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Аннотация
While traveling across the United States during the Papal Symposium, the papal plane, Shepherd One, is commandeered by a terrorist cell calling itself the Muslim Revolutionary Front. On board: a nuclear payload with half the yield that destroyed Hiroshima. Their demand to the U.S. government: assassinate the five leading principals of Mossad. While the American leadership is forced to follow through with a proposition that would cripple the intelligence network between the allies, Pope Pius XIII is not without his own weapon. On board Shepherd One is his personal valet, a man who is the leader of a clandestine op group of elite commandos known as the Vatican Knights. His mission: retake the plane and remove all hostile opposition. Using his very particular set of skills, Kimball Hayden must neutralize the situation before thousands of lives are lost, including that of Pope Pius XIII.


Rick Jones
Shepherd One


CHAPTER ONE

Volgograd, Russia
October 25th
When it comes to selling nuclear weapons on the black market, Yorgi Perchenko holds an exclusive franchise.
Once a KGB operative who transitioned to Russia�s Foreign Intelligence Service at the end of the Cold War, he quickly became the assistant director of Directorate S which included thirteen departments responsible for preparing and planting illegal agents abroad, conducting terror operations and sabotage in foreign countries, and promoting biological espionage.
Now at the age of seventy-four and with his best years behind him, Yorgi Perchenko found his forced retirement less than stimulating. The one thing that made his life tolerable was the chilled bottle of Cristall Vodka.
On a farm located on the outskirts of Volgograd, Russia, about 600 meters east of the ice-cold flow of the Volga River, Perchenko sat in a barn that had grown infirm with age. The walls canted slightly but not dangerously so, and the roof held the grand openings that allowed shafts of light to filter down onto a floor carpeted with hay. Outside, a Peregrine falcon circled high over the pines keening while Perchenko sat in an old wooden chair beneath the old junctions of the barn-house beams. On the floor beside him sat a bottle of vodka, the bottle more than half full, the glass in his hand more than half empty.
In his day he was revered and equally feared by a constituency who regarded him as an angel by some, a demon by others. It all depended upon how well an operative was able to maintain their integrity in the field. To fail him earned his wrath. Those who disappointed him were sent to a Gulag as an example to others within his ranks that failure was not an option. The action proved to be a motivator that continued to sustain the communistic principals of Mother Russia, until the moment of its collapse.
At seventy-four, the man who was once a giant among his peers had become a black marketer who lived with the fading memories of times when Russia held its chin brazenly outward in defiance against capitalistic nations. It was a time that gave him unimaginable pride that what he did validated a sense of self-worth � not the current sensation he was currently feeling as a whore plying his wares for profit and becoming the very thing he fought against: the product of capitalism.
Raising his glass high, Yorgi Perchenko prepared himself for a disheartening toast. �To Old Mother Russia,� he said. �And may she someday return to a great power.� In fluid motion he brought the glass to his lips, and downed the vodka in a single shot. Immediately he reached beside him, grabbed the bottle by its neck, and poured himself another. After pouring two fingers, he raised the glass once again in salutation. But this time to a man of Arab persuasion who sat across the table.
�And to my new friend,� he added, proposing a toast for which he was the only imbiber. �Let us pray that this transaction will be as rewarding for you as it will be for me, yes?�
The Arab said nothing, the rites of closing a deal a wasted and unnecessary ritual, at least by his principles.
�Once an enemy of the state,� added Perchenko, �you are now my comrade in arms, yes?� Perchenko drank from the glass � a quick tip that knocked back the alcohol.
The Arab sat idle without providing a gracious rejoinder. And his ongoing detachment and unmitigated calm was beginning to weigh on Perchenko, as the men calmly measured each other. Even in Russia�s cold climate, Perchenko could not see the man�s vapored breath, which conveyed to the former official that this man possessed a remarkable sense of self-control. The Arab, however, was not without his own caution, as his eyes constantly darted about and took in the number of Perchenko�s armed forces, and committed their positions to memory.
For twenty minutes neither spoke, their resolve as steely as their unflinching gazes as the air of mistrust between them became as thick as a lingering pall. Each man remained a mystery to the other, knowing only what they must in order to sustain a business arrangement between them. In this case the common thread was the tie to a middle man, an al-Qaeda operative who brokered the deal.
As seasoned as the old man was, there was something about this particular operative that unsettled him. Although small and petite, and if granted a more effeminate description due to his smooth skin and full lips, he appeared to be on the cusp of manhood. His eyes � as black and polished as onyx and seemingly without pupils � held incalculable intelligence. The only thing adult about him was the minute loops of curly hair of an unkempt beard.
When the Arab first entered the barn he said nothing, the course of the transaction already spelled out between the liaisons. As instructed, the Arab was to proffer a suitcase filled with three million dollars in American tender, then wait until the remaining balance of twenty-seven million dollars was wired to existing accounts across Europe, the Cayman Islands, the United States, and to dummy corporate accounts across Russia before transferring the items purchased.
As Perchenko studied his client, the man from al-Qaeda remained unequivocally patient to the point where Perchenko thought the man�s inaction was forced. But after gazing into his black eyes, the Russian considered the Arab�s aloofness was not borne as a tool to position himself against Perchenko�s tactics as a hardened negotiator, but that he was inwardly lost. It was something Perchenko had seen many times before on the faces of those he sent off to the Gulags. Appearances he relished just before they were ushered away from his presence.
It was the look of a man who knew he had no future.
Ten minutes later an armed contingent of men carrying three aluminum cases, each the size of a hope chest, placed them on the table that separated Perchenko from the Arab. Slung across each man�s back was an AN-94 assault weapon.
After spacing the cases apart, Perchenko�s men fell back and brandished their weapons as a show of Perchenko�s authority, which fazed the Arab little.
When Perchenko barked something in Russian, a member of his team leaned over and whispered something into the old man�s ear. The sum of three million dollars in non-counterfeit American currency had been paid in full; not a dollar more, not a dollar less, with an additional twenty-seven million dollars wired to numerous accounts throughout Europe, the United States, the Cayman Islands, and Russia.
Perchenko was pleased.
�Well,� the old man began as he labored to his feet. �Shall we see what thirty million American dollars buys on the market these days?� Perchenko approached the table. From the opposite side the Arab did the same, until client and seller fell within a cast of light provided by a single gaping hole in the rooftop.
The Russian Perchenko was an assuming six foot four and densely packed. Even at seventy-four, his body was well maintained. The Arab, at best, stood five six, but appeared to carry the size and weight of somebody more formidable than someone of his unremarkable stature. It was something Perchenko couldn�t put his finger on as to why this man possessed such great presence and command.
Reaching for the case closest to him, Perchenko undid the clasps and lifted the cover, exposing a network of boards, chips, switches and relays beneath a flat Plexiglas shield. Packed in the center supported by steel rods sat three burnished metallic spheres polished to a mirror finish.
If the Arab was enamored, he certainly didn�t show it.
Perchenko passed his hand gracefully over the display to showcase it, as he spoke. �Each case holds a three-megaton yield,� he said, �which is three times greater than the Cold War versions. Separately they would do untold damage since the three cases together yield a destructive force almost three-quarters of the Hiroshima bomb. And here�s the thing.� From the inner pocket of his jacket Perchenko produced a BlackBerry, a top-of-the-line model, brand new, and held it up for the Arab. �Each case possesses a built-in GPS receiver which is triggered by this.� He shook the device like shaking a snow globe. �Once you insert your code and press �enter,� then all three cases run as a single unit. If one case triggers off, so do the others � they�re completely in sync with one another. But for this to work properly, the cases cannot be separated for more than five hundred meters. Beyond that distance, they work independent of each other.�
He laid the BlackBerry down and slid it across the tabletop between the weapons, where it came to a stop centimeters before the edge. �I�ve also made the modifications you requested,� he added.
The Arab glanced at the BlackBerry but did not pick it up.
�In each of these cases there are altimeters to measure atmospheric pressure. Once these weapons reach an altitude of twenty-five thousand feet, then all three units arm themselves with the devices working as a single component on a shared frequency. The moment they reach a descending level of ten thousand feet, then the altimeters recognize the change in atmospheric pressure, and all three units will detonate as a nine-kiloton yield. Separately, if you care to mobilize and deploy them to different locations, then each unit works separately as a three-kiloton yield. You can tool the nukes as a combination of a single major weapon, or divide them into any combination of three separate weapons to support your agenda.�
The Arab picked up the BlackBerry and placed it inside the inner pocket of his jacket. Then in perfect Russian, he said, �What about anchoring the devices, once I have them in position?�
�After you secure the weapons to whatever locations that suit your needs, then you initiate the GPS signal that enables one device to talk to the other. If any one of these devices is moved without programming the authorized code through the BlackBerry, or by someone who has no authority to move the units at all, they will detonate. You can secure their positions from one another for up to a distance of five hundred meters, and as little as one meter without disturbing their umbilical frequency. This will keep anyone not in your authority from attempting to move a unit away from the targeted location.�
The Arab nodded his appreciation.
�Can I ask you a question?� said Perchenko.
The Arab stood with a blank expression.
�Out of my own curiosity, what do you intend to do with these?�
The Arab, however, answered his question with another question. �Are there built-in decoys to block any attempts to defuse them?�
�Top-of-the-line,� Perchenko stated unequivocally with a boastful edge to his tone.
�Then you have done everything I have asked.� The Arab stood back from the table and away from the dim cast of light. �Now, would you be kind enough to have your men load these units into the back of my vehicle?�
Perchenko nodded his head, the gesture galvanizing his team to aid the Arab in his request.
�You haven�t answered my question,� Perchenko insisted. �What do you plan to do with these?�
The Arab stepped aside as Perchenko�s troops lifted the cases from the table and headed for the SUV parked beyond the barn doors, its hatch raised.
�I choose not to say,� he answered flatly. �I would think thirty million dollars grants me that right.�
Perchenko held his hands up in submission. �No harm in asking, my friend. No harm at all, right?�
Without saying a word, the Arab turned and headed for his vehicle.
�So that you know,� Perchenko called after him, �I don�t do business twice in the same place� Or with the same people. I find it much safer that way.�
The Arab didn�t turn around, but raised a hand in acknowledgement as he kept walking. �I�ll have no further need for future services, since I have all that I want,� he returned. And then he exited the barn.
A few moments later the SUV�s engine started and revved evenly until the vehicle faded off into the distance.
Perchenko stood within the feeble cone of light with his lips pressed together in a tight grimace wondering if he used good judgment. He also understood that certain weaponry could cause serious ramifications across the globe, until nothing was left in its wake.
But at seventy-four it was something Perchenko was willing to chance.
But underneath he knew he had tabled common sense for greed. Worse, he realized that he had given a loaded gun to a man with little or no compunction.
Perchenko closed his eyes and shook his head.
What have I put in motion?

CHAPTER TWO

Inside the Cipro Residential District, Rome, Italy
Six months later
It sounded like a child crying at the edge of her peripheral hearing. The type of sound that was distant and hollow, as if coming from the end of a long tunnel or part of a dream. Or perhaps it was something real on the cusp of waking. Either way, Vittoria Pastore heard it.
Raising her head slightly off the pillow, the mother of three listened.
The room was dark. The shadows still. Outside, a breeze stirred, animating the branches of the trees just beyond the bedroom window.
But nothing sounded.
After laying her head down onto the pillow, she once again heard the softness of voices beyond the bedroom door. The clock on the nightstand read 3:32 a.m.
Vittoria quickly set herself onto her elbows and listened, her eyes becoming accustomed to the darkness. To her left by the window stood the armoire, an exquisitely crafted antique intricately detailed with hand carvings of cherubs alighting above the doors. Directly in front of her sat its matching dresser, its mirror reflecting the image of a woman who appeared vaguely disoriented. As if to parallel her thoughts regarding the uncertainty of the moment, errant locks of hair shaped like question marks curled over the woman�s forehead, giving her a more inquisitive look. Is there somebody out there?
Her answer came swiftly. The voice that called out to her sounded distant and hushed. Immediately she sat upright with her hands fisted and planted against her breasts. �Chi � l�?� Who�s there? Her voice was barely above a whisper.
Silence.
She cried out once again, this time louder and more forceful. �Chi � l�?�
�Mama? La mama, viene qui.� Mama? Mama, come here.
Although the voice sounded distant, she could not mistake the quality of her fifteen-year-old son, or the tone that was in transition of a boy becoming a man. �Basilio, � tre trenta di mattina. Che cosa � esso?� Basilio, it�s three-thirty in the morning. What is it?
This time Basilio�s cry held urgency to it, like a bemoaning of terror. �Per favore, mama. Per favore!� Please, mama. Please!
Suddenly the door at the opposite end of the hallway slammed shut, the reverberation felt throughout the house.
�Basilio?�
Nothing.
�Basilio?�
Vittoria tossed the covers aside and was standing at her door in less than a half dozen strides. Beyond her door the hallway remained in shadows. �Basilio?� Vittoria homed in blindly in the darkness with her hand and found the switch. Manning the lever, she played the switch � up, down, up, down � but the lights never turned on.
Slowly, she edged her way toward the children�s rooms, her arms stretched outward like a somnambulist, feeling her way.
In the daylight the walls were pastel blue, too bright for the non-European appreciative eye. But it reminded her of the brightly painted chain of houses lining the Venetian canals, her home. However, in the darkness, the color made the walls appear ominously dark.
Feeling her way down the corridor with her fingers tracing the many watercolor prints lining the walls and knocking most off balance, she gave them a drunken tilt. Something she would fix later.
Her steps were soft and quiet, the floorboards beneath her feet as cold as the pooling shadows.
From beneath the door leading to the bedrooms, light fanned out from the crack underneath the door.
�Basilio?�
The door opened slowly in invitation, as full light spilled into the corridor.
�Mama?�
�Basilio, che cosa l'inferno voi sta facendo?� Basilio, what the hell are you doing?
When she opened the door, she found her children sitting along the couch with Basilio, who embraced his younger sisters into a huddled mass, the children crying.
Standing beside them with the point of his assault weapon leveled was a man of dark complexion, wearing military fatigues and a red-and-white keffiyeh. Attached to the barrel of the assault weapon was a suppressor that was long and thin and polished to a mirror finish.
Sitting in a chair opposite the couch with one leg crossed over the other and his hands and fingers tented before him as he rested his elbows on the armrests, sat a man who appeared marginally older than her fifteen-year-old son, who looked upon her with the calm and casualness of an old friend. He was slight of build with an unkempt beard. His eyes, dark and humorless, studied her for a long moment before he finally directed his hand to a nearby chair.
�Please,� he said, �no harm will come to the children if you do as I say. This I promise you.� The man�s voice was gentle and held a honeylike quality to his tone. His Italian was flawless. �Please.�
Vittoria pulled the fabric of her gown across her cleavage and took the seat as required. Her chin began to quiver gelatinously as she eyed the intruder. �What do you want?� she asked.
The man did not answer. He simply appraised her while bouncing the fingertips of his tented hands together in contemplation.
�We have money. You can have it all. Just take it and leave us alone.�
�This isn�t about money,� he said. �This is about� ideology.�
She stared at him as if he was a living cryptogram, her head slowly and studiously tilting to one side.
�But I need your help,� he added. �I need something only you can give me.�
She pulled the fabric of her gown tighter.
The young man nodded to his counterpart, who lowered the point of his weapon and withdrew a knife from a sheath attached to his thigh. In a deliberate motion he brought the point of the blade up and rested it beneath the underside of her chin, the action drawing a crimson bead from her slightly parted flesh, which caused her children to cry out for clemency.
�What I want from you,� the man stated in perfect Italian, �is something quite simple.� He then pointed to a mini-cam recorder sitting on a tripod across the room. The indicator light was in the �on� mode, the camera running. �What I want you to do,� he said, �is to look into that camera and scream.� He then leaned forward and spoke to her in a tone laced with menace. �I said� scream.�
And that�s exactly what she did.

CHAPTER THREE

Ten Miles South of the Arizona/Mexico Border
The Following Day
The Mexican version of a coyote was one who guided illegal aliens into US territory undetected. On this day, however, Juan Pallabos escorted an exclusive clientele who paid an admission price of $25,000�an incredibly sweet windfall � from three Arab men who wore nondescript clothing, such as non-patterned shirts and Dockers. None of them spoke or acknowledged the Mexican in any way, making Pallabos feel less significant in their presence. But for 25,000 American dollars, he could have cared less. In fact, he would have sealed his mouth shut with thread, if that�s what they wanted.
As the van moved unevenly along the desert terrain, its tires kicking rooster-tail plumes of dust in its wake, the Arabs sat quietly as the temperature soared to more than 110 degrees in the van�s interior.
Lying on the floor in the rear of the van sat an aluminum case. The shell was dull-coated silver and centered between the Arabs. If the coyote knew what he was transporting, he might have forsaken the five-figured amount. But a condition for receiving such a large amount is that he asks no questions. Therefore, not a single inquiry passed his lips.
With a great prudence Juan Pallabos maneuvered across the terrain careful not to damage an axle, and then came to an abrupt stop where the tires skidded a few feet in the soft desert sand. Through the dust-laden windshield he could see a battery of heat rising off the desert floor, and sage swaying softly with the course of a hot wind.
Saguaro and Joshua trees dotted the landscape that was colored with the reddish hues of sandstone, rather than the conventional yellow-brown of desert sand. In the distance the horizon appeared uneven in pointed caps and rises, giving it a saw-tooth appearance, which would serve as insurmountable obstacles for Pallabos�s van.
�We can go no further,� said the coyote, stepping out of the vehicle. He walked toward the horizon, appraised it, and then he removed his hat and passed a handkerchief across his brow. �The land is too uneven. My vehicle can go no further.�
The Arabs exited the van. Their shirts were tacky with sweat and their flesh slick with sheen. Carefully, two of the Arabs handled the aluminum case, one on each end, and placed it on the desert floor while the third Arab took residence next to Pallabos.
�Twelve kilometers straight ahead,� said Pallabos, pointing. �Once you get over the hills, then you will be all right. The American border is too large for the patrols to watch and maintain consistently. You should have no trouble getting across. But stay away from cartel tunnels. Drug lords no like others to use. But crossing over is very easy. And I suggest that you wait until the sun goes down, si?�
�Then drive us as far as you can.�
�No-no. No can do from here. Land is too much � how you say, difficult to cover. Must have way back, si?�
The Arab didn�t look at Pallabos, his eyes straight ahead. �We could have paid someone else much less to take us further.�
�No-no, Señor. Juan Pallabos is the best. Everybody say so. Not possible.�
The Arab mopped his brow with the back of his hand. The desert heat was much drier in his homeland, which was far more preferable than the sapping white sun that hung stingingly over his head at the moment. �Do you want more money? Is that why you stopped?� The Arab�s tone was flat, smooth, even.
�No-no, Señor. Juan Pallabos is an honest man. Van get damaged if go any further. Juan tells truth. Juan knows.�
�Then how do you expect us to travel twelve kilometers in this heat?�
Pallabos smiled, intuiting the question. �Huh, Juan brought plenty of water. Plenty of water.� He returned to the van and opened the front passenger door. Lying on the floor were six canteens filled with water. �Plenty of water, si? At night it will only take three hours to cross into United States. Three. Very easy. Juan Pallabos send many across the border. Juan Pallabos the best.�
The Arab took a long pull of air through his nostrils and released it in an equally long sigh. �Then I guess we no longer need your services.�
�Si, Juan provide. Juan the best, si?�
�Unfortunately for you, Mr. Pallabos, we cannot leave any witnesses behind. I�m sure you understand.�
Pallabos�s face dropped, his features taking on the sudden looseness of a rubber mask.
Reaching behind him, the Arab withdrew a Sig. with an attached suppressor from the waistband of his Dockers and fired the weapon three times in rapid succession, dropping Pallabos to the desert floor.
Returning the weapon, the Arab, who was tall and lean and walked with a mild limp that served as a vestige after combating American troops in Iraq, moved toward the aluminum case and placed his palms flat against the container. Even under the hot desert sun the shell was cool to the touch. Undoing the clasps, the Arab lifted the lid.
Everything was in its place beneath the Plexiglas shield, the circuitry secured, the spheres undamaged, which the Arab worried about over the course of the rough terrain. The Russians had manufactured well.
After closing the lid and clamping it shut, the Arab stood and surveyed the distance toward the American border. �We will take the van as far as we can, and then dump it.�
With a sweeping gesture of his hand, his comrades lifted the aluminum case and returned it to the van.
Less than five minutes later they began to traverse the difficult terrain in the van. And less than half mile from their launch point the vehicle became mired in sand, the van going nowhere.
Juan Pallabos was right after all.
* * *
On the western approach to the American/Mexican border from the Baja, California route, a separate team of three Middle Easterners crossed over into American territory undetected. The aluminum case they carried was safe and secure, the spheres inside undamaged. And in the end no one could believe how simple it was to maneuver over to the other side. There was not a single border agent, helicopter or roving patrol vehicle in sight. There were no dogs or fences or obstacles to act as a deterrent. Getting the aluminum case and its cargo into the United States proved to be less of an adversity than initially planned for; there was absolutely no challenge from the opposition, absolutely no one to stop them.
It was that simple.
* * *
Team Three also managed to slip undetected across the American border from the New Mexico point, a part of the 2,000 mile stretch with Mexico that was habitually thin when trying to keep a vigilant eye out for those who cross over illegally. Now with the second device easily into New Mexico, the team had received word that Team Two had crossed over from the Baja route unchallenged.
All that was left to do was to rendezvous with Team One, which had yet to be heard from on the Arizona front.

CHAPTER FOUR

Los Angeles, California
Early Evening
The Papal Symposiums began in Washington D.C. a day after Pope Pius XIII arrival at Dulles, and ended up at the Rose Bowl in California twelve days later, the circuit sometimes grueling and contentious, the topics discussed before the masses numbering into the millions about the need for Christian conservatism over the desire of Christian reform.
For years congregates had been abandoning the traditional, if not antiquated, mores of the Roman Catholic Church with growing liberalism and a call for change. Pius, however, served to unite his dwindling flock by rekindling the spark of religious hope, sermonizing that certain liberties can only summon the beginning of the end, if traditions of old were not maintained with discipline. The rebuttal, of course, was the Medias stance regarding the Vatican�s unwillingness to conform to the wishes of its Catholic citizenry, citing there could be �no progress without evolution. The Church, on the other hand, judiciously retorted with an aphorism stating that �the price of progress is destruction.�
Fighting an undeclared war to resurrect a waning faith by marshalling a new crusade, Pope Pius realized that the Church had survived numerous insurrections in the past and would continue to do so in the future. How to promote unity, however, had proven to be a huge undertaking which had sapped the old man to a state of near exhaustion. Although he found his inner strength on several occasions, he realized that it, too, was in decline and found it far more difficult to summon as the days wore on.
Releasing an exhaustive breath, the pontiff crossed the Berber carpeted floor of his hotel suite and poised himself before a chair made of soft leather and let his knees buckle, which allowed him to fall back with ease into the comfort of its cushion. At the moment the man was feeling every bit of his seventy-two years of age. Nevertheless, a smile formed at the corner of his lips.
There had been 90,000 people at the Rose Bowl�90,000 souls seeking either salvation, redemption, or merely to glimpse upon a living icon having no clear objective other than to view the pontiff as a novelty. If he had reached some of them, no matter how small in numbers or how little they had taken the Lord into their heart, then he had succeeded.
For a long moment he gazed through the sliding glass doors that overlooked the west and soaked in the view, watching the delicate shades of light combine subtly into a rainbow swirl of colors against the skyline. In time, as the sky became a blanket of darkness, the City of Angels became a dazzling display of lights reminiscent of a cache of diamonds spread over black velvet.
Closing his eyes, the pontiff realized that sleep would come early. On most evenings he would read from the Bible and gaze through its passages. But tonight he was too tired to flip back the cover of the leather-bound volume. However, in recompense, and in an attitude of prayer, Pope Pius placed his hands together and worshiped his Lord, thanking Him for raising him from the ranks of obscurity to that of prominence.
He had come from a family of eleven, all poor, some sickly, but none without faith or hope. Never in his life had he witnessed war or famine or the plagues of man by living in a small village sixty kilometers west of Florence. Nor did he have an epiphany to follow the Lord�s path. Amerigo was simply enamored as a boy who loved God and everything He stood for: The Good, the Caring, and the ability to hold dominion over others, and to lead them toward the world of Light and Loving Spirits.
He also dreamed of sermonizing and of passing The Word.
But his father would have none of it and obligated his son to work the fields of the homestead alongside his brothers knowing the true measurement of a man was calculated by the crops he yielded rather than the knowledge of academia, which in this remote village took a man nowhere.
So having been taught by his mother at home, having read and memorized the passages of the Bible, having learned the basics in rudimentary math tilling the fields with his siblings for nearly a decade, Amerigo Giovanni Anzalone had become a learned young man with calloused hands from driving the yolk, and came to realize that tilling the soils was not his calling in life.
Every Sunday he went to church with his mother and siblings. And for every day thereafter, as he worked the soil beneath a relentless sun, he dreamed of wearing the vestments of a priest and giving sermon. What Amerigo wanted, what he needed, was to be empowered by the Church to give direction.
Upon his eighteenth birthday, and against his father�s wishes � but with the aid of the village priest, which his father was unwilling to contest � Amerigo gave up the yoke and headed for Divinity School in Florence, his first stepping stone toward Rome.
In the years to follow, Amerigo was recognized as a cardinal and became a respected member within the Curia, which ultimately led the College of Cardinals, who chose him as the successor to John Paul the Second. Upon his acceptance, Amerigo took the name of Pope Pius the XIII.
And like his predecessor, Amerigo would offer a hand to every race and religion, leaving nobody out and nobody alone. He would embrace the world with love and tolerance, beginning with the European nations, and then following up with added appearances in South America and Mexico before concluding his trip in the United States.
Removing his glasses and placing them on the armrest, the pope ran a hand along a face that had grown into tired folds of flesh, and then proceeded to caress away the burning itch from eyes that were once strikingly blue, but had grayed during his tenure as pope. The intelligence behind them, however, remained firmly intact, and the color grayness of steel, a prominent indicator of his mettle.
With a prayer issuing softly from between his lips, as his words began to trail, Pope Pius fell asleep with his hands slowly drifting apart, and then falling idly to his sides.
* * *
The images came to him every night.
Behind the dusty scrim wall of an oppressive sand storm figures followed in his wake. In a world that was the color of desert sand with sand clouds blotting out the sun, the man was constantly mired in a world that moved with the slowness of a bad dream. Pressing forward against the buffeting winds with the tail of his tattered cloak flapping behind him like a banner in a strong wind, and with his face partially covered with a smudged cloth bearing the telltale signs of a lifelong journey, the man moved toward an unknown horizon.
And the dead followed him.
Behind the desert veil followed two masses, their features undulating shadows breaking apart then coalescing, but never uniform as their mournful whispers blended with the soughing of the desert wind.
And then the man closed his eyes as he stood on top of a large dune, the granules of sand rolling like waves across the desert terrain, the tail of his cloak waving steadily behind him. Here he was, the dictator over a kingdom in which no one else cared to rule.
So he moved on, marching through this quagmire looking for a savior in a distant land that might not be.
And the shadows followed, the two shepherd boys he killed a lifetime ago.
Their voices were soft and sweet, their melodic tones almost lost within the course of the wind. Yet the message was always clear: �No matter how far you try to run, Hell will always follow.�
At this juncture Kimball Hayden woke with a sharp pain in his head akin to a mule kick to the temple. By Freudian standards everything playing in his mind was easy to determine, but difficult to let go.
Why? The answer was simple: Because he had set his path long ago.
Several years ago he was team leader of the Force Elite, a group of special commandos who did Black Ops known only by the president of the United States and the reigning members of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.
Since targeted assassinations had been banned by the Ford administration in �76, secret meetings were always the norm in the Situation Room in which the ban went virtually unnoticed by future presidents and the JCS.
By military design he was a Black-Op commando primed to work on foreign soils as an assassin. And in 1990 he was assigned to kill three key members of Saddam Hussein�s Cabinet who were responsible for brokering deals with Russian dissidents for high-grade plutonium. Not only was the plutonium not delivered, but the brokers were found shot to death in Chelyabinsk, Russia, by a Rav-.22LRHA, Mossad�s weapon of choice for assassinations. This weapon was also the red herring that ultimately led to the finger pointing at Israel.
From that moment on, Iraq never attempted to develop a nuclear arsenal in earnest.
Then in 1991, he was asked to commit another assassination. This time the objective was Saddam Hussein.
The moment Iraq ventured onto Kuwaiti soil to pillage the country, the United States and its Middle Eastern coalition ordered Hussein to withdraw from the country immediately. However, several weeks of wasted negotiation took place before the commencement of the counterattack by U.S. and coalition forces. But it was during this period that President Bush and his top-ranking members from the JCS called upon Kimball to take out Hussein before the allied assault began, believing war could be averted if the file and rank of the Republican Guards fell into disarray because Hussein was no longer manning the helm. The imminent withdrawal of troops from Kuwaiti soil would certainly be guaranteed before the approach of coalition forces.
However, as the window of opportunity slowly closed while negotiations continued, Kimball breached his way onto Iraqi territory asking no questions and killing simply because it was obligatory. It was this icy-cold fortitude with all the forbearance of a heartless instrument that led White House circles to consider Kimball as a glimmering shadow that possessed no conscience, remorse or care. As far as the White House was concerned, Kimball Hayden was the perfect killing machine. And he prided himself with that image, regarding himself as someone larger than life.
On the seventh day while working his way toward Baghdad, he happened upon a flock of goats herded by two shepherd boys, the older no more than fourteen, the younger no less than ten, each carrying a gnarled staff of olive wood.
Kimball remained stealthily out of view with his back pressed against the sandy wall of a gully, listening to the goats bleating a few feet away. And then a shadow cast over him from the younger boy who had spied him from above. The child�s small body was silhouetted against the pure white sun, a diffusion of light shined behind him like a halo. And then the boy was gone, shouting a warning, the sun assaulting Kimball�s eyes with a sudden and terrible brightness.
Kimball stood, immediately engaged his weapon, drew a bead and pulled the trigger, the bullet�s momentum driving the boy hard to the sand-laden surface with plumes of dust going airborne the moment he impacted the ground. The older boy stood unmoving with his mouth open in mute protest, a perfect O, his eyes moving to the body of his brother, to Kimball, and then back to his brother. When he took flight Kimball took a single shot, the bullet killing the boy before he hit the ground.
That night he buried the children and their staffs within the trench.
With no spoken words of piety, Kimball Hayden covered their bodies with sand and scattered the goats. Once the task was completed he sat between the two small rises in the earth and thoughtfully considered that perhaps the White House cronies were right after all: maybe he was less than human, someone without the will or reasoning to determine the difference between right or wrong, a man who pressed onward by cold obligation.
For hours he mused and reexamined himself in self-consideration.
And when day turned to night, after the sun blistered his lips, he refused to take cover as he lay between the two mounds with a clawed hand on each rise of soft earth and prayed for forgiveness � not from God, but from the boys.
His only answer was the soft whisper of wind through the desert sand.
As he lay there watching the moon make its trajectory across a field marked with countless pinpricks of light, Kimball Hayden made a decision.
On the following morning he headed for the Syrian border with President Bush and the JCS never to hear from him again, the White House notion being that he was killed during the commission of his duty. Less than two months into the campaign against Iraq, the man who was considered to be without conscience was posthumously honored by the Pentagon brass.
Two weeks after his defection, however, while sitting in a bar in Venice drinking an expensive liqueur, the United States and the Coalition Forces attacked Iraq. It was at this same bar that a man wearing a Roman Catholic collar and cherubic smile took the seat opposite him without permission.
�I really want to be alone, Father,� he told him. �It�s too late for me, anyway.�
Nevertheless, the priest continued to smile. �We�ve been watching you,� he told him.
Kimball could only imagine the look he gave the priest. �I�m sorry?� he said. �You�ve been what?�
�Kimball Hayden,� the priest offered his hand. �My name is Bonasero Vessucci� Cardinal Bonasero Vessucci.�
And a new alliance was born.
So the man, who was once considered to be without contrition, would now be an elite commando for the Church.
He is not a member of the Swiss Guard.
Nor is he a member of an Italian military faction.
He is a Vatican Knight.
Kimball Hayden sat up in bed, his partially naked torso that of a well-developed body builder � his upper arms, including his triceps, as large as a common man�s thigh.
Seeking salvation through the Church had always given him a comfort zone, but not one that was complete and absolute. He had been repeatedly plagued by this dream time and again, the same scenario never changing, the Freudian calculation being an overwhelming guilt for killing two children which led to a sudden epiphany that was apparently not enough.
Closing his eyes, Kimball asked these questions: Will You ever forgive me, Lord? Could You ever forgive me? But deep inside Kimball believed that true forgiveness would always elude him for the fact that he had given up one war to wage another against his own personal demons. And these demons would never let him forget, coming night after night eroding what little hope he had of someday being free of a past laden with the bloodshed of others by his hands.
Climbing out of bed, now fully nude in the glow of the moonlight, he stood before the sliding glass doors overlooking L.A. The pinpricks of light reminded him of the night in the Iraqi desert, as he lay there looking skyward and praying for forgiveness so long ago with the bodies of two youths lying buried beneath his outstretched arms.
It remains, without doubt, his darkest memory.
In the shadows he sighed, then took a seat before a window, craving a drink.
What� really� is different? he considered.
Although his agenda had changed, his criteria had not. Under Kimball�s command his team of commandos had entered the jungles of the Philippines and South America to save the lives of missionaries held hostage, often implementing tactics hardly acceptable in the eyes of the Catholic citizenry, but acceptable in the eyes of the Church in order to achieve the means. Other times they traveled to eastern bloc countries to aid in the protection of priests against dissident insurgents, and often interceded in bloody skirmishes between opposing factions of religious orders in Third World nations. The differences always dispelled upon the appearance of the Vatican Knights.
The bottom line: People continued to die.
But this time it was under the quiet acceptance of the Church.
So again, what really is different? The question caromed off the walls of his mind as his headache continued to rage on. The answer, however, continued to elude him.
Although his comfort zone was the front line of the battle zone, Kimball Hayden needed a reprieve from everything that was a major part of his world. What he needed was a sabbatical, a vacation away from the dark side of man�s constant wages of sinning. And he got that by serving as the pope�s personal valet during the Papal Symposiums.
Of all the damaging dreams he was mired in, Kimball Hayden never dreamed he would have to utilize his very particular set of skills to save himself, the pope� and most of the free world.
He looked at the emblazoned numbers on the clock: It wasn�t even midnight.
Nevertheless, he would sit and wait for morning.

CHAPTER FIVE

Arizona/Mexico Border
Night had settled.
Team One of the Arab league could see the boundary marker dividing the United States from Mexico, a simple barbed wire fence held in place by hitching posts, which hardly seemed worth the effort since it didn�t appear to be much of a deterrent.
In the far distance the glittering lights of Naco, Arizona winked intermittently.
The three Arabs hunkered down next to the aluminum case, each man listening for anything out of the ordinary that would give fair warning as to what really lay beyond the fence line other than the coyote standing on a rocky escarpment silhouetted against the moonlit night. In the darkness its eyes radiated something mercuric, that stark oddity of quicksilver flashes against a darkened shape. After a brief study the coyote released a quick series of yelps before trotting off into a grove of tangled brush.
In the lighted phase of the gibbous moon, the Arabs continued to wait, sit, and listen, their patience a learned virtue.
Now the silence became as unsettling as the coyote�s cry, because everything seemed far too easy with Arizona less than sixty meters away without a hurdle to provide them a meager challenge to stop them. Which is probably why this area had become a popular crossover point for illegal aliens over the years; the possibility of getting caught was minimal.
Getting to his full height of six three, Abdul-Ahad quietly ventured several feet forward with a noticeable limp, his bad leg acting up after the long journey across the desert terrain after the van was held up in sand, then took to a knee between the divides of two sand dunes and held up an open hand, the signal to his team to hold their progress.
In the distance the lights of Naco continued to burn and twinkle as an incentive of a new beginning for those who crossed over. Yet the Arab discerned something was amiss, the one-time elitist of the Republican Guard sensing a peculiarity only a seasoned soldier could intuit.
After closing his eyes and letting his hand fall in defeat, he considered how close his team had come to fulfilling Allah�s wishes. Unfortunately, he and his team would enter Paradise much sooner than anticipated.
Reaching into the cargo pocket of his pants, the Arab withdrew the BlackBerry controller of the nuclear weapon and flipped back the lid, revealing the lit face of the keypad, knowing all too well what was waiting for them in the darkness.
With a finger poised over the pad and waiting to strike the keys to initiate the device, Abdul-Ahad thought, I know you�re out there� I can feel you..
And the man intuited correctly.
As if on cue a row of floodlights positioned along the crossbar of a Border Patrol Jeep kicked on, bathing Abdul-Ahad and his team in bitter brightness.
�Border Patrol! Get down on the ground! Get� Down� On� The� Ground!� And then in Spanish, same thing: �¡Patrulla de frontera! ¡Consiga abajo en la tierra!�
Sorry, Padre, I don�t speak Spanish.
In an instant Abdul-Ahad began to type with a pianist�s speed and dexterity, his fingers never missing a mark as the password set in Russian characters began to show up on the display window, the device talking to the payload as the frequency worked its way across cyberspace to initiate the weapon�s triggering mechanism inside the aluminum case.
�¡Patrulla de frontera! ¡Consiga abajo en la tierra!�
And then a warning shot, a quick burst in the air from an automatic weapon by the Border Patrol, an illegal maneuver against policy, but one that caught Abdul-Ahad�s attention nonetheless.
�Majid, Qusay, hold them off.� His Arabic came in a rush, his tone bearing the weight of urgency as he fell behind a small sandy rise and away from any direct line of fire. �I need time!�
Majid and Qusay ambled forward in the soft sand aiming their side arms before firing in quick succession, the shots taking out half the spotlights while others coughed up sparks when they hit the Jeep�s metal bumper.
Abdul-Ahad�s men were pretty much on target as they were able to drive four officers from the Jeep�s cab, and to the useless cover of sage before they hunkered down into the prone position to return fire. Bullets zipped passed them with the sounds of angry wasps, each man in the patrol knowing that a particular sting may prove fatal should it find its mark. And then they returned their own volley, the cacophony of gunfire carrying north to the Arizona town.
Abdul-Ahad�s team moved beyond his position, giving him a protective front line as he brought them closer to Paradise, as three of the ten characters needed to begin the countdown of the nuclear payload surfaced on the BlackBerry�s screen.
� Now a fourth character� Six more to go�
His fingers continued to strike the plate in blurred fashion.
� A fifth character� Another step closer to Allah�
Several meters ahead Majid and Qusay�s aim remained true, keeping the officers pinned until Qusay�s torso suddenly erupted into a wellspring of red as bullets stitched across his chest, his wounds opening and paring back like the petals of a rose bloom as the impacts lifted him off his feet and carried him backwards. Majid never wavered, knowing all risks hold the possibility of getting caught before the mission was completed. When his weapon ran dry, he expertly released his empty magazine and quickly seated another, then fired at the muzzle flashes. All around him pieces of earth kicked up as bullets trailed along the sand, the strikes getting closer to Majid, who maintained his position on a bended knee.
Abdul-Ahad tapped the keyboard at a frantic pace, the characters on the LED screen appearing much too slowly for his liking with six of the ten characters in place. Next to him a bullet hit the sand. But the man carried on without reacting, his fingers continuing to move with pinpoint accuracy.
From minimal cover, an officer lying in the prone position leveled the sight of his assault rifle and drew a bead against Majid�s temple, his breathing now shallow and controlled, his patience forced until the moment he pulled the trigger.
In a measure of time that seemed much too slow and surreal, Majid�s face above the jaw line scattered to the winds, leaving nothing but pulp, gore and glistening bone, as he fell back on the sand with his arms splayed outward in mock crucifixion.
�Surrender your weapon!� someone shouted. It was the same voice that Abdul-Ahad heard earlier, the command voice who quickly translated into Spanish, �Entregue su arma!�
� Eight characters, two more to go�
�¡Ésta es su oportunidad pasada de entregar su arma, o� abriremos� el� fuego!� This is your last opportunity to surrender your weapon, or� we� will� open� fire!
In what was left in the feeble lighting � of the lights that had not been cleared or doused by Abdul-Ahad�s team � the Arab went for his sidearm stuffed in the waistband of his pants. All he needed was a few precious moments to punch in the last two codes that would make this part of the world a no-man�s-land of blistered earth for the next ten thousand years. It would be a symbol of Allah�s power. And his will to die for the cause a symbol of his peoples� faith.
The moment he directed his weapon to fire off a few rounds to keep them at bay, there was a retaliatory burst of gunfire, clean and precise, the bullets punching fist-sized holes into Abdul-Ahad�s chest, which drove him back and knocked the BlackBerry from his hand.
And then an awkward silence followed � a momentary lasting of something intangible that hung in the air like a shroud � like that brief moment of uncertainty of whether or not the situation was totally contained.
With measured prudence the agents pressed ahead with their weapons directed to points forward, and policed the area by motioning the end of their weapons from left to right, each man scoping his surroundings for insurgents.
When the bodies were checked and confirmed dead and the area cleared, the officers lowered their weapons and stared at the bounty.
Undamaged in the firefight with its shell dulled and coated with a misting of fine dust, lay the aluminum case like some obscene Ark mired in the sand. Next to it laid the Blackberry.
�Drugs?� The question was obviously rhetorical since the transportation of illicit narcotics was generally considered the norm.
Sergeant Cary Winslow, a seasoned vet of quiet demeanor and heavy moral value, labored to a knee, grabbed the BlackBerry, then gave it a once over and noted the eight symbols markedly similar to Russian print in the display window. Snapping the faceplate shut, he then fit the unit into his shirt pocket and made his way to the aluminum case.
In the glow of the spotlight he could tell that the outer shell was burnished to a chrome finish, but had lost a lot of its luster having been layered with a fine coat of desert sand.
�How many kilos you think something like that holds, Cary?� Officer Roscoe Winchell was basketball tall and appallingly thin. When he spoke he did so with a Mid-Western drawl, even though he was born, bred and raised in upper New York. �Looks like a cartel run.�
Winslow didn�t answer. Instead, he undid the clasps and lifted the lid with all the prudence of releasing the ills of Pandora�s Box. What he found inside was not what he expected. Beneath a Plexiglas shield were three spheres surrounded by electronic plates, panels and a hard drive.
�OOO-wee,� remarked Winchell, removing his cap then scratching an itch at the edge of his scalp before returning it. �What you reckon that be, Cary?�
Winslow fell back, his eyes remaining fixed. In better lighting one would be able to see the sudden gray creeping across his face or the goose bumps racing along the length of his arms. As someone who was trained to detect anomalies crossing the border, Sergeant Winslow immediately fastened the case and ordered his team to back away. �I need all personnel to maintain a perimeter,� he ordered.
�What is it?�
�You never mind, Roscoe. You�ll find out soon enough. Right now I want you to get on the mike and call headquarters. Tell them to contact the FBI immediately. Tell them we got us a Dante Package.�
�A what?�
�A �Dante Package!� Now go!�
The deputy was off and running. In the background the other deputies stood silent and mute.
With less than one year away from retirement, Sergeant Winslow shook his head in non-belief and looked skyward. Stars glittered like fairy dust and the smell of the desert air was crisp and clean and unadulterated. And then he closed his eyes. They did it, he thought. They finally tried to get one across.
And then he reconsidered. After sweeping his gaze across the feebly placed borderline with its crooked posts and barbed wire fencing, there was no doubt in his mind that at least one nuclear device crossed over the boundary.
He had no doubt at all.
* * *
�Dante Package� was the code name for a low-yield nuclear weapon packaged to be mobile, such as in a suitcase or a backpack. During the Cold War, Russia processed dozens of such devices that looked like a five-gallon drum fitted into a canvas backpack. But what the members of the FBI, NSA and Cisen � Mexico�s CIA counterpart � were looking at was anything but.
This device was state-of-the-art, a far descendant of the Cold War version.
Within a brilliant cast of lighting, provided by a perimeter of lamps set up in a perfect circumference around the scene, the aluminum case was spotlighted as the centerpiece of attraction, with the dead Arabs lying supine in the blood-stained sand next to it.
The marginal wind, however, cooled off the landscape, as if to settle the scene.
At three-thirty in the morning the deputy director of the FBI�s Phoenix field office didn�t bother with the tie or expensive shoes, but wore jeans, sneakers, and a tan shirt that was tucked in just enough to reveal his belt badge. Beneath the armpit of his left shoulder he wore a pancake holster with the stock of his sidearm in easy reach.
For six minutes John Abraham stood as if deliberating, his eyes fixed, staring, absorbing everything at the scene and making a mental note before approaching the case and the bodies of those who surrendered their lives to protect it.
Alongside him several NSA officials stood silent, deducing, with every member clad in formal dress attire and conservative hairstyles that were perfectly coiffed. And Abraham had to wonder how this was possible given the short notice to be on the premise, like him. In marginal adherence to his appearance, he tucked the tail end of his shirt to somewhat conform to his law enforcement constituency.
Far be it if NSA should show up the FBI, he considered.
Two men in hazmat suits ventured into the established perimeter zone, the soles of their boots making tracks in the soft sand reminiscent of the lunar imprints left on the moon�s surface. With Geiger counters in hand the men swept their wand over the aluminum shell.
Just a minimal amount of Geiger ticks, nothing more.
Getting to a knee, one of the hazmat officers undid the clasps of the aluminum case and opened the lid while his colleague continued to wave his wand slowly back and forth.
The ticks remained at minimal, the threat of radiation emission at safe levels. Whatever concerns there might have been regarding toxic levels were summarily dismissed.
�Clear.� The call came from the primary hazmat officer who maintained constant communication with his team through a lip mike to the site�s Comm Center, which was a cube van parked beyond the perimeter lights.
Abraham moved forward, as did the principals from the NSA and the Mexican National Security and Investigation Center, with each man gravitating toward the case from all points of the perimeter.
Passing the bodies of the dead Arabs without so much as a glance, the officials circled the device and studied its contents. In the light the burnished spheres lined side by side beneath the Plexiglas shield gleamed imposingly.
�As you can see,� said Valente DeMora-Cuesta, a top-ranking official from the Mexican National Security and Investigation Center, also known as Cisen, waved his hand back and forth to prove a point, �this is Mexican territory.� The man was truly Napoleonic and short, his demeanor radiating a cocky arrogance, in which he forced the importance of his position by reminding the Americans that on Mexican soil he was the primary official. They weren�t buying it, however, even when DeMora-Cuesta tried to force the issue in perfect English that a challenge would be met if they contested his decisions. �This weapon belongs to the Mexican Government and will be appropriated in the name of Mexico.�
Abraham chortled. �Yeah, right. Whatever.� The American border was less than sixty meters away.
DeMora-Cuesta�s arrogant vein never subsided. �Need I remind you that you are on Mexican territory, a sovereign country?�
�Your territory has become a sieve allowing such things to happen to our nation. We need this device to learn how to dismantle it safely, in case others have gotten onto American territory. We need to track its point of origin and find the core group that�s marketing nuclear weapons.�
�Not our problem,� he commented. And then in Spanish, barked a command to his team to gather the weapon.
�I wouldn�t do that,� said Abraham.
�What you want on Mexican territory matters little to me.�
As DeMora-Cuesta�s team neared the aluminum case John Abraham nodded to the NSA principal, who whispered something into his lip mike. Within moments, personnel wearing black body armor, helmets and face shields advanced from the perimeter line manning assault weapons with attached laser scopes, the crimson lines crossing the distance between them and the Cisen team as multiple red dots from their scopes settled on the center of DeMora-Cuesta�s body mass. Within seconds the members of the Cisen team were pinned in the crosshairs of two dozen elite soldiers.
�You wouldn�t dare,� said DeMora-Cuesta.
�We can do this one of two ways,� said Abraham. �We can either do this my way� Or we can do this my way. You decide.�
DeMora-Cuesta scanned the area; totally surrounded, the commandos drawing a bead. �To raise a weapon against Mexican officials is an obvious violation of the covenant between the United States and Mexico. Our government will certainly file a grievance with your government. And you, Mr. Abraham, along with everyone here, will be named.�
�I don�t think our government gives a rat�s ass, since they�re the ones who sent us here with the objective of acquiring this device in the first place.�
DeMora-Cuesta reluctantly conceded, bowing out of the circle of officials and motioning to his team to follow him beyond the lit perimeter. There was no doubt in Abraham�s mind that he was going to call for backup. It was an easy read.
The NSA official chortled. �I like your style, Abraham. You should become one of us.�
�I�m very happy where I am,� he answered.
�Yeah, well � I should contact headquarters since our friend here is obviously on his way to call in a detachment to counter our strike team. This could be fun.� And then he was gone, heading for the Comm Center.
Abraham watched the Cisen group exit the area before leaning over the device and noting the three spheres, the computer boards, and the two phallic cylinders opposing one another with their tapered points less than an inch apart. Probably the strike pins, he considered.
His next business of conduct was to examine the bodies. The Arabs he noted were clean shaven, an indicator they were preparing themselves for death by cleansing the body before entry � a martyr�s belief. It was also a learned pointer he was trained to look out for while coming up through the ranks of the Bureau working in counterterrorism.
Ignoring the Arab who had his facial identity erased after being struck by the impact of the bullet from an assault rifle, Abraham left the area as NSA associates quickly prepped the case for safe travel to Area 4 of the Nevada Test Site.

