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NOTE TO THE READER
This novel was written in the 1990s, before the hijackings on September 11, 2001, and it's set in that time frame. That being said, much of the commentary contained herein remains pertinent to any discussion of aviation security today. All information is derived from open sources, and any resemblance to any specific situations or individuals is purely coincidental. This is a work of fiction.
PROLOGUE:
SNATCH AND SCRATCH
BEIRUT, LEBANON:
Bucknell Leigh was a fine-boned and fair-skinned man. His wife thought he looked like one of the pale Romantic poets, Shelley or Keats. The intelligence officers who worked for him in the Central Intelligence Agency's Beirut Station thought he looked like a delicate bird. The way his hunched shoulders scraped within his baggy white dress shirts did give him a bird-like appearance. Leigh wore the hesitant expression of a man who knew he was about to be denied admission to an exclusive club. That was an accurate description of his career prospects. After Viet Nam and his controversial work with the Phoenix Project paramilitary operators, Bucknell Leigh had been exiled to the twilight zone of training administration and support. His more ambitious and politically savvy peers had long ago passed him on their way up the ladder.
This was his station chief assignment, normally the peak of an operations officer's career. He knew better than that. He got this assignment because no one else would go near it. After almost all the Agency's Lebanese and Middle Eastern specialists were killed in the massive car bomb attack at the embassy, few officers remained with any substantial Middle Eastern experience, let alone the necessary language skills. Those few fought hard to avoid the bloody wilderness of mirrors that was Beirut. So it was Bucknell Leigh, the administrative workhorse of the Anti-Terrorism Assistance Program, whose name came up when it was time to fill the slot.
His office was a weary place, the paint a cheap industrial white, the furniture threadbare and battered. Those CIA offices not located within the Embassy or Consulate compound proper shared a common dinginess fostered by the need to maintain cover and to conserve funds. The only bright spot was a brilliant oil painting of a sunflower between the heavy Mosler safe and the dull-green filing cabinets. His wife had given him that picture when he was sent to Beirut. A picture of his wife and daughter in front of their house in Williamsburg sat on the corner of his tidy desk. There was another picture next to it, of Leigh and his friend Charley Dey outside of the Special Forces team-house where they had worked in Viet Nam.
Charley Dey had sent him a gift when Leigh got his orders detailing him to the Beirut station. The UPS driver brought the package to the house in Williamsburg, had him sign for it, and asked, "Present from somebody, Mr. Leigh?"
"From an old friend," Leigh said.
Inside the cardboard box was a wooden presentation case with the logo of Wilson's Gun Works engraved on it. He lifted the lid and looked down on a Wilson Custom Combat Series 70 Colt .45 Government Model pistol and three matched magazines, along with a Milt Sparks Summer Special concealment holster and magazine pouch.
"Only the best," Leigh murmured. "You'll never get that I'm no shooter, will you, Charley? But I appreciate the thought..."
That pistol was his favorite paperweight. It rested now on top of a pile of manila working folders. He tossed the folders and pistol into his briefcase as he cleared his desk and called through the open door to his secretary.
"Darlene! Call Rashid and have him bring the car around, will you please?"
Darlene, a short plump Iowan who doted on Leigh, came to his office door. "I'm sorry, Mr. Leigh, but Rashid left early. He was feeling sick again."
"Again?"
"He said he thought it was from lunch."
"He should eat at a better place, then. He's been sick almost every other day."
"Should I call the motor pool for another driver?"
"Yes, go ahead," Leigh said. "Tell them to meet me out in front in ten minutes...that'll give me time to stop at the fruit stand."
"You bet, Mr. Leigh." Darlene waddled off to make her call.
Leigh looked around his office, glanced to make sure his pistol was in his briefcase, then locked it. He went out to Darlene's desk in the reception area and said, "Good night, Darlene. I'll see you Monday morning. Have a good weekend."
"Good night, Mr. Leigh," she said. "Oh...Ismail will meet you with the car out front in about fifteen minutes...they're trying to find the spare keys."
Leigh shook his head in disgust. "Beirut," he said.
He stepped out and let the cipher-locked metal door click shut behind him. He walked down the hallway to a checkpoint, where he signed out on a logbook presided over by a sleepy guard. Leigh went through the checkpoint to another dull green hallway, and then out into the front reception area, where the logos on the lexan windows said Beirut Electronic Systems.
He stood outside for a moment. Though it was late in the day, it was still hot and dusty. Cars and taxis buzzed the streets, and a steady stream of pedestrians flowed past Leigh, who stood blinking in the sudden natural light. Across the street two men in a parked Audi watched him. Thirty-five yards further down the street, two other men in a double-parked minivan straightened in their seats. Two young Lebanese men, their eyes hidden by sunglasses, sidled through the sidewalk crowd with the ruthless innocence of sharks in a school of fish. They fell in step behind Bucknell Leigh as he crossed the street towards his favorite fruit stand.
The owner eased himself up off his wooden stool and rubbed his hands together when Leigh paused to pick through the neat rows of fresh fruit.
"Hello, Mr. Aboud," Leigh said genially. "How are the oranges? No soft spots today, huh?"
"They are very good today, Mr. Leigh. You know they are very good everyday, Mr. Leigh," the fruit stand owner replied.
"You're right as always, Mr. Aboud. I must have soft spots in my head."
"Yes, Mr. Leigh. Perhaps you have hit your head today."
The two men laughed together. Leigh picked out a few fat oranges and a large lemon and handed Mr. Aboud a bill. He pocketed his change and said, "Thank you, Mr. Aboud."
"Thank you, Mr. Leigh," the shopkeeper replied, nodding respectfully. He watched Leigh walk away from his fruit stand and start across the busy street. The two young Lebanese men, who had lingered nearby while Leigh selected his fruit, came up on both sides of the CIA officer and seized his hands. One of the men from the Audi appeared out of the crowd, a can in his hand, and sprayed Leigh in the face. Leigh's body convulsed and he struggled to bring his hands to his face, which positioned his hands perfectly for the plastic flexicuff one man slid over his wrist. Then the other man jackknifed Leigh's arm behind his back and cuffed the other wrist. The minivan pulled up, the rear sliding door open, and the three men bundled Leigh into the van and slammed the door shut. The van pulled away, not having paused for more than ten seconds. One man remained in the street, his pistol held casually as he scanned the passerby. He tucked the pistol into his belt as he returned to his Audi, and pulled the car out into the steady stream of traffic.
"Yes, Mr. Leigh," murmured Mr. Aboud, shaking his head mournfully. "Today is the day you hit your head."
***
The chemical spray had Bucknell Leigh gagging and wheezing, and the hood over his head made it worse. He knew he was in serious trouble. The snatch had been quick and professional. The van altered speed and direction constantly, sometime coming to a stop, the engine idling, and then accelerating off in a new direction. After about twenty minutes, the vehicle ground to a halt. The kidnappers seized Leigh under his arms and frog-marched him out of the van and down a flight of stairs. Leigh felt the coolness on his skin and knew he was underground somewhere. His arms were firmly pinned by two unseen men and the flexicuffs were cut off. He was wedged into a heavy chair and his arms and legs secured with leather straps to the thick posts and armrests. Then the hood was gently lifted off.
"Could I get you some water, Mr. Leigh?" the man seated behind the table said. He was a middle-aged Lebanese, with an easy, facile smile. His hands were folded in front of him on the wooden field table. The man's eyes frightened Leigh. His look of sad and professional competence was a familiar one; Leigh had looked the same way across similar tables when facing a prisoner and setting the tone for the lengthy interrogation to follow.
"Yes, please," Leigh said, controlling himself. "Some for my face also, if you would."
"Of course," the interrogator replied with courtesy. "Bring me some water and some cloths for our guest," he said to one of the young men standing beside Leigh's chair. The young kidnapper disappeared. He returned and set a greasy glass of water, a small pail, and a washcloth on the table. The interrogator stood and came around to Leigh's side of the table. He dipped the washcloth in the pail of water, wrung it out, and delicately swabbed Leigh's face, continually rinsing and dipping the rag in the water. He was careful not to drip water onto Leigh, who sat rigid as an obedient child in his chair.
"How is that, Mr. Leigh?" the interrogator asked.
"Much better, thank you. Could I have that water now?"
"Of course." The interrogator picked up the water glass and held it to Leigh's lips and let him drink. "Would you like some more?"
"Please."
The interrogator let Leigh drink his fill. "More?" he asked.
"I'm fine right now. Thank you for your courtesy," Leigh said.
"Of course, Mr. Leigh. We are a courteous people. Without courtesy, we would have no civilization. But you know that, don't you, Mr. Leigh?"
Leigh looked into the dark and liquid depths of the interrogator's eyes, and felt a deep and profound sadness come over him. He had nothing but the nuances of his training and the dim hope that his people might even now be looking for him.
"Yes," he said. "I know that you are a courteous people, sir."
The interrogator smiled. "You have spent a great deal of time in the Middle East, have you not, Mr. Leigh?"
"I'd imagine you know that already."
"Yes, Mr. Leigh, I know that. As a courtesy, from one professional to another, let me tell you some of the things I know. I know that you are the Chief of Station for the American Central Intelligence Agency's Beirut Station. I know that you were assigned here because no one else would come. I know that before you were assigned here, you coordinated the Middle Eastern Anti-Terrorism Assistance Program. I don't know very much about that program, Mr. Leigh, and that is one of the many things I look forward to you telling me all about."
From a still, cold place deep inside him, Bucknell Leigh gathered his strength and smiled. "What should I call you?"
The interrogator matched him smile for smile. "It will be a pleasure to work with such a professional, Mr. Leigh." He leaned forward and his breath filled Leigh's face. "But as a courtesy from one professional to another, let me say this. We both know about pain, and chemicals, and sleep deprivation. We know about time and the principle of delay. We know if we can just hold out that our people will find us, that if we can just hold on we will save lives, maybe even our own...as a professional, Mr. Leigh, do you think we would have taken you without having considered all that? It's a matter of time and how much you are willing to fight me. You know that. As a professional, I ask you to work with me. You and I, we've done this too many times."
The interrogator went back to his side of the table. He sat down and pulled a tablet of paper and a manila folder out of the table's single drawer. "Now," he said briskly. "Shall we begin?"
"I can't..." Leigh said.
The interrogator hunched over his tablet. "Let's begin with your professional history, Mr. Leigh..."
***
Bucknell Leigh had passed through the land of pain into numbness. He no longer had any coherent sense of time passing. First came the sleep deprivation and the beatings. Then the chemicals, carefully orchestrated by a Syrian doctor who stood by and dispensed advice and treatment. In and out of the interrogation room, back and forth down the hallway to the stone cell where he lay curled on a foam pad between sessions, the darkness swirling around him like turbid water down a drain and the sound was his life passing away. He had visions there in the dark, visions of his wife and his daughters, visions of his friends, and at one point, in a rare lucid moment, he cried like a child calling for a friend to save him from the neighborhood bully, "Help me, somebody...help me..."
No one came, though he willed them to find him. None of the black-hooded commandos he'd trained came down the hallway, MP-5 submachine guns in their hands and death in their eyes, calling his name. No one came except for the silent men who dispensed careful beatings and dragged him back and forth to the interrogation room. He was dragged yet again down the hall and slammed into the chair, the hood snatched from his head, to face his patient interrogator.
"Would you like a drink of water, Mr. Leigh?"
"Please..." Leigh slurred from between broken lips.
The interrogator poured a glass of water from the pitcher on the table, and held it for Leigh as he slurped and sucked at the glass, helpless as a child. Leigh's fine-boned features were as broken and worn as the engraving on an old coin. His lips trembled constantly, and his eyes wandered, focusing on nothing.
"Easy, Mr. Leigh. Easy. There, that's enough for now." The interrogator set the glass down on the table and seated himself on the edge, leaning towards Leigh. "You've been very brave, Mr. Leigh," he said gently. "What you have told me has been interesting, but it is nothing we could not have found out elsewhere. I didn't expect such resistance from you. You were never really an operative, were you? You were primarily a reports officer and a training administrator?"
"I...hurt..." Leigh slurred.
"I know, Mr. Leigh. I'm sorry. But we haven't really begun yet, have we?"
"I...don't know...what else...you want from me."
The interrogator went back around to his side of the table and sat down. He pulled his tablet towards him and Leigh hunched his shoulders.
"Tell me about your work in aviation security, Mr. Leigh. Tell me about counter-hijacking." The interrogator studied Bucknell Leigh, and the sad, broken depths of his eyes. He leaned forward on the table. "Tell me about the air marshals, Mr. Leigh."
Leigh twitched as though he had already been struck. His cracked and swollen lips tightened.
