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Аннотация
Just one month before his reelection, President Steve O'Bannon is sitting in the White House when his Chief of Staff, Jim Butler, lets him know that fourteen US mayors had just been kidnapped at a conference in Colombia. Just like his war in Korea, it begins not knowing who did it or why. Making matters worse, one of the mayors is Patricia Hammond, the wife of his best friend, Vice Admiral Roger Hammond, who is in San Pedro, California, attending a reunion of his ship, USS Iowa. Summoning all his assets, O'Bannon is determined to find out where the hostages are and getting them back. Otherwise, he will probably lose the election.
For Hammond, there is more at stake. Not only does he have a duty to his country, but to the one person he truly loves. Normally, he would not be allowed to participate, but his experience and talents are sorely needed.
The President also brings in General Claire Richardson, Commander of the Special Forces. When the mayors are found, they must use Special Forces assets � including Master Sergeant Dale Ricks, an Army soldier with two artificial legs � to go in, rescue the hostages and bring them home without loss.
The action take you from Washington, DC to the jungles of Venezuela, both on land and at sea.
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Chapter 1
The Abduction

Cucuta, Colombia
Montezuma�s Revenge was the wrong name for it, thought Alan Brennan as he sat in a lone toilet stall. It should be called total evacuation, he said to himself as his insides churned once again. Brennan kicked himself mentally for deciding to eat that salad the day before. Everyone had warned him about eating fresh vegetables in a foreign country but he loved salads and this one was just too much to resist. Now here he was at an international �Sister Cities� conference and unable to finish the final dinner.
Everyone had enjoyed the conference. It was a real chance to work together with other cities on diplomatic levels � something a mere mayor didn�t usually do. The nonprofit Sister Cities International helped broker cooperation between cities, counties and even states with like groups in other countries. As the mayor of Richmond, Virginia, he had already established partnerships with Krakow, Poland, and Nuku�alofa, Tonga. In both cases, the citizens and organizations of Richmond had embraced their �sister city,� and the cultural exchanges seemed to never end.
Brennan�s smile at the thought turned to a grimace as his insides gave one more heave. Now he was in the South American nation of Colombia trying to start another one. The four day event had been amazingly productive. The city of Cucuta had hosted the small conference of 15 mayors from the United States and Colombia and he had befriended the mayor of Maicao, a city near the border with Venezuela. Now he was looking forward to making that friendship a little more formal.
With his stomach finally settling for a moment, Brennan wiped the sweat from his face and cleaned himself up. Flushing the toilet he exited the stall and washed his hands while looking at his face in the mirror. Never again, he thought as he stared at the pale face with slightly bloodshot eyes. Giving a slightly audible sigh, Brennan turned and made his way back to the dinner.
Each of the American participants had received a special invitation just that morning to a dinner with Colombia�s Foreign Minister. No one could turn it down. The dinner was in a large private conference center and the food appeared to be out of this world. Everyone was impressed with the facility and the meal. Unfortunately he hadn�t taken one bite before he had to dash to the restroom.
As Brennan neared the restroom door he heard a shout from the other side. Curious, he eased the door open just enough to see a soldier, dressed in black, dragging one of the waiters across the floor and through another door. Oh shit, he thought as he eased the door back until only a sliver of it was open to see through. After a minute, one set of conference room doors flew open as two more soldiers carried another of the wait staff out of the room. Through the open doors he watched as other soldiers were picking up what appeared to be his unconscious colleagues and taking them out another door at the front of the dining room. The tables were now almost completely empty.
One of the men seemed to be directing the others. He stopped by the table where Brennan had been sitting and stared at the still full plate. Looking around, he suddenly shouted an order and pointed toward Brennan�s direction.
Brennan looked around in horror. They were going to check the bathrooms and he had nowhere to hide. Thinking quickly, he dashed back to a stall three quarters of the way down the line. Leaving the stall door ajar, he climbed up on the seat and squatted down. It wasn�t ten seconds later that he heard the bathroom door open and someone with rubber soled shoes begin moving across the tiled floor.
The young soldier saw a closet door and opened it quickly. The closet was full of supplies on some wooden shelves and a couple of mops. Closing the door, the soldier looked around the restroom. It was very quiet. All of the stall doors were open. Getting down on one knee he glanced under the stall walls and saw no feet or anything else which would indicate someone was there. Standing back up, the soldier moved to the first stall door and opened it with a bang. Then he moved to the second. He was about to go further when he stopped and looked around again. Turning on his heel, the soldier angrily made his way out the men�s room door and over to the women�s restroom.
There was another shout from the dining room and Brennan heard the young soldier quickly exit the women�s room and call out his report. Waiting almost five minutes, Brennan slowly eased off the toilet seat and made his way to the dining room. It was empty. The tables were bare as if nothing had happened. Hearing a truck start outside, he made his way to a window and glanced out. A dingy white panel truck was quickly making its way down the alley next to the building and out to the main street. There were vegetables painted along the sides and, by the roar of the engine, it was obvious that the truck needed a new muffler. The engine popped and growled loudly as the truck pulled away and sped down the street.
Looking around, Brennan made his way through the door at the front of the room where he had seen the others taken. It opened to a preparation room filled with stainless steel tables and stacks of dishes and glasses. Several of the dining room staff lay propped against the tables unconscious. The table linens and all the food contents were heaped in trash cans along the back of the room. There was no sign of any of the other mayors. In the kitchen next to the room, dirty pots and pans lay everywhere but the chefs were nowhere to be seen.
Searching desperately for a telephone, Brennan found they had been ripped from the walls and were useless. Disregarding his physical condition, he took off out the back door, making his way down the alley and headed toward the center of town at a dead run. If he was lucky, he would see a policeman.
The White House
President Steve O�Bannon sat back in his favorite recliner on the second floor of the White House and kicked the shoes off his feet. He was completing his first term in office and it appeared he would win the upcoming election by a landslide. The electioneering was still going on by the opposing party, hoping that something would happen which might topple the President from his office. Between the election and the job of running a country O�Bannon was turning in some long hours. Luckily, his friend and Chief of Staff, Jim Butler, had been able to take much of the load off. Ever since the night they had teamed up when the North Koreans had launched their attack three years before, the two had become the closest of friends and allies. They thought alike and didn�t mind tackling any problem. As a result, the White House had become an efficient team, allowing the President to concentrate on his job without getting bogged down in minutia. It also meant more time with the family and getting the rest he needed.
Sipping on his caffeine-free soda, he skimmed through some political briefs that his handlers wanted to make sure he was familiar with. These were mostly about the issues the other side was raising. It was almost boring. Ever since the war with North Korea things had seemed to slow down. The excitement just wasn�t the same each day. Sure, there were interesting things happening all the time, but nothing could compare with that experience.
Lowering the papers, he thought back on all that had happened. The attack had hurt, but thanks to Jim Butler and Roger Hammond they were able to get things together very quickly. Roger had become another good friend. More than that, he had been the one to help get the nation back on its feet and ready for war. As a reward for all he had done, O�Bannon and the Navy leadership had given Hammond command of a battleship. It was the best decision the Navy ever made. Hammond and his ship made history.
O�Bannon chuckled as he remembered the look on Hammond�s face when he saw him aboard USS Iowa, and again when he had presented him with the Medal of Honor. He was like a small boy getting a big gift. He never expected anything for himself, but was glad to get it. As a matter of fact, Hammond had always shied away from receiving praise. Most of the time, he was too busy turning the praise toward others. Now Hammond was the Commander, Naval Surface Forces, Pacific. Although he knew Hammond hated not going to sea on a ship, the President also knew he didn�t have to worry about his Navy on the West Coast. Hammond was a born leader.
So was Claire Richardson. She was like Hammond when it came to thinking things through. Taking advice from General Black, he had turned her loose on the North Koreans. Like an angered bulldog, she had led the First Marine Division all the way up the peninsula and had personally orchestrated the surrender in Pyongyang. Now she was head of Defense Special Operations in the Pentagon where she and Black were busy making the Pentagon into an efficient machine. O�Bannon could almost see her snarling at some of the staffers and �sand crabs� in the �E-Ring,� the outermost ring of offices in the building.
The President heard the floor creak and looked up to see Jim Butler coming around the corner. �I thought you had gone home,� he said with a grin. Then he noticed the concerned look on Butler�s face. �Okay, what�s happened,� he asked as Butler solemnly handed him a sheet of paper.
�Bad news,� Butler said.
The President quickly read the first paragraph, then skimmed the rest. As he read, his face became a mask of frustration. He finally put down the paper and closed his eyes. �Fourteen mayors,� he said in a low tone, almost as if it were too much to handle. He looked at Butler. �What else do we know?�
�I talked to Al Peterson at State. He called down and talked to Mayor Brennan personally when the word got out. Brennan says it was a definite abduction. He saw military types carrying the other mayors out the door and drive off in a panel truck. He has no idea who it might have been. The ambassador told me that Brennan escaped because he was in the bathroom at the time. He said he ran a mile and a half until he finally found a police station. Then it took another half hour to get someone to translate for them. The way I figure it, they are long gone and we don�t know who did it. The Colombians are having a fit right now trying to find the truck and get these mayors back. They closed the borders and airports. You will probably be getting a call from their President any time now,� Butler said.
�You have people on it?� the President asked, knowing he already did.
Butler smiled. �Al is going to offer any assistance they may need including military. I called Black. He�s getting the services alerted. I also let Hal Mossman know at FBI and Craig Harris at CIA. They are getting things spooled up. CIA got a call from their resident about the time we got the word and they are calling in some chips. There�s not much we can do as yet, but no use waiting.�
The President nodded.
�But boss, you didn�t look at the names, did you?� Butler prodded.
The President glanced down at the fourteen names on the sheet. He stopped at number ten and turned white as a sheet. �Does he know?�
Butler shook his head. �We also don�t know this might be in retaliation for his actions in the war. There are still some fanatics out there,� he said.
The President sat up in the recliner. �Dave,� he called out.
The Secret Service agent turned the corner. �Yes, Mister President.�
�Dave, do me a favor. Find Hammond. Get a detail around him right now and keep him safe until I say so,� he said with determination.

Chapter 2
Old Times

San Pedro, California
Vice Admiral Roger Hammond was sitting back enjoying a concert. It was the final day of the Iowa reunion. The banquet had been excellent and now this concert topped things off. The crew, their wives and families and some from the city of San Pedro were sitting on the fantail of the great ship. Moored outboard the Iowa was the new guided missile cruiser, USS Kings Mountain. Its captain, Brian Davis, the Iowa�s former executive officer, had requested the port visit just for this occasion. The Kings Mountain crew was also on deck enjoying the concert. Just beneath the guns of turret three was a platform where the Iowa band was playing. �The guys can still crank it out,� Hammond said to Davis as they listened to some of the songs the band had played when the ship had last been in commission.
This was a special time for the old crew. After the ship was decommissioned two years before, the Navy had maintained the Iowa for possible future operations while allowing the museum to use her for tours. Because of that, the crew had made a point to come back aboard every year for a week long reunion. Not satisfied to just visit, they decided early on that no one could take care of the ship better than its crew. So instead of going on tours and just lounging or drinking away the days, they reported aboard in dungarees and work clothes. During the next few days the men performed planned maintenance, cleaned and painted. About the only things they had not done was light off the boilers and get the ship underway. As a result, the ship appeared pristine to all the visitors coming aboard for tours.
The band, however, had a different job. Having gained notoriety during the war, people across the United States had wanted to hear the guys play. After a short national tour the nine men had finally gone home and resumed their lives. But each year their job was to attend the reunion and give a concert. Coming out a few days early, the band made arrangements with local high schools to have a sort of music lab for really talented students to work with them, learn a little improvisation, and give a final big concert.
The week of hard work had paid off. On the stage were over twenty young people playing various instruments and following along with the Iowa band. This year, some of the new songs had a distinctive Latin beat and there appeared to be more percussion players. The trumpet and trombone players had mixed in well and were adding some punch to the older songs as well as some solos which had been very impressive. The concert had started with just the students playing, then the Iowa band joined them for a few of the older songs punched up with the additional instruments. But now it was just the Iowa band. The mix of Doobie Brothers, Three Dog Night and others brought the crew back to the time they had all been together on this great ship. They had all done wondrous things aboard Iowa and had loved nearly every minute of it.
When the band broke into �Black Water� Hammond had nearly shed a tear. That was Patricia�s favorite song from the band. They had played it especially for her on her trip to Korea and had been playing it when he stood on the bridge wing and showed her the ring he had bought for her. He still remembered the look on her face as she stood on the pier and nodded her head. Patricia Crowell had come the first day of the reunion but had to leave for a conference and couldn�t be there for this concert. Everyone welcomed their mayor with open arms. She had returned the gesture by going from place to place on the ship and talking to �her guys.�
Many of the crewmembers turned to look at Hammond as the song was played. Hammond was and would always be their captain. They had come to honor and respect the man who had brought them together as a team and led them through a war. Even though he now had three stars, Hammond remained their �shipmate,� and for many, he had become a lifelong friend. They remembered the times when the Mayor had been aboard and the happiness both had exuded. Nearly all the crew attended the wedding.
The final song was �Listen to the Music.� The band started, and then on the chorus the entire group of students began adding their parts until it had risen to a whole new level of sound and sight. By now the whole audience was on its feet clapping to the beat and in some cases dancing in the aisles. Only a few noticed the four men rushing up the gangway of the ship. Quickly scanning the crowd, they focused in on Hammond and rushed to his side, taking him by the arms and hustling him around the stage and into the after athwartships passageway.
�What�s going on, Bill,� asked Hammond as he was led inside the ship. He had immediately recognized the Secret Service agent who had come aboard in Japan two years before.
�Trust me Roger, we need to get you up to the cabin and to a phone,� Bill Peters said as they rushed forward along the port passageway to the captain�s cabin.
Hammond didn�t say much along the way. He knew something bad had happened and these guys could only be sent by only one man. Going up one level they then crossed to the starboard side and entered the cabin, securing the doors and portholes before saying a word. �Let�s hang out here a minute while we get some things lined up,� Peters said. �Sorry about this, Roger, but the boss said to get some people around you right now. All I know is I need to make a phone call for you,� he said, grabbing the outside phone and dialing a number. After a minute he handed the received to Hammond.
Hammond looked at the phone and placed it to his year. �Hammond speaking,� he said.
�Roger, it�s Steve,� was the reply he heard on the other end.
�Mister President, what�s wrong,� he asked, dreading what might have happened.
�Roger, I won�t mince words. Somebody has kidnapped Patricia and the rest of the mayors at the Colombia conference,� the President said.
Hammond sat stunned. He didn�t say a word. Patricia Crowell had become his whole life and to imagine her being harmed chilled him to his core.
�It�s too early to know much but I promise I�ll get her back, Roger. Jim and I are already on top of it. We don�t know the reasons as yet, so that�s why I asked the Service to keep an eye on you for a while. I promise I�ll let you know anything that comes along. In the mean time just stay safe,� the President said to his friend.
Hammond gave off a small sigh. �Thanks Steve. The concert just finished up anyway. Maybe I�ll just go home for the night and wait to hear from you,� he said in a low tone.
�Just be careful, Roger. I�ll call the minute we know anything,� O�Bannon said.
�Thanks, Steve,� Hammond said as he hung up the phone. Hammond sat in his seat still too stunned to move.
There was a knock at the door and Brian Davis and �Boats� Patnaude nearly pushed their way through the Secret Service agents to get to their friend. Only Bill Peter�s okay had kept the two from being shot.
�What�s wrong, Captain?� asked Patnaude, his short grey hair almost bristling in concern.
Hammond looked at the two men. �Patricia�s been kidnapped,� he said. Hammond looked as if he�d been struck a blow. His eyes had a vacant, hurt look and he sat is his seat without moving.
�Son of a bitch!� exclaimed Patnaude. �Any idea who?� he asked.
Hammond shook his head. �It was her and the rest of the mayors at the conference. I don�t know much more,� he said.
�I take it the President thinks Roger may be in some danger or you guys wouldn�t be here,� said Davis.
Bill Peters nodded. �Just a precaution, but you guys did a lot in the last war and somebody might not like it,� he said.
�Okay, were should he go? If he goes home, the bad guys will probably know where he lives. If you want, he can come aboard my ship, or we can take him to a hotel,� Davis said.
�Your ship would be the best,� said Peters. �By tomorrow we might know a little more. This was set up very quickly and I�d appreciate a secure place.�
Davis nodded. �Is that okay with you, Roger?�
Hammond nodded. �Yea, but for tonight only. I need to get back to San Diego tomorrow anyway,� he said as he slowly stood.
Davis gave the Secret Service agent a look and then all of them got up and left the stateroom. They walked down the interior port ladder and out the port side. Within a few minutes Hammond was firmly established in a cabin and away from the others. As they walked out the door, Davis looked at Patnaude. �All officers and chiefs in the messdecks in ten minutes,� he said. Patnaude scurried down the opposite passage and out the after door to the waiting crew.
After getting Hammond settled, Davis secured his ship and set additional guards along the deck, then he crossed back over to the Iowa. The messdecks were filled with anxious crewmen waiting for the word on their captain. Davis went up to the high end of the deck. �Gentlemen, our mayor, Patricia Crowell, has been kidnapped.�
There was a gasp throughout the crew. Some men cussed, while some just got angry. �I don�t know much, but it appears the mayors at that conference she was attending in Colombia were taken. I don�t think they know who or where yet. The President sent the Secret Service guys to give the Admiral some protection.�
�They should leave him to us,� shouted one crewmember. Several raised their voices in agreement. �Nobody�ll get to him while we�re around,� another said. The anger was growing rapidly in the space.
Davis raised his hand. �I know that, and so does the President, but he�s doing what he can,� said Davis. �You guys remember they are friends, right?� That got many nods around the room. �Right now we have him aboard my ship. We�ll take care of him, guys. By this time I figure people in Washington are going nuts trying to get to the bottom of this. When they do, something is going to happen. I don�t know if it will involve us or not, but it might be a good idea to be ready.� Davis looked around the room. He could see it in their faces. They were ready to go back to war for their captain and they wouldn�t leave until the job was done. �Are there some of you who can hang around a few days, just in case?� Nearly every hand flew up.
�You know, XO, sometimes you ask the stupidest questions,� said Patnaude from one of the tables. The men let out a hearty laugh. Davis shrugged his shoulders and grinned.
�You know I can�t give you guys any orders,� Davis said. �But I�ll see what we can get going.� He looked straight at Patnaude. �Boats, you know what to do. Make all preparations for getting underway.�
A cheer rang out throughout the ship and was heard by the families and friends on the pier. They didn�t know what was going on, but for some reason, they felt good about it.
Caracas, Venezuela
Colonel Juan Rojas had to work late again. The military aide to Presidente Emilio Parente was a thankless job which usually only lasted one year. Rojas was well into his second. He had worked very hard to get to this position and had worked equally hard to win the good favors of Presidente Parente. It was one of the best ways he knew to rise to the exalted rank of general in the Venezuelan army. It didn�t make any difference that, to him, his leader was clearly insane. His job was to make sure everything El Presidente wanted, he got. More than likely Parente would eventually be killed or overthrown by the military. Hopefully it would be after Rojas was repaid for the work he had done.
To get his job done he had been instructed to do a number of things � many of which made absolutely no sense. Military events and parades were going on every week. But then he had been trusted with other, more bizarre tasks. At first it had been things like buying goats to help keep the palace grounds neat. Then it was joy rides on newly acquired aircraft for the military. It hadn�t mattered Presidente Parente didn�t know how to fly or that they were mostly single seat fighters. El Presidente simply wanted to drive them around the runways. The one time he did try to take off he ran the new jet off the side of the runway into a ditch.
Then there were the boxing matches which Rojas arranged. El Presidente had him make sure none of his opponents could beat him. He thought it made him look virile to the women. Rojas had lost count the number of women he had taken to his personal rooms in the Presidential palace. Yet despite it all, Parente was still held in high esteem by the masses in Venezuela. Not with the wealthy, who gave a half hearted show of support, but with the working class and the indigenous people in the countryside. By adopting a �macho� appearance, he played into what many uneducated felt was the image of what a president should be.
More recently things had started to become even stranger. Rojas arranged for the army to build a special center high in the mountains so that he could commune with the gods. Taking a page from some ancient rituals, El Presidente evoked the ancient deities and especially the name of Wei, the ancient sun god. He used both to instill the homage and support of the mountain people. To do so, Rojas had procured elaborate feathered headgear and special equipment so that El Presidente could look the part. Parente would hold elaborate ancient ceremonies to venerate the ancient gods. The funny thing was that most of the gods he played to weren�t even native to Venezuela, but reflected some ancient folk lore of the hill people, so he made them fit. Parente made the rituals so extremely thorough and realistic that the people were mystified.
Although popular with the people, Parente was inept in foreign relations. Rojas watched as Parente undermined the diplomatic ties with just about every democratic nation in South America and north to Canada. His relations with the United States were particularly in tatters. Parente openly criticized President O�Bannon for the last war, siding with the North Koreans. It was well known that he was building up the drug trade in Venezuela while nationalizing any foreign held businesses. He had even seized American held companies. Yet the American ambassador, Craig Jonas, was always seen with him, smiling and getting along as if nothing bad had ever happened. Three of the embassy staff had been ordered out of the country, yet Parente refused to have Jonas leave. Whenever they were together it was most cordial.
Over the past three days El Presidente had been in conference with one military group which Rojas had not been allowed to participate � his personal guard. They had met four times each day and were even now behind closed doors. Something was happening and Rojas hadn�t a clue what it was. He was about to go over a report he would brief tomorrow when a messenger came running through the door. He rushed through the outer office and was getting ready to brush past his desk when Rojas stopped him.
�Don�t you know where you are? This is the office of El Presidente, not some gymnasium,� he growled.
The young man stopped in his tracks. He was dressed in a black army uniform with insignia which made him a corporal in the personal guard. He braced in front of the Colonel�s desk. �I have an important message for El Presidente,� he nearly shouted. There was a folded piece of paper in his hand.
�Give it to me,� Rojas said sternly.
�I was ordered to take it to El Presidente.�
�You are in his office and I am his military aide. When you give it to me, you are giving it to him,� Rojas said a little more softly, yet with a firm tone which indicated he was not used to being disobeyed.
The young man hesitated for a second, then straightened and handed the paper to the Colonel. He saluted and then walked quickly back out the way he came.
Curious, Rojas unfolded the note. It read, Truck with prisoners back in country. Proceeding to compound. There was no signature or origin listed.
What is going on, Rojas wondered. Quickly refolding the paper, making sure it didn�t betray his reading it, Rojas walked back to the large double doors which opened to El Presidente�s office. Straightening his shirt, he knocked and waited for a reply.
�Enter,� he heard from behind the doors. Rojas quickly twisted the knob and opened the door.
The room was huge. It measured thirty feet wide and fifty feet long. The floors were polished marble which gleamed under the light of the silver chandeliers hanging above them. The walls were white marble with gold accents and trim. The furniture was also trimmed in gold and included lounges with deep blue cloth and gold pillows. El Presidente�s desk was two steps above the main floor. It appeared to be wrought from iron with gold gilt crowned with a glass top and more gold accents. Behind it was a marble seat with matching blue and gold trim. Most visitors thought they had stepped back into the age of Rome. Presidente Parente was seated in his seat wearing his crisp uniform. Around the desk were four officers from his elite guard dressed in black uniforms, one of whom was a colonel like himself. �Ah, Colonel Rojas. You have something for me?� the President asked.
As the president had instructed, Rojas marched stiffly to the bottom of the two steps and gave a stiff salute. �A message I was told was quite urgent, Se�or Presidente.�
Parente scowled. �Do you know what the message is?� he said with a hiss.
Thinking quickly, Rojas shook his head. �No Se�or Presidente. However the young messenger was not in the proper appearance to come into your presence. He told me it was for you only, and I am delivering it as you have instructed,� he said, hoping he was not giving away the fear he felt.
Parente�s face softened. His lips spread wider and a hint of a smile crossed his face. �Very good, Colonel. This is a personal matter and I applaud your attention to duty. Now if you will leave us. I will call you in shortly,� he said gently.
Rojas stood firmly and saluted again. He then did a crisp about face and left the room as he entered, marching stiffly. He silently closed the big double doors as he left. Once in his outer office, Rojas let out a breath of air. He was lucky that El Presidente had not questioned his lie about not seeing the message and he would have to make sure to never give any hint that he had seen it in the first place. Too many men had disappeared when they had gotten too close to Parente�s personal matters.
Sitting at his desk, Rojas began to wonder what the message had meant. After over a year working for him, Rojas knew it was probably nothing good. Somehow it was tied into this personal guard, but prisoners? And what compound? He hoped he hadn�t stepped into something which would get him killed. Rojas sat alone at his desk pondering what it might be until the buzzer under the desk sounded, summoning him back into El Presidente�s office.
Standing, Rojas straightened his uniform once again and made his way back to the double doors. He knocked and when he heard the reply, opened the doors and stepped in. Surprisingly, Parente was coming towards the door as he entered. Rojas stopped and saluted sharply.
Parente walked up smiling. He raised his arms to welcome the Colonel in. �Come up here, my Colonel. I am feeling particularly well tonight and desire some company. Let us sit here,� he said joyfully as he escorted Rojas to a corner pillowed sofa and chair. Sitting in the chair he gestured for Rojas to sit on the sofa.
Rojas had warning bells going off in his mind. It wasn�t normal for Parente to act this way. As indicated, he sat at the edge of the sofa and waited for El Presidente to start the conversation.
�Colonel, how long have you served me here?� he asked.
Rojas thought a moment. �Just a bit more than fifteen months, Se�or Presidente,� he said softly.
�Not so long, Colonel. And you have served me quite well during that time,� Parente said.
�Thank you, Se�or Presidente.�
Parente waved his hand. �No, I notice these things. You do your job without shirking and without questions. That is something a leader needs in these times,� Parente said watching him. �You are also very loyal. Now tonight, something very important happened and you were the one who brought me the information I needed,� he said. �Aren�t you the least bit curious about that?�
Rojas carefully selected his answer. �Of course I am, Se�or Presidente. Anytime history is being made so near me, I would be curious. But I am content to wait until I am told what part I may play or to simply watch and admire the outcome,� he said with a smile. A hint of praise and reverence never hurt with Parente.
Parente sat back and smiled. �And I have decided to share this with you tonight,� he said as he sat back in the chair. �You see, tonight I have begun the process of shaping the world,� he said smiling. �Tonight I have set things in motion which will place me in the position of selecting the next President of the United States.�
Rojas� eyes shot upward in surprise. The President of the United States, he thought. It was something which even he had not imagined could happen. Rojas quickly framed his response. �I cannot imagine something so vast in scope, Se�or Presidente. I doubt even Bolivar could accomplish such a thing,� he said, citing Parente�s favorite hero. �What things must we do to help you carry out such a plan?� Rojas asked.
The level of praise and flattery appeared to work. A broad smile appeared on Parente�s face. �That is why I have decided to keep you with me, Rojas. Never a question, just a willingness to help your presidente,� Parente said as he leaned forward and slapped him on the shoulder. �Beginning now, I want you as a permanent member of my staff. I usually promote my aides just to get them out of my sight, but you are different. I know you are not like the others, hungry for promotion and power. I know all you wish to do is serve your presidente. You will get that wish and together we shall achieve great things,� he said in a lofty tone.
Rojas fought the urge to scream. Working for this man was the least desirable thing he could imagine. In a brief instant, all his plans and aspirations had vanished, and he was stuck serving a lunatic. Now all he concerned himself with was staying alive. Any show of displeasure could evoke El Presidente�s wrath.
�What? Can you not speak, Rojas?� Parente asked.
He must think quickly. Already Parente had a questioning look on his face. �I am too stunned Se�or Presidente. I never imagined you would honor me so,� Rojas exclaimed.
The look on Parente�s face returned to a wide smile. �Of course. Please forgive me for surprising you so, but I will need you with me to make my plans work and I wanted you to know before we begin in earnest.� Parente glanced at his watch. �I see we have worked late enough. Go home and get some rest. Be back here tomorrow morning at 6 am. You and I will go on a short trip together and I will explain it all to you.� The two men stood and Parente placed his hand on Rojas� shoulder. �You have proved to me you are a trusted servant, Rojas. It is time you should be working even closer to me,� he said. �Now go get some rest.�
Rojas straightened. �Yes, Se�or Presidente, and thank you,� he said in a strong tone. He took a step back and saluted sharply. After receiving one in return he quickly made his way to the door and exited quietly. As he turned to open the door, Parente appeared to be watching him closely, with a smile still on his face.
Once outside the door Rojas seemed to deflate. His mind could not imagine how catastrophic his life had suddenly become. Everything he had worked for was now a shambles and he was stuck at his current rank and in this position for possibly the rest of his days. He sighed deeply as he made his way to his desk and put his things away. The walk to his car was usually refreshing, but not on this night. He drove through the streets under a cloud, wondering in his mind what he could possibly do to get out of this situation. Everything he came up with ended either in one of El Presidente�s work camps or with a bullet in his head. His mind turned to what Parente had said. Select the next President of the United States? The mere thought brought chills to his spine. The United States was not a nation to trifle with. Not only did they possess one of the best militaries of the world but its influence could ruin a nation like Venezuela. Nothing he could imagine would be good.
Almost mechanically he pulled the car into his parking garage. After locking the gate he made his way to his apartment. There would be no sleep tonight. He turned on his computer and pulled up the internet. Within four hours he had his answers.

Chapter 3
Allegiances

Aboard USS Kings Mountain
Roger Hammond couldn�t sleep. He felt as if the wind had been taken from him. His marriage to Patricia Crowell had been his second, and although he had loved his first wife, Patricia meant much more to him. From day one, she had been a loving, supporting partner. They did things together instead of separately. Where his first wife had been a tag along, Patricia had been a willing participant. Likewise, Hammond had come to enjoy going to the political functions Patricia enjoyed. They discussed policies for the city and ideas for Navy events with equal enthusiasm. But the best part was that both were having fun with everything they did together. Roger was extremely happy.
The news of Patricia�s kidnapping had been a staggering blow. For three hours he tossed and turned in the cabin obsessing over her loss. Then slowly, his mind began to return to the analytical machine he was so well known for. Beginning with why it might have been done he began to sift through possibilities. Soon he began to focus on one avenue which seemed to make sense. Then he began to ponder what could be done about it. After another two hours he grew frustrated. There were too many unanswered questions.
Hammond reached over and turned on the light. The cabin was all new and somewhat sterile. Although the furnishings were similar to other ships, it was unfamiliar. Hammond needed something else. He rose from the bed and put his white uniform back on. He went to the head and splashed water on his face. Checking the mirror, he noticed the age lines which had grown deeper in the past few years. The current situation wouldn�t help but it really didn�t matter. He was growing older and life was taking its toll. He grinned at the thought.
Grabbing his cap, Hammond opened the door to the cabin nearly scaring the posted sentry to death.
�Can I help you, sir?� the petty officer asked.
Hammond smiled at the young woman. �No, I just can�t sleep. I thought I�d go over to my ship and just walk around a little,� he said.
�Sir, I was ordered not to let you go anywhere without escort,� the petty officer said. �And there are some Secret Service guys outside who should be back in a minute.�
Hammond placed a hand on the young woman�s shoulder. �That�s okay, I could use the company. Call down to the others and let them know we are going to the Iowa for a few minutes. We�ll come back in a while.�
�Aye, aye sir,� she said as she grabbed the radio and let people know what was going on. The two walked down the passageway and aft through the King�s Mountain�s messdecks exiting on the starboard side then going forward to the brow. They were met by a member of the detail who followed at a respectful distance since the petty officer was with Hammond. He was invited to join them on their trek. Informing the quarterdeck watch, they then left the ship and stepped aboard Iowa.
The evening air felt cool and refreshing. Stepping aboard the familiar wooden decks, Hammond began feeling more at ease. This was his ship, the ship he and his crew had taken into harm�s way. She and the crew had performed what many said were miracles in a modern age. But there was more than that. In many ways this ship was a living, breathing thing. You could feel it when you came aboard. Hammond was feeling it again now.
Entering the ship forward on the port side, they made their way through the forward officer�s quarters and back into the wardroom. All the way, Hammond related stories of his time on the ship, her history and the interesting times they had shared. For some unexplained reason he made his way to the great ship�s bridge. He pointed out to his two escorts the thick armored citadel and all the things he had grown accustomed to on the old ship.
Hammond finally came to his chair on the starboard side of the bridge. There was a small line across with a sign which said �do not sit.� Hammond chuckled as he pulled the line off his seat. �That doesn�t pertain to the Commanding Officer,� he said with a grin.
The faux leather covered seat felt the same as it did when he left it. It seemed to envelope him; and his body, sensing the familiar, responded by immediately relaxing. Hammond continued to relate stories to his escorts, but as he talked, the weariness seemed to overcome him. Slowly, as he relaxed, his eyes grew heavy. Within a few minutes he fell asleep almost in mid-sentence.
The secret service agent grinned and looked at the petty officer. �Let�s not bother him. If you take this entrance, I�ll move to the other side and take that one. We�re pretty secure up here,� he said.
The petty officer nodded and moved back to the door just fifteen feet behind the chair. Stepping out onto the bridge wing she began gazing out around the ship and wondering about the man she was guarding. He was unlike most senior officers she had known. Everyone knew his reputation, but he was much friendlier than she had expected. Earlier that evening she had seen him mingling with his crew. They all acted more like friends than the typical officer � enlisted relationship she knew. Maybe that was what made him different. Placing her hands on the wooden railing, she glanced down along the pier. Everything was quiet and there was no movement except for a couple of birds roosting in a grassy area beside one of the buildings. Her eyes made their way along the ship and up to the 16-inch gun director far above them. Aside from a carrier, this was the biggest ship she had ever been on. She wondered what it would be like when the ship was underway. Talking to some of the old crew, she could tell they loved their ship. Somehow she too felt good about being aboard. Running her hand along the steel bulkhead, the petty officer got a sense of welcome. She glanced back at her charge, now gently snoring in the seat. She smiled at herself. They fit together, she thought. Returning her thoughts to her duties she almost dared anyone to disturb either the ship or the man during her watch.
The White House
President O�Bannon, with his Secret Service escort, made their way to the Situation Room of the White House for the morning briefing. It was still dark outside, yet the room was filled with cabinet members and staffers who had been up all night gathering information and making preparations to address the current crisis. The story broke from the CNN news affiliate in Bogota, Colombia, at 3 am. An initial statement had been formed two hours before and issued through the White House Press Office after the news broke. There would be a press conference at 8 am. The President hoped there would be better news.
�Please keep your seats,� said O�Bannon as he entered the room. He quickly made his way to the center of the table and sat down. �Okay, let�s forgo the usual brief. If there�s something needing my personal attention, you can get it to me later. Right now I need to hear everything we know about this event in Colombia. What have we got since last night?�
�I�ll start,� said the Jeff Dunning of the CIA. He stayed in his seat as he briefed. �We were able to work with the Colombian FBI equivalent. Mr. Brennan gave our people a good debrief on what went on and when. It appears all the mayors received a written invitation for this dinner, supposedly from their foreign minister, where he was supposed to give a farewell. We have the copy of the invitation and the envelope it came in. Obviously it is a forgery and the ministry told us it could not have issued the invitation because the Minister is out of the country. They also pointed out that the invitation didn�t even have the appropriate seal on it. We sent everything off for fingerprinting, but only Mr. Brennan�s prints are on it. When the government was notified they closed the borders and put everyone on the lookout for a white panel truck with vegetables painted on the side. They also said it had a loud engine. A border guard recalled such a vehicle going from just outside Cucuta into Venezuela. They remembered it because it had a broken muffler and the truck seemed to be simply waved on when it crossed into the country instead of the usual check. That may be a clue in the case. According to everyone on the Colombian side, the Venezuelan government always stops and inspects trucks crossing between the two countries. Why they let this one through is anyone�s guess, but it�s not normal. The Colombians also interviewed the restaurant staff when they finally regained consciousness. The people who arranged for the dinner had indicated to them that they were with the government and had issued specific instructions on what would be prepared and how everything should go. A specific chef had been brought in for the meal and everyone had been paid in cash. After everyone had been served, armed men entered the back and took over. Some of the staff members were hit over the head while others were drugged. The rest we were able to get from Mr. Brennan,� he said.
�Right now, Colombia is turning over every rock to find these people, but they believe, as we do, they were in that truck headed into Venezuela. I contacted our people there. We have a few capabilities I can brief you on later, but there have been no indications of anything that would give us a warning. There is one guerilla group operating in the area. It�s the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia also known by their acronym, FARC. They do have a long history of kidnapping, murder, drugs and terrorist operations. Most of the time it�s against the government in Colombia, but it has spread to other countries in South America. More recently, the FARC has renounced its terrorist operations in deference to more political means, but sometimes old lessons die hard. This might be one of their operations, but as of now there�s no evidence that they are behind this,� Dunning said.
�I talked to the Colombian Minister of State,� said Jeff Branson, the Secretary of State. �He brought up both the FARC and the ELN or National Liberation Army of Colombia. Both these organizations have been negotiating with their government and have curtailed their terrorist activities. He said for the first time in a long time, Colombia was having a period of internal peace and prosperity. He said he doubted either of the organizations would want to break that peace.�
�I agree,� said Dunning. �It wouldn�t make much sense and there have been no activities which would suggest otherwise. I say that, keeping in mind the Venezuelans have harbored both of those organizations in the past. This means there might be some faction of either organization running an operation on their own. Again, this would be pure speculation. There are no facts to back any of this up.�
�One thing we have learned recently is that the FARC, in particular, has been working closely with some businesses to expand and even to export goods, especially to the United States,� said Bill Cochrane, Secretary of Commerce. �We�ve been watching this for about a year and it all appears to be legitimate. This would go along with why it would not be logical for the FARC to be behind any of this.�
The President sat back in his seat and lifted his hands in resignation. �So from all I hear we�re still pretty much in the dark on who did this. Anything we come up with would be pure guesswork,� he said.
The men around the table nodded their heads. �It�s just too early, Mr. President,� said Dunning with almost a sigh. �We�re putting everything we have on the streets. By this time tomorrow we might have a lot more, or nothing,� he said. �Except for the border incident, which can be explained away, that�s all we have so far, sir.�
The President looked around the table. �Okay, let�s go around the table and let me know what each of you has.�
The meeting lasted another hour. All the intelligence services had a piece of information. Of course none wanted it to look like they were behind any of the others in their efforts. Basically, it was just like Dunning had outlined in the first place. It was very frustrating.
The President closed his eyes and shook his head. �Never seems to fail. Anytime I feel like things are going well, somebody throws a wrench into the works,� he said. He sat forward again. �Okay, I know our ambassador and his team in Colombia, tell me about our ambassador in Venezuela.�
�Craig Jonas was appointed by your predecessor. He�s done a pretty good job so far. He negotiated a couple of trade deals and was able to get that kid out of jail down there two years ago. I understand he has made progress getting to Parente,� said Branson. �I understand he keeps a tight rein on his staff and even our intelligence people, but that�s just his management style. He says he just wants to make sure he knows about anything that goes on through the embassy.�
Dunning was grimacing. �A couple of times we have had to let him know that he cannot interfere with our operations. He makes our resident a little nervous with all his questions.�
�I understand what he�s trying to do,� said Branson. �When you�re dealing with President Parente, it�s best to have a lot of information in your pocket so that you can fend off questions. Parente has a habit of trying to crawl all over ambassadors to get his way. Jonas knows when to fold and when to bluff. I phoned him personally two hours ago and he is going to do everything he can to help out.�
The President nodded. �I want every asset moving on this. We have to find out where these people are and who has them. Right now we are not sure if they went into Venezuela or not, so let�s be looking in all the neighboring countries. Is there a chance they were taken out by plane or ship?�
�It�s possible,� Dunning said. �But no ships have left port and the only aircraft we have seen are commercial or military. We started monitoring the traffic immediately after we got the news.�
�Good. I want to know when you find out something,� said the President. He turned to General Black, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs. �General, once we find out something, what can we do about it?�
Black didn�t blink. �It depends on where it is, who it is and a whole lot of other factors. This isn�t like the big one we had where we could throw a lot of things at the problem. This one will have to be handled like a surgeon. We get in, get the hostages and get out, hopefully without getting our people killed in the process. We have teams that can do that, but we need to know a lot more first. I�ll have our people begin drawing up some plans and contingency ops to get started. Then as information comes in we can start churning,� he said with confidence.
The President nodded. He knew Howie Black would get the job done, but he had to ask in front of his cabinet just to tie up the loose ends. �Approved. Now I want everyone at this table talking to each other. At some point we may have to use our military and I do not want people killed because someone held back information they had. Does everyone have all the resources they need?� he asked.
Everyone around the table nodded.
�Then this is our number one priority until I say so. The politics and the election will take a back burner till this is over. I want briefings every morning and at three every afternoon. Let�s find some answers and make some plans. I have a press conference at eight to get read for.� He turned to some of the men at the table, �I need the CNO, the Chairman, State, CIA and FBI in my office immediately after this meeting. Are there any questions?� There were none. �Let�s get to work people,� the President said rising from his seat and quickly leaving the room. He was followed closely by the men he designated.
It was a short walk to the oval office. All along the way the detail opened the doors and made way. The men walked past the President�s secretary pool and into the office. President O�Bannon walked to his easy chair and sat while the others filled the couches and other seats.
The President looked at the men around him. �Okay, now let�s talk a little more about intelligence.� He turned to State, �I need your frank opinion about Jonas. I know you don�t want to trash our ambassadors in front of the rest of the staff, but now I need to know the real skinny.�
The Secretary took a slow breath. �He�s almost an unknown. Jonas was placed there by your esteemed predecessor after we had gone through two ambassadors in three years with Parente. Jonas helped him get elected and was the Governor of Idaho for a term. Then he came to Washington bucking for a position. I wonder if he wasn�t placed there to get him out of the President�s hair. In my opinion, he�s not too bright but is fairly astute in politics. As I mentioned in the briefing, since going to Venezuela he has been moderately successful. He has gotten a few minor trade agreements set up and helped get that kid out of jail two years ago when he tried to protest on Parente�s doorstep. So I can�t say he�s all bad, but like Dunning said, he asks a lot of questions,� he said.
�Do you trust him?�
�As far as it goes. He hasn�t done anything to cause us to mistrust him. I get the feeling he�s a political wannabe hoping for his big break.�
The President nodded. �Alright, then let�s get him spooled up. Call him up and tell him what is going on then ask him to beat some bushes. I wouldn�t tell him we know the truck went to that country, but say we are checking out all options. Tell him we need to know about that truck. See what he says. I also want to know how he is operating and if he can handle something like this. If he turns everyone loose and gets the information, great. If not�� he said leaving the rest unsaid.
The President turned to Dunning. �Get the same orders to our people on the ground. Beat the trees. I need information about that truck and our people if they can.�
�What about the ambassador? If he can�t handle it�.�
�We�ll handle that if we have to. In the mean time get things rolling. Your people can report to us directly. What about satellite assets?�
�We are already repositioning a KH-14 over the area,� Dunning said. �We�ll start getting images this afternoon. I talked to our people and they know what to look for as long as it�s out in the open. Once we determine where they are we can use it for a lot more. The KH-14 will give us that real-time capability that helps in these situations.�
�I agree. Use whatever you need,� said the President. He turned to Kurt West from the FBI. �Kurt, let�s open some more communications down in the neighboring countries to eliminate some of the possibilities. At the same time, let�s send someone down to Caracas. Coordinate our efforts with their investigative people. But I also want a good watch on Jonas.� He held up his hand. �I know, he�s probably just a mediocre government official, but I want to make sure he can handle things right.�
�We can do that. I�ll finesse it with them and send someone down today. If we run into problems, what do you want me to do?�
�Just let me know and we�ll figure that out.� The President turned to the CNO. �Now let�s talk about a friend of mine. Perry, what do you think he�ll do?� he asked with a twinkle in his eye.
Admiral Johnson sat back and grinned. �You know he�ll want to be involved. It will be hard to keep him on the sidelines.�
The President nodded. �Yes, I know, but should he?�
Johnson thought a moment. �Actually, we should let him be involved, but put someone else in overall charge. That way we can keep an eye on things and not let him do something rash. I got a call from Brian Davis last night. He said Roger got the word during the ship reunion. Now there are over a thousand pissed off sailors raring to go. Brian said they are getting their ship ready just in case. They won�t budge until this is over. I told him to talk Roger into riding back down to San Diego with him today. That will give us another day. Then I figure he�ll be on the next flight after checking in with his staff. I�ll call his Chief of Staff and have him get some things online. Hopefully by the time he gets here we should have more information. Then let�s hear what he has to say. Knowing Roger, it won�t be too bad. We�ll go from there.�
�At the same time, I�ll talk to some special people and see what we can scare up for those contingencies. I agree with Perry. Roger will probably have a great idea or two. I�ll make sure we have the assets available to carry them out,� said Black, adding to the conversation.
O�Bannon was smiling, not only because of what was being said in the room but because he could picture in his mind what Roger was thinking right about now. �Start the plans moving. Coordinate efforts between each of you so that we put our best foot forward. Each of us adds to the pot. I have a feeling it will take all of our agencies to carry this off,� he said. �At the same time, I know that Roger is a friend of mine. Let me know if I am going in the wrong direction or if it is getting a little too personal for me. I want this to work both for this country and for Roger and Patricia. I need everyone doing their best, thinking through it all and making the right decisions. In short, we all need each other. Don�t let me down.�
Black smiled at his boss. He glanced around to the others and leaned forward. �Steve, I think Roger has made friends with everyone in this room. We want them back as much as you do and we�re not going to go flying off doing anything stupid. We�re going to get those people back, and we�re going to get them back for all the right reasons. We�ll get it done,� he said with a deeply serious face. Little did he know just how difficult it would become.

Chapter 4
Plans

Caracas, Venezuela
At precisely 5:30 am, Colonel Rojas entered his office, resplendent in his best uniform. He had no idea what his presidente wanted to do with him, but it would be wrong to think he could let down his guard or be anything less than perfect while in El Presidente�s presence. El Presidente never entered his office prior to 6 am. This gave Rojas time to make some preparations and get his morning briefings in order. The first item on the list was a briefing on what was running in the American media about the abductions. When it first appeared on CNN, Rojas had almost had a stroke. Kidnapping fourteen American mayors could bring the wrath of the United States down on their heads. He had actually prayed that it was some freak of coincidence. Then he remembered the statement that El Presidente was trying to control the American election. If it was him, and the President didn�t respond quickly, it possibly could change the election. But Rojas actually liked this American president. He had watched in admiration as he had led the US not only out of a catastrophic attack, but to an unqualified victory over North Korea. As he recalled, this president had responded quickly and forcefully. Surely his presidente hadn�t forgotten this.
Rojas let out a sigh. It probably was just a coincidence and he was worrying over nothing. Besides, no one could be that stupid. He was only half way through his preparations when Parente opened the door to his office and walked out into the outer office. Rojas sprang to his feet in surprise, saluting stiffly.
Parente smiled in greeting. I am sorry to have startled you my Colonel. I came in early so we could leave for a place I want to share with you. You can brief me on the way,� he said slapping Rojas on the arm, then turning to head back into his office. Rojas gathered his papers quickly and followed him.
Parente led him through the office to a place on the wall behind his desk. Pressing a hidden switch, a portion of the wall opened and the two quickly entered. �This is my special passage when I need to enter or exit without being seen,� Parente explained as they walked. Rojas noticed him reach up and tug at his ear. Behind the door was a long hallway with only two doors. Rojas also noted what appeared to be small squared openings every ten feet just large enough to put a gun barrel through. There were also cameras every twenty feet. The hall ended and turned to the right, then down a flight of steps. Turning to the left the men entered another hall. At the end was a small room with a desk where a guard sat. Parente remained strangely silent as the two men transited the hallway. The guard sprang from his desk and came to attention, then opened the door.
The door exited to an underground parking area where a limousine was waiting. The driver held the door for Parente while Rojas entered the other side. It was a short ride to the helicopter pad where the presidential helicopter was waiting. During the entire ride, Parente said nothing and Rojas knew he could not initiate the conversation. He sat patiently with the briefing papers in his hand.
Entering the helicopter, Rojas buckled in and noticed Parente didn�t bother. Once the doors were shut, it was strangely quiet in the aircraft. There was a divider between the pilot and the seating area in the rear. Only after the aircraft had lifted off did Parente begin to speak.
�I see you have brought my briefing, but let us never mind that for today. What we will be doing is far more important,� he said with a half smile. Rojas noticed Parente�s eyes seemed to be studying him as he spoke. The experience almost made him shiver.
�I assume you have seen the news reports about several American political figures turning up missing.�
�Yes, Se�or Presidente. That was a part of my brief.�
�Then I will share with you that I was the one who ordered their abduction,� Parente said almost matter-of-factly. �You see, by this action, I am making sure public opinion in the United States turns against President O�Bannon. They will be outraged when he cannot find the prisoners and even more angered when he can do nothing about returning them. The people will elect Mr. Foster, someone who I have met and feel is a better person to lead their country. Once he is in, we will rekindle relations with the United States and be in a much better position to influence decisions there. Once the election is over with, we will see about returning the hostages. The Americans will see me as a great leader who rescued their political leaders and will look even more favorably towards working with us. As a decoy, I have arranged to have it appear the FARC abducted these people. That will draw any suspicions away from us. Now I need you to help me keep this operation going and to watch our operations while I dedicate myself to helping the Americans find their people,� he said with a grin.
Rojas nodded. This was a risky operation filled with problems, but to hint skepticism around Parente would not win him favors. �I am ready to serve, Se�or Presidente. I saw on their news that someone seemed to think a truck had carried the people away. They will be looking at both Colombia and Venezuela closely.�
�As expected,� Parente said smugly. �If they are looking for the FARC, so much the better.�
�Haven�t they been our allies, Se�or Presidente?�
Parente shrugged. �They have grown weak and have succumbed to blatant capitalism. It is time they were no longer associated with us. Now we have other assets,� he said. �Besides, if the Americans do find their people, we will go in and shoot everyone involved. Again, I will be seen as a friend helping the new administration.�
It made sense. He had thought it all out. Now he was committed to the overthrow of the American government, and with this plan he could do it. Rojas snapped out his thoughts. �So now all we must do is make sure the Americans do not find their people before the election only a month away,� said Rojas.
�Precisely,� Parente said smiling again. �Now begin thinking about things they could do to stop us.�
Rojas could think of a thousand things � not the least of which might mean a nuclear detonation over Caracas. Something must be done, but he was not sure of what that could be. He decided to humor the president and go along with him. He rifled through a couple of notes he had taken. �There was one thing I discovered last night, Se�or Presidente. Their news media listed all the missing mayors. Most are of no consequence; however one may have some extraordinary support.�
�And who might that be?�
�Her name is Patricia Hammond. She is mayor of San Pedro, California. Just three years ago she married Vice Admiral Roger Hammond.�
Parente laughed. �And how could some navy admiral be a threat to me?�
Rojas had to tread lightly. His president didn�t have much regard for anyone but an army officer. �You may recall this Hammond was one of the men acknowledged to have helped plan and execute their war with North Korea. He was given command of an American battleship and later a fleet of them to battle our ally. In his actions against the North, he was awarded the Medal of Honor, their highest award. He is a personal friend of President O�Bannon.�
�A battleship? He can�t do much to me from the sea.�
�Se�or Presidente, I looked some things up for you last night. The American�s battleships are still active. They can be made ready on short notice. If he took charge of them, they could sit off our shores and bombard Caracas to matchsticks and there wouldn�t be much we could do about them. Our missiles couldn�t damage them much. Three of them hit their ship named Iowa in the last war. She kept on going. We could send planes, but if they are escorted by some of their AEGIS ships our planes would not come back. Our navy would be blown from the water. As far as this Hammond goes, if the President is his friend, he may let him loose if there is a suspicion. With his wife as a hostage there is no telling what he might do.�
Parente�s face turned darker. Rojas had a point. He had only planned on some minor officials which would be of no consequence. Patricia Hammond could cause a small problem through her husband. One thing he did not want to see was his beloved Caracas smoldering in the dust. �You are sure these ships could do what you say they can?�
�Yes, Se�or Presidente. This Hammond has a lot of influence. They say no one in their military can go out on their own, but with a President�s backing, who knows what might happen. If those ships or even just one of them appeared off our coast, there would be little we could do.�
Parente nodded in thought. �Then we must watch this Admiral Hammond. Contact our intelligence service and have them watch this man. I want to know where he goes and what he does. If it looks like he is getting one of those battleships underway, we can make changes to our plans.� He began to smile again. �That was good information, my Colonel. Lucky for us, this is just a naval officer and not an army commander. He is not a real threat to my plans while out in the ocean, but it is good to be careful. Have him watched,� he said.
�I shall contact our intelligence people immediately,� said Rojas. He reached for the secure telephone on the wall beside the seat. It was connected directly via encrypted radio to his headquarter where it was patched to the Servicio Bolivariano de Inteligencia Nacional (Bolivarian National Intelligence Service).
Within minutes a call was made to someone asleep near Los Angeles, California. The groggy man was briefed and quickly he got dressed and went to his car. The American media had already mentioned that Vice Admiral Roger Hammond had been aboard USS Iowa the evening before. Reporters told their audiences that he had been moved aboard the outboard navy cruiser and was still somewhere onboard. The reporter had even pointed out his automobile; an older yellow Oldsmobile convertible. Some things were just easy.

