Forty Days to Armageddon
Reynold Jay
	Аннотация
	Reynold Jay. Forty Days to Armageddon
	The Players
	Prelude
	Chapter One
	Chapter Two
	Chapter Three
	Chapter Four
	Chapter Five
	Chapter Six
	Chapter Seven
	Chapter Eight
	Chapter Nine
	Chapter Ten
	Chapter Eleven
	Chapter Twelve
	Chapter Thirteen
	Chapter Fourteen
	Chapter Fifteen
	Chapter Sixteen
	Chapter Seventeen
	Chapter Eighteen
	Chapter Nineteen
	Chapter Twenty
	Chapter Twenty-one
	Chapter Twenty-two
	Chapter Twenty-three
	Chapter Twenty-four
	Chapter Twenty-Five
	Chapter Twenty-six
	Chapter Twenty-seven
	Chapter Twenty-eight
	Chapter Twenty-nine
	Chapter Thirty
	Chapter Thirty-one
	Chapter Thirty-two
	Chapter Thirty-three
	Chapter Thirty-four
	Chapter Thirty-five
	Chapter Thirty-six
	Words from the Author
	About the Author


Аннотация
Written by the winner of the Hub Nugget Writer 2012 Award.

A half-billion would die before it was over…

The day the Iranians set off a forty megaton nuke marked the beginning of a new world order. The Russians covertly assist the Admiral who sets a plan in motion disrupting the world’s oil supply that will ultimately alter the course of history.
The Western World is panic stricken with the thought that Iran threatens first Israel, then the entire world with nuclear destruction. The Iranian president continues his ranting at the UN that Allah has willed the destruction of the evil Zionists.
Old hostilities are tossed aside and new alliances are formed in smoke filled backrooms of the UN, the Kremlin and the White House. Third world nations, particularly Somalia, suddenly become strategically important and the super powers struggle to sort it all out and battle for position. The stakes could not be higher.
Houston Robinson, better known as Watchdogg, an unofficial Cabinet advisor to the president, sets out to discover the truth to all the crises that suddenly appear out of nowhere. Tourists are mysteriously kidnapped off the streets of Europe and surface in the largest supertanker hijacking in history. The USS George H.W. Bush is a target of an Iranian airbus attack in the Indian Ocean. Pandemonium in the oil futures markets sends oil prices to dizzying heights in a Venezuela Chinese oil coup. The entire planet it seems is being turned upside down when the Admiral seizes the world’s oil supply. Economies crumble at a dizzying pace while others flourish depending upon their role in the new order.
Watchdogg finds himself in backroom politics with the Amir Harazi the Prime Minister of Israel who has plans of his own to bring a stop to the Iranian missiles that threaten to destroy his country in another Holocaust.
You will be taken into the cockpits of Super Hornets and Lightning II’s with the men and women who carry out the orders of world leaders. You’ll witness the agonizing decisions of generals and commanders who place their careers on the line carrying out the orders of presidents and prime ministers. Inevitably Watchdogg runs head to head with the Admiral. Millions of lives hang in the balance as the world threatens to self destruct from greed and power.
This story is taken from tomorrow’s headlines. It’s a prophetic tale that will scare you with its chilling back room deals and double-crosses. Who is friend? Who is foe?
It’s a good thing Watchdogg is here to figure it all out and see that the Admiral’s plan to hijack the world’s oil is waylaid. Should he do it? Can he do it? Let’s hope so.
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Prelude

The Past
A Mi-8 chopper hovered twenty-five miles northwest of Lake Baikal sometimes called the “rich lake” near Irkutsk, and landed on a rocky forest of pine and elm. Two figures emerged, one sporting a leather coat, felt hat and Ray-Ban Aviators, the other a military uniform with gold and silver medals emblazoned across his chest.
“This is the place, then?” inquired the Russian president while he watched his breath drift off in the frosty air.
“The pipeline will pass over that ridge.”General Dimochka Sergeievich pointed to the north. “We were careful to move it far from Lake Baikal as originally planned. The Tomsk Oblast and Khanty-Mansi fields will pump into it and from there it will branch off into three separate lines that will feed the Asian markets including one directly to China. New fields discovered here can be fed into it if we make it large enough.”
Lake Baikal, “The Blue Eye of Siberia,” had waited silently for this moment for more than three hundred million years. The Triassic, Jurassic, and Cenozoic periods were but a blink of an eye for the largest inland lake in the world, larger than all of the Great Lakes combined. Great behemoths drank its waters and roamed in the forested woodlands then one day it rained fire from the heavens and they disappeared forever. As the waters rested, its surrounding lands matured and secreted a vast hidden reservoir of blackened sludge that was much larger than the lake.
Millions of years later an upright walking mammal had developed an unquenchable thirst for the blackened sludge that hid beneath the surface.
Mankind had discovered that the “black gold” held within it, the power of the life giving sun. And in the end — the survival of the clans came to depend upon it. There was nothing they would not do to acquire it, no act to inhumane to defend it.
Nations rose and fell depending upon their ability to acquire and defend the great oil fields. Those who controlled the natural resource flourished, the others fell to the wayside. The quest for survival depended upon it.
“How long will it take to get it operational?”
“It is thousands of miles of pipe. In seven years we will have the largest pipeline in our country on line.”
“We will rebuild our country with the revenues, then?”
“Most certainly, Mr. President — the Saudis and the Iranians will look like a tiny drop in the ocean if we continue to find the new fields as we have planned. Add to it the fields off the Pacific, the Baltic and others and we will be able to supply much of the entire world soon.”
“I want this completed in five years. Do whatever it takes to get the manpower up here.”
“Yes sir, Mr. President. I’ll relay your order to Transneft. I am sure we can easily complete this in five years.”
“Great. Do it.”
The pair boarded the chopper and flew back to the Kremlin.

Chapter One

The Present
February 6—11:59 A.M. The Iranian Desert
In one minute every living thing within fifty kilometers would be incinerated.
And there was nothing anyone could do about it.
Ishaq Al-Awzai, the commander of the Revolutionary Guard, sat in the command bunker on the phone with Khalilullah 'Abd al-Wahhab, the president of Iran, waiting for the go-ahead.
“NgAm, All is good.” A half smile curled across his lips while a crimson scar above his temple pulsated like a writhing serpent. “Allah has blessed us today.”
He glanced at the bank of towering screens that lined the wall, all fixed upon the blast site. The command center had a spit clean look to it. A gaggle of high tech equipment spread across the bunker while a hundred or so technicians, scientists, and military brass sat behind computers listening to the countdown.
“Thirty seconds and counting….”
“It is a great day for Iran and Allah shines upon us.”
General Hanbal tapped him on the shoulder and handed him another phone. “Tehran is on the line, sir.”
“Shokran.”
The Supreme Leader inquired. “All is in readiness?”
“FIFTEEN SECONDS….”
“We will know shortly.”
Pause
“TEN AND COUNTING…. ”
Commander Al-Awzai held his breath and murmured a prayer.
“EIGHT. SEVEN. SIX. FIVE. FOUR. THREE….”
The ground mushroomed up like a bubble about to burst. Then it fell back — perhaps it had changed its mind. Waves of earth moved as though it was liquid — a stone tossed into ethereal water sending spasms in all directions. Shock waves, not unlike an earthquake, shook the bunker while the lights and screens sputtered, went dark for a brief moment.
When the rumbling subsided, the crew cheered then jumped up and down like children while embracing each other.
One held up a graph and shouted, “It is over forty megatons — ran clear off the charts! It is nearly the largest WMD in the world!”
“Our prayers have been answered.”
The Supreme Leader possessed a fatherly compassionate voice and appeared on one of the overhead screens. “You have done well my sons. Your country and Allah gives thanks to you and all who have worked so hard for this glorious day.” He raised his arms to give his blessing to all. “The full glory of Allah will soon shine upon us.”
All bowed to Mecca and chanted the prayer. “There is no God but Allah and Muhammad is his prophet.”
Six billion would soon discover that this was the beginning of the end.
In a microsecond the world had changed forever — there was no going back. It was the dawn of the new world order.
* * *
As usual, the news was nearly all bad.
President Marshall Landenberger sat alone at his desk in the Oval Office looking over the reports. The economy was still in the dumpster; inflation was out of control since the moment he took over the previous year. The stock market was struggling along and the usual criticisms of the government filled the airwaves twenty-four hours a day. Worst of all, his approval rating had dropped another point while he was on his South American goodwill tour.
Goodwill tour. Crap! He tossed the Wall Street Journal in the trash. It was late and time to get some shuteye. He stood and stretched his arms.
The intercom light was flashing. It was the end of his quarter hour of solitude. “Yes.”
“Willy and the VP say it is urgent….”
Willard Bumgardner, the SecDef and Steven Prottenger burst through the door, both looking grim.
Prottenger pulled a stick of gum from his pocket, “The Iranians set off a bomb — a WMD of immense proportions!” He unwrapped the pink stick, popped it into his mouth, and stuffed the wrapper in his pocket.
“When?”
“Forget the duds that North Korea set off.” Willie began the briefing and with a nod of his head indicated that they would escort him down the hallway to the White House Situation Room. “Those were firecrackers at a Sunday School picnic next to this baby. They set it off a half-hour ago and the IRIB is running videos of it. The CIA picked it up twenty minutes ago. It’ll hit the airwaves here in a few minutes.”
The trio headed past the steel bomb-proof doors, then down three flights of stairs to the Sit-Room subterranean chamber. Others joined in behind and the aroma of fresh coffee filled the room as staff members were handed steaming cups as they entered. It could be an all-nighter. Michael Costanzo, National Security Advisor, Melissa Farnsworth, Undersecretary of State for Political Affairs, and Harold Whittman, White House Press Secretary, were engaged on phones along with a dozen others.
High-tech equipment was scattered around the perimeter, plasma screens lined the wall with the footage of the bomb blast from NBC, CBS, ABC, Fox, CNN, MSNBC, and others — all live broadcast. The hot line — the infamous red phone sat in a corner on a polished black walnut table.
“Where’s Shaughnessy?” he wondered out loud, referring to the White House Chief of Staff.
“I believe he is out of town.” Houston Robinson, nicknamed “Watchdogg,” smiled and offered to get him on the phone.
Landenberger waved it off as not that urgent and observed the youngest member of his team. A mere forty-one years, he surmised the man was probably sharper than all of them put together. Handsome too; finely cut features, a tall sturdy frame — he could have stepped out of GQ magazine. He had been an assistant to Schwarzenegger for a short stint and that had propelled him into the limelight. Too intelligent to remain at the low end of the totem, he snapped him up and soon had Houston scouting the world, sniffing around like a hound dog, seeking out the underbelly of the political climate in the capitals throughout the world.
Officially, Robinson did not exist on his staff. Reporters inquired from Harold Whittman, the White House Press Secretary, as to who was this mysterious person that suddenly appeared on the scene?
“His name is Houston Robinson. There is no official position for him, as all the cabinet positions are filled, and rather than boot out someone, we simply slipped him in between the cracks. To say the least, he is a gifted individual with many talents. He is a former CIA, speaks five languages, and is the most charming man you could ever hope to meet.”
“What exactly does he do?”
“He does whatever the president tells him to do.”
This received a chuckle from the press. “Seriously, we expect to send him around the world talking to world leaders. Often we receive urgent calls that the president is needed face to face with a world leader and the president simply can’t pick up and leave the country because of previous commitments. Robinson will fill that gap in our diplomacy.”
Landenberger took a seat at the head of the conference table. “Let’s hear what everyone has to say.”
Willy Bumgardner seated himself on the left of the president and began the conference. “There is no immediate threat to us at this hour. I imagine it will be some time until they set off another one.” He opened a folder marked “classified” and placed wire rimmed spectacles to his eyes. “Having a large WMD means little without the means to deliver it. How large was it?”
“They are reporting it somewhere around forty megatons, maybe more,” Robinson answered. “It shook the entire Middle East.”
“Forty megatons — that is something to reckon with — not one of those firecrackers set off by the North Koreans.”
“Forty? My God!” exclaimed Melissa Farnsworth, Undersecretary of State for Political Affairs, “Enough to wipe out half of Texas!”
“I’m afraid so my dear — possibly all of Texas and then some.” He wiped his brow with a white handkerchief. “They have a Shahab-2 and Shahab-3 missile system perfected that can deliver a small warhead up to 1300 miles. They’ve been working on a larger IRBM, much like an ICBM that they call Ghadr-110, which can deliver up to 3500 miles. We don’t know when they will have it ready.”
“Where’s Deshano?” wondered President Landenberger as he glanced around the desk for the Director of Central Intelligence. “He would know.”
Robinson suggested, “I can get him on the phone for you, Mr. President.” Robinson and Deshano worked side by side during his first two years in the CIA and they often hung out together.
“Do it now — thanks, Houston.” He always called him by his first name. He often thought of him as a son — a member of the family.
“Should we move up the security alert system to orange?” wondered Melissa Farnsworth.
“That might be overreacting a bit and would alarm our citizens more than anything else,” answered the president. “This is a long range threat to our security.”
A distinctive Cajun accented voice came from the phone monitor. “Mr. President, what can I do for ya this morn’n?”
“Good morning, Larry. It is nice to hear from you.”
“Hey, I would be there with the rest of ya’ guys, however I thought it best to be in the trenches in case sump’m urgent came up. This Iran test has us all worried. We are monitoring all kinds of chatter.”
“We are all concerned and I have one question, then I’ll let you go, Larry.”
“Shoot.”
“We wonder where Iran is on the IRBM? Will it be up and running soon?”
“Yeah — that is the million dollar question and it doesn’t really matter that much. They have the Shabib-2 and 3’s and can launch them from their subs and aircraft carriers. I can call them and ask them to keep me in the loop!” He laughed. “Seriously, they won’t have this for another year — maybe three years.”
“How do you view this morning’s events?”
“Not good. You should be concerned about the Ghidar — that’s one mean stealth sub they have been trying to hide from us. They could navigate off our shore and lob most anything at us before we knew what happened.”
“Tell me more about the Ghidar sub.”
“You ain’t gonna like this.”
“We are all grown adults….”
“OK. They make these subs within their borders with parts from Russia, China, and North Korea. They have a couple hundred of these, based upon our reports. It’s a midget submarine with two to six people to operate it and it must be near larger ships if they are to make it through the day. There are no living quarters, so they must return to a mother ship. For all we know; they have a hundred or more off our shore this very moment.”
“You are right. I don’t like this at all.”
“We look for the mother ships and then we know the subs are skulking around in our ports.”
“Our ports?” This was alarming.
“Oh, yeah — they could come right into New York harbor, land on Liberty Island, enjoy a picnic, and we would never know it.”
“Good God.”
“The good news is they could not launch anything as large as the one they tested this morning.”
“I hate to ask….”
“Probably a five or ten megaton; large enough to wipe out New York in a millisecond. Ten or twenty of these in a Pearl Harbor attack and all our major cities would be vaporized in a couple of minutes.”
Everyone in the room was alarmed with the report. Someone observed, “Life as we know it would be gone.”
“They have been purchasing Kilo subs with a vengeance from the Russians too. These are the real thing, big mothers with full crews that can launch most anything you give it.”
“Do you think they are planning an attack with these subs?”
“Who knows what goes through the minds of these people?”
“I want you to access the sub purchases and get a report on my desk ASAP. Do you see a pattern that suggests an imminent attack once they begin producing nuclear weapons?”
“I’m on it right away, Mr. President. I’ll have the Pentagon send you what they have too.”
“Access any delivery system they now possess or will possess in the next two years and get it to me. I also must know how long it will be until they finish their tests and begin making final product.”
“Got it.”
“ If you went from your gut and made an assessment right now—”
“Off the record, Mr. President. Nothing you would hold me to….”
“Off the record — your gut instinct.”
“Hmm. I’d be worried. The bomb is a part of a larger plan… the subs could be a part of it — maybe not.”
“That’s all I need for now.”

Chapter Two

February 7–4:07 P.M. The UN, Manhattan, New York
The UN called an emergency session to deal with the crisis.
Georgiy Kuznetsov Tolstoy, President of the Russian Federation, addressed the assembly. The crowd was becoming restless with all the presentations that seemed endless.
He finished up his thirty-minute speech “… and we see no cause for alarm. When our own country suffered a setback many years ago, we note that our Soviet Republics Belarus, Kazakhstan and the Ukraine returned our weapons to us as an act of goodwill. Possessing a weapon does not necessarily lead to mass destruction — to what end? We can look at history and see that the use of nuclear weapons, though an effective deterrent against aggression, has been used only by the United States and that was an exceptional circumstance not to be repeated—
“Let us all understand that the development of a nuclear weapon is for defensive purposes only and that we all can live in a world of mutual understanding. Certainly no one can be criticized for developing a WMD when so many others possess it. One must look at history and see that no harm has come when others obtained the technology. Hostilities always exist as we know, however those possessing WMD have not unleashed these weapons upon each other, nor will they ever.
“Our world community has discouraged these weapons for many years with the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. We must accept that any country that has the means will do everything it can to develop defensive weapons as a deterrent. History tells us that no amount of persuasion will deter a country working in its own best interests. Although we have discouraged this endeavor from the beginning, we must all be realistic and recognize that Iran has acted to protect itself — and being a religious and moral community, will not let us down. We of the Russian Federation extend the olive branch of peace to Iran who has joined an exclusive community of world powers. Thank you.”
The audience remained silent as he left the podium.
Marshall Landenberger presented another viewpoint. “… and we condemn this action and can only view it as hostile. While others have bowed to the wishes of the world community and the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, Iran has chosen to disregard all of it and has pressed ahead without remorse. I can only point out that this country openly calls for the destruction of Israel, a peace loving nation, and I quote, not once but many times ‘Israel must be wiped from the face of the earth!’ Its past president, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, and present president, Khalilullah 'Abd al-Wahhab have made these statements many times and have gone so far as to deny the Holocaust and the death of seven million Jews. We note that history tells us that evil intentions have always been announced well in advance and the world in every instance had chosen to sit idly by while terror swept across the globe. Mein Kamph comes to mind today.
“It is the force behind terror that sweeps our planet: Hezbolah in Lebanon, Hamas and Islamic Jihad in Gaza and the West Bank. And our brave soldiers who died at the hands of roadside bombs in Iraq, all coming from this openly less than benevolent nation, is something that cannot be overlooked.
“When its leaders are so openly hostile to its neighbors and rewrites history, any rational person can only come to one conclusion. And that is it has hostile intent that goes far beyond the defense of its borders. In fact, no one threatens its borders in spite of all these transgressions, AND NOW THIS!”
He slammed the podium with his fist to make his point.
“I bear my soul to you and tell you that I AM TERRIFIED, yes terrified for my children and my children’s children as should everyone in this room should Iran’s course of action not come to an end. If unchecked there may very well be no future. It is not the fact that this country possesses WMD’s as much as the leaders who control them. Everyone in this room is being threatened. THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA CONDEMS THIS ACTION AND ASKS FOR SANCTIONS BY ALL NATIONS TO BEGIN IMMEDIATELY UNTIL THE NUCLEAR THREAT IS REMOVED!”
The Assembly jumped to its feet and gave a two minute ovation.
When the applause somewhat subsided he continued. “I am hopeful that this can be accomplished within this body and without delay. However my country is committed to this action regardless of the outcome here today. In that end I will immediately use our embassies throughout the world to build a network that will create an effective sanction. We will build a coalition of countries that recognize the dangers that face us and are willing to make the sacrifices that are sure to come. It is not our goal to declare Iran an enemy, but rather to see it come to its senses and become our ally and together we can live in a world that is safer for the generations to come.
“I make one last plea to Iran to alter its course and give up its WMD’s. It is not in any danger from us or any of its neighbors. The United States is impressed with a new Iran that holds elections and its leaders reflect the will of its people. I am ready to forget all transgressions and would ask for forgiveness of our own perceived transgressions and begin a new partnership that is founded upon mutual respect and understanding. The past is behind us, we can build our own future from this new beginning. I stand before the world and tell you that I will do every thing I can to reach a peaceful resolve. Our ambassador will meet anywhere, anytime with the leaders of Iran to work this out.
“I HAVE A VISON! I have a vision and that is that one day I will be welcomed inside the borders of Iran and sit down with its people in a spirit of brotherhood and love.
LET THERE BE PEACE AND BROTHERHOOD!
LET US EMBRACE OUR HUMANITY!
LET THERE BE PEACE!
LET THERE BE PEACE!”
The crowd came to its feet and offered a rousing applause while he exited the podium.
* * *
Robinson watched the crowd.
They did appear to warm up to the president’s speech. Hopefully he was correct.
He accompanied the president on this excursion as he so often did. He imagined the president thought of him as member of his family, and at the very least, a shrewd political advisor that often found incisive answers to diplomatic problems. He was most useful on these excursions to the UN as he understood half a dozen languages: German, Russian, Chinese, Spanish, and Arabic, and could interpret on-the-spot saving time hunting down professionals to do the job.
He did the same for Governor Schwarzenegger years earlier on his jaunts to Mexico and China. There was an attack in Mexico City while the pair was there to tighten up the border in hopes of stopping the illicit drug-trafficking that was running rampant. Robinson could see from the gentleman’s expression that something was wrong and was able to grab his arm before he had gotten off a shot in the hallway of the National Palace. Guards came rushing to disarm the man and it was over in a couple of seconds.
“You saved my life.”
“I saved my own life. He could have shot me as well.”
“You are too modest. He paid little attention to you — that is until you wrestled him to the ground.”
“It is the CIA training — like riding a bike. It is something you do not forget easily. I could see it in his eyes.”
The words of Carol Turner, his pretty neighbor, echoed in his mind as well. “You saved me Houston.” She had stepped into the street in front of a speeding auto. He pulled her back as it rushed by. He was a kind of mentor to her and he knew she had a crush on him. It was one of those beautiful relationships that never ended, and but for the age difference, and the close family ties, could have blossomed into something more. The years passed and each had gone their separate ways, but the bond was there forever.
Houston rushed to the president’s side as they made their way through the crowd. “What do you think?” asked Landenberger.
“You did well, Mr. President — as well as can be expected. We live in a political world where deals are made in alleyways and backrooms. This is a power struggle of the highest order and words and diplomacy walk a tightrope. This is the beginning of a long process and one can only hope we have enough support to pull off the sanctions. If not, we are in serious trouble that would very likely end in armed conflict.”
“We are going to work every favor and shake every hand. If we need to buy some of them, we will do it. If we do not win this battle one can only wonder where the world will be in a few years.” He looked over the assembly and noted that many were on the phones. “My ambassadors are working all over the world at this very moment to make it happen. Many are on the other end of those conversations.”
Mikhail Vissarionovich Dostoevsky, the Russian Foreign Minister, pulled the pair aside. “President Kuznetsov would like to meet with you now. I know this is quite impertinent as arrangements of world leaders are often arranged many months in advance.”
“I understand and will meet with him.” Landenberger vigorously shook his hand. “We live in precarious circumstances and a meeting between us at this time is more important than international protocol. Robinson stands with me. Would he be welcome?”
“Most certainly; as you wish.”
Landenberger introduced Robinson and the pair was led down a labyrinth of hallways surrounded by Federal’naya Sluzhba Bezopasnosti agents and a team of nervous DSS. When they reached a door to the conference room the DSS team leader insisted upon scouting out the room before he would allow Landenberger and Robinson to enter.
A half-minute later he opened the door. “Go on in, Mr. President. You understand this was not on the itinerary. I apologize for the delay.”
“Wait outside the door with the others. I’m sure we are quite OK.”
Inside waited the Russian leader who had ran the streets of Kubchino in Leningrad and lived in a small apartment with two brothers and a sister during his formative years. A graduate of Leningrad State University, he received his law degree in 1998 with a PhD in private law. He soon found himself embedded with gangsters and local corrupt politicians who taught him the dirty side of politics. He moved up quickly and soon found his place as the Leningrad Soviet People’s Deputy as the right hand man to the Prime Minister, Mikhail Fradkov. After a stint working on an election committee, he ran for office and ended up fronting the Russian federation.
He spoke four languages including English. “Welcome, Mr. President!” He embraced Landenberger and Robinson as if they were old college buddies. Landenberger introduced Robinson while Vissarionovich settled in as the forth member.
He addressed Robinson. “You remind me of myself a few years back!”
“That is kind of you—”
“In time you will learn this business of politics and become the president one day.” Robinson smiled. “I assure you I have no aspirations—”
“In time my young man — in time.” He laughed. “Now let us get down to business.” He poured steaming coffee into a cup and offered it to Landenberger and then served the others.
Landenberger was impressed with the large physically imposing figure of a man, much like a heavy weight wrestler — and the fairly jovial manner was unexpected. He had anticipated that he would not enjoy the company. He was wrong. Impressions can be formulated in a second. Suddenly he looked forward to hearing what the world leader had to say that had brought about this unexpected meeting.
“I will not keep you long,” promised the Russian leader. “Everything we discuss here must go no further than these walls.”
“Of course.”
“Certainly you know that my country, the Chinese, and the North Koreans have supplied much to the Iranians for many years and can somewhat accept the blame for the current situation. We needed money to rebuild our country after losing the cold war and we have gone too far. The Iranians are dangerous and threaten us all. Their fanaticism knows no bounds.”
“I agree, and can only hope we are both wrong.”
“These were not my decisions. I inherit the sins of my fathers, so to speak. I imagine that my predecessors had no intention of bringing this day upon us — however it is now an unfortunate reality with which we must deal.”
“One can hope they will soon change the direction—”
“We must assume that all the inducements in the world will never sway them and make plans accordingly. I am a student of history and your mention of Mein Kamph struck a chord. Their intentions are clear. I am afraid they intend to wipe Israel off the map and then your ‘Zionist’ country. Of course the attempt to do such a thing amounts to suicide as, in the end, the retaliation would wipe them out.”
“And the modern world would cease to exist.”
“I am afraid so. They would not care as they would think of it as an opportunity to rebuild a Muslim world and all those who died in the Holocaust as martyrs. They would perpetuate the war until the Zionists were wiped from the face of the earth. Eventually they would come after Russia.”
“You called me here today. Do you have a proposal?”
“My thoughts are like the wind, you understand, and I am only thinking out loud. My thought is to do little to inflame them.”
“The sanctions?”
“No, no. The sanctions are civil enough and I applaud you for being so forthright about it. I think they would expect it and that helps to balance the situation. To do nothing is to show weakness and invite aggression. However, our vote to join you would inflame them. They view us as an ally that they would eventually turn on when we had served our purpose. You heard my statements earlier, quite the contrary to your impassioned words.”
“Well yes, we all heard you.” His brow furrowed with the memory.
“Believe not a word. It is what I needed to say to appear friendly to their cause. I would suggest that you do not press the UN for a vote as the Chinese would vote against it and I would need to do the same. I suppose that you imagined this and simply used the UN platform today to get out your message.”
Landenberger remained silent as the Russian leader continued. This is a very intelligent politician.
“I propose a secret alliance known only to the four of us; something that cannot be spoken of to others.”
“An alliance?” I sense something important — urgent…. His heart pounded wildly against his chest.
“Quite simply we would back you up in every way we could without bringing a lot of attention to it. Our oil production is at its peak and we have found new fields in Siberia. We could, for example, provide oil to you in an emergency. If the Supreme Leader decides to retaliate by cutting off oil to you and your allies, we could fill the gap and no one would ever be the wiser. We know Ayatollah will continue to sell the oil as their economy depends upon it. We could begin reducing our shipments to those on the other side, make slight adjustments here and there, all favorable to you and the Western World. We would choose to look neutral while secretly not so much so.”
“And what would you ask in return?”
“Nothing comes to mind however when among friends one can expect that favors run in both directions. You could think of it as being good business to make this offer to you. We would make money off the transactions.
Of course oil can be sold anywhere in the world without any problem. If you want to think of it as a business transaction, which is, we choose to sell it to our friends — our best customers — rather than those who are, shall we say, less friendly.”
“What of the EIS?” You have always wanted that to be dismantled? Would that be a favor?”
He grinned, leaned forward and whispered. “Yesterday that may have been true.”
He fell back in the leather chair and bellowed. “Today is another matter! We are now allies by circumstance. Neither of us has chosen this. We are now bedfellows. This is another ploy to confuse the world. It is best that we appear as unfriendly to one another — at odds — with every turn. It is a chess game with onlookers whom we wish to remain perplexed.”
“I don’t know what to say. You are proposing that we are now best of friends. You can’t blame me for being somewhat leery of this proposal.”
“It is too much to ask for your response today as this comes from, how you say in USA, from left field. I expect you to be suspicious and would anticipate nothing less. Think it over and get back to me in a few days. Use the hot line and let’s call today’s discussion Operation Checkmate.”

Chapter Three

February 11—2:30 P.M. Palacio de Miraflores, Caracas, Venezuela
Robinson found his way across Caracas having taken a taxi to the front gate of the Mirafores Palace where a pair of armed guards eyed him suspiciously. The usual entourage was left behind as President Santiago trusted no one. Robinson was led through a central patio featuring lush flowering plants and a pair of shading palm trees that towered over a bubbling fountain perched in the center.
He was escorted to the Joaquín Crespo Salon where thirty-six ornate carved dark mahogany chairs surrounded the largest table he had ever seen other than the one in the queen’s palace in England. Every aspect of the décor from the parquet polished floor, the French baroque chandelier, and the oiled art that hung discreetly announced that the room existed as a monument to aristocratic refinement.
Hidden in the shadows stood Alejandro Santiago a figure of modest stature; a slightly disheveled man with jet black hair, thick eyebrows, and a champagne glass held in his hand. He dressed in a dark green military uniform with a plethora of pins and patches laid across his chest.
“Care for a glass of wine?” He held up a bottle of Chateau Margaux.
“That is very kind of you, Mr. President.” He accepted the wine and took a sip while they strolled back to the patio where a cockatoo eyed them suspiciously.
“Your country is most disturbed with the recent test in Iran?” he began.
“We are concerned.”
“You should have stopped it long before it came to this you know. I always figured Israel would put a stop to it. It was your county’s fault this happened as the Jews did not feel that you would back them up properly.”
“We always backed them…. ”
“You always said you would, however invisible lines were drawn as to how far you would go. The precious oil, of course, is behind the whole of it. You gave them military hardware and let them build up their defenses. It is like sending a child into the playground with a weapon and everyone expects him to hold off the school bully without the support of his friends. ‘Who will help me when the bully attacks? I really don’t want to use the weapon. Perhaps I can run?’ All these things go through his mind. In the end he will put it off until the bully is pummeling him senseless.”
“You are right of course. Our support should have been clearly laid out so that everyone would know where they stand. However, it is the nature of politics to maintain uncertain relationships that often dissolve in the sand.”
The crack of gunfire sounded nearby.
“Did you hear that?”
“It could be gunfire I suppose.”
Santiago grabbed Robinson by the sleeve and led him back to the salon.
One of the guards ran into the room. “RUN FOR YOUR LIFE! We are being overrun by revolucionarios!”
Behind him several khaki-green figures armed with machine-guns sprayed the room with bullets and shot the guard in the back. Riddled with bullets he died before he hit the floor. Robinson and president Santiago dove to the floor as the bullets buzzed like crazed hornets over their heads. The pair crawled under the table while the room disintegrated in clouds of splintering smoke, plaster raining down around them, most of it landing on the table.
More revolucionarios filled the room and grabbed Robinson and Santiago from under the table and slammed them against the wall. The squad leader talked into a headphone. “We have the president! We are secure. Repeat, Red Dog III to Red Dog II, we are secure.”
Shortly, the Red Dog II unit broke into the room and a cocky leader with an ugly crimson scar on his left cheek swaggered up to the president and slapped him across the face, knocking him to the tiled floor. “Say your prayers Santiago. In one minute you and your amigo are going to die!”
He pulled a 9mm Walther P38 from his holster, pulled back the hammer and placed it to Robinson’s temple.
“We will begin with your amigo.”
* * *
Harold Whittman, White House Press Secretary answered questions from the White House Press Corp while CNN and FOX cameras sat in the back of the room.
Frederick Thompson from the New York Times asked the first question. “In view of the many years in which the Iranians claimed to be developing nuclear technology to produce energy for peaceful purposes, how do you account for yesterday’s test? Did the president and the military believe that to be true all this time?”
“That’s a fair question, Fred. The president never had conclusive information on this one way or the other. The CIA provided many reports through the years and there was never anything which pointed one way or the other. Of course, everyone had their suspicions that they could be lying to us. I can’t speak for the previous president and could only guess at the information that he was privy to and what he thought. Now I can tell you that President Landenberger never believed it for one moment. He inherited this problem and up to now had no opportunity to act upon it.”
He pointed to Linda Petoskey from Newsweek. “Why hasn’t the United States done something to stop the Iranians from developing the bomb? It has been reported that they set off one of the largest explosions in history. What is a bomb this size capable of?”
“Well Linda, another great question and right to the point.” He chuckled. “To answer your first part of your question I can say the United States has done many things to try and stop the Iranians from developing WMD of any size. Over the years there have been various sanctions and we worked with the UN to discourage it in any way we could. We told the Russians, the Chinese and North Korea we did not like them providing Iran with materials to produce a weapon and had many discussions with them about this.
“Now on to the next part of your question; as far as we can figure yesterday’s test produced a forty-two megaton explosion. Whether it was under forty or over forty is up for debate, however the IRIB reported it as ‘forty megaton or larger’. As to what it can do… hmm I understand it could blow away a city.”
“Could it blow away New York City — Manhattan?”
“I imagine it could.”
“How many would die in an event like this, including the fallout that would follow?”
“I really am not an expert nor is the president; however we can say with some certainty that millions could possibly die. Next question.”
* * *
“If you pull that trigger you will be dead within the hour.” Robinson stared down the leader, Red Dog II.
“Phsst! You lie. I have orders to kill all those who are in here.”
“I’d bet your orders do not include shooting important American diplomats who will back your government. If you shoot me it will be an act of war upon the United States. It will bring an end to your coup. They will hunt you down like yellow dogs and string you and your men out in the sun to dry.”
“You lie. You are no one of any importance to us.”
“I’d bet your commander Red Dog I would disagree. If you are wrong and shoot me, what would he do to you?”
The man lowered the gun. “Red Dog I? You know of him, Americano?’”
“It was a lucky guess… Red Dog III… Red Dog II.”
“You are very convincentes,” He glanced at his men who would certainly report this incident. His left eye began to twitch. “You are lying to save your life. You do not trick Diego.” He placed the P38 back to his head. “Who are you?”
Robinson reached for his vest pocket and a dozen machine-guns pointed at him. “Hold on. No reason to get excited. I have a picture with me taken just two days ago and you will see.”
“Do not make any sudden moves, gringo.”
“OK — I am moving slowly.” He brought out the digital camera and brought up the photos he had taken two days before at the UN and moved alongside Red Dog II. There were some shots taken previously with the White House staff and then the photo he wanted appeared. “Do you recognize this man?”
“Ah Si Señor. President Landenberger — and you are standing with him!” A broad smile crossed his face and displayed a perfect set of pearly teeth — except for one that stunningly ruined his appearance.
“I am his right hand man, much like Red Dog I and II.”
“Si— I will not kill you. Red Dog I can make that decision. I will personally skin you alive and feed you to my dogs if you are lying to me.”
“You are most wise.”
Diego pointed the P38 at Santiago and pumped a bullet into him, then two more while the body lay helpless. “You are scum and have betrayed your county. Long live Justice for All Venezuelans.”
The others chimed in, “Justicia para todos los venesolanos!”
“Take the gringo to the wine cellar with the others until General Rio decides what to do with him. It will be the firing squad for you, amigo.”
* * *
Ned Salinger of the Washington Post raised his hand and was chosen for a question.
“What rating would you give a president that allows our most terrifying enemy to produce such a weapon when it has always been within our means to stop it?”
“I can’t answer a question that is personal. I can tell you that the president thinks he is doing an excellent job. I imagine he would give himself an ‘A’.”
“Give me a break, Herald. The President of the United States is the commander of the most powerful military force on this planet and his one job is to protect its citizens. Would it be fair to say that he has failed in that responsibility?”
“No, no. Much of this you must understand is the fault of the previous presidents as any one of them had the power to stop it and, for one reason or another, felt it was not in our best interest to do any more than they did. Bear in mind that the president possesses information the rest of us don’t have and is surrounded by experts who assist him in arriving at proper and responsible actions.”
“It is nice that he can give himself an ‘A’ while the rest of us give him an ‘F.’ Admit it. He has failed and all the previous presidents have failed in their responsibility to keep America safe. Add the fact that we have fifteen million Mexicans running around our country and we haven’t a clue who they are!”
“You should stick to the subject and I find your comments about our Mexican friends an—”
“Admit it; our country has been going to hell in a hand basket for years.”
“Next question goes to—”
“Hey — I haven’t finished yet!”
“You asked a question and I answered it.” Harold sipped a glass of water and pointed to Chip from WorldNetDaily. “Next question; Chip, go ahead.”
“I think Ned has point. I guess we should move on. Now that the untruths of the Iranian threat has surfaced, what exactly will the president do to see that Iran does not use the WMD anywhere in the world; specifically Israel?”
“Hey! You still have not answered my—”
“Could you return to your seat. Your turn is over.”
“You still haven’t—”
“You are out of line. I will have you removed if—” Harold took another sip from the glass. “Please do not force me to—”
“I will not. This whole thing is a—”
“Security! Security please! If this person continues could you remove him?” An ugly scuffle followed in which Ned Salinger found himself standing in the hallway outside the Press Room. He was never seen in the Press Room again.
* * *
The President of Iran, Khalilullah 'Abd al-Wahhab addressed the General Assembly.
“And there has been much discussion of the recent test that took place in my homeland. I can assure you our intentions have always been to promote peace throughout the Middle East and throughout the world. Our people are a nation of peacemakers and we have no ambitions that go beyond our borders. It is Allah that has called us to protect ourselves and has blessed us with the ability to manufacture a powerful force that will be used to protect our borders. No more tests are planned as our scientists were merely experimenting with an untried method for producing electric energy that went astray and resulted in this large explosion….”
He went on to ask that Zionist Israel move back its borders and allow the Palestinians to reclaim the lands that belonged to them. He felt the USA had confused Iraq citizens with its Western decadent thoughts and implored the Assembly to remove the American air bases from Afghanistan and Iraq.
He also noted that the Fifth Fleet had acted irresponsible in various incidents in the Indian Ocean and it was “only with great restraint” that Iranians withheld fire from the offending forces that had attempted to ram its ships. “Fortunately Allah was with us during these unprovoked attacks and protected our ships from certain death.” He expressed hope that international law could be updated that would help to reduce the presence of US forces in the Gulf of Aden, the Indian Ocean and the Arabian Sea.
* * *
A pair of soldiers escorted Robinson toward the door. “I will need to speak to him of urgent matters. See that you speak of me immediately when he arrives.”
“Si Señor.”
Robinson was taken through the courtyard that was strewn with bodies. Then he found himself locked in the cellar with several other servants. As far as he could tell a guard was posted in the hall. He brought out his cell phone and dialed Larry Deshano, Director of the CIA. Let’s hope we get a connection. He felt the chances were slim, however it was worth a try.
It rang once and he heard the familiar voice. “Robinson. What can I do for you?”
“Larry, I am happy to hear your voice.” Thank God! “I’m in Venezuela at President Santiago’s Miraflores Palace. There has been a coup and I’m held hostage at the moment in the wine cellar until I can convince the new people they shouldn’t kill me.”
He could hear Larry barking orders to the staff. “Get the president on the line NOW! Robinson’s trapped in a hotbed in Venezuela. Someone get a fix on the Miraflores Palace! Code red! OK buddy, we are gonna get you out of there. Is there any chance you can make it out the door and I can have choppers pick you up?”
“I might be able to—”
“Landenberger here. What’s up Larry?”
“Robinson is on the line and he has been taken prisoner in a Venezuelan coup.”
“My God! Is he all right?”
“You can speak to him.”
“Yeah, I’m OK. They shot Santiago a few minutes ago.”
“What’s his status?”
“Dead. Other than that I don’t have any info about the coup. They stormed the palace and overran it about ten minutes ago. Someone called General Rio is now the top man here and they expect him to arrive here soon.”
“Rio?”
Deshano shouted to his staff. “Get info on Rio NOW!”
“Larry, what do you think? Can we get his butt out of there?”
“Yeah, I can do it if we work with the navy. You must OK the clearance to enter the airspace.”
“Officially no one is in charge of the country so we can pretty much do whatever we wish.”
“Yeah, if we can get in there unnoticed — we don’t want an international incident even if the situation is a bit unstable.”
“This is Bumgardner, I understand we need support in Venezuela. We have the super carrier, USS Gerald R. Ford down there keeping an eye on the Russians. We can launch some Vanguards or Blackhawks on a rescue mission. I have them on alert now. Let’s get Davis in the mix.”
“This is Captain William Davis of the USS Gerald R. Ford. What can I do for you?”
“We may need a Blackhawk rescue mission ASAP. How quickly can you get a Blackhawk in Caracas?”
“We could have someone there in an hour, maybe less.”
Landenberger jumped in. “I’m getting off the line for five minutes as I want you boys to work this out and give me a report on this. I need to check on another part of the operation. Let’s call it Operation Watchdogg.” He went off-line.
“How many evacuees are we talking about?” asked the captain.
Robinson checked with the others in the cellar and they indicated they merely wanted to get safely out of the building. “Probably just one — the others would appreciate getting out of here and want to go home. I want to hop on my jet at the airport and get back to D.C.”
“OK, that is the mission,” Davis answered. “If we see the airport is safe, we can get you there. If not, we will bring you here and then worry about getting you home. Is there any chance you can get out of the building on your own? We want to keep this as clean as we can. We don’t want to fight our way in there unless it is absolutely necessary.”
“I’d need to fight my way out. The guard is not that bright — I might be able to get past him and make a run for it into the courtyard.”
“We’ve got the thermal imaging on the place now. There are around fifty hostiles and more incoming — looks like about another hundred or so. We see your position, Robinson. It’s extremely hot all around you.”
Larry said, “We can do this — even with all the hostiles. We’ll need several Blackhawks with a squad of men in the event the ground is unfriendly. Our report says we have an eighty percent chance of success here and ninety-five percent if the hostiles can be neutralized before we arrive on the scene. Only reason it won’t work is that Robinson may become a casualty in the courtyard.”
“I have the report on Rio,” interrupted Deshano. “Actually, there are two and we are not absolutely sure which one he may be. Our number one man is one mean mother. He got his start working his way up the drug-cartels and controls the entire underbelly of the country. Prostitution, gambling, murder for hire — you name it he does it. He’s a kingpin drug lord. We would do well to take him out as a part of the operation however let’s not get another objective in the mix. In the event an opportunity comes along—”
“That’s up to the president. He’ll probably want to leave it alone as it could be a political hot potato.”
“And the other is a member of the legislator, a popular politician — a lightweight in the world of politics.”
Davis spoke, “Let us hope it is him and not the other one. I’m ready to go with Operation Watchdogg; probably the quicker the better. We would surprise them and be in and out while they have the details of their coup to deal with. A few more hours and things could be too settled to do this.”
Deshano said, “I’m for it. Robinson is too good a man to leave him hanging out to dry.”
Robinson agreed, “Great, I’ll do my best to—” The line went dead. He turned to the others beside him. “I am very fortunate to have faithful friends. We will all be out of here in about an hour and all of you can go home.” Landenberg will probably approve the mission and I can expect all hell to break loose in about an hour.
Maria had been listening to the guards outside the door. “They say that Red Dog uno will be here in fifteen minutes, Señor Robinson.
If I can time this correctly, I can meet with Rio and use my diplomatic skills to talk my way out of here. I would need to appeal to his greed if he is the drug dealer and the other I will need to do some thinking — dream up something to confuse him long enough to make it to the chopper. Right now, I must get myself out of here.
He punched the redial on the cell. It was dead.
* * *
Landenberger called back. “I’m sorry boys. It’s a “no go” for Operation Watchdogg. There could be too much political fallout from this….”

Chapter Four

February 11—3:37 P.M. The White House Press Room, Washington, D.C.
“I apologize for the interruption.” Whittman poured ice water into a paper cup and gulped it down. “Now what was the question, Chip?”
“Israel — would we defend Israel from a nuclear threat?”
“It is difficult to judge something like that as there would be many details to consider. I imagine we would do everything in our power — we always have considered Israel to be our closest ally in the Middle East.”
“A ballpark statement would do. Suppose Iran launches a dozen nuclear missiles at Israel….”
“Well in the event of such overt provocation, that could be considered a threat to our own security. Israel would very likely defend itself. As you know, Israel possesses the fourth largest military in the world and is quite capable of defending itself from something like that.
“We have the NATO Missile Defense System nearly in place and an attempt to eliminate Israel in the manner in which you suggest would not succeed. In that respect, you could say we are defending Israel this very moment and all of Europe as well. Such an overt attack is unlikely because of the EIS. It is more probable that terrorist tactics would be used and we will need to see that such things as 9/11 never happen again.
“I might add that there has been much unwarranted hysteria in the last day because the real question is ‘How does one deliver a WMD of this size?’ And the answer is that it is nearly impossible and as far as we know unmanned missiles cannot do this. Tiny WMD’s can be delivered, but nothing on this magnitude can be launched with the smaller missiles they possess.
“We believe that Iran did this massive test to intimidate the world community and probably has, somewhat at this moment in time — succeeded. I can assure you our sanctions are going to work as we are not alone in viewing these hostile actions as threats to our security.
“Iran, in the end, will succumb to world pressure in one way or another. The president is preparing an address to the nation ASAP, probably in the next day or so, and he will outline the reasons to remain calm and describe some of the systems in place that protect us from a nuclear threat. That is the end of our time today ladies and gentlemen of the Press Corp. We will look forward to seeing each and every one of you tomorrow.”
* * *
Captain Davis spoke first. “You are the commander-in-chief. I would not presume to know more about this than you, Mr. President. If there is any way at all acceptable to you my men are ready to do their duty. We could scale it down to one Blackhawk — go unarmed — stay under the radar. Take no risks — we simply want to be there for Robinson.”
“One Blackhawk — no guns. Abort the mission at the first sign of a problem. You could do that in all good conscience?”
“We would be undetected — stealth.”
Bumgardner jumped in. “It would be a risk, Mr. President. Every operation like this has risks.”
Landenberger spoke, “No cowboy antics. I want professionals — your best men with cool heads. In and out — win or lose.”
Davis. “Cool heads. I have them here Mr. President. The best in the world are right here.”
“Never better?”
“Never better!”
“Do it!”
12.5 seconds later a Blackhawk left the deck of the USS Gerald R. Ford with the best of the best headed for Caracas. Operation Watchdogg had commenced.
* * *
“Red Dog uno has arrived,” whispered Maria. “The guards are talking about him now. He is in the library.”
“All of you must promise me to remain here.” Robinson reminded the trio of servants, “If you try to make a break for it you’ll probably be shot in the courtyard. Rio will probably retain your services and you will all be let out shortly when I mention to him that you are down here.”
“Maria, it is time.”
“Yoo-hoo!” She banged on the wooden door. “I have a present for you!”
“Yeah. Whatdaya want?”
“I need a big strong man to open a bottle of wine and share it with me. You must be thirsty out there.”
“I dunno.”
“It is kind of lonely in here.”
“Forget it. Go away.”
“I feel sorry for you. I can hand you a Chateau Mouton Rothschild and no would ever know.”
“Chateau Mouton Rothschild?”
“It is a very fine wine, amigo.”
“I’m going to open the door and you can hand it to me. Don’t you dare try anything.”
The door opened and Robinson grabbed his hand as it peeked inside and slammed it against his arm. The pair wrestled to the tiled floor and the guard went for the revolver still snuggled in his holster. Robinson blocked the arm and grabbed the wrist with both hands twisting it as hard as he could. The guard cried out in pain while Robinson wrenched the arm around behind his back and brought the other around his neck and began choking off the air. He pushed him forward headfirst into the brick wall, stunning him. When the guard turned around he was staring down the barrel of his own gun. Robinson locked him in the wine cellar with the others and instructed everyone to treat him well. He stuffed the revolver down his back and headed for the library.
* * *
Jamal Sheikh Sharmarke, Prime Minister of Somalia addressed the General Assembly late in the afternoon. “…and my country needs the support of the nations of the world in order to restore order. Ethiopia overruns our border and runs my country red with the blood of its people. Millions live in refugee camps and thousands are dying of starvation from lack of medical attention as we speak. Bands of marauders commit genocide as they roam the countryside wiping out entire villages without remorse or fear of punishment.
“Al-Nakbah, Al-Sha-baab, Hezbollah, Hammas, and Al-Qaeda to mention a few, use our country as a breeding ground for terror training camps that eventually spreads like a cancer across the globe. If there is a war on terror, let it begin here as these groups look for weakness and have found it. We have no means to fight terror when our concerns are of the survival of our own countrymen. We welcome any and all into our country that would offer a helping hand.
“I warn you today that there will be a day of reckoning for the entire world in which your neglect will show itself and rise up and destroy you. I do not wish for this — I can only tell you a festering sore will not heal itself, and left untended, will destroy all in its path. My words have fallen upon deaf ears for decades. I suspect more of that today, as the world has many pressing needs — needs that produce rewards.
“Iraq was a festering sore and the country flourishes only because it has a wealth of black gold that is hidden beneath the desert sands.
“The only reward I offer is the salvation of the world. To ignore this outcry for another decade will not stand. I ask the members to show some compassion for a dying cancerous land without hope and commit troops in order to begin restoring order to our land.
“What good is food and medical supplies when anyone can come along and wipe out villages and cities without remorse?
“WE MUST HAVE TROOPS! WE MUST HAVE ORDER! WE MUST HAVE TROOPS IF THERE IS TO BE ANY HOPE!
“I ask for a mere thousand troops today. That is all — a small beginning. There would be the tiniest bit of hope if someone, anyone would send troops. We need troops. I am begging you….”
It was late in the day. Most had already left the building.
* * *
I’ll never make it out of here alive unless I can convince Rio I’m on his side. For that matter, I probably am on his side. I represent the USA and he runs Venezuela and we were on poor terms with Santiago. Perhaps he is a sane leader and we all will be better off.
Two JFAL guards wielding Dragunov rifles stood at the door to the library. I’ll walk right up to them and show my credentials bold as brass. Hopefully they will not shoot me.
He took a deep breath….
He daringly announced in Spanish, “The United States of America and President Landenberger welcome the new government of Venezuela and wishes a conference with your new president!”
The pair patted him down and removed the revolver sticking down his backside. They ushered him into the library where gangs of military milled about and every weapon in the room pointed at him while nervous fingers toyed with the triggers. Along one wall sat Rio behind a desk wearing a blue business suit and burgundy tie, not at all what Robinson was expecting. A young lady hovered around him like a hummingbird touching up his face with make-up. Cameras were poised, lights were in place. It was a video feed to the country. He was apparently about to address the nation.
A congenial voice called to him. “Mr. Robinson, I have been expecting you. Why don’t you sit off-camera and we can have our first chat.” He pointed to a folding chair set off to the side. “I apologize for any inconvenience our little coup may have caused you. In the final analysis your timing is impeccable.”
Robinson vigorously shook the president’s hand now feeling much better and calculated that he might live though the day after all. His heart stopped thumping against his chest. “It is indeed a pleasure to meet you President Rio, although I must admit that I know nothing about you.”
“Would you like some ice-tea? You have had a harrowing day, I imagine, and you might enjoy some refreshment.”
“Gracias.” Robinson spoke in Spanish and took the glass that was offered to him from the make-up lady. “It is best you tell me what is going on here. I feared for my life when I walked in here.”
“It was a callous decision to murder Santiago and it will haunt me for the rest of my life. He was in the process of taking over the country and he had to be stopped. Had he been allowed to live in prison or exile, there always would have been those who would plot with him to retake the country. He was a greedy man — millions went into his personal account. We discovered he had a scam that involved the PDVSA oil contracts. Elections were going to be cancelled at the point of a gun and the constitution was being tossed out the window.”
“I see.” Robinson let him continue.
“I am one of the small fish in the legislature — a very popular fish — and was given the task of giving the country back to the people. There very likely will be dancing in the streets tonight. I only do this as my duty to my country and will remain in office only until the legislature appoints a proper leader and then conducts elections to appoint a more permanent president.”
“You sound like a man of integrity, Mr. President, and hearing this and seeing you today at this historic moment in your country’s history, I can say that I am impressed and will relay this to my president.”
“I assure you that relations with the United States of America will improve dramatically in the coming months ahead. Our country’s people have always felt that Santiago treated President Landenberger and your people shabbily and were ashamed of his behavior. Such disgusting displays have this day come to an end. It is our hope to bring this country to greatness much like your own.”
“TEN, NINE, EIGHT….”
“Excuse me while I address my nation and calm their fears. Please remain.” Rio addressed his audience and as Robinson listened he became convinced that this was a kind and benevolent man. He understood why his associates had chosen him as very quickly he was seduced by the charm. The president reminded him of his own father who always took the time to stop and explain a moral lesson when it was needed. Seldom did he raise his voice or lose his temper — a gentle man in every way.
Suddenly Robinson was on stage. “… And with me today for this glorious rebirth of our country is Houston Robinson, a close associate to the President of the United States.”
The camera moved in for a close up and he saw it all in glorious color on the monitor. There was a pregnant pause. What — I am supposed to say something? I must speak in Spanish of course. OK, here goes nothing. He found his voice. “It is a pleasure to be here today with your new president who I met moments ago and must tell you that I am impressed with him in every way. As representative of the United States I can tell you that you are in good hands and that I will recommend to President Landenberger that relations with your country remain in good stature. I have been assured by President Rio that better relations lie ahead and it is my feeling that it will be so. Our countries will benefit from the events of this historic day.”
Robinson could hear the sound of the incoming Blackhawk sent to rescue him. Now it seemed of little importance. Venezuela appeared to be in good hands at the moment and there was really no reason to take up more of Rio’s time. Undoubtedly his position during the last hour was closely watched via satellite technology and the Blackhawk team probably sensed that he was in little or no danger at the moment. The broadcast was no doubt witnessed by everyone in the White House Situation Room and that would alleviate fears. It was best to go meet the team before an unfortunate confrontation took place in the court yard.
“THREE, TWO, ONE. AND OUT….” The broadcast concluded.
“Is the airport safe for departure?” he asked.
“It should be fine. We shut it down for an hour as well as the phone communications.” He glanced at his watch. “Yes, it is safe to go there.”
“Be sure to let your household staff out of the wine cellar and please give my apologies to the guard.”
“Something happened between the two of you?”
Robinson shook hands in a parting diplomatic gesture then walked to the doorway that led to the courtyard. “Let us say I wanted to meet with you and he thought otherwise.”
The Blackhawk sat in the courtyard with a half dozen armed navy military surrounded by the JFAL. All were nervously eyeing each other. “It’s OK. Put down your weapons. There is no danger. We are all among friends,” he shouted above the roar of rotors while making gestures to the same effect. He shouted the same in Spanish and the JFAL lowered their weapons.
He shook hands with the Venezuelan soldiers as he made his way to the Blackhawk and surprisingly he found himself shaking hands with Vissarionovich the Russian Foreign Minister who was accompanied by a pair of JFAL. “This is an unexpected pleasure!” he spoke in Russian.
“Mikhail, sometimes it is a small world.”
“And a pleasure for us both — we are becoming good friends. I was arrested — at least I think so. I am separated from my interpreter and you are first in the last hour who can speak to me. What is going on here?”
“Wait a second while I talk to my team in the Blackhawk.” He ran across the grass and told the rescue team to wait while he talked to the Foreign Minister. He explained the circumstances to his Russian compatriot.
“I will visit briefly with President Rio then go with you to the airport. I still need a translator.”
“I can assist you.”
His eyes were wide with surprise. “You can do that? Great; let’s go.” Vissarionovich had a hurried discussion with President Rio somewhat similar to Robinson’s meeting earlier and then the pair jumped aboard the Blackhawk destined for the airport.
Below, the highway was jammed with Red Cross transports and Russian military supply vehicles heading out of the airport. Robinson thought it odd to view this much Red Cross activity in a country that needed no humanitarian aid. “Why so many Russian vehicles?”
“We are good friends with Venezuela,” explained Vissarionovich. “Santiago envisioned your country would invade his and has armed Venezuela to the teeth with our military hardware. It is no secret. With Rio now in charge, I expect that will change soon.”
He summed it up. “We made a lot of money, but now sadly it will come to an end. There are always others out there who will buy our goods.”
The pair boarded the Citation CJ3 and was greeted by the pilot who assured them that the airport had been uneventful in Robinson’s absence.
“They did close down the runway for about an hour or so.” As he taxied to the runway a line of tanks blocked the runway. “What in the world? Take a look at this!”
Vissarionovich glanced out the window. “That is our BMP-3 model with a Namut thermal sight, a very good seller — top of the line.”
“Let’s hope we are not blown away with your top of the line tank.”
The pilot asked, “What do you make of this, Mr. Robinson?”
“They are probably holdouts from Santiago’s regime and are making a futile effort to take back the country. They probably don’t believe he is dead. For now, turn it around and we will wait until this is cleared up.”
“Yes sir.”
Later Robinson found himself out on the runway waving a white flag as he approached the tanks. I cannot believe I am doing this! One day I am at the UN with the political bric-a-brac that determines the fate of our planet and the next I am in some third world country waving a flag at Russian tanks.
The turrets turned and the Namut thermals prepared to fire. When he got within earshot someone peeked out of the turret.
“What do you want?” he inquired in Spanish.
Robinson explained, “Yo soy un americano.” He told them to give it up. “La guerra es largo El Presidente Santiago está muerta,” and that Santiago was dead. Five minutes later it was all over. Robinson told the authorities they had done no harm and only wanted to defend their country — they were more heroes than not. Other than the coup at the palace, the airport was the only sign of a revolution that had involved little more than two hundred troops and a half-dozen battle tanks. In all, a dozen people had died.
When Robinson and Vissarionovich arrived in D.C. that night they were on the best of terms.

