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			Epigraph

			“The only courage that matters is the kind that gets you from one moment to the next.”—Mignon McLaughlin

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1 - Druidsville

			R. Treavor Mackenzie was put together like a kid’s caricatured cat: round, short-limbed body attached to rounder head, seemingly without the benefit of neck; whiskered halfway between anarchist and satire; desperately in need of a haircut—a shaggy haystack of unruly, mud-clotted hair streamed like a straw-colored rat’s nest out from underneath his faded El Alamein campaign hat; bulbous nose ruddy from a torrid love affair with Guinness Stout; hairy nostrils perennially inquisitive; bushy eyebrows perpetually arched in amazement at the human condition, but never more so than today.

			Bedrizzled and bedraggled in sopping field-research khakis, Mackenzie squinted through raindrops on the lenses of Zeiss rubber-armored binoculars. The spectacle was about to begin.

			Baldy is at it again.

			Intermittent showers played absolute havoc with Mackenzie’s rain-soaked arthritic knees on this eleventh morning of observation. Squishy socks had him feisty to the point of feral. His ample stomach puddled through a trough into which his girth fit tongue-in-groove. This morning, Mackenzie found a tick in his matted, full-face beard. Too long overdue for a bath, yes, with the ripeness and rot that comes with damnably damp field living, but personal hygiene took a back seat to the bonkers boyo out there.

			Curtain going up!

			The object of his rapt attention: the bald man at Stonehenge, on Salisbury Plain, Wiltshire. On Morning Four, Mackenzie christened the weirdo: “Mr. Pate.” By Morning Six, Mackenzie knew for a surety that Mr. Pate was more than just a little crackers; the nutball was completely ‘round the bend.

			Mackenzie’s doctoral thesis plowed brave new ground in geopolitical sociology: Stonehenge—the cynosure where power gathered and where, through interpretation of heavenly wonders, power lanced out to...and radiated through...the select few capable of first harnessing raw knowledge, then refining it, defining it and using it...thanks to their innate affinity for celestial mechanics.

			Mackenzie scheduled one field trip to Stonehenge, more as a sop to duty than out of deep personal interest. But then Mr. Pate materialized one acid-rain morning, like a quirky jack springing out of a garish box, and the sociologist/PhD-to-be knew he’d latched onto a world-class kook. Boredom’s back was broken, courtesy of Mr. Pate’s incredibly varied floor shows.

			Quite the schizoid star, our mate...this Mr. Pate.

			Act I persona was Incan ruling class, praying to Inti; next, a Teton Sioux warrior, rising on tiptoe to the scherzo of boom-box amplified, eagle-bone-whistle music, the haunting notes of which were whisked away immediately by keening wind; then Mayan, worshipping Kinich Ahau; followed by Aztec high priest paying homage to Tonatiuh...not to mention ancient Egyptian, Sumerian and Persian.

			Mackenzie peered out from behind an obelisk brutalized by centuries of inclement weather and present-day vandals. Today, Mr. Pate was a Mandan Indian, the chief’s costume dead-on accurate, right down to handprints on clothing representing enemies killed in hand-to-hand combat.

			Oh, this guy is so very good...deliciously good.

			Mackenzie carefully focused his 50-300 Nikkor zoom. Four frames away from the roll’s end, Mr. Pate drove a large stick into the ground while bellowing mightily from well-practiced lungs.

			A real bravura performance!

			Mackenzie blinked through dark-morning mist, carefully shooting the buffalo skull mounted atop an ornately carved pole.

			Damn thing’s freshly skinned and still bloody!

			Then, zooming out to take in Mr. Pate.

			Too late!

			

			A flash of freak-show sorcery magnified by a zoom lens stabbed lancing brightness through Mackenzie’s good eye. He rubbed his face, cursing as Mr. Pate vanished behind a blossoming curtain of rolling, gray-white ground smoke.

			The son of a bitch actually waved!

			Then Mackenzie stood alone as far as his zoom could see.

			Whirl left, whirl right; ain’t no Mr. Pate in sight!

			Carefully rewinding now—very slowly, to prevent static-electricity marks. If the photos couldn’t be shoehorned into his thesis, Mackenzie would sell them to The Sun or The Star or The Daily Mirror. London’s tabloids were always slavering for offbeat tales, and any one of them...or all of them if he were shrewd enough...would pay handsomely.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2 - Boomtown

			Thanksgiving not being an Israeli holiday was only one reason why Avi was stamping frigid tingles out of his toes at O’Hare International Airport during this four-day traveler’s nightmare. Twenty other reasons included the fact that he had eight separate, virtually impenetrable IDs and spoke 12 languages—all fluently...his best being American, which he managed without even the slightest inflection of accent.

