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NOTE TO THE READER

This novel was written in the 1990s, before
the hijackings on September 11, 2001, and it's set in that time
frame. That being said, much of the commentary contained herein
remains pertinent to any discussion of aviation security today. All
information is derived from open sources, and any resemblance to
any specific situations or individuals is purely coincidental. This
is a work of fiction.

 


PROLOGUE:

 


SNATCH AND SCRATCH

 


BEIRUT, LEBANON:

Bucknell Leigh was a fine-boned and
fair-skinned man. His wife thought he looked like one of the pale
Romantic poets, Shelley or Keats. The intelligence officers who
worked for him in the Central Intelligence Agency's Beirut Station
thought he looked like a delicate bird. The way his hunched
shoulders scraped within his baggy white dress shirts did give him
a bird-like appearance. Leigh wore the hesitant expression of a man
who knew he was about to be denied admission to an exclusive club.
That was an accurate description of his career prospects. After
Viet Nam and his controversial work with the Phoenix Project
paramilitary operators, Bucknell Leigh had been exiled to the
twilight zone of training administration and support. His more
ambitious and politically savvy peers had long ago passed him on
their way up the ladder.

This was his station chief assignment,
normally the peak of an operations officer's career. He knew better
than that. He got this assignment because no one else would go near
it. After almost all the Agency's Lebanese and Middle Eastern
specialists were killed in the massive car bomb attack at the
embassy, few officers remained with any substantial Middle Eastern
experience, let alone the necessary language skills. Those few
fought hard to avoid the bloody wilderness of mirrors that was
Beirut. So it was Bucknell Leigh, the administrative workhorse of
the Anti-Terrorism Assistance Program, whose name came up when it
was time to fill the slot.

His office was a weary place, the paint a
cheap industrial white, the furniture threadbare and battered.
Those CIA offices not located within the Embassy or Consulate
compound proper shared a common dinginess fostered by the need to
maintain cover and to conserve funds. The only bright spot was a
brilliant oil painting of a sunflower between the heavy Mosler safe
and the dull-green filing cabinets. His wife had given him that
picture when he was sent to Beirut. A picture of his wife and
daughter in front of their house in Williamsburg sat on the corner
of his tidy desk. There was another picture next to it, of Leigh
and his friend Charley Dey outside of the Special Forces team-house
where they had worked in Viet Nam.

Charley Dey had sent him a gift when Leigh
got his orders detailing him to the Beirut station. The UPS driver
brought the package to the house in Williamsburg, had him sign for
it, and asked, "Present from somebody, Mr. Leigh?"

"From an old friend," Leigh said.

Inside the cardboard box was a wooden
presentation case with the logo of Wilson's Gun Works engraved on
it. He lifted the lid and looked down on a Wilson Custom Combat
Series 70 Colt .45 Government Model pistol and three matched
magazines, along with a Milt Sparks Summer Special concealment
holster and magazine pouch.

"Only the best," Leigh murmured. "You'll
never get that I'm no shooter, will you, Charley? But I appreciate
the thought..."

That pistol was his favorite paperweight. It
rested now on top of a pile of manila working folders. He tossed
the folders and pistol into his briefcase as he cleared his desk
and called through the open door to his secretary.

"Darlene! Call Rashid and have him bring the
car around, will you please?"

Darlene, a short plump Iowan who doted on
Leigh, came to his office door. "I'm sorry, Mr. Leigh, but Rashid
left early. He was feeling sick again."

"Again?"

"He said he thought it was from lunch."

"He should eat at a better place, then. He's
been sick almost every other day."

"Should I call the motor pool for another
driver?"

"Yes, go ahead," Leigh said. "Tell them to
meet me out in front in ten minutes...that'll give me time to stop
at the fruit stand."

"You bet, Mr. Leigh." Darlene waddled off to
make her call.

Leigh looked around his office, glanced to
make sure his pistol was in his briefcase, then locked it. He went
out to Darlene's desk in the reception area and said, "Good night,
Darlene. I'll see you Monday morning. Have a good weekend."

"Good night, Mr. Leigh," she said.
"Oh...Ismail will meet you with the car out front in about fifteen
minutes...they're trying to find the spare keys."

Leigh shook his head in disgust. "Beirut," he
said.

He stepped out and let the cipher-locked
metal door click shut behind him. He walked down the hallway to a
checkpoint, where he signed out on a logbook presided over by a
sleepy guard. Leigh went through the checkpoint to another dull
green hallway, and then out into the front reception area, where
the logos on the lexan windows said Beirut Electronic Systems.

He stood outside for a moment. Though it was
late in the day, it was still hot and dusty. Cars and taxis buzzed
the streets, and a steady stream of pedestrians flowed past Leigh,
who stood blinking in the sudden natural light. Across the street
two men in a parked Audi watched him. Thirty-five yards further
down the street, two other men in a double-parked minivan
straightened in their seats. Two young Lebanese men, their eyes
hidden by sunglasses, sidled through the sidewalk crowd with the
ruthless innocence of sharks in a school of fish. They fell in step
behind Bucknell Leigh as he crossed the street towards his favorite
fruit stand.

The owner eased himself up off his wooden
stool and rubbed his hands together when Leigh paused to pick
through the neat rows of fresh fruit.

"Hello, Mr. Aboud," Leigh said genially. "How
are the oranges? No soft spots today, huh?"

"They are very good today, Mr. Leigh. You
know they are very good everyday, Mr. Leigh," the fruit stand owner
replied.

"You're right as always, Mr. Aboud. I must
have soft spots in my head."

"Yes, Mr. Leigh. Perhaps you have hit your
head today."

The two men laughed together. Leigh picked
out a few fat oranges and a large lemon and handed Mr. Aboud a
bill. He pocketed his change and said, "Thank you, Mr. Aboud."

"Thank you, Mr. Leigh," the shopkeeper
replied, nodding respectfully. He watched Leigh walk away from his
fruit stand and start across the busy street. The two young
Lebanese men, who had lingered nearby while Leigh selected his
fruit, came up on both sides of the CIA officer and seized his
hands. One of the men from the Audi appeared out of the crowd, a
can in his hand, and sprayed Leigh in the face. Leigh's body
convulsed and he struggled to bring his hands to his face, which
positioned his hands perfectly for the plastic flexicuff one man
slid over his wrist. Then the other man jackknifed Leigh's arm
behind his back and cuffed the other wrist. The minivan pulled up,
the rear sliding door open, and the three men bundled Leigh into
the van and slammed the door shut. The van pulled away, not having
paused for more than ten seconds. One man remained in the street,
his pistol held casually as he scanned the passerby. He tucked the
pistol into his belt as he returned to his Audi, and pulled the car
out into the steady stream of traffic.

"Yes, Mr. Leigh," murmured Mr. Aboud, shaking
his head mournfully. "Today is the day you hit your head."

***

The chemical spray had Bucknell Leigh gagging
and wheezing, and the hood over his head made it worse. He knew he
was in serious trouble. The snatch had been quick and professional.
The van altered speed and direction constantly, sometime coming to
a stop, the engine idling, and then accelerating off in a new
direction. After about twenty minutes, the vehicle ground to a
halt. The kidnappers seized Leigh under his arms and frog-marched
him out of the van and down a flight of stairs. Leigh felt the
coolness on his skin and knew he was underground somewhere. His
arms were firmly pinned by two unseen men and the flexicuffs were
cut off. He was wedged into a heavy chair and his arms and legs
secured with leather straps to the thick posts and armrests. Then
the hood was gently lifted off.

"Could I get you some water, Mr. Leigh?" the
man seated behind the table said. He was a middle-aged Lebanese,
with an easy, facile smile. His hands were folded in front of him
on the wooden field table. The man's eyes frightened Leigh. His
look of sad and professional competence was a familiar one; Leigh
had looked the same way across similar tables when facing a
prisoner and setting the tone for the lengthy interrogation to
follow.

"Yes, please," Leigh said, controlling
himself. "Some for my face also, if you would."

"Of course," the interrogator replied with
courtesy. "Bring me some water and some cloths for our guest," he
said to one of the young men standing beside Leigh's chair. The
young kidnapper disappeared. He returned and set a greasy glass of
water, a small pail, and a washcloth on the table. The interrogator
stood and came around to Leigh's side of the table. He dipped the
washcloth in the pail of water, wrung it out, and delicately
swabbed Leigh's face, continually rinsing and dipping the rag in
the water. He was careful not to drip water onto Leigh, who sat
rigid as an obedient child in his chair.

"How is that, Mr. Leigh?" the interrogator
asked.

"Much better, thank you. Could I have that
water now?"

"Of course." The interrogator picked up the
water glass and held it to Leigh's lips and let him drink. "Would
you like some more?"

"Please."

The interrogator let Leigh drink his fill.
"More?" he asked.

"I'm fine right now. Thank you for your
courtesy," Leigh said.

"Of course, Mr. Leigh. We are a courteous
people. Without courtesy, we would have no civilization. But you
know that, don't you, Mr. Leigh?"

Leigh looked into the dark and liquid depths
of the interrogator's eyes, and felt a deep and profound sadness
come over him. He had nothing but the nuances of his training and
the dim hope that his people might even now be looking for him.

"Yes," he said. "I know that you are a
courteous people, sir."

The interrogator smiled. "You have spent a
great deal of time in the Middle East, have you not, Mr.
Leigh?"

"I'd imagine you know that already."

"Yes, Mr. Leigh, I know that. As a courtesy,
from one professional to another, let me tell you some of the
things I know. I know that you are the Chief of Station for the
American Central Intelligence Agency's Beirut Station. I know that
you were assigned here because no one else would come. I know that
before you were assigned here, you coordinated the Middle Eastern
Anti-Terrorism Assistance Program. I don't know very much about
that program, Mr. Leigh, and that is one of the many things I look
forward to you telling me all about."

From a still, cold place deep inside him,
Bucknell Leigh gathered his strength and smiled. "What should I
call you?"

The interrogator matched him smile for smile.
"It will be a pleasure to work with such a professional, Mr.
Leigh." He leaned forward and his breath filled Leigh's face. "But
as a courtesy from one professional to another, let me say this. We
both know about pain, and chemicals, and sleep deprivation. We know
about time and the principle of delay. We know if we can just hold
out that our people will find us, that if we can just hold on we
will save lives, maybe even our own...as a professional, Mr. Leigh,
do you think we would have taken you without having considered all
that? It's a matter of time and how much you are willing to fight
me. You know that. As a professional, I ask you to work with me.
You and I, we've done this too many times."

The interrogator went back to his side of the
table. He sat down and pulled a tablet of paper and a manila folder
out of the table's single drawer. "Now," he said briskly. "Shall we
begin?"

"I can't..." Leigh said.

The interrogator hunched over his tablet.
"Let's begin with your professional history, Mr. Leigh..."

***

Bucknell Leigh had passed through the land of
pain into numbness. He no longer had any coherent sense of time
passing. First came the sleep deprivation and the beatings. Then
the chemicals, carefully orchestrated by a Syrian doctor who stood
by and dispensed advice and treatment. In and out of the
interrogation room, back and forth down the hallway to the stone
cell where he lay curled on a foam pad between sessions, the
darkness swirling around him like turbid water down a drain and the
sound was his life passing away. He had visions there in the dark,
visions of his wife and his daughters, visions of his friends, and
at one point, in a rare lucid moment, he cried like a child calling
for a friend to save him from the neighborhood bully, "Help me,
somebody...help me..."

No one came, though he willed them to find
him. None of the black-hooded commandos he'd trained came down the
hallway, MP-5 submachine guns in their hands and death in their
eyes, calling his name. No one came except for the silent men who
dispensed careful beatings and dragged him back and forth to the
interrogation room. He was dragged yet again down the hall and
slammed into the chair, the hood snatched from his head, to face
his patient interrogator.

"Would you like a drink of water, Mr.
Leigh?"

"Please..." Leigh slurred from between broken
lips.

The interrogator poured a glass of water from
the pitcher on the table, and held it for Leigh as he slurped and
sucked at the glass, helpless as a child. Leigh's fine-boned
features were as broken and worn as the engraving on an old coin.
His lips trembled constantly, and his eyes wandered, focusing on
nothing.

"Easy, Mr. Leigh. Easy. There, that's enough
for now." The interrogator set the glass down on the table and
seated himself on the edge, leaning towards Leigh. "You've been
very brave, Mr. Leigh," he said gently. "What you have told me has
been interesting, but it is nothing we could not have found out
elsewhere. I didn't expect such resistance from you. You were never
really an operative, were you? You were primarily a reports officer
and a training administrator?"

"I...hurt..." Leigh slurred.

"I know, Mr. Leigh. I'm sorry. But we haven't
really begun yet, have we?"

"I...don't know...what else...you want from
me."

The interrogator went back around to his side
of the table and sat down. He pulled his tablet towards him and
Leigh hunched his shoulders.

"Tell me about your work in aviation
security, Mr. Leigh. Tell me about counter-hijacking." The
interrogator studied Bucknell Leigh, and the sad, broken depths of
his eyes. He leaned forward on the table. "Tell me about the air
marshals, Mr. Leigh."

Leigh twitched as though he had already been
struck. His cracked and swollen lips tightened.

"Tell me..." the interrogator said softly and
patiently. He paused for a moment, and then gestured to someone
Leigh could sense but not see. The beating began, and Bucknell
Leigh screamed until he could no longer use his voice.

***

LANGLEY, VIRGINIA:

The Director of the Central Intelligence
Agency's office is a large and palatial one, rich with mahogany
paneling and deep leather couches. Built into one wall is a state
of the art video monitor and player, and from those high-tech
speakers came the gut-wrenching screams of Bucknell Leigh. The
Director stabbed the stop button on his remote control, threw it
onto his desk and stalked to the window that looked out on the
sprawl of CIA headquarters in Langley, Virginia.

"Where are we at on finding him?" he
asked.

The man he directed his question to was
slumped on the long leather couch, staring at the wall, depressed
by the sights and sounds of the video they had just seen. He was
the Director of Operations, the man who ran the clandestine
operations and oversaw the paramilitary operations of his
Agency.

"Not good," the Director of Operations said.
"We've got direct action units, both ours and Department of
Defense, on the ground. We're not making any headway. Intelligence
Support Activity has a few good leads, but that's all they are --
leads. We've lost two operators so far, not counting the ones that
got shot up in Berlin."

"There is no higher priority than this," the
Director said.

"Understood."

"Is this how they..." The Director stopped
and cleared his throat. He had known Bucknell Leigh in Viet Nam.
Leigh had been a promising young reports officer and the Director a
base chief and then Saigon Chief of Station. "Is this how they got
the hard intel they used on the Kuwaiti hijacking? The operational
details?"

The operations man sighed. In the months
since Leigh's kidnapping, a Kuwaiti airliner had been hijacked. The
hijackers had operated with a never before seen level of
proficiency and knowledge. They had brought their own pilot on
board. They were familiar enough with the security procedures to
bypass them and smuggle weapons on board. After seizing the
aircraft and killing the on-board security personnel in their
seats, they had wired the aircraft with explosives and configured
their defenses to defeat a sophisticated aircraft recovery
team.

"It would appear so," he said wearily.

The CIA Director turned away from the window.
"Where else have these videotapes shown up?"

"One here. One to the White House. One to the
head of the House Sub-Committee on Intelligence." He paused and
looked away from his boss. "One to his family."

"Christ!" The CIA Director kicked at his
chair, a surprising physical violence in a man of his age. "I want
these fuckers and I want them now! I don't care what it takes!" He
gathered himself and took a deep breath. "What about our people?
Are we ready to deal with this?"

"We're working this end of it as hard as is
humanly possible. Bucky had a lot of friends."

The CIA Director crossed his arms. "What
about the Air Marshals?"

"They've got some good people over there.
We've passed the word. Charley Dey is over there, has been since
the beginning."

"Dey. He and Leigh..."

"Viet Nam," the operations man said.

"Make sure those people get everything they
might possibly need."

"It's kind of a closed shop over there, but
we'll make it known."

"Make sure. They need to be up to speed.
We're going to need them soon."

***

 



PART ONE

 


MISSION PREP

 


MARANA, ARIZONA:

Melissa Harding looked out over the coach
cabin of the 747 and then back to the passenger manifest on her
clipboard. She had been a flight attendant for only six months and
she had never worked a flight like this. This was the strangest
collection of passengers she had ever seen. While most of them
looked like your regular back-of-the-bus customers, there were
quite a few that stood out. There was one young guy, pretty cute,
who kept tugging at something under his sport coat. He didn't look
like he wore a coat and tie very often. An old woman, someone's
grandmother by the look of her, was talking his ear off about her
fear of flying. A girl in her twenties, Melissa's age, was sitting
bolt upright in her seat, her eyes cutting left and right at the
passengers around her. She looked scared to death. There were some
real rough looking guys with big muscles and shaggy hair, dressed
in scroungy work clothes. They were the kind of guys you'd keep an
eye on if you were out dancing and drinking in Tucson, where
Melissa lived.

Two of the rough looking guys stood up and
walked briskly to the rear of the cabin and entered separate
lavatories. After a moment, the lavatory doors burst open and the
two men came out brandishing handguns.

"This is a hijacking!" the men shouted. "Put
your heads down now! Now! Get down! Get your heads down now!"

The hijackers stalked down the aisle, waving
their pistols, striking at the passengers with their free hands.
The young guy in the sport coat started up out of his seat. The old
woman next to him tightened her lips and produced a handgun from
her purse, put it to his side, and pulled the trigger. Another man,
across the aisle, looked astonished as one of the hijackers pressed
his pistol to the young man's head and pulled the trigger. The
young woman with the darting eyes lunged at the hijacker nearest
her, but he pulled his weapon in close and pulled the trigger
several times.

"End exercise!" Charley Dey shouted. He
strolled up the aisle from the rear of the aircraft, a clipboard
under his arm. He was short and muscular, with gray close-cropped
hair, a weather-beaten face rich with lines that were drawn now
into a relaxed, amused look. Charley scratched his head, then asked
the young man who had been shot by the elderly woman, "You ever
play poker?"

The young air marshal trainee, picking the
red remains of a Simunitions paint bullet out of his side, slid his
protection goggles up and said, "Yeah."

"You probably lost a lot of money at it,
didn't you?"

"Well, I won some too," the trainee said.

"You know what a tell is?" Charley asked.

"Like when you look at your cards and smile
or...?"

Charley nodded slowly and indulgently. "Okay,
what do you tell anybody that's watching you when you start
fiddling with your gun underneath your coat?"

"Who's going to know it's a gun?" the trainee
said.

"Another gunfighter, that's who," Charley
said patiently.

"Well, pus-nuts, I guess we know what
happened to you," Donald Gene Nelson, a tall, lanky former SEAL
with the face of a starved Satan, said to the student who had been
shot in the head.

The embarrassed trainee shrunk down in his
seat and murmured, "Uhh..."

"Listen carefully to that sound, class."
Donald Gene spun and dropped a quick wink at Charley. "Uhh..." he
mimicked mercilessly. "That is the unmistakable sound of a deadly
serious brain fart, the passing of gas in an otherwise unremarkable
brain housing group." He stalked up and down the aisle, the
students shrinking from his glare. "It is also the last sound
you'll hear when you die, assholes. That's the sound of your last
breath slipping between your teeth. You think this is all fun and
games? You think in the real world you're just going to dust red
paint off and hang your head and say, 'Uhh...I fucked up?' Is that
what you think?"

"No," the trainee said.

Charley played good cop to Donald Gene's bad
cop. "You assumed you knew who the bad guys were. Terrorists aren't
all 21-35 year old athletic middle eastern males. You don't have to
be a commando to pull a trigger...

"It helps," Donald Gene said.

"...you just have to have
the mind set to do it and be close enough to hit the target. The
terrorists have the mindset. You are the targets. You need to
understand that. You need to find your mindset, because when you
graduate from here, you are going to stand between innocent people
and terrorists who want to hurt those people. If you can't handle
that, you better deal with it now. It'll be too late once you get
out there." He waved the students back to their seats. "Let's run
the scenario again."

The students and the hijacker role players
returned to their seats in the aircraft. The other role players,
many of them airline personnel assigned temporarily to assist the
Air Marshal training program, looked at each other wide eyed at
their first exposure to the realistic scenario training. Melissa
felt like she had really been in a hijacking; those guys were
scary. 'But I guess that's what it's all about,' she thought to
herself. 'Better to be scared now and get it right.'

***

In the small instructor's office he shared
with Donald Gene Nelson, Charley Dey leaned back in his chair and
kicked his feet up onto his desk.

Above his head on the wall was a display
board. Mounted beneath glass were his master sergeant's stripes,
the Combat Infantryman's Badge, the Special Forces crest, the
Military Assistance Command Vietnam Studies and Observations Group
patch, Master Parachutist and Pathfinder badges, and all his
decoration ribbons. Among them were the Distinguished Service Cross
and the Silver Star. Next to it on the wall was a plaque from Seal
Team Two, and a picture of a much younger Donald Gene, with an
enormous cigar stuck in his grinning mouth, surrounded by other
young warriors brandishing CAR-16s and MK-23 Stoners. Two of them
were holding an NVA flag up for the camera.

"I just don't know what they're sending us
anymore, Donald Gene," Charley said.

Charley's partner was braced against the
window frame, staring out at the students on the training field.
"Cannon fodder, pus-nuts, and products of affirmative action,"
Donald said. "We got secretaries, we got stockbrokers, we got
gun-nut wannabes and military washouts. And we will, by God, make
high-speed, low-drag counter-terrorists out of them."

"They're good kids, but..." Charley
started.

"Look at the ass on that Joan," Donald
interrupted. "I'd like to introduce her to Donald Gene and his love
machine and engage in about two hours worth of hip thrusts and
horizontal squats." He spun from the window and pointed at his
friend. "Don't get wrapped around the axle about the kiddies,
Chuckie. We got to do the best we can with what we got. Ours is not
to reason why, ours is just to fly and die."

Charley gestured at the life-sized mannequin
propped in the chair next to Donald Gene's desk. The female
mannequin, a blond wig askew on its head, was dressed in black
lingerie and had DEBBIE written across its forehead in red felt
pen. "Why don't you take the love of your life here out for a walk
around the compound?"

"I believe I will, brother. I believe I will
do that very thing." Donald Gene picked up the dummy, set her wig
in place, and marched out the door with her pressed against his
side. Several of the students who saw him come out tried to
scatter, but it was too late.

"And what are you pus-nut wannabes looking
at? You're not eye-raping my date, are you, you filthy minded
perverts? Get down and give me twenty pushups for even thinking the
thoughts you were thinking! Get down, get down and do pushups until
I get tired!" Donald bellowed in his SEAL instructor voice.

Charley laughed and turned to his endless
paperwork.

***

BEKAA VALLEY, LEBANON:

In the Bekaa Valley in Lebanon, there are
villages and hills as old as time itself, where shepherds and their
flocks have wandered since before the time of Christ. The sun beats
down on gray-brown hills as convolute as the folds of a man's
brain, and as full of hidden secrets. Far from any village, there
is a compound of weathered old structures and tent cabins with the
canvas sides rolled up to allow what breeze there is to blow
through. On one side of the compound is a mock-up of a 747
aircraft, made of a wooden framework overstretched with tarpaulins,
with aircraft seats placed in the seating configuration of a
commercial airliner. There are gun ranges and a large pit where
trainees practice hand to hand combat. This facility is run by the
training cadre of HizbAllah, and it offers the world's most up to
date curriculum in the art and science of aircraft hijacking. Under
an awning, Bucknell Leigh's interrogator and another man -- large,
dark and intense, with a heavily scarred face -- looked out at the
students exercising.

The scarred man, the director of training,
stood up and shouted, "Start the break-down! Overpass in thirty
minutes!"

The students broke from their training and,
with the smooth economy of actions long rehearsed, broke down the
aircraft mock-up. The tarps were drawn taut over the top of the
mockup, and canvas rolls were dropped along the sides, forming the
semblance of walls. Within minutes, the mock-up no longer resembled
an aircraft: it had become a long covered storage building. Other
students broke down the target frames on the open range and ran
them into an underground bunker.

"They know the drill well," the interrogator
observed.

"They should. Twice a day we get a satellite
overpass," the scarred man said, watching the students. "What else
do you have for me on how the air marshals will be deployed?"

"Nothing new. We had already wrung everything
out of him. It was an act of mercy to finish him."

The scarred man looked at the interrogator.
"I didn't know that you had."

"We have kept the body...there are
negotiations."

"I see."

The interrogator studied the scarred face of
the trainer. "I don't understand why you see it necessary to target
a flight that you know has security on it."

The trainer stood up and walked to the edge
of the tent, just beneath the canvas, and stared up at the sky, as
though he could see the American satellite passing overhead.
"Because we must make the point that they are not safe anywhere. We
killed their best people in their own embassy. We took a station
chief of the CIA and wrung him dry. And we will take a plane away
from them and rub their faces in their own incompetence. We will
take their air marshals and those we do not kill we will parade
before the cameras for all the world to see." He squinted up at the
sky. "We may even do it in America. America itself."

***

Because of the terrorist training camps
there, military and intelligence units from all over the world
follow the activities in the Bekaa Valley with great interest. One
of the organizations that made Lebanon and the Bekaa Valley an area
of special interest is the British Special Air Services. The SAS
specializes in, among other things, the covert insertion of
operational units to gather hard intelligence on terrorist
activities. Their extensive operations in Ireland provide them with
a proving and training ground for refining their technique. One of
their most seasoned and experienced units, a four man patrol, was
hidden in a cunningly concealed hide overlooking the HizbAllah
hijacking camp.

"What have you got, then?" SAS Trooper Martin
said to the signaler, Trooper Marshal.

"Lot of bloody fucking interference, that's
what," Marshal muttered, fine tuning a knob on his equipment. "All
broken up...some bit about the bleeding rags are gonna hijack an
American plane."

"The headshed will want that, then," Martin
said.

"You're a wanker, know that? Bloody right
they'll want that."

"All right, girls," said Sergeant Mullin, the
team leader. "Let's do it proper like."

Trooper Allen, quiet, shy, all of 22 years
old, took the floppy diskette that Marshal handed him and inserted
it into the burst transmitter. "It's off now," Allen said. He
pushed the button and the entire morning's recordings, gathered by
concealed microphones and augmented by the portable computer in the
hide hole, shot up out of the concealed mini satellite dish to the
satellite passing overhead and then down to SAS Headquarters in
Hereford, England.

***

HEREFORD, ENGLAND:

In a secure briefing room in the headquarters
of the 22nd Special Air Services Regiment at Hereford, Regimental
Sergeant Major John "Lusty" Wideman brewed himself a cup of tea on
his battered camp stove. One of the green slime -- regimental slang
for an intelligence specialist -- and the Regiment Commander,
Colonel Lilly, sat across the table from him.

Colonel Lilly looked up from the transcript
received from the Bekaa Valley surveillance team.

"You have a contact there, this Charley Dey?"
he asked Wideman.

"He's an old mate," said Wideman. "Left the
Special Forces after Viet Nam, did some time with their CIA, then
he went round to the Air Marshals when they started up. He's a good
lad, he's the trainer now."

The Colonel took the cup of tea Wideman
handed him. "Cheers, Lusty." He sipped at his brew, then said,
"We'll send this over to the liaison officer, but let's send it
through the back door as well. They'll need to know this right
away."

Lusty Wideman nodded, grinning. "Call him at
home, I will. We'll have a 'non-conversation.'" Even the green
slime had to laugh at that.

***

TUCSON, ARIZONA:

Charley Dey was dreaming of Bucknell Leigh.
He'd enjoyed the long talks with his Agency handler in the clubs of
Saigon and around the table in the team house. Leigh was slightly
older than Charley Dey and had seen more of the world. Bucky
enjoyed his role of mentor in the ways and means of the
intelligence game, and relished Charley's sharp mind and aptitude.
Their talks had ranged from the latest developments in the VC
intelligence networks to the merits of San Miguel beer to the taut
young thighs of Miss Vuoc, the latest addition to the local
brothel. Charley dreamed he was sitting across from his old friend,
and that Bucky's face was changing like the portrait of Dorian
Gray. It grew older and more beaten before his eyes, and that aging
and injured face had a voice of its own, a voice that croaked out,
"...help me...help me..."

The phone ringing brought him up out of that
dark dream, his heart pounding. He looked at the clock. It was five
in the morning. He picked up the phone and murmured, "Charley
Dey."

"Cheers, lad! Why aren't you up for fitness
training?" said Lusty Wideman.

"Lusty? Is that you?"

"None other, lad. Had a brew yet?"

"I'm a civilian these days, Lusty...I'm not
out of bed yet."

"That's bad for you, lad. You'll be taking up
with those filthy, nasty women and doing that filthy, nasty
drinking soon as well."

Charley laughed at the rich Livepudalian
accent of the coal-miner's son gone legendary special operator.
"That was last night, Lusty. I still stink of it."

"Right, then."

"Lusty, what's up? The family OK?" Charley
asked. It was highly unusual for his friend, the highest ranking
enlisted man in the SAS, to call him, especially at this time of
the morning and at home.

"Everything's fine here, Charley. Just
pretend there's a knocking at your back door, heh?"

Charley sat up and reached for the notepad
and pen beside his bed. "I remember that," Charley said, referring
to the phrase they used to tip the other to information passed
along unofficially.

"Remember that hornet's nest, back of your
valley?" Lusty said in a relaxed, storyteller's voice.

Charley wrote down Bekaa Valley. "Remember it
well," he said.

"Just like a school there for all those
airborne vipers, buzzing around, causing a nuisance."

"That's right," Charley said, writing
HIJACKING CAMP in capital letters.

"Had to swat a few, as I recall."

"One or two."

"Sometimes we'd send the lads out to listen
to them, remember?"

"Sure."

"You know the lads, they hear things, they
come up with stories too crazy to be made up like?" Lofty said.

"Yeah, you got great kids."

"One of my youngest, he tells me the hornets
went and took an extermination man. They stung him and stung him
till he died. But before he died, they found out all about how the
exterminators work. And so all the hornets, they got together and
practiced, because they were tired of the exterminators swatting
them. And they were going to go where the exterminators lived and
get into a truck and sting them. Sting them to death," Lusty
said.

"Is that little Den telling that story?"

"Just the one. You know what else he told
me?"

"What's that, Lusty?" Charley said.

"He said the exterminator the hornets caught
was really a deer. A big buck. Did you know that?"

Charley Dey stared out his bedroom window. As
the desert sun came up over the outskirts of Tucson and began to
break the desert chill, he felt a deep coldness come over him. "I'd
heard rumors, Lusty. We were friends."

"Careful, laddie. No Such Agency might be
listening to you."

"Right," Charley said softly.

"I'm off, Charley. I think it's time to draw
your hunting license. There will be some bumf coming through the
front door for you soon enough, but I thought you'd want to hear
little Den's story for yourself and soon."

"I owe you, Lusty."

"Time for a proper job, Charley. Watch for
yourself. If you need something, call. Cheers, lad. I'll ring off
now."

"Good bye, Lusty."

Charley quietly replaced the phone in its
cradle. He lay back in his bed and stared up at the slow procession
of sunlight across his bedroom ceiling. He thought of Bucknell
Leigh, his wife and two daughters, and shivered for no conscious
reason as the images of his most recent dream played themselves
again. He got up out of bed and went into the front room. He took
his rolodex out of his desk and sorted through the cards till he
came to the one he wanted. He sat on the couch and punched the
Virginia area code and number into the keypad of his portable
phone.

After two rings, a neutral male voice
answered. "Hello?"

"Extension 342," Charley said. He looked at
the clock. It would be just past eight o'clock in Tyson's
Corner.

"One moment."

There was a click and a deep male voice
answered. "Hello?"

"Hello, David. It's Charley."

"Charging Charley," said David Dunn, an
intelligence specialist with the CIA's Counter-Terrorism Unit. "And
how are the friendly skies?"

"You know better than me. I need something
regarding a mutual friend of ours."

The other man hesitated and said, "Who?"

"Our friend that's gone missing."

The other man's voice was cold and curt.
"We're not going to discuss that."

"Yes, we are," Charley Dey said. His voice
was hard. "Yes, we are. You're going to tell me all about it. All
about it."

***

MARANA, ARIZONA:

"How does shit like that happen?" Donald Gene
demanded. He was leaning in the open doorway of the instructor's
office, a cup of coffee forgotten in his hand.

Charley shook his head sorrowfully. "He was
never a shooter, Donald Gene. He loved his shooters and he took
care of us, but he was an administrative guy, through and through.
He never had the mindset for operations. That's what he had us
for."

"Where was his security?"

"Compromised," Charley spat.

"They still among the living?"

"One. And he's wishing he wasn't."

"Fuck him," Donald said.

"They are."

"Good." Donald Gene stalked to his desk and
threw himself into his chair. He reached out and spun his Debbie
doll in her secretary's chair till her wig fell off. "Sounds like
we might be in the shit, home boy. This must be what the new
Headquarters yo-yo is coming out here about."

"Yeah," Charley said, distracted.

"When does he get out here?"

Charley looked down at the memo on his desk.
"This afternoon. You seen the latest mission schedules?"

Donald Gene laughed. "They're flying the shit
out of the crews. All of the old dogs are sniveling like rats
eating onions -- it's cutting into their shopping time."

"We're going to have to work these kids,"
Charley said.

Donald grinned a feral grin. "Yes, sir.
Nothing like a little taste of the for-realies to get somebody
serious."

***

Charley and Donald Gene stood out on the
dusty helicopter pad and watched a Department of Transportation
helicopter approach. The huge airstrip they stood beside was in the
middle of heavily restricted airspace. On one side of the airstrip
was the sprawling training compound managed by the Federal Law
Enforcement Training Center, Marana Facility, named for the 453
person town that was the closest piece of civilization. The
facility was down six miles of rough road from an unmarked exit off
US 10 between Tucson and Phoenix, one of the many classified
installations that dotted the Arizona desert. FLETC, Department of
State, and the Central Intelligence Agency had conducted sensitive
training operations here since the Bay of Pigs. The airfield, owned
by Sequoia Air which had once been known as Air America, had seen
everything from blacked out C-141s loading up spec ops troops to
restored P-51 Mustangs flying close air support for black ops in
Central and South America. The Bell Ranger helicopter, the logo of
the Department of Transportation on its side, "the wheel that goes
nowhere" as the Air Marshals said, hovered, then settled down onto
the helipad.

Donald Gene turned away from the rotor blast.
"This guy think he's a general, or what? I'm surprised we weren't
supposed to bring out the band."

"A light colonel, Marines," Charley said.

"Very light," Donald Gene said.

Lieutenant Colonel Simon Dinkey (retired) got
out of the Bell Ranger and waited for his two companions to climb
out. Dinkey was a stiff ramrod of a man, with a Hollywood streak of
gray running through his carefully combed and expensively cut hair.
His hand brushed at his hair until the helicopter rotors stopped
turning. The two men with him, even dressed in civilian clothes,
had senior non-commissioned officer written all over them. They
fell in behind the colonel and matched him step for step as he
strode towards the two instructors.

Dinkey stopped before Charley and Donald,
ignoring their outstretched hands. "Which one of you is Dey?" he
barked.

"I am," Charley said, withdrawing his
hand.

"Simon Dinkey. You know what I'm here
for?"

"Well..." Charley began.

Dinkey cut him off. "The Administrator has
personally tasked me to oversee the training operation here. Things
are heating up out in the real world. We need to push these troops
through here faster than we have been."

"We don't push troops here, Simon," Donald
Gene said laconically. "We train air marshals. It's a little
different, you see."

Dinkey glanced over at Don. "You must be
Nelson."

"That be me," Donald said.

"SEAL, is that correct?"

"I be a Budweiser."

The two Marine NCOs looked at each other,
then at Dinkey, then at Don, who grinned nastily. Dinkey ignored
him and continued with Charley.

"Where did you get that information regarding
the Bekaa camp and the missing Agency personnel? The information
you forwarded to HQ?"

Charley leaned forward and, in a voice much
calmer than he felt, said "From a friend."

"What friend?" Dinkey demanded.

Donald Gene laughed out loud, and the two
Marines edged forward like dogs on a leash.

"What's it to you?" Charley said, openly
hostile now.

Dinkey was startled. None of this was going
the way he had expected it to. "We don't play this cowboy shit in
this organization, mister. There are channels, proper channels, and
that's where information gets passed. There won't be any of this
'back door' stuff. You are familiar with the concept of operational
security?" he added with heavy sarcasm.

"How long you been in this organization,
Dinkey?" Charley said.

"I've been in the business since Viet
Nam."

"No you haven't," Charley said. "You've been
in this organization for less than three months, and you don't know
shit about air marshals or aviation security. With all due respect
to your history, Dinkey, whatever that might be, this is a
different ballgame than the rest of the counter-terrorist community
plays. Why don't you relax? You might learn something."

"I know all I need to know," Dinkey said
calmly. He hid his anger very well. "I know I don't like your
attitude. Either of you. I've heard about both of you. You've been
out here too long." Dinkey turned abruptly away and stalked toward
the office buildings, where the center supervisor and his staff
stood waiting. His two Marines, after a quick appraising look at
Charley, turned and hurried after him.

"Dinkey?" Donald Gene said.

"Dinkey," said Charley.

***

Charley began the tour of the training
facility on the shooting range. "We teach basic gun handling,
marksmanship and the principles of aimed fire on this range," he
said, gesturing at the fifty position range, with concrete pads set
up at the 3, 7, 15, and 25 yard lines. "The student must qualify at
the 265 and above range on a 300 point federal qualification course
in order to minimally qualify. Our basic shooting standard is the
highest in the federal government."

They stood and watched the basic class
working from the holster at the 7 yard line, doing 1 shot drills in
under 2 seconds.

"What's the issue weapon?" Former Marine
Gunnery Sergeant Purdy, one of Dinkey's shadows, asked.

"It's a Sig-Sauer P-228 in 9 millimeter. We
issue it with a Sparks inside the waist holster. It's got all the
bells and whistles: K-Kote rust resistant finish, Trijicon night
sights, short trigger for those who need it," Charley recited.

"Nice piece," Purdy said, nodding in
approval.

"Duty round is the Winchester 115 grain
jacketed hollow-point. We're looking at the 115 grain +P+ version,
too," Charley added.

"How's the muzzle flash on that +P+ inside an
aircraft?" Purdy asked.

Charley looked at him. "You know your
bullets." He grinned. "It's massive. That's why we probably won't
go with it. Hell on the eyes in low light, and that's where most of
our action is."

The next stop was at the "killing house," the
close quarter battle training facility. It was a long rectangular
structure, open roofed, built of tires filled with sand and set
down inside of a wide 360 degree berm of banked earth. Aircraft
seats were set up inside the rectangular tire house, and pop up
targets were mounted throughout the structure, including two
"running man" targets that raced up the aisle in the direction of
the cockpit. Movable frames covered with heavy cardboard simulated
bulkheads, galleys and lavatories. Charley led them to the
observation point on the berm, where from behind lexan armored
glass they could observe two students training. Charley noted how
the two NCOs pressed forward and how Dinkey held back from getting
too close to the shooting. At a random interval, a pop-up target
would snap into position, and the designated shooters had to make a
shoot or no-shoot decision. In some instances the target was a
hostage or passenger. The shooter had to angle and fire past the
hostage's head and make a killing shot on the terrorist. The
students were doing well; most of the realistic photo targets had a
nice cluster of bullet holes on the nose of the terrorists, and so
far no holes in any of the hostages.

Charley led them away from the killing house
across the physical fitness field to the classroom facility. "We've
got a lecture on aircraft recovery scheduled now."

"Who is the instructor?" Dinkey asked.

"Master Sergeant O'Dell, from DELTA," Charley
said.

Dinkey's other shadow, another former Master
Sergeant named Moran, said, "Is that the guy they call
Moonbuzzard?"

Charley nodded. "DELTA gave him some time to
come over and do the lecture. We have a lot of informal training
exchange between us."

"Who is our formal liaison with that unit?"
Dinkey said stiffly.

"It escapes me right now, Simon," Charley
said. "Probably somebody in Headquarters. I'll have to go look it
up later." He noticed the carefully veiled look of disgust and
discomfort on Purdy's face everytime Dinkey spoke, and made a
mental note to himself to seek the former gunnery sergeant out
later.

They all sat at the back of the class during
the lecture on the art and science of aircraft recovery, or how to
take a plane back from hijackers once it was on the ground. Jim
"Moonbuzzard" O'Dell was a captivating instructor, and his
extensive slide show, with otherwise unavailable photos of actual
aircraft assaults by world counter-terrorist teams held even
Dinkey's attention. After the lecture, Charley excused himself and
turned the tour over to Donald Gene.

"Where is he going?" Dinkey asked.

Don paused just long enough to be insolent.
"He's teaching the next class. Over in the hand to hand pit."

"What's he teaching?" Moran asked.

"Oh, some of that silly ass hand to hand
bullshit," Donald Gene said. "We'll go down and see."

"You don't think much of hand to hand?" Moran
asked.

"That's what they make guns for," Don
said.

The hand to hand pit was a large sand-filled
depression on one side of the physical fitness field. The basic air
marshal class was lined up on one side of the pit, while Charley
and several students were setting up airline seats in neat rows to
simulate a single-aisle aircraft.

"What's he doing?" Dinkey asked.

"I don't know," Don said. "Why don't you ask
him?"

Dinkey turned away, and Don was pleased to
see that he had finally gotten a rise out of the colonel. They
watched Charley seat students in the seats, and then arm himself
with a solid plastic training gun. He walked down the simulated
aisle brandishing the handgun.

"What you're looking for is when they gesture
with the gun and don't aim it," Charley said. "When somebody is
serious about shooting you, they aim. They point with intent to
shoot. When they're not serious, they gesture, they point at you."
He demonstrated the difference by accenting his words with shakes
of the pistol, as though he were wagging his finger at the
students. "DJ, come here," he called to one of the students.

The student stood up and came forward, taking
the gun from Charley.

"You're the hijacker now," Charley said.

DJ nodded as Charley took a seat. As DJ
walked by, Charley talked him through and demonstrated the
disarming technique. Charley clamped both hands to the gun, snapped
it back towards his chest and ripped the gun out of DJ's hand. The
technique was a modification of the knife disarm as practiced in
the Filipino martial art of kali. The students looked wide eyed at
each other at the speed and simplicity of the technique. They
paired off and began to practice the fundamental movements.

"He's pretty good at that stuff," Moran
noted.

"How come they don't just shoot the
terrorist?" Purdy asked.

Donald asked, "You ever been at close
quarters, Purdy?"

"Yeah," Purdy said, bristling at the
challenge implicit in Don's tone.

"Ever been at close quarters, seated,
undercover, with your weapon in concealment and have a tango have
the drop on you?"

"Fuck no," Purdy said. "Wouldn't want to,
either."

"That's when we go to work, Purdy. This is
different from flashbanging your way into a house or a plane with
all the shooters in the world backing you up. It's just us and our
bad attitudes: no back up, no long guns, and one long motherfucking
fall if we fuck up. At these ranges, under these conditions, it's
faster to take the gun away from the fuck and have your partner cap
him than it is to try to get your own piece out and do the deed.
Watch and you might learn something," Don said, finishing
mildly.

Purdy nodded. "I can see how that could be,"
he allowed.

"There's hope for you, Purdy."

"That's enough," Dinkey snapped. "Let's get
on with it."

***

The tour concluded, the two Marine NCOs,
Charley and Don sat on the low wooden rail fence that surrounded
the administration building and sipped cold sodas in the dry
afternoon heat. Dinkey had disappeared into the building with John
Sayles, the FLETC administrator responsible for oversight of the
marshal training program. The trainers and their two guests looked
out over the physical fitness field to where the students, most of
them in swimsuits and headed for the pool, wandered out of their
quarters.

"Pretty young bunch you got here," Purdy
observed.

"Were you in training?" Charley asked.

The Marine nodded. "I was a drill at Parris
for awhile, in between stints with First Recon. I taught patrolling
out at the Recon course and did a stint under Carlos Hathcock out
at the Scout Sniper course."

"No shit? You knew Hathcock?"

"Yeah. He's a great man."

"What do you think about all this?" Charley
asked, making a sweep with his arm that took in the students, the
training facility, the airfield.

Purdy shrugged and ignored Moran's warning
glance. "You got a tough job, Dey...I mean, I know your background
and what you've done, but you guys are still working with a lot of
young kids, right out of college, 22 to 25 year olds who have never
done anything. All this affirmative action, equal opportunity and
grievance procedures bullshit hamstrings you when you need to wash
somebody out." He sipped on his coke and went on. "You guys aren't
recruiting the same people you were...or your administrators
aren't. When you guys started up, it was all guys like you two, or
us," he said, gesturing at Moran. "Now..."

"Bureaucrats," Donald Gene said. "They don't
like having us old wardogs around because we question their silly
ass bullshit."

"It's the same wherever you go," Purdy said.
"Old Dinkey thinks he's going to change things, but it'll still be
the same."

"What do you mean?" Charley said.

"Shut up, Purdy," Moran said.

Purdy turned to him and said coldly, "Don't
talk like that to me, Moran. These guys got history."

"We've got history, and we've got business to
take care of," Moran said.

"Yeah." Purdy turned to face Charley and Don.
"You guys should know this up front. I don't have any patience for
this silly-ass political shit. Dinkey's mission is to come down
here and turn this operation into a model Marine Corps training
camp.

"In case you hadn't noticed, this ain't the
Marine Corps," Donald said.

"No shit," Purdy said. "Dinkey needed a job
when he retired, and your boss General Stone gave him one. Where
else you going to put him other than in training? This is the
nearest thing to a fighting unit DOT has." Purdy shrugged. "He's
got his own ideas how things should be run. He's not a bad
guy...he's just as mission oriented as you can be. There's his way
and the highway. He's done some good things."

"I heard he was an administrator and not a
shooter," Charley said.

"Yeah, that's true. Don't tell him that,
though. He likes to think he can loot and shoot with the best."
Purdy drained off his coke and pitched the can into a recycling
bin. "Just stay out of his way. He'll find a way to fuck you long
and hard if you get in his way. You don't have to like him...you
just have to do what he says."

Donald Gene laughed and crushed his soda can.
"I have a feeling that Dinkey and us are going to have a long
series of disagreements."

Charley stood up and arched his back. He
stood off by himself for a moment and watched the sun settle down
across the Arizona desert.

***

Donald Gene took the Seal Team Two plaque off
the wall and placed it carefully in a cardboard box along with his
other wall ornaments. In another box against the wall, the
disassembled Debbie Doll peered out forlornly from beneath her
mussed up wig.

"Due to the increased threat against civil
aviation," Donald recited in a high falsetto, "You are hereby
relieved of instructor duty and reassigned to mission status. You
will report immediately to Federal Air Marshal Unit 10, where you
will assume duties as assistant team leader under the direct
supervision of team leader Charles Dey."

He taped the box shut and looked over to
where Charley was cleaning out his desk. "You know, Charley, I
spent twenty years doing the duffel bag drag. I thought we were
through with all that shit."

Charley emptied a drawer directly into a box.
"The desk marshals and our good personal friend Dinkey think we've
been doing this for too long."

"The gals down at JD's are going to be
heart-broken now that Donald Gene and his love machine are leaving
town."

"Send them postcards and perfumes from far
off places," Charley said.

"I think I'll start working on my flight
attendant briefings."

"Don't you mean debriefings?"

"The briefs will come off, but I won't be
brief."

The two of them laughed. Charley leaned back
in his chair and looked at the world map on the wall. He traced the
routes they would be flying soon, and he tried to put himself into
the mind of the terrorists he knew were out there.

'Where you going to come to?' he wondered.
'Where you going to come to, so I can kill you?'

***

QUANTICO, VIRGINIA:

The Forward Operating Base for the Federal
Air Marshal Units is hidden away in an isolated corner of the
sprawling Marine Corps base at Quantico, Virginia. Down a long
stretch of unmarked road is a cluster of refurbished Quonset huts
and range facilities previously used by the CIA and DEA to train
operatives for work in Central and South America. The Marshals had
moved in and added a few specialized facilities, most notably a
tire house modeled on the one at Marana and the briefing building,
which contained offices, lodging for teams in pre-mission
isolation, conference rooms, an auditorium, and the briefing room.
The briefing room boasted the best video and computer equipment
money could buy. One of the most impressive pieces was a big screen
monitor wired to a CAD system that could display the latest
configuration of every commercial aircraft and many of the private
ones in the US inventory. Seating configurations, exits, structural
framework, avionics and even the distances within the cabin laid
out in inches and metric could be displayed on command. The
pre-operational mission deployments were presented there. Drawn
from their respective field offices all over the country, Air
Marshal Units would assemble and train together in isolation for a
week before a routine patrol mission. In addition to their
pre-mission prep, they trained in their field offices and in
quarterly recurrent training at the Marana facility, which kept
their skills, especially the rapidly degradable shooting skills,
honed to a fine edge.

It had been over a year since Charley had
been out to Quantico; he had helped set up the training facilities
here. He was glad to see that the resident Marshals, mostly
administrative people, had spent some time cleaning up the area.
There were flowers around some of the Quonsets, and the front of
the briefing building was fully landscaped. He pulled up in the
small parking lot outside the briefing building. He and Donald got
out of the rental car and hurried up the stairs into the
building.

"Christ, I forgot how long it takes to get
out here," Donald muttered.

"It's not like they can start without us,"
Charley said.

They hurried down the hallway, breaking
stride just long enough to wave to Barbara, the administrative
secretary and Mike Crock, the mousy and quiet manager who oversaw
Marshal operations. When they came into the briefing room, the
other six members of their team looked up from the long conference
table.

A balding, muscular man with a thick Boston
accent said, "Well, look what the cat drug in." Butch Verlaine, a
retired Massachusetts State Trooper and SWAT officer, shook his
head. "Do you see that, Stacy?"

Stacy Bagley was a big, heavily muscled black
woman with an angelic face. "They must be scraping the bottom of
the barrel if they got to bring these two old tired fucks out of
retirement," she said.

Donald Gene laughed. He walked up and tried
to sweep Stacy up in an embrace. "Come here, sugar tits. Jesus,
you're getting fat as hell. Did you miss Daddy Don?"

"Get off me, faggot. Did you grow a dick
yet?" Stacy said, pushing him away.

"You're still my sweet mouth gal, honey...I
don't care what the other girls say about you."

"I know what they say about you, you pitiful
old fuck."

"Quit teasing me, baby. You know I gots what
you need. Just say it, baby."

Stacy fought to keep a grin off her face. She
cocked her fist threateningly at Don.

"Just say it, Stacy!" Butch said.

Stacy set her hands on her
hips, rolled them forward in a Mae West-like parody, and said in a
deep and sultry tone, "Oh...just DO
me, Don."

Charley and the rest of the marshals, even
the three new ones who had been sitting by bewildered, broke into
loud laughter. Don high-fived Stacy and gave her a kiss on the
cheek and walked away in search of coffee. Charley shook hands all
around, starting with Butch and the hulking Steve Paulson.

"Hey, T-Man," Charley said. "You ever learn
to shoot?"

"Big fool just shot the President's 25 again
-- two perfect 300s back to back. That was right after he won the
damn Bianchi Cup again," Stacy said, slugging the quiet Steve in
the shoulder.

"I've been lucky lately," Steve said
mildly.

"It's not natural for any human being to
shoot like that, Paulson," Donald Gene said, helping himself to a
cup of coffee. "I don't believe you're human. I think you're from
the planet Krypton, a man of steel in search of a woman of
Kleenex." He looked over at Stacy and winked. "A Budweiser and a
blow job would kill you, son."

"You leave him alone, Donald Gene, you
fucking pig," Stacy said. "Stevey is a gentleman and we appreciate
him just fine as he is."

"That's right," Butch said.

"Word, home-boy," Stacy said, high-fiving
Butch. "That nasty Donald Gene would fuck a rock pile if you told
him there was pussy in it."

Donald Gene blew on his coffee. "I love the
way you talk to me, baby."

Charley went to the three new marshals, just
out of basic training. "How are you guys doing? I'm glad to see
you," he said.

John Chopski stepped up and shook Charley's
hand. "I'm really glad to be on your team, Mr. Dey," he said.

"It's Charley, John. Mr. Dey was my dad and
he's dead and gone. OK?"

The shaggy headed John, who looked like the
college linebacker he had been, was pleased. "Okay, Charley."

"I'm glad to have you here," Charley said. He
looked at the other two marshals, both young women.

The dark-haired one, very attractive with a
sharp, intelligent look to her held out her hand and said, "I'm
Joan Slyce, Charley. I was in the class before last."

Charley noted her firm grip and said, "How
come you're just getting assigned now?"

"Clem Fiandalo told me to hold off until you
got back on board as a team leader."

"Clemmie knew I was going to be assigned as a
team leader?"

"A few weeks ago he told me."

"I guess I need to talk to him."

"He said to say hello to you, and to tell you
to celebrate the anniversary of the Karachi 'We Are The World
Tour.'"

Charley laughed. "I'm going to have to know
you better before I tell you that story." He turned to the tall
blond woman who hung back during all the friendly banter. "It's
Karen, right? Karen Rolling? Did you get all your gear and admin
stuff taken care of?"

Karen shifted uncomfortably and crossed her
arms. "Yes."

Charley studied her and mirrored her posture.
"Are you looking forward to your first mission?"

"I don't know," she said.

Donald Gene came over and looked at her. "I
remember you," he said. "We had to put you through judgment pistol
shooting five times, didn't we?"

"That instructor was trying to fail me,"
Karen snapped.

"Seems to me you claimed he was trying
something else," Don said.

"That's none of your business."

"Maybe you think so," Donald Gene said. "Let
me tell you something. I don't give a shit whether you sit to pee
or not. What I care about is that you carry your weight without any
excuses. That's got nothing to do with you being a woman, it's
about you being a marshal. You understand me?"

Karen was red-faced. Stacy stepped in and
said, "Word. You girls and me, we'll talk later. I'll get you taken
care of. You leave these womens alone, Donald Gene. I'll deal with
them."

Charley broke the tension. "Let's take a look
at the pre-mission schedule."

Karen turned away and seated herself at the
table. Stacy looked at Don with a 'what?' expression on her face.
The rest of the marshals seated themselves and Charley flipped
through the stapled schedule.

"Okay," he began. "First order of business is
to run the qualification, test-fire the weapons and all that good
stuff, refresh on hand to hand...anybody know if they've cleaned up
the hand to hand pit?"

"I checked," Donald Gene said. "We can all
get hot and sweaty together there."

"Good. Then we got tactics...Don, what is
this?" Charley said, folding the schedule back to a page.

"Well, buddy, I may have overlooked telling
you that young Mr. Dinkey has developed a new tactical scheme that
he wants us to use on this mission," Don said, poker faced.

Charley stared at him. "Is he on drugs?"

"Everybody seems to think so," Butch said.
"Some of the boys in Unit 20 got into it with him in Miami. Seems
he got on the plane right before the pax boarded and told them to
change the whole seating configuration."

"You have got to be shitting me. Who was the
team leader?"

"St. Germaine. He had Dinkey escorted off the
plane."

"No shit?" Donald said.

"And when young Mr. St. Germaine got back to
DC, they pulled him off the mission and got him humping ammo out
here for the duration," Stacy added. "Word's getting out not to be
messing with this Dinkey. He's the Administrator's golden
boy."

"Golden shower boy," Donald said.

"That isn't right," Steve said. "That's a
team leader call, not one for the desk marshals."

"That's right," Charley said. He shook his
head in disgust.

Donald Gene grinned, a gleeful Satan. "Ooooh,
I see trouble coming."

***

There's an elegant kind of beauty in watching
seasoned professionals come together as a team. Charley Dey watched
his shooters run through their activation drills, the
pre-choreographed responses to a hijacking incident. First they
dry-fired the routine and refined their movements out of the seats.
Then they went hot, firing quick and fast around and over each
other, punching neat groups of holes in the noses of the pop-up
targets. Steve was impressive as always. The Sig-Sauer looked tiny
in his hands, locked as solid as a Ransom Rest on a bench. His shot
groups, no matter what speed or angle to the target, could always
be covered by a quarter. Steve, Butch and Jon were working well
together, practicing two and three-man activations.

Stacy worked with the two new women. She'd
earned her stripes the hard way, coming into the program under the
affirmative action mandate that required women and minorities in
the cadre. Her skill and toughness had won over and convinced even
the hard core male chauvinist shooters who had questioned the value
of women and a mixed sex paramilitary operation. Charley had been
one of the early doubters too. It hadn't taken him long to realize
that the tough ex-military and police men he flew with could be
easily identified and killed by terrorists. While terrorists
regularly used women as operatives, they never seemed to consider
the possibility that there might be women operatives on the other
side, which gave the Air Marshals an edge. The women who carried
their weight were cherished in the program. They were especially
tough on each other, policing themselves as Stacy was doing now
with Karen and Joan. Joan was forward leaning and aggressive, a
good shooter, good at taking direction. Karen was stiff and
defensive, but Stacy was working with her, first tongue lashing
her, then sweet talking her.

Donald Gene limped around, laughing and
joking. He filled in on two and three man activations, going back
and forth between the two loose groups working in the mock-up.
Charley wasn't worried about Donald being ready; he was still the
shooter he always had been. When it was time to switch on, Donald's
face changed and he became one with his weapon, the targets falling
before him as so many men had. There were few combat-tested
veterans left in the Marshal cadre; Don was one of the few, along
with Charley, who had refused further promotion so that they could
stay on the teams. That experience and institutional memory was
priceless, especially with the newer, younger generation of
marshals.

Charley worked into the activation drills and
took his turn shooting with each of the buddy teams. He looked for
weaknesses, filed away strengths, watched for the subtle signs of
unit integrity that were so essential in this mission. The hand to
hand pit was a good place for that. He watched the new marshals as
they joined in the rough and tumble play he encouraged in the pit,
where he could assess their aggressiveness and see how they handled
themselves. Jon did well, bonding quickly with the quiet Steve,
whose shooting he admired, and the older father-figure of Butch.
There was a good mentorship situation growing there. Karen was
still stiff, but he saw her laugh with the others when Stacy
challenged Donald Gene in the pit and gave the ex-SEAL a real run
for his money. Joan tackled big Steve. Charley had to laugh at the
sight of the former Olympic bench presser slowly swinging his arm
at the slight, dark-haired girl, who ducked under it and struck at
his testicles.

"Shit!" Steve yelled.

"Sounding a little high there, big fella,"
Stacy crowed, her arm around Joan. "We'll keep this one,
Charley!"

Karen hung back. While it was usual for a new
team member to be reticent, to be quiet, to hang back and look for
acceptance, the massive chip on her shoulder concerned Charley. She
was grinding an ax, but Charley wasn't sure for who. After her
run-in with Donald Gene she had shied away from him. While he would
never admit it, Don was downplaying his normal aggressiveness to
give her a chance to come up to speed.

In the evenings, when the team relaxed
together in the lounge/recreation room, the getting-to-know-you
process continued over beers and between games of pool.

"Stacy, how long have you been flying?" Joan
asked over her Coors.

"Well, friend-girl, I was the daughter of a
poor white sharecropper..." Stacy began in her story-telling
voice.

"Fuck you, you lying bitch. I was your daddy
and you were the product of incest," Donald Gene said from the
couch he was sprawled on. He laughed and ducked as Stacy launched a
full beer can at his head.

"You have the filthiest goddamn mouth of any
human being on earth, Donald Gene, and I'm going to cut your nuts
off you talk that shit to me again," Stacy said. She turned back to
Joan, whose eyes were open wide in surprise and said, "Ignore that
fool, honey. You watch out...he's got his eyes on those pretty tits
of yours, and I'll kick your ass if you're dumb enough to sleep
with this fool."

"I'm young, but I ain't dumb," Joan said.

"Word, friend-girl!" Stacy crowed, giving
Joan a high-five. She leaned back, ignoring the leering Donald
Gene. "I got started as a secretary. No, I ain't lying," she said
at seeing the surprise in Joan's eyes. "I was working in Cleveland,
and I wanted to try something new. I'd always been in sports,
basketball, track, body-building. So when they come round looking
for volunteers, I said, 'Stacy, get your young ass out here and
show these mens what to do!'"

"She's only here because she slept with an
instructor," Donald said.

Butch and Steve went "Uh oh."

Stacy lunged at Don, grabbed his neck in a
choke hold and wrapped her thickly muscled legs around his middle
like a python. "What did I tell you, fool?" she growled. "How do
you like me now, white boy?"

Don choked and spat beer till Stacy let
up.

"You know, I'd kill your worthless ass if I
didn't love you so much," Stacy said conversationally, from on top
of Don's chest. "I carried this fool through his basic class. He'd
never have made it without me."

"You two were in basic together?" Joan
said.

"With Charley too, baby. The first class. I
was one of three women in with thirty-two men."

Charley nodded in agreement. He watched
Karen, who was curled up in an easy chair, sipping a coke. She
never took her eyes off Stacy while she told her story.

***

Federal Air Marshal Unit 10 followed Charley
Dey into the briefing room for their mission tactical brief. At the
far end of the room, in front of the big screen monitor that
displayed the seating schematic of a Boeing 747-200 series
aircraft, Simon Dinkey stood talking with his assistant, Purdy.
Charley and Don seated themselves at the opposite end of the table
and the rest of the team filled in the remaining seats.

Dinkey stood silently in front of the
assembled team until he saw a few of them shift uneasily in their
seats. "The purpose of this briefing is to outline the proposed
tactical schema for securing a 747-200," Dinkey began.

Don sat poker-faced, staring at Dinkey. "Bite
your tongue, homeboy," he said softly. "Let the maggot have his
say."

Charley grunted.

Dinkey began with the standard overview of
the mission concept, outlining the basic seat positions that
enabled the marshals to control and dominate the critical areas of
the aircraft. He touched on the need for fire control and team work
in engaging targets, reinforcing the concepts that Charley and Don
had been refining and then installing in students for years.
Charley leaned forward when Dinkey started to elaborate on
individual responsibilities in activation.

"...and so, the operator in this position
will present his weapon and stand up in his chair..."

"Excuse me?" Charley said. "Don't you mean
get up out of his seat?"

"No, I mean stand up on his seat," Dinkey
said patiently. "He'll have better observation and coverage from up
there."

"Stand up on his chair. In the middle of a
gunfight, in an aircraft flying at 30,000 feet, when the captain is
going to be taking the plane down as fast as he can to 10,000
feet," Charley said in disbelief.

"That's what I said, Dey. The
advantages..."

"We're not going to do that."

Dinkey glanced over at Purdy, then back at
Charley. "You'll do whatever you're directed to do, Dey," he
said.

Donald Gene leaned over to Charley and spoke
softly into his ear. "Hey. Cool off. Tell him you think it's
wonderful and of course we're going to celebrate his tactical
genius by doing exactly what he says. And when we get out of here
we'll do what we always do."

Charley stared at Dinkey. "Absolutely right,
Mr. Dinkey. Absolutely right."

Dinkey hesitated, then turned away and
concluded his briefing. He turned away from the monitor back to the
marshals and said, "Any questions? Dey?"

"No questions, Simon. It's just as clear as
can be," Charley said, standing.

The rest of his team stood and followed him
out of the room. Dinkey stared after Dey and said to Purdy, "I want
him out. I don't care how we do it, I want him out. He's a goddamn
cowboy, he was one in Special Forces, he was one with the Company,
and he is over here. Men like him get good men killed."

Purdy sighed. "Like him or not, sir, he's one
of the long time leaders. Dey's got some real history, and that's
rare in this outfit anymore. Why don't you just try to bring him
around?"

"Because I don't have to bring him around,"
Dinkey snapped. "I want him out." He noticed Karen lingering in the
briefing room. "And what can I do for you, young lady?"

***

 



PART TWO

 


OPERATIONAL INTELLIGENCE

 


FRANKFURT, GERMANY:

The Hauptbahnhof, the central train station
in Frankfurt Germany, is a huge domed structure, the interior
ceiling beams and support struts over the train platform grimy with
decades of soot. The sandstone and glass main ticket building, with
its crowning sculpture of Atlas, was first built in 1888 and
survived the Nazi era and the Allied Occupation. The surrounding
business district is neatly divided into small blocks by the cross
streets lined with five-story flats that date from the 1870s. While
there are some residences, most of the buildings are filled with
airline offices and travel agencies, tobacco stores and camera
shops, and other small businesses. Down the Taunus Strasse and the
Kaiser Strasse, not far from the station, is the famous red light
district with its sex shows, brothels and other diversions. There
is no shortage of inexpensive lodging close to the train station
and the red light district. Many of the smaller hotels, especially
those further south down the Basler Strasse, are owned by immigrant
Iranians, Iraqis, Palestinians, and Lebanese.

From the third floor of the Hotel Manzariyeh,
a Palestinian man in his late thirties stared out at the sculpted
sandstone facade of the Hauptbahnhof and the trains coming and
going from there. He was a seasoned operative with the covert
action arm of HizbAllah -- a master planner and coordinator who had
proven his ingenuity and capability time and again. He had been
personally selected and briefed for his latest mission by the
Shiite cleric who oversaw HizbAllah's direct action operations.

"We have discussed the findings of the
committee," the cleric said, his eyes intense behind thick-lensed
glasses, his thick lips twitching. "What the American Leigh gave us
corroborates what our surveillance units have told us. We intend to
continue our campaign against the Americans by attacking them
directly on another front. We will take an American airliner. We
will take it despite their best security measures, despite their
Air Marshals if necessary. No one will feel safe on-board an
American airplane anywhere in the world." The cleric paused, and
then said to the grim-faced man before him, "You will do this. You
will select your people. Prepare your plan. Gather the necessary
operational intelligence. Conduct the final training. And then go.
We will meet you at the airfield on that day."

The chosen leader turned from the window and
his memories and looked at the specially selected group crowded
into his small hotel room. Their task was to gather the necessary
operational intelligence for his hijacking team. He walked to the
bed where a large cork panel rested against the headboard. Pinned
to the cork panel were a large folding diagram of the Rhine-Main
Flughaven, Frankfurt's International Airport, and photographs of
various locations within the airport terminal.

"This is where they will come through
customs," the leader, whose name was Ahmad Ajai, said. "They will
come through as a group, escorted by this man," he pointed to a
picture. "He is their representative to the airport security
forces."

"Why do they come through as a group? It
seems poor practice," said one of the young men seated on the
floor.

"Because they are careless," Ahmad Ajai said.
"Because they are lazy."