Chapter Five

February 21–10:02 A.M. The West Wing, Washington, D.C.
Robinson settled into one of the conference rooms along with Melissa Farnsworth, the Undersecretary of State for Political Affairs and Kenneth Fegan, a Junior Assistant that he had taken in under his wing. Ahmed bin Al-Awzai, an assistant to the Prime Minister in Somalia, sat at the head of the conference table. Coffee and tea were served, introductions were made and Al-Wazai led the discussion. “I must apologize that the Prime Minister Sharmarke is not present today, however urgent matters in our home country require that he remain there. I know your time is precious and thank you for agreeing to meet with me today. As you know the situation in my home country is precarious at best. If the United States could offer some troops, we would give them locations of suspected terrorist camps and rebel militias and we would give them freedom to carry out missions at their own discretion.”
He brought out a map. “Here, for example, in the south is an Al-Nakbah stronghold. The Al-Shabaab has taken over most of our country and has overrun Mogadishu. Our own militias are unable to take back control and over a million of our citizens now line the outskirts of the city, living in tents. We estimate that the Al-Shabaab commit hundreds of atrocities each day upon the refugees. The Marka terrorists operate north of Mogadishu along with another organization called the Puntland Group. A ruthless killer Mustafa Mahdi has taken over the Somalia Marines and is responsible for the recent wave of tanker pirating. They are heavily armed and we have little means to deal with them. I could go on, but I think you get the idea.”
Discussion ran on for a half-hour and Ms. Farnsworth summed it up. “We will recommend this to the president and any final decision is up to him. It is good that you would give our troops freedom to conduct missions as they see fit and that may help. Oftentimes multinational forces are at odds with one another and that is not the instance here. We could protect the refugee camps as an alternative. You have our sympathy of course and can only hope that the president will respond to your plea.”
Five minutes was set aside to discuss the proposal that afternoon with Landenberger. Robinson and Ms. Farnsworth sat in the Oval Office and briefly ran it by him. “It’s not likely I can do anything,” said the president. “This is a low priority and getting tied up with this becomes one more problem on the plate. It is unfortunate the country is poverty stricken and overrun like this. All I need is a body count and everyone would question why we were there in the first place. Let’s hope they can find someone who can take an interest in their plight.”
“A thousand troops are all he asks. Certainly—”
“It would take a larger commitment than that — a hundred thousand would not be enough to get it started on the smallest scale. There are eighty five hundred multinationals there tripping over one another for lack of clear direction. We would be sitting ducks. The Red Cross is in there offering humanitarian aid and if they were being attacked, the rep would have mentioned it. The UN multinationals probably have their hands full protecting them. Let’s let this die on the vine, however I thank everyone for meeting with him. Goodwill is needed wherever we can find it.”
* * *
The Prime Minister Paul Baudelaire of France summed it up briefly as he discussed a hodge-podge of concerns that afternoon. “… Although we recognize the problems of Somalia, we feel that France alone cannot be of much assistance. In view of the crisis in the world economy we can understand not launching into this right now. Perhaps in the near future resources will be available to address this growing problem. A large multinational force must be considered….”
* * *
At two in the morning, Robinson lay awake staring at a spider that was busy crawling up the wall.
Sleep was not in the cards. In a few hours he would sit with the Cabinet and discuss the Iran test. His stomach was tied in knots at the thought. How could the CIA director, Larry Deshano have dropped the ball? Sometimes he felt that Larry was not quite up to the job. He should have seen this coming. It made one wonder what the man did with his time all day. He had thousands of agents gathering information, monitoring conversations, watching the internet terrorist sights and then a WMD is blatantly waved in front of the world by our fiercest enemy. Perhaps I am too harsh. He may very well have had no opportunity to see it coming. The 9/11 catastrophe must have been much the same. Sometimes you are blindsided — Pearl Harbor was the same thing. Pointing blame was too easy.
He found the kitchen, put on a pot of coffee and sat down with his laptop and checked his e-mail on the secure White House internet server. There was a memo from Shaughnessy who needed some specifics on Rio. Apparently he wanted more than the information that could be gathered from the CIA data base. At eleven that morning he would be peppered with questions at the White House Press conference and a few little tidbits that he could share with the press would make him look good.
Deshano wanted his take on the Venezuelan coup and wanted to meet sometime before the Cabinet meeting. Being in Venezuela was a lucky — or unlucky break — depending upon how you looked at it, and he expected Michael Costanzo, Adelberg, and probably Melissa Farnsworth would all catch him the hallway before the meeting. Dad came wandering into the kitchen looking nearly half asleep, checked the fridge, and sat at the table. “You could not sleep, son?”
“I took two aspirin and in ten minutes I’ll go back to bed. There’s a big meeting coming up and it all rolls over and over in my head.” Robinson believed anything stronger than an aspirin was the first step toward drug addiction. Keeping one’s body free of drugs was an important part of his upbringing.
Mom and Dad were nearing their final years. Both had deteriorated dramatically and Robinson had them leave the home in Michigan and move in with him in Baltimore. He wanted to be as close to them as he could, even though he spent little time at the house. It would have been phone calls to Michigan and probably a birthday and Christmas card relationship. He wanted more than that. They had brought him up as any good parents would and now it was his turn to take care of them. And he did not mind at all. He had a maid service come in once a week to tidy up the place and the neighbors across the street kept an eye on them. Mom had the beginning of Alzheimer’s and, in her final month or two, he figured he’d move her into a nursing home if it became too much of a burden for Dad.
Robinson finished up the note to Shaughnessy and decided to go back to bed. “Goodnight, Dad.”
Five minutes later he was sound asleep.
* * *
The Ilyushin Il0967-300PU circled Aden Adde International as it made the 180 degree turn around the port of Mogadishu which lie on the blue-green Indian Ocean. Huge turbofans with a thrust of sixteen-thousand kgf could push it along at high altitudes for a journey than could span one-quarter of the globe at mach .6, slightly more than one-half the speed of sound. It was capable of holding 265 passengers; however this Russian presidential craft seated only two on this particular day. Following behind a dozen II yushin I1-62M formed a fleet filled with several thousand Russian troops and equipment.
Al-Awzai shielded his eyes with a straw hat as he peered at the fleet that glistened high overhead in the sun. Diamonds; they sparkle like diamonds. Perhaps this is the day that Allah has delivered us from anarchy. He dropped to his feet, then bowed to Mecca while he muttered a half silent prayer. I’m getting too old for this. He struggled to his feet assisted by Sharmarke who had grabbed him by the shoulder.
“You pray for deliverance, do you?”
“Yes.”
“It may very well be our last hope.”
“The aircraft appeared to be like diamonds.”
“Diamonds in the sky — it is God speaking to you.”
Air traffic was held back in order to allow the fleet immediate access to the blistering tarmac where a red carpet lie awaiting for the most important guests in the last decade. Within moments, two figures emerged surrounded by FSB agents while armed Russian troops deboarded and formed a defensive perimeter. A Somali marching brass band played Russian military marches while the roar of the turbines winding down somewhat drowned it out.
Jamal Sheikh Sharmarke, Prime Minister of Somalia, and his assistant Al-Awzai greeted the square jawed Georgiy Kuznetsov Tolstoy, President of the Russian Federation and Foreign Minister, Vissarionovich with the customary embrace.
Kusnetsov towered over the others with his six and a half foot frame, give or take an inch, muscular and physically imposing while barrel-chested like a heavyweight boxer. In fact, he did box during his college years and had won a bronze medal in the ’86 Olympics. Currently he kept in shape as best he could with a morning routine of running and weightlifting.
He stepped up to the bank of microphones and TV cameras that were beaming the event across the country while translators sat off to the side. “Greetings — citizens of Somalia! I am looking forward to visiting with your TFG leaders today and touring your country. Somalia has always been a friend of our homeland and it is my hope that our countries will mutually benefit from our visit. Thank you for your hospitality.”
Earlier that morning a fleet of Mil Mi-26 helicopters arrived carrying several thousand troops and supplies. A temporary encampment had been set up on a parched grass hillside at the west end of the runway.
Original plans included moving the meeting site to Jawhar — a town of eighty thousand. It stood north of Mogadishu where the Intergovernmental Authority on Development had set up a transitional government in a grain warehouse a few years previous. Mogadishu was considered to be too dangerous for a meeting of this importance as the city was overrun with rogue militias, terrorists and assorted criminals. Instead Kusnetsov took the advice of his generals and decided to set up a temporary Russian military command at Aden Adde International.
Sharmarke and the entire IGAD was happy to receive the guests on any terms as it was the first time any important foreign dignitary had actually set foot on Somali soil in two decades. They were delighted that the cameras picked up the coming and going of the aircraft and vehicles as it indicated to the rest of the country that something big was going down, although they were not sure what to anticipate.
The Russian and Somalia leaders eventually found their way to the end of the runway where the Russian military had set up a small tent. They sat across from one another around an ornate cherry table flown in from the Hilton Moscow Leningradskaya Hotel.
Al-Awzai ran his palm over the glossy finish. “Such grand workmanship — never have I seen such a fine table in my own country. He had seen many magnificent tables in his excursions around the globe, of course. It seemed out of place in this country in which Allah had left them defenseless and alone. He always calculated that Allah was punishing him. It was not his place to question. Allah worked in mysterious ways.
Kusnetsov began while a translator stood by. “We have a proposal for your transitional government. I’ll keep this short. You asked for help and we are here to turn your country around. We will coordinate our military and the UN multinationals with the Red Cross and other agencies that can offer assistance. Much like the Americans who took over Iraq we can do the same thing here, however on a much smaller scale. It will not be a pretty sight as many of your terrorists and rogue armies will be crushed in the initial confrontation. Forgive me for being frank, however we are beyond polite conversation here.”
“It should not be as brutal as that,” interjected Vissarionovich, “as this will be a battle for hearts and minds as well. In short, this is the war that will stabilize your country. In the end you will have elections and an orderly economy. We will show you how to build roads, power plants, and military bases. We’ll get the United Nations and the IMF to donate billons of dollars in order to reconstruct your country. Your country will prosper as we will find oil wherever it may be, and you will have an economy that rivals anything found in Africa.”
Kusnetsov added, “We cannot let this be lengthy as it would drain our limited resources — unless we discover a major oil reserve. Unlike the Americans who took years developing Iraq we must accomplish our goals in two years — unless we are finding major oil fields.”
“Oil?” wondered Al-Awzai. There is oil here? Perhaps Allah is with us after all.
“We will talk about that shortly.” Vissarionovich gestured to one of the troops standing near and pitchers of mint tea and ice water were served.
Kusnetsov continued. “Once the effort has momentum you must take the reins and continue the progress. When we depart, you will be an oil rich nation. In another part of our proposal, we will build up your militia on a scale you cannot imagine at this moment. You will be equipped and trained for modern warfare such that formidable adversaries will be of little concern to you. Ethiopia, for example, will fear treading on your borders as you will crush any foreign power that enters your land.”
The pair of Somalia leaders listened quietly. Sharmarke asked, “What is the price for all this? You must want something in return.”
“We want oil rights — a seventy-five twenty-five split for the first five years after production begins and a fifty-fifty split after that on oil fields we discover on your lands. If we find nothing, we walk away empty handed. If we are lucky enough to find anything, the effort of assisting your country will be returned as a formidable profit. Think of it as a business arrangement. It is exactly that, of course. If we find gold and diamond reserves, it will be yours to keep. We want you to have it. Africa has the largest caches in the world and there is no reason not to find it here.”
“We have never had the resources—”
“Until now. Your land has been sitting for millions of years waiting for this very moment. The hidden bounty beneath your lands has yet to be explored.”
Al-Awzai interjected, “You mentioned ‘the winning of hearts and minds.’”
“You may help me if our projections are in error.” Kuznetsov continued, “I imagine the reason for anarchy in Mogadishu and the rest of the country is that your people are driven to this by the extreme poverty. When a man and his children are hungry and he has no means of support, he will steal to feed his family. He is a desperate man, not a criminal. We will begin with Mogadishu as that is the heart of your nation and our understanding where the violence is most intense. The elimination of the Al-Shabaab will be the first task. We will send your citizens stamps that can be redeemed for food and clothing — anything that they wish to purchase. We have found that the more capitalistic Russia had become, the more we flourished. The United States has provided the model for a successful society and that is what we envision for you — and ourselves as well. When a man’s belly has no want, he will seek meaningful activity. Everyone will be employed with the many projects we have in mind.
When everyone has ample food and a meaningful job, anarchy will disappear. Every citizen will assist in rebuilding your country and it will be your own people who provide the manpower to do it. Those who are hardened criminals among you will suffer the consequences. We would turn over the suspected individuals to your court system, of course. No military law — no, nothing like that. For the most part our efforts will be defensive as we meet resistance. Militia leaders, gang thugs and the sort who wish that sort of life most go to prison and many, particularly the Al-Shabaab, will be killed in the streets. We will announce the new program so that everyone understands that anarchy will be crushed and that a new order will prevail.”
Al-Awzai poured himself another cup of tea. “What about handguns?”
“Everyone will be allowed to keep their weapons as the innocent will need them to defend themselves during the transition. Militias will think twice about robbing its citizens if they know they have weapons to defend themselves. Anyone using military weapons will be dealt with by your courts when we arrest them. Violence will drop substantially in a short time as true law and order arrive. We know you have a sanction on weapons being imported to your country. It is best it remains in place.”
Kuznetsov sat back on the cushioned chair and clasped his hands on his chin. “How does this proposal sound to you?”
Sharmarke answered, “It sounds like you have this well thought out and I can assure you it will be given serious consideration. I like it and can take the proposal to our TFC representatives with a recommendation. Of course, there will be many questions….”
Vissarionovich reached into a brief case and brought out the proposal. “We have it all outlined here for you. All it would need is the signatures of your leaders. That would be the two of you and perhaps a few others. Amend it if you wish and we can eventually work this out to our mutual satisfaction. Let’s call it the Somalia Russian Restore Order Initiative.”
Al-Awzai picked up the proposal that he estimated to be several pounds and leafed through it. Salvation at last — Allah has smiled upon us today.
Kuznetsov concluded the summit. “If there are no other questions, let’s plan to meet back here ASAP and we could sign the agreement before the cameras and tell the world what we have done.”

Chapter Six

February 23—1:12 P.M. The West Wing, Washington, D.C.
Landenberger was trying to understand how the CIA had dropped the ball.
How could they not know this was going to happen? Where are they getting their information? This is one mess we are in. My popularity rating dropped five points because of this. I must figure a way to get it back up.
“Exactly how many operatives do we have in Iran?” he asked.
Larry Deshano answered, “Exactly? Well technically we don’t have anyone physically inside the country.”
“None then — we do not have one person inside Iran.” Landenberger tapped a pencil on the desk. The Cabinet members sat silent. Anyone could see the president was visibly upset and doing his best to hold it back.
“We use satellites of course. We have reports sent to us from Iranians willing to sell us information.”
“I see. You can monitor the activity around the buildings and then guess at what is going on. Answer this: How do you know your snitches are reliable and not feeding you false information?”
“We evaluate it as best we can. It is not that simple—”
Landenberger pounded his fist. “YOU TOLD ME THEY WERE YEARS AWAY FROM CONDUCTING A TEST! You sent me reports every week for the last year that we could worry about this sometime in the future. ‘Don’t worry’ you said. Now I look so gullible. We all look like fools. In fact we are fools. Now I know how Bush felt when he found out that there were no WMD’s in Iraq. He coined the term WMD and then found he knew nothing.
He will go down in the history books as an idiot who let some petty dictator outsmart him. I viewed the videos taken by the UNMOVIC when Saddam made the team wait for hours at the gate while he moved trucks out the backside supposedly full of nuclear weapons projects. He always made sure the inspectors could see the trucks. The first time I saw this ploy I fell for it. After I saw a number of repeat performances, I was convinced he was pulling a fast one.”
Melissa Farnsworth added a thought. “You are right, Mr. President. I remember seeing that broadcast on National Geographic with my eight-year-old daughter and asked her what she thought. She said, ‘MOM, THERE AINT NUTT’N IN DA TRUCKS!’.”
Everyone burst in laughter. She had a way of telling a story.
“Perhaps we should put a bunch of eight-year olds in charge.”
“Children cannot be fooled like adults. They spot things that go right by an adult.”
“That is it, Larry. Perhaps we must think like children. Thank you, Melissa for relieving the tension here, however our problems are serious and the future of the world may very well hang in the balance on the decisions I make in the coming weeks and months ahead. You are my team and I need more than information. I need a perspective that includes the possibility that we are being duped.”
“Perhaps the footage shown to us was faked?” suggested Willy Bumgardner.
“The bomb may not exist.”
“Then they would have faked the seismic recordings that were felt around the world.”
“They could have set off a cache of dynamite and found some way to amplify the effect.”
“The North Koreans set off the dud WMD’s and then used it to sell their inferior wares to gullible terror groups. This could be the same thing.” Robinson chirped, “Exaggeration could be at work here. Part of it is true and other parts are exaggerated.”
“One never knows. I doubt any of this however; I want this to be explored. We are in a new era here and the possibility of cheap theatrical tricks is now to be considered at every turn. Who best here can find someone to explore this?”
Deshano made a gesture.
“OK, Larry — ASAP.”
Deshano scribbled a note on a spiral pad. “Consider it done, Mr. President.”
* * *
Mustafa Mahdi — this was a man who understood raw power and all its trappings. The son of a Puntland illiterate fisherman witnessed firsthand the contempt of Arab and European dumpers who had turned the fishing grounds into a cesspool destroying the Somali catch. He was often tormented with the memory of his father’s death, murdered aboard an Iranian freighter that had spilled tons of waste into the fishing grounds on a night he wished he could forget. It was more than murder. The screams echoed endlessly like a broken record. He joined several of the militias where he learned to kill or be killed. The body count became endless, almost a nightmare, a blur of forgotten faces.
Always his face was etched with the scars of the past. He seemed frozen with a permanent scowl; “perhaps born with it,” said anyone who had ever met him. He had a way of making anyone near him uncomfortable. Most were intimidated merely to be in close proximity. To be near him for any length of time was to toy with terror. It would creep over you like some blood sucking demon lurking in the shadows of hell creeping out of a Dali landscape. All of this was no act. Something evil burned within.
He was tall and slim like most Bantu and was dressed in a tailor-made black suit open at the collar. From behind the Ray-Ban Warrior’s he surveyed the familiar brownish blue water that stretched endlessly. His black-as-coal hair rippled like a cresting wave as the sea breezes caressed his body. The face was covered in Bantu fashion with a veil made of white muslin wrapped round a half dozen times. Gold jewelry hung from his neck. Ruby and diamond rings adorned his fingers.
Today he piloted a custom jet propelled 38 foot speed boat of his own design he called the Queen of the Indian. His crew of B-Wasy Somali Marines was reputed to be the most powerful, most sophisticated, ruthless pirates the world had ever known. Armed with AKM assault rifles, RPG rocket launchers and semi-automatic pistols they were the new generation — a generation of pirates with an ancestry of thieving that stretched beyond anyone’s memory. This was their haunt, the hunting ground where they roamed endlessly like piranha hungry for a quick meal. Once found, there would be no mercy, no remorse. Like shark infested waters, all others would flee for their lives, as everyone knew that no quarter would be given nor taken.
Off to the northwest a faint glimmer of smoke gave away the position of a shipping vessel. Mahdi focused the barrels of the binoculars and exclaimed to his crew, “We have found them!” and did a 6o degree turn and ran full throttle toward the horizon.
* * *
“Willy, what is your take on all this?” inquired the president.
“I think we need more information more than anything else.” Bumgardner straightened the handkerchief that peeked respectably from his vest pocket. “We need future scenarios drawn up and studied. I’ll get recommendations from my think tank. Off the record we may want to keep a closer eye on the coastal waters in that area. The Fifth Fleet is already there to keep the Indian Ocean secure. We keep supercarriers close enough to handle problems in the Strait of Hormuz. In a few months you will need to give a directive about what we should do if Iran launches IRBM’s at Israel. Everything should be planned well in advance. We could watch Israel disappear before our eyes if we are not ready.”
“Let’s move on to another concern. I can tell you I was not crazy enough to believe al-Wahhab when he claimed they were producing plutonium for peaceful purposes.”
“In all fairness, Mr. President, we all knew there would be a day of reckoning eventually, when nothing substantial was ever done to stop them. It has taken them nearly a decade to reach this point.”
“We were all distracted by Saddam and the Iraqi war, Pakistan and Afghanistan; the disputes in Israel and Gaza, the West Bank, Yasser Arafat, and the rest of it. Bush should have gone to the heart of it and invaded Iran and taken out Ayatollah. Then we would not be in this mess.” He clasped his hands on his chin and sat back in the leather chair.
“Why was it so large? Why not smaller, like the North Koreans?”
“They bought the best talent and wanted to make a show of it. Our info indicates the Chinese were providing most of the talent. In the end they were lucky. The whole thing could have fizzled. It is possible they had failures that they would not care to advertise.”
“How long before they can fit one of these into one of their IRBM’s?”
“That is anyone’s guess right now. I have my staff working on that very question.”
“How about a ballpark guestimate?”
“I really have no idea. If I had to speculate, I would say somewhere between three months and two years. It’ll take three months to produce more plutonium. Not much can happen till they have it.”
Landenberger muttered, “They’ll probably make a big show of launching IRBM’s in the next month or so.” He pointed to the next item on the agenda. “Let’s move on. Robinson had quite an experience in Venezuela with the coup and made us look like we were on top of things….”
“I was merely lucky or unlucky depending upon how you look at it.”
“You did very well — sitting there with the new president while he calmed the country. You appeared in coverage worldwide. Did you know that?”
“Well no.”
“I applaud you. You sized up the situation, stuck your neck out a bit with the carefully worded endorsement, and in the end you hit a home run.” Landenberger clapped his hands. “Everyone give Robinson a hand.”
While the Cabinet gave the ovation, he added, “It is the only thing that has gone right this week! Herald, I want you play this up at the news conference.”
“Yes, Mr. President.” He scribbled a note on a yellow legal pad. “Mr. President, I know the White House reporters are going to ask about the sanctions and will probably point out that the countries behind this action are mostly those who do not trade with Iran and that the effect upon Iran’s economy will be nil.”
“I see. I think you can tell them that ‘although that may be somewhat correct; the president would disagree as to its effect.’ Get some figures together about the impact it will have and throw that at them.”
“Sounds like an excellent suggestion, Mr. President, and on the Venezuelan matter—”
“You may make the official announcement that we officially recognize the interim government and anticipate a friendlier relationship with them.”
“That’s it for today we will see all of you — oh, one more thing. Houston, please stay for one more minute… meeting adjourned.”
When the Cabinet members had exited, he poured himself a cup of coffee. “I want you to make a little trip to Somalia and see how the Red Cross and the multinationals are doing. Just two or three days should do it — nothing really on my mind — simply curious of your take on what is going on there. We’ve seen some unusual activity at the airport in Mogadishu. We have the entire Fifth Fleet down there and I am wondering if we might need more there.”
“That sounds fine. I’ll take Ken Fegan with me if that is OK with you, Mr. President.”
“Sounds OK. Give me a call while are down there.”
“Oh, one more thing — I’ll have Captain Edward Schmitzer of the SS George H. W. Bush give you and Fegan a tour of his supercarrier when you are finished in Somalia.”
Robinson exited the WHSR. Landenberger finished the cup of coffee and took a moment for reflection. Willy hit the nail…One day I’m going to reach a critical moment and be forced to make a decision that could destroy the world. NO… NO I CANNOT LET IT GO THAT FAR. Something must be done long before that point is reached. The Iranians are always pushing… always pushing us back and we give them more ground with each passing day. Bush stood up to Saddam and put a noose around his neck. I can do the same with Ayatollah.
They see it as weakness. One day we must assert ourselves and show them we mean business. A time will come when we will need to draw a line in the sand and refuse to let them cross it. What to do? What to do?

Chapter Seven

February 23—7:05 P.M. 734 miles off the Somali Coast, Indian Ocean
For an hour the supertanker had altered it course and tried to outrun the approaching jet powered craft.
Mahdi lifted the binoculars to his eyes in time to see the crew members running to and fro on the deck like drowning ants. He smiled.
Come to me little one.
I am the master of the seas — lord of all I survey.
I claim a bounty on all those who pass here
And it is your turn to pay.
“Admiral” Mahdi and the Somali Marines boarded the helpless French flagged supertanker Limburg carrying nearly four-hundred-thousand barrels of crude from Iran to Spain.
The double-hulled vessel once called the Maritime Jewel had been attacked several years before by an explosives-laden dinghy that rammed the starboard side of the tanker and detonated. It caught fire and lost ninety-thousand barrels of oil into the sea. It was never certain; however it was attributed to Al Qaeda.
Mahdi had his “Marines” gather the crew on the deck and pointed a Millennium PT145 pistol to the captain’s head. There was a language problem that Mustafa had learned to overcome by snarling and shouting like a crazed killer all the while pushing his victims around without much regard. On occasion he would play Russian roulette when the captain needed persuasion. If it didn’t work on the captain it always worked when he threatened to kill a crew member.
The Iranians are an easy prey. They are a spineless lot. He felt the hate — the rage coming over him. His hatred for the Iranians knew no bounds. He would like to shoot them all and dump the bodies overboard and watch while they were torn to pieces by the sharks. He shook it off as he always did. His men counted on him to maintain a cool demeanor and he would not let them down today.
There was no need for games. He carried a set of directions for ransom printed in several languages and presented it to the captain who was on his knees begging for his life while the crewmembers looked on.
“لا مهاجمتي! “he cried. Terror filled his eyes.
Mustafa smiled and pointed the pistol to the deck. “That is enough. I think we have an understanding,” he growled. “Let’s call your boss and see if he thinks you are worth three million American dollars today.”
He cast his eyes across the bow at the glimmering waters of the Indian Ocean and felt his heart at peace. Allah shines upon me today. He offered the ancient silent prayer known to all Muslims. There is no God but Allah and Muhammad is his prophet.
* * *
Reuters’ News Service:
On February 23 it was reported by the BBC that a column of 150 Ethiopian military vehicles, including armored personnel carriers, had crossed the border town of Dolo Odo into Somalia. They appeared to be headed toward Baidoa advancing within 80 km of the town. However, the Ethiopian government denied that its forces had entered Somalia.

February 24–11:00 A.M Baidoa Grain Warehouse 159 miles north of Mogadishu
This is going quite well. Many seem to understand what the Russians have offered. Allah be praised.
Prime Minister Sharmarke addressed the assembly of representatives that sat on folding chairs in the abandoned grain warehouse.
There was no grain.
There was no food.
There was no need for a warehouse.
There was however, a great need for the meeting.
The town had been torn apart by an Ethiopian raid in 2006 and the crop was burned. The villagers fled and joined the mass of refugee camps in the surrounding hills. Most never returned — some had been killed in the raid, others by the raids of various militia factions, while most died of hunger and disease.
The Prime Minister had finished his presentation that outlined the Somalia Russian Restore Order Initiative.
“You have listened to the proposal. I invite your questions.”
Several hands went up. “What is to keep the Russians from overrunning our country? They could kill us all and take it for themselves.”
“I have wondered that too. We could not stop them as we are powerless in any event. I ask myself ‘what do we have if we do not do this?’ I answer that we have nothing — no hope of anything but anarchy. It is salvation that they offer this to us. I would rather be ruled by a strong foreign power than continue as we have for so many years. We need only to look at how they treat their own citizens and the countries that surround them. They have grown to greatness and rival the United States of America in many ways.
“Once they were a ruthless people, but have chosen another path. They do not have a history of conquering nations and killing its citizens. Why would they begin now? They see our lands as a new frontier and wish to create wealth for themselves. They have made no attempt to hide their goals. However, they offer to share it with us, which is more than we could ever hope.
“Our pact allows us to continue to rule ourselves. Our courts will have a power they have never enjoyed. Our laws will be obeyed by our citizens, not the mockery that has come to be. We must look around to see that we, the supposed leaders of Somalia, are hiding in a grain warehouse while criminals, gangs, and militias have taken over our cities.”
Everyone stood to their feet and applauded.
A voice heard from the back shouted, “I make a motion that we take a vote and table the discussion!”
“Do I hear a second?”
“Yea!” echoed from a dozen.
“I make a motion that we dispense with a written ballot and have a show of hands!”
“Yea.”
“Seconded?”
“Yea.”
“All those in favor?”
Most all raised their hands.
“All those opposed—”
A scattered, “Nay.”
“The ‘Yea’s’ have it. The proposal to accept the Russian offer is passed. Let us step forward and sign our names to the pact!”
A cheer went up. All agreed that this was a great day. It would be a day in Somali history that would be talked about for generations to come.
And it was not yet over….
* * *
I wonder why the president sent me here? This is going to be a wild goose chase in the middle of nowhere.
Robinson glanced out the window and wondered why the jet had been circling so long. His craft had been held up nearly an hour hovering over the airport and eventually the Aden Adde runway appeared below.
Beside him sat Kenneth Fegan, a newcomer to the White House staff, but fairly wise to the world of politics. He came from the upper ranks of the CIA and brought with him a perspective that often scraped beneath the surface. Hop scotching the world for much of the nineties based in D.C. he spent his time working on lower level terrorism cases — at least they appeared to be, as he always cracked the case and brought many terrorist plots to an abrupt conclusion.
Fegan described cases that involved a number of hijackings, one that included the Pope, and another that ended with the rounding up of a gang of Al Qaeda that had purchased a Canadian airstrip and had plans to hit targets across the border. He warned others of the World Trade Center bombing in 1993, the Oklahoma City bombing in 1994 and the Olympics’ bombing in Atlanta in 1996; however time ran against him before he could get a handle on it. “You win some, you lose some,” he always said.
When the pair settled on the tarmac they were met by one of the staff of drivers that regularly escorted the diplomats to and from the airport. He identified himself as Ath-ibn-Dawood.
“Call me Ath — everyone does.” He spoke in nearly perfect English with a curious Scottish accent. Ath said he would drive them to Baidoa where many political representatives were meeting that day. He explained that he had learned English on a tanker a decade ago when he accepted the job and then found he was the only African aboard. A Scott took him aside and tutoring him was a laborious task as the Scott did not understand a word of Kinyamwezi, nor did anyone outside of his village.
Robinson inquired about all the air traffic and the activity at the far end of the runway. Ath admitted he did not know however many rumors, most of which had no foundation, were always floating around the streets of Mogadishu. “They may be Russians,” he surmised. “I saw them on TV and they spoke of offering assistance to our country.”
The Digil and Mirifle clans battled the streets for turf. The Digil were most ruthless. He explained, “They kill anyone they find at night in the streets — often for rites initiation. I see many bodies in the streets each morning and am careful to stay on the main highway.” He pulled a Helwan 9mm out from under the seat and showed it to the pair.
He allowed Fegan to handle it. “This is the standard police issue for Egypt.” Fegan spun it around as though he was Roy Rogers waving a cap pistol.
“Hey — be careful with that thing, Fegan! Point it somewhere else.” Robinson pushed the barrel in the other direction.
He checked the chamber and snapped it shut. “Yeah, it’s loaded.”
Ath placed it back under the seat. “It is a three hour ride to Baidoa. If you wish, I have pillows in the back and it will make your ride more comfortable.” Robinson agreed as he was tired from the long trip and thought he might rest a bit. Robinson reached behind the seat and grabbed a pillow and saw that weapons were hidden underneath. He wondered if Ath was a gun smuggler. It was not his place to question. He was in a third world country that was apparently the Wild Wild West of Africa. It was a far cry from the formal diplomacy of the UN, the Kremlin and the White House.
An hour later Robinson awoke from a light slumber with a start. “We’ve got a problem.” Fegan shook his shoulder. A gang of armed militia blocked the road with two old Chevys and waved rifles in the air.
Robinson was not alarmed. “We should pull over. It is probably a check point — perhaps an escort to the president.”
“Phht! It is the Digil. They will kill us if we are foolish enough to stop!”
Fegan needed no prompting. He grabbed the rifles in the back, handed one to Robinson, powered down the window a crack and wondered, “What is your plan Ath?”
“We are not stopping for any reason. Shoot to kill!”
* * *
I will annihilate the Somali swine. I spit on them.
General bin Hanbal focused the barrels on the binoculars and found the grain warehouse that sat in Baidoa. A Camel 9 hung from his lower lip and the smoke drifted off in the light breeze.
The Ethiopian army had crossed the border into Somalia with a militia that included three Panzer IV German tanks left over from WWII armed with 75mm howitzers and nearly 150 light armored vehicles. His scouts had informed him that the Somalia parliament, the I.C.U. and Prime Minister Sharmarke were still inside. His tanks would reduce it to ruble and his light armored division would move in to finish off any survivors.
Unfortunately his men had run into a rogue Al-Shabaab militia training camp on the little used gravel road and they had lost two hours of precious time in a fire fight. His mission was to destroy the grain warehouse and the occupants, then retreat back to the border without being discovered.
The Somalia government will be crushed for all time. Ethiopia will overrun the country in a week long before anyone has any idea of stopping us. He took a last drag and crushed the cigarette beneath his boot.
A crooked smile crossed his lips.
* * *
Ath slowed down the Suburban to a crawl as he approached the “check point.” He lowered the window and smiled as though he were an unsuspecting tourist. The gang of Digil relaxed for a brief microsecond.
That was more than enough.
Robinson and Fegan powered down the windows. The Suburban came to life spitting up gravel while the trio fired a hail of bullets at the adversaries. Ath jerked the Suburban to the left and sent a pair of Digil thugs sailing into the air while Fegan poured bullets into those unfortunate enough to be standing on the right.
He slammed on the brakes stopping inches from the pair of Chevys that blocked the road, and then raced backward while still firing at one who had jumped onto the hood. He saw that he was about to be shot through the windshield and fired a shot of his own, splintering the glass. Robinson unleashed his Zastava thirty-nine mm machine-gun on a trio that jumped from the shadows. Bodies had not yet hit the gravel — some fired wildly into the air like drunken marionettes — then fell dead still clutching their weapons.
The sound of a cricket hiding in the parched grass filled the silence.
Ath stepped out onto the gravel. “Do not get out of the car,” he spoke in a murmur almost inaudible. He walked over to the bodies with a Helwan 9mm in each hand and pumped bullets into the carcasses. One came briefly to life and pointed a rifle. Ath kicked it aside and pumped a bullet into him without missing a beat.
Robinson stepped to the gravel the Zastava slung at his side and adjusted his Ray-Ban Warriors. He pulled the corpse from the windshield and flung it to the ground. His eyes caught a motion off the side and he pumped a bullet into a Digil that still had some life left in him.
“Are you alright?” wondered Fegan as he stepped out on the other side while surveying the landscape with his KT 90 Rutger.
The pair brushed off the dust that had settled on their suits and straightened their ties unfazed by all the violence — just another day at the office for former CIA. “Yeah, it’s like making love to a beautiful woman — it’s something you never forget. It will be one bang-up of a report for Landenberger.””
“Maybe you can send him a postcard and write ‘Wish you were here.’”

Chapter Eight

February 24—1:00 P.M. 529 miles off the Coast of Somalia, Indian Ocean
Admiral Mahdi searched the sky from the deck of the Limburg while he talked into the phone with the negotiator. He thought he saw a speck on the western horizon and brought the binoculars to his eyes. Ah good; this will be over shortly. There had better be no tricks. The chopper with the ransom was going to make the drop without touching the deck. The crew and the captain were ordered to the deck where they would be visible from the air and told to sit quietly while his B-Wasy’s pointed AKM assault rifles in their direction.
“I have you in sight. Come in as we discussed. No tricks or everyone dies.”
The Aerospatiale SA 341G Gazelle hovered over the deck and a rope was lowered with a brief case attached. Mahdi figured the Fourth Airmobile Brigade had loaned it out for the one day mission. His B-Wasy’s detached the briefcase and examined the contents.
“It is as we discussed,” said one.
Mahdi waved off the chopper and watched as it disappeared over the horizon. The sun was setting and they would soon be jetting over the waters headed for the mainland under the cover of darkness.
February 24—1:13 P.M Baidoa Grain Warehouse 159 miles north of Mogadishu
Prime Minister Sharmarke shook hands and embraced each representative as they took turns signing the Russian pact. “May Allah be with you,” he said as he greeted each one. Most chose to stay and chat over coffee and sweet rolls and others, who signed earlier, were now departing.
Sharmarke was endeared by all. He was a gentle person who often called his fellow citizens his “brothers” and “sisters” and all children were “his children.” He had none of his own and his wife had died in one of the refugee camps in ’03 with a fever. He felt very much alone and found that the political life provided solace and gave purpose to his life. He abhorred violence, never carried a weapon as did many of the others, and felt that Allah would protect him until it was “his time.”
One of the guards that had been posted at the door came running into the room shouting, “THE ETHIOPIANS ARE ENTERING THE CITY! RUN FOR YOUR LIVES!”
Pandemonium ensued as everyone pushed toward the exits. Suddenly the walls erupted and the roof began to collapse. Screams filled the air as 75mm howitzers pounded the metal structure.
Sharmarke and Al-wzai survived the first blast and ran toward the door as the roof came down around them. Al-wazi was a few steps ahead and found the door and dove to the gravel while the world seemed to crumble behind. He turned to offer Sharmarke a hand, however he was not there. The building was a shambles and his friend was inside.
“May Allah help us all.”
* * *
The sound of artillery fire could be heard over the next hill. From behind, Robinson heard the unmistakable sound of choppers racing overhead toward the commotion. He looked up in time to see a squadron of Russian Mi-28A’s mounted with 30mm Shipunov 2A42 cannons and in an instant they were out of sight and over the hill.
“Baidoa is ahead!” shouted Ath. “Something really big is going on I’d bet.” He raced the engine to the top of the hill and slammed on the brakes at the top, bringing the Suburban to a screeching halt in a field of lavender flowers that stretched endlessly down the hillside. Everyone jumped out in time to see a militia at one end of the town wielding rifles and RPG’s. Tanks were pulverizing one end of the town, particularly a large metal building that had figures streaming out and running for the hills.
Robinson spotted the leader who was smiling like a demon that had deceived God, while the tanks continued the assault. He pointed here and there directing his troops to shoot the helpless inhabitants as they ran for their lives in sheer terror. He signaled to one of his men to toss him a rifle and he shot an old man in the leg as he tried to make it up the hill. The figure fell to the ground and quickly rose to his feet and began limping toward the apex. Another shot followed to the back and the man fell lifeless, then tumbled down the hill.
My God — is that the grain warehouse?
It was a scene of unadulterated horror that would etch in Robinson’s mind forever. Several of the figures were on fire and they ran for their lives into the war torn farmland where they fell to the ground screaming. Women carried babes in arms and were riddled with bullets and fell to the gravel in bloody heaps.
The parliament is in there; the leaders of the country! Who in the world are these butchers? The Somalis are not my people, but the inhumanity of it is beyond comprehension. He remembered the pleas for help that fell on deaf ears at the UN only a day or two before. He felt an urge to run down the hill and shout at the top of his lungs to stop this horrible indecent evil act.
Did they not realize what they were doing?
Of course they did.
He felt hatred fill his heart as never before. As more fell to the butchery, Robinson fell to his knees tormented as though his soul had fallen into the pits of hell. “MY GOD! SOMEONE MUST STOP THIS!” he cried.
Abruptly the dozen or so Russian helicopters unleashed a volley of anti-tank missiles that instantly exploded the trio of tanks setting them on fire. More choppers followed behind with rockets and 30mm fire that decimated a dozen of the jeeps and trucks. The troops ran for the paucity monkey bread trees and ditches, then began returning fire with little effect, as the Russian helicopters surrounded the perimeter.
Abruptly the Mi-28A‘s stopped firing.
Robinson calculated that a command must have been given to the choppers to withhold fire as it was apparent they were firmly in control and could wipe out the remaining forces in short order. They hovered — these silent machines of death — like vultures waiting for a signal to feed upon some helpless prey.
Kill them — they are merciless murders and deserve nothing. Kill them! Kill the murdering scum. Robinson made the Sign of the Cross and asked God for forgiveness of his impure thoughts.
Fegan muttered, “May they rot in hell.”
A white flag was shown and a voice echoed from one of the choppers. “You are surrounded. Throw down your weapons and come out with hands over your heads.” The choppers hovered for several minutes in a temporary standoff and no one showed themselves.
That sounds like Kuznetsov. What in the world would President Kuznetsov be doing here?
“You have one minute to surrender!” echoed from the chopper.
That either is Kuznetsov or someone that sounds an awful lot like him.
Another minute passed and another command was given. “Send out your commander. We need to negotiate a truce.” A minute later three figures appeared with a white flag from behind a burning tank.
Robinson instructed the driver to drive slowly down in the middle of the field and waved a white handkerchief out the window while they approached. He told Fegan his suspicion and needed to know if he was correct.
A pair of the Mi-28A‘s turned and briefly focused upon the incoming Suburban, apparently regarded it as no threat, and turned again to face the Ethiopian troops.
Robinson and Fegan found themselves entering the truce area, a burned out wheat field, where a pair of figures emerged from a chopper dressed in black suits and Ray-Ban Aviator’s. He instantly recognized the Russian president and Vissarionovich strolling up to the opposing figures that were still bearing a white cloth. A third figure with an easy gait joined them dressed in a Russian military uniform. Robinson imagined he was probably a general from the plethora of medals that grazed his chest.
President Kuznetsov spoke from the side of his mouth. “Houston Robinson, it is a small world — out for an afternoon stroll?” He smiled and extended his hand never missing a step.
Robinson and Fegan caught up to the Russian dignitaries. “I was passing by and thought I would see what the entire ruckus was about,” announced Robinson vigorously shaking the hand of both dignitaries and General Dimochka Sergeievich, Russian commander of the African forces.
“You will see very soon, my comrade.”
Moments later they confronted the Ethiopian commander accompanied by two soldiers.
“I am Kuznetsov, President of Russia,” he announced and introduced the quartet that now surrounded him.
Commander Ishaq introduced himself.
“You are fortunate I am in a cheerful mood today.” He looked into the eyes of the commander with disdain. “You are a foolish man not to surrender when I asked.”
Ishaq remained silent.
“You and your militia would have been dead by now if not for General Dimochka. He has convinced me not to wipe out your forces as I am sickened by what I see. Defenseless women and children being slaughtered by your military — it is one thing when a soldier confronts another soldier in a field of battle, but this….” He shook his head and peered at the burning warehouse and the smoldering corpses. “There would have been no compassion in my earlier years with the KBG.”
Ishaq listened.
“But that is neither here nor there.” He got right to the point. “Get your prime minister on the phone as I want to talk to him.”
Ishaq brought out a phone and placed the prime minister on the line. “Here is President Kuznetsov.”
Kuznetsov took the phone. “Prime Minister Ash; we have a little problem out here on the other side of your border. You have a militia roaming around taking shots at the citizens in Baidoa. Somali citizens are now under the protection of Russia and any act of aggression against them is to be considered an act of war upon our country. We would meet any aggression with the full might of our armies. I know this news is sudden and respect that you did not know.”
There was a long pause. Robinson imagined the shock at the other end of the line. He was shocked himself.
“I am going to send what is left of your soldiers back to you and they are to leave all the weapons and vehicles one kilometer inside the Somalia border. If you do not leave the weapons for some reason, any reason at all, I will send my armies to retrieve them. Do we have an understanding?”
Pause
“That is good. We can be friends then and all remain on our side of the border then?”
Pause.
“I look forward to a long friendship in which we all respect the borders. One day perhaps we will dine together at the Kremlin or share a drink at the UN.”
He tossed the phone to the commander. “You have two hours to get your militia across the border. Leave the weapons, trucks — everything one kilometer inside. My Mi-28’s will tag along to see that you follow my instructions.”
He addressed General Dimochka, “See to it and return back to base.”
The general saluted the president. “In time you will see we did the right thing, Mr. President. Someone must put an end to the senseless killing. It is the Russian people that must show the way.”
Kuznetsov turned and walked toward the choppers with Robinson and the others at his side.
Robinson was impressed. This was a leader firmly in charge and understood how to wield power on any level. He was as sharp as a pin and could size up an opponent at a glance. Landenberger suddenly seemed pale in comparison. If it were a game of chess, he figured Kuznetsov could checkmate Landenberger in eleven or twelve moves.
General Dimochka was not to be dismissed. In that brief encounter he sensed a compassionate man at odds with himself, sworn to battle the enemy, and yet — not a merciless killer. One hundred Ethiopian soldiers owed their lives to him. He was certain of that.
Ten minutes later they found themselves surveying the damage to the grain warehouse. Most were dead. Survivors were doing their best to retrieve the living and the smoldering bodies.
Al-Awzai directed others to look near the door and had them clear debris where he imagined his friend had been lost. A voice called out, “We have found him! The president is over here!” Volunteers ran to the spot and rushed to remove the debris and soon carried him to the gravel and laid him down. Everyone gathered around.
Robinson saw that he was alive but barely so.
What chance will he have? No hospital. No doctors…. Nothing.
Robinson and Kuznetsov pushed forward while others made room.
Sharmarke whisphered, “Kuznetsov, I see you made it in time.” He coughed up blood and took a breath. He clutched the precious pact in his arms, now covered in his own blood. “Take this. All the signatures are there. Many of them, I know, are in a better place. They are brave to give their lives for their country. We now trust in you to carry out your promises.”
Kuznetsov brought out a pen and signed the document. “There; it is done.”
He held the Somali leader in his arms while Robinson dropped to his knees beside the pair. “Do not talk my comrade. I can get you to our medical unit at Aden Adde in an hour.”
“Promise me… for the children… for my bothers and sisters that you will do all you say. The pact is but a piece of paper. It is the hearts and minds of men that change the world.”
“Yes, my heart is pure and I stand behind the promises. Your country will rise to greatness as you never imagined. There will be great cities built by a Somali people. You will—”
“Yes, it will come to pass. For my….” He clasped the Russian leader in a final embrace, his body convulsed — then fell back lifeless.
Kuznetsov placed his fingers to the eyes and closed them — then hung his head and whispered a prayer.
Everything stopped — a moment frozen in time — a moment that would be spoken of for many years. All dropped to their knees and muttered personal prayers for their president and the others who had given their lives on that eventful day.
“Our Father who art in heaven….”
Robinson’s view of the Soviet nation was altered forever from that moment. He no longer viewed them as a cold impassionate people. For the second time in many years a tear ran down his face. Looking up at the hill above the village, he knew there was hope as the warm gentle breeze caressed his skin with the sweet fragrance of lavenders.

