrong place.”


He nodded, as if confirming the
truth to himself. 


“We will help you, and the trial
will go forward.”











CHAPTER FOURTEEN


 


 


2:25 p.m. Eastern Daylight Time


Headquarters of the Special Response Team


McLean, Virginia


 


 


 “It’s called the honey trap,” Big
Daddy said.


Luke was sitting in his office,
surrounded by Ed, Trudy, Swann, and Brian Deckers. 


“They were trying to entrap the
President?” Trudy said. 


“Not necessarily,” Big Daddy said.
“It doesn’t have to be a gotcha situation, though it could play out that way. Dixon
is a widower, and he’s free to pursue a relationship if he wants. Many people
would frown at a May-December romance, but quite a few others would wish him
the best. That isn’t really where it was going.”


“Where was it going?” Luke said. 


“A lot of players in our world don’t
like Clement Dixon,” Big Daddy said. “I think you must know that already. They
don’t like his politics. They don’t like the things he stands for, and the
things he says. They don’t like the crazy, stump-pounding speeches he’s been
giving all these years. They don’t like his pick for vice president, either.”


“So what does that have to do with
this woman?” Luke said. “If blackmail isn’t the point…”


“Tracey Reynolds is a very
attractive young lady, in many ways,” Big Daddy said. “She’s smart, she’s
good-looking, and she’s charming. But Dixon is shrewd, and he’s been around the
block about a hundred times. It’s possible he’ll never reveal anything to her
that gives the Agency a leg up on him. Even so, his young girlfriend might help
him see the errors in his thinking, redirect his intentions a little, help him
understand the world a bit differently. He might even start to overlook a few
things. Pretty girls will do that to you. They can make you go deaf, dumb, and
blind.”


“Are they lovers now?” Trudy said.



Big Daddy shrugged. “Not as far as
we know. But Dixon certainly put his foot in the trap. She was an anonymous
aide working in the West Wing just a few weeks ago. He spotted her and elevated
her to his personal assistant. He had a virtually unlimited pool of qualified
people to choose from, and he picked Tracey. In other words, he did exactly
what they wanted him to do. The fact that they haven’t consummated the
relationship, if they haven’t, seems to have had as much to do with scheduling
as with his personal reluctance. But no matter what happens, make no mistake. Having
her this close to him does nothing but help us.”


“Who is us?” Swann said. Typical
Swann, arch, fiendish. 


Big Daddy smiled. He pointed at
himself, then at Swann. “Us. You. Me. The people in this room. The alphabet
soup intelligence agencies. That vast conspiracy, the military-industrial
complex. You know who us is.”


Somehow, Luke was not surprised. The
CIA had installed a young woman in the West Wing in an attempt to manipulate
Clement Dixon, and the crazy old coot had taken the bait. Now she was a
prisoner on board the airplane with him.


“Do you know this person?” Luke
said. “This Tracey Reynolds? Is that even her real name?”


“Yes,” Big Daddy said. “It’s her
real name. You can’t get someone working inside the West Wing of the White
House under an alias. You have to be more subtle than that. The White House
obtained something like her true history when they researched her clearance,
they just didn’t get all of it. For example, her resume says she served eighteen
months in the Peace Corps in a remote village in the African country of Malawi,
before she contracted severe dysentery and had to be repatriated early, six
months before her two-year commitment was up. Most of that is true, in a sense.
Except the remote village was actually a training camp, and she never got
dysentery—the training was finished, so she came home. 


“Ditto her time at Oxford
University. She was there as a Fulbright Scholar, studying English common law. That’s
real. But she spent most of her free time under the tutelage of experienced MI6
agents, and in training with the Special Air Service. During that time, she
poisoned a Russian expatriate who was a Putin spy in a suite at the London
Intercontinental Hotel, her first kill that I’m personally aware of. Guy never
knew what hit him. He thought he’d hired a high-class call girl. You might have
seen it in the newspapers. Security cameras in the hotel elevators and hallways
malfunctioned that night. Strange coincidence.”


“So you do know her?” Luke said.


Big Daddy grunted. Maybe it was
laughter. It sounded like a dog barking.


“Know her? Yeah. I know her. In my
bones. In my very essence. She was a bit of a protégé of mine at one time, and
we’ve still been in touch. But I do want to be clear. I was not involved in
this White House operation. I just happen to be acquainted with it. I’m one of
a handful of people who are, and only because of my… let’s say, special
relationship with the agent involved.”


Luke found himself wanting to move
on. Whatever this mentor relationship was that Big Daddy had with Tracey
Reynolds, Luke would prefer not to dig too deep. 


“Fighting skills?” he said.


Big Daddy nodded. “Decent. Israeli
Krav Maga, tae kwon do, a few others. I’ve seen her spar. She can take a shot,
and give one. But if you have to ask that question, it shows you don’t know
her. That’s not how she operates. She’s five-three, maybe a hundred twenty pounds
with bricks in her pockets. You don’t put a woman like her in a cage match. She’s
clandestine, cloak and dagger. She’s a cutthroat. She’ll stick a shiv in your
back long before she punches you in the face. You will be dead before you’re
aware that there’s a problem.”


“Charming,” Trudy said. 


“Yeah,” Big Daddy said. “She’s
been one of my favorites. Totally amoral. It’s actually kind of scary. Coming
from me, that says a lot.”


 “Can we get a message to her?”
Luke said. “From what I’ve heard, there’s no communication on the plane, except
with the pilots, and even that’s restricted.”


“Right,” Trudy said. “The
hijackers confiscated all communication devices from everyone aboard the plane.
They appear to have disabled or destroyed every computer and telephone device
within the White House section of the plane. The pilots are in touch with air
traffic control, but from what we know, a hijacker who speaks English is either
inside the cockpit with them, or standing in the doorway.”


“Also, how do we even know she’s
still alive?” Ed Newsam said.


“She’s already sent a message out,”
Big Daddy said. “As of less than an hour ago, she was alive and still
operational.”


“How did she do that?” Trudy said.


“She has a very small
communications device with her. It works via satellite, and is exquisitely reliable,
very high-tech, but also rugged. Its screen is the height of a ten-point font. It
has a tiny fold-out keyboard that works by shorthand. When collapsed, the whole
thing is no larger than a postage stamp across. She either has it sewn into her
clothes, inside a slit in her belt or shoe, or possibly on her person, as
we used to say in the old days. To get a message out, she needs just a few
minutes alone, likely in a bathroom stall.”


He smiled again. Big Daddy was
enjoying this protégé of his a little too much.


“What was the message she sent?”


Big Daddy reached into his pocket
and pulled out a piece of paper. He unfolded it and placed it on the desk. The
words were:


Meerkat w sacred cow. Advise?


“Sacred Cow is the President,”
Trudy said. It wasn’t a question.


Big Daddy nodded. “Yes.”


“And Meerkat?” Luke said. 


“That’s her,” Big Daddy said. “It’s
her code name, and it fits. Meerkats are these little prairie dogs in Africa. They’re
cute as heck, and also about the most vicious things on the planet. They will
cheerfully rip your throat out.”


 “Was a message sent back?” Swann
said. 


“Yes. The message was maintain
cover. That was it. We’ve got her there, and she’s like our chess piece in
the opponent’s territory. If they notice her, they’ll take her off the board. Right
now, she’s hiding in plain sight.”


“She could open the door for us,”
Brian Deckers said. 


His boyish grin was back. It
occurred to Luke that Deckers’s entire investment in this meeting was finding
someone to open the door. The kid lived for the jump. In special operations,
Luke had met a few like that before.


Big Daddy nodded. “She could. But
a complicating factor is that no one can know she’s an Agency asset, not the
White House, not the Air Force, no one. And I will protect that fact with my life.
If this needs to go to a wider public for any reason, then we have to think of
a different route, and I’ll call this one off myself.”


They all looked at him. 


“Understand something,” he said. “This
is the deepest type of undercover there is. Look: the CIA doesn’t operate
inside the United States, ever. They are not doing so now. There are no CIA
agents embedded inside the White House, the Congress, the FBI, the Washington
Post, the New York Times, or anywhere else. The sexy young pop star
with the hit song is not a CIA agent. The majority shareholder of Sarkoff
Brothers investment bank is not a CIA agent. You get it? The CIA is an
intelligence gathering organization that only operates abroad. Anyone who might
suggest otherwise compromises the whole enterprise. Also, you never know who’s
listening. The more people who know about her, the more likely someone slips
and she dies.”


“In other words, the Agency has no
plans to reveal the presence of that agent aboard the airplane?” Swann said. 


“They haven’t so far, have they? You’ve
been listening to the chatter, haven’t you? It would be a silly thing to even
suggest.”


“But you’ve told us,” Luke said. 


Big Daddy shrugged. “She’s on the
plane. She’s a killer. The hijackers don’t know about her. Almost nobody does. We
can use her, if we need to, and if we have a workable plan. If we don’t have a
workable plan, then she should probably just sit tight, and hope the hijackers
release her unharmed.” 


Luke’s desktop phone beeped. He
pushed the blinking button on the device. 


“Luke,” a female voice said. “You
have a call. It’s Don.”


“Please put him through.”


The machine beeped again, and a
moment later, Don’s voice came through. It started with a heavy sigh. “Son,” he
said, “I’m hanging by a thread here. Tell me you have something for me.”


“I’ve got Big Daddy Cronin
standing in my office,” Luke said. “It looks like we’ve got something. Maybe. But
we’re going to need buy-in from the White House, the Secret Service, the Air
Force, everybody.” 


“What do you need specifically?”
Don said. “Men, material?” Already his voice seemed to have perked up the
smallest amount. Sometimes people just needed a tiny hope, something to believe
in. 


“We need a fast plane, something
that can get our team out ahead of Air Force One.”


“Like the plane you took to
Alaska?”


Luke nodded. They had flown to the
Alaskan Arctic in a small, experimental supersonic passenger plane, which
traveled more than twice the speed of sound. “That will do. Then we need to
convince the hijackers they need to refuel. So we’ll also need a refueling
tanker. After that, we need everyone to give us room to work.”


There was a pause while Don mulled
it over. 


“We were riding high before this,”
he said. “We were on Clement Dixon’s short list of go-to agencies.”


“How do you think that will
translate with Thomas Hayes?” 


“I don’t know,” Don said. “But
maybe I can sell it to him.”











CHAPTER FIFTEEN


 


 


2:45 p.m. Atlantic Standard
Time (2:45 p.m. Eastern Daylight Time)


Air Force One


The Skies Above the Atlantic
Ocean


 


 


“What
kind of man are you?”


The
question hung there. For a long moment, the only sound was the background hum
of the jet engines. Otherwise, the passenger compartment was silent. 


Margaret
watched the young man. He was near the front of the journalist seating section,
to the left. He was sitting alone. She had never gotten a very good look at
him, nor spoken to him. He was brown-skinned and slim. In happier times, he was
a flight attendant. 


He
pointed to himself as if it were a question.


“Yes. You.”


The ride
went from nightmare to nightmare. Half an hour ago, two of the hijackers had
come through, dragging the body of the big blond Secret Service agent. They had
dragged it to the back of the cabin and, she imagined, taken it downstairs to
the cargo hold. There were meat freezers down there. 


Several
moments later, they had passed with a heavy black equipment bag. From the size
of it, and the fact that they struggled with its weight, she guessed another
body was inside of it. 


At the
moment, there were only two hijackers in the cabin. The one speaking was the
largest of them, the muscular one with the neatly trimmed beard and blue eyes. There
was a dullness behind his eyes, a blankness, that Margaret had always equated
with stupidity. But maybe that was wrong. 


These eyes
seemed shrewd and calculating enough. What they lacked was not intelligence,
but humanity.


The
large man was carrying a shotgun. His suicide vest seemed small, hugging his
upper body like a comfortably fashionable hunting accessory. Behind him, a
smaller terrorist lurked, cradling a machine gun and grinning.   


A new
game was starting for them.


“Stand
up,” the large one said. 


Margaret
saw it now. The puzzle snapped together suddenly and completely. This man was a
bully, possibly a psychopath. The smaller one behind him was his minion, or at
the very least, someone who would never stand up to him. 


The
boss, the small dark one who disciplined them, was not in the room. The older
man with the streaks of white in his beard was also not here. Perhaps he was a
boss as well. The rest of the terrorists, the ones who had been here in the
beginning, were dead. If there were any more in the cargo hold, they hadn’t
shown themselves.


There
are only four of them left.


Four. Four
men. Margaret held fast to that number. It could become important. There were
six prisoners in this room alone—her, Clement Dixon, Dixon’s assistant, the
nurse, the doctor, and the flight attendant. 


Also,
there were the pilots, if they were still alive. 


Slowly,
the slim man stood. He wore a white Air Force uniform. Margaret could not see
his face, but she could see his body shaking from here. 


“What’s
your name?” the bully said.


“Gustavo,”
the shaking man said. 


The
bully nodded. “Gustavo. And what is your job here, Gustavo?” The bully spoke English
well, with a slight accent. This was the most he’d said the entire trip.


“I’m the
cabin attendant,” Gustavo said. “I serve the—”


“The
cabin attendant?” the bully said. He smiled broadly. “This is the same as the
stewardess, is it not? Like a waitress.” 


He made
a sweeping gesture with his arms. “A waitress in the sky. This is a job for a
woman. Are you a woman, Gustavo?”


The man
behind him laughed. 


It had
taken Margaret a moment, but now she got it.


He
thinks Gustavo is gay.


Instinctively,
Margaret kicked off her shoes from this morning’s event. They were sensible
shoes, but did have heels an inch high. They were no good for moving quickly. And
something was about to happen here.


Suddenly,
Clement Dixon was out of his seat and moving up the aisle. 


“No!”
his assistant, Tracey, said. “Mr. President!”


“That’s
quite enough,” Dixon said, his voice loud, louder than the engines, louder than
anything that had been uttered so far. Clement Dixon was known, more than
anything, as a fiery orator. 


“Young
man, what’s your name?”


The
muscular man shrugged, momentarily taken aback.


“It will
not help you. My name is Siddiq. In Arabic, it means truthful, if you are
wondering. And now we are learning the truth about this person.”


“Well,
Siddiq, his name is Gustavo, as you’ve just learned, and it’s time for you to
leave him be. This is a difficult situation for all of us, everyone aboard this
airplane, and you won’t make it any easier by—”


Siddiq
raised his shotgun and knocked the butt end into Clement Dixon’s face. 


He did
it without warning, and Dixon went down so fast it was as if a trapdoor had
opened below him. A gasp went up from everyone in the cabin. 


Now
Tracey was up and moving along the aisle.


“Tracey!”
Margaret hissed. 


Siddiq
kicked Dixon in the torso.


The doctor
was up, and moving in from the right side of the cabin.


“You can’t
do that! That man is the President of the United—”


The
smaller terrorist was there, in front of the doctor, pointing the machine gun,
blocking his path. 


“Back! Back!
I will kill you right here.”


Siddiq
kicked Dixon again. And again. 


Now
Tracey was running up the aisle.


“No! He’s
an old man!”


“He’s
not my president!” Siddiq shouted. “He is guilty! Guilty as charged!”


He spit
down on Dixon. 


And now
Margaret was up, running in her stockinged feet, after Tracey maybe, or running
to defend the President of the United States. Even she didn’t know. 


Siddiq
kicked Dixon again. A young, strong man was kicking a seventy-four-year-old man
on the floor, delivering the kicks viciously, at full strength. He could easily
kick Clement Dixon to death.  


“No!”
Tracey shrieked. “You’re going to kill him!”


Then
Gustavo was there, wrestling for Siddiq’s gun. The two men struggled, grunting.
But then there was a knife in Siddiq’s hand, and he swiped it in a long arc. It
glimmered, the arc seeming to leave an afterglow. 


Gustavo
stopped fighting and stood straight up. Margaret saw his eyes, eyes she would
never forget if she lived to a hundred. The eyes opened wide, in surprise, and
pain, and then fear. His mouth hung slack. 


His
white shirt was slit at the abdomen. A horizontal line of red appeared there,
becoming wider all the time. In a few seconds, it was inches wide, with blood
dripping down onto his white pants. 


Siddiq
plunged the knife into Gustavo’s chest. 


Then he
released the knife and pushed Gustavo backwards. Gustavo crumpled and fell
across some seats. 


“Do you
see now?” Siddiq said to Clement Dixon. He leaned down into the President’s
face. “You let this degenerate on board your own airplane. Do you see what this
thing was that served you? How many ways did it serve you? That’s what I
wonder. Where you’re going, the penalty for this degeneracy is death.”


“You’re
making a terrible mistake,” Dixon said. 


“You
made the mistake, whoremonger.”


Tracey was
there now, on her knees, cradling Dixon’s head. Suddenly, Siddiq grabbed her by
the hair and yanked her to her feet. 


“Get up!
Are you the old man’s whore? Yes, I bet you are.”


His
smiled at her and looked her body up and down. His eyes were evil. He was a
brute, a monster. 


“You and
I have a date before this trip is over. Remember that.”


“Okay,”
Margaret said. “That’s it! That’s enough!”


Tracey
was young enough to be her daughter, and the protective urges had kicked in
completely. Gustavo was probably dying, there was nothing she could do about
that, but she could protect this young woman from this animal. 


She
marched toward him. 


“This
has got to stop.”


The man
punched her in the face. 


Margaret
had never felt anything like it. The punch connected with her left cheekbone. She
staggered backwards. In the first instant, it didn’t even hurt. She couldn’t
describe the feeling.


She
flashed back to a phrase Don used to say while watching boxing matches on TV. He
got his bell rung.


Margaret
had gotten her bell rung. If she lived through this, she would tell Don all
about it. For a moment, the entire world seemed to slide sideways, then spin
around her. She was turning. Clement Dixon was behind her, still on the floor
in the aisle. She stumbled over him. She stumbled over the President of the
United States. 


Amazing!
Had anyone ever done that before?


There
was no sound. She lost her footing and flew forward, her arms out in front of
her. Then she was on all fours in the aisle, facing away from the man who had
punched her. She shook her head, trying to clear it, another gesture she
remembered from Don watching fighters. 


Punch
drunk. I’m punch drunk.


“We’re
not like your Western men,” a voice was saying from behind her. “We’re still
men in the real way, and we’re not afraid to put females in their place.”


No one
had ever hit her before. Incredible. A lifetime, but never this. 


“So
many,” she said. “So many…”


What was
she trying to say? So many people, so many women, men, children… this was just
another part of their lives, people hitting them. People hit other people. It
was more than just fighting, a battle between equals. She could never hope to
fight that man. It was more than that, and worse. 


It was
control.


Her face
was hot and getting hotter. She could already feel the welt rising there,
without having to touch it with her hand. It was going to hurt. Her face, and
her head, they were going to ache. 


“Do you
understand your place now?”


The man
was right behind her, looming over her. He was going to continue this. He was
going to beat her if he didn’t get the right answer. 


Well,
she’d be dipped in…


A
gunshot rang out. 


BANG!


It was
loud, excruciating, deafening, and her entire body flinched at the sound of it.
It sent a shockwave through her. 


What
now? What next? 


Another
woman was screaming.


 


* * *


 


“Stop! Stop
this madness!”


Omar had
walked in on a mess. 


He was
just entering the passenger cabin as Hassan shot the airplane doctor in the
stomach. The doctor, a tall man with an erect bearing and a large lower jaw,
had not given them any trouble until now. 


But of
course Hassan had shot him. And this was because Siddiq seemed to be fighting
with half the prisoners. Of course. Of course. Omar had been out of the room
for no more than fifteen minutes.  


It took
him several seconds to process the information in front of his eyes. 


A man
was bloody and dead, or soon to be dead, lying across two seats. His eyes were
blank slits, half open, unseeing. His mouth hung open with the pink tongue
lolling out. The long black handle of a knife protruded from his chest. Omar
remembered him as the flight attendant. 


The
President of the United States was curled in a ball on the floor of the aisle. Just
beyond him, an older woman was on all fours like a dog. 


Towering
above this scene was Siddiq, gripping the hair of the petite, pretty, blonde
girl in the fist of his left hand. His shotgun was on the floor at his feet. A
clever, quick-witted opponent would have a chance at retrieving that gun.


“Siddiq!”
Omar shouted. “You pig!” he said in Arabic. “You dog! Come to heel.”


Siddiq
turned to Omar, his eyes on fire. 


“Let the
woman go.”


Siddiq
did nothing but stare back at Omar.


“You
forget yourself, my friend,” Omar said, still speaking Arabic. “But I will not
forget it. And our superiors…”


“We have
no superiors,” Siddiq said. “This time, we will not survive. Your luck has run
out, Omar. The command and control is broken. We are on our own here. And this
journey has death all over it.”


“When
you kill people, then you have death,” Omar said. “And if we have no superiors,
then I will kill you myself.” 


“You can
die just as easily as I can,” Siddiq said. 


The man
was unhinged. Omar nearly laughed. Had Siddiq just issued a threat? Omar shook
his head. It didn’t anger him. It didn’t frighten him. Threats from mortal men
barely even interested him, other than as a source of amusement. He had been
living this life since he was a teenager. He was nearing forty years old. He
had killed at least a hundred men. He had been shot more than a dozen times. 


“As
always, the Holy One decides if I live or die,” he said. “And I remind you that
I have been doing this since you were a baby in your mother’s arms. I am very
hard to kill. So if you are hoping to kill me, make sure to shoot me from
behind. But remember I have eyes in the back of my head.”


He
paused to give Siddiq a moment to prepare to follow orders. A man like Siddiq
must be broken, again and again. But sometimes it must be done gently.  


“Now let
that woman go.”


Slowly,
Siddiq allowed his fist to open, and the young woman disentangled herself. She
crouched down next to the American President and the woman on the floor. They
were all cooing and gabbling together. 


“Come
away from there,” Omar said.


Siddiq
stepped between and through the group on the floor. His hard eyes never strayed
from Omar. His body was electric, alive like a snake, because he had just been
in the midst of combat. He had killed a man, apparently, and dropped another to
the ground. He appeared to have beaten two women as well.


“They
attacked us,” he said. 


Siddiq
was a liar as much as he was a brute. Omar should kill him now, except he would
not do it in front of the prisoners. Also, he may yet need him. Siddiq was
strong and he was fearless. These were the only things keeping him alive.  


Hassan
stood uselessly, staring down at the man he had just shot. Omar put a hand on
Hassan’s back.


“Only
discharge the gun when necessary, brother. It’s very dangerous aboard an
airplane.”


Hassan
nodded. “It was necessary. He charged me.”


“Okay.”


A woman
kneeled by the bloody doctor. 


Omar
seemed to witness her in sharp relief. He saw her totally. He imagined that he
could almost read her mind. She had dark brown hair, streaked with a few
strands of gray, and she wore the light blue clothes that medical personnel
often referred to as “scrubs.” She was the airplane’s nurse. 


She had
ripped open the doctor’s shirt. The doctor was groaning in agony. He didn’t
even sound human any longer. Blood was everywhere. It was all over the nurse’s
hands. She was doing something inside the man’s body, feeling inside of him.  


She
looked up at Omar. 


“If we
can move him to the medical annex, I can stop the bleeding and get him sedated.
His colon is perforated. There’s a very large danger of infection and septic
shock in a wound like this one. But I might be able to…”


Omar
took out his .38 Special. He pointed it downward at the doctor.


“Don’t
do that!” the nurse said. “Don’t do that. Don’t do—”


BANG!


He
pulled the trigger and shot the good doctor through the top of his head. Instantly,
the doctor crumpled, his body collapsing into a bloody pile.


The
woman fell backwards, away from the corpse.


“Oh. My.
God.”


She
looked up at him, dazed, uncertain. Perhaps she thought he would kill her now,
too. He wouldn’t. He hadn’t intended to kill anyone. But there would be no
emergency medical intervention for the doctor. There would be no desperate
attempts to save his life. For what? To have him die a few hours from now? 


“Why?”
she said. Her eyes were big, questioning. Her mouth hung open.


If he
were to be honest, he would tell her there simply was no time for heroics of
this sort. He would tell her that it was a distraction, and he could not spare
the attention or the resources. He would tell her that dead prisoners helped
him, and living ones created headaches, especially when they were men. He would
have killed the men himself, and right away upon coming upstairs, but good
morale among the prisoners also helped him. 


More
than anything, this was all a logistical problem.


But that
kind of honesty didn’t interest him at the moment. Regaining control of this
situation interested him. 


“Was the
doctor a Christian?” he said.


She
blinked and nodded. “Yes.”


“Would
you deny him his place in Paradise?”


She
stared at Omar, her mouth open. 


Omar
shrugged. People were dying today, and every day. What was one more? He was
about to turn away from her. Their conversation was done. 


But
suddenly she was on her feet and charging him. Her face was a mask of rage. Her
teeth were like a shark’s teeth. Her hands were curved into claws. Omar had
seen it before, many times. 


The
woman was back in the jungle. 


“You
animal!” she shrieked. 


Omar
shot her in the face. BANG! 


Her head
snapped back with the impact. He could tell the exit wound was bad. Blood and
bone and brain sprayed out the back of her head. The entry wound was worse. He
would not look at her face again.


She
dropped, and was probably dead before she reached the floor. 


Omar’s
breathing was heavy. He was frustrated by this. 


“Hassan,”
he said sharply. Hassan turned to receive his orders, but did not raise his
eyes to meet Omar’s. He was ashamed, as he should be. Omar had left him and
Siddiq in charge of the passengers for a short period, and chaos had been the
result.


“Take
the remaining prisoners into the forward hold. In the President’s quarters
there is a conference room with a long table. The old man will know where it
is. Have him lead the way. Follow behind them at a safe distance. Hold them in
the conference room. Let them take seats. Do not let them touch anything else. I
will be there in a few minutes.”


Normally,
he would add, “If anyone gives you a problem, kill them.”


Given
the circumstances, it seemed instructions like that could only give Omar more
trouble. “The prisoners are valuable,” he said in Arabic. “We need them.”


Hassan
nodded. “Of course. Forgive me.”


“You don’t
require my forgiveness,” Omar said. “We did not undertake this mission on my
behalf.”


Hassan
began to herd the remaining prisoners out the door. They were temporarily in
shock, and they went like lambs. There were only three left down here in the
passenger cabins—two women and the President of the United States. Also, there
were the two pilots. Five Americans and four hijackers, nine people in all, on
a very large plane. Omar felt that it was fast becoming a ghost ship.


Siddiq
pulled the knife from the chest of the dead flight attendant. It was a long
blade, sharp, something that looked ideal for carving meat. He rubbed the blood
off of each side of the knife, using the dead man’s starched white shirt. 


Siddiq
was like an overgrown child. 


“Did you
smuggle that knife on board?” 


If he
had, it would be a serious breach of the instructions. They were not to bring
weapons with them of any kind. Just the C-4, which had a modified chemical
signal to make it undetectable. Other weapons could set off metal detectors. 


Siddiq
made an exaggerated face of disgust. “Of course not. I took it from the kitchen
after we boarded. It makes a good weapon, better than a gun. Safer to use on an
airplane.”


He
gestured with his head at the .38 revolver still in Omar’s hand.


Omar was
in no mood for a debate, least of all with a man like this. “Take these bodies
downstairs and put them in a freezer.”


Siddiq
eyed him. “Why? They are unbelievers. Why put the bodies of unbelievers in the
meat lockers? So they can receive a Christian burial later? I say let them rot
where they are.”


“The
bodies of believer and unbeliever alike begin to smell,” Omar said. “Eventually,
the smell becomes unbearable. Soon afterward, it fills every available space. You
say this mission has death all over it? Wait until it starts to smell like
death. Now do as I said.”


Siddiq
was still staring at Omar.


“Am I to
carry them myself?”


Omar
nodded. “Yes.”


“What
will you be doing?” Siddiq said.


“That’s
easy enough to answer,” Omar said. “I’ll be cleaning up the mess you made.”


Their
eyes met again. Siddiq shook his head and laughed. He bent to the task of
dragging the bloody doctor to the back of the passenger compartment. For a second,
he seemed to have forgotten Omar was even there. 


Shoot
him now.


Siddiq
was a problem. He had always been a problem, since his earliest days in the
movement. And his actions on this plane only confirmed it.


He was ten
meters away now, dragging the doctor by the legs. Evidently, he did not want to
touch the man’s ruined and bloody head.


One
shot, at this moment, would kill Siddiq. He was not a werewolf, or a vampire. He
was just a troubled person who often made a disaster of things. He was not
intelligent. He was not a good person in general, and he was not a good person
to rely upon. As a servant of Allah, he was a flawed instrument at best. He was
a good candidate for early retirement. 


But they
were only four now, and they needed him. 


A
thought occurred to Omar then, and he followed its line of reasoning to the
end. 


Why? Why
did they need Siddiq?


To help
control the prisoners? Except why did they need the prisoners? Omar had just
told Hassan that the prisoners were valuable, but were they? Certainly, the
President was invaluable. He was the ultimate prize, and the reason for the
mission.  


And the
pilots were valuable. They knew how to fly the plane. 


But the
others? The two women? What did he need them for? 


Omar was
nothing if not a practical man. If there had ever been sentimentality within
him at one time, it was long gone. The women prisoners were an impediment, a
barrier to successful completion of the objective. His instructions were to
keep any prisoners alive, if possible, and bring them safely to Mogadishu. Their
return to the Americans could be a point of negotiation. This was made clear to
him. 


But it
was difficult. 


They
needed to be fed. 


They
needed to be watched. 


They
would need bathroom breaks. 


If there
was a battle in Mogadishu, and in all likelihood there would be, it would prove
impossible to protect them in the chaos, and there was a good chance they would
all die then. 


Perhaps
the best thing would be to simply kill them now, or in a little while. Separate
them from the President and kill them quietly in another location, so he would
not know. Then, a few moments later, kill Siddiq with a quick shot to the head.


The
President would inquire about the welfare of his companions, of course, and he
would be reassured to know they were well and being treated kindly. By the time
he realized the truth, what difference would it make?


If Omar
lived long enough for his superiors to question him about it, he could say that
it couldn’t be helped. 


He had
to admit that this plan would make everything easier. 
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“Where is the plane now?”


Vice President Thomas Hayes and a
few others were in the high-backed chairs in the sitting area at the center of
the Oval Office. A lush round carpet adorned with the Seal of the President was
at their feet. Three tall windows, with drapes pulled back, looked out on the
Rose Garden. Outside, it was a sunny, unseasonably mild day for mid-October. The
flowers of summer were gone, replaced by hardy green plants. 


It was odd to be here, sitting in
this office with Clement gone. Normally, the Vice President conducted business
at the Naval Observatory. That had been Thomas Hayes’s policy since he took
over the job. But now, with what had happened, it seemed best to be closer to
the nerve center.  


He glanced around at the people
who were here. The earlier Situation Room meeting had broken up. Somehow, this
was better. Secret Service men stood guard at the doors. Military men from the
Pentagon stood at something like attention. Aides and assistants milled around,
scribbling notes or tapping their fingers on personal electronic devices. Everyone
was apparently super-competent, and yet nothing was getting done. 


General Richard Stark of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff sat across from Thomas Hayes. His dress green uniform looked as
if it wouldn’t dare consider a crease or wrinkle. His face looked as if it
wouldn’t dare consider a whisker. 


His eyes were hunter eyes. His
nose was like the beak of a bird of prey. Hayes’s nose was fodder for such glee
and mockery in the media. The media should take a look at the general’s nose. 


A large TV had been brought in on
a rolling cart. They had watched the Haiti fiasco on it. No one seemed able to
explain how or why that had unfolded the way it did. The best guess was one or
more of the Secret Service agents had disobeyed orders and gotten themselves
and others killed. 


Now playing on the TV screen was a
satellite tracker of the location of Air Force One. Everyone in the room could
see where the airplane was. 


Stark glanced at the image. 


“It’s over the Atlantic Ocean,
south and east of Bermuda, still headed due east, toward Africa, at a
groundspeed equivalent of just under six hundred miles per hour.”


“And it’s flying with an escort?”
Hayes said.


Stark nodded. “Five F/A-18 fighter
jets. One navy P8-A Poseidon aerial listening station, basically a spy plane. It’s
got radio and radar antennae, it can receive and send satellite transmissions,
and has sophisticated long-range still and video cameras. That’s our eyes and
ears. Air Force One has jamming technology to thwart eavesdropping, but if
there are gunshots or explosions on board, we should hear them.”


Hayes didn’t say a word. Gunshots
and explosions sounded just lovely. He would look forward to that.


“Also, we’ve got two HC-130 Combat
King transport airplanes up there, each carrying elite combat search and rescue
jump teams, in case Air Force One should go down at any point.”


“Shouldn’t we have helicopters for
the jump teams, in case the plane goes down?” Hayes said. 


Stark shrugged. “It’s a good idea,
sir, but the planes are moving much too fast for helicopters to keep up. If a
crash happens, we will get rescue helicopters on site as soon as possible. And
we will get swimmers into the water from the planes, with inflatable rafts as
part of their jump equipment, immediately.”