He pointed to the board and said, "Our sole
purpose at this point is to gather and refine our tactical
intelligence. We wish to determine these essential elements of
information: First, how many marshals are deployed? Second, what is
their level of counter-surveillance and tradecraft? Third, what can
we discover about their seating arrangements? Fourth, how well are
they equipped and trained? And finally, what can we discover about
their future deployments?" He rolled his shoulders to get a kink
out. "It will not be too difficult."

His team members looked around at one another
and then back at him. "Will we take them here?" one asked.

"No," Ajai said. "If we take them, we will
take them in the air."

***

WESTERN AMERICA FLIGHT 711, DULLES TO
FRANKFURT:

Most passengers can't afford the thousands of
dollars it costs to fly First Class from Washington DC to
Frankfurt, Germany, so the first class section of a 747 seems like
an exotic enclave as they edge through on their way back to
Business or Coach. The First Class cabin was as familiar to Charley
as his old office in Marana or the small apartment he lived in just
outside of Dulles. He no longer saw the cabin as a collection of
seats, aisles and overhead compartments. It was terrain to him,
with angles of attack, avenues of approach and positions of cover.
A part of him would always calculate, murmur softly in the back of
his head: 'A neck will snap when wedged this way into the armrest
of a seat...the peroneal nerve in the outside of an attacker's
thigh will be on line with my elbow when positioned this way on the
armrest...remember to angle fire at a 45 degree offset past the
cockpit door...' and so on. He remembered one of his drill
sergeants, back in the sixties when he had graduated from Advanced
Infantry Training, telling him: "You're an infantryman now. You'll
never look at the ground the same way. It'll always be terrain to
you -- you'll look for the high ground, you'll look for the kill
zones. That's how you know you've changed, when you've changed the
way you look at the world."

Charley looked at his crew. Butch was
preparing his notes for the crew briefing. The other marshals and
the flight attendants were gathered around the central serving
table in the front of First Class. The flight attendants, several
attractive young women and one openly gay man, were presided over
by the lead attendant, a tall and statuesque German woman.

The gay flight attendant, his black hair
carefully groomed and slicked down, whispered to the woman next
him, "Can I have the strong and silent one?" He nodded his head
towards Steve, who stood with his thick arms crossed, oblivious to
the by-play.

"He's too much man for you, Tony," the young
woman said. "He'd hurt you."

"Get your eyes off him, bitch," Tony said.
"He's mine."

Donald Gene, who stood behind Tony, leaned
forward and rested his forearms on the flight attendant's
shoulders. He whispered in Tony's ear, "You know, he's kind of
quiet...and he doesn't like to advertise...but he's been out of the
closet for a long time."

"Get out!" Tony hissed.

"Really. Take it from me, sweetie," Donald
Gene said. "That's a hunk of burning love over there."

The tall German lead flight attendant tilted
her chin up and said to Don, "So. You like it like that, then?"

Donald Gene smiled into the woman's face. She
was exactly as tall as he was. "I aim to please, sugar. I'm
ambisexual."

"I find you disgusting and rude," she
said.

"Does that mean fascinating in German?"

Charley tugged on the back of Don's shirt as
Butch began the mission orientation briefing for the flight
crew.

"Most of you have flown with us before, I
think," Butch began. "So some of this I will just go over
briefly..." He looked around and caught the eye of each flight
attendant for a moment. "There is no threat to this flight. As you
know, we fly certain high risk routes on a deterrent basis -- this
flight is a positioning flight for us, as we'll be working in
Europe for the next few weeks. We work undercover..."

"Or under the covers," Don murmured to the amusement of the flight
attendants.

"...and we need your help to preserve that
among the passengers. Please don't say anything about us being on
board where the passengers can hear it, treat us like ordinary
passengers...well, maybe a little better..."

The flight attendants laughed. The low key
briefing put them at ease."...you can offer us liquor, but we won't
be drinking since we are armed. Don't block us in with the meal
carts, because if something happens we may need to get out of our
seats in a hurry. If there is something that you see going on that
you think we need to take care of, please find one of us and let us
know. We're here to take care of you and protect you," Butch
concluded. "Are there any questions?"

"Yeah," said a young blond woman. "How many
of you guys are single?"

***

It was the middle of the night and the 747
passed over the dark waters of the Atlantic like a dream. The cabin
lights were out. Most of the passengers were sleeping, with a few
insomniacs up reading under their overhead lights or listening to
music from the console headsets. The marshals were doing the same
thing: reading, listening to music or prowling the aisles in their
assigned sectors. In the Business Class galley, behind drawn
curtains, a few of the flight attendants were snacking on meal
leftovers with Charley and Don. Don was talking to Robin, the young
blond flight attendant from New York.

"Yeah, it's a lonely lifestyle," he said. "A
lot like yours...you travel all the time, in one city and then the
next..."

"But it's so dangerous," Robin gushed.
"Aren't you afraid?"

The other flight attendants rolled their
eyes.

Donald Gene ignored them and gave Robin his
best approximation of a Cary Grant sincere and lonely gunfighter
look. "Somebody has to do this job. I'm proud to do my part."

Charley Dey burst out laughing.

***

FRANKFURT, GERMANY

Charley stayed in his First Class aisle seat
and stared out the window at the buildings and runways of
Rhine-Main Flughaven. The other passengers filed past him, down the
aisles and through the open forward door into the jetway. The rest
of his team gathered around him and slouched into empty seats or
leaned against the bulkhead while the remaining passengers
departed. After the last passenger deplaned, a flight attendant
came forward and said, "The aircraft is clear."

A crew of blue-overall clad airplane cleaners
came on board, rags and plastic bags in their hands, leather belts
with holstered bottles of spray cleaner at their waists. One of the
cleaners, a woman, stood and stared as the marshals slipped past
her and exited the aircraft. The cleaner watched them go and
silently noted to herself how many marshals there were and how
tired they looked. She sprayed cleanser on the overhead
compartments and began wiping them down with a rag.

"Who are those people?" she asked the crew
foreman.

"American air marshals," he said.

"What do they do?"

"They ride the planes, look for hijackers."
He snorted. "They are buffoons...everyone knows who they are."

The Palestinian woman shrugged and went back
to her cleaning.

***

The marshals edged their way through the
crowded terminal concourse and into the stream of passengers
hurrying to the baggage claim and Customs area. Donald Gene walked
with the flight attendants, wary of the collapsible baggage carts
they all pulled behind them. "...okay, we'll give you girls a call
this afternoon. Get a cat-nap and freshen up some, then we'll go
catch some dinner, maybe some beer and some dancing..." he
said.

"That sounds like fun!" Robin said.

"Oh, it'll be an experience, girlfriend,"
Stacy said.

Robin studied Stacy's calm face and said,
"What's it like working with all these guys?"

Stacy canted her head and winked at the young
flight attendant. "It's just a living hell, honey. I get so sick of
these farting, belching, pussy-chasing cockhounds I could shoot
them my own self... but really, they're not that bad. Except that
goddamn Donald Gene," she added loudly.

Robin looked at Don. "Oh, I think he's
cute."

"Cute as a snake, maybe."

"Stacy, you talking about me back there?"
Donald said over his shoulder.

"Why, your ears burning?" Stacy said.

"No. My dick is getting hard."

Joan whooped out loud, and the other marshals
and the flight attendants laughed. They came to an escalator that
led from the concourse up to the main terminal. At the top of the
escalator, a small, dapper man in a white shirt and dark suit with
no tie, leaned against the low wall and looked down at them. The
dapper man nodded to his companion, a similarly dressed man in his
twenties, who went down the escalator. He was followed by his young
wife, swathed from head to toe in the traditional female dress of
the Shiite sect, who held their young son's hand held tightly in
her own. The head of the family had a small video recorder he
seemed very proud of. He hurried down the escalator and turned the
camera to catch his wife and son descending, as well as the entire
marshal team as they went up the opposite escalator.

At the top of the escalators, just before the
big double doors that led out into the main terminal shopping area,
George Baumgarner, the embassy liaison officer stood waiting for
them. He had been a Cobra attack helicopter pilot in Viet Nam, a
cop in Virginia after that, and then an air marshal until he was
promoted out of the cadre. A skinny man with the yellow grin of a
long-time smoker, he hurried forward, his hands outstretched for
Charley Dey's.

"They drag you out of retirement for this or
what, buddy?" George said, pumping Charley's hand.

"Sure seems like it, George," Charley said.
"How you been?" He punched George lightly on the chest and felt the
helicopter rotor bolt that George wore on a chain around his neck.
"Still wearing that Jesus nut, I see. Doesn't your wife get
pissed?"

"Not since I got her some safety goggles to
wear to bed."

"Jesus, George," Charley said.

"C'mon you guys," George led them out into
the main terminal and then down the stairs to baggage claim and
customs. He waved his pass at the customs inspectors and ushered
the marshals through the customs area. The marshals picked up their
few checked bags from the carousel.

"Hey, Butch," Charley called out. "Make sure
the new guys get paired up with somebody in the cabs. We'll meet in
my room at 1000 hours. Donnie, you come with me and George."

"Roger that," Don said.

"C'mon girls, you all ride with Mama Stacy
and she'll tell you all about the facts of life," Stacy said,
pulling her Delsey suitcase behind her.

George and the two team leaders watched their
crew break into two cells of three and load up into the cabs lined
up outside the baggage claim area. After the team pulled away from
the curb, George walked Don and Charley over to an espresso coffee
stand and bought three cups.

"So what's the word, George?" Don said,
dumping three sugars into his espresso. An attractive German woman
walked by, giving Don a quick up and down appraisal.

George grinned through a wreath of cigarette
smoke. "You still got it, Donnie."

"Um hmm," Don said.

"So what is it?" Charley said
impatiently.

"The word is they're targeting specific
flights based on your coverage," George said.

"Who's they?" Charley asked.

"A covert action cell out of HizbAllah.
Graduates of the hijacking school."

Don raised his eyebrows. "No shit," he said.
"Back when I was on the Teams, we planned on taking out that
operation."

"I wish you guys had," George said, lighting
another cigarette.

"What might have been don't count," Charley
said. "Who's working the Agency end of things?"

"Who else?" George said. "Jedi Loveless."

Don laughed. "I haven't seen him in a
while."

"We're going to have to hook up with him,"
Charley said.

"You guys better watch out," George said. "Or
you'll both end up being missionaries for the Christians In
Action."

***

Inside the suite of hotel rooms that
overlooked the train station, the terrorist surveillance unit
reassembled. New picture boards went up on the walls. Still
photographs, some digitized from the video tape, were assembled on
one, organized into a rough schematic tree based on their presumed
team assignments. At the top of the tree was a picture of Charley
Dey and Donald Gene Nelson, with a dotted line connecting to a
picture of George Baumgarner. Another board had pictures of the two
three-person groups that had shared cabs. A room map of the Hotel
Frankfurt Intercontinental on Wilhelm-Leuschner Strasse was posted
beside the pictures.

"Do we have all the room assignments?" Ahmad
Ajai asked.

"Yes, I have the last two here. They were
late check-ins," said one of the men, short and muscular with close
cropped black hair.

"Then do the rooms this afternoon. Most of
them will be out," Ajai ordered.

"Yes," said the muscular man. "It has already
been taken care of."

***

Stacy, Karen and Joan met out in the hallway
of the hotel.

"You girls ready?" Stacy said. The other two
women nodded, and followed Stacy to the elevator, where they
squeezed past a maid and a maintenance man speaking softly beside
the maid's cart, stacked high with towels, soap and cleaning
materials.

"Guten tag," the maid said to the three
women.

"Guten tag," Stacy said, inclining her head
regally as the elevator door slid shut.

The two hotel maintenance workers watched the
indicator light above the elevator door trace its way down
twenty-three floors to the lobby. Once they saw the elevator wasn't
returning, the man and the woman went to Karen's door. The maid's
master key opened the door and they quickly entered. The man went
to the suitcase placed beside the bed and used a master baggage key
for the Samsonite line to open the bag. The maid went immediately
to the dresser and started through the drawers, beginning with the
bottom-most and working her way up.

"Ah," the man said. He pulled out a soft
leather Day-Timer portfolio. Tucked inside was a xeroxed list of
names, dates and flight numbers. He took out a small handheld
copier the size of an electric razor and ran it down the page, the
thermal paper copy curling over his fist.

In the third drawer up, the woman found a
Second Chance Deep Cover vest and carrier under some shirts. "Level
Two body armor," she said softly.

Her partner nodded and continued through the
portfolio. He found Karen's passports, both the brown official and
the blue standard, and copied the stamps and front pages from both.
After searching further, the two nodded at each other and left the
room after making sure everything was the same as when they had
entered.

The room next door was Stacy's. Pressed in
the jamb of the door, wedged at the bottom where they didn't notice
it, was a small folded square of paper. Going through the room in
the same fashion as the previous one, the two came up empty
handed.

"Nothing?" the man said.

"Nothing. She must have put it all in the
hotel safe."

"Scheiss...we'll try the other rooms
later."

They paused at the door and looked round the
room. The woman adjusted a book resting on the desk. Satisfied, she
nodded to her partner and the two of them left the room. Neither
one noticed the small scrap of paper resting on the carpet beside
the door jamb.

***

Stacy came out of the elevator on her floor,
looked up and down the hallway, and went to her door. She slowed
when she saw the tiny scrap of paper on the carpet, almost directly
beneath the DO NOT DISTURB sign hanging from the doorknob. She
glanced around at the other room doors and up and down the hallway.
Stooping quickly, she picked up the paper. Lightly traced in the
middle crease with pencil was the character S. Her nostrils flared
briefly. She tested the door and saw that it was locked. She took
her cardkey and inserted it quickly into the electronic lock, then
turned the handle to release the bolt, but held the door shut.

Stacy pulled a Police Model Spyderco Clip-it
knife from concealment in the waistband of her Levi's and thumbed
the five-inch serrated blade open. She held it behind her leg and
slipped through the door. She moved cautiously into the room,
checking and clearing the bathroom, the closet, under the bed and
behind the heavy, full-length curtains -- the only places large
enough to hide a man.

Kneeling on the floor beside her suitcase,
she noticed the small scratches around the lock, fresh lines in the
dull yellow brass. There was nothing missing from her suitcase. The
tissue paper she had placed between the suitcase liner and the edge
of the case had two lines in it, indicating it had been removed and
replaced. In the bathroom, she took the shower curtain rod down.
Rolled into a tight bundle and tucked into the hollow end of the
rod was a wad of documentation papers. She riffled through the
sheaf of papers to make sure they were all there and then went to
the house phone beside her bed. She punched in a room number from
memory.

"Hello?" Charley Dey said.

"Yo, Charley," she said.

"Stacy."

"Meet me down in the lobby for a drink,
homeboy."

"What's up?"

"Just meet me, big boy. I got something to
tell you."

***

Charley Dey sat in the open cafe tucked into
a corner of the huge lobby. From where he sat he could see the
entire lobby, the front entrance of the hotel with its revolving
door and the baggage door the porters utilized, as well as the full
bank of elevators. He saw Stacy come out of the elevator, scan the
lobby, then walk over to join him.

"Orange juice," she called out to the
waitress as she slid into the seat beside Charley.

"What's up, Stacy?"

"Somebody shook my room."

"How do you know that?"

"Door been opened, somebody with a key. You
know the maids here never go in with a DO NOT DISTURB sign.
Scratches on my suitcase lock. Somebody competent, knew what they
were looking for."

"What's missing?"

"Nothing."

That was a bad sign, Charley thought. "Where
were your documents?"

"Stashed, stashed good. They didn't find
them."

"All right," Charley said. "Start making the
rounds. Take your team list and start on the A split, I'll start on
the B split. Get everybody to check their gear and their
documentation. I want to know if anybody is missing anything. Check
out the new guys and see if anybody left their documentation in the
room unsecured. I want to know who if that's so. Get everybody
packed up and ready to move.

You get your split and tell
them verbally to
move by cell to the Marriott over on Hamburger Allee. I'm going to
move my split over to the Holiday Inn in Sachenhausen. Get with
Donald Gene and tell him to meet me outside the Basler Eck in four
hours. Everybody else on full counter-surveillance, Stacy...make
sure they're checking out any unoccupied rooms, got that? Any sign
of anybody displaying any interest, we sit back, sit back,
understand? Donald Gene and I will touch base with you guys and
we'll coordinate further then."

Stacy grinned at Charley. "You know, old man,
if I had a dick it'd be hard right now. It's nice to see you with
your hunting license back."

Charley had a far away, almost dreamy look
that slowly turned cruel. "Yeah, friend girl. Get going."

***

"This appears to be the flight schedule for
this mission," the man who had been dressed as a hotel maintenance
worker said. "Notice how they split up to cover the smaller
aircraft."

"This is good," Ajai said. "Very good. We'll
see how they stand up under pressure."

"Notice the seat assignments."

"Yes. The same every time."

The phone rang twice, then stopped. It rang
twice again, fell silent, then began ringing steadily. Ahmad Ajai
picked up the phone and said, "Yes?"

He nodded, listening intently to the other
person on the line.

"Yes. Good. We'll have something for you
shortly." He hung up the phone and spoke to the other man. "Some of
the Americans are checking out of the hotel. Did anyone see you two
coming out of the rooms? Did you leave anything disturbed?"

"No."

"I want some of the team on the marshals who
are checking out...find out where they are moving to. I want Rashid
down at the restaurant where they are supposed to meet the
stewardesses tonight."

The man nodded and looked at the picture he
held in his hand. It was an enlargement of a photo taken at the
airport of Charley Dey and Donald Gene Nelson.

"Wherever they go, I want to know," his
leader told him.

"Of course," the man said. "Rashid will take
care of it. I'll give him this picture."

"Tell him to be careful. These two are the
most dangerous of all."

***

Despite their reputation for being rigid and
authoritarian, the Germans have always had a liberal and gleefully
lusty attitude towards sex and the sex industry. The cabaret, the
dance halls and beer parlors and the attending prostitution have
always been an integral part of German urban life. Frankfurt's
reputation for the quality of its sex industry was surpassed only
by Hamburg's. The Bahnhofsviertel district around the train station
has always been the center for Frankfurt's red light district. The
streets are lined with anonymous storefronts and doorways, brightly
lit with garish neon signs displaying pictures of naked women. The
various stores provide a variety of sexual toys and aids,
pornographic books and magazines. The area is referred to as the
"Sticky Steps" by foreign visitors, who make up a sizable
percentage of its patrons. The name refers to the noisome condition
of the darkened stairwells that line the many alleyways.

Not far from the Sticky Steps, near the
Friedensbrucke Bridge which spans the Main River, is a restaurant
known around the world by flight crews. The Basler Eck has been an
air line hangout for over twenty years, since the early stages of
the Viet Nam war. It's walnut paneled walls are covered with decals
from visiting air crews: patches and stick-ons from B-52 crews to
TWA to Air Nepal are displayed on the chipped paneling. Over the
years with the advent of hijacking, the Basler Eck began hosting a
number of air marshal crews as well. Before their government
confined them to the embassy during their layovers, the Israeli air
marshals -- lean and sun-burned, if they weren't thick boned and
muscled and sun-burned -- would sit in one corner and demolish huge
German meals and huge quantities of beer. The various
middle-eastern crews -- Jordanian, Saudi Arabian, Iraqi -- would
sit across the room and nod coldly when the Israelis would hold up
their beer mugs in a mocking gesture of temporary neutrality. The
South Korean marshals were notorious for silently chugging mug
after mug of beer, their faces becoming beet red, until they broke
out in the marching songs of the Korean Special Forces. After a
fight in which they hospitalized two male flight attendants from
Lufthansa whose overtures were misunderstood, they were banned in
perpetuity by Hans, the world-weary owner and chief bartender.

Despite Air Marshal HQ declaring the Basler
off-limits for reasons of operational security, most of the marshal
teams took at least one meal during their layovers with Hans. He
had known many of them since the beginning of the program. While
hostile surveillances had happened in and around the Basler, on any
given night there would be plenty of armed foreign air marshals as
well as German Polizei in plain clothes to deter any real
trouble.

At a table in the corner of the main dining
room, where they had a fine view of both doors and their backs to a
wall, Donald Gene and Charley were drinking good German pilsner
from tall frosty mugs. Three empty pitchers and the remains of a
massive meal sat on the table in front of them, where three of the
flight attendants picked at the remains.

"Where's the rest of your crew?" Robin
asked.

"Rank hath it's privileges," Donald Gene
said, leering. "We put all them young ones to bed so's the
chaperones get a chance to get out."

The tall German lead flight attendant,
Freida, snorted and sipped on her beer.

Charley glanced at his Seiko and said, "Well,
it's the witching hour, Donald Gene."

"Daddy, say it ain't so!" Donald said.

"Sorry, buddy."

"What are you guys talking about?" Robin
said.

"We're on status twelve hours before our
flight departure...so this is when we switch to cokes," Charley
said.

"That's stricter than our rules," Robin said.
"We only have to go eight hours."

"You don't carry guns, little squirrel,"
Donald Gene said.

"Little squirrel?" Robin said.

Freida cleared her throat. "So. You are not
quite as you said, Mr. Donald Gene Nelson. Perhaps you should not
drink so much."

"Freida, baby, I'm more than what I said,
I'm..."

"Drunk, perhaps. Maybe just talk,
perhaps."

"Now, don't mistake an occasional wobble for
a lack of bobble in my equipage, sweet thing. I are a SEAL and we
are happiest when we are inhaling liquids and very wet." He
grinned. "And hard."

"You're not going to go, are you?" Robin
said.

"Sorry, baby," Donald said, looking over at
Charley. "Ours not to reason why..."

Charley nodded and looked around the crowded
restaurant. Germans loved to smoke, and the room was thick with the
smells of strong tobacco, roasted pig and the sharp bite of good
strong beer. He loved Germany, always had. He nodded to a senior
captain sitting with his crew at the next table. Northwest, he
thought, on the Minneapolis-Seattle-Tokyo run. There were some
other familiar faces in the crowd. The flight crews they flew with
would see them sometimes, and foreign crews often took them for
pilots or flight attendants. Sometimes those that recognized them
as marshals were too intimidated to come up and speak to them, but
others did and were welcomed by the fun-loving marshals.

Charley didn't see who he was looking for.
When he and Don had come in, a man had been sitting at the bar
alone. A lone drinker on a Friday night in a German pub is not
usual, especially one who nurses his beer for a half-hour at a
time.

"We've got to go," Charley said, standing.
"Let's go, Donald Gene. We'll see you girls to a cab."

They walked the women out to the cab stand
and saw them off, Donald Gene reeling like the proverbial drunken
sailor.

"Whoa, buddy," Donald slurred. "Let's ride
with the girls..."

"We'll walk," Charley said to Freida. "We can
use the air."

"Someone certainly can," Freida said,
slamming the cab door.

"C'mon, sailor," Charley said. "Let's
go."

Donald waved at the flight attendants till
the cab was out of sight. "Let's go, Charley. I gotta sleep."

Don draped an arm over his partner's neck and
leaned on him. The two of them made their way down the street,
weaving and laughing. To the Palestinian man watching them from
across the street at the trolley kiosk, they appeared to be quite
drunk. The Palestinian stepped out into the street and began to
follow them, keeping well back in the thin foot traffic. After
several blocks and a few random turns, the two marshals stopped by
the mouth of an alley.

"I gotta piss," Donald Gene said loudly.

"What you telling me for?"

"Don't leave me, man."

Donald staggered down the alley into the
dark. Charley leaned against the brick wall and stared up at the
building across from him. A hooker detached herself from the
shadows across the street and made her way towards him.

"Nein," Charley said, waving her off.

The Palestinian man following them paused a
few hundred feet behind Charley and looked into a closed shop
window. He lit a cigarette and watched Charley with his peripheral
vision. He drew on the cigarette hard.

"Got a light?" Donald Gene Nelson asked
him.

The Palestinian looked up in surprise. Donald
Gene grinned at him and struck the brachial nerve plexus in the
terrorist's neck with his forearm. Don hooked the man's neck with
his hand and slammed his elbow into the Palestinian's temple. The
man dropped to his knees, stunned. Donald Gene twisted the man's
neck into the crook of his arm and applied a carotid choke, pulling
the man back into the alley beside them.

Charley walked briskly towards the alley
where Donald Gene and the man had disappeared. A few of the street
people, who had seen the incident, backed off in a hurry when they
saw how Charley's drunken weaving had suddenly become a quick,
purposeful walk. Charley stopped at the mouth of the alley and
looked to see if anything besides the man's still smoldering
cigarette had been dropped in the struggle. He went down the alley
where Donald Gene was going through the man's pockets.

"The boy is clean," Donald said. "Just
regular pocket litter: money, smokes, a trolley ticket."

The man started to stir. Charley leaned over
and put a short, hard punch into the man's solar plexus. "Hey," he
said in English.

"Why are you hitting me? Take the money," the
man said in English.

"You speak good English," Charley said. "Why
are you following us?"

"I wasn't..."

Charley hit him again. Donald Gene tore open
the packet of cigarettes. There was a piece of paper folded into
the packet. It was a xeroxed photograph of Charley and Don at the
airport.

"Bad tradecraft, homeboy," Donald said. "Your
ass is ours."

The Palestinian began to struggle in earnest.
Don put the sleeper hold back on him and let the man kick himself
into unconsciousness. Charley helped Don pick the man up and looped
one of his limp arms around his neck.

"I think the Jedi will want to talk to this
boy," Charley grunted, as they drug the man down the alley.

***

Jedediah Isiah Loveless was asleep in bed
with his wife when the phone rang. Chief of the Special Military
Liaison Unit at the consulate, the organization chart had him
reporting to the senior military attaches as a Department of
Defense civilian. The truth was, most of the attaches gave "Jedi"
Loveless a wide berth and muttered -- behind his back -- about him
and his "crazies in the basement." Loveless's cover job was to
coordinate the military activities of the various US special
operations forces that maintained a presence in Germany. What he
actually did was run a highly classified and compartmentalized unit
that provided special security, specialized reconnaissance and
direct action capabilities to the Central Intelligence Agency and
the Department of Defense's Special Operations Command. He was used
to phone calls in the middle of the night, as was his wife, who
barely stirred as he reached over her and picked up the phone.

"...Loveless..." he murmured sleepily.

"Aren't we all, brother?" Donald Gene
said.

"Who is this?"

"Your friendly neighborhood frogman, who
bought you too many drinks at Country Sam's in the Seoul of the
ROK."

"What the fuck you calling me in the middle
of the night for?"

"Me and my homeboy have some precious cargo
for you. Need you to send some of those big manly men you hang
around with to pick it up."

"What have you got?"

"Well, he was working us...and we're working
something related to that friend of yours that showed up
missing."

Jed sat up and turned on the light. His wife
buried her head in the covers. "Where are you at?"

"Remember where you took us to get a massage
last fall?"

Jed looked over at his wife. "You're in a
fucking whorehouse?"

"It's because we are loveless."

***

On a quiet side street just off the Taunus
Strasse is a non-descript building with a small walk-up to a solid
and well-maintained door. The building is a discreet brothel of
long-standing and excellent reputation, favored by wealthy Germans
and foreigners for the beauty of the women and the discretion of
the management. The handsome woman who ran the establishment had
long-standing agreements with elements of German Intelligence, as
well as the US special operations community, who utilized her
establishment as a crash pad, safe house, or recreation facility.
In the second room past the stairs on the third floor, Charley Dey
let in four big, quiet men dressed in blue jeans, t-shirts and
black leather jackets. Jed Loveless followed his men into the
room.

"Hello, Charley," Jed said, lighting a
cigarette.

"Jed."

"Donald Gene, how are you?" Jed said to Don,
who slouched in a corner armchair.

"The good Mr. Loveless," Don said.

The four men who came in with Loveless looked
at the Palestinian man curled up unconscious in the middle of the
queen sized bed. His hands and feet were tied. The four men moved
with the efficiency born of long practice and experience. One slid
the captive's pants down and deftly jabbed him with a hypodermic
syringe in one hairy and muscular buttock. Two of the others cut
the knotted pillowcases off the prisoner's hands and replaced them
with plastic flexicuffs. The fourth man took a pillowcase and
stuffed the cut pillowcases and the prisoner's wallet into it. One
man went to the door and looked out, while two others gripped the
prisoner's arms and hauled him like a bag of potatoes. The last one
followed them, one hand holding the pillowcase, the other straying
near the waistline of his leather jacket. He nodded at Jed as he
left, ignoring Charley and Don. Jed watched them go, then turned
back to the two marshals.

"You'll need this, Jed," Charley said. He
held out the xeroxed photograph they had taken away from the
prisoner.

Jed glanced at it, then slid it into the
inner pocket of his battered Burberry overcoat. "George talk to you
guys about what's going down out here?"

"Yeah."

"I'll be back to you about this," Jed said.
He drew on his cigarette, took his time stubbing it out in the
ashtray on the night stand. "You should have let me in on this
early, Charley. Amateurish play, taking him on the street."

"Nobody gets their nose up my ass or my
people's, Jed. We're not street operators anymore...we're federal
law enforcement..."

"Officers of the Goddamn Law," Donald Gene
said.

"...and we did it crude to send a message."
Charley looked away. "We can take one of theirs, too."

"Bucky wasn't a small fry street operator,
Charley," Jed observed.

"I know what he was! He was my friend!"

"He was my friend, too, Charley. He was a
friend and a brother in arms. He wouldn't have wanted you fucking
up, and that's what you're doing, running this cowboy shit on your
own."

"He ain't on his own," Don said.

"I'm not going to argue with you two. Don't
play this shit anymore. That's what me and my boys are here for.
The two of you need to tend to your own business, and watch your
own backs. You've got a full plate with what you've been tasked to
do without getting into the other. I'm going to have a hard time
covering this from the Germans and our people." Jed paused. "And
Charley...you don't have a friend in Simon Dinkey."

"Word travels fast," Charley said.

"He's a highly efficient bureaucrat
operator-wannabe, which makes him a consummate back-stabber. He put
the word out on you. If this gets out, it's not going to help your
case any." He rubbed at his forehead and pushed a lock of his
graying hair back. "Why don't you guys do something simple, like
robbery or murder or hijack a plane or something, huh? I got
paperwork up the ass to deal with this." He went to the door. "I'll
be in touch before you're gone, let you know what we get when we
squeeze this guy. We'll have to get with the Germans. Be careful,"
he said as he left.

The two marshals were silent. Don looked at
his partner, who sat on the edge of the rumpled bed, staring grimly
at his folded hands in his lap.

"Well, maybe we got carried away, but we had
fun," Don said. "You getting that funny feeling, brother
Charley?"

"Yeah."

"That's the cross-hairs settling in on
us."

***

Ahmad Ajai doodled on the legal pad in front
of him. Across the table, the muscular man who had expertly burgled
the Air Marshals rooms shifted nervously from buttock to buttock on
a stiff metal folding chair. As far as he could tell from upside
down, Ajai was drawing a skillful rendition of a German bungalow,
complete with a tree in the yard, a rope swing, and a weathered
picket fence. Ajai seemed oblivious to the other man, which made
him all the more nervous.

"No one has seen Rashid since last night,"
the nervous man said.

"From now on we must make sure that we always
have back-ups," Ajai said without looking up from his drawing.
"They took him."

"Why would they take him? Why would they do
that? There is nothing to link him to us."

"I don't know why," Ajai said. He pushed the
notepad away and stood. He stared out the window at the busy street
below. Rashid would not have gone away without notifying them -- if
he could. It seemed improbable that Dey or Nelson would have done
something to Rashid; they were, after all, visiting law enforcement
officers in a foreign country. If they had noticed the
surveillance, those two knew what to do. It was a standard tenet of
street tradecraft that if you noticed a surveillance, you gave no
indication that you noticed; that would only cause the watchers to
back off, and there were no guarantees that you would catch them
the next time. Better to work with what you knew. But Rashid was
missing and, improbable or not, he would have to consider the
possibility that Dey and Nelson had taken him.

"We'll move to the other safe house now,"
Ajai said. "The others are there. Rashid doesn't know where that
is. We'll confine our coverage to the airport. We move. Now."

"Yes, of course," the other man said. He went
to the bathroom door rapped sharply. "Hurry up! We're leaving!"

The bathroom door opened and a bearded man
came out, wiping his face with a towel. The two of them swept
swiftly through the room. They rolled the charts up, swept the
photographs and notepads into a briefcase, bagged up the trash into
a larger bag to be disposed of elsewhere. While they worked, Ajai
stared out the window, as he often did. He liked the view here. He
liked the cleanliness and orderliness of Germany. So unlike the
camps where he had grown up. He sat on the bed while his men
finished straightening the room. Some of the older members of his
team would tease him, very lightly, about his habit of making the
bed each morning before the maid came in. He liked sleeping between
clean, fresh sheets, with a brocade bedspread and a warm
blanket.

"We must go," he said needlessly. He followed
his two men out the door.

***

Charley paced back and forth in his room,
detailing the mission plan.

"It appears that we may be under hostile
surveillance. We've notified HQ and the appropriate locals, and
we're going to go ahead with the mission. There is some suspicion
that our travel information has been compromised...but we'll deal
with that," he said.

"How are we going to do that?" Joan asked,
shifting on the bed, where she sat squeezed in between John and
Butch.

"We're going to step up our
counter-surveillance, take extra precautions, change some things
around," Charley said.

"Maybe we should have a back-up team,
Charley," Butch said.

"I put in the request. Based it on increased
threat. We've still got lots to cover in Asia, but this has been
moved up the list for first priority."

"How are we going to deploy till then?" Steve
murmured.

"We're going to devote more attention to
counter-surveillance in the movement to and from lodging, and in
the airport phases. I want the most experienced people on
counter-surveillance, but I want you to work with the new people,
so they get some experience and some seasoning with you."

"Roger that," Steve said.

"What's this I heard about somebody following
you guys after we moved?" Karen said.

"We already reported that. It's been taken
care of." Charley studied Karen. "Everybody needs to protect their
documentation. I want everyone to make sure that if you don't have
your documents on you, that they're secured either by another team
member or sealed and placed in a hotel safe. If you need some help
or some ideas about how to secure your stuff, see Don or
Stacy."

Charley rubbed at the knot of tension that
had grown at the base of his neck. "We need to pay attention on
these next legs. We're dealing with smaller aircraft, but there
aren't as many of us, either. Don, Butch, Jon, Joan -- you guys are
going to take the splits to Athens. Everybody else is with me to
Istanbul."

"You think switching the assignments around
might fool them?" Butch asked.

"Maybe...they might be looking for specific
names in specific places. If they don't see them, maybe that will
set them back. And you new guys will get a chance to see some
places you didn't count on seeing."

"That's why I signed up," Jon said. "Fly to
strange new places, meet strange new people, and shoot them."

"Shut up, new boy," Donald said.

***

ATHENS, GREECE:

Athens Hellenikon International Airport has
been on the Department of Transportation and Department of State's
list of most dangerous airports for many years. In large part it
holds its place on the list because of the Greek government's
laissez faire attitude towards terrorism: as long as you don't do
it here, we don't care what you do. The Greeks have an almost
genetic love of the unconventional, the romantic figure of the law
breaking outlaw or terrorist -- again, as long as the laws being
broken and the people being hurt aren't Greek. The airport customs
and security procedures are chaotic. Most of the time all you need
to do is display a passport, any passport, with a good picture or
not, and, if the customs police aren't on strike that week, you are
on your way.

For all that, Donald Gene had always loved
Athens. When he was a SEAL instructor, he had done a training
exchange with the Greek combat swimmers and found them to be crazy,
poorly trained, but great fun. His missions into Athens had all
been good ones. He had good contacts in the military and at the
embassy, including the DEA liaison who replaced the one
assassinated by the November 17 terrorist group. That was a real
goat rope, he thought. November 17 had started off as a clandestine
US-backed operation to train Greeks to conduct cross-border ops
into Yugoslavia and the Soviet Union. Then the coup engineered by
the Greek military, with some assistance from US elements of the
intelligence community, had fostered a bitter anti-American
sentiment and the students had turned on their masters. Don had
been a player in the game for so long that he could easily identify
with those Greeks. There had been many times in Viet Nam and since
when he had been tempted to storm his own headquarters and root out
the paper-pushers whose theories cost young men their lives.

The plane banked on its final approach to the
airport. The Mediterranean was that deep, rich blue he had seen
only one other place in the world, off the California coast.
Cerulean was what one of his girlfriends had called it. Mara was an
artist, a painter, a dreamy wild party girl who did huge portraits
of faces. She'd been amused by him, had enjoyed the sex and his
company and asked for nothing except that he model for her a few
times. She titled the Don paintings the 'Warrior Series'', and
displayed them at the UCLA Art Museum as part of her graduate
thesis. Don smiled at the memory of the opening reception and his
drunken entrance with the other members of his SEAL training
platoon.

He watched the runway come up beneath the
wheels of the 727 as it settled smoothly down from sky to tarmac.
At the end of the runway, an armored personnel carrier waited for
the plane. It trundled slowly towards the terminal, the plane
following dutifully. The plane stopped several hundred yards from
the terminal. The passengers disembarked from the aircraft, loaded
into a waiting bus and went to the terminal. A second bus came and
picked up the remaining passengers. The marshals lingered in their
seats till everyone else was off, and then with the flight crew and
the flight attendants came down and boarded a crew bus. A quiet
Greek soldier in a gray-green jumpsuit, green beret and jump boots,
well-armed with a Heckler and Koch MP-5 submachine gun and a
Beretta 9mm pistol, escorted them from the bus into the
terminal.

After touching base with the Greek customs
police, the marshals split into two buddy teams and took separate
cabs to the Athens Hilton. Don watched the road and the cars whip
by as the cabby broke every posted speed limit. Butch slumped down
in the seat beside him, entering the exchange rate for drachmas to
dollars into his portable calculator.

"What do you think of the new blood,
Butchie?" Don asked.

"This damn thing," Butch muttered. "I can
never get it right."

"I don't know why you bother with that. You
can never find it when you need it."

"It'll save time when I'm shopping."

"You've been saying that for three years now,
Butch, and you still don't know how to work the goddamn thing."

"What did you ask me?"

"You're getting deaf, too. I asked you what
you thought of the new kids."

"Oh. They'll work out. That Jon, he's a good
one. He's just young. Joan...if they're not fucking, they will be
soon. We might want to break them up a little."

"You sure you're not trying to dick
her?"

"Like you're not?"

The two men laughed.

"All right," Don said. "I'll work with young
Jon and you work with Joan. I know you won't fuck her because your
heart can't take it."

"You're an asshole, Don."

The cab pulled in off of the busy Leoforos
Vas Sofias and into the long, circular driveway in front of the
Athens Hilton. Don and Butch got out, tipped the driver and went
past the long line of foreign flags in front of the hotel and
through the front entrance.

At the registration desk, Don said, "Mr.
Nelson and Mr. Verlaine." The clerk looked up and smiled. "Ah, yes,
Mr. Nelson. Welcome back to the Athens Hilton. The embassy called
and made the changes to the reservations earlier this morning. You
are taking the block of rooms reserved for Mr. Dey?"

"That's right," Don said. He noted the two
Greek men standing by the elevator banks to the right of the
registration desk. Despite their civilian clothes, they carried
themselves with the unconscious arrogance of a police man. The
younger of the two kept brushing at his left armpit when he talked
with his partner.

"So how are things in sunny Athens?" Don
asked, filling out his registration card.

"As good as always, Mr. Nelson. Last week
there was a bus strike, but fortunately it is resolved."

"For now," Butch said.

"We have rooms for you on the eighth floor,"
the clerk said.

"VIP treatment, huh?" Don said, looking
up.

"Yes. It is a slow time for us, so it is not
a problem to upgrade old guests with us. A returning customer is
always a prize."

"Can't help but like that," Don said.

He and Butch picked up their carry-on bags
and went to the elevator. The two plain clothes cops looked them up
and down and then pointedly ignored them.

"What's up with them?" Butch said as they got
on the elevator.

"They don't like Americans," Don said. "How
long has it been since you've been here?"

"A year or so...never longer than overnight.
This is the first time I've ever had a day layover here."

"Athens is a fun city. We'll take the kids
out to dinner tonight."

Across from the elevator, a man sat in one of
the lobby's comfortable lounge chairs reading a newspaper. He
watched the elevator door close behind the two marshals. He saw the
two policemen from the Anti-Terrorist Unit lingering in the lobby
area. Their presence had nothing to do with him; it was a measure
designed to ease foreign tourists perception of Athens as a violent
place. Greece's economy relied heavily on tourism, and anything
that kept the tourists and their money away from Greece was a
matter of national security. The man noted that the marshals had
arrived in two pairs of two, much as they were deployed on the
aircraft. He folded his newspaper under his arm and walked out,
paying no attention to the woman who sat nearby at a table, sipping
a coffee.

***

Donald Gene looked round the rough wooden
table at his crew, who held English-Greek menus in their hands.
"The lamb is great in this place," he said. "You order it by the
quarter-kilo...that's a half-pound. It's marinated, then
roasted...it's the specialty of the house."

"How long have you been coming here, Don?"
Joan asked.

"This place has been one of our spots for
years. A couple of flight attendants and a buddy of mine from the
embassy took me and Charley down here, and we've been coming here
since. You like it?"

Don seemed more relaxed and easy-going, Joan
thought. The change was intriguing, even though she enjoyed the
outrageous bad boy SEAL act. "Yeah," she said. "I do. Can we get
some wine?"

"Whatever your little heart desires," Don
said.

Jon looked up at that.

They settled on a platter of roasted lamb, a
kilo and a half, big village salads with thick sliced tomatoes and
cucumbers topped with fresh feta cheese, bread and several bottles
of good red Greek Demestica wine. They toasted each other and
laughed their way through the first bottle, and were well into the
second before the food came. They dug in with gusto, and Don said
nothing about the quiet man eating alone in a corner of the
restaurant who was so careful not to look at them.

***

Donald Gene and his crew strolled through the
Kolonaki District back to the hotel. It was a short walk, maybe
twenty minutes, down the hill from the restaurant, past the Holiday
Inn and then up the alleys and back streets behind the Athens
Hilton. Donald lagged behind, pausing from time to time to draw
hard on his cigar and keep a good ash going. He used the time to
look casually at the man carefully following a good distance behind
his crew.

"Yo, Butchie!" he called. Butch turned around
and came back. "Give the kids some room," Don said, gesturing at
Jon and Joan, who were deep in conversation. "It ain't gonna
compromise the mission if they want to exchange bodily fluids in a
heated transaction between two consenting adults."

"You mean fuck?"

"You're so crude, Butch. I mean 'making
love.'"

"Do you think they'll mind if we watch?"

"Probably. But we could listen...what they
don't know won't hurt them."

They laughed and fell into step together.

"Butchie?" Don said softly.

"Yo."

"You been seeing this guy dogging our steps
all night?"

Butch started to look over his shoulder and
caught himself. "No."

"You better get on the stick, old dog, or I'm
gonna kick your ass. We can let those kids be distracted by their
hormones -- but you and me have to carry the weight. Stop up here
and give me a light for this fucking cigar."

They paused and leaned against a green
Renault sedan parked crazily half on the curb and half in the
street. Don leaned into the lighter Butch held, and sucked greedily
on his cigar. Butch looked over Don's shoulder and saw the watcher,
a block back, stop and stare into the window of a closed shop.

"Yeah, I got him. Is there more than one?"
Butch asked.

"Not that I've made."

"Let's get back to the hotel. They won't try
nothing there with all the Greek police around."

They hurried and caught up with Joan and Jon
in the hotel lobby. The marshals lingered for a moment in front of
the elevator, and then Joan said, "I'm going up. Good night,
guys."

"I'll go with you," Jon said, with a quick
glance at Don, who ignored him.

Butch grinned and turned away. "C'mon, Don.
I'll buy you a drink in the bar."

"Good night, kiddies," Don said
indifferently. He followed Butch into the lobby bar, and sat
himself down in an overstuffed armchair beside a lush potted palm.
"VO and Seven-Up, Butchie."

"I know what you drink."

The man who had been following them entered
the lobby, lingered for a moment in front of the registration desk,
then crossed through the bar to the shopping arcade on the other
side.

"So, homey," Butch said, handing Don his
drink. "Here we are."

"And there it is."

"Yes."

They sipped at their drinks, sprawled in the
chairs where they could see the entire lobby and the man looking in
the windows of the darkened shopping arcade.

"Maybe I should get my camera," Butch
said.

"No. No need to draw attention, just let him
think that we're that oblivious."

Don waved the waiter over. "Two more for my
friend and me, please."

"So you think the kids are doing the nasty?"
Butch asked.

"Are you senile or just stupid?"

"I'd like some of that."

"Your heart would stop and I'd have to fill
out all kinds of paperwork. She's too young for you. You need one
like that," Don said, nodding at the stooped old woman wrapped in a
black dress with a black scarf around her head sweeping the lobby.
"She'd be kind to you. She'd be grateful. She'd be..."

"Don, you're sick. I don't know why I talk to
you about anything."

"Because I am your team leader, and it's my
job to set an example for you."

"So what are you going to do? Go up, go to
bed?"

Don stretched, grinned. "Yep. Let's go."

The two finished their drinks. They left a
small tip for the waiter and crossed the lobby to the elevator. The
man in the shopping arcade waited until the elevator door closed,
and he watched the lighted floor numbers stop at eight. Then he
walked out the door and across the street, where he looked up at
the lighted windows on the eighth floor. He referred to a room map
in his hand, and penciled in the location of the lit windows. He
turned and walked away, his worn loafers clicking loudly in the
silent street.

***

Donald Gene opened his curtains and looked
out over Athens. The view was spectacular. The Parthenon was lit up
with spotlights, and despite the surrounding metal gantries and
catwalks from the restoration project, it was still awesome and
glorious in its beauty. The city sparkled like a moon-lit sea under
the stars. The lights lapped up along the hillsides that ringed
Athens. Maybe it was all the water here that made him feel so much
at home. But there were hunters out there, and he could feel them
pressing on his consciousness, the way they had pressed on his
consciousness when he was leading patrols deep into Indian country
in Viet Nam. He could feel the desire to harm him, to know him so
as to kill him, pressing on him like an invisible streamer.

He checked the security of his door, then sat
in front of the sliding glass door with a fresh VO and Seven from
the minibar. He ran through the events of the day in his mind,
cataloguing the particulars of the surveillance he had spotted. He
went to the desk and got paper and pen and returned to his seat to
make careful notes. Warmed by his drink, he opened the sliding
glass door to let in some air.

"Joan..." he heard from the room next door.
He grinned and leaned against the open glass door.

"Joan..." It was Jon's drunken voice.
"Joan...don't go. Stay."

"I'm not going to stay, Jon," Joan said.
"Just get into bed."

Don struggled to stay silent.

"Joan, stay. Please stay. We don't have to do
anything."

Joan laughed. "Jon...look at you. You're a
wreck."

"Joan, please stay. Don't go. You don't have
to fuck me. Just hold me."

Don shoved his hand into his mouth to stop
from breaking into huge laughter. He quietly shut the glass door,
tears in his eyes from suppressed laughter.

"Don't go," he snorted. "Just stay. Just hold
me, Joan."

***

At the airport the next morning, Don moved
his crew quickly and efficiently through the check-in procedures.
Jon and Butch stood away from him and Joan. The boys prowled the
terminal, past the ticket counters, eyeballing everyone, looking
for suspicious passengers or visitors. Don and Joan met with the
station manager, got the tickets expedited, then met Butch and Jon
on the far side of the security checkpoint.

"We good to go?" Don asked Butch.

"Yeah, we're clean," Butch said.

"Well, let's not stay. Let's go," Don said.
He burst out laughing as he led the puzzled marshals towards the
jetways.

***

FRANKFURT, GERMANY:

Ahmad Ajai was dreaming of the camps. He
remembered his father telling him stories of their home in
Palestine, in a little village they had left for what was supposed
to be only a short time. They had never returned. The war that
swept over it, and all the wars since that time, had reduced their
little village to a huddle of charred foundations and a dried up
well in the middle of nowhere. When he was older, he gravitated to
the boys who were tasked, in the way of the action groups, to throw
the rocks, to clean the guns, to load the ammunition into the
magazines for the men, the fighters. He'd found something for
himself there, a purpose beyond the endless contemporizing and
philosophizing that his passive father invoked, something beyond
the bitter learned helplessness of his mother.

He'd made his name early by placing bombs.
He'd come to the attention of the training staff for his easy way
of leadership among the boys. Even the older ones would listen to
him and follow his lead. After he had gone through the training
camps, he was sent to assist their Iranian brothers in the last
days of the Shah. He had paraded with the rest when the US Embassy
was taken, and he had seen the charred remains of the US DELTA
Force commandos who had died in the desert. When HizbAllah was
formed, he was one of the trainers. His dislike for bombs, despite
his early start, had led him into the direct action wing. Now,
almost fifteen years later, he thought of himself as an Iranian. He
was a Shiite, and always had been; he had an Iranian wife and an
Iranian son, and he took his guidance personally from an imam who
was an Iranian cleric. He lived and breathed his religion, and
received a special dispensation for the sins he committed out of
operational necessity: the drinking of alcohol to maintain his
cover, the inability to pray as often as he might. These things
were forgiven the fighters, the men who went out to do what needed
to be done in the name of Islam.

He hid a secret shame, though. There was a
part of him that loved his clandestine existence, loved the luxury
he traveled in, the perquisites he enjoyed as a man of rank and
experience. After his last successful operation he returned home
after a long absence. His wife and child greeted him, and the part
of him that was steeped in his religion welcomed them. The part of
him he'd created to sustain him in the West when he went forth to
do battle with the infidels and agents of the Great Satan was
uneasy. He looked critically upon his wife, the memory of women in
Germany and France in his mind, and his son, denied the
opportunities taken for granted by children in the West. He settled
momentarily in his life, a restless visitor in his own home, he who
had spent his life in dusty desert camps, hotel rooms and airports.
Then he left to prepare for the mission that would be the
culmination of his operational career.

He would kill these air marshals and take
their plane away from them.

That thought woke him, and he lay still in
his bed. The even breathing from the other bed told him that one of
his companions was asleep. The glow and flicker and smell of a
cigarette from near the door told him that the other was on watch,
seated beside the door.

"Farouk," Ajai called softly.

"Yes."

"Is there anything new?"

"They are watching them in Athens and
Istanbul. Nothing else, not yet."

"Good," he said. "Good." He lay back down and
closed his eyes, and dreamed of blood falling, falling from the
sky.

***

ISTANBUL, TURKEY:

The Presidential Hotel in Istanbul is nowhere
near as elevated as its name. Situated within two blocks of the
famous Kapali Carsi, the Great Bazaar, the Presidential is a faded
memory of a hotel that had its heyday in the 1950s. The rooms are
small and dank, the carpet water stained, and it's not unusual to
find the cracked toilet seats duct taped together -- complete with
a few stray black hairs from previous occupants. The bar is close
and dark, cluttered with relics of American pop culture from the
70s. At night, it's full of middle-aged Turks who remembered the
bar as a swinging place in their youth and tourists traveling on
the low end. The marshals favored it because it was out of the way,
had direct bus service to the airport, and was conveniently located
near the Bazaar for the cheap shopping.

Charley Dey stood under the front entrance
awning of the Presidential and looked up at the graying sky. Rain,
maybe. The newspaper kiosk next to him displayed half-page spreads
of grainy black and white photos showing the latest carnage wreaked
by the PKK terrorist car bombs. Stacy and Karen, accompanied by
Steve, had already taken off for the bazaar in search of leather
jackets. Charley had stayed behind to do paperwork. He planned to
meet them for dinner at a good restaurant in the Eski Bedestan, the
old market at the core of the Great Bazaar.

Charley started walking, his big shoulders
and relaxed stride a subtle warning to the Turkish rough-off
artists lingering in the doorways. The streets were narrow, the
sidewalk greasy with old dirt and rain. In spite of what he
preached to the marshal trainees about always traveling with a
buddy, Charley enjoyed his solitary walks on foreign soil. He had
worked in over fifty countries as a marshal, undercover in the
airports surveilling potential hijackers, on board the aircraft,
and in the embassies as a liaison officer. For a blue-collar kid
from Minneapolis, Minnesota, he'd come a long way, and seen a lot
of things he'd never dreamed he would see.

He liked Istanbul, as he liked most of the
foreign cities he had worked in. There was always something to
like, something to keep his soul refreshed while his one part of
his mind kept scanning like radar, the operational mind cautious
and calculating, even while he played the tourist. He liked the
sense of history here, at the crossroads of so many civilizations
in what had been the city of Byzantium. He liked the bustle and he
liked the Turks. He respected them for the toughness of their
culture, and he liked their friendliness. He even liked their
deep-seated proclivity for violence, whether it was their soldiers
and police, or whether it was the bold and blatant rip-off artists
who worked the streets.

Charley remembered when he and Donald Gene
and somebody else, who was it, Mac Collier? had taken a cab, all
three of them drunk as hell, down to Sultan Ahmet Camii, the famous
Blue Mosque, in the middle of the night. The Anti-Terrorist Police
had confronted them there and held them at gun point, while Charley
stammered out an explanation of how, even as a child, he had
dreamed of seeing the famous Blue Mosque. Swayed by his act, the
grinning Anti-Terrorist Police had slung their G-3 assault rifles
and showed them around, even though the mosque was closed for the
night. Charley laughed at the memory. He'd had some times, that's
for sure.

Almost a full block behind Charley, a man
followed. It was easy to keep track of the marshal team leader in
the crowded street; his was the only blond-gray head in the crowd.
The man followed on the opposite side of the street, where he could
watch Dey as he strolled along, hands in his pockets. The man was
cautious; word of Rashid's disappearance had reached even the
surveillance cell here in Istanbul. Dey was no amateur, he could
see. The American used the reflecting shop windows to check his
surroundings; he paused occasionally to look back over his route
and he often changed speeds, from quick to slow, as he walked.

The terrorist watched Dey cross a busy street
against the light. He followed. It was almost night fall and the
lights of the covered bazaar glowed ahead. Hurrying, the terrorist
watcher touched the six-inch knife concealed inside his pants, his
eyes on Charley Dey's back.

***

Steve "T-Man" Paulson leaned against the
greasy brick wall of the Hurriyet Meydani entrance to the Great
Bazaar and watched the early evening shopping crowd. A quiet man,
as he was so often teased about, Steve could be voluble with people
he liked on the subjects he was passionate about: guns and
shooting, good food and coffee, and his few friends. He counted
Charley Dey among the latter. Charley had been one of the few who
had seen past the quietness and near obsession with firearms to
Steve's core, to the discipline and keen intellect and fierce
privacy there -- and he had shown his respect for that. In Steve's
experience that was rare. Most people looked to change something
about people who were different. 'You're so quiet,' his girlfriend
complained. 'Get a life,' some of the marshals said about his
passion for shooting. Charley had always taken Steve for what he
was. Charley sent Steve to all the top shooting schools: Jeff
Cooper's American Pistol Institute, Bill Roger's elite school in
Georgia, Massad Ayoob's Lethal Force Institute. He pulled strings
and cashed in favors to get a slot for Steve in the Special
Operations Training Course at Fort Bragg.

It wasn't long after Steve returned from Mott
Lake that Charley was assigned to the training branch. His
patronage of Steve continued. He made sure that Steve was top on
the list of guest firearm instructors, and gave him the chance to
shine at what he did best. So when Steve heard Charley Dey was a
team leader again, he made sure he was on the new team they put
together. He knew that Charley relied on him, relied on him to
steady the team, and that was important to him.

He saw Charley slipping easily through the
crowd of early evening shoppers. Charley raised his hand and said,
"What's up, T-Man?"

"Not too much, partner. The gals are in a
shopping frenzy."

"They buy it, they carry it."

"Roger that."

The two men passed beneath the huge arched
entrance gate into the crowded bazaar. The dark and cautious man
followed behind them.

Steve said, "You check your six on the way
in, Charley?"

"Yeah. Why?"

"There's some guy followed you in here,
giving you the serious eyeball."

Charley stopped to look at some brassware
displayed in a tiny shop just inside the bazaar. He used his
peripheral vision, but saw nothing out of the ordinary. "Where?" he
asked.

Steve murmured, "Leaning against the wall,
having a smoke, just left of the entrance arch."

The dark and cautious man was dressed in a
leather car coat, with an open necked white shirt beneath, plain
dark slacks and broken down black loafers. He was still, and alone,
in contrast to the evening time shoppers who swirled and eddied
around him like a human tide, and seemed unduly interested in the
smoldering tip of his cigarette.

Charley rolled his neck to prevent himself
from shaking his head in disgust. "I must be getting old, T-Man.
It's a good thing I've got you to watch my back."

"You want to move on him?"

"No. Let's do a route and check him out, see
if he's got any friends. Then let's get the hell off the
street."

"We better find the girls ASAP."

***

"So what's the deal?" Stacy demanded, her
hands on her hips. Karen stood off to Stacy's left, her hands full
of shopping bags.

"We'll just work a route back from here,"
Charley said.

"I think we should just take a goddamn cab
back to the hotel. This is fucking Istanbul, Charley, not
Frankfurt. We can get hurt playing this shit. We need to go to
ground and let the right people know about this," Stacy said in a
low voice.

Charley looked at her, then at Karen. Steve
stood by silently, watching the crowd, looking for the man they all
knew was out there.

Charley looked down and said, "You're right.
We'll split up, take two cabs back to the hotel. Karen, you ride
with me. Let's do it."

He stalked off, and the others fell in
quickly behind him. They went out the main bazaar entrance to the
cab stand there, where Charley struck a quick deal with two
drivers. He showed the drivers the matchbook with the hotel address
on it. The marshals got into the cabs and took off. The cautious
man watched them go from his vantage point near the entrance
arch.

Karen looked over at Charley, who stared
silently out the side window and occasionally glanced up at the
rear view mirror. The cabby, meeting Charley's eyes there once,
turned away and kept his eyes on the road in front of him. She was
uncomfortable. Charley Dey had been nothing but scrupulously fair
to her, in training and ever since she had been on the team. She
had her ambitions, which is why she had agreed to compile a report
of his activities for Simon Dinkey, but she also had scruples and a
sense of fair play under her insecurity. It made her feel bad about
the notes she kept in her little green notebook. She didn't fully
understand what was going on around her. Her training was not such
that she could always see the things that the older and more
experienced marshals commented on, but she was starting to, and
that frightened her badly. The focus and intensity of the other
marshals made her feel even more inadequate and that fueled her
anger, and there was a part of her that recognized that and hated
herself for it. But she kept on detailing her notes, the things
Dinkey told her would be of interest:

"Just put down your thoughts, and what
specifics you observe. When you get back, you can put together a
full and detailed report and go over it with me. I'm most
interested in your view point of how Dey operates as a team leader.
He has a tendency to cut corners, go his own way...and you know we
can't have that." Dinkey had smiled down on her in his paternal
way. "This could be a real help to me, and I'll let the right
people know about your part in it when it comes time that it would
be appropriate to do so. Do a good job for me, Karen."

She was doing that, but as the mission went
on, she found it harder and harder to bring out that green
notebook. Everything Dey did seemed to be motivated by one thing:
taking care of his people, of whom she was one. It seemed a
particularly foul betrayal to gather information she knew would be
used against him when he was so obviously concerned with her
well-being.

"Charley?" she said.

He looked tired. "Yes, Karen?"

"Things are getting pretty heavy, aren't
they?"

He looked at the driver's back and said,
"Yes. They are."

***

Charley's flight out of Istanbul was
uneventful. He leaned back in his First Class seat and stretched.
He looked out the window and watched eastern Europe stretch away
beneath him. How many times had he been here, suspended over
countries he'd only dreamed of as a kid? How many flights had he
been on? Sometimes he experienced a strange fugue state, when he
woke up in his hotel room and didn't know where he was, or on a
flight when for a moment he couldn't remember where he had started
from or where he was going. Donald had kidded him about it when
he'd mentioned it to him:

"Well, Charley, that's a sign of old age.
Your brain cells are going from stopping too many blows to the
head."

Charley glanced over his shoulder at his
crew, seated among the other passengers down the length of the 727.
They were all young, or fairly so: Stacy was thirty-eight, Steve
thirty-three, Karen only twenty-six. They had so much in front of
them, especially Karen. None of them had been in the business
before they became marshals. None of them had any previous time
carrying a gun and a bad attitude hunting other men and women doing
the same. Steve had a brief stint with State Department Security,
but that hardly counted.

Charley's whole life, since he'd left
Minnesota, had been in the business. First the army and Viet Nam,
and then to pass on the lessons he'd learned there as an instructor
in the Special Forces Q-Course; then with the Agency on a regular
paycheck, and then with the Marshals when they started up. He'd
been married once. It hadn't lasted his first tour in Viet Nam.
There had been a steady succession of women, and he'd enjoyed that,
needed that softness for a long time when he was younger. That need
fell away as he got older and developed a discipline in his
personal life to mirror the discipline he'd always had in his
professional life. While he still enjoyed women, he had been
without a serious entanglement for a long time until he met Maria.
She was a beautiful and serious Hispanic physical therapist he had
dated in Tucson. She was quiet and loving and very clear about what
she wanted and what she was willing to accept from him.

"You're not ready to marry, Charley," she
told him in her soft voice. "And I won't marry a man who is married
to his job. I can love you, and I can hold you for awhile, but
you'll go back to what you do, and I won't try to stop you. When
you're ready to settle down, maybe I'll still be here. Maybe I
won't. What I want right now is what I have with you. I'm happy
enough with you in my bed sometimes. You're good to me, in your
way, and that's good enough for me. For now," she added. "Maybe
you'll change your mind someday."

She had been prophetic. He had written her
not long after he had moved to his apartment outside of Dulles. She
wrote back:

"Well, Charley, when I got your letter I
hoped for a minute that you might be asking me to move to
Washington with you. But that turned out not to be so. I hope you
are well. I think of you often. I went to dinner at Vasquez's the
other night, and Mrs. Ortiz asked about you. Write me when you
like. Maria."

The divorce rate among the marshals was as
bad as, if not worse than, most military and law enforcement
families. At least half of the marriages failed, and many others
had the specter of infidelity hanging over them. The merry-go-round
of relationships among the marshals could be amusing; Charley often
remarked to Don that he needed a scorecard to keep track.

But living his chosen life meant living alone
and Charley realized, just now, at thirty thousand feet over the
Adriatic Sea, that he was ready to not be alone. The thought
surprised him. He often had surprising little insights midway
through a flight when all the patrols had been made and his inner
voice told him he could relax a little bit. He'd fall into the
rhythm of the flight, and these stray thoughts would come to him.
It went way back. He remembered how once, on a mission over the
fence into Cambodia, he had settled into his patrol base for the
day. In the stuporous heat, slumped over his CAR-16, he realized
suddenly that his marriage was over, that he had changed, and there
was no going back to what had been before. The letter she sent him
was waiting when he got back to the fire base.

He still got those insights, especially when
flying, but now they were about training, or how to deal with team
issues. Only occasionally did he have to deal with an insight into
himself. But this was one of those times. When this mission was
done, when the resolution, one way or the other, had come, Charley
was going to stand down. It was time. He'd known too many friends
who had hung on past their time, when they no longer had any juice,
desire or passion to continue in the business. They only clung to
it because over the years it had consumed them and become their
only source of identity. Too many of them, after retiring, drifted
into drinking, trouble, or an early grave. It was time. He still
had a mission to run, problems to solve, a friend to avenge, if
possible. But it was time.

***

FRANKFURT, GERMANY:

Ahmad Ajai sat at a desk in yet another small
hotel in Frankfurt's Iranian district and made notes to himself on
a legal pad. Reports were coming in from Athens and Istanbul, and
there were decisions to be made. It was apparent that this air
marshal team had spotted his surveillance in Frankfurt, and were
probably responsible for the disappearance of Rashid. It was
possible that they had also spotted his surveillances in Athens and
Istanbul, which spoke to a high level of training and awareness on
their part. He had reviewed the reports generated by other
intelligence gathering cells on the marshal teams operating in
Africa and Asia. This team seemed to be one of the most proficient,
and without a doubt the best led.

The hardest target.

While he wished to make the most significant
statement possible, Ajai had not lived to the age he was, with his
long string of successes, without being pragmatic. There were
softer targets. But this team was assigned the highest threat
routes, had the two top trainers assigned as leaders, and was
operating where he had the most logistical support. He had a
feeling about this Charley Dey. They were of similar ages, the two
of them; they had both served long and hard in the service of their
countries. They were peers, worthy opponents. And the thought of a
worthy opponent, the trainer for the marshals, with a tough and
seasoned team...what a blow that would be to the morale of the
Americans! What would they think when they saw their very best
people paraded through the streets of Teheran, or the bodies
photographed, surrounded by the triumphant fighters of
HizbAllah?

His wrist watch alarm buzzed. It was time for
mid-day prayer. Ajai laid out his prayer rug, and knelt in
surrender to Allah the merciful. In his surrender was this prayer:
Send me the opportunity to take this man. Send me the opportunity
to make the statement I will make with the blood of this man and
his marshals.

***

In Charley's room in the Frankfurt Marriott
Hotel, Don and Charley sorted through a stack of notes and report
forms from both split teams. The other six marshals sat on the
floor, or in the two available chairs, and sipped Dortmunder Beer
from the minibar.

"It stinks of men in here," Stacy said.
"Somebody open a window."

"It's all that pent up man stuff, baby. Come
by after the meeting and help me take care of that," Don said.

"Fuck you, Nelson," Stacy said.

"Let's get started," Charley said. "Anybody
have anything to add to the team reports, any general
observations?"

"What is HQ saying about the increased
surveillance?" Steve asked.

"Not much," Charley said.

Don looked down at the floor.

"There's some sentiment that we might be over
anxious, that we might be seeing things where there isn't
anything," Charley said carefully.

"What the fuck is that about!" Butch
exploded. "Are they on dope, or what? What about at the
Intercontinental, what about the goddamn people working us in every
city we show up in?"

"There's a rumor going around that we're
being dangled, for the Agency and DOD to pick up on the guys who
might be targeting us," Charley added.

"Is that true?" Stacy asked.

"I don't think so. It'd be one thing if it
was just us, but putting civilian passengers at risk...no way would
the oversight committees let that fly," Charley said.

"Who's saying we're over-reacting?" Joan
asked.

Don said, "A certain very light ex-colonel in
Uncle Sam's Maniac Children, chief toady and training advisor,
tactical wizard extraordinary named Buttfucked Dinkey."