"Tell me..." the interrogator said softly and patiently. He paused for a moment, and then gestured to someone Leigh could sense but not see. The beating began, and Bucknell Leigh screamed until he could no longer use his voice.
***
LANGLEY, VIRGINIA:
The Director of the Central Intelligence Agency's office is a large and palatial one, rich with mahogany paneling and deep leather couches. Built into one wall is a state of the art video monitor and player, and from those high-tech speakers came the gut-wrenching screams of Bucknell Leigh. The Director stabbed the stop button on his remote control, threw it onto his desk and stalked to the window that looked out on the sprawl of CIA headquarters in Langley, Virginia.
"Where are we at on finding him?" he asked.
The man he directed his question to was slumped on the long leather couch, staring at the wall, depressed by the sights and sounds of the video they had just seen. He was the Director of Operations, the man who ran the clandestine operations and oversaw the paramilitary operations of his Agency.
"Not good," the Director of Operations said. "We've got direct action units, both ours and Department of Defense, on the ground. We're not making any headway. Intelligence Support Activity has a few good leads, but that's all they are -- leads. We've lost two operators so far, not counting the ones that got shot up in Berlin."
"There is no higher priority than this," the Director said.
"Understood."
"Is this how they..." The Director stopped and cleared his throat. He had known Bucknell Leigh in Viet Nam. Leigh had been a promising young reports officer and the Director a base chief and then Saigon Chief of Station. "Is this how they got the hard intel they used on the Kuwaiti hijacking? The operational details?"
The operations man sighed. In the months since Leigh's kidnapping, a Kuwaiti airliner had been hijacked. The hijackers had operated with a never before seen level of proficiency and knowledge. They had brought their own pilot on board. They were familiar enough with the security procedures to bypass them and smuggle weapons on board. After seizing the aircraft and killing the on-board security personnel in their seats, they had wired the aircraft with explosives and configured their defenses to defeat a sophisticated aircraft recovery team.
"It would appear so," he said wearily.
The CIA Director turned away from the window. "Where else have these videotapes shown up?"
"One here. One to the White House. One to the head of the House Sub-Committee on Intelligence." He paused and looked away from his boss. "One to his family."
"Christ!" The CIA Director kicked at his chair, a surprising physical violence in a man of his age. "I want these fuckers and I want them now! I don't care what it takes!" He gathered himself and took a deep breath. "What about our people? Are we ready to deal with this?"
"We're working this end of it as hard as is humanly possible. Bucky had a lot of friends."
The CIA Director crossed his arms. "What about the Air Marshals?"
"They've got some good people over there. We've passed the word. Charley Dey is over there, has been since the beginning."
"Dey. He and Leigh..."
"Viet Nam," the operations man said.
"Make sure those people get everything they might possibly need."
"It's kind of a closed shop over there, but we'll make it known."
"Make sure. They need to be up to speed. We're going to need them soon."
***
PART ONE
MISSION PREP
MARANA, ARIZONA:
Melissa Harding looked out over the coach cabin of the 747 and then back to the passenger manifest on her clipboard. She had been a flight attendant for only six months and she had never worked a flight like this. This was the strangest collection of passengers she had ever seen. While most of them looked like your regular back-of-the-bus customers, there were quite a few that stood out. There was one young guy, pretty cute, who kept tugging at something under his sport coat. He didn't look like he wore a coat and tie very often. An old woman, someone's grandmother by the look of her, was talking his ear off about her fear of flying. A girl in her twenties, Melissa's age, was sitting bolt upright in her seat, her eyes cutting left and right at the passengers around her. She looked scared to death. There were some real rough looking guys with big muscles and shaggy hair, dressed in scroungy work clothes. They were the kind of guys you'd keep an eye on if you were out dancing and drinking in Tucson, where Melissa lived.
Two of the rough looking guys stood up and walked briskly to the rear of the cabin and entered separate lavatories. After a moment, the lavatory doors burst open and the two men came out brandishing handguns.
"This is a hijacking!" the men shouted. "Put your heads down now! Now! Get down! Get your heads down now!"
The hijackers stalked down the aisle, waving their pistols, striking at the passengers with their free hands. The young guy in the sport coat started up out of his seat. The old woman next to him tightened her lips and produced a handgun from her purse, put it to his side, and pulled the trigger. Another man, across the aisle, looked astonished as one of the hijackers pressed his pistol to the young man's head and pulled the trigger. The young woman with the darting eyes lunged at the hijacker nearest her, but he pulled his weapon in close and pulled the trigger several times.
"End exercise!" Charley Dey shouted. He strolled up the aisle from the rear of the aircraft, a clipboard under his arm. He was short and muscular, with gray close-cropped hair, a weather-beaten face rich with lines that were drawn now into a relaxed, amused look. Charley scratched his head, then asked the young man who had been shot by the elderly woman, "You ever play poker?"
The young air marshal trainee, picking the red remains of a Simunitions paint bullet out of his side, slid his protection goggles up and said, "Yeah."
"You probably lost a lot of money at it, didn't you?"
"Well, I won some too," the trainee said.
"You know what a tell is?" Charley asked.
"Like when you look at your cards and smile or...?"
Charley nodded slowly and indulgently. "Okay, what do you tell anybody that's watching you when you start fiddling with your gun underneath your coat?"
"Who's going to know it's a gun?" the trainee said.
"Another gunfighter, that's who," Charley said patiently.
"Well, pus-nuts, I guess we know what happened to you," Donald Gene Nelson, a tall, lanky former SEAL with the face of a starved Satan, said to the student who had been shot in the head.
The embarrassed trainee shrunk down in his seat and murmured, "Uhh..."
"Listen carefully to that sound, class." Donald Gene spun and dropped a quick wink at Charley. "Uhh..." he mimicked mercilessly. "That is the unmistakable sound of a deadly serious brain fart, the passing of gas in an otherwise unremarkable brain housing group." He stalked up and down the aisle, the students shrinking from his glare. "It is also the last sound you'll hear when you die, assholes. That's the sound of your last breath slipping between your teeth. You think this is all fun and games? You think in the real world you're just going to dust red paint off and hang your head and say, 'Uhh...I fucked up?' Is that what you think?"
"No," the trainee said.
Charley played good cop to Donald Gene's bad cop. "You assumed you knew who the bad guys were. Terrorists aren't all 21-35 year old athletic middle eastern males. You don't have to be a commando to pull a trigger...
"It helps," Donald Gene said.
"...you just have to have the mind set to do it and be close enough to hit the target. The terrorists have the mindset. You are the targets. You need to understand that. You need to find your mindset, because when you graduate from here, you are going to stand between innocent people and terrorists who want to hurt those people. If you can't handle that, you better deal with it now. It'll be too late once you get out there." He waved the students back to their seats. "Let's run the scenario again."
The students and the hijacker role players returned to their seats in the aircraft. The other role players, many of them airline personnel assigned temporarily to assist the Air Marshal training program, looked at each other wide eyed at their first exposure to the realistic scenario training. Melissa felt like she had really been in a hijacking; those guys were scary. 'But I guess that's what it's all about,' she thought to herself. 'Better to be scared now and get it right.'
***
In the small instructor's office he shared with Donald Gene Nelson, Charley Dey leaned back in his chair and kicked his feet up onto his desk.
Above his head on the wall was a display board. Mounted beneath glass were his master sergeant's stripes, the Combat Infantryman's Badge, the Special Forces crest, the Military Assistance Command Vietnam Studies and Observations Group patch, Master Parachutist and Pathfinder badges, and all his decoration ribbons. Among them were the Distinguished Service Cross and the Silver Star. Next to it on the wall was a plaque from Seal Team Two, and a picture of a much younger Donald Gene, with an enormous cigar stuck in his grinning mouth, surrounded by other young warriors brandishing CAR-16s and MK-23 Stoners. Two of them were holding an NVA flag up for the camera.
"I just don't know what they're sending us anymore, Donald Gene," Charley said.
Charley's partner was braced against the window frame, staring out at the students on the training field. "Cannon fodder, pus-nuts, and products of affirmative action," Donald said. "We got secretaries, we got stockbrokers, we got gun-nut wannabes and military washouts. And we will, by God, make high-speed, low-drag counter-terrorists out of them."
"They're good kids, but..." Charley started.
"Look at the ass on that Joan," Donald interrupted. "I'd like to introduce her to Donald Gene and his love machine and engage in about two hours worth of hip thrusts and horizontal squats." He spun from the window and pointed at his friend. "Don't get wrapped around the axle about the kiddies, Chuckie. We got to do the best we can with what we got. Ours is not to reason why, ours is just to fly and die."
Charley gestured at the life-sized mannequin propped in the chair next to Donald Gene's desk. The female mannequin, a blond wig askew on its head, was dressed in black lingerie and had DEBBIE written across its forehead in red felt pen. "Why don't you take the love of your life here out for a walk around the compound?"
"I believe I will, brother. I believe I will do that very thing." Donald Gene picked up the dummy, set her wig in place, and marched out the door with her pressed against his side. Several of the students who saw him come out tried to scatter, but it was too late.
"And what are you pus-nut wannabes looking at? You're not eye-raping my date, are you, you filthy minded perverts? Get down and give me twenty pushups for even thinking the thoughts you were thinking! Get down, get down and do pushups until I get tired!" Donald bellowed in his SEAL instructor voice.
Charley laughed and turned to his endless paperwork.
***
BEKAA VALLEY, LEBANON:
In the Bekaa Valley in Lebanon, there are villages and hills as old as time itself, where shepherds and their flocks have wandered since before the time of Christ. The sun beats down on gray-brown hills as convolute as the folds of a man's brain, and as full of hidden secrets. Far from any village, there is a compound of weathered old structures and tent cabins with the canvas sides rolled up to allow what breeze there is to blow through. On one side of the compound is a mock-up of a 747 aircraft, made of a wooden framework overstretched with tarpaulins, with aircraft seats placed in the seating configuration of a commercial airliner. There are gun ranges and a large pit where trainees practice hand to hand combat. This facility is run by the training cadre of HizbAllah, and it offers the world's most up to date curriculum in the art and science of aircraft hijacking. Under an awning, Bucknell Leigh's interrogator and another man -- large, dark and intense, with a heavily scarred face -- looked out at the students exercising.
The scarred man, the director of training, stood up and shouted, "Start the break-down! Overpass in thirty minutes!"
The students broke from their training and, with the smooth economy of actions long rehearsed, broke down the aircraft mock-up. The tarps were drawn taut over the top of the mockup, and canvas rolls were dropped along the sides, forming the semblance of walls. Within minutes, the mock-up no longer resembled an aircraft: it had become a long covered storage building. Other students broke down the target frames on the open range and ran them into an underground bunker.
"They know the drill well," the interrogator observed.
"They should. Twice a day we get a satellite overpass," the scarred man said, watching the students. "What else do you have for me on how the air marshals will be deployed?"
"Nothing new. We had already wrung everything out of him. It was an act of mercy to finish him."
The scarred man looked at the interrogator. "I didn't know that you had."
"We have kept the body...there are negotiations."
"I see."
The interrogator studied the scarred face of the trainer. "I don't understand why you see it necessary to target a flight that you know has security on it."
The trainer stood up and walked to the edge of the tent, just beneath the canvas, and stared up at the sky, as though he could see the American satellite passing overhead. "Because we must make the point that they are not safe anywhere. We killed their best people in their own embassy. We took a station chief of the CIA and wrung him dry. And we will take a plane away from them and rub their faces in their own incompetence. We will take their air marshals and those we do not kill we will parade before the cameras for all the world to see." He squinted up at the sky. "We may even do it in America. America itself."
***
Because of the terrorist training camps there, military and intelligence units from all over the world follow the activities in the Bekaa Valley with great interest. One of the organizations that made Lebanon and the Bekaa Valley an area of special interest is the British Special Air Services. The SAS specializes in, among other things, the covert insertion of operational units to gather hard intelligence on terrorist activities. Their extensive operations in Ireland provide them with a proving and training ground for refining their technique. One of their most seasoned and experienced units, a four man patrol, was hidden in a cunningly concealed hide overlooking the HizbAllah hijacking camp.
"What have you got, then?" SAS Trooper Martin said to the signaler, Trooper Marshal.
"Lot of bloody fucking interference, that's what," Marshal muttered, fine tuning a knob on his equipment. "All broken up...some bit about the bleeding rags are gonna hijack an American plane."
"The headshed will want that, then," Martin said.
"You're a wanker, know that? Bloody right they'll want that."
"All right, girls," said Sergeant Mullin, the team leader. "Let's do it proper like."
Trooper Allen, quiet, shy, all of 22 years old, took the floppy diskette that Marshal handed him and inserted it into the burst transmitter. "It's off now," Allen said. He pushed the button and the entire morning's recordings, gathered by concealed microphones and augmented by the portable computer in the hide hole, shot up out of the concealed mini satellite dish to the satellite passing overhead and then down to SAS Headquarters in Hereford, England.