CHAPTER SIX

Washington, D.C.
0400 Hours
The moment President Burroughs was informed of a �Dante Package� being discovered along the Mexican-American border, he wasted no time in calling Mexican President Cesar Munoz to issue a claim on the device, regardless of whether or not it was perceived to be several meters south of the actual borderline, which put it in Mexican territory. There were no discussions, debates, or negotiations. President Burroughs was holding firm on this matter, and was not about to concede since America�s safety was optimum.
Within moments President Munoz relented, promising to withdraw his Cisen team from the area in the interest of maintaining strong political ties with the United States. His commitment, however, came after the president strongly indicated that his contingent team of commandos would use whatever force necessary to appropriate the item.
Point made!
Within ten minutes after the call ended with the Mexican president, President James Burroughs duly invited his leading team of advisors, which included Chief National Security Advisor Alan Thornton, CIA Director Doug Craner, Secretary of State Janet Dommers, Vice President John Phippen, and Secretary of Defense Michael Duarte for a high-priority session inside the Oval Office. Although the sun had yet to show on the horizon, everybody at least appeared fresh for the coming day.
On most mornings President Burroughs was an affable and spirited man, always smiling and quick with a joke. But this morning he appeared aged and less engaging with lips pressed in a tight expression and his eyes markedly deep with concern. After learning of an Arab task force trying to maneuver a nuclear weapon onto American territory, his demeanor quickly took on a mask of worry as if the weapon�s discovery accelerated his aging process at an exponential rate, the skin beneath his eyes hanging with droopy folds.
�Thank you for coming in at such an early hour,� he said. �FBI Director Larry Johnson and NSA Director Davis Means will join us later by speaker phone, once they learn if the item found along the Arizona-Mexico border is real. But at this time it appears to be a nuclear device.�
He turned to Alan Thornton, a chief ally he relied heavily upon when it came to sound direction. �Al, your assessment from the preliminary reports, please.�
Alan Thornton was a man of bookish appearance who wore outdated suits and believed his bad comb-over was good enough to belie the fact that he was balding. Whenever he sat down he did so with aristocratic posture where his spine remained rigidly straight and his chin raised in haughty manner. And when he spoke he did so with a powerful voice. �According to our sources,� he said, �it appears that the device is a workable unit armed by the transference of codes from an independent source, such as the BlackBerry found at the scene.�
�Is it Russian made?�
�The early assumption, Mr. President, is yes, we believe so. The Cold War versions are antiquated to what we consider the backpack version, a cylindrical component roughly the size and shape of a five-gallon drum. But this unit is state-of-the-art, something never seen before, not even by our own intelligence agencies. So the question is this, do the Russians have the capability to cannibalize from the old units to create something new, compact and far more deadly? And right now, Mr. President, the answer is yes. Or at least it appears so.�
The president faced Doug Craner, the leading principal of the CIA who was responsible for monitoring insurgent activities abroad. �And what�s your account, Doug?�
Craner was old-school military whose roots went beyond twenty years and whose service was invaluable as a Marine. His flattop was cropped to specs and the clipped tone of his voice was evident that habits were hard to relinquish. Even now, nineteen years retired from the ranks, Doug Craner continued to air something stoically martial about him. �Of course we know of the Cold War versions, Mr. President, but this package is something unique. The word from intel is that a Russian by the name of Yorgi Perchenko, a former KGB chief who ended up as the assistant director of Directorate S at the end of the Cold War, and summarily dismissed due to his refusal to change his hard-lined views for new alternatives, may be indirectly responsible.� He then handed the president an 8x10 black-and-white glossy photo of an aged male with salt-and-pepper hair. The collar of his jacket was hiked against the cold with the fabric covering the man�s lower jaw, but not enough to cover his face.
�I remember him,� the president said lightly, placing the photo down. While serving as a statesman in the Senate, Burroughs kept a watchful eye toward the Eastern Bloc when the Berlin Wall fell and communism collapsed. But during that time Perchenko�s name kept coming up as a stolid hardliner who constantly voiced his opinion to the elitists in the Russian parliament that resistance was to be met with brutal force for the sake of self-preservation, not with the totality of surrender. His recompense for his verbal barrages was a quick reassignment to the Directorate S, where he did a brief stint before disappearing altogether.
It was a name he had not heard until now.
�We believe,� said Craner, �prior to Perchenko�s assignment to the Directorate S, that he had accessibility to the military-based storage units and absconded with the antiquated versions during the confusion at the time of the Soviet Union�s fall. We know for a fact that some portable versions have gone unaccounted for, and Perchenko maybe the reason why.�
�But why now? Why would Perchenko retaliate against American sovereignty more than twenty years after the fall?�
�He�s not,� said Thornton.
Craner nodded. �We believe Perchenko has developed a more sophisticated weapon by cannibalizing parts from the Cold War versions, and is now proposing them on the black market to the highest bidder. At this time we�re trying to verify this information.�
The president fell back in his chair, his jaw muscles working out the growing tension. �And the highest bidders, in Perchenko�s black market sale, were the Arabs at the border.�
�It appears that way. Right now we�re looking for a money trail.�
The president nodded his disgust. �For a person to sell such a weapon on the black market is incredibly irresponsible and undeniably lacking in reason and conscience, which makes Perchenko a very dangerous man. And such men do not deserve the right to walk this planet.�
After a moment of tense silence, the president offered an inquiry in a tone suggesting forced calm. �Tell me about the weapon found at the site.�
Secretary of Defense Michael Draewhite proffered a faxed photo taken at the scene. �When NSA opened the lid they discovered that the case was lined with a thin layer of lead to act as a marginal shield. The essential parts of the unit, as Doug mentioned, were cannibalized, but only to a degree.�
�What�s that supposed to mean?�
�The workings within the case, Mr. President, are basically computerized components manufactured with microchips, processing boards � things that didn�t exist during the Cold War. What is the same, however, are the three spheres inside, units I believe were taken from the Cold War versions and reassembled to what you see there.�
�And the spheres are what exactly?�
Draewhite didn�t pull any punches. �They are the crucibles that provide the ignition of an atomic blast.�
President Burroughs continued to examine the faxed photo as Draewhite continued.
�The Cold War versions possessed only one sphere with the bulk of the backpack possessing a detonator unit, which consumed a large capacity of space. Over time those units have been miniaturized to provide more room. So instead of holding one sphere as the old units did, the new unit is now capable of holding three, tripling its yield.�
�And how much yield does each sphere contain?�
�A single sphere contains exactly one kiloton.�
President Burroughs closed his eyes. Three kilotons was approximately one-quarter of the yield that wiped out Hiroshima.
�And Perchenko may be responsible?� When the president said this he did so more to himself as if slipping off into reflection, quickly realizing when the KGB transitioned into the Directorate S, Perchenko�s role as assistant director was to watch over several departments, one that included conducting terrorist operations and sabotage in foreign countries. Although he might not have pulled the trigger, he at least provided the gun. Everything seemed to fit, at least on the surface.
The president sighed. �What about the men killed at the site?�
Doug Craner laid a second photo before Burroughs, his finger pressing it firmly to the desktop for a brief moment as he spoke. �We have confirmation that all three men were on the FBI watch list. But one in particular is of extreme interest. This is Khalid Hassan, an Iraqi national who fought in Iraq before serving with al-Qaeda forces against American troops in Baghdad. His stint was cut short due to being severely wounded. But we believe Hassan is responsible for the deaths of nearly thirty-seven American troops and operatives prior to his decommission from battle.�
The president leaned forward, a photo in each hand, a Russian and an Arab, the man trying to determine the ties that bind them. �So now I pose this question to you, Doug: In the assessment of the CIA, do you believe the Russians and Arabs to be working together against American interests?�
�All I can say at this point and time, Mr. President, is the BlackBerry found at the scene is definitely a Russian make with Russian Cyrillic on the keypad, and in the display window. We even traced the serial numbers on the processing boards within the unit itself and followed it to a manufacturing firm in Minsk. But we believe Perchenko is working independently. I don�t believe the Russian government has a hand in any of this. But again, we�re looking at all angles at this time and dismissing none. On the surface it looks like the Arabs were working strictly with an independent agent.�
The president gingerly laid the photos on the desktop. �Upon further assessment, do you believe a terrorist faction succeeded in getting a unit across the border?�
Craner�s demeanor became less hardened. �Yes, sir, I do. Cells work independently from one another in case one gets caught so others can succeed. There�s no doubt in my mind they achieved the means by slipping at least one unit onto American soil.�
The president�s voice remained inquisitively impassive. �And maybe more?�
Craner nodded. �Yes, sir. But how many more is unknown at this time.�
Burroughs tented his fingers and bounced them off the base of his chin, his mind working, the tapping steady and metered like the needle of a metronome. And then, �I�m going to call the Russian president and hold him indirectly responsible for what has happened,� he said. �Of course he�ll deny everything and shove my words back down my throat, but the moment I get off the phone you know he�ll be in contact with all his resources to confirm if what I said is true. I want all our intelligence resources up and running. I want every one of our agencies intercepting everything the Russians are throwing across their airwaves regarding Perchenko. I want to know how many weapons this man sold to the insurgents. And I definitely want to make one thing very clear � and this specifically pertains to you, Doug, and whatever coverts we have in Russia. I want Perchenko found and terminated the moment we confirm the amount of weapons sold and displaced on American soil. And I want all of you to understand � and I think all of you do understand � that our backs are pressing hard against the wall right now. All I�m asking you to do as the elite team I picked you for is to give me your absolute best. Have I made myself very, very clear?�
There was a group murmur that sounded more like a chorus of drunken slurs.
�Then let�s get moving, people. I need to know where those weapons are.�
Washington D.C.
0630 Hours Eastern Standard Time
President Burroughs was true to his word when he stated he would call the president of Russia and proffer threats and ultimatums, knowing full well they would be nothing more than idle bullying that were, of course, met by the political macho posturing of his Russian counterpart. However, the response he needed by the Russian principals to better serve his needs was for them to trigger all inquiries within their own administration, which were duly intercepted under the close scrutiny of American espionage and ingenuity.
Russian agencies quickly colluded with one another in the subsequent aftermath, making Perchenko the hot topic of the day. Suddenly there were explorations into his life such as to what was he doing? What was his activity in respect to established bank accounts since his departure from the Directorate S? And then there were further inquiries regarding Yorgi Perchenko�s black marketing schemes and alleged activities. But foremost they wanted to know where Perchenko was, which placed him within the crosshairs for removal long before American intelligence had the opportunity to find him first. Either way, Yorgi Perchenko had become a marked man.
And this pleased the president to no end. He had accomplished his goal.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Los Angeles, California
0930 Hours
Al-Khatib Hakam graduated from Columbia University with honors at the age of nineteen. He stood five six, was willow thin, and possessed the face of a child, but the mind of a leading academic. Subdued in manner and usually in control of his emotions, Hakam spoke little but walked with the air and confidence of a man twice his size.
He is also a natural born citizen of the United States � from Dearborn, Michigan.
And he is al-Qaeda.
Growing up in Dearborn held little reprisal since the community in general was of Arab ethnicity. However, having been accepted into Columbia University proved difficult, even for an emancipated child prodigy whose life changed dramatically by the age of seventeen.
Less than a week after his seventeenth birthday, and standing on the southeast corner of 42nd and Madison Avenue in New York City, al-Khatib Hakam had a reawakening. Across the street he observed a food vendor, an Arab, who was taking a quick respite from his duties by paying homage to his god. The man was bowing and kneeling over a prayer rug, his hands held out before him in reverence, his eyes closed and lips moving in silence as he raised and lowered himself over the carpet in constant motion.
And in a land that preaches tolerance as a virtue, al-Khatib Hakam beheld the intolerable.
In a city that was alive with throngs of people crowding every inch of walking pavement, al-Khatib Hakam watched as three powerfully built males surrounded the Arab as he prayed, the men chiding and laughing until one of them hauled the Arab to his feet by the collar of his shirt. From a distance al-Khatib Hakam could hear the crude remarks regarding the man�s religion and his �apparent� audacity to pray with Ground Zero just a few miles away. He heard the word �disrespect,� which was quickly followed by a racist slur and a tirade of spewing profanity.
And nobody appeared to take care, as smartly dressed people from every direction took a wide berth and ignored the situation completely, moving on as if the norm was to close their eyes to things that did not affect them.
And then al-Khatib Hakam understood, his epiphany striking him as if a door suddenly opened to a room of wondrous secrets: Although he was born American, he would never truly be American because of the vilification of his people.
Raising a hand before him, the young Arab examined it, turning it over and noticing the pigmentation on his palm was lighter than the rest of his flesh � still white, but different. When he lowered his hand he noticed the three men gone, leaving the vendor on his knees weeping into the fabric of his carpet, which he pressed close to him as if it was an ailing child. It was at this standstill moment of time when something clicked inside of Hakam.
For nights and weeks and months he never forgot that moment of persecution as a wicker slowly burned inside him, working its way to igniting the time bomb he had become. What he needed was something more than what the world of academia could offer him, something that would make him whole and responsive and utterly complete.
What he found was faith.
In New York City mosques were everywhere. However, Hakam found his true calling when he was introduced and infused with fundamentalist Muslim rhetoric. The cleric�s words were powerful and pulling, drawing young Hakam into the clutches of obsession for which he desperately needed to know his true fate in the eyes of his new-found god, Allah. And like many others like him he was anointed as a soldier in the eyes of his god, for which there was no greater honor. Al-Khatib Hakam was now complete.
His mantra: Allahu Akbar. Allah is the greatest.
In the pursuing years young Hakam had an affinity for learning foreign languages and excelled in International Studies, becoming fluent in nine languages by the time he graduated from Columbia. By twenty-one he was a reigning member of al-Qaeda, his intelligence serving him well on the American front.
Now his fate as a soldier was about to commence.
Leaning over the lip of the bathtub filled to capacity, Hakam carefully shaved his chest, arms and face, preparing and purifying himself for Paradise. After dabbing his face with a cloth, he sprinkled himself with rosewater and closed his eyes, his lips moving silently as he rubbed the perfume along his torso in gentle, circular sweeps.
Six months ago he met with Yorgi Perchenko in a land that was constantly cold, gray and depressing. The Russian and an Arab sitting across from each other in a wasted barn seemed an unlikely scenario given the Afghan war. But when Perchenko had the opportunity to conclude a deal for the sum of thirty million dollars, he didn�t care who the client was and no longer held the one-time prejudices that once bound him. He even told this to Hakam who responded with stares of indifference. But when Hakam had to speak he did so in perfect Russian without accent or dialect, making sure his answers were brief and to the point. His mission was simply to move the weapons into al-Qaeda hands as fast as he could.
Six months after that transaction he was in Rome, securing the leverage necessary for the next step of his operation by acquiring the Italian woman and her children, and immediately had them transported to an abandoned warehouse in Perugia, Italy, which was within eyeshot of the Ponte Felcino Mosque.
Now, back in the States after his brief spell in Italy, Hakam had just been informed by his contacts that the Arizona-Mexico team failed in its run to get their device across the border. The other two teams, however, succeeded, which in itself was good news.
Putting on a newly ironed shirt, Hakam stared at his image in the mirror as he dressed. When he moved his right hand to button his shirt, the mirror image moved its left. When the corner of his left lip curled into a semblance of a smile, the mirror image lifted the right. Everything � motions, tics and expressions � reflected the opposite. When he gazed upon his appearance one last time, the image staring back at him was the reflection of youthful innocence.
Perugia, Italy
0930 Hours Pacific Standard Time in the United States
All around them shadows not their own seemed to ebb and flow inside a room choked with free floating dust and sepulchral dampness. Somewhere water dripped from a pipe or aged spigot, creating rancid-smelling puddles teeming with bacteria Vittoria Pastore didn�t even want to consider.
For three days she and her children were holed up in this room where cold, blue light filtered in through the marginal seams surrounding the boarded up windows. The walls that held them were made of corrugated tin, which were firmly riveted in place to steel framing. And the door was stalwartly solid with a small access door at its base that opened and closed for the proffering of food, water and the occasional clean blanket.
For days she remained strong, huddling the girls close together on the bunk bed stroking their hair softly, her eyes staring at nothing in particular as she sat there with all the fortitude of a machine, each day wondering if this was the day her children would breathe their last.
But Basilio wanted none of this motherly action, considering himself too old and manly to be stroked endearingly by his mother, even at the age of fifteen.
But she was proud of him.
When she wasn�t staring at a fixed point on the opposite wall, she would watch him pace from one side of the room to the other, noticing the striking similarities to his father, such as the way he kept his shoulders straight when he walked in a gait synonymous with confidence and strength, the gait of a leader. Yet she couldn�t help notice the worry and uncertainty regarding their fate in the young features on his face. And if her eyes could readily adapt to darkness, she might have seen the hairs on his arms stand out like the hackles of an animal sensing great danger.
Once the girls were asleep she would carefully set them aside so as not to wake them, and with Basilio by her side, they would search for a small opening around the window�s seam that would offer a minimal view of their captors.
In the three days held captive, they were able to conclude there were no more than six captors, all the same faces, same voices, always speaking Arab. Dressed in camouflaged military fatigues, they also wore the red-and-white checkered keffiyeh, an attire of their faith, and noted the weapons they carried.
Although she knew nothing of weapons in general, she knew without a doubt the weapons they possessed looked powerful enough to obliterate whatever target they were aiming at.
The outlook was not good.
Grabbing the fabric of her shirt, Basilio tugged at it to get her attention. When she faced him she could see the forced calm on his face, the way it belied his underlying and true sense of agitation� Just like his father would if he was in the same predicament.
�It�s been three days,� he whispered. �Nobody�s coming. Nobody even knows where we are.�
Unlike his father who had patience, Basilio did not.
�And what do you propose we do, Basilio? Take on soldiers fully armed?�
�Would you rather we wait and be slaughtered?�
�Basilio.� She reached out and placed a warm hand against his cheek. �Your father will figure this out. And when he does, everything will be fine.�
�Papa is in America. And we are� wherever this place is. Papa cannot do anything, and you know it.�
Vittoria knew he was right. Her husband was halfway around the world flying the pontiff from one destination to another for the Papal Symposiums. Even she didn�t know where they were, which was duly pointed out by her son. Nevertheless, she was not about to let Basilio make any propositions that would put them all in jeopardy.
�We have to find a way out of here. Perhaps when the guards fall asleep we can��
�Basilio, no!� Her words came out harsher than expected. �There is always one guard awake, you know that. There is no way out. The walls are solid. We looked.�
He stood erect, his chest pumped out in macho pomposity. �Then we will die like cowards,� he said, moving away. But Vittoria knew better � knowing her son was simply venting because underneath he was scared like the rest of them. If one of the captors pointed a weapon at his face, she knew Basilio would break in a heartbeat.
Vittoria stood away from the slight aperture in the window frame that granted her a view of the world beyond tin walls and closed her eyes. After taking a long breath into her lungs, she then exhaled in an equally long sigh.
It wasn�t so much as dying like cowards as her son had suggested. It was the fact of dying period.
Why are they keeping us alive? she asked herself. And for how much longer?

CHAPTER EIGHT

Los Angeles, California
1045 Hours Pacific Standard Time
Kimball Hayden, like most nights, slept little but never looked haggard or deflated. Instead, he always looked rejuvenated, his cerulean blue eyes always sparkling, the color of his face never pallid or dull, but always carried the sun-baked hue of tanned leather.
The nightmares plaguing him never drew from him physically. They only weighed him down emotionally.
Standing before the mirror, he noticed the marginal creases forming at the edges of his eyes and along the forehead. He was aging, no doubt, as nature does to a man by robbing him of his youthful appearance. But the man still maintained enough strength and power to remain at the top of his game.
When he was a newbie coming up through the ranks as a presidential assassin, he carried with him the claim that he was the �best the world had to offer� when it came to double-edged weapons, for which he was master of the silent kill and combat engagement. Having run his blade across the throats of numerous enemies with impunity and undeniable skill, made him a lethal prodigy within the power halls of the White House. In fact, the principals were so enamored with his skills that they placed him amongst the current gods of Mount Olympus until the moment of his epiphany. Nobody had seen anything like him.
Now, several years later and seeking the salvation he�s been so desperately searching for, Kimball Hayden had found only a medial calm within himself.
He still had long way to go.
Dressing in the room of his suite, his clothes neatly pressed and laying on the edge of the bed, Kimball always took care and pride of his vestments. Although a soldier of the Vatican, he wore the assigned clothing of a cleric with the crisp black shirt and Roman collar. On the shirt pocket was the emblem of the Vatican Knights, a coat of arms that set him and his team apart from the rest of the clergy. Centered within the coat of arms was a Silver Cross Patt�e, which was set against a blue background. The colors were significant for the fact that silver represented peace and sincerity, and blue the traits of truth and loyalty. Positioned alongside the design were two heraldic lions standing on their hind legs with their forepaws holding the edges of the shield, stabilizing it. The implication of the lions was a symbolic representation of bravery, strength, ferocity and valor. His black pants, however, were more martial in appearance with his pant legs deliberately blossoming at the top of military boots that were polished to a spit-shine finish. This was the uniform of the Vatican Knights.
Making sure he was properly dressed to specs, his creases sharp, his Roman collar centered and pristine white, Kimball Hayden marginally resembled a priest rather than the killer he once was.
Taking one last careful note of his appearance in the mirror, Kimball realized he would soon have to pass the mantle of leadership to someone younger and aptly capable to lead his team into covert situations sanctioned by the Church. In the meantime, he hoped to find that elusive salvation he sought, that alleged �Light of Loving Spirits� that would absolve him from all the horrible wrongs he committed as an assassin for the United States government.
In the meantime, as Pope Pius XIII spent his final day in the United States dealing with the local bishops of the Holy See in social communion, Kimball Hayden went off to find his own �spirits� in a bottle of drink.
Washington D.C.
1130 Hours Eastern Standard Time.
President Jim Burroughs, thus far, was able to keep the news about the portable nuclear device out of the media�s grasp. But for how long, he didn�t know. Certainly it would only be a matter of time before the information started to pour through the gaping wounds of broken containment, once the first few drops of info escaped the dam. But for now, the president did what he could to make sure that anyone leaking information would be dealt with at the highest level, barring a direct threat of handing out corporeal punishment.
The administration had been meeting all day in the Oval Office trying to come up with the best possible approach to determine the whereabouts of other weapons, if any, and their locations. And to do that they had to start at the first stepping stone, which was to find out who proffered the weapons to begin with. And to do that you had to start with the usual suspects and follow the money trail.
CIA Director Doug Craner stood on the Presidential Seal before the president�s desk leafing through sheets of paper, confirming that the constant rush of data brought to him by the intelligence networks were indisputable before enlightening the top principals of Burroughs� staff.
�Yorgi Perchenko,� he began, �is definitely in the black market servicing clients who have enough money to purchase plutonium for the construction of dirty bombs and Dante Packages for the right price. Last year his known bank accounts in twenty-seven nations have registered deposits totaling one hundred thirty-seven million dollars. Not bad for a retired assistant director for the Directorate S. But everything we discovered from intel confirms that Perchenko is definitely packaging portable nuclear weapons, which gives me reason to believe he�s the only runner in the campaign providing weapons of mass destruction.�
�And this is clear and precise?�
�Yes, sir. By intercepting Russian communication we were able to ascertain the fact that six months ago the amount of three million dollars was traced from a dummy corporation in Minsk, which was owned by Perchenko, and wired to accounts in the Cayman Islands, Russia and the United States where it was discovered by our sources that an additional twenty-seven million was wired to those accounts from the Central Bank of Iran the day before. After that the entire amount was wired to multiple accounts across the world until the trail became so diluted it was hard to follow.�
�So Perchenko took the earnest deposit of three million, regardless if the Central Bank of Iran faltered?�
�Exactly,� said Craner. �Black marketers are usually paid ten percent of the gross total as a commission, whether or not the deal is consummated due to the risk involved. In this case the deal went through and the money dispensed until it eventually disappeared. At the very least, Mr. President, Yorgi Perchenko is following the protocol of every black marketer. And with such a large sum of money coming from a known terrorist front as Iran, I�d say Perchenko continues to top the list.�
Chief Advisor Alan Thornton agreed, since the jihad crusaders were Arabs in possession of Russian-made goods. But the scenario fit too well and appeared too simplistic, whereas Thornton cautioned the president that this could be a red herring to throw the administration off and into a different direction.
�But it�s the only direction we have at the moment,� the president commented. And then he mused for a brief moment before coming up with directions of his own. �By tracking the Russian communiqu�, were you able to pinpoint Perchenko�s location?�
�Not exactly, but sources believe him to be in Minsk. In fact, there�s a variety of clubs and bars he likes to frequent there.�
�Then you know what I want,� he said. �I want that man found and I want your resources to do whatever it takes to make that man talk. I want to know how many weapons are out there.�
�It might be hard since this guy is old school and knows elusive techniques.�
�Look, Doug, I�m not asking you � I�m telling you. Make sure you find this guy and get the right answers. I want to know how many units this guy sold to the Arabs before the Russians get to him.�
�Yes, Mr. President.�
�And I mean immediately, Doug. Who knows how much longer we have before they try to detonate a portable, if another exists.�
�Yes, sir.�
The president eased back into his chair. �Now the question is this: What are the potential target sites? Obviously Washington D.C. and New York City. Give me something more.�
�It could be anywhere, Mr. President,� said Thornton. �Nuclear reactors, populated cities, the Pentagon � the list is endless.�
The president bit hard, the muscles in his jaw working. �Then get with the international agencies and mine them for as much information as possible. Especially Mossad. See if they can give us whatever data they have regarding the Arabs killed at the infiltration site. Find out what cell they�re from, their associates, anything that will give us a possible line to follow.�
�Yes, sir. But if I may?�
�Go ahead, Al.�
�Since we don�t know the target sites, I would suggest that we get you to a safe location immediately.�
�You�re suggesting Camp David?�
�No, sir. Since the terrorists may assume you�re leaving for Camp David, and that Camp David is listed as a top-ten targeted site, I suggest Raven Rock.�
The Raven Rock Mountain Complex, also known as the�RRMC or Site R, is a nuclear presidential bunker located on a mountain in Pennsylvania. After the�Soviet Union detonated its first nuclear device in 1949, a high priority was created for the Joint Command Post to be placed in a protected shelter near�Washington, D.C., for the speedy relocation of the�National Command Authorities and the�Joint Communications Service. It was also frequented by�Vice President�Cheney following the 9/11 attacks.
�Then we�ll leave tonight,� he said. �By morning I want a complete base camp and Comm Center set up.�
�Yes, sir.�
�And may God have mercy on the souls of the American people.�

CHAPTER NINE

Area 4, Nevada Test Site
Late Morning
The room was encapsulated by concrete walls with a viewing window that ran the entire length of an entire wall, the glass six inches thick. Electronic wizardry such as vacuum systems, vibration-isolating optical tables, a large collection of optomechanics such as Ti sapphire and diode lasers geared for atom manipulation filled the lab � the oft pulsating laser eyes of the tubular equipment shut off, the mechanical arms still.
In a room connecting this lab was a sequestered chamber strictly used for the study of atomic emissions and absorption. Today, however, inside this room sat the nuclear suitcase on a table beneath a recessed lighting fixture, with its aluminum shell shining with the aura of a sacred chalice.
Dr. Ray Simone � chief nuclear engineer and leading principal of the president�s Nuclear Management Team � was Lincolnesque with a balding pate and manicured goatee. His eyes were forever studious as they embraced the celebrated intelligence of a man who excelled in the field of nuclear science. And his quirks could only be considered as a reflection of his natural state of mind, that of a man who was socially hindered and lived solely in the world of academia.
Wearing a white lab coat with a radiation monitor attached to his lapel, Ray Simone stood at the viewing window dabbing his stylus against the screen of an electronic notebook.
The unit was brought in hours ago and tests were run. What was learned by preliminary discoveries was that the unit was functional with a three kiloton yield. Worse, it had a highly sophisticated and sensitive built-in safety feature. And methods to find a way to disable it proved difficult. Dozens of laser lines crisscrossed all around the triggering mechanism with hundreds more along the PC boards, the lines tracking up and down, back and forth, left to right � making it impossible to breach the laser grid and get at the unit�s core. If a single line was broken or nicked by an intruding implement attempting to disarm the unit, then the unit would quickly arm itself.
While dotting the screen of his electronic notepad with quick pecks of the stylus, Simone entered the chamber and stood beyond the case�s periphery, and circled it with careful study. There was a Bluetooth-like attachment connected to his ear.
Putting on the headgear of a monocular optical lens capable of seeing light not visible to the naked eye, Simone was clearly able to see the crisscrossing patterns of laser light moving in intricate patterns � up and down, back and forth, the roving laser eyes making it impossible for a steady hand to go in to disengage the connecting pins. To do so would set off the unit in a three-kiloton, white-hot explosion.
�Genius is definitely in simplicity,� he murmured.
There were no wires or decoy devices that he could determine. And should an attempt be made and a laser line nicked by a foreign object, such as the point of a breaching screwdriver, it would initiate the unit�s countdown process.
This is absolute genius. Simone began tapping the screen of his notebook with his stylus, memorializing his findings.
�Dr. Simone?�
The engineer placed a finger on his Bluetooth. �Yeah, Mitch.�
�President Burroughs would like to be piped through. He wants to know of your findings.�
�Go ahead and send him through.�
Removing his special goggles and Bluetooth, Simone traced his finger along the Plexiglas cover that gave view of the burnished spheres.
�Dr. Simone.� The president�s voice was lacking the normal cheer of salutation. It was more like the man was having a really bad day, but didn�t care if anyone knew about it as his voice was being channeled through the chamber�s advanced vocal system.
�Yes, Mr. President.�
�What have you found?�
�Well, I will say this,� he began. �It�s quite a marvel of engineering. The unit is totally computerized and the decoy system well masked, making it nearly impossible to disarm.�
�But is it doable? Can it be disarmed?�
Simone looked unemotional. �I said nearly impossible, Mr. President.�
�Nearly or not, Ray, impossible to me means there is a high degree that something cannot be done.�
Simone leaned over the unit and examined the spheres closely. �Actually, Mr. President, the word impossible doesn�t mean that something cannot be done. It just implies the degree of difficulty involved in the situation.�
�Ray, can you disarm the damn thing or not?�
�Impossible or not, Mr. President, and although challenging, everything is achievable and attainable. I will find a way to disarm this unit.�
�How long will that take?�
�That, I cannot give an answer to.�
�Ray, this is imperative.�
�I understand that. But this is something none of us has ever seen before. The engineering by the Russians makes me ashamed that we haven�t come up with this marvel sooner.�
�You talk as if you admire the damn thing.�
Simone was enamored in a scientific way.
�It�s a bomb, Ray. Find out what makes it tick, then disarm it. And I mean yesterday.�
�I�ll do what can,� he offered.
�Do it quickly. There�s a possibility that there may be more units floating around on American soil.�
�Again, Mr. President, I�ll do what I can. A unit such as this will need to be approached with considerable caution.�
�Ray, we don�t have much time.�
�Mr. President, if we make a mistake � even a single and minute miscalculation � Area Four will be nothing more than a dead landscape for thousands of years and whatever answers you are seeking will never be learned. We have no choice in the matter.�
Over the speakers Ray Simone could hear President Burroughs force a sigh of frustration.
And then: �I�ll need your engineers on this twenty-four-seven,� he said flatly.
�Of course.�
�And, Ray?�
�Yes, Mr. President.�
�Keep in mind that you�re on the clock. If a unit goes off on American soil, then your answers won�t matter much. It�ll be too late.�
�I understand.�
And then a loud click sounded over the speakers, something that was definite and audible as a flip of a switch, and then the sound of white noise transitioned cleanly over to dead air.
The president had made his statement.
The clock was ticking.

CHAPTER TEN

Washington D.C.
1345 hours Eastern Standard Time.
Marine One is the presidential helicopter transport to locations of close proximities with minimized landing areas. The current version is the VH-71 Kestral, a state-of-the-line mobile air unit that has a service ceiling of 15,000 feet, and travels at a speed of 192 miles per hour to a maximum distance of 863 miles.
Its less than posh interior was simply rudimentary with padded benches lining the interior walls and a small communications center with fax and phone. The ceiling was low, the rotary system above them a semblance of moving parts that aided in the muting of the continuous wop-wop-wop of the helicopter�s blades. Nevertheless, and with much of the noise canceled out, President Burroughs always had to speak louder than the norm, as did the members of his team.
Inside, the bay that was cordoned off from the cockpit by a wall of diamond-studded steel as President Burroughs, Chief Advisor Alan Thornton, Attorney General Dean Hamilton and Chief CIA Analyst Doug Craner gleaned through documents of newly gathered information from international sources, as they waited for the rotors to pick up the maximum speed for liftoff.
Once Marine One airlifted and began its western trajectory to Raven Rock, President Burroughs continued to read over the newly acquired facts until he was well studied with the new findings. Through the porthole window over his left shoulder Washington faded in the distance, the needle of the Washington Monument contracting to the size of a pin before disappearing all together.
Since the inception of the incident along the Arizona-Mexico border, information had come in at a breakneck pace, especially from Homeland Security who proffered dossiers on the cell group, and its extended members attained from the FBI Watch List and their own significant data base. The Arizona group was simply a small attachment of a much larger brigade.
CIA Analyst Doug Craner lifted the flap of a manila folder and rummaged through it, looking for the glossy photos of those killed at the site. �As you already know, Mr. President, al-Khalid Hassan was a leading member of that Arizona group before being killed by the Border Patrol. The other two, however,� Craner forwarded two black-and-white photos of the terrorists killed at the site to the president, �possess very little background. All we know about them at this time is that they were recently trained in al-Qaeda camps along the Afghan-Pakistani border. As far as we know, this was their first jihad mission.�
�They look like kids,� he commented.
�They pretty much are.� Craner opened the folder again and grabbed another photo of a young man whose face was grizzled with the minute curls of a beard and eyes that were dark and cold, which offset the gentle and angelic repose of his face, hinting that there was a subterfuge of something very dangerous hidden underneath.
�This is al-Khatib Hakam,� he added, �twenty-eight years of age, extremely learned and intelligent with an IQ touching the stratosphere.�
�Am I to assume he�s the team lead?�
�Yes, sir. And get a load of this. He was born in Dearborn, Michigan; an American who found his god while attending Columbia University in New York, at the age of seventeen.�
The president examined the photo and simply thought, An American?
�The man is a prodigy who graduated with Honors at nineteen, and then disappeared, only to show up on the FBI�s Watch List because of his known ties with insurgent groups and organizations.�
�Do we know where he is now?�
�No, sir. It�s said that Hakam reveals himself only if it serves a purpose. But we have received unconfirmed reports that Hakam was in Russia not too long ago. Six months ago, to be exact.�
�To purchase the bombs,� he whispered.
Craner did not comment.
Hakam obviously had the world in one hand and a Columbia scroll of graduation in the other, but decided to give it away for twisted idealism. It was truly sad for the president to see someone so naturally gifted to simply throw it all away. �So, what you�re telling me is that Al-Khatib Hakam is spearheading this crusade?�
�Al-Khatib Hakam is the alleged leader of the Muslim Revolutionary Front, which is not only a group of terrorists, but also a ring of highly trained assassins which is a cut above the normal radical who does not obligate themselves to surrender their life by committing suicide in the name of Allah. This group actually engages in combat techniques akin to our own Special Forces units, and lives on to battle another day if they survive the initial skirmish.�
Craner proffered several more photos of the known members of the Muslim Revolutionary Front. At first glance the president considered them hardened men who carried the same stoic toughness as the men from American Special Forces. But there was something different, something missing. Or perhaps they possessed too much, he considered. Perhaps their faith had corrupted them with such zealous grandeur that they held nothing more than thoughtless determination.
As Burroughs picked up the last photo Marine One dipped a little in open space, the helicopter soon recapturing its even course as the president took careful study of Hakam. �How many men are left in this cell?� he asked.
�We believe six, including him. There�s no information or record of anybody else other than the six photos and dossiers we have.�
�The guy doesn�t look like much of a soldier.�
�I�m sure the guy couldn�t fight his way out of a wet paper bag. But true power doesn�t come by killing. It comes by getting others to do it for you. And that�s what Hakam is, the driving force that gets others to do whatever he wants, which makes him a very dangerous man.�
The president fanned the photos across his fingers as if holding a poker hand. �Tell me more about his team.�
�Five men who were elite commandos serving under the Republican Guard and the Iranian Revolutionary Guard as the best of the best,� he stated. �And I do mean the best of the best. When things didn�t go right on the war front, they would send these guys in to clean up the mess.�
The president nodded, and then closed his eyes. �So, we have five elite soldiers and a mental giant. I guess if you cut off the head of the serpent, then the body would wither and die.�
�Perhaps, sir.�
�And Hakam was last known to be in Russia how long ago?�
�Six months ago.�
�And nobody�s seen or heard from him since?�
�No, sir.�
President Burroughs pressed his lips into a tight grimace. �Alan, what�s your take on all this?�
Thornton, elfish and diminutive in his own right, leaned forward to gather those in close conference without having to yell above the beat of the blades. �Well, Mr. President, barring the inexperience of the members shot and killed at the site with the exception of al-Khalid Hassan, we have to assume the more experienced of the team got through. And taking into consideration that it takes a custodial team of at least two people to get a single unit across the border, simply translates that two, or maybe even three units have made their way onto American territory. And this is based upon the information that six members of the team remain, which, of course, is purely speculation at this point. There could be more, there could be less.�
�And what about Perchenko? Any feedback from intercepted lines?�
�Plenty,� said Craner. �We confirmed Perchenko to be in Minsk, as we speak. And it appears the Russians have mobilized their sources to find him before we do. So we have our teams scouring Perchenko�s frequent haunts hoping to grab him as soon as possible.�
�Whatever it takes, Doug, find him. I need to know how many units are out there. Because if these devices go off, then this country will lose everything � it�ll lose its will, its courage, and its ability to sustain a national confidence in its government to protect.�
�I agree, sir.�
�In the meantime, we need to come up with solutions. And we need to come up with probable target sites despite the obvious, and cover those areas with as many bodies as we can provide. Use whatever is necessary to accomplish the means. I want you to look inside every mosque, temple, or Muslim holy site known for radical behavior. Those packages could be anywhere. And Dean?�
Dean Hamilton was the Attorney General whose resolve was as steely as the gaze from his bottle-green eyes that possessed the determination to outwit, outfight, and outmaneuver anyone within his constituency to achieve what he believed would be the best for the administration. To fight in the vein of rectitude by ruffling a few feathers on the political floor had become his trademark. And to fight Dean Hamilton on his level always promised a bitter struggle for those who always took battle against him. Not only was he remarkably virtuous, he was equally keen and anticipated what was coming. �Yes, Mr. President.�
�I want all available resources in motion. I want every field agent across this country in constant movement. And I mean constant. There will be no time to eat, drink or sleep. I want action, lots of action, and I want results according to those actions.�
Since Hamilton was in charge over the FBI, he would notify the directors immediately. �Yes, sir.�
�And, Doug.�
�Sir?�
�Find Perchenko.�
It wasn�t so much as a benevolent statement as it was a fervent order. The president�s stern measure made it abundantly clear should Perchenko be found before the American�s could ascertain any viable information, then the proverbial Sword of Damocles would fall upon the CIA Analyst�s head, since the accusing finger had to be pointed somewhere. �Yes, sir. We�re working on it.�
The president looked out the window over his left shoulder and noted the canopy of tree tops that covered the land in beautiful blooms in different shades of green. And then he wondered if he would ever see Washington again� Or if it would become a poisoned city due to nuclear fallout.
The president thought of a lot of things.
Los Angeles, California
1255 hours Pacific Standard Time
Nikki�s Tavern was a little hole-in-the-wall pub with a simple non-descript door leading from a trash-laden sidewalk that led into an interior that was as bleak and rundown as the surrounding neighborhood. Inside, the wallpaper had yellowed like old parchment and the ferns that dotted the floor space in the corners barely sustained life. High on the nicotine-stained ceiling, fans turned with a wobbled effect that made Kimball imagine the blade attachments weren�t too secure. Yet none of this mattered to him. Within this neglected establishment was solitude.
Looking down the long stretch of the tavern, he took note of the room�s gloominess that was thick with cigarette smoke that moved through the air in phantasmagoric shapes. Along the bar silhouetted against the backdrop stooping over their drinks, a few patrons sat quietly. In its unkempt isolation Kimball found a booth across from them, the table steeped in shadow and a much needed comfort zone.
In front of him seven shot glasses � five empty, two filled with dark liquor � were neatly positioned in front of him as he ran a fingertip around the rim of a full one, his eyes staring at nothing in particular. Somewhere somebody coughed � an unhealthy phlegm jag that sounded in the patron�s chest like a death rattle.
And then the bar fell silent, Kimball losing himself in thought.
For over a decade he was driven to find salvation; however, salvation always seemed more than an arm�s length away. Perhaps, he considered, it was because he was a man who truly did not find God to be part of his element, even though he wished it so. Whereas he could recite articles verbatim from military manuals as easily as a preacher could recite verses from the Bible, Kimball Hayden could not remember the first line of �The Lord�s Prayer,� which was the simplest of all prayers.
Unlike his team, Kimball was the unique cast that helped shaped the members of the Vatican Knights, who were groomed to be the Crusaders of a new age. Whereas they were developed by using humbleness as their shield and faith as their guide, Kimball only knew death and how to administer its techniques as if the art of killing was no more than an involuntary act. Yet in the eyes of his team and the Church clerisy, he was all but anointed.
But Kimball never felt so alone.
In a quick motion he brought the shot glass to his lips and drank � a maneuver that seemed automatic, and then aligned the empty glass alongside the other empty glasses.
Six glasses now stood side by side in a perfect row, all empty, a mere representation of his growing hollowness with one glass left, the last full glass a symbolic and tenuous hold that he wasn�t completely without hope. If he drank from it, then the line would be complete, the glasses fully drained, and with it the faith of receiving salvation forever gone since the well to draw from was now completely dry. With that final glass remained the last few ounces of hope.
Nevertheless, Kimball stared at the shot glass, tempted.
There�s nothing symbolic about it, he thought. It�s only a drink.
But by not drinking it, it gave him a reason for optimism.
So instead of imbibing, he fell back into personal reflection.
And what he reflected upon was the value of his purpose of having been assigned the pope�s personal valet, which was not without its reasons. He was chosen because he possessed the best tools to save the pontiff�s life if the situation ever presented itself, especially in today�s world where zealous enlightenment appeared to be on the rise. But Kimball knew he had to lay low. Absconding from government service might not bode too well for him if the Burroughs administration should discover that he was still alive.
As he traced a fingertip along the rim of the last shot glass, a male in his early twenties stopped just beyond the edge of the table, his fingers ticking off and counting down the empty glasses before focusing his gaze to the Roman Catholic collar Kimball was wearing, and then shifted to the priest�s eyes. �Excuse me, Father.�
Kimball raised the corner of his brow. �Something I can help you with?�
�Aren�t priests supposed to uphold a higher standard? Are you supposed to be drinking like this?�
Kimball looked at the guy in such a way that the young man took a step away from the table. He had encroached too closely into his personal space. Worse, he infringed upon his personal life with audacity. And then in a tone that was less priestly. �Hey, kid.� The young man hesitated as Kimball beckoned him closer to the table with his forefinger. �Come here.�
The young man came forward with every line, shadow and premature crease on his face spelling out that he had overstepped his boundaries and wished he hadn�t. There was something very different about this priest, something dangerously roguish.
The moment he stepped into close counsel with the cleric, Kimball whispered, �Look, I already have enough on my plate without people like you passing judgment on me. If you don�t like what I do, then piss off.�
The young man did not retort. He simply turned and walked out of the bar at a pace much quicker than when he entered.
Across from him, behind the bar, was a mirror smudged with layers of dust � a mirror that had not been wiped down in months, perhaps years. Staring back at him was the reflection of a man wearing a cleric�s collar, the image of a priest, a father, a man of the cloth. Perhaps the kid was right after all, he considered. Without the collar he would have been like anyone else in this bar � someone who was stooped over their drink and blending in with the shadows; people who were nondescript and without hope.
After glancing into the mirror one last time, Kimball pushed the last shot glass away, still full, and left the tavern.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Perugia, Italy
Just after Dusk
Although they were a cell totally separate from Hakam�s, they shared the same agenda. They were now soldiers in the eyes of Allah � six men who had fought admirably with the Republican and Revolutionary Guards, and later surrendered their national birthright and prejudices to fight under the one true banner of their God as jihadists, the only true soldiers.
However, not all were content with their station as combatants. Young and fit and full of the determination to fight, most kept a silent countenance with the exception of al-Rashad who, like Hakam, was an American-born Arab who gravitated toward the radical side of Islam. He was tall, six four, with broad shoulders and thick limbs. The slope of his brow and the massive muscle development gave him a simian appearance which was brought on by chemical evolution rather than ancestral inherency. By taking steroids he had become addictive to its fallout, the results unmistakable. And nobody dared to contest his often aggressive nature or cantankerous moods.
Through his own due diligence al-Rashad was tagged as the team leader of five men, all experts, each man with the commitment to surrender his life for Allah, which he respected. But to serve in the capacity to babysit a mother and her heathen offspring seemed humiliating. But al-Rashad was assured by the clerics from the Ponte Felcino Mosque that the service of his team would prove to be a great service to Allah. And that his team would impose a serious and heavy blow upon the United States and its Zionist ally, Israel.
How a woman and her children were tantamount in such an event was lost to al-Rashad. But he adhered to the cleric�s claim, believing his team to be a true instrument serving their God in a most important way.
As night was beginning to close over them, al-Rashad normally walked alone through the vacant warehouse, his footfalls echoing with a hollowed cadence that often gave the impression he was not alone when, in fact, he was. His men were stationed elsewhere on the second floor next to the holding chamber, a room fashioned with sheets of corrugated tin, steel framing, and a welding torch.
His captives, for the most part, were passive and quiet with the exception of the female child who cried on occasion, her sobbing a soft and haunting melody that carried throughout the warehouse like the moan of something long dead, of something caught in void between life and death. Hearing such noises often prompted him to take these measurably long walks. And for al-Rashad, these walks had become medicinal.
He never deviated from his path or course, always walking down the same dark warrens, listening to the same perpetual drip of water, smelling the same rancid odor of mildew and waste, but always ended up at the same grated stairway that led to the second floor balcony which gave him a westward view.
In the distance and beautifully lit by a semblance of lights was the Ponte Felcino Mosque. Its dome was perfectly rounded and its color, even in the shadows of the coming darkness, seemed to be emblazoned in gold. It was the home of his God. It was the House of Allah.
Closing his eyes and taking a deep breath, al-Rashad relished the moment.
He would do Allah�s bidding, he considered, and he would do it without question. And when it came time to kill the woman and her children, he would do so as an integral part of the movement and wield the cutting blade himself. There would be no underlying guilt or warring of conscience. Since the easiest thing for man to do was to justify any act no matter how heinous the act may be, he saw that killing non-believers was an ordained task expected by Allah.
Taking one last look at the mosque, al-Rashad soaked everything in with an appreciative eye.
The man was completely at peace.
Raven Rock (Presidential Bunker), Pennsylvania
1700 hours. Eastern Standard Time
While the sun had already descended in Perugia, Italy, it had yet to settle on the eastern side of the United States.
Raven Rock was located on more than twenty thousand acres of federal land with its exclusive retreat situated on a plateau-like rise accessible only by helicopter. In the camp�s leveled base area, a single cabin was positioned in the center with three helipads located to the north, south and east points of the cabin�s central position. Aerial towers mounted to the rooftops maintained surveillance dishes capable of intercepting non-legitimate aircraft from several miles away. Anything remotely hostile would be targeted by predators, which were computer-manned by a military defense team from inside the cabin.
The landscape was completely unadulterated as the grass swayed with the direction of a light breeze, giving the terrain a constant undulating motion that rippled across the mountaintop, as if the land was alive. In communion with nature the conifers danced in performance, the concert of their limbs moving in a slow, hypnotic grace as the wind traced a cool breeze over the summit. Everything moved in perfect harmony.
From the east Marine One made its way toward the compound, the thumping of its rotors growing louder as it neared. When the helicopter poised itself over the north heliport, the down draft of the whipping blades caused the grass to ripple in tumultuous waves and the limbs of the pines to thrash about wildly in playful sparring.
After Marine One landed and the rotors stilled, the hatch door lowered and the president and his team took solid footing on the compound.
From a distance the quarters appeared rustic like a log cabin should, the wood bucolic in its appearance and the surrounding air pastoral. But the cabin wasn�t a cabin at all. It was a high-tech bunker. The building had blast-mitigation windows and a logwood veneer that covered the underlying walls of concrete casting and three-inch steel, rendering the stronghold impermeable to assault.
Inside, the interior was without standing walls to partition off rooms. Instead, it was a single large area with a security station manned by the defense team who could navigate the predators and maintain surveillance from their seated positions along the console. In the room�s center was a large cylindrical tube emanating from the floor, the huge cylinder not quite reaching the building�s ceiling, with stainless steel doors. As the president and his team neared the doors, an electronic eye caught their images and immediately processed the landmarks on their faces with facial recognition software, and automatically opened the doors, giving them access to an elevator spacious enough to hold them comfortably.
As soon as the doors closed behind the president and his team, the elevator descended two hundred feet into a hollowed cavern that served as the Comm Center.
When the doors parted they were met with a subterranean coolness, a vestige reminder that the air was constantly being filtered, purified, and re-circulated back into the atmosphere by computer-powered fans.
The room itself was large, circular, the ceiling above them a perfect rotunda of carved rock. In the room�s center was a large table with tracks of lighting suspended above it by metal framework. And positioned along the length of the walls hung several large viewing screens and display monitors.
Taking a seat at the table, President Burroughs was joined by his staff and other leading principals, who were transported to Raven Rock from other points of the country on earlier arrivals.
�Thank you for coming on such short notice,� stated the president.
Within moments the viewing screens attached to a flat wall of colored shale winked on, proposing pictures of extraordinary quality from technology that has yet to land on the public market.
What surfaced on the minimal-sized screens were the boasted images of the Presidential Seal. On the large multi-pixel screen hanging down from the metal framework and separate from the other monitors, was the image of CIA Intelligence Liaison Jaxson Wilhite.
�All right,� the president began. �We�ve got a lot of work ahead of us. And thank you for joining us, Mr. Wilhite.�
Jaxson Wilhite operated out of the London base and worked in collusion with MI6, the United Kingdom�s highly esteemed Secret Intelligence Service. �No problem, Mr. President.�
�Mr. Wilhite.� The president leaned forward with his hands clasped together. �Please tell me you have something.�
Wilhite shrugged with a halfhearted gesture. �Mr. President, so far our sources in the Middle East, including Mossad, has turned up zero. Right now there is nothing on the chat lines to indicate that Arab insurgents attempted to move nuclear weapons across our border. And all intercepted data from the Middle East � and we�re talking from the guerrilla factions, as well as intel gleaned from the Palestinian front � has turned up empty. Whoever is running this campaign is certainly keeping an air-tight lid on it.�
It was not what the president wanted to hear. Intel is often, if not always, intercepted by unsuspecting agencies who believe their secured lines and untenable data resources could not be appropriated, which always made them vulnerable to American intelligence groups. But in this case there was nothing to garner, which was unusual given the circumstances and magnitude of the situation.
�And what about Hakam and his team? Any leads thus far?�
�No, sir. Not yet.�
The president could feel his mounting frustration come to a boil, but held it in check with forced calm. �We have nothing at all?�
�I�m afraid not, Mr. President.�
Jim Burroughs slapped an open palm against the table. �Then will somebody please tell me how in the hell those units got into Mexico? Will somebody � anybody � tell me how a team of radical insurgents were able to bypass all Interpol points and transport nuclear weapons halfway across this planet without even raising an eyebrow! Somewhere � somebody knows something!�
Wilhite did not flinch. �We�re still working on the answers for you, sir.�
�What about Yorgi Perchenko? Were you able to track him down?�
Wilhite nodded. �We�ve located Perchenko and mobilized units to secure him. However, Mr. President, there is a problem.�
Burroughs closed his eyes: Of course. Why wouldn�t there be? �Go ahead, Mr. Wilhite.�
�It appears the Russian Central Intelligence Service is swooping in to intercept him as well.�
�Can your men get to him before the SVR can?�
�If we do, then it�ll be close.�
�Use whatever means necessary to secure that man and/or the information he possesses. If you need to engage the Russian�s, do so.�
�Mr. President.� Alan Thornton�s interjection was one of discernible alarm. �Sanctioning a fire fight with officers of the SVR would definitely compromise our position there. To expose our coverts like that would have consequential results should they be captured or killed.�
�I would agree with you, Al. But from where I�m sitting I don�t see how we have much choice. Yorgi Perchenko is the key holder to what we need to know. And that information, as far as I�m concerned, is worth the jeopardy we place them in. If they succeed, great; if they don�t, then we inherit a nation that will no doubt come under the attack of nuclear weapons and its subsequent fallout. We have no choice but to take gambles from here on in.� He turned back to the viewing screen. �Mr. Wilhite?�
�Yes, Mr. President.�
�How much of a guarantee can you give me that the Company will get there before the Russian team?�
Wilhite hesitated. �I�m afraid I can�t give you a guarantee at all,� he said. �Right now it looks like a head-on collision.�
�Do the Russians know our team is converging as well?�
�No, sir.�
�Then let�s hope their complacency will become our ally.� Easing back into the chair, the president quickly reflected. Hopefully, in Minsk, where it was already dark, the American team would prevail under covert conditions. But Burroughs knew better, realizing the Russians would do anything to quash the truth about Perchenko in order to keep them from being judged by the international community as the administration who allowed such weapons to be distributed from under their watchful eye, and earn them global mistrust. They would find Perchenko, make him disappear, and deny everything. The solution for any political machine was to dig its way out of a deep hole by putting something else in its place, and then cover it over with a cairn of lies.
�Mr. Wilhite?�
�Sir.�
�How long before the team reaches the point of interception?�
�I�d say within the hour, sir.�
Burroughs checked his watch. No doubt sixty minutes would seem like a lifetime.
Even more so, there was nothing worse than the sentiment of being rendered impotent.