Chapter 5
Waking Up

The Mountains of Venezuela
It was like a thick, heavy fog. There was light, but nothing focused and there was no shape to anything. All around her she felt a prickly feeling; distant, but there. To move her arms and legs felt like trying to lift the weight of the world. But as she woke, Patricia Hammond�s mind started to slowly work. She forced her eyes open, and almost immediately wished she hadn�t. The light was painful. Switching senses, she moved her fingers at first and then her arms. Her fingers felt the prickly things surrounding her. They were long strands and they bent easily. Through the haze in her mind she finally figured it out � it was straw. Slowly, she eased her eyes open again. She was in a room lighted by some high window openings. As her eyes focused she saw that the walls were some sort of stucco, dirty, and in some places cracking apart. All around her the floor was covered with straw and she was lying directly beside one of the walls. She tried lifting her head. The room spun rapidly and she quickly laid it back down until the room slowed and finally stopped its turning.
She heard a soft moan. Taking it very slowly, she eased herself up until her head was resting against the wall. With some effort, she pushed herself slowly into a sitting position.
The moan had come from Mayor Robert Hudson � a 60 year old friend she had met on a previous conference. He was laying next to her and had settled down into the straw bedding. He too was slowly working his head to try and shake out the drug induced cobwebs. Easing onto his elbows, he blinked his eyes open. Looking around, his eyes rested on her and a strained smile crossed his face. �You okay?� he asked with a gruff voice.
Patricia nodded her head slightly. Even this small movement started the room spinning again. �Where are we?� she asked.
�Looks like some sort of cell,� said another voice from across the room.
Patricia squinted until things focused again. Nick Evans lifted his hand in a slight wave. Nick was a newcomer to the Sister City conferences but was one of the more enthusiastic of the mayors attending. Although normally well dressed and dashing in his appearance, he now looked almost ten years older than his age of 32. His clothes were wrinkled and stained. Yet he seemed to be doing better than the rest. �There�s a barred door on the far end. Someone passed by a few minutes ago as I was waking up.�
Despite the dizziness, Patricia forced herself to look around the room. Her eyes rested on each of the people lying in various positions in the straw bedding. Some were still asleep, while others were beginning to force their way to consciousness. Several were holding their heads, obviously having their own bouts with the dizziness. �What happened? The last thing I remember was eating dinner,� she said.
�Beats me,� said Jeff Thompson from another corner of the room. �But it�s pretty obvious we�ve been drugged,� he said slowly. �How we got here is anybody�s guess.�
�And where�s here?� asked Jim Mitchell, the oldest member of the group. His face was very pale as he sat against one corner of the room. He was feeling in his pockets until he came up with an orange colored plastic bottle with a white top. He began to struggle slightly with the �child-proof� cap, then finally prying it off, took one of the pills inside and slid it under his tongue. �Thank God I still have these,� he said with a sigh.
�Is everybody here?� Patricia asked.
Evans was looking around as well. �I don�t see Alan Brennan.�
The others were looking around as well. �There are only 14 people here,� Thompson said.
�Remember, he was feeling sick all day and I remember he had to leave the table before this happened,� said Hudson, finally shaking loose from his haze. �Maybe whoever it was didn�t get him,� he said.
�There�s some bottled water over here,� said Sharon Roberts, one of the four woman mayors in the group. She began tossing the plastic bottles around the room. �I suggest everybody drink one before trying to get up.�
By now everyone was stirring. Each reached out for a bottle and quickly down its contents. To Patricia, nothing had ever tasted so good.
There was a sound of a metal door opening. A figure appeared at the cell door with a television camera. He stuck the lens through the door and began taping. Several of the mayors struggled to their feet as he did so. After a few minutes, another figure appeared at the door and placed his hands on his hips. Each of the people in the room turned to stare at him. He was heavy set and dressed in a dark sort of military uniform with a beret type cap. His face was framed with a Van Dyke style beard and mustache. It was set in a scowl.
�I see you are awake finally. As I am sure you have guessed, you are now prisoners under my care,� he said as a smile gently eased onto his face. It was quickly replaced with a frown as he continued. �I see you have found the water. I am instructed to give you all you desire.� There was a rattle of some pots being brought into the outer room. �Your food is here and as long as you are compliant, you will be fed regularly. However, any mischief on your part will be rewarded with the loss of food. So that means that if you want to eat, you must obey my every command. There shall be no disrespect to me or my people. Be good, and you will be treated well.� A door opened up on the wall and paper plates and plastic utensils were shoved in along with a plastic garbage bag. Two of the mayors took the items along with two pots of something warm. �Ask your questions now,� the man said.
�I want to know who you are and who has abducted us,� demanded Curtis Walker, one of the men as he got up from the floor.
The reply was swift and painful. The cell door was flung open and the man struck Walker across the face with a baton before stepping back outside. Walker fell back against the wall and slid to the floor; his eyes now burning with hatred. Two others stumbled to his aid. The rest reacted in horror that such a thing would happen.
The soldier shook his finger at them. �Remember, I said you must be respectful. It is none of your affair who has brought you here or who I am. You must simply obey.�
Sharon Roberts raised her hand like a schoolgirl. He nodded at her. �My I ask where we go when we need to use a bathroom?�
The soldier smiled at her. He pointed to a corner of the room. �It is right over there,� he said with a smirk. Everyone turned to look at what appeared to be a bucket covered with a piece of canvas. When the canvas was lifted, there was a wooden toilet seat laid over it. She looked over at Patricia and rolled her eyes.
�How may we address you,� asked Patricia. �Since we don�t know who you are, we need some way to ask for you or to ask questions,� she said calmly. The anger was rising within her and she had to control it.
�You may simply call me Sergeant, for now.�
Mitchell called out, �Sergeant, I need my medications. They are in my bags at our hotel. I have a heart condition that requires me to take these medications each day. Can someone get them for me?�
The sergeant gave a grunt. �Do I look like an apothecary? I am afraid it is impossible to go to your hotel and retrieve them. You will just have to do without.�
Mitchell turned slightly pale. �I�ve been told I must have them or my heart might quit on me,� he nearly pleaded.
The Sergeant leaned angrily toward the man, pointing his finger at him. �It is not my problem. Do without,� he said emphasizing by shoving his finger toward the man. It was obvious the Sergeant enjoyed pushing others around.
�Do without!� exclaimed Patricia. �You were the ones who brought us here and now this man may die because you didn�t think about the possible repercussions! I respectfully ask to see your superior, Sergeant,� she demanded.
The sergeant lifted his baton again, and then growled an order in Spanish. Two men quickly opened the cell door, entered the room, and retrieved the food pots from one of the mayors before locking the door again. A smile appeared on the sergeant�s face. �It appears you already need to be taught a lesson. You see, I am in charge here and I won�t tolerate any disrespect. No more food until tonight. Now, the question and answer time is over,� he said before turning and exiting the building. A younger guard dressed in a similar uniform sat down outside the room on a bench. His rifle was laid across his lap. The young man simply stared vacantly into the cell.
The mayors let out a small sigh and looked round at each other. �Pat, you gotta learn how to watch your temper,� said Roberts with a grin.
Patricia nodded. �I know. People like that infuriate me. Sorry guys,� she said.
�Yeah, I know. He has empowerment issues,� Roberts said. �We�re just going to have to find a way to suck up to this guy so we can survive, that�s all,� she said with a grin.
�In the mean time, come get some food,� said Tim Sweeny in the front corner of the room. The mayors looked in amazement at fourteen plates of some sort of stew sat on the floor.
�How the hell did you do that?� asked Kay May, staring at the plates in amazement.
Tim chuckled. �Knowing how outspoken some of you are, it figured he might take the pots away, so I poured it out and then stood there with the nearly empty pots.� He began handing out the plates of food. �One thing I noticed. The young guards who took the pots definitely noticed they were empty. They didn�t say a word,� he said.
George Kaye, the middle aged mayor of Jefferson, Tennessee, thought a moment on that one as he quickly began eating the bland meal. �That tells me not everyone agrees with our illustrious sergeant,� he said with a knowing eyebrow raised.
USS Iowa
Roger Hammond stirred from his sleep as the sun eased above the horizon and into the bridge windows of the ship. He opened his eyes to a familiar sight, across the window sill out over the ship�s two forward turrets and across the bow. It was almost as if they were underway once more. His thoughts were interrupted by hushed male voices on the other side of the bridge. That was when he noticed the blanket covering him. Wondering where it came from, he looked around behind his seat.
The young female sentry had been replaced by another young petty officer standing by the rear entrance to the bridge. A Secret Service agent was just visible on the deck outside the bridge. The sentry was quieting someone inside the armored citadel.
Moving the blanket aside, Hammons eased down from his chair and walked back to the huge 17 inch thick steel door. He urged the sentry to remain silent. Three young Boy Scouts were inside looking at the gear.
�This is where we steer this thing,� said Hammond, startling the boys inside.
�Whoa,� said one of the boy almost jumping against the bulkhead at the sight of the man in an admiral�s uniform.
�It�s okay, guys,� Hammond said with a chuckle. �I�ve spent many a day on the bridge of this ship,� he said.
The oldest of the three scouts had a questioning look. �Were you the guy I read about during the war?�
Hammond raised his hands. �Guilty as charged. I�m Roger Hammond,� he said extending his hand.
A look of wonder spread across the young man�s face. �Wow! I read all about you and all the stuff you did aboard this ship,� the young man said as he shook Hammond�s hand. �I�m Kurt and this is Tommy and Chuck.�
Hammond nodded. �Yes, I heard there was a troop aboard. How do you like our ship?�
�This is cool,� said Tommy. �I don�t even know how this thing floats,� he said.
�Me either,� said Hammond. �You need to see if they�ll let you go all the way to the top. It�s the best,� Hammond said pointing upward.
�Do you think they would?� asked Chuck.
�I think I can arrange it. By the way, who brought me the blanket?�
�We did,� said Kurt. �We were exploring some last night and saw you up here, so we brought up one of the blankets and they said we could come back when it was daylight.�
�Well, I appreciate it. I was pretty tired after the concert. Did you guys like the music?�
�Yes sir!� exclaimed Chuck. �I�m learning how to play the trumpet.�
�Well, good. Keep practicing and you can get as good as my guys,� Hammond said.
There was a shuffle outside the citadel and Brian Davis stuck his head in. �About time you woke up,� he said with a grin. �We have orders to get you back down to San Diego. We�ll be getting underway in an hour,� he said.
�I can drive quicker,� Hammond said.
Davis shook his head. �No, sir. Admiral Johnson told me personally that I was to bring you. I�ve arranged for one of my officers to drive your car down.�
Hammond sighed slightly. He looked at the scouts beside him. �See. Even admirals get told what to do sometimes,� he said. �See you around again,� he said to the boys as he shook their hands again.
Standing outside the citadel the sentry and agent were now joined by �Boats� Patnaude. �Boats, you still here?� asked Hammond.
�Hell, somebody�s gotta be your wet nurse,� Patnaude said with a grin. Then he got serious. �Look, Captain,� he said quietly. �Let us know if there�s something we can do. You know you can count on us.�
Hammond looked the old man square in the eye. �I know, Boats. Tell the guys I appreciate it. If you guys can help in any way, I�ll call,� he said placing his hand on Patnaude�s shoulder.
A twinkle appeared in Patnaude�s eye. �You better,� he said.
Hammond started to leave when he turned suddenly. �Boats, how about seeing that these guys get the chance to go up to the 0-11 level. They deserve a look,� he said with a grin.
Boats nodded and waved as Hammond and the others left the bridge. He looked at the three young boys standing nearby. He eyed them intently, sizing each young man up, then mumbled, �Three future recruits.� After a moment he nodded his head. �Okay you three shitheads wanna see the real Navy? Let�s get going,� he said firmly. Patnaude was going to show them this ship if it killed them.
One hour later, USS Kings Mountain took in her moorings and departed for San Diego. From her bridge, Hammond watched as Patnaude, in his old white helmet, had thirty young boys in their bare feet lined up on the Iowa�s deck holystoning like real sailors.
The Pentagon
Major General Claire Richardson sat in her office in a foul mood. The Chairman, General Black, had called her personally to get her up on what had happened and told her that he wanted her to organize a team. As the Chief of the Pentagon�s new Special Operations Division, she had plenty to choose from, but not enough answers to make any decisions. Already she had contacted the Defense Intelligence Agency to get her those answers. Now it was time to organize a team. Her chief of staff was already working on a list or options, but until things started falling into place, there wasn�t much she could do. That left a bitter taste in her mouth. Hammond was one of her friends and she knew the President, another friend, needed her help.
The Special Operations Division had been formed to gather the very best from each service to take care of the growing number of problems around the world that couldn�t be done with an army or navy. She was like a surgeon�s scalpel. She could go in and cut out a problem and then let the wounds �heal.� Already her teams had rescued some students in Kenya, a diplomat in Indonesia and some kidnapped businessmen in Angola without a single loss and without anyone knowing what had happened. This was going to be one of those type operations. Already the alert had gone out to teams One through Six, although Team Five was currently finishing up some intensive training in the swamps of South Carolina. In the mean time, everyone was getting equipment ready and waiting for the call.
She was checking one team�s readiness report when there was a knock on her door. Captain Chris Spalding opened the swinging door and stepped in.
�Excuse me, Ma�am, but you have visitors in the waiting room. It�s the Dickson family.�
All her concerns were swept away as the smile spread across her face. She had met the Dicksons upon the death of their son, one of her own officers, during the war. They had adopted a young Korean boy who their son had saved from a grenade attack. Since that time she had followed the family and the young boy closely. She rose from her desk and walked to the reception area. There sat Mr. and Mrs. Dickson and a tall, thin 11 year old boy who jumped to his feet and saluted. She stopped and returned his salute. He then rushed up to give his Aunt Clair a hug.
�Hey there, Marine. How have you been doing?� she asked with glee.
�Real good, Aunt Claire. We�re gonna see the memorial today,� he exclaimed.
�Well, I know you�ve been looking forward to that,� she said, and then turning to the Dicksons, she gave each a hug. �I�m so glad you could come by. Thanks for bringing my little boy to see me again. Come on it the office.�
The three followed her to her office and sat down at a couch and two chairs opposite her desk. For the next fifteen minutes they caught up on everything going on since their last visit nearly a year before. Richardson was particularly interested in seeing how Jua Jing, whose name had now been changed to William, was doing in school and with other children.
�Well, we had a problem recently in school. Will got suspended for a day,� said Russ Dickson, stifling a grin on his face. Obviously he was holding something back.
Richardson turned to look at young Will. She gave him a skeptical look. �Suspended? Now how did this happen? I thought you were a straight �A� model student.�
William hung his head slightly, then looked up at her. �I got in a fight.�
The typing and rustling of papers in the outer office ceased and Richardson heard a couple of chairs ease back along the floor as the occupants quietly came to the door to listen. Everyone in the office liked the little boy and he had become their �mascot� once they had heard of how one of their own had personally saved him. Three faces appeared at the door.
Richardson noticed, but continued her concerned look. �Do you want to tell me about it?�
Will looked over at his Mom, then his Dad nodded to go ahead. He looked back at Richardson. �Well, there�s this guy at school. He likes to pick on me because I�m Korean.�
Richardson nodded. �You�ve had things like that happen before.�
Will nodded. �Yes, Ma�am, that doesn�t bother me too much,� he said. �But he started saying things bad about my brother.�
Richardson almost heard a growl from outside her office. The guys were listening intently. Even she was getting upset. His adopted brother, also named William, had made the ultimate sacrifice to save this boy�s life. This would be a very painful memory. She looked at Will. �I understand. So what did you do?�
�Well, Mom always told me that I shouldn�t get into fights at school, but what he said just made me angry,� he said almost shamefully.
Richardson nodded. �It must have been pretty bad then. What did he say?�
Will looked at his Mom and then back again. �Mom says it�s not a nice thing to say.�
Richardson smiled. Will was growing up to be such a good boy. Her pride in the young man was growing each time they saw each other. She smiled slightly and said, �I�m sure it�s alright to tell me. I won�t be angry.�
He looked at her with almost a pleading in his eyes. �He said my brother and all Marines were a bunch of pussies!� he blurted out.
There was a slight gasp in the other room as Richardson calmly nodded and asked, �And then what happened?�
William suddenly stood up tall with a look of intense determination on his face as he told her, �I kicked his ass.�
There was a whoop from the outer office as four Marines sprang into the room. They swept the young man up offering their support, then slapping him on the back. Richardson sat back laughing while his adopted father beamed with pride. Only his Mom looked a little skeptical. Richardson knew that it would be only a matter of minutes before every Marine in the Pentagon knew what had happened.
�It turns out this guy has been a troublemaker for a while. He ended up with two black eyes and lost a tooth. The teacher had to pull Will off of him. When I told the principal the situation, Will got off with just one day. The other boy got a month,� Russ Dickson said with some pride.
Richardson continued to chuckle at the situation. The boy had defended both his brother and the Corps. Not bad for an 11 year old.
Will was now smiling broadly. Although the guys were reinforcing the idea of not starting fights, it was clear they approved of what he had done. To him, it meant the world.
The celebration was short lived. General Black entered the room and the shouting and congratulations suddenly halted as everyone came to attention. Even Will stood straight.
�I seem to be interrupting something,� Black exclaimed.
After introductions and retelling the story which had just unfolded, Black stood back and grinned at the young man. �It appears our young man has some pride in the Corps and his family. That is a very good thing, young man. Now, what�s this I hear about you wanting to see the Iwo Jima Memorial?�
�He�s been wanting to see it for over a year, General,� said Amy Dickson. �In the three years since he�s learned about his brother and the Marines, he�s wanted to see for himself. We can�t keep him from the history books.�
Black looked at the boy, and then got down on one knee in front of him. �Tell me. What is so special to you about the Marines?�
The young, dark eyes focused on Black. The boy�s face was thoughtful and determined. �The Marines always try to do good things. They stop people from doing bad things. They rescued me and my friends. A Marine saved my life and gave me my family. When I grow up, I want to be one,� he said.
Black looked at the sincerity in the boy�s eyes. It was the most innocent and truthful thing he had heard in a long time. He placed his hand on the boy�s shoulder and nodded his head. �Then I promise I will help you become one,� he said.
Black got to his feet. �Mr. and Mrs. Dickson, how about you and Will come with me. Claire, you come too. I�m going to personally make sure you get to see the Memorial, but first, I want you to meet a friend of ours,� he said with a grin. Before he left the office with everyone in tow, he made a special phone call to a number only a few people know.
The State Department
�I just need to know if Parente will be cooperative or not,� said the Secretary of State Branson over the secure communications set. He had been on the phone for an hour with Ambassador Jonas trying to get a feel for Parente and how far they could trust him. Jonas hadn�t given him a really straight answer yet. �We don�t know if we can trust him.�
�Of course you can,� said Ambassador Jonas. �I keep a dialogue going with him just so he knows me and I can know him. He is a man of considerable power and can do quite a lot for us when the time comes. I know what makes him tick.�
�So he�ll cooperate with our investigations?� Branson asked.
�He has no reason not to since it doesn�t involve him. Just send one or two people down and I�ll see about getting them in with their counterparts,� Jonas said. �They can work through me to get their investigations done.�
Through him? thought Branson. What did that mean? �We�re already working to get people down there. They may need a wide range of assistance,� the Secretary said without telling Jonas of the revelations about the truck. �What if we need the help of his armed forces?�
�What? You think someone might make a break across the border? Parente won�t stand for that, and he won�t be willing to take orders from the United States. He is the leader of a sovereign nation and takes it very seriously. I can get him to do a great many things, but using his military will be his call and his call alone. He also won�t stand by and let someone else come in either. I can tell him if we have suspicions about this and he will act on it as he sees fit,� Jonas said.
�I�m not talking about any invasion, but if we find out someone has spirited the hostages across the border, will he use his people to help in the search?� Branson asked.
�I have no doubt,� said Ambassador Jonas, growing tired of the conversation. �I have been able to get on his good side and intend to keep it that way,� he boasted. �But at the same time, he will want something in return. That�s why I have to keep him informed about what we are doing and what we are planning. That way he will feel he can trust us,� Jonas said.
Branson looked at the handset he was holding in disbelief. Is he joking, he thought. �We are not in the habit of telling others our operational plans � especially those who are outspoken against what we do.�
�That�s part of the reason these people down here distrust us so,� said Jonas. �They think we just go around doing what we want to do without their advice or consent. Give him something to make him feel good and it will go a long way,� Jonas said. �That�s how I can handle him. You let me know what�s going on and I can use some of it to keep him doing what we want.�
Branson almost couldn�t speak. Maybe this guy was just tired and a little boastful, but if he thought this was the way to handle a dictator, they were all in trouble. He decided to calm the waters for the time being. �Very well, expect someone from the FBI and CIA down there sometime today. As we find out anything, I will let you know. The main thing is to find our people and get them back,� he said.
�No CIA. Their guy down here is good enough. The agency is hated around here,� Jonas said.
�I�ll pass that along. In the mean time, try and find out anything you can as well. There are fourteen Americans who need our help,� said Branson, wanting to end the conversation.
�I will. Keep me informed,� said Jonas as the call ended.
Branson stared at his desk. This guy�s a piece of work, he thought. And what was that all about keeping him informed? The hair on the back of the Secretary�s neck was standing on end. Something was terribly wrong. He picked up the phone and hit the speed dial. It was answered after only one ring.
�Pete, I just got off the line with Ambassador Jonas in Venezuela,� he said. �I think we have a problem.�
The Mountains of Venezuela
The helicopter circled the airfield before coming in for a soft landing on the pad. A black armored Chevrolet Suburban was waiting and Presidente Parente and Colonel Rojas quickly exited the craft and climbed into the car. They completely ignored the small contingent of soldiers standing stiffly at attention to one side. Once inside the car, the driver closed the door and ran to get into the front. The big vehicle pulled out of the gate and down the paved road.
Inside the car, Parente continued his narrative on how he was to gain political control of the United States, then work his way down the isthmus and back into South America. In his mind, there was nothing to stand in his way.
�Most nations are politically weak. They lack real leadership,� he said to Rojas. �Look at the United States. Their president lets the people in congress push him around. He can�t make a decision without working to have a clear majority, both in their congress and in public opinion. A true leader may take suggestions, but he makes decisions. Once the decision is made it must be up to the rest to get in line to make things happen. This is what we have in Venezuela. I listen to what our parliament says is a problem and the suggestions they have on its outcome and then I make the executive decision on the best way to go. Once that decision is made, the parliament decides on how to make the decision work. I say what must be done and then it simply happens. You see how that differs greatly from these other so called democratic governments? It is much more efficient,� he said taking a drink from his chilled bottled water.
Rojas sat and took it all in. Until now he had not realized just how bad the government had gotten in Venezuela. Only people like Hitler and Stalin had wielded such power. The more he listened, the more he knew he must escape the situation. But how could he do it? Rojas was sure he was being watched and he knew the security forces in the capital were far reaching. From this point he knew he must look for every opportunity so that when the time came, he could jump.
As Parente rattled on, the car drove through the hills until turning on a gravel road that led to a small fortress like encampment. �Ah, we are here,� said Parente.
A small opening on the large wooden set of doors opened and a squad of men in black uniforms quickly formed a line. Standing in front of the men was the sergeant. He saluted as Parente exited the car and stepped forward. �We have been successful, Se�or Presidente,� the sergeant stated formally.
Parente returned the sergeant�s salute and then shook his hand. �Very well done. Very well done, indeed!� said Parente. �Where are the prisoners?�
�They are under guard in our small stockade, Se�or Presidente. So far they have posed few problems.�
�Excellent. As we walk, tell be about your operation,� Parente said as he began walking toward the door. The sergeant fell in step, providing every detail of the raid the night before and his instructions to his people regarding their prisoners. As he finished his report he asked, �What shall be done with the prisoners, Se�or Presidente? I ask only because that will govern how we shall ultimately treat them.�
Parente thought a moment. �Actually sergeant, if everything goes to plan will be to eventually let them go, but plans change. I believe we can say that their fate is in the hands of the Americans. You will receive word on their outcome later.�
From inside the cell, the mayors could hear the conversation, but only a few could understand it. Mitchell seemed most excited. �You hear what he�s saying?� he asked Patricia.
�I heard him. Is that Parente? He keeps calling the man El Presidente,� she said in a whisper.
�A couple of you guys help me take a look,� Mitchell said.
Two of the younger men helped lift Mitchell up to one of the openings and he peered outside.
Parente was giving some instructions when he noticed the face at the opening. �There is someone watching us. Who is it?� he asked sternly in a hushed tone.
The sergeant turned and caught a glimpse before the face disappeared from sight. �I know which one, Se�or Presidente. He is the one complaining about his heart medicines. Should I bring him before you?�
Parente grinned and spoke softly. �No. Treat them well for a time and let them think we do not know. There will be a ceremony in two days. Have him ready,� he said to the man.
The sergeant smiled broadly. �It shall be done,� he said.
Aboard USS Kings Mountain
�I asked to meet with you this afternoon to help me think through some things. Normally I have my staff to do it, but today you will have that task,� said Hammond before the fourteen officers seated around the wardroom table. He had already come to some conclusions about the abduction, but he wanted to make sure that they made sense. After all, with Patricia one of the victims, he needed to make sure he was thinking through the problem in an unbiased way. �Since Captain Davis kindly offered you up as guinea pigs, I thought I would take advantage of your minds,� he said with a grin.
The men and women around the table returned the smile and seemed to relax a bit. Hammond took his seat at the head of the table. Davis was to his right. The XO, Commander Pat Schuetz, was on the left. The rest were a mix of younger eyes watching him from around the table; some eager and some wary of the task ahead. Hammond plowed on.
�You all know the situation from last night. We have the following information�� he said as he quickly laid out the facts as they were known. Fortunately, his staff had forwarded a briefing via email and his Chief of Staff had talked over the secure phone. He knew all they had. �Now where do we go from here?� Hammond asked finally.
�If a truck matching the description was seen going into Venezuela, I�d start there,� said a lieutenant sitting down the table. �Do you think this is a government thing, or is this some terrorist faction?�
�We don�t know as yet,� Hammond said.
At the end of the table someone was typing furiously into a laptop. After some additional arguments she chimed in. �There�s only one terrorist group that might pose a threat in the area. They�re called the FARC. But according to this, they have become a fairly mainstream political organization. Their terrorist activities stopped a good five years ago,� she said pointing to the laptop screen. �They operate mostly out of Colombia, but have crossed the borders on numerous occasions.�
�Could someone from another of the South American countries do this?� asked an ensign at the end of the table.
�I doubt it,� said Schuetz. He had majored in international studies with an emphasis on Latin America. �The distances are pretty big around there. You have Guyana on one side of Venezuela, Brazil down south and Peru and Ecuador on the other side of Colombia. It�s around a thousand miles to any of these borders, and their roads aren�t much more than dirt strips.�
�How bad would it be to transport all fourteen of these people over a long distance?� asked a lieutenant junior grade.
There was a chuckle from another lieutenant. �You ever tried to lift a drunk?� he asked. �It�s worse than lifting bags of cement. Then you get them in a vehicle, and they just bounce around. I assume they aren�t trying to kill these people, so you have to worry about getting too bumpy with them. Since it sounds like they were drugged, you also have to worry about them waking up. So they can�t be on the road that long.�
The arguments went back and forth. Some thought it was terrorists, some thought governments, and some simply argued about how it could have been done in any case. At the end of the table one young man sat quietly the whole time, listening carefully. Hammond noticed the look on the young man�s face and recognized something. He was thinking the problem, not arguing, but putting pieces together. The argument had come to the possibility of the Colombian government actually doing it when he sat up and spoke.
�We�re going the wrong way,� the young officer finally said. The people around the table got quiet.
�What do you mean?� asked another.
�Look, everybody�s trying to guess at who did it and where they might be, but what we really need to think about is why it was done. You know that, and it will point to our captor,� he said calmly. �After all, when someone kidnaps a person or people, it is to make some sort of statement. It can be as simple as �you pissed me off and I�m gonna get you,� or as complicated as a political power play. In any case they want something. What do they want?� he asked.
Hammond smiled inwardly. His guess had been right and this kid had nailed it. �No one has made any demands so far,� he said.
�Then it will be soon. The idea is to get your hostages and let your enemy know as soon as possible. I mean, that�s the whole idea. Why do it if you don�t let people know what you want?� the young officer asked.
After a moment Hammond smiled at the man and said, �Something tells me you�ve already worked it out.�
The young man�s face turned red. He had put his neck out for chopping, but he couldn�t stop now. �Yes sir, I think so.�
Hammond urged him on. �Go ahead. It never hurts to hear a point of view.�
The officer raised a finger. �First, it is too big an operation to be a terrorist group. You mentioned that the border guards seemed to let the truck pass through. That tells me they knew the people. If so, it was a government backed thing,� he said counting off on his fingers. �Although we don�t have a stellar relationship with the Latin American nations, it�s been pretty good as of late and we have been doing a lot to make things better. Colombia�s president has everything to lose and nothing to gain since we just concluded that big trade deal with them. He�s even visited Washington twice during this presidency. Why jeopardize that? I agree with the XO. Distances are key. With them being drugged and in a truck, they just can�t go that far unless they have a plane hidden somewhere. So it�s either Colombia or Venezuela. President Parente is not a friend of the United States, we all know that. But he isn�t so stupid as to carry something like this off and risk the scorn of the world over something small. He loves to boast and brag about his leadership and he has tried to extend that to have influence in his neighbors. What if he could show some of these smaller countries just what a big man he is? It would stroke his ego a long way. Now let�s look at what has happened. A group of American mayors has been kidnapped. Why Americans? Why no hostage demand? And why now? I believe this tells us exactly why it�s been done.�
The people in the wardroom sat silent for a moment until the young woman at the computer sat up. �The election,� she blurted out. �The media will have a field day just like the Iranian hostages back in the 70�s. With no real indication of who did it or where they are, the President will have a heck of a time getting them back before the vote and in the mean time the public has just enough time to get annoyed and change sides. The opposition would be crazy not to take advantage of this,� she said.
Heads around the room were nodding and voicing their agreement. Hammond looked at Davis and smiled. �I think we have all come to the same conclusion.� He nodded toward the young officer who found the answer. �Keep an eye on him Brian. He�ll go places,� he said before thanking the group and closing the meeting. He had come to the same conclusion that morning. Now he had to take it to his friends.
South Carolina
The swamps of South Carolina were stifling hot in late September. Mosquitoes were everywhere and were joined by seemingly every other insect in the world, not to mention a few snakes. Major Josh Pegram stood in his command post and scanned the surrounding area for the enemy. In the gamming situation, he and his troops had a hostage and the opposing force was tasked with rescuing the hostage without getting him killed. The command post was in the middle of the swamp and the rescuers would have to crawl through it to get the man out. So far, no team had been able to do it. The combination of heat and insects seemed to always cause something to give the other team away. Special Team Five had been training up for this mission for three weeks. They had left the kick off point three days ago. So far there had been no sign of them. Pegram chuckled at the idea that they might have gotten lost.
This team was a pretty good one. The captain in charge was better than most and listened to his people. But it was the enlisted leadership that had impressed Pegram � especially Master Sergeant Dale Ricks. At first he was skeptical. Ricks didn�t have his legs. He had lost them during the last war. But obviously that hadn�t stopped him. He could outrun, jump or kick any man in the outfit. He was smart too. He had learned a lot of evasion techniques during the war and was eager to pass those along to his people. Where some people might just give up and walk away, Ricks would just move faster. Yet, he was the most pleasant guy to be around. Not bad at all.
One of his men came around the corner. �Sir, one of the guys heard something on the other side.�
Pegram grabbed the field glasses and walked to the other side of the compound. The compound was literally a small island only about three feet higher than the surrounding swamp. There was one narrow path that snaked to it. Pegram lifted his glasses and scanned in the direction the young man was pointing. �What did it sound like?� he asked.
The younger sentry was also scanning the area. �Can�t place it, sir. It just wasn�t like the rest of the sounds,� he said quietly. A third man joined in with his binoculars. After a minute, a second sound, almost like something clinking against a glass jar was faintly heard above the cacophony of life surrounding the compound.
Pegram was expecting something. �Get the rest of the squad up here.�
Within a minute five more people were along the mud wall, rifles in hand. They spread themselves along the wall and waited. The marshy waters surrounding the compound remained a flat calm. There was no sign of anything amiss. After a few minutes Pegram began a circle of the compound. About three quarters of his men were at the one wall while the others remained at their posts on the other three. He rounded the corner of the tent at the center of the island. Inside the tent an observer was posing as the hostage and watching through the tent windows. He was watching intently.
Pegram walked up to the sentry on the door side of the tent opposite the others. �See anything out here?� he asked. The soldier didn�t respond. Pegram nudged him and the young man turned his head and stared at him. There was a bright yellow paintball splotch at the dead center of his helmet. Pegram started to respond when two paintballs hit him � one in the head and one in the center of his chest. As per the exercise rules, Pegram sat down and didn�t make a sound.
A figure that looked like some sort of swamp monster emerged from the tent and made a hand signal. Three men suddenly materialized from the front of the mud wall and quietly climbed over. They were dripping with mud, moss and the tarry black ooze from the swamp. The figure from the tent then spoke into a small microphone seemingly attached to his cheek.
The sound was heard again. This time there was some stirring in the water. Now all the men rushed to the one side of the island and aimed their rifles toward the disturbance. One man called for the Major.
Suddenly each of the men found himself hit several times with the paintballs � not from the direction of the disturbance, but from the island itself. It took only a moment and Special Team Five gathered around the observer. The defending team sat dejected along the wall where they fell. The observer took in a deep breath. �Nice to be a free man again. Where�s the coffee?�
The faces of the team broke into wide grins and one peeled off his hat and leaned against the wall. �I had some doughnuts, but an alligator ate �em,� said Ricks. The men chuckled around him.
�Damn it, when did you get here, Ricks?� asked Pegram, finally getting up from the ground. �We haven�t seen anything move in this water all day,� he said.
Ricks gave him a jaunty look. �We got here last night, Major,� he said. �It took us till nearly dawn to get in position, then we wanted to let you guys get a little tired. Right after lunch most of these guys looked like they needed a nap.�
�Shit,� Pegram said, disgusted.
Captain Gregg Chapman was standing on the outside of the wall, leaning against it. He had let Ricks lead this one in. But even he had been only ten feet away when it had all gone down. On top of his hat was a set of weeds and a stick that matched perfectly with the surrounding swamp. �Okay people, let�s get our hostage back to safety. The quicker we get back, the quicker we can crawl out of these suits,� he said. �Let�s do this by the book. Carter, take point. Griffiths, Jones, right and left.� He turned to the Major. �We�ll see you at debriefing, sir.�
Pegram was visibly upset, but he was a professional soldier and that just wouldn�t do. �Carry on Captain,� he said. The two saluted and Special Team Five moved out with their rescued hostage. After they had moved off a few yards Pegram turned to his men, still covered in yellow splotches. �Alright, ladies, this is one we aren�t going to live down. Looks like we need some more training ourselves. Sergeant, pack it up. We move out in five,� he ordered. The Major turned and watched as the team melded into the surrounding swamp. �How the hell did they do that,� he asked himself.
Interstate 5
Lieutenant Junior Grade Jacob Stark was getting to like the big Oldsmobile. As the Commissary Officer aboard the Kings Mountain he wasn�t really needed for the short trip back to San Diego, so he had been chosen to drive the Admiral�s car back. He was used to a quick little Honda Civic. The big Olds with its 455 cubic inch engine made him feel like he was riding a thoroughbred. Just the slightest tough of the accelerator and the car instantly responded, pressing him firmly back into the bench seat. He had actually spun the rear wheels as he left the parking lot.
Now Stark was a little concerned. He knew what had happened to the Admiral�s wife. About half way back to San Diego he noticed the older white car in his rear view window. It seemed to stay about two cars behind. Every time he passed a car, the other one kept up. One time, he hit the accelerator and made a dash down the road. The other car followed suit. He pulled out his cell phone and dialed the San Diego base operator.
�Give me the Naval Investigative Service,� he said quickly. Two rings later he was connected. �This is Lieutenant Junior Grade Jacob Stark. I�m on Interstate Five heading south nearing San Diego. I�m driving Vice Admiral Hammond�s yellow Oldsmobile back from San Pedro, and I believe I�m being followed.�
The agent didn�t make the connection. �Well, lieutenant, what does that have to do with us?�
Stark actually looked down and stared at the phone with disbelief. Shaking his head, he continued, �Well, considering his wife was one of the people kidnapped in Colombia last night, don�t you think it�s a little strange?�
The agent sat up straight. Until now he hadn�t made the connection. He motioned for others to pick up. �Okay, what makes you think you�re being followed,� he asked.
�There�s a small, older white Nissan that I�ve been watching for the last thirty minutes. He stays about 100 yards or so back. But every time I move, he moves. When I speed up or slow down, he does too. He�s just not acting like the rest of the drivers. With all that�s happened, I thought you might want to know.�
There was another voice on the line. �Lieutenant, this is Agent Carlson. Can you read the plates?�
�No sir, he stays just far back enough that I can�t. I can see that it�s like an older Nissan Altima and there appears to be a dent in his front bumper, like he�s hit a pole or something. I�m driving the admiral�s yellow Oldsmobile convertible. I think he said it was a 1968 model. The base should have the tag number since he has a sticker on the windshield. What should I do?�
Smart kid, Agent Carlson thought. �Alright Lieutenant, here�s what we do. You just keep on driving normal. I want you to come straight back to the base and come through the main gate like there�s nothing wrong. Where did they tell you to take the car?�
�Pier seven is where the Kings Mountain should come back to. I was told to take the car there and wait for the ship,� Stark said.
Thinking quickly, Carlson shook his head. �I have a better idea. There�s a small office building with a big parking lot just inside the gate to the left. I want you to pull around, park the car where it can easily be see from across the train tracks. Then quickly go inside the building. Just wait there until I come get you. You have that?�
�Yes sir,� said Stark.
�Good. We�ll take it from here. If it is someone following you, we�ll take care of it,� Carlson said.
Stark glanced at his watch. �I should be entering the main gate in about 20 minutes.�
�We�ll be waiting. Good job lieutenant,� Carlson said as he hung up the phone. �Okay people, let�s get in some cars. I want to get eyes on this guy in the white Nissan and keep them there. I don�t want him knowing we�re onto him just yet. Let�s give him some rope to hang himself. Get another car in the parking lot outside the gate. He�ll probably park somewhere nearby to keep an eye on the Admiral�s car. We keep our distance and watch. If it�s a false alarm, no harm done. If not, we catch him and find out what he�s up to. Let�s move people.� As half a dozen agents left the office, Carlson picked up the phone and dialed the Secret Service field office.
Interstate 5, 100 yards back
Juan Ricardo felt out of his league. He had been in the United States with a work visa for the past three years working to promote Venezuelan agricultural products. But his paycheck was for his other job � to gather information on certain aviation activities at several of the bases in Southern California. It was an easy job. With hills surrounding most installations, it was no problem watching any newly developed aircraft, how they handled and what they looked like. Boeing, Northrop-Grumman, General Dynamics, all of them had facilities in the area. He could sit in his car and watch, take photos and pass the word back to his superiors. But following people was not his expertise. His instructions were to follow this man and his car wherever he went and report in. So far, there hadn�t been a problem. The yellow Olds was easy to see and despite some erratic driving, he was able to keep up. His problem would be if the car went inside one of the naval bases. He couldn�t go in there. It meant he would have to wait outside until this guy left. Oh well, this is keeping my family living well, he thought to himself.
As they entered heavier traffic, he got closer to his charge. After a few minutes he watched as the Oldsmobile entered the main gate of the San Diego Naval Base. The car disappeared from his view. He pulled into a parking lot off McCandless Boulevard to wait. Ricardo couldn�t believe his luck when the yellow car pulled into a large parking lot across the highway and parked almost at the fence. He saw the occupant, in his white uniform, get out of the car and go in a small building. Shutting off the engine, he sat back in his seat and relaxed. No problem, he thought to himself.
One row back, a silver Dodge Charger eased into a spot facing the rear of the white Nissan. The darkened windows kept anyone from seeing the two agents inside. They radioed their fellow agents in a blue Ford Mustang sitting just inside the lot. Now they would wait.
The White House
�What do you mean he�s being followed?� the President asked.
�We have two cars with eyeballs on the person right now,� Kurt West said. �When a young officer was detailed to take Hammond�s car back to San Diego, he noticed it and called in. He�s sitting in an old Nissan across from the Naval Station gate watching the car like a hawk.�
�What about the other families? Are they being tailed too?� the President asked.
West shook his head. �Not as far as I can tell so far. It�s a little soon, but we immediately sent people out to check. The first indications are that he�s the only one.�
The President sat back and thought a minute. �Any idea who this guy is yet?�
�Not yet. We have good photos and we�re running his face through the system. I even have people checking with Immigration in case he�s come in from outside. I should have something tomorrow morning,� West said.
�Okay, now the big question � why Roger?�
West shrugged. �Whoever it is, they�re afraid of him or what he might do. He�s the only military man in the bunch. My guess is they think he might just be able to do them some harm. Why else would you keep tabs on a guy?�
The President chuckled. �Whoever it is has that right. Roger could put a hurt on just about anyone if he put his mind to it. Just looking at what he did during the last war.� The President stopped and his eyes widened a bit. He looked at West, who had the same expression on his face.
�But why him instead of people in the Pentagon? It�s not a U.S. retaliation they�re afraid of, it�s him,� said West as he thought it through.
The President sat a moment in thought, then a smile appeared on his face. �Of course it�s him. Either this is a retaliation against him for the war � which is a little unlikely, or they found out they had his wife and are taking some precautions. Remember what he did with the Iowa? He dashed in and wiped out dozens of enemy positions along the coast. When he had a task force full of battleships he did even more damage. I bet they think he might just get in his old ship and try something,� the President said with some excitement.
�Yea, but no one man can take something like a battleship and act on his own,� said West.
The President nodded. �To us that�s true, but to someone who considers himself all powerful, who has people jumping at his command, it�s another story.�
West nodded. It made sense. �Looks like I need to get people looking at each of the battleship sites as well. If some people are watching those, we may have something to go on,� he said.
�Good enough. Now what about this guy watching Hammond?�
West smiled. �I want to trail him along a bit. Let him think he�s doing exactly what he�s supposed to do, then when the time is right, we nail him and get a little information. If there are people watching those ships or any of the other families, we�ll nail them at the same time. By then, we may know who they are reporting to.�
�You�re a sneaky SOB when you want to be, Kurt. Let�s get these guys,� the President said with a grin.
West gave a wink. �Yes sir, Mister President,� he said as he turned and left the room.
The President chuckled and turned to his secure phone. After a hit on his speed dial someone answered immediately. �This is the President, let me speak to Admiral Johnson,� he said. It only took a moment before Admiral Johnson came on the line. �Admiral, I�d like to know when the next two battleships are scheduled for their underway periods.�
�No problem, sir, as I recall the North Carolina is scheduled for later this month and the Iowa is just after the election in November. Missouri is next after that out in Pearl. Is something up?� Johnson asked.
�Maybe. Kurt West just handed me some information that could be interesting. Didn�t you tell me that those crewmen were still aboard Iowa?�
The Chief of Naval Operations chuckled, �Yes sir. They refuse to leave until their mayor�s back.�
�Bless their hearts. I�m thinking about making their dreams come true. How quick could we get a reserve crew onboard?� the President asked.
�Less than a week if we push it. You need me to come over?�
�No, but you might have your staff take a look at both ships getting underway a little early. We�ll talk in the morning at the briefing.�
�Boss, I�m sensing the devious side in you. I wouldn�t miss it for the world. I�ll have some answers for you,� Johnson said.
�Thanks, Perry. It could be fun. Good night,� the President said as he hung up the phone.
In the Pentagon, Perry Johnson sat back in his chair. Something was cooking and his boss needed some answers. He smiled. The President was right. It could be fun. Two calls later and the halls on the Navy side of the Pentagon began to churn.
Camp Lejeune, North Carolina
Dale Ricks sat on the edge of the Jacuzzi-like hot tub, adjusted the rubber feet over the stumps of his legs and swung himself over the side and into the warm, bubbly water. He immediately let out an audible sigh. After four days in the swamps, his muscles ached and the water caressed every part of him. At the debrief, there wasn�t a single fault found in his team�s execution. The hostage had been rescued and the bad guys eliminated. Not a bad end to any situation, he thought to himself. But the hours required to remain unmoving, or only slightly moving, through the warm infested, murky waters, had left his body stiff and sore. Even when the water moccasin had decided to perch itself on his camouflaged helmet, he had been unable to react to it. Only when he had slowly submerged his head under the water did the snake finally swim away. That alone had taken ten minutes. Such was the price to pay for being stealthy. Ricks slowly turned his body in the roiling water to stretch his tired muscles and let the tension drain away.
As Ricks finally sat back and let the bubbles do their work, one of the staff plopped down beside him in the water. Staff Sergeant Stan Whitman was a part of the training staff at the school. As another Army member, he and Ricks had hit it off over a beer the night Ricks pulled in. Whitman was tall and lanky, but he could throw a 200 pound man through a brick wall whenever he liked.
�Damn, Ricks, did you have to embarrass the Major that bad? He�s going to be after the rest of us for weeks,� Whitman said with a grin.
Ricks shrugged. �If he wants to play with the big guys, he needs to bone up a little,� he said without opening his eyes.
Whitman chuckled. �I just wish I could have been there to see the look in his face. He walks around here like he�s a gift from the gods. This should knock him down a peg or two. He�s been saying for a long time that his team was the best. Then you made him eat those words. You being an Army puke made it even worse,� he said.
�Well, you can tell that Marine that I got my training in the wilds of Korea. Spent over a month behind enemy lines. When the Marines needed help, they called on me,� Ricks said with a grin. �I even have a Navy Cross to prove it.�
�Not to mention the big one,� said Whitman, referring to his Medal of Honor. �You did real good out there, man. Your team is top notch. Who knows, you might even get called in for the latest,� he said.
Ricks and his team had been out for days and hadn�t heard of anything in the outside world. He got a puzzled look on his face as he turned his head toward Whitman. �Haven�t heard. What�s happened?�
�Seems like somebody decided they didn�t like us again. They kidnapped over a dozen of our mayors at some conference down in Colombia,� Whitman said.
�Any ideas who did it?�
�Not as far as I know.�
Ricks grunted. �Why is it some of these guys think they can get away with this shit,� he said disgustedly.
�Same old thing. We�re the big bad Americans. �I�ll get you,� and all that. They really aren�t too smart,� said Whitman.
�Ain�t that the truth. And as usual, we get to clean up their mess. Anybody special we might have heard of?�
�Not really, but it turns out one of the mayors is married to some navy admiral. The news has made a little fuss over it. Other than that��
Ricks sat up and looked hard at Whitman. �You know the name?�
Whitman was a little surprised. Suddenly the water had turned really cold. �I think it was something like Hammer or Hanley, or something.�
�Roger Hammond?�
�Yea, that was it. Why?�
Ricks pulled himself quickly out of the water and grabbed his towel.
�What�s the matter, Dale? You know this guy or something?�
Ricks turned and looked at Whitman. To Whitman, Ricks face had changed from its normal easy going look to one that made him shiver. It was a face you didn�t want to see on a dark night. �He�s a friend of mine,� said Ricks.
Whitman was about to say something when a young Private came into the gym shouting Ricks� name.
�Master Sergeant Ricks, the CO wants to see you and your team ASAP,� the young man said.
Ricks glanced at Whitman. �I guess you were right,� he said as he headed for the dressing room.