			Everything about Avi was off-the-rack medium, which made him a difficult quarry in a surging crowd and therefore an ideal agent provocateur for covert West Bank activity, particularly Crowd Ops. Softening in the middle from too much fast-food saturated fat and not enough isometrics, Avi walked atilt thanks to a steel pin in his femur, courtesy of the Six-Day War, and because the better part of his formative years were spent dodging the oncoming jabs of kibbutz bullies before unleashing a powerhouse left hook coming out of nowhere to inflict tremendous psychological and physical damage on unsuspecting adversaries. Through eyes the color of Caribbean shoal water, which contrasted sharply to skin burned otter brown after a lifetime of unscreened sun, Avi peered out critically and world-wise from under a broadly protruding simian brow

			Underdressed in an unlined London Fog raincoat, he shivered bitterly, gritting his teeth against the pain in his thigh while hunkering further down behind a hot-air vent. Frenetic activity continued unabated on the tarmac under his unauthorized, off-limits observation post. Bundled figures blinked in the teeth of glacial wind threatening to ice up watering eyes.

			This Turkey Day, Avi was Jonathan Marshall Stoddard, special liaison to the Governor’s Task Force on Airport Security. The phone number on his card led to a telecommunications substation that routed calls, via TelSat, to the fourth-level basement of the Israeli Embassy’s Department 43—Disinformation. But that number had never been used on Avi’s behalf, so adroit was he at palavering his way out of law-enforcement challenges.

			Avi’s body temperature was inching up, thanks to an against-regulations gulp of schnapps and blue banter with Miriam, his personal generator of eternal youth. Carnal brainwork involving that May-December merger kept him from freezing solid to metal railings while surveilling Service Apron 119 and environs.

			When in each other’s hedonistic company, they communicated in Body Braille...her incredible anatomy forming a fiercely powerful electromagnet to his questing, iron hands. While apart, they ached mightily and addressed each other cryptically, keeping themselves just inside the foul line of Federal Communications Commission rules and regs.

			He was Oh-India-Oh (OIO), she said, because of his manly virility, standing as it did like a sturdy cedar of Lebanon flanked by the duality of spherical potency; she was 99, which paid homage to implanted, full-breasted femininity sloping inward to the concavity of a hard, flat belly rippling with washboard abdominals—the trademark of a rated bodybuilder.

			Six miles away, in an apartment never warmer than 68 degrees—because heat makes you lazy—sultry, long-haired, ravishingly gorgeous Miss Tel Aviv, 1989; second runner-up, 1990 Miss Israel competition bounced frenetically to a hard-rock, high-impact aerobics program, gasping prurient responses into her constantly shifting headset.

			Chrome-black hair, the consistency of spider’s silk, was pinned up in a tight French braid. Her lacquer-smooth skin was drumhead taut. Agate eyes narrowed with gulped-air exertion. A confessed endorphin junkie, Miriam gripped a 7.5-pound weight in each hand. The rewarding high she craved came only from an advanced killer-aerobics program modified to include the best of savate and black-belt taekwondo.

			Pelvic-thrust gyrations agitated air molecules to microwave intensity, steaming up the apartment’s windows. Avi’s taste ran heavily to bare midriffs and Day-Glo colors, and so Miriam would greet him eagerly in black-leather bikini panties and a fluorescent pink, skin-tight, crop-top that Avi swore melted his earwax.

			When not physically under the blankets, Oh-India-Oh and 99 operated enthusiastically under moderately deep cover. Gulf War wind-down saw antiterrorist postures relaxing worldwide, while Israel maintained round-the-clock coverage at international facilities, ever alert for terrorism directed against institutions through which Jews might pass in large numbers. Being in the country solely in an advisory capacity, and with only the tacit approval of the U.S. government, meant that work had to be done with utmost delicacy: State had been lobbying for their removal since the handshake agreement was made...with the National Security Council and the Central Intelligence Agency blocking eviction so far.

			“Ninety-nine, I want you S-U-A,” he rasped, now walking his beat buoyantly and liquor-warm.

			“Sweaty upon arrival,” she crackled back. “Yes, my darling Oh-I-Oh.”

			But Mr. Pate had other ideas.

			The red-tint flash of a 747’s ventral rotating beacon on a hard-hatted head caught Avi’s eye momentarily, but chatter with Miriam took precedence over the baggage handler who was having trouble with the pedals of his propane-powered tractor, there in the shadow of TransPac Air Flight 117, the Empress of Diamond Head.