Hayes nodded. He felt a little
foolish. Planes flew faster than helicopters. Of course they did. “Of course,”
he said. 


He was not the president, but he
felt like he had been thrust into the president’s decision-making role, perhaps
before he was ready. There was some talk that if the crisis went on much
longer, he would take the Oath of Office, perhaps as early as this afternoon. It
was clear that the President was no longer able to make or communicate
decisions. 


“What’s happening in San Juan?”
Hayes said. 


Stark glanced down at a sheet of
paper in his hand. An aide had come in and given him that less than five
minutes before. “At last count, nineteen dead, not including suspected
terrorists. More than two hundred injured. Local hospitals are swamped with
patients. Most people in the presidential entourage were uninjured. Governor
Montcalvo suffered a concussion when his car flipped over, as did his driver
and Secret Service agent. All three will be in the hospital overnight for
observation. Director Morris of the FBI Special Response Team suffered a broken
wrist and a concussion. He checked himself out of the hospital against doctors’
orders. His wife is on the airplane.”


“Oh my. That’s terrible news.”


“Yes, sir.”


“What else?” Hayes said. “What
have we learned about how the terrorists got on the plane?”


Stark shrugged. “Local police and
National Guard units have raided safe houses, hangouts, and apartments of
criminals, Puerto Rican nationalists, and individuals thought to potentially
harbor radical Islamist tendencies. Pentagon personnel have taken part in these
raids, as observers. A handful of arrests have been made, but no actionable
intelligence has been offered thus far.”


There was a long moment of quiet. Hayes
found himself frustrated by the lack of answers. The Puerto Ricans were opaque
about their law enforcement. They refused to share intelligence with the
Pentagon, as though the US military was an invading power. 


“What are my options, Richard? What
am I supposed to do?”


“Sir,” Stark said, “I would back
burner the Puerto Rican situation for the time being. The investigations there
are ongoing, and I think they will eventually bear some fruit. Or they won’t. But
far more important is the issue of the President.”


“And do we have a plan on the
table?” Hayes said. “Do we have any options at all? I seem to remember we had
none in Haiti.”


Stark nodded. “Yes, sir. Our
options are improved in the current situation. As I’ve indicated, the best plan
we have at the moment is to get a message to the pilots to quietly release fuel
from the plane. If they can do that without the hijackers knowing, then within
a reasonably short time frame, the plane will be forced to land somewhere. Most
likely, the landing place would be an airport or airfield in West Africa. Under
the guise of refueling, we could then stage a Raid on Entebbe style rescue,
with special operators storming the plane, neutralizing the hijackers, and
rescuing the American personnel on board.”


Hayes shook his head. “I’m not
going to lie. I don’t like it. I don’t like it one bit. The hijackers will be
expecting exactly that sort of raid. They could land, and at the first delay, or
hint that something is unusual, they could simply kill all the hostages,
including the President. Worse, as soon as they find out the plane is almost
out of fuel, they could simply decide to crash it into some African desert. What
do they care? They’re suicide fighters, aren’t they? They showed up wearing
explosive belts and vests. They have no plans to live through this day.”


“What would you have us do
instead?” Stark said.     


“I want to negotiate with whoever
is in charge,” Hayes said. 


As soon as he said it, he realized
the truth in it. Somewhere on Earth, someone had to be in charge of this
attack. Someone had set it in motion. Likely it was a group, or maybe even a
government. If they could figure out who had done this, then they could know
what they wanted, know what their vulnerabilities were. They could find out
where their loved ones lived. Yes, even Thomas Hayes was now thinking about
bombing people, and in retaliation. It had been a long day so far, and it was
only getting longer.


“Sir,” Stark said. “No one appears
to be in charge. The hijackers have resisted every attempt we’ve made at
communication. They don’t want to talk, and that’s by design. Who they are, and
who their parent company is, is not clear. At the moment, there is no one with
whom to negotiate.”


 Hayes shook his head. “If we wait
a little longer, I’m confident someone will reveal themselves. They will crawl
out of the woodwork and make some kind of demand. Clearly, these hijackers have
at least some kind of relationship with the Taliban.”


“Clearly, sir,” Stark said.  


“Well, what’s happening on that
front? What sort of information have we picked up?”


Stark shook his head. “Scant. There
have been more than twenty raids conducted by American military personnel in
the past hour, through eastern Afghanistan and extending into western Pakistan.
The groups we suspect of involvement are choosing to elude capture by fighting
to the death. A few people have survived the ensuing firefights and been
captured, but so far none of them have been willing to talk.”


“I thought we have ways of making
them talk,” Hayes said. 


“We do, sir. But even that takes
time and doesn’t always result in actionable intelligence. Often the
information it provides is garbled and conflicting.”


“Terrific,” Hayes said. “So we’re
nowhere at the moment.”


“Yes, sir.”


Hayes sighed. 


He didn’t like military people. He
didn’t need to say that out loud again. Everyone in this room knew it. These
people chewed up $700 billion per year of taxpayer money, not counting black
budgets that no one copped to knowing the amount of, and in a time of crisis,
they had no actionable intelligence, as they called it, and one idea, which was
basically to copy a raid Israel had carried out decades ago. 


The raid happened in 1976 and the
movie came out in 1977. Chances were good the terrorists had seen it along with
everyone else. It was probably one of their training films by now—What Not
To Do. It was a cautionary tale for them, and the minute reality started to
follow that script, they would put their Plan B into effect. 


“Mr. Vice President?” an aide
said. 


“Yes?”


“You have a call from Director
Morris of the FBI Special Response Team. He was in the car with Governor
Montcalvo this morning, and was part of the President’s entourage. He had a private
dinner with the President and the governor last night. He’s been calling all
afternoon, sir, and insists he must speak with you.”


Hayes looked at Stark. “Don
Morris. What did we just say about him?” 


He was having trouble keeping the
information straight in his head. It wasn’t that the intelligence was coming in
fast and furious. That was hardly the case. It was that the events were so
shocking, they seemed to have ripped his mind from its moorings. It was a
brutal day, and he had been thrust into a difficult position.


“His wife is one of the hostages,
sir,” Stark said again.  


Hayes felt the air going out of
him. He would have to take this call. He had to offer his condolences at the
very least.


Thomas Hayes knew well enough
about Don Morris. The guy got mixed reviews. He was a cowboy, and liked to
operate all the way off the reservation. Yes, his team had disarmed a rogue
Russian nuclear weapon in the far Arctic, but on the way there they had been
insubordinate, secretive, and well outside any mandate entrusted to them. Their
lead agent had participated in the mission even though he had been suspended at
the orders of the President himself. About all that, Don Morris had cried
ignorance. He’d had no idea the mission was happening, his people had dreamed
it up all on their own, but weren’t they just the best? 


The guy was a piece of work. 


“Okay,” Hayes said. “Put him on
the speakerphone. Maybe he knows something that we don’t.”
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The place was a madhouse.


Don Morris sat in a small
soundproof plastic room inside a VIP lounge, looking out a glass wall at the
concourse and ticketing area. He was two floors above the action. 


Sunlight streamed in from the
skylights high above. Hundreds of people, maybe thousands, were all trying to
get off the island at once. The ticketing desks were swamped—lines of people
filling the queues inside the velvet ropes, then snaking out into the
concourse, wrapping down corridors, combining with other lines, morphing into
congealed masses of people who probably had no idea what line they were in.


On the big digital departure
boards, the bad news was everywhere:


New York JFK: CANCELLED


Miami: CANCELLED


Atlanta: CANCELLED


Newark: DELAYED


Washington Reagan National: SEE
REPRESENTATIVE 


Don nearly laughed. “See
Representative.” What could be more inconvenient than cancelled or delayed? Thorough
body cavity searches and then being eaten by a lost tribe of cannibals? Whatever
it was, people headed to Washington Reagan National were going to have to
endure it. Don had given up on the idea of taking a commercial flight back to
the United States proper. He could almost certainly get on a military
transport, but he wanted to wait before he put in that request.


He held a gin and tonic in his
left hand. He was on his third, and they had done his headache some good. He
had slowed down the pace a bit now, and the ice in this one was melting. It
made the drink weaker. It also killed the flavor. 


He drummed the fingers of his
right hand on the narrow Formica desk. His phone, a slim black Motorola, sat
next to his hand, the speakerphone feature on. He was on hold, but there was no
music. There was no sound at all, nothing to indicate the phone was even on. He
checked it once in a while just to make sure. This was the fourth time he had
tried this call.


He was keeping himself steady. At
a time like this, emotions could go all over the place. He was determined not
to let that happen. He had a task in front of him, and he steeled himself for
it. He didn’t like to think about those moments in the men’s room at the
hospital, the weakness of it. In fact, he had already come close to deleting
that from his personal history. Emotions were for later. They were a hindrance
right now.   


He had spoken to both of his
daughters, and had been stern with them. He told them to be strong for their
mother, and their children, and their husbands, and he had promised them (based
on no evidence whatsoever) that he was going to get their mother back. 


And he would do it. If it was
possible, he was going to do it. 


An image flashed to him of that
plane, blue and white, now well out over the Atlantic Ocean. Anything at all could
be going on inside there. 


God. This was the oldest he had
ever felt in his life. 


Useless. Hopeless. Helpless.


He shook that away and looked at
the screen on the cell phone again. He sighed. Still on. Still waiting. Suddenly
the phone beeped as someone came on the line.


“Director Morris? Are you still
there?”


“Yes sir,” Don said. 


“Hold one moment, please, for the
Vice President of the United States.”


Don nodded. “Of course.”


The man had been making him wait
for hours. That was natural, he supposed. His newly budding relationship was
with the President, not the Vice President. And this was probably the busiest
and most stressful of days for the Vice President, by a country mile. 


Even so. Pick up the damn
phone!


The phone clicked three times. For
a second, Don thought the switchboard operator was simply going to hang up on
him, and then he’d have to start over again from zero.


Then there was the sound of an
open line. 


“Don? This is Thomas Hayes.”


Don’s breath nearly caught in his
throat. 


“Mr. Vice President, thank you for
taking my call, sir.”


“Of course,” Hayes said. “I
apologize for not taking it earlier. We’ve all got our hands full around here,
as you might imagine.”


Don nearly responded, but Hayes
went on. 


“I can’t tell you how sorry I am
to hear about your wife.”


“Thank you, sir.” 


“I’m here in the Oval Office with
General Richard Stark of the Pentagon, and a few other people. I understand you
and the general know each other?”


“Very well, sir. Probably close to
thirty years at this point.”


“That’s good, Don.”


Another voice came on the line. “Hi,
Don. It’s Dick Stark.”


They must have him on
speakerphone. Terrific. And Dick Stark was on here. Don and Dick had been on
different paths for a very long time. Not to put too fine a point on it, Dick
Stark’s actual on-the-ground combat experience since West Point would be about
equal to a long drunken weekend of Saigon R&R for Don during the Vietnam
War.   


“Hi, Dick. How are you?”


“I’m good. Yourself?”


“I’m holding my own, Dick. It’s
been a tough day so far.”


“I understand that, Don. My
thoughts are with you, and I think we’re all praying for Margaret, the
President, and everyone on that airplane to come home safely.”


Don blinked hard. “Thank you.”


Don could imagine the parade of
flunkies and clipboard holders standing around, listening to this call, not to
mention the eavesdroppers at Secret Service, NSA, CIA, FBI, Department of
Homeland Security, and everywhere else. It was misery. His pain was their
entertainment, or boredom, or detached information gathering—whatever they
wanted, not what he wanted. 


 “What can we do for you, Don?”
Hayes said. 


No more pleasantries from him, and
no inquiries about Don’s health, or the health of the governor of Puerto Rico. He
was moving right along, all business. In a sense, that was good. The last thing
Don wanted to do was chat about old times, or even recount a blow-by-blow of
the terrorist attack on the motorcade. He didn’t care about any of that now. There
was really only one thing on his mind.


“Thank you, sir. I’m calling
because I want to offer my team’s services. As I think you know, we’ve been
working directly with the President in recent days, and we’ve had some success…”


“Yes, I know,” Hayes said. “The
mission in the Arctic. You guys pretty much saved the world on that one, didn’t
you?”


Hayes’s tone was strange, possibly
sarcastic. Don was accustomed to professional jealousy and rivalry between
agencies, and even entire branches of the military, but from the Vice
President? It couldn’t be that, could it? 


“I don’t know about that, sir. I
will say my people did their best, and came out on top in some very trying
circumstances.”


“Of course,” the Vice President
said. “No doubt about it. We were all very proud of what you accomplished on
that mission, and of your entire career.”


Don rolled his eyes. He took a sip
of his drink. “Thank you,” he said again. “And that’s the reason for my call,
sir. My people are very, very good, among the best, and I believe they’re on to
something. I’m coming straight to you, sir, because I think there may not be
time to go through channels in this case. If you give me a green light, and
some resources, I think I can get that airplane back.”


“Well, the trick is getting it back
with the people on board all alive and healthy.”


“Without a doubt, sir. Completely
my intention.”


“That begs a question,” Hayes
said. “Everyone else seems to be at a loss at the moment. What information do
you have that other agencies and the Pentagon don’t have? And what methods do
you intend to use to get the plane back, as you say?”  


Don paused a beat. Here came the
hard part. It was all hard, but this?


“I’m sorry, sir. I can’t reveal
the intel we have, its source, or the method we have in mind. Sharing any of
that information could potentially compromise the mission, and the personal
safety of the people involved.”


“Then how do you expect me to
green-light you, Don?”


Don answered without hesitation. “On
my track record, sir.”


“Don, my instinct is to send you
to the showers on this, as I’m sure you must already know. And if you can’t
tell me, or anyone, about what you plan to do…”


Don’s grip on the glass tightened.
If it got much tighter, the glass was going to explode. “Mr. Vice President, my
wife is on that plane.”


“I appreciate that, Don. And it’s
all the more reason to sideline you. You have no objectivity right now. I’m
terribly sorry about your wife. But please understand that my good friend is on
there with her. Clement Dixon and I have been…”


Don spoke. He knew it was bad. He
was cutting off the Vice President of the United States, a man who could be
President by tonight, in mid-sentence. But it was a false equivalency to
compare his relationship with Clement Dixon and Don’s relationship with his
wife. It was plain absurd. 


 “Mr. Vice President. They could
be…” He stopped for a second, almost unable to get the words out, almost unable
to accept the concept, or to accept that he had to share this horror with the fifty
or more people listening to this conversation. “…raping her, or killing her
right now. Some of these jihadis are animals, sir. They don’t believe in God. They
don’t believe in anything. They’re a death cult. They don’t care if they live
or die. They have nothing to lose.”


“Yes, I know that, Don,” Hayes
said. “And I can’t tell you how sorry I am that this has happened. But you’re
sidelined, and that’s my final word on it.”


Don nearly choked on the next
words. “I’m on bended knee here, sir. I’m begging you for a chance.”


“There is no chance, Don.” 


Don stared down at all the people
trying to get out of Puerto Rico. He had almost forgotten they existed. If
anything, there were more people in the airport than there were half an hour
ago. They were trying to get as far away from the terrorists as they could. Don
would give anything at all to get closer to the terrorists. He would give
anything at all for the chance to wrap his hands around their throats. 


The conversation with Thomas Hayes
seemed distant now, in both time and space, almost as if it had happened in
another century. 


“Okay,” Don said. “Thank you for
your time, sir.”


“Thank you for your call,” Hayes
said. 


The line went dead. 


 


* * *


 


A young waiter had come and
brought him another drink. 


Don didn’t remember asking for it,
but the fact that he had it in hand was just fine. He wouldn’t say he was
drunk, but he wouldn’t say he wasn’t, either. His headache was gone. That was a
small blessing. 


He sat quietly and thought very
carefully about nothing. Time was passing, he understood that. If they were
going to go off the reservation, then he was going to have to start pulling it
together soon. He should have already started. 


He needed a very fast plane to get
his people out in front of Air Force One, which had a monster head start.


He needed to get messages to the
pilots and the CIA agent on board.


He needed to convince the
hijackers to refuel the plane in the air.


He needed the services of a
refueling tanker, and the green light to use it as a circus aerial act. 


He needed things he simply was not
going to get without help.


He was dead in the water.


His cell phone rang. He looked at
the number. It was not a number he had saved. But it was an area code 703
number, which meant northern Virginia. 


He answered it. “Don Morris.” His
voice sounded a little uneven. Hell, he was drunk. Might as well admit it, at
least to himself.


“Don, it’s Dick Stark. This is a
private line.”


It was not a call Don was
expecting. Straight-laced Dick Stark, who had played it by the book and ridden a
desk to the top of the corporation, was calling Don Morris, the perennial
outsider, the maverick. Perhaps it was a courtesy call. If so, it was good of
him to do. Dick wasn’t a bad officer. In some sense, Don supposed he even
respected the things Dick had accomplished. All the same, he was wary. Dick was
the establishment. Don had run into more than a few brick walls dealing with
the establishment. 


“I’m sorry about that call,” Don
said. “It was unseemly at the end. It will never happen again.”


“Not my concern,” Stark said. “I
want you to know that this phone will be destroyed after we hang up, and this
call itself is encrypted on my end. I’m hoping I can have some discretion from
you. Is that possible?”


“It’s guaranteed,” Don said. “I’m
taking a thousand secrets to my grave, including this phone call.”


“Good to hear,” Stark said. “Now here
is my concern. The Vice President has decided to sit on his hands and wait
until someone emerges with whom he can negotiate. You and I both know that
person may not ever emerge. We need to act, we need to act now, and I’m ready
to throw you a long rope.”


Stark’s words cut through Don’s
funk like a razor. 


“Go on,” Don said. 


“This operation you have in mind,”
Stark said. 


“I can’t tell you anything about
it,” Don said. “I can’t give you the intel I’m acting on. It’s not you, and it’s
not the Vice President. If you and I were standing on a bridge…”


“All I want is plausible denial,”
Stark said. 


“You have that,” Don said. “In
spades. I will never say a word to anyone, nor will any of my people. No one
will ever know how my people got into place, unless at some point you decide
you want to share the accolades.”


“It’s your neck on the chopping
block, Don.”


“Dick, it’s my neck. I don’t care
about my neck anymore.” His voice nearly broke when he said the next words. “I
just want Margaret back.”


“Then tell me what you need,”
Stark said. 


Don told him. 


 


* * *


 


Don’s cell phone was on the table
in front of him.


Far away, another telephone was
ringing, but no one was answering. In the meantime, he was watching the
departure board with intention. The cancellations and delays were everywhere. This
airport was a restricted security zone. They couldn’t get the planes in here in
the first place. And that meant they couldn’t take off again. 


Philadelphia: CANCELLED


Fort Lauderdale: CANCELLED


Nassau: CANCELLED


BWI: CANCELLED


But here was something
interesting. Frankfurt, Germany: ON TIME. The plane must have already been here
when the attacks took place. How much did you want to bet there were still a
couple of empty seats on a flight to Germany? 


The phone picked up. 


“Stone.”


“Son, it’s Don.”


“Don, how are you doing? Where are
you?”


“I’m at the airport in San Juan. Listen
to me. We don’t have a lot of time.” 


Don nearly stumbled over what he
was about to say. He said it with equal parts joy and terror. Margaret’s life,
and the life of the President of the United States, were going to be in the
hands of the Special Response Team. He wouldn’t have it any other way. But he
needed the horses to run with this, and he didn’t want even one of them to feel
they were forced into anything.


“Shoot,” Stone said. 


“We are green light,” Don said. “We
will have the things we need. The supersonic passenger plane from the Alaska
operation is at Joint Base Andrews, and is being fueled right now. That thing
can run like a rocket ship, and should be able to get you out ahead of the
target. We will have a refueling plane, where and when we need it.”


Stone’s breath made a sound. It
sounded like a city bus with a hydraulic lift to help disabled passengers on
board.


“Perfect,” Stone said. 


“Get a group of volunteers
together,” Don said. “But be clear. No one is assigned to this. It is volunteer
only. Anyone who does not want to go, one hundred percent, without hesitation,
does not go. There is no fallout from that. That’s my promise.” 


“Understood,” Stone said. “I will
communicate that.”


“Also, information about the
operation is top secret. No one knows about this, and not just because loose
lips will sink ships. This is not a sanctioned operation. It is not an
operation at all. It does not exist. A friend is going all the way out on a
limb to help us, and it cannot come back to him under any circumstances. Whatever
happens, we are on the hook for everything. We will deny getting assistance
from any quarter. We thought it up, we did it, no one else knew. Win or lose,
we are probably going to be broken apart and scattered to the winds after this.”


“I’m comfortable with that,” Stone
said.


For a split second, but no more,
Don’s heart broke for the kid. Stone had no sense of self-preservation at all. It
was at once both incredibly heroic and a terrible tragedy. Luke Stone was
willing to die for a cause. Not just once, but again and again and again. It
was going to come back to bite him one day.


Don had once tried to explain to
him what a 401(k) was, and how it worked. He nearly laughed at the memory.


“You might wander in the
wilderness for the next forty years, son. It could mean your career.”


“Don, I don’t have a career
without you. If you haven’t realized that yet, I’m not sure what else…”


“It could mean your life,” Don
said. 


“I’m ready,” Stone said. 


Don shook his head. “Then stop
wasting time talking. Go. Put your team together and get on that plane. Now.”


“What are you going to do?” Stone
said.


Don looked at the departure board
again. Frankfurt was still ON TIME. Don glanced at his watch. It was 4:25. The
flight was scheduled for 5:15. He was a high-priority passenger, and could
breeze through the security check. 


If he went now, right this second,
he might still make that flight. From Frankfurt, he could almost certainly
catch a plane to… somewhere.


“I’m going to meet you in Africa,”
he said. 











CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


 


 


12:30 a.m. East Africa Time—October 16


(5:30 p.m. Eastern Daylight Time—October 15)


Crowne Plaza Nairobi Airport


Jomo Kenyatta International Airport


Nairobi, Kenya


 


 


The place cost Sean Casey eighty-nine
bucks for the night.


That was about what you’d expect
to pay for a Days Inn off a highway exit somewhere in West Arkansas. But this
was a five-star hotel a mile and a half from the airport, in one of the most
important cities in Africa. 


A tall, slim man, with
close-cropped blond hair and long legs, he was dressed entirely in black—black
dress shirt and dress pants, along with black Italian leather shoes. He looked
like he was headed to a disco. 


Despite the hour, he sat sprawled
on a lounge chair beside the rooftop pool. The pool had theoretically closed a
couple of hours ago, but a twenty-dollar bill for the man who had come to close
it had worked wonders. No one had been back since then.  


Casey’d had a late dinner at the
in-house restaurant, Velocity, and he’d ordered the chicken burger Lazizi
style. He wasn’t sure what “Lazizi” meant, but it was pretty good. The
restaurant was outfitted in purple neon, which didn’t necessarily agree with
him. He drank beer with dinner, along with a glass of Glenfiddich eighteen-year-old
from Scotland.


After dinner, they’d sent him up
to the pool with an expensive bottle of South African white wine, and a glass
to drink it from. The wine was gone now.  


They had also offered him a girl. That
was kind of them, and thorough, but he declined. He had to be up early in the
morning. He might have made a mistake. Had he accepted, the girl would probably
have been gone by now, too.


Sean Casey’s name was not now, nor
had it ever been, Kevin Murphy. Casey’s Canadian passport was full of stamps,
with additional pages stapled in to house all the entries and exits, and the
visas that made his stays possible. He was a compulsive traveler, and a man
with extensive funds to indulge his passion. He had been nearly everywhere, and
he was on his way to even more places. 


Like tonight, for example.


His original plan, and it was a
good one, had been to fly into Zanzibar and spend a few days catching some sun
and wandering the streets and bars of the Old Town. Then he would book a safari
across the Serengeti—it was late in the dry season, and prime animal viewing
time. After that, depending on how he was feeling, he might book a weeklong
climb to the top of Mount Kilimanjaro. He was in the neighborhood, and in no
hurry to get anywhere else, so why not? 


But then his plans had changed,
and rather abruptly.


Nairobi was where he intended to
catch his connecting flight to Zanzibar. And while here at the airport, he had
noticed that Air Force One had been hijacked, with the American President on
board. You might even say that the President of the United States had been
taken prisoner. The news had been hard to miss, since it was blasting across
every TV screen in the airport. 


Not that a Canadian adventure
traveler named Sean Casey would be interested in something like this. He
enjoyed the world and its people, but in a breezy, nonpartisan way. The whys
and hows of international politics were outside his bailiwick.


Even so, he found himself with a
sudden urge to go to Mogadishu, Somalia. 


Sean Casey had a saying he liked: “Everybody
gets everything they want.”


Not everyone would agree with this
idea, but through long experience, he’d found that it was more true than it was
false. 


He wanted to go to Mogadishu. And
naturally, there was a flight from Nairobi to Mogadishu readily available. It
was at 7 o’clock tomorrow morning on Jubba Airways, and it would take roughly
one hour and forty minutes. So if the plane took off and landed on time, he would
find himself in Mogadishu a little before 9 a.m.


Sean Casey wouldn’t know anything
about things like this, of course, but if for some odd reason Air Force One was
also headed to Mogadishu, it was unlikely to arrive until 11:30 in the morning,
maybe a bit before noon. Which would put Sean Casey in the city two or three
hours early, just enough time to head to Baakara Market, ask a few questions,
meet helpful local people… 


…and load up on heavy weaponry. 


He stared up at the night from his
lounge chair and grunted. 


“The Mog,” American soldiers who
had seen combat there called it, though Casey wouldn’t know anything about
that, either. Canada tended to steer clear of the kind of entanglements that
got America in so much trouble.


In recent months, the situation in
Mogadishu had stabilized somewhat, largely because the city had been taken over
by hardline Sunni extremists. They had driven most of the warlord-run militias
to the outskirts of the city. They had even taken much of the surrounding
countryside. Casey had to hand it to them—they were a highly organized and
motivated group of people. Their interpretation of Islam was so strict, and
their punishments so severe, that it had settled all the ne’er-do-wells and
chaos junkies in the city down a little bit. For now. 


Taking temporary advantage of the
lull in the action, a small, cold-water backpacker hotel had opened in downtown
Mogadishu. It was just blocks from where an American Black Hawk helicopter had
once crashed during a failed operation to capture a Somali warlord. The hotel,
helpfully named Friendship House, catered to the craziest, most rugged tourists
on Earth. Sean Casey was one of those tourists. He was part of the tribe, and
there was a room booked in his name.


Casey wondered how his like-minded
lunatics were going to feel about the tsunami of violence headed their way. There
they would be, writing postcards at outdoor café tables, enjoying the relative
calm while sipping strong black coffee, and then suddenly…


Casey smiled at the thought.


Casey, whose name was not Kevin
Murphy, thought that Mogadishu would make an ideal destination for him. Recent
events suggested that the city might present him with certain opportunities. 


It might even help him expunge the
record of Kevin Murphy, whoever that might be, on the off chance that such a
record might need expunging. 


Also, and he might as well admit
this to himself, being one of the good guys was fun, and had its perks. You
could be one of the good guys, and get the public accolades from that. You could
be on the team, and experience that kind of high school camaraderie. You could
collect a good guy check. And you could simultaneously be one of the bad guys
(bad might even be a strong term for it), and line your pockets in a way that
the good guys never did.   


Anyway, good guy or bad guy,
whatever role he ended up playing, he might as well admit the following to
himself as well: he liked action. He lived for it, maybe. He was a moth drawn
to the flame. 


Also, he’d heard Mogadishu was
nice this time of year. There were beautiful beaches on the coast there. 


And the water was full of sharks.











CHAPTER NINETEEN


 


 


7:15 p.m. Eastern Daylight Time


The Skies Above the Atlantic
Ocean


 


 


“Bleak,”
Luke said.


“Brutal,”
Ed Newsam said.


“Unspeakable,”
said Mark Swann. 


Luke looked at Trudy Wellington
and Brian Deckers. They looked back at him, Trudy expressionless and
inscrutable as ever, Deckers with eyes wide open and seemingly confused.


Big Daddy Cronin was not with
them. He had stayed behind in DC to get a message to Tracey Reynolds, the CIA
agent on board Air Force One. 


“What are we talking about?”
Deckers said. 


“The mission,” Luke said.


“Oh,” Deckers said. His face
darkened. He was a young guy, the type who probably looked forward to and
enjoyed missions. He wouldn’t be working at the SRT if he didn’t. But to Luke,
and probably Ed, and apparently Swann, missions were becoming a job. And
emotionally, this was the toughest and most daunting job of all: getting
Margaret back alive.


Luke had called Becca from the SRT
offices before he left. He told her the hard thing, the thing he always told
her, and always dreaded telling her: that he was going away on a mission. Of
course she knew what it was. It was the reason he had left the house this
morning, two days before he was even officially reinstated.


“Luke, tell me they’re not sending
you to somehow get Air Force One back. You don’t have to do that. After all you’ve
done, you don’t have to do anything for them. For Pete’s sake, get them to send
someone else. It’s a fool’s errand. It’s a suicide mission. Did you see what
happened at that airport? Did you see how they—”


“Don’s wife, Margaret, is one of
the hostages,” Luke said. 


Becca was quiet for a long moment.
The silence on the telephone line stretched out between them. Margaret had been
a guest at their house. They had been a guest of her and Don many times. Margaret
had burped baby Gunner. She had shown Becca how to make the tightest blanket
swaddle on the planet, a swaddle so tight and comfy and reassuring that Gunner
often drifted right off to sleep.


Don was Luke’s mentor, and
Margaret…


It was almost too hard to think
about. The worst part was Luke had advance warning that something like this was
going to happen, and he hadn’t acted on it. Could he have stopped the hijacking
from taking place? Probably not. Could he have given Don a heads-up? Might that
have led Don to take extra precautions, at least for him and Margaret? 


Yes. 


“Oh my God,” Becca said.


“Yeah,” Luke said. 


“Is Don on the plane?”


“No,” Luke said. “They were in
separate cars. Margaret rode with the President. Don’s car got flipped in the
attacks. He’s okay, but he’s still in Puerto Rico. I know him, he doesn’t give
much away, but he’s shattered by this. And their daughters…”


His voice trailed off.


“What’s going to happen?” Becca
said. “Will they hurt her? Will they… do anything to her?”


Luke shook his head. “I don’t
know. Hostage situations can get very bad. I’m going to try to get her back. Her,
the plane, the President, all the innocent people on board.”


Becca’s voice was almost a
whisper. “How will you do that?”


“Sweetheart, you know I can’t
describe it to you.”


She sighed. Then he heard her
tears begin. She didn’t say anything. There was no arguing with this, no
decision to be made, and she knew that. Becca’s own mother was not very
motherly. Margaret was not a surrogate mother to her, but Luke knew she was
close to Becca’s heart. 


Time was moving.


The next thing was the hardest to
say. He was leaving her and Gunner again, and he was clear within himself: he
was willing to die to get Margaret back. That meant he might never see his wife
and child again.  


“Honey, I’ve got to run,” he said.



“I love you, Luke.”


“I love you, too.”


“Please get Margaret back,” she
said.


“I will if I can.”


“And please come back to me in one
piece.”


He had no answer for that.


Now, aboard the plane, Luke
glanced at Trudy. Again, he couldn’t read anything in her face. Becca’s
reaction to Margaret being a hostage was immediate, emotional, even visceral. Trudy,
who was arguably closer to Don and his family than Luke and Becca, seemed to
have little reaction at all. 


Trudy was tougher than Becca,
true. But even so. Her response seemed flat, carefully guarded. Maybe she was
in shock. Maybe if she allowed her emotions to run free, she would fall to
pieces. 


Better to remain functional until
the mission was over. She could always fall to pieces later. 


The experimental airplane rocketed
across the darkening sky. They’d been in the air
about fifteen minutes, and were moving very fast. Luke could feel the speed. 


He glanced out the one available
window in the cabin. It was already dark ahead of them—it was autumn, and the
days were getting shorter. Far below, the ocean was vast, endless, and deep
green, almost black. Behind them, fading fast into
the distance, was the giant megalopolis that was the east coast of the United
States of America. The sun gleamed orange and yellow as it teetered on the far
horizon. 


They had
flown in this plane before. It had transported them at twice the speed of sound
across North America, from the Washington, DC, area to the town of Deadhorse in
the Alaskan Arctic. There, they had participated in a nighttime, underwater
Navy SEAL assault on an oil rig held by Serbian terrorists. Then they had
returned to DC in the same plane, the same night.


“Back in
time for breakfast,” Don had described it before they left. And as much as the
mission itself had been a horror show, the breakfast part was right. 


Luke had
traveled in many, many airplanes, but never another quite like this one.
Everything about it was unusual. Its airframe had an odd shape. It was very
narrow, with a drooped nose like a bird dipping its beak into the water. The
rear stabilizers had an odd triangular shape that Luke hadn’t seen on any other
plane. You’d almost say the plane wouldn’t fly at all. 