***
HEREFORD, ENGLAND:
In a secure briefing room in the headquarters of the 22nd Special Air Services Regiment at Hereford, Regimental Sergeant Major John "Lusty" Wideman brewed himself a cup of tea on his battered camp stove. One of the green slime -- regimental slang for an intelligence specialist -- and the Regiment Commander, Colonel Lilly, sat across the table from him.
Colonel Lilly looked up from the transcript received from the Bekaa Valley surveillance team.
"You have a contact there, this Charley Dey?" he asked Wideman.
"He's an old mate," said Wideman. "Left the Special Forces after Viet Nam, did some time with their CIA, then he went round to the Air Marshals when they started up. He's a good lad, he's the trainer now."
The Colonel took the cup of tea Wideman handed him. "Cheers, Lusty." He sipped at his brew, then said, "We'll send this over to the liaison officer, but let's send it through the back door as well. They'll need to know this right away."
Lusty Wideman nodded, grinning. "Call him at home, I will. We'll have a 'non-conversation.'" Even the green slime had to laugh at that.
***
TUCSON, ARIZONA:
Charley Dey was dreaming of Bucknell Leigh. He'd enjoyed the long talks with his Agency handler in the clubs of Saigon and around the table in the team house. Leigh was slightly older than Charley Dey and had seen more of the world. Bucky enjoyed his role of mentor in the ways and means of the intelligence game, and relished Charley's sharp mind and aptitude. Their talks had ranged from the latest developments in the VC intelligence networks to the merits of San Miguel beer to the taut young thighs of Miss Vuoc, the latest addition to the local brothel. Charley dreamed he was sitting across from his old friend, and that Bucky's face was changing like the portrait of Dorian Gray. It grew older and more beaten before his eyes, and that aging and injured face had a voice of its own, a voice that croaked out, "...help me...help me..."
The phone ringing brought him up out of that dark dream, his heart pounding. He looked at the clock. It was five in the morning. He picked up the phone and murmured, "Charley Dey."
"Cheers, lad! Why aren't you up for fitness training?" said Lusty Wideman.
"Lusty? Is that you?"
"None other, lad. Had a brew yet?"
"I'm a civilian these days, Lusty...I'm not out of bed yet."
"That's bad for you, lad. You'll be taking up with those filthy, nasty women and doing that filthy, nasty drinking soon as well."
Charley laughed at the rich Livepudalian accent of the coal-miner's son gone legendary special operator. "That was last night, Lusty. I still stink of it."
"Right, then."
"Lusty, what's up? The family OK?" Charley asked. It was highly unusual for his friend, the highest ranking enlisted man in the SAS, to call him, especially at this time of the morning and at home.
"Everything's fine here, Charley. Just pretend there's a knocking at your back door, heh?"
Charley sat up and reached for the notepad and pen beside his bed. "I remember that," Charley said, referring to the phrase they used to tip the other to information passed along unofficially.
"Remember that hornet's nest, back of your valley?" Lusty said in a relaxed, storyteller's voice.
Charley wrote down Bekaa Valley. "Remember it well," he said.
"Just like a school there for all those airborne vipers, buzzing around, causing a nuisance."
"That's right," Charley said, writing HIJACKING CAMP in capital letters.
"Had to swat a few, as I recall."
"One or two."
"Sometimes we'd send the lads out to listen to them, remember?"
"Sure."
"You know the lads, they hear things, they come up with stories too crazy to be made up like?" Lofty said.
"Yeah, you got great kids."
"One of my youngest, he tells me the hornets went and took an extermination man. They stung him and stung him till he died. But before he died, they found out all about how the exterminators work. And so all the hornets, they got together and practiced, because they were tired of the exterminators swatting them. And they were going to go where the exterminators lived and get into a truck and sting them. Sting them to death," Lusty said.
"Is that little Den telling that story?"
"Just the one. You know what else he told me?"
"What's that, Lusty?" Charley said.
"He said the exterminator the hornets caught was really a deer. A big buck. Did you know that?"
Charley Dey stared out his bedroom window. As the desert sun came up over the outskirts of Tucson and began to break the desert chill, he felt a deep coldness come over him. "I'd heard rumors, Lusty. We were friends."
"Careful, laddie. No Such Agency might be listening to you."
"Right," Charley said softly.
"I'm off, Charley. I think it's time to draw your hunting license. There will be some bumf coming through the front door for you soon enough, but I thought you'd want to hear little Den's story for yourself and soon."
"I owe you, Lusty."
"Time for a proper job, Charley. Watch for yourself. If you need something, call. Cheers, lad. I'll ring off now."
"Good bye, Lusty."
Charley quietly replaced the phone in its cradle. He lay back in his bed and stared up at the slow procession of sunlight across his bedroom ceiling. He thought of Bucknell Leigh, his wife and two daughters, and shivered for no conscious reason as the images of his most recent dream played themselves again. He got up out of bed and went into the front room. He took his rolodex out of his desk and sorted through the cards till he came to the one he wanted. He sat on the couch and punched the Virginia area code and number into the keypad of his portable phone.
After two rings, a neutral male voice answered. "Hello?"
"Extension 342," Charley said. He looked at the clock. It would be just past eight o'clock in Tyson's Corner.
"One moment."
There was a click and a deep male voice answered. "Hello?"
"Hello, David. It's Charley."
"Charging Charley," said David Dunn, an intelligence specialist with the CIA's Counter-Terrorism Unit. "And how are the friendly skies?"
"You know better than me. I need something regarding a mutual friend of ours."
The other man hesitated and said, "Who?"
"Our friend that's gone missing."
The other man's voice was cold and curt. "We're not going to discuss that."
"Yes, we are," Charley Dey said. His voice was hard. "Yes, we are. You're going to tell me all about it. All about it."
***
MARANA, ARIZONA:
"How does shit like that happen?" Donald Gene demanded. He was leaning in the open doorway of the instructor's office, a cup of coffee forgotten in his hand.
Charley shook his head sorrowfully. "He was never a shooter, Donald Gene. He loved his shooters and he took care of us, but he was an administrative guy, through and through. He never had the mindset for operations. That's what he had us for."
"Where was his security?"
"Compromised," Charley spat.
"They still among the living?"
"One. And he's wishing he wasn't."
"Fuck him," Donald said.
"They are."
"Good." Donald Gene stalked to his desk and threw himself into his chair. He reached out and spun his Debbie doll in her secretary's chair till her wig fell off. "Sounds like we might be in the shit, home boy. This must be what the new Headquarters yo-yo is coming out here about."
"Yeah," Charley said, distracted.
"When does he get out here?"
Charley looked down at the memo on his desk. "This afternoon. You seen the latest mission schedules?"
Donald Gene laughed. "They're flying the shit out of the crews. All of the old dogs are sniveling like rats eating onions -- it's cutting into their shopping time."
"We're going to have to work these kids," Charley said.
Donald grinned a feral grin. "Yes, sir. Nothing like a little taste of the for-realies to get somebody serious."
***
Charley and Donald Gene stood out on the dusty helicopter pad and watched a Department of Transportation helicopter approach. The huge airstrip they stood beside was in the middle of heavily restricted airspace. On one side of the airstrip was the sprawling training compound managed by the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center, Marana Facility, named for the 453 person town that was the closest piece of civilization. The facility was down six miles of rough road from an unmarked exit off US 10 between Tucson and Phoenix, one of the many classified installations that dotted the Arizona desert. FLETC, Department of State, and the Central Intelligence Agency had conducted sensitive training operations here since the Bay of Pigs. The airfield, owned by Sequoia Air which had once been known as Air America, had seen everything from blacked out C-141s loading up spec ops troops to restored P-51 Mustangs flying close air support for black ops in Central and South America. The Bell Ranger helicopter, the logo of the Department of Transportation on its side, "the wheel that goes nowhere" as the Air Marshals said, hovered, then settled down onto the helipad.
Donald Gene turned away from the rotor blast. "This guy think he's a general, or what? I'm surprised we weren't supposed to bring out the band."
"A light colonel, Marines," Charley said.
"Very light," Donald Gene said.
Lieutenant Colonel Simon Dinkey (retired) got out of the Bell Ranger and waited for his two companions to climb out. Dinkey was a stiff ramrod of a man, with a Hollywood streak of gray running through his carefully combed and expensively cut hair. His hand brushed at his hair until the helicopter rotors stopped turning. The two men with him, even dressed in civilian clothes, had senior non-commissioned officer written all over them. They fell in behind the colonel and matched him step for step as he strode towards the two instructors.
Dinkey stopped before Charley and Donald, ignoring their outstretched hands. "Which one of you is Dey?" he barked.
"I am," Charley said, withdrawing his hand.
"Simon Dinkey. You know what I'm here for?"
"Well..." Charley began.
Dinkey cut him off. "The Administrator has personally tasked me to oversee the training operation here. Things are heating up out in the real world. We need to push these troops through here faster than we have been."
"We don't push troops here, Simon," Donald Gene said laconically. "We train air marshals. It's a little different, you see."
Dinkey glanced over at Don. "You must be Nelson."
"That be me," Donald said.
"SEAL, is that correct?"
"I be a Budweiser."
The two Marine NCOs looked at each other, then at Dinkey, then at Don, who grinned nastily. Dinkey ignored him and continued with Charley.
"Where did you get that information regarding the Bekaa camp and the missing Agency personnel? The information you forwarded to HQ?"
Charley leaned forward and, in a voice much calmer than he felt, said "From a friend."
"What friend?" Dinkey demanded.
Donald Gene laughed out loud, and the two Marines edged forward like dogs on a leash.
"What's it to you?" Charley said, openly hostile now.
Dinkey was startled. None of this was going the way he had expected it to. "We don't play this cowboy shit in this organization, mister. There are channels, proper channels, and that's where information gets passed. There won't be any of this 'back door' stuff. You are familiar with the concept of operational security?" he added with heavy sarcasm.
"How long you been in this organization, Dinkey?" Charley said.
"I've been in the business since Viet Nam."
"No you haven't," Charley said. "You've been in this organization for less than three months, and you don't know shit about air marshals or aviation security. With all due respect to your history, Dinkey, whatever that might be, this is a different ballgame than the rest of the counter-terrorist community plays. Why don't you relax? You might learn something."
"I know all I need to know," Dinkey said calmly. He hid his anger very well. "I know I don't like your attitude. Either of you. I've heard about both of you. You've been out here too long." Dinkey turned abruptly away and stalked toward the office buildings, where the center supervisor and his staff stood waiting. His two Marines, after a quick appraising look at Charley, turned and hurried after him.
"Dinkey?" Donald Gene said.
"Dinkey," said Charley.
***
Charley began the tour of the training facility on the shooting range. "We teach basic gun handling, marksmanship and the principles of aimed fire on this range," he said, gesturing at the fifty position range, with concrete pads set up at the 3, 7, 15, and 25 yard lines. "The student must qualify at the 265 and above range on a 300 point federal qualification course in order to minimally qualify. Our basic shooting standard is the highest in the federal government."
They stood and watched the basic class working from the holster at the 7 yard line, doing 1 shot drills in under 2 seconds.
"What's the issue weapon?" Former Marine Gunnery Sergeant Purdy, one of Dinkey's shadows, asked.
"It's a Sig-Sauer P-228 in 9 millimeter. We issue it with a Sparks inside the waist holster. It's got all the bells and whistles: K-Kote rust resistant finish, Trijicon night sights, short trigger for those who need it," Charley recited.
"Nice piece," Purdy said, nodding in approval.
"Duty round is the Winchester 115 grain jacketed hollow-point. We're looking at the 115 grain +P+ version, too," Charley added.
"How's the muzzle flash on that +P+ inside an aircraft?" Purdy asked.
Charley looked at him. "You know your bullets." He grinned. "It's massive. That's why we probably won't go with it. Hell on the eyes in low light, and that's where most of our action is."
The next stop was at the "killing house," the close quarter battle training facility. It was a long rectangular structure, open roofed, built of tires filled with sand and set down inside of a wide 360 degree berm of banked earth. Aircraft seats were set up inside the rectangular tire house, and pop up targets were mounted throughout the structure, including two "running man" targets that raced up the aisle in the direction of the cockpit. Movable frames covered with heavy cardboard simulated bulkheads, galleys and lavatories. Charley led them to the observation point on the berm, where from behind lexan armored glass they could observe two students training. Charley noted how the two NCOs pressed forward and how Dinkey held back from getting too close to the shooting. At a random interval, a pop-up target would snap into position, and the designated shooters had to make a shoot or no-shoot decision. In some instances the target was a hostage or passenger. The shooter had to angle and fire past the hostage's head and make a killing shot on the terrorist. The students were doing well; most of the realistic photo targets had a nice cluster of bullet holes on the nose of the terrorists, and so far no holes in any of the hostages.