"I don't understand," Karen said. "Why would
he downplay this? This is for real."

"Politics," Charley said. "We'll take care of
that when we get back in DC. We're going to take care of ourselves
right now. Don and I are going to the consulate later to call in
and see what is going on, talk to some of our friends there. We'll
let you know what we find out. Anybody else have something to
add?"

The marshals looked around at each other.

"Then we'll see you guys later. Anybody that
wants to meet up for dinner can link up with us in the bar at six
o'clock. See you later," Charley said again, as he busied himself
with the paperwork spread out across his bed. Stacy and Butch
lingered, but Don waved them out and shut the door.

"When we going to meet up with Jedi?" Don
asked.

"He'll meet us down at the SCIF in the annex
about eleven thirty."

"I'm beginning to become highly pissed with
this Dinkey disinformation campaign. We got enough shit going on
that we don't have to deal with office politics, too," Don
said.

"We'll deal with that when we get back,"
Charley said. "We've got these kids to think of first."

"Kids? Charley, you need to shift gears.
We're not training, we're operating, we can't afford to think about
them as kids or trainees...you got to get your own mind in the
game, you've been off this whole trip. You listening to me?"

Charley watched a river barge make its slow
and ponderous way up the Main River. "I'm getting too old for this
shit, Donny."

"We're both too old for this shit,
brother."

***

The US Consulate Annex is a nondescript
building near the old US Army Headquarters in Frankfurt. In the
basement, behind the metal sheathed walls of a Secure Compartmented
Information Facility, was "Jedi" Loveless's office. Don and Charley
sat slouched in heavy leather chairs, sipping coffee from mugs
emblazoned with the Special Operations Command crest.

"I'm not supposed to be talking to you," Jed
Loveless said.

"Imagine that," Don said. "Got any
sugar?"

Jed gestured to a mug stuffed with sugar and
sweetener packets. "Your boy Dinkey called a general who called a
general who called the Director, who called me. You got a bug deep
up his ass, Charley."

"I'd like to have my foot up his ass,"
Charley said.

"He'd love it...it'd fit right in with his
description of you. 'Irresponsible, impulsive and uncontrollable, a
cowboy endangering the operational security of the marshal
mission.'" Jed recited, grinning. "He's particularly bent about
what little he knows about you handing our little buddy over."

"What does he know?" Charley said.

"Nothing, really. He
suspects that a couple of
his more senior marshals might have had a hand in it, but he knows
nothing." Jed paused. "That was
pushing the envelope some, Charley."

Don smirked as Charley set his cup down and
leaned forward.

"Since it's just us girls here, Jed," Charley
said tersely. "Let's not fuck each other around. I know what it was
about. Me and Don have been pushing the envelope for you since you
got up and running. We could talk about pathfinder operations. Or
cargo diversions. Or big bulky guys with long hair showing up with
us to inspect aircraft from certain countries of interest, or the
teams of 'air marshals' that show up where, damn, we don't recall
sending any. We can talk about all that stuff being off the shelf,
or we could talk about how black operations are run, the way the
bureaucrats do. But let's not. Let's just say that shooters do what
they have to do, and that they look out for each other. You'll just
have to cover for me the same way I've covered for you. Let's keep
it that way."

Jed said, "I love it when you get mad,
Chuckie. Makes my dick hard."

The three of them burst out laughing.

"Okay," Jed said. "Point taken. Let's get
down to business." He opened a manila folder with a Top Secret
codeword coversheet on it. "Your boy is a low-level operator with a
specialty in logistics. Mostly courier stuff: running vehicles back
and forth, renting apartments, ferrying money and papers. The
Germans picked him up once at the airport, with a briefcase full of
money and ten Kuwaiti passports with pictures of known terrorists
on them. They let him go, and kept an eye on him. Under duress, the
subject indicated he had been assigned to surveil airport security
operations around American carriers. He claims, at this point, to
have no particular and specific knowledge regarding the end use of
the surveillance data...but he suspected an attack on US Air
Marshals, possibly when they were on the ground in a host country
that didn't allow them to carry their weapons."

"Under duress? At this point?" Don said.

"The interrogation was conducted by German
intelligence. We were allowed to observe. Of course, it's not our
place to comment on their interrogation techniques. They're not
bound by the same restraints regarding the rights of prisoners that
we are," Ed said, smiling slightly.

"Tasty," Don said.

"What else?" Charley said.

"That's it. He's not doing well right now, so
we're waiting for medical authorization to continue. What are your
thoughts about a hit on the ground?"

"Possible," Charley mused. "But how does
killing off-duty air marshals justify the trouble of running the
op? Why not take out an ambassador or somebody higher profile? What
about introducing explosives onto the aircraft, or attacking a
flight without coverage? What if they're trying to determine which
flights are covered and which aren't, so they can mount a hijacking
like the Kuwaiti one?"

"They've got a lot of info...how much did
Leigh know about your current doctrine?" Ed said. He watched
Charley 's lips purse and his brow furrow, the narrowing of his
eyes and the pupil dilation...the indicators his kinesic interview
instructors had trained him to recognize as an internal state of
controlled anger. It was the physiological response of a trained
and seasoned killer in formulating a reply to something deeply
disturbing.

"We exchanged training ideas and tactical
concepts, but hell, there's only so many ways you can defend an
airplane," Charley said. "Tactical doctrine can be extrapolated if
you have aircraft configuration and team size. There's only so much
you can do with a given number of bodies." He paused. "He could
have given them everything, really."

"At least part of his interrogation focused
on aircraft recovery on the ground," Ed said.

"How do you know that?" Don said.

"The after-action reports from the Kuwaiti
hijacking indicated that the hijackers were focused on defending
the aircraft from a ground assault...a DELTA or Team 6 option."

"What about the Kuwaiti air marshals?" Don
said.

"Both were executed in their seats in the
first three minutes of the take over," Ed said.

"Isn't that surprising," Don said flatly.

"They were more worried about a recovery
effort on the ground than marshal coverage. That would make sense
if they were targeting a plane we weren't on," Charley said.

"It'd give us a major black eye to have a
hijacking go off. We'd lose all our deterrent credibility," Don
said. "They'd be proving the point that we can't be everywhere all
the time. It'd be a great coup for them."

"Not as great as if they took one we were
on," Charley said.

***

In the world of tacticians,
an aircraft is called a "linear problem." That means the main
action of taking the aircraft or recovering it takes place in the
aisles, up the long axis of the aircraft. One variation involves
multiple simultaneous entries to swarm the aircraft. Logistical
difficulties like how to stage multiple entries onto an airplane
when an unknown number of hijackers are maintaining 360 degree
observation and denying you concealed avenues of approach tend to
limit that option. In the real world the solution is elegant in its
simplicity, bloody and violent in its execution: bust the plane
open where you can, put flashbang grenades in the hole, follow them
with shooters sprinting down the aisle killing anything that poses
a threat, with covering shooters upon on the seats inside or
shooting through the windows from ladders outside. The team swarms
the aircraft with maximum violence and speed and surprise.
It can work
great.

On the ground.

In the air it's a different ballgame. At
30,000 feet, you don't bust open the plane and fill it with all the
best shooters in the world. So it's only the folks you bring to the
dance. No back up. If you crack the plane, there's this thing
called explosive decompression, where the pressurized cabin tries
to empty itself instantly to equalize the pressure inside with the
lack of pressure outside.

If you're counting on
pin-point precision shooting, remember that your people are
operating under severe environmental duress. The stress of a real
shooting incident causes you to lose your fine muscle control; you
also experience auditory exclusion and tunnel vision. Even highly
trained shooters often lose the ability to make precision shots
with a handgun past seven yards when someone is shooting back.
Airplane passengers are generally mildly to severely dehydrated
(you lose 1 pint an hour in the super dry atmosphere), suffering
from fatigue (the constant vibration and noise take a subtle but
measurable toll on you, even if you sleep, which air marshals and
hijackers do not) and stiff and slow from sitting in a cramped
position. Even the best marksman in the world, and some of them are
air marshals, lose their fine edge under those conditions. Not all
bullets hit the target in a real gunfight. At the end of that long
"linear problem" is a cockpit, where the pilots and flight crew
keep the plane in the air. The thin plastic and fabric bulkhead
that separates the cockpit from the rest of the aircraft has the
bullet resistance of a very strong piece of cardboard; in other
words, none at all. There are few places on a modern aircraft that
have any bullet
resistance. So there's no place to hide. That's the shooting
part.

Now consider hand grenades. They're a weapon
of choice for hijackers because they are small, easily concealable,
and devastating at short range, where all the fighting takes place
in a plane. If a hand grenade with the pin pulled out falls to the
floor, say because the hijacker brandishing it has stopped a 115
grain +P+ Winchester Silvertip in his brainpan, that grenade is
going to go off in five seconds, give or take a second. If it
detonates on the floor, besides killing people within a yard and
severely injuring those out to about ten yards, it may also blow a
hole in the floor. Remember explosive decompression? In civilian
aircraft, many of the critical hydraulics and electrical components
run in unshielded conduits under the floorboards. In military
aircraft, there is built in redundancy; since military aircraft are
built with the expectation that they may be shot or blown up, there
are back up measures to ensure that the aircraft can survive.
Civilian airliners don't have those expensive countermeasures built
in. So there's that.

Consider also that the aircraft is moving at
some 300+ miles an hour and that the pilot, if he knows there is
shooting going on, is going to take his aircraft down low enough
where he can equalize pressure with the outside in a hurry.
Remember explosive decompression? That adds a completely unstable
platform to all of the other factors.

And of course, there is the need, if you're
an air marshal and not a terrorist, to preserve lives and not kill
any of the hundreds of innocents (over 400 on the larger 747s)
whose lives are in your charge.

All of these factors must be considered when
you plan to protect an aircraft. Or to take one.

Ahmad Ajai considered all of them except the
last.

He had the benefit of the detailed
interrogation notes from Bucknell Leigh. More came from the pilots
of Iran Air and walk-throughs of the 747s they flew; other
information from the detailed evaluations and schematics of US
aircraft available from the manufacturer's marketing department.
The detailed seat schematics, essential to the planning, came from
the subscription service that provided seating booklets to
customers all over the world. He had all that information, easily
available in the public sector, spread all over the tiny table in
his room in the Hotel Monceau in Paris. His team was dispersed,
waiting for his go-ahead to reassemble. It would be soon.

He sketched in with colored pencil the
probable seat locations for the air marshals and the best seats for
his hijackers. He noted the positions of the lavatories, the
galleys, the distance to the cockpit. The cockpit was key. Nothing
else mattered as long as they gained control of the cockpit. He
poured over the seat schematics and drew long lines from each seat
converging on the cockpit door.

***

"We'll be heading back tomorrow," Charley
announced to the marshals seated around the table in the backroom
of the Basler Eck.

"What's up with that?" Stacy asked.

"HQ wants us back...they're pulling all the
teams in now to reevaluate the threat."

"We're going back while they figure out the
threat?" Butch said. "That makes a lot of sense."

"Fucking desk marshals," Steve muttered.

"I don't get it," Joan said. "Why would they
pull us back in if there's still a threat? We've been seeing the
surveillances, we've got work to do out here."

"Ours not to reason why, ours is just to fly
and die," Don said. "Butt Boy Dinkey says come home, all the little
desk weenies say "yes, sir, yes, sir, three bags full' and we come
home like dutiful lil childrens."

"So we have our orders, and we know what to
do. Make sure you have your stuff together, and we'll meet at the
airport rally point at 0830 tomorrow morning," Charley said. "Hey,
Hans," he called to the restaurant owner. "Bring a round of beers,
will you?" He grinned and said, "Well, let's drink, for tomorrow we
must fly. These repositioning flights are cake."

***

Charley's people worked the crowd around the
ticket counters in the busy terminal. Karen was tagging closely
with Stacy, while Steve floated off to one side, his eyes scanning
high and low. Charley watched for faces watching his, like the
carefully impassive face of the Iran Air station manager behind his
counter. The senior operative for the Iranian intelligence service
in Frankfurt, he knew who Charley was, and Charley knew he knew. It
was amusing how two men whose fates might be tied up in each others
would so studiously ignore each other. All of this pretending to
know and not to know was tiresome. A long time ago it had been
exciting and new. Then it became business, just another
consideration of trade craft. Now it was just tiresome, a
meaningless ritual in a dance that had lost its music a long time
ago.

Don was across the terminal, lounging in a
chair in front of the Mercedes Benz display. The latest Mercedes
coupe was parked behind pillared ropes, with an easel with the
specifications in German beside it. Don seemed glad to be
there.

"Good morning, sweet cheeks," Don said. "It's
nice to see that cute little 'I hate the morning' look on you"

Charley laughed. "You're mighty chipper."

"Thank you."

"Where's your crew?"

"Conducting detailed counter-surveillance, of
the counters and also to counter any surveillance of the hostile
sort."

"You get laid or what?"

"Gentlemen don't discuss such matters."

"You must be sick."

Joan appeared out of the crowd with a capped
cup of coffee in her hand. "Good morning, Charley," she said. "Got
you some coffee."

"Thanks, Joan. That was thoughtful," Charley
said, breathing in the fresh brew.

"How come you didn't bring Daddy Don any
coffee, Joan?" Don said.

"I must be slipping," she said. She turned
away to go to the coffee stand.

"Wait, Joan! Don't go...stay! Just hold...on
while I get you some money," Don said, grinning evilly.

Joan blushed a brilliant red. "Fuck you,
Don," she said, walking away.

"Don't go, Joan! Stay!" Don called after her.
She held up her middle finger and disappeared into the crowd.

"What's that about?" Charley said.

"You wouldn't believe it if I told you."

"I'm going to have to send you to cultural
sensitivity training, Don. Your behavior borders on sexual
harassment," Charley said, grinning into his coffee.

"Is that where we sit in a circle and
apologize for being born with a penis? Where we have a support
partner we can call day or night if it gets hard and we don't know
what to do? Please send me, daddy, I need all the help I can
gets."

The two of them laughed and laughed.

***

"Do we have enough information?" Ahmad Ajai
asked.

His selected hijacking team exchanged
significant looks with each other. There were fifteen of them, the
youngest nineteen years old, Ajai the oldest at thirty-eight.

A short and heavily muscled woman raised her
hand. "We have enough. We need only continue a light surveillance
to watch for any significant changes. We can do this," she
said.

Ajai nodded, pleased. "Who else?"

The others remained silent.

"We have enough," Ajai said. "The
surveillance team continues for us. We will move to our other
location for detailed rehearsal till it is time to act. Go
now."

He watched his team file out the door. He
smoothed out the rumpled bed, picked up the overflowing ashtrays
and dumped them into the trash, opened the windows to let the smoke
out. He stared out at the street, the trolley running down the
middle of it, its bell clanging, the people hurrying on their lunch
hour to catch a rich snack of sausages and fried potatoes or buy a
magazine or meet a lover. All of them so unknowing of the things
that took place around them. How many of them would soon watch on
television the spectacle he would orchestrate? How many of them
would ever guess that they had brushed by him on the street, sold
him an orange, offered him a light for his endless cigarettes?

He remembered a bomb he had placed in a trash
can near a bus stop in Tel Aviv. He had spent days watching that
trash can, charting the arrival and departure times of the buses
that ran from the military base into the shopping district. The
trash can had become the center of his world, almost, but not
quite, to the exclusion of the people who came and went around it:
the soldiers, of course the soldiers; the old men and women with
their mottled skin and unsteady gait; the young lovers who met
there during their lunch hour; the children who got off at the end
of the school day. He watched them with a clinical detachment born
from a cold place in him that blocked out the thoughts of his own
wife and son. He thought instead of the anger and helplessness of
his father, and the pitiful weakness of his mother, and how they
might have been better off if they had never lived.

He cleared out of his observation post the
day before the operation. Planting the device was simple. He put it
into a fast-food bag, dropped it in during the morning rush, took a
slow and unhurried walk around the corner. He was two blocks away
when he felt the compression of air on his skin, the sound of the
blast and the shivering of window glass, the voices rising and
falling, and the distant, impotent sound of sirens. He got on a bus
and rode back by the scene, and sat there in the stopped traffic
till the bus was routed around. He and the rest of his fellow
passengers took in the carnage: the twisted and blackened bus, the
bodies and parts still clad in army khaki; the huddled lovers,
their bodies misshapen with the steel ball bearings he had packed
around the charge. It is war, said the voice from that cold place
inside him, where the snake dwelt. He looked down at the people
below him, all innocent, all not innocent, all of them targets. It
is war, he thought.

***

WASHINGTON, DC.:

Simon Dinkey leaned back in his executive
chair and studied the two men seated in his office.

"I appreciate the attention the two of you
have given us on this matter. You have shown a great deal of
sensitivity to the delicate nature of this investigation."

The larger of the two men, a burly,
gray-haired man who looked exactly like the former big city
homicide detective he was, said, "We've all had to clean up our own
shit before." He was the Agent in Charge of the Department of
Transportation Inspector General's Office, the office tasked with
investigating internal criminal and other wrong-doing within the
Department of Transportation. The other man, thinner and younger,
worked for him as a supervisor in the Washington DC office. The
younger man shifted in his seat, and spoke to Dinkey.

"I don't understand why you haven't taken
action before this, if you have all this information. It would seem
to be a simple job action, if you have had all this evidence. Why
bring it to us now?"

Dinkey shifted in his chair, flipped his
hair. "Dey is a popular figure within this organization. He has a
lot of friends. We thought that it might be better if the
investigation was handled by an outside agency, so that there
wouldn't be claims of bias."

"If the evidence is as clear cut as you have
presented to us, then the question arises as to why you didn't do
anything before hand. That makes me wonder about his supervision
and who else had this information," the younger agent pressed, to
his partner's discomfort.

"This information is recently developed,"
Dinkey said hastily. "And I am looking for more corroboration from
a confidential source very soon. It was my decision to bring you in
as soon as I saw this information."

"An anonymous tip on your phone and on the
internal hot-line is hardly hard evidence. If he's as popular as
you say, maybe there's some disgruntled individual trying to stick
it to him. It's hard to believe that a guy with a record like his
would be involved in something as petty as smuggling jewelry
through customs."

"As I said, we believe it is sufficient to
warrant an outside investigation. Is there anything else you
require, gentleman? I have a meeting with the Secretary soon."
Dinkey looked pointedly at his watch.

The two agents looked at each other and
stood.

"Thank you for your time, Mr. Dinkey," the
Agent in Charge said. "We'll let you know how it goes out at the
airport."

"Thank you," Dinkey said.

The two agents walked out past the
receptionist, who watched them suspiciously. When they closed the
cipher-locked office door behind them and walked into the hallway
of the office building on the outskirts of Dulles, the older one
said, "Fucking asshole."

"Who, Frank? Me or that weenie back
there?"

"Both of you, asshole. 'What about a
disgruntled individual...blah, blah, blah.' You trying to be
funny?"

"You know the guy's a backstabbing prick and
the only reason we're even doing this shit is because he's sucking
the Secretary's dick."

"You a poet now, or what?"

"Fuck you, Frank."

***

The flight out of Frankfurt and back to
Washington was so routine as to be boring, the way most of the
repositioning flights were. The new marshals were catching on and
relaxed more on the return trip. Despite having the mission cut
short, they still felt the cumulative effects of jet-lag and sleep
disruption. The marshals pressed into a corner of first class and
waited for the last of the passengers to file into the crowded
jetway. The flight attendants filled out the last of their
paperwork and logbooks.

"Well, it's Miller time," Don said.

One of the younger flight attendants kept
looking over at Don, trying to catch his eye. Don studiously
ignored her.

"Don?" she called.

Don went over and she whispered something in
his ear, then filed out behind the remaining passengers and the
other flight attendants, pulling her little luggage cart behind
her.

"Poor little lamb, so forlorn..." Butch
began.

"Well, she might have been Fluffy when she
met him, but I bet she's Matty when he's done," Stacy said.

"That's gross," Joan said.

"But true," Stacy countered.

Don grinned, pleased with himself.

"Let's go," Charley said. He led the way out
the door and down the jetway, past the signs and roped pillars
directing them to the baggage claim and Customs area. They came
down the stairs in the back of the long, warehouse-like space, and
went to the inspection counters. Charley pulled out his credentials
and said to the female Customs inspector, "Hey, how you doing? I'm
the team leader for this Federal Air Marshal Unit, and we'd like an
expedited entry, please."

The inspector looked at his credentials and
said, "Hold on a minute, I have to talk to a supervisor." She
picked up a phone, pushed a button, and then spoke into an intercom
that echoed throughout the Customs processing area. "Code Purple at
Station 11, Code Purple at Station 11."

"Is that your color, Charley?" Donald Gene
asked. Stacy and Butch looked at each other and shrugged.

"Must be a new requirement," Stacy said.

Several other inspectors showed up, a couple
of armed Customs agents and three men in plain clothes came to the
counter.

"What's going on?" Charley said.

A senior inspector, the rank of an officer at
his collar, said, "Who are you?"

Charley handed the senior inspector his ID.
"I'm the team leader of this Air Marshal Unit. What's going
on?"

The inspector looked over Charley's ID.
"Charles Dey. Yeah. I'll need you to step into the office with me,
Mr. Dey."

The other inspectors began directing the
marshals towards two other stations, roped off from the rest.

"We'll need your customs declaration forms
and passports. Please set your baggage on the counter, and hand
your weapon to the Customs Agent," one of the men in plain clothes
said.

"I don't give up my fucking weapon," Donald
Gene said. "What's this about?"

Steve moved up next to Don. "That's right,"
he said softly. "Federal Agents don't give up their weapons unless
they're under arrest. Are you arresting us?"

"If we have to, we will..." the plain clothes
inspector began.

"Hey!" The Customs officer with Charley
shouted. "These are Federal Agents. They are not under arrest. They
keep their weapons. You understand me!"

The plain clothes inspector turned away. "My
mistake," he said in a tone of voice that made it clear he didn't
think he was the one mistaken. "Set your bags on the counter." He
turned back to the officer. "How are we supposed to body search
them with weapons on?"

"Body search?" Stacy said. "What the fuck is
this about?"

"No body searches," said the Customs
officer.

"But we were told..."

"I'm telling you different." The customs officer turned away and
snapped at Charley. "In here, Mr. Dey."

Charley followed the officer through a door
next to two large mirrors. Inside, there was a small room. The two
mirrors were in fact two-way glass; standing behind them watching
the close searches of the marshals were two men in suits. The older
of the two turned away and came up to Charley.

"Mr. Dey," he said. "I'm Frank Barnes, with
the Department of Transportation Inspector General's Office."

The younger one just shook his head and
continued to stare out the window. "Fucking asshole," he muttered
under his breath.

***

"Oh, somebody's gonna die," Donald Gene said
genially. He pulled out a cigar and lit it up. "They didn't even
find my Cubans," he said.

"They weren't trying very hard," Butch
said.

"Yeah, the one inspecting me apologized
twice. Said she was only doing her job and she thought it was
bullshit, but she had to do it," Stacy said.

"What's this about?" Karen asked.

"Well, friend-girl," Stacy said. "Somebody
has told Customs something about us that Customs didn't like and
didn't want to believe, but had to do something about."

"Does this happen often?" Joan asked. Jon
edged up next to her.

"This has never happened," Steve snapped. His
lips were thin and white with rage. "Never happened. We're Federal
Agents, and they were treating us like criminals. Right in front of
the passengers. Blew our cover. Made us look like assholes."

"Calm down, Stevey," Donald said serenely,
blowing a thick cloud of smoke straight up in the air. "Calm down,
young Paulson. Somebody's gonna die, and if you calm down and take
a deep breath, Daddy Don will let you kill the first one."

"This isn't funny, Nelson!" Steve said.

"Take it easy," Butch said. "Don't bust a
seam. When Charley gets back, we'll know what this is all
about."

Karen stood off by herself. She was angry,
too, but more frightened. Dinkey had said nothing to her about this
sort of treatment. It didn't seem right.

***

"It was an anonymous tip, Mr. Dey, and it's
turned out to be unsubstantiated," Frank Barnes said. "I'm sorry,
but we're just doing our job."

"I get that," Charley Dey said. "But you
didn't get our itinerary, names and passport numbers from an
anonymous tip, and you didn't get them out of your computer,
either. That came from my agency, didn't it?"

"I can't comment on sources, Mr. Dey..."
Frank began.

"Oh, quit fucking the guy around, Frank!" the
younger man, Ted Mullens, said. "Look, Dey, the deal is we got an
anonymous tip on the hotline. When we followed up, we were
contacted by someone in your chain of command who said he had
similar info. On the face of it, it's plausible: hell, we hardly
ever search you guys, you could be smuggling anything from gold to
heroin and we wouldn't know. But you're clean and so are your
people."

"The people I'm with."

"Yeah, OK, whatever. You got some shit to
clean up in your organization. And I didn't say that. All right,
you're good to go, we're sorry, get gone already."

Charley stood up and left the office,
shutting the door quietly behind him.

"That's one guy I don't want pissed off at
me," Mullens said.

"No shit," Frank said. "The calm and steady
ones are the ones you gotta watch."

"This stuff makes me sick, Frank. Let's go
get a hot dog."

"You buying?"

"Yeah, you cheap fuck."

***

Charley rejoined his crew, who stood just
outside the double swinging doors from Customs. "Let's get over to
the hotel," he said. "We'll debrief in my room. Don, you come with
me, everybody else take off."

His team scattered to the cab stand, glad to
be clear of the anger that roiled off him. Donald Gene stood by,
his cigar half burnt down, his smile wreathed in rich smoke. "Want
a cigar, home boy? Or are you already smoking?" He trailed after
Charley to the cab stand.

"I really didn't believe it would get to
this, Don. I really didn't want to believe that it would get to
this. That fucking back-stabbing toady."

"Not Butt Boy Dinkey, Tactician Supremo, the
non-flying marshal?"

"It's one thing if he wants to get at me, but
he's hurting everybody this way, and he doesn't care, he just
doesn't care. I don't believe it."

"Believe it, my brother." Don slipped into
the cab beside Chuck.

"You cannot smoke in here in my cab, sir,"
the cabby said.

"Are you from Bombay?" Don asked.

"Yes sir, thank you, I am. But you cannot
smoke in here in my cab."

"I bet for five dollars and if I keep the
window cracked, I could, huh?"

"I am sorry you cannot, sir."

"Okay," Don said, flipping the cigar stub out
the window. "Drive on, babu." He turned to Charley, who stared out
the window. "Well, what we gonna do about him?"

"I'm sorry sir," the cab driver said. "Where are you going?"

"Dulles Marriott Suites," Charley said.

"Absolutely crazy," Donald said.

***

"The allegation was that we were taking
advantage of the way we get expedited through Customs to smuggle,"
Charley said.

"To smuggle what?" Joan asked.

"The allegation mentioned jewelry and gold
being brought in and resold."

"That stinks," Stacy said.

"Well, it's not as if nobody's ever done it,"
Butch said. "There's some other teams that might."

"This is the last crew anybody would suspect
of that," Steve said.

"It's done," Charley said.

"What do you mean, done?" Stacy said. "They
may as well have just gone and said that we were criminals. It
ain't done with me, Charley Dey. I'm not going to just take
that."

"Nobody said we were going to take it, Stacy. It's been done, and
I'm going to spend some time dealing with it as appropriate."

"Word, Charley. I want to be there when you
do."

"We'll see."

Karen watched the two of them, her head
swiveling as though at a tennis match. "I don't get it. They didn't
find anything, they were just doing their job. Why should we even
say anything about it?"

"Wake up, little girl," Stacy snapped. "This
ain't about them finding anything or doing their job. This is about
dragging other agencies into our internal politics, it's about
airing our dirty laundry in front of some other feds, it's about a
spineless bureaucrat trying to show us who's boss without having
the stones to do it to our faces."

"Oh Stacy, how you do go on," Don drawled.
The subsequent laughter lightened the mood in the room, and Charley
began to circulate the time sheets for each marshals review.

***

"Who do you think you are, Dinkey?" Charley
said in an ominously soft voice.

"I'm the guy who's going to make sure you
don't fuck anything up in the time you've got remaining here,"
Dinkey replied, contempt thick in his voice.

"What is it with you? How do you think you're
helping things around here playing these silly ass games? We've got
people out there who want to kill us and we don't have time to
worry about watching our backs around our own people."

"Then play the game, Dey!" Dinkey slammed his
hands down on the desk and glared at Charley. His carefully combed
hair stayed in place, the result of just enough hair spray.

Charley sat back and calmed himself. A deep
breath and the conscious release of the knots building up in his
neck and shoulders helped him into a clear and steady place where
he could really see the man sitting across from him. He saw the
vanity in his hair, the manicured nails. It surprised him that
someone could have been in the Marine Corps infantry for twenty
years and keep that prissiness about him. How had a man like this
survived? How had he led troops? Officers like this died quickly in
war-time. There was more than a little bit of the NCO and officer
tension here as well; as a GS-14, Dinkey was the same paygrade as
Charley; his "seniority" was an artificial distinction on an
organizational chart. It reflected the sorry state of internal
politics that a man like this had the ear of General Stone and the
Secretary.

"This is a ridiculous game, Simon," Charley
said. "You and me, we've been around too long to be doing
this...we're a couple of old timers and while we're running around
being chest-puffy, there are men out there hunting our people. Our
people need us to be on the same sheet of music, they need us to be
working with each other instead of at each other's throats. Let's
not waste times or lives with this silliness."

Dinkey stared back. He wasn't mollified.
Everything about Charley Dey offended him: his relaxed competence,
the deference the other staffers paid him. He saw a man who needed
to be cut down to size, to be brought into line as he had brought
others into line. He had the staff puke's fear of the men and women
on the line who made decisions and acted in accordance with a set
of beliefs he was too far from to remember. It had been a long time
since he had been a lieutenant in Viet Nam. He didn't want to
remember his own inadequacy and how he had felt when the gunnery
sergeant had taken over his platoon in the middle of a fire fight,
when he had choked and been frozen with fear. The worst part had
been that the gunny, whose name he had blanked out of his conscious
recall, had tried to teach him, had tried to make him feel better
about it. The humiliation of that was something that Simon Dinkey
wanted to forget and never would no matter how he tried. He saw the
competence of the gunnery sergeant in Charley Dey, and each time he
saw him, he felt the same tide of self-loathing and humiliation he
had felt that day in the rice paddies of Viet Nam.

"You had nothing to hide. Nothing was found.
As far as I'm concerned, this is the end of it, Dey." Dinkey said,
steepling his fingers.

"You had an issue, and without bothering to
investigate it internally, you threw open an allegation outside of
the agency, literally into the public eye. Did you ever bother to
think about that?"

"It's done, Dey. Period. This discussion is
over."

Charley Dey stood up and looked down on the
former Marine Corps colonel. "You're an insult to every Marine I've
ever worked with, Dinkey." He walked out of the office, shutting
the door quietly behind him.

Dinkey stared after him, a small,
self-satisfied smile at the corner of his mouth. "We'll see to you
soon, Dey."

***

PARIS, FRANCE:

Ahmad Ajai sat in an open cafe on the Champs
Elysee, a thick sweet coffee in front of him. It was late spring,
and rain had fallen earlier in the day. The sky had opened into a
spectacular blue. The Arc d'Triomphe gleamed down the street from
him. It seemed smaller than it appeared in all the pictures he had
seen. This was not his first time in Paris, but it was the first
time that he had come down on the Champs Elysee and allowed himself
a little time in the cafes. Paris had been a favorite transit point
for HizbAllah operatives for a long time; the French, in their
pragmatic fashion, kept an eye on them but did little as long as
the operations took place elsewhere. The IRA maintained a blatant
operation in an Irish style pub, not far from here, and other
organizations, as long as they did not work against French
interests, operated more or less openly elsewhere in Paris. The
French found it in their interest to have contacts and assets in
such organizations; the ability and ruthlessness of the French
security services guaranteed that the terrorists held up their end
of the agreements.

The man who joined him at the table was long
haired, stubble faced, dressed in a fashionable suit with no tie
and an open collared shirt. He looked as though he belonged here on
the avenue with a cup of coffee in front of him.

"A coffee, please," the fashionable man said
to the waiter, and then turned to the silent Ahmad Ajai. "Hello
again, my old friend."

Ajai smiled and laid his hand on the table
palm up. The other man laid his hand in Ajai's. "It's been some
time."

"Yes," the fashionable man said. He fell
silent while the waiter set his coffee down and counted through the
francs on the table. "How goes your operation?"

Ajai studied the man's face and the softness
there. It was a deceptive face; under the well fed roundness, there
were lines of strength and a past, a little history around the
eyes. "We are ready. We have the information we need. I have the
team. The logistics and support cells are adequate."

"Adequate?"

"Yes. We have time to refine their tasks,
perhaps insert some more reliable people."

"Where specifically?"

"I need someone absolutely reliable to place
the weapons...I am not happy with the woman. She seems
unstable."

"Do we have time to replace her?"

"Yes. The next team will be setting out in a
few days...I don't anticipate the targeted team returning and then
being positioned for at least 2-3 weeks. You can rotate in the back
up for the woman."

The other man nodded, sipped at his coffee.
"There is some concern over your target selection," he began,
delicately.

"That is at my discretion," Ahmad Ajai said
flatly.

"That is true. That is understood. But it
seems too full of risk."

"As I explained to the imam..."

"It is he who has sent me, old friend. Do not
be offended, please."

Ajai stared out across the broad avenue.
Across the street a large bus stopped and pulled away.

"Yes," Ajai said. "There are
softer targets. There are easier ways. But if my mission were only
to kill, than I could take them at any time on their layovers. That
is not my mission. My mission is to make as clear a statement on as
many levels as possible. I must
take the best team. I must take their aircraft and
their passengers away from them. We must rub their faces in it. The
whole world must see it, must see them humbled and humiliated, and
those who live paraded in front of the passengers they are sworn to
defend. That is the message we will send."

"The original concept was to take a plane
they were not covering."

"That concept was modified with the imam's
approval."

"Yes. And he is still concerned about the
risk. Dey and Nelson and their team have demonstrated their
aggressiveness...other teams didn't even note the
surveillances."

"That is why we must take their team. They
won't be expecting us to do so. And the impact will be all the
better. There is often resentment among others in a group when one
is seen to be so much better than the others."

The fashionable man lowered his eyes. "As you
will, my friend. I will tell him. I will see to the woman. We will
be ready to support you in every way." He stood, shook the other's
hand. "God be with you, my brother."

"And with you."

Ahmad Ajai watched the other man disappear
into the crowd. He waved at the waiter for another cup of
coffee.

***

TUCSON, ARIZONA AND WASHINGTON, DC.:

Maria Ortiz was a short
woman, muscular and lean, big-breasted with long black hair she
kept in a practical ponytail. She was strong from running and
lifting weights and the constant handling of people larger than
herself in her job. Quieter than most physical therapists, she
urged her patients on with an easy, maternal style instead of the
cheerleader tactics many of her co-workers used. Her energy was
slower and deeper, not as aggressively athletic. Her off-duty time
was mostly spent in exercise, especially yoga, hiking and horse
back riding. She had taken Charley Dey on his first horseback ride.
The native Minnesotan had never been on a horse before he came to
Arizona, and one weekend she took him to the ranch outside Tucson
where she kept her horse, Sabina, stabled. She treasured the memory
of the big tough Charley, awkward on the horse, laughing like a
little boy, and shouting "How do you steer this thing, Maria?" That
was when she knew just how much she loved him. Her mother had been
right when she told her, "Women respect men for their strengths,
but we love them for their foolishness." He had looked so foolish, the big
counter-terrorist perched like an excited little boy on the
stable's tamest gelding. She was thinking of him, missing him, when
he telephoned her.

"Hello, Charley," she said fondly. "How are
you?"

"I'm not so great, Maria," Charley said.

"I've been thinking a lot about you. Are you
okay? You're not hurt or in trouble or anything are you?"

"I'm not hurt, I'm always in trouble, and I
wish I could see you."

"What are you doing this weekend?"

"This weekend? I just got back from a mission...do laundry, shop,
maybe take in a movie. Why?"

"I think I will come to see you. If you'd
like that."

"What? Come out and see me? Here?"

"Yes, Charley, there."

"Maria, that would...that would be great. I'd
love to see you...can you afford that?" Charley paused for a
moment. "I'll pay for your ticket."

She laughed. "I knew you would say that, but
no. There's a special fare...as long as I stay over Saturday night.
That OK with you?"

"Call me with your flight information."

"I'll call you right back, Charley."

"I'll be waiting." He was surprised,
elated...surprised not only by her decision, but at his reaction to
it. He hadn't known just how much he missed talking with her and
her easy way of listening and how it made things seem all right. He
missed her badly and that surprised him most of all.

***

FRANKFURT, GERMANY:

Jed Loveless was on the Secure Telephone Unit
to the Counter Terrorism Unit in Tyson's Corner when his secretary
slid a sealed package onto his desk.

"I'm running out of room to billet these
guys...just get the bean counters to approve an exception to per
diem and we'll spread them out in the tourist joints a little
better...yeah, right," he said. He opened the sealed courier
package and pulled out a sheaf of photos clipped to a short
memorandum. "Hey, I've got something just come in I got to see to.
I'll get right back to you."

He set the secure telephone down on its
cradle and turned all his attention to the sheaf of photos and the
tersely worded memo attached to it. The memo summarized the report
of a class A source who identified one of the men in the photos as
Ahmad Ajai, a known leader in HizbAllah's direct action arm and a
graduate of the hijacking school in the Bekaa Valley. The photos
were taken in Paris at a cafe on the Champs Elysee, where the
actual focus of the surveillance, Michel Neberi, had been followed.
Neberi was a freelance logistics specialist who worked for several
terrorist organizations. He and his people, mostly family members
who had followed Neberi from Beirut to Paris, had been unusually
active in recent weeks. Jed Loveless's people kept Neberi on their
standing watch list and had tracked him to the meeting documented
in the photos.

Jed Loveless traced the face of Ahmad Ajai
with his finger. He looked over the brief historical summary of
Ajai's known missions in the memo prepared by his staff.
Intelligence work, like police work and other kinds of
investigation, is at bottom line the province of the educated hunch
and the slow, meticulous processing of details. You can take men
and women with years of experience in dealing with the human
factors and add the very best technology in the world, but it still
boils down to the subjective, other than conscious, processing of
seemingly random bits of information into a mosaic that suddenly
comes together.

Jed Loveless looked at the man in the
picture, and thought to himself, 'This is the guy. This is the guy
we're going to talk to.'

He picked up the phone and made a call.

***

The big man slouched on Jed Loveless's office
sofa was big shouldered, with a shaggy surfer hair cut, dressed in
blue Levi's, a gray sweatshirt under a black leather jacket and
expensive Nike running shoes.

"Hey, dirtbag," Jed said.

The other man said, "Is that anyway to talk
to your son?"

His name was John Bolen. That isn't what his
passport said, but somewhere in the files of the Special Operations
Command's restricted records registry there was a file with his
picture in it. Master Sergeant John Bolen had prior service with
the 82d Airborne Division, 2/75th Rangers, 7th Special Forces
Group, Operational Detachment DELTA and was currently on a
classified special detail to the Intelligence Support Activity.
John Bolen was in charge of the most secretive and
compartmentalized operation in the US government, the direct action
cells of "shooters" recruited from the Special Ops Community and
run by ISA for CIA. Navy SEALs, DELTA commandos, and a few
graduates of the CIA paramilitary branch made up his tiny cadre.
They were the elite of the elite.

Their charter included VIP protection,
hostage rescue, high level security surveys, and direct action.
Part of John's charter involved the close surveillance of known
terrorists. There was no official record regarding the part of his
job that involved coordination with certain friendly foreign
governments, coordination that involved the use of high explosives,
long range sniping and other means of "selective interdiction."

The godfather of his unit was a former
Special Forces officer named Jed Loveless. He had known John Bolen
ever since he was a hard charging young corporal from the 82d
Airborne, had been his rabbi since day one, and brought him up
through the ranks and watched over him like a benevolent warlord
over his son.

"I ought to whip you like a red-headed step
child," Jed said.

"You got the talking part done,
old-timer."

"Shit."

"Let's go get some coffee."

"We got some business to take care of first."
Jed handed Bolen a folder. Inside were pictures of Ahmad Ajai and
the memo prepared by Jed's staffers. "You recognize this
stuff?"

"Yeah. We've been working Neberi pretty
hard...his family kicked into gear, starting moving money around,
activated at least one of their safehouses and reached out to some
of the French bureaucrats he owns. It seemed like there might be
some connection to the Air Marshals and the Leigh recovery
operation we've got going."

"There might be some connection." Jed gave a
short overview of the air marshal operation and the connection with
Leigh.

"I knew about that and the Kuwaiti
connection. I didn't know that Dey and Leigh went back that far. I
know Dey. I met him at Bill Rogers' shooting school in Georgia.
Good guy, real low key, good sense of humor." Bolen thumbed through
the photos and looked at the picture of Ahmad Ajai. "You think this
boy might be the one? Think they might be making a hijacking
play?"

"That's what I'm getting out of all this. Can
you put some assets onto it?"

"Hell yeah, Uncle Jed. Loan me some
bodies?"

"Whatever you need."

"Let's get that coffee."

***

WASHINGTON, DC.:

The Intelligence Watch officer for the
Federal Aviation Administration's Command Center was a CIA analyst
detailed to the FAA from the CIA's Counter Terrorism Unit. While
she worked with the FAA, her paycheck and her chain of command came
from the Central Intelligence Agency. The two phones on her desk
reflected that: one went directly to the FAA Aviation Security
Administrator, the other to the CIA's Counter Terrorism Unit. It
was the latter phone that rang.

"Command Center," Megan Reilly said
briskly.

"Reilly, this is Chopp at CTU."

"Hey, Jim."

"Stand-by for a dump on the secure fax. It's
something that should go over to your Intel guys and down to the
Air Marshals ASAP."

"OK. How's life in the big leagues?"

"Shame on you, Megan," Jim said, snickering.
"Everybody's got a role to play in the game...it's not as if you're
on the bench."

Megan Reilly looked around the Command
Center. The FAA Security operation was a newcomer to the close-knit
intelligence community and its ranking as the most junior player
meant that she saw little of real time or urgent intelligence --
the kind of data she thrived on during her tour with the Counter
Terrorism Unit. "That's easy for you to say, Jim. See you at Happy
Hour Friday."

"Only if you stay off the margaritas. Out
here."

She stretched her lanky frame as she got out
of the chair, then went to the corner of the room where several
secure fax machines and secure telephone units were set up. On the
wall were multiple TV screens including one set on CNN -- the best
real-time intelligence source in the world. The secure fax beeped,
and the amber SECURE TRANSMISSION light lit up. She poured herself
a fresh cup of coffee while the incoming fax curled into its
basket.

***

On Saturdays, Simon Dinkey liked to go into
DC, to the Marine Corps Barracks, and go for a run with the Marine
Corps Commandant and General Stone. Afterwards he was often asked
to breakfast and, if he was lucky, golf in the afternoon if the
weather was good. Today he had showed up and neither one was at the
Barracks, so he ran by himself, after asking the gunnery sergeant
on duty where they were.

"The Commandant is in Okinawa, sir," the
gunnery sergeant said. "I am unaware of General Stone's location or
activities, sir."

"Thank you, Sergeant," Dinkey said. He was
surprised that he hadn't heard from General Stone. After his run,
he showered and ate in the officer's mess, nodding to some of the
other officers he knew. Some were still on active duty and working
at Marine Headquarters; others, like him, were retired and living
or working in the DC area. He decided to swing by the FAA
headquarters building and see who was working. When he parked his
car in the basement, he saw General Stone's Buick and several cars
he knew belonged to staffers. He hurried to the elevator, flashing
his pass and ID at the young guard, and entered his access
authorization for the Security Division into the elevator's keypad.
On the fifth floor, he strode briskly down the hallway to the
cipher-locked door. The door was shut in General Stone's office.
Dinkey hesitated outside the General's office door, then decided
against entering and went to his desk. He sat there for a while,
riffling aimlessly through his in-basket. He looked often at the
door. He got up and went to the coffee pot and saw that while there
was only an inch in the bottom of the carafe, it was fairly fresh.
He poured it out and made a fresh pot. He singed his lip while
sipping at his coffee and cursed more strongly than it warranted,
while he stared at the General's closed door.

***

General Stone's office door opened. His
secretary Sally, the head of Intelligence, the head of Operations,
and the harried, mousy looking head of the Air Marshal Branch,
Michael Crock, burst out like racehorses from the gate. General
Stone followed them out, patrician in his polo shirt and khaki
trousers. He saw Dinkey and waved to him.

"Simon, you must be psychic. Step on in here.
I just sent Sally to beep you," the retired Marine Corps general
said.

Sally smiled prettily at Dinkey. "Hello,
Colonel. You just saved me a little bit of time." She looked over
at the General. "I'll get everybody else you wanted, sir."

"Sally, you're a prize. Come in here, Simon,"
General Stone said.

"Yes, sir," Dinkey said.

Dinkey followed the General into his
office.

"Sit," the General said. "Take a look at
this." He handed Dinkey the fax Megan Reilly had delivered. "That
may be the first look at the man targeting our aircraft. CIA is
working the connection real hard. We're going to be hammering out
an action plan, some new advisories, and some special deployments
for the marshal units. I need your help on this."

"Of course, sir. Whatever I can do," Dinkey
said humbly.

"Good man. Crock needs all the help he can
get." General Stone looked up and lowered his voice. "We both know
he needs a spinal transplant, but I can't replace him yet. I need
you to reinforce him when there's a tough call to be made. We want
our best people out there, only the very best we have. We're
sending them into the fire. I want people who can cut it. We need
to have the right people back here as well. People who know how to
handle things. I'm going to rely on you to make those calls."

"You can trust me, sir. You always have."

"I know that, Simon. Move out."

Dinkey stood, snapped a salute and went back
out. Mike Crock was hovering by his desk.

"Mike," Dinkey said, before the other man
could open his mouth. "We've got a lot of work cut out for us.
Let's go."

The bewildered bureaucrat followed Dinkey
into the conference room.

***

Donald Gene Nelson pulled himself up out of
the water on Virginia Beach. It was cold, but he lived for the feel
of water on his skin. Becoming a SEAL had been a natural
progression for him. As a boy in Georgia he had swum like a fish,
taking to the creeks and pools and swimming holes and the sleek,
sun-tanned girls around them. The high school swim team had been
fun until he got kicked off for being caught with the head
cheerleader, both of them naked and wet and standing, in the girl's
shower room. He had thought that Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL
would be a snap for a swimmer. He had been wrong. Hell Week had
taught him things about himself he hadn't been able to imagine at
the age of 19, and those insights had saved his life in Viet Nam
and made him who he was today.

His latest girl friend was posed like a
Vargas model on the beach towel when he cleared the surf; despite
the brisk breeze off the water, she wore a brief bikini.

"You like these eye treats, don't you,
honey?" the 24 year old Liz said in her sweet Virginia accent.

"I can't tell you, baby," Donald Gene said.
"C'mere." He threw the wet length of his body on her and pinned her
to the towel.

"Don!"

He kissed her till his beeper went off.

"Goddamn it," he muttered. He rolled away and
opened his fanny pack. Buried behind his off duty pistol was his
beeper, flashing the number of the Air Marshal Comm Center. "Baby,
where's the cellular phone?" he said, brushing sand off his
hands.

"In my bag there, Don. What is it?"

Don dug through her Guatemalan cloth beach
bag and pulled out the Motorola flip phone. He hit the memory
dial.

Simon Dinkey answered the phone. "Comm
center, this line is not secure, Simon Dinkey speaking."

"Simon Dinkey, this is Donald Gene the love
machine. Why is that my dick gets hard whenever you talk to me?"
Don grinned as he heard the intake of air on the other end of the
phone.

"Your presence is needed immediately at the
FOB," Dinkey said tersely.

"I need you too, baby. I really need
you."

"What is your estimated time of arrival?"

"Are you asking when I'm gonna come,
baby?"

"Nelson, I've had enough of your bullshit!
You get your ass in here now!" Dinkey cut off the line.

Don was laughing out loud. Liz looked at him
quizzically. He hit the speed dial again.

"Comm center, this line is not secure, Simon
Dinkey speaking."

"But baby, I'm off duty..."

The line went dead. Don folded the phone up,
tucked it into his fanny pack and stood up. There were few other
people on the beach. He pulled Liz to her feet, stuffed her towel
and book into the beach bag and led her by the hand behind the
privacy wall of the shower stand next to the empty restrooms.

"Baby, Daddy Don has got to go save the world
from terrorism. But since it's just the two of us out here on this
lonely little beach..."

"Don!"

***

Maria was holding Charley Dey's hand as the
two of them strolled among the blossoming cherry trees on the Mall.
"They are so beautiful...I love cherry trees."

Charley smiled and squeezed her hand. Maria
had flown in on the red eye from Phoenix to National, and Charley
had met her at the gate. After a long, silent hug, he took her home
and they had made love for most of the night. They slept late, and
then went into Georgetown for breakfast, and now he was taking her
round to see the sights. He was still wondering about the sudden
turn of events with Maria; he hadn't realized how much he had
missed her and how much he enjoyed her. It had been good to wake up
with her head on his shoulder, in his bed, in the early morning
light, and to turn with her wrapped in his arms and go back to
sleep. He was enjoying seeing Washington through her eyes. He had
been here so many times on business that the beauty of this city
had become just a backdrop for his endless trips between
Headquarters, the Marshal FOB, the airports and hotels.

"How is Don?" Maria asked.

"Same as always," he answered. "He's probably
got five girl friends by now..."

"He is so funny," she said.

"Yeah, I'm glad to have him around."

She smiled up at him when he said that and
squeezed his hand. "What about me? Are you glad to have me
around?"

"Yeah," he said. "I am."

***

"Charley, your beeper is going off," Maria
called from the bathroom.

Charley reached for his belt, then went to
the bathroom door. Maria handed the beeper out and shut the door.
He heard the shower start up. The Comm Center number was flashing
on the Skypager. He picked up the phone and hit the speed dial.

"Comm center, this line is not secure,
Michael Crock speaking."

"Hey, Mikey, it's Charley. What you guys beep
me for?"

"Hi Charley. We need you to come in."

"What's up?"

"Well, we can't talk about it on a non secure
line." Crock paused. "We've got a special mission deployment we're
putting together," he said in a low tone.

"I just stood down, Mike. You guys have all
the other teams in. Why do you have to send us? We're not
fresh."

"Your name is on the list, Charley. We need
you to come in. We can explain it when you get here."

"We?"

"Well...the General put Simon in charge of
this special deployment. I mean, I'm still signing the orders, but
he's got to be consulted on everything." He sighed. "We need you to
come in, Charley."

"Okay, Mike. I'll be there in a little
while."

"Bring your stuff."

"Yeah." Charley hung up the phone. He could
hear Maria in the shower. In the bedroom, he pulled out his go-bag
from the closet and began to toss fresh clothes into it. It only
took a few minutes to put it all together. Long practice over the
years had refined his ability to pack; he packed basically the same
for a trip of two days as he would for a trip of two weeks. He
heard the shower go off, and Maria's contented hum from the
bathroom. This was the crux of his life that was and his life that
might be: his bag packed, ready to go, his body armor, holster, gun
and credentials laid out, or the beautiful and patient and loving
woman behind the door. 'What are you going to pick, Charley?' he
asked himself. 'What are you going to do?' He was still asking
himself that question when she came into the bedroom, a towel
wrapped around her.

***

FRANKFURT, GERMANY:

One of the first things John Bolen learned
after he came to Frankfurt was that the Germans know how to eat. He
was standing at a fast-food counter in the Central Train Station,
sipping a Dortmunder beer, eating fresh grilled bratwurst and fried
potatoes. Life don't get much better, he thought. Another man,
heavy through the shoulders, dark complected like a Turk, edged in
next to him at the counter, and set down his beer and his plate
overflowing with potatoes and grilled pork. John felt the man's
hand brush his leather jacket. The two of them ate without
speaking. John finished first, then dropped his trash and strolled
out into the busy shopping arcade within the huge covered train
station. He leaned against a rail near the ticket counter and
reached into his pocket and pulled out a small envelope stuffed
with a sheaf of papers. He looked them over, then put them into the
inner pocket of his leather jacket and went to a public phone. A
handful of coins later, he heard the ring-ring, ring-ring of the
German phone lines.

"Annex," the neutral male voice answered.

"Extension 380, please," John said.

"One moment." There was a click, and then Jed
Loveless' voice came on.

"380," he said.

"Hey, buddy. Remember that Neil Young song we
both liked so much?" John Bolen said.

"Sure."

"Did that come out in 73 or 74?"

"73."

"Yeah, that's right. Okay. See ya later."
John hung up the phone and walked away, humming "Down by the river,
I shot my baby..."

***

7 + 3 equaled ten o'clock, and it was fifteen
minutes before ten when Jed Loveless got out of a cab in front of
the Intercontinental Hotel on the banks of the Main River. He went
into the lobby, nodded at the concierge, picked up a complimentary
English language paper, then sat at a table in the open coffee
cafe.

"Ein kaffe," he called to the young girl
behind the counter. She brought him a small cup, and he handed her
a few marks. He sipped his coffee and read his paper, just another
businessman on a break between meetings. When he finished his
coffee, he folded the paper up and tucked it underneath his arm and
strolled through the lobby. He went up a flight of stairs to the
mezzanine, then down a hallway to a side exit that took him out
onto the grounds of the hotel. There was a pathway along the Main
River where you could stroll. It was very pleasant there, with the
trees and fresh flowers, and the barge traffic making its way up
and down the river. He strolled along the nearly deserted pathway
till he saw John Bolen leaning on a railing, throwing crumbs from a
half-eaten apple turnover to the birds.

"That stuff's bad for those birds. Causes
bloating and gas," Jed observed.

"That's because when bureaucrats die, they're
reincarnated as seagulls. They have to live on shit and dead
things."

"Don't bite the hand that feeds you, young
pup."

"Have some self-respect, Jed. You're not a
bureaucrat." Bolen pushed off the rail and fell in step with
Loveless. "At least not yet, are you?"

Jed grinned. "Piss me off and I'll make you a
full time bureaucrat."

"I'd eat my fucking Browning first."

"There'll come a day when you'll be glad that
you don't have to be out running around and sleeping in hotels and
the like. All this is fine when you're young, but when you get a
little older it's not so much fun. We'll see what you say when
you're in your forties."

"Okay, Obi One Knobby."

They laughed.

"What have you got for me?" Jed asked.

"Not much at all, Jed," John said seriously.
"These guys have gone to ground. There's no sign of any of this
Ahmad Ajai. Neberi's people are around, they're just not working
anything that we can see. The taps aren't getting any significant
take."

"That's not good."

"Yeah, I know. They could be in isolation, in
a safehouse we haven't identified, or maybe they're not doing
anything for Ahmad Ajai. He might have been passing through for all
we know."

"Not with all the play around the marshal
teams."

"Well, maybe Tango Central figured out that
they got burned, so they moved onto greener pastures."

"I'd like to think that, but it just doesn't
feel right."

"I'm going to stay on it, Jed. We'll run with
it and see what comes up."

"Yeah, do that."

Jed Loveless paused for a moment on the banks
of the Main River and watched a barge loaded with cargo containers
flow slowly past the two men. "How are your shooters, John?"

"What do you mean?"

"They up to speed?"

Bolen snorted. "Even when we're operational
we keep tuned up, Jed. You know that. You taught me that. Why?"

"I think things might get wet around
here."

"Wouldn't be the first time."

***

QUANTICO, VIRGINIA:

Donald Gene pulled his Corvette into the
parking lot outside the briefing building. The parking lot was
filling up with vehicles; he saw Butch Verlaine making his way to
the building, pulling his Delsey suitcase behind him. Don got out
of his Corvette, his Hawaiian shirt hanging open over his naked
chest, his baggy shorts still damp, his Teva sandals tracking
sand.

"Hey, Homey," he called to Butch. "What the
fuck is all this about?"

"I don't know. They just told me to get here
and to bring my stuff, so here I am."

Don followed Butch into the building. There
were several sets of suitcases and piles of gear set up in the
entryway alcove; all of the slots in the storage lockers against
the walls were filled. In the briefing room, most of the available
seats were taken, and marshals slouched on tables or leaned against
the walls. In defiance of the 'No Smoking' signs, several smokers,
led by Warren Maid, puffed away.

"Hey, faggot," Don called to Warren, who
lifted his middle finger in response.

"Anybody know what is going on?" Don
asked.

Several marshals turned towards him in
amusement. "Don't you?" they asked.

"Fuck, nobody tells me anything."

"This is the Air Marshal Special Olympics and
you're in charge of the cock sucking squad," Warren said.

"Remind me to give you some naked pictures of
your wife before you give that assignment away, Maid," Don
said.

"Ooooh," said one of the marshals.

Warren grinned. "Love your shirt, Donnie.
Where's your pukka shells and white socks?"

"That's enough of that," said Simon Dinkey,
who had entered unseen behind Don. "Let's get started, we've got
work to do."

"Yeah!" Don said, grabbing Dinkey's arm and
sashaying along as though he were at the prom. "You heard what my
honey said."

Dinkey shook Don's arm off and stalked away.
Don saw Charley standing against the wall, a grim look on his face.
He made his way through the glad handing marshals to his partner's
side.

"What's the story, buddy?" Don asked.

"Special deployment," Charley said. "It's
getting ugly. Here and over there." He nodded at Dinkey and Crock,
who were huddled near the podium with General Stone and Al Garber,
the head of Intelligence.

"We just stood down, man." Don looked around
the room. "We've got three teams in here, where they going to send
all of us? I need more time on the beach to recharge my tender
young body and restore my bodily juices."

"Whatever," Charley said.

"They drag you in from a funeral, or
what?"

"Maria was visiting me this weekend."

Don was genuinely glad, and surprised. He
thought Charley was his happiest and most efficient when he was
dating Maria. Secretly he thought that the two of them might link
up permanently if Charley ever got over his wounded warrior
routine.

"When did she come out?"

"Friday."

"Oh, shit, man."

Mike Crock stood at the podium and cleared
his throat several times. "Guys? Guys? Can we get..."

"I look like a fucking guy to you, Mikey?"
Stacy Grace snapped from the second row of seats.

Don turned and looked at her, then took his
friend by the arm and steered them into seats in the last row.
"What's your point, Stacy?" he called out as he settled into his
seat.

"That's enough!" Dinkey snapped. "We have
business to take care of. Take your seats, all of you."

General Stone cleared his voice, and the rest
of the marshals slouched into the row seating. A few, Warren Maid
among them, leaned against the wall.

"Thanks, guys," Mike Crock said. "I'm glad to
see you all..."

"Speak for yourself," Stacy said from the
front.

"...we've got a situation here, and it's a
pretty serious one. Simon will be delivering the rest of the
briefing..."

"Simon," Don muttered.

"...so let me just turn things over to him.
Simon?"

"Like you haven't already?" Warren Maid
said.

Dinkey fixed Warren with a long stare from
the podium. "Let me begin, marshals. We have recent information,
from the CIA and Department of Defense, that a known hijacking team
leader has been spotted in the same theater of operations as some
of our air marshal teams. This spotting coincides with detailed
surveillance on some of our teams..."

"What other teams?" Butch said to Don.

"There weren't any other teams under
surveillance," Don said.

"...and so in light of this new information,
and the heightened threat against US civil aviation, we are
launching this operation, IRIS FURY, to..."

Several of the marshals looked at each other
and mouthed "IRIS FURY?" Don shook his head and looked at Charley,
who stared silently at Dinkey.

"...counter this threat. We are putting three
units: 10, 30, and 70 into the European theater of operations. Unit
70 will be led by Warren Maid..."

Warren mimed a masturbatory motion in front
of his crotch.

"...Unit 30 by Drew Harding..."

Drew, from Seattle, a former Military Police
officer who was despised by most of the cadre, sat straighter in
his seat.

"...and Unit 10 by Harold D. Blooming. These
assignments..."

"Are completely fucking asinine," Don said,
standing up. "Unit 10 has a permanent team leader, Harold's not
even on the team!"

"Sit down, Don," Charley said.

"No, goddammit. It's about time somebody told
this idiot that he's not in the USMC anymore and nobody cares whose
ass he's kissing! This has gone beyond stupid into fucked up beyond
all recognition. I'm not going to tolerate somebody playing with my
life!"

There were murmurs of assent from the
marshals seated on the benches. General Stone stepped forward and
spoke clearly.

"Don, I hear what you're saying." He fixed
his clear blue eyes on the angry SEAL. "Listen to me now. There's
no game playing here. We're trying to make the best of the
situation. We know you just stood down, but you're going to have to
march on. We brought in fresh people for key positions to give you
who have been working so hard a little slack...even while we're
asking you into the breach once more. Hang with us, Don. We need
you."

"That's correct," Dinkey interjected
smoothly. "There's no offense intended here, we're just looking out
for you."

"Bullshit," Don said. He looked over to
Charley for support. "Don't you have anything to say?"

Charley sat with his arms crossed, staring
through Dinkey. "Not a thing, Don. Not a thing." He looked over at
his friend. "I really don't give a shit one way or the other."

"You're getting pretty fucking fatalistic on
me, Charley."

"Maybe I'm just getting realistic. Or maybe
just sick to death."

Don sat down and looked with genuine concern
at his friend. "Whatever."

On the podium, Al Garber stepped up beside
Dinkey to give the threat briefing. Garber was a smiling, low key
man, who had spent twenty years with the Secret Service, and had
flown with the marshals for a couple of years before he took the
Intelligence position. Under his calm and measured hand, the
Intelligence Unit, once the bastard stepchild of the intelligence
community, had started to gain a measure of respect. His liaison
work with CIA had gone a long way towards easing the Agency's
concerns with the FAA. With the better relationship had come an
improved flow of useful intelligence.

"How you all doing?" Al said in his soft
Texas accent. "We've got some information to pass on to you all, so
let me get on with it. I'd like to thank Charley Dey and Don Nelson
for the help they gave the Agency over in Europe..."

"Let's get on with it, Garber. Time is
short," Dinkey interrupted.

Garber looked coldly at Dinkey. "Like I was
saying, I want to thank these two for their work. The leads they
developed regarding the surveillances in Frankfurt, Athens and
Istanbul were substantive and very useful to the intelligence
community in developing the threat profile." Garber nodded to Don
and Charley.

"This is the picture: There's been
surveillance of the air marshal units in Europe. A known terrorist
with experience in hijacking has been identified meeting with a
principal terrorist logistics expert. There's been movement of
logistical and intelligence cells in Europe."

Al nodded again to Charley. Dinkey's face
reddened.

"Information developed from other
intelligence agencies," Al continued. "Indicates that a class
recently graduated from the hijacking school run by HizbAllah in
the Bekaa Valley. The curriculum appears to have been recently
upgraded to add detailed information on air marshal operations. To
summarize, we expect a hijacking attempt on a US air carrier in the
European theater. We expect the hijacking team to be comprised of
highly trained and well led operatives, either veterans of the
Kuwaiti operation and/or graduates of the hijacking school. We
expect this team to be comprised of between eight and fourteen
hijackers."

There was a stir among the marshals; most
hijackers operated in two to four man teams. While there was never
a definite count on the Kuwaiti hijacking, estimates put the number
of hijackers between eight and ten.

"That's right," Garber went
on. "A lot of bodies with guns. We don't believe that they'll
attack an aircraft they know
is protected by marshals. However, the possibility
exists. Our strategy is to flood the flights with as much coverage
as possible. This will serve as a deterrent in several ways: the
word will get out, through the airlines and airport operations,
that there are a lot of armed American marshals working these
flights. In addition, we will be putting out additional security
advisories requiring more security measures on all US flights. On
the high-threat routes, we will mount full time coverage; random
coverage on all others. By raising the tempo of operations, we hope
to deter any hijacking operation. Concurrently, elements of the
USGOV will be working with foreign governments to try and track
down these people. We believe that this combination will deter any
possible hijacking. Any questions?"

"Yeah, Al," Warren Maid said. "What about
coverage in the other theaters? We're going to be stretched pretty
thin here. What about if the terrorists just move their operation
elsewhere?"

"That's a good question, Warren. We've
considered that. At this point we don't have any information that
indicates that they have in-place capability, resources or shooters
anywhere but in Europe."

"Has there been any positive ID of shooters
or action cells in our area?" Stacy asked.

"The only positive ID we have is on the known
team leader. We haven't made any shooting or direct action cells.
We have identified several logistical cell members."

"What are your thoughts about them mounting
an attack on a covered flight?" Charley asked.

"That would be stupid," Dinkey snapped.

"It's a reasonable question," Garber overrode
Dinkey. "We think it's unlikely. They would have to get their
people past the profile, weapons and explosives past the detectors,
get past your people on board till take off, and eliminate all the
marshals before they could be assured that they had control of the
aircraft. While anything's possible, it doesn't make sense to
tackle something that hard, when they can pick a softer
target."

"What if they just want to kill marshals?"
Charley said flatly.

"Then why not do it on the ground? You're a
softer target there," Garber countered.

Charley shrugged. Don watched the interplay
with interest.

"What's your feeling on this, Charley?" he
asked as Garber went on with the briefing.

"I think they want to kill us, Don," Charley
said. "I think it's not enough that they can take a plane. I think
they want to take a plane with us on it."

***

Harold stood nervously in front of Air
Marshal Unit 10. There were three other marshals in the conference
room to bring the team up to twelve. Shirleen Walker was a tough
dishwater blond ex-Jacksonville cop who had just returned to the
cadre after having had a child; Dyer Shaw was a retired Air Force
military policeman, an old-timer who flew with Unit 40, and Ray
Rydell was a jug-eared redhead just out of training with Jon and
Joan. Ray was huddled in the corner with Jon and Joan. Don and
Charley sat at the far end of the table away from Harold. Don
stared coolly at him. Charley looked down at his mission book and
flipped aimlessly through the pages.

Harold straightened to his full five feet
eight inches, and said, "Hey, everybody, I'd like to get started."
The looks he got back weren't encouraging. About half were neutral,
which was better than he had hoped, but the other half were openly
hostile.

"Look," he began. "I didn't ask for this job,
I was told to do it. I got a lot of respect for Charley and Don,
and I'm not up here saying I'm better than them or anybody else in
here. But I got tasked with the job and I've got to do it. I'd
appreciate it if you guys would help me out. Like you said, Don,
there's enough politics and backstabbing going around where we
don't need to add to it." Harold was surprised to see Charley
nodding in agreement. Encouraged, he went on: "We all need to focus
on the mission, and I'm going to need all the help I can
get..."