Inside, the cabin layout was also
unusual. Instead of being set up like a typical corporate or Pentagon jet, with
bucket-type seats and pull-out tables, the thing was configured like someone’s
living room. 


There was a long sectional couch
along one wall, its high back blocking where there would normally be small oval
windows. There were two recliners facing it, and between the couch and the
chairs, a heavy wooden table, like a coffee table, bolted to the floor. Even
stranger, directly across from the sofa was a large flat-panel television,
blocking where the other row of windows should be. The TV showed an image of a
cartoon plane juxtaposed against a map of the world. The plane was out over the
Atlantic Ocean, moving east toward Europe and Africa.  


From where Luke was sitting on the
couch, to his left was a thick glass partition. A glass door was carved into
the middle of it. On the other side of the partition was another passenger
cabin, this one with seating more typical of a small passenger jet. No one was
in there, and the lights were out. Beyond that was the cockpit.  


Inside
the plane, Luke and his team easily fell back into old habits, using the living
room as their meeting area. They stowed their luggage and their gear in an open
space near the rear of the plane.


Luke had
the sense of events surging out ahead of them—a familiar feeling, but one of
his least favorite aspects of the job. It was a race against time. It was always
a race against time, and they were already behind. In fact, in this case, the
race could already be over, and they just didn’t know it yet. 


“How far
behind are we?” he said.


“We’re behind,” Swann said. “That’s
for sure. But it shouldn’t matter in the end. Air Force One left Haiti at
approximately one forty-five p.m. That means they got between a five and five
and a half hour head start on us. Their cruising groundspeed equivalent is
around six hundred miles per hour. They might do six fifty at an absolute
maximum, depending on what kind of tailwinds they’re getting. But probably not.
I’d guess the pilots aren’t in a hurry to get to their destination, and they’re
actually doing more like five fifty. So figure they’re three thousand miles
ahead at this point, ballpark figure, and already nearing the west coast of
Africa.”


He pointed at the TV screen across
from the couch. As they watched, the blinking airplane moved a tiny bit further
to the right. Data along the bottom showed altitude, equivalent groundspeed,
and time to destination. 


“Meanwhile, look at our numbers. Groundspeed
one thousand four hundred seventy-five miles per hour and climbing, which is a
shade under Mach 2, twice the speed of sound. We are flying nearly two and a
half times as fast as they are. In two hours, we’ll be a little behind where
they are now. Thirty minutes later, we’ll be about a hundred miles ahead of
them. Thirty minutes after that, we’ll be above Burkina Faso, and they’ll be
maybe four hundred miles behind us. If the tanker plane is ready…”


“It will be ready,” Trudy said. “Supposedly,
it’s ready now.”


Luke nodded. Kaya Military Base in
the African country of Burkina Faso was a desolate airfield sixty miles outside
the capital where the United States kept a small, secret presence. There was an
old KC-135 Stratotanker parked there, ready to refuel Air Force One. According
to Don, the crew had been briefed on the mission by now, and its Top Secret
nature. 


“By then we’re out ahead,” Swann
said. “We land. We take a nap and pick up some sandwiches. Stone, Newsam, and
Deckers get out and jump on the tanker. We all take off again. By the time the
hijackers are ready to refuel, if they decide they’re ready, we’re out ahead
and waiting for them. Trudy and I can circumnavigate the globe a couple of
times aboard this thing in the meantime.”


“You like this plane, huh?” Ed
Newsam said.


Swann shrugged. “I love it. What’s
not to love? We should have one for the SRT. Everybody should have a plane like
this.”


Luke breathed long and deep. It
had been a day of bad news, and it seemed to get worse all the time. This was
finally some good news. Boarding Air Force One while it was in the sky sounded
about as dicey as it got, but at least they would be in position to do it.


He looked around the passenger
cabin at his team. Slumped in one of the living room chairs across from him sat
big Ed Newsam, in khaki cargo pants, a long-sleeved T-shirt, and a light blue
jacket. A pair of sunglasses from earlier in the day were still perched on top
of his head. When he was relaxed, as he seemed right now, all of the muscle
tension would go out of Ed’s brawny, Superman body. He was like a flat tire
draped across the seat. Ed was weapons and tactics, and Luke had rarely met a
man more qualified—Ed himself was about as devastating a weapon as you could
ask for.


To the left of Ed was Mark Swann. He
was tall and thin, with long sandy hair pulled into a ponytail and fancy black-framed
rectangular glasses—Calvin Klein. He stretched his long legs out into the
aisle. He wore an old pair of faded jeans and a pair of big black Doc Marten
combat boots. The boots made Luke smile—the man had never seen a minute of
actual combat in his life, not that Luke would want him to. Swann was
information systems.


Standing in the corner near Ed was
Brian Deckers. He wore black cargo pants, black boots, and a plain black T-shirt.
His skin was white, but his hair was jet black. He had a good, solid build. He
was tall and stood straight up like his frame was built on an iron spike. This
was probably as relaxed as he ever got. Luke had only flown one mission with
him, but the kid had sparkled. And of course, boarding the plane in mid-air had
been his idea. He was the only one in the group who had done it before. 


Then there was Trudy Wellington, the science and intel officer. She sat next to Luke
on the sofa. She had curly brown hair. She was
dressed casually in jeans, a blue flannel shirt, and light blue fuzzy socks. Today
was her blue period. 


She had
kicked off her shoes when they got on the plane, and now had legs tucked under
her. She watched Luke with big owl eyes behind her customary red-framed
glasses. She was always hard to read, but today she seemed even more mysterious
than usual.


Trudy… what went on inside that
head of hers?


Trudy wasn’t the only one staring
back at Luke. They all were.


“What’s the plan, Stan?” Swann
said. 


“I guess
that’s what we’re about to find out. Trudy? Can you tell us about the plane,
and then Deckers can show us how we’re going to board it.”


Trudy
picked up a clipboard from her lap. There was a stack of typewritten sheets
clipped to it. “Okay,” she said. “I’m going to assume no prior knowledge.”


“Sounds
good to me,” Luke said. “Boys?”


“Good,”
Swann said.


“Let’s
hear it,” Ed said. If anything, he sunk even lower into his seat. 


“I’m ready,” Deckers said.


 


* * *


 


“Air Force One,” Trudy said.


“As you probably know, it’s the
air traffic control call sign for the airplane carrying the President of the
United States. Technically, the call sign is only used when the President is
actually aboard, and could refer to any plane carrying the President. But in
practice, it has come to refer to the plane that is outfitted to carry him. 


“The idea of a specific plane to
carry the President emerged during World War Two. Before that time, airplane
travel was itself relatively rare, and the few times a President flew, he did
it on commercial flights. 


“The call sign Air Force One was
created in 1953, to denote the airplane carrying President Eisenhower. It’s
been called that ever since. In 1963, Lyndon Johnson took the Oath of Office
aboard the plane on the way back to Washington from Dallas after the
assassination of John F. Kennedy.”


“Okay,” Luke said. “I think that’s
plenty of history.”


“It’s a famous photograph,” Trudy
said.


“I’ve seen it,” Luke said. “Very iconic.
But let’s fast-forward to today, shall we? What’s the plane like, how is it
configured, how are we getting in, and what do we do once we get inside? These
are the things that worry me, and I imagine Ed and Brian as well.”


Trudy nodded. “Fair enough. There
are currently two Air Force Ones, with nearly identical configurations. They
are both Boeing 747s. The current design was put together in the mid-1980s, and
both planes came into service in 1990. Each plane has two main decks and a
cargo area, like a regular Boeing 747. The lowest level is the cargo space,
carrying luggage and the onboard food supply. There is a cargo door and ramp on
the lowest level, and in all likelihood, this is where the hijackers
infiltrated. We know that when they first made their presence known, they were
in the cargo hold, so it seems to follow that they were smuggled in there the
night before. Given the strictness of security measures…”


“Can’t be that strict,” Swann
said. 


Now Trudy shrugged in deference to
Swann. “Normally, they would be among the strictest in the world. Usually, the
only people who get within a mile of that plane on the tarmac are people who
have been thoroughly vetted and have received Yankee White security clearance. And
that goes for everyone, from the President to the baggage handlers and cleaning
crew. Those security measures may have been relaxed somewhat as a courtesy to
the governor of Puerto Rico and the security team. If so, the results have been
unfortunate.”


“Okay,” Luke said. “I’ll buy it. They
were smuggled in as cargo. Then their friends in Afghanistan radioed to let
everyone know they were there. Then they came upstairs. What’s upstairs?”


“The passenger or main level,”
Trudy said. “There are two entrances on this level. Typically the President
boards and disembarks from the front, main deck entrance via an airstair that
folds out from the plane itself. This is where you saw the two hijackers blow
up themselves and the Secret Service agents, and which the Haitian military
fired on. The forward door and the airstair appeared to be damaged in those
interactions, but to what extent we don’t know. We do know that the hijackers
managed to close the door again after the incident.” 


She paused. 


“Facilities at the rear of the
plane are for the press and other low-level passengers, and are configured like
an ordinary airliner’s first-class cabin. Journalists and other passengers
normally enter and exit at the rear door of the main deck, which is usually a
mobile staircase that is rolled to the side of the plane.” 


“In Haiti, they made them go out
the front,” Ed Newsam said. 


Trudy nodded. “They probably used
the forward airstair because they felt that waiting for a mobile staircase to
be rolled to the plane would make them vulnerable. Especially given the lack of
resources in Haiti, getting a staircase to the rear of the plane could have
resulted in a long delay. They probably never had any intention of waiting that
long.”


She scanned several paragraphs and
looked up. “You guys with me so far?”


Luke shrugged. He looked around. Everybody
seemed to be with her. 


“Do you have a diagram?” he said. 


“As a matter of fact, I do. I have
one for everybody.”


She dug several pages under her
top page and came out with several sheets of paper. She passed them out, one to
a man. Luke looked at his. It was about what he expected, a schematic drawing
of an airplane.


“I don’t like to give the diagrams
out while I’m still talking,” Trudy said. “People tend to stare at the picture
and stop listening to what I’m saying. But I know you guys won’t do that.”


Luke looked at her. She smiled.


Point taken. Luke stopped looking
at the paper. He glanced around the room. Deckers and Ed were watching Trudy
carefully. Swann, naturally, was still staring at the paper in his hand. Give
Swann anything technical to pore over, and watch him forget you’re even there.  


Trudy went on. “The front section
of the aircraft is informally called the White House, because this is where all
the President’s activities take place. The President’s executive suite includes
sleeping quarters with two couches that can be converted into beds, bathroom
and shower, vanity, double sink, and a private office, or the President’s
so-called ‘Oval Office aboard Air Force One.’ In an emergency, the President
can even address the nation from the office. These offices, including the
President’s suite, are mostly located on the right side of the plane, and a
long narrow corridor runs along the left side. 


“The plane also contains a
conference room, originally designed back during the Cold War as a situation
room in case of World War Three, but nowadays is just used for meeting with
staff members while traveling. The plane also has fully equipped office areas
with telecommunication systems, including eighty-seven telephones, three dozen
desktop computers, half a dozen FAX machines, and nineteen
TVs. We believe that most of this communications ability has been destroyed or
temporarily disabled. 


“On board is a medical annex,
which includes a fold-out operating table, emergency medical supplies, and a
pharmacy. There’s also a treadmill for exercising while in flight. Every flight
is staffed by a doctor and nurse, which is how the two medical personnel being
held as hostages came to be there.” 


She looked up now, but wasn’t finished.


“The cockpit,” she said, “is on
the top level, along with the secure communications equipment, and sleeping and
personal accommodations for the pilots. The cockpit is larger than the cockpit
of a typical 747, and can accommodate up to four pilots at a time. There are
only two pilots on this flight because it was intended to be a fairly routine
hour trip. You can access the cockpit by means of a stairway at the front of
the long corridor that runs along the left side of the White House facilities.”



“It’s a large plane,” Luke said. 


Trudy nodded. “Very large. Over four
thousand square feet of floor area. I’ll be honest with you. I thought the idea
of boarding the plane was far-fetched before we left, but having had time to
think about it, I think it’s even more far-fetched now. The front door is
damaged, and you wouldn’t want anyone to open it anyway, because it would call
the attention of the hijackers. The other two doors are all the way in the back
of the plane, a long seventy-meter, maybe two-hundred-thirty-foot crawl on the
outside of the plane, two miles in the air, going hundreds of miles an hour. I
don’t even think it’s far-fetched. I think it’s suicidal.” 


Now Luke looked at the schematic
in his hand. She was right, of course. It was an almost impossibly long
distance from the front of the plane, where the refueling hose would attach, to
the back of the plane, where the CIA agent would ostensibly open the door. The
exposure out there… the forces at play…


He looked at Deckers. That was his
department, more than Trudy’s.


“You’ve done this before, right?”


Deckers nodded and smiled. “Admittedly,
we used to practice it on smaller planes, Gulfstreams for the most part. Much
shorter crawl, much higher chance of success. And we did lose a couple of guys
anyway.”


“Lost them?” Ed said. “Did you
ever find them again?”


Deckers nodded. “Embedded in the
ground, yeah.”


Ed smiled and shook his head. 


“I’m not joking,” Deckers said. 


“I didn’t think you were.”


Ed looked at Luke.


“Stone?” 


Luke shrugged. The truth was, he was
not going to be able to let Don down. He was not going to be able to leave
Margaret to her fate, whatever that might be. He would risk his life, or lose
it, in the pursuit of this. The President was important, of course, and if it
worked, everyone on Earth would assume the rescue was designed to save him. But
to Luke, the President of the United States was not the primary mission.


“I’m going to go,” Luke said. “The
odds don’t matter to me. A couple of guys died. A couple of guys always die.”


Ed’s face was blank now, showing
no sign.


“We’ve never done it before, and
that makes it scary,” Luke said. “But we’ve done similar things and…” He
trailed off. He shrugged and shook his head. “I’m going to go,” he said again. 


“Yes!” Deckers said, and now his
smile was ear to ear. “There’s a first time for everything.” 
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“I think
I’m going to be sick.” 


The
hijackers stared at her blankly. 


The
other passengers barely looked at her at all. Tracey Reynolds had been trained
to expect this, and was prepared for it. The passengers were in shock. They had
been caught in the middle of a terrorist attack earlier in the day. They had
been taken prisoner and their lives had been threatened. They had witnessed
three murders in rapid succession, up close and personal. 


In the
cases of Margaret Morris and Clement Dixon, they had been physically attacked
themselves. The nurse and the doctor—the hijacker had simply killed them both
without a thought, or a hint of remorse. These people were cold-blooded, these
hijackers, and that fact was beginning to sink in with their victims. 


There
was nothing the hijackers wouldn’t do. There was nothing they were not capable
of.


Now, the
hostages had settled into a kind of malaise. They were exhausted. Their
emotions were shattered. Their resistance was gone. Maybe they would bounce
back at some point. Maybe they wouldn’t. If they lived through this, one day
they might, including the President, and including Tracey herself, be
candidates for a diagnosis of post-traumatic stress disorder. 


The
whole group—the three remaining hostages and the three hijackers—were in the
long conference room of the airplane’s presidential quarters. The hostages sat
at intervals around the conference table. The hijackers stood at intervals,
holding their weapons. There was one, the youngest one, standing by the door to
the room. 


The room
seemed outdated and stale. It was modern in the sense that a kitchen from the
1970s was modern. The entire plane, delivered in the early ’90s, had been
designed sometime around 1985.


“I think
I’m going to be sick,” Tracey said again, louder this time, plaintive, as
though she were a five-year-old girl. She was helpless and afraid, and had
reverted to an immature state of mind, that of a child. This was the impression
she wanted to give. 


“Be
sick, then,” the small man said. “There is a wastebasket in the corner.” 


He was
older than these other two, maybe late thirties, with sharp eyes like razors
looking out over a heavy beard. He wore a dark blue windbreaker jacket over a
long-sleeve T-shirt. The air conditioning in the plane didn’t agree with him. He
carried his shoulders up near his ears as though he was cold. He was the
leader, at least of these other two. 


There
had been another man, even older, who might be the overall leader. As far as
Tracey could tell, that man was up in the cockpit with the pilots. 


That
left Mutt and Jeff, dumb and dumber. They were the minions, the expendables. Their
only apparent talents were firing guns, murdering people and dying in
explosions. Their willingness to kill and die for a cause was their main value.
Their three friends had already killed and died in Haiti. 


The big
one was the dangerous one, the one who had said his name was Siddiq. Tracey
recognized that she was afraid of Siddiq. That was okay. It was right to be
afraid, and to be careful. He was strong, he was angry, and he was impulsive. He
was also a sadist. He enjoyed the suffering of others, watching it and inflicting
it himself. 


Siddiq
had instigated that scene in the passenger area because he had wanted to kill
someone. At the very least, he had wanted to blow off steam by torturing and
humiliating someone. 


“I need
to use the ladies’ room,” she said, quite loud. “You don’t want me to make a
mess in here, do you?”


She
looked up at the boss. She had long ago learned to cry on demand. She let the
tears drip from her eyes and slowly roll down her cheeks. Her face broke.


Her
voice sounded like something was catching in her throat.


“Please!
I can’t take it anymore.”


She
looked away from him and shook her head.


“I will
take you to the restroom, little one,” Siddiq said. “We have a date, remember?”


“You son
of a bitch,” Margaret Morris said. She spoke in a low voice. Her voice was
seething, murderous. Despite the dark red welt rising on her face, she suddenly
looked awake again, ready to jump up and tangle with him again. She was better
off if she stayed put. They all were. No reason to give them an excuse to kill
anyone else.  


Siddiq
smiled broadly. He was masculine, strong, body proud. He flexed his entire body
like a strutting peacock. 


“Old
woman,” he said, “you don’t want to date me, I promise you. You can’t handle
it. But she can.”


I’m
going to enjoy killing you. 


The
thought came, she acknowledged it, then it went back to wherever it came from. It
was a distraction, and she had no idea if it was true. She couldn’t afford
thoughts like that. She couldn’t afford emotions at all. 


“Please!”
she whined.


“Enough!”
the boss said. “Hassan. Take the girl to the restroom.”


The
smaller of the two minions, the one by the door, nodded. 


“You,”
he said. “Girl. Come on.”


His name
was Hassan. She thought that might be it, but now she was sure. She stood, and
on unsteady legs, made her way to the door. He opened it, and out they went.


The
hallway was long and narrow. She moved along it toward the public ladies’ room,
about fifty feet ahead. She kept a hand on the wall, as if she needed it for
balance. When she reached the door, she pushed it open, and was going to shut
it again, but Hassan put his foot between the door and the wall. 


She
looked at him. She tried to give him big eyes. 


“Can I
have some privacy?”


His eyes
were flat. He had an MP5 machine pistol on a strap over his shoulder. It was a
standard Secret Service gun. The suicide vest around his torso seemed bulky on
his thin frame. 


“No,” he
said. “I will stand here. But you cannot close this door.”


She
nodded. It was the best she was going to do. There were two private stalls in
here. She moved toward one.


“He’s
going to take you, you know,” Hassan said. His voice was deep, and thick with a
Middle Eastern accent. His first language was Arabic. Maybe he had learned
English in school. English was the most important language on Earth. Having at
least a little bit was a ticket to another life. Or a way for a jihadi to
communicate with his prisoners. 


She
stopped, frozen, her back to him.


“Who?”


“Siddiq.
He always takes the pretty young ones. And he’s going to break you. He’s a savage
man. If you live, you will never be the same.”


She
began to cry again. She made a sound like a gasp. This was okay. Maybe she
could play the two men off of each other. 


“Can’t
you stop him?”


“Why
would I? I will take you when he is done. And I will be more gentle. You will
welcome me.”


She wept
then. She let the force of her sobs make her entire body shake. She went into a
stall, shut and locked the door, and opened the toilet cover. She let it crash
against the metal pipe. She opened her belt. 


There
was a slit on the inside of her belt, maybe an inch and a half high. She stuck
a fingernail in there and fished out the communications device. It came easily.
She said down, sobbing loudly. 


She
unfolded the tiny device. In the Agency, they called it the TAM—Talk At Me. It
was always on. There was nothing to wait for. 


The
screen was narrow, barely high enough to read. She had two messages.


Operational?


She
tapped the letter “a” on her keyboard. The keyboard was so small, she could
only just touch the keys with the end of her long fingernail. 


A meant “affirmative.”
She was still operational, still in the game. 


The
letter “n” would mean “negative,” for whatever reason, she was out, she could
not play. 


Next
message:


SC?


She
tapped “a” again and sent it. SC was Sacred Cow, the President. He was still
alive. 


She
palmed the device, then bent all the way over, her head practically on her
knees, and wept like a child. Hopefully, there was someone monitoring these
messages in real time, ready to send her instructions. 


“What
are you doing in there?” the man said. His voice seemed to echo against the
tiles of the bathroom. From the sound of it, he was still at the door.


“Please
leave me alone,” she said. “I’m going to die on this plane. Don’t you know
that?”


“Yes,”
he said. “I suppose so.” 


“Oh my
God,” she said through her tears. “Oh my God, help me.”


“Your
god is an idol,” Hassan said. “There is no God but Allah.”


And
Muhammad is His messenger.


She
looked at the TAM. A new message had come. It was long, probably pre-typed and
loaded into the machine in case she resurfaced. She let out a long exhale. Someone
was on the other side, waiting for her messages. She had a lifeline. Somebody
cared. It was almost as if she had been dead, but was alive again.


The
message:


Maintain
cover all costs. Possible rescue. Scenario: mid-air refuel. If so, make way to
rear of plane, open aft passenger door by any means available. Await rescue
team. Brief upon arrival. A or N?


It
sounded impossible. They were going to attempt a mid-air rescue. She was
supposed to open the rear door and let them in. How could that be? Off the top
of her head, she knew all the reasons why it was impossible to open an airplane
door in flight.  


It didn’t
matter. Of course she would do it. She would find a way. 


She
pressed the letter “a.”


She
would give anything to see the eyes of these hijackers when a team of roughneck
Delta or SEALs or whoever came storming onto the plane. She hoped it would
happen, and she hoped Siddiq chose that moment to make his last stand.


A new
message appeared:


Pilots
will not know.


That
would make it doubly impossible to open the door. The pilots were the only ones
who could disengage the mechanical lock on the door handle. To open the door,
she was going to have to blow it up. And if she wasn’t strapped down, the
difference in air pressure between the outside and the inside would…


“Come
on, lady,” Hassan said. “You aren’t sick.”


“Okay,”
she said in a husky voice. She collapsed the TAM and slid it back into her
belt. She clasped the belt, stood, and opened the door. She went to the sink
and splashed some water into her face. She started to cry again. 


She
turned to face him. Tears streamed down her cheeks. She squinted and grimaced.
“I just wanted privacy so I could cry. Okay?”


He shrugged.
“Okay.”


She hung
her head and looked at his shoes. He wore heavy black combat boots.


She
spoke to him in a low voice. 


“I’ll do
anything if you protect me from him. Anything you want.” 


One last
try to drive a wedge between them. But Hassan shook his head. He wasn’t buying
it. 


“You’ll do whatever I want anyway.
Now let’s go.” 
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“Stone,” a voice said.


Luke had fallen into a doze.


“Stone!”


He
opened his eyes to see Mark Swann’s face in the dim cabin light above him. It
was a crazy elongated face, made crazier by his yellow aviator glasses. Swann
reminded Luke of Shaggy from the Scooby Doo show sometimes, except weirder. 


Luke had
been jostled by mid-air turbulence a couple of times—the plane was moving so
fast that the turbulence was like skidding across a particularly rough rumble
strip on the side of the highway. That was even more disconcerting than looking
up at Swann. But not by much. 


He had
no idea how long he’d been asleep. Probably not long.


He
checked his watch. 10:07 East Coast time. Actually, he’d slept a couple of
hours.


“Burkina
Faso, ETA thirty minutes,” Swann said quietly. “I thought you should know.”


Luke
nodded. “Thanks.” 


He
needed to get in touch with the States to find out what was going on.  


He
looked around. The lights were out and the rest of his team was sprawled out in
various parts of the darkened cabin, asleep or awake, he couldn’t tell. 


He stood and went to the one
window in the cabin. He lifted the night shade. Nothing but darkness out there.
In Luke’s experience, the continent was quite dark at night, nothing like the
light shows above North America and Europe.  


He stared out into the vast
darkness, until he realized there was nothing to see but his own face, wreathed
in shadow.


He pulled down the window shade
again.


There was a sick feeling in the
pit of his stomach. Deckers had walked them through how the rappel would go. Luke
and Ed had both rappelled many times, possibly hundreds of times between them. But
not miles in the air. It was the ultimate circus act, like ziplining from Earth
to Mars. 


Deckers had showed them the
suction devices. He activated them against the wall of the plane, and even Ed,
despite his massive strength, couldn’t pull them off. But what did that mean? Ed
was human, after all. There was a limit to human strength. 


Natural forces were immense. Wind
and water could snap human bones like twigs. Luke thought of the old wing
walkers from the early days of aviation. They were daring. They were fearless. Once
in a while they got blown right off, and hopefully died before they hit the
ground. 


If the hijackers agreed to it,
this refueling would be done at or below ten thousand feet, to minimize cabin
decompression when the CIA agent opened the door. It would take place at just
slightly faster than Air Force One’s stall speed, which was roughly 150 miles
per hour. So, at a guess, slower than 180 miles per hour. That was still very
fast, and ten thousand feet was still very high.


Also, it had to happen in cloud
cover.  


Deckers was confident it could be
done. He claimed to have done it before. He seemed excited to do it again. He
was a gung-ho type, obviously. The kid was only twenty-four years old. 


Before they left, Luke had Trudy
double-check his background. Yes, he had done Airborne school. Yes, he had done
the Special Forces course. Yes, he had done dozens of jumps, including combat
jumps in Afghanistan, Iraq, and a classified theater. Yes, he had excelled at
everything he’d done. 


And yes, he’d been assigned to a
highly classified mission for a period of eight months. More than that—what the
mission was, what outside agencies might have been involved, what activities
were included—could not be revealed. 


Luke mulled it over another
moment. The kid said he thought it was doable even though Air Force One was
large. He said there was no reason the suction devices would give out. They
were electronic and hydraulic. As long as the batteries were tip top, they
would function under the most extreme conditions. 


Luke took a deep breath. Okay. He
would choose to believe it. 


He took out his cell phone. Among
other wonders of technology, this plane served as a flying cell tower. It
worked by uplinking to communications satellites, which in turn were connected
to cell towers on Earth. 


Luke had never completed a
satisfactory phone call with this kind of setup, but he could often send and
receive text messages. He glanced at his messages, to see if he had any. It was
that easy. He had one from Big Daddy.


Get ready to jump, Stone. Meerkat
= operational. Mission = affirmative. She will open the door. 


Luke stared at the message for a
long moment.


Big Daddy’s tone was gleeful. Luke
would never suggest that Big Daddy got a kick out of sending other people into
harm’s way. Luke had seen him risk his own life over and over. But still…


Luke did not like this jump. The
thought of it gave him a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach, one he hadn’t
had in some time.


“Butterflies,” he said under his
breath, barely more than a whisper. 


He noticed that Ed was awake now,
and staring across at him. Ed’s body language was beyond relaxed—he was in such
a deep slouch, it almost seemed as if his body was a form of liquid, and would
run off the chair and onto the floor. 


Even so, his eyes were hard, and
Luke sensed the tension in him.


“Status?” Ed said. 


“Green light,” Luke said. “We’re
going.”
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“This is as nowhere as it gets,”
Ed Newsam said.


“Careful,” Luke said. “I’ve
thought that kind of thing before, and then wound up in someplace even more
nowhere than nowhere.”


Ed nodded. “Me, too.”


The three men were saddled with
all of their gear. They moved across the taxiway from the small, sleek
supersonic passenger jet toward the silhouette of the ancient, hulking refueling
jet.  


The base was dark. It would have
been pitch-black except for some yellow sodium arc lights near a group of
Quonset huts maybe a quarter of a mile away. A hot breeze blew. The big KC-135
Stratotanker sat on the tarmac, engines on, but lights off. These planes had
been in service since the late 1950s, Luke knew. They had originally been put
in service to refuel strategic nuclear bombers staying aloft twenty-four hours
a day at the limits of Soviet airspace. They were Cold War relics, older than
dirt, but still operational.


This one was painted olive green,
but didn’t seem to have any other markings or identifiers. Was it even an
American plane?


“What is this place?” Deckers
said. 


Trudy’s voice came over their
headsets, along with a small shriek of static. She and Swann were still on
board the supersonic jet. 


“Secret base,” she said. “Black
budget stuff. We keep a small footprint in Africa, but not quite as small as
the taxpayer thinks. We commandeer these old out of commission Soviet bases, or
rundown bases of friendly African countries, and use them as so-called lily
pads. You couldn’t do much with large conventional troop formations in a place
like this, but Special Ops can easily hop from lily pad to lily pad.”


Luke shrugged, looked at Deckers,
and smiled. 


“You heard it here first,” he
said. 


“And we are Special Ops,” Ed said.



“Used to be,” Luke almost said,
but didn’t.


A rear cargo ramp on the tanker
was down. Luke, Ed, and Deckers moved up the ramp. At the top, a man stood in
the gloom. As they got closer, Luke could see he was tall and broad, wearing
heavy boots, blue jeans, and a black T-shirt. Even closer, the man was clean
shaven with a flattop haircut. His face was chiseled like granite, all hard
edges and steep cliffs. His blue eyes were hard and his face was blank as they
approached.


“Gentlemen,” he said. “I’m Major
Henrick of the Joint Special Operations Command. My friends call me Duck, and
for the duration of this flight, you are my friends. This is my airplane, and
you will obey my commands while you are on board. We are going to assist you
with your operation to the best of our ability, but you will have to follow our
lead to allow us to do that. Cool?”


Luke smiled. “Cool.”


“Cool,” Deckers said.


“Cool,” Ed said.


Now Duck Henrick smiled.


“I understand your operation does
not exist, which is fine with us because this plane does not exist. Passenger
compartment is up ahead. I suggest you go up there, stow your gear, and strap
in. You’ll meet your flight crew, especially your boom operator, who I imagine
is about to become your best friend, when we’re in the air. So let’s get
cracking. I want to be off the ground in five minutes or less.”


He was as good as his word. There
was no air traffic at the base to speak of. Within moments, the plane was
accelerating, then lifting off into the dark night sky.


Trudy was in their ears the entire
time, reminding them of the layout of Air Force One, hammering it into their
brains. Luke was nodding to himself, not saying anything. He mostly had it memorized
already. 


Cargo hold on the bottom level—should
be mostly irrelevant to them.  


Passenger level, where they would
likely come in. Rear passenger compartment, mostly used by journalists and
other low level guests, and laid out like a first class cabin on a normal large
passenger jet. Moving forward through the plane, into the passenger galley and
dining area. 


Then a long narrow hallway up the
left side of the plane, VIP passenger compartments to one side. Then finally,
the area known as the White House, first a conference room, then the
presidential office, and finally the private quarters. This was where the
President would normally board the plane. This was where the disastrous
disembarkation in Haiti took place. The exit here, formerly a foldout airstair,
was probably useless now. 


Above this area, up a short flight
of stairs, was the flight deck. 


 He imagined sliding down the
refueling boom to Air Force One while in the sky. Then he imagined clinging to
the side of the plane using hydraulic suction pads. They had played around with
the pads a bit on board the other plane, and they seemed to work. But of course
they worked in an environment with no stressors.


There was nothing at stake. 


There was no wind speed.


There was no altitude. 


There was no turbulence, no
precipitation, no visibility problems, no communication problems. Everything
was easy indoors.   


A feeling came over Luke, one that
he rarely felt. He wasn’t just nervous, or hyped up, or starting to get an
adrenaline rush. 


He was afraid. 


“Okay,” he heard Swann say over
the headset. “Now I guess we’ll see if they’re willing to take the bait.”
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“Omar,” a voice said. 


It was late at night. Omar opened
his eyes and looked around the conference room. The window shades were all
down, shutting out the darkness. The prisoners were slumped in their chairs,
seemingly dozing or half-dozing. There were only three of them left, three
diamonds, three pieces of gold. 


Omar had been indecisive. He hadn’t
killed the two women after all. They could be valuable. His instructions were
to keep prisoners alive, whenever possible. And he found that if he stayed here
in the room with them, his presence alone kept Siddiq calm and well-behaved. Hassan,
who went any way the wind blew, would not act up on his own initiative. 


That said, Hassan was awake,
standing watchful, gun ready. Siddiq was slumped in a chair, eyes closed,
shotgun across his chest, but Omar could tell he was awake. Siddiq was forever
playing games. 


“Omar? We have a communication
from the Americans.”


The voice spoke in Arabic. It
seemed to awake the American President with a start. It had squawked out from
the intercom that led to the cockpit. It was Malik’s deep voice. He was
upstairs with the pilots. 