Chapter Nine

February 26—3:10 P.M. 329 miles off the Coast of Somalia, Indian Ocean
This is like a cruise ship. I will think of this as a vacation. Maybe I’ll stay here for an extra few days. I could use the rest.
Robinson sat lounging with Captain Edward Schmitzer on the flight deck of the George H.W. Bush, a CVN-78 nuclear powered aircraft carrier. Schmitzer was proud of his ship and crew and was not afraid to boast about it. His voice was deep and loud, probably because one needed to talk above the roar of the jet engines that were moving about on the deck He was an inch or two under six feet and powerfully built from stem to stern. He possessed a kind of dogged self assertion just short of a bulldog temperament. In fact Robinson was reminded of his childhood pet bulldog, Pete from the moment he saw him.
The CVN-78 featured the new electromagnetic aircraft launching system and an advanced arresting gear that speeded the launchings. He was particularly proud of the dual-band radar or DBR’s as he called it that combined S-band and X-band radar in a single system. Robinson wasn’t quite sure what all this meant, however he was sure it made the USA a tiny bit safer than those who did not have the latest technology.
The USS Enterprise, the first nuclear powered aircraft carrier, and several other ships sailed within view upon the Indian Ocean. All this was part of the Fifth Fleet that was responsible for patrolling the Middle Eastern shores. More recently, they were attempting to discourage Somali pirates from hijacking the oil tankers that plodded along delivering oil from Iran and Saudi Arabia to all parts of the world.
“There are aircraft carriers from nearly every major country in the world sailing these waters. All in all there are around 150 ships and it is all we can do to keep from running into one another,” he laughed.
His phone began signaling. “Excuse me a minute.”
He listened briefly.
“We have spotted suspicious activity southeast of our position. We must go to the war room.”
A few minutes later Robinson sat in with the officers as they formulated plans to prevent a possible hijacking. Aircraft were alerted to scout the area and the carrier headed in the direction of the suspected pirates.
Twenty minutes had passed with frenetic activity. Sirens wailed and sailors ran about the ship in a mad rush. Robinson had tagged along with several officers including the captain and scoured the horizon with binoculars.
“We have a report, Captain that the Jamaran is on a collision course approaching at twenty knots off the starboard bow.”
“Crap! Now we must deal with the Iranians.” He explained that an arrogant rear admiral was aboard the destroyer and would probably be throwing his weight around. It would not be the first time they had problems with the Jamaran. Presumably it was headed toward the suspected pirates and the Fifth Fleet may have gotten in their arrogant way.
He removed a set of worry beads from his pocket and began trekking them off one by one with his thumb. “Maintain our present position and call them and tell them they are breaking into the ranks of the Fifth Fleet. We respectfully request that they alter their course.”
Robinson could see the destroyer approaching at a good clip. The captain of the Enterprise called in.
Schmitzer talked with him briefly and flipped the encrypted phone back in his pocket. “The Enterprise is upset. They needed to alter their course in order to avoid a collision.”
A pilot from one of the F/A-18C/D Hornets gave the report. “Captain we have a jet-powered craft cruising around out here with six passengers.”
“Describe the occupants.”
“They appear to be tourists. They are wearing civilian clothing and seem to be fishing sir. They are wearing straw hats and drinking beer.”
“Any females?”
“All males — they look like Bantu.”
“Maintain contact and give us visuals.”
“An oil tanker is approaching their position.”
A bank of plasma screens that lined the wall began to fill with images of the activity some hundred miles away.
An officer said, “The Jamaran has not changed course. They do not respond to our call. We will collide in two minutes sir. Shall we alter our course?”
“Maintain course.”
“Sir?”
A Squadron of SuperCobras raced overhead toward the strike zone. Robinson thought he saw them depart from another carrier.
“Maintain course, battle stations — code red.” The worry beads began clacking faster, like the tapping on a windowpane on a rainy night.
Another siren wailed and more sailors began scurrying about the ship. Several Hornets raced into the sky.
“Seven minutes and the TI super tanker “Hellespont Tara” will make contact with the fisherman sir.”
“Approaching aircraft, Captain!”
A trio of Grumman F-14 Tomcats roared overhead, nearly knocking everyone to the deck. Too close for me. What in the world?
“It is the Iranians! They are intimidating us trying to provoke us into an international incident.” Captain Schmitzer ran to the deck and shook his fist in the air as they flew toward the horizon.
“I can get the president on line sir.”
“That will not be necessary. I can handle this.”
My God. The man has nerves of steel. If we get out of this alive it will be a miracle.
Perhaps I should call Landenberger. Yes, he will get us out of this mess! The phone was in his hand and he punched the hotline number.
“30 seconds to collision!” The Jamaran was upon them. Robinson could see the faces of the Arabic sailors as they stood on the deck pointing rifles and RPG’s directly at him. A pair of marines sat in turrets behind 30 mm guns. They pulled the chargers into position.
It is too late we are all going to die!
* * *
Mahdi had a bad feeling about this one.
Hornet fighter jets had spotted him and were circling his position. They are on to us. I should have brought women with us. They are not buying into this.
The supertanker was in sight. SuperCobras appeared on the horizon and were closing in fast. It would be unfortunate to be so close…. We could still attempt to board it. It is twenty minutes away if we sit here. If we run for it we could be there in five minutes. Once aboard, we will be safe.
He throttled the turbo and made a run for the tanker. Admiral Mahdi instructed his B-Wasy’s to be ready with the grappling hooks and to climb aboard as quickly as possible. They needed no prompting as the SuperCobras were approaching at a good clip.
He lifted the binoculars to his eyes. This is going to be close — too close. Another squadron of Sikorsky SH-3 Sea Kings appeared on the horizon. Probably about two minutes behind the SuperCobras. This just keeps getting better and better. He instructed one of his crew to take the wheel and brought out the AK-47’s and rocket launchers from under the front compartment and began suiting up in a scuba outfit complete with dual oxygen tanks. His men looked perplexed to see this.
“I will go up last and if I don’t make it for some reason—” They understood.
They reached the tanker that appeared to be oblivious to all the activity as it had not altered course. The grappling hooks secured the side and his five men began the climb to the deck.
“Go go go!” It was too late. The Cobras were upon them and hovered over his position. His men needed at least a minute to make it to the top.
He grabbed the phone and punched the auto dial. “Captain Abu. The situation here is hot. If I do not call you in the next ten minutes I want you pick up survivors at shoal number seventeen ASAP.”
A bull horn gave a command, “Return to your boat! Do not board the tanker!”
Admiral Mahdi signaled his men to continue.
We can do this. These are Americans! In a half minute my men will be on deck and we will have the tanker and hostages. We can fight off the first to open fire with the AK-47’s if it comes to that. The Americans are foolish! They should have picked off my men when they had the chance.
The Sikorsky Sea Kings arrived and he could see Arabs sitting in the open doors with sniper rifles.
He throttled the engines and headed toward the stern.
They opened fired on his men. The Cobras pulled back. Crap! They are professional snipers. Too bad they do not hesitate like the Americans. A few more precious seconds and my men would have boarded the tanker. He caught a glimpse behind as he rounded the corner and could see his men dropping into the water from the rifle fire. A Cobra followed behind. Too late to help them — I must save myself now.
His heart was pumping wildly against his chest. There would be a window of opportunity when he could hurl himself into the water and disappear without being seen. He rushed by the rudder and then around to the other side. The chopper had lost the visual and would follow the boat as it raced down the side of the tanker. This is it!
He jumped and found himself under the waves. A half minute later, he surfaced and saw that his plan was working. The chopper is still chasing the boat.
He smiled. There will be better days ahead. Allah is with me.
He dove back under and headed for the shoal.
* * *
“Full right turn!”
“Full right turn.” The order echoed into the control room of the George H.W. Bush.
Robinson put the phone back in his pocket. The deck of the Jamaran raced closer.
We are not going to make it! Men on both decks were close enough to shake hands if they had chosen to. He was certain of a collision and watched the ever-so-slow maneuver turn the deck in a new direction and the Iranian destroyer seemed to run along side for a minute then veered off in another direction. He could see the smirking rear admiral standing near the rail surrounded by his officers.
“He is so full of himself,” observed Captain Schmitzer. He tossed the worry beads from hand to hand in a curious wringing motion.
Robinson had questions. “Does this sort of thing go on often?”
“More than you would care to know — the Iranians are the worst of the bunch. It is as though we are a target out here. We are the Fifth Fleet and a ship comes busting through here like a drunken sailor, forgive the play on words, breaking our ranks as though they owned the international waters. There are rules of etiquette — they broke them all a few minutes ago.”
A lieutenant broke in, “If we had pulled a stunt like that on them they would be crying about it for weeks. They would go on and on about how ‘we attacked them’ and have their citizens rioting in the streets, burning our flag and the rest of it.”
The captain surmised. “Yes, it is clearly a double standard.”
“We will hear about this — it will come out that we tried to run into them, ignored their warnings and it was only the skill of their captain that saved them from the capitalist Americans that roam their seas without regard for their safety.”
Robinson said, “I’ll see that the president hears exactly what went on here.”
“That’s great, but it’ll do no good if the Iranians decide to make an issue of it. I doubt anything will come of it and we may never hear about it. They know we were clearly right and, as nothing that you can point to occurred, that will be the end of it. We have the tapes of our call to them, their transgression with the Enterprise, the fact that they ignored the call, and did their best to ram us. They will consider it all and drop the whole thing as it would eventually blow up in their face. I doubt we’ll hear any more about it.”
“Now what?”
The Sikorsky Sea Kings butted into the scene at the Tanker. Schmitzer jumped to his communication desk and shouted, “Pull back. Tomcats fall back!”
“Falling back, Captain.”
The bodies of the hijackers were riddled with bullets and dropped like bricks off the side of the tanker. The speedboat ran around the stern and to the other side of the tanker. “There is no one driving the speedboat, Captain.”
“Take it out. Permission to Tomcat II to destroy the target when it clears the tanker.”
“Target to be destroyed in ten seconds, Captain.”
“Well, at least we did get some action for my boys out of this.” He sat back in a leather captain’s chair while he returned the beads to his pocket.
The speedboat exploded and left a small black cloud hanging over the cresting waves.
“Tomcats come home to daddy — mission accomplished. Good work men. ”
The other officers chimed in, “Good work, Captain,” and clapped their hands in approval.
“We’ll need to go over the tapes to see if we did this right. The Iranians will get credit for this and that’s OK with me. They will be focused on that and the incident with the Jamaran will be forgotten. Maybe next time we should forget the warnings. Another ten seconds and they would have been on the deck and it would have been a whole different ballgame.”
* * *
Amir Harazi, the Prime Minister of Israel was crystal clear.
“There will never be another Holocaust my son.” There was a pack of cheroots lying on the table beside him and he pulled one out, lit it and exhaled a cloud of dense smoke that filled the cozy office in Jerusalem.
The president, Arkady Dazdraperm, elaborated, “At least there will never be a Jewish Holocaust.”
Robinson felt that Israel possessed as many as three hundred nuclear warheads.
Everything about the Israel nuclear program was a guarded secret. The first suspicion of nuclear capabilities came in 1979 from a US Vela satellite that was built to detect a nuclear explosion. It spotted one in the Indian Ocean at the southern tip of Africa, or at least some thought “yes” and others thought otherwise. It was a heated point of discussion that South Africa and Israel had worked together to produce the two megaton double flash explosion. Others contended that any country with nuclear bombs could have set it off and simply was not about to step up to the plate to indicate they were conducting a test. One could read a library of books on the subject and in the end no one knew anything for sure — except the Israelis.
Robinson was certain the Israelis possessed WMD’s as everything they said insinuated that they had them and would use them if it was ever needed. They had developed the Jericho III and now had the ICBM’s that could drop a bomb anywhere they chose. They had submarines and carriers scurrying about the globe and all of them were capable of a launch into the USSR, Tehran, China, and certainly Iran.
Harazi said, “Israel will never divulge any information about our capabilities, however I would suggest that we are not Saddam and pretend we can do things and then you would find we cannot.”
The President of Israel shared in the discussion while offering tea to everyone. “We will never sign the NPT. To do so may very well be looked upon as unfriendly and we really do not care about the opinions of those who would choose to, shall I say, contain us, or lord over us. We understand what happens to those who are in positions of weakness and we are a determined people that would fight to the last man to see that another Holocaust would never repeat itself.”
Robinson suspected as much and it was no surprise to be in step with a tightrope that always seemed to be a part of the Middle Eastern balancing act. He had been sent here to be a sounding board and keep the diplomatic relationship open for the two countries. Landenberger had guessed correctly that Israel was on pins and needles with the recent test and needed comfort and assurances. Assurances that were ambiguous at best — a part of the USA diplomacy of not wanting to confront anything militarily and avoiding conflict at all costs. He had seen this firsthand two days earlier aboard the USS George H.W. Bush.
Harazi asked, “Does your president have any plan to disarm Iran other than the sanctions?” The smoke curled around his head.
“It is too early to say. He has everyone working on the sanctions and may very well feel that is all that would be appropriate for now. He would welcome your ideas if you would ever care to express them. That is why I am here today. I have no power of course, but will relay whatever you wish to him.”
“Of course we have no faith in the UN where Khalilullah 'Abd al-Wahhab is allowed to continue his barrage of anti-Semitic fanaticism.” His cigarette had burnt itself out and he ground it out into a metal ashtray. He lit another. “For that matter we find it disgraceful that he is allowed to enter the building. I would imagine that they would have allowed Hitler to do the same, had the UN existed then. While Hamas dropped thousands of missiles upon our helpless citizens, the UN failed to pass a single resolution to stop it.”
Dazdraperm sipped his tea while he peered out the window. “The UN has no sense of decency. They make a disgrace of the UN charter. There are those who do not feel threatened as Tehran spews its hatred at our country. History has shown that is only where it begins, and ends up touching all. The greatest threat facing the world today is the marriage between religious fundamentalism and the weapons of mass destruction. The challenge of the day is to prevent the tyrants of Tehran from acquiring nuclear weapons. They steal elections from their own people then shoot those who protest in the streets where we watch them die choking on their own blood.”
Harazi said, “We would like to see Iran disappear altogether and we would support anything toward that objective, short of nuclear war. Militarily we are somewhat helpless as to send troops far from our borders, for that would be to invite disaster as the entire Middle East would descend upon it.”
Dazdraperm set down the tea and added, “Your president could reiterate that he supports our right to self-defense and could encourage NATO to mobilize. Perhaps more US forces might be pertinent. If Iran saw these forces moving against them from every direction on a grand scale they would view things a bit differently.”
“That is an excellent idea and I will certainly relay that to the president. I like it personally and that may well be the answer he has been looking for.”
Smoke curled around Harazi’s head. “You might mention that it is possible that the Iranians would attack both of our countries simultaneously. Our models indicate a very high probability that would be the strategy most likely to succeed. One could suspect from Khalilullah 'Abd al-Wahhab’s statements the hatred runs equally deep for both our countries. If he was to attack one country and not the other, the models indicate the retaliation would be catastrophic for them.”
Robinson walked over to the window and looked upon the Holy City below. The pair of leaders joined him.
Harazi continued, “They must be stopped before they develop visions of a holy war that the ends in Armageddon. It is unfortunate how many cling to the book of Revelation in that regard.”
“Certainly so, they must be stopped and time is marching against us.”

Chapter Ten

Feb 25—8:27 P.M. The Kremlin Moscow, Russia
Kuznetsov began his offer of peace to the world by inviting the Ambassadors and their wives of the EU and Baltic States.
As darkness fell over Moscow, the ambassadors arrived from Sheremetyevo International and then were provided Russian armor-plated limousines for the ten minute chauffeured drive. The guests were led to a dining room that Kusnetsov often used for special occasions, a cozy candlelit chamber that featured a large rectangular dining table covered in white linen and Russian-made china that dated back to the early Czars, along with ornate silverware belonging to the former King of Prussia. Name cards engraved in gold could be found at each setting.
Kusnetsov greeted the German ambassador. “Ah, my first guest has arrived!” He offered a vigorous handshake. “Ambassador Schumacher, what a pleasure it is to see you again and welcome you to my gathering tonight. I must inquire how is your wife, Lorelei?”
“She is in good health. Thank you.”
“And your wife Adriana — will she be joining us this evening?”
“Of course — she is looking forward to seeing you. When she heard you were coming, she instructed the chef to prepare Rote Grütze with the bilberries she knows you love. If we catch you sneaking over to the desert buffet before dinner I will not notice. When you leave, I want you to take some home with you. He handed the ambassador a gift wrapped box tied with a bow. “This is for Axil — for his birthday next Thursday.”
“That is more than kind.”
The other guests encountered the same demeanor. Kusnetsov was considered to be the most gracious of the world leaders. He always made it a point to invite any newly appointed ambassador to the Kremlin for an intimate candlelit dinner with his wife. His interest in their personal and professional lives was more than of casual interest — it was genuine and everyone knew it.
Vissarionovich, General Dimochka, and Arkady Mussorgsky, Deputy Speaker of the Federation Council, circulated among the guests equally as knowledgeable and charming. Kusnetsov introduced his wife, Adriana as the guests found their seats.
A simple meal of lapsha, olivie salad and studen’, and kvass, a mild wine made from rye bread, was served by courteous servants. A dessert bar was set off to the side with decorative puddings and pastries, all especially prepared for the guests. On occasion, Kuznetsov would leave the table to search for a particular pastry for his wife and then for the other guests. “You must try a small piece of the raspberry tart or perhaps a lemon bread pudding.”
Soon the dinner was nearly completed. Everyone felt comfortable and relaxed as the Vodka and wine flowed as freely as the conversation. Kuznetsov stood at the head of the table and raised his wine glass. “I propose a toast to all the beautiful ladies and to the most endearing of them all, of course, my wife Adriana.”
He continued, “I thank all of you for being gracious enough to attend the dinner here tonight at the Kremlin not really knowing what to anticipate. I do not have any specific agenda and often it is best that we do not, as one becomes suspicious and imagines that one will want a favor from another. Am I right? Many of you are thinking, ‘I bet he wants something.’ You do not need to answer as it is a rhetorical question and we all know the answer. No, I must confess that I do not desire anything and that is the beginning of a new friendship with you and your respective countries. I would not anticipate that you will instantly believe this as I have plied all of you with Vodka and wine.”
He received chuckles with this observation.
“I must be serious now as we face a serious threat to all of our nations now that Iran has detonated a nuclear weapon on one hand, and Khalilullah 'Abd al-Wahhab tells us that he would like to wipe Israel, the United States, and the Zionist allies off the face of the earth. More than once have we heard this — the fanatical hatred knows no bounds. I will not give you a history lesson as you are all distinguished educated individuals and know that this is a war that has been in existence from the death of Mohammad in another time and place. Much of the hatred and violence has been somewhat contained until recent times and the Western World has given it little thought. Nor was any serious thought warranted — until now.
“Africa was unable to defend itself from the spread of fanatical Islam and now that an entire continent has been subjugated they will turn upon us — that is evident. Until now, they had no means to accomplish the spread of their idealism. And now they have the means to threaten the entire world in a chaotic Armageddon as prophesied in the Bible and Koran. There may be those who consider a final event as being inevitable, however I would say that the ramblings of an unknown writer two-millennia years ago has little bearing on the events of our time.
“This is neither here nor there. Today I stand before you as the elected Russian president and it is my decision as to where I lead my country. I can tell you that its direction has been ever shifting for several decades. Each leader had a different vision and now the leaders are given to reflect the views of its citizens as never before as democratic elections give us the power. Russia had come a long way from Stalin and the Bolsheviks Revolution and it is time and reflection that tell us that grand visions lead more often to violence and bloodshed, rather than to a world of Utopia.
“A model rose from revolution on the other side of the world in 1776 which was born of inspiration and genius out of necessity. Other systems prevail throughout the world in many shapes and sizes and one stands above the rest as a proven winner with all the others left far behind. The others struggle and fall to the wayside. In time, each can see that nothing breeds success like success. I must sadly say that Russia tried various systems of government with varying degrees of success, but more so has learned from failures above all. I think of myself as an intelligent man and can easily see — a child could see it — that to repeat the failures of the past is folly.
“Nations that embrace power and attempt to extend their borders will always succumb to defeat and humiliation. Germany tried it, Britain, my own country. It is difficult enough to mind one’s own store and defend its borders, that to try anything more than that which will eventually bring defeat and misery to a homeland. If a leader is to bend to the will of the people, it is that they are best left to their own capitalistic ways and be allowed to search for their own endeavors. Any leader that attempts to thwart freedom of its people will always be at odds with them and in the end it is the will of the people that will win out. Sometimes it is a process that spans generations and other times, when the freedom is simply given to the people, they will create great wealth for themselves and to its nation. If wealth is the measuring stick, and wealth is what we want, then it becomes clear when sorting the winners from the losers.
“My country and your countries have had varying degrees of success and failure and I can only ask you to look at yourselves in a mirror to decide how you compare with others. I do not judge you; however I do judge my own country and see that we must look to a different future if we are to remain a major power.
“This may sound like the ramblings of an old man, but I assure you it is not. No longer will I espouse the dismantling of the EIS as I have in the past as it is now needed to defend our European community against Iranian aggression wherever we can. With strong defenses in place my own country is safer as it would be only a matter of time until Iran turns its wrath upon us simply because we are not of their faith. I do not have all the answers nor could we hope to solve the problems of the world in one bold stroke. We can make plans to defend ourselves against the aggression that is sure to come.
“As to our relationship with Iran it is best that Russia be regarded as an ally while in fact we will be less than that.
“For this reason I must talk to your prime ministers and presidents so that we will reach an understanding that is only for their ears. I can only tell you that when you hear various pronouncements that seem hostile to your countries and favorable to Iran, that such rhetoric is more for their ears than yours and that Russia is now firmly committed to a warm relationship with EU and the United States as never before.”
Everyone was shocked and delighted. They stood to their feet and rewarded the words with an ovation.
“Thank you. I must ask that all that has been said here goes only to your prime ministers and presidents, not to your constituents. When you relay this information to them they will wish to meet with me to discuss the details of our individual relationships. I will go to your capitals if needed or they can meet with me here. This is an endeavor to bring about prosperity and peace between our nations.”
* * *
The press conference started promptly.
The Russian Foreign Minister Mikhail Vissarionovich Dostoevsky stood in the lobby of the UN before an agglomeration of microphones and began the campaign to obtain support for Somalia. “As many of you know Somalia’s late Prime Minister Sharmarke has requested assistance for his country for many years. On the day of his passing, his country signed an aid pact with my country and we intend to fulfill our part of its terms. Somalia has not been completely neglected and our members at the UN do have 8500 multinationals in Somalia at this very moment offering protection to the International Red Cross and other health organizations.
“It is our feeling that Somalia and other nations in Africa have been neglected somewhat in the outreach of the Western World and other affluent nations. We will do the best we can to restore order to their government and seek international support of our endeavors there in order to stabilize the country. Rather than ask for more multinational forces, we are seeking financial and relief support from all nations. In the interests of logistics we believe we can place the country on its feet efficiently in a timely manner as I have proposed today. We will work side by side with the current multinational forces in an effort to enhance the ongoing work.”
He went on to explain that his country would be producing a bumper crop of wheat and other foods that would go directly to Somalia. The infra structure would be enhanced in a similar manner not unlike the United States that had assisted Iraq in the recent past. “And like that endeavor it will not be an easy task however we look forward to the challenges of this outreach program the first of its kind for our country. The Russian nation has been fortunate in recent years and we felt that this is the first time we were reasonably well off and it is now time to reach out to one of our neighbors and extend a helping hand.”
He offered a question and answer session. A CNN reporter asked, “Exactly why has your country chosen this project at this time? Does the Iranian test have anything to do with this?”
He offered a cheerful smile for the cameras. “A very good question — I think we would have done this regardless of the Iranian test. Our decision to do this was no more than a humanitarian effort and we would encourage other countries to adopt a country and assist it as best they can. If this goes well, it is possible we may in good time assist other countries. We did take a look at several other countries in the vicinity and others certainly could use assistance as well. We chose Somalia as our African ally as we felt it would help to stabilize the weakest link in Africa.”
Sarah Reynolds from the BBC asked the question, “Your country has supplied Iran with the supplies to produce an atomic weapon. Do you plan to continue to supply Iran with materials to produce atomic weapons?”
“It is true we have sold many things to Iran and it is possible they may have used some of these things to do as you suggest. We have no control over this as they did tell us that their intentions were to build nuclear reactors to produce electricity. We are as surprised as anyone that they have conducted this test. We know that a WMD such as this has never been used in sixty years as the weapons are used as a deterrent. Certainly no rational leader would ever order these weapons to be unleashed other than for defense. We have always worked to reduce our own nuclear arsenals with the USA, signed the NPT and a number of agreements over the years. We see no great cause for alarm and we imagine that more countries will produce WMD’s, then agree to the NPT as time marches on, and we would anticipate that no harm can come of it.”
* * *
The cabinet members watched the press conference from the WHSR.
The Director of the CIA, Larry Deshano started off the response. “None of this makes any sense to me. Kuznetsov is running the show and he has never shown any behaviors that would indicate that he is suddenly a benevolent compassionate person. Russia has been less ruthless in recent times, but only because Reagan ran them ragged in the cold war. Hey, we all know they sold a bill of goods to Saddam and when he ran up a bill with no intention of paying, they began selling to Iran. Now Kuznetsov expects us to believe that they never suspected that the Iranians were going to build WMD and then they are going to revive the Somalis out of the goodness of their hearts. I may be a dumb hick from the bayou but I smell some Cajun catfish smok’n here. Gimme a break!”
Michael Costanzo chuckled and agreed. “Yeah Larry, I smell something fishy going on here too — not exactly sure what it is. I do know we had better figure out their angle pretty darn quick—”
Robinson interrupted, “I disagree with you gentlemen. From what I saw in Somalia I can tell you this man has a heart. I saw him stop a massacre of defenseless Somalis for no other reason than that he was there and had the power to do it. The Ethiopians, I can tell you, are heartless beyond measure. Had I been in charge I would have wiped out the Ethiopians without any remorse, however Kuznetsov and General Dimochka ended it compassionately. They sent the Ethiopians home with their tails between their legs and simply told them not to do it again.”
Melissa Farnsworth said, “That may be an isolated incident too. The man could be compassionate in one sense and ruthless in another.”
“I can only tell you what I saw firsthand and what I saw was a man with a forgiving heart — something you would not regularly see in a world leader.”
Landenberger raised his eyebrows. “Is that so?”
“… Other than the president of the United States, of course.”
“Bravo, you are a true diplomat Houston Robinson.” The president straightened his tie as he so often did. “In the final analysis he is a politician — a very shrewd one at that and he comes from a country that is never to be trusted completely as it has many interests.”
Bumgardner added, “We should keep an eye on his every move. Robinson reported that Vissarionovich was skulking around in Venezuela last week. That is an enigma. Why would the heavyweight Russians be down there? Now Somalia? They could operate from the Kremlin well enough. They have plenty of personnel that can handle the details.”
“Maybe they are ‘hands on’ personalities. They like to see first hand who they are dealing with.” Landenberger nodded to Prottenger as he could tell he had something on his mind.
The vice president rubbed his eyes and placed his wire rimmed spectacles on the table. “Gentlemen we must remember that Kuznetsov has told us that we should not entirely believe the public statements that come from his office. If you listened carefully to Vissarionovich a few minutes ago, he is very guarded with his statements about what they are going to do with supplying the Iranians from this point. He walks carefully on eggshells as they want to keep making sales to Iran and make the rest of us his allies at the same time.”
“It would make one wonder what they plan to sell us next?”
Nervous laughter filled the room.
* * *
An hour later Robinson was sitting in his living room.
The pair of DSS agents that guarded his home waved to him from across the street as he entered. He lived about a mile from the Baltimore/Washington International Thurgood Marshall Airport where his government jet was sequestered in a state of constant preparedness. He was always careful to lock the door behind him. His mother could be heard rustling around in the kitchen as he tossed his keys on the shelf, hung up his coat, and pressed the TV remote for the news.
“Hi Mom, how are you feeling today?” He gave her a kiss on the cheek.
“I’m feeling OK. I slept all afternoon and now I’m hungry. Dad is mowing the grass. I’ll cook some burgers, a baked potato and make a salad.”
“That would be great.”
“Your old friend Carol called today. She is all excited about an assignment in Somalia.”
“She is a wonderful gal. We need more caring people in this world like her. If we had more like her, the world would be a very different place.”
“She wanted me to say ‘still love ya’ to you too. She leaves in two days. I do hope she will be OK there.”
“She can take care of herself and the Red Cross would not place her in any danger, I am sure.”
The news viewed the last few days’ world events very differently. The coup in Venezuela was cheered by some and jeered by others. The Cuban president threatened to attack the borders; however Robinson wondered how that could be accomplished with a rag-tag military. He imagined that Santiago and the Cuban leader were allies and must have smoked cigars on the veranda. No one paid any serious attention to Cuba.
FOX’s eight o’clock talk show interviewed a succession of guests who said they were glad to be rid of Santiago and that Rio was a respected dignitary that would hold the country together for the interim.
One guest noted, “It will be interesting to see how the Russians get along with the new leaders. There is talk about exactly what was going on down there. Most figure that the Russians had some arms deals going down. Two more aircraft carriers have been reported hanging out off the coast.”
Another marched around in a South American military uniform and mocked the former dictator/president. He declared in his usual sarcastic demeanor, “Bye Bye Santiago; if you thought it was hot in Venezuela, wait till ya arrive at your new destination! Don’t let the door hit you on the way out!”
With little exception, everyone was upset with Iran. Alternate viewpoints were presented by Muslim guests who declared what a peace loving people they all were. Worldwide protests depicted tens of thousands lining the streets in the US, India, Japan and all of Western Europe. Footage provided by IRIB ran the footage of the blast depicting the ground heaving up like a large cancerous wart over and over. Iranians lined the street with signs indicating how delighted they were to possess the bomb while they burned Israeli and American flags.
Robinson imagined there were Iranian protests of the opposite view that would never be seen anywhere.

Chapter Eleven

Feb 28—4.35 P.M. Basaco, Puntland
Admiral Mustafa Mahdi got right to the point.
“We must be faithful to ourselves!” His band of Tswana, B-Wasy, and Kinyamwezi Marines sat around a large oak table in a lavish villa that overlooked Basaco, the port city of Puntland. They were a motley looking crew of native Bantu sporting straw hats, khaki shorts, tennis shoes and AK-47’s. Mahdi operated his marines much like the Italian mafia with a hierarchy of captains, lieutenants, and soldiers. For a soldier to work his way up the ladder, a trail of bullet ridden bodies was often left behind.
I must show them who is in charge here. He looked at the faces of each. They all know Saad has betrayed me. When I am finished they will know I am no fool.
“The one thing I must have from all of you is trust.” He circled around behind the table with his hands clasped behind his back as though he were an erudite scholar teaching seniors at Benadir University. “For without trust we cannot function. We are like a family and must trust in one another. All of you are like brothers to me. I would lay down my life for my brother and I would expect him to do the same for me.”
All nodded in agreement. “Trust…,” muttered one. “Lay down our lives….”
Mahdi spoke of trust and family for several minutes and gathered a frenzied momentum. “TRUST ABOVE ALL! Among us lies a traitor, one who has dipped ever so slightly into the till. The amount is trivial, however when a trust is broken, there are no bounds in where a transgression will end.”
The Admiral found a grappling hook resting against the wall and clutched it tightly in his hand while he continued to circle the table like a vulture descending upon a dying prey. He stood behind one with his hand resting gently upon the shoulder. He smiled at the congregation.
No one moved. Eyes did not blink.
“TRUST!” Suddenly he hammered the hook into the top of the head as though it were a watermelon, splitting it in half. The body fell forward and a puddle of blood washed across the table. Those sitting closest pulled back their chairs and stood respectfully off to the side while the crimson stain spilled onto the tiled floor. “Yes Admiral Mahdi.” They acknowledged, “Trust above all.”
He tossed the hook to the floor with a look of disdain. “I trust in all of you. Do not let me down like Saad. I loved him like a bother and he has betrayed me.”
Crack! Crack! Crack! The sound of gunfire filled the air. Everyone jumped to their feet clutching their AK-47’s and headed for the exit.
What is happening? Those are not the sounds of my men.
“PUT UP YOUR HANDS!” a thick Russian voice echoed from the hallway. “IF YOU WISH TO LIVE! DROP’M NOW!” Russian militia filled the perimeter armed with TOZ-17 rifles and Schmeisser submachine-guns. The shuddering of helicopter blades overhead shook the walls like an earthquake while dust drifted from the ceiling.
Most dropped the weapons to the tile. Three made the mistake of raising their weapons and their bodies hit the floor riddled with bullets, the AK-47’s clanking uselessly to the floor in their dead hands.
A soldier spoke into a headphone. “Secure. The room is secure.” Everyone was lined up against the wall with their hands behind their heads.
A Russian, General Dimochka Sergeievich strode into the room with a MP-445 pistol in his hand. “Very good.” He looked at Mahdi. “You appear to be Admiral Mahdi.”
“Yes.”
“I am General Dimochka. I thought I would drop in for a little visit. If you would point out your three best men for me please.”
Mahdi nodded to several and they stepped forward. He is going to kill us all.
General Dimochka smiled. “Relax. You are in no danger. Lower your hands as you make me uncomfortable. Let us sit and become comrades.” The others were marched from the room and the five sat at the table while Russian soldiers stood around the perimeter wielding machine-guns.
“I am thirsty. Perhaps you have some refreshment nearby?”
Mahdi opened a cabinet and brought out a bottle. “I have wine if you wish.”
“You are most hospitable”
He held up the bottle so the Russian could see the label.
“Chateau Ducru Beaucallou. You have excellent taste, Admiral. Such fine wine deserves nicer surroundings. Let us move to your veranda. I imagine the view is spectacular.”
Mahdi escorted the general though the cool tile-floored foyer and out into the sunny patio with its bubbling fountains, pots of jacaranda and copper metal tables shaded beneath burgundy-colored parasols. Spread below lie the sprawling city and the blue-green waters of the harbor that reached to the horizon.
Mahdi surveyed the general that he imagined to be a man of rugged countenance from the lines of his nearly square jaw to the rippling muscles that hide beneath the plethora of medals that spread across his chest. He imagined the Russian taller than himself by an inch or two. The heavy brows were definitely Russian and a six-day rough hewn beard gave him an angry look like a maddened bear that had not been fed recently.
Dimochka was a rising star within the ranks of the military. Some called him a prodigy, a master of military strategy. The Russian-born son of immigrants from Poland Dimochka received a MBA in military science at Moscow State University and was recruited by the Federal’naya Sluzhba Bezopasnosti where he underwent extensive espionage training. After a five year stint working undercover in the Baltic States, the US and Germany, he worked his way up to second-in-command and was recruited by the military as a general working side-by-side with the prime minister and president. He was fluent in Arabic, German, English and half-dozen African languages.
“You are doing well for yourself Admiral Mahdi.” Dimochka sipped the wine and dabbed at his beard with a napkin.
“I imagine so.” Mahdi wondered where any of this was leading.
“Much is happening in the world and you are probably more important on the world stage than you realize.”
“Few have ever heard of me and I am a thorn in the side of most.”
“That will change soon, I am sure. For a man of your position I’d like to paint a picture for you of what you could turn your operation into, something — shall we say—more ambitious.” He peered into the eyes of the lieutenants that surrounded the table, then sat back and drummed his fingers on the table. “I am simply imagining — talking off the top of my head — and you may wish to dismiss all that I say.”
“I am listening. We all have an open mind here.”
“You have done well — hijack a tanker here and there — a million here a million there. Nearly two hundred ships sail off your shore guarding against your efforts and it becomes more difficult with every passing day. If you continue like this, one day you will probably be caught and hanged.”
“That is the risk of being in this business.” Mahdi brought out a pack of cigarettes from his pocket, offered one to the others then lit it and exhaled a cloud of dense smoke.
“Ah yes, I suppose it is.” The general clasped his hands together at his chin while he continued to lean back apparently feeling quite comfortable. “How many ships do you imagine pass through the Straits of Hormuz and into the Indian Ocean each day?”
“Usually fifteen or more.”
“That is a lot of ships that slip through your fingers?”
“I only grab what I can. There are limits—”
“Ah yes. Limitations. Only so much manpower — a limited amount of tools to work with.” The general gazed at a tanker far out on the horizon. “Do you remember 9/11?”
“Of course.”
“A dozen men brought the American economy to a standstill for many years in a single blow. They were men of imagination. Bin Laden used the American’s own airliners against them. Some would say it was an inspired act to think of this and to pull it off so well. Sadly there was no money in it for them. It was simply an act of hatred, but it did bring about the desired effect. The Americans responded by attacking Iraq. That response cost them somewhere near a trillion dollars and drained their resources for many years.
“Now here you sit on the other side of the world and the oil that fuels the entire world passes by your front door everyday. When you hijack a tanker, it is a pittance to them to buy you off and then they go their merry way as though nothing has happened. Oh, they do have their warships out there flexing their muscles, but in the end, they would be there anyway because of their Middle Eastern concerns. Your activities are a minor nuisance, not worth the time to come in here and bring your operation to a grinding halt. Now suppose a man of vision decided to somehow hijack all the ships that came by here?”
“Impossible. It could never be—”
“It may be impossible — maybe not. We are simply tossing around some ideas here.”
“I suppose a million or two per ship.”
“Suppose that this went on for a day or two and ships feared passing by your front door. Then what would that be worth?”
Mahdi blew smoke rings into the breeze and watched it drift off. “I see. Their precious oil would be truly threatened. Economies would grind to a halt, stock markets would tumble, and the world would be in turmoil—”
“Yes, such an act would be much more than a nuisance—”
“The sum would be greater than its parts. I have thought of such a thing and have dismissed it as too big of an operation to pull off. Your thoughts are a pipedream and no more than that.”
The others agreed, “Pipedream….”
“Yes, I suppose it too much to hope, a hundred million per tanker, perhaps a hundred billion for you to agree to cease your operation—”
“Yes they would probably pay that much.” Mahdi’s mind drifted off for a moment in contemplation.
“It is wild speculation, mind you — well, maybe not. Perhaps it is time to bring your operation into the modern world. Instead of racing around in speedboats hoping to run across a tanker you might utilize GPS, radar, worldwide communications, geosynchronous spy satellites—”
“I imagine our ways are outdated a bit. We know nothing of these things.”
“They use all of this against you and that is why your days are swiftly coming to an end.”
“We could learn. We would not know where to start. We are simple people that understand little of the modern world.”
“Hmm; I might have some friends that could probably bring you up to date.”
“Sitting at a keyboard hooked to a satellite — it is difficult to imagine how that could hijack a tanker.”
“Yes, it would take more than that. That is how they find you. Satellites hovering overhead spot your boats, then choppers descend upon your position before you can get near the target. Am I right?”
Yes he is right. I lost five good men this week. They find me often before I sight a ship and they turn us around. They are not falling for the fisherman ruse anymore. I should listen to the general as he has some good ideas. “You are right.”
“Let us imagine that you set up a command post in which you had all the equipment that the aircraft carriers possess. You would be able to see all the activity upon your waters.”
“I could imagine that.”
“Suppose you had stealth speedboats, submarines, helicopters — that your activities would be invisible to CENTCOM.”
“Then I imagine we could enjoy much success.”
“Forget about having bags of cash dropped to the tankers. You would have billions transferred to your accounts in Switzerland and the Cayman Islands in the blink of an eye.”
“I see.” He ground out the cigarette and immediately lit another. “It would be much different than we handle it now. It is but a dream to do these things you speak of. ”
“Maybe — maybe not.” A dogged smile crossed his face. “I have heard of a warehouse that has all of these things right here in Bosaco. My country, as you may have heard, is supplying your country with supplies and manpower to get rid of the terrorists and rogue militias that roam here. Who is to say that a warehouse might be robbed from under our noses?”
“A warehouse—”
“I believe it is unguarded and a pair of lock cutters in the middle of the night could upset our plans to set up the navel command post. Inside, trucks are loaded with the equipment as our forces have been too busy to unload it all. Locations of unguarded helicopters, subs, boats — the list goes on. How unfortunate for me if we were to discover that everything was gone tomorrow. There would be all that paper work of ordering more supplies.”
“A warehouse?”
“And then I will soon be forced to hunt you down and hang all of you.”
“Hang us?”
“Unless of course I cannot find you because you have moved your operation out of the country, perhaps to Yemen or Oman.”
Mahdi blew twin jets of smoke out of his nostrils. His heart beat wildly out of control at these suggestions. He took a deep breath and felt his heart slow back down. “I am beginning to understand. I only wonder what you will get out of this…,” he muttered. His brow furrowed suddenly suspicious.
“My country has brought in a lot of oilfields in the last few years. If your activities should bring up the price of oil the tiniest bit we would do well. Anything that happens in the Indian Ocean has no bearing on our ability to deliver oil.”
“I see.” The sly dog. His country will make billions — perhaps more when I upset the oil markets. He needs someone who can do it and I am the logical choice. I’ll earn billions. It is a business arrangement. I wreck havoc and we all become wealthy beyond comprehension.
“The warehouse has a wealth of information for you including the passwords to the CENTCOM command post. You will know everything your pursuers are contemplating. You will see and hear their every move…”
“My God!” Allah is with me today. This is the day I have prepared for all my life.
“My only suggestion for you is to use your imagination and stay one step ahead at all times. When they think they have you figured out, they will discover you have changed your MO and left them in your wake.” He stood up. “Officially, we have never met, I was never here. My militia will raid this place in a few days and I suspect you will be long gone.”
“I will be gone. That is a certainty.” Dimochka offered a Russian bear hug then handed Mahdi a slip of paper with an address scribbled upon it.
The general had left.
The militia was gone.
Mahdi sat stunned among his lieutenants for nearly ten minutes gazing upon the ships passing through the port. He ground out his last cigarette in an opalescent ashtray.
Finally he spoke.
“What are we waiting for? We must leave this place forever, raid the warehouse,
then set up shop in Oman!
MOVE IT! WE HAVE MUCH WORK TO DO!”

Chapter Twelve

March 3–9:35 A.M. The Kremlin, Russia
Kuznetsov felt the meeting was proceeding as well as could be expected.
The President of Transneft, Yuri Solyarsky, summed up the reports. “The Eastern Siberia — Pacific Ocean oil pipeline will deliver crude to our Asian-Pacific markets soon and is expected to be completed on time. The Duzhba pipeline, the South Stream, the Capsian, the Baltic and the others are on line now and we are beginning to serve the markets.”
“Thank you. That is good news indeed.”
“I respectfully must go on record that the upgrades to these systems appear to be capital intensive and was the reason for bringing in LukArco, Mobile Rosnef, Agip, Oryx, BG and the rest. Buying out their interests came at a high price that places a strain on our Russian endeavors.”
“Your observations are noted and I would respectfully agree that this has been an expensive proposition. I must say that I appreciate your wholehearted support in the light of the great burden placed upon our country. It is my feeling that the oil was given to us by our motherland and that we should reap the benefits in its entirety, not to share it as we have done in the past with foreigners.”
“We have borrowed heavily and at the current market prices I would….”
“Russia must look to the future. During the last decade we have built the most extensive pipelines in the world and have developed new oil fields in every region of our country. One could say we are ready to serve the world in a way that rivals the Middle East.”
Vissarionovich added, “We have only begun our work and will continue to explore our land for oil fields. We have recently decided to invest our resources in Somalia as that region is relatively unexplored. While we work to stabilize the government, we will make it an oil rich country and build strategically based airfields and ports to protect our interests against aggression from Iran, which is certain to come.”
Head of the Federal Energy Agency Lebedev inquired, “We have other resources such as gold, silver, and diamonds. Do you have any plans at all to mine any of these?”
“Much of this is in Siberia and these endeavors are labor intensive and climate is legendary for its severity. The South Africans pay their workers a pittance to mine their fields and it is best we leave these resources to explore in the far future.”
Kuznetsov concluded, “We anticipate that market prices will rise as time passes. China is expanding very quickly and it finds itself requiring oil as never before. It now relies upon us to supply it with nearly all of its imported oil and we are prepared to meet that demand.”
* * *
Unrest permeated the media.
A Newsweek article asked “Did They Know?” and went on to suggest that the president knew the Iranians were about to perform a nuclear test. It wondered, “How could they not know?” when nearly everyone one suspected as much. Did Washington believe that the Iranians were interested in nuclear energy to produce electricity as they claimed? Where was the CIA for the last decade when reports were arriving daily that Iran was purchasing FBR’s from the Russians to produce plutonium? And what about the hidden nuclear facilities exposed in September of ’09? How many more were undiscovered?
Time magazine pointed out that the media had kept track of the entire FBR numbers and the clock had run out several months ago according to a group of eighth-graders who had studied it as a class project. They had written a letter to the president expressing their concerns and received a form letter in return suggesting that they were welcome to sit in the balcony of the House of Representatives.
Various radio personalities had a field day with this. “Hey if eighth-graders had it figured out what are we paying the CIA and our Washington crowd to do? Perhaps we should find those twelve-year-olds and put them in the White House!”
A Wall Street Journal poll found that sixty-two percent of Americans disapproved of the presidents handling of Iran in general and felt that something should have been done in the previous administrations to prevent the current crisis. The poll indicated less than seventeen percent felt safe from atomic weapons descending upon them. There was no poll before the bomb went off, however it was felt the number had dramatically dropped. Pollsters also asked if the largest threat came from North Korea, China, Iran or Russia. Iran now ran at the top of the list with eighty percent and Russia ran a lowly three percent.
The NEA issued a bulletin that teaching children to huddle under their desks during a nuclear bomb threat was not appropriate, however moving the students to the hallways as they did in tornado drills might be more appropriate — although it did admit that most any similar action taken would probably not save any lives.
The Cabinet members all had different views privately and few expressed any opinion at all publically. Michael Costanzo stunned Robinson with bitter comments. “Mr. President, you must take a stand that has some teeth in it. Americans are fed up with the economy: the socialization of many enterprises, the steady increases in taxes and the wasteful spending, the constant corruption within the halls of congress and senate — the list goes on. They can tolerate much of this, but when they do not feel safe they will be demonstrating in the streets. They fear for their children and it all points to you sir. All of this is not your fault however the burden rests ultimately with you. Your presidency rests in how you handle this issue. Everything else pales in comparison. If the Iranians drop a bomb on Israel or anyone, for that matter, the history books will name you at fault for letting it go on and on. Sometimes diplomacy has it limits and when fighting against a determined fanatical enemy there is only one language they will understand. I apologize for being blunt, however you did ask for my honest opinion and you have it.”
The phone rang in the sit room. It was Adelberg with news from the UN. “They are talking about kicking Iran out of the UN completely. Prime Minister, Amir Harazi suggested it an hour ago and Brazil and Germany responded with support of the idea. Khalilullah 'Abd al-Wahhab stormed out and vowed he would wipe Israel off the face of the earth again. The President of Saudi Arabia — what is his name? Is-hâque Ash-Shafi'i that’s it. He is lambasting the entire assembly and is threatening to walk out. We have reports that the Palestinians are rioting in the tens of thousands and are attempting to cross the border. In short, all hell is breaking loose!”
* * *
General Dimochka possessed a full slate cleaning up Mogadishu.
Thousands of armored trucks jammed the countryside carrying food and basic necessities while citizens lined the streets cheering the effort. The Somalia government administered the food-stamps and within hours every household had all the food and basic necessities one could want. Crowds had pushed their way into the stores frantically waving the stamps and troops kept it all under control while Red Cross counselors assured everyone that this was the beginning of law and order.
The first two days were desperate for many as they could not envision the good fortune that had been bestowed upon them. On the third day many returned to the stores that were filled to the rafters with virtually every basic necessity known to man. When a citizen ran out of stamps the Red Cross gave him more with a courteous smile. So many citizens were in need of medical care that cots and triage tents extended into the parking lots of hospitals and into the streets. Russian doctors arrived in helicopters around the clock. Citizens who lived in ramshackle shacks or were homeless were flown to outlying areas where they were given homes and jobs rebuilding the infrastructure. Within the week, three million refugees would enter Mogadishu and reclaim their homes stolen from them by the Al-Shabaab.
The Red Cross personnel were impressed with the military precision in which a city was transformed overnight. It was a military operation on the grandest scale such as the world had never seen. The Russians were prepared and had not overlooked the smallest detail. There were no lines waiting for service, no indecision, no confusion. Thousands of shop owners accepted the stamps as the new currency and businesses flourished in the new economy. Best of all the citizens of Mogadishu were incorporated into the mix and it was the citizenry that began the rebuilding of their own country.
Of course, all this was not without a few glitches.
General Dimochka maintained a base of operations at Aden Adde International and commanded his forces with precision. He observed the Russian cargo aircraft moving up and down the runway while he sat under a green tent surrounded by an army of ten or twenty thousand. He studied the bank of plasma screens hooked to geosynchronous spy satellites over the city and barked orders to his officers seated at computer terminals who in turn sent the orders to the streets of the city.
“Red Camel 24A-196 you have six incoming hostiles thirty-four degrees north of your position. Hold back as they are carrying RPG’s. We will have one of our Mi-24’s smoke-m out. Place lasers on the target.”
“Green Dog III, move one block westerly. Second building on left. Third floor….”
“Eight hostiles on position 12-123A carrying AK-47’s. Cat’s Cradle MI-8 —you have a visual? Take’m out.”
“Two Jeeps with automatic weapons in ten seconds rounding the corner….”
“Big nest discovered two blocks west. Confirm and we will send Yellow Claw II….”
“Yellow Claw II move in on hostiles at 222-745D. Four confirmed, eleven possible. Go get’m.”
The city needed to be cleared of the Al-Shabaab before the three million refugees could be allowed back into the city and it all rested on his shoulders. He lifted his hat, leaned back and ran his fingers through his hair. All is going as planned. Hostile forces will be removed in the next couple of days and we can allow the refugees back into the city. We will move on to another city leaving the Red Cross and citizenry in charge. Russian might will crush the anti-socials and capitalism will sweep the city leaving everything in grand form. If this goes well, we should think about moving on to other African nations in a couple of years.
His thoughts explored the irony of the Russians adopting the capitalist system that they had fought against for decades. Now the Americans move away from they very system that brought them to greatness. Soon we will overcome them. A new world order is emerging before my eyes.
“General, there is a Red Cross worker — shall I send her away?”
“No, send her in. She would not be here if it was not important.”
Before him stood a petite American modestly dressed in the red and white Red Cross uniform, the hair tucked neatly under her nurse’s hat. Her relaxed, almost breezy demeanor contrasted with his bearish curt military manner. She wore no makeup; she was a head turner — large blue-green eyes, tanned skin and a smile that reminded him of his homeland.
“You are American. You have a Russian air about you.”
“I am 1/8 Russian on my mother’s side.”
He smiled. “What is your name?”
“Carol, Carol Turner.”
“What can I do for you?”
“We need several more trucks to move the injured—”
He snapped his fingers and a lieutenant stood at attention. “See that she gets the trucks immediately.”
“Yes General — right away sir.”
“You could have called this in ….”
Her eyes sparkled. “I wanted to the see the man who is responsible ….” Her voice choked with emotion. “Bless you General Dimochka. You are a saint and your country is doing a wonderful thing here.” A tear trickled down her cheek. “I simply had to see for myself. Thank you for allowing me to meet you.”
“You may visit with me anytime you wish. I am a busy person; however there will always be time for Carol Turner.” He said “Carol Turner” as though it was of special significance. “Do you have a phone with you?”
“Yes.”
He made a gesture and she pulled a BlackBerry from her pocket and handed it to him.
He punched in a number. “There it is. That will reach my staff.” He handed her a military phone. “This phone you will use to call me directly. Use the other only if I do not answer. It is encrypted. We are comrades forever.”
“I will take you up on that.” She removed her hat and silky hair spilled across her shoulders. “Are you sure?”
“Comrades forever — some things are meant to be.” His face lit up and a broad smile crossed his face. “There are forces beyond our comprehension that have brought us to this moment. A Russian General and a Red Cross worker meet in a forgotten nation on the plains of Somalia. Both with one common goal — what else could it be?”
“Goal?” She fit the hat back onto her head, fiddled with some pins and tucked in her hair.
“To bring about peace — to put an end to human suffering. I do it with my armies, you do it with healing. One without the other is… is….”
“Incomplete.” The trucks had arrived, a horn was honking. She turned and jumped aboard then disappeared down the steaming tarmac.
She looks like my dear Aleksandra. Had he been one step closer to the curb he could have pulled his daughter from the passing truck on that fateful day that forever etched into his memory. Bitterness filled his heart for a decade and he cursed God each morning for his torment. He felt that God had abandoned him and his reason for living had left him. It was years before he quit the morning ritual of pulling a Luger from the drawer and placing it to his temple and cocking the hammer. He would try to find a reason to live for one more day and would return the pistol until the next time.
God has brought her to me. For the first time in years he was happy to be alive.
“Kismet — some things are meant to be,” he muttered and went back to his work.
“Green Dog III — we have some hostiles approaching….”