***

Charley tuned out Harold's drone, and just
nodded everytime the nervous young marshal looked his way. His own
thoughts were far away. Maria had taken the news of his departure
gracefully.

"It's your job, Charley," she said softly,
looking away. "It's what you do. It's not who you are." She smiled.
"Call me when you get back...maybe next time you should come to
Tucson. You won't be so easy to find, then."

He dropped her off at the Dulles terminal. On
the drive out to Quantico, he thought long and hard about what his
future might hold. His passion for the mission was fading; he was
old enough, mature enough, to know there were things he was
missing, things he still had time for, things like a good marriage,
children, quiet times. He had enough money saved so he wouldn't
have to work right away. He could work for a small police
department, or find a straight job, get out of the business
altogether. Charley was tired and burnt out. He had to be careful
with that.

"...and Charley, I'd like you to be my
assistant team leader, if you would," Harold's question interrupted
Charley's reverie.

"I'm sorry, Harold. I don't think that would
be appropriate, in light of the command decisions here...besides,
I'm going to enjoy having a vacation from all that. I'm sure you'll
do just fine," Charley said pleasantly.

"Don?" Harold asked, hesitantly.

"No."

"Stacy?"

"I'd rather not, Harold."

"Look, I need somebody experienced..."

"All right, all right!" Stacy snapped. "I'll
cover for you, Harold." She looked at Charley.

"Thanks, Stacy," Harold said. "Well, that's
all I've got. There's a shuttle to Dulles in five hours. Here's a
sheet with the cell seat assignments and hotels. I'll see you on
the shuttle, I've got to talk to Mike and Simon." Harold hurried
out of the room.

Stacy turned to Charley and Don. "How can you
let this go? Harold can't do this."

"He looked like he was doing fine to me,
Stacy," Charley said.

The other marshals stared at Charley with
disbelief.

"What's up with you, Charley?" Butch asked.
"I can't believe how you're taking this."

"What am I supposed to do, Butch?" Charley
said evenly. "I can throw a tantrum and get pulled off the team, or
I can keep my mouth shut and do my job and be here if it goes down.
At least I'm here. Harold might do a good job if you all let
him."

"Jesus, Charley," Don said.

"You know I'm right, Don. Give the kid a
chance. I could use a break and so could you. How long has it been
since you just flew?"

"So long I don't remember."

"Then let's go outside and smoke a cigar and
celebrate having a little slack time. All right? And the rest of
you give Harold a break. Especially you, Stacy."

"A fucking team within a team, leaders within
leaders," Dyer Shaw said.

"Shut up, Shaw, or I'll use your head for a
bullet stop," Butch said.

"They must have a tight schedule if they're
not going to have us shoot," Steve said.

"That's a good point, Steve," Stacy said. "Go
round up the new bloods and get some bullets. Take em out and check
them out, will you?"

"Sure Stacy," Stevey said. He pointed at Jon
and Joanne and the other augmented marshals, who filed behind him
out the door.

Shirleen brought up the rear, grumbling.
"This is my last goddamn mission, I tell you. I'm sick of this
shit."

"Word, home girl," Stacy said. "How's that
baby boy?"

"Growing like a horse, Stace," Shirleen said.
"Got a dick on him bigger than Nelson's."

"That ain't saying much," Stacy said.

***

Karen fiddled nervously with her blond hair
and avoided Simon Dinkey's stare. Dinkey sat motionless and silent,
his hands carefully folded on top of the tidy desk in the
administration office, until she spoke.

"I'm not comfortable with this," Karen said.
"I'm spying on my team mates. I didn't see anything like you said.
All I've seen so far is us get treated like criminals at the
airport."

"There's a lot going on you don't see, Karen.
There's the big picture. The information you've provided is useful
in that."

"But he's a good team leader! I don't
understand why I have to do this!"

"Like I said, there is a larger picture. I
need you to do this. This will be helpful to you down the road,
Karen. You help me, and I help you."

The two of them continued talking for a time,
and neither one noticed Stacy Bagley and Steve Paulson pausing
outside of the door for a time.

***

Simon Dinkey and General Ira Stone stood in
the terminal at Dulles airport and watched the bus-like people
movers pull away and head out onto the tarmac. Some of those people
movers carried air marshals, deploying out to their aircraft bound
for Paris, Frankfurt and London. Once there, the teams would spread
out and begin their coverage of the high-threat routes.

"We're spreading them thin, Simon," General
Stone said.

"Yes sir. We need to keep coverage up in
Asia, though, and we need to have reserves." Dinkey brushed at his
hair.

"It's unprofessional, you know...this feud
you have going on with Charley Dey. I want it to stop," General
Stone said casually. "Dey is the best leader we've got, with some
of the best connections in the business we have. A lot of the
respect we get from other members of the community comes because of
Dey."

Dinkey answered carefully. "It's not a feud,
sir...it's a personality conflict. I'm aware of Dey's interests and
contacts within the community and I recognize his ability. I just
don't agree with his approach, his way of just going ahead without
checking in with anybody and taking independent action on his
own."

"That same criticism could be levied on you,
Simon. The action you took with the Inspector General's Office, for
instance."

Dinkey was chagrined; he had thought that he
had buried that incident in the Internal Investigations Unit. "It
seemed right at the time, sir."

"It wasn't. I need your attention focused on
the overall mission right now, and not in scoring points off of
Charley Dey. Understood?"

"Clearly, sir. Absolutely." Dinkey turned and
stared out at the big aircraft taxing down the runway.
"Perfectly."

***

Charley Dey slouched down in his Business
Class seat and stretched as the L-1011 lifted away from Dulles and
banked east for Frankfurt. The lead flight attendant, an attractive
brunette in her forties named Luann, looked quizzically at him.

"Why you sitting back here, Charley?" she
asked.

Charley smiled at her. He had known her for
years. "I'm training my replacement, Luann. I'm getting ready to
buy me a house, get me a wife, raise some lil childrens. You look
like a good breeder, how bout it?"

She punched him on the arm. "My lil children
days are behind me, big boy." She looked around at her crew of
young flight attendants. "I'm doing some training myself. But
anytime you want to get bred, you just call, okay?"

"Don't let your mouth write no checks your
body can't cover, Luann."

"You do talk trash, Charley. Where's your
evil twin Donald?"

"Back of the bus, smoking one of his evil
cigars."

"I'm gonna go back and say hello."

"Be careful around him. I get jealous, you
know."

"Of who? Me or him?" Luann walked off,
laughing.

Butch looked over and waggled his eyebrows.
Charley leaned back and opened his book.

***

Charley patrolled his assigned sector of
seats, then lingered by the bulkhead and looked back over the coach
section. He reminded himself that he wasn't the team leader now,
and he couldn't exercise the leader's prerogative to roam the
aircraft at will. He heard Don's laughter coming from the smoking
section at the very rear of coach. Charley smiled and turned his
attention back to his section. Butch had his earphones tucked in,
watching the movie. Young Jon was relaxed in his seat, occasionally
looking up from his book to scan his assigned sector. He nodded at
Charley.

Charley liked Jon's enthusiasm and his focus.
He was sharp, but then all these new kids were sharp. He looked
forward to First Class, at the back of Harold's head, and Karen
across the aisle from him. Something about her bothered him; maybe
it was how she quickly catered to Harold. She seemed to take note
of everything, ordinary or not. Of course, she hadn't had any
experience on bread and butter runs. All she had so far was the one
mission with Charley and this one. All these new kids. They were
smart, college educated all of them, in great shape, but there was
something missing from them. The first air marshal class had been a
cobbled together pigfuck dignified by the label of a training
program. In the scramble to meet the Presidential directive get
marshals in the air after a particularly brutal hijacking in which
an American serviceman had been beaten to death, there had been
little attention paid on how to train properly. But Colleen
Nicolovich, the tough broad put in charge of the program, had
picked the right people.

Almost everyone in that class had been shot
at and had shot; there was a lot of gray hair -- most of them were
in their late thirties to early forties, with an average 10-20
years of experience in law enforcement or the military. While their
age showed in the physical fitness scores (even though the fitness
tests were age compensated) the experience showed on the range and
in the scenario problems. The young bloods who made up 25% of his
team (not his team, he had to remind himself) were different. They
were fitter, smarter, they trained well -- but their lack of
maturity and experience showed when they went into the scenarios.
Many of them choked the first couple of times they tried to deal
with the violently realistic scenarios. The role players, screened
and selected military and law enforcement personnel with a
smattering of stunt people and professional actors, were trained
and rehearsed on carefully scripted scenarios that simulated actual
hijackings. They got into their roles and delivered a level of
verbal and emotional violence many of these youngster had never
experienced. Which is not to say that they couldn't do the job if
properly trained. That had been his task, to break the old time
instructors away from the idea that you couldn't train in
experience. Everybody started someplace, and he had been young and
immature and inexperienced once, too. These kids had the best that
he'd been able to do. The rest was up to their leadership and
God.

Charley returned to his seat and picked up
the book Maria had left in his apartment. It was a collection of
essays by a Christian psychiatrist. It was strange to be reading.
It had been a long time since he'd had the leisure to do so on a
mission. It was nice to be taking it easy.

***

"We're going to have to talk to Charley about
this," Stacy said.

Steve leaned against the counter in the empty
galley and sipped another of his endless cups of coffee. He hated
being the bearer of bad news, but Stacy was right. The little
they'd heard of Dinkey's conversation with Karen confirmed the gut
response the two old-timers had about Karen; she was up to no
good.

"You're right," he said reluctantly. "We'll
get him off to the side when we get to Frankfurt." He paused. "I
wonder if Harold is in on it?"

"I don't know. I can't stand that fool as it
is." Stacy shook her head in disgust. "This isn't a good start. I
hate this."

Steve reached out and squeezed her shoulder.
"We all do."

Stacy looked up at the big man with surprise
at his rare gesture of concern. "Stevey, you really are a sweet
man. I might just fuck you after all."

***

FRANKFURT, GERMANY:

"IRIS FURY?" John Bolen said. He was slouched
in the passenger seat of Jed's Mercedes as Jed wove the car in and
out of the heavy autobahn traffic. "That be it," Jed Loveless
replied.

"I've got to meet this guy sometime."

"You probably will," Jed said.

"It's a small world. So what have you got in
mind for my boys?"

"The same thing, but with a little twist: I
want some shooters standing by in case somebody gets close to one
of the marshal teams."

John straightened and looked at Jed. "We're
not going to dangle an air marshal team, Jed."

"I'm not talking about a dangle. I'm talking
about watching them a little more closely."

"I don't have a lot left, Jed. We still have
the primary tasking in Beirut. Even with the SAS helping us down
there, we're spread too thin."

The behind the scenes negotiations for the
return of Bucknell Leigh continued in Beirut. American proxies
sought an agreement with the shadowy representatives of HizbAllah;
John's people worked concurrently, using surveillance, money,
blackmail and any other tool at their disposal to find the missing
station chief. Like most of the operatives working the case, John
was convinced that Leigh was dead. The results of his interrogation
had already been seen: the sophisticated Kuwaiti hijacking, the
knowledge of protection procedures displayed in recent political
assassinations, most notably in Egypt; the roll-up of the few
sources they had cultivated in Beirut. But even though they didn't
want to give up hope, Jed and John were realists. Their close
encounters with the violent side of the business guaranteed daily
reality checks. They'd learned to temper their all too human desire
for false hope.

"I won't divert any assets from Beirut, Jed.
But I'll put the best people I've got available on it. Maybe we'll
get lucky, and the marshals will kick up Neberi's people again. We
haven't had a sniff of them since Athens and Istanbul. Nothing in
Frankfurt, nothing in Paris. I'm beginning to believe they were
just gathering data for a mission profile to be updated later --
maybe years from now, I don't know." John pulled a pack of Camels
out and lit one up.

"Open the window," Jed said. His wife
wouldn't let him smoke in their car.

John rolled down the window, cupping his
smoke in his hand. "I'll do what I can, Uncle Jed."

"I appreciate it, John. I just got a feeling
about this. I got a feeling that something is coming and it's going
to be bloody."

"As long as it's them and not us
bleeding."

"No guarantee of that."

"Amen, brother."

***

The Frankfurt airport, the largest in Europe,
saw hundreds of departures every day. Each of those planes had to
be turned around efficiently: refueled, meals restocked, cabins set
up and cleaned. The aircraft cleaning concession suffered from
constant employee turnover. The cleaner's pay was good as such jobs
went, especially to the immigrants from Pakistan, Iran, Turkey and
other parts of the Middle East who made up the cleaning crews. The
problem was with the mandated security requirements the US air
carriers called for: background checks on each employee, training
to ensure familiarity with the security procedures, all of the
checks and balances the US Federal Aviation Administration required
of their carriers on foreign soil. The local operators of the
cleaning concession, working on contract for the US carriers, were
fully aware of the contract requirements regarding security. The
full time ground security coordinators hired by the airlines could
not check each and every airplane cleaned, so often the security
compliance checks were left to the contractor supervisors, who had
so many planes to clean, and so little time. The cleaning
concession supervisor was irritated when the new woman (Lebanese or
Turkish, who knew and who cared?) came to him and told him she had
to return to her country. But he cheered up when she told him her
cousin had working papers and, best of all, spoke some English.

The new man was very hard working. He kept to
himself at first, but that was common among immigrants when they
first came to work at the airport. Frankfurt's modern and sprawling
airport could be intimidating to people used to air travel, let
alone the poor who might never have been on an airplane before. He
was very diligent, searching carefully under each of the seats in
his assigned sector, checking the back of the seat trays and in the
magazine pouches, making sure the life jackets were in place
beneath the seats, polishing the overhead compartments with a rag
and spray. Once he received his security training he was diligent
there as well. He checked the lavatory compartments, pulled out the
bins, looked beneath and between the cushions of the seats. In the
random tests conducted by the contractor, he found, the first time
out, the concealed mock bomb under the seat cushion, a copy of one
that had blown the legs off of a young man on a flight out of Tokyo
two years before. He seemed grateful for the bonus of $50 US
dollars. His performance impressed the station manager, who told
the contract supervisor to put that man on full-time on the US
carriers. The young man (Lebanese, Turkish, who cared as long as he
was a good worker?) accepted this news and the additional pay
humbly. All in all the supervisor thought he got a good deal with
this one.

***

In a warehouse in a grimy industrial park on
the outskirts of Frankfurt, Ahmad Ajai and his team of hijackers
sat on the chilly concrete floor and watched a small, intense
Filipino man demonstrate killing techniques with a knife. They were
sweaty from the lengthy warm up led by the man, who was an
instructor in the Filipino fighting art of kali and an active
trainer in the communist insurgent militia in the Philippines. He
had come over on a training exchange with HizbAllah, who had in
turn sent bombing specialists to Manila to assist the
insurgents.

The instructor held up his blade. It was
manufactured by Cold Steel, a company in the United States that
designed some of the best fighting knives in the world. The knife
was a special version of the Tanto model: a six inch razor sharp
chisel modeled on the ancient samurai blades. What was unique about
this particular knife was that it was manufactured out of a special
super hard plastic. It could be sharpened to the same razor's edge
as a blade of steel. It was lighter and, importantly, would not set
off a metal detector . If carefully concealed, taped in the hollow
of the spine or in the crotch, or hung on a string around the neck,
it would probably get through a cursory body frisk.

"There are several places on the body where
you can achieve instant kills with the knife," the instructor said
in his careful Catholic school English. "The first is at the base
of the skull, angling upwards through the medulla oblongata. This
is a difficult shot. You may break the blade if you get the angle
wrong. Another is in front behind the collar bones. If you
penetrate deeply there you can sever the subclavian artery and
reduce the blood pressure immediately, which causes collapse.
Penetrating the kidneys will do the same. Another area is the
perineum, between the genitals and the anus."

The students collectively shifted on the cold
cement.

"Please stand. We will go through a series of
movements to demonstrate the angles for attack."

The students obediently stood and took their
knives in hand, following exactly the slow movements of the
instructor, who demonstrated a series of cuts, jabs, and rips
designed to instantly incapacitate an armed opponent. The power
techniques with the knife were designed to, if necessary, penetrate
the kevlar vests worn by air marshals.

Ahmad Ajai followed the movements with total
focus. He brought his emotional intensity up to peak with each
movement, as though he were actually striking his opponent, ripping
their flesh with his blade. His team watched his narrowed, gleaming
eyes, the sweat dripping from his brow, and fell into rapport,
moving as one, striking with controlled fury.

***

John Bolen was on the shooting range hidden
in the basement of an unmarked building on the Rhein Main US Air
Force base. He and three of his men were standing in the range
lanes working on basic drills. John had an electronic timer hung on
his belt. Each time he pressed the START panel, he had between one
to five seconds before a buzzer would sound. One and a half seconds
later, a stop buzzer would sound. In that time he had to brush back
his leather jacket, draw his pistol, acquire the target and fire.
He was doing it dry, without bullets, working on his sight picture.
He was making it within 1.5 seconds about eight times out of ten,
which was slow for him.

After a few dry runs, he inserted a magazine
full of gleaming 9mm hollow points. It was no ordinary pistol he
was working with. The Agency issued the Browning High-Power
semi-automatic pistol or the Smith and Wesson Model 60 lightweight
revolver. John had one of each. He thought the two complemented
each other well: the High-Power as a main gun, the diminutive Smith
as a back-up. Both guns showed signs of extensive customization.
The High-Power had been worked over by Karl Sokol, a Browning
specialist who worked for a very small and select clientele. Sokol
had throated and ramped the barrel and ramp to the point where the
pistol would feed empty cases. He had mounted low profile combat
sights with Trijicon luminous inserts, an ambidextrous safety, and
removed the troublesome magazine safety. The trigger was tuned to
break at exactly four pounds. The sharp edges of the weapon were
broken, polished, and refinished so that the pistol felt like a
well used bar of soap. A dull matte black with Spegel Slim-Line
grips of Brazilian cocobolo, the High-Power was a discreet example
of the professional's pistol. Sokol had worked over the Smith in a
similarly meticulous fashion, chamfering the chambers, smoothing
the trigger, replacing the wooden grips with minuscule plastic ones
that lowered its already low profile. While John was particular
about his own personal weapons, he wasn't a stickler about what his
guys carried. Some carried the Browning, others carried the Colt
.45 auto they had toted in DELTA, one even carried a stainless .41
magnum revolver. As long as they could shoot to his demanding
standards, he didn't care what they shot terrorists with.

He seated the magazine, engaged the safety
and sheathed the pistol in the close fitting horsehide scabbard. At
the beep, he drew the weapon and put a 115 grain hollow point in
the left eye of the silhouette target in 1.2 seconds. Still
slow.

***

It was the middle of the night in Frankfurt.
Ahmad Ajai and his hijackers were sleeping. Above the main floor of
the warehouse, where the sleeping men and women curled in their
folding cots, one man sat awake in an office and watched over them
while they slept. He kept company with a television, the sound
turned down, several telephones and a fax machine. In one corner
was a locker filled with loaded weapons: shotguns, several
submachine guns, and handguns for everyone. The isolated warehouse
was not likely to be discovered or raided, so thoroughly cut-out
was this portion of the operation, but if they were discovered they
were prepared to fight to win. In front of the large sliding dock
door were several vans kept gassed up and ready to go; at a
moment's notice they could evacuate the building and leave nothing
but some bunks and mattresses among the crates that were spread out
across the floor.

The terrorist leadership had learned their
lessons from previous missions. Often the shooters actually tasked
to conduct a hijacking were young, tough and idealistic: "trigger
pullers." The problem was that in the critical pre-mission phase,
they tended to party hard to make up for all they were denied in
the training camps and their hard lives. In the aftermath of a
hijacking, investigators found that many people remembered the
hijackers by their antics before the operation. In light of this,
Ahmad Ajai followed a military principle and isolated his entire
team. Carefully, a few each day, he smuggled them into the
warehouse, the surrounding streets and buildings carefully watched
by his own people. Each day the perimeter shrunk until they were
all inside, with the few remaining surveillance operatives who
lived in the area providing basic security. No one other than his
crew and his hand picked support people knew where they were. Only
one other person had the telephone numbers for the phones and
fax..

He ran the risk of overtraining and dulling
his people's edge with too much isolation, but he felt the time
would be short. The American's unexpected aggressiveness in
response to his surveillance was reaping unexpected benefits for
him; he expected them to increase their tempo soon. He felt them
coming, even in his dreams.

***

PARIS/ISTANBUL/BEIRUT/CYPRUS/FRANKFURT:

At Orly Airport in Paris, at midnight, a
janitor whose family in Beirut relied on the slim wages he sent
home emptied the trash in the office of the Western Airlines
station manager. The trash went into his wheeled bin. He swept the
floor, wiped the desk and counter surfaces with a rag, and closed
the door behind him when he was finished. He pushed his cart to the
next counter down. The terminal was deserted. He pushed his cart
into the next office, turned on the light and sorted through the
trash he had just dumped into his bin until he found what he was
looking for. He picked up the phone and called a man who lived near
the Parc Monceau.

That man listened to the message and hung up
with muttered thanks. Gathering his bathrobe around him, he went
and sat in front of a computer work station set in the window of
his expensive apartment. Powering the machine up, he drafted a
concise message which he sent through the INTERNET to an electronic
mail address in Istanbul. A graduate engineering student at
Istanbul's Ataturk University got the on-screen prompt he had been
waiting half the night for. He printed out the report and sent it
as a fax to Beirut.

In the early pre-dawn hours, the old man who
received the fax around it took the sheet of thermal paper, sealed
it into an envelope, and gave it to his youngest son. The
twelve-year old slipped the envelope into the inner pocket of his
vest, picked up his rifle and combat harness, and went out the back
door and made the perilous crossing through the rubble to a
basement not far from the US embassy. He handed the envelope to the
hard looking man in the leather jacket who guarded the basement
door.

The guard handed it to a runner, who went
down the stairs into a warren of interconnected tunnels and rooms
that ran beneath the rubble of the streets above. In one of those
rooms a man with sad eyes sat at a table in an otherwise empty
room, his hands steepled before him. The runner entered and laid
the envelope down on the table and left without a word. The man
picked up the envelope and took the fax out of it. After reading
it, he closed his eyes and thought for awhile. Then he left the
room, and went down the dirt passageway to another room, where
quiet men sat and listened to radios. There was a television, its
antenna aerial poking through the rubble far above; several phones
and a fax machine. On a table in the corner was a typewriter. The
man took a piece of paper with the letterhead of a company
headquartered in Syria and laboriously pecked out a message. He put
it into the fax machine and sent it to another fax machine in
Cyprus.

In Cyprus, the secretary, first into her
office early in the morning, picked up the fax and studied it. She
took one of her company's letterhead sheets and retyped the message
word for word. She faxed it to a number in Frankfurt, Germany. In
the early morning light, as Ahmad Ajai and his team members went
through their exercises with the Filipino instructor, the fax
machine in the warehouse office rang.

***
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FRANKFURT, GERMANY:

Charley watched the other passengers blink,
owl-like, in the bright morning light that filled the cabin as the
plane descended into Frankfurt. It had been a pleasant flight. He'd
found his book interesting and, after his initial discomfort with
not prowling the plane as he was used to, he'd enjoyed just being a
marshal again. He had profiled all his passengers, identified any
potential bad guys (none); looked for anyone who might interfere if
something was to go down (one bulky and buzz cut college athlete or
GI who looked like a want to be hero); and walked his route to his
cover position often enough so he could do it in the dark. After
that he just relaxed in his seat and worked on thinking through his
cover story (a pool chemical salesman on vacation in Germany to
visit his brother stationed at Bad Tolz).

Butch looked over at him and grinned. "Don't
get too used to it, Charley. Vacation's not going to last forever,"
he said.

Charley said, "I don't believe they pay us
for doing this. I'd forgotten how much fun you guy have."

The plane taxied to the terminal, and the
flight attendants took their door positions. Luann stood by the
forward door in front of Charley and Butch and winked.

"Dinner, boys?" she said.

"Absolutely," Butch said.

"What about you, Charley?" Luann asked.

"Wouldn't miss it," he answered.

"Good," she said.

The few Business Class passengers looked
quizzically at the interplay. One of them, a silver-haired
executive, said to his wife, "Those guys must have made some time
with the stewardess."

The plane came to a full stop and the
wholesale rush for the door began. People filled the aisles,
rummaged under the seats and in the overhead compartments for their
coats and carry-on bags. Charley and Butch stayed in their seats
and watched the passengers file by. Once the aircraft was empty
except for marshals and flight crew, they moved forward into the
First Class section, where the other marshals stood with George
Baumgarner.

"Hey Charley," George said. "What's the deal
here? They giving you vacation or what?"

"Harold was good enough to fill in and cut me
some slack," Charley said easily.

"Humph," Stacy said.

"Well," George said, looking around at the
marshals, noting those who avoided his eyes. "We'll talk. Let's
go." He led the marshals down the jetway and into the terminal.
When they got into baggage claim, George stood off to one side with
Harold, Don, Stacy, and Charley while the other marshals went to
claim their bags.

"It's been a while since you've been a team
leader, hasn't it?" George asked Harold.

"Yeah," Harold said.

"How come you're working here?" George asked,
reaching for his cigarettes.

Harold looked at Charley. "I don't really
know why, George," he said honestly. "The story I got is that I'm
supposed to be getting some experience with a strong team and that
Charley needed some slack time. I'm grateful for the first and glad
to do the second. I try to keep out of the politics."

"That's a good thing to do," Don said. He was
unusually quiet.

"That's one thing about working with this
outfit. It's better than the circus: you never know what you're
going to see next," George observed. He puffed his cigarette to
life and went on. "The situation is pretty much as we left it. The
surveillance teams you guys made have gone to ground. The air
carriers have reported some suspicious requests for information
recently: an unusual number of people have called up and asked what
the procedures are for shipping handguns and explosives, asked for
people's itineraries, that sort of thing."

"When did that start?" Don asked.

"After the surveillance stopped." George said
glumly. He drew on his cigarette. "There's a lot of activity with
the Agency and DOD. I'm not sure what they're up to , but they're
keeping a close eye on things. It's pretty tense. The new security
advisories are out and the carriers are working hard to keep in
compliance."

"It feels tense," Stacy observed.

"Lot of the air crews are asking me where you
guys are. The word'll be out all over the airport that you guys are
back on the block," George said.

"I guess that's a good thing," Harold
said.

"Maybe," Don said. He looked around. "The
kids got their stuff. Let's get out of here." He joined the other
marshals filing out past the customs officers towards the cab
stands. George hung back and waited for Charley to fall into step
with him.

"What's the deal, Charley?" he asked.

"A lot of silly politics and point making,"
Charley said. "Harold's okay. He's trying to do the best he can and
you can't ask anything more than that." He watched Harold try to
engage Don and Stacy in conversation and fail miserably.

"You might want to talk to Jed while you're
here," George said.

"I plan to. Have you seen him lately?"

"We had drinks the other night. He told me to
tell you to look him up when you got here."

"Did he know about the deployment?"

"Hell, you can never tell with Jedi Jed."

***

John Bolen leaned on the rail of the
mezzanine level above the terminal floor and watched the air
marshal team come out of customs and line up at the cab stand. He
saw Charley Dey and Donald Nelson come out with George Baumgarner
behind all the others. It surprised him how they operated, but he
had to remind himself that air marshals weren't technically covert
operators. They were here as US federal law enforcement agents with
the full permission of the host country. Still, they were better
than many of the military teams he worked with, who looked as out
of place as football linebackers at a ballet recital when they came
through. One of his operators, "Mad Max" Onofrey, bumped into one
of the marshals, a good looking young woman. Mad Max spoke with the
woman, to the obvious discomfiture of her male partner, a young kid
who stood by fuming at the blatant pick up attempt. After a minute
Mad Max went on his way, strolling down the cab stand past the
other marshals. John watched him go, then went down the stairs to
meet him.

"How you doing?" John said.

"That's my kind of woman," Max said. "Good
shape, good attitude, good job, and she must be a good shooter. Did
you see the body on that girl?"

"Uh, huh. Back to business, Maxwell my boy.
Where they going?"

"Marriott, like we thought. Her name is Joan.
Dick cheese her wanna be boyfriend is Jon. I think she wants to
dump him and do pony tricks with Mad Max."

John reached out and put his hand on Max's
head. "Heal him, Lord," he intoned.

"Not till after I have her, okay?" Max
said.

***

After the post-mission debrief in Harold's
hotel room, Charley and Don went across the hall to Charley's room.
"You want a beer, Donnie, or you gonna catch some bag time?"

"I'll drink a beer."

Charley opened a Dortmunder and handed one to
Don, who drained off half the bottle in one long swallow. "Weren't
thirsty, were you?"

"A little bit," Don allowed. "Feel better now, though. How'd you
like not having to work for once?"

"It was actually pretty damn good, once I got
over not prowling around. I heard you making time in back."

"Luann was tormenting me with the young nubile bodies of her
trainee sky goddesses," Don said.

"It was good to see her."

"When do you want to hook up with Jed?"

"I called the Annex a little while ago; he's
out. I left a message with my room number on it. He'll get back to
us."

There was a knock on the door. Charley went
to it and said, "Who is it?"

"Stacy and Steve."

Charley opened the door and let the two of
them in. "How about a beer?" he said. He looked at their grim looks
and said, "What's wrong?"

Stacy came right to the point. "Karen is a
snitch planted by Dinkey."

"What?" Charley said.

"I heard her talking to him in the office at
the FOB. She's been taking notes on the team, but mostly you, and
giving them to Dinkey."

"That fucking bitch," Don snarled. "Did she
set us up at the airport?"

"Probably," Stevey said. "What are we going
to do about this?"

"I really don't want to believe that,"
Charley said. He shook his head. "I never imagined things could get
to this...somebody on the team?"

"What do you want to do, Charley?" Stacy
pushed. "We can't let this go on."

Charley was stymied. His first instinct was
to call Karen aside and talk to her -- but if he was to do that,
he'd have to do it as a team member and not as a team leader. The
team's already strained working relationship would be torn apart.
The unit integrity, already compromised by Dinkey's heavy hand,
would be shattered at a time when teamwork was absolutely
essential.

"I'll talk to her," he said. "Just me,
marshal to marshal. The rest of you are going to have to sit on
this until I find out what's going on with her." He asked Steve and
Stacy, "Are you sure of this? Is it possible you misunderstood what
was going on?"

Steve was silent. Stacy said, exasperated,
"Hey, Charley, this is Stacy talking, remember? I heard what I
heard."

"Okay. Don't say anything to anybody else
until I talk to her."

"I don't want to work with the bitch,
Charley," Stacy snapped. "If I can't trust her to deal with us in a
straight up fashion, I sure as shit don't trust her to talk care of
business when things go down. I want to send her home."

"Give me some time to get to the bottom of
this, Stace," Charley said.

"Do it quick, Charley, or I'm going to. This
disgusts me, I can't tell you how much." Stacy turned to Nelson.
"Give me a goddamn beer, Donald."

The phone rang. "Now what," Charley muttered
picking up the receiver. "Hello?"

"Hey son," came the gravely voice of Jed
Loveless. "We need to talk. You need some time to nap, or can you
get away right now?"

"I won't be doing any sleeping . I'll meet
you now," Charley said.

"Be in front of the hotel in fifteen
minutes." The phone buzzed loudly as Jed hung up.

"I've got to go," Charley said.

"I'll go with you," Don said. "Let me get my
jacket." He got up and went out the door. Steve and Stacy followed
him out.

Stacy said over her shoulder, "See you guys
for dinner?"

"Later," Charley said. He stood alone in the
room, then bent and picked up the empty beer bottles and set them
in the waste can. He looked out the window at the Main River. What
else could go wrong?

***

"This is John Bolen. I think you guys have
met before," Jed said.

"Yeah," Charley said, sticking his hand over
the back of the passenger seat and shaking John's hand. "It's been
awhile, John." He turned to Donald and said, "We met down at Bill
Rogers' shooting school, in Georgia."

"Yeah, old Charley kicked my ass on the final
shoot off," John drawled.

"Seems to me that you beat everybody else in
the class...I got lucky," Charley said.

"Still don't make me feel better," John said,
grinning. He looked over at Don. "So you're Donald Gene Nelson,
huh? I heard a lot about you."

"I deny everything, I know nothing," Don
said.

"John's got some info for you," Jed said. He
kept his eyes on the road, as he drove through the narrow streets
winding around the old Frankfurt Army Headquarters.

John's voice dropped into the flat, steady
tone of an experienced briefer. "I'm in charge of the follow up to
information provided by your unit. We've made a positive ID of one
Ahmad Ajai, a known leader in Hizbollah's direct action units. Ajai
met with a known logistics coordinator in Paris. We have our eyes
on the logistics coordinator. Ajai dropped out of sight in Paris
and hasn't surfaced. There have been no identified surveillance on
your units since your last report. There was none in the airport
when you arrived today. We have been monitoring incoming calls to
key stations at the airport to see what we can pull up on these
suspicious phone calls. We've had three different suspicious calls,
all of which originated from public phones in widely scattered
parts of the city. This information leads us to believe that the
operation may still be on-going, but that the shooters may be out
of the country or in isolation. Some limited information gathering
is still being attempted. Our best read at this point is that the
failure for them to go undetected has at least delayed if not
completely deterred them from acting on their presumed mission
profile: executing a hijacking operation."

Don looked at the young man in awe. "Damn,
you're good, son!"

Charley said, "Is your part an on-going
one?"

John looked at Jed before he answered. "Yeah.
You can think of me and my guys as Charley's Angels."

"That's good," Don said. "Charley's
Angels."

"There's a thought," Jed said. "The three of
you off someplace, running around with guns without adult
supervision. I think I'm going on leave."

"What do you hear about Simon Dinkey?"
Charley asked Jed.

"Nothing since the last time we talked," Jed
said. "Why?"

"I like to keep tabs on the boy," Charley
said.

***

On the warehouse floor, Ahmad Ajai's
hijackers paced out distances and put down tape on the floor to
outline an aircraft configuration. Folding chairs became aircraft
seats. They stepped off the distances from the seats to the
simulated bulkheads, then began to practice knife techniques and
handgun presentation from the seats and the aisles. Ahmad Ajai sat
in the warehouse office above them. On the chipped wooden table in
front of him were several soft bound airline schedule books, along
with the most recent edition of the Airline Seating Guide. He cross
referenced the aircraft noted in the airline schedule routes for
Athens, Istanbul, Frankfurt, and New York with the Airline Seating
Guide. He made notes on each of the airplane configurations used on
each route and put a yellow post it note on each of the specific
configurations for copying later. The fax in front of him held the
tentative marshal coverage plan, which had made a circuitous
journey from Paris to Frankfurt. As required by law, the FAA had to
inform the air carriers of the proposed marshal coverage: it was
the biggest operational security loophole in the whole program.
Team leaders dealt with it by utilizing their authority to shift
seats, even whole flight schedules, and introduced variables and
random changes into the schedule to protect their people. Ahmad
Ajai's surveillance had indicated as much. The information and the
people he had in place were sufficient to give a reasonable amount
of notice when the marshals would cover a particular flight.

The marshal teams were covering an
unprecedented number of flights. That meant they had augmentation
or additional teams deployed or some standing by. Ahmad Ajai
frowned and looked at his draft operational order. He would have to
task additional assets to counter surveillance. He shook his head
and thumbed through the schedule book again, lingering on the
routes to Athens.

***

The marshals and their party were stretched
out along two long tables in the back room of the Basler Eck, under
the gigantic elk horns mounted on the back wall. Dinner plates and
dozens of empty beer steins littered the table. The party was split
into several smaller groups. As usual, Don dominated his end of the
table with ribald laughter. Luann sat between Don and Charley, and
constantly slapped at Don's wandering hands. Her flock of young
flight attendants was spread up and down the table, clustering near
the young men. Harold sat next to Karen; he was more relaxed after
a few beers. There was a lot of laughter and sexual posturing going
on where Jon, Joan, Ray, Dyer and several of the flight attendants
were huddled in a convivial semi-circle.

Shirleen leaned back in her chair and said to
Stacy, "Remember what it was like when we were young and out
getting some?"

Stacy snorted. "Speak for your own self,
white girl. I ain't married."

"What happened to that cute fireman you were
going with, honey? The one from Baltimore."

Stacy drew on her beer before answering. "He
put out the fire with his little bitty hose."

"You!" Shirleen laughed.

"Word, girl," Stacy said. She looked down the
table where Karen sat and muttered, "Bitch."

Shirleen followed her look down the table.
"That's a 'political' girl if I ever seen one." She looked at
Stacy, who made no effort to hide the disgust in her face. "What's
up between you two, anyways?"

Stacy looked over at Charley, who looked
tired, laughing with Luann and Don. "That little bitch..."she
started, trying to stop herself. "That little snitch is ratting us
out to Dinkey," she hissed.

"What!" Shirleen looked around and leaned in
closer to Stacy.

"She's taking notes on us all and turning
them into Dinkey, helping him build a case against Charley," Stacy
said.

"Get out. She seems ambitious, but that's
just stupid! She thinks nobody will find out? She'll get a bullet
in the head for that!" Shirleen said in disbelief.

"Well, I heard it. Charley is gonna talk to
her...but I might just send the bitch home anyways. Take her gun
and her creds and pack her sorry ass off back to her pimp Dinkey. I
ain't lying. I'll put that bitch on a plane so fast she won't know
what happened, and I'll drag her down to the General's office
myself when I get back!" Stacy voice rose, and several heads turned
to look at her. Karen quailed at Stacy's fierce glare when she
looked up.

Shirleen elbowed Stacy. "Have some respect
for Charley, Stacy. If he says he's gonna handle it, let him handle
it. And hold your fucking voice down."

Stacy continued to glare at Karen, till Karen
flushed and dropped her eyes. Harold looked quizzically down the
table, and then turned to Karen and asked her something.

Stacy looked over her shoulder and found
Charley looking at her. He caught her eye and shook his head in
warning. She nodded and leaned back in her chair. "Yeah," she said
in a calmer voice. "You're right, Shirleen. I ought to get laid and
blow off some steam." She called down the length of the table to
Don. "Hey, pencil dick! Yeah, you, the Navy SEAL...I'm coming for
you tonight, white boy, and you better be ready!"

"It's gonna be crowded in my room, baby, but
I'll squeeze you in," Don retorted.

"Leave me a spot on your face, white boy,"
Stacy said calmly, and everyone except Karen and Harold broke into
laughter.

***

Mad Max Onofrey and his back-up, Warren
Horton, shouldered their way through the crowd of Germans and
foreign flight crews packing the Basler's bar and ordered two
frosty mugs of pilsner. From their vantage point at the bar they
had a good view of the marshals in the back room. Max caught Joan's
eye from across the room and waved to her. He grinned and said to
his partner, "I'm on point, brother."

Warren, a stocky blond fire-plug whose last
assignment had been running the weapons pool at the JFK Special
Warfare Center, shrugged and fell in behind his partner.

Max swaggered up to the table and said,
"What's this, a tour group? Are you all flight crew?" He looked at
Jon. "Or flight attendants?"

Joan looked him up and down and said, "I
remember you...at the cab stand, right?"

"I knew you wouldn't forget me. Must be fate.
I told my partner here that I was going to meet the mother of my
children tonight. Isn't that right, Warren?" Max said.

"Who are you?" Jon interrupted, his face
red.

"Max Von Sydow, Aramco oil. I don't own it,
they just send me out into the sticks to find it. My assistant
Warren Foote." Max held his hand out to Jon, who ignored it. "I'm
sorry," Max said, "Am I intruding?"

"Yeah..." Jon began.

"No," Joan said. "Sit down, join us."

"Really? You don't mind? Thanks," Max said,
pulling up a chair. Warren settled in behind him, nodding to the
marshals. Several of the flight attendants made eyes at Max as he
settled in. Don and Charley watched with amusement as Max started
in on Joan, who was attentive and interested. Jon fumed and turned
away to stare into his beer mug.

Don started to hum the theme from Star Wars.
"Looks like the return of the Jedi, don't you think, Charley?" The
drape of Max's jacket over his right hip would conceal a pistol
quite discreetly.

"What are you talking about, Don?" Luann
asked. She was a little drunk and having a great time. She and Don
had a fling a few years ago; she'd enjoyed it. Old enough not to
fool herself about catching or even wanting to catch Don, she was
still young and good-looking enough to relish another vigorous
sexual encounter with the athletic SEAL. She had plans for him
tonight. She had always liked and been attracted to Charley, but
knew in the intuitive way of a woman who has had children that
Charley wouldn't be a light and easy lay. She didn't want, and she
knew he didn't want, any emotional entanglements. She draped her
arm around Charley's neck and laid her other hand on Donald's knee.
"What's he talking about, Charley?" she said.

"It's an old joke, honey," Charley said.
"Don't pay him any attention."

***

Ahmad Ajai wrote clearly and quickly, in neat
block letters, the draft of his operational plan. A military
technique that suited his orderly and logical approach, it helped
to formalize his thinking and structure the components of his
operations. He wrote and rewrote his orders, carefully destroying
the drafts, for he had discovered that the process of revision
often brought out the most important nuances of his planning. One
of his lieutenants, Gamal Ayoush, a man on the Israeli's most
wanted list for the murder of several Israeli settlers, came into
the office, a sheet of paper in his hand.

"We have their hotel locations," he said. A
few phone calls, asking for Mr. Nelson or Mr. Dey, had given them
the locations of the team members.

Ahmad Ajai looked up and nodded.

"We have the equipment ready to be emplaced.
When you so direct," Ayoush said. He was impatient and ready to get
on with things. This would be his first hijacking, and he was not
used to such a long pre-operational isolation. Ahmad Ajai saw that
in him and had in fact selected him for that violent impatience.
Ayoush would be the nominal leader during the preliminary stages of
the hijacking; he would be the man giving direction to the
hijackers while killing the marshals and then controlling the
passengers and the flight deck. Ahmad Ajai would remain quiet,
still, and hidden among the crowd until the marshals were dead or
captured, the passengers thoroughly cowed, and the cockpit firmly
under their control.

"It will be soon," Ahmad Ajai said softly.
"How are the others?" He reached for the pack of Marlboros on the
table and lit one. He offered the pack to Ayoush, who refused.

"They are ready now. We are all ready. The
equipment and weapons are ready; what we know of the support is
ready. What will you tell us today?"

Ahmad Ajai weighed the man carefully; the
statement was just short of open insolence. "I will tell you to
continue to be patient. I will tell you that it will be soon. I
will tell you to train even harder, to test yourself mentally. This
is different than what you have done before, my friend. You must
have the patience of a hunter in wait. This is not for us to enter
shooting; we must be still and wait. You need to learn that." He
was gentle in his criticism with the man. Ayoush would be drawing
the lion's share of risk and exposure in the most dangerous part of
the operation, and his violence was essential in that early
phase.

The younger man heard the warning note in
Ajai's voice, and the respect as well. He nodded his head in
acknowledgment. "Please excuse me. The isolation has been hard on
me."

"Yes, on all of us. You are doing well,
Gamal. You are very important, in fact central, to the success of
this plan. Sit for awhile, and let me talk of it with you."

Ahmad Ajai gave an overview of his
operational concept to the younger man. At the end, Ayoush said,
"It seems perfect in concept. The timing, in particular, is
perfect. How do we ensure that, though?"

"With deception. It will cost people, but
they are not our people."

***

WASHINGTON, D.C.:

Simon Dinkey sat in Al Garber's office, his
leg draped over one arm of the overstuffed chair against the wall.
"I'm beginning to think this whole thing is a figment of Dey's
imagination," he said.

Al Garber glared across his desk at Dinkey.
"Get your fucking leg off my chair, Dinkey," he said evenly.

Dinkey straightened up in surprise.

"Let's get something straight, since it's
just us two guys, and I don't record conversations in my office,"
Garber said. "The only reason I tolerate you is because you have a
function, albeit a limited function, in the mission around here. I
could care less about whose ass you kiss, or who you have lunch
with, or who you go running with. I frankly doubt that you're going
to be around here long enough to be my boss, and if that unlikely
scenario arose, I already got one pension, and I'd go and take it.
I'm telling you, straight out and plain, so that there is no
misunderstanding between us: stop playing this bullshit on Charley
Dey. I'm telling you now, I will do everything in my power to sink
your ass if you don't knock it off today. Period. We have people at
risk out there and your behavior increases that risk. Are we clear
with each other, Dinkey?"

"I think you misunderstand..."

"Are we clear?" Garber snapped.

"Perfectly," Dinkey said, standing up. "I'll
take my concerns elsewhere, since you're not interested in dealing
with them."

Garber watched him go out of his office, then
took a breath to calm himself. It had been a long time since he had
lost his temper, but the truth was, it felt pretty damn good. He
had wanted to tell that prick off for awhile. Al leaned back in his
chair and looked out his window. Between the gray buildings, he
could see a distant slice of green lawn and a few birds. He needed
to spend some time outside, maybe get some golf in with his wife.
He took another deep breath to shake loose the last vestiges of his
anger, and then laughed at himself. He wasn't going to lose his
anger till that son of a bitch Dinkey was gone. Dinkey's vendetta
against Charley Dey had caught the attention of several of the
supergrades, and despite Dinkey's narcissistic belief to the
contrary, he had no support there. General Stone, as formidable a
patron as could be had in the labyrinth of bureaucratic infighting,
was still an appointee who could be replaced with a stroke of a
pen. Dinkey had hitched his cart to Stone's rising star, but in
doing so managed to alienate most of the other Security
administrators -- many who had been marshals with Charley before
taking a promotion out of the marshal program. Al had gone through
in the second air marshal class, and had flown a few missions with
Charley before taking the job in Intelligence. The constant travel
and the edge he carried from it was too much like the time he had
spent on the Presidential Protection Unit. His long suffering wife
Christine had borne him three children and kept the home fires
burning throughout his entire career with the Secret Service. She
put her foot down when he started pulling three week marshal
missions around the world. The overtime had been great, but he
agreed with her, so when the chance came to fly the desk in Intel,
he took it.

"You're doing the right thing," Charley had
said. "You've got a great wife, great kids, and you've done your
time and then some, Al. Go for it. We need a shooter and a looter
to get the Intel shack in order."

That had been good advice. Al was proud of
the work he had done with the intelligence division. He was a
realist with lots of time on the block who knew about the back door
channels in the intelligence world, and how often critical
information was either relayed or denied because of personalities,
friendships, and feuds between people or organizations. He'd mended
the rift between CIA and FAA caused by his agency's poor handling
of the intelligence data forwarded from CIA. The strict policies
and training he had implemented showed their worth in a radically
improved relationship and better Intel for his shooters.

But Dinkey and his goddamn game playing...Al
was not going to let Dinkey's backstabbing antics endanger the work
he had done, or the people in his charge. He wasn't quite sure yet
how he was going to handle it, but it was going to get handled. He
was going to be here the day Dinkey was shown the door.

***

FRANKFURT, GERMANY:

It was a big mixed crowd that closed down the
Basler Eck. The marshals, the flight attendants, the pilots, and
the two "oil surveyors" made quite a scene exiting the restaurant.
Hans stood at the door, waving at everyone, a damp towel laid over
his shoulder. His normally dour face was creased with pleasure;
these customers had left a lot of money on the table tonight.

Charley strolled along at the rear of the
crowd; he noticed that the two young "oil surveyors" lagged behind
with Joan and one of the flight attendants, a willowy blond from
New York. The louder of the two, Max, was a pretty good operator;
even though he was making big time with Joan, he still kept good
situational awareness, with periodic scans of his environment. His
back up man, the stocky Warren, floated to the rear and left of his
partner. Charley filed that observation away; he was always looking
for good learning points. He would use those two as an example of
how tactical training could be a giveaway. The two of them were
obviously used to working closely together. Their spacing, which
remained constant no matter how they moved, and their constant
visual scanning, 360 degrees high and low, gave off a vibe which
said "trained killer" to a skilled observer.

Don and Luann strolled along, her hand tucked
into his arm, looking surprisingly like an old married couple as
they eased along the sidewalk, oblivious to anyone else. Harold was
talking animatedly with Dyer Shaw, who had struck out with the
flight attendants. Karen was hanging back away from the crowd,
carefully avoiding Stacy and Shirleen, who were deep in
conversation.

"Hey Karen," Charley called softly. She
turned around, surprised that he was calling to her. "Walk with me
a while," he said.

She hesitated, then paused for him to catch
up.

"It's nice out here, isn't it?" Charley said.
"Seems warmer than it should be, for spring."

"I'm a little cold," Karen said. "I should
have brought a sweater."

"Yeah, that's a good idea. You can get a
little collapsible windbreaker to tuck in your pocket, those are
handy," Charley said.

"Where can I get one of those?"

"There's a little travel store in the
terminal. I'll take you by there tomorrow afternoon."

"Thanks," Karen said. "I still don't know my
way around."

"That's true," Charley said. "You want to
tell me about what's going on with you and Simon Dinkey?"

Karen flushed so quickly and deeply that it
was as though someone had flashed a red light in her face. She
inhaled sharply and, for a moment, looked as though she were going
to burst into tears.

"I don't know what you're talking about," she
stammered.

"Hey Karen," Charley said in a calm, almost
bored voice. "You're an adult and I'm an adult. Right now, we're
two peers, two fellow employees, two fellow air marshals. Please
don't bullshit me."

Karen came to a stop. She looked down at the
ground, and then at the backs of the other marshals as they moved
away. Charley stood and looked at her calmly. She was struggling,
her chin trembling like a teenager's."Charley..." she said,
fighting back tears. She took a deep breath and calmed herself.
"Look, I'm sorry. He came to me and told me that it was important,
that it was something on-going. I swear I didn't know what was
going on, I thought it was part of my job. I didn't have anything
to do with that scene at Customs." She looked up at him and squared
her jaw. "I swear."

"What kind of information was he asking for,
Karen?" Charley said. He looked closely at her, trying to sort out
her truth.

"Mostly about you, about whether you were
following the regulations, the procedures, all the stuff you taught
us in basic," she said. "I went to him, before we left on this
mission and I told him that it wasn't right, that I felt like I was
spying..."

"You were," Charley said.

Karen flinched. "...and that I wasn't going
to do it anymore."

"Really," Charley said coolly.

"I'm sorry! What else can I say? I didn't
know any better, Charley," Karen was pleading now to the
stone-faced Charley.

"Karen, you need to understand something,"
Charley said in his soft instructor's voice. "A team like this is
built on trust. We have to trust each other. I have to trust you to
watch my back and to do what needs to be done when it comes time.
You have to trust me to do the same. We have to believe in each
other all the time so that we can believe in each other when it
comes time to do the deed. Do you understand that?"

"Yes," Karen said miserably.

"Why would you want this job, to put yourself
at this risk, if you're not willing to work to be trusted?"

"Because none of you are willing to give me a
chance. Because if you just gave me a chance I could show you that
I could do as good a job as anybody," Karen snapped.

"You've had the same chance everybody else
has, Karen. And you've been doing just fine, at least as far as
your work performance goes. Until this."

"Charley, look, please," Karen pleaded. "It's
over, I don't have anything else to say. I want more than anything
else to be on this team. Please, just give me a chance and don't
send me home."

"I wouldn't do that, even if I was team
leader right now," Charley said. "You're going to have to work
about ten times as hard to make up the trust you've damaged, not
just with me, but with the rest of the team. There's no such thing
as a secret in the cadre. Everybody talks, you know that."

"Who else knows?"

"Steve, Stacy, me, Don, probably a few others
now." Charley patted her arm. "Live and learn, Karen. You got used
by a guy who's a champion user. Now you've got to recover form
it."

Karen looked hopefully at him.

"Let's get back. We've got work to do," he
said.

***

"We get off here," Joan said to Max in front
of the Mariott.

"What, no invite up for coffee?" Max
said.

"No, no coffee, Max," Joan said. "Nice
meeting you." She held out her hand. Jon stood off a bit, his arms
crossed.

Max shook her hand and his head at the same
time. "Well, you can't blame me for trying. Could I see you
again?"

"I don't know when I'll be back..."

"I could call you."

"No, I'll call you," Joan said.

Max shrugged defeat and handed her an Aramco
business card. Joan turned to walk into the hotel lobby and Max
called after her, "Hey, you never did tell me what you do!"

Joan grinned wickedly over her shoulder. "If
I tell you, I'll have to kill you."

Max laughed.

"Good night, Warren!" Joan called.

Warren waved at her and watched as she and
Jon disappeared into through the glass and brass doors into the
lobby. "She's too good for you, Mad Max," he observed.

"She's damn good, buddy. How come you didn't
move on the flight attendants?" Max said.

"I was too busy watching your back."

"I'd like to watch hers."

"I think it's already being watched, by young
Jon whatever there."

"He's a kid...a woman like that needs a man
to get up against."

Warren walked off and said, "And your point
is?"

"I can't believe the opsec on this bunch,"
Max said, lighting up his first cigarette of the night. "They may
as well wear signs."

"They're not spooks. Not supposed to be.
They're cops. Nearest thing to them is an airborne stake out
squad," Warren said. He was familiar with the concept; he had taken
classes at the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center from the
famous Jim Cirillo, the former head of the New York City Stake Out
Squad.

"Did you see Nelson and Dey checking us out?"
Max said.

"They're spooks. Either still or once upon a
time," Warren replied laconically. "They still got the moves. I
heard of them. They got a higher body count between the two of them
than some third world nations."

"I don't know, they're old dogs."

"Jedi Jed is an old dog, and you sure as shit
wouldn't want him sniffing your tail."

"That's Jedi Jed."

"Fucking smartass," came a voice from the
corner of the hotel, behind the shrubbery. The two of them spun and
saw Don Nelson grinning at them. "Old dogs? Nobody teach you
respect for your elders?"

The two young operators didn't know what to
say. Don laughed out loud. "Don't fuck with an old dog, boys. It's
the gray hairs that'll get you."

He walked off, leaving the two looking at
each other.

***

Ahmad Ajai pointed to the flip chart mounted
on the easel. The carefully sketched in airplane seating schematic
was overdrawn with red crisscrossing lines like a diabolic
basketball play sheet.

"Seizing these positions is the key. If you
hold these positions, you hold the entire aircraft -- and even if
there are some air marshals we miss, they will be unable to move
effectively, and we will discover them in the control and
consolidation phase," he said. "Remember that," he said. "We must
take the key positions quickly and violently. Are there any other
questions?"

"Yes," Ayoush said. "Do we have sufficient
assets available to execute the deception plan?"

Ahmad Ajai turned to the fashionably dressed
Lebanese man sitting in a wooden chair turned backwards, his arms
draped over the chair back.

"That is my concern," Michel Neberi said.
"And I will tend to it. It will be executed properly or, as your
leader has said, the operation will not go forward."

Ayoush was silent. Ahmad Ajai said, "Anything
else? Very well then. Prepare to sterilize the warehouse. We have
two hours."

***

"What do you mean you lost him!" Jed
said.

John Bolen was furious with himself. "I'm not
a miracle worker, Jed. I've got guys strung out all over the place
watching the goddamn air marshals, and after they get done
following them around they've got to pull a shift on the tango
surveillance too. I only had two guys on Neberi, and Neberi is
good, he was working a route, and he got clear before we could get
back up in place. He'll show up, and we'll take care of him."

"You hope he shows up," Jed snapped, as he
stood up. His executive chair rolled back and bounced off the wall.
He stalked to a framed Monet water lily on the wall and glared into
it as though he might find an answer in the purple flower.

"Neberi's got too much invested in Paris to
blow out forever. Nobody's got enough money to get him out of here.
He's a Parisian trapped in a Lebanese body. We've got all the other
bases covered, the marshals go operational today, in a couple of
hours we'll be fine. There's no movement, no players working the
airport, we've got things covered. If they have an operation
running, their running a long ways from the airport," John said.
Right now he wished he was a long ways away, too.

"I hope you're right, John. Goddamn it, I
wish we knew where he was. I'm ready to take that son of a bitch
out of play and sweat him like they did Leigh. I'll fry his fucking
nuts and find this Ahmad Ajai," Jed said. His voice shook with
barely controlled fierceness.

"Calm down, Jed. Charley can handle it in the
air, and we can handle it down here. "

"Goddamn it, John!"

***

Lenny, the newest member of the US air
carrier cleaning crew, used the $50 prize money he won for finding
the concealed test device to buy coffees for his crew members. All
his co-workers raised their cups to him.

"So, if you win the big money for finding a
real device, will you be so generous?" one of the crew, big Amir
the Turk, asked.

"I can only pray," Lenny said in his quiet
and modest way.

***

Mary Franken had worked for DELTA Airlines
for 16 years. At 38, she was still very much an attractive woman.
Her taste in men ran to the dark and exotic. A child of the late
sixties and early seventies, she enjoyed the Turkish and Israeli
and occasional Arabs that filled her bed. Her latest beau was a
darkly handsome and muscled Israeli ex-paratrooper. She loved to
run her hands over the scars on his chest, but he refused to speak
of how he got them. He spoke very little about himself, except to
say that he came from a small village in what used to be Palestine,
a village that no longer existed. In fact, he was not Israeli at
all, a fact that amused him as much as the woman did. He was
Palestinian, and an intelligence operative for HizbAllah.

"One of my friends is an air marshal for El
Al," he said carelessly, his hands crossed behind his neck, the
rumpled bed sheets pulled over his groin. "He thinks that I should
go to work there as well. They make pretty good money, get to
fly."

"You can fly with me, honey," Mary said,
combing out her hair with her fingers.

"It is not the same...they like us paras for
that kind of work."

"The US Air Marshals are like that. They have
lots of military guys working with them. I know a couple."

"I didn't know there were American air
marshals."

"Oh, yeah." Mary reached for a cigarette from
the night stand, but her lover pushed her hand away.

"I don't like you to smoke," he said.

"Oh, all right," Mary said.

"Tell me about the American air marshals. Do
you think I could work for them?"

"I think you have to be a US citizen.
Probably."

"I would like to see them, see what they look
like."

"There's a team coming through tomorrow, I
mean this afternoon. Come by the counter around three and I'll
point them out. I know a couple you can talk to."

"I don't want to bother them. I just want to
see them," her lover said softly.

***

Michel Neberi spoke to the burly man who
stood with him in the front room of a safe house on the outskirts
of Frankfurt. "We already had that information. We got it from
reservations," Neberi said. "But that's fine. Tell him to
stand-by."

The burly man nodded, and said, "Do you need
me to put anything else in here?"

"Is there food in the kitchen?"

"Yes."

Neberi looked outside at the early morning
light. "There's nothing else, then. Make sure our man is where he
is supposed to be."

"Yes."

"I don't think I will ever fly again," Neberi
said.

***

Charley sat on his bed and munched a
croissant and sipped coffee. There was a knock on the door. He got
up and left Donald in. Don went into the bathroom and washed his
face without saying a word. When he came out, Charley handed him a
cup of coffee.

"How's Luann?" Charley asked.

"She's great," Don said. He sipped at his
coffee. "Don't you have any sugar?"

"Over there."

Don poured three bags of sugar into his
coffee cup and stirred it vigorously.

"I'll work with Karen today," Charley
said.

"You talk to her?"

"We're straight now. I'll back her up today."

"Whatever. You tell Stacy?"

"Not yet. Figure I'd give her time to get
over you."

"Leave me alone, Charles, before you piss me
off."

***

Lenny Amirkhas joked in the locker room with
his co-workers. They were all more comfortable with him. His
generosity with the coffee and his unexpected sense of humor had
eased his entrance into their tight-knit circle. The supervisor
waved him and the other cleaners over and gave them their
assignments for the day. Lenny stood quietly, listened and then
looked at the list of departure aircraft. He found the one he was
looking for.

"Amir," he said to his Turkish friend. "Might
I trade assignments with you today?"

"Why?"

"I have not worked on this type of aircraft
before, and I would like to see one."

"Seen one, seen them all."

"Just this one, for today."

"Sure, Lenny, if you like. It will cost you a
good coffee, though."

Lenny laughed. "As you like it."

***

Charley carefully packed his black cordura
carry-on bag. He wore his Second Chance body armor under a baggy
sweatshirt that also served to conceal his Sig-Sauer P-228 9mm, two
spare 20-round magazines, a small Mini-Mag flashlight and a
Spyderco fighting knife. He pulled his black leather jacket on over
it all, and checked out himself in the mirror, looking for any
tells . Satisfied, he swept through the room quickly one more time,
looking for anything he might have left behind. He was ready. He
went down into the lobby and checked out, then seated himself in
the coffee shop and ordered a cup while he waited for the rest of
the crew. He and Stacy and Karen and Steve had the Frankfurt to
Athens run today; Harold and the augmentees had Frankfurt to
Istanbul; Don had Frankfurt to Rome.

Stacy was at the front desk, checking out.
When she finished, she came over to his table. "Ein kaffe mit
kreme," she said to the waitress.

"Morning, Stace," Charley said.

"Did you take care of business?"

"Yeah. I'll work with her. You and Stevey
team up."

"That's fine with me." Stacy sipped at her
coffee. "What did she have to say for herself?"

"She was used, Stacy," Charley said. "She
didn't know any better. She does now. Give her a chance."

Stacy shrugged. "We'll see, home boy."

The rest of their action cell showed up.
Steve and Karen checked out and came over to sit with them. Karen
was stiff and nervous, looking around at the carefully impassive
faces at the table.

"We ready to go? You need coffee?" Stacy said
to Karen and Steve.

"I'll get some at the airport," Stevey said.
"They got that good little espresso stand."

"I'm fine," Karen said.

"Then let's get gone," Stacy said.

They split into buddy teams, got into
separate cabs, and left.

***

ATHENS, GREECE:

In a taverna in the Plaka, the old shopping
area in the heart of Athens, two men worked their way methodically
through a heaping platter of grilled lamb.

"You understand fully what to do?" one asked
the other, as he placed another bone on the plate.

"It is not difficult. There is no danger to
me, right?"

"None at all."

"I know the hotel. They must have lots of
money."

"Americans always have lots of money."

The other grunted as he worked another chop
between his teeth.

***

FRANKFURT, GERMANY:

Donald Gene stood at the ticket counter
talking with the ground security coordinator and the station
manager. Spread out in the crowd behind him, their backs against
walls, were the other members of his action cell: Jon, Joan, and
Butch. Butch was running the counter-surveillance, working the
crowd, looking for anyone looking too hard, too much, or too little
at his crew.

"What's the weather like in Roma today,
Dieter?" Don asked the ground security coordinator.

Dieter, a thin and intense German whose
passions were American country music and four-wheel drive vehicles,
said "Beautiful, Don. Clear, a little breezy, high sixties, low
seventies. Perfect."

"Be a good day to find me a bella donna and
drink wine in the plazas. I love this milk run," Don said. "Any new
threat info?"

"Nothing, " Dieter said. "Those phone
calls..." He lowered his voice, looked around. While the counter
was busy, the background noise in the crowded terminal was so loud
that no one could hear them. "...there haven't been any for awhile.
Just the usual things."

"That's good." Don took the tickets for his
crew. "See you when we get back, Dieter. You can buy us some
beers."

"Okay, Don. Have a safe flight."

***

Charley and his crew got into the DELTA
Airlines crew bus with Rainer, the on-duty ground security
coordinator. From the thick glass window in the concourse above,
Mary Franken tugged at her boyfriend's arm when the bus pulled away
from the flight operations center out onto the tarmac.

"See," she said. "There they go. They take
them right out to the plane, just like the El Al crews."

Her boyfriend patted her bottom absently
while he watched the crew bus roll along the rows of parked planes
and stop before one. He watched the four marshals climb the stairs
up into the plane, and he noted the tail number of the
aircraft.

"Where is that plane going, I wonder?" he
said idly.

"I can find out," Mary said brightly.
"Probably Athens."

***

VECTOR AIRLINES FLIGHT #127, FRANKFURT TO
ISTANBUL:

Shirleen and Dyer stood back near the galley
and watched Harold give his briefing to the flight and cabin crew.
"What's he so nervous about?" Shirleen said.

"He's got a bad case of the creeps working
with Nelson and Dey," Dyer said, yawning. "Nelson kicked his ass a
couple of years ago and Harold never forgot about it."

"He was fucking up like this, he deserved an
ass kicking," Shirleen said, shaking her head in disgust as Harold
stammered through the briefing.

"Like you can do any better?"

"Maybe," Shirleen said. She watched Ray
standing in a modified parade rest behind Harold. "We got to get
young Ray laid. He's taking this shit entirely too seriously."

***

DELTA FLIGHT #102, FRANKFURT TO ATHENS:

On board the 727, Charley and his crew
crowded into the small first class section. The cleaning crew was
still on board, doing their last minute tidying up. Charley stood
to one side and nodded as the crew supervisor squeezed by him,
apologizing.

"I'm sorry, we're running a little late," the
supervisor said nervously.

"No problem," Charley said. He looked the
cleaning crew over. They were the normal cross-section of
immigrants the Germans allowed in their country to do work the
natives shunned. The cleaners were nervous around the marshals.
Some of them knew what the marshals were there for, and others did
not. The way these early-boarding passengers carried themselves
precluded any questions from the cleaning crew.

Stacy and Steve squeezed by the cleaning crew
and went to the rear of the aircraft and stood in the galley near
the lavatories.

"You want to search the lav?" Stacy said.

"Put her in charge and she starts dumping the
shit jobs on her buddies," Steve grumbled. He opened the lav door
and inspected the small space. He knelt and took out the trash bin,
looked behind it, looked into the cabinets behind the paper towels,
flashed his light in the spaces behind the mirrors. "Clear," he
said.

Stacy worked her way through the galley,
looking behind the bins of food and drinks and inside the various
nooks and crannies of the storage units. She pulled out and opened
a bottle of orange juice and poured two glasses.

"Stevey, want some juice?"

"That'd be good. Thanks."

They paid no attention to the quiet cleaner
straightening pillows in the seats at the back of the aircraft.

***

WESTERN AIRLINES FLIGHT #223, FRANKFURT TO
ROME:

"I think you have had too many women, Mr.
Don," Ilona, the lead flight attendant said.

"There is no such thing as too many women,
beautiful Ilona," Don replied.

The beautiful Hungarian woman laughed with
delight. She enjoyed her constant flirting and fencing with Donald,
who she had known for two years. She had never given in and slept
with him. On some crews, she was the only one who never had slept
with the infamous Don Nelson. It amazed her that he got away with
what he did; the women all seemed to love him no matter how
outrageous or how blatant he was in the pursuit of other women.
Still laughing, she walked away from Don. She enjoyed him.