Omar pictured Malik in his mind. Older,
somewhat heavyset, beard and hair streaked with white and gray. Malik had a
wife, a second wife not recognized by the state but in every other way his
wife, eight children, fourteen grandchildren, and three great-grandchildren. He
was prosperous and the patriarch of a large family, a blessing from Allah, but
a position of immense responsibility as well. 


Why had he come on this journey? 


What calling in the night must he
have received?


Omar shook his head. Malik must be
tired by now, but he was the only one who understood what the pilots were
doing. His post was his post, and he had no choice but to maintain it. Omar had
no choice but to keep him there.


He should send Hassan to the
kitchen to discover how to make coffee. There were still hours to go to the
destination.


Omar went to the intercom and
pressed the toggle button. 


“We do not communicate with them,”
he said, also in Arabic. “We are a mystery to them. You know that. Ignore it.”


“I’ve been ignoring it for an
hour. But it’s important.”


“What could be so important?” Omar
said, almost sorry that he asked.


“The plane needs fuel,” Malik
said. “We will not reach the destination without a refueling. The pilots have
shown me the gauge, the miles to go, and the burn rate. I have done the
calculations myself. We will not make it.”


Omar’s heart skipped a tiny
amount.


“Have you revealed the destination
to the pilots?”


“Of course not.”


Omar nodded. He took a breath. Secrecy
was everything to this mission. This plane was surrounded in the sky by other
planes—fighter jets, as well as types of planes Omar thought of as troop
transports, and others he did not recognize. 


He imagined they were shadowed by
drones and spy satellites as well. This plane was probably the most closely
tracked aircraft on the planet at this moment, perhaps the most closely tracked
aircraft in human history. 


At one point, he had toyed with
the idea of telling the Americans to make the other planes leave. But what
difference would it make? The planes would simply follow at a wider radius. There
was no way to render this plane invisible. 


Okay, they needed to refuel. Omar
had known all along that this would likely become an issue. It was a problem
because he did not want to land again before the trip was over. But supposedly,
this plane could refuel while in the air. 


If so, that’s what the Americans
would have to do—refuel it while in flight. 


“I will come,” Omar said. “Wait
one moment.”


He looked around the room again. Siddiq
was watching him now with one eye open. Siddiq was a mongrel, a rabid mutt. The
instant he thought Omar would leave the room again, his mind filled with
fantasies. 


“Siddiq,” Omar said. 


“Yes?” The voice of innocence.


“I will be gone a short time. Upon
my return, if I find a repeat of last time, I will kill you first, and then
determine what happened later.”


Siddiq gave him a fake sort of military
salute.


“Of course you will.”


 


* * *


 


“We should kill him,” Siddiq said
in Arabic. “He has threatened me too many times.”


He said it loud enough for Hassan
to hear.


Omar was gone now, and Siddiq felt
alive.


There was no better feeling than
the one he felt now, that he always felt on missions. He remembered a line
spoken by a great European aerialist from another age, a wire walker who would
cross between the highest buildings of the time. 


“The wire is life. Everything else
is just waiting.”


Waiting for what? Waiting
to get back on the wire, of course.


Siddiq was like that. The missions
were everything. Being home, what was there for him? Nothing. Harassment by the
police and the interior ministry goon squads. Harassment for money by the
mothers of his two children. Harassment for money by his own mother, who had
lived in poverty since the death of Siddiq’s father.


Waiting, waiting, waiting to get
back on the wire.


He wasn’t even certain he’d had a
calling from Allah. When he was young, little more than a child, he would lie awake
in the stillness of the dark, wondering when the call would come. A sound
outside—was that the call?


No. A cat knocking over garbage
bins in the alley.


Siddiq was no longer certain that
there was such an entity as Allah. What if there wasn’t? Did it matter? Perhaps
not. 


He, Siddiq, and a few others had
defied death, hijacked an airplane, and kidnapped the President of the United
States, all in the name of Allah, who might not exist. He, Siddiq, had beaten
the so-called President and kicked him like a dog, all in the name of Allah,
who probably didn’t exist. 


This imaginary friend Allah made
all things possible. 


Siddiq smiled at the thought. Siddiq
had risked death for Allah on many occasions, without a word of thanks from Allah
himself. Siddiq had secretly broken the laws of Allah on many occasions,
without a word of rebuke from the Holy One. 


Where was Allah?


“We cannot kill him,” Hassan said
in Arabic. “He is the leader of the group.”


“Some leader,” Siddiq said. “Has
he shown leadership, do you suppose?”


Hassan shrugged. He did not look
at Siddiq at all. He was watching the prisoners carefully, who were now all in
various states of wakefulness. Poor, foolish Hassan. He took his job very
seriously. He was a true believer, right down to the seventy-two virgins
awaiting him on his arrival in Paradise.


Siddiq preferred to take his
virgins here on Earth. Why wait?


“We have stolen the airplane,”
Hassan said. “We have possession of the person we were sent to capture. We are
en route to the destination, we have not been shot down, and we are in complete
control. I’d say he—”


“We could have done all of that
ourselves,” Siddiq said. “We didn’t need him. And we lost three men.”


“They knew the risks before the
trip began. We all did.”


“All the same, it is time for Omar
to go. We no longer need him.”


Hassan shrugged again, not
committing to yes, not committing to no. That was Hassan in his essence. Maybe,
maybe not. 


“He’s hard to kill,” Hassan said.
“He has survived more than twenty combat missions. They say he has killed a
hundred men. Some say he is a genius of strategy. Others say he is blessed.”


Siddiq shook his head. He didn’t
like this talk, this Omar worship. 


“He sends others to die, as we saw
in Haiti, and yet he survives. Is he blessed by Allah, or by Satan? That’s what
I want to know.”


Hassan didn’t touch the question.


From the corner of his eye, Siddiq
noticed that his little blonde girlfriend was fully awake now. He turned to
her. In the name of the Prophet, she was a beautiful, sexy little thing. They
were going to have fun, she and Siddiq. Well, at least Siddiq would. He couldn’t
be sure what other people found fun. 


Right now, she was staring at him.



“What are you looking at, darling?”
he said to her in Arabic. “Are you dreaming of our date together?” 


The girl just kept staring. 


“She doesn’t understand,” Hassan
said. 


Siddiq blew her a kiss. Then he
smiled. It was a mocking smile, and he felt it deep inside himself, where his
soul might be. He felt so confident, so raw, so… alive. There was no other way
to say it. These moments, these missions, were the only things he lived for. Perhaps
he was the one blessed by Satan. He had survived quite a bit of combat himself.



“Oh, she understands well enough,”
he said. “She knows more than she shows.”


He smiled at her again. He felt as
though he was all powerful, and looking through her. She was transparent to
him.


“Is that what you’re dreaming of?”
he said, still speaking Arabic. “Our time together? It will be soon. I promise.”


Now the girl smiled. She did not
look away. 


“I’m imagining what it will be
like to watch you die,” she said. 


Siddiq nearly laughed. He clapped
his hands together, delighted.


“What did I tell you?” he said to
Hassan. “I knew she spoke Arabic.”


Hassan was less delighted. “Now
she knows our secret.”


Siddiq shook his head, still
smiling. “Oh? What secret is that?”


“The things we were just speaking
of.”


Hmmm. They had just been musing
about killing Omar.


“Yes,” Siddiq said. “That could be
bad. But who would believe her? Omar? Certainly not. He knows what Western
women are about.”


He looked at the girl.


“The first liar was a woman. Do
you remember your holy Bible? Your very nature is to lie. No one will believe
you.”


 


* * *


 


The men had been speaking Arabic
together. 


The language washed over Clement
Dixon in a vague blur. He didn’t understand a word of it. He had been thinking
that with the leader gone again, these two psychopaths were likely to murder
someone else.


Then Tracey spoke in Arabic, and
Dixon’s wheels nearly came off. 


He looked at her. She was staring
back at the big one, the head psycho. She was smiling at him. 


Where did she learn to speak
Arabic?


For a moment, Dixon wasn’t sure if
he was dreaming or not. He realized this was a personal crisis for him, perhaps
the greatest of his life. He was an old man, but he was also the leader of the
free world. He was expected to act like it. This wasn’t just the expectation of
others, it was his own as well. 


He had already tried once. He
tried to exert moral force on the hijackers. He tried to make them bend to his
will. Instead, they simply beat him, kicked him, and then murdered two men and
a woman right in front of him.


Dixon had known Islamists before. These
men were not Islamists, not even extreme ones. They were nihilists. They
believed in nothing. 


Faced with their murderous
emptiness, he had gone into shock. He saw that now. He had been in this job a
short time. But Gustavo was nearly always an attendant on these flights. Dixon
had been coming to know him just a little bit, and he thought him a fine young
man. 


Travis Pender was always the
physician on these flights, every single time. He was always poking and
prodding at Dixon, semi-humorously, reminding Dixon that he was old and needed
to take it easy. 


Gustavo, Pender, and Pender’s
nurse were all dead. It had happened so fast, there was no time to do anything
to stop it. There was no time to even think. These animals had murdered
innocent people without a second thought, and without remorse.


They had all the power in this
situation. They could do anything they wanted. One of them had been making
kissy faces at Tracey just a moment ago. He was clearly threatening to rape
her. He could do that, if he wanted. Who was going to stop him? 


Clement Dixon? How? All he had was
his position, and they didn’t respect it. In fact, they hated it. It dawned him
now that the only reason he was still alive was so that someone else could kill
him later, and in a more public way. 


These men wouldn’t kill him, only
because they weren’t allowed to.


They couldn’t kill him. 


If they killed him, they would
face the wrath of their employers, who were probably worse than they could ever
be. What would be a suitable punishment for prematurely killing a prisoner like
Clement Dixon? 


He had wiggle room after all. Clement
Dixon was no wilting daisy. Right now, his jaw hurt from where the man hit him.
His ribs hurt from where the man kicked him. They could hurt him, yes, but he’d
been hurt before. 


In Chicago, in 1968, he’d been
beaten badly by the police, badly enough that he spent three nights in the
hospital. Years before, in the Freedom Rider days, he’d been beaten several
times. Not bad enough to be hospitalized, but bad enough to make quite a
picture.


He remembered a photograph of
himself, Morrie Switzer, a Freedom Rider from Brooklyn, and David Johann, a
young black man from Mississippi. The three of them had been beaten to a bloody
pulp by Klansman in their full regalia. It was a wonder they could even see who
they were punching and kicking. 


So there they were, three young
men from different backgrounds, arms around each other, smiling and mugging for
the camera, faces covered in their own blood.


Clement Dixon nearly smiled at the
thought. 


He stood up. He took a breath. 


“Listen,” he said. He pointed at
the two men. “Both of you, listen to me a moment. You’ve already personally
committed three murders tonight. What you’ve done today is a crime against
humanity and against all the laws of war. The people on this airplane are
noncombatants. Civilians. I will not have you hurting anyone else, and I will
not have you harassing anyone else. If you believe you have a problem with me…”


The larger man stood up now. He
leveled his shotgun at Dixon. 


“Why don’t I just kill you now?”


The shotgun had a single barrel. Its
gaping maw seemed to jeer at Dixon. Instant death was inside that tunnel. All
the same, he was undeterred. 


“You won’t kill me, young man. I
know that. If you do, your own people will cut out your tongue, cut off your
limbs, then set you on fire while you’re still alive. That’s how much they care
about you. I’m the most valuable prisoner ever taken by your kind, and you are one
hundred percent disposable.”


“Quiet, old man.”


“Do you think I don’t know who you
are?” Dixon said. “You’re trash to be thrown away. They sent you on a suicide
mission. Don’t you understand that? They don’t care if you live or die. They’d
probably prefer if you don’t make it back.” 


The man spun the gun toward
Margaret Morris. 


“What if I just kill this one
while you watch?” he said.


Margaret simply stared at the gun.
She had watched these men kill without warning. Her co-worker was dead. Live or
die, it was out of her hands. She seemed resigned to her fate. 


The man smiled. “Would you enjoy
seeing that?”


 


* * *


 


“We cannot land,” Omar said.


He stood in the doorway to the
cockpit, looking past the dizzying array of instruments and controls, dials and
readouts. There was a wall of them, surrounding the pilots in a semicircle. Malik
sat in a fold-out seat that depended from the wall next to the doorway. 


Outside the windshield there was
darkness, punctuated by the flashing lights of an airplane in the distance,
ahead and to their left side. They were completely surrounded, Omar knew. Once
in a while, he would forget this for a few moments. If he stayed here in the
cockpit, he would never forget it. 


“We cannot trust your countrymen. The
fiasco in Haiti proved that all too well. There is no reason to risk any more
death.”


The older pilot nodded. “We
understand your concern.”


“What will you do to alleviate it?”
Omar said. 


“Well, as we were telling your
friend here, there is a refueling port in the nose of this aircraft. If this
were daytime, you could lean up and look out the windshield and see it just
below and in front of us, maybe three or four meters down. In other words, we
can refuel while flying. A tanker plane can rendezvous with us, flying a little
bit above and ahead of us. A long boom comes down, operated by a man onboard
the tanker, and attaches at that port. Then the fuel is delivered.”


Omar knew it was possible, and it
was much preferable to landing. Even so, his enemies were nefarious. He did not
know what sort of mischief they could get up to in the air like this, but…


“Yes, I know about this. But I
prefer not to interact with these people of yours for as long as it is
possible. With the fuel we currently have, how many hours of flying time do we
have left?”


The older pilot shrugged. “About
four. But if we wait, when the time comes, we will be in a very big hurry to
take fuel on.”


Omar nodded. “Then that’s what we’ll
do.” 


He was about to leave. He didn’t
like Siddiq being in command down there for any length of time. 


He looked at Malik. Malik’s eyes
were tired. But there was also wisdom in those eyes. 


“Does it sound reasonable to you?”
Omar said in Arabic. 


Malik made a gesture with his
hands, the two of them opening together like birds. “It sounds reasonable to
wait. But I don’t believe I would wait until the very last—”


“Look,” the young pilot said. “You
don’t want us to know where we’re going, so we don’t. But if we’re going to
Afghanistan, or even Saudi Arabia, we are not going to make it. Even if we’re
just going to Khartoum, we will crash well short of the airport. We’re going to
need fuel.” 


Omar took out the .38 revolver and
pointed it at the man’s head. The stakes were very high here. If he fired this
gun right now, from this angle the bullet would likely pass through the man’s
head and hit the windshield.


Would it destroy the windshield? 


Only Allah could know. 


“You throw around the names of all
these places,” Omar said. “What makes you think you know where we’re going? I
might tell you to land twenty minutes from now.”


Secretly, he was pleased. The
younger pilot didn’t even raise Mogadishu as a possibility.


“There’s nowhere to land twenty
minutes from here,” the younger pilot said. “In this part of Africa, it’s all
tiny airfields. This plane requires a long…”


Omar almost couldn’t believe the
man’s audacity. These people overvalued themselves. They were worth their
weight in coal, but they priced themselves as diamonds. 


“Shut up! I will kill you right
now.”


“If you kill that man, I am not
going to fly this plane for you,” the older pilot said. “I promise you that.” 


Omar shrugged and gestured at
Malik. “That’s why we have this man with us. We don’t need you to fly the
plane. You are a convenience, and nothing more.”


The pilot shook his large American
head. Did all of the cow’s milk they drank make their heads expand?


“Wrong. We’ve spoken to him. He
can serve as an assistant to a pilot, but on his own he cannot fly this plane,
and he knows it. He will become what we call task-saturated within ten or fifteen
minutes. That means he will not be able to keep up with all of the things he
needs to do, he will lose control, and the plane will crash.”


There was a pause. Omar said
nothing. 


Malik was only supposed to talk to
them enough to know what was going on. He was not supposed to share any
information about his skill level. Apparently, he had told them a great deal
about his abilities. 


He looked at Malik. Malik stared
stonily forward. 


“What else have you told them?” he
said in Arabic.


Malik shook his head. “I’ve told
them nothing.”


“I’ve seen cases,” the pilot said,
“where a task-saturated pilot at night becomes so lost in the dark he doesn’t
know his own altitude seconds before he hits the ground.”


Omar let the gun slowly sink until
it was pointed at the floor. 


“We’re all here to die,” he said.
“Remember that. I will let you know when I’m ready to commence refueling.”


He left the cockpit and stalked
down the narrow stairway to the passenger level.


 


* * *


 


Hassan stepped back into the
conference room.


“Siddiq,” he hissed. “He’s coming.”


Siddiq shook his head. Just as
things were getting interesting in here, Omar chose to return. He pulled the
shotgun away from the woman’s face. Now he held it lightly, cradling it. It was
pointed at the floor, but he could easily raise it again in case of a threat. 


Now he could just be standing
guard, reasonably alert.


He looked at the President of the
United States, who was still standing. He smiled at the old man and put a
finger to his lips as if shushing him.


Then he looked at the young girl
again. Her blue eyes seemed to follow his every move. He could hear Omar’s
footsteps coming down the hallway.  


“Next time,” Siddiq told everyone
in the room, “when he leaves again, we will all have our fun.” 
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“I kid you not, this plane was
built in 1957,” Mac said. “They don’t make ’em like this anymore. Forty-eight
years in the air, and I’d bet it can go another twenty.” 


“Whose plane is it?” Luke said.


Luke was curious about who they
were flying with. Major Henrick had claimed it was Joint Special Operations
Command, but Luke had his doubts about that. JSOC tended to get the latest
toys, not decrepit leftovers from an earlier age.


Mac shrugged. “It’s nobody’s
plane. In reality, when push comes to shove, there is no plane. These old
planes become obsolete, fall out of commission. You can’t get parts for them. Maintenance
issues. Inventory problems. Paperwork errors. Where’s that old airplane? It
must have been scrapped at some point.”


He looked back at them and
grinned.


“You know how that goes.”


He had told them to call him Mac. That
was it. No rank, no first name, no last name. 


“Call me Mac.”


He was the boom operator on the
refueling plane. Luke, Ed, and Deckers stood behind him while he sat at his
instrument panel. He was looking through a window at the dark night, and they
were seeing what he saw. A blinking light beneath the plane cast crazy shadows.



His face and body were chubby, not
military at all. He wore a battered sand-colored camouflage uniform with no
markings on it. He wore a headset with earphones and microphone. The headset
sat perched on top of a green baseball hat. 


The hat read St. John, USVI:
1493 


Mac was giving them the condensed
version of the mid-air refueling elevator pitch. 


“We could actually refuel at about
335 knots, which is about 385 miles per hour to you guys. But since you’re
going to be out there wing-walking, or whatever, what we’re going to do instead
is have them slow down to just above stall speed. The stall speed for a plane
like Air Force One is in the one hundred twenty-five to one-sixty-five mile per
hour range. To be safe, we’re going to fly around one-eighty to two hundred miles
per hour. Much slower than three-eighty-five, but still pretty darn fast. You
guys sure you’re up for that?”


“What choice do we have?” Luke
nearly said, but didn’t. 


“We’re up for it,” Deckers said. 


Ed said nothing. 


Mac moved his control stick. He
hit a switch.


“Let’s put a little light on the
subject.”


Outside the window, the night lit
up in a bleak and eerie night vision green. Below them, a long boom came into
view. It had two small airfoils in a V-tail configuration. As they watched, the
boom lowered and then trailed behind and below the plane. 


“I control the boom with the
joystick,” Mac said. “The V-tail makes it aerodynamic and gives me that
control. Otherwise, it would just be flapping all over the place out there. Not
good. There’s a pipe inside the boom that transfers fuel, in this case, about a
thousand gallons per minute. The fuel pipe ends in a nozzle with a flexible
ball joint. The boom is also gimballed on our end. The two combined give the
boom lots of freedom of movement, even while the two planes are mated. Clear so
far?”


“Clear.”


“Clear.”


“Clear.”


Mac nodded. “Now, he’s got to stay
inside my air refueling envelope. There’s room to move, but only inside of a
certain box.” He made a square with his hands in the air. “If he decides to
move outside that box, it becomes unsafe for both of us, and I have to decouple
and let him go. Normally, this isn’t an issue, but in this case it could be, if
the bad guys catch wise to what’s going on.”


He looked at them seriously. “We
know those are Air Force pilots flying that plane right now, and that’s good. But
we also know the bad guys are in the cockpit with them. When you men slide down
that boom, you’re going to go right past them and hit the nose of the aircraft.
They might see it happen, depending on visibility. But they’re definitely going
to hear it.”


He laughed.


“Depending on how fast you’re
sliding, they might even hear you splatter.”  











CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE


 


 


2:50 a.m. Eastern Daylight Time 


(9:50 a.m. East Africa Time)


The Oval Office


The White House, Washington DC


 


 


“Who are you?”


Thomas Hayes had opened his eyes
to see a young man standing over him. 


The man was slim, with a boyish
face and hair that was already thinning on top. From this angle it was hard to
tell, but it appeared he was not tall. He looked fresh and alert, and wore a
three-piece suit. His tie was not askew. His shirt was not unbuttoned at the
collar, and his sleeves were not rolled up. In fact, he was still wearing the
jacket. 


“Sir, I’m David Halstram. I’m a
West Wing staff member.”


Hayes looked around. 


The lights of the Oval Office were
dimmed, but not out. The heavy drapes behind the Resolute Desk were drawn. He
was lying on a long red and white sofa. Someone had given him a pillow and
draped a small gray blanket over him. On the floor near his head was the Seal
of the President of the United States. The carpet in here was a dark blue. Hayes
liked that color. 


Two large Secret Service men stood
by the door out to the hallway. Their faces were stern and impassive. They were
there when Hayes had first lain down. They had probably stood there the entire
time while he was asleep.


Security was tight. He had talked
to his wife, Carol, earlier. She was at the Naval Observatory, where they
lived, and where Thomas Hayes would normally be at this hour. She said it was like
an armed encampment. 


That was good. She and the kids
were safe. 


“What time is it?” Hayes said to
the young man, David Halstram.


“A little after three a.m.” 


“Is there an emergency?”


Hayes realized what a silly
question it was as soon as it left his mouth. Of course there was an emergency.
What he wanted to know was whether the emergency had gotten any worse during
his nap. 


Halstram understood this
intuitively. 


“No, sir. Everything is quiet
right now. A skeleton crew has been monitoring events down in the Situation
Room. Air Force One has been traveling across Africa through the night, along
with its complement of fighter jets and troop transports. There was a brief
communication where the pilots said they had been fed from the galley and given
coffee. There was some concern about the fuel reserves on the plane, and the
hijackers have agreed to a mid-air refueling. A refueling tanker plane has been
dispatched to the area, but the refueling itself hasn’t taken place yet.”


“Have the terrorists revealed their
destination?” Hayes said. 


“No, sir.”


Hayes shifted his body and sat up
on the sofa. His shoes were on the carpet. There was an identical sofa across
an engraved metal coffee table from him. His jacket and tie from yesterday were
draped over that sofa. 


He did not remember falling
asleep. 


“In that case, what can I do for
you, David?”


“Sir, if the refueling is to take
place, it must happen within the next hour or so. General Stark felt you would
want to be awake and in attendance for that, in case events unfold in an
unpredictable manner.”


Hayes nodded. If the plane
crashed, or blew up, or they suddenly jettisoned Clement Dixon, Thomas Hayes
would need to be available to take the Oath of Office. Next man up, as it were.



“A courier has brought you three
suits and an array of dress shirts and ties from the Naval Observatory, picked
out by Mrs. Hayes. There is an executive suite bedroom and bathroom ready for
you in the East Wing, along with razor, toothbrush, deodorant, and whatever
other personal items you might need so you can prepare for the day ahead. The
chef and his staff can have a full egg breakfast ready for you in twenty minutes.
I left a hot pot of coffee with some pastries outside the door, and can bring
them in if you like.”


This Halstram character was
efficient, give him that.


Hayes rubbed his eyes and took a
deep breath. He was not looking forward to this day. But he had no choice. The
horror of this had to be faced, and he was the one who must face it. 


He glanced up at Halstram again. The
guy was like a puppy dog, waiting for Hayes to throw a stick. 


“Do you live at the White House,
David?”


Halstram was clearly confused by
the question. “Sir?”


“Do you live here, in this
building?”


“No, sir. I live near Dupont
Circle.”


“Well, you look fresh as a daisy
for three in the morning. You seem right at home. Made me think you might even
live here.”


Halstram smiled. “Mr. Vice
President, I’ve never wanted to work anywhere else. I come in early and stay
late. I love my job.” 


Hayes nodded. It was time to
dispense with the pleasantries and start waking up.


“Is bringing me that coffee you
mentioned part of your job?”


Now Halstram’s smile was a broad
grin. “It sure is.”


“Then do your job, son. Do your
job.”











CHAPTER TWENTY SIX


 


 


10:25 a.m. East Africa Time


(3:25 a.m. Eastern Daylight
Time)


The Skies Above East Africa


 


 


“Omar,” Malik’s voice said. “They
say we must refuel soon, or risk a crash.” 


Omar opened his eyes. It was a
long night, and he had been dozing lightly. Sleeping with one eye open, he used
to call it when he was young. He was less concerned about the prisoners staging
an uprising than he was about Siddiq creeping up on him with that sharp knife
of his. 


The prisoners were okay, as
relaxed as they had been since the start of the trip. 


Two hours ago, Hassan had gone to
the main galley kitchen and had quickly made three pots of coffee, two for the
conference room and one for the cockpit. He had also brought a hot chocolate
drink, for those who preferred that. He had found sandwiches and various crumb cakes
and other snacks, wrapped in cellophane packaging. He had brought those here
and to the cockpit as well. No cooking was necessary.  


In Omar’s experience people,
prisoners especially, were calmer, happier, and more compliant when they were
fed. These prisoners were no exception. 


“Omar?”


Omar nodded and went to the
intercom. He pressed the button. 


“I will come.”


He looked at Siddiq and Hassan. They
were both standing, both beginning to look tired themselves. They were young
men, and to Omar’s mind, they shouldn’t tire so easily. But it had been a long
night. Fortunately, it was almost over now. 


If they lived, they would be
heroes. And Omar would see to it that they received every honor they deserved. In
the scheme of things, they had suffered a brief lapse in judgment. Two men had
died. Compared to the lapse in judgment of the Secret Service agents in Haiti,
what was it? Compared to the never-ending assault on Islamic countries by the
Americans, what was it?


It was nothing.


“Behave yourselves,” he told them
in Arabic. 


He looked around the conference
room. The prisoners were all seated at the table, each with at least two seats
between them. That way they could not conspire together. It was probably not
necessary. They looked like they had nothing left. 


No conspiracy. No energy. No
resistance. They would do as they were told, in the hope that it would help
them survive. 


There were empty coffee cups,
plastic plates, and wrappers all over the table. Creamers, sugar packets. If
there was one thing Omar hated, it was disorder. Disorder, lack of discipline,
these things caused failure. Little things added up, multiplied suddenly, and
became big things. 


He looked directly at Siddiq. “And
clean up this room. It’s a mess.”


He moved through the hallway past
the presidential office and up the stairs to the cockpit level. He stepped to
the doorway, instantly taken again by the array of instruments. But this time,
also by the scene outside the windshield. The first hint of light was entering
the sky. It was no longer pitch-black out there. Far ahead, he could see the
tails of two small airplanes, likely jet fighters, one to the left and one to
the right. 


The pilots had finished their
coffee and their snacks, then taken all of their refuse and stuffed it into a
plastic bag, which was outside the cockpit doorway. See? They were soldiers and
understood the need for order. In another life, perhaps he and the American
pilots would find common ground. 


“Where is the refueling plane?”
Omar said.


The older pilot pointed through
the windshield and up. 


“Above our heads. If you step
closer, you will see it.”


Omar stepped in, leaned over, and
looked up through the windshield. He wasn’t the least bit wary. If the pilots
tried to overwhelm him, Malik would simply call downstairs and give the order
to kill the President. 


The tanker was above them, perhaps
a thousand feet up and a little ahead. It was a drab, olive green. Omar couldn’t
see the extent of it, or any obvious markings. Shreds of clouds were skidding
by, obscuring his vision and causing a slight bounce in the plane. 


“Will he come closer?”


The pilot nodded. “He has
instructed us to drop to eight thousand feet and slow our airspeed. We are
gradually doing that.”


Omar didn’t like the sound of
that. “Why?”


“Why what? Why do it gradually?”


Omar spoke slowly, as if to a
child. “Why do it at all? Why is it necessary to lower altitude and slow the
plane?”


The big pilot shrugged. “When you
refuel in the air, it’s the refueling pilot’s call. We just do what he tells us
to do. Could be that’s an older plane. The older ones used to refuel at lower
altitudes and slower speeds than the modern ones.”


Now Omar really didn’t like it. “Why
would they send an old plane to refuel Air Force One?”


“Because we’re in Africa?” the
younger pilot offered. “And they don’t have any modern tankers stationed here?”


“The old ones work fine,” the
older pilot said. “I’m not worried about it.” 


Several moments passed. 


The older pilot flipped a switch. 


“KC One, this is Air Force One. We
have reached eight thousand feet. Ready when you are. Acknowledge.”


A voice came through with just a
bit of static. 


“Roger that, Air Force One. Open
refueling nozzle. Watch for our boom coming down. Prepare for link-up.”


“Roger, KC One.”


More minutes passed. 


Omar began to feel like he had
been standing here quite some time. He began to suspect he was being made a
fool of. If they attempted anything stupid, he was going to be very angry. He
breathed deeply.  


“What is taking them so long?” he
said.


 


* * *


 


The man called Siddiq smiled down
at her.


“It’s time,” he said. 


Tracey always knew it would come
to this. This man was the craziest of the bunch. He was the biggest, most
unstable, and most dangerous. The only way out, for all of them, was through
him. 


And the timing couldn’t be better.
They had just started the mid-air refueling. She had a nearly photographic
recall for messages. It had gone like this:


Possible
rescue. Scenario: mid-air refuel. If so, make way to rear of plane, open aft
passenger door by any means available. Await rescue team. Brief upon arrival. 



If something was going to happen,
it would happen during the refueling.


She nodded at Siddiq.


He held a hand out to her, but she
ignored it and stood on her own. She gestured with her head at his chest.


“Are you going to keep your
suicide vest on?” she said. 


Now his smile was ear to ear. 


“I must continue to wear it. But
don’t worry. It will make it more exciting. Perhaps the two of us will explode.”


But he put his shotgun down and
leaned it against the wall near Hassan. 


“Siddiq…” Hassan began. 


He waved that away. “Hush.”


Margaret Morris was now standing. 


“We’re going to contact your boss,”
she said. 


Siddiq smirked. “He’s not the boss
anymore. He just doesn’t know it yet.”


Suddenly, Clement Dixon was up
too. He launched himself at Siddiq when Siddiq’s back was turned. The two men
wrestled for a few seconds, but Siddiq was younger and stronger. He was in
Dixon’s grasp, and slowly squirmed around to face him. With both hands, he
pushed Dixon’s face away, breaking the clasp of Dixon’s arms.


“No!” Margaret Morris shouted. 


The smaller man, Hassan, had his
gun on her, on all of them.


Tracey watched.


Maintain
cover all costs.


Siddiq
held Dixon at arm’s length with one hand. With his free hand, his right, he punched
Dixon in the face. The old man fell backwards over a chair and sprawled onto
the floor. Margaret went to him. 


Clement
Dixon was on his back. Tracey was near the door now. She wished he hadn’t
attacked Siddiq like that. She was sorry to have seen it. 


She
hoped that Margaret didn’t try anything. 


This—this
meeting with Siddiq—it had to happen. There was no other way. 


Dixon’s helpless eyes flitted back
and forth between Tracey and Siddiq. Tracey could not meet his eyes. She didn’t
want to see what was there. She was afraid it would break her heart. 


Suddenly, she was sorry she had
ever taken on this role. She was sent to trap him, and it had been starting to
work. He had been falling for her, or at the very least, doting on her like
some grandfather. If this hijacking hadn’t happened, she hated to think of the
things she would have done to derail his intentions, and possibly his entire
presidency.


He was a very kind man. 


Siddiq was shrewd, like a wild
animal, a predator. 


He pointed at Dixon on the ground.
“It’s love, isn’t it? You love the young one.” He nodded to himself, as if he
had realized a great truth. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I will give her back to
you when I’m done. But by then, you may not want her anymore. I do tend to ruin
them for other men.”


“Tracey,” Margaret said. “You can
refuse to go with him. It’s a crime. They are going to face charges when—”


“Shut up, woman,” Hassan said. He
pointed his machine gun directly at her. 


Siddiq turned to Tracey. They were
both standing at the doorway now. He made a grand gesture, waving, showing the
way with his hand. 


“After you, my darling,” he said. 


“Take the gun, at least,” Hassan
said, this time speaking in Arabic. 


“I won’t need it,” Siddiq said. “And
clean up the room, will you?”


Tracey went out. Trembling just a
little, she led the way down the narrow hall.


   


* * *


 


“Ready?” Deckers shouted. 


In his helmet with his heavy
goggles, he looked more like a downhill skier or motorcycle racer than whatever
he really was. A crazy person, Luke supposed.


Deckers, Luke, and Ed were at the
open hatchway. 