Chapter Thirteen

March 15–10: 37 A.M.. The White House, Washington, D.C.
Robinson and Fegan discussed the events of the day in the SecDef office.
Robinson read an article hidden in the back pages of the Wall Street Journal. “New Pipelines Operational in Russia. They have been working on this for years. It says they bought out most of their partners: LukArco, BG, Oryx, Mobile, and others.”
“It must have cost them a lot of money,” noted Fegan
“Yes, it would. Buying out partners in proven oil fields is almost unheard of,” said Willy Baumgartner from behind the desk.
Robinson glanced at the SecDef while he noted the wild stock market swings in the Wall Street Journal. He was a heavy set man, immaculately dressed in a tailor made tan suit purchased from a shop on Pennsylvania Avenue with a corner of handkerchief peeking from the pocket. His face was accented with gold wire-rimmed spectacles and a balding scalp with three strands or less dangling about his ears. He carried a silver-plated pocket watch, a birthday present from his wife that had passed away two decades ago. He liked to pull it out during cabinet meetings and set the stop for sixty seconds. He told everyone the president’s time was precious and anything important could be said in a minute.
His position was secure as he was a part of the D.C. establishment for three decades. He obtained a MBA in political science at the University of Maryland and graduated third in his class. He did a stint in the armed services as an officer in the Marines patrolling a battle cruiser on the Asian Seas. When he returned home, he became involved in local politics. He sold cars in Baltimore where he appeared on TV and became a local celebrity. He won his first election as a DemRep in his thirties, he quickly moved to prominence with smaller chairmanships of the Workforce Protections Committee, the Conservation, Credit, Energy, and Research Committee, and then the Select Committee on Energy and Independence and Global Warming.
Willy examined an article in the New York Times. “Tourists Disappearing in Europe. It says a couple of hundred tourists have disappeared in the last ten days. They can’t make heads or tails of it either — no ransom notes, no terrorist plots.”
That is strange,” observed Fegan while he examined the comic strips. “I’d bet ransom notes turn up soon. Are Americans involved?”
“It says that it seems random and reports that around two dozen of our citizens have been abducted.”
We could get our embassies involved and be sure they warn everyone when they depart the planes.”
“That’s about all that could be done. If there are abductions let’s hope someone makes a break for it and puts an end to it all.”
Robinson gathered up the paper and carried it under his arm. “Thanks, Willy, for letting us hang out for a few minutes. We are going down to the Press Room.”
Whittman was winding up his comments when they arrived and took seats in the back row. “… And the Somalia situation looks better with each passing day. It looks as though the Russians are progressing nicely in their effort to maintain order. They have chosen a strategy in which they secure a city on a massive scale and turn it over to the citizens before they move on to the next. Mogadishu, while somewhat chaotic the first several days, is now under control and we can report from the multinational forces and the Red Cross that the Russians have been warmly received and are to be commended for a job well done.”
He sipped on a glass of water. “We will now take a few questions.” He looked at his watch. “I have another meeting with the president shortly and may need to cut this off.”
Linda Neuenfeldt from Newsweek began. “Has the president decided to do anything more to encourage the Iranians to give up their nuclear weapons ambitions?”
“This is something that weighs heavily upon his mind and he has been exploring more options with other world leaders, mainly Amir Harazi, who I understand has come up with some ideas. It would be premature for me to announce any of those ideas. As of now nothing has been finalized. I can assure you that any decision he makes will be well thought out.”
“The Assembly considered booting the Iranians out of the UN recently and this caused quite a stir in Pakistan. Is the US in favor of this proposal?”
It would be premature to say as the president has discussed this and is on the fence with this idea, and anything that might be proposed in the Assembly. I can tell you that he is a president that believes in diplomacy above all and that, although tempers may flare at the UN over various proposals, that everything is on the table when it comes to Iran.”
“Including military action?”
“Everything is on the table.”
He answered more questions and then nodded to Ted Croft. “There have been no reports of any Somali hijackings recently. How do you account for this?”
“The president would like to give credit to our Fifth Fleet that patrols that region and in particular to Captain Edward Schmitzer of the USS George H.W. Bush and the fine men who serve our nation. It is my understanding that recent pirating attempts have not been successful as we have been able to scare off suspects that regularly roam the area. I can pretty much say with some certainty that the situation is contained and not of any concern. One last question, and then I must leave. I see Chip waiting patiently in the back”
“There have been reports of American tourists missing in Europe. Does the administration have any thoughts about this?”
“Yes, Chip, it is a minor concern in one sense and in another it is a major concern as all of our citizens are important to us. The president has ordered the CIA to be of assistance in this matter and it is his hope that we can get to the crux of the problem soon. We have alerted our citizens at our end to watch for suspicious activity and to report anything that seems out of the ordinary. So far, no one has stepped forward.”
A few minutes later Robinson and Fegan sat with the president in the Oval Office.
President Landenberger got right to the point. “I want the two of you to spend a couple of days on the USS George H.W. Bush. And then maybe check to see first hand what the Russians are up to in Somalia.”
“Is there anything in particular…?” wondered Robinson.
“It is an uneasy feeling — not the sort of thing that one can describe. Captain Schmitzer has called me twice this week and says he has a gut feeling something big is about to explode.”
Fegan said, “Let’s hope it is not that big — with the Iranians and all.”
“That was a poor choice of words. Forgive me. Call me when you arrive and maybe, if you are there, it will calm him somewhat. Let’s hope nothing comes of it. I want you close to Iran as there is chatter that they may want to talk to us.”
“That would be big.” Robinson raised his brow at the thought. “Would you actually consider some sort of discussion?”
“If they made the proposal, I’d listen to it at the very least.”
“That is understandable. We haven’t had diplomatic relations in decades. If ever there was a time, this could very well be it.”
“Yes, it is. We cannot remain much longer at this impasse.”
* * *
The greatest pirate act in the history of the world had begun.
Mahdi sat in the admiral’s chair overlooking a bank of towering plasma screens from his control room thirty km east of Zinjibar overlooking the Gulf of Aden. Two dozen Somali Marines sat at computer terminals connected to geosynchronous spy satellites hovering over the stratosphere. The captains communicated with encrypted satellite links to amphibious stealth cruisers that roamed the Gulf of Aden, the Arabian Sea and the Indian Ocean. CENTCOM’s command center had been breached. All communications to the Fifth Fleet would be intercepted.
The plan was simple.
Straight forward.
Foolproof.
All is as planned. It will be over before they know what hit them.
Allah is merciful.
* * *
There was no sign that anything was wrong.
Robinson and Fegan chatted with Captain Schmitzer in the control room of the George H. W. Bush. Robinson had spent two uneventful days with idle chit chat with the captain who had pointed out that perhaps his feelings were unwarranted and apologized for any alarm he may have caused with his calls to the president.
“There is no need to apologize, Captain,” said Robinson. “I am here to be close to Iran in the event they have a proposal for a low level summit. This is a resting spot and I really enjoy seeing our forces at work on the other side of the world. It is one thing to know you are here and quite another to actually be here and see it all first hand.”
“That does make me feel better and slightly less guilty. Robinson, you are a diplomat of the first order, however I will hold back on my calls to the president from now on. I suppose being out here seeing no land for months on end can make one jittery.”
A crew of navy technicians watched the overhead satellite image screens that surveyed the waters in all directions. One could see the tankers coming and going, an occasional yacht, fishing boats, nothing out of the normal routine. F-35 Lightning II’s and F/A-18E/F Super Hornets surveyed the seas double checking the various vessels and reported back visual confirmation that all was in good order.
“Incoming message for you Captain — CENTCOM.”
He picked up the encrypted satellite linked phone. “Captain Schmitzer.”
“Do you have any activity?”
“Nothing out of the ordinary. We have visuals on everything.”
“We received an unusual communication.”
“Yes?”
“An Admiral Mahdi has sent us a message that he has pirated twenty-seven tankers. There may be nothing to it.”
“Phsst!” There is nothing happening. Is this a prank?”
“We don’t know and are trying to determine that right now. He informed us that he is going to call back in a few minutes and wants to talk to the president.”
“I have Watchdogg right here with me.” He turned to Robinson. “Would you talk to him?”
“I would be glad to help out.”
Schmitzer spoke into the phone, “Let’s let him talk to Robinson. That might do it.”
“It looks like the call is coming in now. I’ll patch it over to you.”
Schmitzer motioned to one of the computer personnel, “Count the number of tankers on the screen!”
Robinson took the call. “This is Robinson, Houston Robinson. I can get word to the president.”
“I want the president.”
“That is not going to happen. Who is this calling?”
“This is Admiral Mahdi. I have a message for you Robinson that you might want to relay to your president.”
If you have somehow hijacked twenty-seven tankers, I will talk to him immediately. I’m on the SS George H.W. Bush and we don’t see any unusual activity.”
“You are watching the satellite links?”
“Yes.”
“Be sure everyone is watching as you will see in one minute that I have taken control of all the tankers.”
“OK, I am starting to believe you. CENTCOM are you getting all this?”
“We are watching the links here, sir.”
“In thirty seconds you will see and then we will talk.”
The call was broadcast throughout the carrier. The sailors stood frozen hanging on every word. Hopefully this was a prank and would be over in a minute. All would go back to the usual routine.
“TEN SECONDS.”
All eyes were fixed upon the screens. Shortly this would be all too real or a hoax. Not funny. No one was speaking. All was silent as everyone held their breath.
The clock was ticking… “THREE… TWO….”
In unison the twenty-seven tankers altered their course ever so slowly.
They turned toward a fixed point in the Indian Ocean.
“MY ALMIGHTY GOD!” exclaimed Schmitzer. “HE HAS CONTROL OF THE TANKERS!”
Instantly a siren sounded. “Red alert! Battle Stations!”
“OK, You have convinced us that you have taken control of the ships. Tell me what you want.”
“I want the president NOW!”
“I’ll have him on the line shortly.” Robinson speed dialed the president.
“Robinson?”
“Mr. President — we have a crisis! Twenty-seven tankers have been pirated and an Admiral Mahdi will speak only to you.”
“Whoa. Let me get my bearings Robinson. You are telling me twenty-seven tankers have been hijacked simultaneously?”
Schmitzer jumped in. “Confirmed, Mr. President. This is Captain Schmitzer — we confirmed this seconds ago. He has redirected all twenty-seven tankers on to a new course headed somewhere out into the Indian Ocean.”
“How could any one do that right under your noses?”
“We have no idea. I imagine we will figure it out shortly, but right now none of us have any idea how he did this.”
“OK it is real then?”
“Affirmative.”
“Put him on the line.”
Pause
“This is Admiral Mahdi.”
“This is the President of the United States. You have control of twenty-seven tankers. I am listening.”
“I have tourists from all over the world upon those ships. If anyone goes near those tankers they all die.”
“I understand. You want money I presume — a couple million per tanker….”
“I want $2 billion. You have three days to wire it to my accounts.”
“$2 billion? The price has gone up.”
“It is a bargain to pay that little and I leave it to you to figure it out. In the event that I do not have the money in three days, I want another half-billion per day.”
“I see… a late penalty. And when you have your money, what do we get in return?”
“You get your tankers and hostages back I disappear never to bother you again.”
“Well that seems fair enough. And what assurances do I have that you will keep your end?”
“I have a spotless record. Never have we reneged on a deal. Ask the tanker owners and they will tell you. Get the money anyway that you are able. Perhaps other countries will contribute as their citizens are hostages. I do not want any side deals with individual nations.”
“I see. That would get messy in any event.”
“You may designate one other person to deliver messages. I will not talk to anyone but you or your designee.”
“Anything else?”
“If no one is forthcoming within thirty days, I will destroy all the tankers and kill all the hostages. One more thing—”
“Yes.”
“All tankers coming through this area will be hijacked or destroyed until I get my money.”
“This is it then?”
“Yes. As you Americans say, ‘Have a nice day.’” He hung up.
“Get that siren off!”yelled Fegan. “We have the POTUS on line here.”
“Wait one minute, Mr. President. We must get that siren off.”
“Robinson is that you?” The siren stopped wailing.
“I heard most of it, Mr. President.” Robinson watched as Super Hornets and Lightning II’s jetted off the deck every thirty seconds. “Is there anything you want me to do?”
“You are in the thick of it Robinson. I’m appointing you as the designee unless we figure out someone else. You are there and I imagine you are best qualified to talk to him when we need it.”
“Thank you, Mr. President.”
“I’m calling a cabinet meeting immediately. Hold it — there are special reports breaking in on CBS, ABC, CNN—”
“We are breaking into our regular programming to bring you this special report.” Robinson could see it appearing on the monitors.
NBC’s Tom Kirkham announced, “We have unconfirmed reports that hostages have been taken in international waters on twenty-seven… no twenty-nine tankers — two more in the last several minutes. Hostages may very well be the tourists reported missing last week throughout Europe, although that is speculation. The President of the United States, we understand from a terrorist web site in the Middle East, was contacted moments ago and was given the terms to release the hostages which is reported by Al-Jazeera to be $2 billion American dollars within three days and that the hostages will be executed if demands are not met.” Kirkham placed his hand to his earpiece. “News is breaking as we speak—”
CNBC’s Michelle Curtis reported “… an unconfirmed report that an Iranian aircraft has been shot down by the terrorists from the super tanker TI Oceania and a message issued by the terrorists warns everyone to stay away as hostages from any approaching country will be executed.”
“My God! It is 9/11 all over again!” exclaimed Landenberger.
The line went dead.

Chapter Fourteen

March 18—6:17 P.M. The White House, Washington, D.C.
Political terror; if there were such a thing, permeated the WHSR like an ethereal spirit.
Robinson listened in on the phone.
Bumgardner was as pale as a ghost. “This is a catastrophe — how in the world?”
Landenberger sensed the fear. I must calm the citizens and it begins in this room. His heart was beating wildly out of control. He took a deep breath. “We’ll worry about it later. We all need to get a grip on ourselves. Right now we must schedule a press conference.”
Whittman threw up his hands. “What would I say?”
“I will do it myself. The press will be here in minutes and I want something to calm our nation.” Images flashed across the plasma screens in the WHSR. Lines were already forming at gas stations and prices had doubled. Stock markets were dropping overseas. It would be a bloodbath in the morning.
Adelberg said, “The only thing that will calm our citizens is the Strategic Reserves. Unless you announce that you will release the Strategic Reserves there will be panic in the streets.”
“What is the CIA thinking on this?”
Deshano answered, “This is way out in left field. The whole pirate thing was never anything that gave us any concern. The navy boys are the ones that are supposed to keep an eye on this. The tanker owners never approached us and always made the payments. It was a low profile activity in a forgotten country that never grabbed the headlines. The navy boys are the ones to contact for background on all this. They would need to present some plans to get all this under control.”
“All right then. Let’s hear from the SecDef.”
Bumgardener spread out a Top Secret folder and pushed his bifocals up the bridge of his nose. He brought out his pocket watch and set the stop. “The Admiral Mahdi that contacted you is very likely the leader. He has been involved with nearly half of the pirating in that area. He operated out of Somalia, however his entire organization dropped off the map about a couple of weeks ago. We think the Russians scared them out.”
He wiped his forehead with a handkerchief and sipped water from a paper cup; then continued a staccato-like presentation. “Up until now he roamed the Indian Ocean in a speedboat and brought in around two million a year hijacking tankers for a group he calls the Somali Marines. I can tell you that he does keep his word and as he has never killed a hostage although he threatens it all the time. Within his organization there is murder and mayhem routinely going on and the body count is much like the Capone gang during prohibition. AK-47’s and RPG’s are their weapons of choice. We estimate somewhere around fifteen hundred members make up his organization.” He looked the president in the eye and nodded. “That’s it.” He placed the watch back in his pocket.
“Any weaknesses?”
“Good question. He is ambitious and hates the Iranians. He thinks like a mobster and can be ruthless when he wants. Power and money — that’s what drives him.”
Landenberger confessed, “I need to know everyone’s thoughts on whether we should pay this. I need your input and will decide based upon your thoughts on this. 2 billion is not an incomprehensible amount and certainly we could pay it without any problem. I want to know the political ramifications of this.”
The National Security Advisor, who sat on the right, offered the first opinion. “I’d pay it and pay it quickly and be done with it. The longer this goes on the more it becomes a media circus.”
The SecDef sat on the left. “I say we don’t pay and we formulate a plan to end this militarily. I can present plans developed by our think tank at the Pentagon. If we take ’em out successfully we will demonstrate to the world that we are not weak willed and it will serve as a warning to others.”
The CIA Director Larry Costano was next. “We could take them out. The Middle Eastern world will see it as a sign of weakness if we do otherwise. If we made that decision I would recommend that we do it quickly and efficiently. Tomorrow would be best.”
Adelberg offered an opinion from across the table. “I could flip a coin on this. I’d listen to the talk at the UN and go with the political wind.”
Landenberger said, “I like that idea. Robinson are you there?”
“Yes, Mr. President — I like that idea too. We can’t go treating this like Wyatt Earp at the OK Corral. If we decided to shoot it out there is always the possibility it would all blow up in our face like the Bay of Pigs fiasco.”
“Our time is up. I thank you all for your opinions. I can tell you my decision on this will take some time. I don’t think the public will hold it against me for taking time to think this out. The stakes are very high and the proper decision must be made.”
The Press Room was packed.
Landenberger wasted no time and worked without a prompter. “Approximately 5:40 p.m. Eastern Standard Time I received word from Admiral Mahdi the leader of the Somali Marines that twenty-seven tankers have been hijacked in the Middle East. While we were discussing the terms, another two tankers were hijacked.”
He went on to describe the events of the last hour and then gave assurance. “I will do everything in my power to secure the release of the hostages and to secure the tankers. I must discuss these events with our allies and I am sure that we will arrive at a solution we can all live with. My sympathies go out to the families of the hostages of our American citizens and those of all countries as we all share our problems on an international stage. As to whether we will pay the ransom, the decision has not yet been reached.
“I will shortly order the Strategic Oil Reserve to be released into our economy immediately and there will be no shortages of fuel. There is no reason to panic or to hoard. There will be no need for any price controls as there is no shortage. I would hope that everyone go about their lives and allow the government time to do its job as we are the servants of the people and are doing our best to serve and protect. God bless America.”
* * *
The news was bad.
GAS PRICES DOUBLE OVERNIGHT.
In spite of the president’s press conference gas lines formed all night and reports of shortages appeared at dawn. A station here and there placed TEMPORARILY SOLD OUT signs at the pumps and remained open for the concessions business where they assured everyone they would be back in business the next day when the truck made the usual delivery.
The stock market opened with panic selling that lasted until noon when buyers began picking up bargains. At three o’ clock the rally lost momentum and selling continued until the final bell with the DOW down about 824 points for the day. The international markets behaved about the same.
The King of Saudi Arabia, King Faraj, addressed the Assembly at the UN. This was an unusual occurrence, however these were extraordinary times. “It is with a heavy heart that brings me to you this day. Our neighbors are prevented from delivering their oil to the world markets and we find ourselves somewhat unaffected and are fortunate that we have the Red Sea and the Suez Canal to deliver our goods. We would look for a more permanent solution to the pirating of tankers in the Middle East.
“We have an old folk tale in which an elephant is pestered by a fly and is unable to do anything to guard against it. We may very well have a similar circumstance before us in which we need a spider to catch a fly. In that spirit we have committed several patrol boats and corvettes, along with our Frigates, to the Gulf of Oman. While this will not help the present circumstance it may be of assistance in preventing another such occurrence. We will do our part to pay the ransom although none of our citizens are being held. It is in the spirit of good will to our international neighbors that we offer this. May Allah be with us this day.”
Robinson caught some of the events on TV. He imagined that discussions were going on behind closed doors all over the globe. What struck him the most was the very different reactions from country to country. “To pay or not to pay?” seemed to be the big question and while this was going on the clock was ticking and the final bill was going up. On a personal level Robinson always paid his credit card diligently each month and only on the rarest of occasions did he pay any interest. He learned frugality from his parents who never bothered to obtain a credit card. They did have a checking account and when they sent the card that went with it, they were determined to tear it up. He informed them that it was like writing a check and saved about ten cents and they would not need to have as many checks printed. After three days of persistence Mom understood and explained to Dad that it was the smart way to shop at the grocery store. “It still looks like a credit card!”
Landenberger had not pressed the issue with the other world leaders and was apparently content to let others make the decision as to when to pay. He did address the Assembly as he felt it would demonstrate that the incident was important enough to make a statement rather than leave it to a subordinate.
Families of the hostages appeared round the clock on CNN and FOX begging the world leaders to make the payment. One family began raising money although it was a hopelessly large amount for a single family to bear. Robinson imagined they did it to make a statement more than anything else.
The opinion poll by Time reported that Americans were divided down the middle and were leaning more and more toward taking military action as time wore on. The third day passed without much notice and he imagined Mahdi probably wondered more than anyone how it would play out.
Mahdi contacted him the fifth day to reiterate that a late payment was not to be negotiated for a different figure. Robinson sensed the tiniest bit of anxiety beneath the rough exterior. During the course of several conversations he began to sense that the hostages were in good hands and that Mahdi never intended to kill anyone. He recalled the report from the SecDef that indicated that Mahdi killed within his own ranks, but drew the line for the innocent. The prestige of pulling off an international event of this stature would make him somewhat untouchable within his ranks. When it was all over Robinson imagined a $25 million-dollar bounty would be offered much like Bin Laden. How much good did that do?
A reporter standing outside the UN reported, “Khalilullah 'Abd al-Wahhab addressed the Council this afternoon expressing his dissatisfaction with the Western leaders who seemed to be floundering on the payment of the ransom. He reminded them that time was of the essence and that his country was anxious to have their ships passing through the area. He chastised the world leaders in the audience for deliberating so long and encouraged them to reach a decision soon. The Russians announced that they felt the ransom should be paid, the Chinese had no real stance and Israel apparently has decided to not offer any comments.”
FOX rushed to show internet footage of riots that were breaking out in the streets of Iran. Students demonstrated on the campuses apparently unhappy with the Ayatollah and Khalilullah 'Abd al-Wahhab. Gas stations had closed down for lack of refining and the inability to import any fuel. Recent elections were brought into the mix from the previous demonstrations as being rigged. The economy was collapsing by the hour. Business owners were busy boarding up the storefronts and sat inside the stores with shotguns.
Dad drank a beer and sat on the couch and offered an opinion. “The world is coming apart at the seams son. We have let the politicians get us into this oil mess as they are all in bed with the oil companies. I thank God that I will not be around long enough to watch the next World War.”
“That will be my problem Dad. If I have anything to say about it, there will never be another major war.”
“I wish you the best son and know that you are doing what you can.” Dad turned off the TV and played his stereo system. He never liked “that new fangled stuff” and never went any further than vinyl albums. Cassettes were rejected thirty years previous and CD’s were from an alternate reality. Each time he played one of the 33 RPM’s he wiped it with a white cloth and carefully tucked it back into one of the dozen cabinets. His favorite records included Jimmy Swaggert and his bother Jerry Lee Lewis, Crazy Otto, The Dukes of Dixieland, and Jimmy Durante doing his nightclub act with Ethel Merman.
Dad played a baritone in the Salvation Army Band and Houston could remember sitting long hours in the practice room of the New Baptist church basement when he was about ten years old listening to military marches that were always played at a furious cadence. Whenever he listened to the Marines Marching Band at the presidential events, it seemed they were dragging a bit.
Mom finished washing the dishes and sat on the couch. “Carol called me the other day and asked me to say ‘hi’ to you. You two must have missed each other by a smidgen.”
“Somalia is a big country. It may be unimportant to most, but the chance of running across any one person is about zero. If she is with the Red Cross, she could be anywhere and probably moves from town to town regularly.”
“Do you think you are going to be assigned there again?”
“One never knows in my business. It could happen. If I do you can give me her number and I could possibly find time to see her. It has been many years.”
There were many summers on Lake Michigan when her family came to visit. Carol was always excited to see her Uncle Houston and the two often ended up taking a ferry to Mackinaw Island, visiting the funhouse, lounging on the porch of the Grand Hotel and bicycling around the island. He always purchased her a memento in one of the gift shops; sometimes a ceramic horse and other times a charm bracelet. Every time he thought of it, he would take a deep breath and recall the sweet and sour odor of fudge and horse manure that drifted over the island. There was no other place on earth quite like it. Those were some of the happiest moments of my life.
* * *
Landenberger picked up the red phone in the WHSR.
Robinson prepared to leave and Landenberger motioned for him to remain seated and turned on the speaker. “This is Harazi. How are you my friend?” The prime minister said that he and Dazdraperm were debating if they should send some navy patrol boats into the Indian Ocean as a token offering to the crisis.
“Robinson is here Mr. Prime Minister.”
“My good friend Robinson, you must come visit me soon. It has been awhile since we have broken bread together.”
“Too long, yes I will make a point of stopping by very soon.”
Landenberger said, “I would think it is best to stay out of it right now. Tensions are very high and you would not want your forces involved in a skirmish that could be twisted. You could announce that you intend to do this and then not mention a date. The goodwill would be there and the risk of something turning ugly would not be there. When the timing looks good to you, perhaps when the crisis is over, you might bring in a patrol boat or two. That’s my initial reaction.”
The prime minister agreed, “That appears to be excellent advice. The last thing we need is another crisis. Does that sound good to you Robinson?”
“It makes sense to me and of course the decision is yours to make. It is kind of your nation to offer assistance.”
“I will consider your advice, Mr. President.”
Robinson and Landenberger had moved to the Oval Office when the hot line signaled an incoming call.
The distinctive Russian voice of Kuznetsov greeted him. “I thought we should have a little chat.”
“It is good that you call. I have thought of calling you.”
“We should call each other more often. The cold war is over and we are not that far apart on many issues. I felt I must call as comments I make publically can be misinterpreted. If you remember I did tell you that Iranian ears listen very closely to what the two of us say.”
“I imagine they do.”
“Our many years of selling weapons and technology are being phased out. It is being done gradually as we want to remain as friendly appearing as possible. Anything too abrupt would make them suspicious.”
“I remember our day at the UN when you mentioned this.”
“I am sure you are aware that we have increased our oil production dramatically and only recently have completed several strategic pipelines.”
“I have heard that.”
“I want you to know that we are prepared to sell you as much as you can use. If your regular sources are cut off for any reason we can get emergency oil to you. Officially we are not discussing this. Do you understand?”
“Yes, of course.”
“It is a new alliance, a business arrangement for our mutual benefit. In time the world will know of it. It is best not to announce such a thing.”
“I understand.”
“You do not need to necessarily accept this offer. I am offering to sell you oil, to become a customer — that is all. I would not expect you to change your arrangements with other countries as it is not our intention to negatively affect others. The world is in the need of oil. Rather than sell weapons as we have done in the past, we are going to supply oil.”
“I will discuss this at my end and I don’t see any reason my people would not accept this offer. You have extended a friendly hand and we would be foolish not to accept it.”
“That is good. I will not press you on this. The ball, as your countrymen say, is in your court.”
Landenberger and Robinson sat for nearly a minute looking at one anther trying to digest the call. Robinson spoke first. “What do you think?”
“I have a feeling we may be buying Russian oil very soon. The Middle East is cut off and I’ve been advised that the Strategic Reserve cannot be utilized for more than another week. After that we need the oil for our military.”
Robinson sipped on a bottle of sparkling water. “I imagine that it will take some time to turn on the spigot. Probably the earlier you give him the word, the earlier we will be accepting deliveries.”
“We are truly in a new era. Kuznetsov has thrown the first pitch and it is up to us if we wish to take a swing.”
“He certainly knows we may need the extra oil soon and I would be surprised if his country is not already receiving orders from around the globe.”
“If that is true then his offer is a generous goodwill offering as not everyone will receive all the oil they need during the crisis.”
“Everyone is going to suffer and that reminds me that I must prepare our citizens for the likelihood that we will need to cut back consumption for a week or two.”
“Let’s hope it does not go on much longer.”

Chapter Fifteen

March 30—9:43 A.M. Arabian Sea, 221 miles off the Coast of Oman
Sufyan Thawri said “Goodbye” to his wife and family at Tehran International not knowing the misfortune ahead of him. By all accounts it was one of many trips and there was no reason to believe anything could go wrong.
Not until terrorists took over the plane.
Now he calculated he would be dead before the day was over.
He cursed his misfortune and prayed to Allah.
The thirty-seven year old had no enemies. Others aboard Iran Air Flight 645 no doubt had enemies and all that was occurring was probably due to them. Business men, financiers, and politicians were all aboard. He had observed them as he boarded the plane and had paid little attention. He figured he was among the least important of any of the passengers aboard the Iran airbus on its way to Dubai other than the women and children. I must beg them to let me go. I am not like the others. Surely they will be merciful if I am able to reason with one of them.
Thawri was returning to his job at Burj Dubai in the United Arab Emirates. Samsung Engineering had hired him for a three year contract and he was entitled to four leaves of absence per year which he used to return to his family in Tehran. His nine-year-old boy and six-year-old girl were always excited to have their daddy return. Time passed too quickly. Just as he was settling in, he would be forced to return to a twelve-hour a day job stringing wire and installing lighting fixtures in the thirty thousand homes and offices within the world’s tallest building.
He could not see the terrorists. He knew they were there. One was hovering somewhere behind but he dare not turn as they had warned everyone to be quiet and not to turn around. These are Muslims abducting their own brothers. Looking forward he could see that there were no Westerners aboard. He could see a pair of flight attendants duct taped and gagged in first class. Two of the men had threatened to kill them and beat one unmercifully until screams filled the cabin. The moment the door was unlocked, they rushed into the cockpit and more screams followed.
Then it was unearthly silent.
The whoosh of the stratosphere gliding over the wings, the labored breathing of the passengers, his heart pounding against his chest: that was all.
Frozen.
To move was to die.
“I must see who is doing this to us,” whispered the passenger seated adjacent to him.
“No, no — do not think such a thing.”
The man did not listen, he turned his head and Thawri could hear the terrorist coming up the aisle. He closed his eyes while his ears heard the commotion.

When he opened them again the man slouched beside him, a knife through his throat, blood spilling onto the seat.
The stewardess peered into his eyes while she lay on the floor in a crumpled heap of flesh. Sheer terror passed from her to him. Her eyes begged him to be a man and save her — to do something — anything. To sit and do nothing was incomprehensible. They are going to kill us all. They have some fanatical idea that they are doing this for the Jihad and that they will be rewarded in heaven. That must be it. No, no it makes no sense — unless it is like 9/11. They will run the craft into the unbelievers. In that we are aboard is of little consequence — collateral damage.
All his life Thawri had acted like a coward. In school he allowed the school-yard ruffians to beat him up routinely and worse, let it continue and then never told anyone. He was ashamed of his cowardice that followed him all his life. He hid it well as his wife and children had no knowledge of it. He had learned to avoid confrontation, to walk where it was safe and to make a hasty exit as a situation turned against him. There was no escaping this situation. Today he would make the ultimate sacrifice and pay for it with his life. Others would die as well.
He felt like a cornered rat with its back to the wall. No, I will not die a whimpering coward. I may die, but I will not die a coward. I will overcome one of them and others will follow my bravery. If I die today it will be because I stood up against those who would harm women and children. I will stand up to them. If I die and there are survivors they will speak of my bravery. My family will be honored.
Thawri watched and waited like a panther ready to pounce upon an unsuspecting prey.
* * *
Something was not right.
Only five minutes into the shift and everything was already going haywire. The salt and pepper haired air-traffic controller pulled nervously at his tie and spoke into the microphone.
“AIF six-four-five. This is Dubai Center. You are drifting off your course. Please return to your proper course immediately.
Pause
“AIF six-four-five. Execute the order now.”
No response.
“Change your course to one-seven-two. Repeat one-seven-two.”
The controller loosened his tie and brought a handkerchief to his forehead that began to perspire. He scanned the instruments to be sure he was reading everything correctly. Two decades on the job told him this would be a day he would remember for many years. The plane veered sharply off its course and headed out into the Arabian Sea. “Enough of this nonsense,” he muttered. He picked up the phone and called his supervisor.
The FAA operations center asked questions.
“The transponder is on — yes it is transmitting at 1090 MHz. There is no 7500 international hijacking code. There is no response to the CPDLC.” He knew the drill.
“There was no evidence of depressurization. No report of anything at all.”
It was agreed — something was wrong.
The operations officer speed dialed Central Command in Middle East Naval operations in Camp As Sayliyah in Qatar. “We have a problem.”
Several patches later Captain Edward Schmitzer received the news.
“It is headed straight for the Fifth Fleet.”
“Patch me through to the SecDef.” A minute later four Super Hornets scrambled off the deck of the SS George H.W. Bush.
Iran Air Flight 645 at an airspeed of 525 mph dropped to fifteen thousand feet with clear skies and unlimited visibility. 250 miles away sat the Fifth Fleet patrolling the waters of the Arabian Sea.
* * *
The SecDef answered his cell phone in the hallway while on his way to the Oval Office. He carried a folder of specs on some updated E-3 AWACS spy aircraft that he was going to recommend. He listened for a minute as he continued walking like a lost soul past the senators and congressmen that scurried about. His pace picked up as he neared the door. Usually he was cautious and crept past the door.
Not this time.
* * *
Willard Bumgardner burst through the door of the Oval Office. “We have a big problem!” He handed the BlackBerry to Landenberger. “Take this. You must hear this first hand.”
Landenberger listened for a minute and said,” MY GOD! GET EVERYONE DOWN TO THE WHSR IMMEDIATELY!” Agents outside the door took positions and followed.
The pair raced down the hall picking up Michael Costanzo and Houston Robinson as they brushed by the offices. Landenberger ran it by them as they hurried down the stairwell and Costanzo used his wrist radio to call his secretary ordering her to make the calls to get everyone down there.
James Shaughnessy fell in behind the others. “What’s up?”
“We have a report from the CPDLC that there is a probable hijacking and a possible suicide mission in progress in the Arabian Sea. The SS George H.W. Bush has scrambled four Super Hornets and we are waiting for word from the president.”
The screens were lit up with the visuals from the SS George H.W. Bush and the fighter aircraft as everyone scurried to a seat.
The CPDLC was on a secure line. The four-star general at the other end explained, “Commercial Iran Air Flight 645 from Tehran to Dubai is off its course. There has been no response thus far and it seems to be headed for the Fifth Fleet. Take a look at your screens as we have the direct live visuals from the four Super Cobras and another from the SS George H.W. Bush and the USS Enterprise.”
“OK nothing is really showing yet then.”
“ETA is five minutes for the jet fighters intercept.”
“Tell them to get all four in position to box it and get their cameras on it ASAP.”
“I’ll get back to you when I see what is happening up there.”
“Yes, Mr. President.”
“One more quick question.”
“Yes.”
“Who is on the plane?”
The General responded, “256 passengers. Most are Iranian workers and businessmen returning to Dubai — some Pakistani, Iraqi, Saudi Arabia — sixty-four women and forty-one children.”
Landenberger addressed his staff. “All right then. Let’s suppose this is worst case scenario. We have terrorists in control of the aircraft and there is nothing short of shooting them down that will stop this.”
The SecDef began, “Our fighters could try to force them down into the ocean; however with terrorists in control, with little experience, I doubt they would be able to perform any kind of maneuver. Every attempt should be made to get communication going and we could talk them out of it.”
“I would bet that we will get no response to any negotiations.”
Deshano agreed, “We are way beyond diplomacy here. It is an organized plot to take down one of our super carriers.”
“If it is Al-Nakbah, Al Qaeda, Mossad, or others how do we account that the airbus is filled with Iranians?”
“They probably spotted weak security and felt it was the only way to go.”
Robinson jumped in. “It is the target, not the plane. They want to take out an American target and there were simply no aircraft filled with Americans handy.”
“OK then — the plane is probably a means to an end. They are not interested in hostage taking and not concerned about who dies on the plane.”
Melissa Farnsworth held a pen and poked nervously at a pile of papers in front of her. “It is 9/11 with Iranians instead of Americans.”
“Worst case scenario…,” mumbled Christopher Adelberg, the Secretary of State, “is that they intend to take out the SS George H.W. Bush and the USS Enterprise.”
“Mr. President,” came a voice from the secure line, “the Super Hornets are approaching the airbus now.” Everyone focused upon the screens.
Live audio filled the room as the pilots surrounded the aircraft. “This is Bishop I to IRF 645 requesting communication. Repeat, this is Bishop I to IRF 645 requesting communication.”
Pause
“You are requested to acknowledge. We are within visual and request that you acknowledge. Rock your wing to acknowledge.”
An empty hiss filled the air.
“This is CPDLC. Get your cameras on the cockpit now. We need to see what is going on inside.”
“Roger that”
Cameras began to get a bead on the cockpit, most of it glare. Brief glimpses of bearded faces peeked through. That was apparently enough.
CPDLC general said, “We are checking to see if those are the pilots. It’ll take a minute to run it through our ID program.”
“Aircraft approaching our position. Looks like five aircraft approaching with ETA two minutes.”
“Hold on — the Iranians are contacting us now.”
“Patch them through please.”
“This is General Hanbal of the Revolutionary Guard.”
“This is President Landenberger.”
“It seems we have a situation here. This is our airbus and we will handle this.”
“We believe the aircraft is set to destroy one of our vessels.”
“We will soon see. We wish your fighters to stand back while we assess the situation.”
“Time is of the essence. We will fall back in order for you to make your assessment. CPDLC did you copy that?”
“Affirmative and falling back as we speak.”
“Falling back and trailing one mile.”
The Phantom II’s whooshed into position and surrounded the airbus armed with SNEB 68 mm rockets, air-to-ground missiles, anti-runway weapons, anti-ship missiles, targeting pods, reconnaissance pods, and more.
A minute later one pulled far ahead and released a barrage of flares in order to assure that the pilots understood that they were being watched. Most often, the flares were used as decoys in order to avoid being shot down by heat seeking missiles.
A CPDLC general said, “We have an ETA of ten minutes until Air Flight 645 reaches the target area. Wait a second…. Here is the report. The pilots are terrorists. We confirm they are not the proper pilots. A decision must be reached in nine minutes.”
“We will make all the decisions here!” The emphatic voice of the Iranian general was sounding a bit pompous.
“I order your forces to stand back. We are going to resolve this.”
“We will not stand down. We will remain in place until this is resolved.”
“If you do not stand down we consider it an act of war!”
“NINE MINUTES TO IMPACT!”

Chapter Sixteen

March 30–10:17 A.M. Arabian Sea, 438 miles off the Coast of Oman
Sufyan Thawri needed a plan.
He did not wish to die.
He very slowly pulled the leather belt off the bloody corpse beside him trying his best not to move around that much as he did it. He did not want to bring attention to himself. His eyes darted back and forth. Careful… carefully now… ever so slowly. I have it! Allah is with me.
The terrorist behind had moved further back into the cabin and he felt he could whisper to those ahead of him. “I have a belt and will use it to strangle the one that is behind us. Someone must draw him up here and when he passes my position I will grab him from behind and strangle him.”
A voice answered from ahead, “What is to keep the one ahead of us from coming back here and killing all of us?”
Thawri had it well thought out. “When he moves forward there will be others behind and that will be their opportunity to jump him. He has no gun. I will be busy with the first one. Others must deal with the second man.”
The plan moved up and down the aisle in whispers. It was agreed. It wasn’t that much of a plan, but some were willing to give it a try. Someone would need to turn around and that would bring the terrorist up the aisle. To turn around may mean death for the one willing to do it if Thawri failed to subdue him. “I will let no one down. When he passes my seat I will make my move. Allah is with us.”
“Allah is with us.”
“Quiet!” said the terrorist in the front. He took a single step forward and no one moved. The whispering came to a halt and that appeared to satisfy him. “The next person I hear will taste my blade.” His eyes surveyed the passengers while he brandished the knife so all could see.
“Psst. I am ready. Someone must turn their head.”
He sat for a minute while no one moved. They’re all cowards. He was about to run down the aisle and attack the terrorist by himself when he saw a head four seats up turn around.
This is it. He said a silent prayer as the terrorist could be heard rushing down the aisle exactly as he had planned. He would let no one down.
Closer… closer…. He tightened his grip on the belt and tested it for strength snapping it hard.
He saw the foot, the leg and then the backside. He sprang from his seat and wrapped the belt around the neck of the terrorist and pulled him back as hard as he could.
“Arrggh!”
Thawri tightened the belt choking the life out him while thrashing him around like a rag doll. The man was strong, but Thawri held tight. Arms flailed in all directions and a passenger was slashed in the ruckus.
“What?” The other terrorist moved forward waving his knife apparently determined to kill Thawri for his impertinence.
When he reached the seventh row a foot pushed out tripping him. He caught himself before he fell completely, but it was too late. Passengers jumped from their seats and were on top of him going for the knife. He was strong and managed to slice up one of the passengers, however others grabbed his arm and wrenched it free. Pandemonium broke out as everyone jumped on him and dragged him to the floor screaming.
Everyone in the plane joined in the fray. Thawri’s victim gasped for breath and the life crept out of him. Tharwi was merciless. This man would hurt innocent women and children. He has killed others today. He deserves no mercy. He tightened his bulldog grip dragging the man on top of him as he lay on the floor looking up at passengers above him. Another man grabbed the man’s throat and squeezed. A few more seconds and the terrorist went limp.
“He is dead!” a cheer went up.
“Quiet! We have two more to go.” Thawri waited while others pulled the lifeless body off of him and then assisted him to his feet. Several took off their shoes and slapped the corpse in the face with disgust.
An older woman gave him an embrace. “You are the bravest man I have ever met,” she cried.
“Praise be to Allah.” Thawri felt like a heavy weight had been lifted from him. “Now let us deal with the two in the pilot’s cabin.”
Someone cried, “Look out the window!”
Everyone rushed to the windows to see four American jets hovering at the wing tips. They were so close you could see the clean shaven faces smiling back. Several waved but there was no response. One wrote on a napkin, “HELP! TERRORISTS!” and held it to the window.

“They do not see it! Try another window.” Others made up messages and held them to the windows. There was no sign from the pilots that they could see anything.
The steel door was meant to keep terrorists out. There was no window. It looked hopeless.
“We can try to break it down,” suggested one. A half dozen passengers stood at the door while the others took their seats and held up the hurried messages.
Thawri had an idea, “We will trick them into opening the door. They do not know that we have taken control.”
“How will we…?”
“Let us think, surely one of us can come up with an idea.”
“One of us could pretend to be one of them and offer refreshment.”
“OK that sounds good,” said Thawri. “We need someone who can fool them into believing we are one of them.” He saw the intercom button that communicated with the pilot’s cabin. “We will have only one chance at this. We need something to jam in the door the moment they open it.” One of the men moved into the back and began opening the storage compartments. It was agreed that Thawri would grab the wrist of anyone who opened the door, another would jam something into the doorjamb and another would push on the door as hard as he could.
Suddenly the aircraft lurched forward and began a steep descent. Another set of jets replaced the first and everyone agreed that they were Arabs like themselves. They could see the Iranian emblem and the Arabic writing. A buzz filled the cabin. “What is going on? Where are the Americans? Are we safe now?”
The descent continued and the windows fogged up with clouds for a half minute then they could see the waters hovering below.
Thawri had been elected to impersonate the terrorist. The passenger returned with a tennis racket to jam in the door. He spoke in a short muffled gravely voice. The less said the better he calculated. He pressed the intercom button “I have tea. Open the door if you want tea.”
“We don’t want any….” The door opened a crack and that was enough. Thawri grabbed the wrist and jerked the man into the hallway where others pummeled him to the floor. Three others burst into the pilot’s cabin….
* * *
“We must shoot down the plane.”
The vice president dropped the spectacles on the desk and rubbed his eyes. “We have no choice.” He leaned back in his chair and brought out a stick of gum.
Landenberger disagreed, “There are always choices.”
“Yes, some are better than others.” He unwrapped the gum and popped it into his mouth.
The CENTCOM secure line was open awaiting the command.
The Iranian general stood firm, “You will stand down.”
“TWO MINUTES.”
Deshano spoke, “If you do not give the order, over one thousand of our best men will die.”
Michael Costanzo said, “If you give the order 256 innocent people will die on that plane. And you will be blamed for killing innocent Iranians. It could very well be the beginning of a war with Iran.”
“Mr. President,you must make a decision…,” warned Melissa Farnsworth. “Time is runing out. To do nothing is a decision in itself.”
“ONE MINUTE….”
* * *
Captain Edward Schmitzer of the USS George H.W. Bush wondered if he and all his men would be dead in one minute.
He stood with the binoculars in his hand outside the command center. “Mr. President, I have a visual. The Iranian airbus is headed directly at us.” He could see Iran Air Flight 645 dropping fast surrounded by Phantom II’s and behind that followed his own boys led by the incredible Bishop I, captain of the Super Hornets. He had ordered every aircraft off the carrier and they filled the sky like carrion vultures lost at sea. Sirens were sounding: his men stood fast, he imagined they would be in lifeboats shortly; two thirds of his men would die instantly. The $4.5 billion dollar USS George H.W. Bush would be gone in an instant lost to the bottom of the sea in a fiery death. His career, in its third decade, would be over and he would live the rest of his life knowing that everyone he knew died while he stood by and watched.
Men stood at battle stations ready to launch a RIM-162 Evolved Sea Sparrow Missile that would save the carrier from certain destruction. No, I will not stand by while I have a single breath in me. It will be the end of my career. I will be dishonored.
No.
I stand here to obey the president, my country. I am sworn to follow orders. I have never disobeyed an order in my life. I cannot begin now. He knows more than me and will have a reason for his decision….
No….
My men must not die. I cannot stand by while…. I will give the order at the very last second… that is it— the very last second… my career be damned.”
“FORTY-ONE SECONDS….”
* * *
He was cocky.
He was brash.
He was as bold as life and the best at what he did. If ever there was a meld of man and machine, Tom Bishop was it. Most who knew him considered him the best jet pilot in the world, perhaps the best of all time. He was born for the job and many considered him to be a legend.
Bishop I opened the cover to the trigger of the AIM-9X Sidewinder and held his thumb over it.
In a nanosecond, flight IAF 645 would be a ball of fire. This is going down to the wire. The Phantom II’s were in the way and if they did not move they would go down with it. He kept his tracking equipment on engage. Everything was ready to take the shot.
He knew that the POTUS was making that very decision and would not make it until the last few seconds, perhaps less than that. There could be no hesitation on his part. His country depended upon the decisions of its leaders and for its military to carry out those orders.
He glanced at Bishop II, III, IV all racing along at mach .5 at his side while in unison they dropped behind the IAF 645 and the Phantom II’s. Hundreds of jets filled the sky all hovering around his mother ship, the USS George H.W. Bush. He passed over the core of the Fifth Fleet, the US Enterprise, Task Force 50, 52, portions of the Sealift Command…. There are too many to take it all in at this speed. It was a blur as he dropped to five hundred feet. The entire Fifth Fleet held its breath and it all came down to him. Bishop I was chosen to carry out the order. Thousands of eyes filled the sky as he passed over their heads. A couple hundred MH-53E Sea Stallions and C-130 Hercules choppers had formed a line off to the side a mile out from the USS George H.W. Bush. He figured they were ordered off the ship just in case this whole thing went south. To say the least, it was an incredible sight, an incredible mission, and a day he would tell his grand children about.
The line was open direct to CPDLC and the captain. The president could make a decision from the other side of the world and one second later it would be carried out — one way or the other.
There would be no going back.
“THIRTY SECONDS….”
* * *
Schmitzer watched the Iranian airbus drop to one hundred feet with the Phantom II’s still at its wingtips. “HARD RIGHT!” At least he would not be a big target. With any luck the terrorist pilot would not be adept enough to make the fine adjustments to hit the ship. Instead of the huge side of the ship sitting there like a beached whale, he would be one-tenth the target turned off to the side and headed straight for the airbus. With any luck he would not need to fire the RIM-162. His hope would be that the maneuver would catch the pilot off guard and he would overshoot the USS George H.W. Bush and end up in the water.
He would watch the airbus closely. It would be a decision measured in microseconds. Thousands would live or die based upon that instant in time. He kissed the silver cross that hung around his neck given to him by his late wife and prayed he would make the right decision.
“TEN SECONDS….”
* * *
The president was as pale as a ghost.
He heard nothing. All those around him had become so much like the chattering of birds. He was suffering his own personal hell. Robinson tapped him on the shoulder. “Mr. President?”
He shrugged it off. “I am OK.”
“We will not stand down!” echoed the general’s voice over the speaker. The screens showed the images of the airbus, the Phantom II’s, the Super Hornets all racing at blinding speed for the USS George H.W. Bush. Hundreds of jets and helicopters filled the skies as far as one could see.
“YOU WILL STAND DOWN OR YOUR MEN WILL DIE!”
FIVE… FOUR… THREE…..”
* * *
General Hanbal gave the order to his Phantom II’s.
“ABORT!”
“TWO….”
* * *
Schmitzer watched the Phantom II’s pull away at the last possible second. The IAF 645 would collide in one second….
Time stood still.
Would the IAF 645 strike the ship? Would the president give the order? He could see the lone bearded face sitting in the pilot’s seat. There was a commotion in the cabin. Naked terror filled their faces. Poor devils. No matter how this turns out they are all dead. The airbus was a trifle high — slightly to the left… but not enough….
“ONE….”
* * *
Thousands of lives hung in the balance on three words….
The president gave the order. “TAKE’M OUT!”
The message was relayed round the globe through CENTCOM to Bishop I.
“Affirmative.”
The WHSR cabinet held its breath.
“Target destroyed…. ”
Pause
“No damage to the USS George H.W. Bush.”
“Well done Bishop I. Return to home plate.”
“Roger that.”