Charley led them away from the killing house across the physical fitness field to the classroom facility. "We've got a lecture on aircraft recovery scheduled now."
"Who is the instructor?" Dinkey asked.
"Master Sergeant O'Dell, from DELTA," Charley said.
Dinkey's other shadow, another former Master Sergeant named Moran, said, "Is that the guy they call Moonbuzzard?"
Charley nodded. "DELTA gave him some time to come over and do the lecture. We have a lot of informal training exchange between us."
"Who is our formal liaison with that unit?" Dinkey said stiffly.
"It escapes me right now, Simon," Charley said. "Probably somebody in Headquarters. I'll have to go look it up later." He noticed the carefully veiled look of disgust and discomfort on Purdy's face everytime Dinkey spoke, and made a mental note to himself to seek the former gunnery sergeant out later.
They all sat at the back of the class during the lecture on the art and science of aircraft recovery, or how to take a plane back from hijackers once it was on the ground. Jim "Moonbuzzard" O'Dell was a captivating instructor, and his extensive slide show, with otherwise unavailable photos of actual aircraft assaults by world counter-terrorist teams held even Dinkey's attention. After the lecture, Charley excused himself and turned the tour over to Donald Gene.
"Where is he going?" Dinkey asked.
Don paused just long enough to be insolent. "He's teaching the next class. Over in the hand to hand pit."
"What's he teaching?" Moran asked.
"Oh, some of that silly ass hand to hand bullshit," Donald Gene said. "We'll go down and see."
"You don't think much of hand to hand?" Moran asked.
"That's what they make guns for," Don said.
The hand to hand pit was a large sand-filled depression on one side of the physical fitness field. The basic air marshal class was lined up on one side of the pit, while Charley and several students were setting up airline seats in neat rows to simulate a single-aisle aircraft.
"What's he doing?" Dinkey asked.
"I don't know," Don said. "Why don't you ask him?"
Dinkey turned away, and Don was pleased to see that he had finally gotten a rise out of the colonel. They watched Charley seat students in the seats, and then arm himself with a solid plastic training gun. He walked down the simulated aisle brandishing the handgun.
"What you're looking for is when they gesture with the gun and don't aim it," Charley said. "When somebody is serious about shooting you, they aim. They point with intent to shoot. When they're not serious, they gesture, they point at you." He demonstrated the difference by accenting his words with shakes of the pistol, as though he were wagging his finger at the students. "DJ, come here," he called to one of the students.
The student stood up and came forward, taking the gun from Charley.
"You're the hijacker now," Charley said.
DJ nodded as Charley took a seat. As DJ walked by, Charley talked him through and demonstrated the disarming technique. Charley clamped both hands to the gun, snapped it back towards his chest and ripped the gun out of DJ's hand. The technique was a modification of the knife disarm as practiced in the Filipino martial art of kali. The students looked wide eyed at each other at the speed and simplicity of the technique. They paired off and began to practice the fundamental movements.
"He's pretty good at that stuff," Moran noted.
"How come they don't just shoot the terrorist?" Purdy asked.
Donald asked, "You ever been at close quarters, Purdy?"
"Yeah," Purdy said, bristling at the challenge implicit in Don's tone.
"Ever been at close quarters, seated, undercover, with your weapon in concealment and have a tango have the drop on you?"
"Fuck no," Purdy said. "Wouldn't want to, either."
"That's when we go to work, Purdy. This is different from flashbanging your way into a house or a plane with all the shooters in the world backing you up. It's just us and our bad attitudes: no back up, no long guns, and one long motherfucking fall if we fuck up. At these ranges, under these conditions, it's faster to take the gun away from the fuck and have your partner cap him than it is to try to get your own piece out and do the deed. Watch and you might learn something," Don said, finishing mildly.
Purdy nodded. "I can see how that could be," he allowed.
"There's hope for you, Purdy."
"That's enough," Dinkey snapped. "Let's get on with it."
***
The tour concluded, the two Marine NCOs, Charley and Don sat on the low wooden rail fence that surrounded the administration building and sipped cold sodas in the dry afternoon heat. Dinkey had disappeared into the building with John Sayles, the FLETC administrator responsible for oversight of the marshal training program. The trainers and their two guests looked out over the physical fitness field to where the students, most of them in swimsuits and headed for the pool, wandered out of their quarters.
"Pretty young bunch you got here," Purdy observed.
"Were you in training?" Charley asked.
The Marine nodded. "I was a drill at Parris for awhile, in between stints with First Recon. I taught patrolling out at the Recon course and did a stint under Carlos Hathcock out at the Scout Sniper course."
"No shit? You knew Hathcock?"
"Yeah. He's a great man."
"What do you think about all this?" Charley asked, making a sweep with his arm that took in the students, the training facility, the airfield.
Purdy shrugged and ignored Moran's warning glance. "You got a tough job, Dey...I mean, I know your background and what you've done, but you guys are still working with a lot of young kids, right out of college, 22 to 25 year olds who have never done anything. All this affirmative action, equal opportunity and grievance procedures bullshit hamstrings you when you need to wash somebody out." He sipped on his coke and went on. "You guys aren't recruiting the same people you were...or your administrators aren't. When you guys started up, it was all guys like you two, or us," he said, gesturing at Moran. "Now..."
"Bureaucrats," Donald Gene said. "They don't like having us old wardogs around because we question their silly ass bullshit."
"It's the same wherever you go," Purdy said. "Old Dinkey thinks he's going to change things, but it'll still be the same."
"What do you mean?" Charley said.
"Shut up, Purdy," Moran said.
Purdy turned to him and said coldly, "Don't talk like that to me, Moran. These guys got history."
"We've got history, and we've got business to take care of," Moran said.
"Yeah." Purdy turned to face Charley and Don. "You guys should know this up front. I don't have any patience for this silly-ass political shit. Dinkey's mission is to come down here and turn this operation into a model Marine Corps training camp.
"In case you hadn't noticed, this ain't the Marine Corps," Donald said.
"No shit," Purdy said. "Dinkey needed a job when he retired, and your boss General Stone gave him one. Where else you going to put him other than in training? This is the nearest thing to a fighting unit DOT has." Purdy shrugged. "He's got his own ideas how things should be run. He's not a bad guy...he's just as mission oriented as you can be. There's his way and the highway. He's done some good things."
"I heard he was an administrator and not a shooter," Charley said.
"Yeah, that's true. Don't tell him that, though. He likes to think he can loot and shoot with the best." Purdy drained off his coke and pitched the can into a recycling bin. "Just stay out of his way. He'll find a way to fuck you long and hard if you get in his way. You don't have to like him...you just have to do what he says."
Donald Gene laughed and crushed his soda can. "I have a feeling that Dinkey and us are going to have a long series of disagreements."
Charley stood up and arched his back. He stood off by himself for a moment and watched the sun settle down across the Arizona desert.
***
Donald Gene took the Seal Team Two plaque off the wall and placed it carefully in a cardboard box along with his other wall ornaments. In another box against the wall, the disassembled Debbie Doll peered out forlornly from beneath her mussed up wig.
"Due to the increased threat against civil aviation," Donald recited in a high falsetto, "You are hereby relieved of instructor duty and reassigned to mission status. You will report immediately to Federal Air Marshal Unit 10, where you will assume duties as assistant team leader under the direct supervision of team leader Charles Dey."
He taped the box shut and looked over to where Charley was cleaning out his desk. "You know, Charley, I spent twenty years doing the duffel bag drag. I thought we were through with all that shit."
Charley emptied a drawer directly into a box. "The desk marshals and our good personal friend Dinkey think we've been doing this for too long."
"The gals down at JD's are going to be heart-broken now that Donald Gene and his love machine are leaving town."
"Send them postcards and perfumes from far off places," Charley said.
"I think I'll start working on my flight attendant briefings."
"Don't you mean debriefings?"
"The briefs will come off, but I won't be brief."
The two of them laughed. Charley leaned back in his chair and looked at the world map on the wall. He traced the routes they would be flying soon, and he tried to put himself into the mind of the terrorists he knew were out there.
'Where you going to come to?' he wondered. 'Where you going to come to, so I can kill you?'
***
QUANTICO, VIRGINIA:
The Forward Operating Base for the Federal Air Marshal Units is hidden away in an isolated corner of the sprawling Marine Corps base at Quantico, Virginia. Down a long stretch of unmarked road is a cluster of refurbished Quonset huts and range facilities previously used by the CIA and DEA to train operatives for work in Central and South America. The Marshals had moved in and added a few specialized facilities, most notably a tire house modeled on the one at Marana and the briefing building, which contained offices, lodging for teams in pre-mission isolation, conference rooms, an auditorium, and the briefing room. The briefing room boasted the best video and computer equipment money could buy. One of the most impressive pieces was a big screen monitor wired to a CAD system that could display the latest configuration of every commercial aircraft and many of the private ones in the US inventory. Seating configurations, exits, structural framework, avionics and even the distances within the cabin laid out in inches and metric could be displayed on command. The pre-operational mission deployments were presented there. Drawn from their respective field offices all over the country, Air Marshal Units would assemble and train together in isolation for a week before a routine patrol mission. In addition to their pre-mission prep, they trained in their field offices and in quarterly recurrent training at the Marana facility, which kept their skills, especially the rapidly degradable shooting skills, honed to a fine edge.
It had been over a year since Charley had been out to Quantico; he had helped set up the training facilities here. He was glad to see that the resident Marshals, mostly administrative people, had spent some time cleaning up the area. There were flowers around some of the Quonsets, and the front of the briefing building was fully landscaped. He pulled up in the small parking lot outside the briefing building. He and Donald got out of the rental car and hurried up the stairs into the building.
"Christ, I forgot how long it takes to get out here," Donald muttered.
"It's not like they can start without us," Charley said.
They hurried down the hallway, breaking stride just long enough to wave to Barbara, the administrative secretary and Mike Crock, the mousy and quiet manager who oversaw Marshal operations. When they came into the briefing room, the other six members of their team looked up from the long conference table.
A balding, muscular man with a thick Boston accent said, "Well, look what the cat drug in." Butch Verlaine, a retired Massachusetts State Trooper and SWAT officer, shook his head. "Do you see that, Stacy?"
Stacy Bagley was a big, heavily muscled black woman with an angelic face. "They must be scraping the bottom of the barrel if they got to bring these two old tired fucks out of retirement," she said.
Donald Gene laughed. He walked up and tried to sweep Stacy up in an embrace. "Come here, sugar tits. Jesus, you're getting fat as hell. Did you miss Daddy Don?"
"Get off me, faggot. Did you grow a dick yet?" Stacy said, pushing him away.
"You're still my sweet mouth gal, honey...I don't care what the other girls say about you."
"I know what they say about you, you pitiful old fuck."
"Quit teasing me, baby. You know I gots what you need. Just say it, baby."
Stacy fought to keep a grin off her face. She cocked her fist threateningly at Don.
"Just say it, Stacy!" Butch said.
Stacy set her hands on her hips, rolled them forward in a Mae West-like parody, and said in a deep and sultry tone, "Oh...just DO me, Don."
Charley and the rest of the marshals, even the three new ones who had been sitting by bewildered, broke into loud laughter. Don high-fived Stacy and gave her a kiss on the cheek and walked away in search of coffee. Charley shook hands all around, starting with Butch and the hulking Steve Paulson.
"Hey, T-Man," Charley said. "You ever learn to shoot?"
"Big fool just shot the President's 25 again -- two perfect 300s back to back. That was right after he won the damn Bianchi Cup again," Stacy said, slugging the quiet Steve in the shoulder.
"I've been lucky lately," Steve said mildly.
"It's not natural for any human being to shoot like that, Paulson," Donald Gene said, helping himself to a cup of coffee. "I don't believe you're human. I think you're from the planet Krypton, a man of steel in search of a woman of Kleenex." He looked over at Stacy and winked. "A Budweiser and a blow job would kill you, son."
"You leave him alone, Donald Gene, you fucking pig," Stacy said. "Stevey is a gentleman and we appreciate him just fine as he is."
"That's right," Butch said.
"Word, home-boy," Stacy said, high-fiving Butch. "That nasty Donald Gene would fuck a rock pile if you told him there was pussy in it."
Donald Gene blew on his coffee. "I love the way you talk to me, baby."
Charley went to the three new marshals, just out of basic training. "How are you guys doing? I'm glad to see you," he said.
John Chopski stepped up and shook Charley's hand. "I'm really glad to be on your team, Mr. Dey," he said.