CHAPTER TWELVE

Minsk, Russia
Evening
Yorgi Perchenko sat on the expansive veranda of the Madison, a discotheque and nightclub in the city of Minsk which overlooked the dazzling lights of urban sprawl. The night was cool and brisk. And a bottle of Cristall Vodka stood before him at his exclusive table, which was the only table on the landing. On most evenings he liked to get away and reminisce, his recollections far from fading � his mind still crisp.
In the background the thrumming beat of a disco tune was muted through the walls and doors. But to Perchenko it sounded like a radio on low volume. Often he would close his eyes and hum to a rhythm he enjoyed.
To enjoy such a moment of solitude he paid good money, reserving the complete landing for what would be pocket change to him, but a financial windfall for the Madison.
It was money easily passed off because money was all he had.
Pouring vodka in a glass chilled by the night air, Perchenko felt at peace. Behind him two of his best soldiers stood sentinel by the door, barring anyone from entering the veranda. Other than their presence, he was alone wading in memories. Although life was good, it was not the same. He missed the times as a KGB operative, as well as his subsequent role as a leading magistrate within the branch. What he missed most were the times when he meant something to his homeland. Now he simply existed.
Raising the glass toward the nightlights of the city, he saluted his country. �To Mother Russia,� he murmured, and then drank.
From his seated position he did not hear the gunshots that were no louder than someone spitting, or see the muzzle flashes coming from the rooftop on a building across the way. The kills were quick and efficient, the two guards standing by the doorway now lying sprawled on the floor in awkward configurations.
When the door leading to the veranda opened music piped loudly through the air, only to be muted after the door closed behind the man who approached Perchenko�s table.
The man was silhouetted against the backdrop, a black mass moving with the collar of his jacket hiked up. He was cadaverously tall and thin and stooped against the cold. And his vapored breath was indication enough to Perchenko that the Grim Reaper was alive, and real, and beheld the true sustenance of flesh and bone rather than the cowl and scythe of folklore.
In the business he was in, he knew this day would come.
A few meters from the table the man stood silent and still, appraising Perchenko from the depths of his shadowy eyes.
In invitation, Perchenko kicked a resin chair hard enough for it to skate about a meter away from The Man, but close enough to the table�s edge. �Please,� he said. �Sit.�
The Man took the chair, the features of his face barely perceptible in the darkness.
Perchenko held up the bottle. �Drink?�
The Man nodded.
�Then what do you want?�
The Man reached into the inner lining of his pocket and produced a single photo, held it up in display, then tossed it before Perchenko.
Grabbing it � and with enough lighting provided by the fixtures over the veranda�s entrance doors � he immediately recognized the man in the photo, gave it a quick onceover, then tossed it back without betraying his emotions. �You have two of my best men killed to show me this?� he said. �And for what? Because you think I know who this is?�
The Man leaned forward. �Yorgi��
�Do I know you?�
�No. But I know you.�
Perchenko worked the muscles in the back of his jaw before speaking in a calm manner. �You kill two of my men and then deny yourself the opportunity to drink with me. At least give me the respect of not calling me by the name my friends would.�
The Man nodded. �Granted.� And then he pushed the photo back toward Perchenko. �His name is al-Khatib Hakam. He is a terrorist for al-Qaeda.�
Perchenko shrugged. �So.�
�Six months ago you sold this man some very special weapons on the black market. The weapons I�m talking about, Mr. Perchenko, are weapons of mass destruction that, if the truth be known, would jeopardize our standing in the world community.�
�You�re wasting your breath. I don�t know what you�re talking about.�
The Man never wavered. �If it was known that Russia is willing to sell nuclear weapons to insurgent groups, we will lose face and fall to worldwide condemnation and sanctions, which will kill us as a nation.�
�Mother Russia died when Communism fell.�
�Mother Russia still lives, but is moving towards a new and bolder direction. You failed to see that. Mother Russia will be greater than she ever was.�
�Mother Russia has become a weak bitch that has allowed the United States to win.�
The Man slowly fell back in his seat, his shoulder slumping in defeat.
In the darkness Perchenko could see The Man shaking his head in dismay. �What?�
�You were a god to me,� he said. �You were a god to all of us.�
�Were?�
�Everyone looked at Yorgi Perchenko as the man nobody challenged; a true man within the ranks of the establishment.�
�True.�
�And until yesterday you continued to be held in high regard for your commitment to the organization and for your service to your country.�
Perchenko creased his brow, which was a mistake on his part. The facial read now gave The Man leverage.
�Now you are known as the man who will single-handedly destroy Russia and make her the pariah of the world. Every nation will cast a stone against us.�
�What are you talking about?�
�Economic sanctions placed on us will no doubt destroy whatever progress we have made over the last decade, financial surpluses will be lost, every semblance that once made Russia a proud nation will be gone and we will be hurled back into third-world status.�
Perchenko appeared dumbfounded. �I�m not a traitor. For what I have done for this country� How could anybody believe I was a traitor?�
�Do you not see the position you have placed us in?�
�What position are you talking about?�
�Those weapons you sold to al-Khatib Hakam have made their way onto American soil. And they are holding this country indirectly responsible for allowing this to happen.�
�It�s something that should have happened a long time ago.�
�America is no longer our enemy! Times have changed, Perchenko.�
Perchenko leaned forward. �I assume you are SVR?�
The Man said nothing.
�Now you listen to me,� said Perchenko. �I am a big reason why Russia was a major power.� He fell back into his chair and pumped his fist high in the air. �A powerhouse! I have never betrayed my country!�
Over The Man�s earpiece, which Perchenko could not see, came an audible warning: �It looks like you got company. Either take him and move, or get what you need. But hurry.�
The Man spoke with more insistence. �That�s not the way the SVR sees it,� he told him. �Because of what�s happening, your picture has been removed from The Hall of Heroes.�
This was almost too much for Perchenko to bear. He had loved Russia more than his own family. In fact, Russia was more of his bloodline than the actual blood that ran through the veins of his children.
He shook his head. His voice was no longer strong or confident, but detached and distant as his eyes slowly scanned the landscape of Minsk, one of his country�s truly great cities. �But I�m not a traitor,� he whispered.
�Do you want to be a hero again? Do you want your picture in its rightful spot?�
Perchenko just stared. The Man was losing him. He had pushed Perchenko too far.
�Hurry! A team just entered the Madison�
�Do the right thing,� said The Man. �Tell us how many units you sold, so we can contact our sources to stop this. Become that hero for Russia once again.�
The old agent�s lips moved, but nothing came forth.
�Perchenko! How many units?�
�Three,� he finally said. And then more boldly, �Three.�
The Man immediately lifted the sleeve of his coat in spoke English into a mike with noted urgency. Once the information was duly received and copied, The Man stood up and produced a firearm bearing a suppressor that was as long as the barrel.
Perchenko looked at the man. �You spoke English.�
The Man said nothing.
�You�re not SVR, are you?�
The Man nodded. �CIA.�
Perchenko clenched his teeth, the muscles in the back of his jaw working furiously. He had lost that �special sense,� that intuitive feeling that had once made him an elitist in his field. �At least I�m still a hero,� he said.
The Man raised the weapon and shot Perchenko twice, once in the forehead and once in the center of body mass.
The Man quickly moved across the landing with the agility of a cat, swift and graceful, to the concrete banister of the Madison, which overlooked the city�s busy traffic. To his right was a fire escape ladder, a requirement for the nightclub in case a fire trapped patrons on the veranda. Just as The Man took the rungs and began his descent, members of the SVR rushed through the doors, the music blaring, and took shots at the escaping man, the bullets taking out chunks of concrete from the banister around him but missing.
From a rooftop across the street, muzzle flashes flared and two SVR agents immediately went down as boneless heaps, forcing the other agents to pull back for the cover of the club.
By the time they made it down to street level, The Man was gone.
They had been taken totally by surprised.
Raven Rock (Presidential Bunker)
Early Evening
The president was quickly informed of the mission�s status. Perchenko was dispatched and his black marketing empire, at least for the moment, gone. More importantly, however, operatives were able to ascertain the number of units sold.
�So that leaves two available targets,� said the president. �So we can assume one of the targets is Washington D.C.�
�And the other most likely New York City,� added Thornton.
After agreeing, the president continued. �OK, people, listen up. I want all available resources including military, law enforcement, even kids with bad attitudes, posted at every possible way into cities of strategic value such as D.C. and New York. Also look into Los Angeles. Although it�s not really a city of strategic value, it does have the second highest population in the country, and the closest point where the first weapon was found.�
�I would think they would try to take out the highest political seat in the land with Washington,� said Thornton. �And the financial district of New York. I really don�t see them deviating from their plans of 9/11, especially now since they�re highly equipped to finalize the job.�
�I agree,� said Burroughs. �But let�s not get complacent either. If we have to violate certain inalienable rights to achieve the means, then do so. Our optimum goal is to find Hakam and his team before they�re able to achieve their agenda.� He turned to Craner. �Doug, you got anything from the security end?�
�As you already know, Mr. President, every airport is on the highest alert. All chartered aircrafts have been grounded nationwide, and every terminal in the nation is under the microscopic eye of TSA. There is no way a package the size and shape of the unit we appropriated at the border is getting on any plane.�
�Which leaves ground transportation,� said Hamilton. �I have agents from California to the Florida panhandle checking into all car rental agencies for those of Middle-East persuasion, who have rented a vehicle within the past thirty days.�
�Any leads thus far?�
�None that fit anybody in Hakam�s known team. But we�re still looking into the matter of those who rented vehicles in case there are coverts working under Hakam�s commands that are not yet named or listed in Homeland Security�s data base.�
�Good.�
Although pleased that the situation was moving forward, even if it was by the inches, it made the president feel less ineffective. Nevertheless, it still was not enough.
Somewhere, whether it be some Podunk town or major cosmopolitan city, two weapons of mass destruction with half the yield that took out Hiroshima were making their way to their assigned stationary points.
If not Washington or New York City, then it would be somewhere else.
No matter what, the president saw no upside at all.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Los Angeles, California
1837 Hours Pacific Standard Time
Al-Khatib Hakam was in the moment of prayer within his hotel suite. The room was simple and far from luxurious. In fact, it wasn�t rated much higher than the room of a franchised motel. But Hakam wanted to keep a low profile.
In the room�s center, Hakam knelt on a prayer rug with his forehead resting against the fabric, and then sat up with his eyes closed and his hands held in homage. He repeated this motion for twenty minutes � bowing and rising, his meditation so deep everything around him did not seem to exist.
When he completed his session he rolled up the rug and placed it on top of the bureau, treating it with reverence by passing his hand over the fabric the way most people would stroke the fur of a loved pet. It was the first rug he ever possessed, since joining the ranks as a Muslim. And it would be the last rug he would ever own since he had less than thirty-six hours to live. Although he would not live to see the outcome of his mission, he knew the Muslim world would revel in the success of his team once the assignment was completed.
Al-Khatib Hakam, American born citizen from Dearborn, Michigan and an honorary graduate from Columbia University, was about to cripple a nation.
In the aftermath of his session he still spoke to Allah, asking Him to see this through. And he did so with a preamble of a smile on his lips. There was no doubt in his mind his team was fully capable of performing their assigned tasks, since they were the best in their field as seasoned soldiers. They had fought wars up front, close, and personal. And they had served as well-traveled journeyman fighting from Afghan to Baghdad with venom in their hearts and devotion in their spirits before finding a place by his side.
He was certain nothing could stop them or save the enemy.
And for the moment he felt something tremendously wonderful.
He felt�
� invincible.
Looking at his watch, Hakam ordered the final commencement. Right now his team was moving into position. And if all went well, then by this time tomorrow Hakam and his team would be airborne with an incredible arsenal. All he had to do was sit back, be patient, and rely on his team to get the job done.
So with the patience of a saint, Hakam waited.
The Chateau Grand Hotel, Los Angeles, California
2239 Hours Pacific Standard Time
Mario Morgenessi had been a navigator-slash-co-pilot for Alitalia Airlines for more than twenty years, most prominently serving as part of the airline�s special troupe to the pope as part of the crew of Shepherd One, the papal plane.
Now with the Symposiums behind him and the crew gearing up for the return home the next day, Mario took comfort beneath the covers of his bed wanting to be well rested for the seventeen hour journey back to Rome.
He left the window of his suite open, the drapes waving in lazy drifts with the course of a soft breeze as he slept. And light the color of arctic blue filled the room, casting long shadows across the floor.
As much as a light sleeper that Mario was, always tuned to the slightest sounds that would be imperceptible to most, he did not hear the door to his suite open, then close. The snicker of the bolt locking back in place went unheard as a man crept across the room and stood beside the co-pilot�s bed. In the man�s hands was a garrote, the line taut as he extended the wire to its outermost points.
At first Mario thought he was dreaming, the voice hollow, as if echoing off the walls of a tunnel � whispers really, the voice calling his name. In the often vague quality of the dreamscape mind for which things made little sense or took on disturbing shapes, Mario saw something of a shadow standing over him, a blotted mass of darkness against the blue light, something calling his name. In its hands was something that glinted silver in the light, perhaps the chain of a magic talisman to be worn around his neck.
And then he realized it was not a dream at all.
He was not alone.
The moment Mario cocked his head from the pillow, the shape swung the garrote around his neck and yanked tight, the serrated edges of the metallic line biting deep into the flesh and severing the carotid. Splashes and founts of blood jettisoned across the walls creating Pollack designs, his hands grasping futilely for the fine cord nearly an inch deep in his throat as his eyes bulged and threatened to take flight from their orbital sockets. As he gagged his tongue projected slightly from pressed lips that were becoming as blue as the cold light.
And then it was over; the man dead within thirty seconds.
The assassin then used the cord to pull the co-pilot off the bed and dragged him into the bathroom, heaving the body over the edge of the tub and into the well. Along the edges of the tub were crimson smudges and drops of blood, which the assassin did not bother to clean since the walls of the hotel room already held the bloody hallmark of the man�s slaughter. All that mattered was to kill, do it silently, and leave the scene unnoticed.
Checking the hallway to see if all was clear, the man exited room 616 and placed the DO NOT DISTURB sign on the door.
Within the next two hours the Garrote Assassin successfully dispatched the entire crew of Shepherd One, with the exception of its pilot.
Hakam was most pleased.
The Chateau Grand Hotel
Los Angeles, California
0043 Hours Pacific Standard Time
Enzio Pastore had been a military pilot in Italy�s prestigious Aeronautica Milatare for twenty-five years before signing off with a military retirement. At fifty-three he appeared young and fit, keeping his body regimentally in shape. With a copper-hue to his skin and a handlebar mustache to bracket lips too small for his face, he also possessed that steely determination of a man with a set jaw line and incredibly intense eyes.
For seven years he had been the Vatican�s lead captain flying Shepherd One and the pope all over the world, knowing the mechanical intricacies on this particular plane that no other pilot in Alitalia Airlines would know about.
He knew every nuance of this aircraft and its modified defense mechanisms, such as the equipment to ward off attacks from insurgent weaponry by having been outfitted with flares and high temperature decoys to attract heat seekers, interceptors to take out ground-to-air missiles, and a state-of-the-art laser jammer deliberately designed to confuse any laser-governed source, most notably the laser-guided missile. The main fallback, however, was that the 787, like all jumbo jets, was not an aeronautical gymnast in the sky.
Finding his hotel keycard and slipping it into the slot, Enzio waited for the red light to turn green before turning the handle to his room. Tonight he moderately celebrated at the hotel bar which happened to stock his premium brand of Italian beer, Birra Moretti, drinking no more than two bottles, which was the maximum allowed the night before a flight.
Reaching blindly in the darkness for the light switch, Enzio found the lever and slapped it into the �up� position. The two lamps on the nightstands came to life, the feeble glow of light casting upon a man of slight build and youth sitting at a table by the glass sliding doors that led to the balcony. The man possessed a natural calm to his demeanor with one leg crossed over the other, a hand on a knee, his other hand lying on a closed laptop computer.
At first Enzio was caught off guard, his state of non-action interrupted when the door closed behind him. A second man, also dark in complexion and wearing a well-tailored suit and tie, held a pistol with attached suppressor to Enzio�s head. In Arabic he ordered the pilot deeper into the room and away from the door with a quick motion of the firearm. Although Enzio didn�t understand the language, he understood the Arab�s intent as the armed man pointed the mouth of the weapon to a designated spot in the room�s center, then shoved the pilot forward, the pistol now touching the base of Enzio�s skull.
The man sitting at the table was cleaned shaven and didn�t look much older than his late teens or early twenties, but held the dark, intelligent eyes of a seasoned person with all the forbearance of someone much older and wiser. For a long moment the man said nothing, his eyes studying, penetrating, his body as still as a Grecian statue until he finally leaned forward and spoke in perfect Italian.
�Captain Pastore, I have a proposition for you that I believe would be in your best interest.�
Enzio actually macho postured, puffing his chest and raising his chin in defiance. But Hakam accepted this as nothing more than an act of bravado, and expected nothing less from an experienced pilot of the Aeronautica Milatare. �What do you want?� he challenged, his voice keeping a hard edge. �What is this all about?�
The small Arab spoke in a tone that was even with indifference. �Captain Pastore, what I want from you is simple,� he said. �Tomorrow, I want you to navigate Shepherd One to a set of coordinates that I will provide you with. I want you��
�What you want is of no concern to me,� he interrupted. �None whatsoever. Now get out of my room.�
The Arab said nothing, nor did he show any emotion or make a verbal counter for what seemed to be an interminably long time to Enzio. Moving his left hand, Hakam opened the lid of the laptop so the screen faced Enzio, and tapped a button on the keypad. Images began to load up, that of his wife and children sitting on the couch in their home in Italy, terrified and crying, the man who now held the pistol to his head was the same man on the screen with the point of a wickedly sharp knife pressed to the underside of his wife�s chin.
Enzio immediately felt his heart misfire as his shoulders slumped. He could do nothing but watch.
The segment on the laptop�s screen showed Hakam sitting in a chair with the grizzled beginnings of a beard lean closer to Enzio�s family while the other Arab drove the point of his knife beneath the soft tissue of her chin. �What I want from you,� Hakam told her, his Italian perfect, �is to look straight ahead and scream.� In the following segment he leaned forward in his chair, and then commanded, �I said� scream.�
And when she did Enzio could feel his soul suddenly eviscerated from what made him whole. Now he felt completely hollow as he dropped to his knees, his defiance and bravado gone, his skin suddenly alabaster white.
The image on the screen was stilled; the freeze-frame photo of his wife bearing the look of absolute horror elicited something from Enzio. It was the feeling of being rendered powerless, which absolved him from the rank of manhood and granted him the right to sob like a frightened child.
�My family�� It was all he could muster between tears.
�Your family, Captain Pastore, is quite fine. They are being cared for as we speak.�
Enzio�s eyes filled with the task of pleading and turned to the small Arab, his hands held together in prayer. �Please,� he said. �My family.�
Hakam tapped another button on the keypad, which brought up a second screen that was hidden beneath the first as a tab. The banner read �LIVE FEED.�
�Do you want to see your family?�
Enzio�s jaw dropped slowly, as if the question itself placed him in stasis. Then, �Yes � yes,
of course. My family.�
�Are you willing to listen to my proposition?�
He quickly conceded by nodding.
�Then you shall see your family.� Hakam tapped another button.
On the screen was a live feed of his wife and children, obviously terrified, but alive.
�Speak to her,� said Hakam.
Enzio quickly crawled forward on his knees toward the laptop and was about to embrace and kiss the screen before the gun-wielding captor forced him back with a solid shove. Holding his hands up imploringly, and then in an attitude of prayer, Enzio became emotional as he spoke to his wife and children, ensuring them everything would be fine.
When Hakam tapped the feed dead, the image growing to a mote of light in the center of the screen, Enzio employed a look of infuriated resentment.
�Captain Pastore, I strongly suggest that you keep your emotions in check. Or your family will pay the ultimate consequence. This I promise.�
Enzio�s face shifted back to that of complete and total submission, his head nodding in compliance.
�Shepherd One,� began Hakam, �does not follow the same strict security guidelines as commercial airliners, correct?�
Enzio nodded.
�And it carries no other passengers besides Vatican principals, correct?�
�Correct.�
�Therefore, I assume there will be no air marshals to contend with?�
Enzio closed his eyes. �There�s no need for air marshals since it�s an exclusive charter. It�s the papal plane.�
�Yes� Yes, of course.�
Hakam�s subdued manner never wavered, his constantly calm appearance a disturbing factor to Enzio who saw him as a sociopath who believed rules did not apply to him. Executing his family would be like swatting a fly with a newspaper, the matter soon forgotten without so much as an afterthought. So he had to be careful.
�Now Captain,� said Hakam, �and keep in mind that if you should present me with any falsehoods or deception on your part, then I will issue an immediate order for the death of your family. Do you understand?�
The captain nodded.
�All I have to do,� he said, letting his finger hover over a button, �is to push this key right here.� Hakam looked the captain straight in the eye. �Your family will be dead before your mind could register the act. Am I making my point clear?�
Enzio nodded frantically, almost in panic.
�Good.� Hakam let the finger hover. �Now tell me, how difficult is it to get the pontiff�s personal belongings on board the aircraft?�
�His belongings and the belongings of his staff are exonerated from examination or search because there is no indication of hostile intent. All baggage is taken to the sublevels of the departing gates and guarded by TSA officers, who make sure no one rummages through the items. Just before the airspace is locked down for air travel, the items are then loaded aboard Shepherd One.�
�And I assume to get below the departing gate you need to be in possession of an access card or key code?�
�A card,� he answered.
�And you possess such a card?�
Enzio nodded.
�We know,� the Arab returned. �We have in our possession all the cards of your crew.�
Enzio cocked his head. How could he be in possession of the access cards?
�Almost done,� said Hakam. �Now, the price of saving the lives of your family members will depend upon how much you�re willing to follow my instructions.� He leaned closer. �Are you willing to follow my instructions without question, Captain, keeping in mind that I hold the key to your family�s salvation?�
�Please don�t hurt my children��
�Captain, are you willing to follow my instructions without question, knowing that I hold the key to your family�s��
�Yes, dammit! I will follow your instructions without question!�
Hakam�s finger no longer hovered over the key. �Then listen very carefully,� he said. �Tomorrow morning my team will board Shepherd One along with two packages under your command until we become airborne. Is that understood?�
Enzio nodded.
�If any concerns are raised by airport security, then it will be your duty to deflect them until we get aboard. Is this also understood?�
The captain swallowed. His throat was as parched as desert sand. �Yes.�
�Is getting on board without a hassle from security doable, Captain?�
Enzio nodded, but slowly. �Since Shepherd One is not a planned commercial trip� there will be no problems.�
�Of course there won�t be. But so that you know.� Hakam traced the tips of his fingers along the blank screen of the laptop, a subtle reminder. �For some reason if things don�t go as planned, then the heads of your family members will be discovered lined up on the sidewalk in front of the Polizia De Stato with a note stating they were taken by the Sword of Allah. Am I clear on this?�
Enzio�s face threatened to break.
�Am� I� clear� Captain Pastore?�
�You are.�
�Good.� Hakam fell back in his chair and began to outline every detail of getting his team on board Shepherd One, starting with the careful loading of two very special packages.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Raven Rock (Presidential Bunker)
0721 Hours Eastern Standard Time
President Burroughs and his team of three, including CIA Analyst Doug Craner, Chief Advisor Alan Thornton and Attorney General Dean Hamilton, remained at the head of the table viewing a live feed from Area 4 of the Nevada Test Site on a massive viewing screen. Others milled about the Comm Center manning communications and fax lines from intel sources around the world.
Chief Nuclear Engineer Ray Simone, although three hours behind in the state of Nevada where the sun has yet to rise, looked fresh despite no sleep. �Good morning, Mr. President.�
The president looked thoroughly exhausted. �You got anything, Ray?�
The engineer shrugged. It wasn�t exactly a vote of optimism. �As you already know,� he began, �the unit is initiated by an external source which, of course, is the BlackBerry. However, in order to start the internal sequence of the weapon, a ten-character code must be typed into the external source.�
�I know that.�
�Yes but, to go back on what we�ve already talked about, Mr. President, is that the device takes a sequential order of ten characters to activate the weapon. And to do this you need to type in a password for each character into the Blackberry�s display window. In other words, you need to type in a specific password to create a single character in the display window, and then repeat the process nine additional times, with different passwords, to create the ten sequential characters necessary to activate the device. But the odds of finding the right combination to disable the unit, Mr. President, can be accurately stated to be in the tens of billions.�
�But can it be disabled?�
The engineer nodded. �It can. But not in the time you want it, I�m sure. Even with the aid of the mainframe, it would take days to find the right combination.�
�Can you get in there and do it manually?�
�The roving laser grid makes it impossible to disengage it from inside. It would be far too dangerous to even make an attempt � even with our top-of-the-line equipment.�
Sinking slowly back into his chair, with his face bearing a pinched and anguished look, President Burroughs appeared on the verge of losing his projected faith. �Everything has its Achilles� heel,� he said evenly. �And I need you to find it, Ray. I need you to find that Achilles� heel.�
Simone raised his hand. �There is something else,� he said. �It might not be a weakness, but I haven�t ruled anything out yet.�
�What?�
On the viewing screen Ray Simone hunkered over the open unit, wearing a specialized pair of lenses resembling a jeweler�s loupe but larger, and made a closer examination. �There�s an altimeter attached to the internal computer system, which appears to be independent from the hard drive system. What its purpose to this particular device has yet to be determined, however.�
�And what is the purpose of an altimeter?�
Simone placed the magnifying loupe on top of his head. �It�s used to measure the altitude of an object above a fixed level,� he answered routinely. �As far as I know, it possesses no other function. It�s a simple device for measuring air pressure.�
�I want you to find out what its particular purpose is, Ray. I want you to know everything there is to know about that device as if you built the damn thing yourself.�
Simone circled the aluminum case in study. �From every point, Mr. President, it appears that the altimeter may have been adapted to receive a broadcast from the central processing unit. Since the hard drive is inaccessible due to the safety features, I�m unable to hack into its memory core. So perhaps I could reverse the process by hacking into the memory portion of the altimeter, instead.�
�And what will that tell us?�
Simone hesitated, as if going over of his revelation before speaking. �It could give us a clue to the unique reception frequency needed to initiate the weapon�s start sequence, which would limit the need to go through billions of codes needed to disable the device.�
�Reverse technology?�
�More like reverse prognosis,� he said. �But it�s only conjecture at this point. At the very least, we should be able to obtain the marked settings in the altimeter�s programming to find out what its purpose is.� Simone nodded in self-agreement as he leaned over the altimeter roughly the size and shape of an eyeglass case, but less rounded and more squared. �I believe that might work.�
�Talk to me, Ray.�
�The altimeter is not a part of the hard drive at all, but a conduit set up as a receiver to accept a certain signature from the central processing unit. Unlike the hard drive and striking pins, which are protected by the roving laser grid, the altimeter is not. So what I need to do is to find a way to tap into its receptive memory core and ascertain the exact code necessary to make it responsive. Once done, then shutting the unit down may be doable once we intercept and alter the code.�
The president felt a slight sense of relief but remained cautious. �Tell me something,� he said, his tone remaining even. �Do you see any downside to this?�
Simone removed the loupe from his head and placed it on a nearby table. �When you�re dealing in theory, Mr. President, there is always a downside. What you need to understand is that the altimeter simply measures the altitude of an object from a fixed point. After making note of its apparent connection to the hard drive as a receiver, it tells me that its purpose is to engage after the device has begun its countdown sequence. Once the weapon has begun, then it will send a signature code to the altimeter which, in turn, sends a response to the mother brain informing it that the code was received and all systems are go. I will then insert a virus into the altimeter�s answering sequence, which should disable the master memory in the hard drive and render the unit inoperable.�
�It sounds solid,� said Thornton. �But what if you�re wrong about the altimeter?�
Simone stared back from the viewing monitor, his features expressionless as an awkward silence passed though the room.
The president finally had to prompt the engineer for an answer. �Ray?�
Simone sighed. �Mr. President, from where I�m standing, the altimeter is its Achilles� heel. If I�m wrong, then there�s nothing I, or anybody else, can do to stop it from going off once the initiation code has begun. The altimeter has been designed to communicate with the central processing unit for a reason. So I am totally confident in my assessment.�
The president nodded while his mind worked. �Achilles was crippled by an arrow�s blow to the heel,� he said, �which incapacitated him long enough to be defeated by Paris. I need you to be our Paris, Ray. I need you to use whatever engineering tools and skills you have at your disposal to kill� that� thing� dead.�
Simone nodded. �I�ll have my team on it immediately, Mr. President.�
�And, Ray� keep me posted.�
�Of course.�
�Then see what you can do and get back to me as soon as you can.�
�Yes, sir.�
After the connection was severed, he turned to his team consisting of Craner, Hamilton and Thornton. �An altimeter?� he said, more as a comment than a question. Yet it begged for an answer. What possible purpose could such an attachment serve?
CIA Analyst Craner spoke in his usual clipped tone. �Like Simone said, Mr. President, an altimeter serves a single purpose.�
Burroughs concurred, his eyes suddenly taking on a faraway look. �If its purpose is to measure the altitude of an object from a fixed position, then that leads me to believe the device was manufactured to work at a high altitude.�
�Agreed,� said Thornton. �But it could have been engineered to serve another purpose as well. Like Simone said, we really don�t know at this point.�
�But if you were to hazard a guess, a rational guess, then what would you say its purpose was?�
�A plane,� said Hamilton, the answer was simple and quick. They had massed the same collective thought suggesting the units were created to work at high levels of altitude. The first intimation was obviously a repeat performance of commandeering airliners with a much more devastating payload that would topple strategic points of interest, most notably New York City and Washington D.C. But what was the third site?
Point was, if the devices worked at a specific level based upon the confidence of trying to hijack jumbo jets, no matter how much time had elapsed since 9/11, it would have been a foolish gesture on their part since there were no less than two armed Air Marshalls on every flight and even more on United and American, the two airlines the terrorists held an affinity for since they contained two of the three words in United States of America.
�There�s no way in hell they could get those devices on any plane in this country,� stated the president. �Not with the high alert. So let�s assume they know this and have already altered their plans.�
�Which leads us back to square one,� said Hamilton.
Square one was the whereabouts of Hakam, his team, and the nuclear weapons. If they were not located soon, then it wouldn�t matter if Ray Simone found a solution to disable the units or not. If Hakam could not be found, then America would fall prey.
Even though President Burroughs took some comfort in knowing he and his team had made significant strides forward, he felt like he was doing so on leaden soles.
Where are you, Hakam? he asked himself.
And how do you find six individuals in a country with a population of three hundred million people?
The president closed his eyes against the onrush of a coming headache.
So much for progressive steps forward, he thought. Finding Hakam and his team would be like trying to find the proverbial needle in a haystack the size of Manhattan.
Understanding this, hope began to fade. And not only within him but he could also see it on the faces of his team. �We�ll get this right,� he told him. But if he could have heard his own voice, then he would have detected the same sense of vulnerability they were all feeling.
The hope, in all of them, had no doubt faded to a pinprick spark close to extinguishing itself dead.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Perugia, Italy.
Basilio Pastore was dismayed. In the preceding hours he had seen his father plead for the lives of his family from the position of his knees. The man was crying, begging � the one-time hero of the Aeronautica Milatare surrendering his pride before the lens of a distant camera. And Basilio wanted to weep. Whenever he closed his eyes he could see his pleading father burned as an afterimage behind the folds of his lids. So he planned to never close his eyes again.
Sitting in the corner of the room with his knees drawn up into acute angles and his arms hugging his legs close, Basilio stared at a fixed point on the opposite wall, his gaze and manner unflinching and statue still.
He never felt so ashamed.
�Basilio?� His mother�s voice was soft and honeyed, the lilt of her tone possessing a maternal comfort which he needed at the moment, but was unwilling to admit.
Basilio�s line of sight never wavered from the fixed point.
�Basilio.� She took a seat beside him, drawing her knees up and wrapping her arms around them in mimic of her son. �Your father loves you very much. There�s no shame in what he did.�
Basilio�s response was to clench his teeth, which caused the muscles in the back of his jaw to work.
�Someday,� she added, �when you have children of your own, you�ll understand.�
Vittoria could see the welling of tears along the edges of her son�s eyes. And the way he caught himself and reacted by holding his chin out with forced stoicism.
Inwardly she had to smile, the boy who tried so much to be a man. �Your father did what he did because he�s not here to help us. So he did the only thing he could do � the only thing that was left to him.�
Basilio�s chin began to quiver with jelly-like consistency, the dam beginning to break, his tears ready to fall. �I never saw Papa cry before,� he finally said. �Papa never cries.�
�Just because your father cries doesn�t make him any less than a man.�
An awkward moment of silence passed between them, each trying to find a new approach to address the other without hurting the fragile feelings they were sensing at the moment.
It was Basilio who finally took the initiative. �Have you ever seen Papa cry before?� he asked.
Vittoria smiled a loving, almost gingerly, smile of dreamy endearment. �Plenty,� she said. �When you were born he was so happy, so proud, I didn�t think he�d ever stop crying. �A son,� he said, and then he held you high. �Someone to play soccer and carry on the Pastore name,�� she stated, trying to imitate his father in a deep and manly voice.
And it brought a smile to the corners of his lips. �Really?�
She nodded. �Really. And you want to know something else?�
Although responsive, he still kept his eyes glued to a focused point on the wall across the way. �What.�
�When you became the MVP of your soccer league and brought home the trophy � do you remember that?�
�Of course.�
�You were thirteen at the time, and your father wept for two days afterwards because he was so proud of you. And he made sure everybody in Rome knew about it, too.�
His smile blossomed. �Really?�
�Oh yeah. And the greatest thing about your father � tears or no tears � is that the men of his unit were willing to follow him to the ends of the Earth because they respected him so much. So you see, Basilio, great men do cry. There�s no shame in that.�
For the first time since viewing the live video feed, he closed his eyes. The afterimage of his father on his knees was still behind the folds of his lids. But now it was somehow acceptable. �He�s really proud of me?�
�He�s very proud of you, Basilio. A father couldn�t ask for a better son. And you couldn�t ask for a better father.�
Basilio broke his gaze and leaned into his mother, who followed through by sweeping her arm around him, and pulled him close. Softly, she kissed the crown of his head. �He�s very proud of you,� she repeated. �And you should be of him.�
Her son continued to lean into her no longer feeling less masculine by doing so, finding salvation in a mother�s hold.
If his father could not serve in the capacity to rescue his family, then it was up to him to do so, he considered. How much prouder would his father be if he saved the lives of his mother and sisters?
How proud would his mother be?
Basilio smiled enough to show the perfect lines of ruler-straight teeth. How proud would they all be?
Raven Rock (Presidential Bunker)
President Jim Burroughs felt bottled up. Topside, with the sky above him a uniform patch of blue and not a cloud to be seen, he took his leisure and walked the compound. The air was clean and crisp. The chill factor was greatly welcomed as he stood along the fence line made of corral posts. Six feet beyond that was a severe drop off.
Dean Hamilton joined him, both men saying nothing but thinking the same thing.
From their vantage point they could see nothing but tree tops as far as the eye can see; the landscape to the horizon nothing but a sea of green. And they soaked it all in, both marveling at the backdrop and wondering if it was to become a poisoned terrain with its seasonal foliages to bear the hues of black timber and ash-gray limbs�
� Or if the subsequent foliages would be known as one continuous period referred to as the �Season of Fallout.�
Neither man wanted to consider the �perhaps� or the �probability� of possibilities.
But nor could it be discarded as improbable either.
The truth was, and both men realized this, that the United States was about to fall victim to nuclear devastation since the atomic blasts at Hiroshima and Nagasaki.
That thought alone pierced both men�s hearts.
With his face taking on the appearance of a man desperately seeking solace, President Burroughs took in a deep breath and released it in an equally long sigh. �I never wanted to be known as the reigning president at the time of a nuclear attack,� he stated. �But, by God, it looks like I�m going to be.�
Dean Hamilton kept his hands deep in his pockets, his vapor breath in the cool air coming in even rhythm. �You�ve got to hang in there, Jim. I have every agent looking into every possible scenario from east to west. The airports are completely covered, all strategic sites are battened down � and even if a device should go off, the damage done should be marginal.�
�Dean, it�s not whether or not damage is done. The point is it would be a devastating blow to the psyche of the American people, if a nuclear weapon went off on U.S. soil. If that should happen, then I want you to tell me what�s going to make the people of this country believe that their government can stop additional nuclear weapons from crossing the border undetected in the future?�
The Attorney General hesitated before giving the politically correct answer. �We tell them what we always tell them,� he said. �We tell them that we�ve shored up the borders.�
�And you expect the people of this country to believe we have the capability to shore up more than ten thousand miles of open boundary?�
Dean said nothing.
�If by the grace of God we don�t happen to catch Hakam and his team, then something like this could go away,� he said, sweeping his arm in indication of the entire landscape. �And if not here, then it�ll be somewhere else.� The president sighed. �Sooner or later someone will get a weapon across and light it up� I just don�t want it to be on my watch.�
�Look at the upside,� said Dean. �Perchenko�s gone and the objective of destroying his black market trade has been achieved. So I don�t think a nuclear weapon will make its way onto American soil anytime soon, now that our foreign constituencies are aware and are working to see that it never happens again.�
�I pray you�re right,� he said. �I honest to God do. Because we both know that nuclear retaliation spells the beginning of the end for us all.�
Other than the sweet warble of a blue jay and the engaging melody of sparrows singing in the surrounding boughs of the pine trees, Hamilton and Burroughs said nothing as a cool breeze caressed them.
With his voice mired in appreciation, the president spoke in reference to the landscape. �It is beautiful, isn�t it?�
Dean nodded. �It is that.�
And for the longest time neither man spoke.
They simply took everything in.
The Chateau Grand Hotel
Los Angeles, California
Angelina Cordova-Vasquez had worked at the Chateau Grand Hotel for eighteen years and never missed a day of work, sick or otherwise. She possessed an elliptical-shaped body with wispy-thin limbs, and a face that was worn and fatigued from too many years of struggling to make it in an economy that was far exceeding her financial means. The signs of stress were becoming obvious as well, the lines on her forehead beginning to widen and deepen. And rarely did she smile.
When she pushed the housekeeping cart along the hotel corridor, she did so with an aged, shuffling gait. As she neared room 616 she noticed the DO NOT DISTURB sign hanging on the doorknob. Yet her cleaning directory was marked as the room being vacant. At first she knocked lightly, then louder, announcing herself as �room cleaning� before slipping the keycard into the slot, the light going green, the lock retracting.
She opened the door. The room was dark. The drapes closed.
�Hello. Room cleaning.�
And then the smell hit her like a tangible blow to the face.
She had never been around the butchering of animals. The slaughtering of meat for the family meal had always been her father�s job in Mexico; the lopping off of the chickens heads before they hit the pot was that of her mother�s. So she never became familiar with the stench of blood or its overwhelming copper scent that assaulted her like a bad aftertaste.
�Room cleaning.� Angelina moved to the drapes and felt for the edges. When she parted them light filled the room as if to spotlight the blood spatters and red drippings. Macabre designs were painted in blood. And the smell of copper and death became too intense for her as her stomach threatened to revolt. In the bathroom a bloodied and clawed hand stuck out over the edge of the tub, frozen, yet positioned in such a way she was sure it would beckon her to come closer to view the prize lying within its well.
Drawing balled fists to the base of her chin, Angelina Cordova-Vasquez let a scream rip from her throat as she raced down the corridor with all the alacrity and speed of youth.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

LAX Airport. 0847 hours
Los Angeles, California
With the exception of the pilot of Shepherd One, the murders of the entire flight crew was completed with deadly efficiency and their positions taken over by Hakam�s team.
In keeping with the specifics of the Alitalia Airline group, Hakam made sure they dressed to uniform specs of the Alitalia Airline crew. Every member of his team wore the designated navy blue pants with red stripes running along the seams, and the stark white short-sleeved shirts bearing the embroidered logo of Alitalia Airlines on the pocket. And because Shepherd One and its crew was exempt from all TSA inspections, all papal baggage was collected and stored in the sublevel beneath the departing gate.
In total, four electric cars were fully loaded with luggage belonging to the pontiff and his staff. On carts One and Two, hidden beneath the soft-shell cases, were the nuclear devices.
Three of Hakam�s team appeared to look like they belonged. In each of their hands they held an electronic notepad and dotted the inventory list with a stylus as they circled the carts. To the two TSA officers who were standing as security, everything appeared to be the norm.
By 9:00 a.m.�� thirty minutes before Pope Pius XIII was to arrive by gubernatorial limo � Hakam, Enzio Pastore, and the members of the Muslim Revolutionary Front appeared in the sublevel, with Captain Pastore summarily dismissing the TSA officers with a simple fanfare of a hand wave, leaving him alone with the MRF.
Each motorized cart was capable of holding two, the driver and passenger, with the carts facing a 900-foot tunnel that led to the executive hangers. Without saying a word, Hakam boarded the passenger side and gestured Enzio to the driver�s seat.
�When we reach Shepherd One,� Hakam told him, �make sure you do not falter, slip, or give any indication to the TSA officers watching over her that something is wrong.�
Enzio said nothing; he merely eased into the driver�s seat.
Hakam turned and looked down the length of the tunnel that passed beneath the tarmac. �If you do, Captain, then your family will die.�
�So you keep saying.�
�And I will keep saying it until you realize what�s at stake every waking moment that you fly Shepherd One. Now move.�
Turning the ignition key and depressing the pedal, the electric cart began to move through a concrete tunnel that was barely wide enough to let the carts pass. Light bulbs stretched along the hallway cast feeble light, and myriad pipes of various diameters and umpteen coats of paint ran along the ceiling before branching off to other sections of the airport�s underworld.
During the drive, Hakam�s shadowlike features shifted in the inconstant lighting as they drove away from the weak luminosity of one bulb, and waxed into the dim light of another. �No matter what happens,� Hakam told him, �you will never alter your planned heading unless I say so. Is that understood?�
The pilot nodded.
�The only reason why you are alive is because I need someone who knows all the intricacies of that plane, such as the flares and all the other wonderful defense mechanisms built into its configuration.�
�Expecting an aerial assault, are you?�
�I plan for every contingency and expect to win at every turn,� he answered. �And what better way to plan for such an event when the pilot of Shepherd One also happens to be one of the best pilots who flew for the Aeronautica Milatare?�
�So you know my background.�
�Like I said, I plan for every contingency with the expectation to win at every turn.�
Reaching the incline that led to the executive hangers, both men remained silent as the carts moved out of the tunnel and onto the sunlit causeway that led to Hanger 11, the storage unit for Shepherd One.
The time was 9:07 a.m., twenty-three minutes away from the pope�s scheduled arrival to the airport. From their vantage point they could see the masses lining up within the cordoned off areas to glimpse upon the pope one last time. All security had been transitioned to the populated areas with law enforcement converging to the points of interest, leaving Hakam�s team to breach the area with minimal opposition.
When they neared the end of the causeway, the carts in perfect alignment like the cars of a train, Enzio headed straight for Hanger 11 with the others in tow, the carts looking diminutive in the shadow of the massive structure.
The building was huge, a half-oval-shaped construction rising fifteen stories high with its outer shell fashioned with steel framing and corrugated tin. The bay doors were open, offering a view of one of the most technological advancements to currently hit the circuit, the Boeing 787-9 Dreamliner, a new and top-of-the-line aircraft.
Although this particular airliner was set for papal excursions and geared with additional equipment designed to keep the pope safe, the similarity in its appearance with others in its fleet made it difficult to target, since this Alitalia airliner looked no different from any other in its line. Like any other plane in Alitalia, Shepherd One sat gleaming with its signature red and green dorsal tail, and a green stripe running along the length of its fuselage.
�She�s a beautiful ship,� Hakam mentioned.
�And what will you do with her? Fly her into a building?�
Hakam shook his head. �Nothing as redundant as that,� he said. �In fact, Captain, I don�t plan to crash her into anything at all.�
As they drove near the hanger doors, they noted two TSA officials standing guard.
�Just do and say all the right things,� said Hakam. �I�ll have my team manage the rest, if necessary.�
Captain Pastore said nothing as he drove into the hanger and parked next to the check-in dais. As required, he proffered the ID cards to the officials for examination. Neither officer gave them much consideration. They simply grabbed the cards and noted the tag numbers on their logging sheets before handing the cards back to Pastore without giving the photos a detailed inspection.
�Thank you, Captain. Will you need any assistance to load the cargo bay?�
Pastore nodded. �We�ll be fine,� he said in accented English. �Thank you.�
�Then have a safe trip back to Rome.�
�We will.�
After the officers called into the command post to inform them that the pope�s crew had arrived, they were immediately dispatched to alternative points to bolster security.
�And what if they had checked the photo ID�s?� asked Pastore.
�Then my team would have killed them and their bodies would have been placed on board Shepherd One. But the one thing that is a given in this country, Captain, is American complacency. Right now they should be praying to their God for thankfulness.�
Hakam exited his cart, his team exiting theirs, and stood before the massive plane and examined the aircraft to its full incredible height, each man craning his head upward as if watching the slow trajectory of a rocket.
�We need to get inside,� said Hakam. �Now.�
The time was 9:16 a.m.
The pope was minutes away.
* * *
Kimball Hayden sat in the gubernatorial limo alongside Pope Pius XIII. The trailing vehicles, three black SUV�s, transported the additional members of the Holy See.
Kimball stared out at the Los Angeles skyline, taking in everything he once took for granted. The graffiti strewn bridges and cement overpasses, the congestion and constant tie-ups, the haze of pollution that hovered above the city like a tarnished crown would seem bleak and hollow to most. But to Kimball it was home, a place he missed, his self-exile making him a criminal to his country and to his conscience.
Once he left the limo to aid the pope aboard Shepherd One, he would have to wear his scarlet beret bearing the emblem of the Vatican Knights, and a neat pair of shades. Most likely nobody would notice a forgotten man once renowned as an elite assassin in the covert circle of the White House staff, namely the president of the United States. But if he should be discovered, would he become targeted to keep matters quiet? Since Kimball didn�t know the current political mindset, he couldn�t answer his own considerations. Nor did he want to assume that all would be forgiven or forgotten, since he was a wealth of black information of past administrations.
�You miss it, don�t you?� asked the pope.
Kimball eased away from the window and donned his sunglasses. His scarlet beret was folded into the shoulder strap of his specially designed cleric�s shirt. �I do,� he answered. �It�s my home.�
�As much of a great service you provide the Vatican, Kimball, we still recognize the fact that God has given you free will to choose whatever it is you want.�
�What I want and what I must do are two separate things,� he stated somberly. �Right now the Church is where I belong. I leave this behind because I choose to.�
The pope smiled, his features looking upon Kimball in a paternal gesture. �You�re a good man, Kimball. I know you seek the Light of Forgiveness for things you have done in the past.�
�It�s hard,� he said. �I can never seem�� His words trailed.
�What? See an actual blinding light at the end of a tunnel?� The pontiff leaned forward and placed his hand on Kimball�s forearm. �The Light, Kimball, is not just �The Light.� It�s also the Light of Enlightenment. You have seen the ways of your past and are in conflict by trying to fill the void with contriteness. To me, Kimball, your repentance is that Light of Forgiveness.� He retracted his hand. �Although you may feel that you have not found It� I believe It may have found you.�
Kimball turned toward the pope, not knowing if he was silently casting judgment against him for what he truly was, an assassin. �I killed two children,� he said as if it was common knowledge.
The pope briefly closed his eyes and nodded his acknowledgement. �And if you hadn�t, how many more people would you have killed by now?�
Kimball did not reply. He turned his gaze to the passing landscape.
�Those two children became your saviors,� he added. �And their deaths served to make you change your life. Their deaths were not in vain, Kimball.�
Kimball thought otherwise. �Then why do I see their faces every time I fall asleep. There�s never an escape.�
�All I can say, Kimball, is that your service to the Church is invaluable and you have proved your worth to God time and again. You have committed yourself to saving the lives of good people.�
And Kimball thought: As an assassin I was killing despots and international tyrants who threatened the sovereignty of the United States � and by doing so I was saving the lives of good people, as well. So what�s the difference? That I do the same exact thing for the Church in the name of God instead of the Holy American Empire? People are still dying by my hand, only this time it�s viewed as acceptable under the scrutiny of God instead of the acceptable examination of a reigning politician. Only the request for doing so was far less in demand. It was kind of like� Meet the new boss, same as the old boss, type of thing.
�I feel totally lost within myself,� he finally said. �I feel� confused.�
�Sometimes a person needs more than faith, Kimball, since faith alone does not get a man by despite what you may have heard. Sometimes men, all men, need something more.�
Kimball faced him. The man looked daunting wearing his shades. �And that would be?�
�That Vatican has a battalion of psychologists for a reason,� he answered. �And there�s no shame or weakness in seeing one. In fact, I highly recommend it.�
Kimball gave a perceptible nod. He was more than willing to try anything in order to vanquish the demons in his sleep.
Staring out the window with LAX in view, Kimball wondered if he would ever gravitate away from the extreme violence that seemed so much part of his life.
He would soon get his answer.
And the answer would be no.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The dimensions of the 787-9 Dreamliner are that it�s 206 feet long and 56 feet high, with a cargo volume of 5,400 cubic feet. Its configurative measurement is a little more than two-thirds of a football field and stands nearly as tall as a six-story building. It had taken Hakam�s team less than ten minutes to load the cargo bay, which seemed to extend impossibly long in either direction from the center of the fuselage. Crates and packaged goods were tethered down with straps. However, as scantily loaded as the bay was, there remained so much available space that whenever anyone spoke, their words would echo throughout the cargo area.
Fashioned between a series of crates were the two nuclear armaments. The two cases separated by no more than two meters, and were securely fastened to the floor by vacuum cups and bonded seals to assure that nothing could lift them from their anchored positions. If separated manually, then the central processing unit would immediately recognize the movement as antagonistic and initiate the detonation sequence.
After securing the cases, Hakam stood back and appraised the units. Although separated, each would accept the other as a single element with a six-kiloton yield, once he instructed the CPU with a shared command to detonate simultaneously.
Removing the BlackBerry from the inner lining of his Alitalia Airline jacket, he began to type in a series of passwords on the keypad to create the ten characters needed in the display window, the �one true password to initiate the weapons. Once completed, and with the password now appearing on the screen as a blinking declaration to commence, he pressed the �SEND� button.
Immediately the units began to work as one, the CPU�s recognizing the frequency which instructed the detonation pins to activate and remain expectant for the final sequence. Once done, he began to type in a second arrangement of characters, this time for the altimeters. After Hakam pressed the �SEND� button, nothing special happened. The altimeters windows remained blank. But Hakam knew the altimeters would not respond until they reached an altitude of twenty-five thousand feet. Once engaged, then the plane could never land, since the altimeters were set to go off automatically once Shepherd One reached the descending altitude of ten thousand feet.
Placing the BlackBerry into the inner lining of his jacket, Hakam became aware that he had fallen behind schedule. The pope was arriving, and Shepherd One needed to be taxied onto the runway since the airspace was closed.
Quickly, he made his way down the lengthy fuselage and to the stairway that led him to the upper level.
Behind him, the packages silently ticked on with the promise of death.
* * *
Every exit leading in and out of the Chateau Grand Hotel was battened down tight. Guests were not allowed to leave. Employees remained on the clock. And law enforcement interrogated every available employee and guest with a volley of questions.
Did you see anyone?
Did you hear anything?
Are there any security surveillance tapes?
Etcetera�
So far, everything was coming up blank.
In room 616, investigators from the Los Angeles Police Department took careful study as the Crime Scene Analysts combed the area for trace elements and latent prints.
When Investigators Marty Cardasian and Joey Bardaggio entered the room, it was like stepping into a black museum. Macabre patterns of blood splatter covered the walls and ceiling, and the smell of copper continued to hang in the air with the thickness of humidity. It was a difficult place to wade through as investigators made their way to the bathroom where the bloodied and clawed hand of the deceased extended over the tub�s edge.
Cardasian was tall and gangly and a husk of his former self. Twenty-five years ago when he entered the force as a rookie, he was full of the typical bravado and enthusiasm that usually accompanied someone who often romances the ideas of law enforcement by seeing himself as someone who could single handedly change the streets of a city growing decadent by the day. But over time his face had become long and jaded from partaking in too many tragedies that held the promise of more to come. And now when he walked he did so in a stoop, his body bowing in the shape of a question mark. The reality of life had hit him hard.
Bardaggio, however, learned to desensitize himself and left the pressures of life at work when he went home a night. And that is why he � and two years older than Cardasian � looked much younger with a marginally youthful appearance, lean shape, and hair that was thick and full.
When they entered the bathroom they observed the victim with mutual indifference. Within the yellowing pool of light they could see that the victim�s skin had marbled as he laid there with an eye slightly opened, as if to spy a glimpse of the path Death was taking him. And his throat, a grisly display, was in terrible ruin, the flesh surrounding the straight-lined gash paring back in a horrible grimace, as the blood within the crease glistened like black tar.
�Got two tickets to the Dodgers game for next Saturday,� said Bardaggio. �And they�re burning a hole in my pocket. Interested?�
Cardasian shook his head. �Got plans,� he said. The tall man got to a bended knee, his ligaments cracking � another testament to his aging limbs � and measured the victim with a seasoned eye. �Straight line across the throat,� he commented. �And�� He snapped on a pair of rubber gloves, the type surgeons wear, the ones that fit like a membrane, and carefully positioned the victim�s head until the deceased was looking away, the rear of his neck exposed. �Take a look at this.�
A ligature mark that didn�t bite through the flesh but left a bruise was apparent.
�Strangulation,� Bardaggio remarked. �And not from a cord, either.�
Cardasian stood up. �More like a garrote.�
�A professional hit?�
�It appears that way.� The taller man removed the gloves and pocketed them, the gloves to be discarded later. �We know anything about this guy?�
Bardaggio nodded. �All we know right now is that his name is Mario Morgenessi, an Italian national whose room was billed to the Vatican account, which makes us believe he was part of the Papal Symposium. But we�re trying to verify that.�
Cardasian took a position at the doorway between the bath and hotel room, the analysts canvassing and cataloguing every piece of evidence as he watched them. For nearly two decades he had analyzed and conceived his own theories based on �similarity� styles of murder. And in the case of Mario Morgenessi, such brutally often wagered in as a signature for a passion killing. The excessive gore often a telltale sign. But for someone like Morgenessi whose duty was to the pope and had no American affiliations, left Cardasian scratching his head. It definitely was not robbery. So why take the time to kill the man so viciously? �Are there any other rooms billed to the Vatican account?� he finally asked.
�Five,� said Bardaggio. �But the rooms were vacated early this morning.�
�Are you sure? Like this room was supposed to be � before the maid found Mr. Morgenessi here?�
Point made!
Bardaggio immediately forwarded a call to hotel management, asking them to allow all rooms billed to the Vatican account to be checked.
What they would find would make Cardasian�s world a little clearer, a little sicker, causing him to age a little bit older.
* * *
The pope�s limousine and trailing entourage entered a pre-designated entry point of LAX Airport that bypassed a sea of people gathering at the gates. Yet the course granted the people a marginal view of the pontiff from a cordoned-off distance.
As the limo and accompanying SUV�s quickly crossed the tarmac, the people amassed a fantastic cheer. Signs and banners waved in comprehensive support as people wept or prayed or looked upon the man with adulation. It was simply a glorification of a man who promised hope.
When the limousine curbed itself beside the mobile stairway, Pope Pius XIII exited the vehicle and raised a hand in salutation, marking the masses with a papal blessing by giving the sign-of-the-cross, which incited further applause.
Standing head and shoulders above the rest and wearing his scarlet beret and sunglasses, Kimball gently cupped the pontiff by the elbow and began to escort him toward the first step of the mobile staircase. With caution, Pope Pius XIII grabbed the railing and began his climb.
* * *
Hakam and his team watched the pope make his way to the base of the stairway and respond to the masses. From their vantage of the aircraft�s windows, every man could feel his heart palpitate against the rack of his ribs. In life they had fought in significant battles � had bled and wept over fallen comrades. And they had felt the virginal tremors of going into battle the moment they first laid their hands on a rifle. But this was different. What they felt was closure. Going into battle against insurgent forces meant they could live to fight another day. But this was conclusive. This time they were going to surrender their lives and enter Paradise. And never again spy upon the faces of loved ones.
For them this was their final journey as soldiers, but a new beginning toward martyrdom.
At that moment, Hakam closed his eyes and took in a deep breath. Once Shepherd One became airborne and hit the twenty-five thousand-foot mark, then he would have all the leverage necessary to consummate the final thrust of Jihad.
It would be the start of a glorious victory, he thought. The beginning of the end.
Easing away from the window, Hakam placed a hand on the lever that would allow the door to open to the top tier of the mobile staircase. �I�m proud of you,� he told his team. �And no man could ask for a better unit than what I have in all of you. Simply acknowledge in your heart by knowing what you do will make you all blessed in the heart of Allah.� Glancing over the faces of his team he sighted their stoicism, as well as the deeply rooted fear all men possessed when knowing their lives were about to come to a violent end. �Allahu Akbar,� he finally said.
And then collectively from his unit: �Allahu Akbar.� Allah is the greatest.
Without further consideration Hakam pulled down the lever and opened the door, giving access to the pope who ascended the stairway with the aid of one of the largest men he had ever seen.
* * *
Although like any other airliner within its fleet, the Dreamliner 787-9 was far more luxurious and appealing than any other jumbo jet in the sky. The double-aisled aircraft held far more room for its passengers and provided a more attractive surrounding with soft-cushioned seats that reclined at an angle similar to a poolside lounger, and a 13� flat-screen TV that angled downward from the overhead bin. In the rear was a state-of-the-art kitchen with infrared heating ovens instead of microwaves; a cooling vault for wine, beer and soda; and an elevator that led to a stocked pantry on the lower level. The bathrooms were larger, more eloquent and less cramped. And in keeping with Italian convention, the clam-shaped sinks and countertops were fashioned with veined marble and antique-styled fixtures.
From beyond the cockpit door Hakam watched the bishops of the Holy See take their seats, but held more interest in the pope and his personal valet. They sat in the first row, the pope removing his miter, the equivalent of a king�s crown, and carefully placed it on the seat to his left while the valet took the seat to his right. For cosmetics the pope adorned the tribunal wear of the alb, tunicle, pallium and lappet. But the valet brought attention to himself by wearing an odd configuration of religious attire. Although his cleric shirt was to code and specs and the Roman collar stark white, his slacks were military wear with his pant legs blossoming out from the top of military boots. On the pocket of his shirt was an emblem: a blue shield bearing a silver cross with two heraldic lions supporting it. A coat of arms, which no other priest on board had.
A red flag immediately surfaced in Hakam�s mind.
The valet was perhaps six six, two hundred fifty pounds. The considerable thickness of his arms, as well as the wide breadth of his shoulders and massive chest, gave Hakam concern. Regardless of how pious this man may be, he was nevertheless a threat by size alone.
Are you a body guard� or are you something more?
As Hakam stood there examining Kimball, he noted the Roman collar around his neck, the collar of a Catholic priest.
You�re no man of God, he finally considered. And you�re no priest.
The moment he looked away from the collar Hakam was met by Kimball�s gaze, their eyes locking in appraisal of one another from a short distance. Neither man smiled or betrayed their thoughts. And both refused to flinch or concede.
You�re no priest, Hakam reassured himself. And then he forfeited his stance by feigning a smile, and disappeared into the cockpit.
* * *
Kimball sat to the right of Pope Pius, the size differential between them the complete antithesis of two men, the proverbial David and Goliath.
For an odd moment he visually connected with the co-pilot, a brief measure of time that spelled something peculiar, but nothing he could pin down with certainty. But it was enough to raise a concern.
�Is a different crew taking us back?� he asked the pope.
The pope nodded. �I saw Enzio in the cockpit when we boarded.�
�But is a different crew taking us back?�
�Sometimes one specialized crew will switch out for another during a lengthy trip,� he said, �so that others can return to their families. And we�ve been away for awhile.� He turned toward Kimball. �Why?�
Kimball did not respond. Instead, he studied the stewards who served the bishops with smiles on their faces and congeniality in their eyes. They were not the same crew. �It seems to me this is a different team,� he said.
The pope shrugged. �It very well may be.�
It very well may be, Kimball mentally parroted. But something�s very, very different here.
And then it hit him. The marginally darker skin tone, the facial features � it was all quite reminiscent. They were of Middle-Eastern origin.
�Oh, no,� he whispered.
* * *
Hakam quickly retreated into the cockpit and hunkered close to the pilot. Captain Enzio Pastore ignored him as he meticulously checked the switches and toggles.
�Get this thing moving,� said Hakam.
�We need clearance, first.�
�Then get it. I want this thing in the air.�
As Enzio spoke to the tower through a lip mike asking for the authorization to takeoff, Hakam grabbed a laptop that had been placed on the Navigation Station, and plugged a phone line from the back of the computer to a USB port on the navigational board. He quickly booted the laptop, until the screen bore the emblem of the managing software, then closed the lid.
�From this point on, Captain Enzio, you will maintain your heading to Dulles. And you will not alter our course under any circumstances unless I say so. If you choose to do so,� he tapped the top of the laptop, �then you will see firsthand what will happen to your family. Have you ever seen a beheading?�
Enzio did not answer. Nor did Hakam expect one. Hakam simply wanted to plant a seed in the captain�s mind that the fate of his family depended on his forced loyalty to him. Anything else would result in the executions of his wife and children.
�We have clearance,� he finally said.
�Then bring this thing about and get us in the air. At what attitude are we scheduled to level off at?�
�Thirty-three thousand feet.�
Hakam nodded: Perfect!
* * *
Kimball maintained a disturbed appearance, his hand massaging the curvature of his chin in thought as he watched the stewards� buckle in. The moment the plane hitched and began its movement to the takeoff lane, Kimball quickly unbuckled his seatbelt and stood.
The pope reached out and placed a hand over the thick girth of Kimball�s forearm. �We�re you going?� he asked. �The plane is about to take off.�
�I need to see Enzio about something.�
�I believe he�s somewhat busy at the moment. Can�t it wait?�
He looked up and saw all the faces of the stewards looking at him, their eyes making him the focal point of the moment. �No,� he said, drawing his arm away. �It can�t.�
Kimball moved at a quickened pace but was intercepted by a steward who stood from his seat and placed a halting hand on Kimball�s chest. �Please, sir. The plane�s about to takeoff. You need to take your seat.�
Kimball looked down on the man, who was about eight inches shorter, and saw the practiced smile of feigned geniality. His eyes were a deep chocolate, the flesh surrounding them sunken and dark.
�It won�t take long,� he said, and then made a move to pass the smaller man only for the steward to block his path once again.
�Please, sir, I have to insist��
Kimball grabbed the steward�s hand and bent his fingers backward, driving the man to his knees. �Let�s put it this way,� said Kimball. �Stand in my way again, and I�ll personally see that you won�t be playing the piano anytime soon. Get it? Got It? Good.� Kimball released the steward�s fingers and headed for the cockpit, with the man kneeling on the floor cradling his hand.
The steward, with a painful grimace on his face, managed to work the garrote from his watch and pulled the line taut between his hands, working his injured fingers over its ends. Let me show you what I use my fingers for, he thought, and then he got to his feet.
* * *
The co-pilot Kimball made eye contact with earlier was sitting at the Navigation Station. A closed laptop was situated on the topside of the Navigation Station and to the man�s left.
�Can I help you?� asked the co-pilot in flawless Italian.
Kimball had to duck to enter the cockpit. The man maintained the same physical traits as the stewards � that of a darker complexion than their Italian counterparts and a total physiological difference in facial feature, more Middle Eastern. Although Kimball eyeballed the co-pilot with a steely gaze, he spoke to the captain.
�Enzio, you need to turn this plane around and head back to the gate.�
The co-pilot cocked his head. This man was speaking English, apparently an American. �I don�t think that�s a possibility right now,� he returned, his English as equally as flawless as his Italian.
�Enzio, stop the plane.�
But the pilot ignored him. Instead, he forwarded the throttle to pick up speed as they taxied toward the runway.
�Did you hear me, Enzio?�
The pilot nodded, his eyes focused on the moving landscape. �I can�t.�
The co-pilot appeared no more than a man in his late teens, his face bearing the fresh-scrubbed look of a choir boy. �Sir, please, if you take your seat��
�Who the hell are you?�
An awkward silence passed in the cockpit before the co-pilot spoke softly into his lip mike, an order, and definitely in Arab.
Kimball immediately grabbed the man and pulled him close enough to smell the rosewater, the cleansing liquid of martyrs. �Stop the plane, Enzio. I�m not going to tell you again.�
�I can�t,� he said more astringently. �If I do, they will kill my family.�
Kimball turned to him. �They have your family?�
Enzio nodded, never once taking his eyes off the course. �This animal has threatened to behead my wife and children if I don�t comply with their wishes.�
Kimball turned back to the co-pilot. �Who are you?�
�Let go of me.�
Kimball tightened his grasp around the smaller man�s collar, and cinched the fabric until it threatened to choke Hakam. �Who� are� you?�
Hakam was barely on his toes, the tips of his feet seeking purchase as Kimball held him slightly aloft. �I could ask the same of you,� he answered, looking at the Roman collar around Kimball�s neck. �It�s obvious to me you�re no priest.�
The material around Hakam�s throat grew tighter.
�In fact, I would say that you�re a very skilled soldier.�
�You�re boring me,� said Kimball.
Hakam held his hands out to his sides in supplication. �It�s certainly not my intention to,� he said. And then, �And you�re not a member of the Swiss Guard, since you�re American.� He tilted his head in study. �Curious.�
Kimball lowered the man to his feet and pressed him to the cockpit wall. �And what did you plan to do? Crash Shepherd One into another building? Use the pope as a bargaining tool?�
�Nothing as mundane as that,� he answered.
�Then what?�
They looked each other straight in the eyes, neither man balking, their faces inches apart.
�Release me,� said Hakam. It was not a request, but an order.
�You�re lucky I don�t snap your pencil neck.�
�If you don�t release me within the next ten seconds, then your pope will be dead.�
Kimball hesitated.
�I�m not kidding,� said Hakam. �Right now, at this moment, I have a man with a garrote wrapped neatly around Pius�s throat. If you wait much longer, then you will be held responsible for the death of the pontiff when you had the chance to back off. Now you have five seconds.�
Kimball responded by grabbing the scruff of the smaller man�s collar and ushered him quickly from the cockpit and to the First-Class cabin. When they rounded the bend, Kimball saw the steward he confronted standing in the aisle behind the pope�s seat leaning over with a garrote drawn around the pontiff�s neck, the cord threatening to bite deep into the flesh and draw blood.
�Now you see what my fingers can do,� he told him, tightening the cord which forced the pontiff to ease himself slightly off the seat.
�If you hurt the pontiff, then I hurt him.� Kimball lifted Hakam off his feet and held him up as if displaying a doll.
�There is no stalemate here,� Hakam said. �If you hurt or kill me, then the pope dies, and someone will carry on in my place and the mission will go on. If the pilot deviates from his course, then his family will die as well.�
Kimball debated with himself for a brief moment before lowering the man to his feet, his hand still gripping the back of Hakam�s collar.
�Now release me.�
Against his better judgment Kimball released Hakam, who swiftly drew distance between them.
�As you can see, you never had a chance� Or a choice.�
Kimball looked around the cabin and spotted the stewards flanking him with their Glocks leveled. The faces of the bishops were tormented and frightened, none of them understanding the reality of the moment. Yet with the constant turning of their heads to take it all in, he could see they were trying to comprehend.
�I was hoping we wouldn�t have come to this point until we reached Dulles,� Hakam said. �But you don�t leave me with any choice.� In Arabic, he ordered three team members to take Kimball to the rear by the kitchenette and tie him down. �And leave one man to guard him at all times.�
As Shepherd One finally made its way onto takeoff lane, Kimball was escorted to the rear of the plane and secured to a seat with plastic ties binding his wrists to the armrests.
Inside the cockpit Hakam buckled himself into the navigator�s seat and looked out over the long stretch of runway, leading to the east.
Over the audio, Shepherd One was finally giving the green light.
Enzio did not hesitate. He forced the throttles forward, engaged the pedal, and held the yolk steady. As the jumbo jet picked up speed, the landscape passing by in a blur, he lifted the yolk and the airplane began to ascend at a steady pace.
And Hakam closed his eyes. Allahu Akbar, he told himself. Allah is the greatest.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