"You'll never get her, Don. That woman is the
nearest thing to an angel on earth there is," Butch said. He
sniffed at the air. "She even leaves the air smelling better. I bet
her farts smell like rose petals."

"Don't you talk about my future wife like
that, you pig."

"She can't marry you, her name isn't
Debbie."

"For her I'd make an exception."

The two marshals lounged in the first class
cabin while the flight attendants bustled around them, putting the
cabin in order, setting up trays, making coffee and warming the
ovens, preparing for the passengers. The captain and co-pilot came
up the stairs and stopped when they saw the marshals.

"About time we saw you guys again," the
captain said, a short, fat and balding four striper. "Things
haven't been the same without you."

The co-pilot looked quizzically at him.

"Welcome aboard," the captain said. "Anything
you got to tell me?"

"Yes sir, I'm Don Nelson, I'm the team leader
for this Air Marshal team. We're aboard for a routine deterrence
patrol; there is no specific threat to your aircraft. There is a
general threat on this route, as you know, and that is why you have
the security measures in place and air marshals on board. The four
of us have worked with your cabin crew before -- we know everybody,
and your folks know their jobs. Just business as usual,
Captain."

"Okay. If you or your people need anything,
just let me know." He followed his co-pilot forward into the
cockpit.

Jon and Joan stood at the rear of the
aircraft and looked up the aisle at Don and Butch.

"I wanted to hear that captain briefing,"
Joan muttered.

"You've got it written down in your
credential case," Jon said. He'd been irritated with Joan for some
time. She refused to resume their training romance and was
increasingly stand offish, which only made him try harder.

"I wanted to hear Nelson do it."

"You sure you just didn't want to do
him?"

Joan spun on Jon so quickly he stepped back.
"You're out of line, Jon," she snapped. "Way out of line."

"I..." Jon stammered

"Shut up! Don't you ever speak to me that way
again, do you understand me? Who I fuck or don't fuck is my
business, not yours. It never was and it never will be, you
understand?" She stormed off up the aisle, leaving Jon blinking in
surprise.

"Don?" Joan said.

"What is it, Joanie?" Don asked.

"I'd like to swap seat positions. Either move
Jon or move me."

He noted her flush, and looked down the aisle
where Jon slumped on an armrest, head down. "Lover's quarrel, huh?"
Don said.

Joan fought to keep her temper. "I would
prefer to work elsewhere, if you can do that. I'd appreciate
it."

"I'll swap with you, Joan," Butch
volunteered. "That okay with you, Don?"

"Sure, fine," Don said.

Butch went to the rear of the aircraft and
began speaking to Jon. Jon was waving his arms around wildly, and
Don could only hear snatches of their conversation. Joan stood in
the galley, her arms crossed on her chest.

Ilona looked at her and smiled
sympathetically. "Men. They are not worth the trouble, are they?"
she said.

"That's for damn sure," Joan said.

A junior flight attendant stuck her head into
the galley. "Passengers boarding!"

Joan moved to the lavatory door, between the
cockpit and the open cabin door, as a passenger bus stopped at the
bottom of the stairs and passengers began to enter the aircraft.
From where she stood, she blocked access to the cockpit, and could
see each passenger as they entered. From his seat in First Class,
Don could see Joan, and each passenger as they entered as well.
Each passenger got looked over thoroughly as they got on board. The
marshals looked for the passenger that seemed out of place, too
nervous, too calm, too tuned into with what was going on around
him. The young, the athletic, the ones who wore sunglasses on board
the aircraft, the tense, the too loud -- they all got looked over,
and catalogued by the marshals. Don only noted two who might bear
watching: both young men in their twenties who carried themselves
with the unconscious arrogance of someone who was not only in good
shape, but used to using it: the carriage of a soldier or a cop.
They might be Middle Eastern, but it's hard to tell in Germany. You
have Turks, Israelis, Greeks, Latinos as well as dark Germans, and
without having a chance to spend time calibrating and watching
each, it was hard to tell them apart. But if he missed one, he had
Butch and Jon behind him to catch them.

Joan rummaged through the magazine rack as
though she were looking for something to read. This was a light
load for a flight to Rome, at least from what she had been told.
The plane was only about half full.

"Is that it?" she asked Ilona.

"Yes, not too full today," Ilona said
serenely. "It will be an easy flight."

***

DELTA FLIGHT 102, FRANKFURT TO ATHENS:

Charley and Karen watched the passengers
board There were a lot of wealthy looking Greeks lugging huge
shopping bags from the Duty Free Shops. They sidled down the
aisles, coats draped over their arms, packages bumping the seat
backs as they looked for an empty overhead compartment. Charley
watched their faces and their bags. He hated the way the Duty free
shops worked. The people who worked in those shops were
inadequately screened and as airport employees, they could often
bypass passenger screening altogether, bringing anything they
wanted into the sterile boarding areas. This looked as though it
were an organized shopping junket; many of the people seemed to
know each other, but that could be the natural Greek gregariousness
as well.

An older woman in her fifties or sixties, a
wealthy Greek dowager from the look of her carefully coifed and
shellacked hair to the heavy gold around her neck, bumped into
Charley's arm. She said something in Greek.

Charley nodded and smiled. "No problem, it's
okay," he said.

The woman stopped. "Oh, you are American! I
used to live in America, New York City."

"That's nice. Great city.'

"Oh, yes," she said. Someone pushed her from
behind and she went on. The man who'd pushed her held his canvas
carry-on tight to his chest. The man looked Turkish with his hooked
nose and the unusually dark skin. His face seemed tight beneath his
large sunglasses. He was in good shape. Something about him
bothered Charley; it was how he didn't look around in First class,
the way most coach passengers did. The man brushed past the older
woman who was behind Charley, struggling to get her things up into
the overhead compartment. Charley noticed how the man kept his
elbows in close to his body, pressing his leather jacket in tight.
He saw Karen working the remaining passengers from her vantage
point in front of the lavatory. He filed the man's face away and
settled back into his seat. Something about that man bothered him.
He looked over his shoulder and saw the man looking back at him,
then quickly looking away. Charley felt a tingle in the pit of his
stomach and the adrenal rush that raised hair on the back of his
neck. 'There's something there,' he thought. 'Something's not
right.' Karen looked at him and he saw that she had made the man as
well. The last of the passengers were on board. The lead flight
attendant was checking over her passenger manifest with the gate
agent. Karen went to her seat, and hesitated before turning front
and sitting. Charley waited a moment, then stood and went to the
front to the lead flight attendant.

"There weren't any last minute profiles, were
there?" he asked her in a low voice.

She looked at him with surprise and a little
annoyance. "No, none on the manifest and no last minute pax.
Why?"

"Just checking," Charley said, smiling and
projecting innocence. He turned and saw the man leaning out to look
at him. He was about halfway down the coach cabin, halfway between
Charley and his back-ups in the rear of the aircraft. Charley
slowly settled into his seat, tense. He felt the cross-hairs
settling.

***

Stacy had made the guy as well. She tapped
Steve on the shoulder and said, "Come back here for a minute."

Steve followed her into the narrow aisle
between the galley and the lavatory.

"You see that guy with the canvas carry-on,
up there, the one hanging his head out in the aisle?" she
said.

"Yeah," Steve said.

"I don't like the look of him. Walk up by him
and get his seat number -- like you're going up the front to get a
magazine or something."

Steve strode up the aisle, slowing for a
moment when he brushed by the man. He went to the front of coach
and rummaged through a magazine rack for a moment before a flight
attendant said," I'm sorry, sir. You'll have to be seated now.
We're preparing for take-off and departure."

"Sure," Steve said. He walked slowly back
down the aisle, flipping through Sports Illustrated. In 14D, on the
aisle, the man held his canvas carry-on in his lap, and stared
openly at Steve. Steve nodded pleasantly to him and went back to
his seat, where he wrote 14D and the word "DIRTY" on a piece of
paper , slipped into the Sports Illustrated and handed it across
the aisle to Stacy.

"Did you want to read this magazine?" he
asked Stacy. The other passengers looked up and then away.

"Thanks." Stacy took the magazine and looked
at the note and nodded. She loosened her seatbelt and pressed her
elbow against the butt of her Sig, locating it. She leaned away
from the seat rest and lifted it up out of the way. The male
passenger at the window looked over the empty seat between them and
said, "That's a good idea," and lifted his seat arm as well. Stacy
nodded absently. She fixed her attention on the back of the
suspicious man's head. He seemed very interested in what was going
on up in First Class.

***

VECTOR AIRLINES FLIGHT 127, FRANKFURT TO
ISTANBUL:

Harold was uncomfortable in First Class. No
matter how many times he rode up there he still felt out of place,
as though the other passengers could tell that he was a blue collar
kid from Missoula, Montana. He knew he looked stupid sometimes,
with his swaggering and loud bravado, but he couldn't seem to help
himself. That wasn't the problem on this mission. Caught between
Don Nelson and Charley Dey, he was on his best behavior for this
mission. It was no fun. Like most of the third and fourth
generation marshals, he'd grown used to the old-timers running the
missions, making the important decisions, interfacing with the
embassies and the pilots and the customs and the police everywhere
they went. He didn't enjoy the responsibility that came with the
team leader assignment. The perks were nice: first class seating if
he wanted to take advantage of it, control of the team, making
decisions -- or at least they'd looked nice from when he'd been
riding in coach and business. Even though he'd been a team leader
before, it had always been under the guidance and supervision of a
senior guy. He'd never had so many senior guys on his team. Charley
Dey had been good to him so far, he had to admit, and Don Nelson
had backed off, probably because of Charley, but Stacy Bagley was
merciless in her pointed and public humiliations of him. It wasn't
his fault that Dinkey had assigned him to this job. If it had been
up to him he would have given a pass to the whole damn thing. There
was all kinds of shit going on he didn't have a clue about. Dey and
Nelson were close-mouthed about what they were meeting with that
embassy guy about. And there was Karen...he could have a thing with
her, he thought, grinning, but there was something between her and
Stacy. That bitch could be pretty scary when she was wound up and
she seemed wound up about Harold and Karen. He'd have to ask Karen
about it when he got together with her back in Frankfurt. He had
scheduled a down day with her and he meant to take her on a day
trip to Heidelberg. Harold smiled at the thought and paged through
the airline's on-board magazine. He didn't notice the attractive
woman sitting behind him across the aisle. She watched his every
move and followed closely his conversation with Dyer Shaw across
the aisle from him.

***

WESTERN AIRLINES FLIGHT #223, FRANKFURT TO
ROME:

Donald Gene prowled the 727 restlessly. Even
though it was a short flight, he couldn't stay in his seat. The
truth was he hated flying and he hated sitting for so damn long.
'Then why fly?' Don asked himself and the question made him laugh
out loud. A woman passenger looked up at him and smiled. Why fly?
It was the chance to travel in style for once in his career,
instead of by sub or swimmer delivery vehicle or parachute. It was
pretty damn good to go First Class and stay in nice hotels on the
taxpayers dime, surrounded by attractive and single flight
attendants, far from home in romantic cities. He had a job where
the bureaucrats gave him a gun, a badge, a couple of passports, an
American Express with no limit and $2500 in cash. Why fly? You
didn't need to be a rocket scientist to get that. The truth was,
though he'd never admit it, was that his body -- shot up in
Vietnam, blown out of the water once in a training accident, dinged
and banged up -- wasn't what it could have been. He'd found that he
couldn't keep up with the younger SEALS anymore, and he knew then
it was time to move on gracefully. But he still wanted to stay in
the game. He didn't have the patience for the consultant game, and
he'd had the chance to be a contract trainer for CIA, but gave it a
pass. He chose the Marshals. He'd known Charley Dey in Viet Nam,
not well, but they linked up in the first air marshal training
course, and had been partners since. They'd both been selected to
be trainers by Colleen Nicolovich, the feisty ex-FBI bank robbery
squad agent from New York City, who'd been appointed the head of
the new Air Marshal Unit.

"Well, boys," the hefty, chain-smoking
daughter of Russian immigrants said, "You're going to be the ones
to go and make us a name. Most of the CT community won't talk to me
cause I don't got a dick. Rest of them the idiots in this outfit
have pissed off for one reason or another. You boys are well known.
I'm gonna send you to the CIA. I'm gonna send you to Bragg. I'm
gonna send you down to Seal Team Six. I'm gonna send you over to
the Bureau, to Secret Service, to State Department, and to FLETC.
You're gonna steal all their best shit and bring it back here to
mama. You're gonna impress all those people and leave them saying
to each other, 'What a squared away outfit that is.' You do that
for me, boys, and I will make sure that you get everything you want
to make this happen right. You'll get the money, the best toys,
training facility, whatever. Cause the big boss man in the White
House says he wants marshals now and he means yesterday. So go get
it done."

Old Colleen had been an eye-opener for Don.
She was the best boss he'd ever had. After twenty years with the
SEALs, he would never have believed he'd been so happy working for
a woman if he hadn't been doing it himself. He'd been genuinely
disappointed when she was promoted to a position with the Secretary
of Transportation. Life was funny that way.

"Hey, Ilona, got anything sweet back here?"
he said through the drawn galley curtains.

"There is much sweet in here, Mr. Don, but
nothing for you," she replied primly.

"Why do you torture me, honey?"

Illona stuck her head out and grinned
impertinently. "Because you are so terrible to women, Mr. Don."

Butch laughed from behind Don. "It is because
you are so terrible to women, Mr. Don," he repeated in a
falsetto.

"Shit, nobody around here's seen terrible,
yet," Don said.

***

DELTA FLIGHT #102, FRANKFURT TO ATHENS:

Charley was tense. He felt that man behind
him; the man's attention like a beam of light cutting through the
dark to rest on Charley. It seemed to take forever for the plane to
taxi into position, then accelerate and hurtle itself into the sky.
Karen kept looking over her shoulder; she felt that passenger, too.
Fifteen minutes into the flight, the seat belt lights still lit, he
heard the lead flight attendant say, "I'm sorry, sir, you'll have
to return to your seat."

Charley looked over his shoulder and saw the
suspicious passenger, his carry-on clutched to his chest, standing
at the bulkhead that separated first class from coach.

"I have to use the restroom," the man said in
heavily accented English.

"I'm sorry, you'll have to wait until the
captain turns out the seatbelt light," the flight attendant said.
"Really, you'll have to return to your seat now, sir."

Charley eased the buckle open on his seat
belt and shifted his weight to his left leg.

"Okay," the man said. "Okay." He turned and
went back to his seat.

Charley's heart was pounding. He took a
disciplined breath through his nose to calm himself. Karen hadn't
missed the exchange; she was flushed bright red, and gripped the
armrest so tightly her fingers were bone-white.

"Are you okay, Miss?" the older gentleman
next to her said. "Will you be sick?"

"No," she blurted out. "I'm fine. Something I
ate didn't agree with me. I'll be okay."

The aircraft finally leveled off, and the
captain announced that passengers could move about the cabin.
Charley got up out of his seat and moved to the front of the first
class cabin, in the left front passenger door, and looked back
through the aircraft. He saw Steve on his feet in the rear. Stacy
caught his eye and nodded, twice. They were up to speed. The
profiled passenger stood up, his bag in his hand, and made his way
forward again.

The lead attendant stood right in front of
him and said, "Sir, you can't use that lavatory. There are others
in the rear that are available to you."

"Someone's in those ones," the man said.

"No, they're empty. No one is in them.
Please, sir!"

The man turned away and returned to the rear
of the cabin. He brushed by Steve and entered the lavatory. Steve
took the magazine he'd been browsing through and held it in his
left hand. He turned away from the passengers and Charley saw that
he had drawn his weapon. The magazine in Steve's left hand went
over his right hand, concealing his pistol. He set himself up
against the back stairway door, between the two lavatories. Stacy
stayed in her seat and turned to face the aisle, where she could
see Charley, and still see the lavatory door. Charley nodded to
Karen, then leaned against the bulkhead next to the cockpit door.
The lead flight attendant looked puzzled. She looked at Charley,
then down the length of the aircraft at Steve, then back at
Charley. She paled and her hands began to tremble.

"What's happening," she whispered. "What's
going on?"

"Just hold," Charley said. "Stand over here,"
he said, guiding her into the galley.

The rear lavatory door opened and Charley
saw, as in slow motion, Steve's hand come up. The passenger stepped
out, his hand in his bag. He stopped, withdrew his hand, and zipped
up the bag. He looked up and stared back at Steve for a moment. He
dropped his eyes and returned to his seat.

It was as though the aircraft was a balloon
that all the air had suddenly rushed out of. Trembling with
adrenaline, Charley stared into the man's eyes and started down the
aisle towards him. "Karen, stand by," he said tersely as he passed
her. Karen got up and stood at the cockpit door. Charley went to
the man and stood where he could see both of his hands, still
clutching the canvas carry-on. "Could I speak to you for a minute,
sir?" Charley said courteously.

"Who are you?" the man said. He wouldn't look
at Charley.

"I think we met in Frankfurt, didn't we?
You're a salesman..." Charley said.

The man looked up at him. "I don't think so,"
he said. "I don't know you." He clutched at his bag.

Charley stared down at him. Something about
this wasn't right. It felt contrived; not all there. The man was
too obviously afraid and he wasn't looking around for support from
anyone. All of a sudden he didn't feel dangerous anymore.

"Sorry," Charley said. "I mistook you for
someone else."

"Not at all," the man said. "Not at all."

***

VECTOR AIRLINES FLIGHT #127, FRANKFURT TO
ISTANBUL:

The woman was attractive, short and muscular,
in a chic black dress and black hose. She leaned forward and tapped
Harold on the shoulder.

"Excuse me," she said, smiling. "Could you
please say for me this word? I don't know how to pronounce it, or
what it means?" She held out a fashion magazine with the word
"prodigious" underlined."Prodigious," Harold said. "As in big, very
big."

The woman smiled and said, "Thank you so
much. My English is not so good."

"No, it's really good," Harold enthused.
"Really."

Dyer Shaw looked over and snorted. He went
back to his crossword puzzle book.

"Thank you," the woman said. "You are
American?"

"Yes."

"What are you doing in Istanbul?"

"I'm, uhh, visiting my brother. He's in the
Air Force, stationed there," Harold said.

"I see. My family, my brother and my cousins,
they are in the Turkish Air Force. Fighter pilots. And your
brother?"

"He's a, umm, logistics officer, doing
logistics."

"I see." The woman crossed her legs and
smoothed her skirt. "Have you been to Istanbul before?"

"No."

"I thought I heard you and your friend
talking about going back to the Sheraton?."

"He's been here before," Harold said quickly.
Dyer rolled his eyes and remained silent.

"I see," the woman said thoughtfully.
"Perhaps you would like someone to show you around to some places
the tourists never get to see?"

"That would be great! How can I get in touch
with you?"

"It would be better if I called for
you...where are you staying?" she said, taking out a black leather
covered notepad.

"The Presidential."

"And your name?"

"Harold D. Blooming. My friends call me
HD."

"HD?"

"Like the motorcycle, Harley Davidson.
HD."

"Okay...HD. I will call you. How long will
you be in Istanbul?"

"Only for...a little while," Harold caught
himself.

"Well, then, we will have to make the best of
your time," the woman said. She snapped her notebook shut and
tucked it back into her Gucci purse.

***

WESTERN AIRLINES FLIGHT #223, FRANKFURT TO
ROME:

Ilona and Joan were chatting in the forward
galley while Ilona and her assistant unpacked their drink carts. "I
think you are very brave," Ilona said. "For doing what you do."

Joan shrugged, embarrassed. Ilona's beauty
awed her.

"What is Mr. Don like to work for?" Ilona
asked.

Joan thought for awhile before she answered.
"He acts like a hard-ass, and he is one, really, but...he's a good
person, he's really funny. I think he likes being the center of
attention because he's actually lonely."

"Lonely? Mr. Don? He has many women," Ilona
said, laughing.

"I don't know," Joan said sheepishly. "He's
good to work for. He looks out for us."

"Hmm," Ilona said. "Do you think he could
ever have one woman?"

"I wouldn't know," Joan said. "Why?"

"I think he is a beautiful man. I would take
him except he has too many women. I would make him give them all
up."

Joan laughed. "Good luck."

"We are coming to Rome. Maybe there. I will
make him take me to dinner by myself. We'll see."

***

FRANKFURT, GERMANY:

John Bolen and Jed Loveless huddled at a
conference room table stacked with bound intelligence printouts.
Each binder was overstamped with the SECRET or TOP SECRET/SCI
stamp. John brushed aside a stack of surveillance photos of known
safe houses. There were several photos taken inside the Frankfurt
air terminal with neat black arrows and circles drawn around the
surveillance subjects.

"What about running the passenger manifests
through the BND computer for a cross check with the terrorist
file?" John said. His voice was heavy with fatigue.

"Already done. Negative hits. They're using
fresh passports if they're moving at all." Jed shook his head in
disgust. "This doesn't feel right. Not at all."

"Jed, they may have just backed off. That's
what it looks like. It doesn't make any sense for them to continue
the mission if they've been made!" John threw his binder down and
stood up. He stretched, and rubbed his back with both hands. "If
they're going to continue, they're going to continue on a soft
target. I'll bet dollars to donuts that they show up on something
like Egypt Air. It makes no sense at all to target a heavily
protected flight. Too many resources for too little chance of
success. C'mon!"

"Then why work the marshals at all?" Jed
retorted. "They don't have to work the teams to find out what
flights are covered and aren't."

"If they wanted to kill the marshals, they
could kill them on the ground, just like they could go after the
Ambassador, the RSO, the DEA attaché or the secretaries. Why take
the chance of a long fall from 30,000 with no chutes when they can
find themselves a nice soft unprotected target?"

"What if they had enough take that they
thought they could take the marshals in the air?" Jed said.

"Oh, bullshit," John replied. "We're not
talking Kuwait Air, with two marshals on board. We're talking an
augmented team of twelve shooters, some of the best people we've
got. It would be a blood bath."

"Stay with me on this," Jed said. "Suppose
they had the take. Suppose they had the shooters. Hell, they had
fourteen on the Kuwait plane. Think of the headlines if they took
that plane."

"That's far-fetched, Jed. There's nothing in
the take we have so far, in their past and present doctrine, or in
any other way, shape, or form to indicate that they would consider
that option."

"You're assuming you know everything you need
to know about this."

"No, I'm not!" John snapped. "I'm trying to
introduce a reality check into this. We don't have enough assets to
deal with your scenario, Jed! If the marshals can't handle that
scenario, then what the fuck are they doing flying? You know Nelson
and Dey -- are they going to take care of business or what?"

"Yeah," Jed said. "They'll take care of
business."

***

DELTA FLIGHT #102, FRANKFURT TO ATHENS:

14D's name was Hafiz Araz, a Syrian. Charley
copied the name and passport information from the passenger
manifest into his notebook. Once they got into Athens, he'd get the
embassy to do a computer run on Araz and use the secure
communications system to get the name to Jed Loveless or Al Garber.
If there was anything to be had on Hafiz Araz, they'd find it. Araz
hadn't moved from his seat since Charley spoke to him. There was
something peculiar about the whole incident: Araz's actions seemed
out of character. His sudden change of manner when confronted was
both unlikely and suspicious.

Charley made a final notation in his notebook
and put it away. Karen still looked shook up. The sudden adrenaline
dump and the subsequent crash were the stuff of air marshal
missions: hours of boredom punctuated by a few brief moments of
terror. He gestured for her to join him up front in the galley. The
few passengers in First Class were either occupied with one another
or reading magazines.

"How you doing," he asked Karen as she
stepped into the galley.

"I'm still scared," Karen said. "I thought it
was going down."

"Might have," Charley observed. "Were you as
ready to deal with it as I thought you were?"

Karen looked at Charley for any sign of
condescension or sarcasm. Seeing none, she said, "I think so. I
knew what to do."

"Good," Charley said. "That's the problem
with this job. There's training, there's operations, and then
there's the real thing. It's not like police work, where you get
field training under somebody's supervision. Here, it's the real
thing, or it's nothing."

Karen watched down the aisle. She nodded,
slowly.

"It felt like the real thing," she said.

"You got that right, marshal," Charley
said.

***

ISTANBUL, TURKEY:

The woman in the black dress paused beside
HD's seat. Her Gucci handbag and carry-on brushed his arm. The
other passengers shifted from foot to foot impatiently, eager to
get out the door and into the terminal.

"Why aren't you getting off?" she asked.

"There's someone I want to talk to in coach,"
Harold replied lamely.

"Oh...I see," the woman said. "Well, I'll be
speaking to you." She turned and stepped delicately down the stairs
in her heels.

"Hey!" Harold called after her. "I didn't get
your name!"

"That's right," she said, smiling demurely.
"You didn't. Good bye!"

Harold laughed nervously. Dyer Shaw sneered
at him and said, "That bitch isn't going to call you, man. She
comes from money."

"Oh, I'll see her again," Harold said. "I'm
sure of it."

***

ROME, ITALY:

Don's crew was wedged into the small crew bus
with the flight attendants and pilots. Ilona tilted her head
mischievously and wiggled in beside Don.

"So, Mr. Don. Where will you take me to
dinner in the romantic city of Rome tonight?" she asked.

"Are you asking me out, Ilona?" Don said,
amused. The other marshals rolled their eyes, and the flight
attendants giggled.

"No, you are taking me out. Just me, tonight,
for dinner. I wish to see if you can be a gentleman with one woman
tonight."

"This is making me sick," Butch said, shaking
his head in disgust.

"Oh, shut up, Butch," Joan said.

Jon sat away from the others, silent and
wounded with his arms crossed.

"Well, Mr. Don, we are all waiting for an
answer," Ilona went on. She looked at the other flight attendants.
"This is a famous time, I think."

"Beautiful Ilona, I would be happy to take
you out to dinner at the restaurant of your choice," Don said
gallantly.

"An expensive one, I think," Ilona said
gaily. "Very expensive, because you air marshals are rich, and I am
a poor girl from Budapest."

***

ATHENS, GREECE:

Charley handed the Greek Customs Police
officer the stack of passports and declarations for his crew.
"Hello, my friend," he said. "How have you been?"

"Very good, thank you, Mr. Dey. Excuse me,
but do you have any American cigarettes?"

"Sure," Charley said, handing the man an
unopened pack of Marlboros. "Please keep the pack."

"You are too kind," the Customs officer said,
quickly stamping the passports without even checking the photos.
"Have a nice visit to my country."

The four marshals went up the stairs into the
main terminal.

"That's one of the things that Dinkey would
put a stop to, Karen," Charley commented. "He'd say that was
bribing a foreign official. Or at least that's what he'd call
it."

"It doesn't seem to hurt anything."

"It doesn't. It's custom, that's all. That's
life on a real mission, instead of behind a desk."

Charley was glad to stretch his legs. Stacy
and Steve trailed behind, watching his back and looking around the
terminal. "Everybody got enough money changed, or do you need to
get some here?" he asked, as they passed the money exchange.

"We're good," Stacy said. Karen nodded.

"Let's go," Charley said, leading the way
through the doors into the brilliant sunshine of a spring afternoon
in Athens. He waved to two cabs lined up at the cab stand. The
cabbies pulled closer and jumped out to open the doors.

"Athens Hilton," he said to the driver, who
nodded and shut the door. Karen was pushed back in her seat by the
sudden acceleration as the cab driver took off like a fighter
pilot. The driver exited the airport at high speed, turning right
into a seemingly impenetrable stream of traffic that parted at the
last second to let him in. Charley grinned as he watched Karen
clutch at her seat. "Welcome to Athens," he said. "If the tangos
don't get you, the drivers will."

"Jesus, can't he slow down?"

"It would offend him if you were to ask him
to," Charley said.

The driver leaned on his horn and hung his
head out the window. "Malaka!" he shouted.

"What does that mean?" Karen asked.

"It's an affectionate greeting," Charley said
dryly.

***

"Looks like Charley took care of that Karen
thing," Steve said to Stacy as their cab rushed to catch up to
Charley's.

"Whatever," Stacy said. "That was some bad
shit back there, home boy. I'm glad you were with me. I thought for
sure there was going to be some killing."

"That's what it felt like. There was
something hinky about that whole episode, though. There was nobody
else profiled...and he acted so aggressive until he got a reaction
from us. Then it was like he was scared to death. I don't think he
ever saw you and me till he came out of the lav."

"So what? That's good. I don't want no fool
making me."

Steve looked out the window at the battered
hillside of the Acropolis. "It was like he was just looking to make
Charley jump, or something."

"It was strange," Stacy agreed. "I want to
hear what Charley finds out about that boy. A Syrian passport with
a German work permit, flying to Athens?"

Steve changed the subject. ""You ready to eat
some lamb? How about the Steps tonight?"

"I'm ready to suck that meat right off the
bone." Stacy said. She looked at Steve and laughed. "Why, little
Stevey, you're blushing!"

***

ISTANBUL, TURKEY:

The lobby of the Presidential Hotel was
crowded with Turks and foreigners. Harold and his marshals stood
near the big double glass and brass doors, where people streamed
past and into the disco-decor lounge. "Anybody up for making a
quick run down to the Covered Bazaar?" Harold asked. "I'm going for
some leather jackets."

Ray Rydell was uncomfortable. Everyone seemed
so casual about what they were doing; none of it jibed with his
recent training. "I thought we weren't supposed to be going down
there," he said.

"We're on the ground now, New Guy, and you're
off duty now," Dyer said. "I'm up for it," he told Harold.

"Count me out," Shirleen said. "I'm going to
stay here."

"Me, too," Ray said.

"Suit yourself," Harold said. "We'll give you
a call for dinner." He caught himself. "I might have plans,
though."

Dyer laughed. "Fat chance, dreamer."

"I saw her, HD," Shirleen said. "You need to
learn to keep your mouth shut and not let your dick lead you
around."

"Lighten up, Shirleen," Dyer came to HD's
defense.

"Either one of your dicks," Shirleen said.
"C'mon, Ray." She turned and walked away.

"She's probably wanting to do the kid," Dyer
said.

"Fuck her. Let's go. There's a cab outside,
let's get it," HD said. He jogged out the door, waving at the
cabby. Dyer followed him out. Neither one noticed the two men
lingering near the lounge who watched them leave.

***

Shirleen stretched out on her bed, crossed
her arms behind her head, and thought about her baby son. He'd be
banging on his crib right about now, getting his daddy up out of
bed. She smiled. Her husband Larry had been a marshal once; he'd
gotten a medical reassignment after he had blown the ligaments out
on his knee during a physical fitness test. He was an air port
security inspector now and he had enough seniority to get flexible
hours so he could take care of their son when Shirleen's mother
couldn't. She heard voices and footsteps out in the hall; the
Presidential had paper thin walls and rickety doors, and she heard
every creak as well as the whine of the elevator down the hall. A
door opened and closed down the hall. She picked up the remote and
turned on the TV, and flicked through the stations till she found
CNN.

***

Down the hall from Shirleen, the two Turkish
men from the lobby entered HD's room with a pass key. They rummaged
quickly through his open suitcase and the drawers of the desk, and
discovered a leather bound notepad shoved between the mattress and
box springs of the bed.

"Here it is," one said. The other came over
and began copying seat assignments and flight numbers from the
schedule tucked in the front pocket of the notebook. It only took a
few minutes. They replaced the notebook, and took another moment to
straighten the room.

"It's good," one murmured. He paused at the
door and listened before he opened it up. The two men left quickly,
shutting the door behind them.

Across the hall, Ray Rydell got up and looked
through his door peephole. He saw the men walking past, so he
opened the door. The two men looked incuriously at him, nodded, and
went to the elevator. Ray looked up and down the hallway. Muddled
by jet lag, he didn't know what he was looking for, so he returned
to his interrupted nap.

***

ROME, ITALY:

The Sheraton Roma was notorious for its
terrible service. The front desk clerks were rude to the point of
open hostility, the waiters would as often as not spill soup or
water on anyone who insisted on their meals served hot, and the
maids would steal anything not locked and/or tied down. Despite
that, it had been home base to marshals hubbing out of Rome for
years because of its relative proximity to the airport (nothing is
conveniently located in Rome) and the city. It did have a dedicated
busline which made it easier to get the team back and forth to the
airport. Don led the way through the lobby, a smoking cigar in his
hand, waving at the porters like a visiting royal. He leaned on the
counter and addressed the head reception clerk, a frighteningly
ugly woman with the blond hair of the northern Italians.

"Sophia, my darling, you are as frightful as
ever. Where are the rooms for me and my crew?" he said.

"You will have to wait. There are no rooms
available," Sophia rattled off in rapid-fire English. "Nothing
available now."

"But darling, I called and talked to your
boss, the good Mr. Giovanni, who told me not only did I have rooms,
but that they were available when I called, a mere six hours ago.
So check again, dearie, before I burn your nose hairs with this
expensive cigar," Don said.

Sophia burst into Italian, waving her arms
about. She slammed her hand on the counter and stalked off into the
back office. Don smoked his cigar serenely. A plump and well
dressed man, his thick black hair carefully styled in a pompadour,
came out of the back office.

"Mr. Giovanni, so good to see you again," Don
said.

"Mr. Nelson," the hotel manager said. "You
are looking well." He shook Don's hand, then slid four registration
forms over the counter. "For you and your people." He set out four
sets of keys with room numbers attached, and handed them to Don
when he had the registration forms. "Enjoy your stay, Mr.
Nelson."

"Always, Mr. Giovanni. Would you like a
cigar? Cubans," Don said, handing the manager one of his
cigars.

"Thank you," Mr. Giovanni said, with a slight
bow.

"What was that all about?" Jon asked.

"It's a ritual, my son. Sophia needs to make
the whole world suffer for being so damn ugly. Guess I can't blame
her. It was just my good fortune I was born so pretty."

"I think that's wacky tobacco you're
smoking," Butch said.

***

Don sat across from Ilona in the tiny bistro
Mr. Giovanni had recommended. The food was fabulous, but Ilona was
absofuckinglutely beautiful. Her brilliant blond hair was done up
in a French braid, with a few loose strands left to lie across the
long tan swoop of her neck. And since when did flight attendants
pack heart breaking little black dresses? She eyed him slyly over
her wineglass and said, "You have never been married, Mr. Don?
Never?"

"Never, Ilona darling. Never met the woman
who could hang with Donald Gene the Love Machine.

"Hang? What do you mean, hang, Mr. Don?"

***

After dinner Don and Ilona strolled the busy
night time streets of Rome. It was a warm spring night and the
promenade was in full swing. On one side of the plaza the girls
strolled; on the other the boys trolled for sweet looks. Ilona
tucked her hands into the crook of Don's arm, and laid her head on
his shoulder for a moment as they walked along. She was almost as
tall as Don, a surprisingly good body fit. Don found himself
patting her hands almost paternally and laughed out loud.

"What is so funny, Mr. Don?" Ilona asked

"I'm just enjoying you, Miss Ilona," Don
replied. "I'm enjoying you very much."

"Oh, you mean you can enjoy just being with a
woman and not only her body?" Ilona said. "This is dangerous time
for me, I think. I will have to keep my eye on you, Mr. Don. I will
have to watch you closely to see that you are a good boy."

"I'm a very good boy. The best of boys."

"I don't think so. I think you are probably
very naughty. A spoiled boy, I think." Ilona laughed, and squeezed
Don's arm.

What was it about this woman? Don wondered, a
mighty grin on his face. He enjoyed her immensely. It didn't hurt
that she was probably the most beautiful woman he had ever gone out
with, but her independence and strength and easy humor appealed
most to him. He'd been with strong and independent woman before,
but he felt something special with Ilona. It made him a little
giddy and he laughed out loud again.

"Oh, I like it when you laugh, Mr. Don. You
have a beautiful laugh."

"Why do you always call me Mr. Don?"

"Because when you are not playing the crazy
man, you have such a serious and sad face on. I have to call you
Mister, then."

"Serious? Sad?"

"You are alone too much, Mr. Don. You need a
woman who will be around for you always. Someone to tend to you and
give you boy children. You need someone like me," Ilona said
calmly.

Don was flabbergasted. "What?" he said
dumbly.

"My English is not so good?"

"No, your English is just fine, Ilona."

"I think so." She leaned her head against the
stunned SEAL's shoulder. "How many babies shall we have?"

***

ATHENS, GREECE:

Stacy sat cross-legged in the middle of
Charley's king-size bed, working up her notes for the trip report.
"We've got an early flight tomorrow, so if you guys want to go out,
let's make it an early night," she said. "Charley, what are we
going to say about that guy?"

"Make a note of it, and let's touch base with
our people in Frankfurt tomorrow. I called the embassy, and the RSO
is out of town for the next two days, so we won't get anything done
there. You okay with that?"

"That's fine. That was a strange
motherfucker," Stacy said, adding Charley's comments to her draft
trip report. "I don't want to see him again."

"What about the Steps for dinner? We could go
early, beat the rush and be back in plenty of time," Steve
said.

"Home boy is thinking about ripping some lamb
up," Stacy said.

"Sounds good to me," Charley said. "Meet
downstairs in an hour?"

Everyone filed out of Charley's room except
for Stacy.

"What do you think about that guy today,
Charley?" Stacy said.

"I don't know what to think. It looked like
it was going to go down, he was sending all the signals. But then
it was like he choked, or he wasn't expecting somebody, or..."

"Or maybe he was just playing with us," Stacy
said.

"What do you mean?"

"From where I sat, it looked like he knew who
you were, like he was trying to play to you. He didn't look like he
expected anybody to be backing you up. He didn't give off those
vibes except for when he passed you. Like he was just playing."

"I know what you mean." Charley replayed the
incident in his mind. "I wonder if we're just too wound up, too,
Stace. I mean, he was a strange individual, but we've been working
too damn hard for the last four weeks. We might be seeing things
that aren't there."

"I can't believe I'm hearing you say that,
Charley Dey."

He laughed. "I've been known to be wrong
before, Stacy. And this has been your basic pigfuck for the last
month or so."

"Word, home boy." Stacy stood up. "Let's go
eat some lamb. I'll see you downstairs in a while."

Charley watched the door shut behind her and
laid back on his bed. Was he seeing things? Over-reacting? He
closed his eyes and let himself go limp, and let the tension drain
out of him. Had he? He was more tired than he'd thought.

***

Charley saw the watcher when he came out of
the elevator. The man was sitting with his back to the lounge,
where he could see the elevators, front desk, the whole lobby, and
one of the two main stairwells. A good position, especially if he
had a back up. Charley walked up to the front desk where he got a
copy of the English language newspaper, the Athens Herald. He took
it to one of the overstuffed chairs and sat down to wait for the
rest of his crew. The watcher was carefully not watching him. Stacy
and the other two came out of the elevator a few minutes later, and
Charley watched for the other man's back-up, but didn't see
any.

"You guys ready to eat?" Charley said.

"Let's go," Steve said.

"Walk or ride?" Stacy said.

"I'd rather walk," Charley said. "We've been
doing enough sitting."

They went out the front doors into the
lingering sunlight of the late afternoon. It was less than a mile
to the restaurant they called the Steps; it was up the hill behind
the Athens Holiday Inn. They took their time, strolling and
window-shopping down the long, broad boulevard. When they crossed
the boulevard Charley got a glimpse of the watcher from the hotel,
a block behind them.

"Hey, T-man," Charley said casually. "I think
we have a little shadow. At least one, a block behind. I saw him
back at the hotel."

"Roger that," Steve said, dropping back.

Karen looked, but she didn't pick anyone out
of the busy street.

"Goddamn it, I do not want some motherfucker
interfering with my meal," Stacy growled.

"Let's just see what goes on," Steve
said.

***

Stevey squeezed fresh limes over the sizzling
pile of roasted lamb. Stacy handed around a plate of fresh bread.
Big plates of sliced cucumbers and tomatoes were stacked on the
table among the wine bottles.

"This is great!" Karen said.

"We been eating here a long time, girl. They
take good care of us gringos," Stacy said, licking her fingers.

Charley kept an eye on the front door. They
were seated in the back room, next to an exit just in case. Except
for the glimpse of him in the crowd a few hours ago, there was no
sign of the watcher. So Charley relaxed and enjoyed his meal and
the company of his team. He wiped his fingers on his napkin and had
a sip of wine. Air Marshals and flight attendants always found the
best places to eat; certain places got discovered and handed around
the flying circuit, to be handed down literally generation by
generation. A senior flight attendant had invited him down here
years ago, not long after Abu Nidal and his crew had shot up the
Athens airport. The marshals had been new on the circuit then. It
was as much out of curiosity as it was for the protection and
safety the marshals engendered that the flight attendant had asked
them out to eat. They had some laughs that night. Donald Gene had
been in great form, and had gone home with the senior flight
attendant that night. Charley grinned.

"What you laughing at, white boy?" Stacy
challenged him.

"I'm wondering what that crazy Donald Gene is
up to in Rome."

"He's probably neck deep into some pussy,
talking trash," Stacy said, drawing the last bit of lamb off a
rib.

***

FRANKFURT, GERMANY:

John Bolen stood and leaned against the wall
to get some circulation into his back and legs. He felt as though
he had spent weeks in that chair instead of only eight or nine
hours. The conference table was littered with sandwich wrappers and
coffee cups, stacks and more stacks of surveillance photos,
computer print-outs and binders of old reports from the field. A
tape player on the table rewound a tape of yet another fruitless
recorded conversation between suspected terrorist supporters. Even
though he had done everything possible so far, he still felt as
though he had let Jed down.

"My guys are getting burned out, Jed," John
said wearily. "We've been working for weeks on this and we're
getting no place. My people are on the dumb side of exhausted and
I'm going to stand them down. This is non-productive."

Jed slouched down in his executive chair with
its special lumbar support. His feet were up on the table. His polo
shirt was rumpled and his face unshaven and drawn. Somewhere, in
all this information strewn down the length of this table, there
was something they were missing. He just knew it. His gut instinct
had saved his life too many times, been right on the money too many
times. There was something brewing. Something was going to
break.

"What about some fresh horses?" Jed said.

"Jed..." John said. "Look, I'm going to stand
my people down for awhile. They need the rest. They've been run
ragged and they're not going to be any good to anybody till they've
had some time off. Between Beirut and this, we've just been working
them too hard. They might miss something right in front of their
face if I don't get them some time off. My guys have been pulling
sixteen to eighteen hour days for the last month. I'm standing them
down till we have something firmer."

"I'll bring some more NSA assets in to handle
the electronics. Can you at least give me some shooters on
stand-by?" Jed said.

John shook his head in amusement and
frustration. "Me, Onofrey and Warren. That's all you're going to
get for the next three days, Jed."

"Fine. I'll check a goddamn Browning out
myself."

"Better get your ass out on the range, old
man."

***

ATHENS, GREECE:

Hafiz Araz, the son of storekeeper in
Damascus, and once a notable actor in community theater, sat
nervously across from three dangerous looking men. He'd been told
to call a telephone number when he had arrived in Athens, after he
cleared Customs and took a cab down to the Plaka. A few minutes
after that phone call, a very tough looking young Lebanese had
taken his arm and ordered him brusquely to come along. Down the
winding alleys of the Plaka they went, into a small taverna and
through the empty seating area into the kitchen in the back. The
owner and cook stood up and left the room when Araz came in,
leaving him with the tough young Lebanese behind him and three
other men lounging at the table.

"So how was your flight, Hafiz Araz?" asked
the middle of the three, a very stocky Palestinian with at least 50
years on him by the gray hair he wore brushed back.

"It was very frightening," said Araz. "I saw
the man whose picture I was shown, I was playing my role. You
didn't tell me that there were others on the plane! I could have
been killed! There was a big American at the back and I think he
had his gun on me!" Araz began to warm up, for he sensed he had an
attentive audience. "The older man, the one in the picture, I saw
him. I looked him in the eye and I thought, 'This one is a killer,'
he had that way about him, but concealed. He saw me, he could feel
me, I could tell. I connected with him, I know. I did as you told
me, I tried to use the lavatories, but the stewardess, she wouldn't
let me. So I went to the one in the rear. When I came out, there
was this other, a big man, very frightening."

Araz sensed a shift in his audience's
attention, so he picked up the tempo. "I was in danger, I could
tell. I think this big one had his gun out, under a newspaper. I
went back to my seat, I was very afraid. And then the first one,
the older, he came up to me and asked me where he knew me
from."

"He asked you where he knew you from? What
did he say, exactly?" snapped a younger man with a lean, ascetic
face from the far end of the table.

"He, he asked me if I was a salesman from
Frankfurt, if he had met me before," Araz stammered. He began to
get angry with himself and with these men. The money offered him by
an associate to play a role for the benefit of what he believed to
be the Syrian intelligence services was good, but not enough to get
killed over. They had said the man was some kind of security
specialist, but it was obvious he was some kind of armed guard, a
policeman of the secret variety. Hafiz Araz wanted nothing more to
do with this job.

"How many others do you think there were on
the plane?" said the Palestinian with gray hair in a bored
voice.

"I don't know! Those two, maybe others, I
don't know. I would like to leave now. I would like to go
home."

"Hafiz," the Palestinian said softly, leaning
forward on the table. "Did you tell anyone about us hiring you? Did
you call anyone else since you've been here?"

"No," Hafiz said, confused. "No one. I was
told to speak to no one. My family doesn't even know where I am. I
told them I had business to attend to in Stuttgart."

The Palestinian looked at the Lebanese who
had escorted Hafiz in. "Is that true?"

The young man nodded.

The Palestinian raised his eyebrows. "Hafiz,"
he said, "Look at me, please."

Hafiz looked directly at the older man, and
when he did, missed his escort drawing a .380 caliber Browning
pistol with an integral suppresser, a favorite of the North Korean
Special Forces. The Lebanese stepped forward and fired once into
Hafiz's medulla oblongata, at the base of his neck, upwards and at
an angle where, in the unlikely event the subsonic jacketed hollow
point overpenetrated, it would not cross over into the men sitting
across the table. Hafiz's eyes bulged outward, a consequence of the
hydrostatic shock wave passing through his brain, and he slumped
forward, the bullet hole spraying blood.

"Stick a rag in that," the Palestinian
snapped. "It's making a mess in here."

The young shooter knelt quickly, taking a
tablecloth and wrapping it around Hafiz's head. The two other men
came around the table and helped him wrestle the body into a heavy
canvas sack lined with plastic.

"Wait!" the oldest man said. "Must I think of
everything? Put this in his pocket." He handed one of the men a
piece of paper, handling it by the edges. The man knelt and
inserted into the breast pocket of Hafiz's cheap suit jacket.

"They are eating dinner now," the Palestinian
said. "You know what to do."

The three men nodded. Staggering under their
burden, they carried it out the back to a waiting vehicle. The
Greek owner came back in and cursed at the sight of blood on his
floor.

"Come, my friend, its not so bad," said the
Palestinian. "I'll help you clean it up, and then you can make me a
wonderful spanakopita."

***

Steve saw the police lights and the squad
cars before anyone else. In the loose diamond shaped formation the
marshals tended to fall into when walking, Steve was on point.

"Something's going on back of the hotel," he
said.

There were five police cars, a police van,
and several plain clothes cars parked behind the hotel in the
service alley. An ambulance stood idling nearby. A crowd of guests
and hotel employees stood by the mouth of the alley.

"What's wrong? What's happened?" Charley
asked the concierge, who stood peeking over the shoulder of a
policeman.

"It's a murder, sir. Someone has killed a man
back here."

Charley looked over the heads of the other
on-lookers. The ambulance attendants and two policemen were
wheeling a cart out of the alley.

"Make way!" the policeman snapped in
Greek.

When the people pulled aside, Charley and his
crew saw the face of the dead man. It was Hafiz Araz, the Syrian
from Frankfurt.

***

ISTANBUL, TURKEY:

Harold was sick of the crowded Bazaar, and
sick of haggling over leather jackets. He was ready to get out of
there. "C'mon, Dyer. Fuck this, I'm tired. Let's get back. I want
to see if that woman called for me."

"She ain't gonna call for your sorry ass,"
Dyer said.

"Let's go."

Harold led the way through the crowd. He held
a bundle of leather jackets in each hand. Dyer followed, with a
bundle of four jackets (he sold them to his co-workers back in the
states) cradled to his chest like an infant. They elbowed through
the crowd, muttering under their breath as the Turks pressed in
around them. At the main entrance of the bazaar, they went out into
the street looking for a cab.

"We're going to have to walk a block to get a
cab," Dyer grumbled.

"If you hadn't been so cheap, we could have
had the cabby wait for us."

"I'm not going to pay some Turk $10 to sit on
his ass for an hour."

"You're just cheap, Dyer. Fucking cheap."

Caught up in their conversation, neither one
noticed the two men shadowing them since they had left the bazaar.
The two marshals cut through an alley to get up to the main highway
where they had a better chance of catching a cab.

"Hey, GI!" one of the two Turks called,
closing in on the marshals.

Harold looked up in surprise at the English.
"What?" he said.

"Fuck off," Dyer said in disgust. "I don't
want your sister."

The one who hadn't spoken stepped forward and
power front kicked Dyer in the kidney, just missing his spine. Dyer
screamed, dropped his bundle and clutched his back.

"Hey, what the fuck!" Harold shouted.

"No, fuck you, GI," the one who had spoken
said. He pulled a length of heavy black flex cable out of his
sleeve and whipped the cable into Harold's face, cutting a 1/2 inch
wide and four inch long welt across his left eye, nose and upper
lip. Harold dropped his package and clutched at his face.

"Fuck!" he screamed.

The Turk continued to whip him with the
cable. His heavier partner continued to kick Dyer, who fell to his
knees and attempted to cover up from. Dyer clawed for his weapon,
which he'd stuck loose in his waistband. The Sig fell out and
clattered to the ground, where the Turk beating him saw it and
shouted out, "Gun!"

The other Turk turned and when he did, Harold
pulled his pistol out and fired blindly. The shot rang out and
echoed in the alley. Through the roaring in his ears Harold heard
breaking glass and running footsteps. He fired once more in the
direction of the attackers, then wiped the blood out of his eyes.
The two Turks sprinted away through the crowd forming at the mouth
of the alley.

"Dyer, Dyer!" Harold screamed.

"Oh, fuck, oh fuck," Dyer said over and over.
"They got my fucking gun, man. They got my fucking gun."

***

The US Department of State Regional Security
Officer for Istanbul was a chubby, officious man named Greg
McHacklin, a man consumed by self-importance and bureaucratic
desire for promotion. He steepled his hands and stared across his
desk at the two black and blue and bandaged air marshals, and
considered how best to handle this particular incident so as to
shed the best light on himself.

"So tell me again how it was you lost your
weapon?" McHacklin said.

Dyer Shaw sighed, then winced. He had two
broken ribs. The doctors at the embassy clinic had wanted to check
him into a hospital for observation, but he was having nothing of
it. "Like I told you, we were attacked, and in the fight my weapon
fell out. I was under attack and when my partner drove them off,
the gun was missing. I can only assume that one of the two muggers
took the weapon."

"Two armed men, attacked by two men armed
with a piece of cable and bare hands, and you both end up in the
hospital with a gun missing. I thought you Air Marshals were
supposed to be some kind of elite," McHacklin said. He saw how this
was going to play: the incompetent feds, playing tourist shopper in
a dangerous area of a dangerous city, too arrogant to check in with
the RSO and get a briefing, get their asses thumped and their gun
taken away. He laughed.

"And I thought you were supposed to be
working on recovering that weapon," Harold snapped. He'd had it
with this place. After getting the responding police to get the
on-duty embassy officer involved, and then the interminable wait to
get statements processed, and then the trip to the embassy clinic
and then more waits for statements, calls to the FAA Comm Center
and the Watch Officer, the incredible ass chewing he had taken from
Simon Dinkey, 'He lost his fucking gun!', and then the pompous
posturing of this arrogant Foggy Bottom wannabe was more than he
could stand. It was almost five in the morning, and he had to get
back to the hotel, checked out and meet his team at 0630.

"You do understand that the chance of us
finding that weapon anytime in the near future is practically
zero," McHacklin said silkily. "There's quite a black market in
weapons in Istanbul, and a piece like that Sig is worth a small
fortune to the man who took it."

"We've got a mission to continue," Harold
said. "We need to get out of here."

"I understand. Of course, the Ambassador will
have the final say as to whether you continue your mission or
whether we hold you here. The Turkish authorities have made some
inquiries about having you stay until they determine that no one
was in fact hurt by the shots you fired."

"What the fuck are you talking about?" Harold
said in disbelief.

"You fired two shots in a heavily populated
area. There was a broken window in an unoccupied building near you
that appeared to have been broken by gunfire. There have been no
reports of any injuries, but we won't be sure for a while yet."

"For crissakes, McHacklin, you're supposed to
be on our side!" Dyer Shaw said. "If somebody was shot, the
Istanbul police would know by now -- it's not like this is Detroit
and somebody gets shot with a 9mm every night."

"Of course you can go. I'll get a driver and
vehicle to take you back to the hotel. As a matter of fact, you can
use the vehicle to transport you and your people to the airport,"
McHacklin said, ignoring Dyer's outburst. "If the Ambassador
decides to have you stay, the driver will be informed by radio, and
he'll bring you and your crew here."

"Whatever, McHacklin. I'm going to be talking
to DC before I talk to anybody else if that goes down," Harold
said.

"I'll see to your vehicle," McHacklin said.
"You can wait outside." He picked up a phone, shooing them out of
his office.

The two marshals left the office and slouched
into chairs in the waiting room. A Marine guard sergeant said, "You
the guys that got mugged?"

"What the fuck does it look like?" Dyer
said.

"Why didn't you shoot them?" the sergeant
asked.

"Jesus," Dyer said. "Why didn't you shoot
them?" he mimicked savagely.

"Shut up, Dyer," Harold said. "Just please
shut up, while I think."

***

ROME, ITALY:

Don and Ilona lingered in the lobby of her
hotel. "Aren't you going to invite me up, beautiful Ilona?" Don
said.

"No, Mr. Don, I am not. You will try
something and I will have to tell you no. I will say good night
now."

Don hung his head like a sheepish boy.
"Ilona..."

"It is no use to plead with me, Mr. Don.
Here, come here." She tilted Don's head to her face. Her pink
tongue, pointed like a cats, licked out across Don's lips, and then
she kissed him deeply. She pulled back and stared into Don's eyes
from three inches away, the sea-green of her eyes sparkling with
mischief. "Good night, Mr. Don," she said, turning away. "Good
night! Thank you for a wonderful night," she said over her
shoulder, as she entered the elevator.

Don stood there stunned. "Mother of God," he
said. "I thinks I is in love. Donald Gene thinks he is in
love!"

The night concierge looked strangely at him.
"Do you need assistance, sir?" he asked.

"Hell, did you see that? I need a heart
transplant after that, buddy. Whew! Lordy Jesus, Donald Gene is in
love!" Don stepped out into the cool evening outside Ilona's hotel
and pulled out a cigar. "I deserve a smoke after that," he said out
loud.

He puffed his cigar into flame and strolled
through the empty streets back to his hotel. What a woman, he
thought. Donald Gene the Love Machine could be content with a woman
like that. Lordy Jesus! He laughed out loud and blew a thick smoke
ring and laughed again at how it disintegrated in the late night
breeze. He walked a block before he noticed he wasn't alone. There
were three men two-hundred yards behind him. His antenna went up;
something about their bearing disturbed him. Unlike some other
countries, Italy, with all its competing bureaucracies -- you had
to deal with four different armed government organizations in the
airport alone -- didn't allow the air marshals to carry their
weapons off-duty. Despite the strict controls on their firearms,
Donald never went unarmed. A collapsible ASP baton, a steel rod
that telescoped out to 16 inches, was tucked in his hip pocket, and
a small, razor sharp Gerber Mark I fighting knife was clipped under
his shirt in the small of his back.

Don picked up his pace and heard the cadence
of footsteps quicken behind him. His instincts told him that a
confrontation was inevitable, so he sought out the best ground.
There was no one else around, and his hotel was still eight to ten
blocks away. He thought about running for it, but when he looked
over his shoulder, he saw the men gaining on him and not bothering
to pretend they were doing anything else. So he did what any self
respecting SEAL with no firearm would do when faced with 3:1 odds:
he spun on his heels, pulled his knife and baton, whipped the baton
into full length and charged the three men, screaming "C'mon,
motherfuckers!"

He was on them before they fully responded to
the sudden reversal from hunter to hunted. He laid the ASP hard on
the greater peroneal nerve on the outside of the first man's leg,
right in the "charley horse spot" that kids like to punch. The
man's leg collapsed underneath him and Don added a boot under his
nose as well. One down, two to go. Don snapped the steel baton into
one of the other's outstretched fingers as he tried to grab at Don;
he was rewarded with the satisfying crunch and snap of several
broken fingers. That one whirled away, screaming, grabbing his one
hand with the other. Don felt the back of his jacket bunched up in
the other man's fist and slashed backward with the Gerber. He
twisted around and kicked back, digging his heel into the man
behind him. Crouched, the baton whirring figure eight's in front of
him, Don saw the last man reaching into his jacket. Don feinted at
his head with the baton, then lunged and cut deep into the man's
bicep, twisting the serrated knife as it cut. The man screamed and
dropped a Beretta .380 on the ground. Don kicked it neatly out of
the man's reach, then kicked him sharply under his knee. Whipping
the baton in big arcs to keep them back, he dropped the knife and
picked up the .380. The three men took off running, stumbling, one
dragging the other. Don held the pistol aimed at their backs, his
breath whooping in and out. It was over. They vanished around a
corner a block away and he was left with the pounding of blood in
his ears. There was no one else on the street. He knelt and
collapsed the baton by smacking it sharply on the pavement and
tucked it into his pocket. He checked the Beretta and saw that it
was fully loaded. The knife went back into it's sheath, the Beretta
into his pocket, and he hurried towards his hotel. He was limping;
one of them must have connected with a kick, though he didn't
remember it. There was something else, though...he took the Beretta
out again and checked the magazine, thumbing a bullet out.
Winchester Silvertip .380 hollowpoint. That round was illegal in
Italy, indeed in most of Europe for everyone except police or
government agents. What the hell was going on?

***

Donald hobbled into the Sheraton and
immediately called Ilona to make sure that she was all right. He
spoke to the security director at her hotel and then made another
call to a man who had lived outside of Rome since 1975 and the fall
of Saigon. Gus Salvatore was an Italian-American SEAL who had
married an Italian woman he'd met in Hawaii during R+R. After the
war he had moved into her wealthy family's palazzo outside of Rome
and settled into the lush lifestyle of the landowner. Occasionally
he would do favors for Jed Loveless and other people. He knew
Donald Gene from over the border ops in Viet Nam.

Gus Salvatore answered the phone with the
lilt of a native Italian speaker. "Hello?"

"Brother, this is the Love Machine. You
remember me?"

"Hell yes. Where are you?"

"Where we stay when we come to Rome."

"You just get in or what?"

"I got trouble, bro." Don cut to the chase.
"I need somebody watched over for me and somebody to watch my back
on our way out tomorrow. Can you do it?"

Gus thought for a moment. He had one of the
chauffeurs well trained. "I got two of us. Who do you need
watched?"

Don told him where Ilona was and what to look
for.

"Jesus, Don, I can't be looking after your
women."

"This is bad juju, bro. The guys that came
after me were carrying Silvertips. That tell you anything?"

"Yeah." The only people who had ready access
to that banned ammunition were either government intelligence
operatives, counter-terrorist police, or terrorists. Period.

"Do this for me, Gus. I need you. Unlimited
favors in the favor bank."

"Consider it done, Don. I'll see you at the
airport."

Gus hung up the phone and went into his
study. There was a large Browning gunsafe against one wall. He spun
the dials and opened the safe, and removed two Beretta machine
pistols with integral suppressers and two Beretta 92FS 9mm
semiautos. Both weapons were banned for civilian ownership in
Italy, but what's the use of having Mafioso family connections if
you can't get what you need? He called down to the garage and woke
Paolo and briefed him to be ready in twenty minutes. He passed the
time loading magazines.

***

Donald Gene saw his angel when he came out to
check the front of the Sheraton in the morning. Gus and another man
were loitering across the street, leaning on the hood of a red
Ferrari couple. Gus nodded and got into the car; the other man,
carrying a nylon gym bag, came across the street.

"Good morning," Gus's chauffeur said, in good
English.

"Good to see you. Did you guys take care of
Ilona?"

"She is already at the airport, with the rest
of her crew. The director of security has friends. They are
watching over them."

Don shook the man's hand hard.

"I will be riding the bus this morning to the
airport with you," Paolo said formally.

Don went back inside and got his crew
together. They came out in a tight protective formation, eyes
scanning far and wide, and loaded onto the bus: two in the front,
two in the rear, near the doors. Paolo the chauffeur nodded
pleasantly to the marshals and took a seat at the back of the bus,
sitting sideways in the bench seat where he could look out the back
window.

The ride to the airport was uneventful. Off
to one side or another, the red Ferrari coupe paced them the whole
way. At the airport, the marshals swept into the terminal quickly.
Paolo followed them to the front doors and said, "This is where I
get off, Mr. Nelson. I'll see you again, when you return to Rome.
You need only call."

"Thanks, Paolo."

"It is nothing."

Don saw Gus chatting with one of the
carbinieri officers inside the terminal. Gus broke off and waved
good-bye to the carbinieri, and came over to Don. They shook
hands.

"You're looking good, Gus."

"You look a little stressed, Donnie. That
beautiful woman keep you up?"

"I wish. I'm damn glad that stuff went down
when I was alone instead of with her."

"You would of dealt with it. She's okay. The
crew is down in the ops center. There was nothing going on around
her hotel; I don't think those guys paid any attention to her. They
were focused on you."

"Yeah." Don looked at his crew, who had faded
into the corners and against the walls, stretching an invisible net
over the terminal.

Gus made the crew and commented, "Good bunch
you got. That young gal is a real looker."

"Real shooter, too. I owe you, Gus."

"You don't owe me shit, Donald. Bring me a
bottle of good whiskey, not that VO shit you drink, next time you
come, and we'll drink and bullshit. Make sure you touch base with
Jedi Jed when you get back to Frankfurt. Watch your ass on this
flight, it's going to be full. You hear me?"

"Thanks, brother."

The two shook hands, and Don gathered his
team around him.

"Joan, Butch, I want you two to work the
counters, eyeball the pax, make sure the check-in screeners are
applying the profile. Watch each other's backs. Jon and I will take
care of ticketing, I'm gonna scramble our seat assignments around a
little bit. Then we're going to go down and pre-brief the crew, and
go with them out to the plane. I'll have the crew bus come back for
you. Got it?"

Joan and Butch faded into the crowd, blending
in.

"Let's go, little Jon. We got things to do,"
Don said.

***

WESTERN AIR FLIGHT #224, ROME TO
FRANKFURT:

Donald Gene cornered Ilona in the first class
galley. "When is this trip over for you, Ilona?" he said.

"We will have a rest break in Frankfurt, and
then we will go back to New York. Then I am off for two weeks,
about the time you will be coming back, yes?" she said.

"That's right," Don said. "In two weeks I'll
be back. Will you fly down to DC to meet me?"

"Only if you promise to take me to the
National Gallery. I very much like beautiful art."

"Consider it done, beautiful girl."

"You are a flatterer, I think, Mr. Don. Go,
get out of my galley, I am busy." Ilona shooed him out the curtain.
Don stood outside the cockpit door and looked down the length of
the airplane at the rows of upturned faces. Rome was far behind
them. They were over Hungary now, an hour or so out from Frankfurt.
He'd get with the rest of the team and find out what the hell was
going on. Young Harold and Dyer would probably be sent back to the
US of A in short order, which meant either a reshuffling of the
current teams or some more augmentations.

Don was puzzled by the way things were coming
together, though. It didn't make sense to attack the marshals in
the way they'd been attacked unless the terrorists had intended to
kidnap them and there hadn't been any indication of that. What
those boys on the street in Rome seemed intent on was kicking his
ass and hurting him good, maybe killing him. And what about all
three teams getting hit at the same time? He figured Jed and
Charley would have a good handle on it, maybe that sharp young John
Bolen too. They'd see soon enough.

***

FRANKFURT, GERMANY:

Jed Loveless was shouting, and when Jed
Loveless shouted, everybody looked for cover. Mad Max Onofrey and
Warren Horton sat absolutely still and silent. The two NSA
technicians excused themselves quickly and went down the hall to
the coffee room to wait for things to blow over. John Bolen stood
there and hung his head while the diatribe washed over him.

"In the motherfucking space
of twelve motherfucking hours, I've had two marshals mugged, involved in a goddamn
shooting on foreign soil and lost a fucking weapon, another marshal
attacked by three muggers who are carrying illegal and unavailable
fucking ammunition in the gun they're not supposed to have, and a
fucking Syrian who has been made by another team show up dead with
the fucking flight schedules of that marshal team in his fucking
pocket! You want to tell me now that there isn't anything going on!
You want to fucking tell me something now, John!"

John was silent.

Jed glared at him, his glazed eyes red and
puffy. "There is something going down and we are right in the
middle of it and we don't have a goddamn clue," Jed said in a
suddenly calm and weary voice. "Get all your people in. Pull
everybody. We working night and day on this till we're
through."

"Understood," John said.

"I'm sorry," Jed said. "It's not your fault.
Not any of your faults," he said, including Max and Warren in his
apology. "We don't have a clue right now. We're going to do what we
can do. Department of Transportation is meeting with State
Department right now to see if they can get the marshals broader
clearance to carry their weapons off duty. It's doubtful after what
happened in Turkey. Those teams are going to be in the air shortly
and I want all eyes on them."

"We'll get it done, Jed," John said.

Jed nodded and left the room in search of
more coffee.

John sighed and looked at his two back ups.
"See what you got to look forward to when you grow up?"

***

VECTOR AIRLINES FLIGHT #128, ISTANBUL TO
FRANKFURT:

Dyer Shaw sat furious and fuming next to the
lavatories in the smoking section of coach. The team didn't carry
spare weapons, and while the CIA station chief might have leant
them one, he thought it was too much of a problem to get the
necessary paperwork. So Dyer sat in the very back of the plane in
one of the worst seats while his three team mates sat in first
class as a reinforced cell.

"Look, Dyer," Harold had said. "I can't have
just one gun back there...I'm going to bring Ray and Shirleen
forward. This isn't about losing your gun, it's tactics."