The sky was bright, even dazzling.
Far behind them to the west, Luke fancied he could see a dark line, the last
bit of night, racing away around the globe.


Cold air rushed in through the
hatch. It was a familiar feeling. They were at 10,000 feet. Luke had made jumps
from this height many times. Two miles below them, through wisps of fast-moving
shredded clouds, Luke could see a deep brown and orange desert. 


They were above and a little ahead
of Air Force One. The boom was dropping from the refueling tanker, reaching for
the target. The boom arced as it dropped away. Luke stared at that V-tail. That
was the end of the ride. 


“Gentlemen,” a voice said in his
helmet. It was the pilot. “Mac tells me the nozzle is attached to the
receptacle on Air Force One, and we are fueling. I recommend you wait a few
minutes before you launch. You are going to need that extra fuel no matter what
you do, and no matter what happens. We are going to hit some weather up ahead
in approximately three minutes, and we’re going to bounce a bit. Visibility
will be poor for several minutes after that. That’s your window.”


Luke tried to take a deep breath,
but it caught in his throat. This was doable, he could see that. 


They were each wearing a harness,
with a short, thick length of metal protruding from the front. At the end was a
clasp like a mountain climbing carabiner, only larger and heavier-duty. 


The idea was to climb out of this
hatchway, dangle from the bottom of the plane for a moment, hook the carabiner
onto the boom, then let go. Gravity would take you down the length of the boom,
until you reached the V-tail just above the nose of Air Force One. From there,
you unclasp the carabiner and attach yourself to the plane with the hydraulic
suction pads. Then crawl over the plane to the rear exit door, and hope the
Meerkat has opened the door for you. 


Then fight hijackers in suicide
vests to the death.


They were all wearing parachutes
in case none of that worked. 


“Easy!” Deckers shouted and gave
the thumbs-up. “Just like ziplining through the cloud forest in Costa Rica.”


“One minute to the weather, gents,”
the pilot said. “You may experience some discomfort. Good luck and Godspeed.”


For a second, a wave of unreality
washed over Luke. 


Deckers was perched there, right
at the edge of the hatchway. Beyond him was the undercarriage of the tanker,
and open sky. Below and behind him, the nose of Air Force One, so near and so
far. Below that, nothing but dizzying space. 


He was a kid. He was too
confident.


The tanker lurched, as though it
had gone over a small hill. Thick white clouds streaked by. It was cold, colder
than before. Moisture appeared on Luke’s goggles. It was wet. That was going to
make clinging to the airplane…


“I don’t love this idea!” Ed
Newsam shouted from behind him. 


“Me neither,” Luke said quietly,
his voice drowned out. 


“See you boys in Heaven,” Deckers
said. 


He climbed out of the hatchway. For
a second, he wasn’t attached to anything, simply dangling from his hands, his
suction pads still strapped around his wrists. He pulled his legs up, suctioned
them onto the bottom of the tanker’s fuselage, then attached his carabiner to
the top of the boom.


A second later, he was gone. 


“Did he go?” Luke shouted.


“He went!” Ed said. 


“Where?”


“Down the chute.”


There was zero visibility. Deckers
had simply disappeared into the clouds. 


“Okay,” Luke said. 


Suddenly, he wished he had tried
to call Becca one last time.  


He shook that thought away and
swung out over nothing. There were metal rods beneath the fuselage, and he
gripped one in each hand. His legs dangled, the white clouds streaking by below
his boots. He caught a glimpse of the desert again, then it was gone. It was
very far away. The wind threatened to rip him off the plane and send him down
to it. 


He lifted his legs. The suction
pads on his boots immediately caught the fuselage and attached. He could feel
the power of the seal the hydraulics made. He could dangle upside down now if
he wanted to.


He didn’t want to. 


He grabbed the boom with his left
hand. It was thick and he couldn’t get his fingers all the way around it. With
his right hand, he lifted the carabiner attached to his chest and clasped it
around the boom. He was attached now. All he needed to do was let go.


He gazed out at the thick clouds
all around him. There was nothing to see. Everything was soaking wet. 


He tried to take a deep breath. No
good. His breathing was shallow. He was nearly hyperventilating. 


He released the suction pads on
his boots. 


He let go of the boom.


An instant later, he was racing
through a vast nothing, moving very fast.


He broke out of the clouds, and
then Air Force One was RIGHT THERE, just below him, looming larger and larger. He
zipped down the boom at an impossibly steep angle, dropping from the sky. The
tanker wasn’t leading them enough, he was falling, he was going to crash hard.


He reached up and grabbed the boom
with his gloved hands, trying to slow his descent. 


Too fast. He was going too fast. 


Deckers was nowhere in sight. 


Here came the plane.


 


* * *


 


“What was that?” Omar said. 


He well knew what it was. 


Seconds ago, a man had come down
the refueling boom, going very fast, and had crashed into the plane at the
fueling nozzle. His body seemed to break when he hit the surface, and whatever
was holding him fast to the boom seemed to snap. Then he bounced, and went
flying past the windshield on his way over the top of the plane.


Gone.


“I have no idea,” the lead pilot
said. “I have never in my life—”


“Liar!” Omar shouted. “You’re all
liars! Do you take me for a fool?”


Suddenly, another man came down
the boom. He also crashed into the plane, right in front of the windshield, at
the fueling nozzle. His body hit hard.


THUNK.


But he held on. 


Omar stared at the man in
amazement. He was in the sky, outside the airplane, clinging to the side of it.
How did he hold himself there?


Omar pulled the .38 out. He
pointed it at the lead pilot’s head, the pilot who said he would refuse to fly
if the other one were dead. 


“You,” Omar said. “Get this plane
away from the refueling tanker.”


“It’s not that simple,” the pilot
said. “There’s what’s called a refueling envelope. We have to stay within it
while the boom is attached. If we exit the envelope prematurely—”


BANG!


Omar shot him in the head. 


The bullet passed through his
skull and dented in a control panel. Bits of bone and gore sprayed the
instruments. Part of the panel cracked apart, buttons and dials falling off. The
big pilot himself had jerked violently, but was now slumped dead in his seat. Omar
pushed him off onto the floor. His body was heavy. 


“Malik! Take his seat. Prepare to
assist.”


Malik did not hesitate. An instant
later, he had slid into the man’s seat, and had his hands ready to assume
control. It was a desperate situation. Malik could fly the plane, but only a
little. If this last pilot did not comply, this was a suicide mission after
all.


Omar held the gun to the younger
pilot’s head. This was the better pilot to have alive. He was more compliant
than the other. Omar should never have considered killing this one first.


The man stared straight ahead. 


“Get me away from that tanker,”
Omar said. “Or three seconds from now, you will be dead like your friend. Do
not tell me about refueling envelopes. Do not tell me about anything. Go! Do
it!”


The remaining pilot steered the
plane up and to the left, veering sharply away from the tanker. 


Omar looked up and caught a
fleeting glimpse of the man outside the plane. He had just crawled across the
windshield and over the top of their heads. 


Omar jabbed the pilot in the head
with the barrel of the gun.


The pilot flinched, but did not
release his controls.


“Increase speed. Increase
altitude. Shake that man off of here.”


 


* * *


 


“Refueling aborted! Refueling
aborted!”


The voice was loud inside Ed Newsam’s
helmet.


“Mission abort! DO NOT GO!”


Ed was at the hatchway, the last
man. He had been just about to reach for the metal rods above his head, to
swing over to the boom. He didn’t like it, but he was going to do it. The plane
lurched crazily and Ed nearly fell out. He gripped the wall and hung on. The
plane banked hard, and for a second, Ed was looking at the ground, two miles
below him.


“Abort! Abort! They’re pulling
away! They’ve breached the envelope.”


“Are we clear?”


There was no sound. No answer.


“Mac! Are we clear?”


Mac’s calm voice came over the
headset. “We are clear and away. Air Force One refueling aborted due to unsafe
action of Air Force One pilots. Refueling boom decoupled and retracting. Air
Force One on a northeast bearing, and gaining altitude.”


“How much fuel did they get?”


“About four thousand gallons. Enough
to take them from here to the Indian Ocean.”


There was quiet as Ed clawed his
way back into the plane and slammed the hatchway door closed. Before he closed
it, he stared for a moment at the shape of Air Force One, moving off to the
left. He tried to spot any sign of Stone or Deckers on the outside. 


He didn’t see anything.


“God help them,” Mac said inside
his helmet. “The terrorists must be flying the plane.”











CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN


 


 


10:30 a.m. East Africa Time


(3:30 a.m. Eastern Daylight Time) 


Baledogle Airfield


Wanlaweyn District, Lower
Shabelle 


Somalia


 


 


“Did the
Apocalypse already happen?” Mark Swann said. “This is The Day After on
steroids.”


“I think
it did,” Trudy Wellington said. “And we missed it.”


The
experimental supersonic jet had just touched down. Swann and Trudy stood at the
doorway, blasted by the hot air of the desert and looking out at the old Soviet
airbase around them. It was as if the world had suddenly ended one day and the Soviets
went home.  


The
runway was pitted and broken, square slabs of stone or blacktop pulled up and
pitched different ways. The plane had come down, and the pilots had simply
slammed on the brakes so as not to have to wreck the plane’s landing gear
bouncing over the ruts. 


At the
far end of the runway were a number of rounded brick buildings, almost like
hangars, but only one story high. They had heavy steel doors, which were shut,
and words or symbols appeared to be written across them in spray paint. The
buildings were slowly being covered over by blowing sand. 


To the
left of the runway was an old, white and brown, five-story Stalinesque
apartment block. It was completely abandoned, seemingly every window smashed. Beyond
that was another white abandoned building, three stories high, with some sort
of large radar or communications dome on top of it. In the shimmering hot
distance, there was a large hangar with a rusty corrugated roof, a control
tower, and some barracks.


On a
long taxiway that ran parallel to the runway, about a dozen large drones were
parked. Beyond that were four or five Black Hawk and Little Bird helicopters. The
drones and the choppers were the only remotely new things about this place.


The reddish beige of the desert stretched out in all
directions as far as the human eye could see.


Swann
already loved it here. For some reason, undesirable pieces of real estate like
this punched all his buttons. Sometimes he fantasized about buying an old
abandoned General Motors plant in Detroit. And living inside of it.  


“It’s
amazing,” he said. 


“Reminds
me of the setting for every nightmare I’ve ever had,” Trudy said. 


“Tired,
huh?” Swann said. 


She
nodded. “Yeah.”


A man
appeared out of the swirling sands, driving a sort of glorified golf cart with
large, heavy, studded tires. The man himself wore dark sunglasses. As he drove
up, his face was covered in a black pirate bandana. He wore a blue baseball cap
that might have once said Mets on it. He had big arms in a gray Army T-shirt,
and the arms were covered in tattoos. He also wore tan and brown camouflage
pants and black boots.


He
pulled the bandana down, and his face was covered with a heavy red beard.


“Swann?”
he said. “Wellington?”


“That’s
us.”


“Someone
told me to be nice to you,” the man said. 


“Great,”
Trudy said. “We could use a little—”


“Yeah,
so stow your gear in the back there and get in.”


 They
drove through spitting sand to a low-slung concrete bunker with a curved roof. The
base was at the end of the world. The base was after the world had ended. Visibility
was poor. It was like being on the surface of Mars. It was like surviving a
nuclear winter, except it was hot out. 


The man
pressed a button on his dashboard and the rusted steel door of the bunker
slowly rattled up and out of their way. He pulled in. There were several more
of the carts parked in here, in the gloom. It was like being under a bridge.


“We’re
home,” the man said. 


He
pointed across the bleak open space at two closed metal doors. 


“Those
are elevators. The one on the right actually works. It only goes one way from
here. Down. Take it. At the bottom, you’ll talk to Colonel Hadley. He’s waiting
for you. He’ll set you up with whatever you need.”


Trudy
and Swann climbed out and stepped toward the elevators.


“Take
your gear,” the bearded man said. 


They
looked back at him.


He
shrugged. “I don’t want it. But I imagine you do.”


They
rode the ancient elevator deep into the Earth. The ride was slow, and the
elevator made grinding and scraping sounds the whole way. The walls of the
elevator were rusted and pitted. There had been a spill of some kind in the
back left corner an unknown time ago. Whatever had been spilled seemed to have
eaten through the metal there. The floor was thin and green in that spot, and
had holes in it. Shadows from lights in the elevator shaft came through the
holes. 


“I do
enjoy luxury accommodations,” Trudy said. 


The
elevator reached the bottom, where it stopped with a lurch. There were several
long seconds before the door managed to open itself. 


“So we’re
agreed?” Trudy said. 


“About
Mogadishu?”


She
nodded. “Yes.”


They had
talked about it on the plane. The idea all along was to keep this mission, and
the suspected final destination of Air Force One, a complete secret. But left
to their own devices, they began to see the flaws in that idea. If Luke and Ed
managed to commandeer the plane, they might well have to land it in Mogadishu
anyway. There weren’t really any friendlies in Mogadishu. 


But
there were supposedly fifty special operations soldiers here. They could
scramble those choppers outside and be down in Mogadishu in thirty minutes. 


Giving
it away would put the SRT way out on a limb. It would open them to accusations
of knowing the destination all along and hiding it. Which was, in fact, what
they had done. But sitting on the information any longer was putting their
team, Margaret Morris, and the President at terrible risk.


“Yeah,”
Swann said. “I don’t see any other way.”


“Okay,”
Trudy said. “I agree.” 


The door
opened. A tall man in a tan camouflage uniform stood there. He had a clipboard
in his hand, which he glanced at. He did not smile. 


“Agent
Swann, Agent Wellington?”


“Yes.”


“I’m
Colonel Hadley. I’m your liaison here. I’ve been assigned to make your stay
with us as pleasant and productive as possible.”


To
Swann, the colonel looked like a typical military type. For a second, Swann
wondered what he looked like to the colonel. He glanced down at their feet. The
colonel was wearing heavy black combat boots. Swann was wearing red high-topped
Chuck Taylor sneakers. And that was where the differences started. 


“Colonel,”
Swann said. “I understand you fly drones from this base.”


The
colonel raised a finger to his lips. “That’s hard to say. The best plan of
action is probably to watch what we do, and not talk much about it.”


Swann
nodded. “Understood.”


They
followed the colonel down a tunnel, through a doorway, and into the brightness
of a large subterranean chamber. The ceilings were two stories high and
rounded, with long fluorescent lights running the length of them. It was cold
in here, and Swann noted the background hum of powerful air conditioner units. 


Along
one wall was a long rack of upright computer servers. In the center of the room
were about two dozen drone pilot stations, with multiple viewscreens, joystick
and keyboard controls. Most of the stations were occupied by men slouched in
leather rolling chairs, with additional controls mounted on the armrests. 


On the
outer rim of the chamber were traditional desktop computer workstations, with
video screens mounted on metal stands or on the walls.


The
place was a high-tech surveillance and combat outpost, buried under the ruins
of the previous base.


Swann
looked at Trudy. She nodded. 


“Colonel,”
Swann said, “can you keep a secret?”


The colonel
smiled this time. He nearly laughed. “Agent Swann, this is one of the most
secret bases on the planet. My wife doesn’t even know where I am.”


“That’s
good to know,” Swann said. “On the way here, we came upon some intelligence
that suggests Air Force One is going to land in Mogadishu. The hijackers may be
hoping to hand the President over to a Sharia court operating there.” 


The
colonel was tall. He stopped and turned to look at Swann. Swann was also tall,
but not as tall, nor as broad, as the colonel. 


“Is that
why you’ve joined us here?”


“Yes.”


He eyed
them both. “Well, Agent Swann.” He nodded to Trudy. “Agent Wellington. We’ve
been carefully watching the city from the sky. We’ve looked, and we’ve seen no
evidence of preparations for that.”


“I suggest you look at it again,”
Trudy said.











CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT


 


 


10:40 a.m. East Africa Time 


(3:40 a.m. Eastern Daylight Time)


Near Baakara Market


Mogadishu, Somalia


 


 


“Basically, I’m a tourist,” Sean
Casey said.


Casey’s name was not now, nor had
it ever been, Kevin Murphy. He had never been in the United States military, he
had never been a clandestine special operator, or an assassin for hire. 


He was just a friendly tourist
from Canada, and he had arrived on a plane from Nairobi early this morning. Adventure
was his middle name. He enjoyed off the beaten track destinations. Like
Mogadishu. Tourists like himself hadn’t landed here en masse and ruined the
place. Yet.


He was sitting in a tiny, hole in
the wall restaurant just a few blocks outside the sprawling bustle of Baakara
Market. The market seemed a little slow today, not the normal crush of
humanity. Maybe it was the heat. Maybe there was another reason. 


The girl was bringing him bottles
of beer, brewed in Ethiopia. He was on his third. The Islamic fundamentalists
had clamped down on alcohol sales, but there was still beer available, if you
knew the right way to ask for it. There was always beer available. There would
always be beer available. Beer pre-dated human civilization.


“I see,” said the man sitting
across the table from him. “A tourist.”


Casey nodded. “Yes, of course.”


It had taken all morning to put
this meeting together. He was running out of time. If this guy wasn’t the
answer, it might turn out there was no answer. It would be hard, verging on
impossible, for Sean Casey to pull this off by himself.  


The man went by the name of
Kruger, and he was a very dark black man of indeterminate age. He could have
been thirty-one. He could have been forty-five. People said he was from South
Africa. Kruger was smoking a cigarette and not even trying to blow the smoke
somewhere else. Casey didn’t really mind that. It was an occupational hazard in
this line of work. These guys always smoked like chimneys. 


Kruger had a young kid with him, a
teenager, who was his partner or assistant. The kid was sitting at a table five
feet away and drinking a homemade orange soda out of a clear glass bottle. He
was skinny, wore a Union Jack bandana around his head, a Metallica T-shirt that
must have come from some international aid society, khaki shorts, and sandals. A
pair of sunglasses were perched on top of his bandana. He looked like an extra
from a bad music video.


“The truth is I’m not from South
Africa,” Kruger said. “Many people have the idea that I am, but I’m not. I came
from Zimbabwe. I crossed the river into South Africa as a young man, in the
north, near Kruger National Park, braving crocodiles and hippos.”


“Hence the name Kruger,” the man
not named Murphy said. 


Kruger nodded and smoked.


“People crossing the river are
routinely torn to bits by hippos. A hippo’s jaws are so strong it can bite a
grown man in half. I think most Americans do not know this.”


Casey nodded. He noted how Kruger
used the word American, and how deftly and quickly he had pushed the whole Canadian
tourist fiction aside. Casey might have laughed or said something snide, but he
held his tongue instead. What he thought was:


Even if they did know, most
Americans wouldn’t care. 


If it wasn’t some jailbait pop
singer or reality TV person having a sex change operation, Americans simply did
not care. The hundred-million-dollar divorce of an aging movie star? Ooooh,
interesting.


A half-starved refugee being
bitten in half by a hippopotamus? 


Next.


For a second, he wondered if he
would ever live in the United States again. There was a lot going on there he
didn’t feel great about. 


“Why did you cross?” he said,
though he already knew the answer.


“Because there were no
opportunities in Zimbabwe.” Kruger shook his head. “There is nothing in
Zimbabwe.”


“Is it better here?”


Kruger smiled now. “For the right
kind of man, there is a lot of opportunity here.”


“I think I might have an
opportunity for you,” Sean Casey said. 


Kruger nodded. “Of course you do. Does
a white man ever land in Mogadishu without an opportunity?”


“There is a plane coming,” Casey
said.


The man nodded. “Yes, there is.”


“It’s an important plane, with an
important passenger on board.”


“Yes.”


Here came the kicker. “It’s going
to land here,” Casey said.


Kruger’s eyes opened wider for a
second, then went back to normal. That was the only evidence that the statement
had made an impact on him. He took a drag from his cigarette, and then a sip of
his beer.


“I have heard that. But I
disregarded it as a rumor. People like to tell themselves fantasy stories.”


“If it were true, would you
consider that an opportunity?” Casey said. 


Kruger nodded. “I would. I believe
so.”


“There’s no money up front. I
could wire you some, but it would take all day. We don’t have that kind of
time. The plane will be here in an hour or less. Possibly forty-five minutes. You’re
just going to have to trust me.”


Kruger blew out a long line of
smoke. He sighed.


“Trust,” he said.


Casey nodded. “Yeah. That’s hard. I
won’t blame you if you say no. But if you do it, and you live, I promise I will
make it worth your while.”


The man not named Kruger looked at
the man not named Casey.


“What do you need?”


“I need a technical,” Casey said,
referring to the modified jeeps and pickup trucks with cheap aftermarket armor
and rear-mounted machine guns that were everywhere in the Somali Civil War. 


“I need someone experienced to man
the heavy gun. A couple thousand rounds of ammo for the gun. I also need
someone to ride shotgun with me, someone good in a gunfight, who can take the
wheel if I need to get out. Two guys, basically, who can fight, who won’t run,
and who won’t die on me out there.”


Casey paused. “I think it’s going
to be hot.”


Kruger gestured with his head at
the teenager. “This boy and I. We are the best you will find in this town.”


Casey already knew that. He had
been asking around since he landed. The absolute best? No, probably not. The
best available for hire by a complete outsider, and at a moment’s notice? Yes,
maybe so.  


“Neither of you are going to want
to stay in town when this is over.”


“The boy is from Angola. His ties
here are as tenuous as mine.”


Casey was a Canadian tourist. He
had never been an elite soldier, a criminal, and a murderer named Kevin Murphy.
He was a pleasant guy and knew nothing about things like that. He had no plans
to drive out to the airport in what was essentially a rolling cannon, shoot his
way through a crowd of Somali militiamen, rescue the President of the United
States, and come out a hero for the ages. 


He looked at the man, then the
boy, then back at the man. They looked good. They looked like they would work.


Casey smiled, reached across the
table, and shook hands with the man. 


“In that case, let’s rock and
roll.”











CHAPTER TWENTY NINE


 


 


10:45 a.m. East Africa Time


(3:45 a.m. Eastern Daylight
Time)


The Skies Above East Africa


 


 


“Is this what you like?”


Siddiq’s strong hand was around
her throat.


It’s his left hand. His
dominant hand is his right. His right hand could hurt you.


They stood inside a men’s restroom
at the back of the passenger section, near the top of the stairway down to the
rear passenger exit door. The restroom was much larger than a typical airplane
restroom. But it was still cramped. There was a little room to move, but not
much. 


They had come here, she supposed,
because this was the most isolated part of the plane, far away from the
conference room. He could do whatever he wanted back here.


“Yeah, you like to be choked. I
know about girls like you.”


Tracey was calm. It had to happen
this way.


They were about a foot apart. He
had her pressed to the tile wall with the hand on her throat. The pressure was
firm, but not enough to block her airway. He was toying with her. Her entire
body was pressed to the wall. 


He was handsome, she supposed. His
face was angular, with a prominent jaw. He had a light growth of beard. His
eyes were little more than slits—hunter’s eyes, she had heard them called. The
eyes were bloodshot. He had probably been mostly awake for days by now. His
breath smelled like stale coffee.


“Let me look at you,” he said. 


He moved back another six inches,
hand still at her throat. She was wearing the same clothes she put on this
morning—white dress shirt and dark blue dress slacks. She was in stockinged
feet. Her shoes were back in the conference room, as was her sports jacket. 


He ran his free hand along her
torso. 


“Oh my,” he said. 


He reached down to her waist and
unclasped her belt buckle. His fingers moved to the button of her pants. 


“This is going to be…”


The plane made a sudden move to
the left. Then it veered back to the right.


Siddiq smiled. 


“Trouble with the refueling, I
imagine.”


The plane made a violent,
shuddering move to the left again, this time banking hard. Siddiq stepped wide
to maintain his balance.


That was her cue.


Her right knee shot upwards, into
his groin. It connected perfectly. 


His face changed. His mouth made
an O, of pain, of surprise, she couldn’t tell. She lifted her right arm
straight up, bent at the elbow ninety degrees, then spun her body a hundred
eighty degrees to her left. Her arm sliced through and broke his grip on her
throat. 


She made her hand into a blade and
spun back the other way, raking it across his throat. It hit the soft tissue
there. 


His hands went to his own throat
now. He made a gagging sound.


Soft tissue, soft tissue, soft
tissue.


That was the self-defense mantra. 


The plane was banking hard to the
left. They both pitched sideways. 


His eyes were alive and wild. 


And angry. 


She had gotten him by surprise. She
had the initiative, but it wouldn’t last. She needed one more surprise,
something totally unexpected. 


She planted her feet and rammed
her forehead into the center of Siddiq’s face, at the top of his nose, where
cartilage and bone met. She drove it in hard, like she would hammer a nail into
a log. The blow accelerated into the impact. 


BAM! 


His nose felt sharp. She broke it.
She heard a sound like a club pounding on a hollow gourd. She saw stars. What
did he see? 


Siddiq made another choking sound.
Maybe it was a scream.


He fell back. His hands went to
his nose, no longer protecting his throat. 


Tracey lunged forward as much as
the tight space would allow. As she did, she delivered a punch to his throat
with the edge of her right palm, the blade of it. The punch was part of the
lunge, organic to it, instead of tacked on at the end. She had practiced just
such a move thousands of times until it was seamless and flowed like water.


She’d had a self-defense coach, an
Israeli. Nice guy. She couldn’t remember his name right now. He’d probably be
pleased to see this. 


Siddiq gagged and sputtered, his
hands to his face, not sure what to protect. Blood poured down his chin and
neck. His eyes seemed to peer at her from over the top of a bright red wall. 


Finish him. Finish him. 


How to do it? Most men would have
gone down by now. He was still standing.


Groin. Attack the groin again.


Suddenly, a searing pain ripped
through her. It was in her abdomen. 


She looked down. A bright line of
red appeared inside her white dress shirt. It was blood, spreading fast. She
looked up at Siddiq. His arms were away from his face. His face itself was a
bloody wreck.


A knife was in his right hand. It
was long, like a kitchen carving knife. It had a serrated edge. It was wet with
blood. He had swiped it across her stomach.


He smiled. His left front tooth
was missing. She had knocked it out somehow.


The knife. I forgot about the…


He plunged it into her stomach. He
leaned on it, driving it in with his weight. The pain was not real. It was so
much pain, it was almost beyond pain.


Her mouth opened in agony. 


“You bitch,” he whispered. “You
like that, huh? I bet you like that.”


Her leg fired upwards again, into
his groin. The most vulnerable spot on his body. The shot she should have
taken. But she had hesitated, and now…


She connected perfectly again,
totally. She drove it all the way up. She nearly passed out from the pain of
the movement. It ripped something deep inside her body.


He grimaced. His face was a mask
of horror. 


He was leaning on her, the knife
still inside of her. His eyes were squinting, nearly shut. He opened his mouth
wide to breathe. He gasped for air.


She rammed her right hand into his
mouth. 


“Glug,” he said. “Glug!”


Now his eyes were open wide. One
last surprise for him.


Her hand was small. She made it
like a long blade, the head of a snake, and she drove it all into his mouth and
down his throat. It was a move they had talked about in self-defense class, and
they had studied. They had tried it on dummies. It was not a move you could
practice on a real opponent.


But it worked. 


Her small hand was inside his
throat. 


He tried to bite her. His teeth
dug into her wrist, drawing blood there. It was too late. He would have to bite
her hand off to make this stop. 


His eyes were saucers now. His
hands were on her face, trying to push her away. They were so close, like
lovers, in the tight space. They fell to the floor. The knife wrenched inside
her body. Her soul shuddered from the pain. 


I am going to die.


She squirmed on top of him. Everything
hurt. Everything was terror, and horror, and agony.


He was still breathing. Some small
amount of air was getting through. He tried to push her off, but he was weak. He
punched her in the side of the head. She didn’t even feel it. Compared to the
other pain, it was nothing.


“Glug. Glug.”


His nostrils. Air was getting
through his nostrils. She reached with her free hand and pinched his nostrils
shut. She pushed her hand even deeper down his throat. It was tight in there. She
couldn’t move it any further. 


He pushed her. She was on top of
him, and he could not move her. 


His eyes were open all the way. They
looked at her. They saw her there.  


She stared down at him. Her face
was blank. She felt nothing about him. She didn’t enjoy watching him die, like
she thought she would. He was just an obstacle. That’s all he was. A suicide
fighter. An expendable.


Human trash. Utterly disposable. 


He was still making sounds. 


“Shhhhh,” she told him. “Sleep
now.”


He was trembling, his head
shuddering. His eyes were bright and alive. They were frightened, perhaps
thinking of what awaited him. Then the eyes were empty. He looked like an
animal just back from the taxidermist. The lights were out. There was no one
home.


She lay on top of him, her hand
still down his throat. There was blood all over the white tiled floor. It was
probably her blood, mostly hers. Siddiq hadn’t bled that much. She had been gut
stabbed. It was bad. She would go to sleep now, too, just like he had. 


She did not want to die. It was
too early. There was so much more…


You have to open the door.


Her eyes popped open. 


The whole point, the whole reason
she was in this bathroom, the whole reason Siddiq was dead, was so she could
open the rear passenger door of this airplane. Those were the instructions. 


…open
aft passenger door by any means available. Await rescue team. Brief upon
arrival.


The
rescue team was coming. They were outside the airplane. 


She had to go let them in. 


Airplane doors are impossible
to open in mid-air.


But the man was wearing a suicide
vest. 


Slowly, she pulled her hand from
Siddiq’s throat. It was wet and slimy with his saliva, and his blood. Blocked
air exhaled with her hand, and for a split second, she thought he was still
alive.


No. He was good and dead.


She sighed heavily.


Her hands roamed his body, looking
for what must be there. She found it. His plastic cigarette lighter was in a
utility pocket of his cargo pants. He needed that to detonate the blasting caps
on his vest.


So did she. 


 


* * *


 


Luke was on top of the airplane. 


The plane banked hard, wings
nearly vertical. 


He clung to the metal like a
spider, his left arm above his head, his right hand near his face, his legs
spread behind him. The only things holding him there were the suction pads. He
closed his eyes. The wind rushed over him. He couldn’t move another inch. The
plane was banking too violently. 


It was okay.  


The pads would hold him. 


But for how long?


It didn’t matter. They could hold
him the whole way there, and it wouldn’t matter. He would be a corpse stuck to
the side of an airplane. He could already feel the acceleration. They had
pulled away from the refueling. 


They were going to accelerate to
cruising speed, nearly six hundred miles per hour. They would rise to cruising
altitude, maybe thirty or forty thousand feet. If he stayed here, he was going
to die. Lack of oxygen, exposure to the cold—something was going to kill him. 


The plane banked hard to the
right. They knew he was here, and they were trying to shake him off. 


He could jump. He could do that. He
could let himself go, hope he maintained consciousness, and deploy his
parachute when he got clear of the plane. 


If he lived, no one would blame
him.


He remembered that moment when the
plane broke away from the refueling boom. He had looked back to see if Ed
Newsam was coming down the boom. No. He hadn’t made it out of the tanker. That
was good. Otherwise he would be wherever Deckers was right now.   


An image of smiling Brian Deckers
appeared in his mind. He shook that away. He hadn’t seen anything of Deckers
since the man had slid down the boom. Deckers was gone. Where he went was
anyone’s guess. Maybe he had managed to deploy his parachute, maybe he hadn’t. He
didn’t seem to be here.


Luke opened his eyes. The bank to
the right was sharp, a steep drop. 


If he released the hydraulics now,
he might just fall off the plane.


There was a supersonic fighter
above him. It was an F/A-18. It banked sharply as well. That thing could spin
around in circles if it wanted to. Luke imagined he could see the man in the cockpit.
He almost waved. 


There were airplanes all around
him. It was an entourage of airplanes.


If he released the hydraulics, he’d
have to hope he could fall through these planes, not get hit by one, not get
fried by the heat of their engines, and not get caught up in the turbulence of
their airflow. 


Nah. Better to just keep crawling.



With his fingers, he pressed the
button releasing the hydraulics on his right hand. Then he reached down and
released the hydraulics on his right boot. He moved the boot up and forward and
immediately reattached. He waited while the hydraulics reengaged. 


This was a long process. 


   


* * *


 


“Please let this work,” Tracey
said to no one. 


She was almost dead. She was still
alive.


She had left the knife protruding
from her gut. She could not bring herself to pull it out, and she was beginning
to think that knife was the only thing holding her together. 


She was crying as she set the C-4
at the base of the door. She was crying for herself, for the life she had
wasted. She was crying because she didn’t want to die. She was crying because
she was in so much pain. She was crying because she had never fallen in love. She
was crying because she wanted her mommy.


There was no way to open the door.
Blowing it was the only way. For whatever reason, the big brains had seen fit
not to tell the pilots about this operation. They had their reasons. It wasn’t
her place to question it. She knew nothing about it. 


“Please,” she whispered. 


She had left most of Siddiq’s
suicide vest behind. She took two blocks of C-4. The blocks were just like
American M112s, each one weighing a little over a pound. The terrorists were
getting something very similar to American C-4. Where? Where were they getting
it?