Chapter 6
Assembling Assets

American Flight 497 Enroute to Washington, DC
The red-eye flight from San Diego to Washington was not Hammond�s favorite, but it was the quickest way to get involved that he knew of. The minute he got off the Kings Mountain in San Diego, he had been surrounded by security. Back in his office, they briefed him on the man following his car and a plan was hatched. A senior officer in the security detail was given the keys to his car and his home. While everything was getting set up, Hammond got a briefing from his staff on all that was known about the incident so far. The CNO�s office had personally made sure they were in the loop for anything that came up. Hammond was told that his boss, the Commander in Chief, Pacific, had ordered him to temporary duty in the office of the Chief of Naval Operations until the situation was over. He was also given a reservation for the evening flight leaving San Diego at 8 pm. By 5 pm, a bag had been brought from his home back to the office. The senior officer, a Navy Commander, was now dressed in a vice admiral�s uniform, and went out of the building. He climbed into Hammond�s car and drove back to his home. Just as expected, the tail followed him. Hammond, now in civilian clothes, was placed in the back of one of the security cars and driven to the airport. There was a two hour delay in Los Angeles, but finally he was in the air headed toward Washington.
Hammond tried to sleep, but the events were too much to handle. He was still trying to run things through his mind, going through details over and over again. The movie was some comedy about college teens which usually ended with a prank played on some unsuspecting character. Searching through the seatback pocket, he pulled out a magazine and began leafing through it. He was interrupted by someone kneeling beside his seat.
�Admiral, how are you holding up?� asked the person kneeling.
Hammond looked over to see Petty Officer Golden beside him with a concerned look on his face. Seeing one of his crew brightened his whole evening. �Golden! What are you doing on this flight?� Hammond asked with a grin as he shook his hand. A quick nod to the federal marshal sitting across from him in the aisle kept Golden from being grabbed.
�Couldn�t hang around this time. My wife called and our son is in the hospital with a bad appendix. I�m making a quick dash in to make sure things are okay before I head back,� Golden said.
Hammond got a surprised look. �Going back? Okay, what are you and the rest of the crew up to?�
An innocent look crossed Golden�s face. �Oh, nothing. Some of us are going to hang around in case we�re needed. You never know, Captain, you might need some help. Besides, it�s always good to carry a big stick,� he said referring to the Iowa.
Hammond chuckled. �Just like last time, huh? Well, I appreciate it, but right now I doubt we can use you. This is a whole different situation from the last time.� He said.
Golden grinned. �Just let us worry about that one. Have you heard anything new?� he asked.
Hammond shook his head. �No, still no word on who has them or where they are. I�ve got some ideas, but we need a little more information. I�m on the way to Washington to help out where I can.�
Golden patted Hammond on the arm. �That�s probably the best way to go right now. Just do us a favor. If you do find out anything, let us know. You�ve got a lot of guys pulling for you back on the ship and around. If we can help, call on us.�
Hammond smiled and offered his hand again. �Don�t worry. I know. I�ll get the word to you guys as often as I can. Now you get home to your family. They need you more than anything right now.�
Golden nodded. �Okay, I get off in Houston, but if you need to talk a while, come on back.�
�Thanks. I�m going to try to get a little sleep, but if I can�t, I may join you,� Hammond said.
�You�re more than welcome,� said Golden as he stood. He waved as he walked toward the rear of the plane.
Hammond glanced at the Marshal. �He�s one of my former crew. Nice guy.�
�I kind of figured that. Good thing he kept his hands where I could see them,� said the Marshal with a grin.
Hammond chucked, �I guess so,� he said as he sat back in his seat. As he sat in the darkened plane, he thought back about the times he and his men and shared during the war. Golden was a good Boatswain�s Mate and one of his helmsmen. He had always been eager to help out around the ship. The thoughts helped put his mind at ease, and although he didn�t sleep, they helped him feel more rested.
Bogot�, Colombia
The padded envelope with a DVD disk was delivered to the Se�al Colombia, a Bogot� television station just one half hour before the evening news. The outside of the package was covered with the message, �Open immediately, news item.� A young news team member opened the package. Inside was a typewritten note from the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), announcing their capture of fourteen American hostages. The young man let out a yell and immediately placed the disk into his computer. By the time the first image appeared on the screen, there were a dozen people around his desk. The video clearly showed the Americans in some sort of cell. Their clothing was wrinkled and there was straw clinging to hair and clothing. One older man looked a little ill, but the rest seemed to be doing well. On the audio portion was the voice of a man proclaiming that the FARC could no longer abide by the capitalist ventures of Colombia, and especially its ongoing relationship with the United States. The person blamed the United States for all the ills of South America and demanded that Colombia release its leaders from its prisons and the ouster of the United States from its embassy in Bogot�.
Within minutes, the video was ready for broadcast. At the same time, it was passed to the CNN office in the same building. By midnight, Washington time, the world was convinced that the FARC had committed a terrorist act and was holding the American mayors. The Colombian government acted quickly. FARC offices were raided and leaders detained for questioning. Mounds of paperwork and computers were seized and units fanned out throughout Columbia to every place the FARC was known to operate. Three hours later, a second bulletin was released by the Venezuelan government stating they too would assist in weeding out the FARC organization and finding the American hostages.
In America, the media immediately went into a frenzy. Reporters were called in and sent out to find anything they could about the FARC. Plane tickets were purchased to head to Colombia and flights were filled with reporters and crews to get down to where the action was. Families of the hostages were re-interviewed and in some cases, reporters camped out near the homes so they could be there in case the worst happened. Images and video from the Iran hostage crisis in the 70�s were pulled out and references made to the longest hostage situation in American history, not to mention how it had condemned the Carter Administration in the next election.
Roger Hammond�s neighborhood had been peacefully quiet. Suddenly a local television news truck pulled up into the driveway. A microwave antenna was extended on the top of the truck and turned to lock into the home station�s receiver. A second truck pulled up, followed by a third and two cars. Reporters rushed to the front door and began ringing the doorbell and knocking loudly. A light came on in a bedroom and in a minute, a groggy man opened the door. Immediately the lights came on and reporters shoved a microphone towards the man, who made the mistake of saying he wasn�t Roger Hammond. When reporters questioned who he was, the man caught his mistake and said there would be no interviews. One of the reporters called back to his technician in the truck saying, �He isn�t here.�
The old man seated in his truck had been the second one to watch Hammond�s house. He heard the comment. Wondering what had gone wrong, he watched as the news reporters ambled around the yard, themselves wondering what to do. He picked up his cell phone and dialed a telephone number to report that Roger Hammond was not in his house. Inside the car of the naval security team, the mobile receiver immediately picked up the cellphone signal and not only identified the number, but recorded the conversation. Of interest, was an instruction to go back to San Pedro and watch �the ship.� The old man started the truck and moved off toward the main road. He didn�t notice one of the several cars moving that seemed to be going the same direction he was.
The White House
The morning news brief had turned into a zoo. With the news about the FARC, everyone was clamoring to find out what the United States was doing to bring these people to justice and free the hostages. Greg Messer, the White House Spokesman condemned the act and the apparent conditions the hostages were in. He assured reporters that they were working closely with the government in Colombia to �bring a rapid end to this situation,� but reporters had heard that before and weren�t having it. They wanted details and facts, where there were none. One of the reporters asked why Vice Admiral Roger Hammond was not at home and if he was going to be sent on a mission. The automatic reply that the government did not respond to questions on military operations seemed to indicate that Hammond was being brought in. Nearly every reporter was determined to get the real story and immediately sent out a request to find Hammond.
Reagan National Airport
Roger Hammond�s plane was just landing at Reagan National Airport. It taxied to its terminal ramp and people were asked to remain seated as one person was escorted off. The Marshal and Hammond exited the plane and out a side door to enter a car on the tarmac. Within minutes, they were rapidly making their way through a security gate and into the traffic of Pentagon City. Entering the freeway, his car, with escort, made its way to the Washington Navy Yard and to the senior officer�s quarters that had been prepared for him.
Hammond looked beat. The plane flight hadn�t allowed him to rest much. The drawn face and baggy eyes told that story, but he was invigorated by the thoughts of finally getting involved. After a quick shower and a change into his summer white uniform, Hammond reentered the car and was driven to the Pentagon. Admiral Perry Johnson was waiting for him.
�Roger, it�s good to see you,� Johnson said warmly as he came from behind his desk to greet him.
�Same here, Boss, you doing okay?� Hammond asked.
Johnson could see the wear on the man, but knew better than mention it. �Oh, peachy,� he said with a grin. �You�re still trying to keep us busy around here. You all set up in your quarters?� he asked as the men sat down.
�I�m fine. Don�t worry about me. Just tell me what I need to do to get our people back,� Hammond said.
Johnson noticed that Hammond was thinking about the whole group and hadn�t mentioned his wife. He was on mission. �Did you see the hostage video?�
Hammond nodded. �In Houston. At least they�re alive and well. Do we have any plans yet?�
Johnson nodded. General Richardson has a special operations team gearing up and we have all kinds of eyes on the area, but so far, except for that video, we haven�t a clue. Can�t do much if we don�t know where they are.�
Hammond gave a sigh. �Sounds familiar,� he said, referring to the last war when the USA didn�t know who started it for a number of days.
�Well, the Colombians are going crazy rounding up every FARC member they can get their hands on. Even if it�s a splinter cell, we might have information relatively soon,� Johnson said.
�I doubt it,� said Hammond sitting forward in his seat. �I don�t think the Colombians or the FARC had anything to do with it.�
Johnson got a questioning look on his face. �What do you mean?�
�Because, Perry, this isn�t about the FARC or politics in Colombia. They�re going after our Boss,� Hammond said plainly.
They were interrupted by the CNO�s aide. �It�s time for the morning brief, sir.�
Johnson thought a moment. Hammond had thought something through. He usually wasn�t wrong. He wanted to hear more. Johnson waved to his aide. �Admiral Hammond is coming with us. Contact the White House and let them know he�s coming.� He turned to Hammond. �Roger, tag along with me. Your buddy wants to see you anyway. You can explain it to all of us.�
The Compound in the Mountains of Venezuela
Jim Mitchell was looking very pale. The heat and humidity were working on all of the people in the room, but it was worse for him. He had already been over a day without his heart medications and he could feel it in his chest. The nitro glycerin tablets helped, but he was going to run out of those soon. He looked around the room which was their prison. The rest of the mayors were sitting in various places with their backs against a wall. Occasionally someone spoke, but most of the time it was quiet. It simply took too much effort to say anything.
Sweat was pouring off each person in the room and already everyone tried to ignore the smells coming from both the people and the chemical toilet in the corner. At least the guards allowed them to change the toilet out every few hours. There was plenty of water too, although it was the same temperature as the room, so there was little refreshment. Most of the mayors were resigned to sit and wait. Only Patricia Crowell made the effort to cheer the others up or be concerned about their well being. She was always going back and forth with an encouragement or simply to offer support. That brought a smile to Mitchell�s face. Of all the people in the group, she was the one he would elect to office. She really was concerned about others.
The pain in his chest started to grow again. As always, he reached for his nitro bottle and began struggling with the cap. A pair of hands took the bottle from him and got the cap off. Crowell smiled as she shook a pill into his hand and he placed it under his tongue. She glanced in the bottle. �Not too many more. Do you have another bottle?�
Mitchell shook his head. �In my hotel room,� he chuckled. Already the pain was subsiding.
�We need to see about getting your medicine,� she said as she sat beside him in the straw.
Mitchell held up his hand. �I�m too hot to complain. Don�t worry too much about me, we all need to get out of this place,� he said. �Besides, every time we see our sergeant, he seems to get a little more cross with us.�
�At least he has air conditioning,� she said. They could all hear the small window unit across the court struggling with the heat. �Maybe next time he�ll be a little more sympathetic,� she said with a grin.
Mitchell chuckled. �Just don�t get hurt. I don�t think he�s known for his empathy.�
She shrugged. �You do what you can.�
�Tell me. What makes you so confident?� he asked.
Crowell looked at the floor and gave a faint smile. �If you think I don�t worry, you�re wrong. This situation is a hot mess and we could be here a long time. But at the same time, I know something our captives don�t.�
�You�re clairvoyant?� Mitchell joked.
The smile grew wider. �No, but I know that somewhere there is a man doing everything he can to get me home,� she said. �You see, I married a man who I know is a lot smarter than most people and has ways of getting a lot of things done.� She motioned toward the young guard standing in the outer hall. �These guys have no idea what�s about to happen to them,� she said.
The sound of a door banging shut and footsteps across the gravel courtyard told everyone in the room to get to their feet. Within a minute the Sergeant was standing smugly at the cell door. He glanced around the room and a smile crossed his lips. �That is much better. When you show the proper respect, I feel more generous. This evening, after your dinner, each of you will be allowed to shower and clean up. I have a change of clothing as well. As long as you are compliant with my wishes, you will be allowed to bathe each day,� he said.
The sound of more footsteps across the courtyard highlighted the arrival of their meal. The two young soldiers opened the cell door and slid the pots into the cell, along with bread, paper plates and plastic utensils. The regular guard held his rifle toward the door to stop any idea of creating a disturbance. The mayors stood silently. Crowell raised her hand.
�You wish to speak to me?� asked the sergeant. There was an edge to his voice that warned her he might take their meal again.
Crowell nodded. �Yes, Sergeant. I would like to respectfully ask if there is any way to help this gentleman here�� she said pointing to Mitchell, �to either get some medicine or to see a physician. I know you said earlier that he should do without, but I am worried about his health and would not want to see him harmed. He is already running out of the one medication he has. If you could do anything, it would be a great help,� she said quietly. Crowell made sure that the anger she felt was not in her voice. It had its desired effect.
A smile crossed the sergeant�s face, almost as if he knew something was going to happen. �Now, you see? When you ask respectfully I can be most generous. Tomorrow your friend will be taken to a physician to take care of his needs. After that, he will have nothing more to worry about,� he said smugly. �Now enjoy your meal,� he said as he turned and abruptly left the building.
The people in the cell looked around at each other. They all thought the same thing � it was too easy.
Sharon Roberts crossed the room as everyone sat back down. She kneeled next to Mitchell and Patricia. �At least you didn�t piss him off,� she said with a grin.
Mitchell chuckled and Patricia shrugged her shoulders. �Remember, you told me I needed to cool it down some. If some sweet talking works, the better for us,� she said.
Roberts nodded. �Yea, but somehow I don�t think that�s why he gave in. Maybe, I�m being a pessimist, but I don�t see the sergeant becoming a saint. Something�s going on,� she said.
Patricia took a breath. �I actually agree with you, but Jim needs his meds and if we can somehow get them, he�ll be better off. I just figured we didn�t have anything to lose.�
Mitchell sat back and placed his hands on his chest. �It�s nice to have two nice looking colleagues worrying about me,� he said with a grin.
Roberts poked him in the arm. �Keep dreaming, old man,� she said with a note of sarcasm. �I don�t think you have enough brownie points yet.�
Several of the group laughed and the air in the room got a little lighter. But Patricia Crowell knew Roberts was right. She wondered what was really going on.
The White House
In Washington, the President arrived at his military brief to see his friend, Roger Hammond, standing at the foot of the table next to Jim Butler. O�Bannon nearly ran across the room to embrace Hammond before ushering him to one of the chairs. Everyone in the room knew Hammond and was glad he was there. After the pleasantries were over, the group got down to business. The Chief of Naval Operations started first.
�Mister President, I requested to begin this session because as we guessed, Roger, here, has something to add to the pot that I am in agreement with. As you know, we have been trying to look over all of the northern part of South America. After last night, more effort was placed on Colombia. But Roger says we are looking in the wrong place.� He turned to Hammond. �Roger, explain what you�ve come up with.�
�Mister President, it�s just like a young ensign said to me yesterday. We can�t figure out who did something until we figure out why it was done. Look at the facts. We have been able to establish some pretty good relationships with most of the South American countries lately. Good trade agreements, some strong political alliances and we�ve been able to help out on occasion when they really needed it. There�s no real reason for something like this to happen. This isn�t even a religious thing. The program the mayors were there for is one of the most popular programs around. Both sides benefit. So it begs the questions, why now, why there and why these people?� Hammond stopped a moment to let the questions sink in.
�A simple target of opportunity? I mean, people have been kidnapped like this in the past,� said General Foote.
�In the Middle East about ten years ago maybe, but we are at peace down there. Have been for a long time. So now let�s ask, what do they want,� said Hammond. �This thing last night about political prisoners, from what I have heard, Colombia doesn�t have any, except for the ones they are rounding up now. Then the demand to throw the US out of Bogot�. Everyone knows that�s meaningless. Remember, we�ve been at peace with Colombia for as long as I can remember. Then the claim that it�s the FARC. Since it has gone legit, the FARC is a lot better off than it ever was and gaining in political power. None of it makes sense. So let�s figure out what is really being done here. Someone has kidnapped fourteen mayors, something guaranteed to get attention around the world. Why Americans? But more importantly, why now? Remember, this has happened one time before.�
O�Bannon�s eyes shot wide. �They want me out of office. Just a month before an election, they know that if they play their cards right, the hostages won�t be rescued in time. There will be a new American administration.�
Hammond sat back. His point was made. �Now who down there would benefit most?�
�Parente!� General Black almost shouted. �Not only does he hate America, but he sided with North Korea in the last big one. He�s been known to brag about what a big man he is in South American politics. What if he could silently demonstrate that he could really dictate what would be happening in the United States? He would be king of the hill down there,� Black said.
�The last nail has to do with distance,� said Hammond. �Remember, they said the majors were drugged. Moving them around would be a nightmare. The truck fitting the description crossed into Venezuela. Someone can check me on this, but the roads are not that good down there. On a long trip, these guys would be banged around a lot. But if you look at the video, they don�t really look that bad, so they can�t have gone that far. The video was back to us within 24 hours and it was shot in daylight. That means we need to look somewhere within about 200 miles from the border.�
�What if they got them on some plane?� asked the CNO.
�Then all bets are off, but we�ve been monitoring air traffic and nothing appeared out of the ordinary and from the radar images, nothing took off anywhere near the border,� said Hammond.
General Bradley chimed in. �Okay, say it is the President they are after. That will all go to pot when anyone finds out he did it. There would be an outpouring of sympathy for the United States and a cry for Parente�s head. I can�t see that helping him.�
Hammond took a deep breath. �Yes, sir, so that means he plans on cleaning up all the evidence. I don�t think he plans on ever letting those hostages out alive.�
�Makes sense,� said O�Bannon. �He can say the FARC killed them all. Who would be able to dispute it?�
�And despite it all, there would be ways for Parente to discreetly let the other leaders know he pulled it off,� said Hammond.
The mood in the room had suddenly turned somber. The prospects of losing the hostages had turned into a stark reality. It was silent in the room for a moment.
�At least that gives us our marching orders,� said Foote. �We�ve got to find them and go in and get them out before he has a chance to complete his plans. I take it we have a couple of satellites looking around?�
The President nodded. �And some people on the ground.�
The men in the room looked around and were nodding in agreement. The President broke the silence. �Okay, it looks like this is the best avenue to go on. Let�s follow Roger�s advice and concentrate within 250 miles of where this happened. First priority is to find where these folks are. Once we do, what can we do about it?�
�General Richardson has already selected one of our Special Forces units to be on standby,� said General Black. �She came up with an idea to get them there covertly, but getting them out still needs a little work. This will be classified way above top secret. No sharing the information. I have asked for a completed plan ready within the next 48 hours. Once we find out where this place is, we can hone in the fine details and shove off.�
�Good,� said the President. �Everyone coordinate and make this perfect. I don�t want to lose anyone. Let�s plan on daily briefs, but nothing over a phone line. Let�s keep it tight.� He turned in his seat. �Now what about Roger?�
Hammond put up his hands. �Put me in coach. I wanna play,� he said with a grin. There was another chuckle around the room.
�I figured that. Can he fit in?�
The CNO nodded. �I know we probably shouldn�t, but I want him on the team. Claire Richardson will be the one in charge, but this guy�s too smart to leave in the cold. Besides, now that the cat�s out of the bag, we need to use him where we can.�
Hammond got a puzzled look on his face. �The cat�s out of the bag?�
The President nodded. �The bad guys found out you weren�t at home. Interesting enough, they sent your tail to keep an eye on your ship.�
�The Iowa? Do they think I might go back there?� Hammond asked.
�Actually, we found out that someone�s keeping an eye on all the battleships south of Norfolk. I think they are afraid of what you might do,� said the CNO.
A twinkle came into Hammond�s eyes. �So you want me to lead them on a wild goose chase,� he asked.
�We have some plans,� said the CNO with a twinkle in his eye. �You�re gonna love it.�
USS Iowa
The message arrived at 6 am, local time and was passed to the Lieutenant Commander in charge of the Iowa detachment. The Iowa reserve unit was being called up and would report within four days. Any Iowa vets wishing to take part are authorized to accompany the ship. The orders were to make all preparations for getting USS Iowa underway.

Chapter 7
Decisions

The Mountains of Venezuela
Father Emanuel Cardoza sat back in his perch and enjoyed the view. It had taken him a full day to reach his destination � one of the largest trees in the forest. Then it took another three hours, mostly in the dying light of the evening, to get his equipment up to the top of the tree, nearly 90 feet up. There, he unfolded his �nest� � an aluminum framed, mesh platform which he attached to the tree. Using cables and pulleys, he then hoisted up the supplies and gear he needed to spend three days doing what he loved most � photographing birds.
Cardoza was determined to photograph the Harpy eagle in flight. An endangered species, the Harpy was a huge bird with a wingspan of twelve feet or more. It was said these birds could pluck monkeys out of trees without noticeable effort. Already Cardoza had made a name for himself with the National Geographic Society. Some of his photographs had been published in their magazine along with other notable publications across the globe. Yet despite this, Father Cardoza remained a dedicated and trusted priest.
Born in a remote hamlet in Arizona, he had determined early in his life that the priesthood was where he belonged. After high school he went to the University of Southern California at Berkley where he majored in religious studies. From there, he went to the Dominican School of Philosophy and Theology, where he received his masters in divinity. After six months as a deacon, he was ordained a priest. That had been 22 years before. Since then he had been assigned to three different churches, the latest being the Primary Cathedral in Bogot�.
Photography had become a hobby while in high school. Starting with disposable cameras from Kodak, he had made his way to more expensive cameras, and much better work. Now he had a Canon EOS-1D with a variety of lenses, including a 400mm sports lens mated to it. With it, he could capture birds on the wing at great distance, in twilight. True, the kit had cost him nearly everything he had made, but as a priest, he didn�t really need much, and the joy he had capturing stunning examples of God�s nature more than made up for it.
He sat back on his perch and savored the coffee he had made with a portable stove also attached to the tree. The aluminum platform served as his bed and a place to sit and take photos. A small stand had been attached to a limb to balance the camera and lens. Everything had a safety cord, including Cardoza. He had learned that lesson the hard way several years before when he lost a camera and half a backpack of food from a strong gust of wind.
Looking across the mountains he noticed what looked like an old village nestled in the top of the next mountain. Using his camera, he could see what appeared to be stone buildings and some sort of courtyard. Amazingly, there was some sort of obelisk at the head of the courtyard. It rose above the surrounding trees pointing skyward. Cardoza hadn�t known of any obelisks in the Venezuelan culture, but he was still learning about the country and its people. He also noticed that there didn�t appear to be anyone there except for one man dressed in what appeared to be not much more than a loin cloth, doing stretches and walking around the area.
Just then, something flew across his lens. Looking up from the camera, he saw a large bird slowly circling the mountaintop. Now came the fun part.
The Ceremonial Village
Pausing to look up from his walk in the royal courtyard, Wei watched an eagle soar overhead. Although born of peasants in a small mountain village, at his fourteenth birthday several men came into the village and took him from his parents, saying he was not really a member of that family, but someone very special. He was very tall, and unlike the others in his village, had blond hair and fair skin. His neighbors had often said he shined like the sun. Frightened at first, he met a very influential and wealthy man who told him he must change his name from the Carlos Osman to Wei. He was told he was the long lost descendent of Wei, the sun god of the native Pemon people. From that moment on, he learned a new language, began living as a god should, with plenty to eat, people to do his bidding, and among other things, eating a plant called ocumo.
Following ancient legends, each day he worked in his conuco, or jungle garden, instructing his servants where and what to plant, what to harvest and how his meals should be prepared. Each morning, he walked alone to �the bathing place,� a pool fed by a modest waterfall. There, a young maiden would suddenly appear, naked, in the water and beckon him in. Each time, she asked, �I am from Tuenkaron, have you cleared the cunoco yet?�
Each day he replied, �I have just started, let us prepare for our work.� Whereupon, she came up out of the water and took his hand. Leading him through the water, she stood him on a flat rock under the falls and gently washed him from his head to his feet. Once done, they worked together for the day. It wasn�t really manual labor, but more symbolic, although over time, his body became sculpted and very masculine.
At the end of the day, they shared chichi, a native fermented drink, and she lay with him overnight. By morning the girl was gone and another would appear at the pond. Wei was told that she was a daily gift from the other gods to their supreme deity. Over the years, he had grown accustomed to being very much more than human. In the past few years, his people would come together to worship him and make a sacrifice. He would look down on them from his place in the obelisk and watch as his people worshiped. His high priest, Lord Parente, visited often and made sure all his needs were met. At one time, he was even given a ride in what Parente had called an �aircraft� to begin getting him used to flight, since as he aged, that would be another godly power which he would attain. He loved soaring in the clouds and would enjoy it even more when lowly servants didn�t have to go with him.
After his morning stroll, he made his way to the bathing pond. This morning, a particularly beautiful young girl came from the water. After the ceremonial exchange, she led him to the falls where she bathed him in a way very stimulating. They caressed under the crashing water for a long time. After all, he was a god. People would wait for him. Later on, he was told there would be another ceremony tomorrow night. He always felt good after these ceremonies. With this girl as beautiful as she was, he looked forward to an evening of fun to prepare himself.
The Pentagon
Roger Hammond walked into the briefing room with General Claire Richardson. The select team had been brought up from Camp Lejeune to begin briefing in on the current situation and making their plans. As he entered the room he was amazed to see Master Sergeant Ricks standing at the end of the table.
�Ricks! I had no idea you were going to be here,� he said with some enthusiasm as he shook Ricks� hand.
�Always go with a cripple,� said Ricks. Both men were happy to see each other again.
�I heard what your team did down in South Carolina. I guess I should have guessed you had a hand in it,� said Hammond. �When did you join up with Special Forces?� he asked.
�About eight months ago. It seems they found out about me and Paul in Korea. It was that or they found out just how sneaky I really am,� Ricks joked.
Hammond laughed. �Well, I�m personally glad you�re here to help out,� he said.
Hammond motioned for everyone to take their seats. After some introductions, everyone got down to business.
�You have all gotten the situational brief, so you know as much as we do. Right now we don�t have enough to kick off, but we have enough to get ready,� said Hammond. He pointed to a PowerPoint slide projected on the screen at the front of the room. �Right now, we are concentrating on this area right here. This is all mountainous terrain between four and seven thousand feet. Most of it is rain forest. There are few clear areas and the villages are few and far between. The idea is to use a C-130 to fly the team near the area of the hostages and make a drop where the canopy is sparse or in some open area. We are already talking to some of our allies to see about using them to stage from. We will go in at night to hopefully look like some training flight from the host country simply overflying the area. Unfortunately, once you�re dropped, there is not much chance we can come in and pull you out in an emergency. It depends on where you�re dropped and where you will be going. So just be prepared to walk back to Colombia,� he said.
The men in the room chuckled.
�There is a plan to get you out, but I�m still working on it. A lot will depend on where these people are. My hope is to fly you out in some way,� Hammond said. He gave a slight sigh. �In the mean time, we need you to think of everything you may need to get the job done and assemble it back at base. You know what you will need and what you can carry. As we get more information, we can make changes, but get the basics in hand. We may not have time to get everything perfect. We just don�t know yet. But start the process going,� he said. �Any questions?�
Captain Chapman raised his hand. �How long do you expect we will be escorting the hostages once we get them? That will make a difference in the supplies we carry. Also, do you expect they will be able to walk very far? The video we saw showed some older people who didn�t look in the best of shape.�
Richardson stepped up. �Plan for the worst. Maybe a week on short rations with a walk most of the way. As Admiral Hammond said, we hope to provide some air transport. But you can use your imagination on how you get these people where you need to go. Let�s face it, guys, a lot of this is up to your imagination. The goal is to get these people out and home. I really don�t care how you do it,� she said.
Ricks held up his hand. �Any restrictions on casualties for the opposition?�
Richardson shook her head. �Gentlemen, whoever did this has committed an internationally condemned crime against the United States. Your goal is to get our hostages back alive. Quite frankly, I don�t care what bad guys you kill to get the job done. Obviously, innocents are off limits, but from what we�re guessing, the opposition will be military types. We�re just not totally buying what the video says. If you get concerned in the field, call in and ask. We are providing you with some communications gear where you can securely get in touch if absolutely necessary. It�s being assembled and will be provided before you get started.�
�What about prisoners?� asked another man in the room.
Richardson chuckled. �Do you really think you will have time for that? But I will say this, if you think you have the person responsible for this, feel free to bring him home to Mama,� she said pointing her thumb to her chest.
The man laughed again at the thought. They could only imagine what �Mama� might do.
Chapman raised his hand again. �Admiral, where do you fit in all this? I know your wife is one of the hostages, but I need to know who I�m taking orders from and what their motivation might be. No offence, sir.�
Now it was Hammond�s turn to laugh. �What? You SEALS suddenly having qualms about your roots?� he asked in jest.
Again the men in the room laughed. They were beginning to like the leadership and were getting to look forward to this mission.
�Actually, you�re quite right. I am involved, but will be staying out of your way. We have found out that the bad guys seem to be a little bit afraid of what I might do, so I�m going to make them even more afraid. You might hear about me, but you won�t really see me until the end. One thing I am going to do is make sure you guys get home. As we said, I�m working on that. Between the two of us, we�re going to make someone wish they were never born,� said Hammond with a sly look in his eyes.
That was the kind of thing these men looked forward to. They had all known about Hammond�s reputation in the last war. Between him and Richardson, they had done more than all the rest of the flag types combined. Add Master Sergeant Ricks into the stew and someone was getting ready to have a very bad day.
The Presidential Palace in Venezuela
For the third day, the media ripped Press Secretary John Nichols apart. Ever since the video of the hostages came out, they all wanted to know what was going on to rescue them. He knew nothing he said would matter unless he told them troops would be on their way. Now they were reporting from deep inside Colombia, where people were being interviewed much like people had before the Un-American Activities Committee in the 1950s. Polls were taken daily and public opinion, largely because of the negative press, was turning on the President.
Presidente Parente sat back in his office and watched CNN with a smile across his face. Colonel Rojas was sitting in a chair beside him. �You see, my colonel, it is all working out according to my plan. The election will change their government to one friendly to me,� he said. �Think of it. The great citadel of democracy will be forced to bow. For the first time, the United States will come to me for advice and support,� he said gleefully. �And you will be at my side � my right hand as Venezuela grows in power and influence in the world. Does this not thrill you, my colonel?�
Rojas could actually think of nothing so horrible, but he grinned widely. �It is a dream come true, Se�or Presidente,� he said with some enthusiasm.
�Indeed!� said Parente. �I noticed that your admiral has managed to evade us. I believe you were right about him. I sent people out to find him and to watch these ships he could use. If they move, we will know about it,� he said.
�Most wise, Se�or Presidente,� said Rojas. �I also asked our intelligence people to monitor what communications they can in Washington, so that we will know of any unusual activity. We may not be able to break their codes, but increased activity can indicate something getting ready to happen,� he said. Rojas stopped for a moment, �I hope I have not overstepped my bounds, but I feel it is my job to worry for you, Se�or Presidente.�
Parente beamed. �On the contrary. You are showing initiative and your loyalty to your Presidente. I agree with you. Let me know what you find out,� he said. �By the way, I have just received a message from Cuba. Presidente Castro will be making a personal visit on the 12th. He wants to meet with me to discuss regional issues. We will meet in my office. Make the arrangements for a formal reception, the meeting and then a formal departure the same day. Let me know when things are set.� He glanced at his watch. I must be going to one of the outer provinces. Get in touch with me if there is any appreciable change,� he said.
Rojas sprang to his feet and saluted stiffly. �I will contact you immediately, Se�or Presidente.� With the work done, Rojas did an about face and made his way out the door.
Parente, gathered the briefcase he always carried with him and made his way down the secret passage to his limousine. The Chief of his Secret Police was waiting for him at the helicopter. As they entered, Parente tossed the briefcase into the cabin, striking his armrest and breaking a small switch which enabled his headset communications. As a result, the plate also cracked and the switch tore a small gash in the side of the case. Parente saw it and mentally cursed himself. He might need to talk to his pilot during the flight. As both men entered the cabin, grabbed the intercom microphone and checked to see if the pilot could hear him. There was nothing. Parente told the crewman to let the pilot know it was broken. There were always hand signals. Parente then settled in for the long flight.
Colonel Carl Messina started the helicopter and obtained permission to take off. Using hand signals, he let Presidente Parente know all was set and then pulled back on the collective. The helicopter rose gently and turned toward the mountains.
The view from the cockpit was exceptional. Blue sky was all around them and two attack helicopters accompanied them. Things went well until there was some mild buffet as they passed over some hills. Suddenly the intercom system came on and Messina began to hear the conversation. He tried to contact the President, but it was no use.
�So all is ready,� said Parente to his Secret Police Chief.
�It is perfectly set up. The documents have been placed in the appropriate places so that everything points to Rojas. If the Americans begin to suspect, the ambassador will let you know and we can spring the trap. The hostages will be executed and left at a former military camp with enough evidence that Rojas was planning the coup using the American mayors for leverage. You can then say you found out of the plot and even helped the American CIA to capture the fugitive. Of course, he will be killed while trying to defend himself, but that happens,� the Chief said.
�Good. I want no one involved with this to be able to talk,� said Parente. �There should be no trace back to us.�
�Even the guards at the camp will be killed,� said the Chief. �No matter how bad it gets, you will be blameless and the Americans will look to you as a new friend,� he said. �Are we sure the new American President will do as you wish?�
Messina heard Parente chuckle. �Guaranteed. He wants to be the next president, but he knows that on his own he won�t be able to do it against someone that popular with the people. I will make him President, then he will have to do as I say. Are the documents tying him to Rojas ready?�
�Yes, Se�or Presidente.�
�Then everything is set. After tonight�s ceremony I plan on returning to Caracas for about another week. After all, I must look like I am helping the Americans. Are the FARC members being rounded up?�
�Si, Se�or Presidente.�
�Good. After they changed their allegiances, they have become most uncooperative in spreading conflict. It was time to get rid of them anyway. After this, they will effectively be gone, though we can still do things in their name if we need,� said Parente. �Now tell me where you are striking next.�
The conversation droned on for nearly an hour before the helicopter hit another rough spot and the system shorted out again. Messina could not believe what he had heard. Rojas was a good man. They had come to respect each other over the last year. Rojas had even offered to help his 14 year old son get started in the game of lacrosse. Parente, on the other hand, was quite the opposite. Messina already thought the whole thing with the Americans was insane. Now he knew what was really happening and it disgusted him. A good Catholic, he knew this had no place in this or any other country. He had watched as terrorism consumed other countries in the world. Surely Venezuela would not become one of those. A part of him wanted to crash the helicopter into the nearest hill, but quickly a plan came into his mind. He would begin implementing it when Parente left the aircraft.
Quantico, Virginia
Ricks had been a tired man after the week-long sojourn into the swamp, and now a few days of briefings and plans had him exhausted. But the thought of one of his friends being held as a hostage had sparked some inner strength that kept him going. Now another spark would let him relax, even if for a few days.
He pulled his Jeep Wrangler into the driveway and turned off the ignition. Reaching into the back, he grabbed his bag and made his way to the front door. Half way there, two little three-year-olds came bounding out of the front door and latched themselves around his legs. �Daddy!� they screamed.
Sue Lynn followed the boys out and wrapped her arms around her husband. After a welcoming kiss, she gave him a long hug. �I am so glad you are home,� she said. �The boys have missed their daddy.�
�And I�ve missed them,� he exclaimed as he dropped his bag and scooped the two of them in his arms. The boys giggled and squirmed as he held them close.
�Did you get the bad guys Daddy?� young Dale Junior asked.
�We sure did. We beat them good,� Ricks said.
�Yea!� both boys cheered and Ricks let them down and took Sue Lynn�s hand. They made their way into the house.
�You look tired,� Sue Lynn said as took his bag and then led him to his recliner. The two boys waited till he had propped up the footrest before climbing into his lap.
�I am. Crawling through that swamp nearly did it for me. I�m getting too old for this stuff,� the 22 year old said with a grin.
Sue Lynn leaned in and gave him another welcoming kiss. �Well, you just relax. I will have dinner ready very soon,� she said. She turned and headed back to the kitchen. �We have fish heads and rice tonight,� she exclaimed over her shoulder.
Ricks chuckled. That was the standing joke between them when she was preparing a big meal. They had met during the war with North Korea. She was about to be raped by North Korean soldiers when he, Paul Hufham and Lee had come up. He had shot the man holding her down and Paul had killed the one getting ready to rape her. From then on, she had done what she could to help the men. At first she didn�t really want to speak, but over the time, she had grown fond of the 19 year old who had helped her. It had come full circle in an air raid shelter when they first kissed. He remembered that kiss and the change it had made in him. From then on, every time he had some time off, he spent it with her. They were married in the middle of a war, surrounded by men who made war. It was the bright spot for all of them when they remembered back.
Then he had lost both legs trying to save a school full of children. They were being held hostage too. He had made a sacrifice to get them all out. Now he was walking around with two more results from that war � his two sons. At first, he was overjoyed when Sue Lyn said she was pregnant. They had been his reason for living. A month later he personally heard the two heartbeats for the first time. Now they were sitting in his lap asking him questions. They were his miracles.
Sue Lynn called them to the table. The two boys, identical twins, rushed to their seats followed by their daddy. After the Blessing, they began their meal of beef stew. Sue Lynn had taken pride in learning American dishes and serving them along with some Korean delicacies at home. The conversation was the usual family things, getting caught up on what was going in, then things got a little more serious.
�I�m going to be heading back out on Monday,� Ricks said.
Sue Lynn�s face saddened. �Why so soon?�
�Have you heard about the mayors who were kidnapped?� he asked. She nodded her head. �Well, you remember Patricia Hammond? We went to their wedding.�
Sue Lynn�s hand went up to her face in astonishment. �She was one of them?�
Ricks nodded.
She shook her head. �Poor Patricia. And poor Admiral,� she said as she recalled the man in the white uniform. Dale and the Admiral had become friends after the war and occasionally talked on the phone. During a stop in Norfolk he had actually stopped by their home in Quantico to say hello. Sue Lynn remembered them both fondly.
�I got the call while I was still down in Morehead City. My team may be the one going to get them,� he told her.
She smiled at that. Paul Hufham and once told her that it was people like her husband who always tried to do the right thing and make things right. She believed it with all her heart. �Then I not worry so much,� she said. �You go get them and bring them home. You stop the bad people.�
�You�re gonna stop the bad guys again, Daddy?� asked young Paul. Both boys now focused their attention on their dad.
Ricks grinned. �Maybe. Some people want us to be ready, so I have to go help out.�
�Can we tell people about this one,� asked Dale Junior.
�Not yet, son. This will be our secret so the bad guys don�t know I�m coming,� he said.
Both boys� eyes opened wide. Dad had told them before that sometimes it was very important that things be kept a secret. That meant Daddy was going to do something very important. �Will you tell us when it�s okay?� asked Dale Junior.
�Yea, I want to tell Jake off. He keeps saying his daddy is more important than ours,� Paul exclaimed.
Ricks laughed. �Oh yes, I�ll let you know and you can tell him. And if I get a medal, I�ll let you show it to him.�
The boys looked at each other with a grin and exclaimed, �Cool.�
Ricks remembered just two months earlier when Paul had snuck one of his medals into his little backpack and had taken it to the preschool they attended each week. Although most of the children were the sons and daughters of military families, no one had seen the medal that hung from the blue ribbon Paul had put around his neck.
Being back with his family was doing the trick. Dale Ricks, Senior, could feel the tensions leave his body. Later on, after putting his twin sons to bed, he turned his attentions to the one other person that filled his life.
The Compound
Jim Mitchell had been removed from the cell and placed in a truck mid afternoon. The sergeant accompanied him to see a doctor and had come back later saying Mitchell would stay in the hospital for a few days. A cool breeze had picked up and after showering and donning hospital scrubs, the rest of the mayors had settled down on new straw put in the cell while they were out showering. There was only a common shower room with multiple nozzles, but first the women, then the men cleaned up. Dinner was a fish stew with hard, thick bread which seemed to draw in the broth like a sponge. Only after eating and settling in for the night, did they begin to hear distant drums.
The Mountains of Venezuela
Father Cardoza had a wonderful day. He had filled two flash drives full of photos and was about to turn in when he too heard the drums. Turning toward the source, he noticed the village with the stone buildings was brightly lit. There were also a lot of people standing around the obelisk apparently singing or chanting. He really couldn�t hear what they were doing; only the deep resonating drums carried that far. Looking down the hill, he saw another brightly lit area in the trees.
Curiosity won him over and he pulled out his camera and put on the 400mm lens. The lower set of lights seemed to light up a small compound. There were guard towers there with people in them. To one side was some sort of white paneled truck under the cover of a tree.
Next, he turned his attention back to the small village. As he guessed, there seemed to be several hundred natives dancing in the courtyard. Fires added light to the scene from several places along the sides of the stone buildings. There were also several men stationed a strategic places. They were marked with some sort of symbols and dressed simply in red colored loin cloths. It looked surreal � like something out of a movie. Suddenly it all stopped as a man, painted in gold, wearing a huge, brightly colored ceremonial headdress walked up. He was raising his hands into the air and saying something while turning toward the obelisk. Suddenly a white smoke seemed to rise from around the buildings and along the obelisk. More lights came on as the top of the obelisk seemed to open up and a figure appeared as if by magic. This man was also wearing ceremonial garb from some long forgotten age, but this one was different. He seemed to glitter and sparkle in the light reflecting some sort of gold hue. It was as if the sun itself was pouring from the figure. He held a staff in one hand which he slowly raised high into the air. The people below him kneeled to the ground.
Anticipating something was about to happen, Cardoza put a fresh flash drive into the camera and aimed the lens toward the ceremony. The sight filled his view screen. As he began to photograph the event, the group got more active. Obviously the figure in the headdress on the ground was stirring the crowd up. On occasion, the people began to cheer and jump as the figure spoke. Then from out of one of the buildings, several painted figures in loin cloths dragged an old man in a ruffled white shirt and dark pants toward a decorated wooden post set up in front of the obelisk. The man looked almost as pale as his white hair. By the look on his face he was in some pain. He was having difficulty keeping up with his tormenters. The crowd was dancing again now and the old man was tied to the post using what appeared to be a gold colored rope. He was facing sideways to Cardoza, who now realized what was happening. The drums started getting faster and more intense. Now the figure in the headdress on the ground walked up to the old man. Clasping his hands together, he raised them over his head. Cardoza saw what looked like some kind of knife.
The old man looked up at the figure and then the knife raised high. There was terror on his face. It was as if he could not take his eyes from what was about to happen to him. Cardoza could see some sort of additional pain seem to engulf the old man as his head jerked to his left.
The knife plunged. It penetrated the old man�s chest and the man in the headdress appeared to carve a long gash into him. Blood poured from the old man and his head slumped to one side. The man in the headdress then reached into the old man�s chest and seemed to pull something from him. When he turned to the crowd, he held the old man�s heart high above his head. It appeared to still be moving.
The cheer from the crowd actually reached Cardoza�s ears. He continued to take photos of the scene until the old man was cut down and taken away. By then, he had used up two more memory cards. Without realizing it, found he had been reciting the last rites for the old man in the courtyard. He caught himself, put the camera away, then got on his knees on the little platform. Pulling out his rosary, he went deeply into prayer for the old man who he had just seen murdered. Although nearly a mile away, he felt he should offer God�s salvation to the persecuted man. To Cardoza, the distance didn�t matter. It was after midnight when a very tired and emotionally torn man of God finally looked up from his prayers. The mountain was dark except for the compound at the bottom of the hill.
Father Cardoza let out an audible sigh. He had thought such things were a distant past since the church had arrived. Now he realized different. He asked himself who could do such a thing. Why that man? What had he done to lose his life like that? Why were people doing things like this in the modern age? No answers came from the darkened mountaintop. Only the sounds of the nature surrounding him met his ears.
Cardoza remained quiet, listening carefully for God�s answers. At first there was nothing. Yet, after a while he sensed something tell him he must let others know. He must go back and let people know such things were happening. He looked at his camera. It was dark against the night sky, yet brightly outlined by the stars in the heavens. Satisfied he had his answer, the good Father drifted to sleep. In the morning he would cut his vacation short and get back to the city.