"Yeah? Fuck you, HD, you backstabbing prick."
Dyer sulked off to the back of the bus. He snarled at the flight
attendants who tried to cheer him up with free booze, but the pain
medication he was on ruled even that out. Typical, he thought,
rubbing his cracked rib and the huge bruise over his kidney.

Harold was sweating in First Class. There'd
never been an incident of this sort in the history of the program:
shots fired, a weapon taken from a marshal, and off the aircraft to
boot. Dinkey had ripped him a new asshole over the phone, but what
scared Harold was how calm Dinkey'd been when he called back to the
embassy and told him that there'd been attacks on the other split
teams. He was so distracted he couldn't even read the lunch
menu.

Ray and Shirleen were working hard. The
flight was full and there were three profiled passengers they had
to keep an eye on. When they patrolled the coach section Dyer
studiously ignored them, refusing to look up from his book when
they passed. Shirleen gave Ray a pep talk in the front galley
before they started walking their patrol again.

"Don't worry, Ray, we've got everything
covered."

"I can't believe what a mess this is," the
dispirited Ray said. "I've never heard of anything so screwed up in
my life. They should have just stayed at the hotel."

"Honey, some people you can't tell a damn
thing to, and right there are two of them. Don't worry about it.
Get focused on the job, you hear me? I need me a partner that can
hang today."

Ray smiled gratefully at her. "You got that,
Shirleen."

"I know I do, baby. Go on now, do your
patrol." Shirleen watched the 24 year old boy work his way down the
aisle, casually sidling past the passengers. 'Nice ass on that
boy,' she thought. It really was worse than he thought --Shirleen
and Ray were the only working marshals on this flight. HD was so
caught up in his own troubles he was useless and Dyer always had
been useless. This is what comes from breaking up teams, she
thought. But we got to deal with what's in front of us. She got
herself another cup of coffee, and leaned against the galley
bulkhead, and watched the passengers watch her.

***

ATHENS, GREECE:

The early morning light was breaking over
Athens, and it filtered through the curtains into Charley's room.
He looked at his crew and said, "This is bigger than we thought. I
talked to DC last night about our friend Hafiz. The RSO and Al
Garber had just spoken. Hafiz had a printout on him with the flight
schedules of our whole crew: seat assignments, split assignments,
the whole nine yards. But that isn't all." Charley looked down and
then up. His team mates were frightened by the look in his eyes.
"There was an attack in Istanbul on HD and Dyer. Both of them got
beat up pretty bad. The men who attacked them got Dyer's gun and
got away."

"They took his fucking gun?" Steve said.

"HD got two shots off, but didn't hit
anything or anybody. It's caused a major diplomatic ruckus in
Istanbul -- Ambassador and White House level."

"Holy shit," Stacy said.

"There's more," Charley said. "Three guys
tried to take out Donald Gene in Rome."

"Is he okay!" Stacy said.

"Yeah. He took all three by himself. Just
caught a kick in the leg, messed the other three up and got a gun
from one of them. The gun was loaded with Silvertips."

"In Rome?" Stevey said.

"What does that mean?" Karen asked.

"You can't get those bullets in Italy.
They're illegal. There was a big deal about Mafioso hitmen and the
Red Brigades using them. The only people who can get them are
either terrorists, gangsters or government," Steve said.

"Oh mama, look out for baby Stacy," Stacy
muttered.

"We have to be more serious now," Charley
said. "We roll out of here hot. From now on till we touch base in
the US, we're on a war footing. No more excursions. Full
counter-surveillance and trade craft measures. Armed at all times.
Nobody, and I mean nobody, out by themselves. Buddy teams at all
times."

"What's DC say about all this?" Karen
said.

"Press on, continue the mission, increase
threat level. For once, I agree with them. We can't be put off
now...there's some sophisticated targeting going on. It looks like
it's directed against us on the ground. They know what flights
we're on and which ones we're not. We've got almost 100% coverage
now. One of the reserve teams is coming over to cover what we
can't. We're going to be completely maxed out here." Charley had
his war face on, set and grim. "Let's go do our job."

***

DELTA FLIGHT #103, ATHENS TO FRANKFURT:

Charley worked the passenger loading door. He
looked out over the Mediterranean, the brilliant blue in the early
morning sun more beautiful than any postcard could capture. The
runway and remote parking area for the US carriers was set off a
good distance from the terminal, only a few hundred yards from a
breakwater and the clear blue sea. He'd insisted that the marshals
be on board the aircraft early. Despite grumbling from the airline
station manager, they'd boarded an hour before the passengers and
forty minutes before the rest of the flight and cabin crew. The
marshals searched the entire aircraft thoroughly. There was
nothing. The seals they'd left on the doors were intact when they
showed up, way before the crews brought fresh meals out to the
plane. The flight attendants and cabin crew were surprised to see
them out on the plane first.

"You guys trying to rake in the overtime, or
what?" the captain cracked as he came on-board.

Charley nodded and said, "Hey, we have to
take what we can get. Not everybody can be rich airplane
pilots."

The captain laughed and followed his co-pilot
into the cockpit.

The passengers arrived not long after that,
and Charley took up his station at the door. He had a manifest inn
his pocket, and he noted the profiled passengers on the list. He
set his senses to working as passengers came up the stairs. No one
ever seemed to notice that there were a handful of passengers on
board already; everyone was focused on getting to their seats and
finding an empty overhead compartment for their carry-on baggage.
The flight was light, the aircraft only half full, and Charley was
pleased that he had made all three of the profiled passengers. He
sensed no threat off of them; they were profiles because of their
passports and nothing more. He felt the fine unconscious hum he
felt when he was working to his peak; his senses were working hard,
and everything seemed much clearer and focused to him. It was a
kind of extra sensory perception. He remembered discussing it with
members of his recon team in Viet Nam -- they called it the point
man's sense. It was a physical sensation for Charley, a tightness
in his belly and a feeling of fullness right between his eyes. He
always checked for that feeling, and sometimes noticed it in
surprising places. He had felt that before he had met Simon Dinkey
-- and that intuition had turned out to be a sound one.

Karen was working out well. She was backing
him up on the door, nodding easily to passengers, easy in her cover
as a wealthy college girl on spring break, seeing Greece on her
parent's dollar. Stacy and Steve were like two radar scanners --
nobody was getting past them.

Charley had a good feeling about this flight.
There weren't going to be any problems. Not until they got into
Frankfurt and the whole team convened again. DC was probably going
to relieve Harold and ask Charley to take over; without knowing
more about what happened in Istanbul, Charley thought that a bad
idea. Harold was taking enough hits on this trip as it stood, but
still...firing his weapon and having nothing to show for it but a
partner beaten up and his weapon stolen...that was pretty sorry.
Harold needed to grow up some, but he was getting rushed on this
trip. They'd see soon enough how things would go. He had a mission
to focus on now.

***

FRANKFURT, GERMANY:

The twelve men sitting in a briefing room
beneath an Agency safehouse in Frankfurt looked like an off-duty
construction crew: they had rough haircuts, muscular builds and
tans, and were dressed in Levi's, t-shirts and sweat shirts. Their
leather jackets hid a variety of handguns. The shooters of
DOMINANCE RAIN wouldn't attract attention by themselves in a crowd,
but all of them together displayed certain similarities. They had
the relaxed confidence of men who had been tested many times and
never found wanting. The elite of the elite, they came from the top
military counter-terrorist units: DELTA, Special Forces, Navy
SEALS. They had extraordinary technical skills in shooting and all
the black arts of weaponry, hand to hand combat, explosives,
driving, lock picking and other esoteric skills; a working
knowledge of at least two or three languages; extensive undercover
operational experience, and a psychological profile that closely
approximated that of a successful career criminal: emphasizing
innovation, unconventional thinking, ruthlessness, and the ability
to thrive under stress. Their unit, code named DOMINANCE RAIN, was
the most secretly compartmented special operations unit in the US
government. Their primary mission was to seek out terrorist
infrastructure wherever it existed and take it apart by any means
possible. That included "selective interdiction," the currently
approved acronym for assassination. Assassination had been outlawed
by Executive Order for many years, but clever lawyers and a
succession of aggressive action officers in the NSC had found the
necessary loopholes. Furious with the seeming helplessness of the
US, the President gave the orders that started DOMINANCE RAIN.
Several of the men were veterans of the CIA's Special Training
Program, a previous DOD/CIA collaborative effort which had gained
notoriety in both the terrorist and counter-terrorist worlds by
leaving the STP oil logo plastered on the foreheads of several of
their terrorist targets.

They were the best the US could bring to
bear, but they showed the signs of hard use. This team had been
working around the clock in support of the hunt for Bucknell Leigh
for almost a year, and most recently, in support of the
counter-hijacking operation in Europe.

"Welcome to the war zone, pilgrims," John
Bolen said to his men.

"When did we leave?" one of them replied.

John grinned and nodded ruefully. "We be in
the deep kimchee, boys. We're going to be swarming the Frankfurt
airport like opening day of hunting season. I think you're all up
to speed on what's been going down. The latest take we have is in
the briefing folders: three incidents took place almost
simultaneously, targeting the air marshal team covering flights in
this AO."

"Why can't these air marshals take care of
themselves?" "Rhino" McGee said.

"They can," John said. "But we have a chance
to bag us some serious tangos, Rhino. This guy Ahmad Ajai is
Hizbollah's best hijacking honcho. We want to get him and sweat
him, like they sweated Bucky Leigh. Remember Bucky, Rhino? He got
you this dick job."

Rhino rubbed furiously at the mass of broken
cartilage he called a nose. "That's all you got to say, John Boy.
You got the talking part done."

"Not yet, fellas. This is how we're going to
cover the airport..."

***

WASHINGTON, D.C.:

Simon Dinkey sat still and seemingly calm in
the eye of the storm that whirled around him in the FAA Command
Center. CIA Liaison Officer Megan O'Reilly worked two phones at
once. The secure fax machine ticked out page after page of
print-out. Beside it the laser printer was zipping out more pages,
each page headed and footed with the SECRET stamp. General Stone
sat near the head of the round conference table, in the right hand
seat next to the chair reserved for the absent Administrator. It
was clear who was in charge. Sally filled the General's coffee cup
whenever it dropped an inch or two. Mike Crock hovered off the
General's shoulder. Dinkey sat not far from the center, but not as
close as everyone else. Megan O'Reilly set a stack of intelligence
field reports down in front of him.

"Look this over, Simon," she said. Her eyes
were glazed with the effect of too much coffee and adrenaline. She
was enjoying herself. The take she was getting was strange and
contradictory; she pored over the minutia of the reports, looking
for the pieces that had to be there. Megan was a born analyst: she
loved to tinker with the small pieces that made up the larger
puzzle, poring over each and asking questions from different
angles. The data was unequivocal on one thing: something was
happening on the ground. Two attacks on the marshals, on the
ground, near simultaneously. But that man in Athens...no known
terrorist connections, but strange behavior on board, then found
dead behind the marshal's hotel, one not frequented by working
class Greeks or Syrian immigrants for that matter, with a hand
written list of marshal flights and seat assignments? Was it
possible that some action cells were looking to knock marshal
coverage off a particular flight? Or just kill the marshals?
Discourage the flight crews? What? Megan grinned and chewed her pen
viciously, and began to type furiously into her computer.

Simon watched her impassively. He was working
through how to make this whole thing work properly. It turned out
that Charley Dey wasn't imagining things; something was going down,
and because of that misjudgment, Simon was no longer the flavor of
the month. He had to be careful he wasn't left out of this. He'd
personally supervised the outloading of the reserve team, and had
the briefing. There was only one team left in reserve, with ten
other marshals currently in schools, on leave or on medical
profile. A very slim reserve.

He had to be careful.

***

"The incident in Istanbul is unfortunate, but
I don't think it provides justification for relieving Harold,"
Dinkey said to General Stone.

"The Ambassador thinks otherwise. So does the
Administrator. I'm beginning to think so," General Stone said.

"They were authorized to carry. They were
attacked. He fired his weapon. No one was hurt, no property
damaged. They survived the incident. You want to relieve them for
that?"

"They weren't paying attention. They didn't
check in with the RSO. They got taken by surprise. They lost a
goddamn weapon. That's what they should be relieved for."

Dinkey blinked and sat back. "I think it's
sending the wrong message to a team in play to pull their
quarterback."

"You already pulled their quarterback when
you sat Dey on the bench, Simon," General Stone pointed out.
"Things might have been different if Dey was running the whole
show."

"Things might have been worse. It's the best
thing in my judgment to leave the leadership positions as they are
right now, sir," Simon said.

"Very well," General Stone said. "That's your
call. I hold you accountable for that decision, Simon. And so will
everyone else. Sally?" he called. "Do you have anymore of that
delicious coffee for me?"

***

FRANKFURT, GERMANY:

DOMINANCE RAIN was everywhere in Terminal C
of the Frankfurt airport. John Bolen leaned on a railing
overlooking the main terminal floor. Jed Loveless stood next to him
and sipped from another of his endless cups of espresso.

"How can you drink so much of that shit?"
John asked.

"Fuck you," Jed said equably. He watched the
crowd below. A face rose out of the crowd from time to time, a
DOMINANCE RAIN shooter glancing in his direction as he worked the
crowd, a German Polizei officer with his MP-5 submachine gun, a
worried looking operative for the Iraqi government, glancing around
outside the Iraq Air station manager's office.

"Nothing's going to happen here," Jed
said.

John looked at him in disbelief. All of
DOMINANCE RAIN was tasked in this airport, along with every spare
asset CIA and DOD could scrape up. There were people working the
roads in, the communications, the terminal floor, even the runways.
"What the fuck are you talking about, Jed?"

"Nobody is going to make a move with this
much action going on in here. If they even get here, which I doubt,
they'll back off."

"I gotta get a secretary to keep me up with
you, for crissake, Jed. So now you think nothing is going to
happen?"

"I didn't say that. I said it ain't going to
happen here, in the terminal. It might go down in one of the end
cities for the marshals, or it might start here, but it ain't going
to go down in here. No way."

"So what are we doing here?"

"Being sure it don't go down here. What have
you got for retaskings after they do their turnaround here?"

"I was going to deploy a buddy team to each
end city. with augmentation, we can cover seven cities."

"That sounds good." Jed turned and looked
over his shoulder. George Baumgarner came to them, an airport
portable radio in his hand.

"Boys," George said. "I think we got a
nibble."

***

VECTOR AIRLINES FLIGHT #128, ISTANBUL TO
FRANKFURT:

Shirleen breathed a sigh of relief as the
plane descended into Frankfurt. She was worn to a frazzle trying to
be everywhere at once and watch everybody. Ray was doing the best
he could, but he was young and inexperienced; he didn't know how to
read people yet, and he didn't realize that his efforts to be
inconspicuous drew attention to him more often than not. But at
least he was working, unlike Harold who was in a self-centered
stupor in First Class, or Dyer, withdrawn into a sullen silence at
the back of the bus. There had been a couple of suspicious looks
from passengers as she and Ray patrolled the plane, but nothing had
come of it. The profiled passengers, one from Iran and two others
from Syria, had eyeballed her thoroughly, but passengers from those
countries were used to security presence's on their aircraft. For a
while, the Iranian air marshals were the busiest flying -- next to
El Al.

She was ready for a break.

***

FRANKFURT, GERMANY:

"What do you mean?" Jed said. "What have you
got?"

"Young Harold is on the ground, they should
be coming up through Customs in about fifteen minutes. I'm not
going to meet him on the plane, I'll meet him in Customs. You guys
are going to want to hang back. The station manager got a telephone
call asking when Harold's flight would be coming in. The caller
asked for Harold by name on the manifest," George said.

"By name, huh?" John said. "The boys from No
Such Agency should have that number by now."

"They do. A phone booth in the main train
station," George said.

"I'll get some people down there to lift
prints," John said.

"Good luck," George said. "Those phones are
probably used over a hundred times a day. BND was down there on the
earlier phone calls."

"I'm going to hook up with my boys. You
coming, Jed?" John said.

"I'm going over to the Diner's Club Member's
Lounge. When Charley and Nelson get in, have them meet me there in
the back room, will you George?" Jed replied. "I'll call you on
your cellular, John. You go ahead and take care of business. After
the other two flights get in and get clear, let's link up and talk
about how things go."

"Roger that. See you later. George," John
said.

"That's a good man you got there, Jed,"
George observed. He lit up another cigarette. "Well, I'm going down
and open up a can of whip-ass upside young Harold's head."

"What about the one who lost his weapon?"

"We would normally send his ass home, but
we're so short bodies right now that I'm going to issue him a SIG
out of our stash box and send a message out with the new serial
number."

"That's some silly shit, losing a
weapon."

"He's an idiot, but hey, shit happens, Jed.
We've all had our days."

"I hope this isn't one," Jed said.

***

"The first phase has gone perfectly," Gamal
Ayoush said to Ahmad Ajai. "Exactly as you said it would." The
young man's voice was full of excitement and pride. This was the
largest operation he'd ever participated in, and it was educational
for him to see how an operation run with the full cooperation and
support of a nation's intelligence and military assets could see.
While the effort so far had required massive coordination and
planning, everything had gone perfectly.

Ahmad Ajai didn't show his pleasure; that
would be out of character. He looked dispassionately at the younger
man, who was practically hopping from foot to foot with excitement.
The other members of the direct action hijacking squad were
scattered throughout this nondescript house on the other side of
Frankfurt from their warehouse training facility. Some were in the
basement, napping on cots; others in a ready room, cleaning and
preparing weapons; others relaxed in the recreation room, playing
ping pong or watching TV. One was on duty in the communications
room, watching CNN, the fax machine, two telephones and a portable
computer.

"Have you reviewed your part of the operation
plan?" Ahmad Ajai asked.

"Yes, many times. I am ready."

"We still have time. Go over it again, so
that you may be as proficient as the others have been so far."

"Yes, of course," Ayoush said, visibly
deflated. He wished to celebrate, to be excited with this leader
and planner who was taking him on this mission. What an opportunity
to rub the faces of the minions of the Great Satan in their own
foolishness! Soon his hooded face and those of his teammates would
be seen across the world, courtesy of CNN. He left the room quickly
but quietly, so as not to disturb Ahmad Ajai.

Ahmad Ajai returned to his thoughts. It was
his custom, born of long habit and success with that habit, to
visualize and imagine every twist and turning of a plan before and
as he launched it. He could see the confusion, almost hear the
voices, of the marshals and their supporting intelligence staff as
they tried to make sense of the recent occurrences. His people had
told him of the overwhelming presence in the Frankfurt airport
today, the presence of armed men looking for him. Ahmad Ajai felt
completely safe -- they were no where near him, and would not be.
But this was only the beginning. There was more to come.

***

"Have you enjoyed being an air marshal,
Dyer?" George Baumgarner said. "Enjoyed all the fucking duty-free
shopping you've done at the US government's expense over the last
few years?"

Dyer glared defiantly into George's face. "If
you're going to send me home, give me the goddamn ticket. If you're
going to write me up, do it. If you're not going to, then don't
give me your bullshit, Baumgarner. I got enough grief without you
adding to it."

"No such luck, young Dyer," George said.
"You're going to go down to the embassy, under the escort of your
team leader here, and you're going to have a long talk on the STU
with one Simon Dinkey, and then you're going to sign out one of my
Sig-Sauer's, and your ass is going back on a plane and back to
work. And if you lose that weapon, in addition to doing some prison
time, I might have your ass kicked around the block ten or twenty
times by some of my tame gorillas. You understand me, Dyer? You're
not on probation, you're on motherfucking parole. So clean up your
attitude."

"Don't I get a chance to tell my side of the
story?" Dyer whined.

"Already did," George said. "And Mr. Harold,
as for you..."

"Same thing, right?" Harold said
hopelessly.

"Basically. You and Simon are going to have a
telecon. At this point, for whatever reason, they are leaving you
in charge. There was some talk about putting both of you on a plane
back home, but we are too short of bodies, and we figure lightning
won't strike in both places twice. After you get back from the
embassy, hook up with Charley and Don and have a team meeting. You
guys are on a war footing, so there won't be any partying or
dinners out at the Basler Eck, you got that? Stick close to home,
stay in the hotel, run full counter-surveillance, the whole nine
yards, Harold. You're playing in the major leagues and you've
already struck out once." George stuck another cigarette in his
face. "Get out of my airport."

"What about Shirleen and Ray?" Harold
said.

"Hey, team-leader, make a decision. Send them
home to get some rest, since they've been carrying your ass, or
make them tag along with you. Decide," George said mercilessly.

"Fine, fine. Shirleen, you guys take off.
We'll talk to you after we get back from the embassy. You heard
George, hang tight at the hotel, eat in the restaurant there, watch
your backs, whatever. We'll see you later," Harold said. His
depression was obvious.

"We'll see you later," Shirleen said. "Try to
take it easy, Harold."

Dyer snorted. "Easy for you to say."

"Next time don't lose your gun," Ray snapped.
"Let's go, Shirleen."

"Fucking little asshole," Dyer said in
surprise.

"Shut up, Dyer," George said. "You make me
sick."

***

Two men from DOMINANCE RAIN followed Shirleen
and Ray out of the terminal.

"These people can't be too fucking serious,"
Rhino McGee said to his partner. "They're not even pretending to
switch on."

"They look beat."

"That's a shitty job, air marshal. All that
sitting around would drive me crazy. I hate flying."

"You hate everything, Rhino. They got some
good people in that program."

"Not many. Seems pretty hit and miss, what
I've seen so far. This is the problem with trying to get cops to do
an operator's job. They're not being cops and they're not being
operators. They're just being fucked up."

"They've done some good shit," Rhino's
partner said. He was a thin and wiry man whose work name was
Spider. "A couple of those guys have carried us on the chem and bio
interdiction stuff we working, into cargo and that. They've got two
tiers and sometimes I don't think that they all know that."

"It ain't official. It's just more of the old
NCO network going on. Jedi Jed knows a couple of those guys from
way back in the Nam, and it's just business as usual."

The two men took the next cab in the
cab-stand. "Frankfurt Marriott," Rhino said in fluent German. "How
about a bratwurst, Spider?"

"Sounds good."

***

Don looked up as the ground security
coordinator came on board the almost empty aircraft. "Hello Dieter.
Has Charley's flight come in yet?" he asked.

"Yes, Don, they're two planes down. We can
pick them up too," Dieter said.

"Good." Don saw Ilona looking over her
shoulder at him as she pulled her bags together. "Excuse me," he
said to Dieter, who turned away with a grin. "Ilona..." Don
said.

"Yes, Mr. Don?"

"We have a date, right? In DC, in two
weeks?"

"Yes, Mr. Don." Ilona smiled and looked at
the flight attendants waiting for her. "I will bring something
special to sleep in."

"What will that be?"

Ilona leaned forward and kissed Don in front
of everyone. She whispered in his ear, "My skin. Good bye,
beautiful man."

She stepped carefully down the stairs,
smiling.

Don stood there with a huge grin on his face.
"Lordy Jesus," he said. "Donald Gene is in love. Donald Gene is
indeed in love."

"What a fucking bastard," Butch groused.
"Never fails. I'll never get a woman like that and I'm a nice guy.
Fucking Nelson."

"Your day will come, Butchie," Joan
teased.

"Yeah, right."

"Let's go," Donald Gene said. The marshals
followed him down the stairs to the crew bus where Dieter waited
for them. Dieter pulled the bus away from their plane and down a
row of parked planes to where Charley and his crew stood talking
with a security guard posted outside their plane.

"Hey sweetie, need a ride?" Don catcalled
from the passenger seat.

Charley and the others climbed in.

Don turned asked Charley over the seat back.
"You know how the Chinese say fuck you? May you live in interesting
times."

Charley slapped his partner on the shoulder.
"I think they're going to get more interesting."

"You got that part right."

George Baumgarner waited for them beside the
operations center door. He shook hands and brought the marshals
through the doors, up a flight of stairs, and into the
terminal.

"Don, Charley, you guys should come with me.
You might want to send your crew on ahead to the hotel. War
footing, guys.," George said.

"Stacy, take charge of getting everybody to
the hotel. Stand by in your room for when we get back for a team
meeting. I'm assuming that Harold is going to have one, right?"
Charley said.

"Young Harold is down at the embassy getting
his ass reamed long distance. He'll be back eventually, along with
Dyer," George said.

Stacy led the crew of marshals out thorough
the terminal. Don and George and Charley watched her go. George
said, "Let's go see a friend," and led the two others up to the
mezzanine level. In the Diners Club Members Lounge he took them
through the front, where he waved casually at the receptionist,
then into the back, where there were a series of conference rooms.
In the far back conference room, Jed Loveless sat smoking with a
cup of coffee and an overflowing ashtray on the table in front of
him.

"You don't look so bad," Jed said. "Want
coffee?" he said, gesturing to the silver carafe on the table.
"They make it pretty good up here."

"What have you got, Jed?" Charley said.

"An airport full of shooters and nobody to
shoot. A whole bunch of disconnected leads that go nowhere."

"Expand, please," Don said, pouring himself
some coffee.

"We've got this place covered bottom to top
and side to side. There's not an asshole hair that can get through
here without us knowing about it. Nothing. We had a call looking
for young Harold from a cold phone in the train station. Nothing.
Your dead man Hafiz...nothing. No ties to any body except his
family, who said he had a job for the day in Stuttgart. Your two
idiot boys got taken off in a bad neighborhood by a couple of
unarmed guys who thought they were soldiers. Nothing developed out
of that yet. We got nothing on any shooters in Rome; the pistol
serial number tracks to a bunch sold to a gun store in Naples.
Nothing on the bullets. Nothing to link all three incidents except
for the obvious fact that three different sets of air marshals get
tagged at the same time," Jed said. The fatigue was apparent in his
voice, as well as in the rumpled clothes he wore.

"What's the word from HQ, George?" Charley
said.

"Break contact, continue mission. Simon wants
to talk to you two, telecon time at the embassy. I'll drive you
down. Harold and Dyer are down there now, getting their asses
chewed, and Dyer is getting one of my new Sig Sauers."

"They're not sending him home?" Don said with
disbelief.

"We don't have anybody to take his place,
Don. If it was up to me, I'd say fuck it and can his ass. You guys
would be better off without him. But the powers that be -- idiot
Crock and babbling Dinkey -- decree otherwise," George said. His
frustration was apparent. "They made a point of insisting that
Harold continue as team leader. Simon is concerned that having you
replace him is going to send the wrong message to the troops."

"It's irrelevant anyway," Don said. "We won't
be working as a full team till we're on our repositioning flight
out of here."

"Whatever," Charley said impatiently. "What
else, Jed?"

"I've got some people on the ground in your
end cities. I don't have enough for a full team for reception, but
at least you'll have a couple of friendly faces in the crowd. We'll
have a couple of people in reserve to send if we make anybody, but
we're spread as thin as you guys are. Everything else has come to a
halt while we put all assets onto this mission," Jed said. "What
you see is what you get."

"You want to get a drink, Jed?" Don said.
"You look like you need one."

"Maybe later, Don. I'll swing up to the hotel
and have a drink with you boys. Right now I got to talk to my
shooters and see what they're up to."

"We'll talk to you later, Jed," Charley said.
"Let's get out of here."

***

They kept it short and sweet at the embassy.
A brief, terse call to Dinkey to go over what had already been gone
over. Some platitudes from Dinkey, who seemed subdued, and a long,
silent ride back to the hotel in George's car with Dyer and Harold.
The team was already assembled in Stacy's room when they got there;
Butch had asked the concierge for a case of beer, and bottles were
stacked on the floor around the room. George stood at the back of
the room, his arms crossed. Charley and Don stood next to him.
Harold went and sat dejectedly on the edge of the desk.

"We all know what happened," Harold began.
"There's still nothing from Intel to indicate exactly what's going
on. From now on we're on a war footing. We stay in the hotel, eat
in the hotel, go everywhere in buddy teams. Full trade craft
measures at all times. Nobody travels alone. According to HQ, State
Department is going to start picking us up at the airports in
armored vans and escorting us to the hotels. In the end cities, we
stay locked down. On the flights we've got to work even harder.
We've got additional pre-board screeners working at all the US
stations, but that doesn't mean somebody can't get past them.
That's what we've got. It's going to be a hard two weeks, but we're
going to have to suck it up. Any questions?"

The marshals looked at each other. Several of
them looked at Charley and Don, who stood impassively at the back
of the room.

"Yeah," Ray Rydell said. "How do I get off
this fucked up team?"

***

"It's the best I can do," Jed said. He sipped
on his VO and Seven-up. "State Department will provide the vans and
drivers, and a couple of gunfighters, Security guys. If they don't
have the assets, the local station will provide a Security and
Protection team."

"I'd rather have the SPOS," Don said,
referring to the CIA's Security and Protective Officers.

"We don't have many to go around. There's
some good guys with State Security. Isn't that where Paulson came
from?" Jed said.

"He's the exception that proves the rule,"
Charley said dryly. "You sure you're not dangling us, Jed?"

"It might work out like that," Jed said.
"Johnny B's boys are champing at the bit to snatch this Ahmad Ajai
or anyone of his people. It doesn't look like it will take place
here. If at all, it'll be either Istanbul or Athens. My money is on
Athens."

"Why?" Charley said.

"Easy access, lots of infrastructure, laissez
faire police, at least as far as official Americans go. You'd get
more aggressive investigation if you were tourists. Good land
routes, but better sea routes."

"Sea routes?" Don said.

"If they were going to snatch somebody. I
don't see why they would want to take a marshal, though. If our
guys snatch one, we can get them out anywhere."

"I think they're just fucking with us,"
Charley said.

"I'm starting to think that, too," Jed said.
"It seems more like a harassment campaign, like when Victor Charley
used to throw a mortar round at random into a compound. Gets us all
stirred up, we show everything we've got, we get tired and wore
out. Psychological war of attrition. They are probably throwing red
herring at us while they get ready to hit the Kuwaitis or the Brits
or somebody else."

"Speaking of Brits, how's Lusty doing?"

"Great. He's been a help to us down in
Beirut. Officially, we're supposed to be handling that on our own.
As you might guess, we're shaking every tree for whatever help we
can get. Lusty's got great networks set up down there, old
ones."

"Send him my best," Charley said. "Tell him
I'm thinking of him."

"Will do," Jed said. "Will do."

***

The marshals settled into a grueling and
tiresome regimen for the next two weeks. Confined to their hotels
during their layovers and overnights, they took turns patrolling
the hotel lobbies and hallways, looking for suspicious faces. The
faces from DOMINANCE RAIN became familiar ones to the marshals. The
trips from the hotels to the airport were convoys in miniature,
when they loaded into vanilla white embassy vans with burly drivers
and gunfighters in bad suits. Their walks through the airport
terminals were as tense as a passage of lines had been for the few
combat veterans left on the marshal teams.

All the tension, and the lack of any outlets
other than TV or drinking, led to an accelerated break down in team
integrity. Minor personality clashes became major. People began to
withdraw into themselves and become irritable and angry over small
things. Their sleep patterns became disturbed. The growing
exhaustion showed on the faces of the marshals.

"These guys look like ten miles of muddy
road," Rhino McGee said, watching Donald Gene and his crew file
through the terminal and into a waiting van in Athens.

"Flying wears my ass out anyway," Spider
said. He started the rented Fiat and followed the van out of the
airport.

In Istanbul, Charley and his
people were followed through the terminal by Mad Max Onofrey and
his partner Warren. "These guys are losing their edge," Max said.
"They're not making us sometimes, and they know we're here."

Before the first week was over, the phone
calls began again to stations in the end cities as well as in
Frankfurt.

"When does Mr. Nelson's flight arrive? What
gate will Mr. Dey deplane at it? What time does Ms. Bagley's flight
depart Istanbul?"

Each report set a jar through the marshal
teams. It was unnerving, knowing that someone was watching them,
and knew when they were traveling.

"Why don't they change their flight
schedules?" Mad Max asked John Bolen.

"The airlines fly on a schedule. They're out
there to protect passengers. What are they supposed to do, hide
when they know there's shooters out there?" John had respect for
the marshals. He'd seen how they kept going on doggedly, even
though the break neck pace and the lack of rest and relaxation was
wearing on them. It wasn't like the fear of detection that wears on
a covert operative in enemy territory; it was worse than that. The
enemy knew they were there, and knew where they were going to be
each step of the way, and was toying with them. The constant
tension of maintaining alertness on and off the plane, in the
hotel, and the enforced isolation was taxing to the marshals.

Ahmad Ajai's shooters maintained a similar
isolation in the terrorist safe house. They were used to the
enforced isolation; their training experiences in the camps had
inured them to it. These were luxurious accommodations compared to
their Spartan existences in the training cadres. They had some
privacy in various rooms, television, books, prayer five times a
day, communal meals, rotating watches on guard or in the
electronics room monitoring the phones and the faxes and CNN. In
the office Ahmad Ajai would sit, sometimes for hours, quietly
spinning the permutations of his action plan. Often he would get up
and walk among his shooters, quizzing them on their roles to play
in the coming drama; once they had demonstrated their mastery of
their individual tasks, he began to quiz them on the tasks of their
team mates. The terrorists enjoyed the challenge; it kept their
minds busy. Twice a week Ahmad Ajai would call for an exfiltration
exercise, and over the period of 24 hours, the team would empty out
of the building, going with the pedestrian flow in the morning or
evening, enjoy some time in the sunshine and out of doors, and then
practice running routes back in, undetected, into the safe house.
Ahmad Ajai was confident of his people's ability to avoid
detection. With the exception of himself and Ayoush, these others
were not known to Western intelligence. Ahmad Ajai had used that as
a criteria in his selection and it had proven to be of great
benefit to him. Since his people were not known, and they were
entirely cut out from the support infrastructure in Germany, there
was no way for the various Western intelligence organizations to
identify them yet. There was no need for direct communication from
any of the logistics cells or any of the far flung, deeply
compartmented cells doing tasks that they did not understand, and
did not need to understand. The cell in Istanbul, for instance, did
not know why they were supposed to mug the two American servicemen,
only that they were to do it. The cell in Rome, the same. The cell
in Athens had a clearer picture, but that cell was comprised of
specialists who did not have any of the particulars. They were
professional enough to understand why.

The cell that made phone calls had an
inkling, but no specific details. It wasn't until their most recent
tasking that they got specifics about flights.

There were other cells that specialized in
other things.

***

DELTA AIRLINES FLIGHT #103, ATHENS TO
FRANKFURT:

Don was proud of his people; they were all
feeling the pressure, but they were sucking it up and driving on.
Young Joan was turning out to be a champ. She kept smiling and
cheering Jon and Butch up, and that drove those two harder than Don
would have driven them. She was great. She was up in the aisle,
leaning against the First Class bulkhead as though she were just
stretching her legs. Don nodded to her. First Class was full of
Greek shoppers on a run to Frankfurt, and his normal kibitzing was
put aside in the interest of cover. Don returned to his magazine
until he saw the captain come out of the cockpit. The captain came
to Don's seat and said, "I need to speak to you for a moment. Up
here," gesturing towards the first class galley.

Don set the magazine aside and followed the
captain into the galley.

"We have a positive target identification
bomb threat," the captain said without preamble. He was, like many
of the DELTA pilots, a former Pan Am captain with a military
background. "I just got off the radio with air traffic. The threat
was phoned in to the Athens station right after we took off. They
positively identified the flight number, the tail number of the
aircraft, and they used your name."

"My name?" Don said.

"The caller said that you were a passenger on
board."

Don racked his brains for anything out of the
ordinary that morning. The plane had been secured when they had
arrived in Athens and he had personally inspected the seals when
they came back on board this morning. It was the captain's call,
ultimately, on how to handle this, but Don thought over the
procedures anyway.

"How do you want to handle this?" Don
asked.

"I'm treating it as real. I'm taking the
plane down to 10,000 and we're going to divert to Vienna. I'm not
going to announce anything specific, only that I want them to take
their carry on bags down and hold them in their laps. I want to do
a search. Can you have your people assist?"

"Of course, Captain. You're in charge."

"Outstanding. I'm going to do that right
now." The captain returned to the cockpit. His voice came over the
loudspeaker. "Ladies and gentlemen, please return to your seats. In
order to assist the flight attendants, I would ask that each of you
return to your seats, and then take your carry-on bags and hold
them on your laps. Please return to your seats, take your carry-on
bags and hold them on your laps."

Don felt the plane begin its descent. The
captain was taking his time, doing it smoothly. The passengers
looked puzzled, but obeyed. The few of them that were up returned
to their seats, and everyone began to pull their carry ons down.
Don tapped Joan on the shoulder, and she stood up. He briefly
filled her in, and they fell in with the flight attendants,
checking the empty overhead compartments, and looking into people's
carry-ons.

"Is this your bag?" the flight attendants
asked as they worked their way up and down the aisle. Halfway down
the coach cabin, one of the flight attendants noticed a heavy
manila envelope in the overhead compartment.

"Is this yours, sir?" she asked the man
seated below. "This envelope?"

"No," the passenger said.

"Does this envelope belong to anyone?" the
flight attendant called to the passengers seated nearby. No one
claimed it. The flight attendant looked at Don.

"Keep going through the cabin," Don said
easily. "let me have a look. You just keep going."

"What's going on? What are you doing?" the
man seated below said.

"Never mind, sir. Just stay in your seat.
We're off duty crew, just helping out," Joan said.

Don examined the package without touching it.
It was face down in the corner of the overhead compartment, near
one of the internal braces that were hidden behind the plastic
bulkheads. It was a bulky 9x12 envelope, heavily wrapped in plastic
package tape. There was writing visible on the front of the
package. Don pulled a plastic lexan knife, a "CIA letter opener",
out of his shirt pocket and took a plastic emergency directions
card from the seat back below. He slid the card slowly under the
package, feeling for tripwires or pressure release switches on the
bottom of the package. He tried the sides with the same negative
result. Given the handling a package might reasonably get on board
an airplane, Don doubted that there were mercury or tilt switches
installed, but there was no way for him to be sure. He looked for
the flight attendants, who had cleared the rest of the
aircraft.

"Tell the captain I have a suspicious package
here. I'm going to move it to the LRBL. Tell him that exactly,
okay, honey?" Don said to the lead flight attendant, who hurried
away.

LRBL stood for Least Risk Bomb Location, that
spot on the aircraft where a team of engineers and explosives
experts had determined was the safest place (if there was such a
thing) for an explosive device to go off while the aircraft was in
flight. On this particular 727 aircraft, that LRBL was in front of
the rear stairwell door.

Don said to Joan, "Get me the blankets,
pillows and other stuff we need to make a bunker. We're going to
build a LRBL."

The fear was apparent on Joan's face. The
other passengers were looking at each other nervously.

Butch came forward and said to Don, "What
have you got?"

Don inclined his head at the package and
said, "It's a PTI threat, Butch. And we've got this. We're going to
LRBL it."

"I'll cover the front," Butch said. With two
marshals working on the LRBL, that left only two to cover the whole
plane.

"Take Jon forward with you," Don ordered.

"Roger that."

In the meantime, Joan was heaping blankets,
pillows, and the carry-on bags of the flight attendants near the
stairwell door. She signaled to Don that she was ready. Don reached
into the compartment and picked up the package. It was heavy, but
it didn't feel like explosives. He held it in the same position it
had been in, and walked to the rear of the aircraft. The package
felt like it might contain a thick sheaf of paper or large, heavy
index cards. It might be sheet explosive, but there wasn't any sign
of oil seepage on the enclosing paper. Don felt the package
carefully as he knelt before the back door. "Hey, Joanie," he said
conversationally. "Move away from me. Get on the other side of the
bulkhead."

Joan moved back, torn between watching Don
and watching the rest of the passengers, most of whom had turned
around in their seats to watch Don made a little berm of the
carry-on bags. He heaped blankets and pillows on the berm till it
was waist high. The package was on the other side. Don took his
plastic knife and made a small incision along the seam of the
envelope. He widened the hole carefully and looked into the
package. It looked like a stack of thick sheets of heavy paper.
More confidently, he widened the hole and carefully separated
several of the sheets with the tip of his knife. It was paper, and
more paper. Don tore open the package and found a sheaf of menu
cards for a restaurant in Athens, and nothing else. The writing on
the front of the package said, "Vassili," and nothing else.

"Tell the captain it's a false alarm," Don
said.

Marco Vasilli Stephanopoulous, a student at
the University of Athens and active member of the November 17th
terrorist group, stared at the back of Donald's head. Marco had
slid the envelope into the overhead compartment during the crowded
boarding, and then taken his seat near the back of the plane near
the two air marshals. He'd paid them no overt attention during the
flight, but during the ruckus caused by the threat, had occasion to
notice their positioning during the threat. He had seen the two who
had been seated near him get up and move to the front, near the
cockpit, and the young woman and this older one who seemed to be
charge come back to deal with the suspected device. Marco didn't
know why this information was important, he only knew that he had
been tasked to do it, and he got a free trip to Frankfurt and back
out of it. It seemed an easy enough way to get a free vacation, and
he was proud to be a part, albeit a small part, of whatever
operation was running against these arrogant Americans.

***

FRANKFURT, GERMANY:

George Baumgarner and Jed Loveless sped down
the autobahn in Ed's Mercedes.

"They're getting PTI bomb threats now,"
George said.

"We got that. We're covering the air traffic
transmissions on each flight. They're getting them on the ground at
the hotels, too, you know."

"I hadn't heard that."

"Yeah. Somebody threatened to car bomb the
Presidential in Istanbul," Jed said.

"Great." George lit up a cigarette. "Want
one?" he said, offering the pack to Jed.

"Yeah." Jed leaned towards George's extended
lighter and pulled greedily on the smoke.

George settled back into his seat and watched
the cars whip by. "What's your read, Jed?"

Jed's brow furrowed as he pulled to the left
to pass a Porsche Targa. "How do you see the increase in calls and
threats in Asia?" he said. "Doesn't it feel like a feint to
you?"

George nodded. "We're starting to think this
is just a massive disinformation campaign, terrorism by terroristic
threat, with just enough of the real thing to keep everybody off
balance, spending lots of money and committing assets, raising hell
with the air carriers and scaring the shit out of the traveling
public."

"They're spending enough money on it, don't
you think?"

"What does it cost them? A couple of marks
for a phone call? We've got all the lines to the US air carriers
covered, but these guys are smart -- they're hitting pay phones at
random and only staying on long enough to set the message and
they're gone. We haven't even come close to snagging one. Even with
the BND we can't watch every pay phone in Frankfurt and its
suburbs." George blew smoke at his reflection in the window. "We've
got some fresh teams shaping up in the states. We're going to pull
these guys out pretty soon. This is wearing their asses out."

"What are you guys doing for domestic
coverage?" Jed asked.

"What domestic coverage? We barely have
enough assets to cover our foreign taskings. We only fly specific
threat flights in the US."

"Think this might be a cover for an op in the
US?"

"There's been some speculation along those
lines. No hard evidence. Wouldn't be hard to do in the US...but no
indicators yet. We own that playing field. No, if it goes down, it
goes down over here."

"That might just be what they are counting on
us to believe."

"Hey Jed, I hear you, okay? But we can't
cover everything, nobody can. And so far it seems like we're doing
just what they want us to do: run our asses ragged responding to
false alarm after false alarm. They're just looking to see how we
do things. We're too hard a target, we got too many eyes on them
and too many guns behind those eyes."

Jed shrugged. It was getting harder and
harder for him to believe that any organization would mount an
operation in the face of the security they had thrown up and around
US airline operations. They might get some unarmed people on board,
but what use was that? And the bomb threat turned out to be a sheaf
of restaurant menus some cleaner must have overlooked. That wasn't
a good sign, but making sure the security measures were met wasn't
his job, it was George's, and he'd already reamed some ass over
that. He had to worry about his own shooters, John Bolen and the
boys of DOMINANCE RAIN. They were wearing out and there were leads
in Beirut that needed to be tended to. The prospect of hands on
time with some HizbAllah bad boys kept them motivated, though; they
kept rising to the challenge like the pros they were. But that
small, thin voice still rose up in him at peculiar times: something
is going to happen, something is going to happen. He wasn't going
to ignore that voice. It was just a matter of time before something
gave, the terrorists slipped up in some way, left a fingerprint on
a phone, used a name they had in the database, fucked up and got
arrested for a parking ticket or something equally mundane. Like
police work, in intelligence and special ops there is extraordinary
planning, hard, dogged, and boring work punctuated by strokes of
sheer good luck. There had been no shortage of planning and hard
work. All they needed now was some good luck. All they needed was
one little chink in the armor so they could pry in, and he could
let slip the shooters of DOMINANCE RAIN.

"When is Don's flight getting back from
Vienna?" Jed asked.

George looked at his watch. "In about two
hours. They were getting ready to push back when you picked me
up."

"Where's Charley and limp dick HD?"

"HD at the hotel, Charley is at the airport
with Bolen. He's carrying one of my spare beepers if we need to get
hold of him."

"No need. I'll talk to him later."

***

"Donald Gene wants to have babies," Donald
Gene said. "Donald Gene wants to grow old hugging and kissing on
mama. He wants lil SEAL pups crawling around in the backyard pool
while Daddy Don whips up raw meat, barely seared to body
temperature on the Weber Grill. Daddy Don wants to get a driver's
license for his ride-on lawnmower. Daddy Don wants a lawn."

"Daddy Don has thrown a wheel." Charley
laughed. "Uncle Charley has seen this before. Young Donald is in
love with someone he hasn't slept with yet. After young Donald has
slept with the Beauty In Question, young Donald will come crying to
his Uncle to save his poor worthless ass, and Uncle Charley will
remind young Donald about everything he has said."

Joan was near hysterical with laughter. Jon
and Butch were shaking their heads sorrowfully in the back seat of
the crew bus.

"What the fuck are you guys laughing about?"
Donald Gene roared. "Do you know what love is?"

"I've never seen a man so blind with lust,"
Joan sputtered.

"Hang out a little longer," Butch said.
"You'll meet a lot of us."

"Oh Butch," Joan said. "Don't feel bad. If
you're a good boy I might give you a little peek."

"Don't tease an old man," Butch said.

Even Jon had to laugh at that. The laughter
eased the tight wound tension among Don's crew. The trip to Vienna,
and the subsequent search had been harrowing. A bomb on board was
everybody's nightmare. A bomb wasn't something you could shoot,
something you could count on stopping; even Don, with his extensive
background in explosives, couldn't count on being able to defuse a
device while in flight.

Charley turned to look at his marshals. He
was concerned about what he saw. Under their laughter, this bunch
was wound tight and would need time to decompress, time they didn't
have. They would have to get up and do it again in the morning,
this time to Rome, overnight, and then return to Frankfurt.
Fortunately, they all had only one more mission leg to fly. Then it
would be back to DC, debriefings, and then home to sleep and
decompress and take care of homely business: paying bills, playing
with the kids, sleeping with their wives, mowing the lawns, all the
little things that needed tending between their missions. That was
one of the hardest things about this job, the strict
compartmentation between the missions and their homelives. Unlike
regular police, who worked in an office and in a particular city,
or a military unit that lived and breathed together when they were
deployed, marshals were spread out all over and came together only
for a mission or training. There was something other-worldly about
it: putting on the mindset, getting the skills tuned up, and then
disappearing from the regular world of home and routine and mail
and telephone calls for three to four weeks, to enter a world of
hotels and airport and four to six different foreign countries. It
took its toll in marriages and divorces and affairs, in problems
with the kids, in credit ratings suffering from bills not being
paid. It was hard to talk with other people about the issues you
dealt with and the things you saw. How can you explain to your
loved one, who is at home worrying about whether the lawn is coming
in right or whether the kids need braces, about what it is like to
see something you believe to be a bomb in the plane you're in at
30,000 feet? How do you describe what it feels like when you have
one hundred people looking at you and expecting you to do something
magical, something out of the movies, to miraculously transport
them from this frightening reality they have found themselves in?
Don was hardened from twenty years of that and his five years with
the marshals; Butch had done his time with the Massachusetts State
Patrol, but Jon and Joan didn't have the life experience or the
support structure yet, to find a way to get that stuff off their
chests.

"How you guys doing? You're getting a hell of
an introduction to the world of the air marshal, you know that?"
Charley said lightly to Jon and Joan.

"We're learning a lot, too," Joan said.

"About a lot of things," Jon said, looking at
her.

Joan ignored him. "No place I'd rather be. I
learned more about LRBL on this mission than in all the instruction
in the academy."

Don laughed. "Learned something about the
pucker factor and sphincter control, too, Joanie."

"No shit," Joan said.

"We need a little blow out. After we get out
of here, let's meet in the hotel bar. I'm buying," Charley
said.

"You got the talking part done, homeboy,"
Butch said. "Let's get gone."

"Yes," Don said mournfully. "I will need
copious amounts of VO to get to sleep tonight. Donald Gene will be
haunted by visions of beautiful Ilona tonight."

"In her skin?" Joan asked.

"Absofuckinglutely," Don said, leering. "In
three days, we'll be home. One more mission leg, and we can chill
out and feast on canapés, cause we be going home."

***

A quiet Iranian man, who'd been in the
shouting crowd that had taken the US Embassy in Tehran ten years
earlier, sat at his desk in the small travel agency he ran in the
Iranian enclave near the main train station in Frankfurt. He
carefully separated out itineraries for fifteen men and women and
the supporting ticket books. He sealed the tickets and itineraries
into separate envelopes and addressed them, then called for his
courier, his nephew.

"Take these out and deliver them today," he
said.

His nephew nodded, noting that the addresses
were all over Frankfurt. It was not unusual for him to make a run
this time of the morning and another in the afternoon. Sometimes in
the busy summer season he would make a run in the evening as
well.

"Are there any others?"

"No. Just these. Go now."

By mid-afternoon the tickets were tucked into
the mailboxes and door slots of nine addresses across Frankfurt. By
dinner time all of them had been collected by one of Ahmad Ajai's
shooters and deposited on the table in the safe house operations
center, where Ahmad Ajai meticulously separated them into fifteen
different piles. To each pile he added a credit card, either a
Diner's Club or American Express; then a stack of US $50 bills
equaling $500 each; and then inserted the pile into a passport, of
which he had several varieties: several US, some German, a couple
of Danish, even an Israeli one. Finally he added a 1-2 page single
spaced typed biography and cover outline, with suggestions for
appropriate backstops: type of books, cameras, and clothing that
the cover identity might have in his or her possession.

Ahmad Ajai was aware of his team, restless
and nervous, passing by his office and glancing in at him working,
knowing what he was doing and knowing that the time was at hand for
them. He smiled at their eagerness, their relief, and knew that his
timing and his handling of them had been perfect. There was
satisfaction in that; they were as ready as all the training and
preparation could make them. They were well rested, well trained,
well rehearsed, well motivated.

They were unstoppable, the best team ever
fielded for a hijacking.

Unlike the operations before, where the plan
was crafted by men who would not participate in it, who trained and
briefed young, idealistic, and most importantly, expendable
shooters on how to conduct the actual hijacking, this team used the
best people for all the phases of the hijacking. In previous
hijackings, once the plane was seized, the hijackers read off a
prepared script of demands and depended heavily on guidance from
people on the ground. While a back-up coordination committee stood
by, the aircraft seizure and exploitation of the hostages would be
coordinated on-board by Ahmad Ajai himself. He took a serious risk,
but one he felt was easily manageable. Once they had taken the
aircraft, captured the few surviving marshals, and diverted the
plane to their prepared airfield and refueling site, they would
pick up the coordination and media team. They would continue on to
the airfield in Tehran, where the government would disavow their
connection with the hijacking, but refuse to allow any interference
with the operation. After a long and sustained and carefully
managed media campaign -- with the unwitting compliance of CNN and
the rest of the world television media -- they would release a few
of the hostages. As for the surviving air marshals -- if any --
they would suffer lengthy debriefings on videotape. Some might
eventually be turned over, broken. But no American and no one who
flew an American carrier would ever feel safe again, and the
hijackers of HizbAllah would be known around the world as the
fighters who had summarily defeated the best the Great Satan could
bring to protect their people. The American government would have
its nose rubbed in its own incompetence again.

Ahmad Ajai looked up from these thoughts as
Gamal Ayoush's patience finally broke and he stuck his head through
the door.

"Is there anything I can help you with?"
Ayoush asked hopefully.

Ahmad Ajai allowed himself a small smile.
Ayoush had come in just as he had expected him to. This one was as
predictable as a clock.

"Yes, my friend," Ahmad Ajai said warmly.
"Call the others together, please. We have things to do."

***

Jed Loveless, Bolen, Don and Charley all sat
at the table in the embassy annex conference room. George
Baumgarner had just left for his embassy office to deal with yet
another telephone call from Simon Dinkey, who was demanding any
information that Baumgarner had.

"Nada, zip, zero, nothing, not a goddamn
thing," John Bolen said.

"My guys have come up with zip. We've been
watching your ops, following up on the technical take NSA and our
techs have come up with, working the airports to death, and we're
still not coming up with anything. Either these guys have totally
compartmented their operations to a level we've never seen before,
or they've called off their operation, or they never intended to
actually hit you guys at all."

Jed nodded, reluctantly. "I'm going to have
to agree. We don't have shit. It looks as though all of this was a
provocation, something to make us show what our response would be
to an actual threat. The phone calls have dropped off, we haven't
made any surveillances, we've had security on the ground tighter
than it has ever been, and we've had you guys on everything with
wings for the last two weeks."

"That's a fucking relief. Donald Gene can't
take much more of this shit. Donald Gene's body needs release of
the feminine kind," Don said.

"We can't let our guard down quite yet,"
Charley said mildly.

Jed looked at Charley. The strain of the last
few weeks was clear on his face. "It'll be good for you to get
home," he said.

Charley nodded in agreement. "We'll need to
finish up here. The relief team is at Quantico, getting squared
away."

"Any word on who's in charge?" Don asked.

"St.-Germaine."

"He's a good one."

Charley nodded. "HD's flight should be
touching down in an hour or so. Let's pick the crew up and take
them to the hotel, then, what do you think? Dinner at the
Basler?"

"That might be pushing it," Jed said. "You
guys want to blow off some steam, stick to the hotel."

"You're right," Charley said.

"I'm sick of that fucking place. I wish
somebody would try to take us off at the Basler, I'd like to get to
kill somebody."

"Well, maybe you'll fuck yourself to death,"
Charley said. "Let's go."

***

Mary Franken was in bed with her Israeli
paratrooper. They had made love and, as usual, he lay back and
stared at the ceiling, a cigarette burning between his fingers.
Mary liked to watch him. She often wondered what he was thinking
about. It excited her to imagine him remembering the wars he had
fought in, and the life he had led before he came to her. He didn't
do much of anything now, it seemed; he had a little bit of money,
from family he said, and he was mysterious about where he went and
the people that he saw. To a girl from Calmar, Iowa it just seemed
part of the exotic package she had in him.

"Mary," her lover said. "There is something I
must ask you to do. But first there is something I must tell you
about myself."

Mary rolled up on her elbow and laid her hand
on his chest.

"What is it?" she said.

"I have not been entirely truthful with you,"
her lover began. "I have not told you everything about myself. Do
you know what the Mossad is?"

"No."

"It is the Israeli secret service. We are
soldiers who work to protect Israel and Jews everywhere."

"Like a spy?" Mary said, excited. "I knew there was something about
you, I knew it!"

"Not a spy," her lover said. "A spy is
someone who betrays their country. I am an intelligence officer in
the service of Israel. You have often told me how you were friends
with a Jewish family when you were growing up...it is one of the
reasons I have been so comfortable with you. We work all over the
world, undercover, fighting the enemies of Israel. And I need your
help in something."

Mary sat up in bed, her breasts dangling.
"What can I do?"

"We have an operative, a man who will be on
one of your flights, it just so happens. His job is to take funds
to some of our people overseas. I have a package for him -- a
package of gold bars. It is small, but heavy. You know that with
the screening, if it goes through the x-ray, it will be stopped and
discovered. I need you to take that package through your operations
area and deliver it to him in a duty-free bag on board the plane.
Can you do that?"

She thought for a moment before answering.
"It's gold, just money? Nothing else?"

"Yes."

"I can do that for you. I can take it to work
in my bag, and when his flight is ready, I can go through the
operations area and through baggage up to the gate and get it to
him. When is his flight?"

"It's on one of your work days. I have the
flight number, all of that, in my pants."

Mary looked down at her lover, her heart
swelling. "You must really trust me to tell me this. I love
you."

"I love you too, Mary. I trust you not to
betray me."

She kissed him, then slid off the bed and
into the kitchen to get him a glass of water, something she knew he
liked after sex. The HizbAllah operative watched her go. He was
going to regret killing her. She was so good for the sex.

***

Lenny Amirkhas stood in front of his bathroom
mirror and carefully shaved the dark stubble from his face. He
studied the lean angles of his face, smiled, then frowned, then
stared intently, then frowned again. It amused him to see how
different he looked without the heavy fighter's beard he had worn
when he was younger. He looked much younger without the beard. His
mother would have laughed, had she still been alive and been there
to see him. She would have been proud of him. It had taken him and
his neighbors a day and a night and a day, using their hands,
sticks, and a few borrowed shovels, to dig her body out of the
wreckage of their home in Beirut after the US warships had shelled
them. Something had broken in him in that thirty-six hours, but
something had fused as well. His ability to play a role, any role,
was an ability sought after by the quiet men who ran HizbAllah, who
had put him to work in places where his ability had been of great
service.

Satisfied, he ran a warm washcloth over his
face. He smiled into the mirror and checked the expression for its
fullness. In the bedroom he dressed in his neat blue uniform,
carefully pressed (something his supervisor always noted with
approval). The canvas sports bag he carried his lunch in everyday
was sitting on the bed. When he carried it into the kitchen, the
bottom sagged with the weight of the packages inside.

***

Gamal Ayoush led the hijacking team in
exercises. They were spread out through the recreation room, where
the ping pong table had been taken down to make room. After going
through warm-up exercises, they broke down into pairs and practiced
with their plastic Cold Steel Tanto knives. Disarming techniques,
using plastic guns, came next. Their level of hand to hand skill
was frightening, Ahmad Ajai thought. They were easily as good as
the regular militia members, and far better than most of the
commando units. Sweat dotted their faces as they practiced gun take
away techniques and silent attacks from behind modified from sentry
elimination drills. Handguns came out and they practiced rapid
sight alignment, dry-firing the weapons at each other, and the snap
snap snap of falling hammers punctuated the room, with their
measured breathing as a backdrop. When they were finished, several
of them set out folding chairs, and they practiced moving quickly
and efficiently from point to point, exploding out of their seats,
doing a disarming, and then moving quickly to their assigned
locations within the aircraft.

Ayoush was impressive. His eyes narrowed and
glazed, he exploded out of his seat, snatched a weapon away from
one of the terrorists acting as an air marshal, turned it on the
role player, and then moved quickly to a position that simulated a
bulkhead, spinning rapidly to face down the aisle. His partner
shook his hand out and grimaced.

"Easy," Ahmad Ajai cautioned. "Let us save
our energy for our enemy."

A little more practice, and then Ahmad Ajai
clapped his hands. The terrorists cleared away the chairs and
seated themselves on the floor. Ayoush brought in a covered easel
and set it near where Ahmad Ajai sat in a chair. Ahmad Ajai nodded
to Ayoush, who pulled the cover off the easel. A carefully detailed
seating schematic of a Boeing 747-300 was blown up and covered the
large easel. Twelve seats were blocked out in red -- the seating
assignments for the air marshals.

"An augmented team," Ahmad Ajai began. "But
exhausted, and feeling safe on their way home. We are fifteen. This
is the concept of the operation...

***

HD was relieved to see Charley and Don at the
gate.

"Hey guys," he said.

"Easy trip, huh?" Charley said.

"Yeah. Man, I'm glad this is over. This has
been the toughest two weeks of my life," Harold said with
feeling.

Don didn't say anything. He just stared at
Harold till HD dropped his eyes. He turned and said to Shirleen,
"Hey, Shirleen, you ready to get naked with Daddy Don?"

"One of these days I'll say yes, and you
won't know what to do, Nelson," Shirleen said. "You can talk all
that stuff to these young girls, but a real woman would whip you
down so fast you wouldn't know what hit you."

"I just want to be held, Shirleen. I'm really
misunderstood, you know."

Shirleen laughed. "Donald, you will never
grow up."

Ray Rydell and Dyer Shaw stood by silently.
Ray had his arms crossed and stood as far away from Dyer as he
could. He couldn't believe that HD had stuck him with Dyer; half
the time Dyer didn't even make the pretense of doing his job. He
spent his time hitting on the flight attendants, with no
success.

"He's slimy," one of the girls had said to
Ray when he had stopped back for a cup of coffee. "He thinks he's
God's gift or something."

Ray took the cup of coffee she offered him.
"He thinks he's something, that's for sure," he said. He was glad
that this mission was just about over, just the repositioning
flight to get them home and he could stand down. This mission had
introduced some serious doubts into him; while he was impressed
with some of the marshals, especially Don and Charley, he wasn't
going to work with somebody like Dyer again.

"Are we taking cabs?" Ray asked.

Charley smiled warmly at him. "We borrowed a
van from the embassy. You're riding in style tonight, Ray. You
ready?"

"Hell yeah," Ray said. "As long as I'm riding
with you guys."

"C'mon, young son," Don said. "Let Daddy Don
fill you in on the ways of the world, get you away from these
useless fucks you been working with. With the exception of
Shirleen, who is more man than both of these other worthless
hairbags."

"Fuck you, Nelson," Dyer muttered under his
breath.

***

John Bolen slouched in a padded leather easy
chair in the expensively appointed front room of a CIA station safe
house. His shooters wandered through the house, fingering the
artwork and statuary with larcenous fingers.

"My momma would like this place," Mad Max
Onofrey said. "Yes, she would. She'd especially like that picture
over the fireplace there."

"Leave it be, you thieving bastard," John
said. "Go steal some of that good food they got in the other
room."

"I feel like a sacrificial lamb," Rhino McGee
said. "I'm not used to being treated so good."

Spider laughed. "That's because you have
self-esteem issues, Rhino. You were abused as a child and you doubt
your own self-worth."

Rhino lifted his middle finger on his free
hand. His other held a sandwich. "Abuse this, cocksucker," he said
through a mouthful of sandwich.

Across the room, ensconced in another
overstuffed chair with a glass of Famous Grouse scotch in his hand,
Jed Loveless grinned.

"Johnny me boy, you better keep these boys
off the embassy party circuit," he said.

"They don't serve cold cuts and beer, so
they're not likely to show up there," John replied.

"Scoot your chair over closer, son. I ain't
gonna bite you."

John got up and kicked his chair closer,
where he could face his mentor.

"You've been doing good work, I don't need to
tell you," Jed began. "I appreciate all you've done for me here,
John. You and your boys. I know we've come up dry, but it's not for
lack of trying. I know that. I'm grateful."

"We're just doing our job, Dad, but thanks,"
John replied, blowing smoke at Jed. "We're just proud to service
our country before it services us."

"Fucking smartass," Jed said. "You can start
to redeploy your assets. Keep a reserve on hand, just in case
something comes up with this next air marshal team. I think we've
seen the end of this."

"Are you sure?" John said seriously. "I've never seen you so
convinced that we were missing something before, Jed. What do you
think about it now?"

Jed sipped his Scotch meditatively. "The
truth?"

"Yeah."

"I still think we missed something. I think
that there is something larger going on. I just can't prove it, and
like everybody else I work for somebody, and my somebody has told
me, in no uncertain terms, to get back to business. I don't know,
John," Jed said, uncertainty in his voice. "I just pray to God I'm
wrong."

John ground his cigarette out, lit another.
"If you can just point me where you think..."

"No. We're done. You and your boys have done
your part. Just keep a little on reserve, just in case. And enjoy
the party." Jed called out to kitchen. "Rhino! Bring your war-daddy
another Scotch!"

"Coming right up, boss."

***
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FRANKFURT, GERMANY:

Ahmad Ajai's shooters filtered away along the
exit routes they'd rehearsed for the last three weeks. They each
took with them a single suitcase, packed with items carefully
gathered by logistical cells, who'd been given clothing sizes and
sent out to buy for people they would never see. Ahmad Ajai and
Gamal Ayoush watched their people slip until only the two of them
remained. Quietly, each with their own thoughts, they organized the
safe house and went through each room to ensure that it had been
properly sterilized. They changed into plain, good-quality dark
suits, with carefully polished shoes. Ayoush packed a carry-on bag,
while Ahmad Ajai carried only a slim leather briefcase.

"Well, my friend," Ahmad Ajai said. "Shall we
go?"

"Yes," Gamal Ayoush said. His eyes were
blazing. "Let us go quickly."

***

One of the privileges Lenny enjoyed because
of his work record was his own locker. There weren't enough for
each member of the work crew to have his own, so some shared. Only
the favored few were given a private locker. Lenny was grateful for
his. Each day, he brought in a heavy parcel in the bottom of his
canvas carry-all and added it to a pile growing on the bottom of
his locker, in the back under some clothes and work boots.

He checked his crew's work schedule. They
were assigned the security go-over on an aircraft that had come in
the night before and had already been cleaned. He was familiar with
this plane and it's route: a Boeing 747-300, Frankfurt to Dulles
Airport, Washington DC.

***

HD looked around his crowded hotel room. It
was packed: he had all twelve of his team-mates and George
Baumgarner as well squeezed in there. Harold felt that he should do
a good team briefing, exercise some leadership, since this was
probably the last time he'd ever be a team leader. The funny thing
was he didn't feel that bad about it. He'd discovered the hard way
that it was better to be an Indian than a Chief. He'd be lucky if
he still had a job when he got back. He looked at Charley Dey and
Don Nelson, who together leaned against the back wall, standing
apart like they always did. He felt a flash of envy, of hatred, of
self-pity, because while he would never admit it out loud, he knew
he'd never have the respect they had, that he didn't measure
up.

"Okay, people, listen up," HD said in a voice
that sounded, even to him, sure and confident. "We're going home
today on your basic milk run. We've got a repositioning flight from
Frankfurt to Dulles, a 747-300. There's a schematic circulating
there with the seat assignments marked out on it. While we'll be
running this like a regular mission leg, there is no threat going
out of here to the States, so we can take it a little easier than
we might otherwise. I'm going to have Dyer, Ray, Stacy and Joan
work the pax at the counter and observe screening, everybody else
will spread out and work the terminal. There's been a lot of
friendly surveillances running in there for the last two weeks, and
nobody's seen anything, but we want to keep our eyes open anyway.
Okay? Pretty much business as usual, except easier. Anybody got
anything they want to add or got any questions about?"