The C-4 was malleable, like clay. She
molded it into the crevices along the bottom, the track the door slid along. She
molded it into the hinges. She linked the two together with detonating cord.   


She had fashioned a wick out of
shredded and twisted airsick bags. The wick was about ten feet long. Once the
blasting cap went, the C-4 would blow almost instantaneously. There would be no
time to move. 


The door was at the bottom of a
short flight of stairs. 


She crawled up the stairs,
trailing the wick behind her. This was never going to work. She wanted to be
away from the door when it blew. She didn’t want to get ripped to pieces. It
wasn’t going to matter. Depending on their altitude, she was just going to get
sucked right out of the plane. 


Still. She didn’t want to get
blown to pieces. 


She could almost imagine herself,
in one piece, the knife gone, floating on soft white clouds like pillows.


She lay on her side at the top of
the stairs, reaching down to the wick. Her mouth hung open. Her eyes were
nearly closed. 


It was crazy. This couldn’t be
what they wanted her to do, could it?


Ah, hell. Just do it.


“Good night,” she said.


She lit the improvised fuse. The
flame moved slowly along it, burning the material. It passed along three
lengths of thick paper, then seemed like it wouldn’t make the jump to the next
one. 


She stared at it. If it stopped
now, she wouldn’t be able to crawl down there and relight it. She just didn’t
have the strength. 


Yes. You do. 


The next length of fuse caught and
burned brightly. She didn’t cheer. She just watched it, as it moved toward the
detonator. 


She pushed herself along the
floor, a little bit away from the edge of the stairs. 


Any second. 


BOOOM!


The explosion was enormous, bigger
than she expected. Heat and light and flame rushed over her and she was sure
she was dead. She closed her eyes and the darkness took her. 


She floated. She was gone. 


A long time later, hours, days,
years, she opened her eyes again. The sound of the engines and the wind seemed
very loud.


A man was kneeling over her. He
removed his helmet and goggles. Incredibly, he was a good-looking man, with
blue eyes and close-cropped blond hair.  


“Meerkat?” he shouted. 


She nodded. “Meerkat. Me. Are you
the…” She trailed off.


She was done. 


 


* * *


 


Luke kneeled by the young woman.


The wind was howling. 


Behind him, at the bottom of the
stairs, what had been the doorway, and the little foyer area that housed the
doorway, was now a large, ragged hole at the back of the plane. Steel and
aluminum and fiberglass and plastic were shredded and twisted and burnt beyond
recognition.  


The door itself was just gone. He
had been thirty meters away, crawling along the fuselage like an insect. Then
the door blew outward, flew through the air and disappeared in its fall toward
Earth.


Luke checked his altimeter. They
were at just over 9,124 feet. Still at jumping height. Too low for a
catastrophic depressurization of the plane. This was how the woman was still
even here. At higher altitudes she would have been sucked right out.


The woman’s eyes opened again. For
a second, Luke had thought she was dead. He leaned in close to her. 


“Are you the rescue team?” she
said.


With the shriek of noise from the
blown-out door, her voice sounded barely louder than a whisper. 


He did not know how she could
speak at all. She had been stabbed, the knife was still in, and she had clearly
lost a lot of blood. She had the pallor of someone who had bled out. She was
burned over most of her body. Much of her hair was gone. Her face was
blistered, red and raw. Her clothes were mostly burned away. 


The rescue team.


It was an optimistic title. He was
a team of one. But he was here, he was alive, operational, and on board the
airplane.


“Yes.” He spoke very loud, so she
could hear him. 


She gestured with her head. He
followed her gesture. She was pointing at the door to the men’s room of the
rear passenger area. Luke leaned in even closer than before. 


“Dead guy in there,” the Meerkat
said. “Bad guy.”


He nodded. “Acknowledged.”


“Three more,” she said. “Only
three.”


She looked down at her hand. Slowly,
painfully, she put up three fingers. Her fingers were raw and ruined. Her hands
did not look human at all. Her body started shaking. It took Luke a second to
realize she was crying. Her eyes could no longer generate tears. He pulled a
glove off and took her hand.  


There was no way to save her. Her
eyes closed and she drifted away.


“The President,” he said. He
needed to know if the President was still alive.


One eye floated open again. She
nodded. 


“Don’t… tell him… about me.”


Her breathing was rapid now, harsh
gasps. 


She looked at Luke again.


“Kind man. So kind.”


She grimaced. Her open eye was
rimmed with tears. Her entire body shook. 


“It’s a dirty joke,” she said. 


She was quiet. Her body jerked and
spasmed, but it seemed like she would no longer fight for air. Luke had seen a
lot of people die just like this. Too many. 


“I know it is,” Luke said. 


“Dirty joke,” she said again.


All the tension seemed to go out
of her body at once. She lay flat, her head lolling to one side. Luke put her
hand down, then reached and took her pulse at the neck. 


Nothing. She was gone. 


Still kneeling, Luke shrugged out
of his parachute. Then he unfastened his zipline harness at the top and bottom
and let it fall to the floor. He took his HK P7 semi-automatic pistol from his
utility belt. It was already loaded, and he had three more loaded box
magazines, thirteen rounds each. He was ready for a gunfight. 


He thought of the hole where the
door used to be. You weren’t supposed to discharge guns inside an airplane. He
nearly laughed at the thought of it. The Meerkat had discharged the door right
into the atmosphere.


He looked down at her one last
time.


She had done her job, at the cost
of her life. 


Now he would do his.


 


* * *


 


“What did you do?” Omar said. 


Omar stood in the cockpit, his gun
to the head of the last American pilot.


The entire plane had shuddered
when the explosion went off. Moreover, the sound of it was LOUD, and had ripped
through the passenger areas and all the way to the flight deck. An alarm was
going off now, an annoying BEEP, BEEP, BEEP, making the pilots aware that part
of the plane was damaged.


“Tell me,” he said. 


“You know what that was,” the
pilot said. “I didn’t do anything.” 


Omar poked him in the head with
the barrel of the gun. He needed this pilot a while longer, otherwise the man
would already be dead. 


“Where was it?”


The pilot glanced at the
instruments. 


“The aft passenger door. It
appears to have been destroyed.” 


“Take the plane to altitude,” Omar
said, “like I told you before.”


The pilot shook his big blond
head. The man was an irritant. An entitled, self-assured, spoiled American. If
they made it through this, and the plane landed safely, the first thing Omar
would do was summarily execute him on the tarmac. 


“We can’t go to altitude. The
plane is open to the environment. We cannot pressurize the passenger cabin any
longer. If we try to go to altitude, we will die of hypoxia. We’d probably all
freeze to death before we even got that high.”


Omar shook his head. “Can we bring
the prisoners in this area, seal the flight deck, and go to altitude? And keep
this environment pressurized and warm?”


The pilot ignored the question.


Omar jabbed him with the gun
again, harder this time. 


“Can we?”


“Yes.”


Omar breathed heavily. A little
bit of good news. 


“Then that’s what we’ll do.”


“What does it matter?” Malik said
in Arabic.


Omar looked at him. Malik was
sitting in the other pilot chair, watching readouts. Omar could not tell if he
was doing anything essential to flying the plane, or not. He spoke to Malik in
Arabic as well.  


“What do you mean by that? Of course
it matters.”


Malik shook his head. “The
explosion. The man on the roof. They are not isolated incidents. The explosion
was the man coming in. Do you not realize that yet? He is inside the plane. He
is probably with the prisoners now. He must be killed before we do anything
else.” 


Omar suddenly saw the wisdom in
what Malik was saying. The man outside the plane must have been an elite
commando. If he had gotten inside… 


Omar realized he was clinging to
the mission now, and to life itself, the things of the physical realm. At this
point, he should destroy the plane and everyone on it. That had been the
original plan. If the enemies did not cooperate, if they launched any sort of
counterattack, then Omar and his team should immediately kill the President and
allow this to be a suicide mission.


He had entered this mission ready
to embrace Allah’s will. Failure meant death. Success could mean death as well.



The mission had been mostly a
success so far. They had stolen a symbol of American might, Air Force One. They
had kidnapped the President. They could still destroy the plane and assassinate
the President. It would still be a great success. 


But Omar was so close to bringing
this criminal to justice.


It was hard to let go.


I want to live.


Maybe that’s all it really was. He
did not want to die now. If true, it made him weak in the face of his enemies. The
best fighters were the ones who were always ready to die. If true, it also made
his gift of sacrifice impure in the eyes of Allah.


And yet, there it was. He wanted
to live.


If there was a commando on board,
they had to find a way to kill him.


Omar stepped to the intercom
device and rang the conference room. 


“Hassan, what is your status?” he
said in Arabic. 


There was no immediate answer. 


“Hassan?” he said.  


“Hassan?” 
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“The drones are always watching,”
Issa said.


Suleiman was nearly a head taller
than Issa. They stood in the shade of an old aluminum and steel hangar, left
over from when the Americans occupied this airport. The roof was very high
above their heads. Two black Mercedes SUVs were parked near them inside the
hangar, waiting for their conversation to finish. 


Beside one car, three of Issa’s
heavily armed militiamen stood. Beside the other, three heavily armed
militiamen from the Islamic Courts Union stood. The small groups eyed each
other warily.  


Outside the hangar, the late
morning sun beat down, baking the hard pack of the long runway. Across the
runway from them were some scrub dunes, and beyond that, the breaking waves of
the ocean. 


The airport was mostly a deserted
place. Just a few commercial flights a day came here now, and even those only
started coming since the Islamic Courts Union had brought some sense of
stability. 


Suleiman was old enough to
remember a time, the 1970s and 1980s, before the war began, when Mogadishu was
a major capital and this was a very busy airport. He could also easily remember
the time when no one dared to come here. That was more recent. It was
practically yesterday. 


“Yes,” Suleiman said. He wore the
white robes of the khamliis. Issa was wearing a pastel blue business
suit. Suleiman could admit that the color and the cut of the suit flattered the
smaller man. Perhaps if Issa found a legitimate business to pursue, the suit
would carry the day.


“Even now,” Issa said, “they are
circling and circling, high in the sky, watching everything we do. We cannot
see them, but we know they are there.”


“It appears that no preparations
have been made,” Suleiman said. 


Issa nodded. “It appears that way,
yes. Because of the drones, everything must happen in secret. I assure you, in
the city a thousand men are ready to fight, should this become necessary. People
are being cleared from the marketplaces. They are not being told the reason,
though rumors and whisper campaigns abound.”


“The airplane is less than one
hour away, so I understand,” Suleiman said.


Suleiman had his concerns. This
airport was one of them. His people did not control it. At the moment, it was
so empty, it would appear that no one cared enough to control it. But this was
a mirage. Issa’s militia were an invisible presence here. If a cargo plane from
UNICEF landed, for example, Issa’s men would arrive in minutes. They would rise
up out of the sands like ghosts of the ancestors. 


His other concern was getting the
American President off the plane, into an awaiting car, and then into the city
without being stopped. Once inside the city, especially Old Mogadishu, the car
could disappear with no trouble. Only a handful of people knew the planned
location of the trial. Several who thought they knew, and whose loyalty was
suspect, were wrong.


“Yes,” Issa said. “Certainly less
than an hour now. It will all happen very soon.”


“Tell me again how it will happen,”
Suleiman said.


Issa nodded. “It is a fifteen-minute
drive from here to the old city. As the plane enters its landing sequence, the
Americans will become aware that Mogadishu is the destination. They will of
course launch their military to converge here. But they will be too late. 


“There are twenty technicals
parked moments from here. As the plane approaches, suddenly ten black Mercedes
SUVs will leave the city from different locations. The technicals will already
be here to protect them. We will radio the Americans. We will tell them that if
they bomb the vehicles, the President will be killed. We will move the
President from the plane, put him in one of the black SUVs, then play the shell
game with the convoy into the city. The cars will keep shifting places, and it
will not be clear which car he is in. Once in the city proper, the cars will
separate, and will park under awnings and inside garages, so they cannot be
seen from the air. The hand-off will be made. At that point, our task is
finished, and it is up to your forces to continue the game. You control the
city, and you must fend off the American attack.”


“Very good,” Suleiman said. 


“When you move the President to
the location of the trial, I suggest you and your people hold the trial very
quickly, immediately if possible.” 


Suleiman nodded now. It sounded
fine to his ears. “We will film the trial and broadcast it to the world. Within
hours, the faithful everywhere will see the American President held to account.”


He looked down at Issa. “We have
cooperation from the entire Alliance?”


Issa shook his head. He was
direct. That was good. “Unfortunately, no. A few refused to participate. Some
make their money from alcohol. Some from prostitution. People need their small
pleasures, Suleiman. To ban them in a city of this size…”


Suleiman shrugged. It was a
non-issue. There was no room for debate. “Allah forbids these things. These men
are less concerned about the people having their small pleasures, and more
concerned with their own wealth.”


“Khat shipments seized at the
docks,” Issa said, speaking of the stimulant plant that the young men chewed
for energy to continue the endless fighting. “Ridiculous. This is a benign
substance, and completely legal in this country for a thousand years. I chewed
a great deal of it myself when I was young.” 


Suleiman said nothing.


“Rigid, short-sighted policies are
why you will lose in the end,” Issa said. “If you’re wondering why some won’t
cooperate with you, you only need look in the mirror.”


“But will they fight against us
now?”


Issa shook his head. “No. They
know better. They are too weak. They do not have the numbers. They do not have
the stomach.” 


Suleiman nodded again. It was
getting late. The plane was coming. He was already past these tiny
controversies, and had his eyes on greater things. “And if the judges, in their
wisdom and learning, decide upon death? Will you cooperate with that?”


Issa sighed. He stared from the
shadows of the hangar out at the brutal sun. 


“If that is Allah’s will, then who
am I to interfere?” 
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Thomas
Hayes hated this room.


He was
fully awake now, showered, shaved, dressed in fresh clothes and well fed. None
of it mattered. He hated being back here. He hated that the terrorists had
taken his friend Clement Dixon and hijacked Air Force One. 


He hated
these military men, with their clean-shaven faces twenty-four hours a day, and
their erect military bearing, and their uniforms that looked like they had just
come pressed from the dry cleaners five minutes ago. He hated the blocks of
ribbons and awards and only the good Lord knew what all else they wore on their
left breasts.


He hated
how they projected total confidence in their assessments and their ability to
handle any crisis, while simultaneously offering scant details about their own
actions and intentions, and complete mystification about the intentions and
even the identities of the terrorists themselves. Hayes had never seen a group
of people talk more while at the same time providing no information, and he
resented them for it.


But most
of all he hated this room. This cramped, subterranean, drop-ceilinged,
brown-themed box called the Situation Room.


He did
not want to be here.


“Tell me
again,” he said. 


“Moments
ago,” General Richard Stark began, “approximately three fifty-five a.m. our
time.”


He was
standing at the other end of the long (brown) conference table. Behind him was
a video screen, which until a moment ago had been showing video footage of an
unknown man defying the laws of physics by crawling over the top of Air Force
One in mid-air. The unknown man had catapulted out of a refueling tanker that
had no identifiers on it of any kind, and was not answering attempts at
contact. 


Now the
video screen was showing a still image of a large hole at the back of the
plane. Behind the screen was the (brown) wood paneling that covered nearly
every available inch of wall space in here. 


This
room didn’t know what it wanted to be. On the one hand, it was modern, or
post-modern, or even space age. Which in itself was a jarring discrepancy from
the neoclassical architectural style of the rest of the White House. On the
other hand, it had this wood paneling reminiscent of a basement in some
suburban ranch house circa 1971. 


“Yes,”
Thomas Hayes said.


“There
was an apparent explosion at the rear passenger of Air Force One. We do not
know the nature of the explosion, but the door itself was jettisoned forcefully
from the aircraft. Our suspicion is that one of the terrorists detonated his
suicide belt in an attempt to bring down the plane. If so, this has failed. The
plane is in the air, and appears not to be in distress.”


“The
plane has a hole in it, Richard,” Hayes said. 


“Yes,
sir. But it is still in the air.”


“Any
word from the pilots?”


Stark
shook his head. “No. As you know, we’ve had very little contact with them
during this entire crisis. The hijackers have been limiting radio contact. After
the unknown man or men appeared to have transferred from the refueling plane to
Air Force One, our P8 Poseidon picked up what we believe was at least one
gunshot in the cockpit of Air Force One. Data collected by the P8 suggests that
certain navigation, control, and communication functions may have been damaged
by that gunshot as well.”


“Terrific,”
Hayes said. “And the man who was crawling along outside the airplane?”


Stark
shrugged. “There is no longer any visual evidence of him. Our guess is he
either fell off the plane, likely to his death, or he entered the plane through
the hole created by the explosion.” 


“So you
think a terrorist blew a hole in the plane to let this man in?”


Stark
stared at him with his hawk’s eyes.


“I can’t
confirm that, sir.”


“But you
have that as an option?”


“It may
have been a coincidence. The explosion may have given the man an unanticipated
opportunity to…”


“Totally
absurd,” Hayes said. “That would mean the man was crawling out there, on his
own, with no plans to enter the plane, and then, fortunately for him, an
explosion happened.”


Stark
said nothing to that. Thomas Hayes was beginning to suspect that Stark was
hiding something from him. 


Hayes
looked around the table. “Would anyone here like to share with me how that man
managed to stick to the outside of an airplane miles in the air, traveling
hundreds of miles per hour?”


A hand
went up. It was another general. He had a white ear plug, with a wire running
down his neck to a device that appeared to make a bulge in his jacket.


“Mr.
Vice President, I’m Michael Wilhouse of the Joint Special Operations Command. I’ve
just received authorization to share with you that the equipment used by the
man appears to be hydraulic technology developed by JSOC for that purpose a few
years ago. The program was a Top Secret mid-air rescue and intervention team
drawn from elite airborne units, but was scrapped soon after it began. It was
deemed too risky.”


“Thank
you, General Wilhouse,” Hayes said. 


“You’re
welcome, sir.”


“General
Wilhouse, would you say that Joint Special Operations Command is a Pentagon
program?”


Wilhouse
nodded. “Of course, sir.”


“And
that you operate under the authority and supervision of the Pentagon?”


“Yes,
sir.”


Hayes
looked at Stark again. 


“Richard,
are you really trying to tell me you have no idea what’s going on up there?”


Stark’s
eyes never wavered. If attempting to stare down the Vice President of the
United States was how these guys showed sincerity…


“Yes,
sir. The hijackers requested a mid-air refueling. We sent the nearest refueling
tanker in the vicinity.”


“A
tanker that we’ve just learned has no discernable markings on it?”


“Yes,
sir. Regrettable, sir.”


“And
then unknown men did some sort of unauthorized bungee jump from one plane to
the other, miles above the ground, putting the lives of everyone aboard Air
Force One, including the President, at risk. We believe these were American
soldiers who made this jump, using an American special operations technology,
and yet you have no idea who they are or what unit they might belong to?”


“Yes,
sir,” Stark said. “I have put out feelers to discover the…”


But
Thomas Hayes was no longer listening. It was dawning on him, right now, who
else might have the ability to put soldiers in the air, and yet keep it a
secret.


Hayes
had talked to him long hours ago, it seemed like days ago, and the man had
begged for the authority to carry out an operation related to the hijacking. Hayes
had denied the request. But this man was known for doing things first, without
permission, and issuing apologies later.


“Where
is Don Morris?” Hayes said. “Right now, where is he?”


“Sir, we
are not in contact with Director Morris. In fact, we had personnel try to reach
him during the night, as a courtesy and as a welfare check, but we haven’t been
able to reach him. There were severe delays at the San Juan airport. It’s
possible he is still attempting to return to the continental United States by
air, and is currently en route. It’s possible he gave up and went to a hotel in
San Juan.”


“I want
to know where Don Morris is,” Hayes said. “I want you to find him, and when you
do, I want you to arrest him. Maybe he knows what’s going on up there. And
maybe, if he is in our custody, he will tell us what it is.”


“Sir, with
all due respect, events are moving very quickly. I doubt we will find Director
Morris in the next few minutes, and…”


An aide
sitting to Richard Stark’s right, a US Army colonel, had stood, and was now
whispering in Stark’s ear. Stark listened, then looked at Thomas Hayes again.


“Mr.
Vice President, we’ve just received a report from the navy P8 listening
station. There have been multiple shots fired aboard Air Force One.”


He
paused as the colonel whispered something else to him.


“They
believe it’s machine gun fire.”
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“Siddiq?”


Hassan
moved down the hallway, his machine gun out in front of him. 


“Siddiq! Answer!”


Hassan was not loud. He hissed the
words, just above a whisper. Siddiq would only hear them if he was nearby. And
of course, only if he was still alive.


Hassan moved warily, slowly. He
knew what had happened, of course. The girl had detonated Siddiq’s suicide belt
during their embrace. It was that simple. Siddiq was a fool and had let his
guard down. Now this. 


Even so, it was important to be
certain. And that meant approaching the site of the explosion carefully.  


He had left the conference room
before talking to Omar. On the one hand, it was good to go right away and find
out what had caused the explosion. On the other hand, he also needed to buy
time to concoct a cover story. 


Siddiq went down the hall to
rape the girl, and now he is dead.


That story would not please Omar. 


“This is why women cannot be
trusted,” Hassan said under his breath. 


And it was true. All scriptures,
from the earliest of times, made clear that this was so. It was why they must
be controlled by their fathers and their husbands. It was why they must be
married off at an early age, before they could get into mischief and cause
havoc for themselves and everyone around them. The first woman, Eve, was
tempted by the serpent, lied about it, and brought ruin upon herself and her
husband. This was their wayward nature. 


It was growing cold in here now. Hassan
could hear wind whistling. The explosion had put a hole somewhere in the plane,
and now the wind was howling as it passed through the hole. 


Further down the hall, a man
turned a corner and appeared there. He was a tall man in a dark blue jumpsuit. 


He was not Siddiq. 


He was not the girl. 


He had no business being on this
airplane. 


The two men faced each other.


Instantly, Hassan raised his gun
and fired. He fired indiscriminately, nearly in a panic, and spraying bullets
everywhere.


 


* * *


 


Whoa!


Luke ducked back into the main
galley a second before the bullets came.


DUH-DUH-DUH-DUH-DUH-DUH-DUH. 


He hit the deck an instant before
the shooter realized the bullets could rip through the walls. Above his head,
the walls were punched in, and an aluminum food preparation table got torn to
shreds. 


Luke had seen the man and the gun.
He was a small man, heavily bearded, with a leather vest around his torso, very
likely a suicide vest. He was carrying an MP5 machine pistol, a favorite gun of
Luke’s, probably commandeered from the Secret Service arsenal aboard the plane.



Another burst of gunfire came. 


Luke was trapped here. This galley
kitchen dead-ended behind him. Unlike in a regular 747, there was only one hallway
forward, which ran up the left side of the plane. The man with the MP5 was in
that hallway. 


He and the man were going to have
to work this out, right now. There was no other choice. 


Luke’s gun was out. There was a
metal coffee urn on top of the aluminum table to his left. He reached up,
grabbed the urn, and threw it out into the hallway. 


DUD-DUH-DUH-DUH-DUH.


The man fired on the urn,
shattering it into pieces. Then the man fired through the walls again. That
corner wall was becoming Swiss cheese.


Luke dove out into the hall, only
his head, shoulders, and chest showing. He was on the floor, on his side,
amidst the jagged remains of the coffee urn. He fired.


BANG! BANG! BANG!


He hit the guy in the shins,
calves, maybe the knees. Then he slid back into the kitchen and rolled into the
corner beneath another prep counter.


The man screamed in pain and
surprise. 


More shots came. Not close this
time. 


Luke crawled all the way back,
deep into the galley now. He wedged himself into a corner, with shooting angle
on the open space at the far end. Go through that open space, turn right, and
you were in the hallway. That’s where the man would come from, if he came. If
the man stepped around that corner, Luke had him.


Come on.


Instead, he heard the man’s heavy
breathing and footsteps moving the other way, back up toward the front of the
plane. 


Luke climbed to his feet, stepped
through the kitchen, and peered around the corner. He caught a glimpse of the
man going through a passage at the far end of the hall. 


Luke stepped into the hall, moving
fast now. The hall was narrow, hugging the rounded edge of the airplane. It
made him a sitting duck for a shooter.


Three men left. Now one is hit.


Luke stepped through the passage,
gun ready.


Just ahead, the bearded man
reappeared from a doorway to the right. He pushed Clement Dixon ahead of him. He
held Dixon by the shirt collar with one hand. With the other, he held the MP5
to Dixon’s head.  


For a split second, Luke was taken
aback. Clement Dixon was the President of the United States. He wore a white
dress shirt, open at the throat, streaked and splattered with blood and dirt. His
face was bloodied, bruised, and swollen. His white hair stood up in crazy
tufts. His eyes were bloodshot and exhausted. 


He did not seem alert. He did not
seem to know where he was.


“See this?” the bearded man
shrieked. “See this worthless garbage? Does he mean something to you? I will
kill him! I will kill him!”


Luke glanced at the man’s pants. Below
the knees, they were saturated with blood. 


Good.


Luke was in a two-handed shooter’s
stance. He took another step forward. He might have a shot here. The guy was
not hiding completely behind Dixon. He was a little bit to Dixon’s side. Obviously,
the man was not thinking clearly. 


Luke took two more steps. He put
the side of the terrorist’s head in his sights. It was not the easiest shot in
the world. The man was close to Dixon.  


“Mr. President, can you hear me?”


Dixon nodded. “Yes.”


“Where are the other hijackers?”


“Shut up!” the bearded man
screamed. He jabbed Dixon in the head with his gun. 


Dixon shook it off. 


“They’re upstairs in the cockpit.”


“Stop!” He jabbed Dixon again. 


Dixon grimaced and ducked away in
pain. 


The bearded man was RIGHT THERE.


BANG!


Luke shot him in the head. A spray
of blood and bone flew out the back. The man’s head jerked, and he fell to the
ground right where he stood. 


Two down. Two to go.


But suddenly, now there was
another man directly behind the President. He did a much better job of hiding
himself. He had just appeared there a second ago, and Luke had a hard time
seeing him. 


The man was smaller than Dixon and
using Dixon as a human shield. He crept up close. He would be a more worthy
opponent than the first man. Now he had a gun to Dixon’s head. It was a much
more wieldy gun, an old school .38 revolver. It packed much less punch, but was
easier to maneuver with.  


“If you so much as move a muscle,
I will kill him,” the man said. 


“I will kill you a second later,”
Luke said. 


He still couldn’t quite see the
man.


“I came here to die,” the man
said. 


Luke stood, still in the
two-handed shooter’s stance. But he had no shot. 


“Drop the gun,” the man said. “Put
your hands in the air where I can see them, or I kill him right now.”


The man was nearly invisible back
there. It dawned on Luke that he might have to do it. He might have to drop the
gun and surrender. 


“Drop it,” the man said. He was
calm, not panicked. This one was far more professional than the first man.  


Luke still had no shot. There was
nothing in front of him but Clement Dixon. His opponent was using the President
of the United States as a human shield. There was no time to think of a
strategy. 


Stand here with the gun and he
kills the President. Drop the gun and he… kills me?   


“Last warning. There are no more
after this. I will end it here. I will not say another word.” 


Luke dropped the gun. 


It hit the floor with a heavy
THUNK.


 


* * *


 


Margaret Morris was out of her
chair and racing toward the door. 


There was barely a thought, just
reaction, just animal rage. 


The man, Omar his men had called
him, had already killed too many people. He had killed a Secret Service agent. He
had killed the airplane doctor and nurse. She had witnessed those murders, and
he had committed them without a second thought. He was remorseless, empty. 


And now he had Clement Dixon at gunpoint.
He could kill Dixon any second. 


It broke her will to live. She
might die now, but this would not stand. It would only happen over her dead
body.


She was across the room in three
steps, silently, the steps taken in stockinged feet. 


Omar glanced her way at the last
second. His eyes went WIDE, surprised to see her there. He tried to turn the
gun toward her. 


She crashed into him. Their heads
made contact. 


Her hands were claws. She
scrabbled at his eyes. 


He shoved her backwards. He was
strong. 


He lifted his gun. For a second,
all Margaret saw was the dark cave at the end of the gun, a black, gaping maw,
growing bigger all the time. 


 


* * *


 


Luke snatched his gun from the
floor.


In the same movement, he yanked
Clement Dixon forward by the shirt collar and threw him to the floor.  


He looked up. The woman attacking
the hijacker was Margaret Morris. For a split second, relief flooded Luke’s
system. The surge of emotion was almost enough to make him collapse. But then
the hijacker pushed Margaret backwards, aimed his gun, and…


BANG!


Luke shot him in his upper body. 


Luke went for body mass instead of
the head, because he couldn’t afford to miss. He aimed above the suicide vest. The
man was sideways to Luke, and the bullet ripped through the man’s chest just
below the collarbone. It blew outward near his left shoulder and wrenched his
body around ninety degrees. 


The gun was in the man’s right
hand. He still had use of his right arm. 


He turned to Luke and fired.


Luke fired at almost the same
instant. 


BANG! BANG!


Luke dove to his left. He felt the
bullet graze his temple.


Nearly took my head off.


He hit the ground. The man was
running now, running back down the hall. 


Luke fired again.


BANG!


Hit him in the right thigh, blood
spurting there, changing the man’s gait. Then the man turned a corner and was
gone. Luke was up a second later and following. 


Carefully, he turned the corner,
ready to fire. It was the stairwell up to the flight deck. There were four stairs
up, then a bend, and maybe another ten to the next level. No one was on the
stairs. Driven by adrenaline, the man must have taken them at lightning speed. 


Luke turned back the way he had
come. Margaret was there. Her face was lumped and bruised. Luke gave her a
quick hug. He had to move fast. 


“Margaret, are you okay?”


“This?” she said, indicating her
face. “You should see the other guy.”


“That was quick thinking,” Luke
said. “Nice job bum rushing him. I recommend you don’t do that, ever again.”


Margaret touched his face where
the bullet had just grazed him. Her fingers came away with blood on them.


“Luke. I can’t believe it. How did
you get here?” 


He smiled. “It’s a long story. Cast
of thousands. I’ll have to tell you another time.” He glanced into the room
where she had just come from. It was conference room. No one was in there. 


“Where are the rest of the
hostages?” Luke said. 


Margaret shook her head. 


“Oh, no,” Luke said. They were all
dead. He couldn’t remember how many hostages had been taken. The flight doctor,
the nurse, two pilots…


“Who is flying the plane right
now?”


“We don’t know,” Margaret said. 


The President was standing now. He
was alert, more so than before. Nearly getting shot tended to wake people up. All
the same, he seemed old. Old. A creature a thousand years old watched
from behind his eyes.


He looked at Luke.


“There is a young woman. She went
down that hallway toward the back of the plane. She was with a man, one of the
terrorists.”


Luke looked at him. Dixon’s eyes
were pained. Clearly, he was terrified for her, his close assistant, the
Meerkat. President Dixon did not know that she was a CIA-trained assassin who
had been sent to seduce him. Perhaps he would never know. Luke certainly wasn’t
going to tell him.


“I’m sorry, sir. She’s dead.”


Dixon closed his eyes for a long
second. Then he was back. Luke saw the change in his eyes. The man was not
surprised the Meerkat was dead. The only thing that had happened was his worst
fear had been confirmed. 


“Did she suffer?”


Suffer? She was stabbed, blown up,
and cooked alive. She bled out. Her skin was burned away and blistered. There
was a long knife sticking out of her abdomen. She went through physical and
psychic pain that Luke would hardly wish on anyone. And somehow, she kept
herself alive just long enough to let Luke on board the airplane. 


“No,” Luke said. “She died
instantly.”


Dixon nodded. 


Luke did a fast calculation. The
highest survivability in the event of a crash was in the back of the plane. But
he couldn’t let them go all the way to the back. He had to keep them close to
him. 


“Listen,” Luke said. “I need you
both to go down to one of the staff offices. Get away from this conference
room. They will look for you here. Go down the hall there. Pick an office. Lock
the door, strap into seats that are mounted to the floor, and wait. Make sure
there is nothing loose around that can become a projectile. This could be a
bumpy ride from here on out. Do not open the door for any reason, or for any
person, unless you hear me calling. I will come and find you.”


They were both staring at him like
children. He knew that look instantly. They did not want him to leave them
alone again. 


“Do you understand?”


Margaret nodded. “Yes. Are you
going to…”


Luke shrugged. “There are still
hijackers on this airplane. I need to go upstairs.”


“Oh, Luke,” she said. She appeared
ready to break into tears. 


They shared another brief hug, and
Luke broke it off quickly.


“Margaret…”


Clement Dixon stuck out his hand.
“Thank you for everything, son. You’re a courageous man, and a credit to
America.”


Luke shook Dixon’s hand. It seemed
odd, given the circumstances. At the same time, it seemed completely natural. 


“Mr. President,” Luke said. “It’s
a great honor to meet you, sir.” 


He looked at them both again.


“Now get moving.” 