They had lost all concept of time. The only way Basilio, his mother and sisters could tell the difference between night and day, was the change in humidity. Tolerable levels meant night; unbearable, day.
Basilio watched his mother lying on the mattress on the floor with her arms enfolding her daughters, pulling them into an embrace. Although their eyes were closed, he was not convinced they were actually asleep.
With his back against the corrugated tin wall and his knees drawn up into acute angles against his chest, Basilio determined the time to be night, since his skin was no longer tacky with sweat. Now he had the cover of darkness.
Grabbing the metal framing, Basilio hoisted himself to his feet. For more than a day he had searched for structural weaknesses such as a fissure in the wall or a loose rivet. But he found nothing. And then he turned ceilingward, his eyes fixing on the pilings of tin sheets not riveted to the crisscross of metal framing. The corrugated slabs of tin were weighted there, resting on top of one another, loosely.
After glancing at his mother with a momentary look, Basilio quietly began to climb the metal framework, the framing itself providing good foot- and handholds.
�Basilio?� His mother sounded tired, as if on the boundary between wake and sleep. �What are you doing?�
Basilio ignored her, one hand striving upward for a metal framing while his foot sought for the purchase of a metal foothold, each action propelling him upward.
�Basilio?� And then more harshly, a loud whisper to capture his attention. �Basilio.�
He turned and looked downward, his limbs spread across the framework like an insect frozen while in the middle of scaling the wall.
�Get down here,� she ordered. �Now.�
He nodded. �If I don�t do something, then we will die. You know that.�
�Basilio, please.�
�Mama, if papa were here��
�You�re not your father,� she interjected. But to Basilio it sounded more like a criticism, the tone of her words biting painfully deep. �Basilio, please. Even your father would not do this, if he was here. He would use better judgment.�
�Papa would never sit by and wait for his family to die.� He turned and began to climb, one hand over the other, his feet finding the ridge of the framing, and pushed himself upward.
�Basilio, please.� Now she sounded desperate. �Basilio!�
At the top he placed the flat of his palm against the tin sheets and tested its weight by pushing. Nothing, the piled sheets were too heavy. So he moved to his left, and then to his right, testing, pushing, looking for a weakness, finding nothing. Watching him carefully with her hands nervously fisted against her chest, his mother realized the futility of her appeals.
At the rear edge of the wall, when a tin sheet lifted beneath his efforts, Basilio hesitated as if caught off guard. A moment later he lifted the tin sheet, his arm and shoulder straining with effort, the cords of his neck sticking out, as he carefully lifted and deposited the sheet to a point that gave him marginal access to slip through.
Looking down at his mother, he assured her would return with help before the sun was up.
�Basilio, please. They�ll kill you.� Tears were streaking down her cheeks, the courses of wetness shining silver from the minimal light filtering through the hole.
�Please, Mama, you know I have to do this.�
Reluctantly, she nodded. Another rites-of-passage for a boy becoming a man, she considered. She just didn�t think she would have to let go of him so soon.
Quietly, Basilio was through the access and gone. And then there were the slight footfalls traversing along the metal sheets overhead before they disappeared.
Basilio was on foot.
* * *
Kimball was strapped to the armrests of a seat in the rear of the plane by common plastic ties, not flexcuffs. Flexcuffs needed cutters to free the subject because escape was virtually impossible. Plastic ties, on the other hand, were far more doable to break or bend or squeeze through since they were the industrial ties used to bind the trash bags after a commercial flight. Nevertheless, the ties that bound him were cinched so tight they chafed the flesh around his wrists until the pins-and-needles effect raced along both arms. The blood flow was becoming stymied.
To his left, buckled into his seat across the aisle, was his captor, a man with hardened features and eyes as black as a midnight sky. The man did not register Kimball at all. He merely sat with his eyes forward as the plane ascended at a thirty-five degree angle.
With his opposing hand that was shielded from the view of his guard, Kimball began to work the wrist of his right hand to break the binding tie. But the tie did not break or give. In fact, the industrial ties turned out to be a high-grade quality, which concerned Kimball. The pins-and-needles effect was dramatically increasing, meaning the blood flow of fresh oxygenation was decreasing. Soon his muscles would weaken and desist function altogether, rendering his limbs useless.
Immediately he began to flex the fingers of both hands, trying to stimulate blood flow. It was not working, his arms starting to take on that �falling asleep� effect. And then he worked his right wrist against the sharp edges of the tie, slicing the flesh, his blood providing a lubricant.
He continued to work his wrist back and forth, cutting, chaffing, slicing, red rivulets running and soaking into the fabric of the cushioned armrest. And then he began to torque his hand in such a way that the motion of trying to free himself nearly cost his flesh to peel back in a sickening avulsion. But Kimball had no choice. His limbs were growing weaker, the muscles starving for oxygen.
In an effort to free himself Kimball pulled back and his blood-slicked hand slipped free. Immediately he could feel the blood rushing back into his hand, which had grown cold and blue, as well as the accompanying heat that coursed through every minuscule fiber and nerve ending.
The problem was he still had one hand to go, a hand that was beginning to blacken under the constraints of the tie � his left hand, which was within his captor�s eyeshot.
If seen, Kimball chanced a bullet to the brain. But then again, Kimball determined he was marked for death anyway.
They all were.
He knew he needed to make a move and make it quick.
And then it happened.
Instead of making a move, the move made him.
* * *
The moment Kimball slipped his hand free of the binding tie, Shepherd One achieved a milestone: It had reached the point of no return.
The plane ascended at a constant grade and reached a level of twenty-four thousand feet, the atmospheric pressure reaching 5.45 pounds-per-square inch, when the pressure at sea level is 14.7 pounds-per-square inch. The moment Shepherd One reached the twenty-five-thousand-foot level, then the altimeters in the payloads would sense the radical pressure change, and initiate a one-time signal to the mother boards that would immediately recognize the additional memory space used, and engage the nuclear weaponry as �activated.� Adversely, however, once Shepherd One reached the descending altitude of ten thousand feet, the altimeters would again measure the change in atmospheric pressure, recognize the conditions of the new altitude change, and begin to deliberately shut themselves off. Once the mother board recognizes the shutoff connection and sudden loss of memory, the devices would, by program design, acknowledge the immediate change, and detonate within a nanosecond of the shut-off point.
In the cockpit, as the aircraft rose, Hakam never took his eyes off the cockpit altimeter. The moment the aircraft reached 25,000 feet, he visualized the weapons activation, could sense them being born.
And in all his praises to Allah, he never felt so complete or contented.
Al-Khatib Hakam, born in Dearborn, Michigan, had succeeded.
And in his mind�s eye he could imagine what was going on one level below him.
In the cargo bay the payloads began to whine in a high-pitch resonance, the computers accepting the sudden immergence of its online resuscitation before tapering off to a mild hum. If Shepherd One should ever fall below the ten-thousand-foot mark, then the payloads would go off in a six-kiloton flash of white-hot fire and devastation.
Shepherd One was rigged to never land again.
And al-Khatib Hakam was pleased.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Perugia, Italy.
Basilio was wrong.
After jumping to the concrete landing from the height of his holding cell, he landed in the shadows out of view of a guard, who sat beneath the cone of feeble light cast from a bulb that dangled from a length of chain. The man appeared to be sleeping, his eyes closed. But when the man raised his hand to scratch the skin hidden beneath a heavy thatch of bearded growth along his chin, he knew the guard was only resting.
With his heart hammering against the rack of his ribs and his blood throbbing against the temples of his skull, Basilio moved quietly down the corridor and away from the guard.
At the end of corridor was a stairwell, which led to a massive room that had once been an assembly line of a major plant. Old antiquated machinery still marked the floors as rusted hulks too cumbersome to move and not worth salvaging. Overhead, the ceiling held myriad holes, some gaping from where it caved in, the broken pieces lying scattered across the floor as rotted chunks of wood, plaster and glass. The plant had been abandoned for decades.
Oh no!
Through the gaping holes he saw patches of blue from a daytime sky. What he thought would be the shelter of darkness was not. He had simply misjudged his timing by relying on his barometric sense, thinking that low humidity meant night. It was simply a cool day.
Basilio kept his head on a swivel, moving from one shadow to the next, often seeking the cover of dead machinery.
From above the birds alit quietly on the overhead beams, watching. Everyone once in a while one would lift its wing and preen itself. But they mostly studied Basilio without sentiment.
And then it occurred to him: The plant was too quiet. One would think that in an area so large voices would surely carry or footfalls would echo.
But there was nothing.
Suddenly the birds took flight and landed on a neighboring beam, as if to acquire a better view. The unexpected noise of their wings flapping caused Basilio to start.
Immediately he looked up, looked at the birds, and then felt the cold muzzle of an assault weapon pressing against the base of his skull.
�Stand up,� the voice said. It was deep and menacing. �Or I will kill you right where you kneel. It�s your choice, kid.�
Basilio no longer hunkered behind the colossal machinery, but slowly got to his feet raising his hands in submission. He had failed his family, his father. Now he had failed himself.
�Turn around.�
Basilio did so, slowly, his eyes on the verge of tears as his mind raced with the terrible thought of his life coming to an end.
The man holding the weapon was large and extremely muscular; his shirt threatening to split at the seams. His features were monkey-like with a broad, flat nose, and a brow that sloped in a simian sort of way. �Yeah, well, nice try, kid.� Al-Rashad then struck Basilio hard across the face and split his lip, the blow driving Basilio to the floor. Then in a quick and fluid motion, al-Rashad reached down and ripped the shirt right off of the boy�s back.
* * *
She had been ringing her hands since Basilio left and paced the room like a caged feline. If she had the athleticism, grace or agility, she would have climbed after him and brought him back down.
Even if Basilio was trying to find himself, she would not have allowed him to take such a risk.
The lock in the door began to click, the noise reverberating throughout the room as the bolt began to retract.
A large man with incredibly broad shoulders and massive arms had to duck to enter the room. In his hands was a bloodied shirt; Basilio�s shirt.
Saying nothing, the man tossed the shirt in her face and left the room, the lock moving back into position after the door closed.
She could smell the scent of her son on the shirt; feel the wetness of fresh blood.
And in agony that was all consuming, Vittoria Pastore cried out in a horrible wail that echoed throughout the entire plant.
* * *
Kimball hardly determined the matter to be that of divine intervention. He simply chalked it up to one man�s panic.
In one of the forwarding rows, a bishop from the Holy See began to cry nonsensically, his words a rambling series of pleas to God as he tried to leave his seat with a disturbing preoccupation to his eyes, not realizing what he was doing. Other bishops reached up and tried to force him back down. But the bishop�s ramblings became more intense, more agitated, which brought the ire of the Muslim Revolutionary Front, who raised their weapons and ordered the man to take a seat or take a bullet.
When the bishop did not obey the screams of the terrorists heightened, as if their sharp inflections would have more affect. They did not. The bishop moved along the seats mumbling, his eyes totally detached from reality, his lips crying out �why� and �how� this could be happening. Why was such a pious man as he being punished? Did he not live by the Lord�s doctrines?
Immediately, the Muslim Revolutionary Front gathered around the bishop, including the one guarding Kimball, with their Glocks directed on the panicked man. With intensity they cried out in Arabic, their orders going unheeded as alarm began to set. The bishop tried to scale his seat in order to get to the rear of Shepherd One, away from the terrorists and their guns, away from reality and toward a false sense of salvation.
With one leg looped over the back of the seat, the bishop managed to fall over into the subsequent row, and then scrambled for the next seat to mount. The man was getting closer to the plane�s rear the hard way. The moment he raised his head he was bludgeoned, his world going dark, his lips silenced, the bishop rendered unconscious with a blow from the barrel of a Glock.
After the bishop was secured, the guard who had been watching over Kimball returned to his seat at the rear of the plane. However, when he got there Kimball was gone. The only things left in his place were a tie left on the seat, and a bloodied tie still attached to the armrest.
* * *
After Kimball Hayden freed himself from his binds, he immediately went aft to the kitchen area. To his right, next the door of the wine vault was the elevator. Although narrow for the wide breadth of his shoulders, Kimball managed to fit inside and pushed the button to the lower level of L-1, trying to form an agenda in his mind.
For his entire life he had always been in control, always knew which direction he wanted to go in. But there was no military text, outline, or step-by-step directions describing how to take out a group of terrorists on a plane leveled at thirty-three thousand feet.
At L-1 he found himself in a well-stocked pantry, and then locked the elevator in place. At the small stainless steel sink he ran his injured wrist under tepid water, the blood diluting to a pinkish fluid as it spiraled down the drain. Flexing his fingers and massaging his wrist, he could feel the warmth returning, the effects of pins-and-needles subsiding. Soon he would have full mobility of his hand.
After shutting off the water, he placed his hands on the sink and leaned forward with his eyes closed, his mind trying to find a way to neutralize the situation. There was no doubt they would come looking for him. And no doubt he would be ready. He had counted six able men who were armed. He on the other hand had nothing but his combat skills, which would take him far. But in the end he would be no match against a hollow point, if one should find its mark.
Leaving the pantry area, Kimball found himself standing before a flimsy door that led to the baggage area. It was locked. So with a powerful forward thrust of his left hand, he struck the door and broke the latch, causing the door to hang drunkenly from a single hinge.
Inside the cargo bay marginal light filtered in through the porthole windows, illuminating the baggage area which seemed impossibly long, given that he was standing in the jet�s aft area looking forward. Stepping into the hold, Kimball found himself with ample space. Reaching up, he could not touch the floor of the level above him. On both sides he had the wide expanse of the airplane. The problem was that it was too ample, too wide open, leaving little place to hide with the exception of a few tethered crates and strewn baggage. The entire level was simply too hollow and possessed few shadows to hide in. Perhaps on the lower level, he thought, perhaps on L-2, he could make a stand against his enemies.
He quickly made his way through the luggage hold and callously tossed aside some bags, searching for his own. On the bottom of the pile he found what he was looking for, a specifically modified piece of luggage with a molded interior to safely keep his hardware safe. Beneath his clothing, beneath the cleric shirts and Roman collars, was a false bottom that held his specially designed pair of black-bladed KA-BAR combat knives and Kydex sheaths.
Since coming into the combat ranks Kimball was always known as the silent assassin; a man who killed with stealth. For more than twenty years he remained at the top of his game by continuously honing his skills. Like Tai Chi, which can possess up to 108 moves, Kimball incorporated a set of 230 moves in a single exercise, teaching defensive and offensive techniques, mental balance, and oneness with his inner Chi. As one of the best in the world in double-edged weapons and combat engagement, it was important for Kimball to maintain his performance and mentor his team of Vatican Knights, so they can be the best the world could offer.
Removing the knives and sheaths, Kimball strapped a bladed weapon to each thigh like a gunslinger would strap on a holster. The handles felt good in his grip, the motions of the blades cutting through air in graceful arcs were artistic in its nature and aesthetic to the eye. The adage of �poetry in motion� was a perfect assessment of Kimball�s skill, as he handled the weapons so fluidly it was hypnotic. With his mind focused and eyes forward, he sheathed the knives by slipping them into their thin slots, and slid them into place.
Kimball Hayden was now in his element.
After locking his suitcase, Kimball began to move forward to investigate the fuselage to get a better feel for his surroundings, noting every niche and shadow, anything that would give him the advantage of knowing his terrain better than his enemy. When he came upon a couple of tethered crates he also noticed the two aluminum cases situated between them. At first he ignored them and pressed forward, taking careful measures with his forward advancement until he heard a sudden whine and pitch coming from behind him.
Immediately his hands came to fall on the handles of his combat knives, ready for a quick draw. And then he listened, intently, his chin cocked forward as he quietly turned on the balls of his feet trying to gauge where the sound was coming from, the pitch and whine vacillating in tone, and slowly followed the pull of the noise to the two aluminum cases.
By the time he got there the sound was barely perceptible, a slight ringing, and then gone. Getting to a knee, he gingerly traced his hand over the cover of the first case, in an almost loving stroke, and found the shell to be cold to the touch.
Undoing the clasps, he carefully lifted the cover and exposed the three burnished spheres. Leaving the cover up, Kimball opened the second case, with far less caution and no hesitancy on his part, by yanking the lid upward.
There, lined side by side, an additional three spheres.
Leaving the tops open, Kimball fell onto his backside and sat there.
There was no doubt in his mind as to what they were. No doubt at all.
His agenda just got harder.
* * *
Hakam and three of his assassins stood at the end of the aisle staring at the vacant seat that once held Kimball Hayden. The ties were still there, a bloodied one hanging on the armrest, the other placed dead center of the seat in mockery.
�You know I�m a better soldier than that,� informed the assassin responsible for watching Hayden. �I simply responded to what was happening up front. I thought the priest was tied down tight.�
Hakam placed a hand on the assassin�s shoulder. �Where can he go?� he asked. �The man is on a plane more than thirty thousand feet in the air.�
The assassin�s eyes fell ashamedly to the floor, nonetheless.
In turn, Hakam squeezed the man�s shoulder reassuringly. �If you want to make amends, Aziz, then you shall have that right.�
The assassin projected his chin out aggressively. �My failure to you is a failure to Allah.�
�You failed no one, my friend. Your actions on the battlefield have more than proven your worth in the eyes of Allah.� Hakam moved to the kitchen area and looked through the glass pane of the elevator chute. From his vantage point he could see the top of the elevator one level below. �He�s in the baggage area,� he said. �And no doubt he�s locked the elevator down.�
�There�s another way,� said Aziz. �In the fore section next to the cockpit is a trapdoor leading to all sublevels.�
Hakam nodded. �No firearms,� he said. �This particular man scares me.� He moved back to the kitchen area with his hands clasped behind the small of his back, his mind working. �He�s a fighter,� he added. �And the last thing I need is for someone like him to get a hold of a firearm and end this mission before it has a chance to get started.�
�My aim is true. I will not miss.�
�My point, Aziz, is that the priests up here are lambs too frightened to fight back when it comes to their own slaughter. I never anticipated one who would fight back. So, for this man, I think we shall exercise caution, yes?� Hakam opened a drawer filled with knives that were long, sharp and keen. Butcher�s knives set aside to cut the baked meats normally served on trans-Atlantic flights. �Take two men and go below,� he ordered. �And leave your firearms here � give him no chance to acquire a weapon so he can try to level the playing field.�
Aziz appeared disappointed. �You don�t trust me, do you? You think a priest who prays to a false God can defeat a soldier of Allah?�
Hakam nodded. �A soldier of Allah you are, my friend, and a very good one. But this man is no priest.� He reached into the drawer, pulled out a knife, and handed it to the assassin. �Bring me his head to be placed before the pope.�
Aziz took the weapon and held it firmly in his grasp.
Hakam then produced two more knives for the soldiers who would be accompanying him to the lower level, and laid them on the countertop. Although the color of the blades were as dull as aluminum casting, their edges held a razor-like sharpness to them. �Allahu Akbar,� he said.
Aziz thrust the knife he was holding downward, the pointed end planting deep into the countertop in a display of its effectiveness. �Allahu Akbar.�

CHAPTER TWENTY

The Chateau Grand Hotel
Los Angeles
Criminal Investigators Louis Bardaggio and Chris Cardasian stood outside of room 616 while the crime scene analysts continued with their work inside. However, the full complement of analysts was now beginning to spread thin, since further investigation revealed an additional five bodies. All part of the papal flight crew.
�Mr. Morgenessi,� said Bardaggio, looking at his notepad, �as much as we have on him, is a father of three with no questionable background, resides in Rome, and has been the co-pilot of Shepherd One for almost three years.�
Cardasian kept a watchful eye on the analysts through the open door. �Shepherd One?�
�It�s the papal plane,� he answered. He then gestured by pointing and jabbing his thumb ceilingward, indicating the upper levels. �The other five bodies are confirmed members of the papal flight crew� and all of them garroted in their sleep. The only one missing from the detail is the pilot.� He referred to his notes. �Captain Enzio Pastore, a highly decorated pilot of the Aeronautica Milatare and lead pilot for Shepherd One.�
Cardasian appeared nonplussed before examining his watch, his face screwing mildly. When he spoke, he never looked away from his watch. �Didn�t the pope�s plane take off about thirty minutes ago?�
Bardaggio nodded like a bobble-head doll. �It did, and with a full flight crew that was checked in by TSA. So the question is this: If the real papal flight crew is here, then who�s up there?� Once again he jabbed his thumb ceilingward.
Cardasian raked a hand through his fading crop of thinning hair. �TSA doesn�t know who they checked in?�
�I asked LAX that,� he said. �And they told me since Shepherd One is not considered a commercial flight or a flight of hostile intent, it is not subjected to the same search protocols as commercial liners. It is, after all, the papal plane.�
�So they just let an undocumented crew walk on board?�
�According to TSA management they did confirm that Captain Pastore submitted the tags of his crew, which were logged. That information is then given to the tower, who then acknowledges a full detail, and gauges the length and time to close down airspace for all flights until Shepherd One took off. Their job is to log in the names of the flight crew and nothing more. It�s all about time restraint and scheduling. It wasn�t about safety.�
�So Pastore could have given the TSA officers the ID tags of a dead crew, without them even acknowledging or matching the tags with the faces, and in goes whomever?�
More bobble head nodding. �Yup. And the officers who logged the tags said Pastore looked fine.�
�Of course he looked fine. He�s either under duress or he�s in on it.�
Cardasian stepped away from the open door, thinking. The smell of blood and copper was beginning to permeate the hallway they were standing in. �I�ll contact the FBI and Homeland Security,� he said. �It�s a possibility that Shepherd One may have been commandeered by a crew with hostile intent.�
�It kind of looks that way, doesn�t it? It really does.�
It was Cardasian�s turn with the bobble-head weave. �And what better way to mask hostile intention by flying the pope�s transport?�
* * *
The greatest pain Basilio Pastore suffered was when he sprained his knee playing soccer. The split lip was a close second. There was an actual divide on his lower lip, the flesh pared back to reveal a V. Every time he took a breath it was like a blast of cold air passing over an exposed nerve, only worse, the pain sometimes launching a cry from his throat and tears from his eyes.
After the large man ripped the shirt off Basilio�s back he made him wipe his lip dry, the fabric soaking up as much blood as possible before the shirt was proffered to his mother. When the shirt became saturated with the stains of his blood his wound continued to hemorrhage, the divided flesh needing surgical mending. And in all this time the assassin looked down on him with a wry grin, nodding � his actions a testament of his brutal nature with the promise of more to come.
As soon as the large man was satisfied, he grabbed Basilio�s shirt in one hand and a hank of the boy�s hair in the other, pulling Basilio to his feet with effortless ease, and directed him down a semi-dark, dank corridor that smelled with the rancidness of raw sewage. �What?� said the large man as he half carried, half dragged Basilio along the corridor floor. �Did you not like your accommodations of the holding pen? Perhaps the Black Box will be more to your liking.�
Far from his family and positioned on the other side of the warehouse was a steel booth marginally larger than a gun safe. The interior was small and cramped, the metal compartment a standing sarcophagus that disallowed the possibility of lying down. To Basilio it was a premature burial chamber.
The large man pulled the door wide and shoved Basilio inside. And Basilio did not fight back or resist, knowing the man was too big, too powerful, and any sort of defiance on his part would bring nothing less than additional pain.
�Perhaps this is more to your liking,� said the man with the simian brow. The flash of his smile showed the fine rows of his teeth and the nature of his hostile glee. �Perhaps you will die in here, yes? Or perhaps I will forget about you. But I am not a man without compassion, either.� The terrorist stood back and appraised a shirtless Basilio, his smile now gone. �You will not die today,� he told him. �But tomorrow is another day.� The man slammed the door shut and something moved in place, a locking mechanism of some type. Then through the door, the terrorist�s voice muted beyond the steel walls, avowed something in Arabic before departing, leaving behind a disconcerting quiet.
In time Basilio ran the flats of his palms along the interior of the chamber walls, each rotation of his hands trying to get a feel of his surroundings in order to draw a mental image from his settings. What he discovered was that the Black Box was exactly that, a black box. Holes had been drilled into the top to allow the seepage of air and pencil-thin shafts of light. When he tried to bend into a sitting position, he found it impossible. With every passing moment the air become stagnant and hot, the heat heavy. Above him, thin shafts of light began to fade as the sun began to set.
Leaning forward and pressing his forehead against the steel wall, there was no doubt that he would die here, in this chamber, his body to become a mummified husk.
He had no doubt at all.
Basilio began to weep.
* * *
Hakam, in his usual calm demeanor, waited patiently. After allowing Aziz and two others to go below through the access trapdoor, he posted a fourth soldier topside to maintain watch over the entry point to ensure that only Aziz and his team would emerge, once they garnered the prize of the valet�s head.
Grabbing the clipboard containing the passenger list, Hakam examined it carefully and double checked it. Listed were Pope Pius and the twelve bishops of the Holy See.
The roster, however, was incomplete.
Taking the clipboard, Hakam went to the main flight cabin where the passengers were congregated. The bishops were basically nondescript, mostly in their sixties, gray-haired, all harboring the shared look of dread and fear, all of them wearing black attire and Roman collar. The pope, on the other hand, remained calm and reserved, obviously putting his faith in God, and found comfort by doing so.
Hakam stood before him and held up the clipboard, saying nothing.
�Are you trying to make a point of some kind?� asked the pope.
Hakam sighed and lowered the register. �This is the passenger list,� he said, then tossed the clipboard onto a neighboring seat. �It lists nineteen people.�
Pope Pius said nothing.
�It lists the twelve bishops, the six-member flight crew, and yourself.�
�I suppose.�
�Why does it not contain the name of your personal valet? I find that quite interesting.�
Pius shrugged. �I did not create the list.�
Hakam was a man of amazing reserve, but he was beginning to feel the burgeoning sense of his impatience rising to the surface. �Why� does it not� contain � the name� of your valet?�
�What do you want from me? I have already given you my answer.�
�Would you give me a different answer if I had my friend with the garrote choose one of your bishops to display his skills, in order to illicit a proper response from you?�
Pope Pius took on more of an imploring appeal when he spoke. �What I have told you is the truth.�
Hakam took a seat on a nearby armrest and smiled gingerly. �I believe you,� he said. �But I want to know who he is � this man of mystery.�
�He is my valet,� he said simply.
Hakam maintained the smile. �Now you�re lying to me.� And then he stood. �Twelve bishops will soon become eleven if you don�t start telling me the truth. We both know that he is no priest. His name does not register on the list, which is required by law � even if it is the pope�s transport� And oddly enough, he wears military issue.�
�What I say to you is true. He has been my personal valet throughout the symposiums.�
�He�s definitely not Swiss Guard,� said Hakam, �since he�s American. Only the Swiss can be a part of that force. And the insignia on his pocket � he�s the only one on board who wears it; the symbol of the shield with the silver cross and lions.�
Pope Pius turned away, his body English telling Hakam he was mining in the right area.
�I�m running out of patience, Your Holiness. I like to know who my enemies are before I go into battle with them.�
�Your enemy,� said the pope, �is yourself. You kill in the name of God when there is no God that would ever condone the killing of another human being. By doing what you do � what all of you do � you condemn yourselves to Hell when you should be living life to full measure.�
Hakam leaned forward, his smile gone with his normal demeanor of placid indifference taking on a harder look. �His name,� he said. �And what is he?�
The pope remained silent as both men stood a meter apart, eyes connected, a test of wills, one Pius was about to lose.
�I have never killed a man in my life,� said Hakam, his voice even and calm. �And I have never laid my hands on a firearm. Taking the life of a man only proves that the assassin has dominion over the life for which he takes and nothing more. True power comes from directing others to kill for you. Not only does the one with true power have dominion over the life he orders to be killed, but the authority over the person he orders to do the killing. Dominion over everybody is the key to getting what I want. And I shall have it.� Hakam never took his eyes off the pope when he held his hand out and snapped his fingers.
From the corner of his eye Pope Pius saw the man with the garrote step into view, the fine cord stretched taut between his two hands, the assassin�s face neutral as he waited.
�Now watch true power,� said Hakam. He simply pointed out his target, the bishop who earlier made a futile attempt to escape to the rear of the plane, a man who was still dazed from the blow to the head as the assassin with the garrote raced to him. �He�s half dead anyway,� Hakam commented.
�Please don�t do this,� said Pius.
�Then you should have given me what I wanted.�
Wrapping the garrote around the bishop�s throat, the cleric fought feebly by clawing and raking his hands through the air, and then at his throat, the line digging, squeezing the life from his body, his glazed eyes further detaching themselves from reality, and finally his life. When it was over the assassin carefully postured the bishop in his seat with the dead man�s chin resting against his chest.
It was over in less than a minute.
�Do you have that kind of power?� asked Hakam.
The pope was racked with sorrow. �You didn�t need to do that. What I told you was the truth!�
�What you told me was the half truth. Now I want the whole truth or you will be down to ten bishops. Who is your valet? What am I up against?�
Pope Pius closed his eyes. The muscles in the back of his jaw began to work in serpentine motion. �He�s a Vatican Knight,� he finally said.
Hakam tilted his head. He made it a point to keep on top of most things regarding counter military faction groups in order to be well prepared and always guarded. But he never heard of such an order. �He�s a what?�
�A Vatican Knight.�
�And what is a Vatican Knight?�
Hakam could tell the pope was hesitant to speak. But no further prompting was needed as Pope Pius finally did so. �He is part of a specialized group of elite commandos created to serve the Church,� he said. �They serve in a military capacity far beyond the skills and range of the Swiss Guard.�
Hakam stood back, inwardly astonished, his features betraying little, if anything. �Commandos?� It was more of a statement of disbelief rather than a question. �And why would the Vatican need such an elite group of commandos to serve them?�
Pius turned to him. �To stop people like you from doing things like this,� he said. �The Church is always under the constant threat of attack.�
Hakam now understood. The man was not a priest but a soldier, a commando, a man who harbored the nature of a warrior. The reason why he was omitted from the passenger list was because he was not supposed to exist. Apparently the Vatican Knights were a ghost faction well hidden under the auspices of the Church. �Why have I not heard of them?�
�You haven�t heard of them because they do not exist in the eyes of the world.�
�And why would that be?�
�Sometimes they engage in missions and use techniques that are against everything the Church teaches, but necessary to achieve the means.�
Hakam appeared incredulous. �They�re assassins,� he said.
The pope shook his head. �Not at all,� he stated. �They exist to serve the Church in search-and-rescue operations. Other times they�re sent in to dismantle insurgent risings before innocent people are killed.�
Hakam could not dispel his look of incredulity. �I see,� he finally said. And then, �About twenty minutes ago your Knight worked his way out of his binds and is hiding somewhere below, like the coward he is. I sent three of my men after him. Good men. The best in the Elite Guard Regiment who were the professors of warfare who trained others in the Republican or Revolutionary Guard to be the best they could be in combat. There are none better. Not even your Vatican Knight. To prove this I will have his head sitting beside you. This I promise.�
The pope looked at him, folded his hands in an attitude of prayer, and held them out in a pleading manner. �Please,� he said, �no more need to die. Please call them back before it�s too late.�
Hakam nodded. �It is Allah�s will to see this through. Your Vatican Knight doesn�t stand a chance against Aziz and his team.�
�No,� said the pope. �It�s your people that don�t stand a chance. If you allow this to continue, then they will surely die.�
Hakam hesitated before answering. �We shall see.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