			Once every 11 weeks, TransPac Air supplemented its freight-hauler revenues with money collected from a very lucrative Chicago-to-Honolulu charter. This load’s “geese,” dressed for the most part in polyester/rayon sports clothes accessorized by Kmart, were strapped in tight...eagerly awaiting the first leg of New Horizon’s Oahu Dream Escape Package.

			The great whale of an airplane was loaded to maximum takeoff weight with fuel, baggage, and 447 economy-class passengers. Because it was not a regularly scheduled, high-profile airline, TransPac reaped another bounteous dividend: the economic advantage of lower security...reduced, but still legally within the parameters lobbied for by transport/charter companies and rubber-stamped by an overworked Federal Aviation Administration.

			Mr. Pate was well-versed in the Achilles’ heel of TransPac’s loosely woven security because Mr. Pate had been watching for a very long time.

			It can be done, it will be done.

			OH, YOU ARE THE EAGLE, YOU ARE THE ONE.

			For if this task were easily done...

			TELL ME PLEASE, WOULD IT BE FUN?

			Wigs change me so much faster than dye.

			YOU’RE SOMEONE ELSE IN THE BLINK OF AN EYE!

			The maintenance shed’s lock was easily picked by this slightly overweight man with the surgical gloves. Safe in its damp, cavernous shadows, the pot-bellied driver, who today called himself the Eagle, spun a fist-size socket wrench like a master mechanic. He swung away the top of a dummy propane fuel tank on the back of his gasoline-powered tractor and slid out two shapeless, heavy-vinyl masses. A sharp tug on each valise’s handle inflated both packages plump as they hissed up like Mae Wests.

			The first case contained a large portable stereo, pop-riveted to the bottom of the valise to prevent shifting. The second vinyl suitcase was lined with scrap steel to give it just the right heft. Preparations complete, the Eagle backed out carefully; it simply would not do to take a single risk now. The tractor idled roughly as he refastened the lock. Then he wheeled away briskly for the short ride past the catering trucks; moments later, he was hitched up to a string of empty baggage carts.

			After hoisting his considerable bulk aboard his tractor, he hunched over the steering wheel, cursed the cold, drove upfield, and waited....

			Forty-five seconds, right on cue;

			THIS IS OH SO EASY TO DO.

			...then he danced on the tractor’s pedals and swung back downfield in time to first take up echelon position and then speeding up to get closer...now parallel to...a tractor heading for TransPac’s grossed-to-the-max Empress of Diamond Head, warming up for its rendezvous with the beautiful sun.

			Careful!

			A very energetic wave now and...

			“Yo! Late for departure,” the Eagle yelled, waving his left arm up and down in broad strokes while jerking his head at the two bags on the seat beside him, jouncing to the cadence of cracks on tarmac.

			“Say what?!” the other driver yelled, yanking off his ear protectors.

			“Late baggage!”

			“Get fucked!” the other driver spat disgustedly. “I ain’t got time for that shit.” Then his eyes narrowed. “They been through goddamned security?”

			“Whadda you think I am, a fucking Heidi?!” the Eagle screamed, wiping splashed slush off his face. “Look, their cab blew an oil gasket coming in. Lucky to get here at all. Wouldn’t have if a bus hadn’t happened by.”

			The Eagle awkwardly dragged one bag across his lap and held it up between the racing tractors, where it swayed like a hypnotic pendulum.

			“See? Security seals, bro.” The Eagle kept hammering. “Look, just like regulations. You got eyes. C’mon! I’m off duty as of six minutes ago. Slow the fuck down!”

			“Shit! Goddamn!”

			“Back off on the gas, Leadfoot. This ain’t fucking Indy. Don’t stop. Just slow down, fer Chrissakes,” the Eagle hollered. “We’ll pony-express it.”

			“Asshole fucking airline!” the other driver raged. “Goddamn it, I hate it when it’s people!” He slowed his baggage train as the Eagle handed over first one, then the second case...after which he slowed while pretending to peel away on a new heading.

			So much yet remains to do.

			NOW YOU MUST SEE THIS THING THROUGH.

			Satisfied that both bags were riding the belt up into the airliner’s cavernous cargo hold, the Eagle swung around the back of the airplane, shielded from the terminal and the random sweep of Avi’s binoculars. Standing on the top of his tractor and mimicking a maintenance crewman snugging down an access panel under a fuel tank, the Eagle reached up and lovingly stroked the bottom of the wing while quietly whispering good-bye.

			Circumspectly tooling off again, looking like another chilled-to-the-bone pinion in the great machinery of air-service industry, the Eagle edged his tractor carefully between two out-of-service fuel trucks, shut down, and pocketed the key for disposal later. Circuitously and very carefully, making triply sure he was not observed and not being followed, the Eagle reclaimed his windowless, black Ford cargo van from employee parking. After wolfishly gobbling a snack pack of Sunshine Hydrox cookies, he navigated carefully out of the parking lot.