Chapter 8
The Word Gets Out

Caracas, Venezuela
It was after midnight when Rojas was awakened by a call from Colonel Messina. He had barely gotten out of bed and put on some clothes when he heard the knock at the door. Messina was still dressed in his uniform.
�Carl, what is so important?� asked Rojas as he ushered Messina to a chair. Messina held up his hand. He was carrying a briefcase which he opened and took out a device. Aiming it around the room he studied the display. After a few moments he sighed and placed the device on the table. He took out another device, plugged it in, and turned it on.
�I had to make sure we were not being listened to,� Messina said softly.
Rojas suddenly got very tense. Something was wrong and Messina was taking no chances. Worse yet, it must involve him. �What�s wrong?� he asked.
�I would probably be shot telling you this, but I can�t let things go on as they are,� Messina said. �Today Parente and his Secret Police Chief went to the compound. The intercom was broken. About half way there, I started hearing their conversation.� He took a deep breath. �It seems our Presidente is the one who kidnapped the Americans.�
Rojas took in a breath. He wasn�t sure how to play this. It could be a trap. �What did you hear?�
�They were going over the plans and what would happen to them. They are being held at that compound in the mountains near his little retreat,� Messina said referring to where Parente held his rituals. �But that�s not why I came.� He said as he took Rojas� arm. �Juan, they are planning on blaming this all on you.�
�Me?� exclaimed Rojas, his eyes bulging at the prospect.
�Yes, my friend. They have evidently faked documentation where you gave all the orders and were doing this to start some sort of coup. When the Americans come looking, all they will find are those documents and a bunch of dead hostages. Parente plans to shoot you and turn it all over to the Americans. I overheard them anticipating that the Americans would then look at Parente as some sort of savior, giving him support,� Messina said. He smiled weakly and looked at his friend. �I knew right away there was no way you could be involved like this.� The he straightened up. �Of course, if you are, then I am ready to be arrested.�
Rojas looked down at his hands. They were trembling. It seemed the nightmare only got worse. He looked up at his friend and smiled. �No arrest for you. If I have to endure this, I guess, it�s better not to be alone,� he said. �Parente told me the morning he took me with him to the compound. His main goal is to gain power, one way or another. It looks like he�s made plans to have it go his way no matter what. Ever since then, I have been pounding my brain to try and find a solution to this. Our Presidente is clearly on the knife edge of insanity and it could bring our nation to ruin,� he said mournfully. �I�m not sure what to do.�
Messina was feeling better now. He knew his friend was innocent and he was now sure he was doing the right thing. He sat back in his chair. �Then we work on this together. Somehow we have to let the Americans know about this without getting shot. I must confess, I have been thinking about this all afternoon and haven�t come up with a solution either,� he said, �at least not a solution that didn�t end up with me in a grave. I thought about just going to their embassy, but it is constantly watched, and the way he was talking, it seemed like the American ambassador was in on it. It at least sounded like he was working with other Americans.�
Rojas thought a moment. �That means we can�t just hand the information over. We have to be careful who we give this to. The Secret Police are very efficient in watching most places.� He glanced over at the devices on the table. �I see you aren�t taking any chances. What are those?� he asked pointing to the equipment.
Messina smiled. �We have to debug aircraft and sometimes places where El Presidente wants to meet with people. The first one will let me know if there is an eavesdropping device. The second is putting out some sort of electronic noise that will prevent us being heard. We keep them stowed in the aircraft just in case.�
Rojas nodded in approval. Messina was a smart man. �Good idea. Now where do we go from here?�
Messina threw up his hands. �I don�t know. I�m sure we�re being watched, how closely, I don�t know. So we will have to be careful.�
�Agreed,� said Rojas. �For the time being, we will just have to sit tight and wait. Something is bound to open up. You are now the third person I know who knows about all this. With our Presidente liking to brag, I�m sure we won�t be the last. The only other ones are his personal guard and secret police. Somehow I don�t think going to them would be appropriate.�
�The way our superiors like to curry favors, I don�t think we need to share this with them either,� said Messina.
�Then we wait and look for opportunities,� said Rojas. �The problem we will have is the distance between us, you being at the air base and me in the palace.�
Messina thought for a moment. �You like f�tbol?�
Rojas smiled. �Since I was twelve.�
�Parente does too. Maybe we should arrange to go along with him. We�ll go to the general seats while he goes to his box. I understand he prefers female company there anyway,� said Messina. �Then the occasional lunch, maybe my son�s lacrosse games, maybe drinks after work, the normal things.�
�He�s planning to go to the f�tbol game day after tomorrow. I�ll let you know how it goes,� said Rojas.
�Good,� said Messina as he stood to leave. �By the way, what do we say if someone saw me come in here tonight?�
Rojas thought a minute. This was a real possibility. There would have to be some plausible explanation. He looked around the room. In the corner was his old lacrosse gear. Messina had mentioned a couple of weeks back that his fourteen year old son was getting interested in the sport. Rojas had gotten it out to give it to him. He walked over and gathered up the equipment. �Here, take the sticks,� he told Messina.
A smile crossed Messina�s face. He chuckled, �You just gave us an excuse and saved me a ton of money,� he said.
After gathering up the equipment and the briefcase, the two men went down to Messina�s car and loudly placed it all in the trunk. Thanking Rojas profusely, Messina started the car and backed into the street. Rojas gave a friendly wave as he left. That was when he saw what appeared to be someone in a parked car just down the street. Rojas turned and slowly made his way back to his apartment. Now he knew.
U S Embassy, Caracas
Ambassador Craig Jonas looked up from his desk to see Pete Wilson as he came into his office. Wilson was from the FBI and was down to work with the local agencies in the current crisis. Although Jonas didn�t really want him there at all, he had to keep the President happy. �Good morning, Mister Wilson. I take it you are here to brief me on yesterday�s activities?�
Wilson smiled. It was a fake smile because he wanted to keep Jonas off balance as far as the FBI was concerned. He had been there for two days and had already been looking at some irregularities in the embassy. The offices and quarters had been clean of bugs and he had installed measures to trace calls from the buildings. One of the communications staff had told him of a private line the ambassador had installed in his office outside of the normal security set-up. He also found out about a small, secluded private entrance and exit from the compound from the ambassador�s quarters which had been installed just one month after Jonas had been assigned to the embassy. The fact that it was there, was not so bad, but that he had insisted that there be no monitoring of the entrance was a little suspicious. It had been explained that on occasion, the ambassador wanted some privacy. Otherwise, there were some of the usual things, lax message procedures, no monitoring of some of the regular staff when they interacted with local dignitaries, even some questionable purchases or expenses. Those kinds of things could be found in most embassies around the world. He would mention these to the supervisors, but not the ambassador. Supposedly, Wilson was visiting with government officials to solicit their aid. He had done that the first day and simply kept up via the phone. The real mission had been detailed when Jonas had mentioned something to the Secretary of State about his very close ties with Parente. The Secretary had thought they might be a little too close. They all hoped that it was just bragging, but with the current conditions, everyone wanted to make sure.
Wilson handed over a sheet of paper. �I thought you would like a detail sheet of who is doing what at their defense and foreign relations sides. These guys are turning up the heat against the FARC in this country. Although they are a little distant when we talk, they are being very helpful. I can understand the distance, since we haven�t had the greatest track record down here,� he said.
Jonas smiled at the man. He hated having the FBI in his back yard, but at least he wasn�t doing much more than what a policeman would do. �Yes, we haven�t always been the best friend around here. Have you heard anything from your side in Washington?�
He always asks that question, thought Wilson. Maybe now would be a time to let out a little line. �They�re still in the dark except for the video and now a letter restating what we already know. The President is hoping that the governments down here can find our people and get them back, but I did hear he�s looking at some military options of some kind. It might even involve the Navy,� he said nonchalantly.
Jonas sat back. Now there was some interesting news, he thought. �Doesn�t make much sense, but who am I to second guess our President,� he said. �Anything else?�
Wilson shook his head. �No sir, I�ll let you know if I hear anything,� he said.
�Good. Thanks for keeping me informed,� Jonas said as he dismissed Wilson.
Wilson turned and left the office. He was beginning to dislike Jonas more and more. His suspicions were getting deeper. He had already decided to monitor all communications coming out of the embassy, including one phone line he had found that led solely to the ambassador�s desk. With enough rope, there would be a fine hanging.
The Compound
The young guard was a new one. Unlike the others, he didn�t pace back and forth or simply glare through the bars at his captives. This one was sitting opposite the barred doorway. His rifle was lying across his lap and his head was down. There was almost a pained look on the young man�s face. On occasion, he would look up from his thoughts and peer at one or two of the mayors sitting in the sweltering heat.
Patricia noticed the young man. She noticed that this one was a little different and decided to take a chance. She eased over and sat next to the bars of the door. �Are you okay?� she asked quietly in Spanish.
The young man nearly jumped off the seat, springing to his feet. His rifle was swept up and he pointed it toward the door. His eyes glued to Patricia. Suddenly, as if realizing what he was doing, he stopped and the rifle was pointed toward the floor. His shoulders slumped slightly as he relaxed. After taking a breath he slowly placed a finger to his lips, then he gave a glance toward the door. After a moment he sat back down.
�I must not allow you to talk to me,� he said almost in a whisper.
Now it was Patricia�s time to relax. For a moment she thought it was the end, but after seeing the understanding in the young man�s eyes, she eased back and nodded. �I�m sorry, but you looked so troubled I wanted to help,� she said.
A slight smile appeared on his face. He shook his head. �I do not think you are able to do so.�
Patricia shrugged her shoulders. �I�m willing to listen,� she said.
He waved her off. �It is something I saw that bothers me,� he said. �As a soldier, I am not allowed to let these things upset me. My father would tell me to �be a man,�� he said. By now his smile had grown larger.
�How old are you?� she asked.
He straightened up. �I am nineteen,� he said proudly. �In my village many of my friends are already married,� he said.
Patricia nodded. �Yes, but even as old as I am, sometimes things happen that make me upset as well. A lot of times, it just takes a friend to talk to.�
The sound of footsteps was heard outside and the young man sprang to his feet once more. Patricia moved away from the door. After a moment, the footsteps faded.
Patricia glanced back at the young guard. He saw her and let out a slow breath with a grin. With one hand he indicated the conversation was over. But he looked down at her and whispered, �Gracias, Se�ora.�
Patricia nodded and moved away from the door. Despite the fact she was a captive and he was a captor, she felt closer to the young man. At least it made for a more pleasant morning.
The Mountains of Venezuela
Carlos Verdes was driving his old Chevrolet pickup along the dusty mountain roads heading toward the last of his village pickups. For nearly twenty years he had plied between the small villages in the western part of Venezuela picking up the handmade mountain wares and then selling them as souvenirs in Caracas and the coastal resorts. As it was, this made a very lucrative living for the villagers and kept him busy while performing his main job as an in-country operative for the Central Intelligence Agency. Verdes wasn�t sure who had come up with the cover, but it made a real difference for the mountain people and allowed him the freedom to travel almost the entire country without being noticed. He had grown to love the work and the people, despite the governments they had to live under.
The old Chevy took a big bounce in one of the many potholes along the dirt road. She squeaked and rattled, and it appeared the rust would finally consume the body at any moment, but the engine just kept on going. Verdes was quite proud of his truck. Made in the late 1980s, it was probably one of the last ones still doing real work. Never mind that the Agency made sure it was always in top shape even though it looked decrepit. Never mind that it was like a Bond car with its little tricks. There was even a small switch under the dash that caused the engine to run rough if inspected. Despite it all, he had grown to love it and rely on it every day.
In the back of the truck was a load of woolen blankets and ponchos for trading and sale. Once he made this last stop, he would head toward the capitol and deliver them to his distributors for sale in the shops. But there was one more reason for this stop. Since the kidnapping, the Agency had been screaming for information on the FARC and anything else going on in the region. Today he would meet with Oro Etosa, a longtime friend and one of the original leaders of the FARC. He had long since retired and had moved back to his home in Venezuela, but Carlos knew he still kept up with the organization.
After another half hour of bouncing along the roads, Verdes pulled into the very small village of Llanuras de Monta�a (Mountain Plains), which sat on a wide open area overlooking several deep gorges. For centuries, the villagers had hunted in the gorges and farmed what little would grow on the mountaintop. There was one electric line going to the village, which would occasionally provide power. The poles also carried the one telephone line that led to the village store. The simple homes were adobe, occasionally whitewashed, with the only color coming from the doorways which the owners would decorate. As the truck pulled up, children ran beside it and several of the villagers came out to welcome Verdes.
�Welcome back Carlos!� shouted one of the men under a wide straw hat. His handshake was rough but firm.
�Esteban, it is good to be back. How are Elesa and the children?� asked Verdes.
�Much better this time. Little Paco finally healed up. The medicine worked well,� Esteban said proudly. Paco had gotten an infection when stepping on a sharp splinter. Verdes had acquired some antibiotics from a doctor he knew and it had made all the difference.
Verdes beamed. Little things like that made his work much more enjoyable. �That�s good. Just make sure he stays away from the old trash heap before it is burned. Now, what have you got for me this trip?� he asked.
As the two men talked, several villagers came around them, several with items they wished Carlos to sell for them. Before long there was a large crowd, all sharing stories and eager to hear more news from the cities and other villages. Within an hour, Verdes had pulled out his ledger and began handing out the money from everything that had sold. For the villagers, it was like Christmas.
As the sun began to set, Verdes made his way to the home of Oro Etosa. Located at the far end of the village, it was a little more substantial than the others, but Carlos noticed there was a bustle of activity inside and a large truck sat to one side partially loaded with the family�s belongings.
As he approached, the towering form of Etosa appeared in the lit doorway. �Thank God it is you, Carlos. I was afraid they had come for me,� Etosa said.
The two men embraced like the good friends they were. �Who would be coming for you, my friend?� asked Carlos. �Better yet, who would have the courage,� he grinned.
Oro laughed heartily. �Only you,� he said between laughs. �I heard you were distributing the earnings. I hope it�s not the last time.�
�Not if I can help it. Now what�s going on? Why are you moving?� asked Verdes. The concern in his voice was real.
Etosa shrugged his shoulders. �The government is rounding up FARC members all over the country. My source says they are disappearing from all the villages. We don�t know why, unless Parente has decided to equal some old score. They even took old Hernando in Pueblo Cielo. I am taking my family to an old place higher in the mountains. Hopefully they will leave us alone there.�
So that�s what�s going on, Verdes said to himself. These people don�t know what they are accused of. �Then you need to know the news,� said Verdes as the two men sat down. He told Etosa about the kidnapping and how a video with the hostages claimed that they had been kidnapped by the FARC.
Etosa�s eyes shot wide. �It is false! Everyone knows we do not do such things anymore. Even our most radical branch in Colombia is now working in politics instead of these acts of barbarism. I know this for a fact!� Etosa demanded. He sat by Verdes. �I know the FARC did not do this, Carlos. I was the one who got the leadership to agree to the more peaceful ways to get things done. We are now more successful than ever. It doesn�t make sense,� he pleaded.
Carlos took Oro�s arm. �I believe you, my friend. I have watched all the good things happening, but why is Parente doing this in Venezuela when this happened in Colombia?�
Oro took a deep breath. �I do not know. True, we haven�t been as cordial lately, because we have been opposed to some of his policies, but he had always supported us before.�
�Tell me, are there any militant factions in the FARC at all now?� asked Verdes.
Oro shook his head. �None. We don�t wear uniforms and we don�t carry weapons. Those days are gone. In Venezuela and Colombia, the only ones with uniforms and rifles are the military. Are you sure they said it was the FARC?�
�That�s what they say. In the video, the captors were wearing dark camouflage uniforms and they had the flag of the FARC on the corner. It looked like some of the old posters you used to put out long ago.� Verdes placed his hand on Oro�s shoulder. �But if you say it is untrue, I believe you. We have been friends a long time. Too long for me to mistrust you.�
Oro looked at his friend. He remembered the day he first drove into the village with that old truck. It seemed a hundred years ago. A smile returned to his face. �Yes, too long. And we will get through this like we have all our other troubles, eh?� Oro said with a grin. Come have a drink with me and we shall share old times for a while. Tomorrow we will go up to my mountain hideaway and live off the hills like I used to do. When this blows over, I may have several blankets for you to sell to those tourists in the city,� he said with a laugh.
Verdes followed his friend into the house and two bottles of beer were opened. He couldn�t stay long. This information had to get back to Langley.
San Pedro, California
It was 5 am when Juan Ricardo drove his Toyoda to the parking area where he could watch the ship. There had been a lot of activity over the past few days and he had reported it in. Things had gone smoothly till last night when one of his assistants called in sick. There were only three people assigned to watch the ship and all three were tired of the hours spent simply sitting in a hot car and watching the people going on and off the great steel vessel. The decision had been made to simply pick up the watch again early this morning. As he pulled around the corner of a building, his heart sank. USS Iowa was gone. He also noticed a yellow convertible parked at the edge of the pier. Frantically, he fumbled for his phone and selected the number to call. After several rings, a groggy voice answered.
�The ship is gone,� said Ricardo.
�What do you mean, it�s gone,� asked the voice. �When did it leave?�
Ricardo explained the problem.
�El Presidente will not be pleased. How long was the ship left unwatched?�
�Only since midnight,� said Ricardo. �It must have left shortly after that since I cannot see her anywhere in the harbor. She cannot have gone far.�
The man on the other end swore. �I will report it in. If you are lucky, you only be asked to return home. Go find out what you can and report back,� said the voice.
�Immediately,� said Ricardo. The voice on the other end clicked off. Ricardo sat back in the seat and closed his eyes. This may just be the end of my life, he thought. His thoughts were interrupted by someone knocking in his window. Ricardo looked out to see a young man holding a badge and motioning for him to lower the window.
�Mr. Ricardo, I think you need to come with us,� the young man said as the window went down. Ricardo glanced at the keys with the thought of making a run for it, but when his eyes returned to the man, there was a pistol aiming between them.
�I wouldn�t recommend doing anything stupid. Take a look behind you,� the young man said.
That was when he saw about a dozen armed men aiming at him from the rear window. Ricardo slowly put his hands up.
�A smart choice,� said the young man. �We have been listening to your phone conversations and know who you have been reporting to. If you cooperate, things just might turn out well for you,� he said.
Ricardo took a breath. It might mean he could live after all. �My contact is reporting the ship is gone,� he said.
The young man smiled. �That�s just what we wanted.�
The Presidential Palace
Colonel Rojas arrived in his office early, as usual, and prepared the morning brief. There were some twenty officials in the room besides Parente and each had either a brief or was a part of the presidential staff. Parente seemed a little lost in thought during the briefing, but Rojas was used to that look. Whenever something was bothering the man, he didn�t pay attention to anything around him. Without much discussion on any topic, the meeting ended a little early. On his way out, Parente called Rojas over.
�You were correct in us watching the American battleships. Your admiral got his underway sometime after midnight,� Parente said. �Unfortunately, our people could not tell us the exact time, but I do not think that will make a difference. If you are correct, there is only one place they will go. I have people watching the western entrances to the Panama Canal. When she arrives, we will know.�
Rojas nodded. �Then it is as I feared. Do we have word on any of the other battleships?�
�No, but we will know the minute one begins to move,� Parente said. �In the meantime, I have ordered additional coastal artillery and some of our missile assets to our coasts. I need you to coordinate troops to patrol the beaches and to be ready in case we are approached from the sea.�
�At once, Se�or Presidente!� said Rojas as he came to attention. �I will place extra attention to our more remote beaches. I doubt they would make a move into our more populated areas. Shall I double our air patrols?�
Parente nodded. �I have already ordered it, but I told our commanders it is an exercise. They will patrol out at least fifty miles. I also alerted our air force to have planes fully fueled and armed as a part of the exercise so that they may respond immediately when I give the word. I included our Navy in these exercises. I do not think they can do much good, but we can have them ready in any case. As of now, I do not think the Americans have any idea where their people are, but they are acting as I would, getting their assets in closer proximity to where it happened. For now, we need to be prepared in case things change.�
�Yes, Se�or Presidente. Do any of our commanders know the real reasons behind the exercise,� asked Rojas.
Parente shook his head. �And I do not wish them to know. Remember that, My Colonel,� Parente said pointing his finger in his face. �If the Americans come to our shores, they will be defending our homeland, nothing more.�
�Of course, Se�or Presidente, I fully realize how important this is,� said Rojas. �Besides, my duty is to serve you in the manner you desire, nothing more,� he said stiffly.
Parente�s face softened. A smile appeared once more. �Forgive me, My Colonel, this information has placed me on edge. I know you will do your duty. As I hear more, we can take additional steps. Until then, we shall act normally,� he said as he turned toward his office. Suddenly he turned again. �Tell me, do you like sports?�
There it was. Now Rojas knew for a fact he was being watched. He could not let on how much it concerned him. He smiled at his president. �Yes, Se�or Presidente. In my youth I played lacrosse and some f�tbol, but since I have been serving you I do not have much time for attending any games. As a matter of fact, I just gave my lacrosse equipment to Colonel Messina, for his son to use. It seems he is getting involved in a league near his home. I was hoping to have some time to help the young man out,� he said enthusiastically.
Parente�s smile grew wide. Rojas had confirmed that Messina had visited him and why. It made perfect sense and was beyond suspicion. It was another worry taken care of. �Good. Perhaps you should take some time off to help out. At the same time, I am planning on attending tomorrow�s f�tbol game. Messina must fly me there. Why don�t you come and the two of you enjoy the afternoon. We can all use some time to relax,� he said with some enthusiasm.
�That would be very welcome, Se�or Presidente. Thank you!�
Parente waved his hand. �It is a small thing to do for my trusted Colonel,� he said as he turned and entered his office.
Rojas let out a long breath. The tenseness he was feeling slowly left him. Somehow he had dodged a bullet and still arranged to attend the game with Messina. Things were getting too close. Between he and Messina, there had to be a way to get out of this.
USS Iowa
Captain Douglas �Dusty� Rhodes could not believe his good fortune. Only a week before he had been called by his detailer to hightail it to San Pedro and take command of his ship. His orders were to take command and, using a crew made up of reservists and veterans, get underway as soon as possible. He had known immediately which ship it was. He had originally been aboard in the 1980s as an enlisted man, and then went through the programs to become an officer. As a Commander, he had been assigned aboard the ship as Operations Officer under Captain and then Rear Admiral Roger Hammond. Now he was sitting in the captain�s chair on the bridge looking out over the bow of the ship as she made her way south.
The sun was just now edging over the horizon. To Iowa�s right was the guided missile destroyer USS Arleigh Burke, the first of the modern DDGs. To the left, was the guided missile cruiser USS Kings Mountain. Astern was the recently commissioned destroyer USS Cochrane, the first modern destroyer with electric drive. Ahead was USS Freedom, a littoral combat ship capable of making 50 knots. It wasn�t a large force, but woe be unto anyone who tried to stop them. This force packed a punch.
Rhodes looked around the bridge. Everything was quiet and orderly. The Officer of the Deck was maintaining a good watch, keeping an extra lookout for anything that might show up in these coastal waters. The reports from the Combat Information Center and lookouts came in routinely and displayed accurately on the status board. Just moments before the task group had been ordered to change course and Iowa had responded as she should. He was enjoying being in the captain�s chair.
From the time Rhodes had come aboard he noticed that everything had quickly returned to the orderly routine he had experienced during the war. Except for just a few men, they had all served aboard her before, and the veterans had made sure the ship remained ready during the three years since her return. Now USS Iowa was at sea again, ready to answer the call. He clipper bow was slicing through the seas at a good 25 knots. Down below, Captain Kimberlain had his engineering plant humming smoothly without a strain. Later today they would exercise one of the turrets. He didn�t have enough crew to fully man the ship. There were only a little over 1,200 aboard, three hundred shy of a full complement, but the plan was not to fight; it was to be a decoy. The orders were to join up with another task unit in the Gulf of Mexico and then be seen in various places. Rhodes didn�t know the extent of his mission, but that didn�t really matter. Shorthanded or not, he would make sure the ship could fight with what it had � just in case.
Rhodes� thoughts were interrupted as a khaki uniform appeared beside him. �How do you like sitting there, Dusty?� asked Hammond with a grin as he motioned for Rhodes to keep his seat.
�Just like Christmas,� Rhodes replied with a grin. �Never thought I�d make it, but now that I�m here, I like it.�
Hammond laughed. �So did I. I got to like it so much I often slept in that seat, but we won�t have as many worries as last time.�
Rhodes shifted in the seat. �Don�t know, I might get used to it. Any new word?�
Hammond shook his head. Rhodes noticed the deepening lines on Hammond�s face. Something was hurting the man, but he was determined not to show it.
�No, too early,� said Hammond, �We are all set to transit the canal after dark. We�ll meet up with the others the next day. It seems our departure was reported in. I got word they have our spies and are making some progress, but they don�t tell me much. You know how the intel types are.�
Rhodes nodded. �So we are just to cruise around and scare the hell out of people,� he said. �Well, that still isn�t going to stop me from getting the ship ready. You know about my gunshot this afternoon?�
Hammond nodded. �Just make sure we�re safe and you can shoot all day long as far as I�m concerned. Operations is setting up some port visits for us and I have something brewing to pass the time. Maybe we can give a little demonstration where people can watch. Could be fun.�
�No matter what, I�ll have at least one turret ready and maybe two. The manning is good, but Weaps is looking at what positions we�re missing. I learned back in the 80�s to do it right the first time. We�ll be safe,� said Rhodes. �By the way, when are you heading to the beach?�
�I�ll get off at the canal. I need to be in Washington and a few other places to get some things set up. I finally figured out a way to get our team back home and I need to make sure things are laid on. The big thing is to be seen aboard the ship as she transits the canal. Then I�m free to move.�
�Well, enjoy your time at sea for a couple more days. I�ll let you know if anything comes up,� said Rhodes.
�Fair enough,� said Hammond as he turned and left the bridge.
Rhodes watched him leave. Something had changed him since leaving the Iowa after the last war. He was putting up a brave fa�ade. Hammond was getting ready for something. Rhodes knew it would be something big. As long as he was a part of it, he was a happy man.
Caracas
It had taken Father Cardoza nearly a full day to hike to the nearest village and get to a phone. It had taken another half a day for his friend to drive up there and bring him back. It was a very tired man who finally slipped the first SD card into his computer to bring an image up in Photoshop. After making the corrections to all the images, he picked out twenty of the images and placed them on a thumb drive. The original SD cards were hidden away so he could get them if needed. Then he erased the images from his computer and set it to defrag to make sure nothing was left. The other SD cards were placed by the computer and one inserted into the drive. He brought up one of the most beautiful images of a soaring Harpy eagle. With a few corrections, he saved it and several other images on the computer�s hard drive then made the first image his desktop background so that anyone asking questions could be shown immediate results.
Cardoza was scared. President Parente was a powerful man. There was no doubt if he knew he had these images, Cardoza would simply disappear. There was no way to simply walk to the American Embassy and hand something over. The embassies were watched like hawks. People entering and leaving were questioned. He also could not talk to the Cardinal about this. Cardinal Gregory had been in office for a long time and he had prided himself on working closely with every president, including Parente. It was well known that Gregory would do anything to remain just where he is. Cardoza had already determined that the Cardinal would simply take the images and either give them up or throw them away � probably the latter � then order Cardoza reassigned. But he also knew that these images must get to the Americans. His friend had told him about what was going on and he was wondering if this was tied to the images he took.
There was a knock at his door and Father Emilio stuck his head in. �Father Cardoza, I did not expect you back so soon,� he exclaimed. �Did you find what you wanted?�
Cardoza smiled and invited the priest over. Emilio gasped at the stunning detail and beauty Cardoza had captured in his camera. �Magnificent!� he gasped. �I wish I had the talent you have at capturing the beauty of God�s earth. Will you show us all of them as before?�
Cardoza nodded. �Of course. As soon as I finish cleaning them up. I couldn�t wait to get back to show all of you. It was a glorious couple of days,� he said.
�Wonderful. I look forward to it. When I saw the light in your room I wanted to ask your help. I need to see a dentist tomorrow afternoon and wondered if you would take confessions for me. I�m not sure how long it will take.�
Cardoza smiled. �Of course, Father, I would be happy to.�
Father Emilio thanked him and left. Cardoza thought for a minute in astonishment. Tomorrow was Thursday. Every Thursday afternoon one of the Americans from the embassy always came to confession. He reached into his pocket and felt the thumb drive. God moves in mysterious ways, he thought with a smile.
Caracas Sports Stadium
The game was fairly exciting despite the unease both Rojas and Messina felt. After depositing Presidente Parente in his box, along with the young buxom blonde who had been selected to be his distraction for the game, both men were led to seats at the center of the stadium on the home side, just twenty rows up. As usual, Parente had begun the game waving to the attendees in the stadium before ordering the mirrored glass closed. Both men could easily imagine what was really going on in the air conditioned Presidential Box. As usual, El Presidente would later ask someone who had won.
Despite the enormous stadium, Rojas and Messina were surrounded by throngs of people watching the game. People were so close there was no way to really talk, and both felt they had been placed in these seats for a purpose. At one point Rojas noticed one of the men one row forward kept glancing back at them. But it was a good game and the spirited play on the field allowed the men to relax a little. Soon they were cheering like the rest.
During the break, Rojas leaned over to Messina. �How did your son like the lacrosse gear,� he asked. The man in front turned his head slightly to listen.
Messina saw it as well. �You made his day. The very next morning he was outside in all his gear practicing. Their first scrimmage is tomorrow afternoon about 6. You should come and see how they look. I�m sure their coach would like to meet you.� He had a look in his eye that indicated this should be a part of some plan.
Rojas nodded. �I�ll try. It depends on how late Presidente Parente needs me. His is my first priority,� he said. �But even if I�m a little late I could still get there. When should it be over?�
�Sometime around 8 pm. The coach likes to huddle with the team and go over things for about half an hour at the end of a practice. So it may be just a little later,� Messina said.
�Good. Then I should be able to make it at some time. I may just try and get back into lacrosse. I loved playing in college. Just don�t ask me to run around the field like the kids. I hurt more now,� Rojas joked.
Messina let out a laugh and the two men started talking about a few more trivial things. After a minute or two they noticed the man in front had turned back toward the field. The two men glanced at each other and nodded. Now they knew they were definitely being watched and had to be extremely careful what they might do. As the game resumed, Messina thought about how they might share information. At the scrimmage, many parents would stand at the edge of the field to watch the play and talk among each other. That might offer some opportunities. In addition, his son had told him that one of the players was an American boy whose father was an engineer at a local construction firm. That in itself might be an opportunity. They could talk about it the next day.
Caracas
Steven Biscotti was a communications specialist assigned to the US embassy. He had been born and raised in the Italian neighborhoods of Brooklyn, and was only the second in his family to leave the family�s restaurant business and head out on his own. Always a quiet young man, he had taken very quickly to his education and got a scholarship to the Polytechnic Institute of New York, where he earned a Bachelor of Science degree in Science and Technology Studies. As he had grown up, his family had instilled in him both a love of country and his Catholic and Italian heritage, so entering the diplomatic corps had fit him like a glove.
Biscotti was nearing his two year mark at the embassy, making a name for himself by keeping the complex communications office both up to date and operating efficiently. This included very highly technical work on the many pieces of cryptologic gear they maintained. About the only thing he didn�t oversee was the embassy�s antiquated phone system.
Living alone in a small apartment on the embassy grounds, Biscotti spent his leisure time exploring Caracas and the surrounding areas and going to church. Every Thursday he left work in the late afternoon to visit the cathedral, go to confession and attend the mass. He never understood much of the homily, since most of it was in Spanish instead of English or Italian, but just being there was enough. Luckily, the priests knew English very well and his confessions were much easier. One of the priests would actually allow him to confess in Italian, which usually made him homesick. No matter who was there, the priests knew him and would often have long conversations with him. It was like going home.
Entering the cathedral, Biscotti glanced to the right and saw there was only one person waiting at the confessional. He made his way to one of the pews next to the large and ornately carved wooden confessional and knelt to say a prayer. Only a few minutes later, the curtain was pulled back and the individual left to offer her own prayers nearby. Biscotti ended his prayer and moved into the confessional, closing the curtains behind him. After preparing himself, he waited until the screened opening between the two sitting areas opened.
Glancing through the screen, he thought he recognized Father Cardoza. Smiling to himself, he said in Italian, �Bless me Father, for I have sinned.�
There was a slight pause, which was unusual for a confession. Then Cardoza spoke, also in Italian, �Not as bad as the sins I have witnessed in recent days, my friend. Would you care to hear of my confession?�
Biscotti was totally confused. This was not normal. A priest confessing to one of his flock? Biscotti looked into the other chamber. �I am not one to hear a priest�s confession, Father.�
�In normal times, I would agree, but in this case, you may be the only one I can share this particular confession with. May I share with you?�
Now Biscotti was astounded. But he could never turn away from the request of a priest � particularly Father Cardoza. �How may I be of help, Father?�
The screen lifted slightly and a small thumb drive slid through. Father Cardoza was sweating on the other side. The seriousness of what he was doing clearly weighing on him. If he were caught with these images, Biscotti would be taken as a spy and probably shot and Cardoza would not be able to live with that and remain a priest. He summoned up his strength and continued. �My friend, just three days ago, I witnessed the devil at work in this land. I watched as one of God�s children was taken up and butchered like a common steer. Unfortunately, I could not save him, although I prayed mightily for his salvation. On that drive I have placed the images of what I saw and photographed. It is my prayer that through these images this poor man�s sacrifice will not go unpunished or in vein. I confess I can find no other way to do this except to give this to you. Please help me, even though it may place you in peril. Please take this and do what you must.�
Biscotti looked down at the little thumb drive, then back at the screen. He wondered at what might be on the drive and what it may mean. Surely the Father was troubled and was trusting in him. He placed the thumb drive in his pocket. �Father, I will gladly do as you ask. It appears that this weighs far heavier than the confessions I might bring.�
There was a chuckle from the other side. �You are a good Catholic, Steven. Trust me when I say what you do with this may wash away the sins of a lifetime � particularly the kinds of sins you confess.� The screen slid all the way up and the Father�s hands reached through, taking Biscotti�s. �Thank you, my son. May God�s protection be with you as you do his work, and thank you for assisting this troubled priest.�
Biscotti kissed the priest�s hands. �I will let you know what happens.�
The priest�s hands tightened. �No. Do not come back except for your usual confessions. From what I have seen, I will know if your work is done easily enough. Now do not stay for mass tonight. Return to your duties and contemplate how this must be done. God be with you,� Cardoza said releasing Biscotti�s hands and giving the sign of the cross.
Biscotti left the confessional quietly and walked out of the rapidly filling cathedral into the evening air. Taking a few breaths, he made his way back to his car and then to the embassy grounds, careful not to speed or do anything out of the ordinary. In his training he had once been told that any member of the diplomatic staff might be singled out to pass along information, but he had never expected it from a Catholic priest. Upon arrival at the embassy, he made his way to his office in the communications section. There was an isolated computer there with all the bells and whistles. He called in the local station agent and checked the drive for viruses while he waited.
Rick Lozier had been up for days trying to get information to help out with the hostage situation. When he came into the communications section he looked bone tired. Biscotti waved him over and he pulled up a chair next to him. �What�ya got Steven?�
Biscotti went over what had happened at the confessional. With every word, Lozier sat up a little straighter. �Let�s see what we have then,� Lozier said turning to the screen.
Biscotti opened the drive to see twenty jpeg images and a Word document. �Open the document first,� Lozier said.
The only thing was a latitude and longitude, and a note saying all photos taken from this point. �The camera was looking to the east,� it said.
Opening the first photo, the image showed the courtyard with the people dancing beneath the obelisk with what looked like a high priest facing toward it with his hands raised. The second showed the old man being led out to be tied to the post. The third showed the old man struggling against the ropes and the high priest facing him.
Lozier suddenly sat up. �My God! That�s one of our hostages,� he gasped.
Biscotti was pointing to the other figure. �Isn�t that Parente?�
Lozier got closer to the screen. �Holy shit,� he said in astonishment. �Open more.�
The next photo showed Parente holding up the black dagger. The next saw it embedded deep into Mitchell�s chest, still clasped in Parente�s hands. It was the photo of Parente holding up Mitchell�s still beating heart that infuriated Lozier. �That son of a bitch. He�s a goddamned murderer. I want you to make copies of these and send them on a secure line to Langley immediately. I know some people who want to see these pictures.�
�Shall I show them to the Ambassador?� asked Biscotti.
�No. As of now, these are the property of the CIA and have a classification far above his level. I�m going to ask you to keep this all to yourself. You say a priest took these?�
�Yes, he was born in America and takes a lot of nature photos,� said Biscotti.
Lozier chuckled. �Well, after this me may just get a medal. Now show me the rest of these images.�
The rest of the photos were opened rapidly. Again, the details were damning. They proceeded until few were left in the compound. The last one showed something that really got Lozier hopping. It was the sight of a small lighted compound with a white panel truck sitting under the branches of a large tree.