Chapter Seventeen

April 2—11:15 A.M The UN, Manhattan New York
Khalilullah 'Abd al-Wahhab had harsh words as he addressed the UN Assembly while General Hanbal sat at their table in the audience.
“I address you today while our people are in mourning for their loved ones. At this very moment our streets run red with the blood of our people. The United States of America attacked one of our commercial aircraft Iran Air Flight 645 and murdered 256 passengers, 105 innocent women and children.
“There are those who would argue that terrorists were aboard, however we arrived on the scene with our aircraft and were fully prepared to deal with the hijacking in our own way. The Zionists unfortunately arrived before our forces and had already determined that they were going to shoot down the innocent hostages in order to protect their precious war vessel.
“They showed irresponsible behavior at the very least and proceeded without consulting our country. Let us consider alternative action that could have been taken. They could have evacuated the ship. This is a simple thing. If the aircraft carrier was abandoned, there would have been no reason for the terrorists to proceed. They had plenty of time to do this. Was it even considered? I doubt it. They must have reasoned that none of their own citizens were aboard and therefore the lives of Muslims were of little consequence.”
He paced the floor as though in deep contemplation and returned to the podium. “Let’s consider another alternative. They could have attempted to communicate with the terrorists and solved the entire dilemma diplomatically. Oh yes, they say they made an attempt. I imagine they did, but it was a feeble attempt, a token attempt. Did they really believe they were not listening — that it was a communications breakdown? A child could have calculated that they were listening and not responding. Some discussion was in order I would say. Did they even think about any of this? No! I say no!”
He banged on the podium with his fist. “‘They do not respond so let’s shoot them down and then go our merry way. It is of little consequence; after all, they are only Iranians.’”
Khalilullah 'Abd al-Wahhab ranted on for an hour and the Western World was not impressed. CNN broadcast the first five minutes and then broke away for a commercial and never came back. The entire event was broadcast live on the internet as it happened and it was quite clear to any sane thinking person what had occurred. Unlike the 26.6 second Zapruder 8 mm grainy footage of the Kennedy assassination in which there was but limited footage, this was one of the most documented events in history. Someone had calculated that nearly nine hundred recordings were made that day: some from jets, helicopters and others by crewmen from the Fifth Fleet. The loop footage recorded from the deck of the USS George H. W. Bush was broadcast night and day as it was the most frightening of all. To see the huge airbus coming at the camera at mach .5 and the Phantom II’s pulling away was damning in every way. It appeared that the Phantom’s were escorting the IRA 645 directly into the side of the carrier and then pulled away in order to save their own necks. When all hope was gone the AIM-9X Sidewinder appeared out of nowhere and saved the day. It was a spectacular fireball that exploded fifty yards off the bow and the debris landed on the ship and it took nearly an hour for the crew to put out the fire.
All this made little difference. If Khalilullah 'Abd al-Wahhab made sense to some then the North Koreans were wizards of logic. Chin Ho, the foreign minister of North Korea summed it up. “The Americans should be ashamed of this dastardly act. There were so many ways to resolve this and then to resort to their typical cowboy shoot’m up behavior simply because they had the power to do so, is unconscionable. North Korea officially condemns the manner in which the USA handled what could have been something much more positive.”
Robinson watched all this on the uplink from his Citation CJ3 on its way to meet with Harazi for a goodwill chat. His mind wandered as he watched the parade of diplomats as they give their spin on the IRA 645 incident three days before.
His father complained of shortness of breath and refused to visit a doctor. Robinson was much the same when it came to keeping up with his health. He was in excellent health and all that talk about regular check-ups was a con game that enriched the pockets of the medical profession. At least that was the way his father viewed it and experts pretty much agreed that most of it was pointless. Dad told stories of his friends who would go in for a minor ache or pain and end up with weeks of tests costing thousands of dollars and then receive a clean bill of health. It was little wonder the insurance company’s premiums were so high when the medical profession operated in this manner.
Dad said he had lived a good life and simply wanted to die at home surrounded by his wife and son, not in some hospital room hooked up to life support. Both Mom and Dad had living wills in which they indicated they wished to be terminated rather than run up large medical bills. Robinson figured he was a long way from signing a living will, but knew that one day he would do it. In the end he felt his father was right. “Enjoy your life as best you can and let it go when your time has come.”
He had several papers he picked up that morning before boarding the plane. The New York Times followed the recent events closely.
256 Die in Tragic Terrorist Attack

It went on to describe the events earlier that week and inquired if the White House had been up front with all the details. It quoted the Press Secretary, “It was a painful decision to give the order, however the lives of our American men and women are a first priority. It is the president’s sworn duty to protect its citizens and the military personnel that protect us. To say the least, the event was extraordinary and it was our forces that were the target of this unwarranted attack upon the Fifth Fleet.”
When he was asked about the Iranians role in the incident he responded, “The Iran Air Flight 645 was of course a commercial aircraft from their country and they did respond as best they could, however our forces detected it a few minutes sooner and arrived on the scene with four Super Hornets. The Iranian forces were allowed to inspect the aircraft over the Arabian Sea and allowed our forces to continue the mission — which of course was to destroy the target on the president’s order.”
When questioned about the nature of the Iranians and the Americans working together in the joint mission he had an answer. “I am allowed to tell you that there were some tense moments and that the Iranians were prepared to the best of our knowledge to bring down the plane. We do not know that for sure, but it was the only recourse for anyone on the scene. Regrettably the nature of taking hostages is that when it ends tragically as it did in this instance, the hostages end up as the victims and die. The president’s feeling was that our forces earned priority in the mission in that it was quickly determined that the USS George H.W. Bush was indeed the target. Had the target been an Iranian super carrier, I would think the president would have acted much differently and would have ordered our forces to stand down at the appropriate time. In the end it was a rare joint effort by countries that are often at odds with one another.”
The article went on to say that from all appearances based upon the extensive internet coverage of the tragedy that the Iranians may very well have been content to see the USS H.W. George Bush sent to the bottom of the sea.
Robinson used the remote to turn up the volume on the TV. King Faraj, King of Saudi Arabia was speaking. “… and it was indeed unfortunate for the tragedy in the international waters of the Arabian Sea. Some sort of protocol must be formulated for occurrences such as this. A committee should be formed to study this problem and recommendations could be brought to the Assembly for a vote. My country has officially condemned the USA for its part in the incident and it is unfortunate there is not some sort of retribution that should be made to the families of the Iranian victims. I would propose a figure but leave that to others. Of course no amount of money could ever be enough to repair the damage for such a flagrant act of aggression against the Islamic World.…”
He shut off the volume. There was no point in listening to the diplomatic world which compared to little children throwing tantrums in a sandbox and kicking sand into one another’s faces. He decided to grab a Coke out of the fridge and stretch his legs for a minute. A glance out the window indicated he was over land, probably somewhere in the Sahara Desert in upper Africa. Another couple hours and he would land at Ben Gurion International and take a limo surrounded by DSS agents to the home of the prime minister. He pressed the remote to the sound “… of the events and the callous disregard of human life we will withdraw our oil commitments to the USA effective immediately for a period of one year. Thank you.”
It was a threat without much substance. Little oil from the Saudis ever reached our shore. The price of oil had reached a new high with the current crisis and prices at the pump hovered somewhere around five dollars a gallon. The oil traders were having a field day as the prices went up hourly as everyone knew the president would soon need to curtail the Strategic Reserve.
* * *
Within the guarded compound of the prime minister’s house Robinson could see a white picket fence much like Carol Turner’s home in Petoskey. She often ran out to greet him whenever he visited. She was a twelve-year old neighbor that was always in high spirits and never failed to come running across the yard in flowered dresses with her hair pulled back in a ponytail.
“Hi ya’ Uncle Houston!” She would throw her arms around him and shower him with kisses. She called him “uncle” although they were not at all related. After dinner he would gather the neighborhood children in his ragtop Pontiac and head to the beach with inner tubes, face masks and snorkels.
White sails always dotted the icy blue water of Lake Michigan as far as the eye could see, while seagulls scavenged along the beach hoping the tourists would toss some scrap to them. On Sunday evening a small orchestra could be heard that did a performance in the band shell on the outskirts of town. The echoes of pop tunes and military marches would drift over them while the sun settled in the west. They would light a campfire and burn s’mores on a stick while attempting to outdo each other with horror stories.
Carol was special. She was a gawky rather fragile looking young child with innocent blue-green eyes and a chin that receded a little. Her eyes sparkled with gaiety when she spoke of frivolous things or shined with a fever when she spoke of animals. She talked to every dog that wandered up and down the beach as though they were human and cuddled them whenever they would allow it.
On one occasion they came across a seagull with a broken wing. “It will surely die unless we save it.” She picked it up and carefully held it in her hands. “Poor thing — I will take it home and one day he will fly again with his brothers.”
Robinson was greeted by a trio of Mossad agents while militia stood by with rifles. They were about to take him through the full security routine with the facial recognition and the finger printing when Harazi appeared in the doorway and waved them away.
He escorted Robinson inside where they wound their way through a maze of rooms filled with peach-colored upholstered furniture and tan leather couches. The library featured a huge domed ceiling with the light peeking through several skylights and the walls were filled with shelves of antique books that looked as though they had not been read. They marched down a stunning hallway where magnificent renaissance oils in elaborate gold frames lined the walls. A central patio reminded him of the one in Mirafores Palace in Caracas with the palm trees and lush pink and lavender flowers sitting in cream colored pots. Water cascaded down a wall and sparkling water flowed into a pool lined with granite and papyrus. In the corner sat a baby-grand piano with a parasol offering shade.
A dining room featured a large oak table for eight in the center while Persian carpets lay on the hardwood floors. Abstract art, possibly Fernand Leger and Piet Mondrian, lined the walls and a spectacular ruby and glass Tiffany chandelier hung from the ceiling that Robinson imagined must have weighed a half-ton or more. A cook was busy preparing lamb torly with okra, rice and potatoes and a raspberry basbousa for dessert.
They wound their way to the front of the house to a stone-tiled patio with dark-green parasols that overlooked the Dead Sea. A servant brought a bottle of Le Petit Cheval 2001 and the pair sat sipping from long stem wine glasses.
They sat for a few minutes, time enough for Robinson to reflect upon the man he had traveled across the globe for this chat. He came from a merchant family that wholesaled in household items throughout western Israel. As a young man he attended the renowned Hebrew University of Jerusalem where such notables as Albert Einstein and Sigmund Freud had attended. After earning three degrees he assisted in the family business and became involved in politics during the Six-Day War and rose to popularity within the Jewish community as an organizer. When the athletes were massacred at the 1972 Olympics he formed the Wrath of God that sought out the perpetrators and had them executed although he denied any such involvement until two decades later. He was married for twenty-seven years and his wife was murdered by a Palestinian bombing in a restaurant in Jerusalem. He lived alone with three servants. His sons and daughters visited often and his grandchildren were the focus of his personal life.
He took on the problems of his associates and anyone who knew him came to like him as he was charming, humble and incisive. Although he had never met Robinson’s mother and father he asked, “Are your parents in good health?”
“Both are getting up in years and are in a state of decline. My mother has Alzheimer’s and it will be several years that I will be able to enjoy her company. My father seems well enough however resists my efforts to get a check-up.”
“Men are that way. Women worry about their health and men not so much. I think we accept death as many of us are so close to it. Women are fearful as they are not so much in control of their lives.”
“I imagine that you are right.”
“The Jewish people do not wish to die, however are willing to do what they must for the sake of the children. We remember our parents who gave their lives for us and we inherit the responsibility that they did not die in vain. We have done well, however we are threatened with each passing crisis in the Middle East. It is unfortunate that we could not pick up our entire country and move it to the other side of the globe. You are fortunate to live on the other side of the ocean where the threat is reduced by distance. Imagine that your country was here and how you would feel about Iran today.”
“That would place a different perspective on it, would it not?”
“You tell me what you would want in such a circumstance.”
“That does get one to thinking doesn’t it? I would want friends to support me and be willing to express it to the world. I would want a strong military and understanding from the world community that I may need to defend myself in a way that may not be so pleasant to watch.”
“I think you understand my son. Our little chat is over,” he laughed and patted Robinson on the shoulder. “I am joking, but you really understand the essence of it. Unfortunately the Western World does not have such a grasp on the situation here.”
“I must admit you are right. We do not teach the history of your people as much as we could and most are very much ignorant… caught up in their own lives. I suspect that many of our politicians do not understand the relationship between our countries. Of course the president and the Cabinet have a firm grasp.”
After dinner they sat on the patio while the sun touched the horizon and enjoyed hashanah and mint tea while they discussed the issues of the day, the relationship between the two countries and anything that came to mind.
Hazari smoked a leisurely cheroot and watched the smoke drift from the patio in the evening breeze. “My country is going to focus upon alternate ways to deal with the Iranians. We plan to use weapons of a smaller nature. How shall I say it? Espionage, psychological warfare, anything that will bring down our mutual enemy.”
“You are wise to think of new ways of doing things. The enemy is devious and is using such tactics all the time.”
“We are going to bring modern warfare into the world in a way you cannot imagine. Atomic weapons, super carriers, missiles and such all have their place, but the war will be won by shaping the minds of the world while rendering the enemy impotent.”
“That may be an excellent idea however pulling it off will be another matter.”
“And you can help us in that endeavor.”
“That is why I am here today — to offer assistance.”
“You have a criminal locked in ADX Florence.”
“I am not familiar—” Robinson sensed the preconceived direction the conversation was taking and paid close attention.
“It is your most secure prison and normally your most dangerous violent criminals are kept there. You have one that is the most dangerous man on the planet locked up there.”
Robinson was mystified. Where was he going with this?
“He is dangerous whenever he has a computer in his hands. He is kept locked in his cell twenty-four seven. If he were to get out for even a moment and get his hands on a computer the results would be devastating.”
“Why would you —?”
“Let me explain what he has done and you will understand.” He took a deep puff and inhaled the sweet fragrance of the smoke. “He broke into VISA, American Express, and MasterCard data bases and stole over one-hundred-million accounts, then sold them to organized crime all over the world. And that is just the beginning, he broke into the Pentagon database and that is what brought down the Feds, CIA, and DSS upon him. Fortunately they captured him before he sold the Pentagon files. He was in the middle of an international auction when they broke it up.”
“I should have heard about this.”
“Everyone should have but they kept it hush hush. The damage ran into the billions and the financial world is still reeling. They incorporated it into the ‘Banking Crisis’ where it became lost in the morass of numbers. Your country, China, Russia, and the EU printed up the paper and wrote it off as a bad experience.”
Robinson was stunned. How in the world did he not know? It had to be “Top Secret” and only the president knew anything — and he wasn’t telling. He suddenly felt betrayed. If anyone was close to the president it was himself and he could have kept it quiet. In the end it was the president’s decision and not to divulge this to a single person as it could turn the financial world upside down.
“Which brings us to ask for a favor — we want him.”
“My God! What in the world do you have in mind?”
“Imagine that his talents were channeled a bit differently….”
The light began to shine. “Yes, I think I see. Iran’s nuclear program—”
“We would watch his every move and have the best in the world at his side at every moment, always ready to pull the plug if he went out of control. After all he is a criminal.”
“Tell me more.”
“I could tell you my friend, but then I would have to kill you,” he laughed. “It is a joke. I always wanted to say that line.” Harazi finished the smoke and tapped the ashes in an opalescent ashtray. He pulled a slip of paper from his pocket and handed it to Robinson. “His name is here. It will take the president’s order to have this done. He knows what this means. It is to unleash a power greater than any WMD. Tell him we understand the danger involved and guarantee he will not escape or get out of control.”

Chapter Eighteen

April 5–9:00 A.M. The White House WHSR, Washington, D.C.
The pressure was building by the hour.
In that the regular deliveries of gas had been interrupted, stations here and there were running out of product and mini-panics were a common occurrence. Long lines to purchase gas were common and station owners were beginning to place limits on what they would sell. Often the price would be adjusted several times a day — always up. Local news stations reported the prices at the various stations and stampedes were often the result.
Landenberger addressed the Cabinet. “We are close to a major panic. The Strategic Reserves are near the limit without endangering our national security.”
The Secretary of Energy, Stefano Morrell agreed, “Mr. President, we have at most a few days and we will certainly be in dire straits. We have our domestic oil fields working at full capacity and we all know that makes little difference as it is not nearly what we require. Unless you can end this in a few days, you should consider some sort of rationing.”
“I’ve always believed in allowing our capitalistic system to function and instituting some sort of rationing would only make things worse. There would not be enough time to get any program in gear in three days.”
The vice president agreed, “I remember the crisis in ‘73 and the rationing program was a disaster. I think we should take that idea off the table.”
Melissa Farnsworth added, “There was a bright spot in the ’73 crisis. We learned how vulnerable we were and tightened our belts considerably — for a while.”
“Yeah, and we are right back where we started,” commented Deshano as he flipped a pencil into the air.
“Enough discussion,” said Landenberger. “How many of you think it is time to give Kuznetsov that phone call and begin ramping up our Russian oil?”
Everyone’s palm went up.
“We have no choice. I agree.” He picked up the red phone and pressed the speaker button.
The Russian voice at the other end sounded cheerful. “President Landenberger, so good of you to call. How are your wife and daughter?”
“Quite well thank you — and you?”
“I am fine.”
With the amenities out of the way Landenberger decided to launch right into it. “We are going to take you up on your offer to supply our country with oil.”
“That is good. I’ll sign the necessary documents at this end and you can notify your oil companies to begin placing orders. I’ll notify our supply lines to prepare for this and first deliveries could arrive in about a week. Would that be satisfactory?”
“It is more than I could have imagined.”
“You will see — this is the beginning of a mutually profitable relationship that I will look forward to.”
“Goodbye.”
Landenberger placed the phone back on the receiver and turned to his staff. “We are now in business with the Russians.”
“This may be the beginning of a new world order,” observed the vice-president. He removed his spectacles and let them dangle from his lip while he rubbed his eyes. “Hostilities between us are for the most part over. We are siding with the Russians as never in our history, they have already dropped opposition to the EIS. They appear to no longer be aggressive. It has been years since they have made attempts to expand their borders.”
“Get Robinson on the phone. I want him to know about this.”
“Robinson here.”
“I wanted you to know immediately we are officially purchasing much of our oil from the Russians and they are making plans at this very moment to have oil reach our shores in about a week.”
“Congratulations, Mr. President. It must be a great weight off your shoulders. You probably want to announce the agreement to the press immediately as that will ease the anxieties of our citizens.”
“That’s all Houston. I wanted to keep you in the loop on this and not have you read it in the news.”
“You are very kind.”
“Goodbye.”
* * *
The Iranians continued to lambast the US at the UN.
“We want this put to a vote now!” shouted Khalilullah 'Abd al-Wahhab as he stood again at the podium. He had his staff working night and day to persuade everyone to kick the Fifth Fleet out of the Middle East. He calculated he had many on his side and it would help his image in his homeland where rioting was an everyday occurrence. Much of it was channeled at the Americans because of the IAF 645 incident and others were due to unrest from the collapsing economy. The whole thing was little more than saber rattling, however it never hurt to take a poke at the US whenever he could.
Russia took the role of peacemaker. “We sympathize with Iran,” began Vissarionovich while he nodded to Khalilullah 'Abd al-Wahhab and his staff sitting in the audience. “My deepest sympathies go out to the Iranian citizens who have suffered a great loss. Yes, all of Russia mourns with you during your time of grief. We understand that in times of grief that we tend to lash out unfairly and that given time we can see the world with a clearer perspective. We allow you your sorrow for now and will make no attempt to sway you from your request to ban the Fifth Fleet from your part of the world. We have always seen the Fifth Fleet as more than simply protecting American interests although no one would argue that that is why they are there. They have been serving that area for many decades and have never asked for any reimbursement for their dedication to serving that part of the world.
“The Fifth Fleet has been there in times of crisis and without their protection there would have been many tragedies and circumstance that would have turned out very differently — adversely in most every instance. The US has never used the Fifth Fleet with wanton abandoned nor took advantage of any border and has shown nothing but respect for international law. It is with the utmost of respect that we would ask for wounds to heal before embarking on any actions. We can only say that there was not a single American involved in the hijacking and it was not their wish for this tragedy to occur. In the final analysis they were successful in containing it in the only way they could.
“Again, our deepest sympathies go out the Iranian families who need time to heal.”
* * *
Kuznetsov called President Miguel Rio on a secure satellite link. “Hello President Rio. I thought I would give you time to settle in at the Palacio de Miraflores before I could call to congratulate you on the fine work I hear you are doing with your interim government.”
“It is good of you to call Prime Minister Kuznetsov. Let me give you my thanks for your support of a worthy cause. We are rid of Santiago and the people are fully behind my government.”
“That is good comrade and the Russian people were happy to assist. Do you remember our arrangement?”
“Certainly and I was anticipating your call in the light of the recent events.”
“All is ready then?”
“Yes amigo. All is ready.”
“You may begin immediately.”
* * *
The bad news began as a rumor in the oil futures trading pits.
And it became worse with each passing second. By the time anyone noticed anything, it was too late.
Several brokers noticed unusual buying coming in from the Chinese for the Venezuelan crude oil futures three minutes before the close. As contracts were about to expire a trading frenzy ensued and prices reached a dizzying height in 180 seconds. Computerized buying programs locked out all other buyers and like a vacuum cleaner everything was sucked up and swept away. Routinely the futures were traded “for delivery” to American buyers but not this day. The Chinese held on with bulldog ferocity and nothing would sway them from the precious contracts.
“They have locked in the Venezuelan crude market,” observed the senior broker while discussing the day’s activities with a CNBC reporter at the Chicago Exchange.
“Does this happen often?” The reporter inquired.
“About once in a lifetime and this is it. The programmed buying can be vicious. Someone should outlaw it.”
Another broker observed, “We were warned of this in the ’09 bottom when $100 million dollar selling programs caused wild eight-hundred point swings in the stock exchange. It kicked in everyday at a quarter-to-four like clockwork and nobody seemed to care. Does anybody care today? If you want gas for your drive to work tomorrow you might begin to care about these freewheeling markets that run on ten percent margins.”
* * *
Robinson was about to give a briefing to the president when Stefano Morrell, the Secretary of Energy burst into the Oval Office. “We have a big problem! You must call the president of Venezuela now!”
“Hold on and tell me what is going on.”
Robinson handed Morrell a cup of water and indicated that he should sit beside him.
After a few sips he was able to speak. “Our Venezuelan oil has been bought out from under us.”
“How can that happen?”
“You would need to ask someone who understands the futures markets. I don’t understand the intricacies of the markets. It really doesn’t matter.”
Robinson was trying to make sense of it. “Who bought the oil?”
“We think it is the Chinese. It began three minutes before the close and everything went belly up by the time the bell rang.”
“The Chinese bought our imported oil from Venezuela?”
“Yes, they locked it all in and we will receive less than twenty-percent of our regular deliveries.”
“When is this stoppage going to take place?”
“It will be a month before we will be cut off.” He paced the floor wandering all over the Office. “However if you can somehow cancel the contracts by talking to the president down there then we could get our crude.”
“I need to talk to the Chair of Economic Advisors — that would be Linda Cramer. She understands this sort of thing. What do you think of this Houston?”
“We need to talk to Cramer before you make any phone calls. You need to know what we are dealing with here. Let’s turn on the TV as it is probably all over the news.”
The president pushed the remote and could see the panic on the CNBC stock market report.
A reporter asked the pit boss, “What does it mean for the price of gas tomorrow?”
“In theory it should make little difference, however in actual practice the average guy on the street is going to panic. The station owners are going to anticipate the worst and prices will probably be all over the map tomorrow. If these contracts go down to the wire then we will have a disaster — our economy will come to a screeching halt.”
Another chimed in, “We need the oil being held hostage in the Indian Ocean and now we need the Venezuelan oil. This is a double whammy. How much more of this can we take?”
Linda Cramer was on the line. “What can I do for you?”
“Are you aware of the oil futures market fiasco this afternoon?”
“I’m watching it on CNBC now. I just tuned it in and it sounds like a disaster is headed our way.”
“Do you have any recommendations or anything I should know about this? I have been advised to call the president of Venezuela and see if the two of us can nullify the contracts.”
“I can call my people together and see if we can come up with any recommendations, but your idea is very likely where we will end up. If the Chinese bought the futures contracts as reported, you could contact the Chinese traders who made the purchases and offer to buy the contracts. They would want to make a profit and sensing how badly we wanted the product would probably gouge us badly. Figure they invested heavily in an oil coup and plan to reap a profit for their efforts. To them it’s a business. The only problem with that idea is they may have a loyalty to the Chinese government and refuse any offer you would make. If the Chinese government is involved it could be they need the oil desperately and planned this coup to obtain it. They would not sell at any price in that instance.”
“Anything else?”
“No. That is about all I can come up with off the top of my head. I’ll call you if anyone comes up with a brilliant idea in the next hour. I’ll have my members together within the half hour and work on this all night and send a report to you at six this morning.”
“That sounds good Mrs. Cramer. Keep close to your cell phone in the event I have other questions.”
“Sounds good.” The line turned to dial tone.
Landenberger said, “We need to figure out whom to contact to purchase those contracts.”
Robinson called his secretary and instructed her to make some calls and get the White House staff working on it. “I think we may have a better chance with the Venezuelan president as the Chinese government is probably behind this and they want the oil. Something this big took billions and few individuals have the resources to pull off something like this.”
“In any event it would be nice to know where we stand with Rio. Let’s see if we can get him on the line and try to get a sense of where he stands on this.”
“Let me talk to him for a minute as we met the day he took office and then you can get into your discussion with him,” offered Robinson.
“Sounds fine — you can get him warmed up.”
Landenberger placed the call on the speaker.
“Hello President Rio — this is Houston Robinson.”
A cheerful voice responded, “My American amigo. How are you?” After a minute of recalling the previous meeting, Robinson said, “I have President Landenberger here with me and I thought the two of you would like to get acquainted.”
The three chitchatted for a minute, talked about the oil coup in the trading pits, and the president posed the question. “I am quite concerned about this as our country needs oil because of the tanker hostage situation in the Middle East. The timing on this could not be worse. Is there anything you might do to intervene such that we get that oil next month?”
“I would need to talk to my people down here as I am afraid I do not understand the intricacies of how this could happen. I’ll do what I can of course. It could be that Santiago would have done something that I would not consider. He was a ruthless man, but I am not. We are becoming more democratic with every passing day and the power of one man to interfere with everyday business diminishes as I speak.”
“It is good of you to look into it.”
“You may wish to look into your trading system which appears to have worked against you in this instance. You should have protections in place to see that it does not happen again. Such is life that we too often learn from our mistakes — is not that true?”
“Yes it is often true.” Landenberger could see that nothing was going to come of this — at least right now. He repeated his need for the oil and hung up.
Robinson said, “The worst thing he could say was ‘no’ and I think we heard that.”
“It was worth a try. Without a call we would have always wondered. Hopefully we will find out who bought all the contracts and can purchase the oil we need.”
* * *
It was not pretty.
Some said it was a bloodbath of immense proportions.
The following morning the oil pits around the world reached dizzying heights as oil contracts were sucked up by governments competing for the remainder of the available oil. Stock prices went south and nearly half of the world markets traded at new lows for the year.
The Wall Street Journal bore the Headline ‘DOOMED?’ and then went on to access the current state of affairs and asked the question “could it possibly be any worse?” Indeed it could, according to the article. Iran could follow up on their rhetoric and wipe Israel off the face of the earth. The Palestinians could invade its neighbors. Pakistan could attack India, Russia could invade its Baltic States, North Korea could invade South Korea and so forth. In view of all the things that could go wrong the present circumstance was a hiccup.
American citizens carpooled in record numbers that morning for their trek to their jobs. Mass transit systems were jammed. Motorcycles and bikes were selling as fast as they hit the sales floor. Airline companies had a rash of cancellations and the convention business took a nose dive. Hotels offered half price rooms and there were no takers.
A floor trader addressed the camera for MSNBC and humorously summed it up. “It is not a good time to open a lemonade stand.”

Chapter Nineteen

April 8–4:00 P.M. Mahdi’s Command Center, Thirty km east of Zinjibar, Oman
Admiral Mahdi’s patience was wearing thin.
The money was overdue.
His men were restless.
He made a phone call on a secure encrypted line.
“Robinson, I called to inquire on the progress today.” Mahdi and Robinson talked at least once a day since the crisis began.
“The president has been working everyday with world leaders and is hopeful to have funds for you soon.”
“The tab for today is eleven billion. The clock is ticking. I will not accept less.”
“I know he understands that. He is concerned that the hostages are being treated well.”
“They will be well up until the thirtieth day.”
“He will not let it go that far. Would you like to talk to him? He is with me now.”
“Put him on.”
“Landenberger here — what can I do for you Admiral Mahdi?”
“Robinson tells me ‘soon’ and I am telling you I have run out of patience. Your failure to pay has cost you well over a hundred-billion am I right?”
“Of course you are correct. Sometimes political concerns interfere with what is the sensible course of action. If it had been entirely up to me, I would have paid you the first day and had this whole thing behind us. In that your hostages come from all over the world there has been much dissension about how to deal with this.”
“I want money into my account in the next hour. I’ve been warning you about this for the last week. The clock has run out. It is time—“
“I can’t imagine that happening.”
“In one hour I will send a tanker or two to the bottom of the sea.”
“You can’t—”
“And more tomorrow.”
“One hour then — I will relay this to the others.”
“One hour — if the money is not there your oil will blacken the sea.”
“And the hostages?”
“I have not decided. I will call you in fifty-nine minutes. One hour.”
The line went dead.
Robinson said, “He has upped the ante. Why don’t we pay him? The entire world is desperate for the oil.”
“They are not desperate enough to agree to make a payment.”
“I can get this message to the world leaders for you in five minutes.”
“Go ahead and get it started. If we can get some consensus, maybe we’ll make the payment.”
Robinson made the call. In a few minutes the phone would be ringing off the hook with world leaders.
The pair answered the calls as they came in and everyone expressed alarm, however there was no real commitment that anyone wanted to make the payment. Fifty-five minutes later they decided to stop the calls and waited for the Admiral.
“I do not see a payment.”
“Please do not do this. Surely we can work something out.”
“I will call you in three days if no payment is made. We’ll talk about sending more tankers to the bottom. Hostages will not be harmed today. Next time will be different.”
“I implore you not to do this. I know you will be paid before the deadline.”
“Turn on your TV and you will see how I feel today.” The line was broken off.
Landenberger pressed the remote and flicked through the news cable channels and the main networks that were announcing that they were breaking in with a special news bulletin. They all had it. Announcers were sitting at news desks anticipating something from the Admiral.
Landenberger settled on CNN where a news reporter stood in front of a bank of screens with the tankers in view. “We have live feeds from somewhere in the Sea of Oman where the thirty-five tankers are controlled by Admiral Mahdi and his Somali Marines. Since the initial hijacking of twenty-seven tankers several ships had attempted to navigate the area and all were taken hostage and the number is now up to thirty-five. All attempts to find the whereabouts of his base have been unsuccessful. It has been rumored that the original encampment in Somalia has been abandoned sometime after the Russian peace agreement and that that they are probably now located in Oman or Yemen.”
The Admiral appeared on one of the screens.
“Here is Admiral Mahdi. Yes, this appears to be the Admiral—”
“Your countries have been slow to make a payment.” The voice was deep and resonated a bitterness — an anger that was terrifying. “In the last hour I have spoken to President Landenberger and he informed me that your leaders were not willing to make a payment today. I have been patient until now. Your world leaders were informed that no payment today would lead to what you are about to witness. If I do not receive a payment in three days I will do more of the same. No hostages will be harmed today. Next time I may not be so compassionate.”
The TI Asia and the TI Oceana supertankers filled the screen while the Cabinet members watched from the WHSR.
“God!” exclaimed Deshano. “He has chosen the two largest supertankers in the world. This is not going to be pretty.”
Both tankers exploded simultaneously in a fiery blast that sent black oily clouds into the sky. Both split in two and slowly slipped into the waters. A helicopter shot displayed the sludge working its way in all directions across the sea. Another camera, some ten miles away, showed the mushroom cloud growing like a cancer, blackening the sky.
“It is an environmental disaster that makes Valdez look like a picnic,” muttered Melissa Farnsworth.
Robinson hunted up the supertankers on his laptop. “These ships carry 550,000 tons DWT.”
“DWT — What is that?” Farnsworth and Adelberg hovered over his shoulder.
“Let’s see… it means dead weight… the amount that a tanker can hold. Let’s compare that with the Valdez. I see ten-million gallons spilled into Prince William Sound. The tanker held fifty-three million gallons…!”
“That means about one-fifth of the oil spilled into the water.” Farnsworth calculated in her head.
“There is no DWT figure jumping out at me here. All we know is it was smaller than the two they blew up. We would need a mathematician to calculate gallons and tons. I don’t know about you but tons scare me.”
“At the very least this is a hundred times bigger spill — probably a thousand.”
“The Valdez spread eleven thousand square miles of ocean and it will take thirty years, even with the clean up, to return somewhat to normal.”
“We just witnessed the largest environmental disaster in the history of the world.” Farnsworth stared at the screens and shook her head. “It will cover somewhere around one million square miles. These numbers are beyond comprehension.”
“And look at that cloud. There is going to be sludge falling from the sky for thousands of square miles.”
Bumgardner laid his spectacles on the desk and stared at the sinking vessels. “My God — what have we done? We played politics when we should have paid the ransom. It should have been clear to us from the beginning…. This is worse than an atomic bomb. Thousands — no tens of thousands will die from the aftermath of this spill. Millions of wildlife… it is incomprehensible.”
Landenberger muttered, “And he has thirty-three more ships. My God I could have stopped this.” He stared at the screen, frozen with the role he had played in this. The others hovered around him. Farnsworth burst into tears. Some prayed.
Robinson was in shock with the numbers. He should have looked at this beforehand. Now it was too late. It was Pandora’s Box unleashed. There was no going back. And he was a part of it. He could have focused on this and convinced Landenberger to pay the ransom. No — he recommended that he work with the UN and come to a consensus. We are all fools. The world trusts us to do the right thing and now this. We were wrong. We were so wrong. May God forgive us for our folly.
Landenberger straightened his tie and took a deep breath. He sat silently for nearly a minute while the others gathered their composure. “Bumgardner….”
“Yes, Mr. President.”
“Get your generals down here. We are going to save the hostages.”

Chapter Twenty

April 8–6:18 P.M. The White House Oval Office, Washington, D.C.
Within the hour, protestors stood outside the White House with picket signs.
WE WANT GAS!
Landenberger, Robinson and Whittman were deciding if and when to call a press conference. Bumgardner was meeting with the brass in the Pentagon formulating the war plan for saving the hostages and regaining control of the oil tankers.
Whittman was not excited about facing the press. “We don’t have anything to say that they don’t already know.”
“We could calm them — give them some sort of assurances that there is no reason to panic.”
“They have heard that before and it has done nothing. If you do this I am telling you they will crucify you within the hour.”
Robinson suggested, “Maybe Whittman could go out there and not say much of anything. Tell them that the president is concerned and is taking this seriously.”
“They will ask what is he going to do and I can’t tell them he is making plans to settle this militarily.”
“You tell them that the president is looking at the problem etc. — the usual song and dance that you do so well.”
Whittman looked at the president.
“Do it. Announce a press conference in fifteen minutes. My presence would only fan the flames like Houston has said. I have better things to do.”
Whittman pulled out his BlackBerry and left the Office.
Landenberger paced the Office and glanced out the window at the protesters. He removed his coat and tie and rolled up his sleeves, something Robinson had never seen until this moment. He rested his elbows on the desk — then placed his palms to his face and wrung his hands.
“We are going to end this whole thing ASAP. We have fiddled around too long and we are going to get that oil back. I don’t care how we do it—”
The light on the red phone began to pulsate.
“Hello.”
“President Landenberger. If I was a betting man, I would bet you could use some good news,” the familiar voice of Kuznetsov broadcast over the speaker.
“I think all of us could use some refreshing news.”
“I may have some for you today. We are going to begin our new relationship a bit earlier than planned.”
“Good.”
“The Canadians much like yourself have been caught short of oil recently and ordered a tanker from us a week ago. Their citizens have tightened their belts more than they anticipated and they called me a few minutes ago and asked if I could find another buyer.”
“When would it arrive?”
“Would tomorrow be soon enough? It is only a few hours from your shore.”
“Yes that would be more than I could have hoped for. Let’s make this our first delivery. It is a historic moment.”
“Good I thought you might want it. I’ll see that arrangements are made with your oil companies. The tanker could bring it into the New York Harbor if you wish.”
“That is a grand idea. We could turn this into a news event.”
“That is it then. I will make the arrangements and the tanker should arrive in the Harbor in about six hours. I am happy to do this for your country. Goodbye”
Robinson smiled. “You can take credit for this. It was you who made the deal with the Russians and this is the official beginning of the relationship. The timing could not be better. This is a small thing — a tanker of oil — but it will be a step in the right direction and give hope for the price of gas next week.”
“The press conference is going on now — we have no time to write it down.”
“I’ll go out and relay it to him and he can take it from there with his silver tongue.”
“Go do it now. I’ll wait for you here.”
Landenberger pressed the remote and watched the press conference that was going on down the hall. Robinson whispered the message to Whittman as he turned his back to the press and sipped on bottled water. When he faced the press it was apparent from the smile on his face that he had the ammunition that would save the day.
“I have good news for you. The president did not want to announce this until he was absolutely sure he had nailed down an agreement with President Kuznetsov. Apparently we will have a tanker of crude arriving from Russia….”
Robinson entered the Oval Office and watched the broadcast with the president.
“… sometime around midnight. It is my understanding that it will enter New York Harbor as a kind of ceremonial gesture as this event hails a new relationship with Russia that looks to expand its customer base with all the recent oil discoveries within its borders.” He went on to tell how fortunate we were to have a president working behind the scenes to make our country more secure and it was a signal that the crisis would soon come to an end.
* * *
Robinson found his home in Baltimore, hung up his coat and removed his tie. He gave his mother a kiss and asked where Dad was hiding out. “I’m a bit concerned. He left an hour ago on his bike and should be back by now.”
“I would not worry. He’ll be back in a few minutes, I’m sure.” Robinson read the paper and decided to hunt down his father who exercised by riding down to the park and back. He hopped in his Dad’s Buick Rendezvous with DSS agents following behind and found him sitting on a park bench. “Are you OK, Dad?”
“I am fine — just fine. I thought I would stop and rest awhile.”
He does not look that well. “I can get you to a hospital if—”
“There is no need for that son. It is good of you to be concerned. It is a little indigestion. Your mother made pizza and the pepperoni sometimes brings up a little gas. I could use a ride back to the house.”
Robinson tossed the bike into the back and drove his dad back home. The DSS were a little concerned, however Robinson waved them off. He settled his dad into his chair. Mom inquired from the kitchen and he assured her everything was fine.
Dad decided to listen to his records and asked Robinson to find the Jimmy Durante album. Robinson sat beside and listened to the scratchy record for the millionth time. It was great fun to see his dad amused at the same songs and comedy routines over and over again. He imagined that few young people had ever heard of Jimmy Durante, Ethel Merman, Eddie Jackson or Satchmo. It was a golden era that came to life every time the needle touched “Club Durante.” Dad closed his eyes and laughed at the exchanges between Jackson and Durante. “I’d like a root beer. Could you get one from the fridge son?”
Robinson walked into the kitchen where Mom was making a lemon pudding and returned with a glass of ice and a can of root beer. Robinson could feel it in the air. His dad was gone. He sat down the can and the glass and listened to the record beside his dad. This is what he wanted. No rushing off to the hospital. No pain no suffering of any consequence. He lived a good life and died happy doing the thing he loved the most; riding his bike, listening to Durante beside his son in the comfort of his own home. I will be fortunate to live as well and do the same.
Tears streamed down his face.
* * *
The networks broke from the late night comedy shows to bring news of the arrival of the Russian tanker in the New York harbor. A tank of gas had run well over fifteen dollars a gallon that day and anything to help alleviate the burden was appreciated.
The mayor of New York stepped up to a bank of microphones while search lights scanned the sky. The Statue of Liberty stood behind with lights shining upon it. “It is a pleasure to see our first tanker from Russia arriving in our harbor and New York opens its arms to our Russian friends in a new era of peace and friendship.”
The Hellesont Metropoli led a parade with a dozen tugs following behind. It circled around Liberty Island while a band played the Star and Stripes Forever. A cheering crowd stood by and waved American and Russian flags. The NBC announcer stood among the crowd and asked why they were there.
“Bless the Russians!” exclaimed an older woman waving an American flag. “I am so happy to be here and witness history. We have come a long way since the Berlin Wall.”
* * *
The SecEn explained the bad news as best he could.
“The Russian trading is not going as well as could we had hoped.”
“Go ahead.” Landenberger had a meeting with the Pentagon generals coming up and was behind schedule and Morrell was talking to him as they raced down the hall followed by DSS agents. He looked at his watch as they approached the stairwell.
“The Russian oil companies want Euro dollars. It seems our own dollar is falling and they want something more substantial.”
“Ok then, we can do that. It is a matter between oil merchants.”
“Yes, it is a minor detail. They also are talking of trading for other commodities as well like wheat and barley. I remember we did something like that in the past and it worked out well.”
“That is all I have right now. You might wish to talk to some of your financial advisors about this as they can explain it better than me. Several other trading partners are talking the same language.”
“OK thanks. This is the first I have heard of this. Thank you.”
* * *
A small TV station in New York picked up the trend early.
A reporter stood at a terminal in New York International interviewing a departing passenger while he waited in line to check his baggage. His wife and family stood off to the side.
“Can you tell me why you are here today?”
“I am flying to Moscow as I have a very lucrative job offer there.”
“May I ask what it is you do?”
“I am an electrician.”
“Electricians make good money here and I see you are leaving your wife and family behind.”
“My hours were cut and I cannot afford traveling to distant worksites. It was a downhill slope and then in came this offer. My wife and family will receive much of my pay and it is my hope to get settled and eventually send for my wife and kids. My understanding is that Russia is a booming economy and I anticipate doing very well there.”

Chapter Twenty-one

April 9—11:59 A.M. The Iranian Desert
More bad newswas about to reach the Western nations.
Shaq Al-Awzai felt confident the test would do well today. It would not compare with the first however it was equally important. It was felt that the smaller two megaton bomb could be used in warheads that could be carried by the Shabib-2 and 3’s.
General Hanbal handed him the encrypted phone. “Tehran for you, general.”
“Shokran.”
The Supreme Leader inquired, “It is a great day for our country. Is all going as planned?”
“We anticipate no problems. One never knows.”
“SIX FIVE FOUR THREE….”
The ground heaved upward fifty miles away; then sputtered back into place. This time there was no great rumbling, no flickering of the lights.
A technician held up the report and waved it in the air. “It is a success. 1.8 megaton!”
The screens flickered to life with the image of The Supreme Leader who raised his arms to bless the crew. “You have done well my sons. Remember to treat women and children with respect as they are our future. Today we have enjoyed the blessing of Allah as we endeavor to make the world a better place for them.”
A bell sounded and everyone knelt on their prayer rugs and bowed to Mecca. “There is no God but Allah and Muhammad is his prophet.”
* * *
Khalilullah 'Abd al-Wahhab received the phone call minutes before he was scheduled to take the podium before the Assembly. The test had been a success and this was his opportunity to make the announcement. General Hanbal sat at his side and said, “Why make anything of it. They will certainly know shortly. It is best to say nothing and let it go. We have the power to make nukes and there is nothing they can do about it. One day we will wipe Israel off the planet in the blink of an eye. To flaunt this is to invite trouble, a tactical error.”
Khalilullah 'Abd al-Wahhab walked to the podium and smiled wickedly. “I would like to announce that my country has completed another successful nuclear test a few minutes ago. Our intentions are honorable and as I have always said we do not plan to use the weapons for anything other than peaceful purposes. If an evil force should attack our borders we would certainly defend our border with these weapons. We all know that there are nations that would seek to violate international law and overrun our borders and given the opportunity would choose to devastate the Muslim world. As for sanctions against us for our weapons of peace program, we can say that they are sadly misplaced if they think our citizens would give it any thought. For they know that our hearts are pure and that Allah is with us. We are a people that praise the glory of Allah, the one true God, and know that he is with us in our endeavors. We know it is prophesied in our holy book that one day fire will rain down from the heavens and destroy the Zionists without our assistance. That day could very well soon be upon us.” He went on for the next hour to quote the Koran and rambled on about Allah being on the side of Iran. Those in attendance had heard this many times and pulled the earplugs with the translations from their ears. Many used it as an opportunity to take a break.
* * *
Time was of the essence and Robinson held a funeral that afternoon in Petoskey. Dad had purchased the burial plot and made arrangements some ten years earlier. Mother would one day be buried alongside.
Nearly a dozen old friends and neighbors attended the service at the church and later at the graveside. His younger brother flew in from Vegas, offered his condolences and headed back.
The gravesite was a beautiful place overlooking Lake Michigan and with or without the cemetery the view was worth the trip. The clear blue water stretched to the horizon and a coal tanker could be seen drifting along in the distance, a wisp of smoke trailing behind. A flock of seagulls had settled on the white sandy beach. Others bobbed in the waves between a sandbar and the shore.
After the service Robinson drove mom over to the house that he had insisted not be sold. There were too many memories to abandon it. He paid the bills and hired locals to take care of the place. He had found time to visit twice in the decade and each time he returned he felt it was worth the expense. His mother’s eyes lit up when they pulled up front. They found their way inside and saw that it was exactly as they had left it. The scotch plaid upholstered furniture, the flowered rugs were all in place and Mom’s Christmas ceramic village purchased at K-Mart was set up in a corner of the living room. The walls were adorned with paint-by-numbers oils and puzzles that had been glued and placed into frames. Dad’s old record player was there and Robinson had brought along some the LP’s on the trip. He brought out the Duke’s and put it on while they talked about the good times they had there.
Dad had purchased the LP about thirty years ago. That was long before the internet when a customer would purchase an album without really knowing how it would sound. Whenever Dad purchased one he did not like, he always called it a “dud” and carefully put it away never to play it again. Dad would take him along on the trips to the record store and he would help comb the racks for something that might be interesting. Dad seldom listened to the radio as he was not interested in rock ‘n roll and for the most part was “buying blind.”
“This looks like a good one,” he announced when he found the Dukes. “It says here that they play in Las Vegas and that they had to stick them in a back room because the customers were drawn away from the slot machines.” The irony held an appeal for him and he took the chance laid down his $2.95 and had his member’s card punched. On the way home they had to stop in at the Radio Shack, pretend to be shopping then get the battery card punched on the way out. “Ten punches and they give you a battery,” he said as he stuck it in his back pocket.
When they arrived home, Dad ripped open the plastic wrap and touched the needle to the vinyl. He could tell in ten seconds if he was going to like it or not. He played the Dukes over and over for nearly a week. “They are quite amazing don’t you think, son?”
“They are the best Dad. You came out alright on that one.”
Robinson opened the cabinet drawer next to the records. Nearly a hundred or so batteries were still there neatly arranged. He would need to throw them out as some were starting to leak acid. He might buy some new ones. Dad would like that.
Mom had gone into the kitchen and made sandwiches from a bag of groceries they had brought on the rented Cessna. He decided to leave the CJ3 in DC as this was a personal trip and he did not want to use up his four allowed perks. She said, “Honey. Do you want one or two?” believing that Dad was listening to the records. The Alzheimer’s was at work playing its deadly game.
“Dad wants one. He is not that hungry.”
Life — it was often bittersweet. Robinson began to come to terms with his own mortality and knew that there would forever be an empty place in his heart from that day forward.
An hour later they drove down the street to Carol’s old house and stood out front with the white picket fence. Mom started to walk up the sidewalk and Robinson held her back. “Carol is not home right now. We’ll come back another time, Mom.”
“She is a good girl. She loved to go with you to the beach. I always thought she might be the girl for you.”
“She was much younger than me — too young.”
“You are right. She was a good girl. She still calls me. Did you know that?”
“Yes, you let me know every time she calls.”
“And she always asks about you.”
“Yes Mom.”
“She works for the Red Cross.”
“I remember.” He turned her around and they stepped into the auto. Robinson wondered if it would be the last time his mother would ever see Carols’ house. They sped off for DC and never looked back.
* * *
Robinson briefed Landenberger on the discussion with Harazi. He handed the slip of paper the prime minister had given to him to pass along. “He said you would know who this is.”
Landenberger read it and sat back in his leather chair. “I see.” He suddenly looked very serious, his brow furrowed. “Did he say how he happened to obtain this name?”
“He did not offer and I did not ask.”
“Did he tell you who this man is?”
“Yes he did so we might as well be open about this.”
“This is supposed to be top secret information and known only to a few world leaders and he was not one of them.”
“I imagine someone at the top let him in on it.” Robinson poured himself a cup of decaffeinated coffee. “He wants this man released into his custody as they want to use him to infiltrate the Iranian nuke program. He thinks of the man as a powerful weapon.”
“I had never thought of Chris LE Blanc quite that way. They call him ‘The Wizard’. He was a wise guy accountant for one of the Brooklyn operations and set out on his own when they turned on him for embezzlement. We tend to capture the criminals in our country, then lock them away and forget them.”
Robinson poured himself a cup of coffee and placed a second cup on Landenberger’s desk. “We might be wise to keep him for ourselves,” he suggested.
“That would be a turn of events, would it not?” He stirred two cubes of sugar into the coffee and looked at his watch. “Maybe in time we could use his talents. I would hate to think we could not find an honest citizen with the same talent. He probably told you how dangerous he is when he is near a computer.”
“He did promise that they had the means to keep him under control.”
“We have been supplying Israel with military hardware for years and imagine this could be a part of that. They would not have asked unless it was important to them.”
“It is about their only hope. They have been trying to get operatives inside Iran, set up snitches and such, and have not had much success. This is how they plan to do it.”
“Did he happen to mention any details about what they plan to do once they have him?”
“I did not think it was my business. Some things it is best not to know.”
“I suppose you are right — there would not be much point in making a lot of plans and then find you don’t have the talent to pull it off.”
“It could be that it is a vague idea and they would narrow it down once they have him in hand. It is likely that the Wizard would have ideas that they could not imagine.”
“Yes the criminal mind thinks much differently. He will have ideas of his own, I would bet.” He pushed back his chair and placed his hands behind his head. “They want him. They can have him.” He swiveled around and stood looking out the window. “I’ll get this going immediately. Be sure to keep this under your hat. You can freely discuss this with Deshano as he is the only other person who knows about this.”
He glanced at his watch.
The phone rang.
He answered, “I’ll be there in ten minutes,” then hung up. “It is time for our appointment with the Pentagon. They said they might have something by now.” The pair walked down the hall with the DSS trailing behind.
* * *
Five-star General Duke McCallister stood in front of a plasma screen live satellite feed addressing Bumgardner, Deshano, Costanzo, and the military brass. Landenberger and Robinson walked into the briefing war room and. everyone started to rise to their feet however the president waved them back. “OK — let’s see what you have for me today.” The pair found chairs at the front.
“It appears that the targets are very much stationary and spread somewhat randomly throughout the Sea of Oman and the Arabian Sea.” He used a pointer as he talked. “We know that there are somewhere around six to eight Somalia Marines armed with AK-47’s, RPG’s and pistols aboard each one. They have ten hostages on each vessel and they keep everybody hidden inside the hull. They are smart enough not to expose themselves although we have a pretty good idea that they keep everyone in the sailors’ quarters. Our infrared technology doesn’t help that much as the decks are made of steel, but that is not that important to the mission as our men can search the ship quickly and remove the hostages regardless of where they might be found. Our mission is to remove the hostages and to secure each tanker simultaneously. Anything less would not be effective as they are in communication with each other via an undetected command center. We imagine it is somewhere on the coast of Oman.
Our plan is straightforward. CENTCOM will direct Operation OMAN.
We will use our submarines to deploy our forces under the cover of darkness, eight p.m. our time, the day after tomorrow. There is little moonlight — and when all are in place we will give the signal to begin. Each team will engage the targets as needed, then neutralize the hostile forces and take control of the ships. The hostages will be helicoptered to the USS George H.W. Bush for debriefing, from there to Bagdad International and then to D.C. for a photo shoot with the president. Prisoners will be taken to the USS Enterprise then returned to the Russians in Somalia where the government will deal with them.”
“And the tankers?” inquired Landenberger
“They will deliver oil to their destinations. We assume the crews are still onboard and can complete that part of the mission.”
“What assurance do I have that this will all go down well?”
“Our models indicate a ninety-four percent chance of complete success and there is the possibility in an operation this large that one or two of the tankers might incur some losses.”
“What might that be?”
“Some hostages might be killed. Some of our men may be killed in the line of duty.”
“That is the price of war. Let us pray for the best and hope that it goes well.” Landenberger stood and addressed the brass and cabinet members. “This looks like a well thought out plan. I am confident we can do this and in the end we will all stand tall. We will be stronger for having taken this action against a fierce enemy that takes women and children as hostages. God bless America.”