			It would not do to go home today. Home will be a hellish inferno, the ground zero where TransPac Flight 117 was scheduled to terminate moments after takeoff.

			But wait just a moment...

			YOU ALMOST FORGOT.

			To leave a memento...

			WHERE “X” MARKS THE SPOT.

			Travel plans hastily reorganized, the Eagle reversed direction and carefully headed back the way he came. By maintaining a road speed only three miles over a most generous limit, he would arrive just in time to play pitch-and-toss.

			───

			A crackle-wrapped “Oh-I-Oh,” usually followed by hot-and-dirty talk, was punctuated instead with thunderous bomb blast exploding as jarring static overload from the radio’s small speaker.

			Miriam?!

			

			Rumbling rolled in from over the active runway’s threshold. Steiner 7x50 autofocus binoculars instantly jammed up tight to Avi’s eyes brought a painful corona of pulsating spots. Clear, dammit! Rapid scan and...there...an ugly yellowish-white fireball, too small and low to be the sun, now turning orange, then greasy red...birthing an airborne smear of oil smoke out from which corkscrewed a blackened, split fuselage folding up as if hinged in the middle, dark dots of falling bodies, many of them on fire like grisly shooting stars, then a scatter of shredded wings...a spreading meteor shower of component parts...all of which moments before had been ascending Boeing 747. 

			Sheet fire licked low cumulus at the far limit of his vision, then went black and smoky as the catastrophic wreck of a ruptured airliner plunged in glowing streamers toward unyielding ground 200 feet below.

			“Miriam? Miriam?!” The rolling boom of an overhead thunderclap now fading out under pounding aerobic beat. “Miriam! Miriam!” Avi loud in her headphones.

			The disaster’s shock wave shattered plate-glass windows on both sides of the street. Miriam’s chest heaved unevenly, breath catching awkwardly, aerobic rhythm a limping stagger as she tried to comprehend splinters of glass sprouting like painful cactus needles from her muscular chest, midriff, and thighs.

			Shocked, still in superheated air, fear-frozen by heat and an unearthly ringing in her ears, Miriam watched shifting curtains of flaming aviation fuel ignite the roof of the brownstone across the street. Curling sheets of volatile candescence drifted toward smashed bay windows, a horrifically surreal aurora marching inexorably forward against the mottled backdrop of gray-black mackerel sky.

			Eerie silence prevailed momentarily, pierced by rising, tea-kettle whistles. The brickwork facade of Miriam’s apartment exploded violently in her face, imploding under the punch of a massive four-wheel landing gear. The scorched assembly whipsawed past, scything steel tubing, amputating her left arm. Tires aboil in oily fire, trailed stenchy smoke while plummeting through her tiny living room on their way to crush innocents below.

			Miriam retched on the stink of burning Jet-A fuel and hydraulic fluid. Smoldering seat cushions fluttered down like twirling petals of death. Staggering backward, she was knocked flat by the lower half of a human body. The stunning impact spurred urgent scrabbling. She backstroked desperately on the floor, blood spraying from the mincemeat stump.

			“Avi!” 

			The floor lurched twice, like an elevator car snapping its cables, then collapsed completely. Miriam, enmeshed in mangled, scorched metal, crashed through the lower apartments. Twisted and pummeled like a Cabbage Patch Kid in a cyclone, she dangled twisted and torn, hanging upside down with a broken back in a tangle of sparking electrical conduits, halfway through a ceiling two floors below. 

			Shocked insensate, Miriam’s brain flooded the inside of her skull with an overdose of natural painkillers, mercifully smothering this physical outrage. She surrendered her earthly everything to the surging glow now geysering her skyward toward the welcome warmth of heavenly resurrection.

			Avi?

			Avi’s radio, half-covered with drifting snow, crackled out broken static at his feet. Toward the north, the ascending, hellish beanstalk of Miriam’s funeral pyre towered tall and fulminating, black smoke churning angrily as it fattened into a toadstool spreading an ebony cap over faraway billboards.

			Miriam?

			Kneeling at his transceiver, Avi thumbed CHAN. SEL. to SCANNER. First, a steady hiss, as if the radio itself could not fathom the enormous monstrosity of heinous deeds...then two scattered pops...then three, eight, and finally a continuous burble of static-laced calls for immediate assistance.

			Sirens moaned insistently above the chatter as emergency crews from all over Chicago mobilized to begin the futile search for survivors...and to take care of the dead.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3 - Reunion

			Several days previously, a weary and unwashed Ahmed Janoob (or Ahmed “South”), heading northeast, entered the rock-rimmed oasis of El Qouzah from the direction after which he had borrowed his surname. Ahmed Janoob’s long-time friend of many seasons and several prior meetings, Tahsin Shamaal (or Tahsin “North”), entered from the direction after which he had taken his last name, after himself traveling generally southwest for many days.