They had taken the stairs to the lower level where gray light filtered in through the porthole windows. A lone man, impossibly tall and broad shouldered, his face of forced indifference betrayed only by the mild clenching of his jaw, stood in the shadows. Around his neck he wore the starched white collar of a Catholic priest. And inscribed on the pocket of his cleric�s shirt was the blue shield and silver Patt�e, the insignia of the Vatican Knights.
Aziz�s Team did what was natural; they grouped together in a refined area and converged on their target, a priest who was a warrior and soon to be a doomed savior.
In a slow draw, Kimball withdrew his commando knives from sheaths attached to each thigh and stirred one in an act of distraction, first in circular motions, then in figure eights, a practice that kept the attention of his opponents from focusing on the second blade, the striking weapon.
Aziz�s Team moved into position to engage the faux priest, each man already knowing when and where to strike.
�I have been ordered to take your head,� said Aziz, holding up his knife and showing off the keenness of its edge. �And I shall not disappoint.�
Kimball stepped closer, his attractor blade continuing to slice deliberate figure eights through the air, ready, waiting.
Aziz inched closer, taking the center position, his movements matched by his team.
And then there was that brief suspension of time when a man suddenly feels his blood coursing through his veins or hears his heartbeat drumming within his ears. It was the moment before the final engagement where time stood still, a time where a man reconsiders his actions but rarely concedes.
And then from Aziz, a war cry, �Allahu Akbar!�
The commandos of Aziz�s team struck out and slashed with killing blows. But Kimball countered their strikes with blinding speed, deflecting knifes, the contacts coughing up sparks as the blades pounded against each other as metal struck metal.
With uncanny skill Kimball�s motions became faster, his circular motions repelling the blows that seemed to come faster and with far more brutal force. By the inches he pushed back Aziz�s Team, who was losing ground, the strikes coming to the point where everyone�s arm was moving in blurs and blinding revolutions. Sparks radiated in numerous pinpricks of flame before dying out. And then came an opening.
With surgical precision Kimball drove the edge of his blade across the bicep of one of Aziz�s commandos, severing the muscle. The man screamed in agony, took to a knee, then tumbled out of the battle line and was gone, disappearing into the shadows and toward the fore of the plane.
As the fight waged on Kimball seemed to pick up steam rather than lose it. His motions were deft and with purpose. The odds of two blades now warring against two seemed to favor Kimball as he pushed his opponents back toward the front of the fuselage.
And then came a second opening, something so slight it could only be seen by the seasoned eye.
In a fluid motion Kimball bent down to a lower point of gravity, and made a horizontal slash just above the patella of the commando standing to the right of Aziz, nearly severing the muscle that attached the upper and lower leg. With a banshee-like wail the commando moved surprisingly well on his good leg as he hobbled toward the trapdoor.
Fighting at a level that transcended his own technique, Kimball was now in his element as he backed Aziz against the fuselage wall, pinning him. But Aziz�s will to finish the battle had become ingrained from years of tough mental training. And to surrender would be a cowardice brand against the Aziz name and his religion.
�Put down the knife,� Kimball said in perfect Arabic. �I won�t ask you again.�
Aziz flashed a cocky grin. �Not on your life.�
�Then I�ll make this a fair fight.�
Without taking his eyes off Aziz, Kimball returned one of the knives back to its sheath.
In that moment Aziz sized Kimball for an opening, circled, found what seemed to be an opportunity, and tried to cut Kimball with a sweeping horizontal arc across his abdomen. But Kimball grabbed the attacker�s wrist, forced the man�s arm over his head, exposing his armpit, and drove the sharpened point of his nine-inch blade deep into the unprotected area until the pommels of the knife could go no farther.
Staggering along the fuselage in a drunken gait, Aziz reached for the weapon�s hilt, gave minimal effort to withdraw the knife, found it impossible to do so, and fell to his knees coughing up blood from a perforated lung. �Hakam was correct,� he said, speaking through bubbles and wetness. �You�re no priest� No priest� can fight like you.� And then he fell forward, hard, his face slamming flush against the floor before rolling to its side, his life gone.
If Aziz saw the light of his Paradise, it did not reflect on his face. What Kimball saw as he stood over Aziz and jerking the knife free, was a man who looked surprised by his own mortality.
So his name is Hakam, he thought. Well, Hakam� here I come.
After wiping the blade of his knife clean on Aziz�s shirt, Kimball sheathed the weapon.
* * *
The trapdoor sprung open like the lid of a jack-in-a-box and Aziz�s team bolted to the main deck. Aziz was not among them. Nor was the head of the Vatican Knight.
The man with the wounded leg slammed the door shut behind him, and lay on the carpet in agony with the tendons along his neck sticking out like cords. His face was flushed as he bled from a gash above the knee. The other assassin sat against the wall fighting for air, his lungs pulling desperately while his face blanched to the color of whey. With his good hand he grabbed his torn bicep, the wounded arm having been rendered entirely useless, and cried out in frustration.
When Hakam heard the cry he rounded the wall leading to the trapdoor. He was riveted by what he saw. Blood flowed from rented flesh, the cuts deep and disabling as their bleeding showed little sign of slowing down. �Where�s Aziz?� he asked.
The man with the wounded bicep winced before speaking, his teeth clenching as his arm became white hot with pain. �He�s dead,� he said. �The priest took him out.�
Hakam appeared fazed. �Aziz���
�Three against one,� said the assassin with the wounded leg. �Three against one and he toyed with us.� He situated himself against the wall, groaned, and applied pressure to his leg to staunch the bleeding. �This priest,� he began, �fights like no other.�
�That�s because he�s not a priest,� Hakam quickly corrected.
And then he watched their blood fan out onto the carpet.
�And what about Aziz?� he asked. �You just left him behind?�
�We had no choice,� said Wounded Arm. �The priest, who is not a priest, took us out, so we fell out of the skirmish line.� Leaning his head against the wall and looking ceilingward with an almost dreamy gaze, he then spoke as if in homage. �He was so fast,� he said. �So incredibly fast. And Aziz was the best in double-edged combat. Plus with two more by his side�� He let his words trail before facing Hakam. �We were nothing to this guy. I don�t think he even broke a sweat.�
Hakam raked the man with a fierce eye. Homage is to be paid to Allah and to Allah only, not to dissidents who believed in false gods or prophets. �Do not appreciate this man too much,� he said. �He is your enemy.�
�Don�t get me wrong, Hakam. The man is an enemy to Allah; therefore, an enemy to us all.�
Hakam nodded, accepting his statement as an apology. �Just make sure you understand that.�
The assassin with the wounded arm tried to stand up, his world becoming dizzy, and sat back down.
The man with the wounded leg was beginning to shiver, and sweat, his pallor going gray and his lips turning blue; the signs of slipping into shock. Hakam then got to a bended knee and placed a gentle hand on the man�s shoulder. �You fought valiantly, al-Kadeen.� And then turned to face Wounded Arm: �As did you, al-Marid.�
Wounded Arm gingerly smiled at the praise and rediscovered his boldness. �In the name of Allah and for the honor of Aziz, let me go back down there with a firearm and��
Hakam waved him off. �And if an errant bullet should pierce the fuselage, al-Marid, then the mission will be over long before it even has a chance to begin.�
�But my aim is true, Hakam. You know that. I was a Master Gunnery in the Guard.�
�And Aziz was the best at what he did, as well. And now he lies dead somewhere in the fuselage of this plane. No, al-Marid, this priest who is not a priest, this� Vatican Knight, is a different breed of warrior. I think it best to use caution at this point.�
Al-Marid quickly disagreed. �He�ll wait for us,� he said, �like he did last time � inside the shadows. But when he realizes that we�re not coming to him, then he�ll come to us.�
Hakam shook his forefinger back and forth. �No, my friend, he won�t. The best way to stay safe from a hungry tiger is to keep it caged.� Hakam stood. �He can go nowhere once we disable the elevator and lock this trapdoor.�
�But the weapons, the payload��
�There�s nothing he can do,� he stated. �They have commenced their sequences and are now at the point of no return. He won�t do anything knowing a foolish act on his part may cost the life of the pope whom he is sworn to protect. No, this man will try something else. And when he does, I�ll be there waiting.�
* * *
The Garrote Assassin had seen to the wounds of al-Marid and al-Kadeen. Al-Kadeen, however, was slipping into shock, his body surrendering to the trauma as he lay wrapped in a wool blanket. Al-Marid, on the other hand, was full of piss and vinegar and vowed to fight on, even with his arm in a makeshift sling fashioned from a pillow case.
With Aziz dead, that left Hakam with three able-bodied men and a marginal warrior in al-Marid, which worried him. Not even three hundred miles into their journey and half his team was down.
Walking to the First Class cabin where Pius sat, Hakam took the seat next to him but did not speak.
�I begged you,� said Pope Pius. �I pleaded with you. I implored you. But you wouldn�t listen and now a man lies dead.�
Hakam remained silent, his eyes focused to an imaginary point on the wall in front of him.
�How many more will you kill or send to their death unnecessarily?� asked Pius. �How many more are going to die for this twisted cause you call justice?�
Hakam was not in the mood. �Who is this man?� he asked. �Who is this Vatican Knight? And if you say �your personal valet,� I will have another bishop killed.�
Pope Pius looked at Hakam�s profile and saw a man who was fighting to remain calm.
�He is an elite soldier,� he answered evenly, �with credentials rivaled by no one, as you have just witnessed. There are fourteen more like him who are willing to make everything wrong with this world right.�
Hakam hesitated before speaking. �When I was seventeen and living in New York,� he said evenly, �I stood on the sidewalk and watched a vendor, an Arab, get accosted by three men because he was praying.� His gaze remained fixed. �They grabbed him, a man who loved his God as much as you love yours, and they nearly beat him because of what he was, an Arab. They did not know this man or the content of his character. They did not know if he was good or bad or wished ill of his neighbor. All they saw was an Arab. And that was the day I realized no matter what, I, and those like me, have become inherently mistrusted because of what happened on Nine-Eleven. Since then my life has become a constant struggle.�
�So you think God has given you the impunity to kill because of what three men did a long time ago?�
Hakam shook his head. �I do what I do because Allah has shown me that under one God, the one true God, that tolerating false gods is evil in its whole. As long as the masses continue to worship false deities, then true evil will never fall and the world forever divided.�
Pope Pius could not believe his ears. Did this man think he was some kind of savior?
�My team is similar to your Vatican Knights,� he continued. �They are soldiers who fight for a particular cause in the name of Allah, but condemned by the masses. Your soldiers fight for a cause and their actions are justified by the Church. Yet you keep these Vatican Knights hidden in fear of worldwide denunciation because the measures they use to achieve the means are no different in principle, as long as the desired result is obtained. Both kill under the waving banner of God. So tell me the difference between our soldiers, Your Holiness, since they fight under the same fundamental causes of redirecting the world to a more glorious path. And please try doing it without sounding hypocritical.�
The pope leaned his head closer to Hakam�s ear, his lips less than a foot away. �You�re missing the one fundamental point that matters most,� he said. �The intent of the Vatican Knights is to preserve and save lives, not take them away.�
�I see. So those three men who accosted the Arab vendor, if they believed that beating him would somewhere down the road save and preserve lives because they thought he would ultimately cause harm, would that come under the same guidelines as your principals? Keep in mind that this man who openly worshipped his God was branded at the scene as someone inherently mistrusted, his only crime.�
�You�re speaking theoretically rather than fact. The Vatican Knights go into volatile situations already existing.�
The plane took a jolt from an air pocket before resettling.
�You will die,� Hakam stated with apathy. �And so will I. But what better way to serve as a symbol to a dying religion while another rises for all to inherit without condemnation: one law, one religion, one God.�
�Your God is the same as mine,� said Pius, prompting Hakam to face him. �Your God, my God, the God of the Jews, the God of Islam. We are all His children no matter how differently we perceive him. There is already that one God you speak of � the God of many faces but only one voice. And what you speak of is intolerance. And intolerance is the plague of man, which you seem to be infected with.�
Hakam turned away. �Intolerance paves the way to Oneness.�
�Intolerance paves the way to insanity. If you get your way of one god and one religion, then you�ll always find something else to forbid. Perhaps it would be the way a man wears his beard or the way he dresses. In time the rules become such a stranglehold on the masses that He would be viewed as an unmerciful God who could never be pacified. The people would then turn and look for a more benevolent God, which will put you back right where you started from � with several gods and several religions.�
�Allah would not allow that,� he said. �Once the people see Allah�s ways, then they will accept no other.�
Pius eased back into his seat disturbed by this man who was blinded by irrationality and bipolar in his reasoning. This man of calmness was totally corrupted by fanaticism, leaving the shell of a person who appeared visibly sound but fundamentally insane.
For an awkward moment neither man spoke. They simply stared at the wall before them, the plane riding flat pockets of air like a mini-roller coaster before leveling off.
�Your Knight will not save you,� Hakam finally said. �And that is the will and power of Allah, the will and power of the one true God.�
�I wouldn�t cut my man too short,� he countered.
Hakam proffered a lazy smile. �Oh, but I can,� he said. �Because there isn�t anything he can do with what�s in the hold.� Hakam stood with a cherubic smile on his face. �If you wish to pray to your God,� he said, �you may do so.�
And then he was gone.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Raven Rock (Presidential Bunker)
The cavern beneath Raven Rock had become increasingly active, the list of investigating principals growing. The Director of the FBI had been flown in to navigate his troops from the same vantage point as the president and the attorney general. Aides, secretaries and political staffers had been repositioned from their White House posts to the Raven Rock Underground, their roles to amass data from varying intel sources and submit them to the principals as corroborated information. House and senatorial giants now filled the once vacant seats surrounding the presidential table. And space was beginning to run thin as people milled about the cavern. The proverb �beehive of activity� could not have been more appropriate with the generators putting out a waspy hum.
President Burroughs was tired and haggard, the gray half moons beneath his eyes more obvious, darker, the lines surrounding them more pronounced. For several hours he had gone without sleep, his world sometimes going fuzzy with fatigue, forcing him topside to walk the compound, only to return hardly refreshed.
So far he had nothing. The Muslim Revolutionary Front was not on anybody�s radar and did not exist by any conventional means to find them. If a shadow group were ever present, they were it.
�Mr. President.�
Burroughs looked up from a stack of documents. His attorney general had just been given a detailed message from Homeland Security and the FBI�s Los Angeles field office regarding the discovery of Shepherd One�s entire flight crew found dead.
�Shepherd One?�
Dean Hamilton expounded. �Shepherd One is the pope�s plane,� he said. �Apparently the crew had been murdered. And preliminary reports suggest the victims were strangulated in similar fashion.�
President Burroughs appeared lost, not quite sure why his attorney general made such a reference in light of the current situation. The connection escaped him.
�Shepherd One took off less than an hour ago with a full crew,� said Hamilton. �And this has been confirmed by LAX Admin.�
Burroughs eased back into his seat. �You just said the crew was found dead.�
Hamilton nodded. �What I�m suggesting, Mr. President � what Homeland Security seems to be alluding to � is the possibility that Shepherd One has been commandeered.�
The corners of the president�s eyes brows dipped sharply over the bridge of his nose. �By whom?�
�We�re not sure at this point,� he said. �All we know is that the pilot registered his team with TSA officials prior to takeoff.�
�And how is that possible, Dean, when his team is lying dead?�
�That is the question, sir, isn�t it?�
�Well, here�s another question.� The president leaned forward and spoke in a manner of discontent, his inflection vacillating between anger and dissatisfaction as he spoke. �How in the hell would something like that be possible, since the airports are supposed to be battened down? Can you tell me that?�
Hamilton flushed. �Mr. President, from what I�m being told, Shepherd One is considered a noncommercial flight with zero risk since it is, after all, the pope. And because of said classification, the crew is exonerated from all security measures since TSA needs to concentrate their agents exclusively with the general population.�
President Burroughs appeared infuriated, the sudden enlightenment of dark truth striking a blow to his face before he settled into a sullen calm. �So what do we have?� he said. �We have a dead crew on the ground, a surrogate crew in the air, and nobody�s the wiser.�
Chief National Security Advisor Alan Thornton clasped his hands before him on a stack of manila folders. Like his counterparts he appeared exhausted and his clothes held the wrinkled markings of an unmade bed. �Mr. President, we both know the pieces of the puzzle are starting to come together to create a vague picture. I believe we have to assume that Hakam and his team maybe on that plane. As Dean just said, the crew of Shepherd One would have no reason to raise suspicion of harmful intent until it was too late.�
The president looked at the myriad of plasma screens. The cavern was littered with them. �How sure are we on this before we jump to conclusions?� he asked.
�We don�t have confirmation, as of yet,� said the attorney general. �But the anomaly of the situation is this: the pilot always flies with the same crew. Sometimes he�ll rotate with a second crew, but we�ve confirmed them to be in Italy, which leaves no one else on the approved roster to staff Shepherd One. So why would the pilot log in a team not authorized to board the plane?�
�Because he was under duress,� said Burroughs.
�Exactly. We�ve also received word that the pilot�s family is missing. Schools, relatives � nobody�s seen or heard from them in days.�
Thornton poured himself some water; Hamilton�s words still hanging in the air as he took a swallow, then lowered the glass. �If I may, Mr. President.�
�Yeah, Al, go ahead.�
�Confirmation or not, the anomaly is too great to shelve. The terrorists crossed over from the Mexican border while the pope was finalizing the Papal Symposiums in L.A. They very well could have made it, given the timeframe.�
�I agree,� he said. �In fact, I would say it�s highly probable. And if that�s so, then Hakam also possesses the most highly recognized iconic religious figure on board that jet.�
�Which compounds the problem,� said Thornton.
The president shook his head in disgust. �If the weapons are on board, then how do we neutralize the situation?�
Hamilton offered the obvious, which was not disputed vehemently. �We would have to terminate the jet�s trajectory,� he said, �before Hakam has a chance to direct it over a populated area.�
�Problem is there would be worldwide repercussions if we go in and knock Shepherd One out of the sky. Religion runs deep and actions can be unforgiving when it comes to killing a sacred figure.�
�The world will understand,� said Senator Wyman, the Majority Leader. �We�ll have to restructure the truth and make it appear as an aviation accident.�
�And how will we explain the corresponding nuclear blast after we do?� asked Thornton.
Wyman remained quiet thereafter. But the truth remained, however, that the senator was accurate in his statement. What he proposed was a solution of necessity, deceptive or otherwise. The people of the United States could never fall victim to a nuclear blast, killing perhaps tens of thousands.
�What�s its current trajectory?� the president asked.
�It�s Dulles, Sir.�
�Was that its assigned designation?�
�Yes, sir. It�s to be a refueling stop before heading back to Rome.�
The president stared at the throng of people milling about. Everything made sense, he thought � Hakam�s destination all along was to decimate the highest political seat in the land. And he was going to do it by putting the American government in an impossible position. Shepherd One was not only a weapon in motion, it was also the perfect shield.
Burroughs hesitated, thinking, his mind processing the facts and assumptions of the issue at hand. And then, �I want to know who�s on that plane,� he stated firmly. �And I want to know yesterday.�
�We�re working that as we speak,� said Dean.
�Do we have their position?�
Thornton nodded. �I can do one better.� On one of the giant plasma screens was the GPS trajectory of Shepherd One from its starting point of LAX and nearing Las Vegas on its eastward curve. �This will pinpoint their exact location throughout the flight,� he said.
The President, his team, everyone at the table stared at the monitor.
�What do we have by way of the nearest Air Force Base?� asked Burroughs.
�That would be Nellis in Las Vegas,� answered Dean. �We can have fighters intercept them ASAP.�
�Do it.�
* * *
�Dr. Simone.�
Simone leaned over the aluminum case in careful examination with the loupe over his eye. �Yes.�
The voice was coming over the speakers. �The president�s coming through the pipe.�
�Thank you.�
After a series of clicks, a voice that was highly recognizable. �Ray.�
�Yes, Mr. President.�
�We may have come to a theory as to the reason why the altimeter is attached to the device.�
�I�m listening.�
�There�s a likely scenario brewing in which we believe the pope�s plane may have been commandeered by a terrorist faction,� he said. �It�s a possibility that the weapons are on board. But we�re trying to verify this as we speak.� The voice sounded hollow due to poor acoustics.
Now things were beginning to factor for Simone.
�You there, Ray?�
�Yes, Mr. President. It still doesn�t answer the question about its function or purpose.�
�I understand that. What I�m suggesting is can you find the answer within the altimeter itself?�
�I have just initiated a task at hand,� he told him. �I�m about to power a precision laser beam allowing me access to the altimeter, so that I can mine it for its current programmed status.�
�How long will it take?�
�As long as it takes, Mr. President, but I promise you I�ll have an answer.�
�Time is of the essence, Ray. If those weapons are on Shepherd One, then decisions have to be made long before they reach their destination.�
�I understand, Mr. President.�
�Try to hurry, Ray. We�re running out of time.�
Dr. Simone returned the loupe and began to power up the laser.
* * *
Kimball tried the elevator. As expected it had become dead weight, the cables and power grid cut. The cab itself a useless weighted box with no escape hatches.
That left the fore of the plane where the terrorists entered. But it left Kimball little choice as he pressed forward.
The plane flew on an even blanket of air with some minor disturbances of turbulence. But overall the ride was smooth and stable, which made his footing easier as he made his way to the trapdoor.
Through the hatch he could hear muffled tones in Arabic. Then, gently placing his hands against the door, he could feel movement from above. They were right over him. And most likely they were not about to surrender the one viable entry point on the plane. Kimball was positive they knew this as well, disempowering him from leaving the lower level. They wisely thought it prudent to keep him sequestered.
Quietly, as he moved away from the door, he ventured forward to the head of the plane, but was stopped by a wall as the fuselage began to gently taper off into the nose section. Apparently he was close to the cockpit, if not already under it. Then, in semi-darkness, he ran his fingers over the wall before finding a seam. A door, more like a hatch, but locked. With the point of his knife he worked the edges, the material flimsy as it bent back, but enough for him to hook his fingers around, and pulled.
The hatch gave little resistance as it pulled free from the wall. But the entryway was too small for him to work his shoulders through. Going in feet first, Kimball was able to maneuver the lower portion of his body inside without difficulty. The setback came when he tried to force his shoulders though as anticipated, but was able to work his way inside the plane�s nose with maximum effort.
The surrounding walls blinked intermittently as the computers of Shepherd One became a spectacle of dazzling lights that winked in display, as they covered the entire rounded wall.
He had found the Avionics Room.
Here was the nerve center of the plane and Kimball knew it. How to utilize it to his advantage, however, remained to be the question.
The one thing he did know about the Avionics Room was that it served as a diagnostics center with dozens of systems constantly communicating to other systems outside the plane, this current evolution of technology making the Black Box a secondary tool.
He grazed his fingers over the bulbs, over the computer ports allowing the connection of alternative devices like laptops to perform diagnostic down- or uploads. Above him, light emitted from the edges of a latching plate that was small and, when opened, allowed nothing more than his hand to cross over into the room above. It was an access plate that divided the cockpit from the Avionics Room, and allowed communication between the diagnostic engineers as they inspected the concurrent readings from the pilot�s panel with the Avionics panel, making sure the readings were properly in sync with one another � above and below.
Kimball pulled back on the latches, loosening the plate. After he released the handles he lifted the small cover, giving him a view of the cockpit ceiling.
Now he had a way to contact Enzio.
For a moment he waited and wondered if Enzio was alone, or if Hakam was somewhere close by. Letting several minutes pass by without hearing anything, Kimball took the initiative.
�Enzio,� he whispered. �Enzio Pastore.�
* * *
Ray Simone had gauged the right coordinates to cut and tap into the programming conduit of the altimeter to the CPU. It had taken a lot of time and mental effort to draw a safe conclusion to breach the outer lining without disrupting the laser grid. So with precision guided measurements, Simone directed a laser cut along the exterior of the unit�s shell by cutting a perfect rectangular hole with the use of a highly concentrated laser beam, which ultimately gave him entry to the altimeter�s In-Out ports. Although he was left with little space to work with, Simone was able to connect a lead wire from the altimeter�s port to the facility�s mainframe.
On a viewing plasma screen, numbers being crunched reflected off the monitor. Numeric symbols and characters scrolled along the screen as Simone typed in commands with fingers that danced across the keyboard at feverish pitch. His cool demeanor was beginning to escape him, his brow breaking out with beads of sweat as a droplet tracked along the side of his temple, down his cheek, and settled at the base of his jaw line where it dangled precariously before falling.
From the way the numbers projected and the way the data was slipping into place, Simone knew this was not going to be good. After brusquely mopping his brow with a quick sweep of his hand, he fell back into his seat and watched the data work its way into the fixed pattern. In the quasi-darkness the number patterns reflected off the twin lenses of Simone�s glasses.
And then the numbers settled, the screen immobilizing into a pattern of programmed information.
In frustration he closed his eyes and clenched his teeth, his mind seeking a Simone-ism for comfort and optimism.
What was it that he sought for � his Simone-ism for the impossibility of defeat? And there it was, written across his mind�s eye.
Impossible: Difficult but achievable, challenging but attainable. To accomplish the impossible makes the thing you accomplish even better than imagined.
But there was no solution for this, no answer, and no way out.
The data proffered by the altimeter�s data banks revealed that it was simply an activation device for the weapon. The activation numbers to set the device in motion was to reach a height of 25,000 feet above sea level. The altitude level to ignite the weapon was 10,000 feet above sea level upon its descent. Which told Simone two things: One, Shepherd One could never land; the moment the plane hit 10,000 feet the weapon would detonate. Secondly, since the altimeter was simply recorded by the CPU as memory space and nothing more, there was no way he could disable the weapon with a virus since it was no longer accepting further transmissions other than the initial activation sequence. Once the plane hit 10,000 feet, then the altimeter snuffs itself out. At that point the CPU reads the sudden loss of memory and, as a safety feature, immediately goes off within a nanosecond of recognition.
There was nothing he could do since the weapon�s CPU refused to accept any further transmissions from the altimeter�s brain. The conduit had been forever shut off.
Nevertheless he tried, his fingers tapping and engaging the keyboard at a fast and furious pace. But he garnered zero results despite his efforts.
Impossible: Difficult but achievable�
His typing became more manic�
� challenging but attainable�
� his fingers moved blindingly fast�
� To accomplish the impossible makes the thing you accomplish even better than imagined�
� His Simone-ism was screaming through his mind�
And then he surrendered and fell back into his chair exhausted in every way.
The program was locked and inaccessible, the CPU of the weapon unresponsive to any outside sources. Once Shepherd One hit the 10,000-foot mark, once its fuel had depleted itself, then it would go off.
And there was nothing he could do about it.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Captain Pastore thought he heard his name whispered when, in fact, he was being contacted by LAX over the cockpit mike.
�� Shepherd One, Four-One-Six-One� Come in, Shepherd One��
Enzio kept his heading and refused to acknowledge the contact call, hoping his silence would provide the Command Tower the notion that Shepherd One was in jeopardy.
�� Shepherd One, Four-One-Six-One� Come in, Shepherd One��
But what would Hakam do to his family knowing that he willingly refused to return the Tower�s communication. And the answer was obvious. He would have them killed.
�� Shepherd One, Four-One-Six-One� This is Eight-Seven-Three-One-Niner� Please respond��
�Answer it,� ordered Hakam, standing by the Navigator�s station. Enzio wondered how long he�d been looking over his shoulder. �And be very careful about what you say.�
Enzio switched the toggle above him. �Go ahead, Eight-Seven-Three-One-Niner, this is Shepherd One.�
�� Shepherd One, Eight-Seven-Three-One-Niner, confirm your status with your A-P-I-N, please��
Enzio hesitated. The Tower was asking for a confirmation code as to who he was by typing in his Aviation Personal Identification Number, a recognition number given to each member of the flight crew that was highly guarded. Nobody, including flight members or Tower personnel, was privy to the sequence code. It was an exclusive number known only by its bearer. Once Enzio typed it in, the computer would then acknowledge the number as valid or invalid.
�Copy that,� he said. He then reached for the keypad next to the center console.
�Wait,� said Hakam. �What are you doing?�
Enzio drew back his hand. �The Tower is asking me to type in my personal identification number. If I don�t, they�ll know something is wrong.�
Hakam looked at the console, at the keypad. �Do not make a mistake, Captain Pastore. If you should do anything foolish enough to give us away, then I will surely have a member of your family taken.�
�I have no intentions of putting my family in harm�s way. How many times are you going to hold that over my head?�
�As many times as I see fit.�
Enzio raised his hand, his fingers poised to strike the keypad, and waited for Hakam to give him the go-ahead nod.
�Careful,� said Hakam. �And I do mean� careful.�
Enzio typed in a series of numbers on the faceplate, and then hit the * * *�s symbol. Approximately ten seconds later he received confirmation from the Tower.
The code was valid.
�� Copy that, Shepherd One. Thank you�� And then, �� Shepherd One, Four-One-Six-Two, confirm your status with your A-P-I-N, please��
Hakam waited for Pastore to respond, but he didn�t. The pilot maintained his course, his eyes transfixed on the blueness of open sky.
�� Shepherd One, Four-One-Six-Two; confirm your status with your A-P-I-N, please
��
�What are you doing?� asked Hakam, his voice maintaining an edge to it. �Answer him.�
Enzio nodded. �They�re not calling me,� he responded without concern. �They�re calling the co-pilot.�
�� Shepherd One, Four-One-Six-Two; confirm your status with your A-P-I-N, please
��
�Then type it in.�
Enzio turned to him. �I can�t,� he said harshly. �They�re asking for his personal identification number. The only one who knows it is the person who has it.�
�Type it in!�
�I don�t know his number! Nobody does! It�s a security measure!�
Hakam didn�t hesitate. He popped open the lid of the laptop and began to type in a series of commands. �Then perhaps the death of a family member,� he said, �maybe your wife, or son, or daughter will help you remember.� His fingers danced quickly over the keyboard. �Unless you find a way to send them��
�� Shepherd One, Four-One-Six-Two; confirm your status with your A-P-I-N��
��the proper code, then you will suffer the complete agony of losing a loved one by the blade of a sword. It�ll be quick, I assure you. But your pain will be everlasting.�
Enzio countered with a threat of his own, but his voice quavered with the tone of a man weakened by sudden despair. �If you harm a single member of my family, so help me God I will fly this plane into the ground.�
�And if you do that, Captain Pastore, then you shall be the one who has consigned the rest of your family to die by the sword. Are you willing to go to your grave knowing that your selfish and callous action has resigned them to an early and unnecessary death?�
Enzio could feel his heart gallop in his chest as well as the pain that came with it. He was sure it would misfire and end his life right there. �Please,� he begged, �I swear to you. I do not know his number. Everyone�s number is known only by those who possess it.�
Hakam let his finger hover close to the SEND button, his face a mask of controlled rage.
�I swear to you,� said Enzio, holding his hands in prayer. And then came the fall of tears, hot and rolling, his demeanor cracking to a man of desperate pleading. �I swear��
Hakam continued to hold his finger over the SEND key, debating whether or not to send the killing stroke. Then, after a moment of brief deliberation, he dotted a key with a firm tapping of his forefinger.
And as any father or husband would over the safety of his family, Enzio cried out. �NO!�
* * *
Dr. Simone appeared as if he had been sitting in a sauna for a better part of an hour. On the back of his shirt a huge Rorschach moth of perspiration spread out to meet the overflow from his armpits. His face shined with sweat that gave him somewhat of a waxy, adipocerous appearance. At the moment he appeared less than suitable in front of the webcam.
�Are you telling me, Ray, that there�s nothing we can do to disarm those weapons?� President Burroughs voice didn�t quite hold the quality of restrained measure, but more of incredulity. And then in his patented reserved degree, which Simone knew would come sooner than later, said, �What about all this crap you gave me about everything having a solution � that you were positive you could find a way to disable the thing, no matter the degree of difficulty!�
�Mr. President, at the time I truly believed I could tap into the altimeter and use it as a conduit to send a virus to the central processing unit.�
�But?�
�But the altimeter is simply a device to measure a certain altitude point, and may have already served its purpose,� he said. �Once the altimeter reaches a level of twenty-five thousand feet, it will initiate a one-time signal to the CPU as additional memory space in use. The moment the computer recognizes this, then the program activates the units and a lock-out command bars the CPU from receiving any further input, including a virus. At this point it becomes totally shut off to the outside world.�
�And once the sequence becomes activated, does that mean it�s on a timer?�
�There is no timer,� he said. �The altimeter is programmed to terminate when it reaches a descending altitude of ten thousand feet. The moment the altimeter shuts itself off, the weapon�s CPU system will recognize the sudden loss of memory� and will detonate.�
On screen Simone could see the president rising from his seat and lean forward with his knuckles resting on the tabletop in simian manner. �Are you telling me, no matter what, the moment this plane reaches a level of ten thousand feet, those weapons are going to go off?�
�That�s exactly what I�m saying,� said Simone. �He can fly that plane forever and choose his target as long as he doesn�t descend to ten thousand feet.�
The president fell back into his seat, hard. On the monitor screen, however, it appeared to Simone that the president�s knees buckled and gave way. The chair just happened to be there to catch him.
�Mr. President, I�m terribly sorry,� said Simone. There was a horrible finality to the tone of his voice.
�Is there anything at all you can do to stop this from happening?�
�I examined every avenue, Mr. President. I put it on the mainframe and used everything at my disposal. Whoever manufactured these units took a lot of time and effort to prognosticate its disadvantages, and applied a lot of safety features to protect them.� Once again with words bearing the weight of sadness and perhaps feeling the measure of failure, he said, �I�m truly sorry, Mr. President.�
Burroughs nodded. �Don�t give up, Ray. Find that Achilles Heel.�
Simone stared back at them through the webcam, his unmoving demeanor saying it all: There�s nothing more I can do. �Yes, Mr. President.�
And then the monitor winked off, a burning mote of light remaining in the center of the screen a moment before dying off.
And how symbolic was that at the moment? The mote, an ember of hope, for a moment shining, and then dying before leaving behind a horrible emptiness in its wake.
President Burroughs didn�t even want to consider the metaphor behind it all.
* * *
Nellis Air Force Base was situated approximately five miles north of downtown Las Vegas and, at one time, exclusively set apart from city proper. However, with the city�s continuing growth, the community of Las Vegas had encroached upon their territory until residential neighborhoods were the proverbial stone�s throw away from the sentry post.
Since 1942 the base has served as a major training point for both US and foreign military aircrews, and sits on over 11,000 acres of mostly underdeveloped land used specifically for bombing runs and sorties, as well as to keep a close eye on neighboring Areas 51 and 4.
At approximately 1027 hours Pacific Time, Commander-in-Chief President James Emerson Burroughs issued a command to the military flight brigade to intercept a plane with an eastbound trajectory to Dulles from its preliminary point of LAX.
That plane was Shepherd One.
No specifics were given. The only details proffered were for the fighter pilots to flank the jetliner and wait for further instructions.
At 1043, four F-16 Fighting Falcons were on the runway waiting for liftoff commands, their engines revving to a ground-shaking caliber that vibrated the tempered glass windows of nearby homes.
By 1047, they were airborne and heading westbound at a cruising speed of 9-g�s.
Intercept time: 20 minutes.
* * *
�I believe you,� said Hakam, slowly lowering the laptop�s lid. In his action he purposely hit the DELETE button, destroying the command. �For now your family is safe, at least for the moment. Now inform the Tower to stand by.�
With a great sense of relief he did so.
�Now tell me,� began Hakam, the brow above one eye rising in inquisitive manner, �why would they seek such a code when the plane is already on its trajectory course? You would think such commands would be requested prior to takeoff. �
Enzio knew the answer, but felt restricted to offer anything further. So Hakam offered what he already suspected. �It�s because they believe not all is right with this aircraft, isn�t it?�
The pilot closed his eyes and nodded.
�I thought so,� said Hakam, easing back into the navigator�s seat. He had always been a man of natural reserve, always showing little emotion because he believed it was a precursor to tipping one�s hand on important issues. But lately he caught himself losing touch with that self-control, feeling something wicked and deep sucking at the marrow of his own personal design. Within an hour of the flight he had lost half his team and, with four hours left to go until they reach Dulles International, was obviously under scrutiny.
Everything was floundering before him.
In the natural light of the cockpit, Hakam raised his hand and noted the uncontrollable shaking before clenching his hand into a fist, and then back to an open hand before laying it down on the laptop.
�� Shepherd One, Four-One-Six-Two; confirm your status with your A-P-I-N��
�Reverse heading,� ordered Hakam. �Tell them you have a systems malfunction and you need to return to LAX immediately.�
�They won�t believe it.�
�I�m not asking you. I�m telling you. Turn this plane around and head back to Los Angeles.�
�They still want the A-P-I-N.�
�Don�t bother. They already know there�s no one here to put in the proper sequence.�
�� Shepherd One, Four-One-Six-Two; confirm your status with your A-P-I-N� Shepherd One, we need a response immediately��
�Tell them you have a systems malfunction and set a new heading. Give them nothing more, and then cut off the transmission.�
Enzio tapped a button on his headset. �Shepherd One to Eight-Seven-Three-One-Niner, we�re showing a systems malfunction and will be redirecting to LAX.�
�That�s negative, Shepherd One. Diagnostics show all systems go and active. You are not to redirect. Do you copy?�
Enzio let a moment lapse. �Eight-Seven-Three-One-Niner, we will be redirecting back to the preliminary coordinates.�
Silence.
And then, �Did you copy that, Eight-Seven-Three-One-Niner?�
�We copy, Shepherd One.�
And then he cut the tie as demanded.
Hakam stared out the window; a beautiful day with a clear blue sky. In that moment he understood the reason behind the Tower�s demand to maintain a heading toward Dulles. They were flying into an intercept squad. �From this point, where is the nearest Air Force base?� he asked.
�That would be � I believe � Nellis Air Force Base.�
�How far?�
�Guessing� I�d say maybe three hundred miles northeast of us.�
Hakam deliberated. For fighter jets that would be a nominal distance to cover with their speed. Right now he had to keep as far as he could by running as fast as he could. And to do that they would have to run in the opposite direction to prolong their intercept time.
Although Dulles was now scratched from the game card, he still considered Los Angeles to be a nice consolation prize with nearly four million people. �Fix the new course,� Hakam instructed. �I have scores to settle.�
The plane began to bank steadily to the south, and then to the west toward La-La Land.
* * *
�Mr. President.� Attorney General Dean Hamilton received word that Shepherd One had altered their route and was heading back to LAX. The GPS monitor screen confirmed this, the image of the plane heading in a westerly direction. �It appears that Shepherd One is returning to LAX due to an alleged systems malfunction. But a diagnostics exam proves otherwise. There�s absolutely nothing wrong with that airplane.�
�So you�re saying, whoever is flying her is obviously lying through their teeth.�
�Absolutely,� he replied quickly.
President Burroughs kept a steady eye on the screen. From the northeast four F-16 Fighter Falcons were bearing down on Shepherd One at an incredible pace. �How long before they intercept?�
�Approximately ten minutes.�
�And what was the crux of the conversation between LAX and Shepherd One?�
�Every member of a flight crew possesses an Aviation Pin Identification Number,� said CIA Director Craner, �an APIN. The only one who knows the number is its possessor, no one else. Now the captain typed in his number as requested. But when the Tower asked for the co-pilot to do the same, knowing the co-pilot was not on board, the pilot then relayed a sudden systems malfunction over the radio and redirected their route back to LAX. The second APIN number was never transmitted.�
�And their sudden redirection is most likely based on them knowing they were made, so to speak?�
�It�s an early assessment, Mr. President, but we believe it to be a solid one, yes.�
On the screen, the Fighting Falcons were closing the gap.
�And what do you believe their contingency plan is at this point?�
�Again, Mr. President, these are simply assumptions since we haven�t confirmed one way or the other if the weapons are actually on board.�
�For the moment, say they are.�
Craner nodded. �Then I think it�s safe to assume that Hakam realized that he would never make it to D.C. and settled on second best, which is a city of over four million people.�
A disturbing quiet descended over the table like a pall as they watched the monitor. The F-16�s were getting closer to Shepherd One; Shepherd One was getting closer to L.A.
�Four million people,� murmured Burroughs more to himself. And then, �I assume the Fighting Falcons are armed?�
�Yes, sir.�
The question spoke volumes. And the answer held a disturbing finality to it with a single explanation: If Shepherd One should happen to be in possession of those weapons, then it�s to be targeted and brought down before it reached any populated areas�
� And the life of Pope Pius XIII would suddenly end.
Clenching his jaw, Burroughs could feel the acidic bile in his throat rising because the handwriting was on the wall.
The repercussions would be felt far and wide from all directions, the worldwide Catholic community unforgiving with its accusing finger pointed directly at the Burroughs administration for allowing this to happen, despite Burroughs� intentions to save an entire mass of people whose fate was delivered into the hands of madmen with a twisted agenda. The wounds would be deep, the cuts hemorrhaging until America bled off the respect and dependability from nations and left forlorn. It would be a major undertaking to rebuild trust from a nation known as the country that knocked Shepherd One out of the sky. Hopefully, forgiveness would start by coming from the Vatican, a pious blessing for which the new pope would surely concur the action taken was necessary, and that Pope Pius, of course, would have understood.
Maybe.
But Hakam had planned well.
If anything, Shepherd One had become the perfect shield.
And religion the best weapon of the 21st century.
On the TV monitor, the planes steadily closed the distance.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Hakam needed to move quickly.
After he left the cockpit the young Arab began to shout orders in earnest, informing the Garrote Assassin and his two healthy cohorts to assemble the cameras and prepare them for live feeds. It appeared that Shepherd One was about to fall prey to uninvited guests, so plans had to be altered. Washington was now out of the question. Los Angeles was in.
The overhead bins were flung open, blankets and pillows tossed aside, and laptops and camera equipment removed from the hollows.
Hakam looked out the window and viewed the north � nothing. There was still plenty of time for what they had to do.
The Garrote Assassin set up a tripod before the pope, the angle of the webcam capturing Pius in the foreground and the bishops of the Holy See in the seats behind him. Within moments they showed up on the laptop�s screen as grainy images, the color cheap, and when somebody in the background moved they did so with a choppy, stop-and-go, puppeteer�s animation to them.
�I need better than that!� yelled Hakam. �I want their faces recognizable! The world needs to see them clearly!�
�I�m doing the best I can, al-Khatib.�
The assassin�s subdued tone was cause for Hakam to ease back and take note. He was growing increasingly edgy, he knew this, and it was starting to reflect. �I know, my friend,� he said, and then he laid a soothing hand on the back of the assassin�s neck and gave a squeeze of assurance, a gesture of apology. �Forgive me. I have no excuse for my tone. But I need better than this,� he told him evenly. �Everything we do from this point on depends upon imagery. The world must be able to see clearly.�
�And they shall,� promised Garrote.
Hakam feigned a smile and gave him another squeeze. �We only have moments,� he told him kindly. �Please don�t disappoint.�
Hakam moved away and returned to the window providing a view of the north. The sky was blue, a deep blue, and the wispy-thin clouds floated with all the serenity that had obviously escaped him. At that moment he held his hand up, his fingers splayed rigid, noted the tone of his flesh darker than the flesh of his palm� and reexamined the uncontrollable shaking.
Was he truly committed to Allah? Or was he simply forcing himself to believe that death was nothing to fear?
He clenched his hand into a fist, held it tight, then closed his eyes and pressed his forehead against the wall over the small window pane. Please, Allah, give me the courage to see this through.
�Allah be praised.� It was the Garrote Assassin, his voice coming like a startling shot in the dark. �The picture from the webcam is much better, al-Khatib. Do you wish to see?�
Hakam offered another comforting shoulder squeeze. �No, my friend, I knew you could do it. And that�s because Allah favors you.�
�So what do you wish me to do?�
�I want you,� he said, �to forward a live feed to all the programmed addresses right away. This show is about to start.�
�Very well, al- Khatib.�
When the Garrote Assassin left, Hakam once again leaned his forehead against the cool window pane. In the distance, drawing nearer, were four dark specks coming in from the north. Please, Allah, give me courage.
His hand continued to shake.
* * *
When Kimball heard Hakam speak to Enzio in the cockpit he retreated from the hole, wondering if Hakam heard him calling out to Enzio. But after a moment of conversation between Hakam and the pilot, it became apparent that he hadn�t. And from what Kimball gathered through their conversation, the Tower was aware that Shepherd One had been commandeered. Worse, the Arab once again threatened the lives of the pilot�s family, forcing loyalty where there was none.
At the moment Kimball wanted to bitch slap the little man. But as time drew on he could hear the contained desperation in the Arab�s voice, could sense the man losing his composure by the inches; and a man who loses focus becomes desperate; and a man who becomes desperate is prone to irrationality, which makes him highly volatile. Not good for the growing situation.
So somehow, in some way, Kimball knew he had to get topside before it was too late.
Backing away from the bank of computers that made up the Avionics Room, and then maneuvering through the tight-fitting hatch, Kimball began to rummage through the luggage. He found vestments, shirts and undergarments, typical items � but he also discovered the tools of the Holy See�s trade. Since they were the administrative arm of the Vatican, they conducted business from afar, always maintaining correspondence through the laptop.
Kimball found several laptops, along with webcams and devices he did not recognize or care to fathom their uses. He was a simple computer layman who knew the basic fundamentals of operation and little more.
Taking the best unit, a telephone line, and other items such as a webcam and charger, not really sure if he needed them, he returned to the Avionics Room. Inside, small bulbs shined enough illumination along the scoreboard of lights, which gave Kimball view of the computer�s ports. Connecting one end of the cord to the LINE-IN of the board and the other to the laptop, Kimball booted up. Within a minute he was up and running, the screen casting a mercury-glow that formed ghoulishly twisted lines that danced in macabre fashion along his face.
And then he began to type.
* * *
Live feeds from Shepherd One landed at the most prominent television stations around the United States, encompassing cities like Atlanta, Boston, New York and their major affiliates along the eastern seaboard; Los Angeles, San Francisco and Las Vegas in the west.
When news editors and premier anchormen viewed the choppy feed of Pope Pius XIII sitting with armed terrorists flanking him, the newsrooms became tumultuously active with the principles screaming for verification. However, nothing could be solidified. The White House Press, the political dignities with ties to the media, weren�t divulging or offering a modicum of proof that the feed was authentic.
Within minutes decisions were made, the opportunity too impressive to pass up with all the earmarks affirming the visuals � no matter how dark or sophomoric the image � to be that of Pope Pius XIII. All the major networks were interrupted from coast to coast, the anchorpersons verbalizing the feed as �highly plausible� with Shepherd One having been commandeered � but by whom or why had yet to be determined.
Of course the feed was not aired live. Instead, grainy snippets already taken from the earliest frames and edited made the television cut. The nation was riveted; the outgoing news based more on speculation rather than fact. Ratings soured within minutes, the nation tuning in.
And what the community saw, regardless of the poor quality of the feed, was Pope Pius XIII with the point of a pistol pressed firmly against his temple.
It was the only edition allowed for viewership before fading to black.
* * *
The F-16�s locked on to their target and bore down on her like lions to a kill. After reaching the tail end of Shepherd One, they broke formation with the lead pilot of the Fighting Falcon group taking a position alongside the aircraft that gave him a visual of the cockpit. The other fighter jets flanked the jumbo jet in escort formation, two per side.
�� Shepherd One, this is Fighting Falcon Two-Six-Four-Three, come in, Shepherd One��
Enzio turned to his left and saw the fighter less than 20 meters away, the pilot pointing to his helmet as a gesture to answer the call.
�� Shepherd One, this is Fighting Falcon Two-Six-Four-Three, come in, Shepherd One��
�Answer him,� said Hakam, stepping into the cockpit and taking the navigator�s seat. �Tell them you�re to head to LAX due to significant problems with the aircraft.�
Enzio complied. �Fighting Falcon Two-Six-Four-Three, we�ve already confirmed with Base that we are to head back to our depart point due to unknown mechanical problems.�
�� That�s negative, Shepherd One. You are to reconfigure your coordinates to heading eight-six-zero-one immediately��
Hakam leaned forward. �Eight-six-zero-one?�
Having been a member of the Aeronautica Milatare, Enzio had practiced maneuvers several times with the Americans at Nellis Air Force Base and knew the coordinates well. �It�s a desert landing strip about twenty miles north of the base,� he answered.
�And I presume it�s in the middle of nowhere?�
Enzio did not acknowledge or confirm. He merely kept his eyes straight.
�� Do you copy, Shepherd One?� You�re to reconfigure your coordinates to heading eight-six-zero-one immediately� �
�What do I tell them?� asked Enzio.
Hakam deliberated. He had to buy time, but it was obvious the fighter jets had an agenda, as well. �Tell them your heading is locked to LAX.�
Enzio sighed as if taxed. �Fighting Falcon Two-Six-Four-Three, we will not reroute due to possible��
�� You are to reroute to those coordinates, Captain� That�s a direct order��
Enzio reached up and grabbed the toggle switch on the overhead panel. �That�s negative, Fighting Falcon Two-Six-Four-Three. Our heading remains as LAX.� And then he switched the toggle, cutting off communication.
Within less than a minute the Fighting Falcons peeled back and repositioned themselves to the rear of Shepherd One, maintaining range.
�What are they doing?� asked Hakam. �Are they escorting us in?�
Enzio nodded with all the reserve of a seasoned military pilot who knew the strategies of warfare. �No,� he said. �They�re positioning themselves.�
�For what?�
Enzio could feel a sour lump forming in his throat. �I would think that would be obvious to you by now,� he said. �They�re going to knock us out of the sky.�
* * *
The Flight Commander of Fighting Falcon Two-Six-Four-Three maintained a distance of two clicks behind Shepherd One; the other three jets were in formation alongside their commanding officer in a straight line.
�Base Command, Two-Six-Four-Three��
�Go ahead, Two-Six-Four-Three.�
�Shepherd One is refusing to acknowledge orders. Standing by for further instructions.�
�Copy, Two-Six-Four-Three. Ten-twelve.� Ten-twelve was the vernacular to �stand by.�
Then after a delayed moment: �Two-Six-Four-Three.�
�This is Two-Six-Four-Three. Go ahead, Base Command.�
�Two-Six-Four-Three, maintain visual and continue to ten-twelve.�
�Copy that, Base Command.�
With Shepherd One the behemoth of the sky, there was no doubt as to who were the more powerful. With the Fighting Falcons maintaining pursuit, the Flight Commander recognized the fact that the powers that be were determining whether or not to bring Shepherd One down.
A disturbing thought considering the pope was on board, which gave the pilot reason to question the virtue of bringing the plane down. It was a matter of duty over emotion.
However, his emotion weighed on him.
If the time should ever present itself, could I really fire off a missile?
Although not wholly pious, the Flight Commander was spiritual, often finding himself calling upon God to get him through sorties in Iraq. In fact, a crucifix hung at the end of a beaded rosary inside his cockpit, the crucifix swinging back and forth like a pendulum, the eyes of Christ looking at him forlornly.
And then he asked himself once again: If the time should ever present itself, could I really fire off a missile� knowing that I would be the one responsible for killing the most recognized face in the Catholic world?
The crucifix continued to swing back and forth, the eyes of Christ unsettling, the pain behind them very real; the sadness, the deplorable and appalling sadness.
Reaching, the Flight Commander seized the crucifix in his hand and squeezed, feeling the osmosis of sorrow working to the very core of his soul.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