Chapter 9
Deployment

CIA, Langley, Virginia
It only took ten minutes to transmit the images via a secure satellite link to the CIA in Langley, Virginia, and for them to be enhanced, printed and on the Director�s desk. During that time, Lozier had called personally and relayed the information. Jeff Dunning immediately picked up the phone and hit the speed dial. Two voices later and he was talking to the President.
�Boss, I know where they are.�
The President nearly jumped out of his chair. �Jeff, what have you got?�
�The whole thing, Mister President. A latitude and longitude and photos. But you�re not going to like the worst part.�
The President sat back down. �Okay, give me the bad news.�
Dunning took a breath. �Sir, I also have one of our hostages being massacred in some sort of ceremony.�
�What do you mean massacred?�
�I mean someone plunging a knife into his chest,� he paused a second, �and cutting out his heart.�
�Oh my God,� gasped O�Bannon on the other side. �Who was it?�
�It looks like Jim Mitchell. The photos are quite clear and detailed. It also shows the man who killed him. It was President Parente.�
Now even O�Bannon was angry, but he held it back while collecting his thoughts. �Jim, make copies of those photos and come to my office. I�m calling an emergency meeting with you, the FBI, State and the Joint Chiefs. Be here in an hour.�
�Yes Mister President,� said Dunning as the line went dead.
O�Bannon hung up the phone and looked down at the desk. How could this be happening? The man was murdering the hostages. That meant time was extremely limited. He reached over and hit the intercom. Beverly, get hold of the FBI, State, and the Joint Chiefs and tell them I want them here in one hour. Include General Richardson and Admiral Hammond in that meeting if they are available. Can you arrange some coffee and a few snacks? This may be a long meeting,� he said calmly.
�Yes, Mister President,� came the reply.
�Thanks Beverly. And call the Chief of Staff to my office.�
�Yes sir.�
It only took a minute before the door opened and Jim Butler stepped into the room. He could tell by the look on the President�s face that something was happening. �Bev said you were on fire. Who do I shoot?� Butler said in a joking manner.
The President grinned slightly. �Hammond was right. Damned if I know how he does it, but Hammond was right. We�ve found the hostages. They�re in Venezuela.
�Damn! Now we can get somewhere,� Butler said rubbing his hands together. �That explains the meeting Bev mentioned. Are they all safe?�
The President looked more somber and shook his head. �Dunning says he has photos a Parente killing one of our people. He�s coming over with them now.�
Butler got a stunned look. �It wasn�t Patricia was it?�
Again, the President shook his head. �No, it was Jim Mitchell. Dunning said it was some sort of ceremony.�
Butler got a stern look. �You know what this means. It means Parente is planning on killing all of them. We need to get hot on this. At least the team is ready. Just a day to brief them and they will be on their way. Is Claire on her way to this meeting?�
O�Bannon nodded. �She and Hammond both.�
Butler shook his head. �No, Roger is on his way from Panama. He�s stopping at Davis Monthan to talk to the General there. He told me how he plans on getting those people back. It�s tricky, but should work. At least they won�t have to walk home.�
�I hope you�re right. We�re sticking our necks way out on this one. It means everything has to go in our favor. If it doesn�t, there will be a whole lot of dead people and a new president in the next 30 days.�
Davis Monthan, AFB
Roger Hammond walked into General Brinson�s office and extended his hand. �Richard, how are you? Thanks for waiting up,� Hammond said. It was nine in the evening and Brinson had waited for Hammond�s plane to come in.
General Richard Brinson came around his desk to greet his friend. �Not bad Roger. How was the flight?� Brinson had been in charge of the 309th Aerospace Maintenance and Regeneration Group (AMARG), better known as the �Boneyard,� at the start of the last war. After one meeting with Roger Hammond he was flying high bringing all his old warbirds back to life. That alone had earned him his star and command of Davis Monthan Air Force Base. They had become good friends.
�I�m getting too old for all this flying. Give me something that floats,� Hammond joked. �Did you think about what I mentioned in my call?�
Brinson chuckled. �If it was anyone else I would have said a few rash things, I think I have just the thing. You don�t know how lucky you are. Just last week we got this Candid that used to be in Cuba. They sold it to the Nicaraguans, who finally gave up on all the maintenance. They sold it to some millionaire who had no idea what he was getting, so it finally ended up here. It was next in line for getting dismantled when you called. Since the last owner flew it here, there�s not much to do but give it a good once over. Why something so big? Wouldn�t a C-130 do just as well?�
�I would prefer it, but we need something that won�t arouse suspicions. The Venezuelans are in love with the Cubans from way back. They buy some of their equipment from them. We need something big enough to carry a medical bay and room to be comfortable and fed. It also needs to be a little faster than a turboprop,� Hammond said.
�Mind telling me what this is for,� Brinson asked. �My orders were to provide whatever you need with no questions asked, but I�d like to know what it will be used for so my guys can work their magic.�
Hammond got up and closed the door. He sat back down and looked Brinson in the eye. �You deserve that Richard. It can�t go out of this room.� He paused to make his point. �We�re getting ready to get those hostages back and we need a way to get them out quickly. I�m assuming the worst, so that�s why we need the medical bay and anything else we can think of to get those poor people back home. When we find out where they are, I�m hoping there will be some sort of airstrip nearby where we can get in and out really fast. I�m gambling that it will be somewhere in Venezuela. They seem to have these little strips almost everywhere. So now you know. What do you think?�
Brinson thought a moment. �I�d rather take a turboprop anyway, but the Candid should do nicely. It�s got the cargo space and can land and take off from a relatively short space. It can even land it on a dirt field. There�s plenty of space and I like the power availability much better.� Brinson nodded his head. �It�ll do. Let�s go take a look,� he said as he got up and grabbed his cover.
The men exited the building and got into Brinson�s car. It only took a few minutes and they came upon a fairly large four engine jet parked on a ramp next to one of the hangers. In the glow of the outdoor lights you could just see the faded markings of the Nicaraguan Air Force still on the side and a team of men and women working around the plane. A cowling was off and several people were working on an engine while the others were darting in and out of the plane carrying instruments and tools. It appeared that Brinson had anticipated the urgency of Hammond�s request.
Brinson parked the car beside the aircraft and the men stepped out to the salutes of the people working nearby. The rear of the plane was open and the two men walked up the ramp and into the aircraft.
The inside of the aircraft was quite large. It was nothing like a C-5, but large enough to drive a truck into. The deck was slotted and had numerous gripes where equipment could be attached. Unlike most American heavy lifters, the front of the plane didn�t open. Instead was a large windowed area, with ladders going to an upper deck housing the cockpit and crew. Brinson begin pointing things out.
�I�d put one of our portable galleys up forward and then fit a medical bay just aft of that. I can put seating up forward under the cockpit and maybe some cots back aft. How many should we seat?� asked Brinson.
�Maybe as many as thirty six along with any other medical people and crew.�
�I�ll install fifty. This will place most of the weight under the wing and balance it out. It shouldn�t be any less comfortable than your standard coast-to-coast flight. I�ll also see to stocking up some really good meals. They�ll probably be a little worse for the wear. You want us to dig up a medical team?�
Hammond shook his head. �No, I have a team standing by. The big thing right now is figuring out where this thing will have to take off and land. What would be the minimum sized runway?�
�Let me worry about that. I�ll have this thing rigged up so it can take off from one of your aircraft carriers. Once you get the destination, I�ll have a crew briefed and ready,� Brinson said with pride.
Hammond�s phone began to ring. It was a White House number. He activated the phone and answered.
�Roger, get up here as fast as you can,� said Jim Butler on the other end.
�News?�
�Only the best. Make it fast.� The phone went dead.
Hammond looked at Brinson. �I have to go right now. I hope the plane is fueled.�
�It should be. Get in the car.�
Both men got in Brinson�s car and he placed a revolving red light on the top. Flooring it, Brinson sped across the tarmac toward the main terminal. �I take it something is happening,� said Brinson.
Hammond didn�t say anything, but gave him a wink. The car screeched to a halt right beside the small jet Hammond would be flying in. The pilot came running out of the terminal with his notebook. �We�re all set, Admiral. Straight line to DC,� he said.
Hammond turned to Brinson. �Thanks Richard.� Both men shook hands.
�Don�t worry Roger,� said Brinson. �I�ll have this thing ready and fueled by eight tomorrow morning. We�ll be waiting for the word.�
They shook again. �Thanks,� Hammond said as he turned and ran for the aircraft.
The minute he closed the door the engines began to start. Within five minutes, he was on his way to Washington.
The White House
Jeff Dunning was ten minutes late. It had taken that much longer to pinpoint the location of the small compound both on the satellite images and a map of the area. The satellite had provided a normal photograph, an infrared and a radar picture. In doing so, they were able to cut away a lot of the surrounding vegetation and see everything clearly. They also showed all of the roads and paths around the compound as well as the larger village at the top of the mountain. The images clearly showed the stone buildings and the obelisk, as well as the post where Mitchell had been killed.
A wider picture also showed a large paved airstrip just seven miles away over the next hill. The runway was over 7,000 feet long, but not as wide as that of an airport. There were three buildings inside a chain link fence along with a fuel tank and four vehicles. The airstrip was linked to the compounds via a dirt road which linked to one of the larger �highways� running through the area. Those highways were mostly made of what looked like stone and tar, not much wider than eighteen feet across. All the images and maps were displayed across the briefing table for all the people in the room to see.
�This is where our priest took the photos you see in front of you,� Dunning said, pointing to an �X� imprinted on both a photo and the map. �According to our people, he doubles as a wildlife photographer who has occasionally been published in the National Geographic. We checked him out and he has been verified as an American citizen. His history is in your briefing papers.� Dunning pointed to one of the photos. �It was pure dumb luck that he happened to be in the right place at the right time to get these photos. But as we discussed, they provide damning evidence I could take into any courtroom and get a conviction. It also means our hostages are in grave danger. This madman could decide to dispose of them at any time, so we will need to get in and out as soon as we can.�
He pointed to the lower compound. �As you can see by these photos, our truck is here in this lower section. Our photo reconnaissance couldn�t see the truck due to this large tree that obscures it. As you can see, the infrared image shows it clearly. Right now, I have my people watching the compound with a live infrared sensor as well as the regular camera. By noon, I will be able to tell you how many people are in the compound and where the hostages are,� Dunning said as he sat back down in his seat.
Richardson was pouring over the maps and the terrain. Several times she pulled out a ruler and measured places on the map. She wasn�t too happy. �Looking at these maps and images, I can see where we could get a plane in, but it would be obvious as hell. The best place to insert looks to be right down here,� she said pointing toward a grassy meadow nearly eight miles from the compound opposite from the airstrip. �It�s clear enough to make a drop, but not any place for a pickup. If we dropped them all in here, it would take at least a day to make their way to that compound.�
�Why so long? It�s only a few miles,� said the Secretary of State.
Richardson looked over at the man. She knew he had never had any military experience. �Because, Mister Secretary, they will have to make their own path there through this thick forest. More than likely, it is full of undergrowth. In addition, they will be moving very carefully and stealthily. That makes very slow progress. If it�s too dense, it might take them two days. I�m sure Parente has heightened security all through the area, so there is no way they could move by road. Even so,� she said motioning to the map, �there aren�t any. And take a look at the topography. There are mountains and valleys they have to cross. Those guys will be bone tired by the time they get there.�
�Does that mean we give them another day?� asked the President.
Richardson grinned. �Hell no. That�s what these guys train for. Besides, from what I hear, Master Sergeant Ricks may just sprint the whole way. He�s a little peeved that someone has hurt a friend of his.�
The people around the table chuckled. All of them knew Ricks by reputation and some from personal experience. Richardson pointed at the airfield. �But this thing is perfect for getting the people out. The idea is to sneak in, rescue the hostages, kill all the captors and get out without creating an alarm. Roger Hammond had a great idea of doing this and has stopped down at Davis Monthan to check it out.� She glanced up at the people in the room. �You know, I think the man is psychic,� she grinned. �Somehow he seemed to sense there might be an airfield somewhere close, and be damned if he didn�t peg it. We�ll get the plane ready and get it there to pick the team and the hostages up. It�s fast enough to get them across the Colombian border in no time. The trick is not setting off any alarms. One stray fighter and the game is over.�
�How will you get them in?� asked Dunning.
�I can answer that,� said the Secretary of State. �I personally talked to the Brazilian Foreign Minister and General Foote, here, talked to the head of their Air Force. We will be flying the team down in a regular jet and then transferring to a Brazilian C-130. It will conveniently be making a training flight between Brasilia and Mexico and will traverse over this area,� he said.
�There�s no radar in this remote part of the country, so a plane dropping low to disgorge our troops won�t be noticed,� said Richardson. �Then it will continue on it training flight and no one will be the wiser.�
�I take it, they are unaware of where they will be going or what this is about,� said the President, a little upset that people had brought others into the secret.
State sheepishly raised his hand. �Actually, Mister President, I know the Foreign Minister personally. Have known him for years. When all this happened, he gave me a call and even suggested that Parente might be to blame. They hate him with a passion. He volunteered the services of his military in case we needed them. When he called me a couple days ago, I asked if they might be willing to provide some services. He immediately set up a direct line and then brought in only one other person, the General, besides their President. No one will have the faintest until after it is all done.�
�He also checked with us,� said Dunning. �Our people are with them and it looks iron clad. We waited until we were sure it might work before bringing it to you tonight,� he said.
O�Bannon nodded. �Okay, it makes sense. I doubt the Venezuelans would shoot down the aircraft of a neighboring country in the middle of a training flight. Should I call their President?�
�Plausible deniability,� said State. �Neither of you have spoken to the other about this.�
The President nodded and raised his hands. �I concede. Now what else is going on?�
Admiral Johnson grinned. �Hammond is giving them fits. The Iowa is underway with a small task group and today the North Carolina got underway. Hammond has mapped out several port visits and visual displays which should keep them occupied. We also ordered and LHD and an LSD to join up with them. There are only about one hundred Marines aboard, but that should be enough to scare people to death if they are expecting a landing. We have noticed that the Venezuelans have already begun building up their coastal defenses. As long as it draws them off, it should help our team get the job done. At the same time, we have Ospreys on the ships and LCACs inside. If there were an emergency, we might be able to go in and do a rescue. I already have the aircraft carrier Gerald Ford training in the Gulf of Mexico. They could respond on short notice. We�ll keep them back unless we need them. No use getting people too scared. Until you say go, they remain well to the north. But the rest of the group and the amphibs will begin operating much farther south. The port visit in Aruba alone should shake things up,� Johnson said.
The President was grinning now. �Looks like you have thought of a lot these past few days. What about the Air Force?�
General Foote smiled. �I have enough surveillance in the area to tell us if the Venezuelans take to the air, but we don�t have any fighters or bombers in the area. If we started putting them in Colombia, everyone would know about it. We�ll sit this one out and let the boys in crackerjacks handle it.�
�Okay, what�s the next step?� asked the President.
�A lot, sir,� said Richardson. �If we can find out which building the hostages are in, and where the opposing forces all are, we should be able to shove off tomorrow night. That will give us time to get the final planning and equipping done. Keep in mind; this is a quick and dirty. There�s a lot left to chance. We will have done what we can, but you never know what might happen. Despite that, I am very confident in our team and what we have set out. The rest is up to luck,� she said.
The President nodded. �What about you General?� he said to Gray.
General Gray had been sitting back watching the team work. It was amazing how well they still worked together even three years after they had first met. He shrugged his shoulders. �Nothing to say. You have before you the means to get our people back and put a real hurt on that son of a bitch who killed one of our people. It�s a good thing I�m not going, or I might ride into Caracas and personally shoot that maniac.�
The people around the table laughed. �Remember what I said a few years ago. It�s still true. Spur us on and we�ll get the job done. It looks like our team is ready. We have excellent ingress and egress. There are backups and contingencies if all hell breaks loose. The worst thing someone could say if everything goes sour is that we tried, and tried damn hard. But now we know who did this. Now we know where he has them. And now we know what we�re going to do to get them back. The blame has shifted from you to him, even though the media types don�t know it yet. Let them wait,� he said.
�The let�s meet just after noon tomorrow and you can brief me on the final plans. �Get the team ready to leave by no later than 6 pm tomorrow. The quicker this happens, the quicker we can all rest soundly. Thank you all for getting the job done,� he said as he stood up from his seat.
The men filed out of the room and the President stopped Jim Butler. �Jim, is Roger coming in tomorrow?�
�Yes sir. Then he�ll shove off back to the ship.�
�Have him stop by. I�d like to see him once more before this starts. If it does go south, I just want him to know I�m here,� he said.
Butler could see the concern in the President�s eyes. They had become the best of friends and he could see that the thought of something happening to Roger and Patricia was troubling him deeply. He placed his hand on the man�s shoulder. �Don�t worry Steve. Roger knows we�re doing everything we can. Right now he�s a part of getting this done. That means everything to him. Besides, I doubt he would go back without stopping by to see us,� he said with a grin.
�I guess not, Jim,� the President said. �You going home tonight?�
Butler shook his head. �I�ll be down in the basement. I took over Roger�s old room, remember?�
The President smiled. Hammond had made his own little apartment in the sub-basement of the White house at the start of the last war. Now Butler stayed there when things were getting a little too sticky. �Well, at least I know where I can come when I need a shoulder to cry on,� he quipped.
Both men laughed. There would be little sleep that night, but at least something was finally happening.
The Pentagon
Within an hour, Special Operations Command cut orders to ready a C-17 transport plane to prepare for a mission the following afternoon from Andrews Air Force Base to Boa Vista Air Force Base in Brazil. The orders were classified top secret. The draft of the message had been hand written and one of the communications technicians typed the orders and then sent them back for proofing. Air Force Captain David Ferrell had the watch in the communications center when the message returned and was surprised that the proof was signed by General Richardson herself. It was a fairly detailed message outlining the flight. But of particular interest was it was to carry a 20 man team with equipment, and then return to Andrews without them. There were also direct orders to remain radio silent during the operation except for takeoff and landing.
Ferrell knew exactly what was happening. It was something he had been told to look out for. All his life he had been brought up in a politically active family. They had achieved great wealth through different levels of politics and his grandfather�s influence in the steel industry. When Ferrell had entered the service it was in the hopes that it would further him in a future political career. His father was grooming him to be a future senator. Unfortunately, the wrong man was currently in office and the family was doing everything it could during the current elections to get the opponent in office. It was not so lightly suggested that if he saw anything which might be used against the president, it should be discreetly passed along. Former senator Williamson had personally been grooming the young man and had stressed the importance of what he would be doing for their candidate.
The message was to be sent as an �Op Immediate� priority, so he quickly got it to the message center to be sent out. Afterwards, he left the communications center and walked outside for a breath of air. He walked to the A ring of the Pentagon where the food courts were and walked to a pay phone near the men�s restroom. It was a quick call. By the time he returned with a burger and fries, the message had been sent out. He spent the rest of his watch thinking about how he would enjoy an office in the Senate.
The Compound
The yelling across the courtyard had gotten everyone�s attention. Obviously the sergeant had become upset with someone. After nearly a half an hour of screaming, the door flew open to the sergeant�s office and two guards escorted a third across the courtyard and into the outer room to the cell the prisoners were in. The barred door was opened and the young man thrown bodily into the cell before it was slammed shut. The remaining guard looked slightly sickened, but stood watching the scene.
Although beaten and bleeding, Patricia immediately recognized the young man as the guard she had befriended. Grabbing a relatively clean rag, she soaked it with water from one of the bottles and rushed to his side. She sat beside him and gently turned him over to examine his injuries. Someone had nearly beaten the young man to death. His eyes were badly bruised and swollen, his lips puffed and split, and there were several gashes along his cheeks and forehead. Worst of all, his nose was obviously broken. She eased his head into her lap and began to gently clean his wounds. The others helped get the rest of his body positioned to be more comfortable and then stood by to help. Glancing back at the guard, Patricia noticed that there was concern on the young man�s face, but he made no move to stop them.
Through the now small slits between the swollen tissues, the young man�s eyes turned to rest on Patricia�s. He started to move, but she shook her head and eased him back down. �You lay still,� she said. �Let me try to help.�
�It might get you in trouble,� he said through swollen lips.
She smiled at him. �Don�t see how. You�re in with us now.�
He glanced around at the concerned faces around him. �What�s your name,� asked Robert Hudson, kneeling next to him. Patricia translated his question.
�Manuel Donado,� the boy said.
�Well, Manuel, don�t worry about us, we�ll help where we can. What made them do this to you,� Hudson asked.
They could all tell the young man was struggling with something inside as he took a couple of deep breaths. �I asked the sergeant not to assign me to any more special details up at the ceremonial grounds,� he said. �I told him what they were doing was wrong.�
The people looked around at each other. �That doesn�t seem unreasonable to me,� said Hudson. �What kinds of things were they doing?�
�I only went to one,� Donado said. �But El Presidente conducts these big religious ceremonies there. I didn�t know what kind till I got there. It was sickening,� he said.
�It must have been pretty bad,� said Roberts.
Patricia nodded. �He was upset about this yesterday when I talked to him, but he wouldn�t say what it was.� She turned to Donado again. �Please tell us why this made you upset.�
�Because they killed a man and offered him to their god,� Donado blurted out.
Several of the mayors gasped, unable to believe what the young man was saying. �One of the natives?� asked Patricia.
He shook his head, �No, it was an older white man with very white hair. I think he was sick. He had to be helped into place.�
Patricia gasped and placed her hand to her mouth. Tears began to form as she translated what he had said for the others.
Now there was an outcry from the others. Everyone knew now that Jim Mitchell had been killed.
�I watched them cut out his heart with a knife. It was horrible,� he said finally, his tears mixing with the blood on his cheeks.
Curtis Walker sat back on his legs. �That means we�re all doomed,� he said. �He has no plan to let us go.�
The revelation fell like a fog on the people in the room. It was interrupted by a very strong female voice. �I don�t think so,� said Patricia as she sat up straight. The determined look on her face got everyone�s attention. �We�re going to get out of this, and when we do, I intend to slam the cell door on that man myself.� She turned back to Donado. �Now tell us everything you know about this place we�re in.�
Aboard a C-17, Bound for Brazil
The C-17 climbed steadily into the evening sky. After turning south, the men unfastened their seatbelts and went over their gear one more time. They had been joined by several technicians explaining new equipment they would be carrying. Ricks was amazed to see all the things they would use which he hadn�t dreamed about just a few days earlier. He looked down at what appeared to be a standard IPhone in his hand.
�Each of you will carry this. If we have any communications to you, it will be in both voice and as a text message. The only difference is you will be getting the signal from a satellite instead of a cell tower. You can also send information to us. But to do so, you will need to plug it into an antenna. Some of you have already noted the piece which has been attached to your helmets. It doubles as a charger and an antenna,� said the technician as he grabbed a helmet. �You plug it in with this wire. There�s also a receptacle mounted here where the unit simply slides in. You keep it here until you need it, then simply pull it out and turn it on.� He pulled the unit out of the holder and simply pressed the button on the front. The unit even looked like a standard IPhone. �Use it like the phones you�re used to, but instead of a list of contacts, it has each of you by a number and �home.� I guess you all know where home is.�
The men chuckled. �Can I call my wife,� asked Sgt. Fred Overman, a sniper on the team.
�I�m afraid not. With all the things we packed into this, there wasn�t any room for a real phone. I guess Mama will just have to wait.� The men laughed again. �But another thing it can do is act like a portable secure radio. Hit the �local� setting right here,� he said pointing toward the symbol, �and simply put it back into your helmet holster. Then it will let you talk to everyone even at a whisper. Just remember something. We will also be able to hear and talk to you at headquarters. The idea is that we will be able to better understand what you are up against. I am told we won�t bother you unless you need us.�
The men on the plane were a little skeptical about that, but kept it to themselves. There were several innovative gadgets they were briefed on, but the best was saved to last. The technician turned and looked toward a section of the aircraft nearby. �Okay, you can come out now,� he said.
Amazingly, where there was nothing but some equipment, suddenly as if peeling himself into being, a man appeared in a white lab coat. Reaching back into the mass, he flipped a switch and there suddenly appeared what seemed to be a large lipstick made out of a piece of canvas.
�Son of a bitch,� exclaimed on of the men.
The technician turned back and smiled at the men. �We decided to send this along,� he said as he was handed the canvas. �This is one of only two we have. Some engineers down in Clemson University developed this. Using the Velcro tabs, you put this over yourself and activate this small computer inside,� he said as he showed the men how it worked. �This thing is fully impregnated with fiber optics that pick up what�s behind you and transmit it instantly to the opposite side. You have to stay still when you use it, because there is just a fraction of a second�s delay, but it might come in handy if you�re trying to get in close. The battery pack weighs just a little over a pound and the whole thing is less than five pounds. Try it on,� he said as he turned to one of the men beside him.
Sgt. Tim Justice slid the cloth over his head and pulled it tight over him, then attached the Velcro fasteners. It only took a few seconds and he seemingly disappeared before the men. If you looked hard, you could tell he was there, but at any distance, this thing would be totally invisible.
�Walk around a little,� the technician said.
As he did, the men could see the delay and it outlined something there, but it was very strange, almost as if looking at something through a fisheye lens on a camera.
�How long will the battery last?� asked Ricks.
�About 20 minutes. That little computer is working hard. You�ll notice it will get a little warm.�
�Yea, and this thing doesn�t breathe at all,� said Justice from under the device. Suddenly the sound of Velcro was heard and the side opened as he reached out with his hand, pointing his finger like a gun. �I can see just well enough through this to get where I�d need to go and the side openings will allow me to shoot someone,� he said as he twisted around under the covering. The hand reached up and pulled apart the Velcro on the top. He slid his head through. �Not too shabby. It�s like a sauna in this thing, but if you guys can�t see me, I guarantee I could sneak up on some guy real easy,� Justice said.
�Guys, that�s about it for the bells and whistles. I suggest you take some time for each of you to get familiar with this stuff. If you have questions, we�re here for you,� the technician concluded.
�Hang on a sec,� said Captain Chapman. �I want to make sure you all know what we�re up against. We have been training for the last few days to get this done without any mockups of where we�re going, but that just means we have to take our time and do it right. We have a fourteen hour flight head of us and we�re going to use a lot of that time making sure our plans are set. I need you to take the next hour to get familiar with this new equipment. These techs are here so let�s use them. I want you to know everything, including where to get the porn,� he said with a grin. The men chuckled at the joke. �Once you�re ready, everyone meet back up at the forward hatch and we will go over the plans we made one more time before we sack out. I know this isn�t your bed at home, but at least try to get some sleep. Now get at it.� Chapman pointed toward Ricks and Lieutenant Mason. �Let�s talk for a minute,� he said. The three men walked up to the kitchen unit and they got a cup of coffee and sat down.
�Guys, this is going a little faster than I might have wished. I�m relying on you to make sure it all works. Bill, keep checking with the guys up top,� he said to Mason. �If any more information comes in, I want to know about it. Ricks, you have the most experience in evasion tactics. What are we missing? What ways do you see for us to fall on our swords during this?�
Ricks shrugged his shoulders. �Boss, we�ve trained the hell out of these guys. They know what to look for and the things to do, but there are still a lot of unknowns. I was able to familiarize myself with the drop zone and all points in between, but there�s a lot that can�t be seen from a satellite photo. You know that. The one thing we have on our side is that our guys will be watching from the big bird upstairs. They can let us know if something is coming our way. But that adds time to the mix � something we don�t have a lot of. Luckily, this is a tight group. We�re thinking alike. That�s what makes the difference in this situation. The rest we�ll have to deal with as we get there.�
�You�re not making me feel better,� said Chapman.
�Sorry about that, but that�s how it is. I�m hoping we�ll get more info on the way and maybe some more images. The more we can see, the better off we are. Then we just have to rely on these guys to get the job done. Aren�t you glad you brought me along,� said Ricks with a grin.
�I�ll let you know,� said Chapman. �Now let�s get around the guys. Look for problems and let�s fix them now. Besides, I want to try on that suit,� he said. �Let�s get going.�
The men headed back to the group intent on learning the new gear. Ricks reflected on how good he felt about the team. On second thought, he didn�t have any reservations at all.
Caracas
Angela Harrison was the true Soccer Mom, except in this case it was Lacrosse. When her son had expressed an interest, she went out of her way to learn the game, talk to parents with sons in the game, and in general, immerse herself into what her son wanted to do. Brian had gotten interested almost as soon as he could pick up one of his father�s sticks. By five, he could sling a ball into the air and then catch it. His father, Edward, had played in college. It turned out Brian was a natural player. His hand-eye coordination was astounding almost from the first and the stick was an extension of his arm. When Edward had been transferred by his engineering firm to Venezuela, the family was pleased that there was a rudimentary league in the capital where several teams played each other.
Angela looked forward to the games and scrimmages just to watch her son play and to meet the other families. It was a great way to meet other people. Tonight�s scrimmage wasn�t too bad. The boys were playing well for being so inexperienced. Brian was the stand out. But one of the new players was the one she was watching. Emilio Messina had been a walk on just a few weeks before. Up till a few days ago, he played with borrowed equipment. Then his father got him a worn, but usable set of pads, helmet, and a stick. Starting as a defender, it soon became obvious that he was nearly as skilled as Brian and eventually became an attacker on the team. Already he had scored two of the goals and had worked with Brian to maneuver the ball around the field to help with four more. Emilio and Brian were becoming close friends.
At the end of one of the time periods, she noticed Emilio join up with a very tall, nice looking man. Within a few minutes she noticed Emilio point her out and the two made their way over.
�Hi, Emilio. Is this your father?� she asked.
Emilio had a large grin on his face. The man extended his hand. �Carl Messina. It is good to meet you. I�ve been watching your son. He is very good on the team,� he said in English.
Angela beamed. �Emilio is the one to watch. I can�t believe he started playing only recently. Did you play?�
Messina shook his head. �No, we only played f�tbol when I was young. But when Emilio saw what these boys were doing, he liked the game from the start. I am glad he has become interested in any sport. It keeps him busy,� he chuckled.
Angela laughed. �At this age they need it,� she said. She found Carl Messina a pleasant man, but after a few minutes of talking she noticed a slight uneasiness in him. He kept looking around as if he were looking for someone. As the game continued, both parents cheered the teams on. They continued to talk about the game and things to watch for. After about half an hour, a man in uniform came walking up. Messina smiled and waved to the man, who quickly joined them.
�Se�ora Harrison, this is my friend Colonel Juan Rojas,� he said introducing the two.
Rojas smiled and shook her hand. �It is good to meet you,� he said with a smile. �I hope I haven�t missed too much.�
�Almost,� Angela said. �We just have ten minutes left in the game.�
Two of the boys collided on the field and the entire crowd let out a gasp. They were relieved when both got up and continued the game as if nothing happened.
�Who is that one?� asked Rojas. �He is very good,� he said, pointing out Brian.
�That�s my son, Brian,� Angela said not taking her eyes off the game.
�Not bad at all,� Rojas exclaimed. �And young Emilio is doing very well.�
Suddenly Rojas dropped the English and shouted some things in Spanish, urging directions for the boys on the field.
Angela looked over at him. �You must have played before.�
Rojas nodded as he watched. �I was on the first team ever formed here in Caracas. I played through the time I was in the University.� He called out some more, obviously getting excited about the game.
The coach was standing nearby and heard the instructions Rojas was shouting and came over as well. After a few minutes, he and Rojas walked a short distance away to talk about the team. When they left, Angela and Messina were standing alone and apart from the rest of the parents who had moved down the field a short distance.
Suddenly Messina came slightly closer and asked in a lower tone, �Do you ever work in your embassy?�
Angela glanced at him and noticed he had not taken his eyes off the game. �I sometimes help out with events. Why?� she asked.
Glancing around the field again, Messina appeared to watch the game, but got very serious. �I need help getting information to someone there and I don�t want anyone to know about it.�
Angela resumed her gaze toward the field, but was no longer watching the game. When they had arrived, a person at the embassy had talked to them about what might happen if someone wanted to pass information through them to the embassy. Until now, she thought it was some foolish notion. But there he was and he obviously was concerned that someone might find out.
�What is it about?� she asked between shouts to the field.
�We know where your American hostages are,� he said quietly above the shouts around them. �I need to meet with someone to give them the exact location.�
Angela began to understand why he was so uneasy. �You think you are being watched?�
Messina broke into a grin. �I don�t see anyone here, but I am certain of it,� he said.
The whistle blew calling an end to the game. The boys made their way back to where the coach and Rojas were standing.
�Time for the pep talk,� she said. �You coming to the game tomorrow?�
He looked at her. �I will.�
�I�ll see what I can do,� she said.
After the talk by the coach, everyone began making their way back to their cars and home. Messina said his good byes and joined Rojas. �Looks like you made a friend,� he said.
Rojas smiled. �Yes, I�ve been recruited to become an assistant coach and help out when I can. It means I�ll be at almost every game. What about you?�
Messina nodded. �It�s a good way to meet people. I�m looking forward to tomorrow�s game,� he said. Both understood the meaning. Now came the dangerous part.

Chapter 10
Betrayal

The CIA
�What the hell is this?� exclaimed the analyst as she was pouring over the latest satellite image of southern Venezuela. The images clearly showed large concentrations of troops appearing along the hilltops of the border with Brazil. As she looked further, two radar sites and a missile battery had also appeared along the border. Closer look at the missile battery concluded that it was a 9K33 Osa / SA-8 Gecko Surface to Air Missile system. The six wheeled vehicle held both the missiles and a phased array type radar system. This was bad news. After summoning her supervisor, she shifted to some other mountain tops along the border. There were spots along several where such systems could be deployed, and indeed, one had a vehicle making its way along a dirt road leading to the site. She began highlighting the areas electronically. After an hour of close work, more than thirty areas showed an increase in personnel, armor, and other systems. It all added up to one thing � someone was expected.
�Print four copies and send it to the Director,� the supervisor said as he picked up the phone. He dialed a number he rarely used. �This is Thompson in satellite analysis. I need to speak to the director, right now.�
One hour later the President stood with his fists balled. �Okay, who has leaked this out!� he demanded. The men in the room stood and looked around at each other. �Damn it, I told you people I wanted a tight lid on this thing. By the look of these images, the cat�s out of the bag. Who has been let in on this?� he demanded.
Admiral Perry looked almost defeated. �I don�t know, sir. I know the Commandant and I only went over this with the team and General Richardson. Everything was listed top secret, and everything, except for the orders themselves which were hand delivered, was scrubbed so that nothing was said about the actual mission. I have no idea where the leak could be,� he said.
General Foote nodded. �He�s right. Even the aircraft commander and crew were not informed of the mission until the plane was in the air. There have been no communications with the aircraft except to update the team over the secure link.�
�The Special Operations Division is the only one in the loop,� said General Gray. �Claire Richardson is doing this by the book and only people with the security clearance and a need to know are being brought aboard. We even made sure the technicians with all the gadgets rode with the team so they couldn�t accidently spill the beans. Could it have been from another agency?� he asked.
�Don�t look at me,� said the FBI Director. We�ve been monitoring as many sources as we can. I probably won�t get any confirmation until we reconstruct this.�
Jim Butler held up his hand. �Gentlemen, the bottom line is we have been compromised. Our team is nearly at their destination and we may as well just call them back home. Our best effort is to decide where we go from here. I think between the FBI, CIA and NSA, we should get the answer as to who did this. Now, what do we do with the team?� he asked as the door at the end of the room opened. Both Claire Richardson and Roger Hammond entered the room. They didn�t look happy.
�We leave them where they are,� Hammond said as they reached the table.
�What good is that?� the President asked. His temper had gone and he was now simply angry and annoyed.
�Sir, I recommend we call the President of Brazil and get them to announce the arrival of a special training team to work with their military on special operations. If he has a press conference welcoming them there, it sends a message that they were invited and takes a little of the heat off. Then that allows us to keep the team close by. We might not be able to launch the strike from there, but it gives me some room to maneuver,� Hammond said.
Richardson was nodding her head. �It makes good sense. At the same time, I need an aircraft we can use to get these guys in.� She turned to Foote. �How about cutting loose a couple of CV-22 Ospreys and send them down to USS Wasp. She�s been detached to be a part of Roger�s group. The whole task force will be joining up in a couple hours. Mister President, the CV�22 was designed to fly low and weave in and out of canyons so that we could deposit troops in tight places without being seen. We propose eventually picking that team up, taking them to one of the ships and then make a dash toward our target from the sea. Roger�s going to get their attention elsewhere and hold it while we get these guys in. Once the team is deposited, the aircraft makes a dash into Colombia, then back to the Wasp,� she said. �The big thing is to keep these guys guessing. That gives our team the best chance of getting those people out.�
�I had another idea that might go right along with this,� said Hammond. He spent the next ten minutes outlining his idea.
The President was now sitting in his chair. Once again, Hammond and Richardson had a plan. Better yet, the plan sounded good. He reached over and picked up a phone. �Bev, get me in touch with the Brazilian President.�
Brasilia, Brazil
�We welcome our American friends to Brazil and thank them for sharing their training and experience with us,� said President Dilma Rousseff as she concluded her welcoming remarks. She reached over and shook the hands of the American Ambassador and a stunned looking Army Captain. The message diverting the plane to Brasilia had come in just 30 minutes before the plane had been scheduled to land. Their orders were to be greeted and then wait for instructions. There was applause all around as the American Ambassador finished his remarks, then the party left the platform set out on the tarmac for a cooler room in the terminal. All the members of the team followed them in. Once inside, the President shook the men�s hands. �Gentlemen, I know you are surprised at what just happened, but as you may have heard, somehow your trip here got leaked. We are making it look like you were expected and welcomed. We hope this will give you some�� she thought a moment, �cover, is what I believe you call it. I don�t know any plans, but we hope to make your stay pleasant. I am turning you over to our local air force command and we will make it appear you are training our people. I assure you, no one you will meet has any idea why you are here, but they may guess. I�m sorry it turned out this way. Now I will go about my business and wish you the best of luck in yours,� she said.
�Thank you, Madam President,� said the Ambassador, shaking her hand. When she had left, he turned to Chapman. �Captain, your plane will remain here and you should be able to operate from there for now. Try and make it look like you are just doing a training mission. If I can help you with anything, contact me,� he said again, shaking Chapman�s hand.
After he left, the men seemed to collapse into the seats. They didn�t say a word. They didn�t need to. Everyone was angry. The old saying, �Loose lips sink ships,� could easily have been them. For an organization like Special Operations, security was everything. To have anyone decide to give out such information was, to them, treason at its highest level. To a man, they wanted to personally find out who had done it and pay them a covert visit. Chapman stood. Using hand signals, he got several of the men to scan the area for what might be TV cameras or listening devices. Looking around the area, nothing was obvious that there might be surveillance, but they would take no chances. �Ricks, take your men back to the aircraft and secure our gear. We place our own guard on the plane along with theirs. Once we find out more about this cluster fuck we will start getting things set straight. I�ll see about our quarters for the night,� Chapman said.
�Alright, listen up people,� said Ricks as he got up out of his chair. �Head back to the plane and make sure everything is locked up. Velto, you have the first watch. Keep your weapon loaded and ready and your radio on. Everyone remain with the aircraft until the Captain gets back with our orders. I guess I don�t need to tell you not to talk to anyone. We will be friendly but shy. Now move out,� he ordered. The already tired troops made their way back into the tropical heat and to the plane, which would be towed to a remote hanger.
After the plane was hooked up to the tractor, Ricks caught a ride by sitting on the edge of the rear ramp as the plane made its way along the tarmac. He had already forced himself to calm down. Sitting there pissed off would do nothing. After a minute, his friend, Sgt. Ben Miller, sat down beside him.
�Got anybody you want me to shoot?� he asked. Miller and Ricks had met during the last war and had become good friends. He was one of the snipers on the team.
Ricks grunted. �This is one I would do with my bare hands. Sometimes I wonder what people think. It�s like this was a game for their benefit.� He threw up his hands. �Probably never know anyway,� he said.
�True. Here we are, trying to save lives and somebody, for some reason, doesn�t like that. At least we found out. If this had happened when we got to the target, it might have been all she wrote,� Miller said.
Ricks smiled and slapped Miller on the shoulder. �And I thought all you wanted to do was shoot people,� he kidded.
Miller grinned. �Only the right ones,� he said. �Besides, I promised Su Lynn I would take care of you. That�s an easier job considering a good quarter of you is made out of metal,� he said with a grin. Both men laughed. Kidding helped a lot. The stress of the near miss was draining off now. It wouldn�t be long before they started thinking like a team again � on mission.
The U S Embassy, Caracas
Pete Wilson had been out of the city at a nearby military facility when he got the call. It took until early the next afternoon to get back. After checking the usual protocols in his office, he went to the basement and entered the secure communications equipment room to check the numbers of calls that had been made in the previous 24 hours. He was surprised to find three calls that had taken place on the private phone line leading to Jonas� desk. The first had been an incoming call from an area code 202 number just before 11 pm Washington time. He pressed the switch to play back the call.
�Craig, you have a minute?�
�Yes, sir, I�m all alone.�
�Good. I know it�s late, but we just got word that a team is on its way. �
�Where to?�
�Some place called Boa Vista.�
�That�s an air force base just inside the Brazilian border from us.�
�Well, that�s where they�re headed.�
�Do they know?�
�I don�t know. It could be they are pre-staging this team down there to use just in case. That�s what I might do.�
Another voice came on the line. �Craig, I don�t want these guys killed unless it�s necessary. If we go telling this guy they�re there, he might do something unfortunate. Remember, everyone is supposed to come back alive.�
�Yes sir, I know that. I�ll just let him know a team is being prepositioned in Brazil. I�ll also tell him we�ll let him know if they receive orders.�
�Good work,� said the second voice.
�Let us know immediately after you call him,� said the first voice.
�Yes, sir, I�ll call right now,� said Jonas.
The line went dead.
Son of a bitch! Wilson said to himself. He had figured Jonas wasn�t the brightest bulb on the tree, but it appeared he also thought he was immune to being found out. How stupid could you really be, he thought.
Wilson looked down at the second call. It was a local number just two minutes after hanging up from the last call. He pressed the switch.
�Si, Se�or Ambassador,� said the voice. It sounded like Parente. The next sentence confirmed it.
�Se�or Presidente, I wanted to let you know that my government has just sent a special team to pre-stage in Brazil. My sources tell me it doesn�t have orders as yet, but are there to be ready just in case.�
�That is interesting. You are sure they do not have orders.�
�Yes, Se�or Presidente. As soon as they do get orders, if any, I will notify you immediately.�
�Very good Ambassador. I will take some necessary precautions and await your call. Please let our friends know that I appreciate their assistance. And I think you may be pleased with a little extra on my part.�
�It is not necessary, Se�or Presidente. I appreciate your friendship.�
�Not at all. We both have much to gain in this. Please call me at any time when you get any information.�
�Yes, Se�or Presidente.�
The call ended. The third call happened less than thirty seconds later to the same 202 area code number.
�It�s done.�
�You sure he�s not going to go off the deep end?�
�The way he was talking, it appears he bought the line about them just pre-staging. He wants to know immediately if they get orders.�
�Craig, they may already have orders for all we know. But if they start to move, I�ll let you know.�
�You know I�m in a precarious position here. If they do something and I don�t let Parente know��
�I know, Craig. That�s why I have my people keeping a close eye on things. You just sit tight and help us get this thing finished and we can all enjoy the rewards. I�ll call the minute I know something.�
�Yes, sir.�
�Good night Craig.�
The line went dead for a third time.
Bastards, Wilson said to himself. He took out a thumb drive and downloaded the calls and the other information. On a hunch, he reached into a cabinet and took out a small case. Attaching two leads to the private line, he set the electronics in the box to run. A few seconds later a small LED on the panel flashed red. A set of numbers and letters appeared on the display. Wilson grinned. So it appears someone else doesn�t trust you. He copied the information on the display and turned off the electronics. He would later determine that the phone had been tapped by the Venezuelan equivalent of the CIA. Wilson walked to the office of Rick Lozier.
�You look like someone bit you. What�s wrong?� asked Lozier as he looked up from his desk.
Wilson closed the door. �Break out the satellite link,� he said as he pulled out the thumb drive.
Now he had Lozier�s complete attention. He pressed a button on his desk, sealing the door and activating a sound deadening system. �We�re safe,� he said.
Wilson nodded. �You need to hear this. It is from our esteemed Ambassador�s private line.�
Lozier played the recording. He sat back with a dumbfounded look on his face. �I know one of those voices, but we�ll need to get it confirmed. How do you suggest we play this?�
Wilson grinned. �Let them hang themselves and then we use them. I�m sure headquarters has some nice little dirty ways to turn all this to our advantage. In the meantime, we confirm the voices and then trace the calls. If we�re lucky, we can run this back to the source. Then we plug the leak and feed the system. That way our military guys can do their job without getting shot.�
�I like a sneaky guy,� said Lozier. �I think the Bureau will want do the ground work and my guys can be the spooks we are. Let�s get this up the chain,� he said as he opened up a special program on his computer. �I had an interesting conversation this morning as well. You know Angela Harrison?� he asked.
Wilson shook his head. �Staff?� he asked.
�Not really. She�s the wife of a local contractor. Helps out on some of the embassy�s events. It seems she was contacted by two officers last night who seem to know where the hostages are,� said Lozier.
That got Wilson�s attention. �Why her? Why couldn�t they just get word to us at the embassy?� Wilson asked.
Lozier grunted. �For an FBI man, you ask silly questions. Haven�t you noticed that there are Venezuelan security people outside the gate? You don�t think they are here to really protect us, do you?�
Wilson nodded and threw up his hands. �Sorry, it�s been a long day already. Did she know who they were?�
�Oh, not just who. The primary man was a Colonel Messina and the other a Colonel Rojas. The first is the pilot for El Presidente and the other is his personal military adjutant,� said Lozier. �If this pans out, we may have struck intelligence gold.�
�What do they want?�
�For now just a chance to talk to someone. My problem is they are probably being watched. So I am going to be very careful how I do this. I made arrangements for someone to meet with them who is not traceable and who has a nice record of getting through to the heart of things. The meeting will be this evening at a lacrosse game. If it�s a set up, my guy will know. If not, we may have some answers very soon.�
�Damn. It looks like things are starting to fall apart for our illustrious leader of Venezuela. If we can match what they tell us with the info on these calls, we can wrap this up with a bow,� Wilson said.
Lozier grinned. �I love happy endings. Let�s report up the line,� he said. Within two minutes the men were uploading the recordings and making their recommendations. They were surprised that their agency bosses agreed with their ideas. For now, the men were told to continue monitoring the phones and to put a tail on the Ambassador. The rest would be up to the people who could make things happen. Within an hour, over a hundred people were gleaning phone records and video surveillance to make an airtight case that would hold up in any court.
The Mountains of Venezuela
The evening air was cool and the wind brought a steady breeze to freshen the air. Wei lay on a mattress of feathers with the day�s maiden. Both were easing off the cocaine induced frenzy that Parente kept them in. Each day, he had been forced to drink the chichi. Parente explained that as he grew to his place as a god, this and the ocucho would awaken his powers. True enough, each day he felt inspired and powerful. He soon learned to dominate the women he was given each morning. This expanded to everyone who served him. Wei was getting exasperated that Parente was holding him back, but Parente explained everything that was happening and why it was important not to awaken his powers before their time because they might be lost forever.
The young girl stirred in her haze beside him. She snuggled up against his side and ran her hand along his naked torso. Wei frowned. She was neither as talented nor as beautiful as the others. It seemed she was more interested in herself than pleasing him. As she snuggled closer, he felt almost betrayed. The paranoia brought on by the cocaine began working overtime. He imagined her going away from him and finding others who would please her more. His paranoia turned to fury. Sliding over top of her, he began having his way with her, causing her to moan and cry out. Faster and faster he lurched and her cries became louder. Soon even her cries seemed to madden him. He grasped his hands around her throat to stop the noise. She began to struggle for breath, but his grip tightened. In a sex-charged frenzy his mind saw visions of powerful gods inviting him to a heavenly throne. They kept beckoning as he continued his frantic efforts. Suddenly everything went white and he collapsed on top of the now lifeless girl.
When he awoke, the girl was gone. He was left with a growing assurance that everything Parente had told him was correct. He was being raised as a god who required careful awakenings. He had just experienced one of them and knew that this was just the beginning.
In a CV-22
The CV-22 Osprey was loud � very loud. Outside the cabin, the two huge three bladed propellers on the end of the wings were beating the air into a blurred submission as the craft flew along at nearly 250 miles per hour. Inside the cabin there were a few boxes of supplies and normally room for 24 people. This time there were only two. The air crewman made his way back to where a special VIP seat had been installed. Vice Admiral Hammond was going over some reports from his briefcase as the crewman tapped him on the shoulder. The �Mickey Mouse� sound deadening headset was pretty good at blocking the noise of the plane, but also prevented him from hearing someone talk to him just a foot away. The crewman held out a white box.
Hammond smiled and mouthed, �Thanks,� as the crewman motioned toward his watch. He held out three fingers then motioned an �O� afterwards. Hammond nodded. In just 30 minutes he would be back aboard his ship. Actually, the Iowa wasn�t �his� anymore, but the ties to the behemoth were very strong. It would be good to get back aboard.
Opening the box, Hammond found a cold chicken wrap with condiments on the side, along with some chips a can of soda and a pickle. There was even a wrapped chocolate chip cookie on the side. Picking up the pickle, Hammond chuckled. How come they always put a dill pickle in with just about any sandwich, he asked himself. Must be their idea of vegetables. Then he picked up the cookie. It was the usual circular cookie with evidence of chips along the top. Nothing like aboard the ship, he thought again. The bakers aboard Iowa had named theirs �Battlechip, Chocolate Chip Cookies.� They were nearly twice as big with very large sized hunks of chocolate seemingly swimming in the cookie. Sure, they would probably lead someone into a diabetic fit, but to the crew they meant �home.�
Hammond put the papers away and ate his lunch. It was clinch time for his small task force and he was now going to play his ships like some giant chess player � always ahead of his opponent and making moves the other wouldn�t have the chance to counter. To him, this was the next thing to war. He wouldn�t have the free reign he might have had in the last war, but this time he was going to play with someone�s head, not just shoot at them. He was going to get inside his enemy and make them pay.
Hammond rubbed his eyes. He was losing too much sleep lately. He forced himself to remember that he had to be objective and forget that one of the people he was to save was his own wife. That was getting harder to do. He pulled out his wallet and looked at her picture. Yes, he was just old fashioned enough to keep her picture there like they did in the old days. There she was, smiling back at him like always. There was always that little twinkle in her eyes that he had found so attractive. It was almost like she was telling him she knew what he was up to. In a lot of cases she did.
He sat back and chuckled over the roar of the engines. She would be waiting for him now. At least he hoped she knew he would be coming. He hadn�t let her down yet. He would always be there.
The aircraft began to bank and Hammond came out of his thoughts to look out the side window. In the distance he caught sight of a large flat topped ship. It quickly passed from his view as did a smaller ship. The crewman motioned for him to buckle up. Hammond nodded and gave a tug on the seatbelt reassuring the crewman and himself. Turning his gaze back out of the window he noticed that the propellers had begun to tilt from horizontal toward the vertical. He could feel the speed drain off the aircraft. Then he noticed what looked like a wake passing along their port side.
The aircraft slowed almost to a stop, matching the speed of the ship, then eased over the after deck and gently set down almost dead center of a large white circle with a line through it. Once stopped, men on the deck rushed out to chock the wheels and stabilize the aircraft. The rear hatch opened and after waiving thanks to the crew, Hammond stepped off the aircraft. He walked over to one man, in khaki�s and shook his hand. Within a few minutes, the Osprey lifted back into the air and began making its way to the USS Wasp just a few miles distant.
Walking up to his stateroom, Hammond was greeted by many of the crew. There were a few new faces, since many were reservists on their �two week� training cruise, but everyone knew who he was. Heading up the port side, Hammond made his way to the ladder just aft of the wardroom pantry. Just a few steps later and he was in his quarters. Captain Rhodes, who had met him on deck, welcomed him back.
�Any new word from on high?� asked Rhodes.
�Not yet,� said Hammond. �Other than the fact that someone leaked that our team was on the way. But I have some ideas to get them in and get them out. Where is the North Carolina?�
�One day out. The State Department got all the permissions and they should have a great time,� Rhodes said. �Oh, and your staff should get here in about an hour. They flew into Pensacola and were picked up from there. They�re coming in the second special Osprey.�
Hammond nodded. �Good. You have their spaces ready?�
�All set. Captain Moyseowicz will be one level up and the others we are spreading out along the O-2 level aft near the staff spaces. The comm gear is set up and operating. The equipment you brought in will have them set up nicely. Anything left out we can handle. Strike has been set up to be your command post.�
�Not the flag plot?�
�Too small,� Rhodes said. �Besides, we aren�t actually going into battle. But if we do, I am assured it�s just the flick of a switch. CIC will take over most functions unless we need the space. One thing I�m also doing, and I hope you don�t mind, I�m having the gunners do pre-fire checks every day so we will be ready for anything. I know we�re just supposed to be decoys, but somehow I don�t want to take that chance,� he said.
Hammond looked approvingly at Rhodes. He liked a guy who took no chances. �How many guns will be available?� he asked.
�Turrets one and three and all the five-inch. We had the gunshot while you were in DC. We�re ready in case this all goes to hell and a handbag. Just thought you�d like to know,� Rhodes said.
�Good work. Keep thinking that way and I�ll feel a lot better. Let me know when the staff gets here. I tasked the Chief of Staff with working up a plan to retrieve and deliver the team. The main thing is to be ready when the �go� signal is issued. The first part of my plan is with the North Carolina, then we send a little message. I even have something up my sleeve for the Freedom and the Cochrane. I think it�s time to scare the hell out of someone,� Hammond said.
Rhodes tilted his head and smiled. �No arguments from me.�
Hammond walked forward and looked out of one of the portholes. USS Freedom was on station just ahead of Iowa on her port side. He wished he could be aboard when she opened it up.