			“Ahlan,” Tahsin had shouted joyously upon approaching the ancient well from which water would be ceremonially drawn. “Hi, and welcome.”

			“Ahlan beek,” Ahmed yelled in happy reply. “Hi, and welcome to you.”

			Ahmed was 39; Tahsin was 44. Dressed in the threadbare miscellany peculiar to aimless nomads, both were burnished and wizened from too many hours traveling over land first harshly baked by an unforgiving sun, then forgotten just as quickly. Three weeks unshaven and each with the eyes of famished ospreys, either could have passed for the wandering patriarch of any anonymous group of stateless migrants.

			Inclement night found them settled cross-legged on oilcloth rippling beneath frayed, red-checked canvas awning barely four shoulders wide. Each gazed idly west, with only Ahmed hoping for a break in the chilly, intermittent showers. For comfort, they drew on remarkably smooth Cuban tobacco smoldering fitfully in the bowl of a bubbling hookah; large, battered-metal cups full of thick, nearly boiling qahwah-flavored with cardamom helped them fight the cold; their feet drew warmth from a small campfire sizzling unevenly in defiance of dribbling rain, while wind gusted in from a squall line hanging westward like dirty, flapping laundry...its turbid clouds fighting to mask a weakling moon.

			“Kayf haalak?” Ahmed asked earnestly, firmly gripping his friend’s left arm. “How are you?”

			“Ashaor bi-tahassun,” Tahsin sighed noncommittally, his crevassed face ravaged from more than just the obvious discomforts suffered on the long journey south and west by donkey. “I’m feeling better.”

			But Ahmed saw the tangled lines crisscrossing Tahsin’s face for what they were—deeply wrought etchings giving adamant lie to casual words—so he wasted no time in giving his friend a flat packet of 500 Percodan tablets. True, Tahsin could easily avail himself of priority access to superb medical facilities in his country of birth; however, a superabundance of spies, who together gave new meaning to the word “infestation,” meant that going through any channels, black market or otherwise, would immediately red-flag the poor state of his general health, said condition having been surreptitiously confirmed during secretive visits to well-respected and very discreet specialists in the Russian Republic, England and Switzerland.

			“It is good to see you once again, my old friend,” Ahmed said. He slowly cranked open a tin of Norwegian sardines, the first taste of which his companion declined with effusive thanks while taking a six-high stack of saltines instead.

			“Much as I take great pleasure in seeing you once more,” Tahsin replied. He chewed thoughtfully for a moment, then added: “Provided, of course, that you remain circumspect in your application of that most sensitive adjective.”

			“Without a doubt.”

			“You have news?” Tahsin asked intently.

			“The winds of change blow savagely across the land,” Ahmed replied. “Even now, old orders tremble with awe; some are sure to fall.”

			“But their demise will not come soon enough to affect either of us, I am afraid, or our yet-to-be-born children,” Tahsin said with profound pessimism.

			

			“Of these things, one can never know for sure. And what have you learned of the others?”

			“We know that the chance of lasting peace is now apt to slide away even more rapidly than perennially shifting Saharan sands,” Tahsin said. “I have learned only that there is a plot which targets the House of Saud...”

			 Ahmed interrupted impatiently with a wave of resolute conviction. “Hoary information. So old, in fact, as to be ancient. As for myself, I would feel completely out of sorts if there were not an ongoing intrigue of some kind or another directed against the monarchy. Such schemes form the ever-flowing grist for many a conspirator’s mill.”

			“Would but that this were one of those times,” Tahsin said dispiritedly. He lit a cigarette, took one deep drag and then...unwilling to risk the onset of more coughing...tossed it into the fire. “No, I’m afraid this is much worse. The ambitious plan of which I speak is of sufficient magnitude to crush the whole royal family completely flat in one wet smear.”

			“It cannot be done,” Ahmed argued. “They are too carefully protected, with some dispersed across considerable distances: three in Europe and two as far away as tightly guarded safe houses in Singapore and Sydney.”

			“And what you know, others know as well...in more precise detail.”

			“That is certainly true,” Ahmed agreed.

			“And now,” Tahsin said, “I think we had best prepare ourselves for the arrival of visitors. Look there...to the northwest.”

			Ahmed squinted hard in the direction Tahsin’s trembling index finger pointed. The man from the north yanked to full extension the brass tubes of a 19th-century seafarer telescope, then handed the spyglass to his younger friend.