CHAPTER THIRTY THREE


 


 


11:20 a.m. East Africa Time 


(4:20 a.m. Eastern Daylight Time)


Combined Joint Task Force—Horn of Africa


United States Naval Expeditionary Base Camp Lemonnier


Djibouti City


Djibouti


 


 


Don Morris had crossed the world
in record time. 


He had called in every marker he
could think of to get here, traveling nonstop. The trip from Germany had
happened in the gunner seat of an F/A-18 jet fighter at nearly twice the speed
of sound. And he still had to make another jump just to get to Somalia. 


“Where is Air Force One now?” he
said. 


Don’s head was ringing from the
concussion. Sobering up had only made it worse. He had been gobbling
painkillers like Chiclets, and they had done almost nothing. He supposed his
broken wrist didn’t hurt that badly.  


The base here was like a small
city. It was the only permanent American military base in Africa. Multiple
gyms, a Pizza Hut, a movie theater, a swimming pool—all the comforts of home. The
troops were on high alert. Air Force One was hijacked, and as far as they knew,
it was about to do a flyby two hours to the south.  


Don knew better. 


He was walking through the base
air terminal with a Navy SEAL colonel, Walter Todd, whom he had known a long
time ago. 


Don wore light body armor. He had
two sidearms, one in a shoulder holster, and one on his belt. There was a knife
strapped to his calf. His plan was to get to Baledogle, pick up some special
operations troops, commandeer a chopper, and go to Mogadishu. Then he was going
to drop in to the city and get Margaret back. 


He had been moving Heaven and
Earth for most of the past day. There was no reason to stop now. 


“The plane has entered Somali
airspace from the west,” Todd said. 


He hadn’t tried to talk Don out of
anything. He hadn’t questioned Don’s desire to go to Somali geared up for
battle. He seemed willing to give Don whatever he wanted. Don didn’t know what
Todd knew about the situation with Margaret. They had danced around the issue
for the past twenty minutes or so. 


“The refueling was aborted,” Todd
said. “It isn’t known how much fuel they…” 


A group of four military policemen
were coming up the concourse, going the other way. Suddenly, they broke
formation and came straight for Don. Don resisted, he struggled against them,
but they were four and he was one. They were young and he was old. He had flown
around the world, and they had woken up here this morning, after sleeping in
their own beds.


He shrieked at them, a primal
scream of rage and frustration.


They put him on the ground, on his
chest, face to the floor. 


He felt the handcuffs bite into
his wrists. 


“Come on!” he shouted.


He turned his head to the side,
and there was Walt Todd, staring down at him.


“I’m sorry, Don. It’s out of my
hands. These orders come straight from the Vice President. I don’t understand
what’s going on, but I think this is probably for the best. You’ll be as
comfortable as we can make you, and as soon as a flight is available, you’ll be
on your way stateside.”


The MPs lifted Don to his feet. 


For a moment, he and Walt Todd
were face to face. It was an unspeakable betrayal. Don wanted to tell him what
he had just been through to get here. He wanted to tell him that he had been
living in terror the entire time. He wanted to tell Walt that if he ever saw
him again, he would kill him with his bare hands. 


He wanted to tell him that his own
life depended on getting to Somalia. Margaret was his life. 


“I’m sorry, Don. I really am.”


Don nodded. He was out of the
game, and there was nothing he could do about it. It felt like someone had just
cut his heart out of his chest.


“I understand, Walt.”


Please, Luke. Please save her.











CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR


 


 


11:25 a.m. East Africa Time


(4:25
a.m. Eastern Daylight Time)


Air
Force One


The
Skies Above Somalia


 


 


“Stop
this madness!”


Omar
could barely believe what he was witnessing. The pilot was beating Malik’s head
against the controls. Malik’s gun was out, a semiautomatic pistol. The big
American pilot held Malik’s gun hand down at the wrist, and grasped Malik by
the hair. 


BAM! 


He
smashed Malik’s head into the panel.


BAM!


He did
it again.


Malik
punched the man in the head, but it was no use. The pilot was younger, bigger,
and stronger.


BANG!


Omar
shot the pilot in the back.


The
pilot stood tall and stopped fighting. His hands fell away from Malik’s hair
and his gun hand, and went to his own chest. He slid to the floor and lay on
his back. 


Omar
stood over him. 


The
pilot had a ragged exit wound on his chest. His shirt was torn and bloody. His
hands were covered in blood. But his eyes were open and he was breathing
rapidly, in harsh gasps. The shot had missed his heart and any major artery. If
it had hit either, the man would already be dead.


Cockpit
alarms were sounding, several at once. So many instruments must be damaged by
now. 


Omar
pointed his gun at the pilot’s head.


“Goodbye,
American.”


The
mission was over. Omar himself had been shot, he thought perhaps two or three
times. His left arm was useless. It hung down like a lump of meat from his
ruined shoulder. The pain was incredible. His collarbone might be broken. He
had no idea what was happening with his thigh, except that his pant leg was
saturated with blood back there. There was no more hope. He might as well kill
this pilot.


“Wait!”
Malik said.


“Wait
for what?” 


Malik
stepped close to Omar. Malik’s face was covered in blood. His beard and hair
were streaked with bright red. But he seemed calm enough, and not in terrible
pain.


“We need
this man. We cannot land the plane without him.”


“Malik,
there is an American commando downstairs.”


“As I
indicated,” Malik said.


Omar
would have nodded, but it hurt too much to move. “Yes. He has the President.”


“It
doesn’t matter,” Malik said. “Look!”


He
pointed out the windshield of the airplane. The plane was flying low, on its
own. It was a bright day. Ahead was more reddish beige desert. But in the far
distance were the outskirts of a large, sprawling city. They would be there
soon.


“Mogadishu,”
Malik said. “We’re here. All we need do is land. What will the commando do? Hold
off an entire army by himself?”


Malik
was wise. Omar had become lost in the moment. 


Against
all odds, they had brought the American President to the Sharia courts.


Omar
looked at the pilot.


“Can you
get up and land the plane?”


Blood
was leaking from the sides of the man’s mouth. His teeth were gritted. He spit
the words out, barely loud enough to hear. 


“I’ll
need a doctor when we land.”


Omar
shrugged. This man was badly injured, his long-term health was hardly a
priority, and Mogadishu was not known for its world-class healthcare. Did he
think Omar would not pursue a doctor for himself first?


“I’ll
see to it,” he said. 


The
pilot nodded. “Okay.”


Omar
looked at Malik. 


“Lock
the cockpit door. Then help me get him up.”


 


* * *


 


Luke
took the stairs two at a time, gun out in front of him.


He
reached the flight deck. The cockpit was straight ahead. A man was there, an
older man, heavyset, with a black and gray beard. His face was covered in
blood. 


He was
shutting the door to the cockpit. 


Luke put
his shoulder down and plowed into the door, knocking the man backwards. The man
raised a gun to Luke’s face. 


BANG!


Luke
shot the man in the chest, raised his aim just a bit, and…


BANG!


…shot
him in the head. 


The man
collapsed onto the instruments, then slid to the floor. Alarms were going
crazy. BEEP, BEEP, BEEP, BEEP, BEEP… Something was wrong with the plane. In
front of Luke, through the windshield, a large city was approaching. A pilot
was on the floor, bleeding from the chest. His eyes were open. He was
breathing.


Luke
turned to his left. The small man from downstairs stood there.


He was
quick. He was very good. The barrel of his gun was an inch from Luke’s head. Luke
brought his own gun around…


Too
late.


Luke was
about to die. The man squeezed his trigger. 


Click. 


The
firing pin hit an empty chamber. 


He had
run out of bullets. He pulled the trigger again. And again. And again. To no
avail. Luke slapped the gun away. It was a .38 revolver, six rounds, maybe
seven, depending on the model. And the man had fired them all without reloading.
It was a dumb way to die. 


The man
made a burst through the doorway, trying to escape. 


Luke
shot him. 


BANG!


He shot
him again. 


BANG!


And
again.


BANG!


The man
tumbled down the stairs, head over heels. He crashed to the landing where the
stairs turned. His head was at an odd angle to his body. His neck seemed to be
broken. From the top of the stairs, Luke shot him again for good measure.


He put
it in the man’s head. A small spray of bone and blood flew. 


BANG!


You
have to get this plane on the ground.


Luke
holstered his gun, went back into the cockpit, and kneeled by the pilot. The
pilot was a young guy, big, and in bad shape. His eyes were still open, and his
face was contorted in pain. His breathing was ragged. His white shirt was
soaked in his own blood. He had what appeared to be a large exit wound in his
chest. Luke could practically put a fist in there.


“Can you
hear me?” Luke said. 


The
pilot nodded. 


“I need
you to land this airplane, if you think you can.”


“I know,”
the pilot gasped. 


“I’m
going to help you up and put you in that chair, okay? It might hurt.”


The man
nodded. 


“Okay,”
Luke said. “On three.”


He hated
to do this to the man, but there was no other choice. Luke could not land this
airplane. This pilot could, if he lived long enough. And if he could, it was
important that he do so. 


Luke
counted to three, then lifted the pilot around the chest. 


The man
screamed, but worked with Luke to get up. Luke guided him to a pilot’s chair,
then slid into the seat next to him. 


“Let me
help you with your seatbelt.”


The
pilot held up his hands and swallowed hard. “Don’t fasten my belt. I need
freedom of movement.” 


Instead,
Luke clasped his own lap and shoulder belt. For the first time, he noticed the
other pilot was here in the cockpit, dead on the floor in the right corner.


He
flicked on the radio. They were surrounded by American aircraft. Someone out
there would hear a message from them.   


“This is Agent Luke Stone, of the
FBI Special Response Team,” he said. “We have regained control of Air Force
One. Repeat: Americans control Air Force One. The President is alive. Repeat:
President Clement Dixon is alive. One pilot is dead, one pilot seriously
injured. Instrumentation is cooked. We are coming in for a hard landing,
Mogadishu Airport. I repeat, Air Force One, possible hard landing, Mogadishu
Airport. Requesting assistance of all American military and medical assets in
this region. Repeat: Air Force One requesting immediate emergency assistance.”


He
paused. 


“Mogadishu. See you there.”


A voice crackled over the radio: “Air
Force One, what is the status of the President?”


“Alive,” Luke said.


“Health status? Vital signs?”


“I’m not a doctor, Jack. The
flight doctor is dead. Just put boots on the ground, will you? And an emergency
medical team. The pilot is shot. He needs immediate medical assistance.”


“Roger that,” the voice said. “See
you on the ground.”


They were passing over the city
now. Luke hoped that no joker with a surface to air missile decided now was the
time to make his name. 


He glanced at the pilot. The pilot’s
eyes were half open. His face was white.  


“How are we doing?” Luke said. 


The pilot gasped instead of
speaking. “Clear skies. High visibility. Landing gear operational. We’re okay.”


He gulped. Tears began streaming
down his face. 


“The runway is north to south. It’s
plenty long. We need to go out over the ocean, bank around to the right, and
approach from the southeast.” 


He coughed, hacking up thick
fluid. His face turned dark red.  


“I think I’m going to die.”


Luke shook his head. 


“You have an exit wound. The
bullet went through your body and came out the other side. If it had severed
anything important, you’d already be dead. We’re going to get you all the help
you need as soon as we’re on the ground. So just hang with me, and put this
thing down. It’s the best chance you have.”


Luke had no idea if that statement
was true or false. Control of the Mogadishu airport was going to be a brawl.


“I’m fading in and out,” the pilot
said. “I might need your help to land.” 


Luke nodded. “You’ve got it.”


 


* * *


 


Omar was alive.


He was surprised to learn this. He
had floated in darkness for what seemed like a very long time. It could have
been a hundred years. It could have been a thousand, or ten thousand. No one
was there with him. The prophets of all times were not there. Allah did not
greet him and open to him the gates of Paradise.


It was just black and empty. 


But now he saw that it was a lie,
or a dream. He was still here, in the physical realm. Though not for much
longer. 


He had been shot. He did not know
how many times. He had broken something when he fell down the stairs. He could
no longer feel anything below his waist. He supposed that was for the best. The
pain in his chest, and his shoulder, and his torso, was more than enough.


The man shot you in the head.


Yes, it was true. But how could it
be? Gingerly, he reached a hand to his head, where the pain was. He touched
something soft there, where bone was missing. A wave of pain and revulsion went
through him. His brain, or some wet substance of some kind, was exposed to the
air. His hand came away quickly. 


He had heard tell of this, of
bullets doing strange things when they touched the curved surface of the skull.
Sometimes they skated around the edge of it, without ever penetrating. In his
case… 


This mission was over. Everyone
from the original seven was dead. Hassan was dead. Malik was dead. Omar did not
know where Siddiq was, but the presence of the American commando suggested he
too was dead. 


The commando would fight to protect
the President at the Mogadishu airport, or perhaps would try to land somewhere
else entirely. Either way, American planes and helicopters would be free to
fire upon any believers they spotted on the ground. 


The Americans would have the upper
hand. Except…


If the President were already
dead. 


Omar pulled himself to the edge of
the stairs, dragging his body behind him, and tumbled down the last remaining
steps. He stifled a shriek of agony. It was best to be completely silent. 


Darkness closed in on the edge of
his vision, but he did not black out again. That was good. He crawled into the
narrow corridor, his dead legs trailing him like a long tail. He pressed his
body up against the shell of the airplane. 


He was cold, and he began to
shiver.


“Allahu akbar,” he
whispered, reaffirming the central fact of his life, the principle that had
brought him to the edge of death again and again. And today, it would bring him
across the threshold.


“God is most great.”


He reached inside his pocket and
took out the cigarette lighter. He flicked it and held the flame to the
blasting cap on his suicide belt. The belt was powerful, with eight blocks of
plastic explosive mounted upon it. 


Omar was pleased because it was
the end, and there was no hesitation.


He was ready.


  


* * *


 


They came in low above the ancient
whitewashed buildings of the city.


“I can’t gain any altitude,” the
pilot said. 


BEEP, BEEP, BEEP, BEEP…


Luke looked at him. The man was
pale. His face was drenched in sweat. Luke realized he didn’t even know the guy’s
name.


“The plane,” the man said.


Right. The plane was not in good
shape. There was a hole in it. The controls here in the cockpit had taken a
beating. Luke had a thought. He didn’t know if it would work or not.


“Maybe we should just cut directly
to…”


An explosion rocked the plane,
somewhere below them. It was so loud, Luke couldn’t really hear it. To his
left, through the wraparound windshield, he saw the top edge of an orange and
yellow fireball. 


The glass blew inward, engulfing
them. 


Luke turned away and tried to
duck, but he was held secure by his seatbelt. The pilot had slipped to the
floor between his seat and the instrument panel. 


The plane was shuddering.


They were barely above the
rooftops, coming down hard. 


Luke grabbed the radio mic. 


“Mayday, mayday,” he said. “This
is Air Force One. Mayday, mayd—”


The plane clipped the roof of a
five-story building. Luke was thrown forward, then jerked back by the belt
again. He looked up. They were between buildings, moving fast. 


The ground was coming. They hit,
plowing through dirt. He was thrown forward, and jerked back again. 


There was nothing in front of him.
Nothing but darkness. 


  









CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE


 


 


11:30 a.m. East Africa Time


(4:30 a.m. Eastern Daylight Time) 


Baledogle Airfield


Wanlaweyn District, Lower
Shabelle 


Somalia


 


 


“I don’t
believe it.”


Swann
and Trudy were in the drone flight command center beneath the Baledogle
Airfield. A few seconds ago, they had been watching real-time footage of Air
Force One’s approach to Mogadishu International Airport. 


Maybe twenty
minutes ago, the two of them had convinced the commanders here to send special
operators by helicopter to Mogadishu. As it turned out, most of the special
operators at this base were actually drone pilot desk jockeys. 


There were
sixteen combat operators in the whole place. At the moment, they were on their
way to Mogadishu aboard four Little Bird choppers. But it was still going to be
a little while before they arrived. 


On the
video screen in front of them, the fuselage of Air Force One appeared to lie in
three large pieces in the middle of a street in a densely packed neighborhood. Its
wings had broken off and disintegrated. And much of the plane was on fire. 


“Air
Force One down,” a voice said over the public address system in the command
center. There was a long moment of silence. 


Swann
watched the flames eating the airplane on the video screen. His mind was
locked. He couldn’t think of a thing to say or do. 


“They’ve
crashed,” the voice said. “Air Force One is down in the city.”


Swann
stared and stared. Finally, a thought came. 


The
drones. 


“If they’re
alive in there,” Swann said, “we need to keep them alive.”











CHAPTER THIRTY SIX


 


 


11:31 a.m. East Africa Time


(4:31 a.m. Eastern Daylight Time) 


The Skies Over Mogadishu


Somalia


 


 


“Circle
back!” Ed Newsam said. “You have to put me in there.”


He was
back at the hatchway door. The pilot hadn’t locked it, and Ed had yanked it
open. They were higher than before. Ed checked the fat altimeter on his wrist. 12,345.
He had no additional oxygen supply. It was a little harder to breathe at this
height.


They
were over the ocean, headed north along the beaches.


Ed could
see the downtown of the city in the near distance, dark smoke rising where Air
Force One had gone down. 


He had
dropped the zipline harness a while back. But he was still wearing his
parachute. Behind him, there was a pile of weapons and gear on the floor. Two
MP5s and several loaded magazines for them. A shotgun. A hunting knife. Two
canteens of water. A half dozen energy bars.    


“No can
do,” a voice said in Ed’s helmet. “This area is lousy with anti-aircraft guns. We
go back in there, we could end up in the same boat as they did. I don’t even
feel good about being out here.”


Ed
stifled an urge to threaten the pilot. That would go nowhere. 


“The
President of the United States is down there.”


“Yes, we’re
aware of that.”


“And?”


“Not our
mandate. Sorry. We have no orders to—”


“You
have no orders because no one knows who the hell you are!”


There
was a pause. No reply came from the cockpit. Ed tried to think of something to
convince them.


“My
buddy is down there.”


“We met
him. He’s a big boy, probably can take care of himself.”


Who
were these guys?  


“My boss’s
wife is on that plane.”


“What?”


Ed
nodded. “Yeah. She was a guest. Now she’s a hostage.”


Another
long paused followed. 


“One
run,” the voice said. “Right through the heart of the city. When we say jump,
you jump. Then we’re out, and we don’t go back in. If we hang around too long,
the bad boys will draw a bead on us, and we are carrying thousands of gallons
of additional jet fuel. We’re basically a flying bomb up here. We cannot afford
to get shot down. Understood?”


“Understood,”
Ed said. 


Already,
he was strapping the guns on and stuffing the extra magazines into his pockets.



“One
run,” the voice said again. “If you don’t like what you see, if you miss your
window, if you get cold feet for any reason, that’s on you.”


“Got it,”
Ed said. 


“Banking
now. Get ready.”


“I was
born ready,” Ed said. 


He
stuffed the energy bars into the pockets of his cargo pants. He kneeled, pulled
up his pant leg, and taped the knife to his calf. The plane banked to the left,
nearly throwing him off balance. The engine roar went up several decibels. They
were accelerating. 


“Here. We.
Go.”


Ed looked
out the hatch. The whitewashed buildings of the city zoomed past far below him.
Up ahead, there was the smoke where the plane went down. Ed thought he could
see flames reaching into the air. 


Don’t
miss your window.


When the
time came, there could be no hesitation.  


Ed always hesitated, or felt that
he did. Maybe every man did. Maybe it just wasn’t visible to others. He went to
the open hatch door. There was nothing in front of him but bright open space
and wind. 


He wasn’t looking down at the city
anymore. He wasn’t thinking about the firefight he was bound to encounter on
the ground, the violence and the death. He was thinking about leaving the
airplane. 


“Good luck out there,” the voice
said. “Godspeed.”


It was the same thing he said last
time. 


“Thanks,” Ed said.


He wanted it to be smooth, to
happen automatically. But there was always that moment, that split second, when
his entire body, his entire being, rebelled against the jump. There was nothing
natural about jumping out of an airplane. 


“On our go,” the voice said. 


“On your go,” Ed echoed. 


“Ready…”


Ed took a deep breath. 


“Go! Jump! Jump!”


 Ed pushed hard with his legs and
his arms.


He was out, curled into a ball. 


He tumbled away, and the plane was
gone in an instant. For several seconds, all of life was a rushing sensation. The
world swirled around him, moving terribly fast.


Then the chute opened, and he was
jerked back violently.


The city was below. The scene
began to take shape. The plane was in pieces, and parts of it were on fire. He
passed through a cloud of the dark smoke, obscuring his vision for a few
seconds. 


People were running through the
streets.  


Vehicles
were moving toward the wreck. 


Above
his head, jet fighters that had been in Air Force One’s entourage screamed by
in a show of force. 


And then
the shooting started. The sound of it floated up to him like the crackles and
pops of distant fireworks.
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“Hang on,”
he said. 


It didn’t
matter what the man’s name was. Sean Casey, Kevin Murphy, some other name. He
could be anyone.


You
can call me Ray. You can call me Jay.


This was
why he had come. The sheer adrenaline rush. Later, if he lived, he might forget
and think it was for money, or glory. It wasn’t.  


It was
this.


He was
at the wheel of what the Somalis called a “technical,” the Mad Max war machines
favored by low-rent insurgent militias the world over. This was a 1989 Toyota
Hilux pickup truck, five speed, with four wheel drive. In the pickup bed was
mounted a Soviet-era DShK heavy machine gun. Steel plates of improvised armor
were welded along both sides, on top of the hood and the roof. The two doors
were permanently shut. You entered and exited the truck by climbing through the
windows. 


The kid,
Paolo was his name, was at the heavy gun. He looked fifteen, but it turned out
he was really nineteen. Or whatever. Murphy didn’t ask to see his ID card.  


Kruger
was in the shotgun seat with an AK-47. 


The
truck bounced over the rutted and pitted moonscape streets of the capital. It
was like the place had been bombarded by a meteor storm. Civilians and
livestock ducked out of their way. Along the right and the left, men with guns
were running.


Murphy’s
truck surged ahead of them.


Up ahead
and to the right, still blocks away, black smoke rose from behind some low
buildings. 


A moment
ago, the truck had been parked in a narrow alleyway. He and Kruger had been
calmly debating the relative merits of two plans of action. 


One:
when Air Force One landed, drive out to the airport, simply fight their way
through whatever militias they found there, and attempt to seize the plane
themselves. Murphy favored this idea. Kruger thought it was suicide. 


Two: in
the past hour, Kruger had come across a rumor that the President would be taken
to a building near a certain popular mosque in the old city. The building had a
subterranean chamber, a catacombs of sorts, and the trial was supposed to take
place there. Kruger favored the idea of simply going to this location, killing
everyone there, and taking the President into their own custody. Murphy thought
this was too uncertain. What if the rumor was false?


They
were still discussing this when an explosion ripped open the sky above them. Seconds
later, the plane came down just over their heads, seemingly close enough to
touch, the shadow of it briefly turning day into night, the shriek of the
engines nearly bursting their eardrums.


It
scraped the rooftops of the buildings, then hit the ground maybe half a mile
away, the shock wave of the impact shattering windows all over the
neighborhood. 


Now,
they were racing toward the crash site.


Them,
and every man with a gun in the entire city. 


The
Toyota dipped into a crater and leapt out the other side, catching air. The
shock absorbers squealed as it landed. Murphy veered around an old man with a
donkey cart. He hung a right turn and tore down a street that was little more
than a footpath. 


The
smoke was ahead and to their left now. Getting closer. 


He
needed to find a cross street, one more, that would take them straight to the
plane.


The
shooting started over there, the metallic clank of a chain gun. The shooting always
started sooner or later. It had only been a matter of time. 


“You
ready?” Murphy said to Kruger. 


Kruger
patted the AK-47 and smiled.


“The kid
ready?”


“The boy
is always ready,” Kruger said. 


Murphy
glanced in the rearview mirror. The kid was bouncing around in the truck bed,
thrown this way and that, clinging to the gun like it was a boat in a storm. 


“Hope
so.”


“Make a
left here,” Kruger said. 


Murphy
made the left, not even looking, trusting the man’s instincts. 


Wrong.


A group
of men were building a barricade, blocking off the street halfway down. Junk of
various kinds and old tires were being piled up. A few of the tires were
already on fire. Someone threw an ancient, battered bed frame on top of the
pile.


Just
beyond them, in the next cross street, less than a hundred meters away, was a
chunk of a blue and white airplane fuselage. Air Force One, in all its glory.


The men
at the barricade opened fire.


Murphy
saw the muzzle flashes of small arms. 


His foot
pressed the accelerator all the way down. 


“Now!”
he said. 


Next to
him, Kruger leaned out the window with the AK and let it rip. An instant later,
it was drowned out by the roar of the Russian machine gun in the truck bed. 


The men
at the barricade came apart like dolls. 


Murphy
crashed into the burning roadblock, flaming junk bouncing across the hood and
over the top of the windshield, the Toyota pushing over the pile and through.


He
looked in the rearview again. The kid pushed some large chunk of wood out of
the truck bed with one hand, without ever letting go of the machine gun. 


Up
ahead, the road was open all the way to the next street. Now Murphy could see
the plane looming straight ahead, sitting flat on the ground in the
intersection. He could read the words etched there, between the buildings on
either side:


ITED
STATES OF AMER


“Cowabunga,”
he said.











CHAPTER THIRTY EIGHT


 


 


4:40 a.m. Eastern Daylight Time 


(11:40 a.m. East Africa Time)


The Situation Room


The White House, Washington, DC


 


 


“Do we know what happened?” Thomas
Hayes said.


He must be in something like
shock. He felt like he had been beaten about the head and neck with pillows
made of lead. 


“The
plane is down,” Richard Stark said. Even Stark was suddenly showing signs of
exhaustion. He was pale, and his eyes now had darkened hollows around them,
which the overhead lights seemed to accentuate. His head was beginning to look
like a skull from a Day of the Dead celebration in Mexico.


“We know
that,” Hayes said. 


“The
trailing P8 Poseidon noted an explosion on board in the seconds before it went
down. Fighter pilots made visual confirmation. Air Force One appears to have
begun its approach to Mogadishu International Airport just prior to the
explosion.”


One of
Stark’s aides handed him a piece of paper. He read it before speaking. 


“There
was a last transmission from Air Force One. It was part of an interaction with the
navy P8. I have the transcript here.”


“By all
means, read it.”


Stark held the paper in one hand
and lowered black reading glasses onto his face.


“This is Agent Luke Stone, of the
FBI Special Response Team. We have regained control of Air Force One. Repeat:
Americans control Air Force One. The President is alive. Repeat: President
Clement Dixon is alive. One pilot is dead, one pilot seriously injured. Instrumentation
is cooked. We are coming in for a hard landing, Mogadishu Airport. I repeat,
Air Force One, possible hard landing, Mogadishu Airport. Requesting assistance
of all American military and medical assets in this region. Repeat: Air Force
One requesting immediate emergency assistance.”


Stark looked across the room at
Thomas Hayes. 


“Seconds later, he issued a mayday
that was cut off by the crash. We haven’t had any communications from the plane
since then.”


The crash was terrible news. The
lack of communication after the crash was deeply unsettling. But right now,
Thomas Hayes was seething mad. Of course the FBI Special Response Team was
involved. They had done it again. 


“They can’t keep doing that,” he
said. “They can’t withhold intelligence from us. They might have just killed
the President of the United States.”


He looked around the room. 


“Has anyone found Don Morris?”


Stark nodded. “Sir, we’ve heard
that moments ago Director Morris was arrested by military police at Camp
Lemonnier in Djibouti. He was attempting to board an airplane to Somalia.”


Hayes shook his head. “I knew it. I
knew it. He had the information and he lied to me about it. He lied to
everyone. Is he insane? I want him put in jail. God help him if Clem Dixon is
dead because of this.”


He glared at Richard Stark. “Are
you going to stick with the story that you don’t know anything about this?”


For a
second, Stark turned crimson. “I beg your pardon, sir,” he said. “If I knew
something about whatever was happening on board that plane, I would have
revealed it.” 


Hayes
did not believe him.


“Sir,
with all respect due, I think we have bigger fish to fry than Don Morris at
this moment. We need to put an action plan in place.”


Okay. Hayes
was willing to let the issue go, for now. 


“What
are we doing so far?” he said. 


“Our two
HC-130 Combat King transport airplanes are en route to the crash site, and will
be there in moments. They initially stayed outside the city limits of Mogadishu
because of concerns about anti-aircraft artillery in the hands of Islamic
militias within the city. They will drop two twelve-men combat swimmer rescue
teams. Four Little Bird helicopters are on their way from Baledogle Airfield. They
should arrive in the next ten or fifteen minutes. Each helicopter has a
four-man special operations drop team on board. Each helicopter is also
outfitted with an array of—”


“It sounds like you’re about to
put forty men at the crash site, starting about ten minutes from now.” 


“Yes,
sir.”


“Is that
enough?”


Stark
shook his head. “No, sir. We don’t think so. The Islamic Courts Union, which
controls the city, is thought to have at least two thousand well-armed
individual fighters and more than one hundred improvised fighting vehicles with
rear-mounted heavy guns. It is unlikely that forty men—”


“In that
case, what else do you have, Richard?”


“Sir,
five F/A-18 fighter jets and about a dozen Predator drones, all of which are
already in the vicinity. We can deploy enormous amounts of precision firepower,
but Air Force One went down in a neighborhood crowded with civilians. And given
the nature of Somali society, it is often hard to distinguish combatants from
non-combatants. Aerial attacks are almost guaranteed to cause significant—”


“Civilian
casualties,” Hayes said. 


“Yes,
sir. They could also create as friendly fire events, and further inflame the
passions of any individuals or militias who might capture the President. We
have options, sir, but the good ones are limited.”


“Can’t
we get more troops on the ground?”


“More
than three hundred combat paratroopers are en route from Camp Lemonnier as we
speak. The troop transports are flying at the limits of their airspeed
specifications. When they arrive, their presence, combined with our air
superiority, should stabilize the security situation.”


“When
will they arrive?” Hayes said. 


Stark
looked at one of his aides, a man in glasses with broad shoulders.


“About
an hour,” the man said. “Possibly less.”


Thomas
Hayes sighed. His heart sank. He went blank for a long moment. He did not want
to think about what Clem Dixon was going through at this moment. 


“How
soon before enemy militias reach the crash site?” he said.


Stark
stared at him. “They’re there now, sir.”
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Luke
opened his eyes. 


He was
strapped into one of the pilot’s chairs. 


There
was nothing in front of him. At first, he didn’t understand what he was seeing.
It seemed as though nothing was there.  


He
looked down at his hands. They were raw and dirty and bloody. He looked at the
cockpit instrument panel. It was wrecked, completely nonfunctional. Nothing was
on. He looked to his left. The dying pilot who had been sitting with him was
gone. Not dead, not alive. Gone.


He
looked out the shattered windshield again, at nothingness. Now he understood. The
crash had kicked up so much sand and dirt, there was a mountain of it in front
of the plane. Luke was staring at a wall of brownish red dirt. Small avalanches
of it were falling into the cockpit. It was all over the floor. 


He was
covered in it. His face was crusted with it. There was a pile of it in his lap.


“Okay,”
he said. 


Mystery
solved. 


He
unlatched his seat belt and stood on unsteady legs. He drew his gun. He ejected
the box magazine and checked it. Empty. He dropped the empty mag on the floor,
dug into a pocket of his vest for another, and slid it home. 


You
need to wake up.


He went
to the cockpit door. 


“Oh my
God.”


There
had been a lounge area for the flight crew here, right at the top of the
stairway. The stairs were gone—the flight deck was sitting flush with the
ground. Everything below the stairs must have been destroyed. The lounge area
was still here, though. There were a couple of leather couches bolted to the
floor. 


Just
past the couches was a gaping, ragged hole. 


Luke
stared through the hole at the street beyond. Across the way, the facades of
two buildings had collapsed into hills of rubble. There were burning, twisted
pieces of steel in the middle of the street. It was nearly silent out there. He
could hear the crackle of the flames. To his left was a long stretch of the
fuselage, which had been separated from the cockpit.


It was
also on fire. 


A group
of dark men, maybe ten in all, were moving toward it on foot, guns out, being
careful.


Suddenly
Luke was running. 


He burst
through the hole in the flight deck and onto the street. He did not attempt to
shoot. He didn’t want to draw their fire. He ran, legs pumping, fists flying. The
stretch of fuselage was just ahead. 


He could
see the opening to the narrow hallway, along the right side. He had to make it
there. All he could think was Margaret, the President…


How
could anyone survive that crash?


He had. 


To his
right, the men had seen him. Now they were running. They moved along the street
on the opposite side, darting in and out of stone pillars. From the corner of his
eye, he saw their muzzle flashes. They were starting to shoot. 


He was
dead. There was no way…


From
somewhere nearby, a heavy machine gun opened fire. Its metallic clank ripped
through the quiet.


DUH-DUH-DUH-DUH-DUH-DUH.