Chapter Twenty-two

April 10—7:59 A.M. The Prime Minister’s office, Jerusalem, Israel
Prime Minister Harazi prepared a hot cup of coffee and opened a box of baklava that he had sent to his office each morning. He boiled a pot of water, added coffee and watched it boil up before pouring it into a cup. He sipped the coffee and peered out the window as the sun came up. Soon Dazdraperm entered and pulled up a chair then began reading the editorial in the Jerusalem Post. Harazi pressed the remote and watched the news on Channel 2. The pair was accustomed to one another, neither offering nor giving little more than an acknowledgement that the other was there, much like a married couple.
The phone rang.
Harazi listened to the frantic voice,” This is General Alabbar. The Iranians have launched a missile and it appears to be headed directly for Jerusalem!”
Harazi relayed the message to Dazdraperm and put the general on the speaker.
“We will know in several minutes if it is a Shahab-2 or Shahab-3. We are evaluating it now on our satellite links.”
“What is the ETA?”
“About thirty minutes. It is picking up speed so it could be less than that.”
“Prepare our anti-missile system and be ready to launch on my command. Place the military on red alert and notify the radio and TV stations that a missile has been launched. Stay at your phone for further orders.”
“Yes, Mr. Prime Minister.”
Harazi was worried. In half an hour we could all be dead.
Dazdraperm paced the floor. “We must think about a counter strike. We cannot let them launch a nuke at us and simply sit here watching it fall from the sky. We have the ability to intercept it — I hope we do. Nothing would make them happier than see us sit and do nothing.”
“Nuke? We must use our heads and figure out what this is all about. We know they would like to wipe us out.”
“There is only one missile? If they choose to they could launch many. Khalilullah 'Abd al-Wahhab danced around that idea only yesterday at the UN.”
“Yes, within minutes of the nuke test he began his tirade about defending himself from ‘evil forces.’ There is no doubt that he was speaking of us.”
The phone began blinking. General Alabbar’s voice came from the speaker. “We believe the missile is an IRBM. It is difficult to confirm as up until now they did not possess one of these. We only know that they were attempting to develop one. It does appear to be larger than the Shahab-3. ETA is now twenty-three minutes. You would need to give the order in twenty-one minutes to intercept successfully.”
* * *
The bad news arrived before midnight.
Landenberger was busy working on the details of Operation OMAN with the generals at the Pentagon and it was getting late when the call came in from the Intel Division. Bumgardner received the call on his personal encrypted line. As he listened he rubbed his eyes and wiped his brow with a handkerchief. Perspiration ran down his forehead. “Put it on the screen in the WHSR.”
Landenberger sensed his distress immediately. “What’s going on?”
He turned to the president stunned with the news. “The Iranians are massing troops at its border.”
Suddenly the room was a flurry of activity and info gathering. Steven Prottenger, Costano and Deshano got on their phones and frantically began making calls. The military brass began placing intel on the overheads. Screen three showed the massing of the troops all headed toward the border, aircraft were being deployed from Tehran on two, and the aircraft carriers at sea had departed from the usual routine on six.
“All hell is breaking loose,” muttered Landenberger. “SOMEONE TELL ME WHAT IS GOING ON HERE!”
Bumgardner said, “Your guess is as good as mine. It could be anything from a practice drill to a full-scale invasion of some sort.”
The president looked at the screens. “What do you think, Houston? Are they invading Iraq?”
“It would make no sense. They know our bases are there. It is not their style to be confrontational on a large scale like this. They know we can put up one hell of a fight if they crossed the border and they would end up with a bloody nose.”
Landenberger watched a new blip appear on the screen. “What is that?”
Deshano and Prottenger knew the answer and exclaimed in unison, “They have launched a missile!”
“My God!” The president watched it moving across the screen. Is this the beginning of Armageddon?
Costanzo saw the blip and instantly deduced the target. “It is headed directly for Jerusalem! THE TARGET IS JERUSULEM!”
And it was only yesterday they announced that they were going to defend themselves from evil forces. “This makes no sense. They could not have a nuke on it.”
“Or could they?” Deshano wondered. “They could purchase one from the North Koreans….”
“Or the Russians…,” added Robinson
“Not likely,” countered Bumgardner. “We would have seen the activity in our intel. No they haven’t purchased any nukes. We would have seen anything like that long before now.”
“OK then,” Landenberger wondered out loud, “we don’t believe they have a nuke. So why are we seeing a missile aimed at Jerusalem? It is no accident it is headed for Jerusalem. It would be like asking ‘why are those two commercial aircraft headed toward the twin towers.’ It is not an accident.”
Another phone call came in from intel. “We believe the missile is not a Shahab II or III. It is larger and is probably the IRBM they have been working on recently.”
Deshano said, “That would be large enough to take out downtown Jerusalem with TNT or the fuel alone would do it.”
Landenberger said, “Get Harazi on the phone now. WE MUST MOVE FAST!”
* * *
Dazdraperm took the incoming call on the encrypted line. They talked briefly and both agreed they did not understand why a missile was headed in that direction. “It is President Landenberger. He wants to talk to you.”
“We are considering sending up a defensive intercept,” said Harazi. “We are not entirely certain that it would be successful. We think it would intercept.”
Landenberger said, “We are getting the EIS ready to do an intercept. It will be our first practical use of it. Everything up to now has been a test.”
Harazi could hear Bumgardner on another line in touch with the EIS commander in Redzikowo, Poland. “They are tracking it now. They can deploy their system anytime in the next fifteen minutes. They will accept permission from Landenberger only.”
“Keep that line open. This could go down to the wire.”
Landenberger asked, “How certain are you that your system might work?”
“Not certain at all. If you think you can bring it down, I’d let you do it.”
“That might be best politically. This is a system that has the blessing of the international community. It is pretty much an automatic system. We can always say we had no idea where the IRBM originated and the system went ahead and did its job. It does not take sides.”
“I’ll talk this over with my military and get back to you in a few minutes.” He had General Alabbar on the line. “President Landenberger thinks the EIS can take out the missile and I am inclined to let him do it. Stand by in the event something should go wrong with their intercept.”
“Yes Mr. Prime Minister — standing by with twelve minutes to impact. One more thing — it appears that Iran is massing troops along the Iraqi border.”
Dazdraperm continued to pace the floor. “We should think this through carefully before we authorize anything.”
“Let’s see where we are. The EIS can take out the missile for us. Iran may not have a nuke on board. In fact it is unlikely in that only one missile is pointed at us. They are massing troops along the Iraqi border. What kind of strategy is that?”
“IRBM? Landenberger and General Alabbar think the missile is an IRBM. This was a missile that they were experimenting with, isn’t it?”
Several blew up on the launching pad and they kept it hidden as best they could.”
Dazdraperm looked out the window with his hands clasped behind his back for nearly a minute and then said. “I think I have it. This whole thing is a ploy to get us to launch our defensive system at it. When we take it down they will claim it was a test and that we interfered with it. They will use it to wrangle up support against our evil ‘Zionist’ country that goes about bringing down every missile that comes near it. Of course they will claim that the missile was not nuclear and they will probably salvage the missile to support their claim.”
“If we let the missile land in Jerusalem we will gather Western support against Iran on a scale never imagined until now.”
“Yes, but we cannot allow our citizens to die.” Dazdraperm helped himself to a baklava and sipped on coffee while he took a seat. “They would divert the missile at the last possible moment so that it goes into the ocean. They cannot allow the missile to actually land on our soil. Our own people would insist upon a full-scale war in retaliation.”
“The real clue is the troops they are placing on the Iraqi border. It makes no sense. It is so much saber-rattling. They are attempting to provoke us and the USA. They probably don’t care if it is the EIS or us. They prefer it to be us.”
“If all this is true, then what do we do?”
“We do nothing. We will watch and observe the missile change its course when all looks hopeless.”
“If we are wrong?”
“Many of our people will die however the world will see what they are capable of doing. It could be a wake-up call to the world, much like Pearl Harbor when it awoke a sleeping lion. We may lose a battle, but win the war in time.”
General Alabbar was on the line. “We have two minutes to launch our system.”
“We are going to stand down,” said Harazi.
“The missile is certain to land in Jerusalem.”
“We are hopeful it will be diverted in the next two minutes. Your order is to stand down and not fire our defensive system.”
“Yes, Mr. Prime Minister. We are standing down. Defensive intercept will not take place.”
“Let’s get Landenberger now. We have about ten seconds until he launches the counter EIS.”
* * *
“Landenberger here — we are ready to engage the EIS defense shield on your command.”
Harazi was firm. “DO NOT LAUNCH THE EIS. It is a trick. DO NOT LAUNCH!”
Landenberger said, “Are you positive we have a few seconds. I am ready to give the command to our Poland base. All is in readiness—”
“STAND DOWN ABORT NOW!”
The president gave the order to EIS command. “ABORT. REPEAT — ABORT THE EIS. DO NOT ENGAGE!”
Harazi quickly explained how they arrived at the decision while the screens showed the IRBM racing at mach 1.7 at Jerusalem. If they were wrong they would pay for it with their lives. It was headed directly for the government buildings.
The world seemed to stand still at the Pentagon while all eyes remained fixed upon the pulsating blip that would bring a certain fiery death to the leaders of Israel.
Closer….
Closer….
Landenberger could hear his heart beating wildly against his chest. If they are wrong…? God I pray we are doing the right thing. May heaven help us if we have made the wrong decision.
Prayers were muttered by many. Everyone knew what was on the line here.
Then it happened….
The blip took an ever so slight turn.
It sailed over Jerusalem in three seconds and headed out into the Mediterranean Sea. Several minutes later the blip was extinguished.
A cheer went up in the Pentagon and most everyone found someone to embrace. Landenberger shook the hands of the Cabinet members and the generals while everyone returned a heartfelt warm embrace.
Robinson said, “Well done, Mr. President,” as the two patted each other on the shoulder.
“It is Harazi and Dazdraperm that figured this out. I must confess that I was reluctant to give the order to stand down. It did not appear to be the correct decision at that moment. Thank God I listened. You do not go against the order of a world leader when lives are on the line.” He watched the screens as the troop movements did a 180 at the border and the ships returned to their previous courses.
“Bastards. They should all rot in hell for this.”
“Mr. President… I have never heard such language from you.”
“Believe me — you do not want to hear what I am really thinking.”
“I can well imagine as I am sure we are all thinking very much the same. I harbor no disrespect for anything you would ever say, Mr. President.”

Chapter Twenty-three

April 11— 8:00 P.M The ADX Florence, Florence, Colorado
Larry Deshano wasn’t taking chances with the most dangerous criminal in the world.
The route was laid out from the ADX supermax prison, often referred to as the “Alcatraz of the Rockies” to Denver International, some 123 miles north. He had decided too much could happen in a helicopter and decided to go with a military convoy on route.
Chris LE Blanc, often called “The Wizard” was housed with the most notorious criminals of the decade that included racketeer bosses, unibombers, serial killers, Neo-Nazi fanatics and assorted terrorists. Twenty-three percent had killed inmates in other prisons and were deemed too dangerous to be anywhere else. Prisoners lived in solitary confinement in a concrete 7’ X 12’ cell and were let out an hour a day to exercise alone in a concrete pool-like structure. The guards were their only human contact.
Deshano called in a favor from Robinson and Fegan and asked the pair to take part in the planning and the transfer of LE Blanc. Nearly six hundred agents were posted along the highway armed with 51mm M40 standard issue sniper rifles. Two dozen CIA would move along the highway in unmarked cars. Another dozen armored trucks ran the front and rear guard for the convoy. A trio of Mi-24 choppers would hover directly over the convoy as it moved down the road
Desahno ran over the plan with Robinson and Farnsworth as they waited for LE Blanc to be delivered to the compound within the gates. “Our men will not carry any cell phones or electronic gadgets. We stripped the electronics from the trucks including the radios.”
Farnsworth wondered, “This seems like overkill to me.” She peered over her Maui Jim Stingrays at the twelve-foot wall strung with barbwire. “Are you sure all this is necessary?”
“He is dangerous beyond your wildest imagination — a living breathing WMD that can wipe out the communications in a nation in five minutes. He could turn an electronic toy into a satellite uplink device then use it to grab a hold of the internet and infect it with a virus that would spread worldwide in seconds.”
Robinson added, “We are concerned that his gang of henchmen will try and grab him before we reach Denver International.”
“They are one tough bunch,” said Fegan while he checked his Helwan 9mm and returned it to his holster.
Farnsworth brought out a stick of gum and offered it to the others. “What’s going to keep him in the truck? He could overpower the guards and jump out the back. I know this is a dumb question.” She popped a stick of pink gum into her mouth.
Deshano opened the back of the armored truck and showed her a steel box about the size of a coffin. “He’s going to ride in here like catfish in a pail. We’ve got six locks on it and an oxygen tank so he can breathe while he is in there. He’ll stay in it until he reaches a supermax prison in Jerusalem.”
“I can see you have this figured out.”
Armed guards appeared with LE Blanc walking across the courtyard. “You’ll never make it to Denver,” he sneered.
“We’ll see about that,” Deshano retorted as his agents dropped the box to the pavement as though it contained cheap trinkets.
“What’s this?” He pointed to the coffin-like container.
“It’s a little insurance policy. You are our special guest….”
“You can’t put me in there! It’s inhuman. It’s a violation of my constitutional rights.” The prison guards placed him kicking and screaming into the box and secured the locks. “I’ll have my lawyers all over you for this,” said the muffled voice. The box was loaded into the back of the truck and six CIA jumped in.
Deshano, Robinson, Fegan and Farnsworth boarded a bulletproof limousine and followed behind six Brinks-like steel armored trucks. As they moved down the highway Robinson could see the CIA agents stationed here and there. Overpasses were secured in advance of their passing. Helicopters hovered overhead. He was certain nothing could go wrong.
Deshano ran a command center from the limo talking to his snipers from a headset as they moved down the road. For two hours everything went smoothly. They were a few miles out of Denver on E 470 N.
“Everything looks clear.”
“Good to go.”
“We are being escorted by a dozen motorcycle cops at the bridge.”
“That’s a no go — code red. Those are not our men!”
As they worked their way over the bridge a deafening explosion filled the air and the choppers dropped from the sky.
Deshano opened all channels. “Mayday! Mayday! We’ve been hit on the bridge. Choppers are down!”
The motorcycle cops open fired on the lead trucks. Two burst into flame and rolled over. Abruptly they did a 180 and ran up and down the bridge firing into the tires of the armored trucks. More vehicles spun out of control and ended up sliding on their sides as though on ice. More machine-gun bursts into the exposed gas tanks set off more explosions. A weather helicopter appeared overhead with the words “Denver is Dandy” printed in bright red.
“What’s that chopper doing here?” yelled Deshano.
“Not ours sir — should we take it out?”
“Negative — for now — if it becomes hostile blow it out of the sky!”
Suddenly a tanker truck appeared out of nowhere and blocked the end of the bridge. The truck with Le Blanc veered off to the side and pitched over the rail then dropped into the water.
“Stay inside and keep down!” yelled Deshano to Farnsworth as he stepped to the pavement with a Schmeisser submachine-gun and began firing at the cops as they raced by. Two spun out of control, hit a burning truck and flew like ragdolls high into the air. Robinson lifted a seat and pulled out an RPG then rolled to the pavement as machine-gun fire passed over his head. Fegan ran down the pavement in the opposite direction firing his Helwan 9mm at passing cops.
The weather helicopter began strafing the armored trucks and several flipped on their sides in balls of flame while another pitched over the rail. Robinson lay prone on the pavement. “Lock, load, fire!” The RPG sailed into the air and the chopper exploded and fell into the water. He dropped the RPG and picked up an AK-47 that lay nearby. A cop jumped off his chopper and headed straight for Robinson firing a pair of Ruger Mark III pistols. Deshano saw him and riddled the thug with bullets; then ran forward and grabbed the corpse before it hit the pavement. Another cop jumped from his cycle and began taking shots. Robinson stood beside Deshano and pulled the corpse in front and used it as a shield while he braced himself behind the door. The body convulsed like strawberry gelatin as it was sprayed with gun fire. Deshano dropped to his knees and returned a volley of his own and dropped the cop to the pavement.
“Thanks, I owe you one,” said Deshano while he reloaded this pistol. “We’ve got to see what happened to Le Blanc. See if you can work your way over there!” He pointed to the missing rail.
Six hooded men jumped from the tanker and headed toward Deshano and Robinson. Two dozen CIA had been working their way down the pavement saw them and opened fire. Three were dead before they hit the pavement and the others ducked behind a burning truck. “Hold back!” yelled Deshano, “I’ll get them.” He ran to the limo and found another RPG in the trunk while his men battled in a fire fight. “These people — they never learn,” he muttered as he fired into the truck blowing away everything within fifty feet.
Robinson surveyed the bridge of burning trucks and helicopter debris. Bloodied corpses stretched from one end to the other in what looked like a war zone. The Denver lights came to life as dusk approached. The sun settled in the west turning the sky crimson and mauve. He found his way to the edge of the rail and looked into the muddy water. Below, agents were clinging to the box that bobbed like a cork. An abandoned speedboat hid in the shadows tied to the pilings. Corpses floated like discarded carrion along the surface face down. “Is everyone OK?”
“They had a scuba team down here and we shot’m all,” returned a voice that echoed off the chalky granite banks. “We have a casualty. One of our men was shot with a spear in the shoulder.”
Deshano shouted, “Climb in the boat and tow LE Blanc to the shore. We’ll meet you there.” The agent with the spear in his shoulder cried out in pain when the others attempted to lift him into the boat. “Throw him a preserver and tow him if you can.” Ambulances began arriving on the scene and Deshano directed one under the bridge.
The paramedics waded into the water and brought the injured man to the shore, then loaded him into the back of the ambulance. “He’ll be fine — nothing vital was struck.”
The box was dragged ashore. Deshano stood over it. “We’ve got to open it up,” he muttered. “Too much could have happened. There could be a switch.” He stooped and ran his hands over the box and locks as though he were making love to a virgin. “It appears to be the same box. It would be an embarrassment to ship this all the way to Israel then find out he is not in there.”
Farnsworth examined the LED display. “According to this, someone is in there.”
Deshano brought the keys from his pocket and began opening the locks.
Robinson stood back and aimed the AK-47 at the box. An armored truck was backed up to the shore. Agents stood ready to load the box, all with pistols drawn.
“We should be ready for anything.” Robinson placed his finger to the trigger and braced himself firmly — his heart pounded wildly.
“Yeah.” Deshano released the final lock and lifted the cover.
“Lemme outtahere!” Le Blanc sat up.
Deshano pushed him back. “Your men are good LE Blanc, however my men are better. NEXT STOP — ISRAEL!” He slammed the cover shut and gave everyone a hi-five.

Chapter Twenty-four

April 12—8:04 A.M. Beledweyne Somalia
Carol Turner was about to experience the worst day of her life.
The Russians were coming to Beledweyne and everyone knew that the Bantu gangs were near their finalconsummation. Mogadishu had fallen to the might of the Russian army and they were marching up the Shebelle River valleys toward the second largest city in Somalia.
For the wicked, Armageddon would shortly envelope the city. For the just, it was salvation.
Rival gangs clashed as the Russians marched closer much like pit-bulls trained to kill.
It began when the Jajeele crossed the turf boundaries of the Hawive Gaaljecel. This open act of aggression was paramount to declaring war and soon the streets became a bloodbath where Zastava thirty-nine millimeter machine-guns, grenades and RPG’s turned the city into a war zone. This awakened other clans like the Tswana, Kisyamwezi, and Rumanyo who were soon battling one another in their last ditch efforts to exit the city with bounty stolen from rival gangs.
The Red Cross began settling on the outskirts of the city awaiting the arrival of the Russian forces which was a day behind. Gunfire echoed from the streets when they pulled up in their mud-covered red and white trucks.
Carol Turner pulled the truck to the side of the road and the others fell in behind. “This is as far as we go,” she announced to the others.
No explanation was needed.
“We should have held back with General Dimochka,” said Tanisha Wagner while she shook the dust from her cap. The others agreed. It was not safe. In fact it was much like Mogadishu during the first days of the siege. Dimochka held back the Red Cross from entering the city and had his men bring the wounded to the outskirts where the Red Cross set up tents. They were surrounded by the army encampment and it was only after a week that he allowed them to venture into the safer parts of the city.
Turner agreed. She held up a pair of binoculars and searched the city below. Gunfire filled the air while smoke rose from smoldering buildings. She could see figures darting about with AK-47’s and Zastava machine-guns shooting at each other. “Yeah, no way are we going in there. Whadaya think — should we camp here or pull back a few miles?”
“Let’s pull back,” answered Wagner. “That is not a Sunday school picnic going on in there.” It was agreed they would pull back and wait until the Russian forces arrived.
A lone auto trekked from the city and pulled to stop. A ragtag Bantu jumped out and showed them his friend with a bullet wound in the leg. “The Jajeele shot him. We were shopping in the market and shooting broke out. Please help him.”
They loaded him in the truck and pulled the convoy back from the city.
As they were driving down the road Turner and Wagner chit chatted. Wagner began in her usual flippant manner, “I don’t know about you but I could use a vacation in the States. I’d like to walk down the street and order a burger at McDonald’s, shop at Meijer’s and have a real roof over my head at night. A bubble bath — hot soapy suds would be nice.”
“That sounds inviting. The two-minute regulation showers just don’t cut it. My hair is a mess. Let’s talk about something else. We are torturing ourselves to even think about the pampered life we could have back in the States.”
“OK, let’s talk about you and General Dimochka. Everyone’s talking about it.”
“Oh yeah?” She rolled her eyes while she navigated around a pothole that looked like the Grand Canyon. “How many times have I told you he is a father figure? He thinks of me as his daughter. He’s twenty years older than me.”
“If I were you I’d be careful. One day he’ll make a move on you and you better be ready.”
“Pssst!” Give it a break. I’m part Russian and he says I could be the spitting image of his daughter.”
“All those moonlit nights in his tent—”
“And it is fifteen years, not twenty. Do all of you sit around figuring out this stuff when I’m not around? OK, maybe it is fifteen years. What do I gotta say? Hey. I’m just not attracted to him. That’s it. Either you are attracted to someone or you are not. The end—la fin.”
“And I suppose you have a backlog of lovers?”
“Well maybe I do!”
“Name one.”
“There is… then there is….”
“See you cannot find even one.”
“Wait a minute. It will come to me. I’ve got a lot on my mind.”
“Let’s face it your love score is zero.”
OK, maybe it is. I haven’t found the right man. There is no reason to get mixed up in an affair that isn’t gonna go somewhere.”
“You don’t need to marry every guy you meet. Haven’t you ever heard of fool’n ‘round gal? We are in the middle of nowhere. A gal can’t be that choosy.”
“I’ll tell you the truth. Do ya want the bottom line truth?”
“The truth then — that would be a nice change of venue.”
“I had an uncle that—”
“Incest! I knew it. Are you from Arkansas? Did he play a banjo?”
“Pssst! I only called him that. We were not blood related.”
“OK — he was not really your uncle.”
“I was only twelve when I last saw him. He went away to college. He thought of me as an adolescent.”
“So how old was he then?”
“Eighteen. I told him I was crazy about him and he shrugged it off and called me ‘kid’ all the time.”
“So you have been pining away for him all this time?”
“I guess so. I’ve never met anyone who measured up to him.”
“You put him on a pedestal.”
“I never thought of it like that.”
“So what ever became of him?”
“He became a CIA agent and now works directly with President Landenberger.”
“Works with him? Like a secretary, a bodyguard — what’s he do?”
“They call him Watchdogg. He travels around the world and meets with world leaders then sits in on the Cabinet meetings at the White House. I see him on TV all the time.”
“Good God gal! You sure know how to pick’m. Here you are at twelve and get a crush on this guy who eventually hobnobs with the president and the Washington crowd and here you are in this godforsaken country in Africa driving around in a broken-down truck trying not to get killed.”
“That about sums it up.”
“You are one messed up gal.”
“I am not. I am perfectly fine thank you. ”
“Have you even talked to him in all these years?”
“I call his mother from time to time and she tells me what is going on.”
“You are pathetic gal. You should listen to yourself. You call his mother in order to keep in touch?” She stuck her finger down her throat and pretended to gag.
“Cut that out.” Up ahead an auto was blocking the road. The hood was open and steam blew from the radiator. A figure waved a hat. Turner pulled up along side. “Need any help?”
Suddenly he pulled a pistol and pointed it at her while others hidden in the bush came forward with Zastava machine-guns. The convoy came to a halt and everyone was ordered out of the trucks.
Turner asked, “What do you want?”
The scruffy Tswana clan leader answered, “We want everything, the trucks, the supplies—”
“There is nothing of value here. The trucks are nearly empty as we are waiting for supplies. We are protected by international law. If you take anything from us, the Russians will hunt you down like dogs and hang you from the nearest tree.”
“The Russians, the Russians. All I ever hear is the Russians. I spit on them.” He spit on the pavement to make his point and shouted to his gang. “Enough talk. Get them into the back of the trucks and let’s get out of here!”
One grabbed her by the shoulder and began to push her toward the truck. “Wait a minute, you can’t want us! We are nurses and have never harmed you. Others will die if you take us from here.”
“Quiet!’ He slapped her across the face nearly knocking her to the ground. “Get in the truck NOW before I kill you.” He jammed the Zastava into her side and forced everyone into the back of the truck.
“OK, quit your pushing, man,” said Wagner while being roughhoused. “We are going.”
The door was slammed shut and the convoy began rolling down the road. Turner brought out her cell phone and speed dialed the general. “Come on — answer the phone ….” The line was dead.
“Try it again,” whispered Wagner. “He must answer.”
“Something is wrong with the signal. We can’t reach him.”
“Oh oh! We are turning off the main road. They will never find us.” Suddenly one of the terrorists turned to them from the passenger seat and pointed a pistol. “What is going on back there?”
Turner hid the phone at her side and both cried in unison, “Nothing!”
“Where are you taking us?” Turner inquired trying to look innocent with her best smile.
“That is none of your business. You will find out soon enough.” He turned away apparently not much concerned.
She tried the general’s number a few more times. “It is hopeless.”
“Try another number. Maybe the problem is at his end. Hurry — once they search us they’ll find the phone and then we are dead meat.”
“OK, who should I call?”
“It doesn’t matter, honey. Call anybody and tell them to get a hold of the general.”
“OK I am calling another number….”
A voiced at the other end said, “Hello.”
“Thank God.” She whispered, “I have someone on the phone.”
“Good — quit talking to me and tell them what a pickle we are in.”
“This is Carol — Mrs. Robinson I am in—”
“Hi Carol,” said the familiar voice at the other end. “It is nice of you to call. How are you?”
“I am glad you asked. I am in big trouble and need your help. I have been kidnapped on the road to Beledweyn and I need—”
“Mercy! Kidnapped you say? You have called me? Of course anything I can do to help — you poor dear.”
“I must talk fast as they could take away my phone at any moment. You must call General Dimochka in Mogadishu and tell him our convoy has been hijacked on the road to Beledweyn.”
“I must write this down. Can you wait a minute while I—”
“No, do not leave me here. You must remember what I tell you.”
“I will try my dear. My memory is not what it used to be. I really should write it down.” She dropped the phone to the desk.
“Who did you call?” wondered Wagner.
“It is the mother of Houston Robinson. She went to get a pencil.”
“What?” They could swoop down on us at any moment and we are lucky enough to get a connection halfway ‘round the world and the ole bat went to get a pencil?”
“She can’t remember anything. She’s old. Don’t you understand? If she doesn’t write it down our goose is cooked.”
Wagner placed her palms together and prayed. “Dear God. Let the ole bat find a pencil—”
“Quit calling her ole bat.’ She is a very nice person thank you.”
While Wagner was praying Mrs. Robinson picked up the phone. Carol could see this was not going that well. She spelled out the name G. DIMOCHKA. And hoped she wrote it down correctly. “Tell Houston that—”
“HEY — WHAT’S THAT IN YOUR HAND!”
“Tell Houston. For God’s sake tell Houston—”
The terrorist pointed the pistol to her head. “Phone call over lady — hand it over now or I’ll use your brain splatter to wallpaper the back of the truck!”

Chapter Twenty-Five

April 12—2:00 P.M. The White House, The Oval Office, Washington D.C.
Landenberger sat behind his desk discussing the details of Operation OMAN with several cabinet members. Most everything was in place as the generals were over at the Pentagon handling the last minute preparations.
This was the window of opportunity. Landenberger needed to unwind. He had a pulsating headache and was near exhaustion from the stress. He could not remember how many aspirins he had taken in the last couple of hours. He ached from head to toe. His body was crying for sleep. He took three more aspirins and a pain medication and the effects were starting to take hold.
Robinson inquired, “Are you feeling better?” Perhaps he should get some rest. He has much to do later and will need to be 100 % when Operation OMAN is underway.
“I’m fine Houston. I may take a short breather later this afternoon.”
The First Lady, Melissa Landenberger, carried a birthday cake into the Oval Office with her nine-year-old daughter Tabitha walking beside her. She smiled and lit the eleven candles. She explained that the six red candles represented “sixty” and the other blue five made it sixty-five. Everyone joined in with a tuneful “Happy Birthday” and he blew out the candles.
He admitted, “I actually forgot it was my birthday with all the activity that is going on.”
“You work much too hard dear.” She kissed him on the top of his head. “It won’t hurt to take some time out and enjoy yourself for a few minutes.”
The cake was magnificently decorated. Soldiers in civil war costumes were engaged in a furious battle. Cannons fired from opposite ends of the cake, the blue and the grey clashed in hand-to-hand combat in the center. She explained that it represented the battle of Gettysburg and handed him a gift wrapped box with a card.
Everyone clambered for him to open it up. Melissa reminded him to open the card first. Out fell a thousand dollar treasury note Series 1890 that featured a portrait of General Meade on the obverse. Tabitha sat in his lap while she excitedly informed him that it was often called the Grand Watermelon Note because the zeroes looked like tiny watermelons. The president was obviously pleased as he grinned from ear to ear with the extravagant addition to his extensive civil-war collection. When he unwrapped the gift box he found an 1851 cap ball 36 caliber army pistol mounted in a glass boxed frame. A COA claimed that it was an eighty year-old one-of-a-kind hand forged replica of the original that Meade carried with him into the famous battle. His wife said he could view the original one day at the Smithsonian with his family. He placed it on the mantle and said he would always remember this day every time he looked at it.
Melissa handed him a piece of chocolate cake, his favorite, and an assistant from the kitchen passed out pieces to the others.
Robinson sat on the couch with others eating the cake. The president looks happy. No one would ever guess the terrible weight that he is carrying upon his shoulders. He prayed that the rest of the day would go as well.
* * *
Admiral Mustafa Mahdi’s impatience was coming to an end.
OPERATION PHANTOM was proceeding beyond expectations.
The deadline was fast approaching and he sensed the Western World was ready to make the payment. The destruction of the two tankers had been the little nudge needed to set forces in motion. Soon he would be wealthy beyond his wildest imagination and he could spend the rest of his life living the dream.
He watched the screens in the operation center. The Fifth Fleet is doing its best to look harmless. They think I am a fool. He knew they were ready to strike like an angry cobra the moment he made a tactical error. He had the tankers spread all over the Arabian Sea, the Gulf of Oman and some were sitting in the strategic Straits of Hormuz, the narrow body of water that was critical to the oil supply for the entire Middle East.
The Iranians were always using the Strait to pull off saber rattling raids upon the ships that passed that way. Often speedboats would race out waving rifles as though they were going to sabotage a tanker then pull away at the last moment. The Iranian government denied they ever had anything to do with it.
Chatter had been intercepted all day from CENTCOM and then the message came that was no surprise. “There is an encrypted call from Landenberger to the CENTCOM general.”
“Patch it through so we all can hear it.”
He recognized the voice of President Landenberger. “I want assurances that all is in place for Operation OMAN. My understanding is that the timing for the raid upon the tankers is critical. In the event one of the teams is held up, I want the entire operation held back.”
“That should not be a concern. We have nearly everyone in place. In four hours we will have the last six teams in position. We are monitoring the placement carefully and we see no reason for any delay. The weather is fine. Winds are minimal. We are using stealth hardware and there is no way they will ever know we are coming.” The voice was confident. “They will never know what hit them, Mr. President. This will be a day that will go down in history.”
“You and your men are performing a critical task. I will pray that we have no casualties. Remember I want everything done to protect the lives of the hostages.”
“It will be as you command, Mr. President. We will do everything we can to assure their safety.”
“I’m turning you back to SecDef Bumgardner.”
“Bumgardner here. I want those CH-47 Chinooks arriving ASAP after the raid and get those hostages to the Fifth Fleet. What is the ETA on that?”
“It will take seventeen minutes to fifty-four minutes depending upon the position of the ships.
The Hellespont Metropolis will be the furthest out and the Alhambra and the Fairfax look to be about forty-five minutes.”
“The fifty-four minutes is a long time. Maybe you could have some Super Cobras and Apaches in the air so we can secure those tankers a bit quicker. What about the teams with the longer ETA?”
“They are the best teams. We anticipated that and have the best team in place for each engagement. Remember that we cannot deploy any CH-47’s until all of the tankers are in our hands if we want to have the element of surprise. We can be sure that they have satellite surveillance and would be suspicious the moment we place anything into the air….”
Admiral Mahdi signaled to cut it off. This is no surprise. First they do not pay and then they plan to take me by surprise. They will regret the day they tangled with me. This will be a day that will go down in history.
He grabbed the microphone. His voice echoed over the PA. “The Americans have finally mustered some spine and have decided to take matters into their own hands. This is no surprise. They are in the process of placing their forces into strike mode. We have the tankers in position and have let them believe that we are sitting idly by waiting for the ransom.
We will collect the ransom before this is over I assure you. OPERATION PHANTOM is officially affirmative! GO! GO! GO!”
* * *
Robinson decided to take a break and rest at home for a few hours before returning to the WHSR that evening. He hung his coat, loosened his tie and went into the kitchen looking for a ginger ale where his Mom was sewing a button on a pair of slacks. “Carol called.”
“Great, did you say ‘hi’ to her for me?” He found the soda, pulled the tab and drank half of it.
“We never got around to that. She was most unhappy and said she was being kidnapped.”
“Kidnapped?”
“She called about an hour ago. It was most distressing and I told her I would try to help her out although I can’t imagine how.”
“Mom, are you sure you weren’t watching TV and got mixed up when Carol called?”
“No I wasn’t watching TV. I was sewing right here. She said she knew I would not be of much help and to give you a message.”
Robinson pulled up a kitchen chair beside his mom. He was somewhat hesitant to accept the story, but was not ready to dismiss this as being Alzheimer’s playing another cruel joke. “What did Dad say about this?”
“Your father is dead and buried. Why would you ask such a thing son?”
“I am sorry. I became confused. It is difficult to get used to him not being here anymore.” He sipped on the soda. “Tell me everything she said.”
“The call was very short. She said ‘and tell him our convoy has been hijacked on the road to Bele’… I can’t remember the name. I had never heard of it and can’t remember it all. It was Bele’ something.”
My God — she did receive a phone call from Carol and she has been kidnapped. Mom never uses words like “convoy” and “hijacked.” What can I possibly do? She is in Somalia and I am in Baltimore.
“Bele’… I can’t remember! Poor Carol; I can’t remember anything.”
“Was there anything else Mom? Try to remember word for word everything she said.”
“She said she was kidnapped on the road.”
“That’s good — anything else?”
“She mentioned something about a general.”
“Yes a general… and she told me the name. It was important to her that I remember the name. I can’t remember the name.”
“Think about it a minute. Maybe it will come to you. Would you like a glass of water with some ice?”
“Yes. I’d like that.”
He dropped some ice cubes into a glass, filled it with water from the fridge and handed it to her. “I remember now,” she continued. “I told her I might not remember everything so I got a pencil and wrote it down.” She walked over to the desk where the phone was sitting and picked up a slip of paper. “And here it is!”
Robinson took one look. “DIMOCHKA” and his heart skipped a beat. The handwriting was a bit shaky but it was spelled correctly. This was absolute proof that Carol was in serious trouble. This is the name of the general he met in Somalia on that distressing day at the grain warehouse.
The memories flooded back. A vision of the general’s face formed in his mind. There was a hardness that one would come to expect from a man who had seen the horrors of war and yet something compassionate hid beneath the eyes. Dimochka was probably in charge of the campaign to tame the wild Somali cities and Carol was with the Red Cross. Is it possible that their paths had crossed somehow or that she knew he would be the only man who could help her?
His mother looked at the name. “Does that mean anything to you?”
He grasped the paper tightly and gave her a kiss. “Mom you did well. This is all I need in order to help Carol.”
“You really think that you can help her then?”
“Yes I can help her. I need to think for a minute about what I need to do.” I could call Deshano and Bumgardner and we probably could figure out where she is and then work with Dimochka to muster up a mission to rescue her. He was pacing around the kitchen table while his mother attempted to thread a needle. Or I could call Dimochka directly and skip an entire step. In the end Dimochka is the key to this and Carol knew it. That’s why she had Mom write down his name. I should hop down to Somalia, hunt him up and get a mission underway to save her. He saw her trembling hands with the needle. “Let me do that for you.” He threaded the needle and handed it back to her.
He needed to weigh his options. He was a few minutes away from BWI-Marshall and his Citation CJ3 was parked there. He could be off for Somalia in ten minutes. The president had the entire Cabinet that would be there for Operation OMAN. Whether he was there or not made little difference. Every minute could be critical for Carol.
This was a person he had not seen or talked to in twenty-three years but he could very well be the only one who cared enough to help her. She kept in touch all these years through his mother and he never gave it a thought. Now suddenly when she was in trouble she became important to him. He probably would not recognize her when he saw her. Was she frumpy looking? It was difficult to imagine her not being anything but pretty, perhaps beautiful. It did not matter. He was “Uncle Houston” to her, the little girl who swung on the gate and always welcomed him with kisses.
He could make a phone call to the general and then leave it up to him. It was unlikely that she had ever met him. The Russian invasion involved tens of thousands of military Red Cross and NATO multinationals. He doubted that most of his militia had ever met him — the Red Cross workers even less so. If he made a phone call to the general it could amount to little more than placing a report into a database and then lost forever — one of thousands of reports that became lost in the system.
He imagined himself calling everyday and being stiff-armed by a low level clerk.
“Hello. Oh it is you again. Sorry we haven’t any news for you. Goodbye.”
I have weighed my options. I must go and personally take care of this. He called his pilot and told him to get to BWI immediately. I should call Dimochka now. It could be that he has already taken care of this. He called Deshano as he could obtain a phone number in half a minute.
“Robinson here. I need a phone number of a General Dimochka the commander of the Somali Russian operation.”
Pause.
“I’ll have that for you shortly. Is there anything going on I should know about?”
A Red Cross worker was kidnapped and I am following it up. I’m thinking about flying over there and take care of it myself.”
“Is she a friend of yours?”
“I knew her many years ago and she called my number for help. I’m simply going to make a few phone calls and see what is happening.”
“Here is that number. 444–185 922-2954. Use an encrypted satellite uplink.”
“I’ve got it. Could you try and patch me through right now?”
“Dialing right now.”
He listened to the dial up. There was nothing but static. “We’ve got nothing right now.”
“Thanks. There is a good chance I won’t be around for the fireworks tonight. If I’m not there, tell Landenberger I’m doing PR with the Russians in Somalia.”
“No problem and good luck.”
That was it for now. He could fiddle around making phone calls or get on his jet and make calls from there. With any luck he would have Russian troops at his disposal the moment he landed. If the general took any interest at all he would be armed with information as to the whereabouts of Carol.
“Mom — I’m going to find Carol and see that she is safe.”
“You are a good son. Say ‘hi’ to Carol for me when you see her.”
He gave her a kiss on the cheek and was off to Somalia.

Chapter Twenty-six

April 13—7:00 P.M. The Pentagon, WHSR, Washington D.C.
Landenberger took the biggest risk of his presidency.
Operation OMAN would launch him into the history books as one of the greatest presidents of all time or write down the day as another Bay of Pigs, better forgotten by all.
The OC was abuzz with activity.
Five-star generals communicated with the commanders of the submarines and aircraft carriers that would carry out the mission. Nearly two hundred technicians transmitted satellite uplinked data from CENTCOM to the screens in the Pentagon OC. It was an overwhelming force meant to take back the supertankers that had been hijacked by Somali pirates the month before.
Never in American history had such an immense maritime operation ever been attempted. Virtually every nuclear sub became a part of the mission: the USS Virginia, the USS Texas, the USS Hawaii, the USS North Carolina, the USS New Hampshire, the New Mexico, and the Missouri. The aircraft carriers would follow up the initial battle with the evacuation of the hostages with dozens of Apaches and Super Cobras. In all, nearly twenty thousand Navy, and Marines were engaged in the largest single operation since D-Day. Deshano, Bumgardner, Costanzo, and Vice President Prottenger were on hand and lent support to President Landenberger.
Deshano sat at the back overlooking the operation with the president. “Robinson said he had to do some PR work with the Russians in Somalia. He wanted to be here, but a Red Cross worker, a personal friend, had been taken hostage and he felt he was needed there. It was a matter of life and death.”
“He knew there would be many others here and his talents would be better used elsewhere.” Landenberger reached for a cup of coffee. “I would not want to be on the other end of his wrath. His dossier with the CIA reads like a James Bond novel.”
Bumgardner ran over to the pair and he handed a computer printout to Landenberger. “These are details on the drop-off procedure. Each sub had been dropping off SEALS teams on a schedule. Ideally there would be a sub for each team. When destinations are around a hundred miles apart and there are a limited number of subs, we needed to generate a computer program to figure out the schedule. I only mention this as a point of interest. When the USS Virginia makes the final drop on schedule we will be ready to deploy the entire operation on your order. We have set 8:00 p.m. as the moment to deploy our forces. It will be 4 a.m. in the Gulf of Oman of course.”
“It sounds like the generals have it all well in hand.” He studied the printout. “I must admit that much of this is beyond my expertise.”
“No one would ever expect you to have direct knowledge of all the intricacies, Mr. President. This is a bold initiative on your part and all the men and women are behind you on this and are going to do everything in their power to make Operation OMAN a success.”
Prottenger cleaned his spectacles with a white handkerchief. “When this is over I would hope that this is the last of Somali pirating. No one would ever believe a year ago that it would come to this.” He held the spectacles up to the light and rubbed at a piece of dust
Deshano added, “I think this is the last of it. The Russians made Somalia too hot for Mahdi. He is slipperier than a Cajun catfish. One day we will discover where he is hiding and fry him in a skillet.”
One of the generals handed Bumgardner some papers to initial. “We will all celebrate when he is gone. That is sure.” He wiped his brow. “I’m getting too old for this. Another year or two and I’ll be ready to be put out to pasture. It isn’t enough that the Iranians are setting off nukes and launching IRBM’s while threatening to blow away Israel, and then we add to that, this pirating and oil crisis. Let us hope we can get this under our belt and nothing else jumps out at us like the North Koreans with some unhappy surprise.”
“Hand me that paper,” said Deshano to one of the computer techs where a tabloid was neatly folded.
AL QAEDA PLANS TO PENETRATE THE MEXICAN BORDERS.

He flashed the headline to the others. “We won’t need to look that far. Here’s a problem staring us in the face that we haven’t dealt with yet. It says they plan to attack our nuclear power plants, shopping malls and chemical plants. There are unnamed US Homeland Security officials that provide the source for the article and would be reluctant to testify. Whether the information gathered through security taps is true is unknown. Perhaps it is a part of a plot to cover up other plots. That remains to be seen. It is possible those terror squads have already crossed the border and that a vigorous manhunt is underway.” He turned to Costanzo with a grin. “Have you been holding out on us?”
He laughed, “I run a big agency. I don’t know half of the stuff that goes on. I should read the paper more often.” He grabbed the paper out of his hand and leafed through the pages. “Here is another gem.”
CANADIAN BORDER LEAKS LIKE A SIEVE.

He studied it for a minute. “We cannot blame this on you. This is a problem for the DOHS. It says they have 150 mile gaps between inspection stations from Michigan to Washington. Anyone crossing the border is required to check in to an automated station about the size of an ATM. They show their passport to a camera checked by a border agent seventy-five miles away. They do a fingerprint the same way. A reporter decided to check this out and painted ‘terrorist’ on the side of his SUV, then loaded up the trunk with five hundred pounds of silly putty and waved an Iranian flag out the window yelling ‘death to America’ as he drove by the check point.”
“Let me guess,” laughed Deshano. “No one paid any attention to him. Am I right?”
“You got it. Just to be sure it wasn’t a one-time event he drove back though the check point an hour later in the opposite direction and decided to go into the station and then refuse to show his passport or do the fingerprint check. When he told the agent that he wanted to know where the Alaska pipeline was located they told him to wait for an hour so they could arrest him. He drove off without any problem.”
“That is the silliest thing I have ever heard. I imagine it is true though.”
Landenberger said, “Reporters are doing that kind of thing all the time and the article is correct. We’ve never had any terrorist try to slip though there and it would be a waste of our money to beef it up. The only people passing through there are locals going to the grocery store on the other side of the border. Terrorists seem to always want to go through the big high traffic areas like New York. It does not occur to them that they could drive a few hundred miles and easily pass through the border with weapons and bombs hidden in the trunk.”
Deshano grabbed the paper out of his hand and returned it to the desk, carefully folding it back into place. “I’ll be sure to pick up tomorrow’s edition.”
Landenberger listened to his Cabinet members for the next half hour. Reports continued to pour in that all was “Go” for Operation OMAN. He glanced at one of the clocks on the wall that showed Eastern Standard Time to be 7:51 p.m. In nine minutes he felt certain he would give the signal to proceed.
* * *
“OK!”
Carol raised her hands as the pistol pointed at her head. “Here’s your phone.” She tossed it to the clansman.
“Who did you call?”
“I called an old boyfriend’s mother.”
“You lie!”
Tanisha Wagner came to her defense. “She’s tell’n you da truth. I heard da whole thing. She hoped he would come and save her from… whoever you are. Who are you guys anyway?”
“We are the Tswana clan. And who is this boyfriend?” He waved the gun threateningly demanding an answer.
“He isn’t really her boyfriend. He knew her when she was twelve and she had a crush on him and—”
“He lives in Beledweyne? Mogadishu?”
“He lives in the United States.”
“I should be quivering with fear!” he laughed.
“Where are you taking us?” Turner smiled hoping to induce a response.
“You will find out soon enough.”
“What are you going to—?”
“Enough talk. Be quiet or I will shoot all of you.” He un-cocked the hammer and turned around and listened to music from the radio.
Tanisha Wagner was Carol’s best friend, a tiny but sturdy woman with an uncanny ability to find trouble at every turn. Often trouble found her, like hurricane Katrina in ’05 that swept through New Orleans with an abandoned fury. She became a refugee and ended up in the Astrodome in Texas when she decided to return God’s mercy by becoming a nurse then joined up with the International Red Cross. In that she was homeless, the Red Cross became her life — her home — her family — and she welcomed the most desolate places on the planet to ply her new vocation.
Wagner was fearless. She understood the torment and the terror that nature and war could bring upon its victims. There was nothing that could ever shake her faith, that the spirit of God lived within her, and it was her unfounded duty to go where others dared not tread.
Turner peered out the front window hoping she might figure out where they were going. After waiting a minute, she whispered, “Now we have no phone. What are the chances that Uncle Houston would ever come and rescue us?”
“About zip I would guess,” answered Wagner while she pulled at a tangle of her nappy hair. “Too bad that you could not get through to Dimochka — I’d bet that he would’ a come for us.”
Turner could see the compass that dangled on the rearview mirror. “Yeah, it was just our luck. I think we were headed around Beledweyne on some back road and now we are headed west.”
“If we go much further that would take us across the border into Ethiopia.”
“These people are some sort of gang out of Beledweyne. It could be they are moving out of the city because they know the Russians are coming and that is why they have hijacked the trucks. They probably will set up some sort of encampment there. I can’t imagine what they plan to do with us. They must know that we are not great hostage material. Who would ever pay anything for a Red Cross worker?”
“Dimochka would pay to get you back, I’d bet.”
“I would guess that you are correct, however it is more likely that he would track them down and kill them.”
“If they start talking ‘bout ransom money I say we give’m Dimochka’s name and not tell’m who he is.”
“You would think that everyone would know of him.” Carol opened the cooler and passed around bottled water to everyone.
“Not necessarily. This country is a bit backward, in case you hadn’t noticed, and it could be that news hasn’t reached Beledweyne.”
“We could call him “Mr. Dee.” That way they would never make the connection, but he would understand in the event they made a ransom demand.”
“That is excellent! We probably should convince them we are worth a lot of money and get them to call ‘Mr. Dee’. If anyone ever accuses you of not having a head on your shoulders I’ll give them the fight of their life.”
“That’s it gal. Let’s call that the beta plan.”
“What is the alpha plan?”
“You can’t guess? It should be obvious. That would be to jump off the truck and run for the hills.”
“You are probably right. Once they get us to where ever we are going, I imagine the opportunities to make a break for it are going to be slim.”
Wagner pushed her way to the back, opened the door, and peeked out. “We ain’t jump’n just yet!” They were perched on a ledge on a mountain trail. The truck hit a pothole and she lurched out the back and caught herself on the door handle swinging precariously. “Akkk!”
Turner ran to her aid. “Quit playing around and give me your hand.”
“If I give you my hand, I’ll fall to my death. I ain’t let’n go gal.”
She hung there for a minute or so and finally Carol grabbed her by the belt and dragged her back inside. “God — thought I was a goner.”
“Hey! What’s going on back there?”
“Noth’n!”
Turner peeked out the back and could see it was hopeless — at least at the moment. It was a thousand foot drop into a ravine with a river running through it. Probably the Shabelle.
“If the truck slows down for any reason, that will be our chance to jump out the back. If we can do it in a manner in which they don’t hear it, we could be long gone by the time they turn around.”
“Let’s face it. It ain’t gonna happen. Jump’n out of a moving truck is not my cup of tea.”
“Yeah — I hope they don’t kill us when we get wherever we are going.” *
Robinson speed dialed Deshano from the Citation CJ3. He was not having any luck with his calls to Dimochka and he had decided he was not going to call Kuznetsov or Vissarionovich for something like this — at least not yet. If it came down to calling them he would, however he was a long way from that. Dimochka was the key to get a mission set up. In time, he would be answering the phone.
“Deshano here — what can I do for you Robinson?”
“I wanted to be sure the president knew I was not going to be there for the fireworks.”
“Yep — he did not give it a second thought.”
“I’m in the air and wanted to see if I would have your support in the event I needed some satellite surveillance for Somalia later on. My hope is I can work with the Russians and get it from them.”
“I imagine we might have what you need. We have E-3 AWACS over that area. If we have it I’ll work on it with you.”
“Great. Don’t worry about it right now.”
“No problem.”
“How’s Landenberger holding up?”
“Everything is copasetic. It is just another day at the office for him.”
“Thanks. Goodbye.”
It was time to get some sleep. He’d try Dimochka a few more times and then try again when he woke up. He speed dialed his mother. “Mom, I want you to call me if you receive a call from Carol. Keep a notepad and pencil by the phone and write down anything that you might forget.”
“I’ll be happy to, Houston.”
“I’m flying to Somalia now and I’ll be in touch.”
That was all he could do right now. He took an aspirin and that would help him get to sleep quicker. Otherwise he would lie awake worried about Carol. There would be plenty of time later. He washed up and went to sleep.
He woke up with a start. “Carol?” He had been dreaming. The two were in the back yard and he was pushing her on the tire swing hung from the oak tree. She was laughing, her hair dancing in the breeze. She cried she wanted to go higher and he warned her that she was at her limit.
“I dare ya!” He pulled at the rope then brought her to a stop and spun her around facing him. He was startled by her twelve year old feminine beauty. It was more than that, her innocent blue-green eyes pierced into the deepest part of his soul. Suddenly she was both a little girl and a woman. “I love you Houston. Nutt’n can ever change that. I cannot change what I feel in my heart. My mind knows that age works against us and it can never be. Perhaps in time Houston, we will be together….”
It was funny how the mind played tricks on you like that. Suddenly something forgotten for a quarter century jumps out at you and hits you over the head. He doubted that he would have remembered it the next day and now it was uppermost in his mind. I’m going to find her if it is the last thing I do. She was beautiful. I don’t think I really ever paid any attention to her at all. Other girls were always on my mind. She was only a freckled-faced kid that lived down the street.
I wonder what she looks like now? I tell myself she will be frumpy. So many girls I dated don’t look like much now. I look at most and wonder what I ever saw in any of them? I will find her and that will be it. She will thank me and go her way and I will fly back to D.C. Le fin. Maybe we’ll talk about old times back in Petoskey — that would be nice.
He picked up the phone and tapped his fingers impatiently on the desk. Two more hours and he would be landing at Aden Adde and he knew no more than when he departed from Baltimore. Suddenly General Dimochka was on the line.
“Здравствуйте это Генеральной Dimochka.”
The Russian language had never sounded so pleasant. He returned the greeting, “Здравствуйте это Dimochka. This is Robinson.”
“How are you?”
“I have been trying to call you for hours.”
“We’ve been running operations in the valleys and there were some problems with the communications. It is over now we are on higher ground.”
“I need a favor from you today. I am flying in to your location and am looking for a Red Cross worker that has been kidnapped.”
“Red Cross. They are good people. I’ll do whatever I can.”
“The only thing I know is that she managed to make a phone call at approximately eight o’clock in the morning your time yesterday from a road leading to Beledweyne.”
“I am on my way to Beledweyne now. Some of the Red Cross workers moved on ahead of us and must have run into some trouble up there. Give me her name and I’ll see what we can do.”
“It’s Turner, Carol Turner…”
“Carol Turner? My God! You should have said so from the beginning!”
“Do you know her?”
“Of course I do. She is like a daughter to me. My God — if anything should ever happen to her?”
“She was an old friend during my childhood. I have not seen her in twenty-three years and yet—”
“She is a very special woman.”
“I thought so too.”
“Do not worry my comrade. We will find her if it is the last thing we do. I know where she was and can run satellite reconnaissance in order to find her. Eight in the morning you said?”
“Run eight to nine to start the search and then spread out from there if nothing shows up.”
“It sounds like you have knowledge of satellite research techniques.”
“I was CIA for five years…”
“CIA — that is a side of you I would have never guessed.”
“I want to take an active part in this.”
“So you want to play? That is good. You wish to kill those who took her then?”
He hadn’t thought about it but there was no hesitation with his answer. “Yes. If it comes to that I would kill anyone who gets in the way.”
“That is good. I would do the same. Perhaps I can relive my younger days and we could team up on this mission?”
“That sounds fine.”
“I’ll have a chopper pick you up at Aden Adde and bring you to me. I’ll have things well under way by the time you arrive.”
“Sounds good. I’ll see you shortly.”
“After we have rescued Carol we will drink Vodka together and talk about old times.”