			“Wait for the next flash of lightning,” Tahsin counseled. “Your people without a doubt,” he said. “There is no way mine could have survived even the first, tentative leg of so distant a journey across disputed territory as unremittingly hostile as that upon which we sit.”

			Ahmed trained the telescope on a pair of sandy-gray command cars already almost upon him. Serrated bolts of sawtooth lightning flashed vividly like forked lacework, followed by the booming cannonade of nearby thunder. Pastel light ghosted off tense soldiers under the command of a brawny colonel packed like chiseled ironstone into mud-splattered fatigues, flak vest, and web gear. From brow up, the officer’s jar-shaped head was wrapped in a brilliant, ruby-red scarf emblazoned with a green, white-winged snake—the calling card of the Israeli paratroops. To the colonel’s left and right were his driver and a Druze Muslim tracker. In the rear of each vehicle, four soldiers sat back-to-back, eyes peeled for trouble. Both armed cars were heavily laden with a full complement of rocket-propelled grenades, light antitank weapons, Galil assault rifles with underslung M203 40mm grenade launchers, and FN MAG light machine guns with projection lights.

			The first vehicle slid to a crisp stop 20 yards from where Ahmed and Tahsin sheltered under wind-whipped canvas. Its dazzling searchlights and 7.62mm machine guns held uncompromising beads on the pair while the second vehicle slowly circled the oasis, itching for a chance to quash dissenting opinion. The colonel dismounted and strode closer in the company of two stout paratroop senior master sergeants, all of whom casually kicked a spray of stinging, muddy pebbles at the two men huddling together for spiritual warmth.

			Ahmed and Tahsin didn’t meet the colonel’s slitted eyes as he addressed them in Hebrew. They gave no indication of having heard, much less understood, questions barked on behalf of a security patrol with apparently nothing better to do than sieve locals through the sifter of casual field investigation in the hopes of catching a rotten fish or two.

			Neither interrogatee responded to increasing bellicosity. Their inaction pulled the plug on the officer’s store of patience, which drained rapidly to depletion, and he didn’t ask again. Instead, a paratroop sergeant hauled Ahmed to unsteady feet. The colonel slapped the Arab hard across the right cheek while the huskier of the burly noncoms rifled the slender man’s pockets for identity papers.

			A moment later, the colonel was humming happily over a timeworn ID shedding mist in the beam of a krypton-bulbed flashlight. The faded photostat had been creased and unfolded so many times it would crumble if sneezed upon...held together as it was by an unripped seam here, a thread of fabric there, a spot of dried saliva in the middle. With a grunt of apparent satisfaction, the officer casually dropped the brittle paper into the campfire...where it briefly smoked white before flaring into crinkled black ash. Then, without so much as a glance at Ahmed, the officer unleashed a potent, close-range monkey punch, the impact of which knocked off the smaller man’s kaffiyeh as he backpedaled clumsily.

			“That is because I find the stench of your donkey-dung lifestyle so greatly offensive to my delicate sensibilities,” the colonel said gruffly while his men frisked Ahmed for additional identity papers.

			“My goodness! My goodness!” the colonel roared, laughing as he examined the shorter detainee’s paperwork in the gleam of battery light. “Not only do I have the pleasure of holding in my hand an extremely poor forgery, these papers have expired, to boot...just as your freedom is about to.”

			A no-nonsense slap across the face was punctuated with: “You people really are the body lice on the backside of humanity.” Then the colonel jerked his head and stepped back as his sergeants dragged Ahmed to the command car. After first taking a leg and arm each, they swung him bodily toward the tailgate like an ungainly duffle bag...and with a laughing “E’chad! Sh’teye’eem! Sha’losh!” threw him unceremoniously facedown into the back.

			“Shukran ala diyaafatak,” Ahmed managed to call out from where he lay hurt in a twisted tangle of arms and legs. “Thank you for your hospitality.”

			“Haz sa’eed,” Tahsin shouted back as loud as his hacking cough permitted. “Good luck.”

			The oasis was soon only a storm-drenched memory lost far behind chaotically zigzagging military vehicles. Ahmed slowly pulled himself up off the floor of the command car, nauseous with the knowledge he would not see Tahsin again. While massaging his chin and licking a drop of blood away from his inner lip, Ahmed glared balefully at the unconcerned back of Colonel Yossi Gavron, who this night seemed to have taken just a little bit too much enthusiastic pride in his job.

			“Zvi, those papers really were expired,” Gavron said casually over his shoulder, as if that fact alone were sufficient justification to deliver a hard punch to the face.

			“What?!” Zvi shouted.

			“What happened back there wasn’t just some bullshit for your butt-buddy’s benefit!” Gavron yelled, his bass-saxhorn voice rising over the egg-beater clatter of a border-patrol vehicle pushed to the limit.