The men
across the way dropped, were torn apart, were cut in half. The last few
remaining turned toward their left, to where the heavy gun must be. But they
were too late. They were ripped up where they stood. 


DUH-DUH-DUH-DUH.


Luke ran
into the hallway of the fuselage, ducking as he did. He had no time to wonder
who the heavy gun was. 


More
gunfire came from somewhere, hitting the outside of the plane.


THUNK. THUNK.
THUNK.


Black,
fetid smoke was pouring from somewhere. It smelled like burning plastic or
rubber. He ran down the burning corridor, screaming. 


“Margaret!
Margaret Morris! Clement Dixon!”


At the
far end of the hall, not far at all, thirty yards, two thin black men in T-shirts
and jeans entered. They were in single file, carrying AK-47s. The first one
spotted Luke and raised his gun. 


BANG!


Luke
shot him in the head. 


A jet of
blood and bone flew. The second man ducked behind the first, and was up again
an instant later.


BANG! 


Luke
shot him, too. 


More men
appeared. This was not going to work. There was a bottleneck at the end of the
hall.


“Margaret!”
Luke screamed. 


There
was an office door to his left. He threw himself at it, shoulder first. The
door burst inward, and Luke crashed into the office. He fell to the floor just
as an AK-47 opened up in the hallway. 


TAT-TAT-TAT-TAT-TAT-TAT.


No. This
was not good. 


“Margaret!”


Someone
was banging on the wall behind him. He rose to his feet and moved toward that
wall. 


“Margaret?”


A
muffled voice: “Luke! Luke Stone!” 


He had
to get into that office. It was just next door. These walls were flimsy. Maybe
he could just…


A man
appeared in the hall outside the door. 


BANG! 


Luke
shot him. 


He
dropped into a shooter’s crouch.


BANG!


Shot
another one. 


There
were too many. He was going to be overrun. He was going to attract a mob of
these shooters and they were going to find Margaret and the President. 


The
pounding on the wall continued. “Luke Stone!”


“Shut
up!” he shouted. “Be quiet in there!”


He
sighed.  


He had a
small, polished steel mirror in his vest. It was two-sided. He took it out and unfolded
the handle. He went to the doorway, mirror in one hand, gun in the other. He
extended the mirror into the hallway, twisting it, catching the reflection on
either side. 


No one
that way. 


The
other way, the men who had bottlenecked before were firing the other direction.
All kinds of shooting was going on down there. Suddenly, three of them dropped
and died. A much larger black man appeared. 


He ran
past the bodies of the men he had just killed. He was coming down the corridor.
He barely fit inside it, his head scraping along its curved edge. He was big. He
was wearing a helmet. A flight suit. 


“Luke
Stone!” he shouted. 


Luke
recognized that voice.


It was
Ed. 


 


* * *


 


Clement
Dixon opened the door.


Two men
came bustling in. One was the large white man in a jumpsuit, who had killed one
of the hijackers and gone up to the cockpit to finish off the others. 


Luke
Stone. 


The
newcomer was an enormous black man in a similar jumpsuit. He was cradling a
machine gun. He also seemed to have machine guns hanging off every part of his
body. Plus there was a shotgun.


“Gentlemen,”
Dixon said, “it’s a pleasure…”


He didn’t
know what he was planning to say. Something ironic. He and Margaret Morris had
just survived a harrowing plane crash, the most terrifying experience of his
life. And that was saying something, considering everything that had gone on
during the past twenty-four hours. 


It didn’t
matter what he was going to say. Luke Stone cut him off. 


“No time
for talking, sir. I’m sorry. We have to get out of here NOW. The plane is on
fire and enemy militias are converging on this spot. So you both need to listen
to me very carefully and do exactly what I say.”


“Margaret
hurt her leg.”


Stone
looked at Margaret Morris. 


Dixon
followed his gaze. Margaret was sitting in the airplane seat where she had been
during the crash. He remembered thinking about her shimmering blue pantsuit,
how attractive and yet understated it was. He remembered thinking how she was a
political old hand, knowing what to wear, how to act, how to be smart, how to
be noticed without stepping in cow flops every ten seconds. 


The suit
was a wreck now. Margaret’s hair was a frazzle. Her face was covered in soot. Dixon
imagined he looked about the same. Except Margaret’s right calf was red and had
already swollen monstrously. It wasn’t even clear how it had happened. It might
be broken. It might just be a very bad sprain.  


She was
apologetic. She shouldn’t be. The fact that she was breathing at this moment
was a major accomplishment. 


“I’m
sorry, Luke. I don’t even think I can walk.”


Stone
nodded, didn’t hesitate.


“Ed. Let’s
do this.”


The
large black man nodded. He went to her and kneeled down. 


“I’m
sorry, Margaret. This is going to seem weird, but it will be easiest for
everyone. I will carry you. I need one arm free, so you’re going to go over my
shoulder.”


“Like a
sack of potatoes,” Margaret said. 


Dixon
nearly laughed.


“Better
than him carrying you like a bride across the threshold.”


“Will I
be too heavy?” Margaret said. 


Now
Stone did laugh. 


“Margaret,
that man can carry you, me, the President, and the President’s entourage while
doing jumping jacks at the same time. I think you’ll be fine. Now let’s go.”


They
moved out into the corridor, Stone first, Dixon second, Margaret and the man Ed
bringing up the rear. There was smoke everywhere now. Black, acrid smoke. The
heat was rising. 


Stone
looked left, but then led them to the right. 


The
plane had broken open. This was the first Dixon was seeing of it. The rounded
corridor led out to a street. The light out there was bright, searing. 


There
was a firefight happening in the street. The rattle of a heavy machine gun
sounded somewhere nearby. 


DUH-DUH-DUH-DUH-DUH-DUH.



It
seemed to shake the crowd. 


Stone
paused at the end of the corridor and held up a hand. 


STOP.


Dixon
could see the nose of the plane from here. It was pushed up against the side of
a white stone building, partially collapsed and covered in dirt and rubble. The
bottom two floors were just gone. All that was left was the cockpit. 


Something
whizzed by, a missile of some kind.   


Stone
crouched. Dixon immediately did the same. Behind him, he felt big Ed do the
same. The man’s hand was on his shoulder. 


BOOOM!


Something
blew up. The noise was nearly deafening. It was followed by a sound like heavy
rainfall, as chunks of stone and rocks and dust and junk hit the ground. 


“Okay,”
Stone said. “Let’s go.”


He
darted out into the bright light of the street. Old man Dixon rose on creaky
legs and followed him. His knees popped. 


I’m
too old for this.


He
remembered how he used to say that about everything. It had become his mantra
in recent years. A bad article in The New York Times? I’m too old for
this. Criticism from political opponents? I’m too old for this. Cross-country
travel, talking heads on the TV blah-blah-blahing about nothing, boneheaded
staff members, early mornings, late nights, seven days a week? I’m too old for
this.


Well, no
more. All that stuff was the peewee leagues now. He had finally found something
he really was too old for. 


This. He was too old for this. 


They
were out on the street. He felt vulnerable out here. The neighborhood was
wrecked. It was impossible to say whether that had happened during the plane
crash, or if it had already been like that. The sun beat down. It was a very
hot day in Africa. 


But it
wasn’t humid. It was a dry heat. 


Like an
oven.


A white
Toyota pickup truck came rattling down the street, bouncing over rubble and
through craters. There was a heavy gun mounted in the back, where tools would
normally go. A black kid in rock and roll clothes, sunglasses, and a bandana
(he looked hardly more than a child) was at the gun.


Suddenly,
he started firing again.


DUH-DUH-DUH-DUH-DUH.



The
sound was loud and metallic. The spent shells fell like jingle bells. 


Thankfully,
he was firing at something down the street.


The
Toyota pulled up to their little group. A white man was at the steering wheel. His
skin was so white it looked like it had almost never seen the sun. He had no
business in Africa. The sun was searing here. 


The man
smiled. “Going my way, Stone?”


“Murphy,
how did I know that was you?”


“Who
else would it be?”


“Murphy,
what are you doing here?” Ed, the big man with Margaret on his shoulder, said.


The man
in the truck shrugged. His smile became even broader. “What’s up, Ed Newsam? Fancy
seeing you here. I was in the neighborhood. Thought I’d stop by. You guys can
climb in the pickup bed. I’ll get us out of here.”


There
was another man in the passenger seat. Suddenly he was firing a machine gun out
the window and down the street.


“Incoming!
Incoming!”


A
whistling sound came. Stone hit the dirt. Dixon followed his lead. 


A
projectile crashed through the passenger side of the truck. It went straight
through the windshield, shattering the glass, rending steel. The sound was like
a car crash.


But the
missile did not explode.


Murphy
slithered through the driver’s side window like a snake, and was on the ground
in seconds. 


“God, I
hate that!” he shouted. 


The kid
was firing again.


DUH-DUH-DUH-DUH-DUH.


“We
gotta go!”


Suddenly,
they were all up and running again, for the other side of the street. Dixon
moved on rusty legs, Stone pulling him along. H tried to shake loose of the man’s
grip. It was no good. He glanced back. 


Murphy
leapt up, grabbed the young kid by the collar, and yanked him away from the gun
and down off the pickup truck. The passenger side was shattered. The man who
had been in that seat was impaled by some sort of rocket. 


Dixon
looked away. 


Another
missile came whistling from somewhere. 


Dixon
screamed, but he could not hear his own voice.


Ga-BOOOOM!


Behind
him, he felt the heat as the truck blew apart. They were across the street, at
the foyer of an old building, under the shadow of a concrete overhang or
awning. Stone threw him to the ground behind a low wall.


“Stay
down! Stay down!”


Now
Margaret was on the ground beside him. She had covered her ears and closed her
eyes. 


Now
Murphy was here with the young kid. 


“Ed,
give the kid one of your guns.”


A deep
voice answered. “You’re crazy, man. I don’t know that—”  


“I know
him. Give the kid a gun! Give the kid a gun!”


There
was a rattle as Ed must have tossed a machine gun to the kid.


“Thank
you,” Murphy said. “Do I have to ask a million times?”  


Dixon
lay on his back against the low stone wall. All the men were firing now,
crouched or kneeling behind obstructions.


“Watch
on your left!” Stone shouted. “They’re moving up!”  


Suddenly,
there was the scream of a helicopter flying right overhead at high speed. Dixon
was on his back and saw it go by. It was small, low to the ground, dark green,
and he could clearly see the American flag painted on its side. Its
front-mounted guns were blazing. Something down the block exploded. 


The
sounds were too loud now. Dixon covered his ears like Margaret was doing. He
pressed the index finger of each hand as deep into the ear canal as it would
go. 


Another
small helicopter zoomed by, much quieter this time. Its guns were blazing. Two
men were sitting on a bench outside of the helicopter. 


Something
else exploded. 


Across
the street, and just behind them, another little helicopter touched down on the
roof of a ruined building. It barely touched before it had taken off again. Four
heavily armed men jumped off of it, before disappearing behind the stone
parapet of the roof. 


Within a
few seconds, they were firing down at something on the street. Just behind
them, on another roof, yet another little helicopter did the same thing. Several
blocks away, something else erupted in a massive explosion. 


“Drone
strike,” someone said. Dixon could just barely hear the voice. 


“Looks
like the cavalry is here.” 
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“That is
very bad news,” Suleiman said. 


He stood
beneath the high ceiling of the open airplane hangar, protected from the midday
sun. A hot wind blew in his face. 


He had a
black satellite phone pressed to his ear. He took it down, pressed the END
button, then closed the phone. 


A group
of five technicals had arrived at the airport. Each had four or five men
hanging from it. They were on the other side of the runway from here. Perhaps
they were unaware the plane had crashed in the city. Perhaps they had come here
because they did not know what else to do. 


Perhaps
they had come here because they thought it was safer. 


As
Suleiman watched, an American jet fighter screamed by overhead and dropped a
line of bombs among the technicals. 


BOOM,
BOOM, BOOM, BOOM.


The
explosions were large, but the sound of them was small compared to the roar of
the jet engines. The explosions were like the rumble of far off thunder. The
engine noise was almost too much to bear. The ground shook. 


Three of
the technicals were blown to bits. Several of the men were instant corpses. A
few were still circling around, confused, their bodies on fire. 


The jet
veered off into the far distance, making maneuvers that seemed to defy the laws
of science. The maneuvers were difficult to even make visual sense of. The
plane went by so fast, it was impossible for the mujahideen to mount a response
from the ground.


The two
remaining technicals were making a run for the highway into the city. 


Another
jet fighter appeared. Suleiman could hear the scream of its engines before he
saw it. It zoomed by, flying low, and dropped yet another line of bombs. 


BOOM,
BOOM, BOOM, BOOM.


The two
remaining technicals blew apart. One continued to roll on, a flaming carriage,
its driver not yet aware that he was dead. 


In the
aftermath, there was quiet.


“Do they
have the President?” Issa said beside him.


Suleiman
shook his head. There was no sense in lying. 


“No. There
is a firefight in the street near the crashed plane. American commandos have
landed. They have taken the President. Our men are fighting to—”


Issa pressed
a gun to Suleiman’s head. 


All
around them, Suleiman heard the ratchet sound of men chambering rounds and
pointing guns. He looked to his right. His personal bodyguard had a gun pointed
at Issa. Another man had a gun pressed to the bodyguard’s head. 


All the
men had guns pressed to one another’s heads.  


“Call it
off,” Issa said. 


“Issa…”


Another
jet fighter screamed by overhead. American control of the sky was uncontested. 


“You see
what’s happening, do you not? They are destroying my technicals out here. My
good men are lambs to your slaughter. Even if your men somehow recapture the
President, which is now in grave doubt, what happens then? The Americans will
kill every man who seems remotely a militia member. They may demolish the city.”


Suleiman
shrugged. “Very recently, you understood that was a possibility.”


“Yes, I
did. When the President was a prisoner, and the plane was landing here, it
seemed like it might be a worthwhile trade. When a trial was going to be held,
so the faithful could see the power of Allah moving in this world. But this? What
trial will there be when the city is pounded to dust, and blood runs in the
streets? Look!” 


He
pointed at the sky. In the distance, a large plane passed over the city,
downtown, near the site of the crash. Dark figures dropped from the plane. Paratroopers.


“Even
now, more Americans are falling from the sky.”


Suleiman
stared. Another jet fighter roared by, somewhere close. He did not see, or try
to see, what it was doing.


A story
began to emerge in Suleiman’s mind. 


“This
was a crime committed by Arabs,” he said. 


Issa
nodded. “Yes, it was.”


“Al
Qaeda fanatics.”


“Yes.”


“This is
a misunderstanding. The Islamic Courts Union never agreed to such a thing. The
brothers have no love for the Americans, but they would never attempt to kidnap
their President, or put him on trial.”


“Of
course not.”


“Our
task is to put our own house in order, to make our land a glory to Allah, not
to meddle in the affairs of others.”


“Yes,”
Issa said. 


Suleiman
opened his phone again. He pressed a button which speed-dialed a number. For an
instant, he imagined the fighter planes keying on the satellite signature of
this phone. He, and this whole group holding each other at gunpoint, could be a
smoldering wreck seconds from now. Best to hang up quickly.


“Yes?” a
voice said. 


“Call
the mujahideen back,” Suleiman said. “It’s over.”


“This is
the order?”


Suleiman
took a deep breath. “Yes, it is.”


He hung
up the phone. 


Issa put
his gun down and smiled. He clapped Suleiman on the back.


“My friend,
we live to kill each other another day.”
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“These
guys are swimmers,” Ed said.


He was
coming back from across the street. He was still cradling the MP5 in his hands,
even though the shooting had died out. Luke knew how he felt. All he had was
his P7 pistol, but he still hadn’t put it away yet.


“Swimmers?”


There
were at least a couple dozen American commandos on the streets now. There were
a bunch on the surrounding rooftops as well. They were fanning out to widen the
perimeter around the wrecked airplane. 


Of
course, the real power was in the four Little Birds holding four corners above
the neighborhood, the fighter jets streaking back and forth across the city,
and the invisible drones high in the sky. Word had it that hundreds more
airborne troops were on their way down from Djibouti, and would be here soon. 


Luke’s
little group had moved down the block and away from Air Force One. Behind Ed,
the plane was still burning. 


“Yeah,”
Ed said. “Legit swimmers. Most of them are Navy combat and rescue swimmers. But
some of them are really just Coast Guard rescue swimmers. The kind that jump in
the water when boats go down in a hurricane. They have no combat training at
all.”


Luke
smiled. “That’s nice to hear.”


“The
guys on the rooftops are Delta,” Ed said.  


Murphy
and the kid walked up from somewhere. They were carrying several glass bottles
with orange soda in them. It appeared they had gone on a shopping trip.  


“You
guys want a drink? Lady around the corner makes these in her kitchen. Sells
them through the window. We’re supposed to bring the bottles back.”


Ed shook
his head. He patted the water canteen dangling from his vest.


Luke
took one. It was a hot day. He could use a drink. 


There
was no cap on the bottle. Oh well. After surviving all that, maybe he would die
from poisoned sugar water. He took a sip of the drink. It was warm, and sugary,
and tart, and totally delicious. He tilted his head back and slugged the whole
thing down.


“Aaaaahhh,”
he said. 


Murphy
nodded. “Hits the spot.”


Luke
gestured down the street at the burnt out shell of the Toyota.


“Sorry
about your friend.”


“I feel
bad about that,” Murphy said. “I just met that guy this morning.” 


“Tough
break,” Ed said. 


“Yeah,”
Murphy said. “This is Paolo, by the way. He’s my new partner.”


Luke and
Ed shook hands with the kid. He was a funny kid. Very skinny, wearing a
Metallica T-shirt, shorts, and sandals. Sunglasses, Union Jack bandana. He
looked like he was late for eighth grade homeroom. Twenty minutes ago, he had
been lighting up the street with an old Soviet heavy machine gun. 


“Hello,”
Paolo said. He didn’t smile. “Very good. Good day. Good meet you.”


“English
isn’t his thing,” Murphy said.


“Thanks
for clarifying,” Luke said.   


The four
of them stood around for a bit. Luke noticed that none of them were relaxed. They
looked past each other, as if watching each other’s backs and waiting for
another attack. The chopper and planes said the fight was over, that the
militias had pulled all the way back. 


But you
never knew. 


In a
corner, in the shade under the awning of a mostly intact building, Navy medics
were treating the President and Margaret Morris. Luke had checked in with the
medics. The injuries were minor. Margaret appeared to have broken one of the
narrow bones of her lower legs. Clement Dixon was tired and dehydrated. 


“Seems
like old times,” Ed said. 


Murphy
smiled and sipped orange sugar water. “Almost.”


“Now
that you’re alive again, you coming back to the SRT?”


Murphy
shrugged, but his smile turned devilish. “I don’t know. You think Don would
hire the kid?”


“What
will you do if he says no?”


“Are you
kidding?” Murphy said. “After what happened here today, me and Paolo are about
to become the highest paid private shooters in the world.”


Luke
shook his head. Murphy was Murphy. That’s how it was. That’s how it was always
going to be. 


Clement
Dixon was walking toward them, flanked by two Navy swimmers. The medics had
cleaned his face, maybe given him some electrolytes. He had bounced back well. His
eyes were alert. He walked with purpose. 


“Gentlemen,”
he said. “They’re taking Margaret and me out of here in a few moments. I want
to thank you for everything you’ve done. You’re courageous men, and a credit to
the country. I won’t forget it.”


There
were handshakes all around. 


Two
medics carried Margaret over on a fold-out stretcher. She clasped hands with
everyone. She hugged Luke and Ed. She was crying a little bit. 


“We’ll
see you stateside,” Luke told her.


A Little
Bird came down in the intersection. In little more than a moment, Clement Dixon
and Margaret were on board, and the chopper took off again. It rose quickly,
banked, and was joined by the three others. 


Ten
seconds later, they were high in the sky, out over the Indian Ocean, playing
three-card-monte, constantly changing positions to thwart anyone who might want
to take a shot at the President, and tearing off to the north. 


“What do
you think?” Ed said. “Presidential Medal of Freedom?”


Luke
shook his head. “For us? Nah. We’re clandestine. Anonymous.”


“Dinner
at the White House then?”  


Luke
could see that. Why not? “Sure,” he said. “Maybe even sleep over there some
night. They have extra bedrooms.”


“Stone,”
Murphy said, “you’re even crazier than I am.”











CHAPTER FORTY TWO


 


 


October 22


6:05 p.m. East Africa Time 


(11:05 a.m. Eastern Daylight Time)


Stone Town


Zanzibar City, Tanzania


 


 


“Word travels fast, Mr. Murphy.”


The man was a fat Dutch diamond
trader. He called himself Mr. Baas, which was funny because translated into
English, Baas meant The Boss. This was clearly not his name, and Murphy didn’t
mind. Yet, the man insisted on using the name Murphy. 


Murphy supposed the name Sean
Casey was cooked now, or soon would be. Overnight fame would do that to you. People
knew a former special operations soldier named Kevin Murphy had come in with
guns blazing to help save the President of the United States. And that’s who
they wanted to hire. 


“I’m aware,” Murphy said. 


They were sitting on the outdoor
patio of a rooftop restaurant in the old quarter known as Stone Town. A warm
breeze came off the Indian Ocean to Murphy’s left. The sprawl of Zanzibar City
was to Murphy’s right. Beyond that was the vast continent of Africa, where the
sun was beginning to set in a riot of orange and yellow. It was beautiful here.


Paolo was here, sitting alone at a
nearby table. The kid liked to sit by himself. Whatever. People had quirks. Kruger
was dead, and at this moment, Murphy and Paolo were exploring the possibility
of a business arrangement. 


Mr. Baas indicated the kid with a
jerk of his fat head. 


“Later, will they film a Los
Angeles ghetto gangster movie?”


The kid was wearing a red bandana
around his head, a T-shirt with a graffiti image of Tupac Shakur, and blue
jeans. Oakley sunglasses covered his eyes. He was drinking Coca-Cola from a
glass bottle.


Murphy shrugged. “The kid’s my
protégé, if you like. He’s ice cold. Keeps his head together when things get
hot. He has laser aim with a heavy gun. You won’t find any better. Coming from
me that says a lot. Nice kid, too.” 


“Does he speak English?” Baas
said. 


“Little bit,” Paolo said. He did
not smile.


“The kid speaks Portuguese and his
tribal language fluently. Plus a little bit of nine other languages. This is
Africa.”


Baas nodded. “I’m aware of our
location. You should teach him to dress a little better. But then…”


He gestured at Murphy, who was
wearing a blue NYPD T-shirt with white lettering, along with blue and pink
madras shorts.


Murphy smiled. He gestured at the
waiter for another Kilimanjaro Beer. “Tell me why we’re meeting today, Mr.
Baas.”


“We are meeting to discuss an
opportunity, of course. For gentlemen like yourselves, it may be the most
lucrative opportunity on this planet.”


“I like it already,” Murphy said.
“What is it?”


Baas glanced around. The place
wasn’t crowded, and the people there were caught up in their own intimate
conversations, the sun, the water, and the coastal breezes. No one was paying
any attention to Murphy and Baas. Even so, Baas lowered his voice.


“Hutu gangs pushed out of Rwanda
are smuggling stolen diamonds from slave camps in the Congo, through Burundi,
and here to the coast. Millions of Euros’ worth. Security is tight around these
gangs. But the intelligence I have suggests the people involved are not the top
tier, if you understand me. They are more comfortable swinging machetes at
women and children than in a gunfight with professionals. If a world class
shooter were to arrive…”


Baas shrugged.


“With his young protégé, of
course.”


“Who do the diamonds belong to?”
Murphy said. 


Baas looked at Murphy, then at the
kid, and then back to Murphy. For a moment, the man seemed confused, as if
something had been lost when he translated his thoughts from Dutch to English,
or maybe when he translated Murphy’s words from English to Dutch.


“Belong to? My friend, they belong
to whoever can take them.”
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“These were serious allegations,”
the visitor said. 


Don Morris nodded. “Yes, I know.”


The two men were sitting in Don’s
tiny cell. It was not the lap of luxury, but Don was accustomed to a Spartan
lifestyle, and the discomforts of the place had made very little impact on him.



There was a narrow bed with a thin
mattress and a threadbare blanket. There was a small television embedded in one
wall—it didn’t work, and Don wasn’t much for TV anyway. There was a concrete
desk and stool combo, with the round stool protruding from the floor. There was
a steel toilet and sink contraption. There was a small shower that shut itself
off after ten minutes. And there was a four-inch-wide window that looked out
onto a bleak gray courtyard.


“Have they sent you to a doctor
for your concussion, and for your wrist?” The visitor indicated the grimy cast
on Don’s arm. 


“They say they’re between doctors
right now.” 


Don had been housed in the
detention facility for the past five days. He had been rotting in here while
President Clement Dixon was hospitalized for observation after his ordeal,
first at Landstuhl in Germany, then at an isolated high-security building on
the grounds of Walter Reed.


Vice President Hayes had shown no
interest in dropping the charges against Don, and in fact had added withholding
information and obstruction of justice. He had floated the idea of a charge of
treason, but nothing had happened with that.


To his credit, Dixon had quietly
pulled the plug on the whole thing as soon as he reached Camp David, where he
would be convalescing for the next few weeks. To a great degree, that had
happened because of the visitor to Don’s cell, the first visitor Don had been
allowed. The man had gone to Camp David and made Dixon aware of what was going
on in his name. 


That visitor was William Ryan, in
his sixth term as a congressman from North Carolina, and the current House
Minority Leader. Bill Ryan was tall and handsome, with graying hair. He carried
himself with a straight posture, and his large jaw seemed to jut forward. He
wore brown khaki pants, a blue dress shirt open at the throat, and a dark blue
windbreaker jacket. 


“It’s not a joke, Don,” Ryan said.
“This is not a game.” 


“I get it, Bill. I nearly lost my
Margaret. I don’t think it’s a game.”


Ryan made a fist with his right
hand and punched it into the palm of his left. 


“More than that. More than that. You’re
a hero, Don. An American hero. No one has put himself on the line for this
country, again and again, the way you have. Not William Ryan, not Clement
Dixon, and for damn sure not Thomas Hayes. And then they put you in a place
like this. It boils my blood.”


Don smiled. “Politics, Bill. I
thought you might be used to that by now.”


“You know something, Don? I don’t
agree with a single thing Clement Dixon ever says. But he’s a tough old bird,
and a decent man. I respect him. But Thomas Hayes? Listen, Dixon is going to
step down after one term. The way things are going, Thomas Hayes is going to
become the next President of the United States. And then Hayes is going to run
this entire project into the ground.”


These things were not Don’s
department. For now, Dixon was President, and as far as Don knew, he and Dixon
were still on good terms. The Special Response Team had saved Dixon’s bacon
again, and Don felt certain the man wouldn’t look past that.


And then it occurred to Don why
Ryan was bringing this up. He nearly laughed. He and Ryan had been at the
Citadel together. 


“I remember when we were knobs,
Bill.”


“Yeah, so do I,” Ryan said. “Good
memories.”


“Yeah. And I remember how you used
to accumulate demerits so fast it would make my head spin. And how they would
make you do tour after tour, marching in the barracks with rifle at shoulder
arms.”


“I know.”


Don shrugged. “And then, three
years later, you graduated First Honor.”


Now Ryan did laugh. “You caught
me, Don. I’m ambitious.”


Bill Ryan had designs on the
presidency himself. Didn’t that beat all? 


They sat for a moment in silence. Footsteps
came down the corridor. The double doors to Don’s cell slid open. A guard stood
there. He was heavyset and tall. He could have been thirty. He could have been forty.



“Director Morris?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Are you ready?”


“Son, I’ve never been readier.”


Bill Ryan stood. 


“Don, it’s an honor for me to walk
out of here with you.”


The processing took longer than it
should have. An hour later, Don and Bill Ryan stepped out into the weak light
of an overcast New York City day. A light, cold rain was falling. Behind them,
the grim, gray tower of the detention center rose toward the sky.


“We should get away and do some
fishing sometime,” Bill said. “I know some great fly fishing spots up in
Montana, near Kalispell.”


“I’d like that,” Don said.  


A knot of three women stood on the
sidewalk under dark umbrellas. 


They turned when Don and Bill
appeared. 


There was Margaret. She was on
crutches. Her face was bruised. But she was alive. And she was healthy. What
else mattered?


The raw courage this woman had
shown. He didn’t want to get all emotional about it, not here, not now. But he
had fallen in love with her all over again. 


And there were their daughters,
Katie and Maggie, grown women with young families of their own. 


They all saw him there. There were
smiles on their faces and tears in their eyes. He moved toward them.


“Oh. My. God.”


Bill Ryan clapped him on the back.



“It’s a beautiful day, Don.”


“The best,” Don said, and he meant
it.
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“To Don Morris,” Luke said. 


He raised his beer. Ed raised a
beer. Becca raised her glass of red wine. Ed’s girlfriend Cassandra raised a
glass of apple juice. It certainly appeared that Cassandra did not drink
alcohol.


Cassandra was tall and beautiful. She
reminded Luke of the supermodel Naomi Campbell. Maybe she didn’t drink so she
could preserve her looks.


The four of them sat at the patio
table overlooking the bay. The Thompsons, a lovely couple in their seventies who
were Luke and Becca’s neighbors here at the cabin, were minding Gunner for a
few hours tonight.


The sun was going down across the
water. It was getting to be late October now, and the evening was cool. Luke
had set some logs to burn in the outdoor metal firepit. The heat and the flames
added a nice touch of autumn. 


Don had gotten out of jail today. That
was good news. For a couple of days there, it had looked like Don was going
under. The jury still seemed to be out. Had the Special Response Team gone too
far this time? Was it a good mission, or a bad one?


Luke had been interviewed by two
FBI Internal Affairs officers. 


“Here’s what I know,” he told
them. “When I boarded Air Force One, nearly all the hostages were already dead,
and three hijackers were still alive. When I reached the cockpit, one pilot was
dead, and the other had been shot. Margaret Morris and President Dixon are
alive. Would they be if we hadn’t gone after that plane? I’ll let you guys
decide that for yourselves. You’re going to anyway.”


It was hard to say what would
happen next. Don had warned Luke that they might wander in the wilderness after
this. It seemed like a possibility. 


People were happy the President
was alive. But people also wanted to rein in the SRT. The SRT had gone rogue
again, and there were going to be consequences. The FBI internal investigation
was making that clear. 


“To Brian Deckers,” Ed Newsam
said. 


Luke smiled, but it was a sad
smile. They were getting a little buzzed tonight. 


“He was gung ho,” Luke said. 


“On steroids,” Ed said. 


Becca and Cassandra laughed. 


They would never have attempted
the mid-air jump from one plane to the other without Deckers. They never would
have even thought of it. The guy was nuts. But he knew what he was talking
about. Luke was living proof of that. 


“I like to think he’s still alive,”
Luke said.


No one had found his body. He had
zipped across to Air Force One from the fueling tanker, and from there he had
disappeared. Deckers was just gone. He didn’t make it inside the plane. But he
didn’t exactly die, either. He was wearing a parachute, and he was an elite
soldier. Luke didn’t want to claim that anything was possible, but… 


“Of course he’s alive,” Becca
said, getting into the spirit of things. 


“He landed in the desert and
traded his guns for a camel,” Ed said. “Now he’s a Bedouin.” 


“And a very enthusiastic one,”
Luke said. 


“He’s making it on the camel
racing pro tour,” Ed said. 


They were getting silly. Maybe it
was a little too much. Deckers was a good guy. They just hadn’t come to know
him that well. Luke decided to steer the conversation in another direction. 


“Hey, if Murphy is still alive,”
he said. 


Ed nodded. “And he is very much
alive.”


There was a moment of quiet. The
fire crackled and popped. The thought of Murphy troubled Luke. He was a guy who
had jumped ship. The company wanted him, and he chose to go his own way
instead. 


Maybe that bothered Ed as well. 


“We could all be out of our jobs
by next week,” he said. 


“Hope not,” Becca said. 


Coming from Becca… yeah, she was
tipsy. She hated Luke’s job. 


“I hope not, too,” Ed said. “I
need the health benefits.”


Luke looked at him. It was true,
of course, but Luke tended to think of Ed as impervious to natural forces. The
idea that the guy would get sick seemed…


Ed and Cassandra were looking at
each other furtively. 


Luke’s eyes played ping-pong from
Ed, to Cassandra, and back again. 


“You tell them,” Ed said. 


Cassandra was smiling now,
positively beaming, and at the same time, there were tears in her eyes. Was she
shy? 


“We’re pregnant,” she said. 


In an instant, and without
warning, Luke was catapulted back in time to the moment Gunner was born. Luke
had traveled from Iraq at breakneck pace to arrive in time for the birth. The
moment had left him speechless, and in love with Gunner, and with Becca, in a
way that he had never been able to articulate, even to himself. 


Now Ed was going to experience
that. Or at the very least, Luke wished that for him. He looked at Becca, then
back to Cassandra, and finally to Ed. 


Ed was grinning like a fool. 


“It’s incredible news,” Luke said.
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