"It's Charley, John. Mr. Dey was my dad and he's dead and gone. OK?"
The shaggy headed John, who looked like the college linebacker he had been, was pleased. "Okay, Charley."
"I'm glad to have you here," Charley said. He looked at the other two marshals, both young women.
The dark-haired one, very attractive with a sharp, intelligent look to her held out her hand and said, "I'm Joan Slyce, Charley. I was in the class before last."
Charley noted her firm grip and said, "How come you're just getting assigned now?"
"Clem Fiandalo told me to hold off until you got back on board as a team leader."
"Clemmie knew I was going to be assigned as a team leader?"
"A few weeks ago he told me."
"I guess I need to talk to him."
"He said to say hello to you, and to tell you to celebrate the anniversary of the Karachi 'We Are The World Tour.'"
Charley laughed. "I'm going to have to know you better before I tell you that story." He turned to the tall blond woman who hung back during all the friendly banter. "It's Karen, right? Karen Rolling? Did you get all your gear and admin stuff taken care of?"
Karen shifted uncomfortably and crossed her arms. "Yes."
Charley studied her and mirrored her posture. "Are you looking forward to your first mission?"
"I don't know," she said.
Donald Gene came over and looked at her. "I remember you," he said. "We had to put you through judgment pistol shooting five times, didn't we?"
"That instructor was trying to fail me," Karen snapped.
"Seems to me you claimed he was trying something else," Don said.
"That's none of your business."
"Maybe you think so," Donald Gene said. "Let me tell you something. I don't give a shit whether you sit to pee or not. What I care about is that you carry your weight without any excuses. That's got nothing to do with you being a woman, it's about you being a marshal. You understand me?"
Karen was red-faced. Stacy stepped in and said, "Word. You girls and me, we'll talk later. I'll get you taken care of. You leave these womens alone, Donald Gene. I'll deal with them."
Charley broke the tension. "Let's take a look at the pre-mission schedule."
Karen turned away and seated herself at the table. Stacy looked at Don with a 'what?' expression on her face. The rest of the marshals seated themselves and Charley flipped through the stapled schedule.
"Okay," he began. "First order of business is to run the qualification, test-fire the weapons and all that good stuff, refresh on hand to hand...anybody know if they've cleaned up the hand to hand pit?"
"I checked," Donald Gene said. "We can all get hot and sweaty together there."
"Good. Then we got tactics...Don, what is this?" Charley said, folding the schedule back to a page.
"Well, buddy, I may have overlooked telling you that young Mr. Dinkey has developed a new tactical scheme that he wants us to use on this mission," Don said, poker faced.
Charley stared at him. "Is he on drugs?"
"Everybody seems to think so," Butch said. "Some of the boys in Unit 20 got into it with him in Miami. Seems he got on the plane right before the pax boarded and told them to change the whole seating configuration."
"You have got to be shitting me. Who was the team leader?"
"St. Germaine. He had Dinkey escorted off the plane."
"No shit?" Donald said.
"And when young Mr. St. Germaine got back to DC, they pulled him off the mission and got him humping ammo out here for the duration," Stacy added. "Word's getting out not to be messing with this Dinkey. He's the Administrator's golden boy."
"Golden shower boy," Donald said.
"That isn't right," Steve said. "That's a team leader call, not one for the desk marshals."
"That's right," Charley said. He shook his head in disgust.
Donald Gene grinned, a gleeful Satan. "Ooooh, I see trouble coming."
***
There's an elegant kind of beauty in watching seasoned professionals come together as a team. Charley Dey watched his shooters run through their activation drills, the pre-choreographed responses to a hijacking incident. First they dry-fired the routine and refined their movements out of the seats. Then they went hot, firing quick and fast around and over each other, punching neat groups of holes in the noses of the pop-up targets. Steve was impressive as always. The Sig-Sauer looked tiny in his hands, locked as solid as a Ransom Rest on a bench. His shot groups, no matter what speed or angle to the target, could always be covered by a quarter. Steve, Butch and Jon were working well together, practicing two and three-man activations.
Stacy worked with the two new women. She'd earned her stripes the hard way, coming into the program under the affirmative action mandate that required women and minorities in the cadre. Her skill and toughness had won over and convinced even the hard core male chauvinist shooters who had questioned the value of women and a mixed sex paramilitary operation. Charley had been one of the early doubters too. It hadn't taken him long to realize that the tough ex-military and police men he flew with could be easily identified and killed by terrorists. While terrorists regularly used women as operatives, they never seemed to consider the possibility that there might be women operatives on the other side, which gave the Air Marshals an edge. The women who carried their weight were cherished in the program. They were especially tough on each other, policing themselves as Stacy was doing now with Karen and Joan. Joan was forward leaning and aggressive, a good shooter, good at taking direction. Karen was stiff and defensive, but Stacy was working with her, first tongue lashing her, then sweet talking her.
Donald Gene limped around, laughing and joking. He filled in on two and three man activations, going back and forth between the two loose groups working in the mock-up. Charley wasn't worried about Donald being ready; he was still the shooter he always had been. When it was time to switch on, Donald's face changed and he became one with his weapon, the targets falling before him as so many men had. There were few combat-tested veterans left in the Marshal cadre; Don was one of the few, along with Charley, who had refused further promotion so that they could stay on the teams. That experience and institutional memory was priceless, especially with the newer, younger generation of marshals.
Charley worked into the activation drills and took his turn shooting with each of the buddy teams. He looked for weaknesses, filed away strengths, watched for the subtle signs of unit integrity that were so essential in this mission. The hand to hand pit was a good place for that. He watched the new marshals as they joined in the rough and tumble play he encouraged in the pit, where he could assess their aggressiveness and see how they handled themselves. Jon did well, bonding quickly with the quiet Steve, whose shooting he admired, and the older father-figure of Butch. There was a good mentorship situation growing there. Karen was still stiff, but he saw her laugh with the others when Stacy challenged Donald Gene in the pit and gave the ex-SEAL a real run for his money. Joan tackled big Steve. Charley had to laugh at the sight of the former Olympic bench presser slowly swinging his arm at the slight, dark-haired girl, who ducked under it and struck at his testicles.
"Shit!" Steve yelled.
"Sounding a little high there, big fella," Stacy crowed, her arm around Joan. "We'll keep this one, Charley!"
Karen hung back. While it was usual for a new team member to be reticent, to be quiet, to hang back and look for acceptance, the massive chip on her shoulder concerned Charley. She was grinding an ax, but Charley wasn't sure for who. After her run-in with Donald Gene she had shied away from him. While he would never admit it, Don was downplaying his normal aggressiveness to give her a chance to come up to speed.
In the evenings, when the team relaxed together in the lounge/recreation room, the getting-to-know-you process continued over beers and between games of pool.
"Stacy, how long have you been flying?" Joan asked over her Coors.
"Well, friend-girl, I was the daughter of a poor white sharecropper..." Stacy began in her story-telling voice.
"Fuck you, you lying bitch. I was your daddy and you were the product of incest," Donald Gene said from the couch he was sprawled on. He laughed and ducked as Stacy launched a full beer can at his head.
"You have the filthiest goddamn mouth of any human being on earth, Donald Gene, and I'm going to cut your nuts off you talk that shit to me again," Stacy said. She turned back to Joan, whose eyes were open wide in surprise and said, "Ignore that fool, honey. You watch out...he's got his eyes on those pretty tits of yours, and I'll kick your ass if you're dumb enough to sleep with this fool."
"I'm young, but I ain't dumb," Joan said.
"Word, friend-girl!" Stacy crowed, giving Joan a high-five. She leaned back, ignoring the leering Donald Gene. "I got started as a secretary. No, I ain't lying," she said at seeing the surprise in Joan's eyes. "I was working in Cleveland, and I wanted to try something new. I'd always been in sports, basketball, track, body-building. So when they come round looking for volunteers, I said, 'Stacy, get your young ass out here and show these mens what to do!'"
"She's only here because she slept with an instructor," Donald said.
Butch and Steve went "Uh oh."
Stacy lunged at Don, grabbed his neck in a choke hold and wrapped her thickly muscled legs around his middle like a python. "What did I tell you, fool?" she growled. "How do you like me now, white boy?"
Don choked and spat beer till Stacy let up.
"You know, I'd kill your worthless ass if I didn't love you so much," Stacy said conversationally, from on top of Don's chest. "I carried this fool through his basic class. He'd never have made it without me."
"You two were in basic together?" Joan said.
"With Charley too, baby. The first class. I was one of three women in with thirty-two men."
Charley nodded in agreement. He watched Karen, who was curled up in an easy chair, sipping a coke. She never took her eyes off Stacy while she told her story.
***
Federal Air Marshal Unit 10 followed Charley Dey into the briefing room for their mission tactical brief. At the far end of the room, in front of the big screen monitor that displayed the seating schematic of a Boeing 747-200 series aircraft, Simon Dinkey stood talking with his assistant, Purdy. Charley and Don seated themselves at the opposite end of the table and the rest of the team filled in the remaining seats.
Dinkey stood silently in front of the assembled team until he saw a few of them shift uneasily in their seats. "The purpose of this briefing is to outline the proposed tactical schema for securing a 747-200," Dinkey began.
Don sat poker-faced, staring at Dinkey. "Bite your tongue, homeboy," he said softly. "Let the maggot have his say."
Charley grunted.
Dinkey began with the standard overview of the mission concept, outlining the basic seat positions that enabled the marshals to control and dominate the critical areas of the aircraft. He touched on the need for fire control and team work in engaging targets, reinforcing the concepts that Charley and Don had been refining and then installing in students for years. Charley leaned forward when Dinkey started to elaborate on individual responsibilities in activation.
"...and so, the operator in this position will present his weapon and stand up in his chair..."
"Excuse me?" Charley said. "Don't you mean get up out of his seat?"
"No, I mean stand up on his seat," Dinkey said patiently. "He'll have better observation and coverage from up there."
"Stand up on his chair. In the middle of a gunfight, in an aircraft flying at 30,000 feet, when the captain is going to be taking the plane down as fast as he can to 10,000 feet," Charley said in disbelief.
"That's what I said, Dey. The advantages..."
"We're not going to do that."
Dinkey glanced over at Purdy, then back at Charley. "You'll do whatever you're directed to do, Dey," he said.
Donald Gene leaned over to Charley and spoke softly into his ear. "Hey. Cool off. Tell him you think it's wonderful and of course we're going to celebrate his tactical genius by doing exactly what he says. And when we get out of here we'll do what we always do."
Charley stared at Dinkey. "Absolutely right, Mr. Dinkey. Absolutely right."
Dinkey hesitated, then turned away and concluded his briefing. He turned away from the monitor back to the marshals and said, "Any questions? Dey?"
"No questions, Simon. It's just as clear as can be," Charley said, standing.
The rest of his team stood and followed him out of the room. Dinkey stared after Dey and said to Purdy, "I want him out. I don't care how we do it, I want him out. He's a goddamn cowboy, he was one in Special Forces, he was one with the Company, and he is over here. Men like him get good men killed."
Purdy sighed. "Like him or not, sir, he's one of the long time leaders. Dey's got some real history, and that's rare in this outfit anymore. Why don't you just try to bring him around?"
"Because I don't have to bring him around," Dinkey snapped. "I want him out." He noticed Karen lingering in the briefing room. "And what can I do for you, young lady?"
***
PART TWO
OPERATIONAL INTELLIGENCE
FRANKFURT, GERMANY:
The Hauptbahnhof, the central train station in Frankfurt Germany, is a huge domed structure, the interior ceiling beams and support struts over the train platform grimy with decades of soot. The sandstone and glass main ticket building, with its crowning sculpture of Atlas, was first built in 1888 and survived the Nazi era and the Allied Occupation. The surrounding business district is neatly divided into small blocks by the cross streets lined with five-story flats that date from the 1870s. While there are some residences, most of the buildings are filled with airline offices and travel agencies, tobacco stores and camera shops, and other small businesses. Down the Taunus Strasse and the Kaiser Strasse, not far from the station, is the famous red light district with its sex shows, brothels and other diversions. There is no shortage of inexpensive lodging close to the train station and the red light district. Many of the smaller hotels, especially those further south down the Basler Strasse, are owned by immigrant Iranians, Iraqis, Palestinians, and Lebanese.
From the third floor of the Hotel Manzariyeh, a Palestinian man in his late thirties stared out at the sculpted sandstone facade of the Hauptbahnhof and the trains coming and going from there. He was a seasoned operative with the covert action arm of HizbAllah -- a master planner and coordinator who had proven his ingenuity and capability time and again. He had been personally selected and briefed for his latest mission by the Shiite cleric who oversaw HizbAllah's direct action operations.