The crew was silent. George Baumgarner shook
his head no when HD looked at him.

"Then let's go," HD said with more enthusiasm
than he felt. "Pair up by buddy teams, catch cabs, and we'll rally
at the usual place in the terminal -- near the red Mercedes in the
lobby."

***

The food service catering manager was
furious. Two people called in sick today and only one had a
replacement ready: a new woman who'd been on the job only three
weeks. Her security check hadn't even come back yet -- it took
sixty days for that to be done, during which they weren't supposed
to work on the American carriers. But what was he supposed to do?
He had meals to prepare and seal for put on board this aircraft,
and a 747-300 seated over 300 people, all of whom needed a dinner,
a snack, and a breakfast for the flight to the United States. So,
swearing, he put her to loading the food carts with the prepared
meals and put himself to work cooking in the kitchen. What could
she fuck up loading carts?

***

John Bolen, Mad Max, Spider, Rhino and Warren
were shooting the falling plates in the ISA operations center's
basement shooting range. The metal plates were mounted on a spring
loaded arm atop a metal rack. Whoever knocked the plates down the
fastest won a dollar a plate as well as all the beer he could
drink. Rhino was acing it so far; his average time for five plates,
with a draw from concealment, was a near world class 3.2
seconds.

"You want to go down and see the marshal team
off?" John asked as he stood to the line, his pistol concealed
under his sweatshirt.

"Hell yeah," said Max. "I got to get that
little Joan's phone number. I'm gonna use my government Diner's
Club and buy me a ticket to visit that gal."

"Shut up, faggot," Rhino said. "We're
shooting here." He held up an electronic PACT timer. At the beep,
John drew his High Power and cleared the plates. "Not bad, boss,"
Rhino said. "You might beat a blind man if he wasn't practicing
much."

"You get to drive, cockbreath," John
said.

***

In Frankfurt's international arrival and
departure terminal, not far from the counters where the American
carriers have their operations, there is a roped off kiosk where
the latest and most expensive Mercedes sedan was always displayed.
The most recent one was a brilliant ruby red. Harold liked to use
it as a rallying point, since it was an easily recognizable
landmark and it was located near a good coffee stand -- an
important consideration for the always sleep-deprived marshals. The
DOMINANCE RAIN operators used it as a point of reference as well;
they calibrated their expensive color video cameras on the
brilliant red car while conducting surveillance.

John Bolen and Mad Max stood up on the
mezzanine level overlooking the counter area; their back-ups
wandered through the crowd below. John watched the first of the
cabs arrive and the marshals begin to assemble loosely around the
car.

"You know, if I wanted to whack these guys
out, I'd plant a device in that car and command detonate it," Max
said conversationally. "They too fucking lazy to rotate a rally
point once in awhile, or what?"

John shrugged. "You've seen Dey and Nelson
operate. If one of them was running this, they'd rotate it. It's
just a milk run anyway. They're going home," John said with envy.
He shook his head sorrowfully. "Back to Beirut for Johnny B and his
merry band of outlaws."

"Look at the tits on that Joan," Max said,
distracted. Joan was dressed for First Class, in a sheer white silk
blouse, short black skirt and black hose, low heeled pumps. "Where
does she hide her gun is what I'd like to know."

"Maybe you'll get a chance to find out," John
said.

The DOMINANCE RAIN shooters watched Dyer,
Ray, Stacy and Joan move away from the rest of their team and
station themselves near the line of passengers forming up in front
of the check-in counter. The counter screeners began to set up
their little podiums and rope off the area. A few German police
officers, MP-5 submachine guns slung at the ready, strolled over to
watch. The other marshals checked in with HD, who stood next to the
bright red Mercedes, and spread out around the counter area,
forming an invisible screen around the passengers. They eyeballed
anyone meeting the profile, looked for watchers, and several of
them spotted Max and John looking down on them. Joan smiled and
waved, and Max waved back.

"I'm gonna have that woman," Max said. "Let's
go down."

"Not yet, buddy. Let's just watch for awhile.
These guys are tired and their asses are dragging; they're not
doing their best work."

Max nodded. That was obvious. The marshals
had that look he'd seen on troops when they got right down to the
end of a patrol or an operation, with base camp in sight. They just
dropped their mindset as though they were already inside. It was a
dangerous habit; they weren't safe yet, and a skilled attacker
would take advantage of that. While Max had missed Viet Nam, he had
been seconded to the SAS in Belfast. Under Lusty Wideman's wing, he
had seen first hand the consequences of dropping your guard too
soon. He'd been on the reaction patrol that responded when a brick
from the Parachute Regiment, led by a very green lieutenant, had
gone "admin" a block from their patrol base. They'd been cut to
pieces within sight of their barracks and before the horrified eyes
of their relief patrol. You never let down till you were safe
behind your own lines with people you trusted walking the walls,
watching your back.

***

Mary Franken walked by the air marshals when
she went to work at the counter. She smiled appreciatively when
Donald Gene looked her up and down. He was too blond for her, but
she'd heard he was good. He'd worked his way through the girls at
the counter over the years, and he was still on good terms with
them, so he couldn't be too bad.

Her lover had given her the packages to
deliver to his friend with explicit instructions to deliver it only
to him. His friend would be on this flight to Dulles, the same one
the air marshals were on.

"Well," she thought, "at least he'll be safe
on this flight."

Mary situated herself behind the counter at a
ticket station. She set out her ticket books and notepads, and
logged onto the computer. When she was ready, she flipped the
CLOSED sign up and said to HD, "Are you next in line?"

***

Joan was getting good at surveillance. She
used her good looks to her advantage, strolling back and forth,
appearing to study the women for their clothing and the men for
their looks. At twenty-five, she was just discovering how
devastating a weapon her young sexuality could be, and she was
enjoying it. Her fling with Jon had been amusing during training,
and while she still liked him, around men like Don and Charley,
Butch and Steve, she saw his boyishness and immaturity. The older
men appealed to her more.

Many of the men lining up to check in noticed
her. There were a lot of them. This would be a full flight. There
were many service families, young men and women with babies, the
girls barely Joan's age, if that, the young men muscled and
short-haired, in Levi's, t-shirts and baseball caps. There were
quite a few Germans taking advantage of the strong deutschemark and
the low off-season fares to make a trip to Washington DC.

One man watched her closely. She smiled at
him, and slowed down to get a better look. He was young and
athletic, middle eastern, well dressed in a dark business suit. He
looked away when she slowed down. Probably a religious type or shy,
she thought, as she continued working her way down the line. She
filed his face away for future reference, even though she would
probably miss him in the crowded airplane.

Stacy worked the other end of the counter.
The line was forming up. Passengers kicked their bags along the
tiled floor between the roped poles up to the wooden lecterns where
blazer clad security personnel checked their passports and asked
them: Is this your bag? Did you pack it yourself? Does it contain
any electronic devices? Has this bag been in your constant control
since you packed it? The questions were designed to detect any
bombing by proxy candidates, a particularly ruthless innovation of
the Islamic extremists, who had several times persuaded an innocent
passenger to carry a package that turned out to be a bomb.

Butch and Steve leaned against a wall and
watched the line that snaked in and out of the roped poles.

"Stacy," Butch called. "Just say it,
Stacy."

Stacy held up her middle finger.

"C'mon, Stacy," Butch pleaded.

Stacy put her hand on her hip, ala Mae West,
dropped her voice and said, "Just do me, baby."

Butch and Steve broke into laughter, as did
several of the passengers who had watched the exchange. Stacy
looked over her shoulder at the passengers and winked, and went on
her way. One of the passengers who'd laughed stared at her hips as
she walked away. He was Lebanese, from Beirut, like several of the
other hijackers, and he was old enough to remember Beirut as a more
peaceful place. He'd been a man of leisure then, sometimes, and
he'd enjoyed sex with black women. It had been a long time since he
had had a woman. He wondered what she would be like.

***

Rhino McGee was working the terminal solo, as
he preferred to. Spider was a great partner, though Rhino would
never admit it to him, but Rhino had the solitary traits that made
him the master sniper he was. Rhino had grown up in a little
mountain town near the border of Pennsylvania and Kentucky. His
first love was wandering the woods alone, which made him the
perfect RECONDO in the 82d Airborne, Ranger Instructor, and then
DELTA shooter. There was little difference, in his mind, between
working in the woods or working in the city, except for all these
civilians uglying up the AO. He looked for the angles of fire,
watched the doors, looked for the tells of people not used to
carrying concealed guns. This profiling thing the marshals did, now
that was a useful skill: look for people with certain
characteristics, ask them questions, observe the kinesic response
-- that worked. It was tough applying it in a crowd, where you had
to go on more subtle non-verbal communications: a tenseness,
furtiveness and glancing around, overreaction to stimuli, a gut
level intuition that somebody was wrong. Not that it wasn't just as
effective as any brain storming intellectual shit; it was just
harder to explain to a shooting committee when you whacked the
fuck. Rhino laughed at that thought. Several passengers moved out
of his way. One old guy looked at him hard for a second, then
looked away. Rhino slowed down, then turned away to hide his
interest in the older man in the good business suit. He looked into
the plate glass of a travel toiletries shop, and saw the man in the
reflecting glass watching him. The older man turned away as soon as
he noticed Rhino watching him. Rhino moved briskly away, ignoring
the man. He found Spider in front of the book stall flipping
through a book on astrology.

"Hey," Spider said, without looking up.
"You're a Taurus, that's the bull. I'm a Cancer, or a Moon Child,
that's the crab."

"Moon Child is right. I got a hinky one over
here. You got the laptop?" Rhino was referring to the portable
Macintosh Powerbook computer Spider carried in the student's day
pack slung over his shoulder. The computer held a digitized
database of photographs and fingerprints of known terrorists and
terrorist suspects. Combined with a small scanner that plugged into
it, it gave a special operations cell the opportunity to make
positive identification on terrorists through fingerprints,
photographs, or, by hooking up a video camera, live footage. Rhino
and Spider had used the system before when they had killed a Red
Brigades bomber. Rhino took the dead man's fingerprints, put them
into the scanner, and got immediate confirmation from the database.
He took a photograph to be downloaded through a small digital
camera into the database as well.

"Yep. Never far from it. It's got my thesis
on it." The idiosyncratic Spider was completing a Master's in
International Relations through Georgetown University's Extension
Program.

"Quit dicking me around. I want to check
somebody out who's in line."

The two of them went into the crowded open
seating area and sat down. Spider powered up the laptop. He went
unnoticed in the crowd, where several businessmen worked on similar
looking machines.

"Do a sort by age, 35+, male," Rhino
said.

Spider's fingers danced on the keyboard. A
graduate of the Special Forces Medical Course, he was a fully
qualified physician's assistant as well as the team computer expert
and hacker. "I've got over a hundred in that category, even in the
short database we got going for this, Rhino. Narrow it down."

"40+, male, leader profile," Rhino added on a
hunch.

Five names came up in a listing.

"Punch up photos." The disk drive hummed, and
the first photo came up on the color screen. "No," Rhino said. "No.
No. Wait, who is this one?"

Spider looked up at Rhino with hunter's eyes.
"Ahmad Ajai. Is this the one?"

"It sure looks like him. Let's get the boys
and go get a closer look."

"Roger that." Spider slammed the lid shut on
his laptop and slid it into his day pack. "Let's go."

***

Charley was tired. He was grateful now for
the opportunity to be just another gunfighter. He watched HD hustle
around, keep track of everybody, pass around tickets, all while
trying to look as though he wasn't doing what he was doing. There
was the usual bottleneck at the check-in screening podium when
someone didn't answer a question properly or when a bag had to be
opened. The supervisor was aware of the air marshals watching him,
so without pushing the screeners too much, he tried to keep things
moving. The supervisor nodded at Charley, who nodded back in
sympathy. It was a tough job, tougher than most people realized,
doing the passenger interview and screening. The US carriers had
copied the technique from the Israelis, who in their enterprising
fashion had set up a number of airline security companies to market
their expertise. Several of the companies were run by former El Al
air marshals -- which meant they fronted for the Mossad.

"Hey," Don said. He pressed a large cup of
coffee into Charley's hand. "Here. Walk with me, man. Let's get
some blood stirring."

"Thanks, Donnie," Charley said gratefully. He
sipped at the hot coffee, and followed his partner through the
crowd, careful not to bump into anyone.

"We're really slipping, buddy," Don said
conversationally. "I think we might be the only ones working today.
Everybody's ass is dragging. I know we got eyes on us, but there's
still no excuse for going admin."

Charley shrugged, and then caught himself. He
was tired, tired of the whole damn thing. This mission had made him
realize just how little he was getting out of this job anymore.
"You're right as usual, Donnie. You're right. Let's circulate
around and kick a few of these dragging asses."

"Now you're talking," Don said. "That's my
Charley boy, you betcha, ahuh, ahuh, that's the way I like it,
ahuh, ahuh." He shuffled along like he was on a disco floor.

"You're out of control, Donnie," Charley
said, his humor restored. "Completely out of control."

***

Lenny Amirkhas stood out on the airfield and
looked down the row of parked planes to the big 747. A baggage
handler, a man he'd introduced to the others as his cousin, stood
next to him with a suitcase in his hand. The bag was tagged with a
bright DCA label, which stood for Dulles International Airport.
Lenny nodded to the man and said, "I will meet you later." The
other man nodded, put the bag on the back of his baggage cart, and
drove away.

Lenny went back into the cleaning crew office
where his co-workers lounged around. The supervisor was gone.

"I think we should get up to the plane and do
the walk through now. My cousin tells me they are ahead of
schedule. Perhaps we can be done earlier, what do you think?" Lenny
asked.

"I think getting through early sounds good to
me," one of the others said, getting up. "Let's get it done and
surprise the boss, eh?"

Lenny lagged behind. "I'll be right there, I
want a windbreaker," he called.

"We don't want you breaking any wind!"
shouted one, to the amusement of the crew. Lenny laughed
obediently, then knelt quickly at his locker and pulled several
flat, heavy packages out and stuffed them into a canvas vest he
wore beneath his blue coveralls. He jogged after the others to
catch up.

***

Harold had all the tickets. He'd put himself
in First Class, with Karen and Shirleen. Nelson, Dey and Slice he
stuck upstairs in Business, right outside the cockpit door. Stacy,
Ray and Dyer went into the lower floor Business, while Butch, Steve
and Jon went into coach. He told Shirleen to gather up all the
marshals and he went to go find George Baumgarner, who he found
leaning against a pillar, smoking a cigarette.

"You ready to go?" Baumgarner said.

"Yeah, I've got the tickets. We setting up in
the regular place?"

"No, I've got you in the crew operations area
across the hall. Get your people together and we'll go."

HD looked back and saw Shirleen leading the
marshals towards them. They all fell in behind George and followed
him through a side door and down into the bowels of the
airport.

***

Gamal Ayoush watched the marshals go. For him
and some of the others, it was their first opportunity to see in
the flesh the people they had come to kill. He saw Nelson and Dey
and knew them to be formidable. There were some passengers they
would have to deal with harshly: some American servicemen, easily
identified by their short hair and military bearing. Many were
traveling with their families, which gave him an easy lever by
which to move them. Ayoush felt the rush of exhilaration he had
been holding back; he knew they were going to be successful. The
marshals were careless in their fatigue. While they appeared to be
profiling the crowd, not once had they been drawn to him. Most of
the hijackers were through screening. One had had his bag opened to
display a radio with the batteries out. With the right passports
and the right answers to the questions, they passed easily through
the first part of the multi-layered screening process.

Things were going well.

Ayoush looked back in line for Ahmad Ajai,
who stared back at him impassively, then broke eye contact. Ayoush
turned and looked forward at the counter, where Mary Franken was
working her way through a pile of computer print-out and
manifests.

***

"Have you seen him?" Spider snapped at Rhino.
"Where the fuck is he?"

The two men hurried through the crowd,
looking for John Bolen up on his perch on the mezzanine.

"Call him on the fucking cellular," Rhino
said.

Spider stopped, pulled a cellular phone out
of his bag, and punched a speed dial number. The phone buzzed and
John answered.

"Hello?"

"Boss, this is Spider. We have a possible
sighting, meet to confirm at RP 1."

"Roger, out," came the terse reply, and then
a dial tone.

RP 1 was a set of chairs in front of the EL
Al counter, near a video monitor displaying directions and maps of
the terminal. A pre-designated Rally Point, it gave an easily
identifiable location to move to or from during a surveillance.
John and Max were already there, leaving Warren on overwatch up on
the mezzanine.

"What have you got?" John said.

"I think this guy Ahmad Ajai is in line for
the marshal flight," Rhino said. "He sure looks like the database
photo, and he feels funny."

"Where is he in line?" John said.

"Come with me. The rest of you hang back,"
Rhino said.

John followed Rhino around the corner where
the Delta ticket counters were. They strolled along like other
passengers, seemingly at ease.

"There, at the counter right now," Rhino
said.

John saw only the back of the man's head. He
was dressed in a good black suit and carried a briefcase. The man's
checked bag was already tagged and the check-in agent lifted it
onto the conveyor belt. John angled through the crowd till he could
get a good look at the man's face. The man was clean shaven and
wearing plain glasses. He certainly looked like the photos, but
there is a lot of similarity between middle eastern men in their
forties -- especially from a distance.

"I'm not sure. Let's check that photo again.
You keep an eye on him. It looks as though he's about to move out."
John said. He hurried back to where Spider and Max stood by. "Max,
go back up Rhino. Spider, crank up that picture for me again."

Spider pulled out the laptop, opened the lid,
and hit a button to wake the machine. Nothing happened.

"What the fuck?" Spider swore. He stabbed the
keyboard several times, then hit the power button. The screen
remained dark. He pushed the restart button but the screen still
remained dark. "The battery must be dead," he said, pulling his
pack off. "Let me get the damn adapter out."

"Don't you got a back up battery?" John
snapped.

"Yeah, I got one, hold on, where is the
goddamn power adapter!" Spider hissed in frustration. He pulled out
a power adapter and cord. "Now I got to find a plug," he muttered,
looking around.

"You need a European prong adapter, Spider!"
John said. "You're not going to plug anything in without that."

Spider looked at the American style plug
dangling from his power cord. "I'll go get one at the travel
store," he muttered, his face flushed red. "I'm sorry, boss. Christ
I'm sorry.

"Just get it done!" John said. He swore as
Spider took off for the travel store. It was these little things
that fucked up the best operations -- a glitch in a computer
battery locking up the keyboard, a forgotten power adapter. Max
came to the corner and signaled to him, and John sighed in
acceptance of the fact that everything was going to shit.

"What is it?" John asked.

"Target's moving," Max said tersely. "Rhino's
on him. Can you get George up here to find out where the guy is
sitting?"

"I'll do it myself," John said. "Find Spider
and get that damn computer back up. We need to look at the picture
to be sure." John strode directly to the counter and asked the
ticket agent, "That man who just checked in? The older gentleman
with the dark suit, what was his name?"

Mary Franken looked at John suspiciously.
"Who are you, sir?"

"I work with George Baumgarner, at the
embassy."

"Could I see some ID?"

"Sure," John pulled out his Department of
Defense ID, which identified the bearer as a special security
consultant for the Department of Defense.

"And you work with George?" Mary asked.

"Yes, please, it's important that I know that
man's name." John said.

"Abraham Rosenbaum," Mary Franken said
reluctantly. "Seat 11B, in business. Traveling on an Israeli
passport."

"Israeli?" John said.

***

Federal Air Marshal Unit 10 (Augmented)
slouched in a storage room converted to office space in the crew
operations center. The marshals showed every bit of their
exhaustion after almost six weeks of daily tension and grueling
travel. It showed in their bonelessness when they slumped into the
available chairs, the glazed eyes, the pale complexions, the
silence where the normal kibitzing would be on a routine flight
going home.

They were beat and they had an eight hour
flight ahead of them.

Harold didn't even try to motivate them. He
just sat and stared into a bottle of mineral water he had gotten
from the machine in the hall way. The rest of the marshals ignored
him. George Baumgarner shook his head and said to Donald Gene and
Charley, "You guys want to step outside for a smoke?"

"Sure," Don said. "Anything's better than
sitting around in this fucking funeral parlor. Hey people!" he
shouted. "We're going home! Wake up!"

No one said anything.

The three men stepped outside into the hall
and then down the corridor to a door that opened out onto the
tarmac. George lit up his and Don's cigarettes.

"That's a sorry looking bunch in there,"
George observed.

"It's a good thing we're getting out of here
now," Charley said.

"No shit," George said. His pocket cellular
phone buzzed. He pulled out the Motorola flip phone and held it to
his ear. "Hello?" George listened for a few minutes, then snapped
it shut. "I got to go upstairs. I'll be back."

"What's up?" Don asked.

"It's John Bolen. They got a suspicious pax.
Nothing definite. I'll check it out and let you know what I find
out." George bent his angular frame forward and walked off.

"Simply delightful," Donald Gene said.

"I just want to get the fuck out of here,"
Charley said bitterly.

***

"There's a few stragglers, but right now
we've got about 90% of the pax checked in. Most of them are through
screening and in the departure area or duty free," the ticketing
supervisor told George. "It's going to be heavy today. Lots of
people taking advantage of the promotion prices to the states."

"Where's the woman who checked this guy in?"
George said, glancing at John Bolen.

The supervisor looked over his shoulder at
the counter. "Mary? She's probably headed down to the gate, or else
taking a break. She came in on her own today, swapped some time
with one of the other girls."

George thought for a minute, then said to
John, "Your guy sure?"

"No," John said. "It wasn't a good look, and
the picture we have is an enhancement of another one. The quality's
not great."

"Let's find her and have her take a look.
While we're doing that I'll ask the El Al station manager to do a
quick run on the guy's passport number," George said. "Larry?" he
said to the ticketing supervisor. "See if you can find this Mary
Franken for me, will you?"

"Sure, George," Larry said.

"That's a good idea," John said. "It's
probably nothing, but it won't hurt to be sure."

"Yeah, the El Al guys are okay...for a bunch
of murdering Mossad guys."

"They can keep murdering those fucks all they
want, and I'll keep buying them drinks," John said.

"Amen," George said.

***

At the departure gate, the over three hundred
passengers for Flight 107 to Washington-Dulles filled every
available seat and spilled over into the next waiting area and the
corridors between. Ahmad Ajai and his fourteen hijackers were
spread out, invisible to the other passengers, yet connected to
each other like the knots in a large, deadly net. While they were
too well trained to constantly look at each other, or bunch up
together, their isolation time together had established an eerie
sort of rapport, common among people who lived and worked in close
contact under stress. They'd often shift in their seats at the same
time, stand up, glance away from each other. It would be clear to
on-lookers that there was something about them, if they were all
together, but spread out in the crowd, they were just faces: faces
buried in books and magazines, people watching, aimlessly
wandering, the faces of people everywhere waiting for a plane,
minds everywhere else, maybe some of them wondering and
apprehensive about the flight to come, others looking forward to
it, some uncaring, some haunted by dark doubts, others thinking of
blood, others wondering what movie was going to be shown.

Faces in the crowd: an attractive, muscular
young woman, a student by the looks of her in her jeans, sweatshirt
and book bag over one shoulder; if you were to dress her in a chic
black dress and hose, she would look very much like a woman who
flew in First Class to Istanbul with Harold and Dyer; an intense
looking student who shifted in his seat and, after looking around,
tugged at something beneath his shirt; two men, one middle aged,
the other older, well dressed in business suits, speaking to each
other for a moment and then going their separate ways; another man
standing alone, watching a young American couple's children playing
unconcerned at the feet of the parents, the man thinking of his own
children, long dead; a man and a woman, a prosperous young couple
traveling together, but nervous and tense with each other --
perhaps they had been fighting, and this vacation was a chance for
them to make up with each other; and so it went, the faces in the
crowd, the faces in the crowd, the happy and the sad, the players
and the played, the murderers and the victims to come.

***

"Passenger Abraham Rosenbaum, Passenger
Rosenbaum, please come to the ticket podium please."

Ahmad Ajai looked up from his magazine. He
pushed himself out of his seat and walked briskly to the ticket
podium.

"Hello, Mr. Rosenbaum. I have something here
for you," Mary Franken said. She handed him a duty-free bag.
Several presentation boxes of Johnny Walker whiskey protruded from
the top of the heavy bag. "I believe you overlooked this," she
said, smiling nervously. "I know my friend would want you to have
this."

"Thank you, young lady," Ahmad Ajai said with
great courtesy. "I thank you, and others would thank you if they
could."

Mary pressed her hands together like a proud
schoolgirl. "I'm just glad to help."

Ahmad Ajai nodded and went back to his
seat.

"Who was that, Mary?" one of the other ticket
agents asked.

"A friend of mine," Mary said off handedly.
"I'll see you later."

"Bye."

The counter phone rang and the ticket agent
picked it up. "Hello?" she said. "No, Mary just left, I think she's
on a break. No, I don't know where she went, you might try down in
the lunchroom or the employee cafeteria. If I see her, I'll tell
her you're looking for her, Larry. Okay. Bye." She hung up the
phone. Mary was sure popular today.

***

"Crew bus is here," Don announced. "Let's get
gone. If that's all right with you, Harold," he added
sarcastically.

HD ignored him and brushed past him to get to
the bus. Everyone else filed along behind.

"This is a sorry ass bunch," Stacy said on
her way out the door. "May as well ride in the goddamn baggage
compartment for all the good we're going to do."

***

Eli Cohen was short and stocky and tan, with
brown hair poorly cut and an irreverent grin. He was supposedly the
security director for the El Al Airlines station, but the players
knew him as a particularly ruthless 'katsa' or Israeli intelligence
officer. Cohen had started in the business with the General Staff
Command's Sayaret Maktal commandos. He went from there to the
Mossad training course, where after graduating at the top of the
class he had been assigned to the 'kidon' or bayonet units. The
kidon represented the long arm of Israeli justice; they were the
"wet workers", the state sponsored assassination teams who struck
out at the enemies of Israel and the murderers of Jews. After a
long and very wet career, he was assigned as the security director
for El Al's Frankfurt station, where under thin cover he
coordinated the Mossad paramilitary operations in Europe. He was a
fierce whiskey drinker, a prodigious lover of women, a formidable
poker player and absolutely deadly at hand to hand combat.

John Bolen liked him just fine.

"Of course we poor Israelis will be glad to
lend the last remaining superpower what feeble assistance we can,"
Cohen said, grinning at George Baumgarner. "We know that America
would never stoop to spying on her loyal ally in the Middle East
and tap her sovereign internal files so that she might check her
own goddamn passport files. What is this, George, you have no
telephone working? What awful trade craft you practice!"

Cohen lounged with his feet up on his desk in
his disorganized office. His beautiful secretary sat outside the
door, smiling in at him over her cup of coffee. Cohen was notorious
for his 'nooners', which he took all over the airport. He had been
discovered with his secretary several times: in offices, lounges,
once on a pile of unclaimed baggage. Bolen grinned at him, having
heard many stories of the man.

"And you, Mr. John Bolen of ISA, you can't
check out a poor Israeli passport without having to compromise your
operational security? Tsk, tsk, I thought better of the man who
tended to that nasty business with the Red Brigades!" Cohen grinned
even larger as he dropped that classified tidbit.

John recovered quickly. "I heard you were low
on Johnny Walker, Eli, and I thought I'd give you the opportunity
to earn some in a honorable fashion instead of stealing it off the
flight attendants."

"Now, you show your stuff, Mr. Bolen. You
have potential! My compliments to Mr. Loveless on the selection of
his protégés! Give me this name and passport number, and I will see
what I can do for you!" Cohen dropped his feet to the floor so hard
that his secretary peered in.

"Is everything all right, Eli?" she asked
sweetly.

"It's fine, little dove. It's fine. Go, make
yourself beautiful for me."

"You don't know Donald Gene Nelson by any
chance, do you?" John asked.

"I know the man well. He stole my first
secretary from me and I have never forgiven him."

"That's Donald Gene."

"Let's see, Abraham Rosenbaum, that's a good
Jewish name," Cohen mused. He pulled the keyboard of his desktop
computer to him, typed in a password at the prompt, then entered
the name and the passport number into the computer. "This should
take a moment only," he said. He tapped his fingers, then sat up
right. "Are you sure of this number?" he said tersely.

"Yeah, that's what she got off him. Why?"
George asked.

Cohen ignored him, punched in a different
sequence, and watched as a photograph assembled itself on his
monitor. He spun the monitor around to face George and John. "This
look anything like your player?" he said.

The photograph was of a much older man than
had been described, balding, with pure white hair.

"Not what we got," John said.

"I'd be surprised if it was," Cohen said. He
opened a drawer and pulled out a Browning High Power pistol. "This
concerns the State of Israel, now."

"What are you talking about?" John said.

Cohen stood up and stuffed the High Power
into the front of his pants and pulled his shirt over it.
"Rosenbaum's been dead for five years, victim of a bombing in Tel
Aviv. So's his passport."

***

"There is no threat to this flight," Harold
said to the assembled cabin and flight crew in the first class
section. "This is just a routine repositioning flight for us. As
you may already know, we have been working here, some of us, for
the last six weeks. We're going home now. Our replacement team is
on it's way over. There's nothing to worry about. Most of you have
flown with us before, so you know the drill: treat us just like any
other passengers. You can offer us liquor but we'll refuse; don't
block us in with the meal carts; if you see anything going on you
feel we should know about, please find one of us and let us know.
I'll be up in first class, and there will be several marshals
upstairs outside the cockpit door. Feel free to speak to any of
us."

"You sure you're going to be awake? You look
like ten miles of rough road," drawled one of the flight attendants
in a honey-thick Georgian accent.

"Yes," Harold said snappishly. "I'll be
awake. You don't need to worry about that."

Don winked at the buxom southerner. "If I
fall asleep, I want you to wake me up, honey child."

She grinned and licked her lips. "You're old
enough to be my daddy, Mr. Air Marshal."

"Girl, have some self-respect. The way that
boy gets around, he might be your daddy," Stacy said. "Let's get
this airplane going! Stacy needs to get home!"

***

Lenny Amirkahs looked up at the massive 747.
From a distance it was easy to overlook how huge the plane was;
when you stood beneath one and saw the massive bulk of it, it
seemed a miracle that it could lift into the sky. He and the rest
of his crew had already swept quickly through the plane, double
checking for cleaning and doing the redundant security sweep
required by the special security measures. He concealed the
packages he brought on board with him under the seats on the list
he'd been given. They were carefully tucked away behind the life
jackets in the pockets underneath the seats. He had seen his
"cousin" load the suitcase onto the baggage belt, and had seen the
suitcase go into the belly of the aircraft. His job was done.

The rest of the crew joked as they straggled
along the tarmac back towards the break room.

"A good thing we did that check early," one
of the cleaners said. "They have those damn US air marshals on
board. They always check for security more on those flights."

"Really?" Lenny said.

***

"We're short meals again," Kirsten snapped.
She was the lead flight attendant, a short intense brunette from
Cleveland, Ohio.

"They're coming," one of the flight
attendants said. "Here's the truck now."

"Someday they'll have everything set up when
we get on board, and I won't know what the hell to do," Kirsten
said. She watched the catering truck back up beneath the right
forward door. The truck's extension bed rose up on lifters level to
the door. She popped open the galley door and said to the caterers,
"It's about time!"

A young woman pushed a meal cart off the
truck-bed and into the door. The cart clipped Kirsten's leg. "Hey,
watch it!" Kirsten snapped. "Don't you know what you're doing?"

"I am sorry," the woman said. "I'm new today,
just filling in."

"Well, watch it," Kirsten said. "Here let me
get that." She began steering the cart into the slot it belonged to
in the galley.

"I need the toilet," the woman said.

"Oh for Christ's sake!" Kirsten said. "Around
the corner." The woman caterer brushed by her. "She's probably
never seen an airplane lav before," she said to the flight
attendant helping her. "C'mon, let's get this loaded."

Inside the lavatory, the woman knelt and
opened up the cabinet where the trash bin sat. She pulled out the
trash bin, and in the small nook behind it, set two small packages
she'd concealed in her pants. She replaced the bin, flushed the
toilet, and walked out.

"Very nice," she said.

"If you're done touring, maybe you can take
these carts out. Think you can handle that?" Kirsten said.

The woman pushed the carts out onto the
gantry, and the lift descended into the truck bed.

"We're getting a real poor start," Kirsten
said. "I'll be ready for this flight to be over."

***

"So he may be on the plane already?" Cohen
said.

"We've got passengers loading right now. We
can go on board and take him off. I'll have to get the Polizei up
there right now," George said.

"Why bother?" Cohen said. "We are three, we
can get an air carrier representative to go with us, say that there
is a question about his ticket, take him off...then we can get the
Polizei involved if we need to."

"Roger that," John said. He waved for his
shooters to fall in on him.

"This is not fucking Beirut, this is
Frankfurt, and we're not crashing onboard with a bunch of
gunfighters to take this guy off the plane. I'll call the Polizei
to meet us at the gate." George pulled out his cellular phone and
hit a speed dial. "Dieter, this is George. Get a couple of Polizei
to meet us at Gate 52C. Right." He closed the phone and hurried.
"They're going to push back in a minute. Come this way," he said,
ducking through a side door. "We can get around the screening
checkpoint this way."

"Ah, this is just like the old days," Eli
Cohen said, hurrying behind. "So, John Bolen, do you play
poker?"

***

Karen worked the door by herself. Harold was
supposed to back her up, but he'd already sat down, kicked off his
shoes and had the flight attendant bring him a glass of orange
juice. Dyer Shaw sneered at her from his seat in Business. Ray
Rydell, who sat across the aisle, stood up, shaking his head in
disgust. He brushed past Karen and said, "I've got your back,
Karen." She nodded gratefully. Ray stepped through the galley and
to the far side of the aircraft and leaned against the bulkhead
where he could watch the passengers enter. Karen was more tired
than she could remember ever being in her life. The fatigue of a
marshal mission was a cumulative one; the long hours, the stress of
traveling and maintaining the edge, disrupted sleep patterns, the
interpersonal tensions. She took a deep breath and held it for a
few heartbeats to clear her head.

***

Ahmad Ajai walked down the aisle in coach,
handing a few select passengers each a presentation carton of
Johnny Walker.

"Hey, if you're giving those away..." said a
young soldier, grinning up from his coach seat.

"I'm sorry," Ahmad Ajai said, smiling. "I
have only enough for my friends."

He returned to his Business seat and set the
carry-on bag with its single remaining Johnny Walker bottle beneath
the seat in front of him. He fastened his seatbelt loosely around
him. The other passengers were doing likewise, settling in
comfortably, putting away bags. The flight attendants moved from
seat to seat checking seatbelts and closing overhead compartments.
The front passenger loading door was still open; a passenger
service representative stood beside it with a long, curling sheaf
of computer printout, the passenger manifest, in her hand. The
Business Section was full. Ajai looked up at a disturbance in the
passenger door, and saw George Baumgarner, the airport security
liaison, two men he didn't know, and two German Polizei. Ahmad Ajai
stiffened, then forced himself to relax. He had prepared for this
contingency. The men came down the aisle towards him. Several of
his hijackers shifted in their seats, and he prayed with all his
might that they would stick to the discipline he had instilled in
them for just this scenario.

One of the men, a tough looking young
American in a leather jacket, was on the far aisle across from him,
while Baumgarner and the other man, led by the Polizei, came up the
aisle directly to him.

"Excuse me, Mr. Rosenbaum?" Baumgarner said
to Ahmad Ajai. "There's a problem with your ticket, I'm going to
have to ask you to come with me."

"Certainly," Ahmad Ajai said calmly. "Is
there a need for the police?"

"No, it's just procedure, Mr. Rosenbaum,"
George said. "Please come with me. Is this your bag?" he asked,
pulling down the slim briefcase.

"Yes," said Ahmad Ajai.

The other man reached down and took the
duty-free bag and peered in.

"You have good taste in whiskey," Eli Cohen
said, noting the tension in the man when he heard the Israeli
accent.

The armed men moved in around Ahmad Ajai and
hustled him off the aircraft.

"We already got his bag pulled," George said
to the lead flight attendant. "Tell the captain we're sorry for the
delay, and he can push back now." George brushed by Karen with a
wink, and stopped for a moment to speak to Harold, who had gotten
up when he heard George behind him.

"We've got somebody with a bad passport,"
George said. "No positive ID yet, but it might be one of the
players who've been working you guys. If we get something hot,
we'll radio it to the pilot and have him relay it to you. You do
your job, you hear me, Harold?"

"You don't have to tell me that, Baumgarner,"
Harold said, his voice full of resentment. "We've got things
covered."

"Then get gone," George said. He turned away
and followed the others off the aircraft.

"You don't want to double check the pax,
maybe pull the bags?" Eli Cohen asked.

"No need, we've had special measures on.
Everybody went through screening. That plane is as good to go as we
can make it."

"I'm glad you are so confident," Cohen said.
He patted Ahmad Ajai on the shoulder, feeling the tension in the
man. "So, Mr. Rosenbaum, where in Tel Aviv do you live?"

"Actually, I live in Haifa."

Cohen laughed merrily. "Oh, silly me. I must
have gotten that confused."

***

Gamal Ayoush watched with barely concealed
rage as Ahmad Ajai was taken off the airplane. Ajai had warned him
of this. Ajai was the only one known to the Western intelligence
services, and the possibility existed that he might be identified
by someone. So now Ayoush was in charge. Several of his fighters
nodded in his direction. He broke eye contact with them and stared
straight ahead. He'd have to pay careful attention now. Once the
plane was in the air he would make sure there was no turning back.
Ahmad Ajai could hold out; the Americans and the Germans would not
torture him. It would take them hours to determine who he actually
was, if in fact they could. That would be enough time.

***

Kirsten looked up as a handsome Arab man in
his thirties poked his head into the galley.

"You'll have to return to your seat, sir.
We're about to push back," she said.

"Sure," the man said with a friendly smile.
He held out the picture ID of a captain with Saudi Royal Airlines.
"I'd like to pay my respects to the captain. I fly 747s too."

"I'm sure that after take-off the captain
will be glad to speak to you, sir. But I'll have to ask you to
return to your seat. We're running a little late, and as you know,
that departure time is important." Kirsten smiled sweetly.

"Of course. Please let the captain know that
I'll come by to pay my respects once we're airborne and at our
cruising altitude. Thank you."

"You're welcome," Kirsten said. After he had
gone, she said to the other flight attendant, "He was nice. Not
your normal sky-god captain."

"Not his airplane," the other said. "He's
probably just as big an egotistic prick as any other on his own
plane."

The women laughed.

The pilot returned to his seat in First Class
next to HD. He nodded to HD, who had his earphones for his Walkman
plugged in. The country music he had playing was loud enough for
the pilot to hear. The pilot was in a good position. He and the men
behind him would seize the First Class section at the base of the
stairs that led up to the cockpit and the Business Section. He had
flown Air Iran 747 cargo planes before -- they were similar to the
C-130s he'd flown for the Iranian Air Force.

He stretched out his legs and made sure his
seat belt was fastened. He prayed silently not to give himself
away, and mentally rehearsed the movements he needed to kill this
air marshal beside him.

***

Upstairs Don and Charley and Joan settled
into the Business Class seats right outside the cockpit. There were
sixteen seats up stairs: four rows of two seats on each side of the
aisle, a small galley, a lavatory right outside the cockpit door
and the cockpit itself. The stair well from below wound around and
came up into the aisle across from the small galley. Don sat in the
front most seat on the left side, where he watched the stairs and
the cockpit door. Charley sat across the aisle and one seat back of
him, Joan on the same side as Don, all the way in the rear, her
back against the wall. They all had passengers seated around them.
There were five empty seats.

The flight attendant checked everyone's seat
belts. She caught herself as the plane lurched, then began to roll
smoothly away with a ponderous grace. The plane pushed back from
the gate and then taxied directly to the runway. The six terrorists
upstairs peered out the small windows at the runway passing beneath
them.

***

In First Class four terrorists tried to get
comfortable in their seats. HD was engrossed in Waylon Jennings's
latest tunes, oblivious to everything else around him. Karen was
tense and sick from cumulative fatigue. The slow, steady
acceleration down the runway pressed her gently back into her seat.
She felt the lift in her stomach that meant wheels up. She looked
past the man sitting beside her out the window. The man,
dark-complected with a heavy five o'clock shadow, seemed
distracted.

"This plane sure is quiet on take off, isn't
it?" Karen said to make conversation.

The man looked at her and shrugged. He turned
away and stared out the window.

***

The Polizei interrogation room was crowded
with George Baumgarner, John Bolen, Eli Cohen, the Delta station
manager and a full contingent of German BND plainclothes officers
from the counter-terrorism unit. The man they called Mr. Rosenbaum
sat quietly at the table in the center of the room, his hands
crossed, his feet flat on the floor.

"There must be a mistake," Ahmad Ajai said in
a reasonable voice. "Some kind of mix-up with the record. Obviously
I am not dead."

"Not yet. But the day is young," Eli Cohen
said coldly. "The Abraham Rosenbaum whose passport you carry,
cleverly altered, by the way, has been dead since a cowardly fuck
of a bomber killed him at a bus stop in Tel Aviv. Your photograph
was inserted into the passport by someone who is very good indeed
at that sort of work. That's not cheap or easy to come by. So why
don't you save yourself grief? Surely there is a simple
explanation, yes?"

"How long for the prints?" George asked.

The BND officer in charge, Gunther
Dieckschau, growled in his gravely voice, "Soon, George."

John Bolen said, "We had them couriered down
to the embassy. The Bureau liaison there is sending them
electronically to DC." He didn't mention that a matching set was
going to the CIA Counter-Terrorist Unit, who maintained their own
off-line database of fingerprints. John and his shooters had added
fingerprints to that data base: off dead terrorists for cross
reference to open incidents as well as off suspects in operations
still running.

"Not long for us," Eli said.

Ahmad Ajai stared at the table in front of
him and smiled calmly, a way he felt not at all. He knew he was
done, but he still hoped for the success of his operation. The
plane was in the air now, and things would begin to pick up
momentum the way a stone gathers speed on its long fall from the
mountain to the valley below.

"May I have a cup of coffee?" Ahmad Ajai
asked politely.

***

ON BOARD DELTA FLIGHT #107, FRANKFURT TO
DULLES:

The fourteen remaining hijackers ran through
their mental checklists. They checked their identical CASIO plastic
watches, coordinated with a time hack and an alarm set to alert
them at the proper time. On the screens that dropped from the
bulkheads a movie told them of the aircraft safety features.

The air marshals watched the safety movie as
they had time and time again. The more conscientious marshals
checked out the passengers in their assigned sectors. Stacy looked
forward from her seat in the front of Coach to where Shirleen was
sitting in the rear of Business. Shirleen looked back, caught her
eye and winked. Young Ray worked several seats ahead of Shirleen.
Stacy could just see the back of his head as he scanned his
assigned seats.

"What a job," Stacy thought. "I got to get
into a different line of work." She pulled out a copy of Elle from
her carry-on and flipped through the pages.

Two rows behind her, the man from Beirut
watched her, as he had watched her do her Mae West routine in the
terminal. His elbow pressed the length of his body-heat warmed
plastic knife tight against his rib cage.

***

FRANKFURT, GERMANY:

"I think we have met someplace before. What
do you think?" Eli Cohen asked Ahmad Ajai. "Don't we seem familiar
to one another?"

"I don't believe so," Ahmad Ajai said.

"I think I may have fucked your mother," Eli
said.

Gunther the BND man stepped forward hastily
and said, "Traveling on a false passport is an offense in the
Republic of Germany, sir. You would be advised to cooperate with
us."

"There has been a mistake, as I have said so
many times before," Ajai said.

"Do we have anything back yet?" John said
sharply.

Cohen looked at him and smiled.

"Nothing yet," George said.

***

ON BOARD DELTA FLIGHT #107, FRANKFURT TO
DULLES:

The seat belt sign was off. Over the intercom
the captain informed the passengers that while it was safe to move
about the cabin, it was recommended that they remain in their seats
with their seatbelts fastened. There was the collective relaxation
that comes on a plane after take-off and then the usual rush for
the lavatories. Some people rummaged in their carry-on bags, some
tended to crying children. Others slid their hands under their
seats, into the slot where the life vest was stored, and felt for a
flat package hidden behind the life vest. Others moved quickly,
rudely so, to the lavatories, where they locked the door, knelt and
removed the trash bin, and took out the package concealed there.
Those passengers would only occupy the lavatory long enough to
inventory the contents of their packages: a Makarov 9mm pistol,
three magazines with 8 rounds each, a bundle of plastic flexicuffs,
a Soviet fragmentation grenade. Those weapons were carefully
concealed about their persons. The grenades were cautiously buried
in a carry on bag, a toilet kit, or a purse.

The terrorists who'd received a bottle of
Johnny Walker from Ahmad Ajai made their way, one at a time, to a
lavatory where they opened the presentation carton, took out the
bottle, and unscrewed the false bottom. Carefully packed inside
were wire, blasting caps, and small cubes of plastic explosive. The
bottles themselves were full of a dense liquid explosive, whose
amber color was hidden by the glass. Picatinny Liquid Explosive,
originally developed by the US Army Ordnance Corps at the Picatinny
Arsenal for use in bangalore torpedoes to clear mine fields, made
an excellent booster charge for high explosives. Combined with a
kicker charge of Semtex or some other high order explosive, the
Picatinny Liquid Explosive made a massive explosion. The North
Korean Special Forces had trained the bombers of HizbAllah on that
particular combination, which worked well on aircraft. The kicker
charge could be hidden inside of a small radio, with a detonator
and a small charge of plastic explosive, the radio inside of a
carry-on next to a sealed bottle of what appeared to be liquor, but
was actually liquid explosive. Such a combination had taken a
Korean Air Liner 767 completely apart in mid-air between Tokyo and
Seoul, in a bombing operation carefully orchestrated by the NKSF.
With appropriate wiring through the aircraft electrical system into
the call buttons at each seat that activated a switch in the
galleys, explosives could be wired in train throughout the aircraft
and be detonated by pushing a call button. The charges were deadly
devices designed to kill the hostage rescue teams that would have
to come through the doors in any rescue attempt.

Ahmad Ajai had planned for that contingency
as well.

The armed hijackers returned to their seats.
They took advantage of the opportunity to locate the known and
suspected air marshals in each of the sectors. There were some
passengers that might pose difficulties: soldiers, young athletic
men, panicked mothers. The techniques for dealing with them were
simple and familiar to all of the HizbAllah team: immediate,
ruthless violence to cow and terrify them. Move the passengers into
a position where they can be controlled, like cattle in a pen, and
select some for random slaughter to maintain the terror.

There was no shortage of bodies. They had
over 300.

***

"I wish these people would just stay in their
seats," Kirsten muttered as she loaded her meal cart.

"Never happen, Kirsten," the other flight
attendant said.

To a flight attendant, the perfect passenger
was one that stayed in his seat, never complained, never pushed the
call button, never said a word, and thanked the flight crew when
they filed obediently off the plane. They were hustling to get the
dinner meal service out, which took about forty minutes to get
everyone served. Then they could start the movie, shut down the
lights, and enjoy a little peace and quiet until it was time to
wake the passengers up for breakfast.

"What's the movie?" the other flight
attendant asked.

"I'm putting in Airplane," Kirsten said. "Let
them suffer through that."

"Oh, Jesus, Kirsten," the other said in
disgust.

Kirsten laughed nastily. "If Kirsten has to
suffer, everybody suffers."

***

In their fourteen weeks of training, air
marshals are taught the psychology of hijackers and what was known
of past hijacking operations, all with the intention of enabling
them to determine when an attack was most likely to occur. Like
most tactical training, this method relies on detailed case studies
of what has gone before to determine what might come about next.
The problem with relying on a study of past operations is that it
isn't always the best way to teach creative problem solving. The
formula goes something like this: In the past x happened, and in
hindsight, y is the best counter, and in the instances where y was
applied, z was the outcome. For instance, most hijackers acted
shortly after take off. The reason for this was that the hijackers
were young and inexperienced men under the influence of adrenaline
and often drugs, who had neither the training nor the
self-discipline to wait longer. They were taking smaller, single
aisle planes with a limited fuel supply on relatively short routes,
so the earlier they took the plane, the more fuel they had for
maneuvering and flight time. So historically the most dangerous
time was during and immediately after take-off.

That changed when a Syrian doctor and a
HizbAllah interrogator took four months with Bucknell Leigh. In the
Kuwaiti hijacking, the hijackers waited till after the meal was
served before they moved; instead of standing up and announcing
themselves, as the marshals were trained to believe and were
trained to deal with, they moved quietly and calmly into positions
of control and only announced themselves when they were already
holding the critical points of the aircraft. The violence began
when the air marshals were assassinated in their seats and the
hijackers killed several hostages, among them a child, to
demonstrate their control and to cow the passengers into
compliance.

There are many advantages to waiting, as any
master of the ambush will tell you. The longer the time in which
nothing happens, the less the mind of the target is willing to
accept that something is going to happen. Add a meal, darkness and
the cumulative fatigue of flying -- especially pronounced in this
team of air marshals, as the desired outcome of a carefully planned
and brilliantly executed deception plan -- and the advantages are
heavily weighted on the side of the attacker.

Gamal Ayoush reminded himself of this over
and over. Despite his long training and practice, and the mild
sedative he'd taken upon boarding, he still sweated and his heart
pounded with adrenaline. He forced his mind into the rhythmic,
calming ritual of prayer, his breath falling into a measured
cadence with the litany from the Koran he recited silently. He
stood for a walk, his partially eaten meal pushed aside. He
squeezed by the flight attendant without a word, pressing close to
the seats to avoid brushing the pistol buried in the front of his
jockey shorts against the woman. He took deep breaths as he walked
to the rear of the business section and looked out over the sea of
faces in the back of the 747. It truly was impressive just how many
people were packed into this plane, seats eight across in the
center, three or four on either side of the aisle, stretching back
almost the length of a soccer field. He picked out faces: two of
his team members, staring back at him; a young mother,
breast-feeding; two young soldiers, one in a cowboy hat, playing
cards on a seat back meal tray set down between them; a fat old
woman in a black dress talking with her bone thin husband. Ayoush
looked away; this was hard for him. Despite their long training for
this mission, it was difficult to maintain the composure and the
distance necessary to do what needed to be done here. He must not
fail, though. Even now Ahmad Ajai may be tortured, forced to tell
what he knew of the operation, and if that information went to the
pilot, they would have to launch prematurely. Timing was critical.
They wanted to be close to that point on the pilot's course where
he had just enough fuel to turn back or to go forward before they
launched. He checked his plastic CASIO watch. Soon, he thought.
Soon.

***

Steve Paulson stayed switched on. The flight
attendants gave him a wide berth. His intensity frightened them. He
sat squarely in his seat, his feet planted on the floor, back
straight, his head making a metronome like sweep of his zone,
watching the passengers who came down the aisle towards him,
turning in anticipation as people came up from behind him. He made
his patrol at thirty minute intervals, sometimes more often,
depending on how stiff he got from sitting. As a senior marshal, he
could have protested being seated in the back of coach, but he
didn't mind -- this was where the action was. Most hijackings
originated in the coach section, close to a lavatory, which
provided the privacy necessary to prepare weapons or to recover
them. Butch wasn't quite as content. This trip had taken a lot out
of him. He was wedged in beside a family with three kids on his
left. Across the aisle an enormously fat man took up both of the
seats, and was constantly up and down, back and forth to the
lavatory. I'm too old for this shit should be the motto for this
trip, Butch thought ruefully. He twisted in his seat and tried to
get some blood back into his legs. He looked at young Jon, who was
having a hard time staying awake: his head was bobbing and jerking
like a punch drunk fighter's.

Three rows in front of Jon, a man sat twisted
sideways in his seat. The seat next to him was vacant, which let
him stretch his legs out and prop his back against the bulkhead.
The hijacker studied the three air marshals carefully, calculating
the necessary angles of fire to engage them from where he sat in
support of his partner on the other side of the aircraft.

"Chicken or beef?" the flight attendant
asked, as she locked the wheels on her meal cart.

"Nothing for me, thank you," the terrorist
said politely. He prided himself on his English; he'd studied
engineering in the United States during the Seventies, one of the
wave of intelligence officers and military personnel the Iranian
government had sent over to train in the best schools in
America.

"Got any chicken left?" Jon said. The
prospect of food woke him up.

"Sure do," the flight attendant said, handing
him a tray. She thought he was cute, even though he was very young.
The marshals were getting younger and younger and that made her
nervous. She had a friend who'd been a flight attendant on the TWA
847 hijacking. The stories her friend told her about that made her
grateful for the marshals on board. At the same time she was
skeptical about some of these young kids. That girl up in first
class, for instance -- she was younger than some of the flight
attendants she'd trained in the last year, and most of those girls
didn't have sense enough to come in out of the rain, much less deal
with a hijacking. But they have to start someplace, she thought.
They couldn't all be like Don Nelson.

***

The cute little southern flight attendant,
Charlene, was working the upstairs Business Section by herself, and
Donald Gene loved every minute of it.

"Now, lil darling, are we gonna have us some
down home southern style cooking up here? I'm hoping to have me
some potatoes and some of that red eye gravy from you, you hear?"
he said, in a broad parody of a southern accent.

"Don't you go making fun of me," Charlene
scolded him. "I won't stand for it. I heard all about you!"

One of the passengers laughed. "You must fly
a lot," he said to Don.

"Oh, too damn much," Don said. "I keep
telling the company to keep me home, but I go through too many
secretaries unless I'm out in the field."

"What sort of business are you in?"

"Insurance," Don said. "I specialize in life
expectancies."

The man shifted forward, interested.
"Really?"

"Oh, yeah," Don said easily, to Charley's
amusement. "Risk assessment, lifestyle analysis, all that. It's
really boring, actually, but I get to fly around, interview people.
I do a lot of stuff with expatriate Americans."

"That makes sense."

"Yourself?"

"Oh, just a vacation. I was stationed over
here in the seventies and made some friends in Heidelburg. I got a
good fare, so I decided to visit."

Don nodded as Charlene set a meal down in
front of him.

"Every bite! And not a word out of you!"
Charlene said, enjoying her role.

"Yes, ma'am," Donald said. He took a bite out
of the steaming chicken and rolled his eyes. "Just like my momma
used to make!"

Charley smiled gratefully when Charlene set
his plate down. He unsnapped his seat belt, and cut into the
chicken. The passenger next to him, silent for the first hour,
finally spoke to say "Thank you," to the flight attendant. Charley
smiled and nodded to the man, and continued to eat his meal. The
man seemed tense, but Charley often got that from men seated close
to him; they were often intimidated. Charley had his antenna up,
but he was blunted by fatigue. Behind him, Joan noticed how the two
passengers seated in front of her would often look at each other,
but not say anything. They watched Charley, though. Sometimes
passengers would ask a marshal if they were an air marshal; the
standard response was "I don't know what you're talking about."
Armed and dangerous people gave off a certain vibe and marshals
weren't the only people to notice that. Joan had learned to look
for it herself. She was tired to the point of second-guessing
herself, though; after six weeks of sensing something and having it
turn out to be nothing, she'd gotten to the point where she doubted
her instincts.

One of the two passengers she was watching
got up and went forward into the lavatory. He came out a while
later and reseated himself next to the woman passenger. When he sat
down, the man looked over his shoulder at Joan, then turned away
and slouched down in his seat. He rummaged around in the back seat
flap, pulled out a magazine, fumbled with something and handed the
magazine to the woman next to him. She too looked over at Joan, and
then away.

Charley felt the strange tension as well. He
caught the man beside him staring. He lifted his meal tray up,
stood up, then lowered the tray back down. He went forward to the
lavatory and stepped inside. Everything looked to be in order; this
lavatory, like the others, had been the subject of a redundant
security search by the ground crew and a spot check by the marshals
when they boarded. Charley ran the water as though he were washing
his hands, then stepped back out. He stood and stretched, and took
the time to look each passenger in the eye before he returned to
his seat. There was something...it might be that these passengers
had made him and Don as marshals, or maybe it was just Charley
giving off hostile vibes. It bothered him that he wasn't more
concerned about it. That sense had been growing in him this whole
mission, his lack of concern about the job. It was time to hang
this stuff up and find something else to do. Training had suited
him just fine. Maybe he could go back to that, or if the
bureaucrats like Dinkey stood in his way, just quit and put in for
a job down at FLETC teaching firearms or defensive tactics. Charley
yawned. "How about a little more coffee, Charlene?" he asked.

"You sleepy already?" Charlene said.

"Yep," Charley said. "I sure am."

***

"When do you think I might speak to the
captain?" the polite 747 pilot from Royal Saudi asked Kirsten.

"I spoke to him, sir, and he says that he's
sorry, but because of security he can't let you come up into the
cockpit. He said he'll come down here to visit with you during the
movie, or just after. Is that all right?" Kirsten smiled her
professional smile at him.

"Please tell him I understand, of course.
Later will be fine. Thank you for asking."

"You're welcome."

Kirsten went back into the galley and joined
her partner. "That is the most polite pilot I have ever met."

"Must not be a pilot, then," her partner
joked.

"Yeah, that must be it," Kirsten cracked. "He
just stole the ID, right?"

***

FRANKFURT, GERMANY:

Eli Cohen drew John Bolen to one side. "We
have a problem. We have three governments competing here: the
Germans, the Israeli, and the US. I think we need to straighten
things out to go faster."

It had already been 2 1/2 hours, and the
record search went on with no results.

"What are you proposing?" John said.

"I am proposing that the Germans turn him
over to us for prosecution for falsifying an Israeli passport."

"They're not going to go for that. It
happened on German soil."

"According to his flight itineraries and his
documentation -- which we know is bogus -- he is in transit from
Israel. I can declare the whole thing a mistake and have him
shipped back to Tel Aviv to have it straightened out. Once we have
him in our custody, you and I, we understand how to expedite
things. I have a feeling about this one. He is way too
disciplined." Eli Cohen had the hunter's look, a hungry viciousness
that warmed John Bolen's heart.

"Sounds good to me," he said. "Let's do
it."

Cohen turned and went to Gunther. "Gunther,
it seems we may have a misunderstanding here."

While Cohen was talking to Gunther, John
asked George, "Has anybody found that Mary Franken yet?"

"It seems she's left the airport, and is on
her way home."

"I'm sending the boys to bring her in."

"Tell them to ask her to come in, not to bag
and tag her, okay, John?" George pleaded. "Jesus, you're king of
the cowboys. What has Jed got to say about all this? "

"He's on his way."

***

DELTA FLIGHT #107, FRANKFURT TO DULLES:

The flight attendants picked up the last of
the meal trays, and prowled the aisles, coffee decanters in each
hand, refilling cups, chatting to families, smiling at children. In
each seating section a flight attendant fumbled with the movie
screen and lowered it into place, making sure it was properly
fastened. With luck, 95% of the passengers would be in their seats,
either watching the movie or sleeping.

The lights went out through cabin, and the
window shades were drawn down to block out the lingering light of
dusk as the plane sped west across the Atlantic. The video tape
sputtered along in it's player, then began to track into the
opening credits of the movie. Most of the cabin overhead lights
were off. A few insomniac movie haters would read, their overhead
light a lonely beacon in the dark; the air marshals would be
reading, prowling the aisles restlessly, watching the movie or
listening to music. It was the sleepy time on board Flight 107; the
rhythm of the flight, the passengers and the crew, fell into the
easy drone of the middle of their passage, far above the whispering
waters below them. It was the middle of the night, the witching
hour, although the watches on board the aircraft didn't reflect
that. Fourteen Casio sports watches with built in dual timers began
to beep sharply.

It was the countdown.

Ahmad Ajai's crew of hijackers began to make
ready. They were able to ride the rush of adrenaline, shake off the
cloud of tension, of sweaty clothes and running armpits from over
three hours of sitting, smiling, and waiting. Their hands shook
when they checked their knives, pressed their hands against their
weapons, as they stood up and went into the lavatory to make sure,
one last time, that the pistols were loaded, the pins straightened
in the hand grenades, the blasting caps separate from the explosive
blocks, that they were ready.

***

In Business, Dyer Shaw was already asleep. He
made no pretense of being involved in the job. As far as he was
concerned, his career was over with the Marshals. He had nothing to
lose. Across the aisle from him, a man studied the pulse in the
hollow of Dyer's neck.

Ray Rydell struggled to stay awake. His head
bobbed and he thought about getting out of his seat and walking
around to get some air. The combination of fatigue, a heavy meal,
and the dark was deadly; he could barely keep his eyes open. He
unsnapped his seat belt and stretched his arms up in his seat.

Stacy Bagley flipped savagely through the
pages of yet another magazine. She was too wired to relax, jittery
from too much coffee and the cumulative tension of this trip. The
seat beside her was empty, fortunately; she had a place to park her
growing stack of magazines.

HD reclined in his First Class seat, his
earphones plugged firmly in, the comforting tunes of Willie Nelson
in his ears, his eyes closed as he drummed his fingers on the
armchair. Next to him, the man who claimed to be a pilot for Royal
Saudi stared openly at him. The pilot's watch beeped once again, as
did the man behind him. The pilot unsnapped his seat belt.

In the coach section, a woman prowled up and
down the aisle, an aircraft schematic folded into a tiny square in
her fist, looking for the seats the air marshals were in.

Upstairs in Business, Donald Gene and
Charlene were chatting. Charley was tense. The way some of the
passengers looked at him gave him a strange feeling. Restless, he'd
gotten up several times; there was little room to walk upstairs.
Joan picked up on Charley's tension. She kept looking at the
passengers, who kept staring at her. It was very strange.

***

The terrorist pilot got up out of his seat.
HD didn't stir. The pilot brushed past Karen, who looked up, then
back down at her book. He paused at the base of the stairs, caught
the eye of the man sitting behind Harold, nodded, and started up
the stairs.

In the dark, a man slipped into the seat
behind Dyer Shaw. He cupped a hand over Dyer's mouth and stabbed an
ice-pick into the base of his skull. He twisted the ice-pick,
destroying the medulla oblongata and killing Dyer in a
heartbeat.

Ray Rydell stood in the rear of his section
beside the curtained galley. A hijacker grabbed his right hand. Ray
went to pull away, and another man stabbed into his throat from the
side, ripping forward, cutting both carotids, the jugular and
severing the trachea. Ray blinked and fell through the curtains
into the galley, where a flight attendant was propped over the
drainage, the flow from her cut throat filling the sink.

Shirleen Walker was thinking about her baby
son when the woman behind her stabbed down, missing her subclavian
artery and gouging down her breast. Shirleen screamed, clutched at
her breast with one hand, and lashed out with her other. The woman
terrorist cursed, dropped her knife and pulled her Makarov, put the
gun to Shirleen's head and pulled the trigger twice.

The passengers began to scream when they saw
the flash and heard the sharp double bang.

Stacy Bagley jumped in her seat at the sound
of the gunshots. She whirled to the left up out of her seat, when
her face ran into a pistol. The smiling Lebanese man stared her
right in the eye and said, "Just do me?"

Jon turned quickly and caught the downward
arcing plastic knife in the muscle of his left arm. He rose up out
of his seat, kicking out at the man slashing at him. Butch rose up
and put his Sig to the terrorist's head and pulled the trigger and
put the hijacker's brains on the bulkhead. He turned and saw two
other men rushing him, their handguns extended.

The man behind HD looped a coil of wire
around his neck and yanked him up in the seat. His partner pressed
a gun to HD's neck and pulled the trigger. The shooter turned to
face the rest of the first class cabin and said, "No one move. No
one move at all."

Karen watched HD die and her bladder cut
loose. Her hands came up with the rest of the passengers.

***

The pilot came up the stairs and entered the
lavatory beside the cockpit. Charley tensed, and Don stood up as
though stretching. Don moved forward and one of the men behind him
stood up and came forward as well. Joan leaned forward in her seat,
and so she missed the woman across the aisle from her drawing her
knife. Charley looked over his shoulder, back at Joan. The man next
to him clutched Charley's gun hand. Charley turned back in surprise
and wrenched his hand free, back knuckling the terrorist in the
face and rocking him backwards. The man across the aisle from
Charley lunged at him. Charley caught him by the top of his head
and his chin and arced his hands powerfully in a counter-clockwise
motion, as though he were spinning the wheel of a car, and broke
the man's neck. Charley spun up out of his seat, following the
motion and drew his weapon. He put three tightly bunched holes on
the nose of the man who had tried to grab his hand.

Joan looked and saw the knife coming at her
face. She deflected it into her chest, where the blade dug, without
cutting, into her body armor. "Knife!" she shouted, slamming the
heel of her palm into the other woman's elbow. Joan followed up
with a fist into the woman's face, rocking the terrorist back into
her seat. Joan punched the woman twice more, drew her pistol and
shot the woman in the head. The terrorist convulsed and went limp.
Joan automatically cleared the pistol of blow back before she was
snatched by the back of her blouse by the other woman terrorist,
who'd been sitting behind Don. Joan spun and emptied her pistol
into the woman.

Don turned when he heard Joan and saw the
Makarov coming up in his neighbor's hand. Don snatched the gun hand
in a crocodile grip, wrenching the gun forward and then back,
breaking off the terrorist's trigger finger and leaving it
dangling. Don pressed the pistol into the man's chest and fired
until the weapon jammed on blown back flesh. The lavatory door
swung open behind him and the terrorist pilot stepped out and fired
his Makarov into Don's back. The bullets seared like a hot poker
punching into him. Don dropped the Makarov and drew his Sig,
turning as he did, noting with one part of his brain how he was
slowing down. He saw the flash of the Makarov and felt more punches
in his chest, but he found his front sight and pinned it to the
chest of the man shooting at him, below the gun, not at the gun, he
reminded himself, and pulled the trigger till the slide locked
back. He saw the man fall and saw two holes in the cockpit door,
before he looked down at himself and thought, "I'm shot full of
fucking holes. I guess it's time for me to fall down now." He fell
to his knees and then onto his face, like a man prostrating himself
for prayer.

***

Captain Reins jumped in his seat when he
heard the gunshots just outside the door. He had just enough time,
a few heartbeats while the battle went down, to say, "What the fuck
was that?" before two Winchester Silvertips punched through the
thin plastic laminate of the cockpit door and buried themselves in
his side. He screamed and thrashed against the straps holding him
in place, his arms striking out at the control yoke and the auto
pilot. His co-pilot looked up as the horizon began to tilt in front
of his eyes.