			And then the granite colonel, who was listed in RESTRICTED—Eyes Only dossiers as the Poultryman, snorted like an African Cape buffalo. Gavron’s robust amusement complemented the only insignia worn in predawn half-light: the conceited self-assurance of a highly regarded neck-breaker, a covert-operations expert wise to the ways of all flesh, and 200 percent sure about everything.

			“I’m surprised you were so sloppy!” Gavron shouted. “After all, a man in your position should take greater pains to attend to the little details.”

			“Next time, let’s have less theatrics on the snatch.” Zvi rubbed his chin while pushing his tongue gingerly against an incisor to check the firmness of its mooring in the lower gum. “You didn’t have to be such a prick about it.”

			“And why not?!” Gavron bellowed angrily. “Last I heard, that particular piece of real estate is still part of our security zone. Look, my orders were to get you out convincingly. I was told to make it look good, to protect your credibility should you be talking to a source of even minor importance,” Gavron said, while carefully scanning the seesaw landscape of patchy grassland with night-vision binoculars that couldn’t quite handle the wet weather.

			Try the head of the Syrian secret police, Zvi thought, which is why it is just as well that you are not actively interested in promotion to a higher rank.

			“And so get you out convincingly is precisely what I did,” Gavron said evenly. “Mind you, I’d rather be killing those vermin as opposed to wasting my good time with this stinking step-and-fetch-it. But orders are orders, and I have done very well.”

			“So it would appear.”

			

			“Why you can’t take your sabbaticals at the seaside, like most everyone else, is beyond me.”

			“Among other things.”

			“What?!” Gavron shouted.

			“Which would save you from what you feel is all of this unnecessary running around!” Zvi yelled.

			“Yes! Especially because we’re in bandit country.”

			“Since when is a big, brave man like you worried?”

			“The lives of my men are important to me, too important to risk unnecessarily in this absurd taxi duty.” Gavron spat contemptuously backward, the large gob of unidentified matter narrowly missing his soaked passenger. “So tell me. What’s really ailing itty-bitty Zvi?” the colonel asked, laughing condescendingly at the drowned rat of a man who looked as if he couldn’t take a punch even in the best of times.

			 “Don’t you think it’s about time you told me what the hell’s going on?” Zvi asked pointedly, his right elbow crooked tightly around a machine-gun post.

			“As you probably know, it’s way over my head,” Gavron muttered, his words whipped away by bracketing thunder, howling wind, and scarf tails snip-snapping over the back of muscle-ribbed neck.

			So what else is new? Zvi thought.

			He grabbed for a coiled-cord handset dangling from the bulky AN/PRC-25/77 field radio Gavron held menacingly overhead. Zvi’s buttocks bounced completely off, then slammed painfully back into the uncomfortably wet sheet metal of the command-car floor. The sharp edge of a loose, hex-head screw carved its painful way into the bottom of his right thigh.

			“Go!” Zvi said into the transceiver.

			“Big Blue Eighty-Two/four-four-seven P plus C; niner-six G,” a static-wrapped voice crackled urgently. “This is not a drill.”

			No, Zvi thought sadly. It wouldn’t be.

			“Repeat!” he barked.

			The radio did.

			Damn! Would it never end?!

			“Whose?” Zvi asked immediately.

			“Big Daddy’s.”

			“Where?”

			“Well inside his three-mile limit.”

			“When?”

			“It’s still smoking.”

			“A fresh scent,” Zvi mused.

			“Tailor-made for a prime sniffer.”

			“Luckily, we’ve got one across the pond,” Zvi said quietly.

			“Youtka?”

			“Who else could there possibly be?” Zvi wiped blearing rainwater from his eyes. “Get word out ASAP,” he ordered. Then he switched off the field radio and watched it swing pendulously away from precarious suspension over his rain-splattered hair.

			 “You and I will talk more later!” Zvi shouted above the punishing din of the patrol vehicle’s rickety journey.

			“You think so?!” the colonel yelled back over the clamorous roar of the straining engine. “Zvi, it is rather presumptuous of you to entertain the notion that I’d be even remotely interested in hearing anything you’ve got to say.”

			“Not even an invitation to dance on the canvas?” Zvi challenged, loudly enough for the other soldiers to hear.

			“With Cuban gloves?” Gavron asked.

			Suddenly very interested in what his soggy passenger had offered, the paratroop colonel passed his binoculars to the tracker and crouched down next to Zvi...his broadly satisfied grin accenting wanton appetite twinkling out from green-carbide eyes set deep in a battle-scarred face.

			“If you think you can take it,” Zvi said coolly.