"We have discussed the findings of the committee," the cleric said, his eyes intense behind thick-lensed glasses, his thick lips twitching. "What the American Leigh gave us corroborates what our surveillance units have told us. We intend to continue our campaign against the Americans by attacking them directly on another front. We will take an American airliner. We will take it despite their best security measures, despite their Air Marshals if necessary. No one will feel safe on-board an American airplane anywhere in the world." The cleric paused, and then said to the grim-faced man before him, "You will do this. You will select your people. Prepare your plan. Gather the necessary operational intelligence. Conduct the final training. And then go. We will meet you at the airfield on that day."
The chosen leader turned from the window and his memories and looked at the specially selected group crowded into his small hotel room. Their task was to gather the necessary operational intelligence for his hijacking team. He walked to the bed where a large cork panel rested against the headboard. Pinned to the cork panel were a large folding diagram of the Rhine-Main Flughaven, Frankfurt's International Airport, and photographs of various locations within the airport terminal.
"This is where they will come through customs," the leader, whose name was Ahmad Ajai, said. "They will come through as a group, escorted by this man," he pointed to a picture. "He is their representative to the airport security forces."
"Why do they come through as a group? It seems poor practice," said one of the young men seated on the floor.
"Because they are careless," Ahmad Ajai said. "Because they are lazy."
He pointed to the board and said, "Our sole purpose at this point is to gather and refine our tactical intelligence. We wish to determine these essential elements of information: First, how many marshals are deployed? Second, what is their level of counter-surveillance and tradecraft? Third, what can we discover about their seating arrangements? Fourth, how well are they equipped and trained? And finally, what can we discover about their future deployments?" He rolled his shoulders to get a kink out. "It will not be too difficult."
His team members looked around at one another and then back at him. "Will we take them here?" one asked.
"No," Ajai said. "If we take them, we will take them in the air."
***
WESTERN AMERICA FLIGHT 711, DULLES TO FRANKFURT:
Most passengers can't afford the thousands of dollars it costs to fly First Class from Washington DC to Frankfurt, Germany, so the first class section of a 747 seems like an exotic enclave as they edge through on their way back to Business or Coach. The First Class cabin was as familiar to Charley as his old office in Marana or the small apartment he lived in just outside of Dulles. He no longer saw the cabin as a collection of seats, aisles and overhead compartments. It was terrain to him, with angles of attack, avenues of approach and positions of cover. A part of him would always calculate, murmur softly in the back of his head: 'A neck will snap when wedged this way into the armrest of a seat...the peroneal nerve in the outside of an attacker's thigh will be on line with my elbow when positioned this way on the armrest...remember to angle fire at a 45 degree offset past the cockpit door...' and so on. He remembered one of his drill sergeants, back in the sixties when he had graduated from Advanced Infantry Training, telling him: "You're an infantryman now. You'll never look at the ground the same way. It'll always be terrain to you -- you'll look for the high ground, you'll look for the kill zones. That's how you know you've changed, when you've changed the way you look at the world."
Charley looked at his crew. Butch was preparing his notes for the crew briefing. The other marshals and the flight attendants were gathered around the central serving table in the front of First Class. The flight attendants, several attractive young women and one openly gay man, were presided over by the lead attendant, a tall and statuesque German woman.
The gay flight attendant, his black hair carefully groomed and slicked down, whispered to the woman next him, "Can I have the strong and silent one?" He nodded his head towards Steve, who stood with his thick arms crossed, oblivious to the by-play.
"He's too much man for you, Tony," the young woman said. "He'd hurt you."
"Get your eyes off him, bitch," Tony said. "He's mine."
Donald Gene, who stood behind Tony, leaned forward and rested his forearms on the flight attendant's shoulders. He whispered in Tony's ear, "You know, he's kind of quiet...and he doesn't like to advertise...but he's been out of the closet for a long time."
"Get out!" Tony hissed.
"Really. Take it from me, sweetie," Donald Gene said. "That's a hunk of burning love over there."
The tall German lead flight attendant tilted her chin up and said to Don, "So. You like it like that, then?"
Donald Gene smiled into the woman's face. She was exactly as tall as he was. "I aim to please, sugar. I'm ambisexual."
"I find you disgusting and rude," she said.
"Does that mean fascinating in German?"
Charley tugged on the back of Don's shirt as Butch began the mission orientation briefing for the flight crew.
"Most of you have flown with us before, I think," Butch began. "So some of this I will just go over briefly..." He looked around and caught the eye of each flight attendant for a moment. "There is no threat to this flight. As you know, we fly certain high risk routes on a deterrent basis -- this flight is a positioning flight for us, as we'll be working in Europe for the next few weeks. We work undercover..."
"Or under the covers," Don murmured to the amusement of the flight attendants.
"...and we need your help to preserve that among the passengers. Please don't say anything about us being on board where the passengers can hear it, treat us like ordinary passengers...well, maybe a little better..."
The flight attendants laughed. The low key briefing put them at ease."...you can offer us liquor, but we won't be drinking since we are armed. Don't block us in with the meal carts, because if something happens we may need to get out of our seats in a hurry. If there is something that you see going on that you think we need to take care of, please find one of us and let us know. We're here to take care of you and protect you," Butch concluded. "Are there any questions?"
"Yeah," said a young blond woman. "How many of you guys are single?"
***
It was the middle of the night and the 747 passed over the dark waters of the Atlantic like a dream. The cabin lights were out. Most of the passengers were sleeping, with a few insomniacs up reading under their overhead lights or listening to music from the console headsets. The marshals were doing the same thing: reading, listening to music or prowling the aisles in their assigned sectors. In the Business Class galley, behind drawn curtains, a few of the flight attendants were snacking on meal leftovers with Charley and Don. Don was talking to Robin, the young blond flight attendant from New York.
"Yeah, it's a lonely lifestyle," he said. "A lot like yours...you travel all the time, in one city and then the next..."
"But it's so dangerous," Robin gushed. "Aren't you afraid?"
The other flight attendants rolled their eyes.
Donald Gene ignored them and gave Robin his best approximation of a Cary Grant sincere and lonely gunfighter look. "Somebody has to do this job. I'm proud to do my part."
Charley Dey burst out laughing.
***
FRANKFURT, GERMANY
Charley stayed in his First Class aisle seat and stared out the window at the buildings and runways of Rhine-Main Flughaven. The other passengers filed past him, down the aisles and through the open forward door into the jetway. The rest of his team gathered around him and slouched into empty seats or leaned against the bulkhead while the remaining passengers departed. After the last passenger deplaned, a flight attendant came forward and said, "The aircraft is clear."
A crew of blue-overall clad airplane cleaners came on board, rags and plastic bags in their hands, leather belts with holstered bottles of spray cleaner at their waists. One of the cleaners, a woman, stood and stared as the marshals slipped past her and exited the aircraft. The cleaner watched them go and silently noted to herself how many marshals there were and how tired they looked. She sprayed cleanser on the overhead compartments and began wiping them down with a rag.
"Who are those people?" she asked the crew foreman.
"American air marshals," he said.
"What do they do?"
"They ride the planes, look for hijackers." He snorted. "They are buffoons...everyone knows who they are."
The Palestinian woman shrugged and went back to her cleaning.
***
The marshals edged their way through the crowded terminal concourse and into the stream of passengers hurrying to the baggage claim and Customs area. Donald Gene walked with the flight attendants, wary of the collapsible baggage carts they all pulled behind them. "...okay, we'll give you girls a call this afternoon. Get a cat-nap and freshen up some, then we'll go catch some dinner, maybe some beer and some dancing..." he said.
"That sounds like fun!" Robin said.
"Oh, it'll be an experience, girlfriend," Stacy said.
Robin studied Stacy's calm face and said, "What's it like working with all these guys?"
Stacy canted her head and winked at the young flight attendant. "It's just a living hell, honey. I get so sick of these farting, belching, pussy-chasing cockhounds I could shoot them my own self... but really, they're not that bad. Except that goddamn Donald Gene," she added loudly.
Robin looked at Don. "Oh, I think he's cute."
"Cute as a snake, maybe."
"Stacy, you talking about me back there?" Donald said over his shoulder.
"Why, your ears burning?" Stacy said.
"No. My dick is getting hard."
Joan whooped out loud, and the other marshals and the flight attendants laughed. They came to an escalator that led from the concourse up to the main terminal. At the top of the escalator, a small, dapper man in a white shirt and dark suit with no tie, leaned against the low wall and looked down at them. The dapper man nodded to his companion, a similarly dressed man in his twenties, who went down the escalator. He was followed by his young wife, swathed from head to toe in the traditional female dress of the Shiite sect, who held their young son's hand held tightly in her own. The head of the family had a small video recorder he seemed very proud of. He hurried down the escalator and turned the camera to catch his wife and son descending, as well as the entire marshal team as they went up the opposite escalator.
At the top of the escalators, just before the big double doors that led out into the main terminal shopping area, George Baumgarner, the embassy liaison officer stood waiting for them. He had been a Cobra attack helicopter pilot in Viet Nam, a cop in Virginia after that, and then an air marshal until he was promoted out of the cadre. A skinny man with the yellow grin of a long-time smoker, he hurried forward, his hands outstretched for Charley Dey's.
"They drag you out of retirement for this or what, buddy?" George said, pumping Charley's hand.
"Sure seems like it, George," Charley said. "How you been?" He punched George lightly on the chest and felt the helicopter rotor bolt that George wore on a chain around his neck. "Still wearing that Jesus nut, I see. Doesn't your wife get pissed?"
"Not since I got her some safety goggles to wear to bed."
"Jesus, George," Charley said.
"C'mon you guys," George led them out into the main terminal and then down the stairs to baggage claim and customs. He waved his pass at the customs inspectors and ushered the marshals through the customs area. The marshals picked up their few checked bags from the carousel.
"Hey, Butch," Charley called out. "Make sure the new guys get paired up with somebody in the cabs. We'll meet in my room at 1000 hours. Donnie, you come with me and George."
"Roger that," Don said.
"C'mon girls, you all ride with Mama Stacy and she'll tell you all about the facts of life," Stacy said, pulling her Delsey suitcase behind her.
George and the two team leaders watched their crew break into two cells of three and load up into the cabs lined up outside the baggage claim area. After the team pulled away from the curb, George walked Don and Charley over to an espresso coffee stand and bought three cups.
"So what's the word, George?" Don said, dumping three sugars into his espresso. An attractive German woman walked by, giving Don a quick up and down appraisal.
George grinned through a wreath of cigarette smoke. "You still got it, Donnie."
"Um hmm," Don said.
"So what is it?" Charley said impatiently.
"The word is they're targeting specific flights based on your coverage," George said.
"Who's they?" Charley asked.
"A covert action cell out of HizbAllah. Graduates of the hijacking school."
Don raised his eyebrows. "No shit," he said. "Back when I was on the Teams, we planned on taking out that operation."
"I wish you guys had," George said, lighting another cigarette.
"What might have been don't count," Charley said. "Who's working the Agency end of things?"
"Who else?" George said. "Jedi Loveless."
Don laughed. "I haven't seen him in a while."
"We're going to have to hook up with him," Charley said.
"You guys better watch out," George said. "Or you'll both end up being missionaries for the Christians In Action."
***
Inside the suite of hotel rooms that overlooked the train station, the terrorist surveillance unit reassembled. New picture boards went up on the walls. Still photographs, some digitized from the video tape, were assembled on one, organized into a rough schematic tree based on their presumed team assignments. At the top of the tree was a picture of Charley Dey and Donald Gene Nelson, with a dotted line connecting to a picture of George Baumgarner. Another board had pictures of the two three-person groups that had shared cabs. A room map of the Hotel Frankfurt Intercontinental on Wilhelm-Leuschner Strasse was posted beside the pictures.
"Do we have all the room assignments?" Ahmad Ajai asked.
"Yes, I have the last two here. They were late check-ins," said one of the men, short and muscular with close cropped black hair.
"Then do the rooms this afternoon. Most of them will be out," Ajai ordered.
"Yes," said the muscular man. "It has already been taken care of."
***
Stacy, Karen and Joan met out in the hallway of the hotel.
"You girls ready?" Stacy said. The other two women nodded, and followed Stacy to the elevator, where they squeezed past a maid and a maintenance man speaking softly beside the maid's cart, stacked high with towels, soap and cleaning materials.
"Guten tag," the maid said to the three women.
"Guten tag," Stacy said, inclining her head regally as the elevator door slid shut.
The two hotel maintenance workers watched the indicator light above the elevator door trace its way down twenty-three floors to the lobby. Once they saw the elevator wasn't returning, the man and the woman went to Karen's door. The maid's master key opened the door and they quickly entered. The man went to the suitcase placed beside the bed and used a master baggage key for the Samsonite line to open the bag. The maid went immediately to the dresser and started through the drawers, beginning with the bottom-most and working her way up.