�Shepherd One is refusing the command of the Flight Commander,� said CIA Director Craner. �They�re getting closer to L.A. with every passing moment.�
�Don�t you think I know that, Doug?� snapped Burroughs.
The CIA Director lowered his head toward the reams of paperwork in front of him and began to peel back the surface pages.
�Tell me what I don�t know.� The president looked up at the screen, the image of Shepherd One and the four F-16�s drawing nearer to the populated zone. �We have to make a decision, people, and we need to do it quickly. So I need to know right now if any of you believe in the high probability of nuclear weapons on board that plane.�
�At this point, Mr. President,� began Attorney General Hamilton, his eyes also viewing the screen, �all we have are circumstantial indications and calculated guesses, albeit strong ones, but guesses nonetheless. �
�You know what I�m looking for, Dean. You all know what I�m looking for. That plane is getting close to a populated area with the high probability of carrying a nuclear payload. And we can�t afford Shepherd One any more distance. You know what has to be done, pope or no pope.� The president waited for suggestions, not wanting to play Devil�s Advocate alone.
�And what if we�re wrong in our assessment?� asked CIA Director Craner. �Right now we have a lot of �ifs� to consider before considering the takedown of Shepherd One.�
�True,� said Burroughs. �But if we don�t make a decision soon, then we allow the plane to fly over Los Angeles with a payload bearing half the explosive yield that took out Hiroshima. Is that something we can really afford?�
Hamilton leaned forward, his voice holding somewhat of a contrite measure to it. �But it�s the pope,� he said.
Burroughs nodded his understanding of religious conviction over duty. �You�re right, Dean � absolutely. And I understand how all of you feel about the man who represents your faith, my faith. But we�re also talking about the lives of four million people at stake here as well. If we�re wrong about the payload, then the lives on board Shepherd One will be lost and this country will come under heavy backlash from the worldwide community. If the payload is on board, then we at least save the lives of a million people, maybe more.�
�And we would still come under the heavy backlash from the worldwide community,� said Thornton. The Chief Advisor interlaced his fingers and placed his folded his hands on the tabletop before him. �It�s a lose-lose situation, Mr. President. But there are always alternatives.�
Senator Wyman piped up; his seasoned statesmanship proving this was not his first time at the rodeo. �You�re talking about deception,� he said.
�I�m talking about going with the advantages that are available to us.�
�And that�s deception. Say what you mean, Al.�
Thornton appeared uncomfortable, his demeanor reflecting the warring vacillation between his political responsibilities against his spiritual ties. �This is hard for me to say, Mr. President.�
�I know, Al. It�s hard for everybody at this table� But�� He pointed to the screen. Shepherd One was getting dangerously close to the hot zone. �We have to act quickly.�
Thornton pitched a sigh. �We can doctor the facts,� he said repentantly. �Shepherd One could go down due to the alleged mechanical malfunction as the pilot has stated. We just need to make it happen.�
There was a momentary silence at the table, a period of deliberation.
�We could use the pilot�s recordings to support� the theory of an accident,� he added, then lowered his eyes in deep personal conflict. He was not alone in this matter.
President Burroughs took another glance at the screen.
The time was now.
�I want the Flight Commander of the Fighting Falcons to contact Shepherd One one last time, and have him redirect Shepherd One to the specified coordinates. If they refuse, then I want the pilot to inform the captain of Shepherd One that they will be shot down.�
Nobody at the table was stunned; the option proffered the only one available � not much of a choice at all. But everyone was clearly somber as a tragic cast hunkered over them like a cloudburst.
�I�m sorry, people. But I don�t see any other approach to this.� He turned to Henry Spaatz, the current Chief of Staff of the Air Force to deliver the command. �Please, Henry� Issue the command.�
The senior uniformed officer nodded with a half-hearted gesture. �Two-Six-Four-Three, this is Base Command� Do you copy?�
The response was not as quick as expected.
�� This is Two-Six-Four-Three� Go��
�Two-Six-Four-Three, you are too immediately��
* * *
��engage Shepherd One and propose a final action that they either comply with the order of diversion� or be subjected to military recourse and be shot down� Do you copy?�
The Flight Commander could feel his heart gallop with the speed of a thoroughbred, the order a simplistic syntax of words aligned in such a way it caused him physical distress. Many times he had gone into battle feeling the same way, always proposing a few words to God with the crucifix held tightly within the grasp of his hand. But this time he found no solace. This time he felt an overwhelming sense of self-conflict.
�� Do you copy, Two-Six-Four-Three?��
�Two-Six-Four-Three� I copy��
The message was broadcast to all pilots who maintained formation while the Flight Commander flew forward in an attempt a reconnect with the pilot of Shepherd One. After positioning himself within twenty meters of the jumbo jet�s cockpit, the Flight Commander made eye contact with Enzio and tapped his helmet, a gesture to reopen communication.
But Enzio turned away.
* * *
�What does he want?� asked Hakam.
�He wants me to reopen communication,� he said, keeping his eyes fixed and forward.
Hakam observed the fighter pilot to be tapping his helmet with heightened agitation, the approach in itself beseeching in his attempt to make open contact. �Reestablish communication,� he said matter-of-factly. �It�s best to know what your enemy is proposing. And no doubt the enemy has a proposal they wish to inform us of. Open the link so that I can hear.�
Enzio reached up and flipped the toggle, the air now open. �This is Shepherd One.�
�� Shepherd One, can you communicate openly?��
Enzio gave Hakam a side-long glance before responding. �That�s negative, Two-Six-Four-Three.�
�� Are you flying with hostile intent?��
Enzio was hoping his silence was answer enough.
�Shepherd One, you are to proceed directly to the given set of coordinates and reroute your direction, do you understand? If you do not comply immediately, then we have orders to shoot you down. Do you copy, Shepherd One? Redirect your course immediately��
�Do you believe him?� Hakam asked him, maintaining calm.
�Yes.�
Hakam released a short, unsettling sigh. �Remind him that the Pope Pius is on board.�
Enzio tapped a button on his lip mike. �Two-Six-Four-Three, do I need to remind you that Pope Pius��
�Shepherd One, this command comes from the highest authority. Either you change your course to the given heading, or we will terminate your flight immediately, is that understood?�
Clearly. There was no doubt in Enzio�s mind that his life was about to come to an earnest end.
�� You have less than thirty seconds, Shepherd One��
In a quick and fluid motion the jet fighter peeled back and disappeared from view, taking position in the rear.
And in a matter of a single moment Hakam could feel his nerves tense to the tautness of steel cables, the overwhelming and sustaining pressure threatening to snap in a volley of lashes geared to do irreparable harm to his forced composure, if not his sanity. Death was coming for him much too quickly as his hands shook with all the fervor of physiological nerve disorder. �I know this plane,� he finally said, hiding his hands from Enzio. �It possesses some very special features unlike other airliners, yes?�
�We�re no match for F-16 fighter jets,� he responded.
�That�s not what I asked you, Captain Pastore. I asked you if this aircraft possesses safety features unlike other airliners. And your answer would be?�
He knew Hakam was referring to the flares, the laser jammers, and high temperature decoys. �Yes,� he answered. �You already know that.�
�Then, Captain Pastore, I strongly suggest that you hurry up and prepare to defend this aircraft. I believe we have less than fifteen seconds left� if that.�
Enzio reached for the keypad and typed in a new code. From the central console a small panel slid aside and a box lined with toggle switches projected upward. Flipping the switches, the amber bulbs on the panel began to light up as a signal of activation. All he had to do was depress the red buttons beneath the lights to activate the decoys and laser jammers.
�Are we ready to defend the palace, Captain Pastore?�
�We can at least try,� he said.
Their time was up.
* * *
President Burroughs appeared unperturbed. However, he was inwardly screaming for a reprieve. The captain of Shepherd One refused to abide by the new directive, giving Burroughs no other choice but to bring the aircraft down. The monitor above the conference table was a constant reminder to him that the jumbo jet was nearing populated territories, which were the urban areas just outside the premises of the Los Angeles suburb.
�Mr. President.� It was a nudge from Senator Wyman who seemed the least affected by the notion of bringing the jet down. �The decision is now, if it�s ever going to happen.�
Burroughs tented his hands and bounced the tips of his fingers against his chin, his mind in obvious warring fashion.
On the screen the image of Shepherd One reached the Critical Zone, an area marked with a blue borderline, indicating that it had less than ten miles before reaching the Red Zone, an area marked as the kill radius should the weapons detonate.
�Mr. President.� Another nudge from the senator. �You have to make a decision.�
Burroughs lowered his hands and turned to his Chief of Staff of the Air Force Command. �Go ahead, Henry,� he said dejectedly. �Give the order to bring her down.�
�Yes, sir.� The commander clenched his jaw for a brief moment before speaking. And then: �Two-Six-Four-Three, this is Base Command� Come in.�
�This is Two-Six-Four-Three� Go ahead, Base Command��
Henry Spaatz measured the many faces that looked upon him with equal evaluation to see if those numerous medals of distinction adorning his uniform were meaningless, wondering if his valor would flag in such a moment, or would he commit himself as his station required. Without reservation the commander spoke with marked bravado. �Two-Six-Four-Three, engage the target and terminate her flight immediately� Bring� down� Shepherd� One��
�� Copy that, Base Command� Engaging��
* * *
Before the webcam�s eye, Pope Pius remained absolutely still as the Garrote Assassin pressed the mouth of his firearm against the pontiff�s temple. Of course it was for show to incite the masses. This he had no doubt. And no doubt it would have the desired effect. But something bothered the assassin, something with enough influence to bathe his forehead in sweat and to shout in Arabic in what appeared to be near panic. His head seemed to be on a swivel, his eyes darting from one set of windows to the other as he stood with his weapon against the pontiff�s temple shouting out commands to his companions who ran along the aisles taking notice of something outside the plane, prompting them to shout back in heightened panic. There was something out there, something obviously not of their liking.
With a steady gaze the pope stared into the webcam and saw the little green light. This was being recorded live. And the pope provided a preamble of a smile, a micro expression of enlightenment. Whatever was out there was obviously for the sake and benefit of the plane. An attempt of a rescue was certainly at hand.
He had no reason to believe that the United States government had already decided to end the flight of Shepherd One.
* * *
�Copy that, Base Command� Engaging�� The flight commander released the crucifix and grabbed the yolk with both hands, homing in on Shepherd One by focusing the lock-on targeting program to the rear of the jumbo jet. On the grid-patterned mini screen, the image of crosshairs surfaced and weaved drunkenly from side to side as the guidance system searched for a lock-on point. When the crosshairs found Shepherd One they flared a bright red, the color indicating that a target had been locked on � the crosshairs no longer weaving back in forth, but moving steadily with the course of the targeted jetliner. Above the image read LOCKED.
The Flight Commander poised a thumb over the firing button, and then looked upon the crucifix noting Christ�s head listing to His side and resting upon His shoulder. And those eyes, those incredibly sad eyes of despair, almost pleading in its gaze, looked at him in what appeared to be more of grave sorrow than forgiveness.
In reaction the pilot grabbed the crucifix and turned it around, the eyes of Christ looking away, the feeling of self-shame for what he was about to do too great. Keeping his thumb in position, he looked directly at the tail end of Shepherd One and silently pled for clemency. Please forgive me for what I�m about to do, he thought.
And then he pressed the button.
* * *
A high, piercing beeping noise went off in the cockpit of Shepherd One, prompting Enzio�s hands to move with zip-like quickness around the neighboring panels and engaging certain toggles and switches � his sense of self-preservation now governing his actions.
Hakam grabbed the edges of the navigator�s table, his palms greased with sweat. �What�s that?� he asked. �What does that mean?�
Enzio�s hands continued to move with unbelievable speed and flash. �It means they�ve locked onto Shepherd One,� he said. �They�re about to fire off a missile.�
The beeping became louder, faster, like a heartbeat about to surrender its final beat due to cardiac arrest.
�But we are equipped for defense, yes?�
Enzio could hear the desperation in the small Arab�s voice � could detect the man fishing for something positive from the pilot. �This plane is equipped with certain devices to ward off certain weapons � like ground-to-air, maybe some air-to-air, but we�re no match for F-16�s. And I can�t outmaneuver them because this plane wasn�t built for aerial gymnastics.�
Hakam could feel his scrotum crawl, could feel it inching its way up toward a belly that was threatening to convulse. �Los Angeles isn�t too far away. You need to get us there.�
�Don�t you think I�m trying?�
Just then the beeping turned into a constant and steady whine of a flat line.
�What�s that?�
Enzio placed his forefinger on a button on the defense pad. �It means there�s a missile heading our way.�
And then he pressed the button, sending out decoys.
* * *
The missile flew from the undercarriage of the flight commander�s Fighting Falcon, the missile itself moving through the air in corkscrew fashion before lining up and flying a straight path toward its target.
Its heat-seeking homing device locked in to the outer engine of the left wing, making a beeline, the little red light on top of the missile�s mini-antennae blinking, as it detected its kill point.
The Flight Commander locked on for a second time, the guidance system finding its mark of the outer engine of the right wing and pressed the firing button. Like its forerunner, the second missile flew in corkscrewing motion before veering off to the right of Shepherd One, the missiles now flanking the aircraft and pressing for the kill.
It was like a pack of wolves against a lone sheep; a squadron of four, heavily armed, and taking on a vessel hardly capable of defending itself.
There was simply no sport to it. But nobody in the team felt elated, either.
The Flight Commander eased back in his seat and saw no need to fire off a third. Nor did he see the need to order anyone from his team to engage and subject themselves to the same self-conflict as he. The two missiles fired were more than adequate to send the jumbo jet plummeting from the sky. Anything else would have been overkill.
As the missiles drove closer to Shepherd One, the Flight Commander simply watched and waited for the endgame.
* * *
Enzio quickly rammed the yolk forward and upward, going into evasive maneuvers, then drove the helm hard to the right, banking steeply at a sixty degree angle.
In the cabin area the overhead bins popped opened, spewing their contents. And anybody not secured in their seats became airborne. In a flash the Garrote Assassin took flight as well as the webcam, both caroming off the wall and into the aisle, the assassin stunned � his eyes distant, yet looking for anything that made sense. Wounded Arm and Wounded Leg also took flight, the men crying out as they rebounded off the wall and against the floor, hard, their cries heightened by the agonizing pains of their wounds. In the midsection, the body of the dead bishop garroted by the assassin was tossed about as a boneless heap, his limbs appearing gelatinous and loose as he bounced and rolled down the aisles of the fuselage, uncontained. All of a sudden everything was chaotic and without rule, the plane in an apparent death throe as Shepherd One suddenly banked hard to the left, the plane vacillating hard from the right, the left wing now dipping in a sixty degree angle.
More screams.
Inside the cockpit Enzio drove hard to the left, the yolk nearly at its full leftward steering capacity, the world beyond the window suddenly a kaleidoscopic image of white clouds and blue sky that coalesced into a swirling, Milky Way design of confusion.
And then the explosions, the concussion sending Shepherd One earthbound.
* * *
The decoys spent by Shepherd One are blender-sized automatons when deployed rotate in blinding revolutions allowing the device to hover for a period of twenty seconds. The mechanism also reacts in two ways: It sets off a jamming frequency for missiles with laser lock-on to lure it from its intended target, and emit a flare from its bottom carriage with temperatures reaching 700 degrees Fahrenheit, which draws the heat seekers.
Several were deployed.
As the missiles drew closer, they suddenly registered an anomaly. Their programming became jammed, their courses erratic until their alternate programming reconnoitered the new heat signatures, and drew a new itinerary by heading for the beacons.
In quick succession the missiles found their marks, the decoys setting them off, which caused a vast wall of air movement that forced Shepherd One into a downward trajectory.
* * *
Kimball Hayden had taken the Lord�s name in vain at least a half dozen times as he flew about the Avionics Room. What the hell was Enzio doing? In a span of fifteen seconds he bounced off the side walls at least three times � one time hitting his head so hard he saw internal stars. And then he held on to something fixed, a protrusion from the wall, something connected to the bank of computers for which he did not know its purpose.
At first the plane banked hard to the left, then to the right, and then the sound of dual explosions� and then the sudden plummet to Earth.
* * *
The Flight Commander could hardly believe his eyes. Two incredible flashes of fire and light lit up the sky in rolling balls of flame. Yet Shepherd One remained intact, but was heading in a steep trajectory toward the ground. There was no doubt in his mind Shepherd One possessed defensive devices, although he could not see them from his distance he readily surmised. If Shepherd One was able to regain control, then he would have to reengage. And this time he would have to see it through with a second sortie.
Taking an angle in a downward direction, the Flight Commander and the rest of the Fighting Falcons gave chase.
* * *
President Burroughs and the rest of his political team watched the screen adamantly. All five images remained in their westward trajectory; however, their flying patterns became erratic.
What the hell is taking so long? thought Burroughs.
The Danger Zone was nearing.
* * *
Enzio pulled back on the throttle with the muscles in his arms straining, his teeth clenching, his will and strength working in collusion to straddle this behemoth in the sky.
In the navigator�s seat Hakam felt dizzy, his heart racing, all color from his face draining as Allah was no longer a thought on his mind � only self-preservation. �Have we been hit?� he cried.
But Enzio focused his attentions elsewhere, Hakam�s words nothing more than a distant drone of syllables.
Then, as if to answer Hakam�s question, Fate appeared to be making a statement for him.
Shepherd One began to shudder, the stress on the flaps and wings too much, the pressure too great. On the flight panel the altimeter was in free fall, having dropped below the 30,000 foot mark in less than a minute.
And then the plane began to cant further to the left, the wing tipping toward a ninety degree angle, the beginning of a spiraling downfall.
Enzio applied his strength and faculties from everything he knew as a fighter pilot with the Aeronautica Milatare to set things right. He pulled back on the yolk and to the right, forced the throttle forward and increased the speed. Slightly, the nose began to lift and the left wing began to stabilize, the plane starting to level off, but only by inches. The tail rudder and flaps began to respond, the tension easing � the intense trembling becoming mere vibrations.
And Shepherd One began to rise once again.
* * *
The entire squadron observed Shepherd One regain itself and begin its ascent, climbing to the 28,000 foot level before the team positioned itself once again in a flanking maneuver. The Flight Commander took the lead with two missiles left in his arsenal.
�Alpha Command to Beta, Delta and Omega, come in��
His team responded.
�All right, listen up,� he said. �The target apparently has some defense mechanisms on board. I will initiate a second sortie. Teams Beta and Delta, I want you to attack from the sides; Omega, from above. After I fire off my remaining payload, I want you to fire off in succession from every possible approach. Do you copy?�
They did.
Without anything additional they peeled off and took position, this time surrounding Shepherd One from every possible angle.
* * *
Inside the cavern of the Raven Rock a siren went off, and, as all sirens do, signaled a dire warning. In this case it alerted the president�s team that Shepherd One had finally entered the Danger Zone, putting the masses at risk.
For the moment it appeared that Burroughs was ignoring the call, his intense look of rapt attention captured by the images on the screen. Apparently the Fighting Falcons regrouped, the first sortie failing, the team reorganizing for a second run.
�Mr. President.� Al Thornton also kept his eyes to the screen. �If we keep this up, then lives will be lost at this point. We need to abort and come up with a different position.�
�Normally I�d agree with you, Al. But it�s best to bring her down in an area sparsely populated than over a city of four million. I�m afraid that whatever happens at this point will have to be regarded as collateral damage.�
Nobody could disagree with his assessment. But nobody concurred, either.
�We press on,� he finally added. �And would somebody please shut off that damn siren!�
* * *
The media was all over the live feed of Shepherd One�s evasive tactics. Evidently an advanced order of commencement to fire upon Shepherd One was issued by the White House command, the international spotlight now focusing on the Burroughs� administration.
Chaotic scenes of the plane were viewed by every major media worldwide, the images intercepted and appropriated by every international news source, including Aljazeera. Although choppy, the images showed the plane in upheaval. People were screaming as they were carried across the fuselage in flight, hitting the walls hard before the webcam took flight. The eye remained alive, however, and caught images of what appeared to be a dead man, a bishop by dress, rolling down the aisle along with pillows, blankets and other debris. Shouts in Arabic could be heard and summarily interpreted, the claims that they were being fired upon by American fighter jets.
And the media could not have been happier after receiving their pound of flesh which was quickly turning to gold.
* * *
The Flight Commander�s team was ready and in position, their guidance systems already locked onto Shepherd One. The problem was that Shepherd One had reached the vicinity of the Danger Zone, the landscapes of minor communities seen from their vantage point.
�Two-Six-Four-Three to Base Command� Come in.�
�� Go ahead, Two-Six-Four-Three��
�Base Command, our coordinates are reporting entry over populated areas. Do you still want to continue with the engagement?�
�� That�s affirmative, Two-Six-Four-Three. You are to continue until further notice
��
�Copy that.� The pilot positioned his thumb over the firing button. No matter how many devices Shepherd One had on board, it would never be enough to counter the incoming volley from his entire team.
* * *
The information hit the president�s table like a tsunami wave. Everything had been swept aside, including the current agenda.
International news sources were tagging the Burroughs� administration as the executioner of the world�s most recognized religious icon. Of course there had to be a reason why, there had to be a reason why. Nevertheless, that reason continued to elude the media when questions were asked without recompense.
The Burroughs� group could not expound for the fact it had not confirmed whether or not the weapons were actually on board. Or that the idea of taking down Shepherd One was based on a simple whim.
They had taken action when nothing had yet to be proven.
Unknowingly, the media had come to serve as a public relations nightmare and became an unwitting ally to the terrorists on board Shepherd One. And because they had the art of deception, they could no longer be employed as a tactical advantage in the scheme of things, since the world was now watching.
�Abort!� The president hollered at Spaatz. �Abort the mission!�
The Chief Commander of the Air Force nodded. �If it�s not too late,� he said, and then he promptly ordered his mission team to abandon all prior orders and fall back.
The response was an overwhelming resonance of static.
* * *
The Flight Commander laid his thumb on the button, the moment to conclude the matter coming in a sudden rush of horrible and overwhelming regret for what he was about to do, but a situation that had to be accomplished, nevertheless. Forgive me�
�Two-Six-Four-Three, you are to abort your mission immediately!� Do you copy, Two-Six-Four-Three?� Abort� Your� Mission��
He quickly pulled his thumb back as if the button pricked his flesh. Relief washed over him, an incredible weight lifted from his shoulders. Let somebody else bear the responsibility of terminating the life of the pope, he told himself. And then he flipped the crucifix over and looked into the forlorn eyes of Christ. Thank you.
�� Two-Six-Four-Three, did you copy?��
He tapped his mike. �I copy,� he said, and then he pulled back along with his team. But they continued to maintain a visual of Shepherd One, which was now flying over L.A. proper.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Vatican City
As a very young man, Cardinal Bonasero Vessucci led the crusade against Nazi Germany who touted neutrality with the Church when, in fact, the pope protested profound sorrow with Germany�s state of religion that proposed the renewal of Catholic persecution. The Nazi�s even went as far as to declare a new Church in Germany entirely independent from Rome with a denunciation of Roman Catholicism as a "Mediterranean Jewish myth." In reprisal the Vatican broadcasted that all Germans expressing a desire to become priests were liable to internment, and that all convents and monasteries would be closed all over Germany with the priests falling liable to expulsion from their parishes at the slightest cause.
In an effort to challenge the outcome of these charges, the Nazi regime turned around and answered with an assertion by suggesting that a new Catholic prayer book include special war prayers such as "Victory in the German Struggle for Liberty." But Goebbels' Propaganda Ministry missed an obvious deduction, which was that Germany's Catholics were praying for peace, not victory.
Nevertheless, a spiked increase of tension remained between the Nazi regime and Rome. And fearing that Pope Pius XIII may be assassinated for political and religious motives, created a clandestine force of elite commandos known as the Vatican Knights, a special group of fighters who possessed a very particular set of skills.
For the past half century the cardinal recruited waifs and those with minimal family ties, but those who also possessed the traits, skills and learning abilities to uphold the dictum of �Loyalty Above All Else, Except Honor.� He had taken them as young men and gave them the need for purpose and significance. He also gave them pride, but not so much where it became a crippling vanity. And in time he assembled and developed a team whose members were from all over the globe, their devotion to the pope above the sanctity of their own life � the best in the world.
And then there was Kimball Hayden � an assassin for the American government who killed without any set of principles or ethics, but with cold fortitude. Yet there was something deep inside the man that Cardinal Vessucci saw with his keen and unaided eye. He saw Kimball as someone who was more than just a man without conscience or core, but a person who let his pride lead him until the very moment of his epiphany when he killed two boys for the sake of duty. And it was then that the cardinal saw Kimball for what he really was: the fulcrum between sinner and saint.
For years his covert connections within the American political hierarchy kept a watchful eye on the man who was allegedly without soul, a killing machine, and knew everything he did from afar.
In 1991 he knew of Kimball�s mission into Iraq, and sent two of his elite Knights to trail him through the desert. It was a test for all three: one to see if his Knights would be spotted by Kimball, which they were not; and a test for himself, a measurement of his own insight to see if he was right about Kimball Hayden possessing a measure of decency, or if he was someone truly soulless. Everyone passed on all accounts.
When he learned about what Kimball did � when he buried the boys and mourned their loss � he saw a gateway open and took the opportunity to offer Kimball what he believed to be missing, which was his soul. When Kimball decided to abscond from service and leave the Iraqi desert, the cardinal continued his surveillance up to the moment Kimball Hayden showed up in a little tavern in Venice.
It had become his recruiting point � a place where a new alliance was born, and hopes to a man in search of his soul.
Since then, however, he had grown old; his body losing its youth and energy, his one-time vigor lost to the futile battle against aging as he sat in the living quarters of the cardinals, the Domus Sanctae Marthae, and watched the television with gripped attention.
The United States had tried to take down Shepherd One, the White House scrambling for the reason �why� in order to appease the masses. But the preliminary indication is believed to be that Shepherd One has been commandeered by terrorists, was now holding a circular pattern over Los Angeles and refusing to land.
At that time Cardinal Vessucci turned to Cardinal Sollozzo, another ranking member of the Society of Seven, a body of rulers who, along with the pope, determine the missions of the Vatican Knights, and spoke to him in subdued manner. �I believe a meeting is necessary at the Round Table,� he said. �Gather the others and meet me in the Forum.�
Sollozzo nodded and left his seat. Vessucci did the same but had to labor to stand, his legs having weakened over time, and moved toward the Forum chamber with the alacrity of a man twenty years his senior.
* * *
Very much to Hakam�s pleasure, the plane leveled off at 30,000 feet and maintained a pattern over Los Angeles. In those moments where Shepherd One was in its descending freefall, Hakam failed to entrust his faith in Allah. And in those moments he neither prayed for salvation nor asked to be accepted into His glory. He simply embraced panic.
Sitting with his hands clenching the edges of the navigator�s table with his head bowed and eyes closed, with his chest laboring to pull in air and subsequent calm, Hakam was entirely grateful to Enzio for his skills as a pilot.
And then he caught himself once again. On the norm he would assign the pilot�s skills as Allah�s will, the plane surviving because it was meant to be. But deep inside he realized he was drifting from his once unyielding belief that death was a gateway to Allah�s kingdom. More so, he had zero doubt that Allah had faulted him for his weakness.
He then opened his eyes for a quick view of the sky � a confirmation of his continuing life before closing them once again and sending up a prayer of thanks. With repentance he was sure he could fall back into Allah�s good graces. And what better way to do it than to send Him a few words of gratitude?
�We are alive because it�s Allah�s will,� he said half to himself. But Enzio didn�t appear to be responsive or caring, his eyes looking straight ahead.
Yet his tone wasn�t quite confident, his inflection weak, as if forcing this belief upon himself. For the past several hours his demeanor had vacillated from losing his calm to forcing composure, the markers of indecision. And if he was losing faith within himself, then most certainly his team would lose faith in him. This he could not afford.
�We are alive because it�s Allah�s will,� he repeated with more passion. But still he got no response from Enzio.
Lifting the lid of the laptop attached to the navigator�s table, Hakam brought up the unrefined image of al-Rashad with the simian features of his prognathous jaw and sloping brow staring back at him. When al-Rashad spoke he did so in a manner that was brusque � the Arabic language flying from his lips in a fast clip while Hakam patiently listened. Although Enzio did not understand the verbal communication, he did recognize the syllables �Ponte Felcino� reoccurring often.
When the interaction was over Hakam gingerly lowered the screen and stated nothing for a long moment, his eyes transfixing on the laptop as if deliberating. And then: �Allah has used you as a vessel,� he said. �And through you we are still here to see the cause through.� He turned to Enzio. �So I say this to you: Your family is fine.�
Enzio eyed him cautiously, Hakam�s face unreadable. The man with the cool bearing was back. �And this is the truth?�
Hakam stood and looked over the city sprawl of Los Angeles below them. �This is the truth,� he answered. But again, conviction was lacking in his tone.
Turning quickly, Hakam left the cockpit with the need to pay penance.
* * *
They were known as the Society of Seven, a political body of rule consisting of the pope, the Vatican�s Secretary of State, and five of the Curia�s ruling cardinals. Together they were the exclusive acknowledgers of the existence of the Vatican Knights who determined missions.
Within the hour Cardinal Bonasero Vessucci amassed the five cardinals inside the Forum � a small room within the basilica whose walls were made of slump stone assuring their privacy, as well as the impossibility of appropriating information from covert conversations.
The room was small, humid, with two stained glass windows that offered a profusion of light. Where torches once burned flames in metal sconces now stood as supports for electric lighting. And everything around them � the walls, the floor, even the low-lying cathedral ceiling � held the color of desert sand which was suffused with gold flexes of mica. In the room�s center, an oval-shaped table fashioned from ebony wood served as their Round Table.
Cardinal Vessucci looked at the images within the stained glass and saw the likeness of Michelangelo�s Pieta, the Death of Christ, his body cradled by his mother, the Virgin Mary. In it he saw an end of His life, but also a depiction of a new beginning with His resurrection. But the life of Pope Pius XIII would hold no such revelation, his life ending with a finality promising hatred between religious factions all over the world.
�Our hands are tied,� Cardinal Tomaso Angulio said bleakly. �If Shepherd One truly is under the command of extremists, then we must lean toward finding a new pope. Until then, all we can do is to pray for their safety.�
�We can do that,� Vessucci said flatly. �But let�s not forget that Kimball is on board as well. And we all know Kimball to be a man with a very particular set of skills.�
�Kimball is but one man who is unarmed against several. He does not have the Vatican Knights to back him on this.�
�You have little faith, my friend. You know as well as I do that Kimball thrives on moments like this.�
�Of course, I do. But I�m also a realist, Bonasero. What should happen if an errant bullet rips a hole in the side of the plane, sending Shepherd One to earth? Or what if the pilot is incapable of landing her for whatever reason? Or maybe��
Vessucci held up a halting hand. �Believe me, Tomaso, you have valid concerns which are shared by everyone at this table. But the fact remains that Kimball Hayden provides us with continuing hope.�
�Nevertheless, Bonasero,� said Cardinal Corsaro, a man with a hatchet-thin face and a cast to his left eye. �The chances are remote, at best, since we cannot utilize the Knights on this one. So we at least must prepare the Conclave for the next pope � someone we can trust with the knowledge of the Vatican Knights, someone who will keep their secret. And you know as well as I do that you are the most renowned within the College.�
�I would prefer to put my fate in Kimball�s hands before we start talking about my succession as the next pope,� he said. �Besides, I�m in the twilight of my life. So let�s not begin to anoint me yet.�
�We should not turn a blind eye to the existing probabilities,� said Corsaro. �Kimball is the man we all want to be in the trenches, no doubt. But we all know he has limited options. And even they are beyond his control.�
Cardinal Vessucci sighed. Corsaro was absolutely right: he was one man alone against a terrorist faction 30,000 feet in the air. The improbability of the dark reality certainly outweighed the reasonability of Hayden�s success. �I will inform the Camerlengo to be prepared,� he said. �But don�t give up on Kimball.�
�I know what he can do,� returned Corsaro. �My faith hasn�t totally escaped me.�
Vessucci eased back in his seat and turned his eyes to the glass stained image of the Pieta, this time his mind wondering if the Vatican Knight was even alive.
* * *
Barring the bump on his head, Kimball was fine. What wasn�t fine, however, was the laptop he was using to contact the Vatican, which had been destroyed during the plane�s maneuvers, the screen shattered. He hoped the additional laptops he left behind in the fuselage held up during the violent course.
Passing through the hatch with more effort than he cared to exert, Kimball realized he was running out of time. The wild path of Shepherd One was no fluke, the plane obviously in evasive maneuvers which were confirmed by the dual rocket explosions that sent a concussion wave that drove the jumbo jet into a downward trajectory before righting itself. No doubt Enzio had done a masterful job in eluding the sortie. But then to regain control of the airliner which was not built for aerial exercises was absolutely expert on the part of the seasoned pilot. But Kimball knew he would soon have to utilize his own set of skills if they were to survive the day: I kill people. It�s what I do. It�s what I�m good at.
Somehow he would eventually have to work his way topside and take his chances.
Stepping into the tube of the fuselage, it looked like it had been tossed about by a gorilla wreaking havoc. Clothes, suitcases, paperwork and miscellaneous items were strewn across the floor. Crates not tethered properly to the surface were lying on their sides. But in the center of the fuselage were the two aluminum cases, unmoved, secured, the tethering suction cups doing their job well.
Standing over the weapons, Kimball held his hands over them like someone standing before a comforting fire burning beneath the mantel of a fireplace, then got to a bended knee. Gently, as he knelt between them, he placed a hand on each of the neighboring cases and sensed their coldness. First, he carefully opened the case on his right. When he did he saw the burnished spheres and listened to the waspy hum. And then he repeated himself with the second case and used great care as he lifted the lid, revealing a twin rendition of the first � the burnished spheres undamaged and very much alive. With the same prudence he closed and fastened the latches, and then rummaged the area for a working laptop. After finding two useless units broken in the freefall, he finally found one intact.
Working his way back into the Avionics Room, Kimball reestablished set-up and booted the laptop. Around him, as he waited for the screen to come to life, the minuscule bulbs on the Avionic boards winked intermittently, the inconstant lighting drawing ghoulish lines along his face in the shadows. To his right a thin spotlighted beam of light came down through the lifted plate leading into the cockpit, the light shaft drawing him close to the hole, where he listened.
Since he did not hear the small Arab talk, he considered the time to be now.
�Hey, Enzio.�
* * *
� Hey, Enzio�
To the pilot it sounded like a distant whisper from the end of a long tunnel, a phantom voice trailing through the darkness.
�Yo� Enzio.�
This time it was clear, very clear.
The pilot turned toward the cockpit entrance, expecting to see the small Arab. But the entrance was clear.
�Enzio?�
It was coming from the co-pilot�s side but from the floor, causing the pilot�s demeanor to shift into a nonplussed look. And then it dawned on him, the small access plate leading from the cockpit down to the Avionics Room was missing. The hole, which was designed for the transference of wires from the cockpit�s control panel to the Avionics boards below for diagnostic information retrieval, was open.
�Enzio.�
�Father Hayden?�
Although he was an elite commando known by a few, it was well within the interest of the Vatican that his true identity be as covert as possible. To everyone within the Church he was known as Father Hayden, personal valet to Pope Pius XIII. �Yeah, Enzio, it�s me.�
�Why are you in the Avionics Room?�
�It�s a long story. But it appears they�ve locked me in. The elevator�s been disabled and the trapdoor�s secured.�
�Why would they do that?�
�Again: long story.�
Enzio kept looking over his shoulder with darting glances, expecting to see the little Arab walk in. �Father Hayden, it is better where you are anyway. I think they killed one of the bishops. You�re safe there.�
�Enzio, none of us are safe. Do you have any idea what they�re planning to do?�
He took another glance over his shoulder. �They tell me nothing. All they say is if I don�t comply with their demands, then they will kill my family.�
�Listen, Enzio, there�s a nuclear payload on this plane � two separate devices. Obviously they have something very particular in mind. Have they said or mentioned anything around you, anything at all regarding what they plan to do?�
�When they speak to each other they do so in Arabic, which I don�t understand. However, the leader was online with someone before he left the cockpit. But I did pick up a few words that came up in their conversation.�
�What?� he asked.
�I heard him mention on several occasions the Ponte Felcino Mosque.�
The Ponte Felcino Mosque? �That�s in Perugia,� he said.
�I think that�s where they�re holding my family,� he returned. �After the little Arab broke off contact, he told me that my family was fine. So I�m thinking he was talking to their captor.�
And this very well may be possible, considered Kimball. Perugia, Italy had a high Muslim population of 150,000 people with 10,000 people living in city center. The mosque was raided by Italy�s anti-terrorist task force after learning that the clerics were promoting terrorist sentiment, and discovered evidence to support their claim. Since then the mosque had come under the watchful eye of the Italian government.
�After the raid a few years ago and knowing that they�re being watched, I don�t think so.�
�Then maybe they�re close by.�
�Yeah, maybe � maybe the Ponte Felcino Mosque is their base command.�
�How well do you know Perugia?�
�Good enough,� said Kimball. �The SIV keeps an eye on all possible insurgent groups close to the Vatican.� The SIV, or the Servizio Informazione del Vaticano, was the Vatican�s Intelligence Service.
�Then they could be anywhere in Perugia.�
�If they�re there at all, but at least it�s a starting point.�
�I know they�re there,� said Enzio, the tone of his voice wanting to believe so. �I know they are.�
�Did you hear anything else?�
�No, I just got a quick glimpse of the man he was speaking to � rough looking, ugly as sin. The picture quality was poor, but I saw concrete pillars in the background, squared, with a high ceiling that led me to believe it was the mosque.�
�Was the ceiling rounded like a rotunda?�
�No, it appeared more like structural beams crossing from one point to another. But the picture was grainy and it was only for a moment that I glanced at it.�
�Squared columns and beams are not the structural hallmarks of a mosque,� he said.
�Then if not in the mosque, where could they be?�
Kimball deliberated. The city was not very big, the buildings sparse and old, two- and three-story constructions that have been around for decades, and, in some cases, for centuries. There was an annex of abandoned buildings, however, on the outskirts, but close enough to the mosque. During World War II these buildings were used as a production factory for building arms. And since they were located in central Italy, and with the shipping points equal distance from one another, made it a prime location. Once the war ended so did the arms trade, the factories soon shutting down by dying a quick death. Although plans had been made to raze the buildings to create more fashionable businesses and residences, nothing ever came to fruition. The buildings were left to rot.
�In Perugia,� said Kimball, �there are several abandoned buildings�� He let his words falter.
�Then that is where they are,� the pilot said quickly. And then: �Father Hayden, my duty to the Vatican is second to my family. If I have to surrender my life in order that they shall live, then I would gladly do it. But right now my hands are tied because they are being held captive.�
�I�m trying to contact the Vatican through the ports down here,� he said. �I hooked up a laptop hoping to get through. I can do that, right?�
�If you know their address, then yes, you can. The Avionics station was set up to transfer diagnostics information from Shepherd One to the command base to immediately define possible flight problems. There are no restrictions, as far as I know.�
�Then I guess we�ll just have to see what exactly is in Perugia.�
Enzio could feel the tears welling, a sour lump in his throat. �Please, Father Hayden, if they are there, and if you can find a way, please save them.�
�Trust me,� he said. �If they�re there� I know the perfect team to go in and get them.�
* * *
Al-Rashad closed the laptop with gentle care, his eyes taking on that faraway look. Al-Khatib Hakam had failed in his attempt to reach Washington D.C.
In the message he just received, al-Rashad was to act as conduit and inform the clerics of the Ponte Felcino Mosque that Hakam would use the moment to complete the mission of forcing the United States Intelligence Services to destroy themselves from within. And then he outlined his new itinerary to al-Rashad, which he was to relay to the clerics at the mosque.
However, he was to be surreptitious in manner since the mosque was most likely under surveillance. If necessary, he would travel through the thin warrens beneath the Perugian streets to reach the sublevel of the Ponte Felcino Mosque.
So this was now his task, he thought. To act as liaison between a soldier who never held a weapon and clerics who sponsored the cause.
Deep inside he could feel something volatile brewing, something hotly alive and waiting to rear its ugly head in the form of all-consuming anger. He was, after all, a great warrior, not a messenger.
And then his eyes began to focus, first going to the ceiling, which was made of chicken-wire glass that allowed the access of natural lighting to the factory floor below.
His mind then bore dark considerations.
When this was over, when Hakam had completed his task, he would murder the children and take the pilot�s wife, raping her until his body could perform no more, and then leave her in a grave until her bones turned to dust.
Yes, he thought. That�s what I�ll do. Heathens deserve no better.
For a long moment he leisurely gazed over the factory floor from his vantage point of the second tier, his impatience of not serving in the capacity for which he was capable of annoying him to no end. When the assignment was over he had no doubt he would be sent back to America to reestablish the sales of illicit steroids to raise money for future causes. In the States there was a market for everything, including the retailing of growth hormones which was quite expansive and highly profitable. High school athletes needed them to gain an edge for the college ranks, the college athletes needed them to gain the edge for the pro ranks, and the aging pros needed them to maintain the edge over younger competitors. The need to be bigger, stronger and faster was a never-ending well to tap from.
Of course taking such narcotics was everything against the Quran. But al-Rashad could not help himself, finding incredible power within the sweet bite of the needle as his body mass grew beyond expectations. His matchstick arms became massive and thick with trails of veins coursing along the edges of defined muscle mass. His chest blossomed exponentially, the pectoral plates rounding out with the solidness of marble. However, he waived caution. Over the years his addiction culminated with body changes, such as the sloping brow and the jutting of his jaw, precursors to internal and sometimes fatal changes, such as the decimation of the liver and testes.
But al-Rashad felt good, sensing the need for power outweighing the need for prudence.
When looking in the mirror in the gym he saw himself with incredible vanity. Whenever he flexed or posed, he did so with the body of a warrior and not as a messenger.
He spat over the railing, the idea of what had been relegated to in the cause leaving a bad taste in his mouth.
Al-Rashad is not a messenger.
I am a warrior of Allah!
When the war cry dissipated from his mind, when he established a state of self calm, al-Rashad turned away and began to make his way toward the Ponte Felcino Mosque.
For now, he would act as the dutiful messenger.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Los Angeles was abuzz. More so out of excitement than in panic mode. Shepherd One was flying above them; the life of Pope Pius XIII at stake. LA had become the centerpiece of worldwide attention. All which posed problems for the president and his team.
President Burroughs sat with his cabinet of advisors to come up with a way to best serve their position in the international community. The key situation at the moment was how to deal with Shepherd One, which was flying over a vastly populated area with a six kiloton payload. Was it their ethical duty to inform the masses of the flight�s yield, causing panic and the probable destruction of a city? Or do they wait, gambling on the improbability of a quick resolution?
Either way it was a troubling proposition. Not only did they have to contend with the issues at hand, but deal with the media affairs constituting reasons for the attack on Shepherd One. Therefore, information was sent to the press secretary in order for her to filter out certain facts, and doctor a fashionable statement to best suit their needs since denial was no longer an option.
�If we inform a city of over four million people about the probability of Shepherd One possessing a six-kiloton weapon � a weapon with half the yield that destroyed Hiroshima � what can we expect other than the obvious?� asked the president.
�Well,� said Thornton, �everyone here knows as well as I do that the highway systems would eventually become impassable, trapping hundreds of thousands of people, maybe more. And then you�d have the looting and pillaging, your fires, murders, rape � nothing good at all. You would think it would be better not to inform anyone in order to continue ongoing stability. But on the other hand, if those weapons are on board, then they�re going to be used. So do we allow ourselves to be subjected in the media and in the worldwide community as a government who knew the potential destruction of our people but failed to react? If that�s the case, then we would distance ourselves from our own citizenry by failing to protect those in Los Angeles by allowing the detonation to happen when we knew the potential existed.�
�And we can�t deny knowing about the payload since the world knows of our attempt to take down Shepherd One. The only way we can justify our position in this matter is with the truth.�
�LA would be destroyed,� the president said factually.
�True,� said Attorney General Dean Hamilton. �But you can see as well as I do, Mr. President, that the city is already lost at this point. We need to get as many people out of the blast zone as quickly as possible.�
�And what about other options?� asked the president. �Is there anything that we can do to save the city and the people? Any suggestions at all?�
�Honestly, Mr. President, I think we�ve been down every avenue. The only thing left to us�I believe � is to use the media and clear out Los Angeles.�
The president realized there was 360 degrees of direction and wanted to examine every possible angle before settling on a decisive act. To his team he did not want to appear like a man of desperation either, but someone who was looking for a solid solution. �Is there any way we can get a team up there to retake the plane?�
Thornton leaned forward, appearing lost. �Excuse me?�
�Is there a way we can dispatch a team of commandos to retake Shepherd One � a military aerial tactic that would get a team on board without the terrorists knowing?�
Thornton cleared his throat. �With all due respect, Mr. President, situations like that are nothing more than cinematic crapola. No such tactic exists.�
�I know that,� he retorted. �But it was an angle no one brought up, which means there are other angles out there, viable or not, foolish or not. And I want to hear them all before I put Los Angeles in a state of panic. I want additional ideas, people. We�re not at crunch time yet.�
But no ideas came, the table growing silent, everybody believing the president was asking for the impossible, which was to come up with something plausible in an implausible situation.
Then we will start with the crux of the problem, he considered, which is the plane itself. So he sparked further conversation. �Shepherd One,� he began, �is circling over Los Angeles for a reason. I think it would be reasonable to say that if their primary objective was to detonate those weapons over a populated area, then they would have done so already. Yet they continue to hold a pattern.� He fell back in his seat, raised his hands and shrugged. �But why?� he asked. �Why maintain a pattern when you�ve reached your destination? It�s because they have something else in mind. Something they want, a concession on our part. Otherwise they would have set off those weapons after reaching LA. But they didn�t. Does everyone here at least agree with me on that assumption?�
They did, finding themselves drawn in, the point coming.
�I believe some type of demands will be coming forthwith, which gives us time to come up with a solution, hopefully from Dr. Simone. But I need to know how much time we have before we have no other choice but to alert the media and the subsequent evacuation of Los Angeles.�
�That�s kind of playing with fire,� said Dean. �We gave Shepherd One more time than necessary in the attempt to take her down. And now she�s flying over LA.�
�That�s because the first sortie failed in its mission with Shepherd One, giving them a little surprise we didn�t know about,� he stated. �But if we knew more about the mechanics of that plane, then she�d be lying on the ground as scorched metal. So we still have time, Dean � not much, but time to figure something out, nonetheless. And this time we start with what I need to know about the aircraft.�
Thornton took his cue and spread three sheets of paper before him. �Shepherd One is a Boeing seven-eighty-seven-nine Dreamliner,� he began. �It�s a top-of-the-line luxury model licensed by Alitalia Airlines in Rome. And although a part of the Alitalia fleet, this particular aircraft has been suited with flares and jammers to protect it against insurgent weaponry, such as ground-to-air missiles. What happened with the sortie was a maneuver on their part to buy time to get into LA airspace, which worked. They never would have survived the second sortie since the plane isn�t truly equipped for major defenses against F-16�s.�
�What about flight capability?�
Thornton raised his finger in an I-was-getting-to-that gesture. �It�s big,� he said. �It carries up to two hundred ninety people and has a range of nearly ten thousand miles.�
�Ten thou � on a single fueling?�
�Yes, Mr. President. Shepherd One has the capacity to travel back and forth across this country three times before it needs to be refilled. And at its current rate of speed, she can be up there another sixteen to eighteen hours.�
And this was true. The 787-9 Dreamliner was the newest and best of the aviation stock. With a range of 15,750 kilometers or 9,800 miles on a single fueling, the plane could circle LA for nearly two-thirds of a day, maybe longer given the lack of extra weight and tonnage since its flight capacity held only a slight grouping of passengers. This was good news, or at least news Burroughs could work with. It gave him time.
�They definitely want something,� he said more to himself. And then: �Contact them,� he said. �Tell them we want to open up a dialogue and know their demands.�
Craner leaned forward carrying the look of mild bafflement. �Are you considering concessions to terrorist demands?�
�What I�m considering is how to deal with the situation with the given time we have. I want to know for sure what�s in that plane, what they want, and try to come up with a solution.�
�Mr. President,� Dean Hamilton appeared downtrodden. �The policy of not negotiating with terrorists is unyielding, but in this case we may need more than just the need to know their position in all this. Right now the playing field isn�t even close to being level. Everybody at this table knows who has the upper hand at the moment.�
President Burroughs ingested this, knowing Dean was right. Policy or not, the American government may have to concede to the demands of terrorists for the better good. �I don�t like the idea of this administration buckling under terrorist demands. But Dean�s right.� He turned to Thornton, his top advisor, the man whom he had valued for advice his entire presidential tenure, a man whose counsel had always been forthcoming and solid. �What�s your take, Al?�
Thornton nodded in agreement. Even as reluctant as he was about conceding to terrorist demands. �Shepherd One is flying over a populated area with perhaps a nuclear payload. And we are completely impotent to do anything about it. In my opinion, we have to open doors of negotiation.�
�Those doors, Al, may also open up Pandora�s Box with grave repercussions.�
�That may be true. But I don�t see any other option at this point.�
�You said Shepherd One can be up there � what, sixteen hours?�
�At the very least, yes.�
�Then let�s assume they want something, which I�m sure they do. We�ll play them for eight, maybe ten hours � time that�ll hopefully give us a solution. If we don�t come up with something by then, then we�ll alert the media and have the city evacuated. But if we have at least ten hours � or any time at all to negotiate a peaceful outcome to this situation � then we use them.�
�So where do we begin?� asked Senator Wyman.
�We begin by contacting Shepherd One,� he replied. �I want the Fighting Falcons to initiate communication immediately and set up a direct link to this room. I want to see Hakam�s face on that overhead projector. Is that clear?�
�It is,� said Air Force Joint Chief Henry Spaatz. And then he commenced the order to the Flight Commander of the Fighting Falcons to reopen dialogue with Shepherd One.
All the while the principals remained silent, knowing the odds to be long and improbable. The terrorists had been patient, the Americans complacent, which gave rise to the current state of affairs. Hakam had the upper hand and was not about to relinquish it. Nor was he foolish enough to be dragged along by a string of red herrings to prolong matters. The Arab was in total control and everyone�s silence was testament to that fact.
Before the city could be wholly evacuated, everyone knew that Los Angeles was about to become a no man�s land for decades.
Hakam was going to win.
* * *
Pope Pius XIII rose from his seat with verbal opposition from his captors, their orders for him to sit down going unheeded. Standing before the bishops of the Holy See, he gauged the looks on their faces and saw the fears of their own mortality. They were the elderly seasoned vets of the administration, all gray-haired and gentle souls who enjoyed their duties to govern the Church. None of them deserved this, he thought. None of them needed to fall victim to the whims of a man possessed by a cruel agenda since they had given themselves to God. And there was no doubt in Pius�s mind that they were questioning their faith.
When the sortie struck he, too, felt the pang of impending death, the bolt of fear striking him like a static charge, where he was positive it would stop his beating heart. As Shepherd One descended in its freefall, he clutched the armrests with a death grip and pled unto his God with his eyes closed and lips moving, the conversation to his Lord highly personal and understood: He did not want to die.
Like all men, he feared violent death despite his station with the Vatican. And above all else, he was human with the inherent trait of self-preservation. To die as an aged man because life had systematically come to its end by natural causes was one thing; to die by violence when life still had meaning was another. Pope Pius XIII truly believed he had much more to do, so much more to give. But right now he had to sermonize to the bishops, his words becoming an opiate to their ears.
If it�s God�s will, he told them, then they were not to lose or question their faith because death would be a glorious transfer into His kingdom. Nor were they to question their devotion or loyalties, since blind faith required no proof since none existed. But in the end, as he stood there, and no matter how melodious he sounded, he could see the human side of their expressions, the aspect of self-preservation ruling over internal faith.
Taking his seat, he couldn�t help the overwhelming feeling of his failure to pacify the bishops.
And although shaken, Pope Pius XIII maintained his love for God and believed devoutly in His being. What bothered him, however, was his unwavering fear of knowing what was about to come, which was his death � so violent, so cruel, so unnecessary. But he was not hypocritical either, since fear was a human element and not a godly one. And though he was frightened he knew this to be good, the sense humbling him, which gave him the realization that he was not above the standards of the people, but a representative of them. Although he was the pope, he was not braver, wiser or better than any man on this plane. He was not godly or above all else. He was simply� human.
Turning to his left he saw the Garrote Assassin looking at him. By the cockiness of his grin Pius could tell that killer had the insight to see his dread, the marginal grimace on the assassin�s face relishing the fact that the pope was frightened.
Just because I�m the pope, he wanted to say, doesn�t make me any less or more than you. I fear, I think, I love like anyone else.
Pope Pius XIII leaned back into his seat, closed his eyes, and began to pray.
And when prayer was over he thought about one thing. He thought about Kimball.
But even this was too much for one man to conquer alone.
* * *
Hakam paced the twin aisles of the jet airliner, up one aisle, then down the other. Something was clearly on his mind, his demeanor not escaping the insight of the Garrote Assassin, who held a steady eye on him.
�Are you all right, al-Khatib?�
Hakam raked his hand nervously through his hair and feigned a smile. �Fine,� he said, and then moved on.
He had penance to pay for losing his faith. This much he knew. What he didn�t know is if Allah would forgive him for the transgression of losing faith, and then accept him into His Glory upon his death. The moment Shepherd One began its steep decline, the ideology of self-sacrificing his soul to Allah had become reality. His faith wasn�t even a consideration, only self-preservation. So now he had to rediscover himself in a way to appease his God by regaining his conviction and prove his worthiness. And he would start with prayer.
While making his way back to the fore of the plane he observed the pope who appeared distant, his eyes vacuous, as if staring through the solid masses before him and toward that beatific plane of existence only he could see. Perhaps he, too, Hakam considered, was in prayer.
�Are you in prayer?� asked Hakam.
The pope never altered his gaze. �I am.�
�And what do you see?�
�I see hope.�
Hakam nodded. �One man�s hope is another man�s apathy. You want to live and I want to die,� he lied. �Only one of us can have their way.�
�Hope drives men forward while apathy inhibits growth. Hope will prevail.�
�My hope is that we shall die for a cause. So does that mean my concept of hope will prevail over yours? Or will the semantics of �hope� be left to the subjective interpretations of men of distant philosophies, such as yours and mine? There is no clear answer.�
�No, but there is a clear path,� he returned. And then he faced Hakam. �I pray for the hope of good will, whereas you pray for its downfall.�
�I hope for the progress of my people.�
�And the price of progress is destruction?�
Hakam did not counter, although he was fascinated by the art of debating. �Keep praying,� he told him. �So we shall see whose hope is the greater.�
Pope Pius turned away, his eyes once again growing distant.
From the periphery of his vision, Hakam saw a jet fighter make its way to the pilot�s side of the plane. �Keep praying,� he said dully, his sight tracking the flight of the jet�s path. �But I think your words will fall on deaf ears.� And then Hakam moved toward the cockpit with urgency.
But Pius knew his hope to be the stronger.
And his hope lay within Kimball Hayden.
* * *
The Flight Commander of Fighting Falcon Two-Six-Four-Three positioned himself alongside the cockpit window of Shepherd One. When Enzio saw the pilot gesturing to him by tapping the lip-mike area of his helmet to reopen communication, Enzio didn�t hesitate and flipped the toggle.
�Go ahead, Two-Six-Four-Three.�
�� Shepherd One, Base Command would like to establish open communication with the hostile factions on board your flight. Do you copy?��
�Copy, Two-Six-Four-Three � will have to get back to you on that.�
�� I�ll be waiting��
The Fighting Falcon never left its position, its wing tip less than thirty feet from the cockpit window.
* * *
Hakam would make penance later. Right now he would show Allah his true devotion and commit to the cause through immediate action. Prayer would come later.
When he stepped into the cockpit he saw the jet fighter about twenty meters away. �Has he made contact with you?�
Enzio nodded. �He wants to reestablish communication with you.�
�Then let�s not disappoint,� he said. �Open the line.�
Enzio handed Hakam the lip mike and headpiece, then flipped the toggle.
�And with whom do I owe the pleasure, since you are the one who tried to knock us out of the sky?�
�� Shepherd One, this is Fighting Falcon Two-Six-Four-Three, I have a message from Command Base who wishes direct communication with you. Do you copy?��
�It all depends on who it is at the Command Base who wishes to speak with me,� he said.
�� That would be the Commander-in-Chief��
Hakam didn�t even flinch. This was the moment he�d been waiting for � a moment with the president of the United States.
�� Do you copy, Shepherd One?��
�Shepherd One accepts the invitation,� he said.
�� The Commander-in-Chief has requested a live feed from your position��
�Then they shall have it.�
The Flight Commander gave Hakam the ISP coordinates to open communication with the staff at Raven Rock.
Once Hakam entered the contact address into his laptop on the navigation desk, he opened communication and viewed the president�s team from his monitor. �So tell me, Mr. President� how are you today?�

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

President Burroughs tried to show no sign of weakness, but an unyielding strength with the projection of his jaw. �I�m going to ask you once, Mr. al-Khatib Hakam. Do you have weapons on board that plane?�
Hakam�s image peered back at them from the large viewing monitor, the image grainy. �You know who I am. Very good, Mr. President, but as you can see the advantage is mine. First, let�s get several things clear: I run the show, I make the demands, and you follow them to a T. Or Los Angeles becomes a wasteland. This I guarantee.�
�So you do have the weapons?�
�Perhaps,� he said. �Or maybe they�re well hidden somewhere in Los Angeles.�
Then why were you trying to make it to Washington before your mission was compromised? he wanted to ask. It wouldn�t make sense to leave them behind when you could have used them to destroy the highest political seat in the land.
No, he thought, they�re on board. And they would have used them over D.C., if they had made it.
�What do you want, Hakam?�
�And that�s what it really comes down to, doesn�t it, Mr. President?�
�I suppose you want us to release your terrorist clan members from custodial facilities throughout the world and other impossible considerations, right? So tell me, Hakam, what do you really want?�
�So terse, Mr. President� I don�t think I like the tone of your voice.�
�I don�t give a damn what you like. What� do� you� want?�
�For the moment� a change in attitude,� he said calmly. �Mr. President, if you believe for one moment I would allow you to press your authority on me by trying to impress your staff by the way you address me, then you�re sadly mistaken.� And then the screen went dead, the image winking off.
Burroughs raised his hands. �What the hell just happened? Did we lose contact?�
CIA Analyst Doug Craner nodded. �We did,� he said. �But from his end.�
The president looked briefly at Doug, then back at the screen. �That son of a bitch turned me off.�
�Mr. President, we still don�t have confirmation if the weapons are on board.� This came from Thornton.
�He�s maintaining leverage. He wants us to believe that if we should drop the plane, then the additional unit would still be alive somewhere in LA. He doesn�t want us to think all the eggs are in one basket.�
�Maybe they�re not.�
�Before their position became compromised,� he said, �I believe they were heading for the most powerful political city in the world with the intent to destroy it. Now that they�ve been found out, they�re creating a new agenda for which maintaining leverage is the key. And Hakam knows this.�
�But what if his plan all along was to set off a blast in LA, and then another over Washington? A nuclear blast is a nuclear blast. Not only would he have destroyed the highest political seat of the nation, but wreaked havoc with the populace of LA as well.�
Burroughs considered this. Hakam maintained a huge advantage by handing the president and his team the idea of �not knowing.�
�I wish we could get the pilot to confirm something for us,� he said.
�Maybe he doesn�t know.�
�Then get that little prick Hakam back online,� he ordered.
�We�ve tried,� said Hamilton. �But he�s locked us out.�
The president fell back into his seat and pitched a sigh. That little son of a bitch!
* * *
Hakam closed the screen to the laptop. After terminating the transmission with the president, he knew that Burroughs was trying to position himself as a man with a strong and unyielding constitution by confronting the face of adversity with a sense of bravado. His tactic, however, never made it beyond the first stage.
As with most negotiations, psychology was the key to the outcome of any situation. And Hakam knew this, letting the president know by cutting off the transmission that he was not in charge of the circumstances, only Hakam. Therefore, Hakam employed his own brand of psych posturing by letting the president stew over the prognosis of whether or not there was going to be future contacts. Which, of course, there would have to be; otherwise, the mission would hold no purpose for the Muslim Revolutionary Front. But Hakam knew that the president would appear far more passive on the second broadcast, which brought an inward smile to the Arab who was holding the greatest country in the world on its knees. And for the moment he could no longer hold back the vanity of his pride as that inward smile of his made its way to the surface. Game one went to him.
But the game was far from over.
No doubt the president would try to reestablish contact by sending the F-16 forward. But Hakam would ignore the calls.
In two hours he would contact Burroughs and his team with a desired game plan with demands to be issued at that point in time. In the interim, Hakam would make penance. And for those two hours he would pray for Allah�s forgiveness and guidance, along with the courage and strength to see this mission through.
If Allah was testing his faith, Hakam vowed never to fail the test again.
But something inside him that could not be wholly exorcised clung to him with unwavering dependence. It was the fact that his faith remained shakable. And if he couldn�t fool himself, then how could he fool Allah?
Grabbing his prayer rug from an overhead bin, Hakam went to the rear of the plane, removed his shoes, got on bended knees, and began to pray with devotion, hoping this act of homage would grant him Paradise.
He was sure Allah would give him his needs.

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

When Dr. Ray Simone attended Harvard University and spent the majority of his time working at the Science Center, he fell in love with something more than just his work, though most people thought it impossible, given his academic acuity that nothing truly existed beyond the world of academia.
But there was.
Her name was Tia-Marie Castellano. By most standards she was not pretty. Nor was she displeasing to look at. She was, however, an academic with a thin face and soft brown eyes that appeared too close together. And whenever she parted her lips to display slightly irregular teeth, her face beamed with the afterglow and warmth. It was the little things about her that drove him pleasantly and deliriously crazy with desire, such as the way she cocked her head in that silly little slant of hers, or the way she held that odd look of trying to analyze a problem but couldn�t quite grasp an immediate solution. In time they gravitated toward each other, two unique people who found comfort in each other�s interests � talking about atoms and flows and theories that drove most people from the room. And in the course of human primal urges, uncovered a world beyond the pages of books and discovered each other romantically. She was his only woman, and he her only man.
Three years into their relationship and having moved on from Harvard, she began to act differently, her mood shifting with sudden changes and becoming prone to rages and bouts of impatience, then fits of severe depression. In the apartment they shared in Boston she often flew into unprovoked rages, which convinced him that she was suffering from bipolar disorder. That changed, however, when she began to slur her speech, her words coming forward in drunken effect.
Within a week of testing, a diagnosis confirmed a tumor on the amygdala portion of her brain, which controlled the emotions of fear and aggression. And with all the intellect between them, there was nothing either could do to save her. Her life was ending due to malignant cells running wild.
Almost two months later she was gone.
And he wept.
And he mourned.
And he continued to think of her constantly.
If she was at Area 4 right now, there was no doubt in his mind that she would have found the solution to disable the payload circling above Los Angeles. As intellectually stellar as Tia-Marie was, however, her only setback, at least in his eyes, was that she lacked common sense.
One night while driving through Roxbury, one of Boston�s seedier suburbs, she noted the black markings of graffiti on a block wall, prompting a comment that the walls should be painted black, so that no one could write graffiti on them. And he could remember his response clearly: �Then all they would have to do is write with white paint. Black paint does not wash things away forever.� And for some odd reason she thought that was the greatest solution to a marginal problem. To him it was simply common sense. To her it was something that never entered her mind because the matter did not prove to be highly analytical. And for the rest of the evening she continued to tell him how brilliant she thought his answer was � which really wasn�t brilliant at all. Just something he noted with little consideration.
And then a thought struck him as he sat next to his locker staring at an aged and creased photo of Tia-Marie. She had seen the world differently than he did, with fewer dimensions and more of a straight-on and singular approach, reminding him that his world possessed a negative side to her positive, black verses white. He viewed the situation of Shepherd One being the black wall, and tried to find the solution with white paint. She viewed the white wall in Roxbury with black paint, the other side of the spectrum
Of course!
For hours he was trying to figure out a way to breach the payload�s brain by initiating a virus through the altimeter to kill the CPU. But what if he looked at the situation as the white wall, like Tia-Marie? What if he looked at the altimeter instead of the CPU? He could readily access the altimeter and reprogram its detonation attitude to as low as 10 feet above sea level, not the 10,000 feet it was locked in at. The CPU would still read the memory as being active since a numerical balance of attitude remained, but could only detonate at 10 feet. Surely the sea level of LAX was above that.
Dr. Simone kissed the tips of his fingers and pressed them endearingly against the faded photo of his one-time love, quickly recalling a Simone-ism he created for her upon the moment of her death. Soul-mate: Two people who are forever linked by unconditional love, never sees fault in the follies of their loved one, and is willing to self-sacrifice their personal needs for the welfare of their companion without consideration of their own consequences. It is a connection that is timeless and cannot be cut off by distance or events. It�s a connection that takes a moment to create, but exists for a lifetime.
�Thank you,� he whispered. You always did show me the way.
After that he sprinted to the lab.
* * *
In the inconstant light provided from the flicking bulbs on the Avionics board, Kimball could hardly see the keypad of the laptop as he typed a message to the Vatican.
As the plane took its rises and falls, making the situation much more difficult to manage, he was able to type a message to Cardinal Bonasero Vessucci.
Bonasero:
Shepherd One commandeered by terrorist faction of six; however, one has been terminated and two disabled. At least one bishop is dead. Pope Pius, at least for now, well. Options limited due to being locked in the lower level, with no access to upper.
Heightened hostile intent; two nuclear weapons on board!
Enzio flying under duress; family believed to be held captive in Perugia � maybe at the Ponte Felcino Mosque or the old munitions factory on the outskirts. Send the Knights to secure their safe release. Have Leviticus lead the team.
I�ll do what I can from my end. Contact me ASAP.
KIMBALL

And then he hit the �SEND� button, the screen reading MESSAGE SENT.
* * *
In a restricted chamber situated beneath the Basilica, seven chairs were situated on a marble platform rising four feet from the floor. The pope�s chair, a king�s throne layered in gold leaf with carvings of winged cherubs and angels, sat vacant. The six corresponding chairs were less imaginative; three to each side of the pontiff�s centered seat were quasi-thrones occupied by the remaining members of the Society of Seven, all dressed in full regalia.
The hall was grand, ancient, an underground recess where past popes and their secret allegiances met time and again. The walls were made of lime, the ceiling vaulted and supported by massive Romanesque columns, and the acoustics were poor, words often traveling across the room as echoes. The only light provided came from the gas-lit lamps moored along the walls, giving the room a medieval cast to it.
As the Society of Seven waited an echoing cadence of footfalls sounded from beyond the chamber door, the pace quick with urgency and the steps weighted as if something colossal was making its way toward the sequestered room. From the opposite end of the chamber a door of solid oak labored on its hinges as a man of incredible height and stature walked toward the platform with a gait and bearing that spoke of power and self-assurance. His shoulders were broad, his massive chest and arms denoting atypical strength with the facial features of a warrior scarred in combat. When he reached the base of the staging area he removed his beret, dropped to a knee, and placed a closed fist over his heart.
�Loyalty above all else,� he said, �except Honor.� This was the salute of the Vatican Knights.
Cardinal Bonasero Vessucci remained seated, as did the rest of the cardinals who watched Leviticus from their raised vantage point.
�Stand, my friend,� said Vessucci. �We�ve received word from Kimball for which you are to be the recipient of.�
Leviticus, a smaller facsimile of Kimball, stood to his full height. �And what has become of Pope Pius and Shepherd One?� he asked.
�For that, there is nothing any of us can do,� he returned. �For the moment the pope is alive and well. And Kimball is doing what he can from his end. But I�m afraid the odds are not in anyone�s favor but the terrorists.�
The shadow lines on Leviticus�s face undulated with the movement of the torches� flames, his features coming alive when, in fact, he remained neutral.
�You, my friend,� said Cardinal Vessucci, standing, the sleeves of his garment sliding to his elbows as he clasped his hands in an attitude of prayer, then made his way to the edge of the stage. �Kimball has sent word that the family of the pilot flying Shepherd One is being held against their wishes, either in the Ponte Felcino Mosque in Perugia or the old abandoned factory that borders the city. We need you to find them,� he said, �and bring them back well. There may be nothing we can do for the pope. But we can at least provide Enzio with the peace of mind that his family is safe, if something should happen to Shepherd One.�
�The Ponte Felcino Mosque is under tight security,� he said. �Getting in won�t be easy.�
�No, it won�t. But the probability of them being housed inside the old factory is more practical, since the Italian government has been keeping the mosque under close surveillance ever since it was raided a few years ago for terrorist insurgency. And it is for this reason we believe the clerics wouldn�t risk the future sovereignty of the temple, if this was discovered.� The cardinal turned and labored away from the edge of the stage, his steps choppy, and took his rightful seat next to the papal throne. �Therefore, you will begin with the factory,� he said.
Leviticus bowed his head. �Understood.�
�Leviticus, please be discreet in your dealings as much as possible. War is war, we understand this. But if something tragic should occur, then the Vatican will have no choice but to disavow any knowledge of the Knights since we cannot afford any unwanted attention toward the Church.�
Again: �Understood.�
�Then bring them back, my friend. And with the blessing of God,� he gave the sign of the cross, �and with the blessing of the Society of Seven, be it known that the Church holds faith in those who believe in true righteousness.�
Leviticus got to a knee and placed a closed fist over his heart. �Loyalty above all else,� he said, �except Honor.�
The cardinals stood, an act of homage, each man placing a closed fist over their hearts. In unison they praised the Vatican Knight in perfect concert. �Loyalty above all else,� they said, �except Honor.�
Leviticus stood, turned, and walked away from the cardinals with his footsteps echoing off the ancient stone walls in haunting cadence.
* * *
Dr. Simone took careful effort to avoid the roving laser grid inside the unit by precisely cutting an oblong hole in the case with a laser that allowed minimal passage to the underside port of the altimeter, which led to its processing unit. With a mechanical arm and its automated hand, the end of the relay connection was carefully guided by the hand-clamps which inserted the cable from the facility�s mainframe to the altimeter, securing a linkup.
Immediately the large screen against the wall showed a series of binary numbers, a primitive code, the series easily altered or manipulated to raise or lower the altitude range. The code was a simplistic form of figures provided by the BlackBerry�s minimal capability to supply complex data to the CPU.
With the seasoned skill of a programmer, the binary code was reconfigured with mock courses running on the screen to see if the newly encoded instructions could lower the altitude score. On the monitor it did, going as low as one foot above sea level. The CPU in the weapon continued to maintain its memory read.
He then reconfigured the data to be programmed into the altimeter and hesitated before depressing the �SEND� button. Although the unit was considered dead because the activation code was never fully entered, and with the exception of setting the weapon off by breaking the snare of the roving laser grid, which was not going to happen, he couldn�t help wonder if there was another catch hidden somewhere within. Something he didn�t know about.
Taking in a long breath and letting it out with an equally long sigh. He looked around the lab, which was as vacant.
And then he pressed the button, the informational relay going through.
The numbers in the altimeter�s readout window started to move downward from the 10,000 foot mark and rapidly picked up pace, the digits then moving so fast they could not be discernible from one numeral to the next. And then the pace slowed at a hundred feet and more so at ninety. It finally stopped at ten feet above sea level.
Simone smiled and nodded in approval. �Gotcha,� he said. He immediately contacted the president.
* * *
�I can�t fully disable the weapons,� said Simone from the viewing monitor, �but I can certainly reconfigure the data to well below the ten-thousand-foot mark so that Shepherd One can land at LAX.�
The president sat with his hands and fingers tented, his eyes staring with a marginal spark of hope. �How?� he asked.
�All this time I�ve been looking at the approach by attacking the main CPU in the device when I should have been looking at it from other points as well � white wall, black paint; black wall, white paint.�
The president appeared mystified. �What?�
�I�ve approached this from the wrong angle,� he said. �Instead of disabling the weapon�s CPU system, why not modify the readings on the altimeter?�
The president eased forward in his seat. �Can it be done?�
On the screen Simone presented a brash smile. �I�ve already done it,� he told him. �I brought the readings down to ten feet. And LAX is one hundred twenty-six glorious feet above sea level.�
�I see,� said the president, falling back. �But how do you propose to do that, Ray, when the units you need to reconfigure are flying over LA?�
Simone�s smile abruptly left him. He�d been so enthusiastic about his discovery that he forgot a way to apply the breakthrough.
�Ray?�
�I would have to send the data to someone on board,� he said. �And they would have to connect a laptop to the unit. At that point I would forward the programming that would feed the figures to the altimeter�s CPU.�
�And who do you propose that be, Ray, since everyone on board is being held captive? You think maybe a terrorist would oblige us?�
Simone did not like the condescending tone of the president�s voice, and answered with his own brand of guided annoyance. �Mr. President, you asked me to find that Achilles� Heel, which I did. Right now I have come up with the answer to land Shepherd One at LAX without the consequences of the nukes going off. If I�ve failed you, then I apologize for my lack of effort to find the proper solution.�
Burroughs raised his hands, as if conceding. �Listen, Ray, I didn�t mean for it to come out the way it did, so please don�t take it personally. Everybody here is in stress mode and even though I appreciate your efforts, the fact remains that your findings cannot be applied unless someone on board Shepherd One can do it manually, correct?�
�That�s correct � yes.�
�So tell me, is there another way to alter the readings on the altimeters?�
�Not unless somebody onboard does it.�
�And there within lies the problem,� said the president. �We have no one on board.�

CHAPTER THIRTY

LAX Tower
Attorney General Dean Hamilton issued a demand to maneuver the Feds into key positions along the United States and Mexico border, as well as locations in California, which included the LAX Tower.
At the moment Shepherd One was 30,000 feet in the air, a perceptible dot in the sky, in a constant state of circling. Approaches to reopen a second round of interaction between the insurgents and the Commander-in-Chief have proven unsuccessful, with Hakam refusing to open a channel of communication since the initial exchange was terminated two hours before.
At the top of the glassed-in Control tower, Federal agents Wilcox and Sanford examined the vacant tarmac knowing the terminals were ready to combust with angry flyers that had been delayed for an indeterminate period of time.
That situation, of course, was beyond their control.
The agents were poised as the interceptors of incoming data that was to remain covert � and act as the disciplinarians if such information should ever find its way into civilian hands, where they would act accordingly in the interest of national security by meting out certain courses of action mandated by President Burroughs.
Sometimes situations had to disappear and be explained away, even in a democracy. And sometimes particular methods had to be employed to justify the means.
Around them the console panels inside the Tower blinked intermittently as voices piped through the intercom systems in aviation terms the agents did not understand. The phones rang constantly, the room always in an unremitting drone. In the center of the area where the Com Center was located, faxed documents poured out in chronological order. The delay, depending upon the number of pages sent, was more than an hour behind.
However, a page not belonging with a certain group of diagnostic reports surfaced and was caught by a Tower employee, who proffered the sheet to an agent. It was an intercepted email from Alitalia Airliner 4161, Shepherd One.
�Are you sure?� the agent asked the Tower employee.
The employee nodded. �Thoroughly,� he said. �All airline transmissions go through the Avionics dock to the airline com centers. Usually they�re up-to-the-date diagnostics of the flight in progress � you know, mechanical, electrical; something to let the airline engineers know if something�s wrong during the flight. Emails are never personal � not like this. Everything coming from the Avionics panel is strictly diagnostics charts. Whoever was in the Avionics Room tapped into one of the ports and redirected the channel by typing in an address, which appears to belong to the Vatican.�
The agent held the intercepted letter up and gave it a mild wave in emphasis. �So this was sent by the pilot?�
The employee shrugged. �I have no idea who sent it,� he said. �All I know is this: the Avionics Room is a secured zone below the cockpit. To access the area one would need a key from an airline diagnostics specialist and not from the pilot since the area is restricted to all personnel with the exception of the plane�s engineers. If somebody was in that room while the plane was in flight, then they forced their way in. Whether or not it was the pilot � I don�t know. But the message has the name Kimball on it.�
�But there�s no doubt that this email was generated from the Avionics Room of Shepherd One?�
�None,� he stated. �The transmission of the diagnostic recordings from Shepherd One was interrupted by this message, which can be confirmed by the time stamp and ISP address on the upper right-hand corner of the page.�
The agent reread the email and noted the stamp and address.
�Can I ask you something?� asked the employee.
The agent looked into the man�s brown eyes. �Sure.�
�Are there really nuclear weapons on board that plane? Is that the reason why the Feds are crawling all over this place?�
From that point on all incoming and outgoing calls were suspended to employee staff with the phones now manned by federal agents. Though the Tower staff was not tagged as hostages, their privileges to leave the facility were suspended for the sake of national security. No one was allowed to communicate by any means with anyone beyond the airport perimeter. For those who strongly voiced their disagreements of current conditions were summarily sequestered.
A lockdown was now in effect.
After reading the email several times, the agent knew the president would be pleased to know they had a man on board. So along with the copy of the passenger list, the federal agent faxed all documents to the principals at Raven Rock.
* * *
President Burroughs was an emotional pressure cooker by the time Hakam logged on for a second go around. But he maintained himself after learning from the first exchange.
�Are you ready to act accordingly, Mr. President?�
Burroughs looked at the large viewing screen. There was no doubt the question was meant to be a source of embarrassment to him as Hakam�s words resonated throughout the hollow chamber. �You�ve wasted time,� the president said mildly. �We could have been working toward a solution over the past couple of hours.�
�There�s plenty of time,� said Hakam. �No doubt you already know what this plane is capable of � how long we can stay airborne.�
�What do you want?� The question was plain, simple, and proffered far more gently.
�My demand will be a simple one,� he said. �It�s simply addition by subtraction.�
The terminology was clear: addition by subtraction meant the requestor would benefit by the assassination of living obstacles for further gain.
�You want the American Government to assassinate individuals for the benefit of your organization?�
�Your policy, Mr. President, is to �keep your friends close, but keep your enemies closer.� And by that your government has been the watchdog maintaining close surveillance by illegally tapping the lines of the Arabic constituency here in the United States, which makes it easier for your government to access information concerning possible insurgencies regarding American interests � here and abroad. Therefore, your government has made it significantly difficult to wage war in your territory.�
�You mean commit acts of terrorism. Say it as it is, Hakam! It�s terrorism!�
�It�s war, Mr. President.�
The chamber went completely silent. Then: �We do what we do to preserve the American way of life,� said Burroughs, �and push for the commitment of peace within our borders. And I will use whatever methods are available to me to make this happen.�
�I�m not condemning you,� said Hakam. �You�re simply employing a defensive tactic of war. I can understand that. But now you must understand that I have to counter your initiative in order to level the playing field.�
�Seems to me you have the upper hand at the moment,� said the president.
�A slight, but temporary advantage,� he returned. �But what I�m looking for is something long term.�
�And what would that be?�
Hakam appeared to be scanning the faces of those sitting at the presidential table. �Most of your intelligence comes from Mossad; we know that � especially from the Political Action and Liaison Department and the Lohamah Psichlogit.�
The Political Action and Liaison Department, commonly referred by Mossad as the PALD, is responsible for conducting political activities and sustain liaisons with friendly foreign services � such as the CIA � by transmitting data from one agency to another regarding insurgent movement, or to pass on information to update the terrorist database. The Lohamah Psichlogit Department was different in the regard that they were responsible for psychological warfare, propaganda and deception operations. These two departments within Mossad were the umbilical ties that fed America and kept it safe.
President Burroughs did not like where this was going.
�There are five people between both departments,� said Hakam, �who possess enough knowledge within their file and rank to start World War Three. These people must be eliminated. However, your government and the Israeli government have made it impossible for us to come close to them to do the job ourselves. Therefore, we intend to blindside them by using their strongest ally against them.�
�You really expect us to go after top-ranking officials within Mossad?�
�If you don�t, then consider the alternative of not complying with my wish, which is the annihilation of the Los Angeles area.�
I will make my enemies destroy each other from within, the president quickly considered. That was their ploy. �And what makes you think I�m going to take you at face value?� he asked, his voice once again taking on an edge. �You may still detonate that device after we comply with your demand.�
�Then we negotiate,� he simply said. �For now I will give you a single target � a female, approximately thirty-eight years of age and a high-ranking member of the Lohamah Psichlogit, who is passing herself off to your government as an Israeli attach� when, in fact, she is working covertly for the LP Division to garner certain information from your intelligence base for Mossad�s personal interest. Interesting how allies spy on each other for their own benefit, don�t you think?�
President Burroughs turned to his CIA Director Doug Craner who shrugged and appeared nonplussed. How could an insurgent know about a possible Mossad agent conducting a covert operation under the noses of its American liaison? That is, if Hakam was telling the truth.
�She�s been an attach� for years with the Israeli embassy,� Craner told Hakam, �and nothing more.�
�Then you know who I�m talking about,� Hakam returned. �For years Imelda Rokach has been gathering information for her country. So I believe her termination will also prove to be a benefit to you as well. It�s amazing how good Mossad really is? How they toy and play with your intelligence.�
Another dig.
�And how do you know this? How do you know Rokach is who you say she is?�
�Simple,� he said. �The death of an attach� is of no importance to the cause of my group; therefore, it would not benefit our situation. Her death, however, would. Otherwise, why would I have the American government assassinate somebody of no importance when I�m in the position to dictate to you as to who I want dispatched and when?�
�And what would her death achieve?�
�She�s a piece of the puzzle,� Hakam answered. �The five members I�m talking about control sensitive knowledge not logged into archives for fear of appropriation. Wipe them out, then you immediately render these Divisions in Mossad impotent until they are able to gather themselves and reconnoiter their position. Once Rokach is out of the way, then the second in command will usurp the position of the first. And that takes time.�
Everybody at the table was quickly mulling this over. The effect it would have over them, this country, and the American people.
�If we do this,� stated the president, �what do you place on the table as a bargaining chip?�
Hakam held up the BlackBerry device. �From here I will disable one of the weapons,� he said.
�And how will I know this?� he asked. �Since you�re thirty thousand feet in the air?�
�Once disabled, then we will make a mid-air transfer. Commit this one assassination, then I will proffer you the disabled weapon as a gesture of good faith. Kill the other four� then I will inform you of the location of the second for disarmament.�
�If I kill the other four, which completes the clan of five, then I have no way of knowing if you will keep your word. And why should you? The five people you requested to be killed will be a done deal, which obligates your primary goal. And you�ll still have an active bomb on board, which you may detonate anyway. Not good enough, Hakam. I don�t like the terms of this negotiation. It�s too one sided.�
�If you don�t agree to the terms, Mr. President, then consider the alternative. Which is I will detonate the second weapon and make a part of Los Angeles a scorched landscape.�
�You�re bluffing,� he said. �I don�t think you have that second weapon on the ground at all. I think they�re both on board because your initial intent was to detonate them over D.C.�
�Is that a challenge?�
Careful, thought Thornton.
�Negotiations are to be even handed,� said Burroughs, his voice lifting to heightened anger. �All I�m saying to you is if we perform to your demands, then you have to come up with an alternative to make me believe that you�ll keep your end of the bargain � that you will disable that second weapon.�
�And how do you propose we settle this, Mr. President? We both know if I disable and give you the second weapon, then there�s no way your government will obligate the undertaking of committing the assassinations. The advantage of having the upper hand,� he said, �is just that. It�s an advantage. But if you want me to propose a solution, then here it is. Destroy all five targets, then you shall have my word as a soldier that I will disable the second weapon and hand it over to your government.�
�That�s it? That�s all you�re giving me? Your word?�
�That�s it, Mr. President. Take it or suffer the consequences.�
The president hesitated. �Give me ten minutes.�
�You have five.� And then the monitor winked off.
�Son of a bitch!� hollered the president, raking his hands wildly through his hair. �Doug, is he right about Rokach? Is she Lohamah Psichlogit?�
He shrugged.
�How the hell does someone like you hold a top position in the CIA not knowing something like this when a terrorist does?�
�Nothing of this is confirmed, Mr. President.�
�Then tell me this: Why would Hakam have someone like her dispatched, if it wouldn�t benefit their cause like he said?�
Craner appeared uneasy, his voice beginning to shake as he spoke. �I�ll look into it, Mr. President.�
�You damn well better,� he said. �It just makes me wonder how many other spies we have running around in our departments!�
�We have agents in Mossad as well.�
The president glared at him. �So what�s your point, Doug? Because we have spies there they probably have them here. Is that your justification?�
Craner�s face twitched nervously as he looked away and to the papers on the tabletop in front of him. �No, sir.�
�Then get on it. If what Hakam says to be true, then I�m holding you personally responsible. So stop sitting on your thumb and start cleaning house.�
�Yes, Mr. President.�
Burroughs stood and appeared clearly agitated. �All right,� he said, �let�s take what he said into consideration. What were Hakam�s key points?�
Thornton read from a page of scribbled notes. �Mr. President, at one point Hakam made mention that Rokach was a piece of the puzzle of five. And if all five members within Mossad are wiped out, then Mossad would be rendered impotent until it was able to gather itself and reconnoiter its position, which could take time.�
�And what does that mean to you, Al?�
�On the surface, I believe from what Hakam was saying is that these five people are the minds of Mossad who literally possess enough information to start a World War� Or more likely, to keep one from happening. If we were to take these five out simultaneously, then gates of opportunity would open up for terrorist groups all over the world. We may be able to staunch some of the bleeding, but there�s no way we�d be able to stop the hemorrhaging. Just imagine what would happen if five integral pieces of the intelligence network was taken out. It would be like a communication grid going down at once and leaving us in the dark until everything was back online again. But during the interim while the network is crippled, allows an advantage for terrorist cells to advance their causes due to lack of scrutiny� We�d be left wide open and the devastation would be incredible.�
�Are you saying that five people on this planet hold the key to possible worldwide ruin?�
�Maybe not worldwide ruin, Mr. President, but enough to open up the national floodgates allowing insurgency groups to run wild on American soil. After Nine-Eleven we had nobody in the Middle East except Israel. And to this day we depend upon them greatly for our information. Without Mossad we never would have achieved what we have thus far for national security.�
�Still, it�s too much power for five people to wield.� The president pressed on. �So what you're saying is that by taking one out it wouldn't be as much of a political detriment as it would be by taking out all five at once?�
�That�s correct, sir. And getting to any of the five, especially those in Israel, would be difficult to do. They�re literally protected as if they were gods, which is why insurgents have yet to endeavor to take them out.�
�So knowing his efforts would prove wasteful, Hakam is forcing his enemies to fight within.�
�Yes, sir. He knows we have the advantage of getting close without drawing suspicion since we�re their key ally. Once we do��
�Then he expects us to pull the trigger.�
�And if we do that,� said Hamilton, �then we will forever alienate ourselves from Mossad and never be trusted by them again.�
�And that would be killing two birds with one stone,� said Burroughs. �Maybe three if he detonates those nukes.�
�Without Mossad we would be left so wide open to terrorist attacks it wouldn�t even be funny. We need Mossad, Mr. President. We simply can�t do this.�
The president sat down with his head bowed, the fingers of his right hand toying with his lower lip as he deliberated. �And the price for not acting would be the loss of LA. There has to be an alternative.�
�I don�t see one, Mr. President,� said Dean.
�The one thing I have always believed in,� the president said, sounding somnolent, �is that there is a solution for everything. We need to look harder.�
Thornton spoke. �Mr. President, Hakam will be back online in two minutes.�
The president stared at the faces of those sitting at the table � at the men, the women, at all the political principals � who were looking at their Commander-in-Chief who, for the moment, was rendered powerless. It was a position none of them cared to be in.
�If Mossad was to lose their attach� at the embassy in DC��
�Mr. President,� Thornton�s tone was that of incredulity, if not admonishment. �You�re not actually entertaining the idea of having a member of Mossad assassinated, are you? Israel is one of our chief allies!�
The president raised his hand to stop Thornton from saying anything further. �Hakam wants an answer soon and I�ll have to give him one. I certainly can�t tell him that we refuse to go forward with this because we�re a huge fan of Israel. He�ll just drive Shepherd One right into the ground. What I need to do is buy more time. So for now, I�ll tell him exactly what he wants to hear.�
�Which includes the assassination of a Mossad agent?�
�Unfortunately, Ms. Rokach may have to become collateral damage. Since she�s here in the States, it could be made to look like anything but a political killing. Her death would provide us the disablement of a nuclear device and additional time. Mossad would never know the truth.�
Thornton clenched his teeth. Although he hated the idea of compromising with terrorists, he knew the president had no other course of action.
On cue the screen winked on and Hakam�s composed image waited for the president�s answer.
�We will do as you ask,� said Burroughs, �to see if you�re willing to hold onto your faith of good gesture. If we commit to this, then you will disable the weapon and hand it to us by mid-air transfer?�
�Yes.�
�Then we�ll need five hours.�
�You have three,� he said. �Once Rokach has been removed, then we�ll discuss the terms regarding the remaining four. But if you�re unable to commit to the task at hand, then there�ll be no further reason to discuss additional terms. Los Angeles will become a wasteland and hundreds of thousands will die. You know your target, Mr. President. You have three hours and not a second more.� The screen suddenly went dead.
�I hate it when that son of a bitch cuts me off like that.�
�Are you really going to use Rokach as collateral damage?� asked Hamilton.
�Only as a last resort,� he said. �Right now we have nearly three hours to come up with a solution. Let�s concentrate on that.�
As the president was about to address a team that had already proffered numerous proposals, all of them highly implausible, but propositions nonetheless, an aide placed a manila envelope before the president. Inside were three pages, an intercepted fax, a copy of Shepherd One�s passenger list, and an explanation of the contained documents. It appeared that an email was sent to the Vatican from someone on board the plane, someone not in league with the Muslim Revolutionary Front.
Burroughs couldn�t help but smile, signifying hope. Raising the intercepted email, he said, �People, it appears we have somebody on board Shepherd One.�
* * *
On the large viewing screen before the president and his team was the printout of the email in high-definition. It was clear, in bold, and at the moment for everyone there, the message was rife with the prospect of hope.
Bonasero:
Shepherd One commandeered by terrorist faction of six; however, one has been terminated and two disabled. At least one bishop is dead. Pope Pius, at least for now, well. Options limited due to being locked in the lower level with no access to upper.
Heightened hostile intent; two nuclear weapons on board!
Enzio flying under duress; family believed to be held captive in Perugia � maybe at the Ponte Felcino Mosque or the old munitions factory on the outskirts. Send the Knights to secure their safe release. Have Leviticus lead the team.
I�ll do what I can from my end. Contact me ASAP.
KIMBALL

�I knew it,� said the president. �I knew both weapons were on board! So that takes care of that question regarding the location of the two remaining devices. Now we need to dissect the rest of the letter. Go ahead, Al.�
Thornton used a laser pen and traced the beam over the lines of the first paragraph with a steady hand. �So far we�ve established that the Bonasero mentioned in this letter is most likely Bonasero Vessucci � who happens to be a highly respected cardinal within the College who is reputed to be the next pope upon the death of Pius. If a vote was conducted today, it�s said that he�d be the strongest consideration.
�Secondly, there�s the mention of the six terrorists on board; however, this Kimball notes that one has been terminated and two are disabled. So the question is: How is that possible? We know six crew members boarded, according to TSA. So how does Hakam lose half his team by the time the plane lifts off; to the time this message is sent?�
�First and foremost,� said the president, �before we get too far, have we confirmed this to be a true interception from Shepherd One?�
�There�s absolutely no doubt. This message came from the Avionics Room, which is located beneath the cockpit. And this gives further credence that this Kimball is locked in the level beneath the main deck, which gives him direct access to the room. Or so I�m told.�
�The problem is,� added Craner, �is that I didn�t see anybody with a first or last name on the passenger list with the name of Kimball.�
�And this makes me wonder if somebody hacked into the system and sent a bogus message.�
Thornton shook his head. �All matters have been investigated by our experts. This message most definitely� came� from the Avionics Room of Shepherd One.�
The president examined the large screen intently. �Then who the hell is this Kimball guy?�
�It has to be a nickname for somebody on the list,� said CIA Director Craner.
The president stood up, his eyes fixed on the screen, his mind in full throttle. �He�s expecting the cardinal to contact him, which means he�s keeping the line active.� He waved his hand as a gesture to gain the attention of everyone at the table. �Send an email immediately,� he said. �Ask this guy who he is and inform him that we need to establish contact. Can we do that with this screen?�
Craner nodded. �We can.�
�Then get to it. I want this guy online in three minutes.�
�Yes, sir. I can have a technician here in less than a minute.�
The president stepped closer to the viewing monitor. Then: �I want to know who this guy is,� he said. �And I want to know why Hakam locked this guy below level to run free rather than to send a team down to eliminate him.�
�Perhaps he did,� said Thornton. �Which may be why one is dead and two others disabled.�
The president nodded incredulously. �I don�t see a priest doing something like that.�
�Maybe he�s not a priest, which is why his name is not on the passenger list.�
The president faced his Chief Advisor. How wonderful it would be to have such an ally on board with the martial skills to take control. �That would be a nice concept, wouldn�t it?�
Thornton shrugged, the gesture denoting an existing possibility.
The president turned back to the screen with his arms folded. �Another thing,� he began. �This Kimball mentions the pilot�s family being held in Perugia. Is there any validity to that?�
�All we know at this point, Mr. President, is the family hasn�t been seen or heard from in the past few days by neighbors or relatives. So there is a possibility of that, yes.�
�And he mentions the Ponte Felcino Mosque.� Everybody at the table knew the mosque and Italy�s crackdown on the rising insurgency there a few years back. �And who are these Knights that he�s referring to?�
�There�s no record of any group called the Knights,� reported Thornton. �We can only assume they�re some type of specialized law enforcement group akin to our own SWAT units.�
�And I assume we tried the Vatican, since Cardinal Vessucci received the same email. Perhaps he can shed some light on the matter.�
�He could,� said Thornton. �But he won�t. An emissary from the Church stated this was a Vatican issue.�
The president turned to Al. �You�d think they�d want our help in this matter.�
�Apparently, they believe the matter to be in God�s hands.�
�Typical Vatican response,� he remarked, then turned back to the screen.
He looked at the signature.
Who are you, Kimball? Why are you there?
�Mr. President.�
Burroughs never turned away from the screen. �Yes.�
�We�re ready to go online with Shepherd One,� said a technician, who sat in a vacant seat with a wireless keyboard in front of him.
�Then type exactly what I tell you,� he said.
�Yes, sir.�
The president began to dictate.

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Inside the Avionics Room there was a slight ping, the sound of an email received. Kimball had taken a message from Bonasero Vessucci, who informed him that Leviticus was leading the team to Perugia on behalf of Enzio�s family. And just as he was about to leave the room the chime of the laptop drew him back.
Although the message was addressed to him, the sender made him cock his head. It was from the Commander-in-Chief of the United States, President James Emerson Burroughs. After double-clicking on the email, Kimball read the message.
MR. KIMBALL,
As you well know, Shepherd One is flying above Los Angeles with the attempt to destroy the city and its populace. Demands have been made by Hakam, the leader of the Muslim Revolutionary Front, which may, regrettably, have to be met with dire consequences whether we commit ourselves to the order or not. You stated in your last message that �one has been terminated and two disabled.� Can you expound on this? Has the group been reduced to three? Who exactly are you since the passenger list does not bear the name Kimball?
Below you will find a link provided by our technician for Instant Messaging. Please utilize this method of communication, which may take a minute to load directly to your laptop. Direct communication is a must at this point, since we have exhausted all avenues and nothing appears positive. You�re our only hope, Mr. Kimball.
President James Burroughs, Commander-in-Chief of the United States of America.

Between the mild jarring of the flight Kimball reread the email three times. Enzio commented that his message might be intercepted, which it apparently was� And in a very big way.
After downloading the link as requested, Kimball was capable of instant messaging after it took the laptop three minutes to download the data. But he had to be careful. Communicating with the government for which he was once employed as their primary assassin now considered dead by the brass who directed him, he had to remain as furtive as humanly possible. He could never afford to allow the present regime to know he was still alive after he absconded years ago. The sudden illumination of him resurfacing after all this time might make him a target for all the nefarious secrets he held � of all the people he killed on behalf of past presidents. Yet he could not ignore them either. Their input might prove valuable.
But for the moment he would refer to himself as Father Kimball, a former soldier who is now seeking his salvation through God. No further explanation was needed. Nor would he give it if asked. His responses would be curt, short, and to the point. And he would serve them now as he served them in the past, all the time wondering if he had no other destiny. Was his fate written in stone after all? Would he ever be allowed to seek redemption? Or would God not permit it?
In the quasi-darkness he fell back against the wall, the light of the laptop�s screen and the blinking lights on the Avionics panel drawing odd lines against his face. I kill people. It�s what I do. It�s what I�m good at.
�It�s my life,� he murmured.
There would be no salvation.
He leaned forward, poised his fingers, and began to type. Redemption or not, his primary goal was to save the life of the pope using whatever means available.
I kill people. It�s what I do. It�s what I�m good at. And he recited this as he typed, the words bouncing across his mind over� and over� and over again.
* * *
SHEPHERD ONE: Mr. President.
RAVEN ROCK: Who are you?
SHEPHERD ONE: I am Father Kimball.
RAVEN ROCK: There is no Father Kimball on the passenger list.
SHEPHERD ONE: I�m the pope�s personal valet.
RAVEN ROCK: You stated that Shepherd One was commandeered by a faction of six with one terminated and two others disabled. Is this correct?
SHEPHERD ONE: Yes.
RAVEN ROCK: So Hakam�s team is reduced to three?
SHEPHERD ONE: Yes.
RAVEN ROCK: How were they reduced?

There was a long hesitation, long enough for the president to inquire if they had lost communication until:
SHEPHERD ONE: I reduced it.
RAVEN ROCK: How?
SHEPHERD ONE: I am the pope�s personal valet who possesses a very particular set of skills.
RAVEN ROCK: Are you his bodyguard?
SHEPHERD ONE: You could say that.
RAVEN ROCK: Are you a soldier of the Swiss Guard?
SHEPHERD ONE: Not of the Swiss Guard.
RAVEN ROCK: Are you a soldier?
SHEPHERD ONE: I am.
RAVEN ROCK: For whom?
SHEPHERD ONE: You�re wasting time. Get to the point!
RAVEN ROCK: Can you take out the other three?
SHEPHERD ONE: I�m locked below. The elevator has been disabled and the trapdoor leading to above is heavily guarded.
RAVEN ROCK: If you can get topside, would you be able to use your particular set of skills to take them out?
SHEPHERD ONE: Yes.

This was particularly good news for the president and his team, knowing they had a man on board with an apparent wide range of combat expertise.
SHEPHERD ONE: But again � I�m unable to get topside.
RAVEN ROCK: What about the nuclear payloads?
SHEPHERD ONE: What about them?
RAVEN ROCK: Are they accessible from your location?
SHEPHERD ONE: Yes.

This caused a murmur among the president�s team. If he had access to the weapons, then he could disable them with the aid of Ray Simone.
RAVEN ROCK: If you have access to the weapons, then why doesn�t Hakam send a team after you to ensure their safety?
SHEPHERD ONE: He did, which is why one has been terminated and the other two disabled.
RAVEN ROCK: You need to deactivate those weapons.
SHEPHERD ONE: Unable.
RAVEN ROCK: We can provide you with assistance.
SHEPHERD ONE: How?
RAVEN ROCK: We can divert the altimeter readings that would allow Shepherd One to land.
SHEPHERD ONE: What are you talking about?
RAVEN ROCK: The weapons are equipped with altimeters. The moment Shepherd One reaches an altitude of 10,000 feet, the weapons will detonate. Shepherd One has been jury rigged to never land again.

Another long hesitation, then:
SHEPHERD ONE: Then disabling the weapons would be pointless unless I get topside and take out Hakam�s team. If I can�t do that, if I can�t get topside, then he�ll just run Shepherd One into the ground and achieve the same result.
RAVEN ROCK: We�re running out of time.
SHEPHERD ONE: Then I need to get topside.
RAVEN ROCK: Father Kimball�
� COMMUNICATION TERMINATED�

* * *
The president stood just beyond table�s end with his arms folded staring up at the screen. His team sat quietly by.
�What do you think, Al?�
Thornton stood to work the crimps out of his body. He had surely been sitting for far too long. �Whoever this Kimball guy is,� he began, �he�s certainly an asset. But the odds are still in Hakam�s favor.�
The president maintained his focus on the screen as if the outcome of this situation was imprinted on its surface. �But, there�s that solution I�ve been talking about,� he said. �We have a man on board capable of disabling the weapons and taking out Hakam. It�s an option we didn�t have five minutes ago.�
�True. But your optimism, Mr. President, is overruling your reasonability. You have to remember that he�s locked below with no right of entry topside, which he has stated. Otherwise, he probably would have attempted an assault on Hakam�s team by now. That�s problem number one. Problem number two is if he does gain access and fails to take out Hakam�s team, then there�s no doubt that Hakam will send Shepherd One right into the middle of LA.�
�Then let�s hope that Father Kimball succeeds, Al. At least he levels the playing field to a degree, which is all we could hope for since that Hakam was most likely going to detonate those weapons regardless. I�d like to think that our chances of winning have grown from ten percent to fifty percent � a level field.�
�Mr. President,� Doug Craner began, �if I may, the quick termination in communication tells me that Father Kimball is currently trying to make his way topside, or at least trying to find a way before he makes his stand.�
�And your point is, Doug?�
�My point, Mr. President, is if he�s trying to make his way topside at this very moment, then, as you have put it, he has a fifty-fifty chance of succeeding. If he fails, then that means there�s a fifty-percent proposition that Shepherd One will begin its fatal descent within the next fifteen minutes� And we haven�t even begun to evacuate LA.�
The president closed his eyes. His CIA Director was absolutely right.
�You�re right,� he said soberly. �But there�s not much we can do in fifteen minutes, is there? If we inform LA now, it would cause mass hysteria. All we can to at this point and time is pray for one of two things: Either Father Kimball takes out Hakam�s team, or he�s looking for a definite way topside so he can formulate a plan before he engages his opponent, which is what a good soldier would do.�
�Then let�s hope he�s a good soldier who looks before he leaps. But sooner or later we�ll have to consider the evacuation of LA,� added Craner
�I�ll wait until Hakam comes back online � see what he does before I make my decision.�
�Mr. President, that�s nearly two hours away. Do you know how many people we can evacuate by then?�
�If Father Kimball succeeds, then there will be no need to evacuate anyone at all.�
�You�re placing way too much confidence on the marginal possibility that he�ll succeed,� said Thornton. �Doug�s right. We need to start evacuating people now.�
The president mused for a long moment before moving about the table in a slow lap. �Send a message to Father Kimball asking him to contact us immediately,� he requested. �I want to know his agenda.�
�He may be acting on his agenda right now,� stated Thornton, and then more persistently. �And that�s why we need to inform the people of LA right now, Mr. President. And yes, people will die in the crossfire of panic. But others will also find their way out of the blast radius, saving untold lives.�
�If Shepherd One does go down within the next few minutes, and that�s if Father Kimball is engaging Hakam�s team as you suspect, then I hardly see a reason to inform LA. By the time they get the message it�ll be too late; Shepherd One would have already landed on their heads by then.� Burroughs stared back at the screen. �If Father Kimball hasn�t contacted us within the next hour, and if Shepherd One continues to maintain its flight pattern over the city, then we�ll begin the process of evacuation. I�ll concede that we have finally run out of time� and hope. But until then, let�s see what Father Kimball can give us.�
* * *
Kimball mounted the steps leading to the trapdoor, pressed the flats of his palms against the entry, and listened. Although he heard nothing, a good soldier always knew enough to never leave a port of entry without positioning a sentry at its post. And most likely an assassin was ready to fire a shot the moment he lifted the door and raised his head.
The advantage, however, was that the site would be occupied by a guard or two while he tried to breach topside from another location, most likely from the rear section so he could work his way forward. All he would have to worry about was their posted position between the aft to the fore of the plane.
Quickly he began to process the numbers: One dead, two disabled, leaving three capable opponents. Hakam was most likely the overseer making the constant rounds between the cockpit and the holding area. The Garrote Assassin and the other able terrorist were probably switching off with one another with one watching over the bishops, while the other scouted the plane. The crippled terrorists were most likely keeping vigil over the trapdoor.
Making his way to the rear of Shepherd One he tried the elevator once again. This time he noted that its ceiling was a solid plating of steel, which would make it impossible to penetrate to the upper level. His only option was the trapdoor. And as much as he loved the use of his knives over a firearm because a knife never ran dry, the successful warfare of edged weaponry always depended upon stealth. If he was to engage his opponents though the trapdoor, then the art of stealth would be gone and his attempt to accomplish the impossible would be nothing more than a futile and desperate exercise. Yet sooner or later he knew he would have to make that move.
Kimball sat and leaned his backside against a wine cooler with his elbows resting on his knees, thinking. For every minute Shepherd One was flying, fuel was being depleted.
And so was time.
The man stood, his eyes deep-set and determined, and commenced his search.
Beneath the lavatories were closet-like outcroppings from the fire-resistant walls; four on each side, eight in total throughout the entirety of the Shepherd One�s interior. Each closet-like extension possessed a hatch reminiscent of the one leading into the Avionics Room, but without the locking mechanism. Instead, the indented seam around the hatchway had red arrows marking where to place the flat end of the screwdriver to pop the panel free.
Using the tip of his knife, Kimball worked its point into the slot and popped the panel open, exposing a vertical shaft. Against the far wall was the circuitry of water hoses and pressure lines that led from the restroom above to the waste tank below. This was the maintenance closet for the topside lavatory that allowed repair crews to routinely inspect lines for possible pressure leakages, line tears and fluid freezes. Lining the inside walls were ladder rungs securely riveted to the sheet metal, giving a crew member access to the entire conduit system that ran from top to bottom. But for a man of Kimball�s size, it would be a tight squeeze.
Fitting into the hole and positioning himself along the rungs, Kimball made his way to the topside lavatory. Every jar, rise or pitch of the plane�s flight seemed more pronounced, the lifts knocking him against the closed-in walls and pipes of the thin space. When he reached the top rung he arrived at the water tank that supplied the wash basin and toilet.
Placing his palm against the wall supporting the tank, he could feel a slight give. To the right of the tank was a framed schematic of the complex plumbing lines. Kimball quickly tore it off the wall and let it go, listening to the frame carom off the walls until it settled somewhere in the darkness below. With the point of his knife he was able to punch a small hole in the wall which provided him with a glimpse of something wonderful.
It was the interior of a spacious lavatory. But more importantly, it was a way topside.
Returning the KA-BAR to its sheath, Kimball began to descend.

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Hakam prayed long and hard and deep with incredible passion since redemption was not freely given. And in the wake of his sudden loss of faith he wished for divine forgiveness, as well as a single intangible possession. He asked for the courage to see this through.
For nearly two hours he knelt on his prayer rug with his eyes closed, his body rising and lowering with his hands held out in homage, his lips moving silently as if miming the words of prayer. In the end, however, he felt no different than when he first removed his shoes and took position upon the mat. Did he truly expect Allah to speak to him? To give him an answer on whether or not he will be allowed into His Glory?
And what was that about blind faith? he challenged himself. And then he remembered: Blind faith does not require proof because no proof exists. Yet its entire concept to completely devote oneself without question continued to elude him. And though he was highly spiritual, Hakam realized he needed something more. And that, he believed, was his damning point.
The Arab stood wearing his mask of non emotion, which made the Garrote Assassin feel more at ease from across the aisle. Over the past several hours Hakam had been growing anxious and less in control, which worried him. But it appeared that prayer had done him well.
In the prayer�s aftermath Hakam put on his shoes and said nothing to Garrote, would not even face him, his heart feeling a heavy blackness that Allah had seen the truth within him.
What he must do, he does so with the hope that Allah is truly merciful.
Returning to the cockpit he noted a single email message from a source indicating the emissary from the Lohamah Psichlogit still lives, and that President Burroughs thus far has failed to move on the given target with an hour left to go.
Tapping in the required address, Hakam was automatically dispatched to the president of the United States.
Behind him, Shepherd One�s pilot sat with his eyes forward and refused to acknowledge Hakam in any way.
And Hakam addressed him. �Make sure you stay that way,� he said.
Enzio did not reply.
Within moments Hakam was online and staring into the unaffected face of President Burroughs. It appeared to Hakam that the president was playing the same card of showing little emotion, since the power behind it was to never allow your opponent the advantage of knowing what you were truly thinking. It was the classic wear of a poker face.
�Yes, Hakam, what do you want?�
Hakam wanted to smile. But that would be giving too much away.
* * *
�My sources tell me that you haven�t even begun to move on the target, Mr. President. And time is running out.�
�Be assured, Hakam, even though we may not be moving at the pace that pleases you, we are moving. Taking out an esteemed agent of the Lohamah Psichlogit is a delicate matter, which is why I requested five hours.�
�Your delicate matters, Mr. President, are of no concern to me. We both know you�re pushing for additional time, which I�m not allowing. If Ms. Rokach is not dead within the hour, then as a consequence, we will kill the pope.�
The room went completely silent as President Burroughs features continued to register little as he stared directly at the monitor.
�Think about it, Mr. President. You�re on the clock with less than one hour to obligate your half of the bargain, and my associates are watching very closely. I strongly suggest that you do not fail the pontiff. But before I go, I would like to leave you with something.� Everybody at Raven Rock watched Hakam tap several buttons before hesitating, then, after letting his finger hover over the keypad, and then looking steely-eyed into the webcam, tapped the final button with emphasis.
What came on the screen was Arabic script.
����� �� ������ ���� ���:
����� ����� ���� ��� ������� �����;
����� ������ ���� �� ����;
�� ��� ����, �����;
�� ��������� ����� ��� ���� �����;
�� ����� ������, ����� �� �����;
��� ��� ����� ��� �����, ����� �� �������;
���� ����� ��� ��� ����� ������ ���� ������

�Is Hakam still online?� asked the president.
�No, sir. He cancelled the transmission.�
Burroughs looked at the screen. �And what the hell is this?�
�It�s Arabic,� said Craner.
�I know its Arabic. I want to know what it says.�
Doug Craner made his way next to the president and began to translate word per word until the finish.
The president nodded. �It�s from The Art of War by Sun Tzu,� he said. �He�s letting us know that no matter what we throw at him, he will defeat us. Right now he�s at the point of the quote that states: �if double his strength, divide him,� which is what he�s trying to do between us and Mossad.�
�And the death of the pope,� added Craner, �would only serve to muster Islamic militant faith. If the pope dies, militants may view that as a twisted moral victory, now that the so-called �False Prophet� is dead, and organize an insurgent rise on both shores.�
The president recited from memory of the book. �When ten to the enemies one, surround him.�
Craner sighed. �Whenever we get a step closer, Hakam always seems to get two steps ahead.�
�What you neglect to see, Doug, is that The Art of War can work both ways as well.�
�I hardly see our advantage in this, Mr. President.�
�I�m not talking about us. I�m talking about Father Kimball. This man alone took out three opponents. So consider this, although unequal he still eluded them. But because he was incapable of withdrawing, he engaged them and halved the team. The more he reduces Hakam�s assassins, the more it reduces the quantity of the opposition.�
�Nevertheless, Mr. President, he�s still outnumbered,� stated Thornton, moving beside them with his arms crossed.
�If Father Kimball took out three men, then that tells me he can take out another three. Maybe two; Hakam hardly looks like the warrior type to me.�
�Mr. President.� Thornton looked at his watch. �We have fifty-four minutes before Hakam follows through with his threat to kill the pontiff. So do we go forward and take out Rokach? Or do we begin with our efforts to clear out LA?�
The president closed his eyes. Whenever he got one step ahead, Hakam always countered by doubling the distance between them.
�Mr. President, we need to act decisively.�
He was right. The entire team was right. For the past few hours Burroughs was banking on a solvable solution without throwing Los Angeles into a state of panic. And by going against supreme odds and if he failed, his decisions could cost hundreds of thousands of lives.
�What do we do, Mr. President?�
Burroughs turned to his CIA Director. �Doug, contact Langley and target Rokach. But do not engage her until the last possible moment. If there is no hope of resolution, then we�ll have to take her out.� He turned back to the screen. �We�ll see if Hakam is true to his word and disables a nuclear weapon as promised.�
�Understood.�
�And what about the other matter, Mr. President?� asked Thornton. �What about the people in Los Angeles?�
When he was on the verge of conceding and about to commit to the evacuation, someone inside the chamber hollered �incoming.�
It was a message from Father Kimball.
* * *
SHEPHERD ONE: I found a way topside.
RAVEN ROCK: Father Kimball, the major principal on board has informed us that he will kill the pope within the hour if his demand is not met.
SHEPHERD ONE: Will it be met?
RAVEN ROCK: Unknown. There may not be enough time to complete the task.
SHEPHERD ONE: Then I will engage the remaining faction.
RAVEN ROCK: When?
SHEPHERD ONE: Within fifteen minutes.
RAVEN ROCK: We were about to order the evacuation of Los Angeles.
SHEPHERD ONE: Do what you want. I have problems of my own.
RAVEN ROCK: My point is: How confident are you in succeeding in your task?
SHEPHERD ONE: Confident enough. This is not my first time at the rodeo.
RAVEN ROCK: Good enough. All we can hope for is that you accomplish your goal.
SHEPHERD ONE: My goal is the safety of the pope.
RAVEN ROCK: Understood� Good luck!
� COMMUNICATION TERMINATED�

* * *
Basilio did not know how long it had been dark, the light coming through the holes having been snuffed hours ago. During the day the box had become sweltering hot, the temperature rising until the juices of his body ran dry. His muscles cramped into agonizing moments of torture, each tenuous fiber knotting beneath his flesh with little promise of relief.
His screams also went unheard, unheeded, nothing but an echo within his death chamber. After a while he began to lose cognition, the world beneath his feet appearing to spiral in the maelstrom of darkness, as confusion reigned. The demons of the netherworld reaching up through the shadows, waiting to pull him down.
What have I done that I deserve to go to Hell?
In time, he unwittingly soiled himself and his pleas for help became nothing more than a string of incoherent babble and words. And now Basilio, a onetime soccer star and son to Enzio and Vittoria Pastore, was dying by the inches.
If he did not get hydrated within the next two hours, then his freefall into maelstrom would come to a crashing halt the instant his heart stopped beating.
* * *
The distance to Perugia from Rome is approximately 190 kilometers, or 120 miles. And the deployment of the Vatican Knights was about to commence as the papal van neared the old factories that had once served as a munitions depot during World War II.
In the rear of the van, Leviticus stared at nothing in particular as his mind envisioned his unit moving through the old factory with all the precision of a seasoned force. There was no one better than his team of four� And no one better than the Vatican Knights.
They had taken their names from the Books of the Old Testament with the exception of Kimball Hayden, who held the moniker of Archangel but never used it. Danny Keaton had taken the name of Leviticus and fell as second-in-command, Steven Hathaway took the name of Jonah, Johnny Nazorine became Jeremiah, and Christian Placentia the name of Isaiah.
After years of growing up behind Vatican walls, these men had developed into a band of brothers groomed to be the Crusaders of a new age. They had trained to be the best in the world and had mastered much more than the martial art techniques of aikido and Chinese Kenpo. They also studied the eclectic philosophies from such men as Epicurus and Plotinus with an emphasis of study on the works The Enneads and The Confessions. Art also had its place in the teachings of such men with certain works serving to develop insight by interpreting the artistic encryptions of Da Vinci, Michelangelo and Peter Paul Rubens. And for a Vatican Knight, it was believed that the consummate development of the mind was equally as important as consummate development of the body. Together they formed a combination that fashioned men of impervious will, staunch character, and the mindset that loyalty was above all else, with the exception of honor.
These were the Vatican Knights.
Closing his eyes, Leviticus fell into prayer and asked for the safety of his unit. It was quick, however, as the van slowed to a stop.
Approximately 200 feet to the south lay a cluster of abandoned buildings. Even in obscure lighting they could see that the windows had been boarded over and the walls had aged to crumbling brick and mortar. It was also fortified by a ten-foot-tall fence.
�All right,� said Leviticus. �There are a total of four buildings. We�ll enter from the north side and work our way south. Isaiah and I will recon the second-level tiers; Jonah and Jeremiah will negotiate the first levels. If you see a tango, then you know what to do. Just make sure you do it quickly, quietly and efficiently. We don�t want to give anyone the opportunity to alert the others and make our job harder. Is that understood?�
It was.
�All right then. Weapons check.�
Every Knight examined his weapon, an MP-5 with an attached suppressor, and made sure the magazines were properly seated and the weapon action smooth. When everything appeared fitting, each man gave Leviticus a thumbs-up in approval.
�Godspeed to all,� he finalized.
Under the cover of night they exited the van and made their way to the perimeter. Each Knight wearing his assigned assault gear. In the darkness they were nothing more than a part of the shadow itself, their black uniforms and unpolished boots blending in nicely. Exposed on the breastplate of their armor was the insignia of their clan, the emblem of the Silver Patt�e. And as always, and as required, each man wore a cleric�s collar as a proud attachment to his uniform.
When they reached the fence line Leviticus removed a small canister and sprayed its liquefied contents onto the chain link, the metal bubbling until it melted and gave way, opening a point of entry.
With incredible silence and speed the Vatican Knights maneuvered through the darkness and took position along the sides of the building, communicating with hand gestures. With a closed fist and then pointing to the north access doorway, Leviticus was spelling out the entry point for his team to enter as a concerted group before branching out. Counting down his fingers from four to three to two to one until he reached zero � the point of a closed fist � they entered the building.
Leviticus and Isaiah took the stairway to the second level. Jonah and Jeremiah remained below with their heads on a swivel � the points of their assault rifles ready to engage and destroy.
The pungent air of raw sewage was thick and soupy, the nauseating stench as heavy as a wet comforter. Beneath their soft laden footfalls rats scattered into the dark recesses upon their approach. Rancid pools of greasy water marked the concrete as puddles. And moonlight the color of whey poured in through the open ceiling, giving them the benefit of light when everything around them appeared to be steeped in darkness. But as they neared the building�s rear they observed an illumination not proffered by the sky at all, but of incandescent lighting.
Moments later they heard voices of distant conversation, the male tones vacillating from excitement to calm, the dialogue unmistakably Arab.
The Vatican Knights pressed on.
* * *
Three terrorists were gathered around a small table beneath the feeble glow of a bulb playing Tarneeb, a card game, when one of the Arabs stood, stretched, and checked his watch. From their vantage point the Knights observed the terrorists wearing military fatigues and the red-and-white checkered keffiyeh. Their faces were heavily bearded, an indication they had not been marked for martyrdom. And they were mightily armed with AK-47�s.
The standing terrorist made a comment in Arabic, which drew quick laughter from the two at the table as they continued to toy with their cards, then veered off down the second tier walkway and into the shadows.
As he fumbled for the zipper of his pants, the Arab continued to talk over his shoulder as he relieved himself, adding to the already stagnant puddle before him. When he returned to the table his words trailed and faltered in his step.
His two comrades sat at the table with their arms limp beside them, both staring skyward with slack-jawed surprise, as smoke curled lazily from a single bloodless gunshot wound to their foreheads.
The terrorist looked up and appeared flummoxed as he searched the surrounding shadows but spotted nothing, heard nothing. But knew someone was there.
In sudden reflex the terrorist went for his AK-47 that leaned against the table when several bullets suddenly stitched across his chest and knocked him to the floor, the body skating a few feet along the surface before coming to a full stop.
The only evidence proposing that the Vatican Knights were even there was the marginal odor of cordite, which lasted a brief moment before the natural air of pungency once again enveloped the section.
They were not seen.
They were not heard.
In the darkness, the Vatican Knights became one with the shadows.
* * *
President Burroughs was informed by Doug Craner that Imelda Rokach had been spotted in her favorite eatery alone, with a CIA operative a few tables away waiting for the order to dispatch her.
�We have twenty-five minutes left,� said Burroughs. �We need to see what our man on board Shepherd One can do.�
�And if he fails to commit himself within that time?� asked Thornton.
The president tuned to him, his face a detailed expression that spoke volumes. If Father Kimball fails in his attempt, then they would have no choice. �Then we follow through with the assassination,� he said.
* * *
Kimball Hayden worked his way to the top of the maintenance closet and pressed his palms firmly against the open space next to the water tanks that supplied the lavatory. Slowly, he began to apply pressure, the strength of his powerful arms pushing, pressing, the wall now beginning to bow and crack, the noise louder than he cared for as the fire-resistant material protested against his authority. And then a portion of the wall split and gave way, the material falling to the floor.
He immediately scrambled into the spacious bathroom and, in fluid fashion, withdrew a combat knife from its sheath. Then, placing an ear against the door, he heard nothing but the hum of the plane�s engines.
Slowly, and with marked prudence, Kimball edged the door open enough to peer down the length of the aisle leading to the fore. From his point he did not see the Garrote Assassin. The aisle was completely empty.
He moved quickly and silently, like a wraith in the plane�s aft, and made his way to the kitchen area. He looked into the elevator shaft and noted that the cables had been cut. And then he moved to the opposite side of the area and looked down the adjacent aisle.
And there they were � the Garrote Assassin and the able-bodied terrorist. The men stood in the center of the aisle with the Garrote Assassin gesticulating and speaking, whereas the other listened and nodded. Hakam was nowhere to be seen, which meant he was probably in the cockpit. That left the two disabled terrorists who were most likely posted by the trapdoor, which would put the entire faction in front of him. And this is why he chose the closet in the plane�s aft. Now there was no chance of being flanked or surprised from behind.
Kimball pulled back, his mind formulating a plan of assault. It would be easier to attempt a takedown separately, he considered, than it would to take out two insurgents in a single action.
But he had no choice. Even if protocol required patience, since the two would eventually have to separate, he was simply running out of time. He had to engage them now.
With his back against the wall he silently withdrew his second blade, the two knives now equaling his chances.
And then he self-meditated.
Slowing his breathing, Kimball peeked around the corner to gauge their location before the assault. And just as he was about to commit himself, the Garrote Assassin patted his associate on the shoulder and pointed toward the plane�s aft. With a nod the acolyte accepted whatever he was told and began to make his round of Shepherd One, starting in the rear section. In his hand was a firearm, which he held by his side as he made his way down the aisle.
Kimball, liking his odds, pulled back, firmly gripped the handles of his weapons� And waited.
The party was about to begin.
* * *
Two terrorists stood before the makeshift room fashioned from corrugated tin, each man relishing a cigarette, one seemingly more so than the other. Unlike the crew manning the point of entry, these two appeared alert and focused, neither of them taking anything for granted.
Between their whispers something else floated dreamily across the air. It was the soft, lilting sound of a cherub singing, its sweet resonance a peaceful melody that carried like the flow of milk and honey. It, however, ended abruptly when one of the Arabs banged on the tin wall, ordering an immediate desistance of the child�s singing.
The only thing that sounded thereafter was the constant and amplified dripping of rancid water from aged pipes.
Hunkering in the shadows, the Vatican Knights centered their attention to the makeshift room. There was no doubt they had found the holding pen. The problem was they could not fire their weapons at the sentries in fear that an errant bullet might miss its intended mark and pierce the wall, possibly killing a child.
And because engagement was to be had, they would have to do so in close combat.
Isaiah made a quick hand gesture that was understood by his team that he was going to move in from the left, and did so by staying within the deep-seated shadows. When he got to the side of the tin shed, he laid his MP-5 against the wall, and quietly withdrew his commando knife.
The terrorists were less than fifteen feet away, less than a two-second closing distance between them.
In an instant Isaiah was upon them, the element of surprise working in his favor as he came across in a fluid sweep and slit the throat of the closest terrorist, opening a wound that grimaced like a horrible second mouth. The second terrorist responded quickly by raising his weapon. And in doing so Isaiah responded by coming across with a roundhouse kick and knocked the weapon from the man�s grasp.
The terrorist backpedalled and withdrew his own knife, its point wickedly keen and the polish of its blade holding a mirror finish. On the floor his comrade went into convulsions as blood flowed as freely as a fount from the ruin of his throat, the man choking of his own terrible wetness.
Isaiah moved closer, the point of his weapon directed for an upward strike. His opponent held the knife in a grasp to ward off the blow, which told Isaiah that this man was no novice. He was obviously a professional whose talents went beyond the sophomoric teachings provided in an al-Qaeda camp. He was not proven wrong when he attempted to strike a blow, which was easily defended.
The men circled each other in study, their knives poised to kill.
And then they converged.
Isaiah came across in a series of quick strikes; the terrorist countering with strikes of his own as each man warded off deadly blows with fluid effort. With uncanny skill Isaiah�s motions became quicker, his circular motions repelling blows that seemed to come faster and with far more brutal force. But within a minute he had gained the edge over the terrorist and drove him back as their strikes continued to the point where their arms moved in blinding revolutions.
When the terrorist came across in a high-arcing sweep, Isaiah ducked and came up with point of his knife, penetrated the flesh beneath the lowest rib, and drove the tip upward, piercing the heart for a quick and merciful kill.
As the terrorist lay there with his eyes at half mast and showing nothing but white, the cherub began to sing and filled the air with a wonderful sound of sweetness.
* * *
Al � Rashad had seen it all from a distance.
He found the bodies in the north-side entryway; the three men shot dead, two as they sat playing Tarneeb. From that point he moved with stealth, the barrel of his Glock appearing impossibly long with its attached suppressor until the holding pen came within sight.
From the first-floor level he watched one man quickly take out two of his best. But barring the quick kill of al-Abbas, al-Ghafur was not an easy takedown; his weaponry skills in double-edged combat at one time made him the best in the Iranian Revolutionary Guard. His opponent, however, took him out in less than sixty seconds.
What made the entire situation odd � at least in al-Rashad�s mind � was the total lack of an invasion from a complete assault team. This guy was mercenary.
But who sent him?
And could one man alone take out a faction of five?
Believing this not to be the case, al-Rashad explored the shadows from afar. But he could not see anyone else. Although he knew they were there, somewhere, and watching very closely.
Slowly, with the cover and aid of rusted machines that hadn�t worked for more than half a century, al-Rashad moved from one unit to the next, hunkering low, then hiding, pin-balling from one useless machine to another, as he retreated from the area.
But as stealthy as al-Rashad was he did not go undetected.
From the shadows on the second tier he was clearly seen. And when al-Rashad departed the vicinity for the safe haven of an adjoining building, Leviticus was not too far behind.
* * *
Vittoria Pastore cradled her youngest daughter who sang an old nursery rhyme, her voice as sweet as an angel.
Enclosed in absolute darkness they were not oblivious to sound. Beyond the walls they could hear the clashing of metal striking metal, which was soon followed by a quick bark of pain that was followed by silence that was terrifyingly whole. And in the wake of that silence her daughter sang to dispel the horrors beyond the door � the singing, in effect, a placebo that made their fears tolerable.
In Vittoria�s hand � the hand not cradling her child � she gripped Basilio�s shirt with such intensity the fabric bled between the gaps of her fingers. And now he was gone, her Basilio, her son. And they would be next. She knew this. So despite the guard�s requests of desistence, she allowed her baby to sing.
When the lock on the door began to rattle, she pulled her daughters close.
The singing never stopped.
When the door opened a feeble wash of light filtered into the room. And she could see a man in uniform standing silhouetted within the doorway against an illuminated backdrop.
�Ms. Pastore?� The voice was calm and benevolent, the quality of his tone passive. �Are you all right?�
She pulled the children tighter when the man came forward.
�I�m Isaiah,� he said kindly. �We were sent by the Vatican.�
When he stepped into the moderate lighting she could see the fresh-scrubbed look of a young and handsome man, which was far from the bearded and unkempt look of her captors. �I think� they killed my boy,� she told him, proffering Isaiah her son�s shirt.
When he took it he saw the dried blood. �Ms. Pastore, do you know how many people took you? How many people are involved here?�
For a moment she appeared lost, her eyes glazing over and going distant until, �Six,� she whispered, and then she leaned over and kissed the blond crown of her youngest daughter before turning back to Isaiah, the faraway cast in her eyes completely gone. �I saw six. But there could be more.�
They had neutralized five, leaving one.
�Will you please find my Basilio?� she asked him, her voice cracking. �He�s a very good boy.�
�Of course,� he said gently. In recompense he returned to her Basilio�s shirt, which might be the only thing left of him. �We�ll try our best.�
She took the shirt, brought it to her face, and wept. No longer could she hold back the tears and be strong for her daughters who now joined in, each sobbing and crying, the terror yet to go away.
And though they were safe, Isaiah knew a long period of catharsis was sure to follow.
And this was their beginning.
Poking his head through the doorway, Jonah spoke in a hushed tone. �Isaiah, Leviticus isn�t at his post.�
�There�s another one out there,� he informed him. �My guess is that he�s backtracking to see if we were being flanked or followed.�
In other words, the man was on the hunt.
* * *
When al-Rashad opened the door to Basilio�s locker hold, the boy spilled out and tumbled down the low mound of rubble it was situated on.
The boy appeared red, almost scarlet, his flesh warm to the touch. �Get up, boy. You�re not dead yet.�
Basilio smacked his dry lips, the lower lip crusted with blood. �Water��
�You want water? I�ll tell you what; I�ll piss down your throat if you don�t get up within the next two seconds. How�s that for water?�
Basilio rolled his eyes. The boy was really out of it. And although al-Rashad needed him for leverage, he didn�t want to be burdened with dead weight either.
�I�m going to count to five, kid, and that�s it. If you don�t get up,� al-Rashad pointed his Glock at Basilio�s head, �then I will shoot you dead. One� Two��
Basilio made a valiant effort, which showed al-Rashad the boy was at least cognizant enough to understand directions, but failed mightily in his attempt to get to his feet.
�Three��
Basilio began to whimper, yet it sounded more primal than the whine of a fifteen-year-old boy. It was the cry of self-preservation.
�Four��
Suddenly al-Rashad�s vision exploded in a nebulas cloud of brilliant whiteness. When his mind cleared he found himself on the ground with a man looming over him with the mouth of his MP-5 directed at his forehead. �Are there any more?� he asked.
�Any more what?�
Leviticus pressed the barrel against al-Rashad�s cheek, indenting the flesh. �How many in your team?�
Al-Rashad smiled, showing the lines of his teeth. �Millions,� he said. �In the army of Allah, there are millions.�
Leviticus repositioned the barrel from the man�s cheek to the center of his forehead.
�You think shifting your weapon from one side of my face to the other is going to make a difference?�
�How many?�
�I�ve told you.� And then the big man cocked his head, noting the Roman Catholic collar that was starch white, even in the quasi-darkness, and the striking Silver Patt�e and flanking lions that stood out on his body armor akin to the S on superman�s chest. �Who are you?�
�How many? I won�t ask again.�
In the rubble Basilio moved, which prompted Leviticus to quickly shift his eyes away from al-Rashad and to the boy. The action, however, proved costly as the downed Arab came across with his leg and cut Leviticus right out from under his stance, the MP-5 going airborne.
By the time Leviticus got to his feet al-Rashad was already up with postured hands and feet in Tae Kwon Do fashion. Besides being immensely large, the man was quick.
Circling slowly around his opponent, Leviticus remained ready as he silently condemned himself for making a sophomoric mistake. Taking his eyes of his opponent was a fundamental error which could have cost him his life, and may still.
Holding his hands in a style al-Rashad did not recognize only made the man of simian appearance bolder. �And what do you call that position?� he taunted. �You hold yourself like a little girl.�
Leviticus did not respond.
Between them lay the MP-5. But this time Leviticus was not about to shift his gaze. His lesson duly learned.
�Are you a priest?�
More silence as al-Rashad goaded him.
�And that emblem on your chest��
Leviticus stood rooted, waiting, hands and feet ready.
And then the Arab lunged forward, his massive hands striking and cutting in an attempt to kill. But Leviticus�s unorthodox style made it easy for him to defend against the larger man�s blows as they glanced off him with little effect, further enraging al-Rashad.
In a savage scream the Arab came across with his hand, missing, then cut back, hitting nothing but open air. And then he came across and sliced at him with an open elbow, missing, kicked out with his leg, the move easily defended and the leg pushed aside, throwing the larger man off balance and forcing him to reconnoiter his position.
For the moment both men took a recess as they studied each other.
Whereas al-Rashad appeared winded, the Vatican Knight seemed hardly effected. Worse, his opponent looked as if he was simply toying with him.
�I was the best in my class in martial arts,� he told Leviticus as he sucked in air. �So you don�t stand a chance.�
�A four-year-old girl could kick your ass.�
The Arab�s eyes immediately flared in the same flash of moment that his simian brow took on the furrowed lines of someone becoming highly agitated. In uncontested rage he went after Leviticus with blows far deadlier than his initial assault, the blade of his hands coming across, then down, forcing the Vatican Knight to backpedal and retreat. When he drove Leviticus against a concrete pillar, the Arab came around with a perfect roundhouse kick and drove the flat of his foot against a support, the impact cracking the column and giving it a slight dog-bend appearance. But Leviticus ducked and maneuvered out of the way � a man toying with a child, then stood aside.
Al-Rashad turned with his chest heaving and pitching, the veins in his arms and neck sticking out like cords, his face scarlet red.
And Leviticus realized the man would never quit.
Al-Rashad came forward, slowly, with his hands balled into lethal fists. �This time,� he said. �I will kill you.�
Leviticus shook his head. �I�m afraid not,� he said. And then: �It�s now� my turn.� With that he launched himself against the much larger man by raining blows that were impossible to defend against, the motions quick, damaging, one hand following the other, strike after strike connecting, hurting, driving a fount of blood from the big man�s nose, al-Rashad falling back, stumbling, his hands flailing wildly about in a futile attempt to defend himself, failing. And then Leviticus took flight, defied gravity, his vertical leap taking him higher than mere mortals could comprehend, and then came across in a blinding revolution that connected with the man�s simian jaw, the force snapping al-Rashad�s neck.
Within moments the Arab was no more.
After grabbing his MP-5, he went to aid of Basilio who was able to prop himself up on an elbow. �How are you, son?�
�Water��
Leviticus smiled. �Don�t worry,� he said. �We�ll get you what you need.�
The boy was going to be all right.
* * *
For the past hour Hakam was unable to reach al-Rashad or any member of his team, which disturbed him greatly. The Perugia laptop was to be manned at all times, no excuses, which led Hakam to believe the old munitions depot had been compromised. And if that was the case, then his leverage over the pilot was gone.
Hakam slowly lowered the screen of his laptop. �Your family is doing well,� he lied. �And so that you know, it has been agreed by the principals that their death would serve us no purpose. If you do not allow your conscience to run interference in regard to the pope, and if you continue to follow through with my wishes, then your family will be freed.�
Enzio did not believe him as he gave Hakam a hard, sidelong glance.
�There�s something you wish to ask me?� said Hakam.
Enzio nodded. �What guarantees can you give me that my family will be safe?�
�They have not seen the faces of those who took them. Nor do they know where they are. Once the United States meets my demand, then your family will be returned unharmed.�
�And if the Americans do not follow through?�
�Then the United States will suffer the consequences.�
Enzio was clearly guarded. So he proposed a question served to determine Hakam�s truthfulness. Depending how Hakam answered would help him decide whether or not the Arab was sincere. The answer would surprise him. �Am I going to die?�
Hakam did not hesitate. �Yes� You and everybody else aboard this plane.�
If Hakam had said no, then Enzio would have cast him off as a liar, realizing the Arab was simply telling him what he wanted to hear. But this was not the case. Maybe his family had a chance after all.
�As it now stands,� said Hakam, �your children will grow old and have children of their own. And your wife will be the doting grandmother. Should you deviate from anything I tell you to do, then your entire lineage will be destroyed by the time the sun rises over Italy.� Hakam slowly got to his feet, feeling secure that his truths and untruths weaved an uncertainty within the pilot. And then he punched his point home. �The life of your family for your loyalty, that�s all I ask for.�
Enzio turned back to view the open sky, the micro expressions on his face telling Hakam that he was warring with himself and losing.
�Do I have your loyalty?�
Enzio nodded. When it came to surrendering moral fortitude for the lives of his family, he saw no other alternative. �And what exactly are you asking from me?�
Hakam felt overwhelming shame. As much as he prayed and pled his case to Allah, his courage escaped him. So he had to place his faith in a most unlikely ally. �Within the hour, the Americans will inform me on whether or not they have followed through with my demand. If they have, then they will plead for more time so they can follow through with additional plans. And I will grant them three hours, and no more. At the end of the third hour you will redirect Shepherd One over the center of the city and take her down to ten thousand feet. Is that clear, Captain Pastore � to ten thousand feet? If you fail to do that under any circumstances, then my people holding your family have been ordered to take their lives and place their heads along the sidewalk in front of the Polizia De Stato as I promised you earlier.�
Enzio felt highly vulnerable. Hakam had played him well. �And I have your promise that my family will be fine?�
Hakam placed the flat of his hand on the laptop. �You have my solemn word,� he lied. And then he left the cockpit.
* * *
Imelda Rokach had no idea she was being targeted for assassination. Nor did she realize that her death would serve two purposes for the president of the United States, a man whom she had never met. One, she would become the mechanism to deactivate a nuclear weapon, if Hakam was to honor his word. Two, her death would give the president much needed time to re-explore his position regarding the four additional targets � perhaps as much as five hours, which was ample time to evacuate Los Angeles.
It was amazing how a single person became the unwitting key to the salvation of tens of thousands in a city across the country. But in the business she was in, getting blindsided was the norm, even by her allies.
Inside a heath food restaurant she toyed with her salad as she read the Washington Post, her eyes focused on the printed page rather than her surroundings, as taught by Mossad no matter the circumstance. But she was in America, which was unlike her beloved Israel that was always under constant threat. Here, there were no volleys of rockets or suicide bombers.
Less than ten feet away a man dressed in suit and tie was sipping a latte while staring at the busy D.C. streets, the weather warm, sunny, the day turning out to be wonderful. On the table was a folded copy of the Post. And positioned within the paper was a.22 caliber Colt automatic with an attached suppressor.
The operative waited for the abort command through his wireless earpiece. If it did not come within the next twenty minutes, then he was to take her out. At that time he would grip the weapon, keep it shielded beneath the paper, and as he walked by put a bullet in her head with the gun sounding no louder than a spit. By the time she was discovered slumped forward in her salad he would have already immersed himself with the crowd.
The man checked his watch.
He had almost fifteen minutes to go.
He sipped his latte.