Chapter Twenty-seven

April 13—3: 41 A.M. Gulf of Oman
The USS Virginia swept silently under the waters of the Gulf of Oman like a shark looking for prey. Eventually it slowed and then stopped completely floating in sight of the Hellespont Tara, about two km distant. A Navy SEALS Combat Team climbed aboard the specially designed Seal Delivery Vehicle and disengaged via the dry dock shelter from the mother craft. The stealth submarine hastened away under the moonlight and disappeared as though it had never made the encounter.
Inside the lithium-ion battery powered jet propelled SDV was navigation, communication and life support equipment. It carried a pilot a co-pilot and 8 NSCT that had trained all their lives for this mission. All were combat trained and prepared to take out the enemy as required.
The SDS was a “wet” navigation system. When the combatants entered, they were fully fitted with scuba gear and then the module was flooded. They would use the breathing apparatus from the SDS saving the precious air in their own tanks for the mission. This was a fast safe reliable system that incorporated nearly five decades of technology that was considered to be a vast improvement over mini-subs that often resulted in the deaths of the occupants.
When combatants broke free of the SDS they would use the “rebreather” compressed air system in which no bubbles would ever betray their presence to an observer at the surface.
As they navigated toward the Tara a school of stingrays and jellyfish crossed their path. The captain navigated closer to the surface but it was too late. Suddenly the motor coughed, sputtered and quit. “Now we have done it,” muttered Stambaugh as he attempted to revive the engine with the start button. It was no use. He figured a jellyfish had become tangled in the intake. It was one of the few things that could go wrong. “Mahoney, go out and check the intake. Clear it out if you can.”
“Yes sir.” Mahoney swam around to the front. “It is a four minute repair. I’d need to get the screen off, clear the intake and we could be on our way.”
Stambaugh calculated they were about 150 meters from the tanker. “Forget it. We haven’t got four minutes. Everybody out — we’ll swim to the target. Halberg and Pearce can bring the gear.” He toyed with the idea of holding back with Mahoney to make the repair then decided to abandon ship. The choppers would be airlifting everyone off when it was over. The SDS was not that important to the mission from this point. He set the homing signal then closed it down and exited. It would float fifteen feet below the surface until one day a ship would strike it. It wasn’t heavy enough to do any damage. If the brass decided to hunt it down and salvage it, that was their decision.
His team was behind schedule. He reported to the USS Virginia who would relay the delay to CENTCOM. “This is Swordfish II. We got tangled up with marine life and will be about one minute behind schedule. We have abandoned the SDS and are swimming to the target.”
“We copy that. Report the moment you are in place.”
He swam over to the side of the tanker that looked like a towering Mt. Everest where his men had already attached themselves and had climbed the first twenty feet using suction climber gear. On his signal they would jettison the grappling hooks to the rail.
He looked at his watch. They were thirty-three seconds behind schedule. Thirty-one other teams were held back until he gave the signal. “We are good to go.”
“Affirmative. You are good to proceed in seven seconds.”
Grappling hooks were readied. Final checks were completed for the pistols, grenades, and special designed assault rifles. Stambaugh did the countdown from his wristwatch.
“SIX… , FIVE…, FOUR ….”
He confirmed the status with HQ.
“Repeat — mission is good to go.”
“THREE…, TWO…” Grappling hooks sailed into the air….
* * *
Disaster was seconds away….
And no one in the OC could do anything about it.
The stakes were high. The cards had been dealt — the players were at the table. Some would win, some would lose.
“ONE….”
Everyone held their breath in the OC. The president had given the order. Operation OMAN had officially begun. CENTCOM relayed the data as quickly as it was received and the results appeared on the towering plasma screens. Thirty-two teams were scaling the supertankers in the Gulf of Oman, the Arabian Sea, and the Straits of Hormuz on the other side of the world. In a few seconds Navy SEALS would battle pirate terrorists for the control of the hostages, the tankers and 16.5 million tons of crude.
The OC, which had been in a frenzy all day, suddenly became silent. Landenberger could hear his heart beating against his chest.
It was all on the line. His entire life had come to this moment. No one dared talk to the most important human on the planet as the smallest gesture, a muttered order; the nuance of a single glance could not be misinterpreted. The tiniest bit of information could change it all. He watched the screens and listened to the chatter from the teams.
“Swordfish II…, we are nearly to the deck. No sign of hostages. No hostiles….”
“Swordfish II…, we copy.”
“We have boarded the deck and have met no resistance so far….”
“Any sign of hostages?”
“Nothing so far.”
Suddenly a huge explosion filled the air. The screens sputtered briefly then everyone saw the fireball lifting from the center of the Hellespont Tara, the Alhambra, the Fairfax, and the others.
“Swordfish II we see an explosion—”
“My God! The Tara is going down! We are listing badly — permission to abandon the ship. There is no way anyone could have survived the explosion which appears to have come from the center of the ship. If anyone was down there they are dead. The Tara is broken in half and on fire. There is oil everywhere! THE CRUDE IS ON FIRE! We are taking casualties!”
The reports from the SEALS teams were all the same. The tankers were on fire and sinking fast. “Permission to abandon the mission!”
Landenberger was in shock. He turned as white as flour; however he was able to give the order. “Abandon mission!” The order went to CENTCOM and out to the SEALS teams. “ABANDON MISSION! REPEAT — ABANDON MISSION! SAVE YOURSELVES!”
“GET A RESCUE TEAM OUT HERE ASAP! We are in the water. Our SDS is non-functional. The water is on fire as far as the eye can see. GOD HELP US!”
A static hiss ended the transmission. The screens were all the same. Fireball explosions lit the sky as though it were blinding sunlight and black oily clouds reached into the sky. SEALS teams were in the water and one by one the images disappeared from the screens and went to snow. The USS Virginia reached the surface and provided an image of the horizon. The Tara lit up the sky with fiery explosions and hellish fire extended in every direction as the oil slick rippled outward.
The commander asked, “Permission requested to attempt an underwater recue.”
Baumgarder said, “Mr. President, the helicopter rescue will not save those in the water. They are trapped under the floating oil slick….”
“Deploy the helicopters as planned and send the submarines to save the others as best they can. If they get caught up in the oil, they are ordered to abandon any rescue attempts. We cannot risk our submarines for those that may already be dead. Leave the decisions up to the discretion of the individual commanders. If the helicopter pilots deem it unsafe to proceed they may use their own discretion.”
“Very good, Mr. President.” He placed his palm on the shoulder of the president offering a sign of condolence. He whispered, “I am sorry, Mr. President. I’m sure I speak for all of us.”
Costanzo said, “No one could have ever figured it would turn out like this. It is not your fault this happened.”
“Somehow Mahdi knew we were coming,” surmised Deshano. “This was timed perfectly. We may have a plant inside the Pentagon or the Cabinet.”
“Or anywhere in the Fifth Fleet — this was a big operation and anyone in the Fifth Fleet could have leaked it,” said Bumgardner. He rubbed his eyes and peered at the screens with images from the submarines and helicopters. “Anyone could have leaked it.” He chastised Deshano, “There will be no more talk of sabotage from the Pentagon or the Cabinet. It is possible we will never know how this happened.”
Landenberger was numbed with shock. How could this possibly have gone down like this? He wanted to leave and go home and tell himself that this was all a nightmare and that he would wake up and live this day again as he envisioned. Men were dead and others were dying, drowning beneath the fiery oil. Hostages were dead. Crewmen were dead.
He should have paid the ransom and been done with it. He felt it the first day and every day since — today more than ever. Had he paid, it would have been over and done with. None of this would have happened. And it all fell on his shoulders now. There was nothing left to do but pick up the pieces and salvage what was left. From here it would be a mop-up operation — cleaning up the mess he had made. It would go on for months perhaps years before there would be any sort of recovery from this disaster.
Was this the beginning of the end? The US had been at the top of the world order for two centuries. The Iranians were threatening the Western World as never before with its nuke program. The Russians were gaining ground fast with its oil wealth. The North Koreans were testing nukes and missiles and threatening Japan. The Chinese were exploding exponentially in population and wealth with its abundant cheap labor.
Iraq thought of itself as a major Middle East threat to the world and ended up nearly a non-entity now under the wing of the US struggling to hold its head above water. Could the same happen to the US? If the present situation continued and more blunders of this magnitude were in the future, it could very well be the beginning of the end. Better decisions must be made.
I cannot trust myself to make those decisions. I should resign and be done with it. I am not suitable to be the president. I have made many correct decisions, but this overcomes any good that I may have done. Yes, tomorrow I will announce my resignation. The US needs a better leader — someone who can make the important decisions and get America back on its feet.
“Mr. President.” Prottenger tapped him on the shoulder. “I think we can handle it from here. There will be many decisions to make tomorrow. You must be exhausted as you have had no real rest for two days. Go home to your wife and daughter and rest.” Others were nodding in agreement.
I will rest and tomorrow will be a better day. There will be much to do. I may feel differently about resigning.
He stood, brushed off his pants, straightened his tie and left the Pentagon surrounded by DSS agents.

Chapter Twenty-eight

April 13—3: 05 P.M. Beledweyne, Somalia
Robinson sat with two dozen soldiers in the Mi-24 helicopter that wound its way tortuously up the Shebelle River valley toward Beledwyne. Below he could see a Battalion of T-90 Russian tanks all headed westerly along the road strung out like a chain. Refugee encampments became ghost towns as a million citizens clogged the roads headed easterly back to their homes in Mogadishu. Eventually, the Russian encampment appeared below sitting along the edge of the Shebelle, extending about a mile in each direction. Below he could see thousands of tents, helicopters, trucks and tanks stretched along the road and into the lush green valley.
The Mi-24 settled into the center of the mix. Robinson was escorted along the nets of camouflage and half-covered stacks of oil and gasoline barrels that were strewn across the grassy compound. Soldiers sat about in open tents listening to Russian music blaring from CD players while others polished and cleaned Russian AK-47 U machine-guns and AO-62 assault rifles.
He was escorted to a camouflaged tent, about the size of a football field, and inside nearly every imaginable high tech piece of military hardware could be found. Deep within he found the OC with huge plasma screens displaying live geosynchronous spy satellite displays of the Somalia terrain. The battle for Beledweyne was apparently well under way as soldiers, tanks and choppers were already battling in the streets with the gangs that were reluctant to give up their turf.
“Bluebird III — four hostiles in building on right dead ahead with semi-automatic weapons.”
“Copy that. Consider their butts history.”
“Black Snake — hostiles approaching your position with RPG — back off… we are sending Hawkeye to sweep’m out.”
“Backing off….”
“Green Swan VI — suspected Gisèle Teil-Dautrey clan hiding in warehouse loading into a bakery truck.”
“We’ll give them one good thrashing.”
Robinson was led to a reception area where portable partitions were strewn about. He figured this was where the upper brass hung out. A secretary welcomed him with a smile and offered him a steaming cup of coffee. Photos of Stalin, Trotsky, and Russian royalty lined one wall while oil paintings of the Red Square and the Kremlin sat on another. A minute later an intercom signal flashed. “The general will see you now.”
Dimochka gave him a Russian bear hug and a big smile. “Welcome comrade! If there is anything at all you need simply ask. Sit — sit and we will get our mission underway to get Carol back safely.”
“I am anxious to get started and thank you for this fine welcome.”
“It is nothing. I have looked forward to it from the moment you called. My first thought was that the two us could hop in a truck and storm our way into the nest of kidnappers and have a hell of a time shooting them all. It would be such great fun for the both us. Unfortunately we must clean up this mess as quickly as we can and we will chopper in for the mission. Follow me. With your CIA background you will appreciate what I show you.”
He led the way into the OC and had a technician put up a digital image on screen six. “You were correct on the time. You can see here the Red Cross convoy stopping a kilometer out from Beledwyne at 8:03. Move it to 8:08 please. That is it. Back it up. There she is being pulled out of the truck by some Tswana scum.”
“Bring it in close on her if you can. I haven’t seen her for twenty-three years.”
“Of course you wonder what she looks like. She is a beautiful woman you will see. Freeze it there.”
There stood the woman he had traveled halfway across the world to save. She was stunningly beautiful even though the nurse’s uniform did little to flatter her figure. Her chin still receded as he remembered and her face appeared unchanged. Her cheek bones were as perky as ever and glistened in the sun. Except for several silky strands that escaped and ran across her cheek, her auburn hair was tucked neatly under the red and white hat. There was no smile, her brow was furrowed, but what would one expect when you were being abducted? He would have recognized her in an instant if she had been walking down Pennsylvania Avenue.
“She is one-eighth Russian,” explained Dimochka. “She came in one night on some pretext and said she wanted to meet me.” He studied the screen and straightened his hat as he continued. “I could have sworn my beloved daughter was standing before me. The resemblance is uncanny. I could not bear to see her go and now she blesses me with her company whenever she can.”
“I knew her as a little girl and she was beautiful then. I imagine your daughter must have been a joy for you.”
The technician ran the image two hours ahead. “They wound their way around the outskirts of Beledwyne and crossed the Ethiopian border. They are camped about fifteen kilometers inside the border and hiding in a forested mountain slope.”
Robinson could see the figures making camp. Prisoners were roughhoused out of the trucks and put to work gathering firewood at the point of a rifle. He hoped they would not hurt her before he arrived.
Back in the office Dimochka made a phone call to the Prime Minister of Ethiopia while Robinson drank bottled water.
“Good afternoon Prime Minister Ash. We have a little problem on your side of the border this afternoon.” He rubbed his clean shaven chin and placed his feet on the desk as he spoke. “I apologize for the unexpected timing of this call and I normally would have called the ambassador and he would call your ambassador and… well we really don’t have time for all the protocol. It seems that some Tswana citizens have kidnapped a convoy of Red Cross workers and ran across your border. We value our Red Cross very highly and will be picking them up in about an hour.”
Pause.
“My army is cleaning up Beledwyne and it is very probable that many undesirables will be rushing across the border. You might want to tighten up the border along there as you probably don’t want a lot of criminals hanging out on your side.”
Pause.
“I understand that General Hanbal could take care of this, however time is of the essence here and this could be over in the next hour and then there will be no need to discuss this further. I will consider this a personal favor if you would be kind enough to allow this and would anticipate that one day you may need a favor….”
Pause.
“Very good, I knew you would understand. I will keep in touch with you as we proceed with the operation and welcome General Hanbal to retrieve the undesirables from my care if he wishes. Give him my best wishes. It is my hope that this can be the beginning of a mutually peaceful relationship between us.”
He placed the phone on the desk. “We are all set to go.” A broad smile crossed his face. “Let’s go kick some butt.”
* * *
We’ve been out here long enough. It is time to make our move.
Turner had been picking firewood for the last two hours and was becoming tired.
“Hey! Quit your pushing!” Wagner was as belligerent as could be. The Tswana pushed the rifle barrel into her side.
“You are lazy and stupid,” he chided. “Now pick up the firewood and put it near the campfire.”
Turner intervened. She was fearful the gang member would become upset and shoot her. The pair had been like cats and dogs since the beginning “We are both tired. Can’t you see? We’ve been doing this for two hours and need a break. We need something to eat.”
“Yeah,” lambasted Wagner. “It’s easy for you. You simply sit there and point your big ole rifle at us while you sit in da shade. I need some water too. Working out in this sun is working up a powerful thirst.” She flung a stick at him.
“I swear I will shoot you woman.”
“That is enough out of both of you,” said Turner. “We have more important things to do. I want to see your leader and see if he will let us go.” She nodded to Wagner. They were going to place beta plan into action.
“Forget it. He will decide what to do with you when he is good and ready.”
“You’ll be in big trouble when he finds out who she is and how much she is worth. When he finds out you knew—”
“Shush girl, we cannot let him know who I am. Let’s get back to work.”
“Yeah? Who is she?”
“She’s gotta rich daddy…. ”
“Rich?”
“He’d pay big bucks….”
“Let’s get back to work. Pay no attention to her.”
“OK both of you put down that firewood. I’m taking you to Al-Bukhari. Move it.” He marched the pair to the leader.
“The white woman — we can ransom her. She’s got a rich father—“
Al-Bukhari ran his eyes over Turner. “Rich girl, then?” Who would have guessed a Red Cross worker would be worth something. Who are you?”
“I’m only a Red Cross worker—”
“Where ever she goes, I go with her!” Wagner blurted it out. Terror filled her eyes. Turner nudged her side. She was afraid she was overacting a bit. “I want to be included in the ransom!”
Al-Bukhari placed a pistol to Turner’s head. “You tell me who you are or I will kill you.”
“Go ahead and shoot.” Turner crossed her arms and defied the leader. “They will string all of you up when my dad finds out about this.”
“I am not going to tell you ruffians anything. Go ahead, pull the trigger. I dare you.”
A cruel sardonic smile crossed Al-Bukhari’s face and he placed the pistol to Wagner’s head. Your friend will die then. TEN…, NINE….”
“Shoot her if you must. I barely know her. She is nothing to me.”
“FIVE…, FOUR….”
Wagner said, “She ain’t gotta tell you ‘cause I’m telling you. She is the daughter of Mr. Dee… the president of…, ahh… GENERAL MOTORS!”
“General Motors?” He un-cocked the hammer and returned the pistol to his holster.
“Yep, GENERAL MOTORS! Ask for a million or two and he could have it here really quick I’d bet. Remember I get included….”
Al-Bukhari was lost in thought while he contemplated his good fortune. He pulled a BlackBerry from his pocket. “Get him on the line.”
“That phone will not work,” said Turner pretending to be submissive. “You must give me the phone I had earlier. It’s an encrypted line. It is the only way to reach him.”
“Get me her phone NOW!”
A minute later Turner had the phone in her hand. “I am not calling anyone. Shoot me — shoot her if you wish. I am not calling.”
Al-Bukhari was beginning to tire of this. He placed the pistol to Wagner’s head and began counting. “TEN…, NINE….”
* * *
The bad news wound around the world in hours.
Reuters’ reported it first on the internet.
SUPERTANKERS SINK TO BOTTOM
In a confirmed report all thirty-two oil tankers involved in the Somali pirate hostage crisis exploded sending black clouds into the sky that could be seen for miles at dawn (Oman time) this morning. Whether there are any survivors is yet unknown. So far no one has claimed responsibility for the catastrophe.

* * *
The president had left. It was up to the Pentagon and the Cabinet to issue the report. The Cabinet had retreated to the WHSR and called in all the other members for an all-nighter. The VP acted as chairman.
“Our first order of business is to issue a statement to the press about our part in Operation OMAN.”
Farnsworth began, “We must issue a statement as soon as possible. Make it brief and then it may be best to take no questions. We really don’t know what went wrong and questions would all be aimed at pointing blame to the president. We must protect him as best we can.”
It was agreed. Blame would not point at the president or at the Pentagon. It was a botched operation and for all intents and purposes. The Somali pirates set off the catastrophe by their own hand before the operation had been underway. It was not our own forces that set off the blaze and sunk the tankers to the bottom. If blame was to be made, it was at the pirates. They were responsible for this from beginning to end.
Whittman felt that was enough for a midnight White House Press conference. It would be played down as much as possible for the time being. In the morning the fallout would be severe and he expressed hope that more would be known by then. The White House Press could wait for the regularly scheduled eleven o’clock conference for more information.
The SecEn said, “I must let you know that the Strategic Reserve is gone for domestic consumption.” He shifted uneasily in his chair and sipped on a water bottle. “There is enough there to run our military for about ten days. This was the main factor in the president’s decision to try Operation OMAN. Our contracts with Venezuela disappeared with the Chinese coup and that begins in two weeks.”
“May I ask,” interrupted Prottenger while he popped a stick of pink gum into his mouth, “how much of our imported oil comes from these contracts?”
“Somewhere around twenty-five percent. This alone would send our country into turmoil under ordinary circumstances. We have our domestic production as you would imagine at its peak capacity, however we are far short of any stabile market. The oil from the tankers was critical as it was for the EU and any country that imports it oil. Russia is the big winner here as it has brought in many oilfields this year, completed pipelines and exports it in large quantities.”
Deshano suggested, “It makes one wonder if somehow they may have had a hand in all this.”
Costanzo answered, “I can’t imagine how. We are talking about events and countries from all over the globe, all which are not particularly friendly with the Russians. Certainly they cannot control pirates that have been raiding the tankers for a decade. In the end we have ourselves to blame for that. We have the Fifth Fleet patrolling the waters at great expense and then we have made no effort at all to go after the source of the problem and hunt them down with a land invasion. You can pick up any tabloid and that is one of the questions regularly asked on the front pages.”
“And we knew where they were all that time,” interjected Shaughnessy. “Now we don’t even know where they are. We could not put an end to it if we tried now. The Russians seemed to have scared them off and they could be anywhere.”
“That makes one wonder,” said Morrell, “if this is the end of it. After all we never paid the ransom, either the hostages are dead or somehow still in custody. Mahdi’s goal was to make money off this. Can we anticipate that this is merely the beginning and that he will try something even bolder?”
“Heaven help us if this is the beginning,” said Farnsworth. “What could he possibly do?”
“Prottenger thought he had the answer, “He could go after other markets. For all intents he has bottled up Iran. What is to keep him from going after the EU producers — the South Americans. He picked up his operation once. There is nothing to keep him from doing it again.”
“What’s to keep him from going after our offshore oil rigs? That would be an easy target. Hostages are already in place — Americans working the rigs.”
“My God!” exclaimed Farnsworth. “We are so vulnerable.”
The VP spit out his gum neatly in a tissue and stuck it in his pocket. He summed it up, “We should have seen this coming a long, very long time ago.”

Chapter Twenty-nine

April 14—4:30 P.M. 15 km west of the Ethiopian border
“FIVE …, FOUR …,THREE ….”
“OK, I am calling Mr. Dee. You can put the gun away.” Turner speed dialed the number. She hoped he would answer. Up to now she had not had any luck.
“Hello Carol.” She recognized the Russian voice.
“Yes, Dad — how are things at General Motors today?” She hoped he would catch on.
Al-Bukhari jerked the phone out of her hand and pushed her aside. “Mr. Dee — I have your daughter. Would you agree that she is very beautiful? It would a shame to see something happen to that pretty face.”
“Who is this?”
“Never mind who I am. I know you and that is all that matters.”
“Let me speak to her.”
“I’ll let you speak to her in a minute.”
“You want money? My God, you want money. That is it, isn’t it?”
“Yeah, I want $2 million dollars in unmarked American dollars and I want it quick before I change my mind and up the ante.”
“That’s a lot of money. If you hurt one hair on her head—”
“She is fine as long as you can come up with the money.”
“OK I may be able to do this, but I must speak to her.”
He handed the phone to Turner and held his ear close so that he could overhear the conversation.
“Hi Dad — I’m alright, but I don’t know for how long. These are not very nice people. Please pay him and come get me as quickly as you can.”
“Carol, do not worry. I will pay the ransom and come to get you. I want this over with as quickly as possible. You are too precious to call the police or any funny business.”
“Thank you. It is a nightmare here.”
“You have an old friend who is coming with me when we make the drop.”
“Friend?”
“Robinson, Houston Robinson.”
“Oh!” Her heart skipped a beat. My God, Mrs. Robinson relayed the message to him and he is here! He is here for me! There is no doubt that Dimochka and Houston were hatching plans to get me out of here when I called. Thank God for both of them. “May I speak with him?”
“Hi, Carol.”
“Hi, Houston. You sound exactly as I remember. I would recognize your voice anywhere. You are coming with my Dad, then?”
“Yes, of course I will be there. We will talk about the good times we had many years ago.”
Al-Bukhari said, “That’s enough,” and wrenched the phone from her hand. “Put Mr. Dee back on the phone.”
Dimochka said, “I want this over as quickly as possible and I want assurance that you will not harm my daughter. Tell me where to make the drop and we can get this nasty business over and done with.”
“That is very good my friend. I want exactly the same thing. I would have anticipated some delays. You understand that you are not to call the authorities. If you do that—”
“Do not worry. Tell me where you want me to bring the money. You bring my daughter and we will go our separate ways.”
“You are to bring the money to a camp about fifteen kilometers inside the border of Ethiopia. Take the main road heading west out of Beledweyne and stop. We will find you on that road.”
“We are talking about crossing the border. Passports…, border guards….”
“Do not let that be a concern. There is no one at the border.”
“I have a helicopter that I have leased from the Russians. I don’t travel around in an auto. Could I drop the money off that way to you in about an hour?”
“Very good! You will see our camp about a mile off the main road to the north.”
“Be ready with Carol in an hour then and we will make the exchange. If for some reason I am not there, please call me and I’ll let you know where we stand. The only thing that could go wrong is getting that much cash at the bank.”
“Goodbye.”
Wagner was upset. “Hey, what about me? I never heard my name mentioned once!”
Al-Bukhari smiled wickedly. “You are out of luck. If they want you it’ll cost’m an extra million. Personally I would not give’m ten cents for—”
“What? I’ll scratch your eyes out you… you… evil man!” She lunged for him; however he saw it coming and tripped her up as she passed by.
“Put the pair in the tent and nobody goes near them,” he snarled.
“You’ll pay for this!” screamed Wagner as she was hauled off.
“Don’t worry Tanisha,” whispered Turner. “He will pay for this sooner than later.”
* * *
The sound of the massive flying tank Russian Hind-Flarge helicopter signaled the arrival of the “President of General Motors.” Unlike the smaller Super Cobra’s the Hind-Flarge with its jet stub wings propulsion and double deck dwarfed everything like a supertanker alongside a tug. Al-Bukhari calculated it looked more like an armadillo than anything else — one big ugly vicious reptile… something you would step on and kill without hesitation as it was repulsive, a monstrosity spawned by an evil spirit.
When Al-Bukhari heard the unmistakable whirling of the blades that was his cue to dart from the tent and signal his men to wield the AK-47 U machine-guns. The downdraft whipped up sheets of debris and mud that spewed in all directions like machine-gun fire forcing Al-Bukhari to the ground. The roar of the turbos and rotors subsided allowing him to stand in time to see four dozen camouflaged figures emerge and leap to the ground. A Russian and an American wearing Ray-Ban Warriors followed the others wielding Zastava thirty-nine millimeter machine guns slung around their shoulders. This was not what he anticipated. Where was the briefcase with the $2 million?
The Russian general shouted over the roar of the whining turbos that echoed across the valley. “DROP YOUR WEAPONS NOW OR DIE!”
* * *
Robinson and Dimochka stepped from the Hind-Flarge ready to kill anyone who stopped them. A Tswana on the right raised his AK-47 U ever so slightly and Robinson casually riddled him with bullets as though it were a picnic. Another got off a shot and he pulled a 9mm Walther P38 from a shoulder holster and shot him in the chest. The clansman dropped to his knees like a drunken marionette spraying gunfire in all directions catching a trio of his gang members. A pair on the left tried to go for their weapons and the general gave both their rewards in heaven — machine-guns dropped uselessly from their cold dead hands to the mud.
“I SAID DROP’M NOW!” repeated Dimochka.
A line of forty-eight Russians dropped to their knees and pointed the Zastava thirty-nine millimeters at the horrified clan. It was a show of force seldom seen by the Tswana and death had never been so swift. The AK-47 U’s dropped from their hands and everyone raised their hands to surrender.
Dimochka signaled to his men. “Go get the hostages and bring them here!” He looked with disdain at Al-Bukhari while his men searched the tents. “Are you the gentleman I talked to on the phone?”
“Are you Mr. Dee?”
“General Dimochka, you can call me Dee if you want to.” Gunfire echoed from some of the distant tents. One of the gang members dropped to his knees and went for his weapon. Robinson shot him through the head and the corpse fell like a sack of potatoes.
Robinson contemptuously peered over the gang, “ANYONE ELSE WISH TO DIE TODAY?” Everyone dropped to their knees and shook their heads — terror filled their eyes as they peered at the rising body count. More gunfire erupted from the tents. Others were dying by the second. Now they understood close-up and personal the reports from the underground Mogadishu of the ruthlessness of the Russian army. Thousands had died and it had reached into Beledweyne and now to the mountains of Ethiopia. It was clear that the days of the clans ruling the streets were over.
A dozen Super Cobras and Mil Mi-24’s hovered above the oaks and elms searching for clansmen that may have attempted to run off from the mealy. There were a few sporadic bursts of fire into the brush and then it was silent. The soldiers pushed clansmen to the clearing that they found running around the compound and pushed them to their knees. The Red Cross workers came running.
Robinson saw that Carol was among them. He smiled as he slung the Zastava around the back and welcomed her into his open arms. She smothered him with kisses. “I am so happy to see you.”
“Hey gal, what about me?” wondered Wagner. Carol introduced her as her best friend and Robinson found himself again smothered with kisses.
“Whew. This is some reception!” he laughed while he embraced the pair and swung them around like ragdolls.
Carol embraced Dimochka and laid her head on his shoulder. “Thank you for saving me. Thank you for saving all of us.” Tears ran down her cheeks and the other Red Cross took turns embracing the Russian general. It was apparent to Robinson that he was loved by all.
The general addressed the Tswana. “You have defied an international law that is punishable anywhere in the world with death. No judge, no jury, no trial is needed. The Red Cross is sacred. They are the angels among us that do God’s work. They do not inquire as to who they heal. They do not take sides. Theirs is a mission of mercy and the world makes it an unholy act to ever interfere with their mission. We need only to look at the trucks you have hijacked and the workers clearly dressed in their outfits recognizable anywhere in the world and know that you are all guilty of a heinous crime.”
He signaled a soldier to drag Al-Bukhari to his side and had him kneel before him while he pulled a 9mm Walther P38 from his holster and stuck it to his head.
“GOD NO! DONT KILL ME! I BEG FOR MERCY! IN HEAVEN’S NAME, SHOW MERCY!”
“I leave it to those you have kidnapped to decide.”
Turner walked to his side and took his hand and pushed it from Al-Bukhari’s head.
“YOU SEE MY WORDS ARE TRUE! I want all of you to tell every one of the angels that walk among us before you die.”
Mi-14 helicopters bearing Ethiopian flags arrived on the scene and began landing in the clearing about one hundred meters off.
He holstered the pistol and continued, “Unfortunately for all of you the Red Cross does not decide who lives and who dies. All of you will be brought before the courts and executed before the week is out. May God have mercy on your souls.”
General bin Hanbal of the Ethiopian military marched across the field with a hundred soldiers armed with AK-47’s and 7.62 x 39 mm assault rifles.
Dimochka flashed a broad smile and extended his hand. “We meet under different circumstance this time my comrade.”
Bin Hanbal returned the handshake. “I was upset with you the last time we met at the grain warehouse and swore I would kill you the next time we met. After a time I realized how fortunate I was and now I count my blessings. I can only hope that one day I will be as compassionate as you, General.”
“My country was once your ally,” said Dimochka while the Ethiopian soldiers escorted the prisoners to the choppers. “Let this day be the beginning of a new relationship my comrade. It was politics that came between the friendships. Let us not let politics come between us.”
“It was you who taught me that it is a soldier’s responsibility to stand up to its leaders for what it right. Given the same order again, I would not allow it. You may have forgiven us, but I am sure God has not.”
“God will forgive you. You have your entire life ahead of you and if God keeps score, you will have an opportunity to tip the balance in your favor before he passes judgment.”
“You are a compassionate man in every way.” Bin Hanbal looked as though a great weight had been lifted from his shoulders. “May I ask a favor?”
“Certainly.”
“These are the same men that were with me at the grain warehouse and they all wish to shake your hand for giving them their lives. To a man, they are all grateful for your compassion.”
Each soldier took his turn giving a salute and a handshake. The Russian general embraced each and returned the salute.
Dimochka reminded General Hanbal of Robinson’s presence at the previous encounter at the grain warehouse. The two shook hands and exchanged pleasantries and then introduced Carol Turner. “She is my little angel.”
The prisoners were loaded into the Mil-14’s. “One day we will drink Vodka together and talk of this day my comrade.” The pair embraced as though they were brothers and a minute later the Ethiopian choppers raced into the air and disappeared over the horizon.
Dimochka pulled a phone from his pocket and instructed the Mil Mi-24’s and Super Cobras that had been hovering overhead to transport the Red Cross trucks back to camp. Some of the workers would be transported in the Super Cobras and some in the massive Hind-Flarge. Robinson held Turner close while the pair watched the helicopters lift the trucks into the air and sail out of sight. She did not resist and appeared to welcome the more than casual closeness. Feelings began to stir within. How does one begin? Is it God that has finally brought us together?
Dimochka looked at the pair and he knew. “It is kismet my comrade. Some things are meant to be.”
Robinson gathered some wild lilacs and gave them to Turner and Wagner. Carol removed her cap and the silky strands spilled down her shoulders while she fixed a flower in her hair. “How does that look?” she asked.
“You look like an angel to me.” Robinson knew it was cornball, but he didn’t care. He gave her a kiss on the lips.
A minute later everyone boarded the Hind-Flarge and left Ethiopia behind forever.

Chapter Thirty

April 14–11 A.M. The White House, The Press Room, Washington D.C.
Bad news travels fast.
The New York Stock Exchange opened at 9:30 a.m. and there was an imbalance of orders. Many stocks did not open for hours as there were no buyers. Orders had been given to sell at any price. And they did. The Dow opened down 1512 points and dropped off from there. By the time of the press conference it was down 2,897 points. The Chicago Exchange and the NASDAQ followed everything into the toilet. The MSNBC reporters talked to the floor traders who declared there was “no hope” all confidence in the market was gone. Of course others said it was a buying opportunity. China and the EU markets had collapsed and trading was halted. Countries that were exporters of oil did well. Russia and Venezuela were up eight and a half and nine percent respectively. The dollar was extremely weak. Gold jumped a hundred points and traded over fourteen-hundred for the first time in the last two years.
The oil futures pits went on a buying rampage. Governments were jumping into the mix working banking deals behind closed doors with the oil companies to lock in the scarce contracts. Crude at $2 hundred a barrel suddenly looked cheap. By eleven o’clock it had climbed to $527.50 and the market froze up. The SEC declared that they would keep the market open and lifted the restrictions. The SecEn declared the oil was too important to close the pits. “We are a capitalist nation and cannot restrict the fair trading of commodities simply because the markets are irrational.” Clearly something was going on behind the scenes.
The value of the dollar dropped dramatically and suddenly the Russian ruble became the currency of choice. There was no warning. The Chinese began dumping dollars and buying the Russian coin. They declared that they would raise the interest rate by a full percentage point as contracts expired. When this was picked up by the traders, there was an international stampede
The EU began buying Bolívar fuerte from Venezuela where gasoline sold to its citizens for fifteen cents a gallon. “They use sugar cane to power their vehicles” according to a news report from CNN and FOX. They went on to explain that the ’73 oil crisis set the energy policy into high gear and that nothing had run on gasoline for the last decade. There was a “spillover effect.” Money began pouring into the Baltic States, Bolivia and Columbia. Everyone agreed the smart money was now on the ruble and the Bolívar fuerte.
Whittman read the official statement from the teleprompter promptly at eleven that morning. “Welcome ladies and gentlemen of the press. It is possible you may have heard that the tankers in the Somalia oil hostage crisis have been destroyed. This is most unfortunate and we can only guess as to its cause at this time so I cannot elaborate on this until further information is secured. I can report that the president had ordered Operation OMAN and that as it was about to commence when the supertankers were destroyed by forces unknown to us. The mission was to secure the tankers and to return the hostages back to their families. Personally I think the president is to be commended for the bold initiative of ordering the mission since the UN had reached a stalemate. With the deadline looming it was agreed unanimously by the SecDef and the entire Cabinet that such action was prudent.
As you all know the president believes in the free market system and has no plans to order any changes in the way business is transacted. If there are any modifications to be made it will be done by the free market, not by any government mandate.
As of this moment we have no information as to the situation with the hostages or crew members that were aboard the tankers. The president as you may well expect is hopeful that the hostages are alive and well. I will now take any questions that you may have.”
He glanced at his watch and drank water from a Styrofoam cup. “I have another appointment in a few minutes so I must set a limit of three questions this morning.”
The reporter from WorldNetDaily asked the first question. “I wonder how there can be so little information on the hostages. Do we not have satellite surveillance that would detect if hostages were removed before the explosions?”
“Yes, we do Chip. We can only hope that the hostages were removed without detection from our surveillance. We can report that we did not have any evidence that they were removed. As you know the pirates have dramatically stepped up their efforts to use stealth technology and we have no way to countermeasure this.”
“Were SEALS teams involved in Operation OMAN?”
“Yes, they were a part of the operation.”
“Would you say that the explosions would not have taken place if Operation OMAN was not underway?” asked CNBC’s Michelle Curtis. “Isn’t it probable that the threat of the SEALS teams were the reason the tankers were destroyed?”
“We would need to ask that very question to the leader of the pirates Admiral Mahdi. We do know our forces had nothing to do with it. Our mission was to secure the ships and remove the hostages — nothing more. There was no indication from any of our teams that the tankers were booby trapped and that their presence set off the explosions.”
“Were any pirates on board when the explosions occurred?”
“We may know the answer to that at a later date. To the best of my knowledge no pirates were reported by the SEALS teams to be on board. The SEALS teams were on board for only a few seconds, as I understand it, and the mission was aborted the moment the first explosion occurred. It is entirely possible pirates were somewhere in the ship, however we cannot imagine why, since it would have been suicidal. None of the tankers were explored beyond the upper deck.”
He glanced at his watch. “That is the last question. As you would imagine the president is quite concerned about this ongoing situation and is working with the Pentagon and his Cabinet around the clock to determine what our next move may be in this unfortunate crisis. He was exhausted after a forty-eight hour stretch in preparation for Operation OMAN, and did get a good night’s rest. I did see him this morning and he was fully rested and ready to tackle anything that might require his attention.”
* * *
The President of Iran addressed the Majlis in the newer legislative building in central Tehran. The members had the power to set policy, make laws and such, in a muddled bureaucracy in which anything it did could be nullified by various councils, and assorted higher up bric-a-brac, mainly the Supreme Leader.
Khalilullah 'Abd al-Wahhab began, “I come here today to tell you of a great injustice that has befallen our country. The Americans have chosen to poison our shores with crude oil and have performed this evil act in the guise of releasing hostages. They will undoubtedly claim that it was an ‘unfortunate accident’ that they ‘apologize’ for any inconvenience this may cause. It has been reported to me that the crude will grow with each passing day until it completely engulfs our shores. We will be landlocked. There will be no way we will be able to export our oil. The Straight of Hormuz which is critical to our export will very likely never be passable again. It will cost billions to clean it up. I SAY IT IS THE AMERICAN’S RESPONIBILITY TO CLEAN UP THIS ACT OF WAR!”
Everyone stood to their feet and applauded for several minutes. “The Zionists in Israel no doubt had a hand in this and I assure you that we will soon find proof of their complicity in this act. Our citizens are rioting in the streets as I speak and are asking that we do something to get our nation back on its feet. I say we attack Israel with the intention of taking over their lands!” The Majlis rose to their feet, excited with the thought.
“This will take much preparation if you should choose to embark upon this holy jihad which has been uppermost in our minds for many years. Unfortunately time works against us as our economy has been disrupted and becomes worse with each passing day. I have consulted the Supreme Leader and he had indicated that such an action may be appropriate and decisions that may be reached by this chamber will receive his blessing.” The Majlis chanted, “Death to the Americans. Death to the Israeli’s” and marched around the room for over eight minutes. When they settled down Khalilullah 'Abd al-Wahhab concluded, “I propose that we declare the pirates be turned over to us in seven days otherwise we march our armies across the border into Oman and find these vermin and kill them!” A cheer went up, “Death to the pirates!”
* * *
Scientific American posted a headline the next day:
WHAT’S AHEAD?
11.7 MILLION SQUARE MILES OF OCEAN: DEAD?
It went on to assume that 16.5 million tons of crude would pour into the Arabian Sea and calculated that it would create an oil slick one to six feet deep. “The mass will eventually spread throughout the entire region killing all marine life both above and under the waters. The damage at the perimeters would extend to killing wildlife populations for another 11.7 million square miles.” They posted equations involving dispersion rates and outcome probabilities based upon research from a think tank at the University of Michigan. It calculated the amount of the burn off and the amount of crude that would float within a plus or minus ten percent calculation. In conclusion they determined, “The fires would burn out within six months leaving a cloud of sludge that would encompass the entire planet for at least two years causing starvation in large areas of the northern hemisphere. The logistics of cleaning up the sludge in the waters with current removal techniques would take a crew of five hundred thousand, over two hundred years to complete the mission. Unless a better removal system is found, it would be best to declare the area uninhabitable and remove the populations.” It compared the disaster to forty megaton nuclear weapons and determined that 643 surface explosions would have done less damage. The article concluded by understating “that it might be prudent to take precautionary measures to keep such an occurrence from repeating itself.”

The article was quoted round the clock by every radio and TV station in the world in 247 languages.
* * *
The following day Khalilullah 'Abd al-Wahhab addressed the UN Assembly. “…and I demand that the United States clean up this environmental catastrophe immediately.” He waved the Scientific American headline at the cameras as the world listened. “Time is of the essence and we have heard of no plan to clean up the crude as it approaches our shores. At this very moment nearly four hundred miles of our shores have been rendered uninhabitable and our fishing industry has been destroyed. Our citizens are rioting in the streets. We have no way to get our goods to market and more than that we have no way to receive imports. Our people will soon be starving. I promise you this will not last long. We are gathering proof that the Zionists that inhabit Israel had a hand in this catastrophe and, unless our demands are met, it will lead to decisions that we would rather not discuss — decisions that we would rather not make, but will be forced to contemplate. If for some reason the United States will not clean up this environmental catastrophe immediately, I would ask that this assembly reimburse us so that we can do it ourselves.”
* * *
If one waited long enough, good news would eventually come along.
All news could not be bad… then again?
Landenberger received the report from the Sec En. He had asked Morrell to inquire on the Russian deliveries of oil to ENSCO, Crown Central, Phillips, EXXON, Shell, Sinclair, Sunoco and others that might be involved in the importing of the Russian crude. He needed hard data, not simply a phone call to Kuznetsov in which generalities were discussed. He anticipated the worst in view of all the calamities that had befallen the administration. Was the Russian leader leading him into another disaster with excuses and non-deliveries? He had to know.
The hard data was contained in a folder five inches thick labeled “Current Foreign Oil Deliveries.” He sat in the Oval Office with Morrell. “Tell me what is in here. Is it good or is it bad?”
Morrell relaxed in the brown leather chair looking quite comfortable. “A little bit of both is in there. Do you want me to start with the good or the bad?”
“Let’s get the bad news over with. I’d like to end this on an upbeat.”
“The bad news as that every drop of oil from most countries is now very difficult to secure. We anticipate the situation is going to last for some time and the cost for anything we can find is going to be enormous.”
“And how much is a barrel of sweet crude going to cost us in May?”
“It is somewhere around $685 dollars a barrel today and I don’t think I need to tell you it is a wild market out there. We were able to secure projections based upon a wide range of scenarios and we know that $1 thousand dollars a barrel is not impossible before all this is through. If it ever went that high, like all markets it will be short lived and probably settle somewhere around half that figure for the longer term. Most analysts calculate we will never see it hit three hundred again. The projections take into account that Iran will not produce a single drop of crude for at least five years making this, for the lack of a better phrase, a new world order. The good news is that we can adjust to this over time. It is a shock to the system, but we will get over it. In the international business cycle it is the economies that produce goods that ultimately win as the oil producing companies are purchasing goods made from expensive oil. In short the cost is eventually passed back to them.”
“And Russia? What is the news on Russian deliveries? Are they holding out on us?”
“That is the good news in all this. They are a lifeline and all the companies report that the initial deliveries are arriving as we talk. Five tankers are arriving today, another five tomorrow and there is no end in sight. You did well to set this up before other countries recognized the need.”
“Does this balance out our shortages? Is it enough to meet the demand?”
“Yes, good news indeed. They will up the quantities if we require it. They have been most accommodating and there are no setbacks, no excuses, they are a wonderful trading partner. My only concern is that should anything interfere with the supply line in the Atlantic then we would have another crisis.”
“It is good that you mention this.” Landenberger scribbled a note on a spiral pad. “I will deploy the Fifth Fleet to the Atlantic to guard the supply line. Their days of guarding the Middle East are over.”
“I would agree, Mr. President. I was going to suggest that very idea, but I see you sense the gravity of protecting the Russian tankers. The returning tankers are as important as the loaded tankers. The loss of thirty-four tankers to the world economy is staggering enough and it will take several years to construct more. I would suggest that deliveries be highly regular as allowing other countries to engage their services for the shortest of time could eventually cause interruptions that could upset our fragile economy. In short, the tankers and the regular deliveries are as important as the oil.”
“You are trying to tell me something?”
“Do not haggle over the price. In the end we would suffer. The Russians do not set the price as you know. It is set by traders in the oil pits. If the oil companies complain that they are receiving too much oil, plan to rebuild the Strategic Reserve with the excess. You should pass along the idea that they should purchase the oil regardless of need as they can always resell it to other countries. If you consider that Russia was not able to supply this oil, the world economy would collapse.”
“You’ll want to talk to your FED people about how you are going to trade with Russian rubles. The dollar is very weak and my understanding is something will need to be done. I’m not the expert on that.”
“The world is held together by bubblegum and string then.”
“That is one way to describe it.”