"Ah," the man said. He pulled out a soft leather Day-Timer portfolio. Tucked inside was a xeroxed list of names, dates and flight numbers. He took out a small handheld copier the size of an electric razor and ran it down the page, the thermal paper copy curling over his fist.
In the third drawer up, the woman found a Second Chance Deep Cover vest and carrier under some shirts. "Level Two body armor," she said softly.
Her partner nodded and continued through the portfolio. He found Karen's passports, both the brown official and the blue standard, and copied the stamps and front pages from both. After searching further, the two nodded at each other and left the room after making sure everything was the same as when they had entered.
The room next door was Stacy's. Pressed in the jamb of the door, wedged at the bottom where they didn't notice it, was a small folded square of paper. Going through the room in the same fashion as the previous one, the two came up empty handed.
"Nothing?" the man said.
"Nothing. She must have put it all in the hotel safe."
"Scheiss...we'll try the other rooms later."
They paused at the door and looked round the room. The woman adjusted a book resting on the desk. Satisfied, she nodded to her partner and the two of them left the room. Neither one noticed the small scrap of paper resting on the carpet beside the door jamb.
***
Stacy came out of the elevator on her floor, looked up and down the hallway, and went to her door. She slowed when she saw the tiny scrap of paper on the carpet, almost directly beneath the DO NOT DISTURB sign hanging from the doorknob. She glanced around at the other room doors and up and down the hallway. Stooping quickly, she picked up the paper. Lightly traced in the middle crease with pencil was the character S. Her nostrils flared briefly. She tested the door and saw that it was locked. She took her cardkey and inserted it quickly into the electronic lock, then turned the handle to release the bolt, but held the door shut.
Stacy pulled a Police Model Spyderco Clip-it knife from concealment in the waistband of her Levi's and thumbed the five-inch serrated blade open. She held it behind her leg and slipped through the door. She moved cautiously into the room, checking and clearing the bathroom, the closet, under the bed and behind the heavy, full-length curtains -- the only places large enough to hide a man.
Kneeling on the floor beside her suitcase, she noticed the small scratches around the lock, fresh lines in the dull yellow brass. There was nothing missing from her suitcase. The tissue paper she had placed between the suitcase liner and the edge of the case had two lines in it, indicating it had been removed and replaced. In the bathroom, she took the shower curtain rod down. Rolled into a tight bundle and tucked into the hollow end of the rod was a wad of documentation papers. She riffled through the sheaf of papers to make sure they were all there and then went to the house phone beside her bed. She punched in a room number from memory.
"Hello?" Charley Dey said.
"Yo, Charley," she said.
"Stacy."
"Meet me down in the lobby for a drink, homeboy."
"What's up?"
"Just meet me, big boy. I got something to tell you."
***
Charley Dey sat in the open cafe tucked into a corner of the huge lobby. From where he sat he could see the entire lobby, the front entrance of the hotel with its revolving door and the baggage door the porters utilized, as well as the full bank of elevators. He saw Stacy come out of the elevator, scan the lobby, then walk over to join him.
"Orange juice," she called out to the waitress as she slid into the seat beside Charley.
"What's up, Stacy?"
"Somebody shook my room."
"How do you know that?"
"Door been opened, somebody with a key. You know the maids here never go in with a DO NOT DISTURB sign. Scratches on my suitcase lock. Somebody competent, knew what they were looking for."
"What's missing?"
"Nothing."
That was a bad sign, Charley thought. "Where were your documents?"
"Stashed, stashed good. They didn't find them."
"All right," Charley said. "Start making the rounds. Take your team list and start on the A split, I'll start on the B split. Get everybody to check their gear and their documentation. I want to know if anybody is missing anything. Check out the new guys and see if anybody left their documentation in the room unsecured. I want to know who if that's so. Get everybody packed up and ready to move.
You get your split and tell them verbally to move by cell to the Marriott over on Hamburger Allee. I'm going to move my split over to the Holiday Inn in Sachenhausen. Get with Donald Gene and tell him to meet me outside the Basler Eck in four hours. Everybody else on full counter-surveillance, Stacy...make sure they're checking out any unoccupied rooms, got that? Any sign of anybody displaying any interest, we sit back, sit back, understand? Donald Gene and I will touch base with you guys and we'll coordinate further then."
Stacy grinned at Charley. "You know, old man, if I had a dick it'd be hard right now. It's nice to see you with your hunting license back."
Charley had a far away, almost dreamy look that slowly turned cruel. "Yeah, friend girl. Get going."
***
"This appears to be the flight schedule for this mission," the man who had been dressed as a hotel maintenance worker said. "Notice how they split up to cover the smaller aircraft."
"This is good," Ajai said. "Very good. We'll see how they stand up under pressure."
"Notice the seat assignments."
"Yes. The same every time."
The phone rang twice, then stopped. It rang twice again, fell silent, then began ringing steadily. Ahmad Ajai picked up the phone and said, "Yes?"
He nodded, listening intently to the other person on the line.
"Yes. Good. We'll have something for you shortly." He hung up the phone and spoke to the other man. "Some of the Americans are checking out of the hotel. Did anyone see you two coming out of the rooms? Did you leave anything disturbed?"
"No."
"I want some of the team on the marshals who are checking out...find out where they are moving to. I want Rashid down at the restaurant where they are supposed to meet the stewardesses tonight."
The man nodded and looked at the picture he held in his hand. It was an enlargement of a photo taken at the airport of Charley Dey and Donald Gene Nelson.
"Wherever they go, I want to know," his leader told him.
"Of course," the man said. "Rashid will take care of it. I'll give him this picture."
"Tell him to be careful. These two are the most dangerous of all."
***
Despite their reputation for being rigid and authoritarian, the Germans have always had a liberal and gleefully lusty attitude towards sex and the sex industry. The cabaret, the dance halls and beer parlors and the attending prostitution have always been an integral part of German urban life. Frankfurt's reputation for the quality of its sex industry was surpassed only by Hamburg's. The Bahnhofsviertel district around the train station has always been the center for Frankfurt's red light district. The streets are lined with anonymous storefronts and doorways, brightly lit with garish neon signs displaying pictures of naked women. The various stores provide a variety of sexual toys and aids, pornographic books and magazines. The area is referred to as the "Sticky Steps" by foreign visitors, who make up a sizable percentage of its patrons. The name refers to the noisome condition of the darkened stairwells that line the many alleyways.
Not far from the Sticky Steps, near the Friedensbrucke Bridge which spans the Main River, is a restaurant known around the world by flight crews. The Basler Eck has been an air line hangout for over twenty years, since the early stages of the Viet Nam war. It's walnut paneled walls are covered with decals from visiting air crews: patches and stick-ons from B-52 crews to TWA to Air Nepal are displayed on the chipped paneling. Over the years with the advent of hijacking, the Basler Eck began hosting a number of air marshal crews as well. Before their government confined them to the embassy during their layovers, the Israeli air marshals -- lean and sun-burned, if they weren't thick boned and muscled and sun-burned -- would sit in one corner and demolish huge German meals and huge quantities of beer. The various middle-eastern crews -- Jordanian, Saudi Arabian, Iraqi -- would sit across the room and nod coldly when the Israelis would hold up their beer mugs in a mocking gesture of temporary neutrality. The South Korean marshals were notorious for silently chugging mug after mug of beer, their faces becoming beet red, until they broke out in the marching songs of the Korean Special Forces. After a fight in which they hospitalized two male flight attendants from Lufthansa whose overtures were misunderstood, they were banned in perpetuity by Hans, the world-weary owner and chief bartender.
Despite Air Marshal HQ declaring the Basler off-limits for reasons of operational security, most of the marshal teams took at least one meal during their layovers with Hans. He had known many of them since the beginning of the program. While hostile surveillances had happened in and around the Basler, on any given night there would be plenty of armed foreign air marshals as well as German Polizei in plain clothes to deter any real trouble.
At a table in the corner of the main dining room, where they had a fine view of both doors and their backs to a wall, Donald Gene and Charley were drinking good German pilsner from tall frosty mugs. Three empty pitchers and the remains of a massive meal sat on the table in front of them, where three of the flight attendants picked at the remains.
"Where's the rest of your crew?" Robin asked.
"Rank hath it's privileges," Donald Gene said, leering. "We put all them young ones to bed so's the chaperones get a chance to get out."
The tall German lead flight attendant, Freida, snorted and sipped on her beer.
Charley glanced at his Seiko and said, "Well, it's the witching hour, Donald Gene."
"Daddy, say it ain't so!" Donald said.
"Sorry, buddy."
"What are you guys talking about?" Robin said.
"We're on status twelve hours before our flight departure...so this is when we switch to cokes," Charley said.
"That's stricter than our rules," Robin said. "We only have to go eight hours."
"You don't carry guns, little squirrel," Donald Gene said.
"Little squirrel?" Robin said.
Freida cleared her throat. "So. You are not quite as you said, Mr. Donald Gene Nelson. Perhaps you should not drink so much."
"Freida, baby, I'm more than what I said, I'm..."
"Drunk, perhaps. Maybe just talk, perhaps."
"Now, don't mistake an occasional wobble for a lack of bobble in my equipage, sweet thing. I are a SEAL and we are happiest when we are inhaling liquids and very wet." He grinned. "And hard."
"You're not going to go, are you?" Robin said.
"Sorry, baby," Donald said, looking over at Charley. "Ours not to reason why..."
Charley nodded and looked around the crowded restaurant. Germans loved to smoke, and the room was thick with the smells of strong tobacco, roasted pig and the sharp bite of good strong beer. He loved Germany, always had. He nodded to a senior captain sitting with his crew at the next table. Northwest, he thought, on the Minneapolis-Seattle-Tokyo run. There were some other familiar faces in the crowd. The flight crews they flew with would see them sometimes, and foreign crews often took them for pilots or flight attendants. Sometimes those that recognized them as marshals were too intimidated to come up and speak to them, but others did and were welcomed by the fun-loving marshals.
Charley didn't see who he was looking for. When he and Don had come in, a man had been sitting at the bar alone. A lone drinker on a Friday night in a German pub is not usual, especially one who nurses his beer for a half-hour at a time.
"We've got to go," Charley said, standing. "Let's go, Donald Gene. We'll see you girls to a cab."
They walked the women out to the cab stand and saw them off, Donald Gene reeling like the proverbial drunken sailor.
"Whoa, buddy," Donald slurred. "Let's ride with the girls..."
"We'll walk," Charley said to Freida. "We can use the air."
"Someone certainly can," Freida said, slamming the cab door.
"C'mon, sailor," Charley said. "Let's go."
Donald waved at the flight attendants till the cab was out of sight. "Let's go, Charley. I gotta sleep."
Don draped an arm over his partner's neck and leaned on him. The two of them made their way down the street, weaving and laughing. To the Palestinian man watching them from across the street at the trolley kiosk, they appeared to be quite drunk. The Palestinian stepped out into the street and began to follow them, keeping well back in the thin foot traffic. After several blocks and a few random turns, the two marshals stopped by the mouth of an alley.
"I gotta piss," Donald Gene said loudly.
"What you telling me for?"
"Don't leave me, man."
Donald staggered down the alley into the dark. Charley leaned against the brick wall and stared up at the building across from him. A hooker detached herself from the shadows across the street and made her way towards him.
"Nein," Charley said, waving her off.
The Palestinian man following them paused a few hundred feet behind Charley and looked into a closed shop window. He lit a cigarette and watched Charley with his peripheral vision. He drew on the cigarette hard.
"Got a light?" Donald Gene Nelson asked him.
The Palestinian looked up in surprise. Donald Gene grinned at him and struck the brachial nerve plexus in the terrorist's neck with his forearm. Don hooked the man's neck with his hand and slammed his elbow into the Palestinian's temple. The man dropped to his knees, stunned. Donald Gene twisted the man's neck into the crook of his arm and applied a carotid choke, pulling the man back into the alley beside them.
Charley walked briskly towards the alley where Donald Gene and the man had disappeared. A few of the street people, who had seen the incident, backed off in a hurry when they saw how Charley's drunken weaving had suddenly become a quick, purposeful walk. Charley stopped at the mouth of the alley and looked to see if anything besides the man's still smoldering cigarette had been dropped in the struggle. He went down the alley where Donald Gene was going through the man's pockets.
"The boy is clean," Donald said. "Just regular pocket litter: money, smokes, a trolley ticket."
The man started to stir. Charley leaned over and put a short, hard punch into the man's solar plexus. "Hey," he said in English.
"Why are you hitting me? Take the money," the man said in English.
"You speak good English," Charley said. "Why are you following us?"
"I wasn't..."