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

The Arab moved slowly down the aisle with his head moving in such a way it appeared that he expected nothing out of the norm. When he rounded the bend to the kitchen his eyes vaulted to the size of communion wafers. He did not expect to see Kimball standing there waiting.
Before the terrorist could begin to raise his weapon, Kimball came across with his KA-BAR and cut the man�s throat before he could utter a warning cry. He then followed through with an uppercut thrust with the second knife and jammed the blade beneath the man�s chin, driving the point upward into the man�s brain and through the cap of his skull, killing the terrorist within two heartbeats.
After the man slid quietly to the floor as dead weight, Kimball removed the KA-BAR and wiped the blade clean on the man�s white shirt, leaving a bloody stripe. He then grabbed the man by the collar and dragged him to a lavatory where he deposited the body between the basin and stainless steel toilet. He then returned to the kitchen to reexamine his position.
The Garrote Assassin sat on an armrest overlooking the bishops like a sheep herder, once in a while leveling his firearm at a bishop and making a mock gesture of firing his weapon. This guy was a real prick, no doubt.
If Kimball was going to take him out, he knew he would have to do so from a distance. And this was his forte, what he had become elite at. Repositioning the knife so that the pointed end of the blade was pinched between his thumb and forefinger, feeling the perfect balance and weight of the hilt, Kimball was ready to let it fly.
So when the Garrote Assassin got to his feet, he did just that.
The terrorist never saw the flight of the knife as it punched into his shoulder, the sudden white-hot pain causing the Garrote Assassin to go dizzy before he realized what happened. When he looked up and noted the flight of the second knife, the weapon turning over with the slowness of a bad dream as it got closer, the sound of its revolutions sounding like a heartbeat waning to its last thump as it traversed the distance between them, he knew his life was coming to an end the moment the knife pierced his throat with the point exiting through the back of his neck.
For a fleeting moment the motion of his good arm became choppy as it searched blindly through open air, his hand finally coming to rest on the lodged hilt in his throat, which he was too shocked to remove. In an instant of blurred vision, as his world began to spiral out of control, he saw a man standing before him bearing a look of apathy. He was wearing a Roman Catholic collar so white it gave off a halo glow. On his shirt and equally emblazoned was the insignia of the silver Patt�e and the symbol�s flanking lions.
Vatican� Knight.
It was the assassin�s last thought when an all-consuming darkness finally overtook him.
* * *
�I don�t know how you got up here, but that�s hardly significant.�
Kimball turned to see Hakam standing ten feet away. In his hand was the BlackBerry, his thumb on the center button.
�Take one step, Vatican Knight, and I will depress this button. Life as you know it will cease and desist. And you know what I�m talking about.�
Kimball knew exactly what he was talking about. He was talking about the payload.
�And the one who was making the rounds of the plane?� asked Hakam.
�He�s stuffed away in one of the heads in the back.�
�No doubt in the same shape as my friend here,� he said, tipping his chin in the direction of the Garrote Assassin. That left him with two disabled soldiers. �I will say this, you are good. And I don�t say that lightly. These men were the best at what they did. I�m not talking about typical warriors who train in al-Qaeda camps, either. These men were seasoned fighters from leading military factions.�
�They were complacent and fought like pussies.�
If the Arab was taken aback, he did not show it. �Now what to do with you,� he said.
From the corner of their eyes they saw the Wounded Leg Assassin with his arm raised, a firearm pointed in their direction. He was leaning against the partition that separated the holding area from the cockpit, using the wall as a crutch. He was gray-faced with dark rings circling his eyes, the look of a man with one foot in the grave. He was sickly and weak; his eyes having the red and rheumy look of fever to them. In his hand the gun wavered unsteadily.
�Let me take him, al-Khatib.�
Hakam took a step closer to the injured man and spoke to him in Arabic. �Put the weapon down,� he told him. �You�re in no shape��
�In the praise of Allah�� The gun went off in quick succession, five loud reports, each shot going wide of the Vatican Knight.
Against the far wall pock marks could be seen and the hiss of escaping air heard, as if a seal had been suddenly lifted or breached. Everyone remained still, afraid to breathe, each man knowing what was about to come, but tried to wish the truth away.
Cracks and fissures ran from one pock mark to another, like connecting the dots, the lines racing as pressure undermined the wall. Nearby windows began to break, the noise of the quick moving fractures sounded like ice cracking beneath one�s feet on the surface of a frozen pond. And then the wall gave � the metal tearing and wrenching, the edges of the hole peeling outward toward the open sky with the sound of a locomotive rushing through the gaping hole. Anything not tacked down took flight � gravity a non factor as the Garrote Assassin was lifted and whisked through the hole, his limbs boneless as he cleared the edges easily. The gap was that large. Pillows, blankets, newspapers, magazines vacated the plane. A nearby row of seats closest to the opening also began to pull loose from their floor bolts. And then the entire row was gone, along with the three bishops who were seat-belted into them.
Wounded Leg took flight as well as Wounded Arm, both men having been sucked out with such velocity that neither of them had time to cry out. Kimball was lifted, too, his hand reaching out and grabbing the leg extension of a chair, his body weightless, his legs scissoring in the air behind him.
At the same time Hakam could feel himself rise and get pulled forward, his body quickly claimed by the pulling effects as he started his way toward the opening. With his world moving too quickly for him to comprehend, a large hand closed over his wrist.
The Vatican Knight had grabbed him, both men now whipping like pennants in a strong wind.
With one hand Hakam held on with all the power he could muster. But it was not enough. In the other was the BlackBerry. �Don�t let go of me!� he pleaded. �Please! I don�t want to die!�
Kimball stared at the BlackBerry, knew its function. But his grasp was slipping, which meant Hakam was slipping away as well.
Kimball strained, hoping to hang on long enough for the plane to stabilize. �Why should I let you live?� he cried over the deafening noise of flushing air. �Isn�t this what you wanted? Isn�t this what it�s all about for you?�
The Arab released the BlackBerry, the unit whipping through the air so fast Kimball barely saw it leave the man�s hand. The only reason why he grabbed Hakam was for the unit. Without it he could no longer reconfigure the payload impotent. It had been Hakam�s only trump card. And now it was gone.
There was no need for Kimball to maintain his hold any longer. And then he spotted Pope Pius looking down on him with remarkable passivity, his keen eyes waiting to see which path Kimball would take, the one leading to the redemption he has sought for, or the one that will surely continue to pave the way to his own personal Hell.
He turned to Hakam whose face appeared longer, thinner, and quite stricken. �Reach up and hang on with your other hand!� yelled Kimball.
�I don�t want to die!�
�Reach up with your other hand!�
Hakam did, but the mounting suction was proving too great and the grips of both men were beginning to slip.
�Don�t let go!� Hakam was beyond panic. And it was the most emotionally animated he had ever been. �Please��
Hakam�s grasp was beginning to ride down Kimball�s wrist.
�Hang on!�
Now they were hanging by the crooks of their fingertips, Hakam screaming, his eyes bemoaning the fact that his life was about to come to a horrible end. And then they were free, Hakam caroming hard off the ceiling before being sucked out of the fuselage.
With his free hand Kimball grabbed the leg of the chair with a double-fisted hold and gazed upon the pope.
The pontiff was looking at him with approval because he had chosen his path well. He had chosen to save the life of a man despite failing in his endeavor. He had chosen the path of redemption.
As the air began to stabilize, Kimball became more gravity oriented and his legs gradually made their way back to the floor. When he got to his feet he noted the hole and the sharp metal edges surrounding it. Suddenly there was a loud booming pop, which was closely followed by a turbulent pitch that dropped Kimball to his backside.
Shepherd One was taking a nosedive.
* * *
The Flight Commander of the Fighting Falcons remained behind Shepherd One at a comfortable distance with the rest of his team, the planes flying in straight-line formation.
And then it happened quickly and without warning.
A portion of the portside wall of Shepherd One blew outward, the mild concussion of the explosion causing the jets to waver in their pattern before regaining their balance. From the blast-hole came the signs of anything not tethered down. The first was a body, which was followed by more bodies, including a benched-row seating of bishops. Thirty seconds after that a final body was drawn through the opening, someone small, the man pin wheeling his arms like crazy as he began his five-mile plummet.
And then there was the flash of a second explosion, the licks of flame leaping from one of the portside engines before quickly dying out.
�Base Command, this is Fighting Falcon Two-Six-Four-Three, come in��
�� This is Base Command, go ahead Two-Six-Four-Three��
Before the pilot could answer, Shepherd One nosed its way into a steep descent.
�Base Command, Shepherd One is going down. I repeat: Shepherd One is going down.�
* * *
Everyone in the Raven Rock underground got to their feet.
�Come again, Two-Six-Four-Three?�
�� Shepherd One is going down. A wall blew out from the portside and it appears one of the engines is gone as well� She�s falling into the heart of LA��
President Burroughs had grossly misjudged his call and was now second guessing himself. He purposely placed his entire faith on an unknown soldier hoping to avoid political fallout with the nation he was helming. If he ordered the evacuation of Los Angeles, the fallout would have come in the form of unmitigated loss of confidence from an entire population who expected their government to protect them on all fronts since Americans, as a whole, had taken their sense of security for granted. If they had been informed that a nuclear payload made its way across the American border, and now that payload was flying above the city of Los Angeles, then the confidence as a nation would have been shaken to the core, if not entirely broken. Not only would there have been blind panic in LA, but throughout the nation as a whole. If a nuclear weapon breached the security lines once, then it could happen again.
The president raked his fingers nervously through his hair as he let his conscience run interference, believing he should have listened to his staff. Yes, informing the masses would have caused internal and irreparable damages, the American constituency no doubt imposing a death sentence upon his administration. How many people could he have saved by evacuating the city? A hundred thousand people, maybe more? Now he would have to bear the loss of those souls and the decision making that cost them their lives.
Perhaps good intentions paved the road to Hell after all, he considered.
* * *
Enzio immediately felt the draw and pull of air caused by a breach in the fuselage. Everything not tacked down in the cockpit was pulled out the door, the force so great it lifted Enzio from his seat, which he was eternally grateful to have been securely belted in.
The plane seesawed from side to side trying to balance itself as if on the point of the fulcrum, but failed, the up-and-down movement getting worse, not better, the tips of the wings dipping in wild vacillation, which threatened to throw Shepherd One into a spiral.
As the drawing pressure began to alleviate, a modicum of control returned to Enzio and the plane started to level off. But when a booming pop sounded, Shepherd One began a steady decline as the angle of its nose and the subsequent follow through of its body started to tip toward a vertical position that promised a head-on collision with Earth.
The altimeter on the flight panel began to descend, going from its set level of 25,000 feet to a scrolling set of numbers that rolled downward.
� 24,000 feet�
� 23,500 feet�
� 23,000 feet�
From the overhead panel a light winked on, signifying that Shepherd One had lost thrust from one of its engines, hence the pop which was more likely an explosion that threw off the plane�s balance. In quick succession he switched a series of toggles to readjust Shepherd One�s power to the three remaining engines, and then applied all his strength to the yolk that vibrated heavily in his hands.
� 22,000 feet�
� 21,000 feet�
� 20,000 feet�
The plane rattled to the point where Enzio was sure the rivets holding Shepherd One together would pop loose. But they didn�t. The entire construction was a marvel of engineering as the equalized thrusts and flaps began to engage themselves, the nose rising, the wings steadying, all in slow progression.
� 17,000 feet�
� 16,500 feet�
� 16,000 feet�
The belly of the aircraft began to level back into a horizontal plane, the flight smoothing out.
� 15,000 feet�
� 14,500 feet�
At 13,900 feet, Shepherd One had leveled off.
* * *
�Base Command, this is Fighting Falcon Two-Six-Four-Three��
�� Go ahead, Two-Six-Four-Three.�
�Base Command, it appears Shepherd One had stabilized and is maintaining a level of thirteen thousand nine hundred feet. However, the aircraft has substantial damage to its porthole side with a massive breach in the fuselage fore of the wing. Do you copy?�
�� Repeat, Two-Six-Four-Three� Did you say Shepherd One is maintaining their altitude with substantial damage?��
�That�s affirmative.�
�� Two-Six-Four-Three, you are to immediately make contact with Shepherd One and obtain their current situation. Do you copy?��
�Affirmative, Base Command� Engaging��
�� Copy that��
* * *
Kimball Hayden worked his way to the cockpit with his hair continuing to whip about the crown of his head as if in a wind tunnel, and grabbed the edges of the doorway. �Enzio.�
The pilot turned. �Father Hayden, how did you get up here? I thought you were locked below.� And then he saw the combat knives attached to his thighs. Somehow, he thought, they looked natural on him. �What are you doing with those?� he asked, pointing to the weapons.
Kimball stepped into the cockpit and ignored the question. �What�s our altitude?� he said with urgency.
The pilot checked the altimeter. �We�re maintaining at thirteen thousand nine hundred feet.�
�Don�t go any lower,� he told him. �Not one inch.�
Enzio looked past Kimball and beyond the door. And Kimball intuited the pilot�s puzzled appearance as to what happened to Hakam and his team, as well as to Shepherd One.
�They�re all gone,� he said, �along with three of our own.�
�And the pontiff?�
�Given the circumstances, he�s doing well.�
Enzio look pleased after learning the pope�s fate. It was the look of deliverance. �I also heard multiple gunshots,� he said. �And then the blowout occurred. How bad is she damaged?�
�It�s extensive, Enzio � and I mean very.�
�Will she hold another two hours plus?�
Kimball thought this an odd question. �I would think you were more of an expert on that, not me. Why?�
Enzio closed his eyes and swallowed. In his mind�s eye he could see his wife�s lovely face and the faces of his children. He could see his son trying too hard to be a man, his need for adulthood coming in the form of macho posturing that hadn�t quite measured up to a true grown-up, both parents still seeing the little boy in him. And Enzio smiled in a dreamy sort of way that made Kimball think the man was lost in his own utopia where everything was in perfect harmony. It was short lived, however, when Enzio snapped his eyes open.
�Father Hayden?�
�Yeah, Enz.�
�You know they have my family, correct?�
Kimball nodded. �And the Vatican has sent a team to secure their safety.�
�If they know where they are.�
There was a lapse of silence between them. How do you carry on a conversation about the imminent fate of a man�s loved ones, when the man is sitting right in front of you?
And then: �The Arab has ordered me to take this plane over the city within the next three hours and drop her to ten thousand feet. If I don�t do what they ask, then they�ll kill my wife and children.� He said this without emotion, treating the matter with indifference. But Kimball knew otherwise. Enzio was totally twisted on the inside.
Taking a seat at the navigator�s desk, with the laptop at the station, Kimball spoke in benevolent counsel. �Look, Enzio, I know you don�t know this, but the nuclear payloads on this plane are rigged with altimeters. Once you reach an altitude of ten thousand feet, then those weapons are set to go off.�
The pilot�s eyes started. �Ten thousand�� He looked at the plane�s altimeter, still holding level at thirteen plus.
�Despite what the Arab told you, the chance of your family getting through this safely may be unlikely. You know that. If you do as they ask, then the weapons will detonate and an untold number of people will die.�
�He promised that my family would be released if I do this because their death would serve no purpose.�
Kimball saw the anxiety in the pilot�s face. It was obvious that Enzio knew the truth, but desperately wanted to believe otherwise. �I�m sorry,� said Kimball, truly feeling bad for him. �Nobody deserves any of this � especially you and your family. But you can�t follow through based on an empty promise.�
The pilot checked his watch once again. He now had two hours and twenty minutes left to comply with the young Arab�s order. I�m damned if I follow through and damned if I don�t. Which personal Hell do I choose?
From the pilot-side window a Fighting Falcon appeared, the pilot tapping his helmet for Enzio to flip the �RECEIVE� switch, which he did.
�� Shepherd One, this is Two-Six-Four-Three, you have sustained significant damages to your portside� What is your status?��
�Two-Six-Four-Three, we�ve lost an engine and seventy percent of aerodynamic ability. Fuel gauges remain steady, however. No other signs of current breaches.�
�� Shepherd One, what is your current status regarding hostile occupation?��
Enzio pulled the lip mike close. �Two-Six-Four-Three, the situation has been neutralized. Shepherd One is no longer under��
* * *
��hostile occupation��
There was a roar within the Raven Rock as people jumped from their seats and let paper fly in celebration as if it were Mardi Gras.
�� Confirm your status again, Shepherd One��
�� I repeat, Shepherd One is no longer under hostile occupation��
Through the cheers the president appeared frantic as he screamed over the throng of cries. �Doug!� His voice was barely perceptible. Then louder: �Doug!�
His CIA Director turned him from across the table.
�Doug, call off the hit on Rokach! CALL IT OFF NOW!�
* * *
The CIA operative was a man of timely precision. He observed the numbers on his watch count down to the last few seconds. So far, there was no command to abort. The moment the numbers reached double zero the operative slid his hand beneath the paper, grabbed the Colt, used the Post to shield the firearm, and made his way toward the target.
* * *
Doug looked at his watch. The hit was past do, but only by moments. Dispatching Langley, he ordered the immediate desistance of Rokach�s assassination. But the operative was effectual in his duties; therefore, results to stop him in time could not be guaranteed at this point.
If the operative proved to be successful in his attempt, then it would no doubt initiate an investigation by Mossad, which would prompt numerous cover-ups by the CIA interior. But if Mossad should ever suspect the killing to have been committed by an allied constituency, then damage control would be pointless and a close ally perhaps lost.
The president could only hope for the best as al-Khatib Hakam, even from his newfound cradle of Death, continued to flex his muscles.
* * *
The operative had a clear path, the back of Rokach�s head like a beacon in the dark. As he neared her he raised the Post and closed in, leveling the shielded weapon for the kill. The moment be began to apply pressure on the trigger his earpiece chirped a single word: abort. In a fluid motion he lowered the paper and continued on, finding his way to the street and into the crowd without looking back.
Imelda Rokach, turning a page of the Post while continuing to feed on her salad, would forever remain oblivious that she was less than a second away from having her life snuffed out.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

He had rolled the dice and won.
Not only had President Burroughs staved off nuclear devastation and a total loss of faith from the American people, but the probable confrontation with Mossad was averted as well. The problem remained, however, that a critically wounded airplane was flying over Los Angeles with an active payload. The flipside was that they had the control and means to disable the weapons.
Within moments Dr. Simone was on screen.
�The plane is severely damaged,� the president told him via satellite. �So those weapons have to be disabled immediately, just in case Shepherd One does go down.�
�I have the program ready,� Simone returned. �But I need your man on board to tap into the altimeter whereas it will accept the instructions.�
�We can set that up.�
�May I suggest something?�
�Of course.�
�The system surrounding the altimeter is delicate with traps that could ignite the weapon in a heartbeat, so the precision to hookup the laptop to the altimeter must be done very carefully. I did it with the aid of precision lasers. I can give him the coordinates of where to cut his way in. But if he screws up, Mr. President, then Shepherd One will go up like a Roman candle. I strongly suggest that the pilot take Shepherd One somewhere over the Pacific and well out of range.�
The president wagged his forefinger. �That�s a good idea, Ray. How long can you get the program ready?�
�It�s ready,� he said. �It�s just a matter of when and if your man can make the connection with the altimeter.�
The president nodded reassurance. �Give me ten minutes.�
* * *
Captain Enzio Pastore was in his own private Hell of indecision. After Kimball left the cockpit to gather the bishops to secure them below where it was safer and warmer, his emotions continued to whorl with kaleidoscopic madness. The reality was that his family had no future. And Father Hayden was correct when he said the Arab proffered little more than empty promises.
So he mourned, his heart fracturing, his emotions ready to erupt in a cacophony of cries so loud he was sure the people of LA would hear him.
Closing his eyes to fend off the sting of tears, Enzio felt a hand upon his shoulder. Pope Pius entered the cockpit area with his zucchetto gone, his hair in a wild tangle as the tails of his vestments waved dreamily behind him as freezing cold air circled continuously within the plane. His vestments were pristine white and glowed like newly laden snowfall. And his face, a semblance of kindness, held paternal warmth that shined like a flowering circle of light.
Perhaps the pilot wanted to see the man as more than a flashing beacon of hope, but as the living essence of divinity that could send his madness away.
After reaching up and grabbing the pontiff�s hand, Enzio finally broke. �They�re gone, aren�t they? My wife, my children��
Pope Pius moved closer, the white of his robe radiating. �We don�t know that,� he told him. �But don�t give up hope, Enzio, please. It�s my understanding that a very special group of people were sent to find them.�
But the pilot found little solace.
�I know you�re hurting,� he told him, �but you must put your faith in God and pray for the best and be prepared to accept the worst.� The pope took to the navigator�s seat and spoke to the pilot in a voice that was soft, compassionate and understanding. �Enzio, beneath this robe I am a man like you � a man who loves, fears, enjoys the bad as well as the good. I have no special powers, and I possess no more than you. What I possess is less. You have a wonderful family, children, a love I will never understand, and with it perhaps a pain no greater. And for that I am truly sorry for the unimaginable pain you must be going through at this moment.�
With a cracked voice, he said, �Thank you.�
�But we must do what�s right for those who depend on us.� The pope looked out the cockpit window and at the innumerable colors of a sunset sky. �No matter what happens,� he continued, �I will provide you with as much comfort I can possibly offer a man. I will not leave your side.�
But as much as Enzio treasured the proposal, there was little to be had.
The idea of not knowing about his family was destroying him.
Regardless, he took Shepherd One in a westward trajectory over the Pacific Ocean.
* * *
RAVEN ROCK: Father Kimball, we have a man ready to send you the programming to lower the altimeters reading, rendering the devices inoperable. However, you�ll need to cut through the casing and attach the laptop to the altimeter. Do you have that capability?

Kimball could feel the combat knives attached to his thighs like normal appendages.
SHEPHERD ONE: Don�t worry. I have a can opener.
RAVEN ROCK: The man�s name is Ray Simone. He�s the chief nuclear engineer of the Nuclear Management Team. He will send you the precise coordinates on where to access the altimeter. And please be very careful, the zone surrounding the altimeter has safety features. If you breach the security system, then the weapons will detonate no matter the altitude.
SHEPHERD ONE: Let�s get this going. The plane is heavily damaged and the vibrations appear to be intensifying, which I don�t think is a good thing.
RAVEN ROCK: Understood, Father Kimball. Access coordinates coming in from Dr. Simone. Good luck.

* * *
The bishops had found necessary garments, clothing and additional blankets to keep them warm as they huddled together and watched Kimball remove one of the two knives strapped to his leg. They had seen the man use the weapons against their captors and use them proficiently well. The bishops realizing the pope�s personal valet was much more than that, but dared not question him.
However, Kimball was oblivious of his audience as he took one of his specialized knives and followed Dr. Simone�s precise measurements on where to cut the case. With the keen tip of his KA-BAR, he pierced the aluminum shell and began to saw the case by pumping the blade across its surface, cutting a ragged line. Once he cut the hole to Dr. Simone�s specs he popped the aluminum piece out, which gave him access to the altimeter�s port. When he looked inside he saw darkness and little else, which told him the security features could only be seen with an aided eye. Either by using a special set of lenses or by spraying a mist into the gap that would briefly illuminate the laser beams.
Using one of the bishop�s laptops he set up separately from the one used in the Avionics Room, Kimball forwarded the program from one unit to another.
All he had to do was connect the devices with surgical precision, not an easy task.
Holding the connecting end of the feed cord of the laptop, Kimball inserted it into the hole and carefully managed the end toward the receiving port. His fingers, however, were too large as the razor-sharp aluminum edges tore slices along his fingers. Gritting and fighting his way through it, with blood running along the outer side of the shell case, Kimball found the female opening of the port and punched the end home.
The moment Kimball completed the job he fell back unaware that he had been sweating profusely, even with the bay as cold as it was.
On the laptop, the language of Hexadecimal values began to scroll up and down with the odd columns running north to south, the even rolls from south to north. And then the numbers began to race in blinding revolutions like the rows in a slot machine, never knowing how or when the figures will stop. After a few moments the symbols began to slow and lock themselves in place, the computer talking to the altimeter and vice versa, the locked figures having been read and accepted, the other numbers looking for the memory to lock into place. The more data the altimeter accepted, the more the numbers would freeze until the screen no longer scrolled a single digit, ultimately signifying a complete and successful download of the entire program.
More numbers froze in place, at least thirty percent, while other numbers leapfrogged over the stilled ones and continued to scroll either up or down, or down to up.
And then the display screen in both altimeters began to roll downward in perfect unison.
The numeric readings quickly went from 10,000 to 9,500 in less than five seconds, the numbers mere blurs.
� 9,000�
� 8,500�
� 8,000�
Kimball couldn�t help himself and smiled � a well-deserved reward, as far as he was concerned.
� 7,500�
� 7,000�
� 6,500�
And then the numeric speed within the display windows began the slow down at 6,000 feet, the pace slowing to a crawl at 5,000 feet, until it stopped altogether at 4,893 feet.
About sixty-five percent of the values on the laptop locked into position, while other digits continued to leapfrog over the set ones and continued on. The readings in both altimeters were secured, the numeric setting apparently locked. As things now stood, Shepherd One will now detonate at a level of 4,893 feet.
�No! No! NO!� Kimball tapped the �ENTER� button numerous times, but the values on the laptop�s screen continued to scroll, not a single number locking in place. And then he eased himself away from the computer and sat down, bringing his knees up in acute angles in order to rest his elbows on them. In the ensuing moments he allowed his fingers to bleed on the floor between his legs as he stared at the payload.
The altimeters would only accept one half of the disabling programming.
There was nothing more he could do.
* * *
SHEPHERD ONE: Program has failed. Altimeters locked in at 4893 feet.
RAVEN ROCK: Did you clear and rerun the program?
SHEPHERD ONE: Twice.
RAVEN ROCK: We�ll have our engineer look into it immediately.
SHEPHERD ONE: Plane beginning to vibrate badly. The pilot believes the air rushing into the fuselage is getting caught in the tail cone, which is acting like a parachute and causing drag. Says body will eventually give under pressure � fuel being consumed at rate more than usual� Time is running out.
RAVEN ROCK: Dr. Simone would like direct contact with you, Father Kimball. We will dispatch him through on three-way communication.
RAY SIMONE: Father Kimball?
SHEPHERD ONE: Altimeters accepted a little over 50�% of the program. The numbers on the laptop continue to scroll but refuse to lock in values.
RAY SIMONE: The same exact program worked for the matching unit here.
SHEPHERD ONE: What do you want me to say? It�s not working here.
RAY SIMONE: I�m sorry, Father Kimball. I don�t know what more I can do. One can only write a program so many different ways to achieve the same result. Numbers are numbers with no gray area. I don�t know why the units are not accepting the values� I�m sorry.
SHEPHERD ONE: Not your fault. You�ve done the best you could.
RAY SIMONE: Will continue to work on solution � black wall, white wall; white wall, black wall.�
SHEPHERD ONE: What?
RAY SIMONE: It means there�s a solution to everything, Father Kimball. It means look at the problem from every angle, viewpoint and flipside, and there you shall find the answer.
SHEPHERD ONE: Don�t forget one thing, Dr. Simone: You�re on the clock just as much as we are. Find that answer.
� COMMUNICATION TERMINATED�

* * *
The media was having a heyday reporting the current news regarding Pope Pius XIII. The reported state of affairs granted by the White House Press Secretary was that Shepherd One was no longer under hostile control and the aircraft retaken. The action, however, unfortunately did not come without the loss of life. But the pope was reported to be well and among the living.
There was no mention of the nuclear weapons since there was no longer a need. But there was mention of the substantial damage to Shepherd One�s fuselage, the plane now flying over the Pacific to burn off fuel for an attempted landing.
Of course, this latter part of the news was unequivocally doctored.
* * *
Ray Simone�s Comfort Zone was never inside the lab or his dorm room, but the locker room where he kept the photo of Tia-Marie hanging inside his locker. The room always smelled like dirty laundry. But it was here he felt most comfortable.
Sitting on a wooden bench positioned between rows of lockers with his locker open, he placed the flat of his palm over the creased photo of Tia-Marie and spoke in hushed tones as if in prayer.
With his head bowed and eyes closed, Simone tapped his left foot to the beat of an unheard melody. �Black wall� white wall� white wall� black wall� There�s a solution to everything� There�s a solution to everything� The word impossible doesn�t mean it can�t be done, it simply measures the degree of difficulty. White wall� black wall�� He snapped his eyes wide. �White� wall��
After kissing the tips of his fingers and pressing them against the photo, Simone raced his way to the Comm Center to contact President Burroughs.
� White wall, black wall� Black wall, white wall�
* * *
�The units are frozen at nearly forty-nine hundred feet,� said Simone from the video. �But we can still land the plane at that level.�
The time was getting late and the president and his team were beginning to look like they felt, tired and haggard. �How do you propose to do that?� asked President Burroughs. �LAX is less than two hundred feet above sea level.�
On screen Simone raised a finger in emphasis. �I�m not talking about LAX. I�m talking about Denver International Airport, which is fifty-four hundred and thirty one feet above sea level. That gives them a window of five hundred feet.�
The president appeared genuinely keyed up. �Thank you, Doctor. We�ll take your plan under advisement. All I ask is that you stand by.�
�I can do that.�
�Thank you once again, Ray.�
The monitor winked dead.
�You think Shepherd One can make it that far?� asked Burroughs, looking at Thornton.
The Chief Advisor shrugged. �You�re asking the wrong guy. The only one who knows for sure is them,� he said, jabbing his thumb skyward. �But it sounded like the plane was coming apart at the seams, according to Father Kimball�s last message. But do we really want to attempt another flight path over American soil in the condition she�s in, Mr. President?�
Burroughs considered this.
�The entire metro area, including Denver itself, has a population of two point five million people. And we all know that aviation accidents usually happen during liftoff or landing. And with the condition Shepherd One is in, Mr. President, it may be too much for her to overcome.�
Doug Craner immediately asserted himself. �Mr. President, we have a prime opportunity here. The media has reported severe damage to the aircraft and I think we should avail ourselves to that advantage. The Flying Falcons are still circling Shepherd One. This could be made to look like a product of too much damage.�
�Are you asking me to take her down now? After everything those people have been through.�
�I�m thinking about the security of this nation, Mr. President. You dodged a bullet once. How many more do you think you can dodge before you end up mortally wounded?�
�Before, Mr. President,� said Dean Hamilton, �we planned to take her down because we were not in control and didn�t know Hakam�s intentions. We�re now in total control� And she is over the Pacific.�
The president found himself once again in the same predicament as before, waging a one-man battle against the rationality of his team. �This is true. But we were willing to take her down over the western side of the Rockies. I believe that those people, including the pope and the man solely responsible for quashing nuclear devastation over a city of four million, deserve better.�
�You�re exchanging one threat for another,� said Doug.
�That may be. But it�s a challenge I�m willing to meet.� The president made his way to the tracking screen of Shepherd One. The plane was approximately eighty miles beyond the California shoreline; Denver another 850 miles. It would be close to a three-hour jaunt, maybe more considering the damages. �Have the Flight Commander of the Fighting Falcons inform Shepherd One to divert their heading to Denver International.�
* * *
�� Two-Six-Four-Three to Shepherd One ��
Enzio switched on the mike. �Go ahead, Two-Six-Four-Three.�
�� Shepherd One, you are to divert your coordinates to 39 degrees, 50 minutes, 57.8 seconds latitude; 104 degrees, 40 minutes, 23.9 seconds longitude. Do you copy?��
Enzio typed the coordinates into the computer. The numbers popped up as the location of Denver International Airport, DIA. �Two-Six-Four-Three, those coordinates show up as DIA. Is this correct?�
�� That�s affirmative, Shepherd One. Can you cover the distance?��
Enzio could feel the vibration of the yolk growing worse. Apparently the strain of the air entering the fuselage was applying intense pressure with the tail cone. But by going in an eastward trajectory they would be flying with the jet stream, which would give them a substantial push and less fuel consumption. �That�s affirmative, Two-Six-Four-Three� She can make it.�
�� Copy that, Shepherd One� Two-Six-Four-Three out��
Barring the lights from the cockpit console, the room was relatively dark. Yet the pope�s robe continued to give off an afterglow. �And where are we to go now?� he asked.
�They want us to go to Denver,� he said.
�Why?�
�Because there�s a solution for everything,� said Kimball, stepping into the cockpit. �That�s why. Denver International is high enough to land this plane without consequence.�
�But the question is,� the pontiff started, �can she make it?�
Enzio wanted to believe she could as he banked for an eastward trajectory. In the back, as he made the curve, they could hear the metal creaking like the timbers of an ancient ship.
* * *
Everyone�s motor inside Raven Rock seemed to be at high-speed, the chattering throughout the center sounding like a Dow Jones rally. Seated at the presidential table, President James Burroughs and his team enumerated on what was to be done to ensure the optimum safety at Denver International Airport.
�All flights coming into and leaving Denver International Airport have been postponed,� said Thornton, �The entire area surrounding DIA has been cordoned off. And the terminals have been locked down. The positive thing is that it�s late there, so we were able to move quickly on this.�
The president looked at the tracking screen. Shepherd One was nearing the airport. �Who do we have on the ground when she lands?� he asked.
Craner perused his data report. �We have a six-man federal force and a manageable crew from the fire department.�
�That�s it?�
�That�s enough, if she doesn�t land properly.�
Burroughs could hear the objectionable tone in the CIA Director�s voice. He had taken another gamble, he knew that. And by doing so he was risking an additional two dozen lives on the ground. But this time they had minimal control. Shepherd One was under the guidance of a master pilot whose agenda was to land the plane safely.
�How long before they reach DIA?�
Craner looked at his watch. �About fifty minutes,� he said.
The president took a step closer to the screen and rubbed his chin thoughtfully. �How long before Dr. Simone reaches Denver?�
�Soon.�
The president sighed inwardly, hoping above hope that he had not gone too far by taking another critical gamble against the requests of his team. And though he was not a devout man, he believed that Shepherd One had persevered because a grander reason existed that was above their comprehension.
Feeling an odd sense of impending disaster, the president hoped that he had not ventured too far this time with his decision.
* * *
The lights to the interior of Shepherd One hadn�t worked since the breach in the fuselage, the entire cabin submersed in absolute darkness. Sitting alone in one of the seats in the center aisle with his hair blowing like the whipping mane of a horse, a seat-belted Kimball stared out through the gaping hole and into the night sky. Although he knew they were moving, the skyscape appeared to be at a standstill, the stars shining as countless pinpricks of light. He could make designs of the configurations � could see the swirls of distant galaxies with total clarity.
The last time he saw the sky with such vision was the moment of his epiphany in Iraq after burying the shepherd boys. It was there when he first began to wonder of a greater existence. Now, looking at the same sky years later, he could only wonder if it was another sign of a coming epiphany, if a second epiphany was to come at all. Or was this a final glimpse of a Heaven he may never reach, but a reminder of what he could have had.
Kimball turned away from the view offered by the hole and eased his head back into the cushion of his seat. For the past two hours the flight had grown increasingly erratic as the noise became unmusical, the ride itself in a flutter as the unsteady aerodynamics of the plane began to grow in magnitude, threatening its structure.
On Shepherd One�s descent it became worse; the shuddering was like riding the downhill slope of a roller coaster, the plane now in a buffet with its aerodynamic components in excitation because the pilot was manipulating the speed brakes. To Kimball it seemed like the plane was being shaken by the Divine Hand of Providence.
Yet Kimball did not pray. Instead, he faced the gaping hole to view the stars one last time, wondering if a higher order existed.
He was positive that mystery would soon be answered.
* * *
Shepherd One was coming in unbalanced, the wings tipping from side to side, a distinct signature that the spoilers and flaps were oscillating between the pilot�s control and the plane�s attempt to take on a life of its own.
It was a battle Enzio was losing.
Parked in a gauntlet alongside the tarmac, the bar lights of the fire engines were in full swing, the colors of red, white and blue lighting up the night sky as the plane neared.
When Shepherd One approached and passed overhead of the vehicles, one of its wings clipped a truck, shearing its rooftop hose assemblage and a piece of Shepherd One�s wing. In the aftermath the plane overcorrected itself and swung to the other side, the wing tip striking the tarmac and raising a rooster tail of sparks, before the plane landed hard on its wheels and righted itself. The impact, however, caused the fragile metal surrounding the hole to crumple inward with the fuselage taking on a slight V appearance, as it sped down the runway faster than normal.
As Enzio applied the brakes and fixed the flaps, the metal creaked in protest as Shepherd One neared the runway�s stop barrier. Beside him Pope Pius firmly pressed his legs against the floorboard and braced himself against the impending collision against the barrier, that rushed at them with amazing speed.
Knowing he would not be able to stop in time, Enzio advised the pope to �hang on,� then closed his eyes as the nose of Shepherd One came to an immediate halt when it struck the sand hill, the dirt flying everywhere in grand explosion as the sudden stop in momentum caused the bended wreck of the fuselage to take on more of a V shape.
What had been crippled was now completely lost. Shepherd One was dying as its engines wound down to their last revolution.
In the end, however, she had done them well.
* * *
Shepherd One was surrounded by fire engines and their flashing array of lights. On board was the six-man team of federal agents. Soon after, Dr. Simone discovered the weapons secured in the cargo bay with the altimeters� reading at 5431 feet.
Pope Pius, although rattled, remained stalwart as he and the bishops were helped off the plane and to more peaceful quarters.
Captain Enzio Pastore, one-time hero within the Aeronautica Milatare, looked every bit as the shell of a man who lost his entire family. But when he stepped off the plane he was quickly reunited via telephone with his wife. They were fine, she told him. Soon afterward he resigned his post as the Vatican�s pilot and moved to Venice to start a family business. Somewhere in all of this his son, Basilio, no longer needed to be a man, but steadily played out what was left of his youth and resumed his play as a soccer star.
However, a mystery remained.
When they cleared the plane everyone surviving the ordeal was accounted for with the exception of one man. Father Kimball. When the authorities questioned Pope Pius regarding this priest, the pope emphatically denied anybody with the surname of Kimball, which was the truth. Nor was he a cleric as they alluded to.
This man, Father Kimball, if he existed, was nowhere to be found.
Raven Rock (Presidential Bunker)
0730 hours
They stood at the summit of Raven Rock: the president, his Chief Advisor Alan Thornton, CIA Director Doug Craner, and Attorney General Dean Hamilton. The rest of the team headed back to Washington.
From their vantage point they viewed miles of green treetops in all directions and a perfect blue sky without a cloud to be seen. The morning air was crisp, clean, and had a snap to it. No one could have asked for a better day.
�It is beautiful,� commented the president as he nodded appreciation. �It just makes you wonder how much longer we have until the next go-around when someone actually sets off a nuke on American territory.�
�We might not be so lucky next time,� said Thornton.
�That�s what I mean.� The president then pointed to the luscious landscape. �All this could be wiped out in a matter of a split second,� he said. �All of it.�
�A lesson learned,� said Dean. �Obviously we need to shore up our borders.�
The presidential team remained quiet as they admired the scenery. In the air, wafting lightly in the breeze was the smell of honeysuckle.
�Any further word on Father Kimball?� asked Burroughs. The matter had to come up sooner or later � the mystery too deep not to be bandied about.
�Nothing,� said his CIA Director. Craner moved beside him and leaned against the corral fencing, his eyes locked on the panoramic view. �The remaining survivors were all accounted for with the exception of the one man not on the passenger list, this Father Kimball. My agents said all the priests on board that plane couldn�t have punched out a clock, let alone punch out a terrorist. They were elderly men in their sixties, hardly soldier material.�
�And no one was willing to talk about the mystery of Father Kimball, including the pontiff?�
�Not a single soul.�
�It�s unlikely for the pope to lie.�
�Perhaps he didn�t. Maybe he manipulated the facts to hide the truth. The Church, after all, is not without its secrets.�
The president shook his head. �But for what reason? I mean, we know he was on board that plane. Where the hell could he have gone? The moment Shepherd One landed we were all over her like a pack of dogs on a three-legged cat.�
Nobody had an answer.
In the background the rotors of Marine One were beginning to spin, the revolutions picking up into blinding speed. It was time to go back home.
From that moment no one mentioned Father Kimball, nor did they speak of the self-proclaimed soldier and personal valet of Pope Pius XIII. Obviously the man never existed.
For the president, for them all, the mystery as to who Father Kimball really was would remain just that, a mystery.

EPILOGUE

Three days after Shepherd One landed safely at Denver International Airport, the news talked about nothing else. The focus, of course, was on the terrorists� capability to bypass all security measures and commandeer the jumbo jet. And, of course, the justification from airport officials was that Shepherd One and its staff was not considered a faction of �hostile intent.� Congressmen and senators from all over the nation were up-in-arms and called for a dog-and-pony-show Hearing. Obviously somebody at TSA and the regulatory system had to be held accountable, right? And senators would have to yell into their mikes from their seated stations in examination of TSA principals, who would get dressed down with stern reprimands. And of course they would appear humble and on the defense, pointing the accusing finger at standing regulations. Just another political exercise in futility, which Kimball had seen many times before while he sat inside the terminal of the Hartsfield-International Airport staring up at a TV screen watching CNN as he waited for his flight.
It was amazing how much the media altered the story based on assumptions, he thought. They weren�t even close to the truth. Perhaps fiction was far more interesting.
When Shepherd One landed he saw the federal agents board the plane, which prompted him to seek shelter below. After getting to the cargo bay, he then worked his way to the level below that one, which was an area not much larger than a crawlspace, and worked his way aft. Reaching the hatch, he lowered himself to the tarmac and escaped into the darkness. It was really quite simple since the area had been cordoned off, giving him a wide area to roam while under the cover of night.
Now, three days later and trying to look less conspicuous by discarding the cleric�s shirt and Roman collar, Kimball made his way east. With the aid of Cardinal Bonasero Vessucci he was able to catch a flight to Rome under the name and false ID of John Antonucci.
And Kimball held no regrets for his decision to abscond from the States for a second time.
He was going home to the Vatican where he belonged.
For Kimball Hayden is more than a soldier.
He is a Knight.
He is a Vatican Knight.
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