Chapter 11
Data

NSA, Washington, DC
It didn�t take long. The NSA analyst began pulling up the data. For several years they had watched who had made phone calls and from where, especially calls to or from outside the United States. The laws strictly prohibited listening in without a judge�s permission. But knowing the call was made, what lines were used, the time the calls were made and the duration were fair game. The NSA had amassed tons of digital data, just waiting for the right request. Since the analyst had the date and time and phone number used, it was simple to pull up the records.
The 202 area code number actually went to what some called a processing facility where numbers were redirected as needed. These were used often to follow business leaders and their staff when traveling. But this year, the largest users were political candidates. Long ago the NSA had learned to follow that routing to get to the real source. In this case, the number was routed to the campaign headquarters of Gregory Foster, a Congressman currently running for President of the United States. The analyst blinked. �Oh shit,� he said out loud. He saw the one outgoing call to Venezuela and the return call. He also saw a call from another 202 area code to that number just fifteen minutes before the first call to Venezuela was made. Checking the records, it led to one of the few operating pay phones still left in Washington. This one was in the Pentagon. After a quick phone call, all the video monitoring data was being gathered for analysis. In this case, they already knew the day and time. It wouldn�t take long. His briefing and the evidence so far was turned over to his superiors. The revelation of who might be involved worried all of them, but for the analyst, it made no difference. Someone at the headquarters of a presidential candidate had just violated Title 18, U.S.C.
An hour later, after scanning the video from the security cameras, there was a face and a name to go with the telephone call.
The Pentagon
�Do you recognize this young man?� asked one of the FBI agents assigned to the case. General Richardson looked hard at the image on the screen. �I�ve seen him. I�m not sure which office, but in my travels around I�ve seen that face. Hang on a sec,� she said as she called in her aide. �Captain Ramos, you know that guy?� she asked.
�Yes Ma�am. That�s Captain David Ferrell. He works in the communications section. I know him because he�s usually the one to come get messages from this office,� said Ramos. �He heads up one of the teams down there.�
The two agents looked at each other. �Is he on duty?� asked one of the men.
�I�ll check,� said Ramos walking over to the computer on his desk. In just a second, he looked up. �Yes, sir, he�s working today.�
By now, Richardson had a concerned look on her face. �Mind telling me what the problem is?�
Agent Kelly came a little closer. �General, we need to get him up here without anyone noticing. Is there a way out of this place without being seen?�
Now Richardson had alarm bells ringing in her head. �There�s an emergency exit across the hall. People might see you going in, but it is usually deserted from there on. Only our own security will be watching.�
Kelly nodded. �It will have to do. General, it appears this man is your leak. We need to get him up here and get him out so we can talk to him without anyone knowing about it. We have a whole lot of questions to ask this young man.�
Richardson�s face turned red. For a moment she appeared ready to explode. She turned to Ramos. �Captain, give him a call and tell him there is a flash message I need to get out that�s top secret. Tell him it will be ready when he gets up here,� she said. Ramos turned and made the call.
Richardson turned to the two agents. �Are you sure?� she asked.
Kelly nodded, �About as sure as it gets.�
Richardson slowly shook her head. �I don�t know how you guys do this, but if he is the one, I don�t care what it takes. You find out who he�s working with and where it leads. Even if you can�t prosecute, get the information. Then give what you have to me. Under the UCMJ, I can make that bastard wish he had never been born.�
Kelly grinned. �Don�t worry Ma�am. We�re going to get him, and get him legally. Once we�re done with him, you are welcome to what�s left.�
Richardson smiled. �Then he�s all yours,� she said.
A few minutes later Captain Ferrell entered the outer office and was then sent to Richardson�s personal office. She was seated at her desk writing when he entered the room and came to attention. He didn�t notice the outer office door close.
�Captain Ferrell, Ma�am. You have a flash priority message to go out?�
She looked up from her desk. �Oh, I have a message alright,� she said.
From behind him the two FBI agents stepped into the office.
�Captain Ferrell, I am agent Kelly of the FBI. You are under arrest for violation of Title 18, U.S. Code. You have the right to remain silent,� said Kelly as he pulled the young man�s arms behind him and locked a set of handcuffs on his wrists.
A look a horror swept across the man�s face. �What do you mean? I haven�t done anything,� Ferrell sputtered.
As the other agent held him by the arm, Kelly walked in front of him. �Oh no? Let�s see, area code 202,� Kelly began as he recited the phone number Ferrell had called. �You also made the call from the pay phone near the men�s john on the food court. Thanks for turning toward the cameras for us,� he said.
The revelation that he had been caught swept over Ferrell like a thick blanket. All his political dreams and aspirations had now evaporated and he suddenly saw himself breaking rocks in a penitentiary. He seemed to deflate before their eyes. He looked up with fearful eyes. �I want a lawyer,� he said.
�Don�t worry, you�ll get one,� said Kelly.
Richardson walked from behind her desk. Her eyes were shooting flames at the young man as she walked directly in front of him and glared into him. �I suggest you cooperate fully with these men, Captain,� she said. �You have now become what we call a terrorist. What�s more, you have harmed both this nation and one of this nation�s heroes. More still, you have harmed a friend of mine. If you don�t give these men everything they need, you not only will piss off me, but every Marine and sailor in this nation.� Her face turned into an evil looking grin. �Now, you wouldn�t want to do that, would you?� she asked.
Two near growls came from the outer office as the aide and secretary reacted to her words. It was too much. Ferrell suddenly went limp as he fainted dead away. The second agent caught him as he fell.
Richardson turned and smiled at Kelly. �It seems our Captain is ill. I suggest you call an ambulance,� she said. �That should be inconspicuous enough.�
Kelly�s face widened into a smile. �Remind me never to piss you off, General.�
Within a few minutes a medical team entered the office and wheeled out a person covered in a white sheet. There was an oxygen mask over his face and tape over his forehead. The combination made Ferrell unrecognizable. He was quickly wheeled to the ambulance and taken to FBI headquarters.
USS North Carolina
The Immortal Showboat slowly made her way to her anchorage in Aruba�s harbor. Sailors dressed in summer white uniforms lined her decks outlining the ship�s lines and giving a crisp, clean appearance. Taking a tip from the Iowa, the Navy had sent along a Navy Band to play for the port visits. The musical theme to �The Showboat� blared from her deck as her huge anchor was freed and splashed into the water. Thousands of tourists and islanders watched in awe as she lowered her boats and prepared to open her decks for tours. The passengers aboard the two cruise ships docked at the piers waved and snapped photos of the magnificent sight. The North Carolina was the first battleship to ever pull into the Dutch port. It wasn�t long before she was surrounded with pleasure boats, their occupants waiving at the sailors from their decks.
One of the spectators could not believe what he saw. He pulled out his cell phone and dialed a number. �An American battleship just pulled into Aruba,� he said nervously. He listened to the reply and then stared at the receiver in his hand. �Of course I know what a battleship is. Do you think I am stupid? It�s one of the biggest ships I have ever seen, with huge guns on both ends. The paper said an American ship would pull in today but it said nothing about this. They said it would be here for two days,� he said. The reply was short. �Yes, I will watch the ship, but there are hundreds of sailors aboard. I can�t watch them too.� The response seemed to sicken the man. He snapped the cell phone shut and cursed. �Idiots,� he said aloud as he began his way to the waterfront.
Caracas
The first game of the season was going well for Messina�s team. He was standing at the sidelines calling out his support for the boys like most other fathers. Rojas watched with the coach and offered his support for the boys, suggesting little changes which helped them more easily move around the field.
Angela Harrison had showed up early with some sports drinks which they put on ice. During the effort, she leaned in to Messina and pointed out an old man with a Chevy pickup, selling things out of the back along the sideline. During the game, several people had gathered around the truck and she later commented that Messina or Rojas might want to get something for their families. �His prices seem very reasonable,� she said with a stare that told Messina it wasn�t a suggestion.
�I may check out what he has later on,� Messina had said. As the game wore on, he made his way to Rojas and he relayed the information. At half time, while the boys were with their families, Rojas made his way to the truck and began looking at the colorfully decorated garments and wares. Two others were there rummaging through the items. Eventually Rojas and the old man were alone.
�How can I help you, Se�or,� asked Carlos Verdes making his way around to where Rojas was standing. It was clear Rojas was being very careful about something. On several occasions while waiting, Rojas had scanned the crowd to see if he was being watched.
�I�m just looking,� said Rojas giving the old man a frightened stare.
Verdes smiled and picked up several items. �Well, I have this pottery, some clay pipes and here are some ponchos. All of these were made by native Venezuelans living in the mountains. Is there something in particular that you wanted?� he asked in a friendly manner. Carlos could read all the signs. They were typical of the people, especially in the cities. Fear of talking to someone they did not know and what someone might infer. But it was also obvious that this man wanted something and was afraid to act. He looked Rojas in the eye. �Perhaps you have something for me as well?�
Rojas stopped in his tracks. There it was. But he was still unsure what to do. It could still be a trap. �I do not know you.�
Verdes laughed, and then holding up a small bowl he said in English, �But I know you, Colonel Rojas. How may I be of service?�
Rojas almost let out a sigh of relief, then glanced around once again. Rojas reached for the bowl and appeared to study it. �You need to understand that I am doing this because I cannot let something like this destroy my country. This must come to an end,� he said.
Verdes nodded. It seemed like all people who provide information wanted you to know why they did it. The reasons vary, but somehow they need to justify it in their own minds. In this case, the information this man had was sorely needed. �Of course. I understand. What we must do is for the common good. It will save lives,� Verdes said softly.
Rojas picked up another bowl as if comparing the two. �You must get this information to your government very quickly. Your mayors are in danger. Parente is obviously insane and I cannot guarantee their safety,� he said very quietly. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his wallet. Fishing for some money, he pulled out some bills. There was a white sheet mixed in with them.
Verdes took the money and shoved it into the small metal box he was using for a cashbox. He also inserted the white sheet into a place under the coin bin where it could be hidden. As he counted out some change, Rojas pointed toward one of the ponchos. It was large and very ornate. �How much is that one?� he asked.
Verdes smiled again and lifted up the poncho, unfolding it and displaying it for him to see. �Very inexpensive, Se�or,� Verdes said as he appeared to barter to the man. Then he leaned forward. While seemingly pointing out things on the poncho, he asked, �Is anything getting ready to happen which might distract his attention?�
� Five Bolivars,� said Rojas, holding out five fingers. Verdes appeared to think a moment, then shook his head. �Ten,� he said.
Rojas took the time to appear to think. He placed his hand over his mouth. �Presidente Castro is coming on the 12th. I don�t know of anything else but this,� he said quietly. Then he called out �Seven.�
�Anything else?� asked Verdes.
�Not that I know of,� said Rojas, almost too loud to be natural.
Verdes smiled. �Seven,� he said, handing the poncho over.
Rojas paid the man. �What if I need to return this?� he asked.
Verdes smiled, �I will be in touch. But I roam the streets near here. If there is a problem, you can find me,� he said.
With almost a relieved look on his face, Rojas thanked the man and took his purchases. Verdes remained at the game until the end, then packed his truck up and set off to where he was staying while in town. Tonight he would have a little extra wine with his meal. Meetings like this seemed to drain everything from him.
Washington, DC
�It�s the same latitude and longitude as we got before,� said Kurt West, the head of the FBI.
Craig Harris nodded his head. �Concur. The report from one of my people said it was short and sweet. These two guys are frightened. This guy, Rojas, says our people are in danger. I must say I believe him.�
�I can imagine,� said the President. �Now what have you turned up so far on these phone calls � especially since you called this hurried meeting with me.�
West sat forward in his seat. �Mr. President, I need to inform you that I am commissioning a special prosecutor for this case. So far, I have let you know only about phone calls between Washington and our ambassador�s office. My agents arrested an Air Force captain named David Ferrell. We have both the phone call and video of the captain making the phone call at the exact time. We took him in for interrogation and charged him in violation of Title 18. At first he asked for a lawyer, but after a very persuasive recommendation by General Richardson, at which time the captain fainted, he began asking for consideration for his testimony. We now have ample evidence to charge other parties under the same act.�
He sat back in his seat slightly. �Sir, as of now I cannot tell you who will be charged or what evidence we are gathering, but it should be said you do not need to know as yet. I am requesting this special prosecutor have full jurisdiction and authority to get to the very bottom of this incident. The Justice Department has agreed and you need to know it is being done. I am sure a special grand jury will also be convened to hear the evidence and decide on certain actions. Sir, as soon as I can, I will give you more information,� said West as he finally sat back in his seat.
President O�Bannon sat back as well. It wasn�t often that a President could not be told something. �It�s okay, Kurt. I understand and appreciate what�s going on. If you can�t tell me, you just can�t. I take it CIA agrees?�
Harris nodded. �Yes sir, it�s best all round as I see it. The one thing we don�t need is someone going around some judicial process. If we�re going to get these bastards, we need to do it right.�
�I will ask one thing though,� the President said. �It makes it sound like this is some guy I know. Is that the case?� he asked.
West looked a little uneasy, but finally nodded slightly. �That�s the reason behind all this, sir. You know him very well.�
The Presidential Palace
�It is only seventeen miles away from our borders!� Parente nearly screamed. �According to my valued assistant, it can strike my shores from where it is and we can�t do anything about it! Now what do you propose to do?� he asked his assembled generals.
�Se�or Presidente, we have our largest artillery pieces in place nearby, but they do not have the range to hit the ship. I have also been assured that even if we could strike it, the effect would be minimal. There is nothing the army can do,� said the highest ranking general in the room.
�We can always use aircraft to strike the ship, but as General Aquilla stated, the effect would be negligible. There would also be the problem that our planes would be bombing a target within the boundaries of a neighboring country. Although the Dutch couldn�t really harm us for now, the international repercussions would be great,� said General Hidalgo of the Air Force.
The Admiral of the Venezuelan Navy, Bakan Oroso sat back in his seat. �The Navy would normally have the same problem, but I have some assets which may do the job, Se�or Presidente,� he said calmly.
Parente eyed the man. �Tell me of your plans, Admiral.�
�Do not forget we have divers which could sneak into the harbor undetected by the ships,� said Oroso. �We simply need to deliver a diver into the harbor and then have him place a mine against the great ship�s hull. He sets if for a predetermined time and then swims away and is picked up. The mine could go off in five minutes or five days. It simply needs to be set appropriately,� he said smiling.
Parente smiled at the man. �How soon could you send this diver into the harbor?�
�As early as tonight, Se�or Presidente. I have already placed a team on orders to be ready to move.�
�There may still be repercussions,� said Aquilla.
Parente held up his hand, silencing the men. �Not if no one knows who did it. These ships are old. I recall one in the 1980s having an explosion onboard. We simply need to make sure the timer is set so that there is no way to determine who might have done this. After all, America still has enemies around the world,� Parente said with growing confidence. �Do we know how long the ship will be in port?�
�We do not,� said Aquilla.
��Then I suggest we send the diver in and set the timer for three days from now. By then, the ship may even be out to sea. That will make fighting the rising waters even more difficult,� he said. �Give the orders, Admiral.� Placated, Parente turned and left the room. He would need to congratulate Rojas on his insight about the battleships. But now they had a weapon that even a battleship could not deter. The thought made him almost giddy.
The Compound
It was fruitless. The prisoners had thought up a number of ways to try and break out of the prison, but every one of them had been doomed to failure. Donado had told them all of the plans and efforts made to keep the mayors exactly where they were. He even informed them of the guards on the towers and an extra one sitting outside the door to make sure no one could get by the one inside. At one point one of the mayors suggested trying to scratch through the mortar holding one of the concrete blocks of the wall in place. But with the guard at the door watching them like a hawk, it would be impossible.
By nightfall, everyone was exhausted. Even the idea of ambushing the men bringing the meals was thrown out. With the two guards, it would simply be a slaughter. Tonight, everyone ate in silence. When done, the stacked the pots and plates neatly and placed them by the cell door as usual.
Once again, Patricia Hammond made her way around the room, trying to cheer up her colleagues. She sat down beside Manuel Donado. �You feeling better?� she asked in Spanish.
Donado smiled and nodded his head. The swelling on his face had subsided and she could finally see his eyes more clearly. One was still very red, but at least he could see. �Why do you always check on me? Don�t you remember I was one of the guards?� he asked.
Patricia chuckled. �Of course I do. But now you are in here with us. Since I have come to know you, it appears you are a very nice young man,� she said. She could see him blush slightly through all the bruising and reached out to place her hand on one of his cheeks. �Manuel, don�t worry about what has happened. I know we will get out of this. I don�t know when or how, but we�ll get through it. When we do, I�m going to make sure you are taken care of,� she said.
Donado lifted his eyebrows slightly. �I wish I was so confident. I know my Sergeant and our Presidente. They are not known for their benevolence,� he said. �I am afraid that before this is done, they will certainly kill us all.�
She grinned. �Hasn�t he heard that it is very difficult to kill Americans? We are like a tough old piece of steak. We don�t go down easy,� she said.
Donado�s face widened to a grin of his own. �You don�t look so tough,� he chided.
�Oh, we�re tough and we�re mean. We have teeth that bite and claws that scratch. And if I get a big stick in my hand, you better watch out,� she said, pointing her finger at him.
Now even Donado had a laugh.
�Oh, you think I am funny? I also have a leg to kick. Your Sergeant better watch out if I get loose. I know where to kick him where he can really hurt,� she boasted with a smile. Now Donado was laughing so much he let out a gasp of pain from one of his ribs, but even that couldn�t stop him. The others in the room watched the boy transform into a much livelier and likable person before their eyes. Even those few who understood Spanish were laughing. After a moment everyone calmed down.
�Maybe someday I will be as tough as you,� he said to Patricia.
She nodded her head. �You�ll get there. Now just sit back and rest. When the time comes, we�ll all need our strength � to do a little kicking,� she said. She leaned down and kissed him on the forehead. It was amazing. Just that little encouragement had made a big change in the boy. The look on his face was no longer defeat, but a growing confidence that something would happen for the good. The smile was still on his face as he leaned back and placed his head against the wall and closed his eyes.
Patricia moved back to her own little corner. She was dog tired, but wouldn�t let the others see it. As she sat down, Tim Sweeney leaned over.
�You�d be a great Den Mother,� he said as he patted her on the arm.
She chuckled again. �He may be right though. Things don�t really look that good for us,� she said. �I know they�re coming for us, but at the rate it�s going, we might not be able to help much.�
Sweeney grunted. �I can kick too, you know.� He sat back with a smile on his face and gave her a wink. She lay back and closed her eyes. In her mind, she could see her husband coming to her on the bridge of a great ship.
Washington, DC
Deshawn Jackson had worked his way up the party chain to become one of the prime executant assistants with the campaign. He was proud of his work and for what he truly believed was the best thing for his nation and his family. Of course, it had meant 20-hour days and tons of behind the scenes work, but now he was determined to get Congressman Gregory Foster elected to become the next President of the United States. He had even been approached to have a position in the Foster White House.
It was already after ten in the evening. He had gotten back to his small apartment and had plopped down in front of his television with a beer to let the tension of the day drain off. The news on CNN was good. The day�s electioneering speech was being reported and looked favorable. At the same time they were tearing the President apart for the hostage situation, as usual. A part of him felt sorry for the President. After all, he hadn�t been the one to kidnap the mayors, but he was paying for it none the less. A knock on the door caused him to slump. Will it never end, he thought as he glanced at his watch. He stood and walked to the door and opened it.
�Mr. Jackson?� asked one of two men standing at the door holding some sort of badge.
�Yes, I�m Deshawn Jackson.�
One of the men smiled and lowered the badge. �Mr. Jackson, I�m Agent Kelly of the FBI, and this is Agent Hunt. Have you got a few minutes to talk to us,� he asked.
�Come on it,� said Jackson ushering the men to his small living room. He turned off the television. �Am I in trouble?�
Kelly smiled. �No, sir, not that I know of, but you could be a great help.�
�What can I do?�
�I need you to promise us that what we are about to talk about will go no further. Please don�t talk about this, especially around the office. Can you do that?� asked Kelly.
�Is it that important?�
�Believe me,� said Hunt. �It�s that important. The security of the nation depends on it.�
That got Jackson�s attention. He nodded. �I promise. Now what do you need?�
Kelly pulled out a tape recorder and placed it on the table. �Can you identify the voices you hear?� He played a part of the communications recorded from the telephone conversation.
Jackson�s eyes suddenly widened, and Kelly knew he knew who they were looking at. Jackson got a pained look on his face. After all he had done to achieve his goals; the men he worked for were being investigated by the FBI. He looked at Kelly. �Okay, I guess you know that I know who these two men are. The first is Williamson and the second is Foster. Now can you tell me why these men are under investigation?�
Kelly could see the conflict in the young man�s eyes. He took a moment to reassure him. �First of all, I need to reassure you that we have gone out to no one regarding this investigation. Before we do anything we will need to make sure of all the facts. That�s one reason why we asked you to keep this under wraps. But the second reason is that if there is something going on that is illegal, we do not want to jeopardize it by letting anyone know before we are ready. Do you see our position?�
Jackson nodded.
�Good. Now we need to ask you a few questions. Were you in the office night before last between 8 and 10 pm?� asked Kelly.
�Yes, I was there until about 11:15. I was there helping Congressman Foster with today�s speech and to run some interference with our public relations people. They have a habit of putting too many things on the Congressman�s plate,� Jackson explained.
�Okay, who else was there?� asked Kelly.
�There were several people working late. Williamson was in his office and Foster was back and forth between me, Williamson and Mr. Loring in PR. We also had Josh Becker and Jamie Cavanaugh, our interns running around doing things. But the rest left after 7 to attend a party at Glenda and Hal Shoup�s house over in Alexandria. They are celebrating their first anniversary,� Jackson said.
�That helps,� said Kelly. �Now do you remember any special phone calls around 8:45?�
Jackson laughed. �You�ve got to be kidding. Those phones ring off the hook. There may have been fifty calls around that time, between calls from the party to us getting some take out and calls the Congressman received from supporters.�
That didn�t help. Kelly changed tack a little. �I can imagine, but I�m talking about any calls that seemed to preoccupy these two men,� he asked.
Jackson thought a moment. �Nothing comes to mind. Do you know what line it came in on?�
Kelly read off the phone number.
Jackson shook his head. �That�s not any of the main lines coming into the office. That�s one that only rings in Williamson�s office. It was set up so that private calls from supporters and other politicians could come in and not tie up office lines. Only three people can pick up on that line � Williamson, Foster and Foster�s secretary, Mary Ellen.� He stopped and thought a minute. �You know, that line was in use that night. It lights up on the phones even if we can�t use it. I remember thinking they might be on with some big donor or something that night. I remember Foster practically running from his office into Williamson�s and shutting the door. A few minutes later that light went on. I noticed after a few minutes it went off, then a few minutes later it came on again. When it finally went off, Congressman Foster came out. He looked a little shaken. I just figured they had a slight setback, but Williamson came out smiling like the whole world had changed. I remember he walked up to Foster and told him to cheer up, that everything would work out just fine. Foster said something like, �That�s what you say,� and went in his office. Williamson went in and there were some raised voices, but I couldn�t make out what was being said. I was kind of busy at the time, but Mary Ellen was a little closer. She might have heard something,� he said.
�Mary Ellen was there? You didn�t mention her before,� Hunt said.
Jackson chuckled. �Mary Ellen is always there. We kind of take her for granted. Everybody says she and Williamson have something going on together. He�s the one who got her the job. She nearly always leaves after I do,� said Jackson.
�You mentioned that Foster and Williamson were arguing, do they do that often?� asked Hunt.
�Well, they weren�t really arguing as far as I could tell, but we could hear them over the rest of the office noise. I guess that�s why I noticed it. They usually don�t make such things public. It�s only the second time I recall hearing their voices raised,� Jackson said.
�When was the last time?� asked Kelly.
Jackson thought a minute. �It was about a week ago. They were in Congressman Foster�s office and nearly everyone heard Foster almost scream, �I don�t need something like that to get elected.� A few minutes later Williamson came out all angry and Foster closed his door again. A while later, Williamson went back in, and when he came out, he was smiling. We all thought Williamson had come up with some crazy scheme and Foster shot him down. The rest of the time it�s been all business. Williamson runs the office and does his behind the scenes stuff and Congressman Foster does his schmoozing to keep the funds coming in and appease the voters,� Jackson said.
�You remember the date of that event?� asked Hunt.
Jackson shook his head. �Not really. I mean, we�re running a campaign and it keeps us so busy the dates get all blurry. Congressman Foster is in and out all the time and Williamson is with him half the time.�
�Do you think anyone else might remember the date?� asked Kelly.
�Maybe Mary Ellen. Like I said, she is there almost all the time and helps keep the Congressman on track.�
Kelly and Hunt looked at each other. If she was that close to one or both of the men, it might not be a good time to bring her in. �Well, if you think of someone who might help, let us know. We may have more questions, but for now, we have what we need to proceed,� said Kelly.
�I�d like to ask you something, if I can?� Jackson blurted. His face was now a mask of concern.
Kelly knew what was coming, but smiled and said, �Go ahead.�
�Does this mean everything I�ve been working for will come to an end soon? I�ve been working with Congressman Foster for over a year and I like the guy and his politics. Is what you are looking at going to ruin all that?� Jackson asked.
Kelly reached over and patted his arm. �Look, you know I can�t say what we�re looking for, and you know I don�t really know how this will turn out. But what I will tell you is that it is a serious enough matter for us to look into it and it seriously involves the security of the United States. Quite frankly, we weren�t sure if we would get any cooperation at all tonight. Some political staffers would have just clammed up and made our job much harder. In your case, you realized how serious this might be and helped us out. Our job is to get to the bottom of all this and we will. I know I appreciate what you�ve told us. Just remember that you cannot speak about any of this with anyone. It could ruin a very serious investigation and possibly cost people their lives. I don�t think any of us really want that,� Kelly said as he reached into his pocket and gave Jackson a copy of his card. He wrote something on the back. �Here is my business card and my personal phone number on the back. If you have any questions, or it something happens that you think I should know, please call me.�
Jackson stood along with the other two men. �Thank you. I will.�
�Sorry we had to disturb your evening. Thanks for your help,� said Hunt as the two men left the apartment.
Jackson stood a moment and stared at the closed door. He looked again at the card in his hand. He had never liked Williamson, and wondered if he had gotten his boss into real trouble. He turned and made his way back to the couch. His beer was warm, but he took a sip anyway and made a grimace. Looking at the bottle, he walked back to the kitchen and got another cold one. Sitting back down, he began running things through his mind. There were thousands of things that could get a candidate in trouble. Finances, back room deals, promises to the wrong people, deals with the special interests � all could get a guy in real trouble. Then he thought about the piece of recording he had heard. �It could be they are pre-staging this team down there to use just in case. That�s what I might do,� and, �If we go telling this guy they�re there, he might do something unfortunate. Remember, everyone is supposed to come back alive.� Just three sentences and two voices. What could it mean? he thought. He focused on the phrase, pre-staging this team down there to use just in case. After several minutes of nothing jelling in his mind, he gave up and turned CNN back on. The story was about the American hostages and how there was still no word on their fate. Jackson bolted upright, his eyes glued to the set. It is the only thing it could be, he thought. He sat back on the couch. �Oh fuck,� he said with a sigh.
Aruba Harbor
The harbor was finally quiet. The North Carolina had almost been overrun with partying islanders in every kind of watercraft imaginable. Once anchored, the boats and small craft began to circle the huge ship. Everyone wanted to see the ship, and as you got closer, the bigger it seemed to become. Many of the boaters were young. The sailors aboard the ship got a big kick out of all the bikini clad girls waiving from the boats and occasionally throwing things up to someone. The deck crew even had to come get several young people off the edge of the ship�s armor around the ship. On the North Carolina, the armor plating ended a few feet above the waterline. This left a ledge about a foot deep around the outer hull which several found was a great place to sit and drink. The crowd and the boats didn�t really start tapering down until after midnight. By three am, only an occasional boat would cruise past.
Riding on a small motor yacht, Lieutenant Carlos Romero finished his checks and got ready to ease over the side. He had been a diver for many years, always working in harbor cleanup or, more recently, to train to become what the American Navy called a SEAL. He and several others were getting very proficient in sneaking into a harbor and blowing up installations or rescuing a hostage of some sort. Tonight would be a little different. This time his orders were to place a magnetic mine against the hull of a ship. None of them had been trained on anything like this, but his superiors pointed out that this would give them such experience.
Romero felt confident. It should be about a 200 yard swim from the boat to the ship. He was told to place the mine in about the middle of the ship, set the timer and leave. The boat would circle the harbor and then he would pick it up on the way out. It was a simple plan. Because he would go in at slack water, there would be no currents to deal with. Then, when the tide started to come back in, it would actually push him into shore, not out to sea. He had trained to swim more than a mile at a time in the sea. This should be easy.
On the stern of the yacht was a door where a boat was stored. At night, and with only a sliver of a moon, it would be nearly impossible to see him dropping over the stern. Placing the mask over his face, he checked the regulator one last time, and then swiftly eased out the door and over the swimming transom on the yacht.
Conserving his air, Romero used the snorkel to cover the transit to within 50 yards of the ship, then switched to his tank and began his descent. The water in the Caribbean was clear almost all the way to the beach. Using the ship�s lights as a guide, he made his way until he felt the side of the ship, then went deeper.
Romero kept going down, farther and farther. He had though the ship might go down about 20 feet, but that point had passed long ago. At just over 30 feet, he felt the angled strake running along the bottom edge, then passed beneath. When the bottom finally flattened out, Romero was surprised to find there was little more than five feet between the ship�s bottom and the sand below. Weeds seemed to be growing up from everywhere, hampering his movement, and the bottom of the ship was almost like sandpaper from all the encrusted marine life.
Easing along, he felt a current. Strange, he thought, the tide shouldn�t be starting in as yet. The current seemed to flow around him and towards the shore. Someone must have made a mistake in the tide tables. He kept swimming under the big ship, but he noticed that the farther he swam, the stronger the pull. He stopped for a moment and reached down to make sure the mine was still in its pouch. That was when he noticed that he was being pulled along far faster than he had realized. Trying to swim against the pull, he struggled with both the weeds and the current. The effort was sapping his strength and he was getting nowhere.
Now Romero panicked. He began frantically swimming trying to break free from the now very strong current. He felt his tank bumping along the bottom of the ship. Pulling out a flashlight, he searched for some sort of handhold, but there was none. Using the flashlight with one hand only made things worse. Suddenly Romero felt himself being pulled into some large hole in the bottom of the ship. His tank caught along the edge as his feet were pulled into the hole and upward into its gaping mouth. Romero found himself stuck in the mouth of the hole. Things from the bottom were being pulled into the ship all round him. He was trapped. Slowly his arms and legs became so tired he could no longer try to get himself out. His rapid breathing ate up the air in the tanks and soon, there was no more to breathe. As the life exited his body, he went limp, freeing him from his position. His lifeless body was sucked fully into the hole.
Deep in engineering, an alarm sounded and crewmen rushed to see what it was. Number three fire and flushing pump had suddenly stopped with a loud bang. Pumping thousands of gallons per minute, it made sure all the salt water systems on the ship had plenty of water available. Several crewmen tried to get it started again, but it was no use. The electric motor was operational, but something had been sucked into the pump itself. After an hour of trying to free it, they gave up. The number three fire and flushing pump was tagged out. Another was brought online. They would have to fix that problem when they returned home.
Just a few minutes later, the anchor windless began hoisting the giant stockless anchor out of the sandy, plant laden bottom. Few knew that the North Carolina was leaving. Across the harbor the crew of the yacht watched in horror as two tugs came out to help push the great ship�s bow around so she could head to sea. Almost silently, the battleship made her way through the harbor entrance. As soon as possible, the people on the yacht began to search for Romero. They almost hoped the battleship would explode before their eyes giving their leader a huge victory. But it was not to be. Plying back and forth, they found nothing. By morning, they had extended their search toward the shore, but there was no sign of him. Working back to the harbor entrance, they were surprised that the great ship was nowhere to be seen.
The Coast of Venezuela
Just before the sun came up, as the early morning light began to light the sky, the lookout near Puerto La Cruze was horrified to see a huge ship operating near the shore. It had a flat top. Grabbing a stronger set of binoculars, he studied the ship more closely. There appeared to be aircraft on her decks and looking behind the ship, he saw what looked like landing craft going into the stern. Frantically reaching for the phone, he reported his sightings. Within ten minutes, aircraft came streaking over the lookout�s position and heading toward the ship.
�Zero two, base. We have a large American carrier approximately 14 miles out. There are aircraft on her decks, over,� said the pilot of one of the two F-16 fighter planes sent to respond to the incursion.
�Roger, ascertain type of ship, over� came the reply.
The pilot and his wingman were being careful not to fly too near the ship. No one in his right mind would try to take on an American carrier on their own. But this was not one of the huge Nimitz Class carriers he had seen. Instead it was smaller, almost rectangular in shape with a very large island. As he flew towards the stern of the ship, he saw it was hollow from the stern. �I make this one of their large landing ships. There are two landing craft lined up and entering the stern of the ship, and there is a guided missile cruiser coming out of the haze two miles out to sea, over.�
�We have company,� said his wingman over the radio circuit.
Looking behind him, two F-35 Lightnings had already joined up and were tagging along behind and to one side. There were white missiles on the wings. The F-16 could easily take on the Lightning, but at this range, he didn�t want to chance it.
�Aircraft on my starboard side, this is Marine Corps Lightning two-zero-one. We request you proceed no closer to our ship. We are in international waters and exercising our rights of free passage. Do you understand, over,� said one of the Lightning pilots.
The other pilot thumbed his transmit button. �This is Venezuelan Air Force plane Zero-two. Your ship is operating very close to our territorial waters. We do not intend any harm, just observing, over,� he said in response. His superior had already told them how to handle that situation.
�Roger, we welcome your observation, but we will escort you while in the area, over.�
�I understand,� said the pilot. He motioned for his wingman to follow and the two jets banked to give the LHD and her escorts a wide berth. They got the chance to see the cruiser a little better. It was one of those new ones. There would be no missiles on a rail like some of the older ones. These would suddenly pop out of one of the cells and be on you faster than he would like. The Venezuelan jets continued to circle the formation for about an hour before turning towards the shore and home base. Once they had moved five miles away, the Lightnings returned to a position near the LHD to be ready for another flight if it came.

Chapter 12
Playing the game

Washington, DC
Former Senator Dan Williamson sat back in his office behind closed doors and sipped a single malt scotch. He liked it when the candidate was on the road and he had the office to himself. Williamson found Foster to be a wet nose. He doubted the man had the backbone to really run a country, but after losing his senate seat just two years before, Williamson was doing anything he could to get back into his party�s good graces. Fortunately, he had something that was pretty damning on Foster and he used it to bully his way into the Chief of Staff position during the campaign. He intended to keep that position when he got Foster into the White House.
Williamson hated President O�Bannon with a passion. He blamed him for the mess he got himself into during the war with Korea. The party had decided that someone else needed to occupy his senate seat and the newcomer moved in after the last election. A lot of the older party hacks didn�t want him, but he had too much experience as a campaigner and seniority as a political figure to be turned down. Besides, he also knew where the money was and could wield a broad axe when it came to soliciting campaign contributions. That alone had been worth bringing him back. But now, he had other ambitions. He missed the power he once had and there was only one place to feed it � the White House. Foster was so weak he could easily dictate policy from the Chief of Staff position. After that, who knew where it might lead.
But now his main goal was to overcome the 20 point difference between Foster and O�Bannon. That would happen just as long as the American hostages remained in Venezuelan hands. He sat back and smiled remembering how easy it had been. He had been the one to get Jonas his position in Caracas. It had only taken a few phone calls to set up the deal. Parente was like him. He craved power and this was a good way for him to get some. Williamson couldn�t care less if someone got hurt. His plans for Parente were simply to use him and spit him out. Nothing mattered but to get Fowler elected. Who knows, he thought, I might just string Parente out for a few years. Eventually Parente would do something stupid and either be shot or go into exile. Besides, no one would believe a dictator against an upstanding American President.
The phone rang on his desk. It was the private line. �Williamson,� he answered.
�The President wants to know what�s going on. He says a battleship is parked just seventeen miles from his shores and his military just saw some sort of carrier operating near his eastern shore,� said Jonas from Venezuela. �He says they are also using landing craft. He�s really starting to get paranoid.�
�Horse shit. I haven�t heard anything,� said Williamson.
�His military confirms it. They are saying it�s just two incidences, but you know what he�s thinking,� said Jonas.
�Let him think. Tell him I don�t know of anything happening, but I�ll check. Give me about an hour and I�ll get back to you,� said Williamson as he hung up the phone. Damned ignorant savage. Scared of every little thing, he thought. He picked up the phone and dialed another number. After two rings a tired voice answered the phone.
�Captain Ferrell, sorry to bother you, but I need to know what�s going on down south,� said Williamson.
At the other end of the line, Ferrell sat in a room flanked by two FBI agents who had headphones listening in. One motioned for Ferrell to be careful.
�I don�t have anything coming from this end,� said Ferrell. �I heard about some exercises with Brazil and Colombia, but that�s been laid on for a while,� he lied.
�Nothing having to do with our interests?�
�No, sir. Not from my end.�
�Very good. Let me know if you hear something,� Williamson said.
�Yes sir,� said Ferrell as he heard Williamson hang up.
�Very good, Captain,� said Kelly sliding back from the table. �You keep helping us out and you might just get through this,� he said.
Ferrell looked as if the life had been drained from him. Everything he had lived for up to now was gone and his prospects were hinging on what these agents reported to a judge. If he were very lucky, he might get to wear an ankle bracelet for a few years. But as of now, an Air Force career and any hopes of political aspirations were flushed down a toilet. He contemplated working for the rest of his life in a car wash.
Williamson hung up and dialed another number he knew.
�Navy News Desk, Lieutenant Boynton,�
�This is Bill Richards from the Washington Times. Can you give me some information about an exercise with Brazil?� Williamson asked.
At the News Desk, Boynton looked at his handset with incredulity. �Sir, that information was passed out to your guy here a couple of hours ago,� he said. �It�s all over CNN right now.�
�Yea, I know. I just wanted to check on some battleship visiting another country as a part of it,� Williamson said.
�Yes, sir, that was the North Carolina. She had a port visit in Aruba yesterday. She is a part of the exercise,� said Boynton.
�Can you tell me what other battleships are a part of this thing?�
�Only the two that were announced. The North Carolina and the Iowa are taking part as a part of their Reserve training underway period. That�s as far as we are going to give out information as of now. You can call back later on and see if there is anything else to release.�
�Somehow I heard there was a carrier.�
�The Brazilian carrier S�o Paulo will be taking part, but the only ship carrying aircraft will be USS Wasp, an LHD. As we stated in the brief, we are going to exercise fleet and Marine units to conduct amphibious warfare,� said Boynton. �Their carrier will be the center of that exercise.�
�Ahh, that answers the questions we had. Just got a little confused when someone down there gave us different information. Thanks for the help,� said Williamson.
�You�re very welcome, sir,� said Boynton.
Williamson hung up the phone. All you have to do is ask, he thought to himself as he turned on the news. Sure enough, a CNN reporter was talking about how this would be the first time the United States would take a secondary role in the exercises. Images of the S�o Paulo were filling the screen. Video of aging A-4 Skyhawks were shown catapulting from her deck.
Williamson chuckled to himself. All this worry for nothing, he thought. He picked up the phone and dialed the Ambassador. �Call off the dogs. It�s a planned joint exercise. They will be operating in the waters off Guiana for a while,� Williamson speculated.
�You�re sure?� asked Jonas.
�Goddamnit, do I have to paint a picture?� barked Williamson.
�But why was Venezuela not invited?�
Williamson almost cursed. After a breath he said, �Because our man never wants to play. Besides, can you blame the guys in the White House? Parente hates their guts.�
�I don�t know. He�s getting very antsy.�
�Let him. The big boys are playing in the pond. If he wants in, he better want to play nice,� Williamson nearly shouted. �I�ll let you know when something happens,� he said as he hung up the phone. Williamson hated dealing with people who had no backbone. He picked up his glass and downed the remainder of its contents. The fire in his throat calmed him some. He�d see that Jonas was replaced as soon as he could.
The Pentagon
Claire Richardson was almost gleeful as she made the call on the secure satellite link to the Iowa. �He got your message and you�ve got him worried,� she said.
On the other end Hammond smiled. �Good. I want to make him scared to death. I bet he nearly wet himself when they saw the Wasp this morning. I made sure they saw empty LCACs returning to the ship. If he worries we might have made a landing, it�s just too bad.�
�Just make sure you don�t scare him into doing something drastic. If he moves those people, we might never find them again,� said Richardson.
�I agree, Claire. Right now, I just want to keep his attention focused on this group. The team is on a C-1 right now heading for the carrier. Once there, I will ferry them aboard Iowa and give them their final brief. I figure the quicker we get them in, the better,� he said.
�I wish I could go with you Roger. It�s fun being in the game again,� she said.
�That�s all I�m good for, getting you your jollies?� he joked.
�Sitting in this glorified five sided brothel? I�ll take what I get.� She heard Hammond laugh on the other end. �You be careful, Roger. I�ll keep sending down the intel and will let you know if anything breaks loose from the FBI,� she said in a concerned voice.
�Thanks Marine. I�ll bring back pictures.�
Richardson grunted. �Just as long as they will hold up in court,� she said. �Take care.�
Hammond set down the received and turned to his Chief of Staff, Captain Moyseowicz. �When should the team get to the carrier?�
Moyseowicz looked at his watch. �About thirty minutes. I have a CH-53 standing by to bring them here. Rhodes has their quarters set up and a place for their gear. We�ll brief them in tomorrow and they�ll take off tomorrow night. They�ll head out after dark,� he said.
Hammond nodded. �Yep, I want them underway by about 2030. About an hour to the ship, a five hour run, and another two hours to the drop zone should have them getting there just before dawn. Where will the Osprey land?�
�They�ll make a dash to Colombia to a small military field there. Once refueled, they will head back out to the ship. It�s a long night, but we can�t really wait,� Moyseowicz said.
Hammond nodded. �Thad, it looks like we won�t be getting much sleep after tomorrow.�
Moyseowicz grinned. �That�s why they pay us the big bucks,� he said.
In a C-1 Off Brazil
Ricks was not a happy man. The C-1 Trader bounced around the sky like a drunken prostitute. He thoroughly expected to blow his lights out all over his fellow passengers. The rest of the men didn�t look much better. In the back of the enclosed cabin, the Brazilian crewmember was eating on some sort of sausage and grinning at his passengers. Sgt. Miller sat beside Ricks. He was a pale green in color. Sitting backwards in the plane didn�t help.
Just two hours ago, his men had been crammed into three of the C-1s and took off toward the carrier. It was the first time Ricks had been in a piston engine aircraft. He thought the vibrations would shake them to death. He would have to check all the gear to make sure it hadn�t been damaged after this pounding.
The orders were to go to the carrier and then be ferried to the Iowa for the final brief. Ricks was a little anxious to get back to the ship. He remembered being wheeled up the gangway and positioned next to the dais where the President would speak. That was where the President had placed the medal around his neck. Receiving the Medal of Honor under the big guns of the Iowa had been the proudest moment he had experienced. He remembered the look of pure love on Su Lynn�s face. The tears his mother tried to hold back. But most of all, he remembered the stupid look on his father�s face. The old man still had a hard time believing that the runt of the litter could do something like that.
Ricks smiled. His Dad had never thought he was much. Now Dale could call a President on the phone at any time and get to talk to him. He was also a hero in their small town. Not that it mattered. Ricks never let such stuff get to him. Just tell him what needed to be done and he�d get it done. Ricks had all he wanted. Su Lynn had become his wife. He had two twin boys and he had a house and his pickup. What more could a guy want, he thought.
The air crewman was waving his arms indicating everyone should assume the position to land. Ricks checked to make sure his belt was tight. The crewman checked each passenger before getting into his own seat and strapping in.
The plane banked sharply to the left and settled out. The men could tell they were descending. Suddenly the engines slowed to idle. With almost a crash, the plane bounced onto the deck. The tailhook engaged the arrestor wire and the pilot slammed the throttles forward to take off, in case they missed. Engines screaming, the plane jerked to a halt and the pilot idled the engines once again. After maneuvering around the deck, the engines finally were shut down and the door on the aircraft opened. Unstrapping, the men began to get up and move around the cramped cabin. Ricks was stopped at the door and watched as the third C-1 landed on the deck. Within a few minutes, all three aircraft were parked beside the S�o Paulo�s island structure.
Gathering their gear, the men were immediately escorted to a big CH-53 Super Stallion parked nearby. Once aboard, the helicopter�s turbine engines began to spool up. Within ten minutes they were airborne again.
Ricks eased out of his seat and over to Captain Chapman. Everyone was wearing a big set of hearing protectors, so Ricks had to lean right next to his ear and yell. �Somebody must be in a hurry.�
Chapman grinned and nodded. He leaned over to Ricks� ear. �Your buddy is anxious to see you,� he said in jest.
Ricks grinned. �I like having friends in high places. Any more word?�
Chapman shook his head. �Was told to wait until we get aboard the ship.�
Ricks nodded and made his way to the door where the crewman was standing. Staring out the opening, he saw about thirty ships in some sort of formation around the Brazilian carrier S�o Paulo and an LHD. There were F-35 Lightnings flying around along with the Brazilian A-4s and a couple of Ospreys. In the distance was something very large, but he couldn�t quite make it out. Then, the crewman pointed toward the front of the aircraft.
USS Iowa was leaving a lighter blue wake as she steamed through the sea. From the air, the big guns looked even bigger � especially when seen with all of the crewmen moving around the decks. Her teak decks glistened brightly in the sun and she appeared to roll gently as she made her way. There was activity back aft. People were setting out fire hoses and other equipment to be ready for their landing. Just before returning to his seat, Ricks noticed a tall man in khakis exit a door on the side of the ship. From the greying hair and the way the other crewmen got out of his way, he knew it was his friend.
Upon the signal they were ready, the CH-53 made its way toward the stern of the ship on the starboard side. Following the directions of the crewman on the deck, the pilot eased the giant helo over the deck, hovering for a moment, and then gently sitting down. The rear hatch opened and the Special Operations team quickly gathered its equipment and exited the aircraft. Moments later, the big helicopter lifted off once again and made its way to USS Wasp.
Ricks turned to see Hammond walking towards him. He stopped and saluted. Hammond returned the salute, then grabbed his hand and slapped him on the arm. �Damn, it�s good to see you again Ricks,� he said.
�Same here. Seems like I�ve been aboard this thing, sir,� Ricks said.
�Yes, but now you�re on her while she�s underway. I�ll make a crewman of you yet.�
�Sorry, I�m spoken for,� Ricks said.
Captain Chapman and Captain Rhodes came up.
�Let�s get your men below to your quarters. Looks like you�ll have till tomorrow evening before we give the brief and get you on your way,� said Rhodes.
Several crewmen escorted the men down the hatch and further down to the Marine Berthing just at the end of �Broadway,� outside the engineering spaces. It was quiet, dark and cool. The men were quickly assigned a rack and each stowed his gear and cleaned up before heading out to explore the ship. Their mission had been delayed, but it was on again and they were ready to get going. Few would actually get much sleep.
Cleveland, Ohio
It was down to the final push now. Congressman Gregory Foster was tired beyond belief. After four speeches beginning with breakfast, he had finally finished the rubber chicken dinner and said goodbye to fellow party members in Cleveland. Boarding the bus, he headed straight back to his small office to sit back and relax. As the bus began its way to Memphis, he just wanted to pull his clothes off and go to sleep on the small bed set up for him. Unfortunately, there was a planned meeting in about thirty minutes to go over the schedule and make last minute arrangements.
As he sat at his desk, there was a knock at the door. Deshawn Jackson stuck his head in. Foster smiled up at the young man. �Yes, Deshawn, you need something?� he asked.
Jackson smiled and stepped in the doorway holding a cold soda. �Actually, I just wanted to see if you might need some company,� he said. He held up the can. �I have heard that some guy in the opposite party loves these things, so I brought one just in case,� he said, placing the soda on the desk. Then he got more serious. �I know you�re tired, but sometimes a guy needs to just unwind and just talk to someone. If you need me, I�m your guy,� he said with a grin.
Foster chuckled. It was well known that O�Bannon was addicted to the things. He popped the tab on the soda and motioned Jackson in. He liked Jackson. The young man worked harder than almost anybody in the office and seemed to know what was needed before he was asked. In this case, he was spot on. �I swear, Deshawn, you seem to read my mind. What would you like to talk about?�
Jackson shrugged his shoulders. �Whatever you would like, just as long as it�s not about the campaign. How�re the daughters?�
Foster sat back in his seat. �They�re fine. Mandy is planning on joining us before the end of this tour. Alison is too busy with my new grandchild. Little Mark has started to walk and is now exploring everything in the house. She said she caught him in the dog food bag the other day feeding their puppy one piece at a time,� he said smiling. �It seems their child proofing measures aren�t as good as she thought.� He let out a chuckle.
�Yea, my sister has one a little older. She�s about two now. Sonja swears the kid is giving her gray hair, but it�s really neat when I visit and she starts to do things with me. Even at that age, they have their own little personality.�
�Oh yes. I remember when Amanda and I were raising our two. Little Alison was always the carefree, outgoing one, while little Mandy was always the more studious and serious of the two. It sure was fun watching them grow up,� Foster said.
As Foster took another sip of the soda, Jackson could already see a difference in the man. The lines across his face had already smoothed and his manner was much more relaxed. The real Gregory Foster was returning.
�Tell me. What got you interested in politics?� Foster asked.
Jackson threw up his hands. �My Mama always told me I was the dumbest one of the bunch,� he joked. Both men laughed. �Actually, my grandfather always told me that if a man wanted to change the system, it was far easier on the inside. He liked working in local politics and was able to make a few changes on his own before he passed. Now Mom put her emphasis on education. She wanted me to be a teacher, but my first political science class changed that. I got involved in student government and then when I graduated, started to work in one of Congressman Lauder�s office, then when he retired, I moved over to yours in downtown Indianapolis. I guess I�ve been working for you ever since.�
�Glutton for punishment, huh?� joked Foster. �Well, it�s been nice having you along. Most young men seem to like hitching their cart to the power players. But you appear to me to really enjoy the work itself. I know you�ve bailed my butt out a few times this year. I appreciate it.�
Jackson shrugged again. �At least it�s not dull. Most of my friends from home are doing just regular jobs and pulling in a paycheck. When I go home, they actually can�t relate to me and what I do. They seem to think this is all fun and games,� Jackson said. �They don�t have any idea how things really work or how hard it is to get some things done in government. So I just let them dream and then come back to work. Me, I like the challenge,� he said.
�It�s a challenge all right. You just never can please everyone and sometimes you can�t please anyone, but somehow we get the job done. A lot of it depends on who you have working for you. I�m lucky that I really like most of the people on my staff. The rest are necessary, so you just have to put up with them.�
�Like me?� Jackson asked with a smile.
Foster laughed, �Yea, you�re such a pain in the ass,� he joked.
Both laughed again. Jackson thought a moment, then threw caution to the winds. �I got to ask you this, and I hope you won�t just throw me off the bus, but how did you pick Williamson to be your Chief of Staff? I mean, we can all see that you don�t really get along that well.�
Foster stopped laughing and looked at Jackson. The kid was sincere. He was really trying to be a friend, not just a staffer. The question was one which shouldn�t have been asked, but needed an answer. �Is it that obvious?� Foster asked.
Jackson took a long breath. �It�s pretty obvious. I remember a few times when you were together in an office and voices were raised. I even remember the other night when you came out stomping mad. Of course we don�t say anything, but I can tell it�s working on you. I�m just happy you don�t take it out on the rest of us,� Jackson said seriously.
Foster looked at Jackson with a sad face. In this case he had to defend his Chief of Staff, but he wasn�t going to defend him that much. �Well, I�m not going to throw you off the bus. Sometimes you have to pull in people with special talents. In Dan�s case, he has a long history of winning elections and he has been able to dip into the pockets of a lot of people. Let�s face it. A lot of what we have to do to get elected is raise money. He also can help within the party because of who he knows. So he definitely has his uses. That being said, I doubt I would invite him to my birthday party,� he quipped. �But this is between us. Dan has a job to do just like the rest of us. And like I said, some I really like and some are just necessary. Now you, on the other hand, will get an invitation,� Foster said.
�I appreciate that,� said Jackson. �I�ll tell you that ever since I started working in your office I have been kinda proud to be here. I personally like you, and I don�t mind saying I like when we work together. So I get a little concerned when a friend of mine seems to be bullied around. I even wondered at one time if he had something on you,� he said.
The effect was like a slap in the face. Foster�s look changed instantly from one of friendliness to one of pain. He almost physically drew back. Jackson immediately changed tack. �But I figured it was just the way he is and you were just dealing with it. I mean, that�s how we do it in the office. I just keep remembering I�m doing it for you, not him. I wouldn�t even vote for him if he were the only candidate running.�
The friendly face returned and Foster chuckled again. �Neither would I,� he said. Glancing at his watch, he said, �It�s about time we got our meeting started. How about getting the people in here so I can get some sleep. And Deshawn,� he said before Jackson left the room, �thanks for the talk. How about coming back more often,� he said with a smile.
Jackson stopped and his face widened into a toothy grin. �Thanks Greg. You know who to call.�
As the door closed behind Jackson, Foster said under his breath, �I wish I could.�
The Presidential Palace
President Parente was furious. He took out his frustrations on his intelligence arm and his military leadership for not being able to tell him when or how things were happening. He was especially angry with his Navy. They had promised him a sunken battleship, and all he had was a missing man. He wasn�t even sure if the man was dead or had defected. His orders had been specific � watch out for the American fleet. Any and all intelligence concerning the American/Brazilian exercise and especially Vice Admiral Roger Hammond, was to come to him immediately.
He was still berating his leadership when the call came. Colonel Rojas came under fire as well for his interruption until he informed Parente that President Castro was on the phone. Parente suddenly changed to a slight smile and said, �Very good,� then stormed out of the room. Once in his office, Parente�s mood changed dramatically. He picked up the phone.
�Presidente Castro, I am so looking forward to your visit. What may I do for you?� he asked.
�I have called to ask your indulgence. It seems my brother is anxious to meet with you again. I too have been watching as things progress nearby and wish to congratulate you privately on your successes,� said Castro.
�I am deeply honored. What may I do to be of service?�
�It is a small thing. Because my brother wishes to meet with you, I am asking if we could possibly fly in and meet in some remote place the day before my official arrival. This will allow us the time to speak freely without all the ceremony, then I will fly Fidel back and return the next morning. We can meet aboard our aircraft which I have had fitted with a very nice meeting room. We can even share a meal. Two, maybe three hours and we can conclude our meeting. The next day, we can talk about more substantial issues,� Castro said.
Parente was bursting with pride. The Castros were the leaders of revolution in the Latino world. To be singled out by them, or even more, to seek out his company was the ultimate praise. His mind quickly thought over his schedule. That night he was planning to have another ceremony in his high mountain village. If they flew to the airstrip nearby, they could meet and then he would fly home as normal. It would be the perfect place.
�I have a very good place where your plane can come. We should plan on meeting and sharing a meal, as you suggested. I will be in the area that day and it would be the most convenient place. Please have someone contact my Colonel Rojas in this office. He will provide the coordinates for your pilot,� said Parente.
�Excellent! My brother and I look forward to meeting with you then,� said Castro. �Thank you for your courtesy.�
�It is my pleasure, Se�or Presidente,� said Parente. He hung up the phone and sat back in his chair. Praise from Raul Castro meant more than anything to him. All his troubles were forgotten.
Key West, Florida
In a small office in Key West, Florida, Ted Sanchez sat back and let out a small whistle. The man was sweating profusely even though the air conditioning was keeping the room at a very comfortable 72 degrees. He looked over at the other men at the table. �You think he bought it?�
�Ted, you sound just like old Raul. Didn�t you hear the man�s voice? I think if he could have, he would have crawled through the phone line and kissed your feet,� said one of the men.
�Well, I hope that guy Hammond is right, or those people may never get home,� said Sanchez. �Now I need a beer,� he said as he got up. The other two men followed him out the door and into the heat of the day. After that performance, they needed a beer too.
Parente called Rojas back into his office and told him about the change in plans. Rojas could tell something wasn�t right. He wondered how far he could take it. �You seem troubled, Se�or Presidente. What can I do to help ease your burden?� he asked.
Parente looked up from his desk. �Something not of your doing, my Colonel. It seems you are right about this Hammond. He now has a force very close to us. They say it is a joint exercise, but we both know it is something else,� he said.
Rojas nodded. �Is there any indication someone knows about what we are doing?�
Parente shook his head. �Not at present. They seem to be flexing their muscles. Everything we see tells me they do not know. If they did, their Marines would be all over the border.�
Rojas thought for a moment. �Se�or Presidente, if they are flexing their muscles, why don�t we flex our own?� he asked. �We have a very formidable air force. Why not have an exercise where they can observe. Maybe the knowledge that we can hurt them will cause them to move further away.�
Parente�s face slowly spread into a smile. That was a very good suggestion. There could be problems if it wasn�t done right, but a little show of force, not actually directed at the fleet might send the right message to this Hammond. �Very good, my Colonel. You have come up with a solution that even my best generals haven�t thought of. Please call back my Air Force Chief of Staff. I think we should hold our exercises tomorrow at dawn,� he said.
As Rojas left the room, Parente started to think a little about his plans for Rojas. The man really was trying to help. But his thoughts were swept away. The plans were already set, and besides, there were always men like Rojas.
USS Iowa
The gentle roll of the ship was something to get used to, but Ricks seemed to enjoy the slow back and forth movement. He and his team found themselves feeling right at home aboard Iowa. The crewmembers seemed to welcome them everywhere they went. Some even remembered the ceremony just three years before. Each of the team members found themselves invited to enjoy some aspect of the crew�s life aboard. Some kicked back for a movie on the messdecks, some explored down in the engineering spaces, while some went out onto the main deck and just watched the waves roll by. Everywhere people stopped and talked, eager to share their experiences with the team.
Ricks made his way up the ladders to find himself standing just outside the bridge. Looking out over the railing, we could see several ships in company with them. The navigation lights twinkled in the dim moonlight. There was practically no light to see where you were going. He had to feel his way more than see it. The wind created by the ship�s movement washed over the deck and cooled what normally would be a balmy night. Ricks noticed that the air at sea was much cleaner and more refreshing. He took several deep breaths of it and his whole body seemed to relax. That was when he noticed the stars. There were more than he had ever seen in his life. The heavens had seemingly opened up a curtain to reveal an immense universe bringing wonder and a little excitement. True, some of the astrological figures were still there, but now he could see even more, blurring some of the familiar shapes and causing him to wonder what more was there.
Ricks was taking it all in when he heard something at the open door leading to the bridge. �Impressive, isn�t it?� asked Hammond as he moved out onto the bridge wing. He had been similarly impressed his first time at sea.
�I never believed there were so many stars up there,� said Ricks.
Hammond chuckled. �It�s because when we�re on land, the light from the cities clouds our view. Out here, there�s nothing but dark night. I�ve been out here for many years and I still can�t get enough,� he said.
�If it�s this nice, you might sign me up yet,� said Ricks. Hammond couldn�t see the grin on his face.
Ricks felt a hand pat him on the shoulder. �Your guys all settled in?� Hammond asked.
�Yes sir, but most are like me, going around trying to figure this ship out. I can see why you like it,� Ricks said.
�Yes, I�ve liked being aboard every ship I served on, but this one is the best. She�s a big part of my life now. She got me back to sea. She was the reason I met you, and she was the reason I met Patricia,� Hammond said. His voice had trailed off slightly at the end and Ricks understood why.
�Well, now she�s taking me so I can get her back,� said Ricks. �And I�m going to get her back, Roger. I promise I�ll bring her back to you,� he said.
Ricks felt the hand on his shoulder tighten slightly. �That�s why I�m glad you�re in on this, Dale. This is something I can�t do myself. Besides, I�m getting too old to go dashing through the jungle like some Tarzan rescuing his mate,� he chuckled. �But when I found out you were in Special Operations, I knew there was someone there I could count on. Hope you don�t mind.�
�Roger, this is one time when my duty and friendship come together. Yea, I�m really just a snot nosed kid compared to you, but ever since that day three years ago, we have become friends. When I heard Patricia was one of the ones kidnapped, I practically ran to operations to get in on this. And with these two legs, that�s some feat,� he said. Both men laughed. �I can tell you�re worried.� Ricks concluded.
Hammond gave a sigh. �A little,� he said. �Dale, with her, I finally found someone that fit me completely. She has made me very happy. To lose her�,� he stopped short.
�I know. Same with me and Su Lynn. That�s why I won�t let you down. I�m going to get her back. Even if I have to kill everyone within a five mile radius,� Ricks said. His voice had become icy.
�Hammond sensed the change. �Dale, I can�t ask you to do that. We can�t��
�I know,� said Ricks cutting him off. �But you need to know I�m willing. Remember all that stuff I went through in Korea? I learned a lot from my friend Paul Hufham. Sometimes we have to do things, but most times, we have to think things through. I�m like him. Just let me find the guy who made this happen. That�s the one I want on the end of my knife. My team is the best in the business and Chapman is a good leader. We�ll bring her home,� he said.
�Just don�t die trying,� said Hammond. �I would hate to lose Patricia, but I�d also hate to lose a friend.�
Ricks chuckled. �Oh, you�re not going to lose me. There�s a major back in South Carolina that called me demonic. Real demons are very hard to get rid of,� Ricks said.
Hammond slapped him on the arm. �You may be right,� he said. Now come with me. I want to show you something special.�
Hammond led Ricks back into the inner structure of the ship. They began climbing ladders which seemed to get narrower the higher they went. In a few minutes moth men exited the hatch on the O-11 level, just below Spot One. In just a few minutes a little sliver of the moon appeared from behind a cloud. With that small amount of light, from the highest point on the ship, the whole world seemed to spread before them.
The Compound
The shower felt wonderful. Despite their situation, each of the mayors took advantage of the nightly shower. The water was cool, providing a brief break from the heat. For Patricia Hammond, the cold water seemed to bring her back to life. She was getting used to sleeping in sweltering heat, and the days in the cell without even a breath of wind could rob a person of their very soul. But the simple shower caused her to come back from the dead. She allowed the water to cascade over her head and down her sides. The soap they had been given barely removed the sweat and stink from the day, but it was enough. While the water ran, she could escape from that dreary place and return to the life she had known. She found herself remembering the house she and Roger had lived in. It had been hers before they had met and when he had returned from the war she had brought him into it. They had been married in the tropical garden that was their back yard. She remembered standing there among the palms and fruit trees holding his hands as he had pledged his eternal love. Most of all, she remembered his smiling face. Through the war they had written letters to each other. Once, he had included a photo someone had taken of him standing on the bridge of the Iowa wearing his new admiral�s star. It was that same boyish smile. After the Iowa had docked, she had been escorted to the ship�s bridge. He was wearing that smile when he placed the ring on her finger. Whenever she did something he approved of, she had been rewarded with that smile. Since they were married, they had become more than husband and wife, they had become the closest of friends.
She was standing in the shower when the guard tapped the door, bringing her back to reality. Patricia let out a small sigh. At least she had gotten through another day. Shutting off the water, she toweled off with the rough cotton towel they had been given and put on her clothes. Holding them in front of her, they looked terrible, but were relatively clean since they were allowed to wash the clothes every third day.
After only a minute, she opened the shower room door and walked out to the young guard. This one smiled at her and motioned that she could precede him out of the building and across to her cell. She smiled back and mouthed �gracias,� before stepping past him and reaching for the door.
The two exited the room and began walking across the graveled yard. They were suddenly brought to a halt by the sergeant, who called out from his doorway. He slowly staggered up to Patricia, looking at her with a grin on his face. �I see you have bathed. That is good,� he said with a slightly slurred voice. Patricia smelled alcohol on the man�s breath.
�You are a very fine looking woman for an American,� he said as his eyes roamed over her. �You should be treated better.�
Patricia stared at the man in disbelief. Somehow she had expected he might have tried something sooner, but here it was, none the less. �I am being treated just fine, thank you,� she said as she tried to walk past him.
He stopped her by grabbing her arm. �No, I know how a woman should be treated,� he said as his other hand came up and rubbed her cheek. The smell of the alcohol was getting much heavier. �As a matter of fact, if you cooperate, I can show you a great deal of pleasure,� he said as his hand slid down her chest and wrapped around her breast.
It happened so fast the guard never saw it coming. Taking a page from the Three Stooges, she took two fingers and forcefully poked both of his eyes. As his hands reached to protect his now wounded eyes, Patricia�s right leg swung with all its might between his legs and into the sergeant�s crotch.
The sergeant dropped like a stone to his knees. His face was a mask of agony. His eyes were pinched shut and there was blood running out the side of one of them. At the same time, both his hands were grasping at his crotch trying to stem the pain. He was breathing in gulps of air like a runaway steam engine. The young guard quickly grabbed her and pulled her toward the cell. At the same time she called out, �You will learn never to manhandle a woman. When my husband gets here, you will be the first to die,� she said as she was pulled through the door and pushed into the cell. The young guard closed the cell door saying, �You shouldn�t have done that. I don�t know what he will do.� Then he said to Manuel Donado, �Keep her out of sight for now.�
Out in the courtyard the sergeant began screaming, �I will see that you die! All of you! You will pay for this. Every last one of you!� he shouted as he was pulled by some of the others into his quarters. The others could hear him ranting behind the closed doors.
Donado had them bring her to the far corner of the room where he took her hands, �Are you all right?� he asked.
Patricia had fire in her eyes. �I�m okay. The dirty bastard. He got what he deserved,� she said angrily, pulling her clothing into place.
�Uh oh,� said Roberts stepping up beside Donado. �Girl, what happened?�
�That cretin tried to molest me. He told me that if I cooperated, he would show me a great deal of pleasure. Then he grabbed one of my breasts,� she almost shouted.
There was a giggle from the doorway and everyone turned to see the young soldier chuckling to himself. Donado walked over to the man. �What happened? She said he attacked her,� he said in Spanish.
The young soldier nodded. �Yes, it is true,� he said. �Then she poked the sergeant in the eyes and kicked him in the balls.� He began to laugh. He was soon joined by several of the people in the room who understood Spanish. Once it was translated for the others, everyone was having a good chuckle.
�Damn, girl, you do have a mean streak,� said Roberts as she started to laugh herself.
Donado almost had tears running down his cheeks. He looked back at Patricia who was still a little angry. �You did warn me you could kick,� he said with a grin.
Now even Patricia began to laugh. Every few seconds they could hear the sergeant scream some other obscenity from across the courtyard and the laughter would begin again. Finally the young guard motioned for them to quieten down. �It is best that we do not anger him further,� he said to the group. Then he looked back at Patricia and gave her a thumb�s up. She smiled back at him while the others began to return to their sleeping mats. The night was still oppressively hot, but Patricia felt like the world had lifted from her shoulders. She lay back on her mat and savored her victory. She was certain of one thing � her husband would be proud.
USS Iowa
The message had been received a little after midnight. The Venezuelan Air Force was going to exercise its rights and conduct a bombing exercise near the Allied task force beginning at 9 am the next morning. Washington had immediately relayed the information to Admiral Hammond and the Brazillian Admiral. It was obvious that the Venezuelans wanted to give a little show of force and that the Allies were to simply watch and not respond.
Hammond looked over at Rhodes who was reading the message. �What do you think?� he asked. He saw Captain Rhodes shake his head in the dim red glow of his flashlight.
�I guess they want to shake our tree a little. We may just watch, but I�m doing it at general quarters,� he said with a grin.
�I talked to Admiral Oso. He�s going to have a few planes up just in case. I�m going to have our guys at Condition Three at least. I�ll bring the Kings Mountain up close in the morning, just in case,� Hammond said. �You still do the pre-fires every morning?�
�Yes, sir. I�m not taking any chances. I can only man turrets one and three, but I have the five inch. That should be enough. You never know when we might need to show a little force ourselves,� Rhodes said.
�Sounds like a good idea to me. I�ve wanted to see these guns shoot since I came aboard,� said Captain Moyseowicz, Hammond�s Chief of Staff.
Hammond chuckled, then thought a moment. �You know, I wonder what they are going to be bombing?�
�They might send out a tug with a sled,� said Moyseowicz.
�Might have one of their own killer tomatoes,� said Rhodes.
Hammond grinned. �Might be interesting. Doug, maybe we should be ready for a gun shoot,� he said.
Moyseowicz stared at Hammond�s shadow. �Okay, you have something on your mind. Can you share it?�
�Just a little message. Once they�re finished, maybe they�ll let us take a whack at it.�
* * *
At 0645, a small patrol boat appeared on the radar screens of the allied task force. Moving along at only 15 knots, it meandered through the formation until it reached a predetermined point. On its fantail was a large red balloon. At 0800, the balloon was pushed over the side of the boat and left to drift with the wind and seas. It was almost directly between USS Wasp and USS Iowa at a distance of ten miles. The patrol boat then rapidly left the area and took up a station about five miles ahead of the balloon and waited.
By 0810, the radars began picking up large numbers of aircraft leaving Venezuelan airspace and heading directly toward the target. Aboard the Iowa, the communications watch soon detected and listened to the radio signals between the shore, the aircraft, and the patrol boat. Although everyone was speaking in Spanish, several crewmen were able to translate. Things were not going so well for the Venezuelan Air Force. At first, because of a cloudy sky, they could not locate the patrol boat or the balloon. Then they had some difficulty in establishing an attack pattern since the balloon had been placed between two American fleet units, extra care had been taken to insure the Americans would not be hit. This was complicated by the arrival of a media helicopter which had to be positioned to watch the event. But by 0830, the squadrons of planes had positioned themselves to make their runs parallel to the allied formation.
The Iowa had gone to general quarters at 0730, and her crew stood by their stations waiting, just in case. On the starboard bridge wing, Hammond and Rhodes stood and admired the formations of aircraft making their way through the sky. It was rare when you saw former Soviet Flanker aircraft flying alongside American F-16s. More interesting still was a formation of Karakorum-8 aircraft, normally used as trainers, but now loaded with several small bombs apiece. There were even a scattering of other odd aircraft which normally served in other duties but carrying bombs today. It seemed Venezuela was sending out their whole force.
For several minutes, the planes seemed to loiter in one place. Then the first section of Flankers turned in the sky and made their way in. Forming a straight line, the planes appeared to fly in straight and normal at a height of about three thousand feet. One by one, they released a bomb apiece and then continued on a mile or so before turning to port and returning to the start point for another run.
The results were abysmal. Out of the first section, only one bomb landed within 100 yards of the bobbing balloon. The section of F-16s fared little better. Splashes erupted to the right and left of the target with all either too far ahead or too far behind the target. The best drop of the day came from a lone Aermacchi SF.260. The small turboprop aircraft came in much slower than the rest and had to drop both of its 300 kg bombs at the same time just to keep from flipping over. But the pilot had come in higher and had performed an almost perfect diving run. Both of the bombs had hit within thirty feet of the small ten foot target balloon.
In an hour all bombs had been expended. The �killer tomato� was still floating in the open sea. As the planes made their way home, the small patrol boat turned to go back and sink the balloon. That was when Hammond, himself, picked up the radio headset.
�Venezuelan patrol boat, this is USS Iowa, over,� he said in Spanish over the net.
The response was immediate. �USS Iowa, this is Venezuelan patrol cutter Warao, over.�
�Warao, this is Iowa, have you completed your exercises, over?�
�This is Warao, our exercises are complete. We are making our way to sink our target. Please remain clear, over.�
�Warao, this is Iowa, request you leave the target. We will dispose of it as a courtesy, over,� said Hammond.
�This is Warao, we will leave the target, over.�
�This is Iowa, thank you, please stand clear, as we dispose of the target balloon. Thank you for your courtesy, out.�
The Commander on the Warao looked back at his bridge officers and wondered what the Americans meant by standing clear. He ordered his ship to turn towards home.
Few had noticed that the Iowa had maintained a position between ten and fifteen miles from the balloon. As the media helicopter was passing the ship, the journalists aboard saw the giant guns turn towards the little red, ten foot diameter balloon which was now twelve miles away. The center gun of turret one elevated and as they watched, flame exploded out of the muzzle of the gun.
In Spot One, the fire controlmen watched the red target balloon through the optics of the rangefinder. In about 35 seconds, a splash was observed 100 yards in front of the target and one mil to the left. The information was relayed to the men in Main Battery Plot 15 decks below. Matching this to the information from a small radar located on the turret top, which relayed differences in the initial velocity of the round as it left the barrel, the corrections were entered into the Mark 1 computer. Already, Captain Rhodes had ordered six high capacity warshots loaded into the waiting guns. Unlike the dummy bombs the Venezuelan Air Force had used in their exercise, these would be the real thing. The guns on turrets one and three elevated.
The media helicopter had turned around and was headed back into the area when flames belched from the six, 16-inch guns. Forty five seconds later, the sea erupted as the shells struck almost directly on top of the small balloon. As all rounds struck within 50 yards of the balloon, seawater shot skyward over 200 feet and spray hid the area for several seconds. When the spray cleared, the �killer tomato� was gone. There weren�t even any shards of rubber on the surface to mark its passing.
Aboard the helicopter, the journalists could not believe what they had seen. None had ever witnessed such a thing, first hand, although some had seen video of such shoots. For over a minute, they simply stared at the sea and each other until one of them exclaimed, �My God.�
Flying back over the Iowa, they saw that the ship�s guns had already been returned to their normal positions. �What do we say?� asked one journalist. �We won�t be allowed to report what we just saw.�
Another journalist shrugged his shoulders. �Let the editors worry about it,� he said. Everyone remained quiet the rest of the way home. Where before they were eager to report how close their aircraft had come to such a small target, they could no longer do so when the Americans had obliterated it with one shot from 12 miles away.
The Presidential Palace
Once again, President Parente was furious. He had just seen the video of the exercise and could not believe his people had performed so poorly. It had never dawned on him that bombing accuracy was directly correlated to practice, and he had cut way back on his military training so that he could concentrate on other things. Standing in the briefing room at the Ministry of Defense, he railed at his Air Force generals for a good thirty minutes before nearly collapsing into his seat. When one of the other generals came to their defense, he went after all of them.
�You are supposed to be the people protecting our shoreline. Yet we have a hostile force just beyond our shores shaking their spears at us and you can do nothing! The only force that seems loyal to me is my personal guards. At least they can get things done,� he nearly screamed. Parente turned to the leading admiral. �And what of your plan to sink one of their battleships? It has been more than a day and both are steaming along our coast where everyone can see them. Even one of their amphibious ships was seen with landing craft headed away from our shore. It was empty, Admiral! That means they may have already landed Marines on our shores!�
The admiral could feel the noose tightening around his neck. The truth was, they had no way of really striking back at the American or nearly any other large navy. They had sent in the diver to do his job, but the man had never been heard from again. He couldn�t tell Parente the man had disappeared. He would immediately suspect desertion and order the death or imprisonment of the man�s family and friends, not to mention those in command.
�Se�or Presidente, we suspect we have someone passing information to the Americans. The diving operation was conducted under the strictest of secrecy, yet it failed. We suspect someone in the headquarters is a traitor. I have already taken the steps to find this person and bring him before you. As for the landing craft, we have determined that they were simply practicing since both the Army and Navy have been able to turn up any evidence a force has landed. We have stationed one of our frigates in the area to monitor all of the American activities. To date, none has come closer than fifteen miles of our shores. I have also sent patrol planes to monitor the force daily. If someone does come in, we will know it,� he said.
Parente didn�t respond. His mind had stopped at the mention of the word �traitor.� A traitor would explain a great many things. That would explain the ships being where they were, why that special team had been sent to Brazil, and how this Admiral Hammond seemed to stay one step ahead. As he thought through the process, his senior officers remained quiet. After a minute, Parente�s face turned back to the stern mask he seemed to constantly wear with them. �Concentrate our troops at the eastern borders and especially near the shore. I want to know if anything comes in from there. Admiral, continue your surveillance and let me know immediately if there is a change. I have work to do,� he said to the assembled men.
Parente turned and left the room, his mind still deep in thought. Getting into his car, he reached over and pressed the button for his personal guard commander. �Colonel Fuentes, I want to know any member of my staff or our military senior staff who have made any contact with an American. Bring that information to my desk within the hour,� he ordered.
Parente hung up the phone and sat back in his seat. Too many things were starting to unravel. He needed answers and he needed them quickly. Grabbing the phone again, he pressed another button.
U S Embassy, Caracas
Ambassador Jonas picked up the phone on the second ring. �Jonas,� he said.
�Mister Ambassador, I feel there is a leak in our system. I am getting indications that someone is passing information to your government. I need to know if this is the case and I need to know within the hour,� Parente said sternly before hanging up the phone.
Jonas stared at the receiver in horror. If this was the case, his head was in a noose. He placed the handset into its receiver and thought a moment. He couldn�t grill his CIA or FBI staffers. That would look bad. But he could ask for an update. He also needed to get any new information from Williamson. He dialed the number.
Williamson was eating his lunch from his desk. Once again, Foster was on the road. He would be back tonight. More and more he was getting sick of Foster�s indecisiveness. He just didn�t have the real backbone to make the hard decisions. When the phone rang he was taking a bite out of a roast beef sandwich. He saw it was the private line and picked up the phone. �Williamson,� he said.
�We have a situation,� said Jonas. �Our leader thinks he has someone passing information to us.�
�Impossible. I have my people constantly on the lookout for that. If I get one hint of a leak, we pull the plug,� Williamson said.
�I realize that, but he wants a check. Evidently something has gotten him very suspicious.�
�What does he have?�
�I don�t know, he wouldn�t tell me, but if he has indications there�s a leak, we have to take it seriously. There�s a lot going on down here and he may be putting a few things together. How about checking around and letting me know what you find. I�ll do some checking on my end.�
�How soon does he want the information?�
�Within an hour.�
�That asshole must know this isn�t something we can just make a call and verify. Tell him to give men till this evening and I will have it wrapped up for him. And make sure you don�t raise suspicions on your end,� Williamson said before slamming down the phone. Great. Now I have two people without a backbone, he thought. Picking up the phone again, he started making a few calls.
* * *
�So we�re still in the dark?� asked Jonas.
Pete Wilson and Rick Lozier both nodded. �Yes sir, we have nothing that even remotely leads up to finding them. Satellites just don�t tell us much and between Colombia, Venezuela and Guiana, we are having a hell of a time. I understand the President is scared to death they are already dead,� said Lozier.
�I understand he�s also having his hands full with this Admiral Hammond. He finagled his way into being a part of this exercise and now he has two battleships, the Wasp and about fifteen other ships at his disposal. Word is he is ready to lead the charge wherever we find them, and with a ship full of Marines, he might just be able to carry it off,� said Wilson as a part of the prepared cover up. �But the President is keeping him on a short leash, so for now we are still looking. As for us, no one has come forward with anything we don�t already know,� he said.
�We�ll make sure you are the first to know when something happens,� said Lozier.
Jonas sat back in his seat and placed his fingers together in thought. If there was nothing, then there�s nothing, he thought. �Well, I guess we just keep going. Thank you both for keeping me updated. I know the pressure is on you, so let me know if I can help,� he said to the men, dismissing them.
Both men left the office and headed straight for the communications section without saying a word. Closing the door behind them, they immediately noticed the light was on for the phone tap. Wilson turned up the volume.
��contact in Washington is checking his sources there, but assures me he has heard nothing. I have checked with my FBI and CIA staff and they are telling me that everyone is still scratching in the dark. They did offer one bit of information. It seems this Admiral Hammond has pushed his way into being in this task force. He has a fairly good size force with him and is ready to take things in his own hand if he needs to. The President is having to hold him back. If you have some assets, there�s where I would put my money,� said Jonas to the other caller.
�That�s interesting,� said the man on the other line. �My leadership feels he is the one to watch as well. When should you get information back from Washington?�
�I was told this evening. I will call you immediately,� said Jonas.
�Very good. I must tell you that there seem to be too many things happening for there to be a mere coincidence. I even sent a diver to try and disable one of your battleships and it didn�t work. That is one reason I suspect a traitor. If you hear anything about this, let me know. Thank you Mister Ambassador,� he said as the line was cut.
Wilson looked at Lozier. �He�s starting to get paranoid. That�s not a good sign. I hope we can get these people out in time,� he said.
�I�m more concerned about what he said about sending a diver to a battleship. The only one making a port visit in the vicinity has been the North Carolina, and that was about a week ago,� said Lozier.
Wilson nodded. �We better make a call. If there�s something on her hull, there could be a lot of guys hurt. But there is one good thing. If Williamson returns that phone call tonight, we have an open and shut case.�
* * *
�As you know Se�or Presidente, we have all of your staff under surveillance since a few weeks before starting this operation. During that time, only two of your staff has had any communication with an American. We suspect Colonel Messina may have been passing information. He has met with a Mrs. Harrison at local sports events on several occasions. It is always in a crowd setting where it is almost impossible to determine what is being said. She is the wife of a local engineering contractor, but she seems to attend a number of functions at the embassy. We are not certain he is the leak, but he is a suspect,� said Fuentes.
�Who is the second?�
�Colonel Rojas also attends these sports events. However, he has dutifully reported his encounters with Mrs. Harrison to us and his time is spent coaching the youth team. The only other person he seems to talk to are the team coaches and occasionally purchasing local crafts from a vendor there. There is nothing to indicate that he is nothing more than interested in this sports team,� said Fuentes.
Parente smiled. �Yes, he has told me of this team also. Lately, he has become even more indispensable for me. I do not doubt his loyalty. Do you?�
Fuentes chuckled, �Se�or Presidente, we question the loyalty of everyone, but in his case, he has not shown us anything we should doubt.�
Parente�s face frowned again. �Messina, on the other hand, has been with me since before this event. He�s a good pilot and has never failed me. I do not want to arrest him until we are sure he is guilty. Place additional surveillance on him. Let me know the minute he steps out of line.�
�Yes, Se�or Presidente.�
* * *
The taps placed on Williamson�s line turned up ten different contacts he was getting information from. Already the FBI was running the names to see how deep the leaks were. His final call was to Jonas.
�I have checked with everyone. I got a hint that something was happening, but nothing about a leak. Seems we have an agent in place snooping around. I�ll try to find out who it is. Your man is getting paranoid,� he told Jonas.
�This has already lasted far longer than I thought it might. Are we stretching our necks out a bit too far?� Jonas asked.
�Hell no. Remember what we are doing this for. We both need Foster to get reelected. For you it will mean a cabinet post, and I have my own reasons. You keep that monkey in line until this is over. Within a few days the election will be over and our man will be in. Keep your priorities straight and we�ll get through this,� said Williamson.
�What if he does turn up a leaker? I mean, if they are getting information and just not telling anyone�.�
�Then tell him to get rid of the evidence. That was the plan. If anything went wrong just kill them all and blame it on terrorists or something. We still come out clean as a whistle. Do I have to think of everything?�
�Is this how Foster feels?�
�Foster? Foster didn�t want to do this in the first place. But I was able to persuade him when I showed him something in his background that nobody knows � just like I know things about you. So forget about Foster�s feelings and stick to the plan. In two weeks we will be right up against the elections and nothing can stop us. The press is crucifying O�Bannon and the polls are going our way. Just do your job,� Williamson shouted as he slammed down the phone.
* * *
At the FBI, the agents marked the latest recording as evidence. �The son of a bitch will fry for this. Now we have him passing intelligence information,� said one.
�Yea, but wasn�t that interesting about Foster? I wonder what he has on him?� asked the other.
�Yea, this calls for some special attention. Let�s get this up top quickly,� said the first.
The two men made a copy of the recording and carried it on a thumb drive to Hal Mossman�s office.