Chapter Thirty-one

April 15–11 A.M. Beledweyne Somalia
Do I dare ask?
Robinson had spent two days with General Dimochka in Beledweyne and had come to the conclusion that he was an amazing man in every way. It was little wonder his troops performed so well. So many times he had overheard the soldiers talking among themselves, “We do it for Dimochka.” They would give each other hi-fives and set out on their hair-raising missions of taming the wild western plains of Somalia. He estimated the body count ran several thousand a day as he witnessed it all first hand in the OC listening to the progress with the missions. It was unfortunate there were so many malcontents as the local radio and TV stations made it clear that food, shelter, medical care and a meaningful job awaited every citizen. Amnesty was offered to all — it was a clean slate and all transgressions were forgiven.
While thousands joined in rebuilding the country, others resisted and roamed the streets determined to fight to the death. And they did. Tanks and choppers perpetually roamed the city killing them as fast as they cared to show themselves. The streets ran red with blood, but Robinson could see that it was the only way to retain order and set up an orderly society. Everything considered, it was the only way to do it.
He imagined his own country tackling the same job being so careful to be politically correct. Every kill would be carefully analyzed by the press, and cameras and news reporters would be in the way and criticizing every move. Everything would come to a grinding halt in a morass of bureaucracy.
He spent much of his time with Spencer and Wagner. They worked tirelessly caring for the wounded, mostly gang members who had survived the initial onslaught of the Russians. Some remained belligerent and were hauled off to prison while others came to see the light and many elected to work in the hospital and join up with the new order. He was seeing the transformation of an entire nation before his eyes. It was truly an inspiration and he wished there was some way the Americans could see it as it served as positive proof that there was more than one way to accomplish a goal.
Turner and Wagner were patching up a bullet wound to the leg of an Asu. A doctor had removed the bullet five minutes earlier and had moved on to the next patient. He received a call from VP Prottenger a half hour earlier. “The president needs you here.”
“It is nice to feel needed.”
“He does not know that I am calling. When you see him, do not let him know that I called you. He is becoming depressed and needs you to be at his side in order to bring him back to his usual self. He puts on a nice facade; however he is not fooling any of the Cabinet members. He can’t make a simple decision. His confidence is gone. We are all afraid for him. We think he is considering resigning from office. I have Melissa Farnsworth here and she wants to talk to you.”
“Hello Watchdogg!” She was always upbeat. “You must simply get yourself back here pronto. Some of us are trying to get Landenberger turned around and we are getting nowhere. He spends hours in his Oval Office refusing to talk to anyone and God only knows what he is doing in there.”
“That does not sound like him at all.”
“This Operation OMAN debacle has him over the edge. Have you been following the events in the last couple of days? The press is tearing him to pieces. His popularity rating has dropped to nine percent. I am telling you we are in trouble.”
“I’ll be in the air in less than an hour. Let my secretary arrange for a ride from BWI-Marshall directly to the White House and let Landenberger know I’m coming. Maybe that will cheer him up.”
“Thanks, Watchdogg. You are a lifesaver.”
Turner gave the Asu a shot in the arm.” This will help you sleep. When you wake up you’ll be as good as new.” She smiled and dabbed his arm with a piece of cotton.
“I received a call from the White House. They want me back there ASAP. I must leave immediately.”
“Well Sugar,” Turner called him “Sugar” all the time now. When he inquired, she said she did not understand why she called him that. She never called anyone “Sugar” in her life and had always felt insulted when strangers called her “sweetie.”
“I dunno, it feels right. I’ll try to stop myself from saying it if it bothers you.”
“No; call me ‘Sugar’ if it feels right to you. It feels odd anyone calling me that. I’ll get used to it. The formality of being in the White House is a part of it.”
“We are a long way from the White House and formality has no place here.”
Tanisha and Wagner moved on to another patient who had a blood soaked towel wrapped around his head.
Robinson had no time to think about his proposal. It could be out of line to suggest it. He blurted it out as diplomatically as he could. “It is only a thought. I see the two of you working so hard here and you both look like you could use a break.”
Wagner said, “We are like the Duracell bunny. We just keep on going and going.”
Turner unwrapped the towel and tossed it away. She called a doctor over who began threading a needle. “We are kind of busy right now….”
The clock was ticking. “I think you both could use a vacation. Perhaps a ride back to the States to visit your family….”
Turner contemplated, “Well that would be a real break, would it not?”
“Not me gal.’ muttered Wagner. “I ain’t got no family, no home, nutt’n. There’s nutt’n there for me.”
He laid it out. “You could come back with me right now and I would escort you to Petoskey to visit your family. My mother would go with us as she enjoys the memories. We still own the house. We could all stay there for a day. I’d see you off for a return trip.”
Turner stopped her work and looked at him.
Will she go? This is a big leap to even ask this. I feel like a fool. I should have kept my big mouth shut. Oh God why did I even say anything? I know she likes me, but this is asking too much.
“This is so sudden. I must decide this moment?” She appeared to be thinking out loud. “There is so much to do here. Our work is important…. No…. no. I am flattered that you would make this offer. You are so sweet to offer a ride, but my work is here.”
I knew it. It is too much to ask. She is needed here and then I am asking her to ride off with me. I cannot take this personally. I thought there was some chance that she had feelings for me and this flimsy pretext is so transparent. I feel like a kid asking a girl to go to the prom. “It is goodbye, Carol Turner. I must say that I have enjoyed visiting with you after all these years.” He stood and headed for the door.
Tanisha leaned close to Turner and whispered, “Girl? What is the matter with you? The man offered you chance to get out of this hell-hole and you turned him down? You must be shell shocked. Everyone knows you are crazy in love with him. Good God — get your feet into high gear and catch him before he gets away.”
Robinson was gone.
“My work is important….”
“Not that important. Another minute and he will be gone. I’ll take care of it here. Just go girl. Go on!”
“You really think you will be fine for a short time without me?”
“You had better hurry or you will be an old maid for the rest of your life. Who do you think you are — Mother Teresa?”
Robinson found his way out of the medical unit and walked through the mud down a line of tents that led to the choppers. The Hind-Flarge waited to take him and some officers back to Mogadishu. From there he would board the CJ3 and arrive in DC after passing over the Atlantic through eight time zones.
“Houston!”
He turned around startled to hear his name. Few ever called him Houston other than the president and his mother. It was a vision that would etch in his mind until the day he died. Carol came running toward him in her Red Cross outfit, her cap falling off and her hair spilling about her shoulders. The girl from the past, now a beautiful woman, was casting her inhibitions aside and throwing in her lot with him. At least he hoped so. It could be she wanted to see her family, but he prayed it was more than that.
She caught up with him. “I changed my mind. I want to go with you … to see my family.” She threw her arms around him and offered a warm kiss firmly on the lips. Houston returned it and let it linger. He wrapped his arms around her and held her close allowing the feminine charms to envelop him.
She pulled away. “I need to get my bags. I’ll find you on the chopper, Sugar.”
The kiss spoke volumes. She cares for me. That is clear enough. Suddenly he did not feel quite so alone in the world.
* * *
The IMF members arrived at the Hotel Moskva located near the Red Square in Moscow. Kuznetetsov and Vissarionovich greeted each guest with a handshake and a Russian bear hug and instructed bellhops to take care of the luggage. Kusnetetsov was in high spirits and offered his customary welcome that included the names of the offspring, birthdays, and backgrounds of each member.
The newly completed five-star Hotel Moskva was a near duplicate of the original that had been demolished to make way for the modern improvements needed to better serve its guests. Stalin was presented with the blueprints for two designs in 1932 and simply initialed his approval. It was apparent that the leader did not look that closely and the architect, rather than approach him with the decision, chose to incorporate both designs into the building — each wing being very different. For the new hotel one of the original designs was selected that resulted in a more acceptable appearance.
The originally planned meeting in Dubai was scrapped as events were moving too swiftly to wait until August. The members settled into the convention hall and Kuznetsov took the podium as the first officially scheduled speaker. “As many of you know, the world needs some sort of new financial structure as a result of recent events that have befallen the world. We have called this meeting today as the financial condition of the world needs a bit of repair. Of course gold is the standard by which everyone has accepted as permanent indisputable wealth and I would propose that we not make any alterations to it. Other currencies have suffered a bit as confidence wanes, while others have risen to the top in the minds of money traders throughout the financial world. We do know that our experiment with the EU has been largely successful and it is from that proven success that I suggest that the ruble become a mainstay in the new world order that has been thrust upon us. According to reputable internationally recognized economists it is suggested that the ruble become accepted as the most stable emerging currency in the world. I do not completely understand the intricacies of international finance, however I would suggest that we listen to them in the days ahead and give this thought thorough consideration. As you know the IMF has suffered and in that respect I would suggest that our country offers five hundred billion rubles to offset that shortage.”
Everyone applauded this suggestion and stood to their feet for nearly two minutes. “There would be those who suggest that we are attempting to bribe the members with such an offer; however I assure you that this is not the instance here. This suggestion comes from the distinguished economists that will discuss this over the weekend and I would expect that we may very well decide that it is in our best interests to follow their advice. The very fact that we can make this offer is proof of our economic stability. I can assure you that Russia will perform well over the coming years as we have been working diligently for the last decade to bring us to this point. We have invested much capital in bringing our oil fields and pipelines to completion and are prepared to serve the world as never before. In fact, strategically important deliveries are being made to your countries at this very moment.”
The members rose to their feet with ravenous applause and wholeheartedly agreed.
“Your response has been most encouraging. I welcome all of you to the beautiful Hotel Moskva and have arranged for tours all weekend for anyone who wishes to view Red Square and our beautiful city. On Sunday, at the conclusion of our summit, there will be a parade in Red Square that will feature marching bands from all nations. No weapons will be on display as I assure you that we now measure success in our warm relations with all of you. May our efforts here make the world a better place for our children and bring an everlasting peace upon us. May God be with you.”
All were on their feet with thunderous applause as Kuznetsov circulated among the guests and shook everyone’s hand.
* * *
Mahdi sat in his Oman OC wondering what his next move would be. He had the hostages and would soon call Robinson or Landenberger to set a price and give them their freedom. The figure would probably be negotiable as the destruction of the supertankers would no doubt have been unsettling and they would not in be in much of a mood to meet his six-billion figure. Some of his associates were pressing him to kill a few hostages on camera and place it on the internet.
He heard the reports on the American Scientific article and felt he had achieved some sort of retribution for the murder of his father. As the deadline neared he suspected something was amiss and wisely placed the tankers where they would cripple Iran — probably forever. He imagined the starving millions, the riots, and the destruction of the entire country. He estimated they would try to abandon their lands as uninhabitable and the rest of the world would do everything it could to keep them contained. They will regret their hateful speeches against Israel as the world will remind them of it every time they beg to send their citizens to foreign countries as refugees. Like Moses there will be a cry of “Let my people go” and it will fall on deaf ears — ironic. He smiled wickedly at the thought.
His encrypted uplink signaled an incoming call. “Admiral Mahdi here.”
“This is Kuznetsov.”
“It is good of you to call. What can I do for you, Mr. President?”
“I called to inquire to see if you have the hostages safely in your hands? There has been no news on this….”
“Yes, I do.”
“I’d like to pay the ransom and have them released into Russian custody very soon. I imagine you may have a figure in mind?”
“Yes I do, however it was a figure for the Americans.”
“I seem to recall that we did you a favor some time ago and perhaps you can keep that in mind?”
“I wanted six billion but for you let’s say half that figure?”
“Three billion sounds like a fair figure. I’ll pay you two billion right now and then another billion on delivery to Muscat International on Wednesday. We will make arrangements with the authorities for you to enter the airport unhampered at three a.m. Buses would be best. Can you do that?”
“I think so.”
“Let’s keep our organization in close contact between now and then so that there are no foul-ups. When we are done with our discussion, have your men give my people the bank numbers and you will have the money.”
“That is fine.”
“We have word that the Iranians are going to move troops across the border in order to find you if the Oman authorities don’t turn you over. I’d recommend you get your entire operation out of there immediately and into another country.”
“That will be difficult,” Mahdi contemplated. “They will be looking for us.”
If you wish, leave all the hardware behind, collect your men and the hi-tech equipment, and we’ll airlift you out with the hostages on a separate plane. You can take twenty-four hours to decide where you want to go and we can make the arrangements at both ends. It must be a third-world country.”
“That sounds like it might work. How do I know my men will be safe?”
“It is up to you. If you don’t trust us you can say ‘no’.”
“I’ll discuss it with my men and get back to you on that.”
“One more thing—”
“Yes.”
“I’m going to give you an extra billion for a job well done.”
Mahdi climbed the stairs of the underground OC and found the patio that overlooked the Gulf of Oman. Several of his associates lingered around the deck drinking bottled water and tea. The black cloud hung over the horizon that would soon bring certain death to much of the country. The slick would arrive on the shore in another few days and the boats anchored to the docks would be rendered useless. He would destroy them before leaving.
The waters he had known all his life were now a thing of the past, His father was dead — had given his life to try and save it. His father before that and the one before that…. The legacy had been passed to him and in a sense he had attained a kind of retribution for all the transgressions from those who would destroy the life-giving waters. However he had driven far beyond that and destroyed everything. There would be those who would condemn him to hell for what he had done. He hoped his father knew he had no choice. It was fate forced upon him. He was the only one who could have done such a thing. One day history would look back and declare him either a savior or the devil.
He could make an attempt to vacate the headquarters by sea, but knew it was hopeless as they were already trapped by the slick. His men could fend for themselves and try to escape across the border into Saudi Arabia. That would not be an easy task. No — he could not leave his men to certain death, either here or at the border. They all had to get out.
The Russians were the only hope. He imagined the Russians slaughtering his men in the planes or simply parachuting out while over the ocean. Would they do that? It was entirely possible. To step onto the planes could be death or salvation.

Chapter Thirty-two

April 16–10 A.M. The Oval Office, the White House, Washington D.C.
Thank the lord you are here!”
Farnsworth and other cabinet members were standing outside the Oval Office as Robinson found the door. Prottenger, Deshano, Costanzo, Fegan, and Bumgardner headed the unofficial delegation. Robinson listened to the concerns and the behavior of the president they had all witnessed in his absence.
“I’ll talk to him. I want all of you to go back to your offices and leave this to me. I am no Doctor Phil but I will do my best. Let’s have a small gathering — a party — tonight. Let’s keep it very small with no more than fifty people. I’ll get the president to agree to go and we can cheer him up together. No press or anything like that please. I think when he sees that we are all behind him, he’ll come around.”
He lightly tapped on the door and entered. The president stood in front of the window with his hands clasped behind his back. “Mr. President? Could I come in and talk to you?”
“Oh hello, Houston; certainly, come on in. It is good to have you back.” Houston listened more than he talked. “I have failed the American public. They trust in me and everything has turned into a shambles. It seems that I can only sit and wait for the next catastrophe. I need time to sort it all out.”
For the next hour the president described the current state of affairs and how ineffective he had been as the leader of the free world. Robinson tried to cheer him up as best he could, but it seemed only the tiniest bit helpful. He told the president of his trip to Somalia and how encouraged he was by the work the Russians were performing there. He told him how Dimochka and he rescued Turner. “She wants to meet you and will be at a little gathering we have arranged for tonight — only a few Cabinet members and your closest people. We’ll share a few drinks, listen to some music and talk about old times. Bring your wife and daughter. We’ll have a good time. Right now, why not stroll up and down the hall and chat with your staff. They are worried about you. We are all here to help.” Robinson opened the door and led him down the hall. Soon the president was chatting with everyone and issuing orders. It was a beginning.
Farnsworth took Robinson aside and thanked him for rushing back. “You did something none of us could do. Go home, get some rest, and we’ll see you at the party.”
Robinson escorted Turner down Pennsylvania Avenue where they window shopped the many specialty clothing stores while DSS agents followed closely. He surprised her when he took her into a smaller boutique and purchased an informal gown for the party with all the accessories. He reminded her that she would meet the president and first lady and that the Red Cross outfit and the pair of jeans she owned might be out of place. She settled on a modest dark purple gown with silver accessories that included matching shoes. When she complained that it was too expensive, Robinson told her, “Things cost more in D.C. than they do in Mogadishu.” She resisted as best she could, but she loved the outfit and finally accepted the gift.
Farnsworth met the pair at the door where the party was gathering. She was bubbly. “You did not mention that you were bringing someone.” She broadcast a cheerful smile. “You have been hiding her from all of us — shame on you.”
Robinson introduced Turner to the group in one swoop. “Attention everyone, the lovely lady at my side is Carol Turner, an old friend from my home town. I want everyone to give her a warm welcome.” Everyone applauded the announcement and soon Turner mixed with the gathering like she had known them all her life. The First Lady embraced her and inquired where she had found the “gorgeous outfit.”
“Houston took me to a little shop on Pennsylvania Avenue.”
“I know the place. They have the cutest outfits there. I had my eye on that very outfit the last time I was in there. Now that a charmer like you has beaten me to it, I’ll need to shop for something else.” She held the president’s hand. “Oh, this guy hanging on to me is the president. Go ahead and shake his hand. He won’t bite you.”
“Mr. President.”
“Ms. Carol Turner.” He cheerfully accepted her hand. “You must be an extraordinary woman to be at the side of Houston Robinson. I must confide that this is a first for all of us as he has never brought a guest to any of our little gatherings. I’ll let you in on a little secret. They threw this party to cheer me up and now that you are here they have succeeded.” He turned to the others. “I know what all of you are up to. Don’t think I don’t know what’s going on!”
He introduced his daughter Tabitha. “It is a pleasure to meet you Ms. Turner.” She offered her hand.
“And it is pleasure to meet you, Tabitha. How does it feel to live in a house so splendid?”
“I like it. I wish there were more my age around. Other than that—”
“You won’t be a little girl for very long. Before you know it you’ll be all grown up.”
Tabitha found a lavender flower in one of the table decorations and brought it to her.
“This would look nice on you.” She beamed a broad smile.
“I would bet you are right. She stooped down while the president’s daughter fixed the flower in her hair.
She looked at Houston. “What do ya think Sugar?”
He beamed. “Beautiful.”
* * *
The IMF meeting was a success.
The ruble became a highly respected currency and the IMF fund was returned to balance. Third world countries would benefit from the Russian donation. The members stood for a group photo while marching bands from the host countries marched through Red Square playing martial music. Artists set up camp selling their wares in a street fair while flags from each country lined the square.
A reporter from CNN summed it up for the cameras. “There is a feeling of hope in the air here. There are no protesters like we usually see at these events. It must be a welcome relief for the IMF members that usually fight their way through crowds of angry protesters. Our understanding is that the citizens are happy and had anyone chosen to demonstrate they could have done so. The Russians are most hospitable hosts indeed. I would not be surprised if the IMF met here regularly.”
* * *
Monday morning the Russians welcomed another group of dignitaries from the larger oil-producing nations of the world that included Is-hâque Ash-Shafi'I, the President of Saudi Arabia and President Rio from Venezuela. Iran was noticeably absent. Kuznetsov and Vissarionovich welcomed each with their usual charm and everyone settled in for the presentation. No one was quite sure what was on the agenda. In view of recent events, most imagined it could be about anything, and had attended out of curiosity.
Kuznetsov addressed his guests. “Welcome most honored guests to Moscow, the heart of mother Russia. You are our personal guests and if there is any hospitality that we can offer, do not be afraid to ask. As we all know, the events of the last month have been extraordinary and all of us sit here today in a quandary wondering what will befall us next. I for one, being an old man, cannot take much more of it.” He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his brow as he offered a sly smile. “Perhaps the sky will fall upon us. It is the only thing that has not happened — YET.” He raised his eyes to the ceiling as though the ceiling was going to cave in. This received chuckles from everyone.
“What has happened to us is not an ending, but an opportunity to recognize that we are approaching a new chapter of our history. We have seen the first page and it is up to us to configure our future. I would suggest that we not let events and tragedies befall us, and that instead, we reshape the future so that we all may prosper. The old order must give way to the new. You will see that Iran is not here, and while their fate is unfortunate, it is a reality that we must all face. They will not be producing oil for many years and now the world needs a new distribution system as the Arabian Sea and the Straights of Hormuz are no longer viable. I welcome Is-hâque Ash-Shafi'I of Saudi Arabia for being here. It is fortunate that, while one source of distribution has been cut off, that the Red Sea remains open and is a viable method for distributing their exports. I have economic advisors that have suggested that the OPEC nations no longer are viable in its present form now that our own nation is the largest exporter of oil. We plan to add to that in the future with our endeavors in Africa and we have already begun in earnest in Somalia. Our first task is to restore order to these nations and then to tap the wealth that is hidden there. I am going to suggest a Middle East Oil Alliance with our country as a partner. We could call it the MEOAR. We would function like OPEC in an effort to set policies that maintain an orderly market in the world. If one day Iran does become an oil producing nation, then we can deal with that when the time comes. I invite discussions of this proposal and leave it up to you if this is a course that appears to be in our mutual best interests.”
Discussions continued all day and, before the day was out, the formation of MEOAR was announced to the world.
* * *
“How about tuna fish?” Turner rummaged around in the picnic basket and brought out the refreshments. Robinson brought his Mom along and the three were having a grand time on the deserted sandy beach on Lake Michigan. Freighters dotted the horizon and grey smoke drifted lazily into the blue sky. It was long before the tourist season, it was cold, the wind was blowing, but that mattered little — it was home. When you lived in Michigan all your life, the wind and the cold were of little significance. Most everyone agreed if you didn’t like the weather at that particular moment, “Wait five minutes and it will change.”
DSS agents walked up and down the beach skipping stones. Apparently they didn’t believe there was much to worry about.
“Tuna sounds fine.” Robinson accepted the sandwich and helped bring out the chips and soda. He wrapped a blanket around Mom. “Don’t worry about me.” She ripped open a bag of chips and began nibbling.
“She’s a real trooper,” observed Turner. “Twenty minutes of this and I’ll be ready to head back to the house.” She pulled up her parka and blew on her fingers. “This is one great idea you had here. You really know how to treat a gal, Sugar.”
Robinson brought the trio up from D.C. in his CJ3. He received four personal trips a year as part of the perks. Not many foreign dignitaries hovered around in this part of the country.
Turner loved every minute. She had not visited Petoskey in a decade and the memories jumped out at her as they drove down the street. “There’s the old drugstore with the sandwich counter! Yep! It’s still got the grill. We used to go in there every Friday after school and listen to music and drink Coke for a quarter.”
When they pulled into the drive at his house, she exclaimed, “Here it is! Uncle Houston’s house — I’d bike down to your house and we’d hike the dunes and slide down the hills on a piece of cardboard. Your dad loved to play those ragtime records by the hour in his chair. The two of us would sit with him and listen.”
They reminisced on the beach while they ate the contents from the picnic basket. Robinson loved her vibrancy, the smile, the sound of her voice. She was full of life like no one he had ever known. He knew that she was right to see the magnetism between them when she was a twelve-year old. He was blind to it at the time, but now it was as though his eyes had been opened — like opening the “big present” on Christmas morning — pure joy.

Chapter Thirty-three

April 17 —2:50 A.M. Muscat International, Oman
Admiral Mahdi cast the lives of his B-Wasy pirates into the hands of the Russians.
They would either be free men in Venezuela, or dead in the next several hours.
At 2:45 a.m. the Muscat International officials closed several gates in the western terminal and held up air traffic for “security reasons.” Passengers were moved to a holding area into the hallway where they watched the “delayed thirty minutes” screens for the three a.m. flights. For any experienced air traveler this was not uncommon and no one gave it any thought.
Twenty-five chartered buses pulled up to the main gate filled with passengers. The security officer waved the lead bus to a stop and ran around to the door. “Are you the Russian delegation?” He inquired as he chewed on a piece of gum like a camel.
“Yeah — tell us where you want’m,” said the driver.
“Everything is set for your departure.” He hopped into the bus. “I’ll give you directions.” He stood beside the driver and led him through a maze of parking lots and ramps while twenty-four buses trailed behind.
From the air, an Ilyushin Il-96-300PU Russian jet led five other Ilyushin Il-62M’s to the runway.
“Russian presidential fleet cleared to land. All clear — cleared to land.”
“Approaching landing as instructed.” A Rossiya agent monitored the landing from the control room. Two hundred FSB agents had secured the terminal and the tarmac twenty-four hours in advance to assure that the President of the Russian Federation and his delegation arrived safely.
The behemoth presidential jet skidded to the runway and taxied a hundred yards from the terminal while the Royal Household troops raced out in military trucks and surrounded the planes. One thousand soldiers dropped to the tarmac armed with 5.45 x 39 mm assault rifles and 30mm Gatling guns mounted on the trucks.
A single black limousine pulled up to the Russian Presidential Aircraft and Iman bin Abu Al Saad, Sultān of Oman stepped out dressed in burgundy silken robes. A ramp rolled up to the door and out stepped Kuznetsoy and Vissarionowich who descended the stairway and walked to the tarmac. Iman bin Abu Al Saad welcomed the Russian leaders as the convoy of buses pulled to the center of it all.
Anxious hostages stepped off the first several buses and were greeted by the Sultān and the Russian dignitaries. The EU hostages hustled up the stairway into the presidential plane looking cheerful that the ordeal might be nearing a conclusion. Mahdi’s men unloaded wooden crates from the cargo hold of the buses and airport handlers loaded it into the cargo hold of the Il-62M’s.
The Sultān embraced the leaders and thanked them for the half billion dollar gift deposited earlier into his personal bank account and then returned to the limo and departed.
The Russian dignitaries greeted Mahdi who jumped off the first bus. “Kustenov gave the customary bear hug. “This will be the last we see of each other. I must have your assurance that your pirating days are over, my comrade. I would not want any disruption of our Russian tankers.”
“My heart has always been in the fishing. My father was a fisherman. It is in my blood.”
“That is good. Follow your heart. It is quiet desperation that brings men to do desperate things.” He shook his hand as the planes prepared for the takeoff. “You will have the final payment before you land in Venezuela. President Rio will greet you there and see you to your new homes on the ocean. I have assured him that you will not engage in criminal activities.” He smiled. “He will kill you if you do.”
The Russian aircraft raced down the runway and sailed off into the night sky.
* * *
A squadron of Sikorsky Sea Kings swept fifteen feet above the waters of the Arabian Sea like carrion predators from hell. They had passed over the blackened waters of the Straights of Hormuz, then through the Gulf of Oman, and out into the Arabian Sea. They flew south along the coastline and then like winged demons swooped down upon the solitary beach house that perched above a rugged shore.
Commander Qaboo of Op SHARK ordered his troops to the beach. He looked at his watch. 3:07 a.m. Time was of the essence as five minutes was preset as the limit for the assault. It was hoped that this was Admiral Mahdi’s OC. Sleeper cells suspected as much and passed the intel to the Iranian military only three hours earlier. Thirty-six men with Russian Dragunov Tiger 54mm assault rifles and RPG’s dropped to the beach and crept silently toward the house. “Nothing so far, sir.”
He stepped to the beach and saw the stealth speedboats, or at least what was left of them — scraps of splintered and charred wood still smoldering. There was nothing here. He was ordered to come back with “proof” of Israeli involvement in the pirating and was provided “plants” in the event nothing turned up. He tossed a pair of dead grenades and serial numbered bomb parts into the ashes and kicked everything around with this boots making sure no one saw him. “Anything so far?” he inquired into his headset.
“There is no one here. They have evacuated the premises.”
“Search for Israeli weapons in the house. Send down half your men to search the debris out front.”
“Yes sir.”
Soldiers came running down to the beach. “Look there and there,” he suggested as he pointed to the boats a bit farther off. It would look suspicious to find anything so quickly. His men poked through the ashes. “Anything turning up?” He moved down the beach further from the spot he had hidden the Israeli “evidence.”
A voice from the headset gave notice, “Nothing to report here, sir — we may go home empty handed.”
“Give it one more minute and then return to base. We depart in two.”
He stepped into the water. Oily film drifted on the surface. He knew that soon the waters would blacken with the sludge bringing certain death to his homeland on the other side of the Straights.
The shores of Iran were already uninhabitable and dead wildlife dropped from the air into the streets of Tehran like rain. On the first day the smoke from the sea was like a curtain of death that crept upon his homeland as though it were a plague of locusts cast upon them from Allah.
His choppers were covered with oil and men were doing their best to clean the windshields and intakes from the muck. During the mission they needed to stop every five to ten minutes to clear the oil. As they distanced themselves from Iran, the air gradually became navigable. He wondered if they would make it back to the base. Would the base be there on the return?
The fifth day of the sludge, there were riots as the food ran out. Neighbors turned upon neighbors and gangs roamed the neighborhoods armed with pistols and assault rifles methodically killing everyone in their path. Jeeps were fitted with Gatling guns and they openly fired upon anyone who got in the way. The roads were strewn with abandoned vehicles that could not navigate the slick, most on fire. Corpses, piled in heaps, filled every street corner and the stench of rotting flesh filled the air.
His wife clutched his children when he departed. Her last words were, “You must save yourself. If you come back, you will die with us.” Tears ran down her face while he assured her that he was coming back. “You are a fool! If you come back, you are a fool!” Her words echoed in his mind.
He looked at his men coming down the beach, looking like they had climbed out of a tar pit. They trusted him — they would follow him to hell if he asked. He had a duty to Allah, the Supreme Leader, to his country and to his family, but today he questioned all that had been thrust upon him. To go back was to go to an uncertain death. I am their leader and I am sworn to protect them, to abort a mission if needed. It is my discretion. We have completed the mission, now it is my duty to return them safely. He kicked at the “proof” hidden in the burning debris and knew the mission was a scam and no longer mattered.
They were cut off from the OC. Communications dropped off five minutes after they had left. They were alone in a foreign country and would be shot if discovered.
His men stood before him waiting for an order. “We are not going back. We will die before we reach the shore. The choppers are low on fuel and the oil is clogging the intakes. We will clean it up as best we can, head as far along the coast as we are able in the opposite direction. We will be free of the sludge.
From there, I do not know.
We may surrender.
If we are fortunate we will make it into Yemen or Ethiopia. We can apply for refugee status. They will not kill us there. If anyone wants to go back, they are welcome to do so. Step forward if you wish to return to Iran.”
No one moved.
He smiled. They were good men and did not deserve to die. “Our mission was doomed from its inception. We may die before the dawn. In any event I am proud of all of you. It is Allah that has brought me to this decision. It is Allah’s will that we stick together. We will follow Allah’s will and pray that we live through this day.” Shortly, the ragtag warriors lifted into the sky headed for Yemen.

Chapter Thirty-four

April 17–11:45 P.M. NBC News Washington Bureau, Washington D.C.
“We interrupt this regularly scheduled program to bring you a SPECIAL BULLETIN.”
ABC, CBS, and NBC all broadcast the satellite link from Telekanal Rossiy, popularly called the Russia TV Channel. In all, virtually every station in the world carried the breaking story.
NBC’s Tom Kirkham sat behind his desk while the screen behind focused upon a runway. “We have just been informed that the hostages in the pirating crisis are alive and well. In a few minutes the hostages will arrive on the Russian presidential jet along with President Kuznetsov and Foreign Minister Vissarionovich who personally handled the negotiations for their release.” He held his hand to his earpiece and listened. “I have word the plane has been sighted and we now take you to Dan Gephart on the ground at Sheremetyevo International Airport in Moscow. Dan, what can you tell me?”
“Hi Tom — there is a very large crowd here awaiting the arrival of the hostages. It is one of the largest gatherings I have every seen and we estimate that around sixty thousand or so are here. They announced this on Russian TV about two hours ago and all these people have arrived in that short space of time. You can hear a military band playing in the background where the jet is expected to land. A red carpet has been rolled out; a stairway is already on the tarmac and—
HOLD EVERYTHING! I SEE THE PLANE!”
* * *
Robinson pulled the auto to a stop in front of the house with the white picket fence. Carol jumped out and rocked on the gate like she did so often during her childhood. “You should not do that,” Robinson warned her. “You are not that little girl anymore.” The gate nearly dropped off the hinges and she almost fell.
“Oops! Now I have done it!” she exclaimed as Robinson caught her.
“Now look what you have done,” he admonished. “You have broken it.”
“No harm done!” She lifted it back into place and brushed back her hair. “Nutt’n that a screwdriver can’t fix.”
Mom powered down the window. “We’d better beat it before you tear down the whole house. Let’s hope no one saw—”
Robinson pointed to the DSS agents sitting in a Cadillac across the street. “I bet they saw it all and will arrest you. It is their job to report vandalism like this.”
“You made that up!” said Turner her eyes sparkling. “Look, Sugar — no one is home. I want to peak around the back and see if that ole tire is still hanging from the oak.”
“We’d be trespassing. We can’t go running around—” She dragged him around the back while admonishing him for being a prude. “Look, it is still here!” She spun it, jumped on it, and began swinging. “It’s a new tire, but it is just as fun. Come on give me a push!”
“Are you sure? This is like the gate. You’ll bring the whole thing crashing down.”
“Psssh!” Give me a little push and then we can go. If you don’t; you’ll be sorry!”
He could see the DSS agents were getting a charge out of Turner’s antics. They had followed the pair around the back and were smoking cigarettes while grinning as though they had struck oil in their backyards. He gave her the push she wanted.
“Higher, Uncle Houston!”
“That is enough.” He pulled her to a stop. “You could hurt yourself. You nearly fell off the darn thing.” He spun her around and déjà vu set in when she peered into his eyes.
He kissed her. “You said something to me the last time we were here. Do you remember?”
She suddenly became serious. “I think I do” She tucked under her lower lip. “I was just a little girl, but some things can traverse beyond time. I love you as much as I did then. I told you so then and I’m telling you now—”
He placed a finger to her lips. “And it is time for me to tell you that you were right. No one ever measured up to you. I told myself that my work was too important to become involved with others and never gave it a thought. Now I know that I was waiting—“
“Waiting, Houston?” She placed her forehead against his, her palm on his cheek.
“Yes, waiting for this very moment. The moment when we had traversed time and I could see that we were meant for each other. I can clearly see it now and I want to apologize to the little girl who saw it so clearly.”
“Apologize?”
“For making you wait so long.” He kissed her and hoped she felt the same. She returned the kiss and knew that she loved him as she always did.
* * *
“Can you give me a sense of the feeling among the crowd?”
“There is an incredible feeling here. With all the bad news that has happened recently you can sense that those things are behind us. That perhaps we can begin rebuilding our world. And of course the Russians have been central in the new order. This is certainly a strong signal that the Russians are serious about becoming a part of the international community as never before.”
“I can sense it right here in the NBC newsroom. When one understands that not one hostage is a Russian, it tells something about the humanity of the Russian people.”
“It certainly does, Tom. These are wonderful people. I had been speaking to several before we began and—
THE PLANE HAS TOUCHED THE TARMAC! In about a minute it will taxi right in front of us. As I was saying, I was talking to the members of the crowd here as some of them do speak English very well and they are as excited about this as one could expect. We’ll talk to some of them in a few minutes, but right now let’s focus on this plane that has come to stop right in front of us. The crew is installing the stops; the stairway is being wheeled into place. It is exactly 7:53 a.m. Russian time. We are witnessing a moment in history. Until now the world did not know if the hostages were dead or alive and now we can see for ourselves. The door has opened and—
It looks likePresident Kuznetsov and Foreign Minister Vissarionovich are the first that we see. They are waving to the crowd and descending the stairway. You can hear the roar of the crowd behind me. The hostages are coming out single file and waving. They all look well and happy. Look at those smiles. Look at this! Some are kissing the Russian soil and now embracing the president and the foreign minister. Each hostage is being greeted by the president and the foreign minister as they reach the bottom of the stairway and they are forming a double line along the red carpet.”
A few minutes later the president and foreign minister walked down the red carpet while the gauntlet of EU citizens applauded. Kuznetsov stood in front of a bank of microphones at a podium. “I rejoice with the world, as before me we can report to you that THE NEGOTIATIONS WERE A SUCCESS AND THE HOSTAGES ARE SAFE!”
He turned to the hostages standing behind. The crowd erupted into abandoned applause and it was nearly five minutes before any calm set in. The president raised his hands and continued. “I stand before you today as a Russian citizen and as a member of the international community. I can tell you the Russian people were happy to do this for their international community and will not hesitate from this day forward to assist its neighbors in any way it can. Let today stand as a symbol for the love of the Russian people for the rest of the world. Let it stand for the end to hostilities in which we can place the past behind us. Let today not be the end of the hostage crisis, but the beginning of a world in which we all work together for a common prosperity. May peace be our future.”
* * *
Landenberger wanted to die.
He walked over to the mantle and carefully opened the glass cover on the case of the army pistol he had received on his birthday. I must do this now. My country deserves a better leader than me.
He envisioned his body lying in a pool of blood across the desk, the pistol in his hand. It would not be a pretty sight. His DSS agents would find him when they heard the shot and there would be no reason for his wife and daughter to see it. They would shield them from that — and then they would rush him to the hospital and he would be declared dead.
There would be a funeral.
The world would go on.
It would be a footnote in history.
He turned off the TV. The Russians were dancing in the streets and the whole world was watching. They had succeeded where he had failed. While they saved the hostages, he had caused the death of millions. God would never forgive him. He would pray for forgiveness, but knew that his soul would spend eternity in hell.
He scribbled a note.
Dear Melissa,
Forgive me. I love you and doing this has nothing to do with you. Say goodbye to Tabitha. Hopefully one day she will understand what brought me to this.
Your loving husband,
Marshall

Landenberger loaded the powder into the barrel and pushed it in with the stick. He imagined General Mead loading the weapon at Gettysburg in a previous century. Did he sit on a horse at the top of the hill overlooking the troops? He dropped the iron ball into the barrel. Soon it would be lodged in his brain. It was a primitive weapon by modern standards, but would do the job. The pistol seemed to stare back at him for a minute. May God forgive me….
He picked up the pistol, placed it into his mouth and pulled the trigger.
* * *

Chapter Thirty-five

April 17–12:18 A.M. Robinson’s home, Petoskey, Michigan
Robinson turned off the volume and let the images play on the TV. The hostages were being loaded into a caravan of limousines and would soon be paraded through Red Square in what looked like a gala event. Military bands had been flown in from the EU for the parade and a grand ball was planned for the evening. The hostages would fly to their homelands the following morning for another grand welcome. The world was happy that it ended well for some of the players in the tragic crisis.
Turner sat in an armchair beside him in the living room. “Let’s put on one of your dad’s records,” she suggested. She ran her fingers along the neatly arranged albums and pulled out Club Durante. “How about this one? I remember seeing him in some old black and white movies many years ago. He is quite a character don’t you think?”
“He is one of a kind. My grandfather was his biggest fan and my dad and I are probably next in line. There will never be anyone like him.” He pulled it from the sleeve and set it on the turntable. They listened to Durante and Al Jolson in a tune titled “Real Piano Player” and then Sophie Tucker came out and they did a song, “I’m as Ready as I’ll Ever Be.” Durante exchanged jibs with each guest and often the music and the patter was intermixed such that it was difficult to tell where the music started and ended. Turner brought out some chips and soda while they were listening.
From the kitchen, Mom said, “If you need anything honey, just let me know. I’ve got some graham crackers here.”
“She thinks Dad is in here,” Robinson whispered. “Whenever she hears the music—” He could not finish the thought. “This was his favorite record.”
While Bob Hope was performing a routine, “Boys with the Probiscus” Turner said, “This is hilarious. Isn’t it amazing all the impromptu jokes they dream up?”
“It might seem that way. The first time you hear it anyone would think they are working off the cuff, but after you listen to it a few times you can sense a cadence to it. When you find the cadence you will see that this is all carefully rehearsed. All of them are masters of their craft. Listen to it carefully and you might catch on. It is quite clever.”
She listened to a few more numbers, and said, “I don’t hear the cadence that you are talking about, I guess I would need to listen to it again.”
“No one would ever catch on to it the first time around. That’s why Dad loved it. The more you paid attention to it, the more you understood what was going on.”
“OK, I believe you. Let’s not talk as I am missing some of it.”
Robinson’s mind drifted off while Turner continued to listen. He thought of the events of the past month: the Iranians setting off the nuke tests, the coup in Venezuela, the Iranian hijacking and the near disaster with the SS George H.W. Bush.
He glanced at the screen. The hostages were waving at the jubilant crowds as they paraded through Red Square. There was a kind of cadence to the events of the last month. When one lived it as it unfolded the cadence was not that obvious. What if someone was behind the whole thing pulling the strings? Who would it be? It would need to be a government to pull off anything this massive.
Could all the events be tied together? One would need to search for a motive in order to find an answer. The Iranians started the whole thing with the nuke test. But look where they were now. They are under a cloud of death and surrounded by toxic un-navigable waters. No — they were the victims — the target. What if that was the goal — to destroy Iran? Why would anyone want that? That’s easy enough. Everyone would like to get rid of them. The USA, the EU, Russia, Iraq, Israel, the list goes on and on.
And what about the Somali pirates? Who supplied them with the hardware and the expertise to pull off the destruction of the tankers? They were content to hijack a tanker here and there with one hundred year old thinking then, out of the blue, pull a caper larger than the destruction of the Spanish Armada. They had money to purchase anything they wanted as it was an $80 million dollar a year business. Is it possible someone came along and planted an idea about upping the ante?
It was never about the hostages. While the world was focused upon the hostages the tankers were used as WMD. What if that was the plan all along — to blow up the tankers — and take out Iran? If so, it was the cleverest coup in modern history. They were master illusionists who knew misdirection and they got away with it. Bless them, whoever they are, as they did the world a favor.
Robinson began checking off the suspects.
Their greatest enemy is Israel. Yes, they would be at the top of the list. Could Harazi and Dazdraperm hatch up such a plan? Harazi said they were going to try some innovative things and wanted the cyber criminal released to them in order to destroy their computer programs. That would have been a very different approach. They didn’t have the contacts to do it all — especially Venezuela.
Venezuela…. The Russians were swarming all over the countryside when he arrived. Could it be possible they were behind it all? What if they were delivering weapons as part of a deal? They would have played both sides of the coin if they knew a coup was underway. It would not have mattered who won. In the end they wanted the oil cut off at a critical moment. He was there when Landenberger made the call and Rio brushed him off. It was Vissarionovich that he had run into down there. Maybe he was the brains behind the whole thing.
Oil? Was it all about oil? The Russians were selling oil to everyone now and at prices that were unthinkable before it all began. A nation could become incredibly wealthy selling oil at a time like this — a likely motive. They had been building up their oil business for many years. What if they had been planning this for a decade? That would account for a lot of the events falling so well into place.
Iran ran the nuke test and that was the beginning. Kuznetsov and Vissarionovich began making back room deals at the UN a day or so later. They had approached Landenberger and told him that they were speaking “double speak” and that you could not believe a word they said in public — that they were secretly going to cut off the Iranians. They announced that they would begin doing “favors” and forming new alliances. They laid it all out right there at the UN. How could I be so blind not to see it? They came right out with it; things were going to be different — very different. No one could have imagined the forces they would set in motion. They had the Venezuelans already primed for their part of the plan.
Yes — there was a cadence to it all right.
The Somalia operation began the very same week — clockwork and precision. The drum was beating. They had a hundred thousand troops on the ground in a week and brought out their best military mind, General Dimochka to pull it off. They had to be planning that far in advance. What a coincidence that the Somali pirates could not be found. They simply vanished and then pop up a couple weeks later armed with a new bag of tricks and pull off the biggest coup in modern history.
And who was selected to pull off the tanker and hostage crisis? Admiral Mahdi, the pirate who hated the Iranians. He was the one man in the entire world who could pull it off with such precision — the son of a fisherman. That was no coincidence.
The airliner filled with Iranians with the USS George H.W. Bush. as the target — it was a masterful stroke of diversion that brought heated tensions from both sides. While everyone was focused upon it, the Russians were operating behind the scenes with the final details with their back room deals.
It was a beautiful setup. Others did the dirty work and they simply sat around as mystified as everyone else with all that was occurring.
Were they evil? Some would say so. They were acting in their best interests as every country does. Who is to say that the US would not have done the same thing under the same circumstances? The world needed a makeover. Why not shape it to your best advantage? Iran had to be eliminated. It was too radical and was becoming more dangerous with each passing moment. The Russians drew a line in the sand — nukes would not be tolerated. The oil deliveries would come to a dead halt and there would be a scramble to fill the gap. The Russians filled it, and suddenly Iran wasn’t important to anyone. They could be written off. “Good riddance” most would say.
He glanced at the TV. Kuznetsov and Vissarionovich were leading the motorcade through Red Square. Lenin’s Mausoleum, Saint Basil’s Cathedral, Kazan Cathedral and the famous Liberian Gate and Chapel stood in the background as the bands marched by. Kusnetsov was holding a phone to his ear while he waved at the cheering crowds.
Robinson answered his BlackBerry. He recognized the familiar voice of the Russian President. “Hello Robinson. I called to say that we should get together in the next day or so.”
“I would like that.”
“There are delicate things that we should discuss — things that cannot be mentioned on a phone.”
“I understand.”
“Iranians will lash out in every direction and attempt to vacate their lands. They need a new country. They will begin with Turkey and our troops are arriving to defend the border as we speak. When they see that they cannot have Turkey they will turn to Iraq. It is the second weakest border. They will be like water seeking weakness for their escape. This is an opportunity to contain them as never before. Whether your country wishes to do this is another matter. The alternative is to allow them to raid the borders and overrun the Middle East. Do you understand?”
“Yes, I see that time will not wait. I will call him immediately and I will ask that he reach a decision and that we work together as you suggest.”
“I hoped you would understand the gravity of this suggestion.”
“I assure you that I do. Look for a call within the hour.”
Robinson was alarmed. He pulled out his laptop and brought up a map of the Middle East. “My God — we must act now!”
Turner turned off the sound to the record player. “What?”
“The Russians are behind the whole thing and the Iranians are going to raid the borders of Turkey and Iraq!” He knew it made little sense after he said it.
“That sounds pretty serious.”
“I’ve got to call the president NOW!”
He speed dialed the president and listened to it ring.

Chapter Thirty-six

April 18—7:15 A.M. The Coast of Oman
A trio of F-14 Tomcats raced mach .8 over the shore of Oman and made a ninety-degree turn then headed out across the Arabian Sea. Unidentified aircraft had been trespassing twenty km off the shore and it was their mission to confirm and destroy.
“Bluebird has a visual,” said the captain. “I see a squadron of helicopters that look like bats out of hell. It appears that they are covered with… oil.”
“This is the third group today. They are Iranian military. Confirm if they are Sikorsky Sea Kings”
“We will take another look and report shortly.”
The Tomcats did a 360 around the helicopters. “Confirmed — Sikorsky Sea Kings.”
“Destroy the targets.”
“Affirmative.”
The trio swept over the squadron and opened fire with outdated M61-Vulcan 20 mm. Sometimes the Gatling guns jammed from overheating — today they worked without any problem. The choppers burst into flame and dropped into the sea.
“Targets destroyed.”
“More hostiles 120 km northwest of your position.”
He smiled.
It was going to be a busy day.
* * *
Landenberger set down the pistol and picked up the phone. He was busy trying to figure out why it hadn’t fired when the call came in. He listened to Robinson.
“Mr. President — the Russians are behind it all!”
“Behind what?”
“Everything that has happened in the last month was probably planned many years ago — the hostage crisis was not your fault. There was nothing anyone could have done…”
Robinson talked for an hour and ran all the details by him including the Turkey and Iraqi decision that had to be made immediately.
“Good God, Robinson — it is little wonder they call you the Watchdogg!” He tossed the pistol in the drawer, then crumpled up the scribbled note and tossed it into the wastebasket. “I want you to get here as soon as you can. We’ve got a ton of work to do.” He set down the phone and pressed the intercom button. “Get the Cabinet members in here ASAP. We have a crisis on our hands!”
While the members were rushing into the room he called the Pentagon. “Get our brass together. I’m coming over there in thirty minutes. We need a strategy for dealing with the Iranians.” He had made the decision, but needed to run it by the Cabinet members.
“I’ve been talking to Watchdogg and he has brought to my attention that we have the Iranians by the throat and we have an unprecedented opportunity to eliminate the source of the terrorist threat for all time. We may anticipate that Iranian lands are uninhabitable and that they will use every means necessary to spill across the border and into the Middle East.
“Time works for us. Every moment that we keep them contained, they grow weaker. If we can hold the borders for thirty to sixty days, they will be neutralized. The Russians are going to defend Turkey and we must hold Iraq and Afghanistan. More than likely we can deploy most of our Afghanistan forces for this strategic operation and then move them back in place once we are successful. We will ask the Iraq government to join us in the defense of its own border as they certainly will not want the Iranians overrunning their lands. This is a war that is already half won and now we must follow it through properly and ultimately defeat the Iranians for all time. If we can pull this off we will go down in history as the administration that stopped the Iranian threat.
“With the Iranians out of the way, our efforts in Afghanistan will be quickly realized as the source of their wealth will be gone.
“In effect, we are talking about the creation of a new world order in which we will be allies with the Russians as never before. It is likely that the Russians will emerge from all this as the number one world power, however we must begin plans immediately to give them a run for their money. They had a decade to get their house in order and it will take us as long to do the same.
“We must bring an end to petty partisan politics which has brought us to this point and begin a long-range plan that will bring prosperity.
“In effect the destruction of the tankers was Armageddon for the extremist Islamic world. One can only imagine that somehow the hand of God was involved and it is up to us to see that His work is done. God bless America!”
“GOD BLESS AMERICA!” echoed throughout the Oval Office.
Landenberger suddenly realized that in his excitement he was standing on his desk. “We must deploy our troops to the Iraqi border ASAP. They have a million-man army and they will fight to the death — AND WE ARE GOING TO STOP THEM!” Everyone get down to the WHSR. IT’S GOING TO BE AN ALL-NIGHTER!”
* * *
Robinson hoped he could work it out with Turner.
The trio had arrived in Baltimore and a Red Cross plane was going to take a planeload of workers back to Somalia in the next hour. They had talked about where they were headed with the relationship during the trip.
“It was agreed that I would go back to Somalia from the beginning,” argued Turner. “You offered a ride and I took it. I would like to stay but my work is there. We can email and keep in touch.”
It sounded like a brush-off. Maybe he had moved too fast. “You could do your work in D.C. and we could be together.”
“Yeah, and you want me to give it all up — and what will you give up?”
“Don’t you see it would be a good life for you?”
“I suppose I will sit at home while you go gallivant’n around the world.”
“Not really. You enjoyed the company of everyone at the party and everyone thought you were wonderful. You would make new friends and become a part of the D.C. scene. Besides I would take you with me if you wanted to go. I must be at the Kremlin ASAP to discuss the current crisis. You could accompany me.”
“Your work comes first as it should,” she said in a matter of fact manner. “You are important to the security of the US — the president depends upon you. My work is just as important to me; I save lives too. I work with individuals while you deal with heads of state trying to save millions of lives. We have been living in different worlds for so long.”
It went back and forth like this for an hour. Robinson loved her and she loved him. It was unfortunate their work pulled them in opposite directions.
Turner carried her bag into the terminal while Robinson took mom back to the house as she was tired from the trip. He promised to return to see her off. While he was driving, his mom wondered, “Do you really want to be with her?”
“Yes, I do Mom.” He felt a sinking feeling in his chest when he thought of Turner leaving D.C.
“You should go with her. You could get a government job in Somalia and be with her if you wanted. One call to Landenberger and you could be an ambassador. He’d probably tell you to keep the same job. You are all over the world and you spend little time in D.C. when you think about it.”
“I never thought of that.”
“You could make it happen if you really loved her….” She fell asleep.
She is right. It is the man who always wants the woman to make the sacrifices. This is something I want and I would be foolish to let her go. I’ll work out something with Landenberger. It’s possible I’ll actually keep the same job and simply work out of Somalia. All those trips across the Atlantic would be eliminated. I could be at the Kremlin in a few hours, Israel, Egypt, Iraq and all of Africa. I could tell Landenberger I decided to set up camp there and save time and not really say any more than that. I would not be navigating around D.C. as much, but it is not that important.
When he settled his mom into the house, he packed up a couple of suitcases and headed back for BWI-Marshall. Turner looked surprised when he marched into the terminal with the suitcases. “What are you up to?” she inquired, looking puzzled.
“I’m going with you. One of us has to make some sacrifices and I decided I’m going with you.”
“What?” She scratched her head.
“Yes, I’m going with you.”
“You can’t pack up your bags and quit your job.”
“Why not? I can get a job anywhere. I could very well be the next American ambassador to Somalia. It’s possible I can keep the job I already have and work the whole thing from Somalia. I’ve got it all worked out.”
“You are serious?”
“Yes — there is nothing you can do to convince me otherwise.” He smiled. He dropped his bags onto the stand at the baggage counter.
“Who are you?” inquired the clerk.
“I’m with her. I figured you would have room for one more. It is a chartered flight and you can take anyone you want. At least that is what I assumed.”
“You assumed wrong. You cannot board this plane. It is for Red Cross workers only.”
“I can pay for a ticket.”
“It doesn’t work that way. Haven’t you ever been on a plane?”
“He owns a jet!” Turner jumped into the fracas. “He travels in different circles than the rest of us.”
She pulled him aside. “You can’t go on my plane. It just isn’t done. You can’t walk up to a counter five minutes before a plane takes off and climb aboard.”
“I’m sorry. I am desperate here.”
“You are the sweetest. Here’s what we can do. I’ll get on the plane. The next time you find yourself in Somalia we’ll take some time and talk this out.”
“OK — I’ll be there in a few days. That will give me time to get things straight with Landenberger. I’ll stand here and watch your plane take off if that is OK with you.”
He gave her a kiss and watched her disappear down the hallway.
He stood in the window watching the planes come and go. It is best not to run off so quickly. I can let Landenberger know I’m going to work out of Somalia and keep an eye on the Russians. With all that they have pulled in the last month, he’ll understand. I should be in Moscow by tonight for that meeting with Kuznetsov and Vissarionovich. Should I let them know that I am on to them? Probably not — that would be like showing your cards at a poker table. I’ll play along and see what devilish schemes they have in mind.
The plane taxied to the end of the runway then raced off into the sky. He picked up his luggage and turned around and saw Turner coming back through the gate.
“Hi Sugar.” She smiled and gave her hair a shake letting the strands fall around her shoulders. “Do you know where a gal might find a place to stay in D.C?”

Words from the Author

It is no accident that my first three novels all have characters from Somalia. I discovered this country with my first novel as I searched for an out-of-the-way location that would be of little consequence to the reader. Somalia fit the bill — a tragic past in which its citizens were exported to become the slaves of the Persian and Western World and a desolate future with little hope.
With this third work, I now realize that Somalia needs help as the Al Qaeda sect, Al-Shabaab has overrun the country displacing 3 ½ million citizens. The Somali now live in tents along the roadside and rely upon the Red Cross and international aid to survive from day to day.
This novel describes the deplorable conditions that transpire from decades of international neglect. The government leaders do meet in a Baidoa grain warehouse and the entire country is ruled by rogue militia, all with different agendas. Mogadishu is recognized as the most dangerous city upon our planet. No rational person would dare enter.
Somalia is a breeding ground for Al-Shabaab terrorist camps and will become even more so as they are uprooted from other countries.
The Al-Shabaab have shown us our future should they ever take over the world. At this very moment they are roaming the streets of Mogadishu with armed militia having reduced it to total anarchy.
The shores of Somalia have been poisoned by European companies looking for a place to dump toxic waste.
There is oil to be found — a resource that could be the incentive to get this country in order. It will take a dedicated effort to bring civilization to Somalia. It is quite possible that the leaders of Somalia would welcome a strong foreign presence as suggested in the novel. I see little hope of the government uprooting the Al-Shabaab. With each passing day, the government becomes weaker and the terrorists gather strength.
The future that may lie ahead of us is shown within the pages of the novel. The main story line is meant to entertain and I would not pretend that any of it would ever transpire. However, the path upon which we tread will become a reality unless we dramatically alter our ways. Will the USA remain the number one superpower forever? History tells us “no” and then the question becomes, “When will another superpower overtake us?” It may not be that far off. Should we allow this to occur, who are we to blame but ourselves?
Politics shapes our lives as never before. As Americans let us use our power to vote wisely as it is the leaders that set the course and will lead us down the path we have chosen.
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