The screams began individually, and then
joined into an unholy chorus in the packed coach section, as the
plane began to tilt.

***

Stacy looked at the gun in her face and
raised her hands. When the man smiled, she snatched the gun and
pressed it into his chest. She couldn't get the barrel into his
chest, so she slammed the top of her head onto the bridge of his
nose, twice, then pinned the gun against him where he couldn't
point it at her and slammed her knee repeatedly into his groin.

"C'mon, think you're bad! I'm gonna kill your
shit fuck ass, motherfucker!" Stacy screamed, punctuating her words
with powerhouse drives of her knee into the man's groin. He was
pinned against the seat and couldn't move. His grip loosened on the
pistol. Stacy shoved it into his crotch and pulled the trigger.
When he screamed and dropped to the floor, she drew her Sig and
executed him. "Do me, motherfucker? I do you, bitch!" she snarled.
She tucked the Makarov in her blouse top, took a two handed grip on
her pistol and charged forward into the galley. The terrorist
holding the flight attendants at gun point jumped as Stacy rushed
through the curtains, her Sig blazing, the brass clattering to the
floor around her as she closed to contact range with the man,
emptying her pistol in an arc starting at his chest and ending in
his face. She dropped the magazine and speed loaded another,
grabbed the dead man by his hair and flung him to the floor.

"Better get down on the floor, girls, because
I am motherfucking pissed!" Stacy shouted. "Everybody get down! Get
down! Police! I'm a police officer! Get down!"

***

Steve Paulson stood as calmly as if he were
at the barricade on the range. He was wedged in behind the
lavatory, ignoring the bullets smacking inches away from his face.
He found his front sight, acquired his sight picture, pressed his
trigger, and moved onto the next sight picture, putting a round
each into the two terrorists firing wildly at him, then returning
to put another round into each one, until they fell out of his
sight picture. He pulled the partially expended magazine out and
replaced it with a full one, tucking the partially expended
magazine into a front pocket where he wouldn't get it confused with
the remaining full one. He stepped quickly through the galley,
where the flight attendants cowered on the floor, to the other
aisle, where Butch and Jon struggled in the aisle.

***

Butch rushed the two terrorists, punching his
Sig into one 's chest and grabbing the other's hand. He got a shot
off into the terrorist's chest and his Sig jammed. The wounded man
stumbled against him, and Butch struggled to hold the other man's
gun hand. Butch felt a hand on his shoulder and then a Sig appeared
inches from his eyes. He felt the blast of the gun-shot flash on
his face and in his eyes. He reeled back, blinking, and brought his
hands to his face. "I can't see," he shouted. He felt himself
pulled backward. He fell and was dragged the last few feet to the
center galley.

"Is he hit? Is he hit?" Steve Paulson
said.

"No, no, I'm blind, I can't see," Butch
said.

"Fuck, fuck fuck!" Jon shouted.

***

Co-Pilot Walker Hilton grabbed the yoke,
stabilized the plane, and turned to the flight engineer. "Find out
what the fuck is going on!"

"We're getting hijacked, you fucking idiot!"
the terrified flight engineer shouted.

The captain screamed, "I've been shot, oh
Jesus, I've been shot, somebody help me!"

Hilton grabbed the yoke firmly. He reached
out and hit the radio transponder and switched the frequency to
7600. He put the plane into a nose-dive descent and hit the landing
gear switch simultaneously.

***

WASHINGTON, DC:

Hunched over his console in the Washington DC
En-Route Traffic Control Center, a controller watched the sudden
drop in altitude of Flight 107 and the transponder beacon blinking
7600.

"Oh shit," the controller said, as he thumbed
through his procedures manual. "Jerry!" he called to his
supervisor. "We got a hijacking alert!"

"Verify," the supervisor said, rolling his
chair to the console.

"Flight 107, this is Washington Center,
confirm 7600, over," the controller said tersely into his
mouthpiece.

First Officer Hilton's cracked voice came
back. "Confirm, confirm, Washington Center, confirm 7600, Air
Marshals on board, the pilot has been shot, we are descending to
10,000 feet priority."

Within minutes, a Flash priority message went
out to key locations: the FAA Command Center, the Special
Operations Command, the FBI and the other members of the
intelligence community, including the CIA Counter-Terrorism unit,
the White House and the Secretary of Transportation.

In the FAA Command Center, Megan Reilly said,
quietly and formally, to Simon Dinkey, "We have a hijacking alert
on-board a FAM flight."

***

FRANKFURT, GERMANY:

"I don't understand what I'm doing here,"
Mary Franken said nervously. She looked at her boss, the station
manager, George Baumgarner, several big and very tough looking
guys, including the two who'd picked her up at her apartment, and
the guy from the El Al station, the funny one, Eli Cohen.

"Mary, do you know this man?" George asked,
drawing her forward and letting her see Abraham Rosenbaum sitting
in a chair in the next room. She drew back.

"Uhh, no, I don't think so, I mean maybe,
wasn't he a passenger?"

"Yeah," John Bolen said. "He was the guy I
asked you about. You remember me, don't you, Mary?"

"Yes, I remember," Mary said. She was badly
frightened now. What was this about?

"Tony, George, I have to speak to you," the
assistant station manager, Susan Brown, called from the doorway.
"Right now."

"What's wrong?" Tony, the station manager
said.

"We have a hijacking alert from 107," Susan
said. "The pilot's been shot."

"Goddamn!" George whirled around and came
back into the office. "Mary, the flight this guy was supposed to be
on has just squawked 7600 and is descending to 10,000 feet. The
pilot has been shot. We believe this guy has something to do with
it and we want to know everything you know about him, right now!
There are people dying and you may be involved!"

"But he's an Israeli!" Mary protested.
"Emmanuel told me so! They both work for the Mossad!"

"What?" Eli Cohen said, as everyone looked at
him.

***

FORT BRAGG, NORTH CAROLINA:

In the facility known as "the Ranch" in the
community, the Delta Force Intelligence Center has instantaneous
communications with all key elements of the US government,
including the FAA. The watch officer pulled off the curled computer
print-out and turned to the NCO working with him.

"Let B Squadron know. We have a hijacking of
a US air carrier in international airspace. The aircraft has air
marshals on board," he said. "This is real world, not a drill."

Within minutes, the intelligence unit pulled
up schematics of the aircraft in question, the flight plan,
passenger manifests, and a breakdown of the air marshal team
on-board.

"They got Donald Gene Nelson and Charley Dey
on that team," Master Sergeant Jim "Moonbuzzard" O'Dell said.
"Whatever the fuck is going on, it's gonna be bloody. Those are
some serious shooters."

***

DELTA FLIGHT #107, FRANKFURT TO DULLES:

Total pandemonium reigned in the main cabin
of the 747. Passengers screamed, children wept in terror, the
flight attendants shouted for everyone to stay in their seats.
Contradictory commands came from different parts of the aircraft.
In First Class and the front of Business, the terrorists held the
cabin and the base of the stairs from behind good cover. The
hijackers shouted for everyone to stay down. Wedged into the galley
at the rear of Business with two terrified flight attendants, Stacy
Bagley fell silent when she heard the voices from the front. In the
aircraft's rearmost galley, with the whole passenger load in front
of them, two terrorists pistol whipped a man to his knees and
shouted for the passengers to stay in their seats and raise their
hands. In the galley one seating section in front of those
terrorists, Steve, Butch and Jon looked at each other.

***

Upstairs, outside the cockpit door, the two
real passengers were face down, cowering on the floor between their
seats. Don Nelson tried to push himself up, muttering in a weak and
liquid voice, "C'mon, SEAL, move your fucking ass, c'mon,
SEAL..."

Joan speedcuffed the two passengers with
plastic flex cuffs, then limped forward to Don. Charley had his
back wedged against the cockpit door, covering the stairwell.

"Get the first aid kit!" Joan shouted at
Charlene, who was balled up in the corner of the galley. Charlene
scrambled to her feet, her eyes streaming, and pulled the first aid
kit down from the galley wall and handed it to Joan.

"Hey, Joanie," Don said, his words
slurred.

"Don't talk, Don. Don't move," Joan said,
tucking her pistol into her holster and ripping open the first aid
kit. She tore open his shirt, and saw the holes in his chest,
turned him on his side and saw only the entrance wounds from the
first shots fired into his back.

"You got great tits, you know, Joanie?" Don
croaked. "Too bad we never got to go swimming," he rambled. His
face got sad. "Don't go, Joan," he said, almost-mockingly. "Don't
go. Just hold me, Joan..."

Joan ripped open the pressure dressings and
started to stuff them into his wounds when she felt him slip
away.

"NO, goddammit, Don!" she said. She started
on his chest with compressions for CPR. "Charley, help me!" she
said.

"He's gone, Joan," Charley Dey said in a cold
voice. "He's gone."

Joan reached out and closed the SEAL's eyes.
She took his pistol and pulled the spare ammo off his belt. She
reloaded her pistol and stood up.

"Who else?" she asked.

Charley shouted through the cockpit door,
"I'm on the intercom!" He picked up the microphone and said, "This
is Charley Dey, I'm the Air Marshal team leader. What's your
situation?"

"The pilot got two in the side, he's on the
floor. I've squawked 7600, we're going down to 10,000. What the
hell is going on out there?" Walker Hilton said. His voice was
firm. Charley could tell it cost him.

"Standby," Charley said. "Give me the first
aid kit," he said to Joan. He banged on the door and said, "Here's
the first aid kit. Patch up the pilot as best you can." The flight
engineer cracked the door and took the kit in. He saw the carnage
outside the door and slammed it quickly shut.

"It's a fucking slaughterhouse out there,"
the engineer choked. His hands trembled as he fumbled with the
first aid kit. "There's bodies all over the place."

Charley's lips were drawn into a thin, cold
white line. Joan moved among the bodies of the terrorists,
collecting guns and a hand grenade. She paused above the two
Business passengers, frozen in fear on the floor, their hands
cuffed behind them.

"You'll be safe," Joan said. "You're going to
have to stay put." She frisked the two of them quickly, then
searched through their carry-on bags. "They don't have anything,
Charley," she said.

Hilton's voice came over the intercom. "Do
you own this plane or what, Dey? What is going on?"

"Stand-by," Charley said. He flipped the
intercom dial. "Bravo, Bravo, this is Alpha 1, status."

In the galley below the stairwell, Gamal
Ayoush and his partner looked at each other. Ayoush gestured with
his thumb towards the upstairs cabin.

"Charley, Charley, this is Alpha 1," Charley
said again. He flipped the dial again. "Delta, Delta, this is Alpha
1, status."

There was only the rush of static over the
intercom. Through the floorboards and the noise and vibration of
the plane, Charley heard the screams below.

***

The terrorists in the rear of the aircraft
were in a frenzy, striking out at the passengers and shouting at
them to be quiet. They attempted to get the intercom working, but
they were unable to make it sound throughout the whole aircraft
from their location. Butch peered out from around the edge of the
galley bulkhead, proned out and his pistol lined up. On the other
side of the galley, Steve was proned out as well. "No shot," Stevey
said.

"No shot," Butch said.

***

Fifteen yards away from Butch and Steve,
Stacy heard the intercom buzzing in her galley. "Refresh me on
making this thing work only upstairs, girls," Stacy said. "There's
somebody up there I need to talk to."

***

Karen was frozen in her seat with the rest of
the remaining first class passengers. She couldn't look at Harold's
body, slumped in his seat, a pool of blood clotting in his lap. One
of his Walkman ear pieces was still in place. She snatched a quick
look behind her, before the terrorist watching her could strike
her, and saw Shirleen's body laying in the aisle.

"There are still some alive in the back!"
Gamal Ayoush said. His heart was racing. Did he own the aircraft or
not? He pressed the button on the intercom for the cockpit and
said, "Rafiz? Rafiz, is that you?"

Upstairs, Charley cracked the cockpit door
and said, "Don't answer. Don't answer to anyone. Just stay on the
radio with the center."

"Rafiz? Rafiz is that you?" the intercom
crackled. There was silence for a moment, and then the voice on the
intercom said, "Is this Mr. Dey or Mr. Nelson?"

***

Mary Franken told her story of how her
boyfriend, an Israeli paratrooper, worked for the Mossad, and had
given her some packages for Abraham Rosenbaum, how it was supposed
to be money for Israeli undercovers in Washington DC.

"But of course," Eli Cohen said. "How could
you not believe that?" he said, his sarcasm lost on her.

Jed Loveless called from the consulate; he
was staying put in the SCIF and developing the big picture. His STU
and secure fax were both ringing off the hook with demands for
information.

"There a place for us in this, Jed?" John
Bolen asked.

"You won't be doing any aircraft recovery, if
that's what you're thinking. It's bad up there, from what we're
getting. Put your guys together and see what we can find out about
where this Rosenbaum character's back ups are, and this Mary
Franken's boyfriend. There may be some door kicking yet to come.
Just stand by."

"What about the deal with the Israelis?" John
asked.

"This line is nonsecure. But that will be a
no-go. We want this boy. Understand? We want this boy."

"Roger that." John hung up the phone and
looked into the room where Eli Cohen was trying to engage Rosenbaum
in conversation.

Ahmad Ajai had shut down; his operation was
launched. He considered himself as good as dead, now; he looked for
someway to take himself out of the equation honorably. He had no
illusions about what would happen if the Israelis took him out of
here. They would sweat him with no mercy, and eventually, they
would find the place in him that would break. The Americans might
be better. The indignity of a trial would be preferable to the
prolonged torture he would receive from the Israelis. And given
enough time, who knows? If the operation was a success, perhaps he
could be a bargaining chip in the negotiations.

***

Gamal Ayoush was wild eyed with anger and
frustration. There was no reply from the upstairs cabin, which told
him his people didn't have the cockpit secured or that they were
all be dead. Possibly the air marshals were all dead, too; but he
didn't know and couldn't afford to send someone up to see without
knowing more. At least some of his people were dead; there were air
marshals barricaded in the coach galleys. Some of his people were
in the rear of the aircraft, taking control and dominating the
passengers. That was good, but what about the others? How many air
marshals were left? Where were they?

"Your marshals are dead. There are none of
them left alive," Ayoush said into the intercom. "Surrender now, or
we will start killing the passengers. There are 350 passengers on
this aircraft, do you hear me? We have that many bullets." There
was silence on the intercom, only the rush of static. "It will do
you no good to land an aircraft full of dead passengers. It's in
the interest of their survival that you surrender now. Your team
mates are all dead. You are the only ones left alive. Don't waste
your life and the lives of the others. Come down, now."

Ayoush listened impatiently for a reply.
Despite the careful coaching by Ahmad Ajai, he wanted to scream out
defiance and charge up those stairs; that was all that stood before
him and success. The cockpit was key. It was important to give the
marshals the right kind of consideration. They would be unable to
do their job from up there. They would be unable to protect the
passengers and Ahmad Ajai believed they would give themselves up
before they would allow the slaughter of innocents.

The intercom panel lights lit up in front of
Charley. He flipped to the cockpit spare and heard the
co-pilot.

"What are you going to do?" Hilton hissed.
"We can't let them just start killing passengers. They'll slaughter
them! Look, just talk to them and find out what they want, maybe we
can get the plane down someplace. We don't want to lose any more
lives than we have already."

Charley said, "I hear you. You're going to
have to trust me to handle this."

"I'm the pilot in command, and I'm telling
you, I'm not going to let them slaughter passengers! Do what they
want us to do, tell them I'll take them where they want to go, but
do your job! You're supposed to save lives."

"What makes you think they're not going to
kill people anyway?"

Hilton was silent.

Charley flipped the intercom switch back to
the first class galley. "Who am I speaking to?" he said. "What
shall I call you?"

"My name is Gamal," said Ayoush. "To whom am
I speaking?"

"My name is Dey. I'm the air marshal team
leader."

Ayoush's face twisted in concentration. The
front cabin, at least, was silent for now, allowing him to focus on
drawing everything he could out of that voice. This was the real
leader; the one who was the most dangerous. He must have killed all
of Ayoush's people if he was in control of the intercom.

"You will surrender now, Dey. Throw your
weapons down the stairwell and then come down. You will not be
harmed. We have no desire to harm anyone unnecessarily. Do not make
it necessary for us to harm anyone."

"It's a little premature for us to be doing
that. What do you want? Where do you want to go? Why are you doing
this?"

Ayoush laughed. The carefully scripted and
rehearsed negotiation strategy was forgotten in a rush of emotion
that might have been controlled if Ahmad Ajai had been there to
bridle him.

"I want you to come down now, Dey! That's
what I want! I want the last of the Air Marshals down here so you
can look at the plane we have taken. I am doing this because it is
time that you Americans understand that you can no longer abuse and
insult the faith of the Prophet, that there is a cost to be paid
and you will pay it as others have!" Ayoush's face was knotted with
emotion. The veins roping his brow throbbed. He was screaming, and
his voice carried over the whimpers and cries of the frightened
passengers.

Stacy heard him from where she was wedged
down behind the cover of a meal cart in the galley. She had both
the flight attendants crawl in to the tiny space where the meal
cart went into the service counter, to keep them out of the way and
to take advantage of what little cover there was.

"Fucking nutcase," she muttered. She reached
up and hit the intercom call button for the upstairs galley.

Charley saw the light come on. "I have to
think about what you said," Charley said carefully. "I hear you
Gamal. Let me think for a few moments."

"You have run out of time! I want you and
your people down here now or I start to kill passengers. I will
stack their bodies in the aisles for everyone to see. We'll blow
this plane apart before we will let you take it back, Dey!" Ayoush
was spitting, livid with his internalized rage.

"Okay, okay, let me think, Gamal," Charley
said, pitching his voice low in a kinesic technique to calm the
hijacker. "Let me discuss this with the pilot. We need some
assurances from you, an act of faith. Give us a moment."

Charley switched the intercom over to the
third galley light.

"...anybody there? Upstairs galley, is anyone
there? This is Charley 3, Charley 3 looking for Alpha."

"Charley 3, Alpha 1," Charley said.

"Roger, Alpha, listen up. 3 is set and clear,
all others down. Unknown number of Delta to the rear, in galley,
probable injuries, no comms. Two tangos positive forward, possible
others; two tangos back of the bus, possible others. Two tangos
down, my sector, one down positive in Delta, possibly others. What
do you want me to do?"

"Stand by and hold, we're working on
something," Charley said. There was no easy way down to the first
class cabin. The stairs were the primary access point. He could
tear out the back panel wall of the upstairs bubble and gain access
to the interior structure of the aircraft; there was an I-beam that
ran the length of the aircraft, like a spine, that was big enough
to walk along. The ceiling panels and overhead compartments of the
main cabin were suspended from the I-beam. He could drop down from
that, but it would still place him aft of the first class cabin,
which meant he would have to drop down into unsecured seating, and
then charge up the aisle into the terrorist held strong point. He
could do it, if he had Stacy to back him up in case he went down.
It wasn't a strong option. That would leave only Joan holding the
cockpit door. One marshal could hold the stairwell, but then the
entire security of the aircraft rested on that one marshal. If she
fell, then the cockpit fell, and the fight was over.

The speaker sputtered again with the voice of
Gamal Ayoush.

"You've had enough time, Dey! You are not
taking us seriously enough. We are going to kill a passenger now if
you do not come down. Right now!"

Ayoush turned away from the speaker and told
his back-up, "Take one. The woman. Stand her up in front of the
other passengers and shoot her."

The silent hijacker grabbed Karen by the hair
and pulled her up out of her seat, pressed the gun to her head, and
walked her into the aisle.

"You passengers! Watch this! This is because
the air marshals will not surrender! Because of them this woman
must suffer!" Ayoush shouted from behind cover. His silent partner
held Karen by the hair with his left hand. He raised the pistol in
his right hand so the passengers could see the whole thing. A young
man in the front of coach murmured, "Oh, sweet Jesus, be good to
us."

***

Steve Paulson stood braced against the
bulkhead wall. Butch had his back pressed against his, his weapon
covering back to the rear of the aircraft, where the two barricaded
terrorists had stacked passengers into the aisle as a human
barrier. Steve's pistol sights were in perfect alignment on the
head of the terrorist 25 yards away. He took a deep breath,
relaxed, and took up the slack of his cocked pistol's trigger.

"Remember what to do, Karen," Stevey
murmured.

Karen trembled like a leaf. Her damp skirt
clung to her. When the pistol come to her head, she sank to her
knees, dragging the terrorist forward.

His sights locked on the exposed face of the
hijacker, Steve pressed his trigger and called his shot. "Center
punch," he murmured, watching the front sight track back from the
recoil.

The terrorist shooter's head snapped back. It
wasn't quite a center punch; Steve's shot, aimed for the mouth and
through that into the brain stem, caught the hijacker at an angle,
breaking the jaw and nicking an artery. The man spun around and
clapped his hands to his face as he fell. Karen fell forward and
fumbled for her pistol. Ayoush stepped out from behind the
bulkhead, his Makarov in his hand. Karen spun onto her back and
fired her Sig, putting five rapid shots into the center of Ayoush's
chest. He stumbled backwards and fell. Karen scrambled to her feet,
coming into Steve's sight picture ass he eased off the trigger. Her
fear turned to rage as she stood over the man who had been about to
kill her. She did as she was trained to do: she put two shots in
his head and made sure she saw his brains before she moved on. She
braced herself in the forward right door well where she controlled
access to the stairwell.

"Bravo 2, set and cleared," she shouted up
the stair well.

***

In the rear of the aircraft, the two
remaining terrorists looked to each other. One pulled out his
carry-on bag and pulled out two identical radios. After opening the
back of one, he set it aside. The other he opened and crossed two
wires, then attached an additional battery pack. He set the first
radio into the bag, along with two of the Johnny Walker bottles and
wrapped the bundle in tape. He carefully arrayed small blocks of
plastic Semtex explosive around the bundle and pressed the radio
into the plastic. He stuck a piece of tape over the on/off switch,
securing it in the off position.

The other radio he picked up, turned on, then
spun the dial all the way to the end of the selector. He heard a
steady, beep beep beep tone from the small speaker. He nodded with
satisfaction and turned the radio off.

"It is ready," he said to his partner.

They were the two most serious and hardened
products of the training camps: they had been blooded many times on
raids into Israel as well as on covert operations abroad, where
they had assassinated those the Imam had designated as enemies of
the state. They'd been brought onto this team specifically for the
fail-safe function they provided. They were motivated and hardened
enough to fight to the death, dedicated enough to detonate the bomb
that would tumble the airliner out of the sky.

***

FRANKFURT, GERMANY:

John Bolen and five of his shooters moved
quietly up the apartment building's concrete stairwell, in the wake
of the GSG-9 assault team. The elite German Police Commandos moved
stair by stair, covering each other with their MP-5s, the point man
with a P-7M13 9mm handgun and a mirror to check the corners, the
tail gunner with a Benelli Super-90 assault shotgun. The assault
team paused outside an apartment door, and there was a quiet
murmured conference over their throat mikes with the snipers and
back-up elements outside the building that covered all possible
escape routes. The point man pressed a cardboard target silhouette
on which a shaped charge of plastic explosive had been laid against
the door. He stepped back, twisted the ignition pencil fuse, and
crouched down. Three seconds later the cutting charge punched out a
silhouette in the wooden door, a flash bang grenade followed it,
detonating with a boom that shook the building, and the point man
was through, followed by the rest of the assault element.

"Clear, clear, clear," came the commands, and
John and his team followed through the door, where 'Emmanueal' was
pinned to the floor, a heavy German boot pressed in his back while
he was flex-cuffed. The follow on Intel crew came up the stairs to
ransack the apartment for information.

"Hey, before you go, I want to see
something," Rhino said. He pulled a Benchmade Brend II fighting
folder out of his pocket and leaned over "Emmanueal", who wore only
briefs. He set his knife next to the man's penis, and slit the
shorts open. The terrorist thrashed around and one of the Germans
asked, "Are you trying to cut his dick off?"

"No," Rhino said. "Just curious if he was
circumcised or not. Don't understand how a good-looking American
woman could sleep with this guy and not figure out he wasn't
Jewish."

"In a battle of wits, she'd be unarmed," John
Bolen said wryly. "Look, he fucking wet himself."

Rhino put his knife away and
slung his MP-5. "Came to shit and only farted. Let's go, boss,
before I kill this fucker. I was really looking forward to
killing somebody today."

***

Eli Cohen held the bottle of confiscated
Johnny Walker he had taken away from Ahmad Ajai.

"All of this political posturing makes me
thirsty, Jed Loveless. Shall we have a drink while we wait? We can
drink to the courage of your air marshals, who are dying because of
things this man knows. We can drink while he sits there mocking us
for what we don't know," Cohen said bitterly. "Your government
argues with my government and we both argue with the Germans while
lives are at stake. So why not drink?"

Jed looked at him silently. Cohen cracked the
seal and opened the bottle. He sniffed it and said, "This is not
whiskey."

***

DELTA FLIGHT #107, FRANKFURT TO DULLES:

Charley pried out the access panel on the
back wall of the cabin with his knife. He'd cut away the carpeted
exterior to expose the plastic panel, and managed to get the point
of his Spyderco knife under it. He bent the blade almost double
before he got enough of the panel out where he could get his
fingers on it.

"Charley, the pilot wants to talk to you,"
Joan said from her position at the cockpit door.

Charley turned away and went back to the
cockpit. The pilot was propped up in the galley, Charlene tending
to him. He opened the cockpit door and Walker Hilton looked up.

"I just got a message from Frankfurt. They
caught one of the hijackers before he got on. He was carrying a
Johnny Walker bottle full of liquid explosive. He had a couple of
them when he got on, but there was only one in the bag when they
took him off."

Charley got on the intercom with Stacy.
"Charley 3, this is Alpha 1. Are there any full size liquor bottles
or bottles of any kind around any of the down tangos?"

"Negative, Alpha 1."

Charley switched over to the First Class
cabin. "Bravo 2, this is Alpha 1. Are there any full size bottles
of any kind around any of the downed tangos?"

Karen knelt, keeping her weapon pointed down
the length of the aircraft. She poked open the carry-on bag that
had been at Ayoush's feet when she had put him down. Inside were a
bottle of Johnny Walker, a radio, and two small blocks of plastic
explosive.

"Alpha 1, this is Bravo 2. I do have that, it
requires BD, I say again, Bravo Delta is what it requires."

BD meant bomb disposal. She had explosives
down stairs.

"Do a survey, Bravo 2. Is it active? Can you
tell?"

"Negative, Alpha 1. Doesn't appear to be
fused, but I can't tell."

Charley cursed. All of the in-crew explosives
expertise was up here with him and Don. He didn't look over at the
figure laid out in the first seats, a blanket draped over him.

***

"What are they doing back there?" Jon
asked.

"They've got passengers laying in the aisles,
stacked on each other. They've got meal carts on both sides of the
galley blocking off the aisles. There's one shooter on each aisle.
They keep peeking out, looking for us. They're not saying much now.
Every once in a while, they'll scream out at the passengers not to
move," Butch said. His eyes were still red and streaming from the
muzzle flash of Steve's gun going off beside his face. "How's your
arm?"

"I'll be okay." Jon wound a dishtowel tighter
around the gash in his arm and rubbed at the growing welt on his
head.

"They're working on something there," Stevey
said tersely. "They might try to get up the I-beam to the cockpit.
You can get up there from the back, where they store the big life
rafts."

"Well, what do you want to do about it?"
Butch said. "We can't rush down the aisles. They've got it
barricaded, and we've got 75-100 passengers between us and
them."

"Can we get down into the crawl space from
here?" Steve asked.

"I don't think so. I think the main fuel
tanks separate the crawl space back here. Besides, the access panel
is in the aisle."

"Think we could low crawl to it?"

"We're not going to chance that, Steve,"
Butch said firmly. "None of us can cover whoever is going to crawl
to the panel. No way. It won't help to get one of us killed without
taking those guys out."

***

Geordie Griffin was from Alabama and a career
Army man like his father before him. He didn't have a family yet,
but he hoped to some day. The instincts of a father ran strong in
him, and it enraged him to be sitting here helpless among the other
terrified passengers, while children wept pitifully and without
hope a few aisles away. He'd become a soldier to protect his
country and to him that was a personal issue: it meant women and
children and them that couldn't help themselves and right now that
meant everybody. He could see from his seat that some of them air
marshals he'd heard about were barricaded in the forward galley,
and he'd seen the terrorists building them a little bunker back
there, stacking up folks like sandbags in the aisle. They hadn't
called him out, which was probably for the best, because he'd have
fought them for sure. Some of the passengers cursed the air
marshals for their cowardice, barricading themselves up while
leaving the passengers back here with these terrorists. Geordie,
while he was an artillery man, knew enough about basic infantry
tactics to see that the smart thing was to hole up in those strong
points -- neither side could venture out to do too much damage.
There was no way to rush the terrorists without having to run down
the aisle right into their guns. Geordie saw the air marshals
peeking out, sizing up their chances, but so far they hadn't gone
for it. But Geordie had a chance...he was sitting right in the
middle of the middle row of seats, his hands resting on the back of
the chair in front of him like everybody else. But them terrorists
couldn't hardly see past where they were hiding back behind the
corner. He'd tested it a couple of times by peeking back and
dropping his hands. They couldn't see him. He held his fingers to
his lips to the passengers beside him, then quickly turned round in
his seat and slipped over the back, into the empty row of seats
behind him. Geordie crouched on the floor. He heard the panicked
breathing of the people stacked up in the aisles.

"Shush," he whispered, to one wide-eyed young
girl face down in the aisle. "Don't you say a word, now."

He slid over another row of seats, getting
closer to the back bulkhead wall.

***

WASHINGTON, DC:

"They're about 45 minutes out," Simon Dinkey
said to General Stone. "We have the FBI Hostage Rescue Team
standing by, with DELTA FORCE in reserve and assistance."

General Stone nodded. "I want you out there
on the tarmac, Simon. You're going to be my eyes and ears. Take one
of the Airway Facilities technicians with you to keep the radios
up. I do not want you out of contact with me. Clear?"

"Yes, sir."

"Move out."

Simon marched out of the Command Center, Mike
Crock and an Airway Facilities technician following behind. He had
a vehicle waiting to take him to Dulles, where the Agent in Charge
of the FBI's elite Hostage Rescue Team waited with his aircraft
recovery assault team. The Delta commander would be there as well,
eager to work his troops in. The eyes of the White House were on
this operation, as were the television cameras of every major
network and most of the minors.

Simon was looking forward to his part in
things.

***

DELTA FLIGHT #107, FRANKFURT TO DULLES:

Charley Dey inched his way along the
shuddering I-beam that ran the length of the 747. Wires, cables,
stringers and girders running from and around the I-beam made his
progress slow, as was the need to maintain quiet. The suspended
ceiling of the main cabin was just below his feet, and he could
hear fragments of voices, some high with fear, some with pain,
crying out below him. It enraged him that people in his charge
would be crying out like that. He fought to keep his rage focused,
to concentrate on the task at hand, to find that cold place inside
the rage that would enable him to do one thing at a time in the
proper sequence. Like to get around this cable bundle, to keep his
balance on the I-beam, just like the log in the water challenge at
Ranger school, to remember where he was in relation to the cabin
below. Somewhere beneath him, Stacy Bagley stood by herself,
watching over the frightened passengers, calling out to them and
keeping them calm and in their seats; somewhere Steve and Butch and
Jon were crouched in a galley without communications.

He slowed to a crawl, straining, his ears
tuned to catch what he could through the groan of the engines and
the squeaking of the airframe around him as it labored through the
thick air at 10,000 feet. Somewhere beneath him were two dangerous
armed men -- men who had probably surrounded themselves with
explosives. Charley inched along on his belly, as slowly and as
cautiously as the young man he'd been in Viet Nam had over the rice
paddy dikes. Just past the bulk of the life raft bundles was the
stairwell that dropped down into the rearmost galley. Charley froze
there and listened.

***

Geordie Griffin was curled up on the floor
between the rows of seats, doing his best imitation of a field
mouse on hawk day. The passengers laid out on the floor could see
him. He pleaded silently with them to be quiet and not to look at
him. The two remaining terrorists screamed out their demands from
behind their human barriers.

"Air marshals! Throw down your weapons and
come out! We will kill these passengers one at a time!" one of them
shouted. He was shouting as much to give them time as to confuse
the marshals; the two knew they had little or no chance of
recovering the aircraft from their current location. They didn't
know about the hidden structure of the aircraft that might have
enabled them to make their way to the cockpit without fighting down
the aisles. While they could kill passengers until they ran out of
ammunition, it would be the best resolution to ensure that all of
the Americans and the remaining air marshals joined them in their
martyrdom. It was best now to keep the marshals unsure about their
objectives until the plane was within sight of the airport and on
descent, when the eyes of the world and every major news network
would be on them.

Geordie knew none of this. He knew that if he
could get across five more rows of seats, he'd be right up against
the bulkhead, and he could inch along and snatch one of those rag
heads the next time he stuck his beak out to snap at those helpless
people laid out on the aisle. Geordie had learned hand to hand
combat in basic training, but it was nothing compared to the
learning he'd gotten growing up poor in a tough town. He'd been
handed a whip-ass sandwich from time to time and handed out a few
himself. He figured a fighting Alabama man was something that rag
head wouldn't be used to nohow.

He curled up and cultivated patience, just
like waiting in a deer stand.

***

"What the fuck is that civilian doing?" Butch
said.

"He's going to try to take out one of the
terrs," Stevey said. "He's been making his way back over the seats
for the last fifteen minutes. Not a bad way to go, either...he's
almost there."

"He's going to get killed."

"Maybe. And maybe he'll draw one of those
fuckers out where I can hit him and we can get down there before
they hurt anybody else."

"I could make my way over these seats forward
to where Stacy's at," Jon ventured.

"No," Butch said flatly. "We can't cover you
without exposing ourselves, and you don't know that all the bad
guys are down. There could be one in the seats who'll pop you or
stick you with one of those goddamn plastic razors and then he'll
have your gun. Just stay put. Somebody is directing things and I'll
bet it's Charley or Don. Just chill out and be ready to move when
we have to. We can't be too far out from the mainland. We might be
going into Canada for all we know."

***

"He said to tell you to remember what he said
about aerial envelopment, Stacy," Joan said into the intercom. "He
said you'd know what that meant."

Stacy looked up at the suspended ceiling.
"Yeah, I know what that means." She turned down the intercom.
"Sweet Jesus come a flying, cause the warrior angel will descend,"
she murmured a prayer she remembered from her girlhood. "You be
careful, homeboy," she whispered.

***

"We can't be too far out now," Farouk Hamas
said to his partner. He looked at his Casio watch. "He must be on
approach."

He checked and rechecked the arming package
for the explosives bundled into his carry-on. The other radio, with
its extra battery pack, was set carefully off to one side, the
volume turned so that he could hear the steady beep coming from it.
A simple push button, obviously added to the radio, protruded from
one side. Farouk bowed his head and murmured a prayer from the
Koran. He prayed for his soul and those of the other warriors of
Islam who had died and would die today.

His partner watched the huddled backs of the
passengers over the sights of his Makarov. Two hand grenades were
stuffed into the pockets of his baggy slacks, ready to go into the
aisles if the air marshals were foolish enough to try and charge
them. He saw a sliver of head poking out of the galley two sections
up where the remaining air marshals were barricaded. He pulled
back; the shooting ability of these marshals was formidable.

Farouk stood up and took his place on the
opposite side of the galley. His partner dropped back, shook the
tension out of his arms, and bowed his head in prayer.

On the other side of the bulkhead, Geordie
Griffin flattened himself and inched toward the pistol and the
hands protruding past the bulkhead.

***

Crouched above the rearmost galley in the
crawl space behind the life rafts, Charley Dey examined the
lowering mechanism for the stairs and ceiling hatch. The hatch was
designed to be opened from the other side to lower the stairs and
access the packed life rafts. There was a storage area up here for
napkins and other galley incidentals. He could open the hatch
without too much noise, but as soon as it dropped the stairs would
deploy downwards, blocking an immediate clear shot. It would
prevent him from getting down without being shot and give the
terrorists the opportunity to detonate their explosives. He peered
at the panels surrounding the hatch. At least one was a suspended
roof panel. He probed the edge of it gingerly. He could lift it up,
if it wasn't fastened down on the far side of the panel, where he
couldn't reach it.

***

DULLES INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT:

"What is the situation?" Simon Dinkey
demanded. "Let me speak to the Air Marshal team leader!"

He snapped into the microphone as though he
were dressing down a young lieutenant. Bob Tallbert, the Agent in
Charge of the Hostage Rescue Team, looked at his counterpart from
Delta, Colonel Bob Young, and shook his head negatively. Young
nodded in agreement and pursed his lips in distaste.

"The team leader is busy. I am the Pilot In
Command. Who the fuck are you? Put the controller back on, I've got
an aircraft to land." Hilton's anger was clear.

Dinkey blinked. "I'm Simon Dinkey and I'm the
Administrator's representative and...."

"Get off the air, Dinkey, we have an aircraft to land," the tower
chief said as he took the microphone out of Dinkey's hand.

"We need a situation report!" Dinkey
protested.

The tower chief ignored him. "107, this is
Washington Center, you are cleared for approach, Runway 17, 17 is
cleared for your approach."

"Roger, Washington Center, 17 is cleared for
approach." There was a pause. "I'm putting one of the air marshals
on."

Joan Slyce's voice came over the speaker.
"Ground force command, this is Federal Air Marshal Unit 10, Alpha-3
on the deck. I authenticate charley alpha tango echo, charley alpha
tango echo. This transmission is not secure, not secure. We have
hostiles barricaded in the rear of the aircraft, we have echo x-ray
papa unsecured in the cabin, unknown number of possible hostiles in
among passengers. Flight deck, upper cabin, first class, first
cabin of business secured, all else not secure, not secure."

"What is echo x-ray papa?" Tallbert demanded
of Dinkey.

"I don't know," Dinkey said, reaching for the
mike. Mike Crock snatched it before Dinkey could take it..

"It means they have unsecured explosives in
the cabin," Crock said. He held the mike and said, "Alpha-3, Alpha
3, give locations of friendlies."

"Negative," Joan replied. "This transmission
is not secure, not secure."

"Goddamnit," Dinkey snapped. "Give me that
microphone."

"She can't say anything because however many
terrorists are left can monitor her transmissions. She's trying to
deny any information to who ever is left," Tallbert said. "I
thought you knew what the fuck this was about, Dinkey?"

"I'll remind you that the FAA is in control
of this aircraft, Special Agent Tallbert, until we turn over
control, and..." Dinkey began.

"I'll take care of that right fucking now,"
Tallbert said. He took out a cellular phone and hit the speed dial.
"Sir, this is Tallbert. I want handover right now. Yes, sir.
Colonel Young is right here, sir. Yes, sir. Here, tell it to Mr.
Dinkey." He handed the cellular phone to Dinkey.

The Director of the FBI said, "I'm sitting
here with the Administrator, Mr. Dinkey. He has turned control of
the aircraft over to us as soon as the wheels touch down and Air
Traffic has done their job. Would you like to speak to him?"

"That won't be necessary," Dinkey said
stiffly. He handed back the cellular phone to Tallbert.

Tallbert tucked it away and said to Young,
"It's time for the Bob and Bob show."

Colonel Young's face was drawn into a fierce
mask. "Let's go. Thank you for your assistance, and we'll maintain
open comms," he said to the tower chief, pointedly ignoring Dinkey.
"Let's go hunting," he said to Tallbert.

***

DELTA FLIGHT #107, FRANKFURT TO DULLES:

"You got him, Stevey?" Butch asked.

"Yeah, I got him," Steve said tersely. He
focused in on his front sight, where Farouk's hand, weapon, and a
slice of his face were visible past the galley bulkhead. The
civilian who'd worked his way back to the bulkhead was inching up
on that gun. The other terrorist was out of sight.

"He's going for it," Butch said. "He's gonna
go for it."

***

"How much longer?" Joan asked the pilot.

"We should be on the ground in fifteen
minutes," Walker said. "Where's your boss?"

"Taking care of business," Joan said. She
looked over the bloody wreckage in the upper cabin, and the gaping
hole in the back bulkhead that led into the support structure. "I
hope."

***

Geordie took a deep breath and lunged for the
pistol sticking out past the edge of the bulkhead. He grabbed it
and yanked back, slamming the weapon and the terrorist's hand
against the bulkhead. He struggled to keep control of the barrel,
to keep it pointing up, away from the passengers, and succeeded so
that when the weapon went off the bullet went into the ceiling.

The round punched through the ceiling panel
forward of Charley and continued to punch a hole in the skin of the
aircraft. Startled by the shot, Charley slipped off the I-beam and
landed with all his 190 pounds on the thin fiber of the ceiling
panel. The panel buckled and gave way beneath him. Charley fell
feet first into the galley space, right on top of Farouk's partner.
Charley dropped his Sig in an attempt to catch himself, and found
himself wedged between the metal counter in the galley and the
wildly struggling terrorists.

Charley kicked the terr away from him. He got
his feet underneath him and charged the man, grabbing his gun hand
and deflecting it down. The gun went off and Charley felt the
punch, like a stab of steel rebar, in his Second Chance body armor.
He held onto the gun and tried to turn the barrel into his
opponent's chest. The terrorist's lips were skinned back from his
teeth. He looked like a vicious lean faced rat with sweat matting
his hair to his forehead. Charley brought his head down on the
man's nose, breaking it. He slammed it down again and felt the
man's grip on his pistol loosen. Charley went for the weapon strip
and felt the pistol fall away. He slammed his elbow repeatedly into
the terrorist's face and slammed his forearm into the side of the
neck, trying for a brachial nerve stun. The terrorist stomped down
onto Charley's foot, then drove his knee up, missing his groin but
catching his ribs. The knee came up again, and Charley drove his
thumb into his opponent's eye. The man bit Charley's hand, and
Charley shoved his fingers into the man's mouth, between his gums
and his mouth and ripped up. The terrorist's hand came up and
Charley grabbed the man's face and armbarred him around into a
figure 4 choke, then into a neck break as he threw his weight
forward and back. He heard the vertebrae go and he twisted the neck
hard to the left to be sure, before he let the terrorist drop.

Geordie Griffin had his hands full. His
terrorist turned out to be about the same size as him, 165 pounds
and full of fight. The gun had gone off twice, and then somebody
had jumped right down out of the goddamn ceiling and scared the
shit out of both of them. It was right about then that Geordie lost
track of the gun and so did his terrorist, who lost interest in
Geordie, and seemed intent on getting to something down under the
counter. Whatever it was, it wasn't good, so Geordie whaled into
that boy like his momma had wailed into her area rug. Geordie
caught a finger in the eye, and returned the favor with a hooking
punch to the floating ribs, which doubled the hijacker over and
bounced him off the back counter of the galley and onto the
floor.

"No!" Geordie heard. He looked and it was the
guy who had fallen through the ceiling, lunging at the terrorist
Geordie had knocked down. The terrorist held a book sized portable
radio in his hand, and pushed a button on its side.

***

"There's somebody else back there fighting!"
Butch said.

"I can't get a shot unless the civilian rolls
free," Steve snapped. He blinked the sweat out of his face. The
plane was descending rapidly. He heard the change in the tenor of
the engines.

The pilot's voice came over the intercom.
"Stand-by for landing, fasten your seat belts, fasten your
seat-belts, standby by for landing."

The flight attendants looked at each other
and hurried to buckle themselves in. Several of them chose to brace
themselves in the doorwells or on the galley floors rather than to
cross the free fire zone of the aisles.

"We're going in!" one of them shouted.

***

A loud burst of static came over the radio as
Walker Hilton lined his aircraft up for his final approach. "What
the fuck is that?" he said.

***

DULLES INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT:

Simon Dinkey stood in front of a bank of
cameras. CNN was in the forefront. Behind him the runway was lined
with the blinking lights of emergency equipment. The camera men
scuttled to frame Dinkey with the ponderous approach of Flight 107
in the background as it descended onto the runway.

"Behind me you can see Flight 107 coming in,
safe in the custody of US Federal Air Marshals, who have prevented
a mid-air hijacking attempt by as yet unknown perpetrators..."
Simon began, brushing his carefully styled hair back.

There was a boom, audible over all the other
background noise, and the eyes of the world saw a fireball burst
from the rear left side of the 747.

***

FRANKFURT, GERMANY:

"You cock sucker," George Baumgarner said to
Ahmad Ajai. He lunged across the table at the Iranian and struck
him several times before the German police pulled him away.

On the CNN broadcast, the rest of the shocked
men in the interrogation room saw the 747 wobble and the wings
begin to yaw.

***

DULLES INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT:

When Farouk Hamas pressed the button, the
steady beep became a single sharp tone as a radio signal boosted by
the extra battery packs went to the activated receiver in the
suitcase bomb packed into the baggage hold. Planted there in
Frankfurt as a fail-safe device, the bomb, containing almost two
pounds of military explosive, detonated perfectly. It shattered the
aluminum baggage container, which channeled the blast and blew out
the compartment door and much of the surrounding aluminum skin,
laying bare the stringers and runners of the airframe. Baggage and
pieces of aircraft blew out into the sky. If the plane had been at
altitude, where explosive decompression and greater speeds would
have been factors, the rush of air past the exposed airframe would
have ripped the plane apart. But since it was lower and slower, the
damage, while considerable, was limited to the baggage compartment
and a relatively small surface area and had little impact on its
air worthiness.

***

Walker Hilton felt the plane shudder under
his hands and the thump that rose from the floorboards. He focused
on the runway coming up beneath him and the lights of the emergency
equipment ahead. A whole series of lights flashed into life on his
panel; the one that scared him was the one that said "Fire in
Baggage Hold." He kept the nose up and felt the sudden thump as the
plane bounced once, twice, then settled in on its huge tires as he
threw the engines into reverse and dropped the flaps full.

"Dulles Tower, this is 107, I have fire
warning in Baggage compartment, I say again, I have fire warning in
baggage compartment," Walker snapped into his microphone.

***

Charley felt the thump under his feet and
knew then that something had gone. He snatched the radio away from
the grinning Farouk, who caught a kick in the side from the enraged
Geordie.

"Did he just blow us up?" Geordie
demanded.

The plane shifted underneath their feet and
the two men stumbled into each other as Farouk grabbed the counter
to hold himself.

"We are all going to die!" Farouk
shouted.

Steve Paulson braced himself with one hand in
the forward galley as he felt the plane shift. His Sig was locked
to the bulkhead wall as though it were clamped. Farouk was clear
and Stevey double-tapped him twice in the chest from 30 yards
away.

"You first," Steve said as the plane thumped
down and he lost his balance, falling backward.

***

"Who's shooting, goddamnit!" Geordie shouted
from the floor. Farouk slumped down, clutching his hands to his
torso, two bloody holes six inches apart in his chest.

"Don't let him get his hands onto anything,"
Charley said.

All their weight shifted forward as the plane
went into reverse and full brake. Charley stayed on the floor and
curled himself around the carry-on bag the terrorist had been
struggling to get to. He opened it up and saw the bundles of
explosives inside, with another radio set on top. Charley grabbed
the carry-on and stuffed it beneath him as he crawled on all fours
to the left rear door.

"What are you doing?" Geordie shouted over
the screams of the passengers. He looked forward, and saw smoke
coming up through the floor. "The fucking plane is on fire!"

Charley crawled into the door well. He hit
the buttons that opened the door and activated the slide. The door
swung out and then slammed to the rear. A cloud of smoke sucked in.
Charley pushed the carry-on bag out the rear door.

***

Bob Tallbert had his HRT shooters arrayed
alongside and inside the emergency vehicles, backed up by Bob
Young's eager Delta commandos. The fire chief stood on the running
board of his vehicle with Tallbert.

"They've set the goddamn plane on fire!" the
chief shouted. "The pilot is gonna stop it right there. We've got
to get those people out, Tallbert!"

"We'll cover your people, but we're going to
have to treat the pax like hostiles till we've got them cleared,"
Tallbert said. He issued terse commands through his throat mike,
turned and pointed at Young, doubled his fist and pumped it twice.
"C'mon, chief!" Tallbert roared, the fight in him. He slung his
MP-5 at the ready. "Let's go save some lives!"

The emergency vehicles pulled out and raced
along side the wounded 747. Billowing smoke and a few early
flickers of flame started up out of the baggage compartment and the
gaping hole around it. As the plane slowed, the left rearmost
passenger door popped open and something fell out.

"Are they jumping out of the damn plane?"
Tallbert asked.

"I don't know. Did anyone see if that was a
passenger jumping out of the open door?" the Chief shouted into his
handset.

The explosive package Charley pushed out the
door detonated about twenty five yards from a racing firetruck
laden with fireman, rescue personnel, and a handful of Delta
commandos. The concussion collapsed the windshield of the firetruck
and the panicked driver drove the vehicle off the runway into the
grassy drainage where it tipped over on its side, spilling
equipment and injured men.

"Delta 6, Delta 6, this is Assault 2, we're
taking fire from the rear of the aircraft! They're throwing satchel
charges at the emergency vehicles, we've lost one vehicle!" came
the transmission from Tallbert's handset.

Tallbert snapped into his handset. "Scout
snipers, scout snipers this is Hurt 6, Hurt 6, glass and confirm
open door, glass and confirm last report of terrorists throwing
satchel charges."

"Do we have a green light to engage on
confirmation?" came a reply from one of his snipers.

"Roger, green light on confirmation, green
light on confirmation, all guns are go."

On the terminal rooftop, across the hoods of
vehicles, and in grassy hides around the designated aircraft stop
point, the best snipers in the world trained their high-powered
scopes and rifles on the open rear door of the 747.

***

The plane slowed to a halt. Walker Hilton
looked at the board and saw more fire warning lights starting to
light up.

"We're going to have to evacuate right now,"
he said to the flight engineer.

"I can't get off this fucking plane fast
enough," the flight engineer said.

"We've got passengers to get off! Get
yourself together!"

The flight engineer struggled with himself.
"We can get these people out, but we have to get out quick, Walker.
We don't have much time."

The co-pilot hit the switches to put on the
intercom. "Ladies and gentleman, remain calm. Flight attendants,
man your doors for immediate evacuation. Man your doors for
immediate evacuation."

The passengers were screaming in the back of
the plane. The loudest cries came from the section filling up with
smoke, where they could feel the floor heating up beneath their
feet.

"Mommy, mommy we're going to burn!" screamed
a little girl.

"Listen up people, nobody's gonna burn, stay
calm," said Geordie Griffin, starting down the aisle. "We're going
to get out on the right side of the aircraft, that's your right,
no, your other right, fella, let's go, get these women and children
over there." He stooped and picked up the frightened girl who had
seen him first climb over the seat backs. "Miss, you need to get
right over there by that door, here, take this here baby with you
while I get her mama out." He handed the young woman the screaming
little girl, then lifted the mother, frozen with fear, out of her
seat and carried her across the empty seats to the far aisle.
Charley Dey yanked on the manual controls and opened the door. The
slide exploded outwards.

"You!" Charley grabbed a young soldier. "Out
the door first, soldier, get to the bottom and help the rest out!"
He threw the man into the door. The young soldier slid to the
bottom, turned and yelled, "C'mon!"

***

"They're evacuating the aircraft," Tallbert
snapped into his throat mike. "Perimeter 1 and 2, set up initial
perimeter; Perimeter 3 and 4, establish hostage processing point,
co-locate with medical triage unit, any serious casualties to be
examined for weapons and explosives; Support 1, deploy uniforms to
medical reception facility to secure all wounded pax; Scout
Snipers, give me confirmation on hostile movement in rear
doors."

John Onofrey, brother to Mad Max Onofrey of
ISA, was one of Delta's premier snipers. He was bellied up behind
his .300 Winchester Magnum, a custom rifle built on a Sako action
in a MacMillan kevlar stock and a stainless steel Douglas custom
bull barrel, with a 6x24 Kahles scope. The stock was cemented to
his cheek, his eye the exact offset necessary for his parallax. The
cross hairs were dead center on Charley Dey's back.

"I do not have hostile confirmation, Hurt 6,
I say again, I have acquired a possible target, but I do not have
hostile confirmation. It looks as though he's helping the pax out
the door. No hostile confirmation. There are at least two bodies in
the back on the floor, and one man helping pax out the far door.
This is Scout Sniper 4, out," Onofrey whispered into his throat
mike.

Tallbert watched as his hand picked agents,
backed up by teams of black clad Delta commandos, wove in and out
of the rescue personnel, racing towards the plane and the first
passengers sliding down the escape chutes. He looked up, and saw
the doors pop on the upper flight deck, and a ladder come down from
the cockpit. The escape chute popped open on the upper passenger
deck and a woman stuck her head out and saw the fire on that side
of the aircraft. She disappeared back in.

"Command and control, this is Hurt 6. We've
got movement on the upper deck as well. Scout snipers, give me some
intel."

Martin Thomas, an HRT sniper folded over the
hood of an unmarked squad, glassed the door. "One female up and
mobile..two females and one male, operating the opposite side
escape chute, one female assisting the other female and the male
out the chute...smoke obscuring...appears to be a flight crew
member and the female assisting another flight crew member out the
slide..."

On the other side of the aircraft, another
scout sniper confirmed. "Roger on that last, wounded personnel
upstairs being off loaded, rescue personnel are moving up the wing
to them now. The female is going back in."

***

Joan went back into the upstairs cabin after
seeing the two passengers down the slide. "Out, now!" she shouted
at Walker and the flight engineer. The flight engineer needed no
further urging; he was out the door and down the slide onto the
wing, where rescue personnel picked him up. Two black-clad HRT
shooters appeared in the open escape door.

"Come out now!" the first HRT called to
Joan.

"No! I don't leave my dead!" Joan shouted.
She grabbed the heavy weight of Donald Gene Nelson under his arms
and dragged him to the door.

"Who is that?" the HRT said. "He's dead."

"My partner," Joan said, out of breath.

The two HRT shooters looked at each other,
then slung their guns.

"Let us help you, marshal," the first one
said.

***

It seemed like the stream of bodies never
ended. There was always another one to take the place of the next
going out the door. Charley and Geordie handed the passengers out,
the flight attendants herding them along to each door. The smoke
was whirling up thickly now, and fire trucks were outside directing
spray, chemicals and water, onto the blazing baggage compartment.
Charley saw a black balaclavaed head, then the sub-machine gun and
the torso of a shooter come wiggling through one of the left side
forward doors, forward of the blaze, followed by several more. Two
of them split off and sprinted down the aisle and came in the back
of the galley, pausing over the two dead terrorists.

Charley shouted at them. "Charley Dey,
Alpha-1! You got comms with the ground?"

"Confirm Dey in right rear door," the first
shooter said. "I'm HRT, Dey."

"I don't need shooters right now. I need
somebody to get these people off."

"Roger that," the HRT said. "Hurt 6, this is
Assault 2 Alpha, status on fire, over." The black clad man nodded
his head, listening intently. "Roger Hurt 6. Dey, the boss says the
hell with the crime scene, get the bodies off. We're supposed to
watch your back till everybody's clear and then carry you out if we
have to."

Charley stepped aside and let the other HRT
step in and start handing people out. "What about the rest of my
people? I've got one upstairs, one in first class, one in business
and a couple in the first part of coach."

"The one upstairs and her partner are clear,"
the HRT said.

"What partner?"

"She wouldn't leave without her partner. He
didn't make it."

"He was dead when we landed."

"Yeah. She said she wasn't going to leave her
dead. My boys helped her take him out of there."

"Thanks," Charley said. "Thank you very much.
What about the others?"

"Not clear. They're working doors, according
to our snipers. Which one of these two," he gestured at the bodies,
"was throwing satchel charges out the door?"

"It wasn't a satchel charge. It was an
explosives package meant to go off in here and kill us. I put it
out the door."

"That charge took out an emergency
vehicle...hurt some people."

"Anybody killed?"

"Not yet."

"Had to be done...it would have taken the
back of this plane off."

"Shit. Yeah. Let's get out of here, Dey --
it's getting too damn hot."

***

Butch and Jon worked the escape doors, with
Steve hanging back to cover them in case any remaining terrorists
charged out of the herd of escaping passengers. Four HRT shooters
burst down the aisle behind Steve, MP-5s drawn down on him.

"Put the weapon down!" one shouted.

Steve opened his fingers, leaving his thumb
and forefinger on the weapon. "Federal Air Marshal, Paulson, Delta
1, authenticate charley alpha tango echo, what do you want me to
do?"

"Set the weapon down, Paulson! Interlock your
fingers and step back!"

Jon turned and said, "He's a fucking
marshal!"

An HRT drew down on Jon. "We don't know that
yet. Stay where you are. Keep your hands in sight."

"Jon! Don't do anything stupid!" Steve and
Butch spoke simultaneously.

"Sorry, Jon," the HRT said. "We got do it
this way."

"Cred and ID in my left inner pocket," Steve
intoned.

An HRT reached into Steve's jacket and pulled
out the folding ID case, nodded. "Sorry, Steve." He bent and handed
him back the Sig. "Here you go, marshal."

***

Karen and Kirsten, the lead flight attendant,
handed the people out the front passenger loading doors. Four big
HRT shooters came up a stair ladder and into the first class
cabin.

"First class secure, stairwell secure!" one
shouted.

"Where's the air marshal?" another said.

"Right here," Karen said.

The senior FBI agent looked at the small
blond woman, her dress stained with blood and urine, deep lines
drawn in her white face. "You're the marshal?" he said.

"You goddamn right she is, motherfucker,"
Stacy Bagley said from behind him.

***

"Get everybody off that airplane now!" Bob
Tallbert said. "There's unsecured explosives onboard. I want
everybody off, I don't care if they've almost got the fire
contained. I don't want anyone within 100 yards of that aircraft
except for fire personnel! Get them clear, now!"

"What about the crime scene, boss?" said the
voice of Assault 2 Alpha in Tallbert's earpiece.

"We'll worry about the crime scene once we've
got the souls clear, 2 Alpha. I want the live ones first."

"Roger that, boss. 2 Alpha clear."

***

Stacy Bagley limped across the grassy median
to where Joan Slyce sat, a medic hovering over her. Beside her, a
sheet covered Donald Gene's body. Stacy said, "How you making it,
friend girl?"

"I'm making it, Stacy. Have you seen
Charley?"

"He's coming. He was the last out. He was
throwing passengers out the door till the HRT threw him out."

"Karen and the boys?"

"Over there," Stacy gestured.

"Anybody else make it?"

"No. They all bought it."

"Where are they?"

"The firecrew promised to get them off first.
They're not going to burn. They just about got the fire out. Most
of it blew out when the bomb went off."

"Yeah," Joan said.

Stacy knelt beside Donald Gene's body. She
pulled the sheet away from Don's face and carefully folded it back
on his chest. "Oh, look what they done to you, baby," she
whispered. "Look what they done to my baby." She brushed the hair
back from Don's face, rested her fingertips on his closed eyes, on
his lips. She leaned and kissed his brow. "Good bye, baby," she
said.

***

FRANKFURT, GERMANY:

"Guess what, buddy?" John Bolen said. "Seems
somebody had your prints after all, Mr. Ahmad Ajai. Welcome to your
nightmare, my friend. You get to take a ride on a C-141 Starlifter,
with me and my boys to baby-sit and tune you up a little. We're
going to a little place I know right outside of Williamsburg,
Virginia. And my good poker buddy Mr. Eli Cohen will be going along
to keep you company."

Bolen studied the impassive Ahmad Ajai.

"Charley Dey killed all your shooters, Ahmad
Ajai. Every single one of them. The bomb went off, but it didn't
kill anybody." Bolen didn't mention the men critically injured by
the charge thrown from the aircraft.

"There will be others," Ahmad Ajai said,
formally.

"Not after we get through with you. What
we're going to do to you is going to make what you did to Bucknell
Leigh look like a picnic. Count on that."

***

DULLES INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT:

"Five marshals dead, all the rest wounded.
Fourteen dead terrorists, one wounded pilot, seven injured
passengers, one dead and two injured flight attendants, no other
casualties," Tallbert said. He looked Charley Dey up and down
appraisingly.

Colonel Young shook Charley's hand. "Welcome
back, Charley. I'm sorry about Don."

"You two know each other?" Tallbert said.

"Charley taught me some things in Southeast
Asia," Colonel Young said.

"Where are my people?" Charley said.

"They're OK. The medics are looking them
over. We're going to need to get them all together now and start on
statements, Dey. We're processing the passengers right now. It's
going to be a long night," Tallbert said. He looked over his
shoulder. "Here comes that asshole," he muttered.

Simon Dinkey strode right past the wounded
marshals without saying a word. A television crew followed him up
to the three leaders.

"Who let that TV crew through the perimeter!"
Tallbert bellowed. Two of his black clad shooters stopped in front
of the three television people. Simon Dinkey said, "Let them
through, they're under my escort."

"Bullshit," said Tallbert. "Get them out of
here!" he directed his shooters.

"Wait a minute, we're live!" the newscaster
protested.

The HRTs hesitated.

"We want an interview with the team leader,"
said Dinkey. "I've authorized it." He looked at Dey. "Where's
Harold, Dey?"

"He's dead, you stupid fuck," Charley
said.

"Get out! Now! This is a crime scene, this
team leader is a material witness, and we are processing it! Get
out now!" Tallbert shouted.

"Dey, I..." Dinkey started.

Charley lunged for him, and it took both
Tallbert and Young to stop him. One of the HRTs stepped forward and
pushed the camera lens away. Dinkey went to push him back, and
caught a butt stroke from the HRT MP-5.

"You touch me again, mister, you're going to
jail for assaulting a federal officer," the young HRT said
warmly.

"Clear this scene," Tallbert repeated. This
time there was no hesitation from his agents. "That cock sucker is
history," Tallbert promised, watching Dinkey being led away.

***

WASHINGTON, DC:

"Does that man work for me?" the FAA
Administrator asked General Stone in the Command Center, as they
watched the scene played out on CNN.

"Which one?"

"The one with the camera crew."

"Yes, sir."

"He doesn't anymore."

General Stone sighed. "Understood, sir."

 


***

 



PART FIVE

 


MISSION CLOSURE

 


In the weeks after, the full details of the
massive deception operation mounted by HizbAllah came clear. After
lengthy and detailed debriefing of 'Emmanuel' and Ahmad Ajai,
several European logistics cells were rolled up in raids
accomplished by German and French special operations teams --
assisted by quiet Americans in balaclavas, who faded away after
each operation. The body of Bucknell Leigh was discovered on a
trash heap in a back alley in Beirut, not far from where he was
taken. He was flown back to the United States on a C-141 and buried
with full honors in Arlington National Cemetery. His wife and
children moved to Arizona to be near her parents.

A joint special operations team, spearheaded
by SAS and Delta commandos, with air cover provided by the Israeli
Air Force, raided the hijacking school in the Bekaa Valley. Those
students not taken prisoner were summarily executed and the school
destroyed with explosives. An extensive series of reprisal
operations against HizbAllah took place, led by the Israeli Sayaret
Maktal with assistance from John Bolen and DOMINANCE RAIN. A convoy
in which the HizbAllah financial minister was traveling was
destroyed by Israeli helicopter gunships. One of the imams was
kidnapped. Two notable experts in interrogation were assassinated,
one by a .300 magnum round through the chest as he sat outside his
house, over 900 yards from the nearest possible rifle hide.

"I hope you saw that, Bucky," murmured Rhino
McGee from within his desert pattern Ghillie suit. "God speed
you."

***

In the White House Rose Garden, before the
array of cameras that transmitted the picture all over the world,
the surviving members of Federal Air Marshal Unit Ten stood before
the President of the United States and the Secretary of
Transportation to receive their commendations.

"The courage of these officers, in the face
of overwhelming odds, is something which all of us who depend on
these men and women -- who depend on them to protect us, to put
themselves in harm's way -- that courage is something which we
should stand in awe of. I stand in awe of it. I can only give these
tokens which cannot ever fully represent the deep appreciation and
gratitude I, and the people of the United States, have towards you,
the Marshals of Unit Ten. I know that you miss your comrades, those
who fell in the battle for Flight 107. I can assure you that their
sacrifice will never be forgotten. Thank you for your service." The
President hung a Medal of Freedom around each marshal's neck and
shook their hands.

"While these people's bravery can never be
questioned, they were doing their duty. There is one man who went
above any such call of duty, a man whose courage is to be
recognized today." At the end of the line, young Corporal Geordie
Griffin stood proud in his Class A uniform as the president hung
the Soldier's Medal around his neck, the highest award possible for
bravery in peacetime. Geordie snapped a crisp salute, and the
President returned it.

The formation broke up for picture taking,
and each awardee had the opportunity for a picture with the
President, and then with the President and the Secretary of
transportation. Several news crews, CNN in the lead, pressed
forward to interview the air marshals.

Charley Dey stood off to one side and watched
his people bask in the lime light. Geordie Griffin came up to him
and said, "Hey, Mr. Dey."

"Yeah, Geordie?"

"I'm fixing to get out off active duty here
right quick. What's the chances of me getting a job with you
all?"

Charley grinned. "Pretty damn good, I'd
say."

***

At Arlington National Cemetery, Charley Dey
stood beside the grave of Bucknell Leigh. He bowed his head and
said a quiet prayer for his old friend. He touched the stone and
walked away. He had to drive to a different part of the cemetery
for his last visit; Donald Gene was buried there, too. Charley
wasn't alone when he got there. Ilona, the flight attendant from
Hungary, and Stacy Bagley stood together by the grave. The stone
was simple. Donald's name, birthdate and deathdate, the SEAL
budweiser and the eagle and shield of the Air Marshal badge were
engraved on the stone.

"Hey, homeboy," Stacy said softly. "They did
a nice job for Donald."

Charley nodded. He touched Ilona on the arm.
"Hello, Ilona."

"Hello, Mr. Charley," Illona said softly. She
touched her reddened eyes with her handkerchief. "I saw you on the
television."

Charley nodded. "Would you two excuse
me?"

"Sure, Charley," Stacy said. She took Ilona's
arm. "C'mon, girlfriend."

Charley sat down on the grass. He took out
one of the Philippine cigars Donald loved and lit it up. He puffed
it into life and blew smoke at the headstone. He reached into his
pocket and took out a small, airline sized bottle of VO, uncapped
it, and poured it slowly and ceremoniously over the earth beneath
the headstone. He puffed the cigar into full flame and propped it
into the dirt as well.

"Sleep well, brother," Charley said softly.
"Sleep well, Donald Gene."

He walked away from the stone.

Ilona visits the grave each time she comes
through DC and places a single flower on the grave.

 


THE END
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