Chapter 13
Launch

USS Iowa
The Osprey lifted off the deck of the Iowa and sped into the night sky. Inside was the special operations team with their gear. Just two hours before, the men had received their final briefing, updating them on the latest intelligence and last minute instructions. Captain Chapman had received further instructions privately from both Hammond and General Richardson via secure comms.
Chapman made his way back and took a seat beside Ricks. �Master Sergeant, it looks like we need to get there as fast as we can. Our bosses think things are starting to rattle Parente a little and he might just pull the plug and snuff these people. I have to rely on you to get us in there and get the job done. You know how best to evade and get to your destination. Just don�t take a couple of weeks to do it like you did in Korea,� he said leaning over to Ricks.
Ricks nodded in understanding. �With all we�ve been through, I can understand it. We proved we can do it in South Carolina. Right now, we need to get on the ground and get going. As I mentioned before, I�m not sure how easy we will be able to get through that jungle growth. With eyes overhead, we should be fairly safe from ambush, but if we�re having to cut our way through, we�ll be dead tired before we get anywhere near that compound. Let�s hope our intel is right and we can make it on time.�
Chapman leaned in again. �You got that right. If we don�t make it tomorrow night, our transport will leave without us. I really don�t want to carry these people all the way to Colombia. Did you get the gear checked out again? We�re beating it up pretty bad.�
�I had the guys triple check it before we took off. At least we�re not jumping,� Ricks said.
Chapman nodded. �How about those legs of yours, they up to the task?�
�Another good reason not to jump, but I brought my spares. I�ll walk your asses into the ground,� Ricks said with a grin.
Chapman laughed. �Nothing like carrying around a cripple,� he joked. �By the way, your buddy Hammond seems to be a great guy. I think I�d like to serve with him.�
Ricks laughed. �You�ll have to stand in line. He takes care of his people. Most everybody I talked to think he�s a saint.�
�Where did you meet him?�
�Actually, it was aboard the Iowa. He got his MOH the same time I got mine. Later that afternoon we swapped stories and made friends. Since then he�s kept up with me and dropped by. His wife Patricia is his twin. They are a lot alike and she helped my wife, Su Lynn get a few things going. That�s how she got enrolled in the local college. In another few years, she will have her degree in horticulture. I just hope she doesn�t decide to leave an uneducated cretin like me,� Ricks joked.
�I don�t know, some of us cretins can be useful,� said Chapman.
The aircraft banked sharply and the men could feel it slowing. The crewman motioned for everyone to buckle up. In a few minutes, the aircraft seemed to hover for a minute or so, then the men felt a bump as the plane�s wheels hit a deck. After another minute, while to men could hear metal pieces hitting parts of the plane, the engines were shut down and the men unbuckled and exited the rear of the aircraft.
In the dim light, they could barely see that they were on a small deck. It appeared that the blades of the Osprey hung out over the water. Someone with a helmet came up.
�Gather your gear and follow me inside quickly. The ship will begin her high speed run in just five minutes. You need to be inside,� he said.
Each of the men gathered their gear and followed the man into a door next to what appeared to be a hangar towards the bow of the ship. Once inside, the door was shut and the overhead lights were turned on. A Navy Commander came forward to greet them.
�Gentlemen, welcome aboard USS Freedom. I�m Commander Hill, the Commanding Officer. I wish I could offer you some better accommodations, but for the next four hours you are going to be on one hell of a joyride. Store your equipment here and Petty Officer Macke will show you the messdecks. We�re going to get you a hot meal before you set off. Until then, make yourselves at home,� he said. The sound of turbines speeding up increased in the background and the men could feel the ship seem to surge ahead. After wishing the team good luck, Commander Hill left for the bridge and the men went down to the ship�s messdecks. The television was on and several crewmembers were watching a movie. Ricks noticed that the ship was starting to feel more like a motor boat than a large ship. It seemed to bounce more and on occasion it seemed to jerk around a bit. A set of numbers was prominent beside the television set. The numbers were passing 45. Little did they know that they were looking at the ship�s speed.

Chapter 14
Consequences

Washington, DC
Presidential candidate Gregory Foster had been startled when his Secret Service detail had suddenly asked him to get in a car for a special trip. He had just arrived back in Washington when it happened and he hadn�t even the time to go home. The black suburban with its escort, whisked him through the streets of Washington without a pause. His surprise deepened when he found himself at the gates of the White House. Instead of taking him to the portico like most VIPs, he was instead taken to the underground garage. The vehicle swerved around several cars and turns until it stopped in front of a set of elevator doors. The door beside him opened and an agent asked him to follow him. It took practically no time before the doors opened on the main floor of the White House. Following the agents, he could tell he was being led toward the Oval Office. Several of the staff smiled at him as he passed. A door was opened and Foster found himself in the Oval Office.
President O�Bannon rose from his desk and greeted him. �Greg, it�s good to see you,� he said. Foster took the President�s hand, but O�Bannon could tell he was unsure about the situation. He ushered Foster to the couch and sat beside him.
�I trust this is your concession,� Foster joked.
The President smiled, �Not quite,� he said. �Greg, something is beginning to happen tonight and you are going to remain with me until it ends, one way or another,� he said.
�What does this have to do with me? I have a lot on my plate,� said Foster.
�I know, but it is essential that you remain with me for the next day and a half,� O�Bannon said.
Foster chuckled. �I�m afraid that�s out of the question. I have a campaign to run,� he said.
�Not anymore. This takes precedence. Unless you are ready to be charged with violation of Title 18 of the U. S. Code,� said O�Bannon.
It was like he had struck Foster with a giant hammer. He seemed to sink into the couch and his face took on a pale and frightened look. After a few seconds he murmured, �Title 18?�
O�Bannon sat back in his seat and looked at the man. In all the years he had served as a prosecutor, he knew the look of someone who had been caught. This was it. �Greg, I never thought I would ever be faced saying this to one of my colleagues and especially someone I have an admiration for. I need to know, what Williamson has on you to make you be a part of this,� he said.
�What?� Foster weakly stuttered.
O�Bannon reached to the side table and retrieved a small recorder. He played the first recording. It clearly had his voice talking to Jonas about the hostages. Then he played another where Williamson mentioned he had something on Foster that made him go along. At the end of the second recording, the President shut off the machine. �Greg, how in the hell did you get mixed up in something like this?� he asked.
By now, Foster�s head was tilted downward. He stared at his lap vacantly. �I didn�t know until it was too late. Williamson had the operation on motion and it was either go along or be exposed. I was stuck with an incident long ago that would ruin me. With the operation already underway it was further complicated. By then if it was found out, I would become a traitor to the country I wanted desperately to lead.� He looked up at the President. �I was damned if I did, and damned if I didn�t. The only thing I had left was to go along and hope no one would ever know,� Foster said.
O�Bannon took a deep breath. �I figured as much. When I heard your comments on the tape, it seemed almost more like a plea than someone plotting. Will you tell me what it was so long ago that would get you in trouble?�
The pain in Foster�s eyes was growing. But in a way, it seemed as if he had to get it out in the open. �In college, during my junior year, I was hanging out with this girl. It was one of those frat parties and everyone was drunk. I know, it�s no excuse, but that�s the way it was. One minute we were dancing and the next I had pulled her up to my room. She didn�t want to, but my brothers in the frat wouldn�t understand me letting go that easy. The more she fought, the more excited I got. When it was over, I just passed out. Some of the brothers got her back to her dorm. Two months later I saw her in the quad on campus. She was pregnant. We didn�t want the baby and she didn�t want her parents to know, so I contacted my uncle, who ran one of those clinics. But something went wrong. During the procedure, she started hemorrhaging and they couldn�t stop it. She died on the table. My uncle told me not to worry, that no one would know who did it. I saw her parents later on. She was their only child,� he said talking more to the floor than to O�Bannon.
The President could see it in his face; the hurt, the years of blaming himself, the sorrow for what had happened. The man was being honest. Despite the fact he had tried to pursue a �clean� campaign and that he had sincerely wanted to get good things done, the same old back door politics had brought him down. O�Bannon wondered how it could have gotten this low. Sitting before him was a good man, but he had been corrupted far worse than anything he had ever seen. He reached out and placed his hand on Foster�s shoulder. �How did Williamson get this?�
Foster took a deep breath. �About ten years ago his committee was investigating the abortion clinics and the records of my uncle�s clinic came under scrutiny. My uncle had left some notes in the file and had forgotten to purge it.� He looked up at O�Bannon. �That�s one of the big reasons he came on as my Chief of Staff. He showed me the records and said he wanted the job, otherwise he would make sure they got out,� he said. Foster chuckled slightly, �Even some of my staff could tell something was wrong. I was hoping I would get elected and then make him go away, but lately it looked like that was a dream as well,� he said.
O�Bannon got up and poured Foster a drink. Foster grabbed the glass with a shaky hand and downed the scotch with one gulp.
O�Bannon sat back down. �Greg, I wish you had put a stop to this much earlier. But now we�re going to play out this mess until either everyone is dead or there�s a ton of glory.�
Foster looked up at the man. �What do you mean?�
�Damn it, because of what Williamson has cooked up, I am now sending men into harm�s way! One person has already died and many more might follow because somebody forgot that we serve the people instead of the other way around. The rescue team is in the air, so now you�re going to get an early taste of what it�s like to be a President. You are going to sit right here with me until it�s over, one way or the other,� O�Bannon said pointing his finger at Foster. He sat back in his chair. �I�m also keeping you here so that you can�t get any deeper into this. Williamson�s head is going to roll. I might be able to keep one head chopping quiet, but not two. You will remain here until it�s over, then you will continue your campaign. Can you imagine what the American public would feel if they found out what your campaign did. They are already deeply suspicious of their elected officials. According to the polls, we are just one step away from the entire nation calling for a constitutional convention. We might find our entire form of government rewritten, just because of what has happened. So I am now going to protect you. Your secrets will be buried deep. You will continue your campaign, but with the resignation of your Chief of Staff, things will understandably fall apart. The nation will never know just how bad this system got. Greg, you will be allowed to bow down with dignity and move aside. But not before we both get this system fixed. It�s going to be you and me. In my next four years, we have to fix things in our parties so that this bickering and this type of backstage win-or-be-damned attitude ends. We are going to turn things around so that the word statesmanship is returned to political vocabulary. Our nation has suffered enough,� he said, finally calming some from the rage he felt.
O�Bannon got up and poured another drink. �I�m not going to be like Williamson. None of what we have said will ever come out. I�m not out to control you, Greg, but I have a real job to do. I�m inviting you to do this with me. Are you in?�
Foster looked up at the man. O�Bannon could see a change in his face. The fear was gone, but more, there was a look of determination. �You would work with a guy some would call a traitor?�
�Greg, you�re no more a traitor than I am. I don�t like what happened, but as far as I can tell, you weren�t the one who planned this. The FBI has dug into everything and we have it all. Members of your staff even noticed when the change occurred in you and in the office. It didn�t happen until the plans for this were well underway. When this eventually comes out, Williamson will hang, not you. But I wasn�t kidding when I said I needed your help. It�s going to take the leadership to make things change. Right now, we�re at the top. So I ask again, are you in?�
Foster stood and offered his hand. �Mister President, I will do whatever I can to make sure things change. You have my word,� he said.
O�Bannon nodded and smiled. �Good. Now let�s get through this mess together. Maybe we can let everyone know it was a true bipartisan effort. Follow me to the war room,� he said leading Foster out the door and down the hall. It was going to be a long and very stressful operation.
The Presidential Palace
�So he called me a monkey? The American bastard thinks I am beneath him, does he? It appears we need to send him a message on who has the upper hand here,� said Parente angrily.
�That is all we got from this conversation, Se�or Presidente. We are still monitoring his calls,� said the communications technician in his personal guard.
Parente nodded stiffly. It was blatantly apparent that he was still angry, but containing his anger at present. �No. You have done your jobs well. Keep monitoring the line and let me know everything that is said. Thank you for your assistance,� he said dismissing the man. When he left the office, Parente picked up the phone and pressed the button dialing Jonas� office.
�You can call off your search for the traitor,� said Parente. �I have decided it is time to end this situation,� he said immediately after Jonas picked up his phone.
�What is wrong, Mister President?� asked Jonas.
�It is none of your concern. It appears my own pilot is talking to one of your agents. I feel I can trust no one on your end as well as mine. So I will take things in my own hand,� Parente said abruptly.
Jonas was immediately frightened. Something had happened and Parente was going to kill everyone, maybe even him. He had to act quickly. �Mister President, I don�t know what has happened, but please allow me to work on this. Either someone has provided the wrong information or you are being deceived.�
�Deceived? You may be right. I need the name of every operative in Venezuela within 24 hours or I start killing your people. I am going to make sure no one will move against me again,� Parente shouted into the phone before hanging up.
Jonas was seeing his life passing before his eyes. Everything was coming unraveled. He immediately dialed Williamson�s number. �We have a big problem,� he told him.
Williamson let out a cry of anguish. �What do I have to do to get people to do their jobs? We are within an inch of this paying off and this son of a bitch is getting cold feet?�
�It�s more than that. He says his pilot has been passing information to one of our agents. If that�s the case, the word is out. We need to do something fast,� Jonas said.
�Damn it, I have been talking to Rutter up at the Agency. If anyone would know of information coming in to us, it would be him. You need to tell your friend that he needs to calm down.�
�You tell him that. The man�s insane with anger right now. He says if he doesn�t get the name of every agent in Venezuela within 24 hours, he will kill the hostages,� cried Jonas. �And what if your man doesn�t know? What if it�s all being kept to a limited few? They may be coming down on us right now,� Jonas almost pleaded.
Williamson thought a moment, and then sat back. �Well, then let him do it. After 24 hours and he has no word, he can just have his little flight of power. And Jonas�.�
�Yes.�
�You better start packing your bags, because he�ll be coming after you too.� The line went dead.
Jonas stared at the now dead receiver. Only now did he realize the situation he was in. No one would be looking out for him. No one would say much. Parente would one day snuff his life out as if it were a candle. He started looking around the room, but there was no place to go and he was quite alone. He grabbed the phone he had hidden in his desk and ripped it out. Then he opened a hidden panel in the credenza and began pulling out papers and throwing them in a trash can. He didn�t hear the door open.
�Ambassador Jonas, I am here to place you under arrest for violation of Title 18, U. S. Code. You have the right to remain silent�� said Wilson as he went behind the desk, lifted Jonas up and placed hand cuffs on his wrists. As he finished Mirandizing the man, Jonas slumped down like a rag doll. He began to whimper. As Wilson and Lozier took him from the room, he even wet himself.
* * *
In Washington, Deshawn Jackson was the last one in the campaign office, making himself available if the Chief of Staff needed him. He was surprised when he saw Agent Kelly and several others enter the office. Kelly came up to his desk.
�Mister Jackson, is Mr. Williamson in his office?� asked Kelly.
�Yes sir, he�s been in there for the past several hours,� Jackson said.
Kelly winked at him. �Thanks, bud.� The men headed to the door and walked in. After a few minutes, Jackson heard Williamson shout, �I am a former United States Senator!� Scuffling was heard in the office and in another minute, the men came out with Williamson in handcuffs and being held on each arm by very large FBI agents.
Jackson didn�t really know what to do, but Kelly came over to him after exiting the office. �Is there any way to lock that door?� he asked.
Jackson nodded and produced a key for the deadbolt. Kelly took it and then locked the door. Then he gave the key to another agent who positioned himself outside the office.
Jackson looked at Kelly. �Am I supposed to come too?� he asked.
Kelly laughed. �No, Deshawn. You just need to hang around until we finish up. There will be a team here in a few minutes to go through the place. I need you here to verify we didn�t take campaign secrets. My middle name is not Watergate,� he said with a grin.
�What about Greg Foster?�
Kelly placed a hand on the young man�s shoulders. �He�s fine. The information you gave us helped out a lot. When we�re done you need to go get some rest. In the morning, you need to let the staff know that neither Williamson nor Foster will be coming in tomorrow. They got called to some big meeting. Cancel their engagements and reschedule them for later on. I figure in a day or so, your friend will be back. He�s going to need your help more than ever,� Kelly said with a warm smile.
The Mountains of Venezuela
The Osprey flared out and eased into position over a small open area in the trees. Several small red lights had been placed in a rectangle at the center of the grassy area, and someone holding two cone shaped lights was helping guide the aircraft into position. Once the wheels touched the ground, dark shadows of men sprang from the rear of the aircraft and dashed to the edge of the tree line not far away. Almost immediately, the whine of the engines increased and the aircraft rose from the ground and dashed away towards the border with Colombia.
�Help me get these lights out,� said a voice coming from the direction of where the man had been standing. The men quickly turned off each flashlight and brought them back to the person now holding only one small cone. One of the figures came forward.
�Captain Chapman?� asked the voice.
Chapman extended his hand. �Thanks for the help,� he said as he took the other man�s hand.
�Carlos. I�m glad you�re finally here. We�ve been pretty anxious for you and your team to get going,� said Verdes.
�So have we,� Chapman said.
�Everything�s set. The plane will be waiting, but if you see the need to get in earlier, we can probably speed things up a bit. The net will come up in one hour. So keep in touch,� said Verdes.
�I plan on being a mile away before I check in. How bad is the undergrowth?� Chapman asked.
�You lucked out. There was a big wildfire along this section just a year ago, so a lot of the underbrush was burned down. There is an old trail running from just behind me down along the ridge that will take you within a mile and a half of your destination,� Verde said as he brought out a map and showed Chapman under the red light. �You might not have known it because the satellite images don�t really show it. Just be careful. Sometimes army troops come up this way. They tend to be noisy, so you should have little trouble,� Verde said.
Chapman studied the map for a moment. It was similar to one they had made their plans with, but with the trail, things were much easier. �Where did you come up with this?� he asked.
Verde chuckled. �I have a friend who used to be a bigwig in the FARC. He showed me this trail a while back when we took an extended hike together. Unfortunately, you don�t have the time to look at the waterfalls or scenery,� he said.
�No, time isn�t on our side,� Chapman said. He extended his hand again, �We need to get going.�
�If you�re lucky, you�ll get to your objective about midafternoon. That should give you time to look the place over before going in. Remember, your transportation won�t really be able to wait long. According to my source, they should be there by 2000. They have to be gone by 2130. That�s not a big window if something goes wrong,� Verde said.
�Just another reason to get this show on the road. Thanks for the help,� said Chapman. Motioning to his men, they followed him back toward the trees and the trail he had been shown. As one of the men passed, he said �Buenas noches.�
�Vaya con Dios,� said Verdes, slapping the man on the arm as he passed. He watched in the darkness as the shadows passed and disappeared into the woods. Once they had left, he walked back to where his backpack was and retrieved a box holding the secure satellite radio. He took out a small compass and positioned it so that the antenna was pointing at the proper area of the sky, then turned the unit on. After a moment, a small green LED came on telling him he had a signal. He pressed the transmit key. After hearing the buzz of the encoder, he said, �Capricorn, this is Spotlight. The team is on the way.� There was a response which surprised the man. �When did that get in?� he asked. After receiving a reply, he answered, �This is Spotlight, understood, out.�
After shutting down the equipment and packing it away, Verdes looked around the area, then looked up into the night sky and swore out loud, angry at the situation. He quickly swept the backpack on his shoulders and rapidly began walking his way back down to his truck. If he hurried, he might just have enough time to warn Rojas.
* * *
Chapman was pleasantly surprised that the path was so clear. He had actually expected to have to hack his way along the mountains, but he and his men were making their way rapidly through the canopy of trees. It was even easier because his men were each wearing a set of the latest night vision goggles, allowing them to proceed as if it were daytime. Each of the men had extra battery packs, but with the latest batch of goggles, a battery would last over six hours. Even with the faint light that occasionally broke through the canopy; they had been able to even see the insects that buzzed constantly around them.
One hour in, as he had been instructed, he reached up to his �super phone� and began the initiation sequence to open communications. Almost immediately a voice came into his earphone. �Team leader, this is Capricorn. We see you are making excellent progress. You do not have any possibles within five miles. No air traffic. No changes in mission parameters. Eyes on the camp show no real changes. We have eyes on your position and will relay any possibles coming into your area. Do you have questions or requests?�
Chapman pressed the button on his earphone, �None,� he said.
�Capricorn out.�
Chapman triggered his local communications switch. �Mom says we�re alone,� he said. The other men raised their hand in response and continued along the slim path ahead of them. Chapman was proud of his men. Despite the delays, the hard work to get prepared, and now the pitch dark and menacing insects, they were making good progress towards their objective. None complained and none showed any sign of slowing down. It was obvious to him that these men were exactly who were needed to accomplish their mission. He chuckled at himself. He would lead them to a successful conclusion or Ricks would kill him. He had never seen anyone like Ricks. Totally dedicated to his team, he had taught them things Chapman had never thought about. Then he had performed each of the tasks just to show he wasn�t telling them something that wouldn�t work. Not bad for a man with two artificial legs. But the thing that caught Chapman�s attention was that when on mission, Richs was downright frightening. He had a way of getting a job done that commanded 100 percent effort. If not, all Ricks had to do was look at you and you got the message �don�t screw this up again.�
At the same time, Ricks was one of the most patient and helpful men he had met when he was doing his training and almost any other non-lethal effort. Just last July 4th, he had been the first to scoop up the little children around him to help them get a better look at the local Independence Day parade. His own sons worshipped him and they were both very smart and polite when meeting others. The dichotomy between the Ricks on mission and the Ricks at home was nothing short of spectacular. Chapman wished he had a hundred more of him in the company.
Up ahead, he saw Ricks raise a hand, and then he heard, �Richards, point.� Chapman smiled. Anticipating his desires, Ricks was changing the point man every fifteen minutes. This got a fresh set of eyes up front and allowed the other man to relax a bit.
Chapman glanced at his watch. In another fifteen minutes he would call for a halt and give the men a chance to rest. He figured they had already made three miles. If they kept up this pace, they would be there mid-morning. No use in wearing the men out.
* * *
It felt as if the old Chevy was going to shake itself apart. Throwing caution to the winds, Verdes had floored the engine and was now flying down the dirt roads. Caracas was still over six hours away. Now the old truck bounced over the potholes and flew over the ridges on the road as he pressed it to its limits. The old Chevy didn�t disappoint. The V-6 roared like a lion under the hood. Verdes could tell his old companion would give its all to make sure he got to the city in time.
Going down the side of one mountain, Verdes could see the sky beginning to lighten. Within a mile or so, he would meet up with one of their �highways,� not more than a two way street back home. But it was pavement and it would mean an even faster speed. Luckily, there were practically no patrols on a highway until you reached a city. There were only two between him and Caracas.
Suddenly Verdes slammed on the brakes. On the dirt road, it seemed like it was forever before he ground to a halt, right beside the cow that had somehow gotten loose and was standing in the middle of the road. He stared at the bovine through the windshield glass. It stared back, unwilling to move. Cursing under his breath, he got out of the idling truck to shoo it away. Once again the cow ignored him. Only when he slapped it on the rump did it finally ease off the road into some grass on the other side. That was when he found himself illuminated by the lights of a vehicle that was coming from the other direction. The vehicle came to a halt and someone came out of one side.
�What is going on? Why are you parked in the middle of the road?� asked the man walking up.
Verdes pointed to the cow, which gave off a long bellow. �He was standing in the middle of the road. It�s a good thing I saw him in the dark or I would have run over him. Stupid animal refused to move,� said Verdes.
There were calls from the vehicle, which turned out to be an army truck. �Bring it on, we�ll carve it up,� called one man from the back.
�I love steaks,� cried another.
The soldier with Verdes told them to keep quiet. �Imagine what would have happened if I had hit it with this truck,� he said to Verdes. He could see a smile on the soldier�s face. �It�s bad enough we have to do some patrols up the way, but to have a wreck with a truck full of men just because a cow refused to move would not make a good day. Thanks for moving it along,� he said.
The men shook hands and Verdes went back to his truck. As the army vehicle passed, Verdes saw it was filled with men equipped with rifles. I wonder where they�re going, he thought to himself. Getting back in the truck, he started the engine and then moved on at a slower pace. At the same time, he called in to Capricorn that the army was sending troops into the area.
* * *
Chapman stared at the waterfall as the men hiked by. The man Carlos had been right. This was the second waterfall they had passed and it was more breathtaking than he had ever seen. This part of Venezuela was beautiful. The vegetation was lush and the wildlife seemed to have colors all their own. He personally hoped to come back some day and explore this area again at his leisure.
He forced himself back to the reality of the mission. There was too much to do beside sightsee. You never knew what might come up. At one time in the night, Capricorn had warned them of something up ahead that seemed to be waiting for them. Spreading his men out, they had encircled the area. It turned out the object was not on the ground, but up in the trees. It didn�t have the shape of a human. Only after a growl did they realize it was a panther. The big cat had been watching their approach. Sgt. Miller was called up and took careful aim with his silenced rifle. His shot chipped the branch behind the big cat, startling it, and causing it to move down the tree and away from the group. It could have been a close call.
Chapman glanced at his �super phone.� The GPS had them already within three miles of his objective and he was starting to think it would all be smooth sailing when a voice came into his earphone. �Team Leader, this is Capricorn. We have been appraised that there are troops heading into the area. We do not see them nearby, but we will be on the lookout. Do you copy?�
Chapman keyed the switch. �Roger, thank you, out.� He called out to his men, �Stop ahead and take ten.�
The men raised a hand and in just a minute, all of them had stopped in a small open area. Several of the men sat down and took a draw from their canteens. Chapman got their attention. �I guess you guys heard it. We may have company. Ricks, I want two men on point. Spread out along either side of this trail and keep your eyes open. I don�t know why anybody would be coming in our direction, but let�s not take chances. If we see anybody, we move away from the trail and conceal ourselves as best we can. The idea is to not be seen. We get seen, and the whole thing goes to shit. Time to paint up.�
The men reached back into their packs and pulled out the camouflaged paint. Taking their time, they covered their face and hands so that they blended with the surrounding vegetation. Several of the men moved back into the brush and pulled up some ferns and other vegetation to place along parts of their uniform and their helmets. Within a few minutes, someone would have a difficult time seeing them just ten feet off the trail.
* * *
In the satellite observation room at the CIA, the team was watching several trucks move up the road toward the objective. They noticed several pull off the road before coming to the compound and several moving further along. One truck actually moved up to the small air strip before disgorging its contents.
�What the hell are they doing?� one of the analysts asked.
�Beats me,� said another. �At least we were able to give the guys a warning.�
Soon they got their answer. They watched as the trucks seemed to spread out around the compound and the men began moving around the area both towards the compound and away from it. �Looks like they�re making a sweep of the area. Are we sure the leak was stopped?� asked the first man.
�As far as we know,� said a man sitting behind them all. It was evident, he was the supervisor.
�Well, it looks like they are looking for somebody,� said a third analyst. �Look at this,� he said, pointing to the trail that had been provided by Verdes. There was a small group of three men moving up the trail toward the team. They were just two miles away.
The supervisor grabbed the microphone, �Team Leader, Capricorn. We have three soldiers making their way along the trail ahead. They are two miles ahead of you moving in your direction. Evade, over.�
Chapman keyed the mike, �Acknowledged.� He lifted his hand and called for a stop. The men were in a clearing but all around them was thick undergrowth. �Ricks, move the men about fifty yards into the woods on either side. Be ready, but no one engage unless I specifically order it. Move�em out.�
Ricks sectioned the men and moved them deeper into the undergrowth of the forest. Within minutes, they were all well concealed. Each man unshouldered his weapon and waited. A little over thirty minutes later the three soldiers ambled up the pathway as if there wasn�t a care in the world. They were talking loudly and joking about their predicament. As they came into the clearing, the men stopped and sat back against some trees. Each broke out some food and began eating while they talked.
�Won�t they be mad that we didn�t go out all the way?� said the youngest man.
The oldest threw his hands up. �I�ve done this many times. First, we never find anyone along this way. Second, nobody checks to see if we go the entire five miles. Third, just because our leader wants to have these little rituals, does not mean we have to suffer for it. So just sit back and enjoy the morning. We show back up at the truck around two and no one will be the wiser,� he said as he broke off some more bread and popped it into his mouth.
�What do we do after we get back?� asked the young man.
The older man shrugged. �We�ll be stationed along the road to make sure no one gets up to the ceremonial ground where El Presidente will be having his little fun. Once it�s over, we all get back on the trucks and go back to base. It�s not hard, just a pain in the ass,� said the older man.
The younger man stood and shouldered his weapon. �I want to walk around some,� he said.
The third man chuckled. �Just don�t get eaten. There are the snakes, then the panthers, a few eagles and a few dozen other animals that might want you for a snack,� he laughed.
The younger man got a slightly frightened look on his face, but still moved away down the trail. After 100 yards or so, he turned back and started heading into the brush.
�Where are you going?� one called out.
�Just looking around,� the young man said as he moved cautiously through the brush.
Ricks watched the young man as he walked along, fanning the ferns and grasses in front of him. Slowly he was making his way to his position. Ricks slowly reached along his leg and retrieved a long knife. He detested using the thing ever since he had been forced to use the one early in the war with Korea. But like that time, he didn�t seem to have any choice.
The man was within ten feet of Ricks when a voice called out from the open area. �Get your ass back over here. I�m not going to have to rescue you from some animal. This place is too dangerous,� one of the men called out.
Ricks watched as the young man seemed to deflate. He was obviously tired of always being told what to do. With a mournful look, he turned back toward the clearing and away from Ricks.
Ricks didn�t move. The young man didn�t know how close he had come to being dead, and Ricks was relieved that he hadn�t been forced to give the team away. He watched as the young soldier returned to the clearing and sat back down next to a tree.
Chapman watched all that had happened. He also heard the comments. Thankful the team hadn�t been discovered. He eased back and keyed the communications device. �Capricorn, this is Team Leader. Squad in sight. They are saying President will be at compound tonight. There are increased patrols until event over. Waiting for area to clear,� he whispered into the microphone.
The response was immediate. �We suspected something was happening, just not sure what. Will inform if more on the way.� Chapman placed his chin on his arm and waited. True to their word, after an hour, the men gathered their things and started back down the trail from where they came.
The Ceremonial Village
Wei awoke at his usual time. Once again, he was alone. Rising from his feathered mattress, he placed his loin cloth around his waist and walked to the table which had the prepared fruits and sweets he enjoyed each day. Taking a long drink of his chichi, he could feel its effect almost immediately. Stretching his muscles, he headed out the door and down to the pond. As usual, there was a naked girl there, except this time he was amazed to find someone who looked like himself. She had light pale skin and very long wavy blond hair much like his own. As she came up out of the water, her hair glistened in the bright morning sun. She saw him and began moving slowly toward him in the water.
Akia had been surprised when her teacher had told her it was her day to meet their god. The others had told the girls how handsome he was and when she saw him, it almost took her breath away. Her teacher had told her she was to be special. If she pleased him, she might become a goddess. The other women had taught them many things of how to please Wei, and she was eager to make him happy. Only 17, her body had grown to become very feminine and shapely. She made sure her hair remained clean, soft and controlled. An older man had come by just a few days before and told her teachers to get her ready. Now, after several years at her special school, she felt it the perfect time for her to be presented. She remembered the words she must say, although the young god before her had almost immediately taken her breath away.
Wei could not believe the girl coming toward him. Her beauty was far beyond any of the others. Could this be another sign he was becoming more and more of a god? As she came up out of the water, he was captivated by her shapeliness. Better yet, her smile struck something deep and almost animal-like within him. Even her moves while walking toward him fed the flames.
Unlike the other girls, she walked directly up to him, opened her arms and brought him in and placed her cheek against both of his. Rubbing against him, she took his hands in her own and looked up into his eyes. They were a pale blue, like hers. �I am from Tuenkaron, have you cleared the cunoco yet?� she whispered.
The sound of her soft voice sent tremors through his body. His excitement was evident. He stared into her eyes and smiled. �You are different from the others. Why are you here?� he asked.
She blushed slightly. �I am here to serve you, and if you will have me, to be yours forever,� she said with a smile. It was not what she was told he would say, but that was no matter. He seemed to be pleased and that was everything.
She felt him pull her to him. His lips moved closer and soon were upon hers. The kiss was more thrilling than anything either had ever experienced. When he pulled away he smiled and reached down to pick her up. Wei carried her deep into the water to the waterfall at the other end. Placing her upon the rock under the shower of water from above, he kissed her again. Her body felt so warm and alive in his arms. Everywhere she touched him felt new and alive. After a few minutes, she reached down and undid his loin cloth, allowing it to fall into the water. They both watched as it left his body and she could see all of him. The look of excitement filled her face. She stood and reached down to help lift him up one the ledge. He took her hand and jumped up to join her. After another kiss, she stood back and looked at him. �I am supposed to bathe you,� she said as she began to reach for the special soap she was to use.
He stopped her and pulled her back up to him. �Not now,� he said as he pulled her in for another passionate kiss. As they kissed, she began to run her hands all along his body, caressing his arms, legs and torso. He began kissing her neck and shoulders. For the first time, this wasn�t a ceremony. He didn�t want just the sex, he wanted to please her. Something was happening inside him. It made him feel stronger and much happier. As she began toughing him in other areas, he returned the effort, causing her to swoon several times in his arms. Many minutes later she whispered in his ear, �Please take all of me. I want you so.�
They made love under the waterfall and then left for his bedroom. They didn�t work the garden, instead spending the day wrapped in each other�s arms. Wei had found his mate.
The Presidential Palace
Parente was anxious to get things going. It seemed as if everyone had some message they had to deliver as the day wore on. Finally, his personal guard commander came into his office.
�I have made arrangements,� he said. �Once we get you to the compound, he will be called back to the capitol and will be arrested. I will send another pilot back to bring you home,� the commander said. �His family will have already been detained. He will join them in prison.�
Parente glanced at his watch. We are running a little late. Let�s talk on the way,� he said as he pressed the switch to open the hidden door. They had already reached the car when Parente realized he had left the briefcase he always carried with him. He had left it sitting open on his desk.
Cursing himself, he picked up his cell and dialed a number. �My Colonel, I seem to have left my briefcase on my desk. Can you please retrieve it and place the papers on my desk inside. Then come down the passageway and meet me at the car,� he instructed.
Rojas quickly entered the office and walked to the desk. The briefcase was sitting open. As he gathered the papers, he noticed the files inside the briefcase. Although some were state papers, several of the files were marked with the names of banks. His curiosity overtook him and he opened one of the files. It contained account numbers, ledgers, passwords, and other banking documents. Glancing at the numbers, it was obvious that El Presidente was putting away millions.
Rojas placed the file back into the case and closed it. He quickly pressed the switch and entered the hallway. Running down the stairs and to the guard at the other end, he quickly exited the door and handed the case to Parente, who was smiling at him.
�Thank you, My Colonel. Enjoy your evening. I will see you in the morning,� Parente said.
Rojas watched the limo leave the basement and turned back to the passageway. Once again, the guard waved him through and he made his way back to El Presidente�s office. He had just returned to his desk when the phone rang.
�I was able to procure those bowls you were wanting,� said Carlos Verdes from outside the building.
Rojas was startled to be hearing from the man, but didn�t give it away. �Excellent! I wanted to get those for one of my relatives for Christmas. Where are you?� he asked.
�In the park across from your office. I will be here when you are ready,� Verdes said.
�I will come at once,� Rojas said.
Something must be up, or the man wouldn�t be getting in touch. He grabbed his hat and made his way out of the building and across the street. He saw Verdes and his truck along the side street. He was selling to some passersby. When Rojas came up, he welcomed him with excitement. �I am so glad I could get up with you. These things just came in,� Verdes said as he ushered Rojas to the street side of the truck. He picked up two of the bowls and handed them over. As Rojas looked them over Verdes leaned in.
�Your friend Messina and his family are about to be arrested. We just found out. Is there any way you can get them out of danger?� he asked in a low tone.
�He�s just taken off with Parente for some event. I can get the family, but where could I take them?� Rojas asked. The fear in his voice was evident.
Picking up another piece of pottery, he held it up for Rojas to see. �Is there a way to get to him?�
�I have a secure line, but what about the family?�
Thinking quickly, Verdes smiled and reached over to shake Rojas� hand as if they had made a deal. �The rescue team will be making their move tonight. Call him and have him come back here. Then go get his family. Have him pick all of you up and take you to the airstrip he is taking Parente to. Our plane will be there tonight and take you all away.�
�All of us?�
�There�s no way you can remain now. He has told his people to kill the hostages. You are next,� said Verdes forcefully. �You must all leave,� he said.
Rojas nodded and took the man�s hands again. �Thank you, my friend. I�ll do my best.�
�If this goes well, maybe I will see you again. Vaya con Dios, my friend,� Verdes said with a smile. �Now pay me for these things and get going.�
Rojas pulled out his wallet and pulled out some bills. Then he took the pottery and made his way back to his office where he closed everything up and then walked into a small closet where the communications gear was. He switched on the encryption gear and patched it into the radio.
* * *
Messina was surprised to hear a call come in on the Presidential frequency, since Parente was onboard the helicopter. He pressed the decryption switch and pressed the key. �Helo One responding.�
�Can he hear us?� asked Rojas.
Messina was shocked that Rojas was on the radio. It meant something bad was happening. �Pilot only. What�s wrong Juan?�
�Parente has ordered your family and you arrested. Drop him off and then come back. Meet me at the lacrosse fields. I am going to get your family,� Rojas said.
�He�s already told me to come back anyway,� said Messina.
�And you�ll be arrested when you land. It�s time to leave, Carl. He�s going to kill the hostages. I�m going to get your family now,� Rojas said.
�I�ll see you at the lacrosse fields,� said Messina. �Take care of yourself.�
After shutting down the equipment, Rojas grabbed the pottery and made his way to his car. He thanked his lucky stars that he had purchased one of the American SUVs. He thought about calling Messina�s wife, but thought he had tempted fate already using the radio. He hurriedly drove to Messina�s home and down the alley behind his residence. The back gate was open and their car was sitting in the covered drive. He parked his car and made his way to the back door. He started pounding forcefully.
After a minute, a startled Christina Messina came to the door. �Juan, what is going on? You look desperate,� she said with alarm.
�Christina, grab the children. We have to leave now,� he said quickly.
�But why? The children just got home from school and I�m starting supper for them.� She obviously didn�t know of what had been going on.
Rojas took her arms. �Christina, Presidente Parente thinks your husband has turned against him. He has ordered you all arrested. The secret police are probably on their way here right now. Get the children and let�s go!�
�Surely Parente wouldn�t��
Rojas became insistent. �He plans to have you all killed. I know this for fact. Get them now!� he insisted.
Christina saw the fear in his eyes and heard the danger in his voice. She nodded and called the children down to her. Ushering them out the door, he noticed the oldest boy grab his lacrosse stick and ball to take with him. They packed the children in his car and he backed out into the alley. Telling everyone to get down, he pulled out on the side street and then out onto the main boulevard. They were a half mile down the road when they were passed in the other direction by several cars and trucks with flashing lights.
The Mountain Landing Strip
The helicopter landed and as the engines shut down, Parente got out. Messina watched him get into his limousine, then motioned for the airstrip crew to pull out the fueling hoses. Not knowing what was going on, they filled the tanks of the helicopter to the brim and watched as Messina restarted the helicopter and took off, waving to the crew as he usually did. Once in the air, Messina flew the aircraft as fast as it would go back toward Caracas.
The Mountains of Venezuela
It had been a near miss. The squads of soldiers formed a near circle around the compound guarding known trails and roads leading anywhere near the place. Guided by the satellite imagery, Chapman skirted around the positions, but at one, as he began crossing a small dirt road across their way, a truck began making its way toward them from only 100 yards away. One of the men suddenly found himself illuminated by the light of the truck. Fortunately, it was too far away to see the camouflaged figure dart into the gulley on the far side. As the truck passed, it slowed slightly, but then continued on its way. Once the darkness returned, the men climbed over a small hill and found themselves overlooking the compound.
The entire compound was bathed in light. There were two guard towers with an armed man in each one. Soldiers were lined up in the courtyard as if they were expecting someone important. The walls, over 12 feet high, were topped with broken bottle glass and razor wire. There was a ten foot cleared area around the outer wall.
Chapman spread his men out along the ridge to watch and wait for a bit. Earlier in the afternoon, the men had been able to get a good look at the place from about half a mile away on another ridge. Everything had looked normal then, but now something had changed. The clouds had rolled in and on occasion, there was the rumble of thunder echoing across the mountains. In the compound they appeared to be waiting for something. Chapman found out why when a black limousine with an escort pulled up the far road and up to the wooden gates at the far end of the compound. The gates were opened and the car pulled in.
Both rows of troops came to attention as Parente got out of the car. He returned their salutes and made his way to the Sergeant. He was surprised at what he saw. Both of the man�s eyes were swollen and one was red with blood. With a look of concern he addressed him. �Sergeant, what has happened?�
�Nothing of importance, Se�or Presidente. One of the people attacked me. It appears they cannot stand a little discipline in their lives,� he said.
�Well, you won�t have to put up with them much longer. Have you sent one up to the ceremonial grounds?� Parente asked.
�Si, Se�or Presidente. I took the liberty of sending up the one who attacked me. She will regret her actions,� he said boastfully.
�A woman? That is good. Which one?�
�The woman named Hammond,� said the Sergeant as another clap of thunder sounded far away.
Parente smiled. �A very good choice. I will see that she makes the perfect sacrifice to our god,� Parente said with glee. �I leave you with one final order for the day. Once the drums start, you are free to execute the remaining hostages. Take them in the truck to a place far from here tomorrow and get rid of the bodies. Make it look like the FARC has taken out their revenge,� he said.
�Very good, Se�or Presidente. I also had to imprison one of our troops. He objects to what is being done here and knows more than he needs. Should I include him in the effort?�
Parente nodded his head. It gave him an opportunity. He quickly entered the car and pulled out a sheet of paper that had some orders on it. The orders appeared to be signed by Colonel Rojas. He handed the sergeant the papers. �Dress the soldier in one of the FARC uniforms and have this placed in one of his pockets. When he is found, it will suit me well,� Parente said.
The sergeant saluted. �It will be done!� he said.
The salute was returned. �You have served well. You all have. Once this is done, I will see you all in the capitol,� Parente said as he turned and got back into the car. The limo backed out of the compound and drove back to the road, turning up the mountain instead of back down.
The sergeant rubbed his hands together. �Finally it is over and we can go home. Get the men together to form a firing squad. I will call them when the time is ready,� he said to a corporal. With some glee he turned and reentered his quarters where the air conditioning awaited.
The Ceremonial Village
Wei awoke from an exhausted sleep. The distant thunder had roused him and he looked over to see that the young girl was still lying beside him. Their lovemaking had consumed almost an entire day with only brief stops to refresh themselves. She had given her all, and had performed feats he could have only imagined. But unlike the others, he had responded by giving just as much as he had received. He looked as her lying next to him and couldn�t believe the feelings pouring through him. His Chief Priest had been right. By waiting for the right moment, he would experience many of the new emotions and feelings of a god. Right now, he felt as if he was more powerful than ever.
She stirred beside him and her eyes slowly opened. He smiled as she looked at him, reaching over the rub his smooth, chiseled face. He responded by kissing her lightly. She ran her hand down his shoulders and along his body, finally holding him in her hands. �You have filled me. How can I please you more?� she asked.
They were interrupted by more thunder and the sounds of voices outside. He picked up the blanket and placed it over her. �I must attend my people. When it is done, I will return to you,� Wei said gently.
�I will be waiting,� she said.
He got up and clapped his hands together twice. Several servants came in and began dressing him in his ceremonial dress. The young girl watched in awe as they sprinkled him in glittering dust which made him shimmer and shine in the light. On his head they placed the ceremonial headdress. When they had finished, he turned to face the girl. �I am Wei, god of the sun. You shall be my bride,� he said with a smile. As he left, he said to one of the servants, �Do not take her away. I want her with me forever.�
The girl moved over the bed and got down on her knees as he finally turned and left the room. It no longer mattered what they taught in her school. She was the chosen bride.
Parente watched as Wei made his way to the holding area. There was something new with the boy. When the servants told him of his desires, he smiled. This will make him much more compliant, he thought.
Caracas
It seemed the secret police were everywhere. Rojas first went toward his house, but he saw several police units ahead of him going the same direction. He thought about going toward the Embassy, but thought better of it since the ambassador seemed to be involved. Instead, he made his way to the slums of the city where no one expected they would go. After an hour, roaming the narrow streets, he changed course and began making his way back toward the lacrosse fields. The lights were on and there was a f�tbol game on the far field. Rojas, tired of driving and evading, pulled the car into a place between two buildings which afforded a clear view of the fields. He parked the car and turned off the lights.
The children were frightened by all the frantic driving, even though Rojas and Christina tried to reassure them. Once they had parked, Christina urged the children to lay back and try to nap. After a few minutes she turned to Rojas. �Juan, what�s the real story about this? Why are we running?� she asked.
Rojas let out a small sigh. She deserved the truth. �Have you been following the news about the American hostages?� he asked. She nodded. �We found out that Parente did this. Neither of us could live with something like that. Carl got in touch with one of the Americans and got me in touch with their embassy staff. We have been trying to end this,� he said sincerely. �It appears someone found out about our efforts and Parente is after us and the hostages. I�m afraid we are all going to pay the price because Parente craves his power.�
�But isn�t he powerful enough as President,� she asked.
Rojas chuckled. �You might think so, but this time, he is wanting even more. He is taking on the United States to prove it.�
Christina sat back and stared vacantly out the window. The whole time she had known Carl, he had always tried to be the best. He wanted to be the best pilot, best parent, best church leader, and now best citizen. Once again, when something was wrong, he stepped in to make it right. This time, he had put his whole family at risk. She was eternally proud of him. Even if it did take uprooting and going seemingly to the end of the earth, she would be there with him.
�Where will we be going?� asked Emilio from the back seat.
Rojas turned and looked at the boy. He looked like a much younger version as his father and he had the same determined look Rojas had seen on his friend on many occasions. �Actually, I�m not sure. You may be going to the United States.�
Emilio got a surprised look on his face. The prospect of going there got his attention. �Do they play lacrosse there?�
�It�s actually where lacrosse was born. There are teams everywhere,� Rojas said smiling.
The boy sat back in the seat and tightened his grip on the stick. �I�m ready,� he said with a half grin.
The sound of a helicopter broke them out of their conversation. Rojas watched as the presidential helicopter came in slowly under the lights on the field. He quickly started the car and made a dash down the narrow space and across the street. Using the car as a battering ram, he crashed through the fence and drove onto the field.
Messina saw the wild dash and set the helo down in the middle of the field. As the f�tbol team and its spectators watched, Rojas drove the car right up to the helicopter. The doors were flung open and Rojas and Christina spirited the children into the waiting aircraft. In no time, it was back in the air and moving rapidly into the darkness. Almost immediately afterward, a set of cars bound onto the field with their lights flashing.
Messina looked back at the field and increased the power to the engines to take the aircraft faster into the darkness. He also reached up and switched off the running lights. The next thing he did was switch off the IFF. Since the airport radar operators used the IFF instead of the raw return, it gave him a better fighting chance to get away.
Banking the aircraft back through the city, he kept it low to the buildings while running full speed back toward the mountains and the airstrip. Sitting in the front seat, he looked back and waved to his family, then reached over and took Rojas� hand. �Thanks you. I owe you everything,� he said.
Messina switched off the interior lights and then punched up the intercom. �Okay, everyone just sit back and enjoy the flight. We�re going to be flying without lights, so just enjoy looking out the windows,� he said. He was rewarded by the family waving to him.
Messina turned to Rojas. �We�re not out of the woods yet. This will be an hour and a half flight and we may be sucking fumes by the time we get there. Help me watch for other aircraft, especially fighters.�
Fortunately, the secret police hadn�t thought about scrambling fighters because the nearest base was over fifty miles away. With thunderstorms rolling through the area, few were venturing into the air. The helicopter ran unopposed out of the city and into the mountains toward the distant flashes of lightning.