Charley hit him again. Donald Gene tore open the packet of cigarettes. There was a piece of paper folded into the packet. It was a xeroxed photograph of Charley and Don at the airport.
"Bad tradecraft, homeboy," Donald said. "Your ass is ours."
The Palestinian began to struggle in earnest. Don put the sleeper hold back on him and let the man kick himself into unconsciousness. Charley helped Don pick the man up and looped one of his limp arms around his neck.
"I think the Jedi will want to talk to this boy," Charley grunted, as they drug the man down the alley.
***
Jedediah Isiah Loveless was asleep in bed with his wife when the phone rang. Chief of the Special Military Liaison Unit at the consulate, the organization chart had him reporting to the senior military attaches as a Department of Defense civilian. The truth was, most of the attaches gave "Jedi" Loveless a wide berth and muttered -- behind his back -- about him and his "crazies in the basement." Loveless's cover job was to coordinate the military activities of the various US special operations forces that maintained a presence in Germany. What he actually did was run a highly classified and compartmentalized unit that provided special security, specialized reconnaissance and direct action capabilities to the Central Intelligence Agency and the Department of Defense's Special Operations Command. He was used to phone calls in the middle of the night, as was his wife, who barely stirred as he reached over her and picked up the phone.
"...Loveless..." he murmured sleepily.
"Aren't we all, brother?" Donald Gene said.
"Who is this?"
"Your friendly neighborhood frogman, who bought you too many drinks at Country Sam's in the Seoul of the ROK."
"What the fuck you calling me in the middle of the night for?"
"Me and my homeboy have some precious cargo for you. Need you to send some of those big manly men you hang around with to pick it up."
"What have you got?"
"Well, he was working us...and we're working something related to that friend of yours that showed up missing."
Jed sat up and turned on the light. His wife buried her head in the covers. "Where are you at?"
"Remember where you took us to get a massage last fall?"
Jed looked over at his wife. "You're in a fucking whorehouse?"
"It's because we are loveless."
***
On a quiet side street just off the Taunus Strasse is a non-descript building with a small walk-up to a solid and well-maintained door. The building is a discreet brothel of long-standing and excellent reputation, favored by wealthy Germans and foreigners for the beauty of the women and the discretion of the management. The handsome woman who ran the establishment had long-standing agreements with elements of German Intelligence, as well as the US special operations community, who utilized her establishment as a crash pad, safe house, or recreation facility. In the second room past the stairs on the third floor, Charley Dey let in four big, quiet men dressed in blue jeans, t-shirts and black leather jackets. Jed Loveless followed his men into the room.
"Hello, Charley," Jed said, lighting a cigarette.
"Jed."
"Donald Gene, how are you?" Jed said to Don, who slouched in a corner armchair.
"The good Mr. Loveless," Don said.
The four men who came in with Loveless looked at the Palestinian man curled up unconscious in the middle of the queen sized bed. His hands and feet were tied. The four men moved with the efficiency born of long practice and experience. One slid the captive's pants down and deftly jabbed him with a hypodermic syringe in one hairy and muscular buttock. Two of the others cut the knotted pillowcases off the prisoner's hands and replaced them with plastic flexicuffs. The fourth man took a pillowcase and stuffed the cut pillowcases and the prisoner's wallet into it. One man went to the door and looked out, while two others gripped the prisoner's arms and hauled him like a bag of potatoes. The last one followed them, one hand holding the pillowcase, the other straying near the waistline of his leather jacket. He nodded at Jed as he left, ignoring Charley and Don. Jed watched them go, then turned back to the two marshals.
"You'll need this, Jed," Charley said. He held out the xeroxed photograph they had taken away from the prisoner.
Jed glanced at it, then slid it into the inner pocket of his battered Burberry overcoat. "George talk to you guys about what's going down out here?"
"Yeah."
"I'll be back to you about this," Jed said. He drew on his cigarette, took his time stubbing it out in the ashtray on the night stand. "You should have let me in on this early, Charley. Amateurish play, taking him on the street."
"Nobody gets their nose up my ass or my people's, Jed. We're not street operators anymore...we're federal law enforcement..."
"Officers of the Goddamn Law," Donald Gene said.
"...and we did it crude to send a message." Charley looked away. "We can take one of theirs, too."
"Bucky wasn't a small fry street operator, Charley," Jed observed.
"I know what he was! He was my friend!"
"He was my friend, too, Charley. He was a friend and a brother in arms. He wouldn't have wanted you fucking up, and that's what you're doing, running this cowboy shit on your own."
"He ain't on his own," Don said.
"I'm not going to argue with you two. Don't play this shit anymore. That's what me and my boys are here for. The two of you need to tend to your own business, and watch your own backs. You've got a full plate with what you've been tasked to do without getting into the other. I'm going to have a hard time covering this from the Germans and our people." Jed paused. "And Charley...you don't have a friend in Simon Dinkey."
"Word travels fast," Charley said.
"He's a highly efficient bureaucrat operator-wannabe, which makes him a consummate back-stabber. He put the word out on you. If this gets out, it's not going to help your case any." He rubbed at his forehead and pushed a lock of his graying hair back. "Why don't you guys do something simple, like robbery or murder or hijack a plane or something, huh? I got paperwork up the ass to deal with this." He went to the door. "I'll be in touch before you're gone, let you know what we get when we squeeze this guy. We'll have to get with the Germans. Be careful," he said as he left.
The two marshals were silent. Don looked at his partner, who sat on the edge of the rumpled bed, staring grimly at his folded hands in his lap.
"Well, maybe we got carried away, but we had fun," Don said. "You getting that funny feeling, brother Charley?"
"Yeah."
"That's the cross-hairs settling in on us."
***
Ahmad Ajai doodled on the legal pad in front of him. Across the table, the muscular man who had expertly burgled the Air Marshals rooms shifted nervously from buttock to buttock on a stiff metal folding chair. As far as he could tell from upside down, Ajai was drawing a skillful rendition of a German bungalow, complete with a tree in the yard, a rope swing, and a weathered picket fence. Ajai seemed oblivious to the other man, which made him all the more nervous.
"No one has seen Rashid since last night," the nervous man said.
"From now on we must make sure that we always have back-ups," Ajai said without looking up from his drawing. "They took him."
"Why would they take him? Why would they do that? There is nothing to link him to us."
"I don't know why," Ajai said. He pushed the notepad away and stood. He stared out the window at the busy street below. Rashid would not have gone away without notifying them -- if he could. It seemed improbable that Dey or Nelson would have done something to Rashid; they were, after all, visiting law enforcement officers in a foreign country. If they had noticed the surveillance, those two knew what to do. It was a standard tenet of street tradecraft that if you noticed a surveillance, you gave no indication that you noticed; that would only cause the watchers to back off, and there were no guarantees that you would catch them the next time. Better to work with what you knew. But Rashid was missing and, improbable or not, he would have to consider the possibility that Dey and Nelson had taken him.
"We'll move to the other safe house now," Ajai said. "The others are there. Rashid doesn't know where that is. We'll confine our coverage to the airport. We move. Now."
"Yes, of course," the other man said. He went to the bathroom door rapped sharply. "Hurry up! We're leaving!"
The bathroom door opened and a bearded man came out, wiping his face with a towel. The two of them swept swiftly through the room. They rolled the charts up, swept the photographs and notepads into a briefcase, bagged up the trash into a larger bag to be disposed of elsewhere. While they worked, Ajai stared out the window, as he often did. He liked the view here. He liked the cleanliness and orderliness of Germany. So unlike the camps where he had grown up. He sat on the bed while his men finished straightening the room. Some of the older members of his team would tease him, very lightly, about his habit of making the bed each morning before the maid came in. He liked sleeping between clean, fresh sheets, with a brocade bedspread and a warm blanket.
"We must go," he said needlessly. He followed his two men out the door.
***
Charley paced back and forth in his room, detailing the mission plan.
"It appears that we may be under hostile surveillance. We've notified HQ and the appropriate locals, and we're going to go ahead with the mission. There is some suspicion that our travel information has been compromised...but we'll deal with that," he said.
"How are we going to do that?" Joan asked, shifting on the bed, where she sat squeezed in between John and Butch.
"We're going to step up our counter-surveillance, take extra precautions, change some things around," Charley said.
"Maybe we should have a back-up team, Charley," Butch said.
"I put in the request. Based it on increased threat. We've still got lots to cover in Asia, but this has been moved up the list for first priority."
"How are we going to deploy till then?" Steve murmured.
"We're going to devote more attention to counter-surveillance in the movement to and from lodging, and in the airport phases. I want the most experienced people on counter-surveillance, but I want you to work with the new people, so they get some experience and some seasoning with you."
"Roger that," Steve said.
"What's this I heard about somebody following you guys after we moved?" Karen said.
"We already reported that. It's been taken care of." Charley studied Karen. "Everybody needs to protect their documentation. I want everyone to make sure that if you don't have your documents on you, that they're secured either by another team member or sealed and placed in a hotel safe. If you need some help or some ideas about how to secure your stuff, see Don or Stacy."
Charley rubbed at the knot of tension that had grown at the base of his neck. "We need to pay attention on these next legs. We're dealing with smaller aircraft, but there aren't as many of us, either. Don, Butch, Jon, Joan -- you guys are going to take the splits to Athens. Everybody else is with me to Istanbul."
"You think switching the assignments around might fool them?" Butch asked.
"Maybe...they might be looking for specific names in specific places. If they don't see them, maybe that will set them back. And you new guys will get a chance to see some places you didn't count on seeing."
"That's why I signed up," Jon said. "Fly to strange new places, meet strange new people, and shoot them."
"Shut up, new boy," Donald said.
***
ATHENS, GREECE:
Athens Hellenikon International Airport has been on the Department of Transportation and Department of State's list of most dangerous airports for many years. In large part it holds its place on the list because of the Greek government's laissez faire attitude towards terrorism: as long as you don't do it here, we don't care what you do. The Greeks have an almost genetic love of the unconventional, the romantic figure of the law breaking outlaw or terrorist -- again, as long as the laws being broken and the people being hurt aren't Greek. The airport customs and security procedures are chaotic. Most of the time all you need to do is display a passport, any passport, with a good picture or not, and, if the customs police aren't on strike that week, you are on your way.
For all that, Donald Gene had always loved Athens. When he was a SEAL instructor, he had done a training exchange with the Greek combat swimmers and found them to be crazy, poorly trained, but great fun. His missions into Athens had all been good ones. He had good contacts in the military and at the embassy, including the DEA liaison who replaced the one assassinated by the November 17 terrorist group. That was a real goat rope, he thought. November 17 had started off as a clandestine US-backed operation to train Greeks to conduct cross-border ops into Yugoslavia and the Soviet Union. Then the coup engineered by the Greek military, with some assistance from US elements of the intelligence community, had fostered a bitter anti-American sentiment and the students had turned on their masters. Don had been a player in the game for so long that he could easily identify with those Greeks. There had been many times in Viet Nam and since when he had been tempted to storm his own headquarters and root out the paper-pushers whose theories cost young men their lives.
The plane banked on its final approach to the airport. The Mediterranean was that deep, rich blue he had seen only one other place in the world, off the California coast. Cerulean was what one of his girlfriends had called it. Mara was an artist, a painter, a dreamy wild party girl who did huge portraits of faces. She'd been amused by him, had enjoyed the sex and his company and asked for nothing except that he model for her a few times. She titled the Don paintings the 'Warrior Series'', and displayed them at the UCLA Art Museum as part of her graduate thesis. Don smiled at the memory of the opening reception and his drunken entrance with the other members of his SEAL training platoon.
He watched the runway come up beneath the wheels of the 727 as it settled smoothly down from sky to tarmac. At the end of the runway, an armored personnel carrier waited for the plane. It trundled slowly towards the terminal, the plane following dutifully. The plane stopped several hundred yards from the terminal. The passengers disembarked from the aircraft, loaded into a waiting bus and went to the terminal. A second bus came and picked up the remaining passengers. The marshals lingered in their seats till everyone else was off, and then with the flight crew and the flight attendants came down and boarded a crew bus. A quiet Greek soldier in a gray-green jumpsuit, green beret and jump boots, well-armed with a Heckler and Koch MP-5 submachine gun and a Beretta 9mm pistol, escorted them from the bus into the terminal.
After touching base with the Greek customs police, the marshals split into two buddy teams and took separate cabs to the Athens Hilton. Don watched the road and the cars whip by as the cabby broke every posted speed limit. Butch slumped down in the seat beside him, entering the exchange rate for drachmas to dollars into his portable calculator.
"What do you think of the new blood, Butchie?" Don asked.
"This damn thing," Butch muttered. "I can never get it right."
"I don't know why you bother with that. You can never find it when you need it."
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