Chapter 15
Rescue

The Compound
Slowly, Chapman�s men moved toward the big wooden gates at the opposite end of the compound. In the towers, the men seemed more interested in keeping an eye on what was going on inside than outside the walls. After President Parente had left, the gates had not been closed. With them open, a breeze seemed to better fill the courtyard and cool the buildings. With the end in sight, there seemed little reason to close them.
Chapman led the first group to the right of the structure while Ricks and Second Lieutenant Mason took the left. At the far end of the compound, Ricks sent Miller and another sniper to the opposite end of the road so they would have an unobstructed view of the two guard towers. They would also be far out of the light from the compound. Seeing a third guard sitting outside one of the doors, Chapman detailed another to keep an eye on him.
There were no guards around the gate end of the compound. The open door actually cut both ways. It allowed the men to see in, but also left them exposed to be seen from inside. It would have to be fast. The thunder was helping them by masking a lot of sound. Chapman and Ricks gathered the men on either corner of the compound ready to spring inward.
The sound of a truck approaching forced the men to retreat back around the side of the wall. The large open truck, its back covered with a tarp, barreled down the mountain and swerved in toward the compound. It came to a screeching halt half way through the open doors. The driver leisurely got out of the cab and walked into the barracks. The men heard some laughter inside.
Chapman spoke into the radio. �Okay, plan two. Snipers in. Take station under the deuce and a half. Ricks, take four men and get behind that truck. The rest take station on either side. Snipers, let me know when you have a shot. Mason, take your men and keep the rest in the barracks. Everyone use their silencers. If we open up, they will come in from all sides. When I say go, we pounce,� he ordered. The men silently made their way into position and got ready to strike. They were interrupted again by the sound of drums from high up the mountain.
Suddenly one of the doors swung open and the sergeant began calling his people into the courtyard. The men filed out of the barracks and lined up while two others walked across the yard and went into the door where the hostages were kept. In a moment, the hostages were filed out and lined up against the wall. The sergeant was cursing them the whole way. He drew his pistol. �Now you will all see who is right and who is wrong here. Line them up facing the wall!� he ordered.
The obviously tired and tormented mayors were placed against the wall. Only one refused to turn around. Sharon Roberts was from New York. She didn�t turn away from anyone.
�Turn and face the wall!� screamed the sergeant.
�Fuck you. If I�m gonna die, I�m gonna make you look me in the eye while it happens,� she said defiantly. One by one the others turned around as well.
The sergeant smiled an evil smile. �My pleasure,� he almost spat. He turned to his men. �Squad. Ready,� he ordered. The men came to attention and brought their rifles up. �Aim!�
Several of the men lowered their rifles.
�What in the hell do you think you are doing?� the sergeant screamed. He pointed his pistol at the men. �Do you want to join them? I will gladly shoot you myself,� he shouted. As the men threw their rifles to the ground, the sergeant pointed his pistol at them in a rage.
Thunder filled the air as the sergeant�s head suddenly exploded, peppering the men nearest him with blood and bits of his brains. The two sentries saw what happened and raised their rifles when they too were suddenly struck and fell to the ground. The remaining men turned to see soldiers pointing their rifles at them and threw down their weapons. As they raised their hands the soldiers quickly ran in and placed them on the ground. Others ran up to the mayors and made sure they were alright.
Roberts let out a long breath. �My god, I thought we were at an end,� she said, almost collapsing after the experience.
Making a quick count, Chapman turned to the others. We have all fourteen. Let�s get them out of here. Kay May stopped them short. �It�s only thirteen. This man is a former guard who tried to help us,� she said pointing to Donado.
�Who�s missing?� asked Chapman.
�Where�s Patricia?� asked Ricks, looking through the crowd of people.
�She was taken this morning,� said Roberts. �You�ve got to hurry. They took her up to be a sacrifice just like poor Mitchell,� she said pointing up the hill.
Chapman didn�t wait. �Mason, take five men and get these people in the back of that truck. Get them to the airfield as quick as you can. Ricks, get the rest of the men and pile into this vehicle here. We need to get up that hill.
Quickly subduing the soldiers in the compound, the men boarded the vehicles and took off. As thunder continued to sound in the night, Chapman only hoped he would be in time.
* * *
At the small airfield, a young sub lieutenant sat back in the small office waiting for the presidential jet from Cuba to arrive. One of the men shouted that a set of lights could be seen in the air, coming toward the small field. He immediately ordered the fires lit along the runway. There were no electric lights, but the men had dug a trench along the sides of the runway and had filled them with oil. On his order, two men lit torches and made their way to the edges of the runways and lit the oil.
The flames spread down the entire length of the runway to help the pilot guide the aircraft in. The men watched as the lights grew closer and the sound of the engines grew louder. Suddenly lights came on the aircraft illuminating the sides and tail. They proclaimed the aircraft belonged to Cubana Airlines, the airline of Cuba. It settled toward the ground and as it came over the end of the runway, the fires in the trenches illuminated the lower parts of the aircraft. Wheels touched the ground and the engines were quickly reversed so that the plane would stop before the runway ended.
Despite its size, the aircraft came to a halt in front of the small office. The end of the runway was much larger so that aircraft could turn around and it contained extra space for a helicopter landing pad. The pilot used his wheels and engines to turn the giant plane and remain on the paved surface. Once around, the lights were extinguished and the engines shut down.
The sub lieutenant lined his people up and brought them to attention to pay proper respect to the President of Cuba. From the other side of the aircraft a squad of United States Marines quickly ran around the tail and surprised the waiting soldiers. Once the area was secure, the giant rear ramp was lowered and made ready. With luck, the hostages would arrive soon.
* * *
The truck arrived just outside the ceremonial village. Chapman was surprised that no one was guarding the entrance. Using hand signals, he had the remaining team quickly exit the trucks and fan out. The drums were loud and the voices of several hundred men and women were heard singing and chanting as the ceremony was taking place. Chapman ordered one squad around the buildings on the low side and Ricks took the other to the high side.
The top of the hill was made up of a number of adobe style buildings forming a �U� shape around the central courtyard. Other smaller huts were sprinkled farther in the trees. Making their way between the buildings, they came up on a soldier leaning against the side of a building. Catching a glimpse of the intruders, he turned and aimed his weapon. Ricks pulled the trigger of his silenced pistol twice and the man went down. There was a ladder going up to the roof of one of the buildings. Ricks sent Miller up top to get a perch. Two buildings down, he sent up another sniper. Reporting them in place, he and the rest of his squad found themselves at the far end of the courtyard. There before them was a spectacle Ricks had only expected to see in a place like Disney World. All across the front of the court were people dancing and chanting as the fires burned and the drums beat out their rhythm. In the center of the stage was a huge obelisk. Just like the photos, there was a post in front of it. All along the walls were men dressed in colorful ceremonial gear. They were obviously watching the crowd and urging their participation. Like Aztec cheerleaders, they jumped and shouted with the beat, calling out some and encouraging even more. The Team found itself behind the crowd and was so far unmolested. Two men were seen on top of the far buildings carrying rifles. With Chapman�s order, both men dropped from sight.
No one knew if the ceremony was winding up or getting started until out of a far door, Parente appeared, dressed in his ceremonial gear and covered in gold. The occasional thunder helped him by making the crowd believe something far more powerful was happening tonight. He slowly walked to the front of the crowd, lifting his arms towards heaven and calling out to the crowd. The people stopped dancing and listened as he began chanting in some ancient tongue. With a mighty swish of sound and a clap of thunder, the drums began again as smoke exited the corners of the obelisk and rose skyward, temporarily obscuring the top. Lights got brighter as the smoke rose. Suddenly, from the ground, it seemed the obelisk had opened up and Wei stood, shimmering in the bright light at the top. From the ground, the people could not see the giant ark lamps illuminating the god, but the light was reflected back down to them so intensely, it almost hurt to look at.
Wei lifted his staff and waved it over the crowd. The crowd responded with even louder cheers as their god showered his blessings on them. Suddenly from a door on the opposite side, two men dragged Patricia Crowell Hammond bodily across the court to the post in front of the obelisk. Despite her struggling, they bound her to the post with gold rope.
As she struggled against her bindings the dancing and the chanting resumed as the cheerleaders by the buildings began again in earnest. As Wei looked on, Parente began his swirling dance before the crowd. The men of the team knew it would be soon.
Ricks suddenly turned to one of his men and called for the cloak. He quickly donned the canvas-like garment and attached the battery pack. In a minute, the computer kicked in and the cloak began to match the surrounding area.
Ricks touched his communicator. �Captain, I�m going in. Keep these guys off me,� he said as he attached the Velcro fasteners and stepped into the open and moved toward the crowd.
Parente stopped his dance and moved to a small table. He picked up an obsidian knife and raised it into the air. The crowd began to scream in approval, drowning out another loud clap of thunder. He took the knife in his hands and slowly moved toward Patricia, still struggling to get free. As he came face to face with her, he murmured, �This will end you and your husband�s torment.� An evil smile crossed his face as he slowly raised the knife in both hands.
Patricia watched in horror as the weapon of her death was raised, ready to plunge into her chest. Her eyes followed the knife as he slowly raised it above her head.
�I have a shot,� said Miller into his headset.
�Take it,� ordered Chapman.
The rifle was silenced. No shot rang in the air.
Parente suddenly saw the obsidian knife fall, in pieces, and shatter on the stones at his feet. He felt something run down his arms. Looking up, he saw the blood rushing down from his shattered hands. The realization brought the pain and he collapsed to the ground at Patricia�s feet. The cries from the crowd changed when they saw their chief priest bleeding on the ground.
There was a scream at the back of the crowd and the people turned to see what appeared to be an apparition float across the courtyard toward the front of the stage. It appeared to be something invisible, but the delay in the computer made the image seem totally unearthly. The frightened spectators began moving out of the way as it passed through them. A soldier appeared with his rifle in hand. Without a sound he suddenly dropped dead to the ground along with a second who came out of one of the buildings. Now the spectators began to scream.
Fleeing the specter, the people left a clear path for Ricks to get to Patricia. She opened her eyes and stared in wonder as the �spirit� came directly in front of her.
�The cavalry has arrived,� said Ricks under the garment.
A puzzled look came over her face. �Dale?� she asked faintly.
She heard a chuckled in front of her. �Roger sent me,� he said.
Ricks turned off the suit and pulled it from around him. The sudden appearance of a man where there was none sent even more of the people scampering.
Wei watched in disgust as his ceremony was decimated. Angered, he switched on his microphone and called out to the people below. Everyone stopped and looked up to him as he began chanting in another tongue. It was obvious he was angry and he raised his staff above his head. He stood there chanting and watched as the people below began to kneel. Several bowed to the ground. Above them, Wei could feel his godly powers grow. The hair on his body began to rise and he knew that finally, his becoming a god had come to be. His skin tingled as he seemed to feel his new powers surge through him. As he raised his staff ever higher he made a loud call to bring his people together.
In a brilliant flash, the lightning bolt struck the metal staff and traveled through Wei to the metal floor of the obelisk. In an instant, his bones were fused together as the god of the sun burned almost as bright. The clap of thunder joined to cause nearly everyone to fall to the ground. Half the lights in the area went out. The remaining illuminated Wei. His headdress was on fire. He stood, frozen in place. His staff was still raised high into the air. The people below watched in fascination as the wind from the oncoming storm fanned the flames of his headdress. Everything stood still for a moment as the crowd below stared at the figure. Then, after another gust, his feet peeled away from the metal stand and his still stiff body fell to the ground like some marble statue, coming to a dull thud on the stone floor of the courtyard.
There was a scream from one of the buildings as a naked young blond girl ran to Wei�s remains and tried to scoop him into her arms.
With her screams, the spectators panicked and fled. Within a minute the village was empty. Chapman gathered his men to assess the situation. Ricks, with Patricia still in his arms, walked up.
�She�s in shock, Boss. I tried to put her down and she wouldn�t let go,� said Ricks.
Chapmen looked into her eyes. They were held in a vacant stare. The ordeal had nearly broken her, but she had attached to her rescuer and wouldn�t let go. Chapman touched her arm and she looked at him for a second. �Let�s get you home,� he said.
Sergeant Miller hopped down a set of stairs leading from the roof where he had taken his shot. He walked calmly over to a figure trying to crawl into a doorway. There was a trail of blood from where his shot struck home to the crumpled figure. Parente was desperately trying to crawl to safety, but his hands would not support any weight to allow him to stand. His headdress had fallen off and his cloak was dragging the ground behind him. Miller approached the gold encrusted figure.
�Where do you think you�re going?� he asked.
Parente looked up at the man in disgust. The hatred in his eyes seemed to fill his sweaty face. �Do not touch me, you dog. You should be bowing before me,� he exclaimed.
A smile appeared on Miller�s face. He calmly reached down and grabbed the back of the collar on the cloak, flipping Parente over backwards. There was a yelp of pain as Parente tried to use his hands break his fall. Miller placed his boot on Parente�s chest and pointed his pistol between his eyes.
�I already put one hole in you. Want to try for two?� he asked.
Parente�s face changed slightly as the realization that this man would happily end his life. He didn�t say a word.
Captain Chapman walked over. �Any trouble?�
Miller chuckled. �Just the trouble I�m having to keep from pulling this trigger. Where do you want him?� he asked.
Motioning over towards the back of the compound, Chapman said, �Put him in his limousine. We�ll give him one last ride.�
The team quickly gathered their equipment and policed their shells. One of the men tried to get the young girl to come with them, but she refused. She was still cradling Wei in her arms as they drove away from the compound.
The Mountain Air Strip
Messina was having a tough time dodging lightning flashes while skirting the mountains. Yet it wasn�t long before he saw the familiar lighted shack. There was a large aircraft on the runway. He skirted the area and settled on the circular pad at the end. Shutting down the engines, he found the aircraft surrounded by armed men. In desperation, he looked at Rojas. �I tried my best,� he said.
The cabin door opened and one of the soldiers pulled them out of the aircraft. �Who are you,� one asked in the darkness.
Messina straightened up. �I am Colonel Curt Messina and this is Colonel Juan Rojas. Who are you?�
Amazingly, the men around the helicopter lowered their weapons. �We�ve been expecting you, Colonel. Is this your family?�
�Yes,� he said almost dumbstruck.
The soldiers helped his family from the aircraft and ushered all of them to the back of the aircraft as a large truck pulled up and around the road and onto the airstrip property. A man leaned out of the passenger side and called out, �We need some help here!�
One by one, from the back of the truck the hostages were helped down to the ground. In the light from the small office, the Marines escorted them into the back of the aircraft. Lieutenant Mason was stopped by someone in the dark. �Where are the rest?� the man asked.
�One was taken to another compound up the hill. They went to get her,� he said.
* * *
Two vehicles rapidly made their way down the hill and along the road leading to the airstrip. The lead car was the Presidential limousine followed by a small van. As they neared the bottom of the hill a small patrol blocked the way, but seeing the presidential limo, they stood back and saluted. Inside, Ricks sat between Patricia and Parente. The man�s hands had been wrapped by one of the team members using part of Wei�s garment. The blood still oozed from the bandages.
Ricks looked over at the man. �Still hurt?� he asked.
Parente glared at him. �You wouldn�t dare kidnap the leader of a nation,� he said angrily.
�Just watch,� said Chapman from the front seat. He turned to the driver. �We going to make it?�
�Not by 2130. We passed that time long ago,� he said as he swerved the car around the curve in the road.
Chapman looked back at Ricks. �We may have lost our ride,� he said.
Ricks grinned. �Have a little faith, Captain,� he said.
Ten minutes later, the two vehicles turned up the road leading to the airstrip. They could see a light from a small building. Swerving around the last turn, the men felt a relief to see the shadow of a huge plane waiting for them in the runway. They pulled the car all the way to the ramp on the back of the plane. Flinging the doors open on the vehicles, the passengers quickly ran up the ramp as the engines began to start. Before the ramp could get a foot off the ground, Rojas darted out of the plane and to the limousine. After only a second, he ran back with something in his hand.
The ramp slowly began to rise and the rear of the plane finally closed. Inside the plane the lights came on. Ricks was still helping Patricia to her seat when she saw someone dressed in white standing in front of her. She began to cry.
Vice Admiral Roger Hammond swept his wife into his arms and held her closely. The strain of the past two weeks seemed to melt away as he held her. �You knew I�d come for you,� he said.
She kissed him hard on the lips and exclaimed, �Never a doubt.� Then the stress caught up with her and she nearly collapsed to the ground. �Doc!� Hammond called out.
Doc Dickerson led them to the small medical bay in the aircraft where he started his examination. �Leave her with me, Admiral. I�ll get her right,� he said with a smile.
�Doc, she�s carrying our child,� Hammond told him.
Dickerson winked and shut the door.
A crewman came aft and addressed the Admiral. �Sir, there�s a helicopter blocking our way.�
The second helicopter scheduled to pick up Parente had appeared and was hovering in front of the aircraft. The engines were operating and the pilot was ready to take off, but it was in the way.
Hammond looked at the helicopter through the cockpit windows. He turned to the pilot. �Turn on all our lights,� he said.
The outside of the aircraft was suddenly brightly illuminated. The blue letters spelling out �Cubana,� clearly made the aircraft one of Cuban registry. The other pilot, expecting the aircraft to be there, quickly moved out of the way.
�Kick it,� said Hammond as the pilot shoved the throttles all the way forward.
The large aircraft began moving rapidly down the runway. About midway, the engineer flipped a switch and six JATO rockets ignited pushing the aircraft quickly into the air. Banking to the north, it only took twenty minutes to cross into Colombian airspace.
In the back of the aircraft, Parente sat flanked by two guards. Rojas walked up to him. Parente�s face broke into a smile. �Ah, My Colonel. I see you have been captured as well. And you have my briefcase! I�ll be happy to take it back now.�
Rojas looked down at the man with disgust. �Actually, I am the one who made sure you were caught. Your story that I am responsible will not work. As for the briefcase, the American FBI will be happy to get their hands on it, after I remove the information on all your bank accounts. After all, Colonel Messina and I will need to have some income in exile,� he said as he turned and headed toward where the Messina family was seated.
One of the Iowa corpsman came up to better bandage Parente�s hands. They had been totally shattered and would eventually require major surgery. Pieces of the obsidian knife had been forced into one by the bullet which struck him. The medic was finishing up his bandaging when a man walked up to them. He smiled down at Parente.
President Parente, I am Gerald Donaldson of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. I wanted to inform you of your rights.�
Parente looked up at the man. �You cannot detain me. I am the President of Venezuela. Your laws do not extend here.�
Donaldson shrugged his shoulders. �Actually, neither do yours. We are now in Columbian airspace and you are being taken to the United States where you will be placed on trial for kidnapping and murder, among other things. And we are going to give you�re the privilege of having the same rights as an American citizen. So you now have the right to remain silent�� Donaldson began.
A few seats away, Ricks sat beside Chapman. �Thanks for keeping those guys off me.�
Chapman glanced over at him. �Never mind me, what made you think to put on that suit and scare everybody half to death? I had to keep them off just because I couldn�t believe what I was seeing,� he said.
Ricks gave a weak smile. �You should know I am prone to do some strange things under stress. But it was the quickest way I knew to get the civilians out of the way.�
�I�ll give you that. But ask next time. You nearly scared me to death,� Chapman said getting up and punching him in the shoulder. He walked to the front of the aircraft shaking his head.
Ricks gave a chuckle and turned to see that the FBI man had finished his job and was now sitting, next to Parente, now in shackles. Ricks walked back and stood in front of him. Parente looked at him with a sour face.
Ricks leaned down and looked him directly in the eyes. �Do you know who I am?�
Parente gave a disgusted look. �Why should I care who you are,� he said.
Ricks grinned and gave him a look that chilled him to the bone. He leaned in until Parente could smell the sweat on him. �Oh, you should care. You see, I am the friend of Admiral Hammond and his wife, Patricia. You somehow got the idea that you could hurt my friends, and you know, I take that very seriously,� he said pulling the knife out of his boot. In doing so, the metallic glimmer of Rick�s artificial leg could be seen underneath. He waved the knife in front of Parente�s face, causing the FBI man to get a little nervous until he saw one of the men standing to one side indicate it would be okay.
�A few years ago, I was in a war where you took the other side, I believe. I killed countless of the North Koreans because they simply pissed me off. None of them saw me coming, and some didn�t know what I had done until they were already dead. And you know what? A couple of weeks ago, you pissed me off too,� Ricks continued as he pointed the edge of his knife at Parente�s face. �Now I just heard that my dear friend�s wife was carrying a baby when you took her. So I wanted to give you a warning. If I find out that child has been harmed in any way, even if it is born with some defect, I will hold you responsible. If that happens, no matter where you are, or what you are doing � if you are in prison, or even if you are dead, I will hunt you down and dismember you like a dear in my back yard. I swear, that even in death, I will make you will feel every cut and every slice. I�ll fix it so that you won�t even be able to scream. Just watch out, because you won�t see me coming,� he said as he finally stood, turned to the FBI agent and said, �Just sending a message,� and walked away.
Even the FBI man swallowed hard.

Chapter 16
Final Concert

The White House
The press conference had been called supposedly to bring everyone up to speed on the hostage situation. The White House Press Room was packed with journalists hoping to catch the Press Secretary with another damning question. To their surprise, the President entered the room and made his way to the podium.
�I decided to come today so my press secretary could have a break.�
There was polite laughter in the room. The President continued. �But first I wanted you to meet some people. Come on in,� he said as the door opened and the mayors entered the room. There was bedlam at the realization that the hostages had been rescued. There were fourteen people standing with the President in front of the gallery. He held up his hand to quiet the journalists.
�A couple of weeks ago I told a young man what happened regarding our mayors and he confidently told me to send in the Marines. Being sound advice, I contacted someone you know, General Claire Richardson, the Commander of our Special Forces Units, and asked her to take on the task of rescuing our hostages. Last night, a Special Forces Unit made its way into Venezuela and rescued all but one of the hostages. All are back on American soil. The one mayor we lost was Mayor Jim Mitchell, who was murdered in cold blood by his captor a week ago. Our hearts and our deepest condolences go out to Mayor Mitchell�s family and his community.�
�I also want to announce that the Special Forces Team also was able to capture the man responsible for this abduction. He too is in American hands, on American soil. We know, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that the man responsible is President Emilio Parente of Venezuela. He will be tried in an American court, and later in an international court for his crimes. There is also a young man here, who tried to help our mayors in their time of crisis, and was jailed with them. Private Manuel Donado was actually a guard who tried to do something about the situation. Our mayors took him in and nursed him back to health when their leaders beat him and jailed him with them. We thank you for your willingness to take a stand against evil.�
There was general applause from the journalists, happy to see the young man with the still puffy and marked face.
�Once again, our American military has been able to strategically go in and rescue Americans from a desperate situation. Those members of the Special Forces Team have now returned to their homes, and stand ready for their next assignment. We will not tell you their names since there may be some who would want to retaliate against them. They will remain in the background ready to strike when needed. So I tell anyone out there who may be thinking of acting against the United States and its citizens, just beware. We can and we will respond. Now I�ll take your questions.�
Shouts came from all over the gallery as hands were raised. The President pointed toward one reporter. �I�d like to ask the mayors how they were able to get through this ordeal.�
Several of the Mayors turned to look at the other. Finally Sharon Roberts stepped forward. �You know, you all gotta realize this wasn�t a whole lot of fun,� she began. There was laughter through the reporters. �But if there was one person who got us through this, it was Patricia Hammond. She was there all the time, trying to cheer us up or soothe a hurt. She even stood up for the group on several occasions, in one of which, she kicked our jailer in the balls.�
The group roared with laughter at the thought of someone being so bold. The applause filled the room.
Another hand was raised. �Mister President, where is Patricia Hammond. I don�t see her here.
O�Bannon grinned for a minute and then answered. �I will tell you one of the people instrumental in getting these people back. It was her husband, Vice Admiral Roger Hammond. If you recall, we had an exercise with the navies of Brazil and Colombia. That exercise was orchestrated by Admiral Hammond to act as a decoy for Venezuelan forces. I�d like to thank the governments of Brazil and Colombia for working with us. It actually helped improve the readiness of all our forces. Getting back to Mayor Hammond, during the rescue, she was subjected to a pretty frightful situation and her physician recommended they take some time to recuperate and be together. In other words, I asked them to be here and he said no.� The gallery laughed again. �I guess I know my place,� the President said. �They both deserve a well-earned rest.�
Annapolis, Maryland
Doc Dickerson drove his rented Cadillac along the highway to Annapolis, Maryland. In the back, Roger and Patricia Hammond sat holding each other. After the examination, he had pronounced the baby fit, but Patricia was still in shock. Having endured both the hardship, stress and eventually the experience of being tied to a post and fully believing she would die, had taken nearly everything out of her. He had recommended a long, very relaxing vacation. After making a few contacts, arrangements were made to pick the two of them up in Annapolis for a trip on some yacht.
Pulling around the capitol building, Dickerson maneuvered the car to a grey brick building on the waterfront. On the front of the building was the name �Sixteen Inch.�
Hammond looked at the entrance. �What are we doing here?� he asked.
�Evidently it is some local watering hole. I was told you would be picked up for your trip here,� Dickerson said.
The three of them entered the building. The interior was dark. It was decorated like a turn of the century saloon, complete with a stage covered with red velvet curtains with gold fringe. There were knick-knacks adorning the walls and along one side was an ancient dark carved wooden bar with a large mirror. There were long, thin tables leading up to the stage with a few round ones in the back where a menu was on the wall advertising sandwiches, burgers and chicken fingers. The floor was covered with sawdust. There were several barrels of peanuts around the room where people could fill up a small bowl. On the stage was a set of drums and an old upright piano with a wooden beer keg for the seat.
At first, there didn�t seem to be anyone there, but a man, sporting a white apron, came out of a side door and ushered them down to the end of one of the long tables. Depositing his guests, he went to the bar and returned with three soft drinks.
�This looks like an interesting place,� said Hammond.
Patricia wasn�t paying attention. Her normally effervescent self was long gone. She seemed to cling to Roger and didn�t notice the d�cor or any conversation around her. It was as if someone had robbed her of her soul. She stared at the drink before her and didn�t touch it.
As they sat in the cool, darkened room, someone came out from the back of the stage, dressed in what looked like a late nineteenth century sailor�s uniform. The �Dixie Cup� hat had its sides rolled down and his shirt sleeves were rolled up. A spotlight came on the honky-tonk piano and he sat down to play. After running his fingers up and down the keyboard a few times, he began to play, �Swing Low, Sweet Chariot.� After a few bars, another sailor came in with a banjo. He stepped on the edge of the piano and climbed up to the top to sit, and began playing with the first man. Two more sailors came in. One carried a sousaphone and the other a cornet. The cornet player was wearing the bell bottomed trousers but instead of the blouse, was sporting red flannel underwear. The drummer was next, followed by a clarinet player and a man to rolling in a xylophone.
Three of the men looked very familiar to Hammond. As he looked harder, he recognized members of the Iowa band. That was when he remembered that three of them had started a place of their own. This must be it.
The band sounded really good. They finished �Chariot� and immediately broke into, �When the Saints Come Marching In.� As if on cue, people started filing into the bar. They came down the aisle to where the three were seated. A figure appeared in front of Patricia. When she looked up, �Boats� Patnaude said, �Welcome back Mayor Pat.�
Patricia Hammond stirred. Tears came into her eyes and she reached over and took his rough hands. At first she didn�t say anything, but the noises around her got louder and the band started getting faster. She began looking around the room. The crew of USS Iowa were filing in and calling her name. They smiled, waved and clasped their hands together. More of the men pressed down to take her hand and welcome her personally back home.
Little by little, Patricia�s spirits began to return to her. These were �her guys� from what she considered �her ship.� They hadn�t given up on her and they were there when she needed them.
Patricia Hammond sat up in her seat. Looking around, she began to wave to the men. By now, the lights were on and the whole bar had come alive with the sounds of happy people and Dixieland music. The band broke into some very old songs from early in the previous century. The words were projected onto the walls and the crew began to sing along. She looked at the band again. This time, she did see some of the Iowa band members. They winked at her and she waved back. More and more, the band played. Between the laughter, singing and fun, Patricia Hammond became whole again.
About half way through the evening, more sailors came on the stage. It was the rest of the Iowa band. At first, they played along with their shipmates, but then, they broke into �Blackwater.� Patricia�s eyes began to tear up. She looked at her husband. As she had known, he had come to rescue her. She knew he would always be there for her, just as she knew this would always be her crew.
Roger Hammond looked down at his wife, and she pulled him in for a kiss. �I love you,� she said.
He grinned. �I�m all yours, Babe.�
It was already dark when the boat pushed off from the inner harbor of Annapolis. In the distance, USS Iowa had lights blazing from stem to stern. In the morning, the ship would begin her journey back to San Pedro carrying her crew and two vacationing passengers. It was a bond that would never be broken.
The End
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