			“I’m sure my appointment calendar’s got room for an easy, six-round walkover.”

			“How about twelve?” Zvi asked for reasons not immediately fathomable. Momentarily feeling like a complete idiot, Zvi just as quickly reasoned that the match wouldn’t last for more than a few rounds anyway.

			“You’re on!” Gavron said immediately, lest Zvi have a chance to think things through more clearly and perhaps change his mind.

			“Any other news?”

			“Well,” Gavron said, surprisingly chipper and talkative, “you’ll probably be glad to know that before picking you up, I did get word about six from Samir Arboon’s group, who were intercepted four clicks west of your position. Those thugs have now taken to looting, pillaging, raping, and otherwise making life extremely difficult for the indigenous population. Anyway, we martyred them.”

			“Which means?” Zvi asked, gazing idly out over the tailgate at the braying donkey still struggling valiantly to keep up with the command car’s jouncing journey on the goat path of muddy, tertiary road.

			“Which means that today just happens to be your lucky day,” Gavron said happily. “And based on your generous offer, it appears to be mine as well.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4 - Dogger

			For Judith Levy, the precision of professional football served up tripartite satisfaction. She found the sport joyous to behold, spiritually uplifting, and emotionally gratifying. Judith fully appreciated the suddenly intense mobilization of ponderously heavy frontline forces, the tap-dancing quarterback, the high-stepping ballet of a quickly cutting wide receiver under intense cornerback pressure, the orchestration of long passes lofted high and greedily snagged in diving catches.

			And nothing could ever compare to the peculiar consistency and potent aromatics of the hot dog distending her usually lean cheeks. Mystery meat it might very well be, but the mustard, relish, onions, cheese, ketchup, chili, and air pollution combined to brew an astonishing experience with a singularly unique flavor all its own. Judith had industriously shopped each major supermarket and minor bodega in the greater Washington, D.C. area, and every convenience store in between, but had never come close to duplicating those preciously delicious dogs of R.F.K. Memorial Stadium.

			The human wave went up, and she joined it, struggling to keep her treasured frank as evenly keeled as possible. She fell back awkwardly into her seat, the shaky pyramid of onions, relish, and chili wobbling precariously...but marginally safe from upset for the time being.

			The stacked snack caved in on the next play. Second and eight inside the Other Guys’ 42-yard line—it hardly mattered who was playing as long as her face was crammed full of hot dog. She leaned her shoulder toward her companion, the better to see through hedge-rowed fur hats and jumping jackets in front of her...and artfully dumped half the precious condiments onto the arm of his brown serge overcoat.

			Judith smiled giddily between wolfing grunts as she gator-bit the hot dog down to a mere stump of roll. Dr. Murray Mertz, distinguished psychiatrist and father-confessor to the better part of upper-crust Washington society, couldn’t help laughing at her slow, affected, bulge-eyed chewing, looking as she did like a six-year-old girl happily enjoying an outing with Daddy. He knew them to be making progress, which pleased him greatly, because soon he would pick the lock on the dungeon door behind which her deepest secrets were sequestered, and then she would be fully his.

			“No question but that you’re having fun,” Mertz observed affably, “as will my dry cleaner before the week is out, I can assure you.” He seared his throat with hot coffee then sucked in ice air to cool himself down, shivering with the chill.

			“Delicious.”

			“Eat up, Judith. You always look so seriously underweight.”

			“Thanks!”

			“Truer words, on my part, were never spoken.”

			“That is why I like to hear them.”

			“And more to the point, I might be able to get you the recipe...the ingredients, anyway.”

			“For these?! You mean... Yeah, sure,” she scoffed. “Right!”

			“No, seriously!”

			 Seeing Judith about to take the bait, Mertz drained his coffee cup, tossed it under his seat, then half-turned and took both her mittened hands in his, squeezing her left hand more than her right, which was his way of showing that his caring was genuine.

			“This is for real, Judith. One of my patients? He owns the food concessions here. He honestly does!”

			“You know that I would kill for it,” she stated matter-of-factly, leaning forward and rubbing noses with him. “Tell me or forfeit your life right now on this very spot.”

			“Never in a hundred million years! Never will I ever give it to you.”

			

			“Murray, please!” she begged, lively eyes intensely suppliant. “Don’t toy with me. If you have it, I must know. I simply must. Murray, you don’t have to tell me what it is. Yet. Just tell me if you have it. That is all I ask.”

			“Sorry! Doctor/patient confidentiality,” he winked, giving her an awkward hug before turning his attention back to jersey’d mayhem on the field. “They’ll be going long on this one,” he predicted. “Can’t you feel it? The seats are a-live,” he sang, “with elec-tric ten-sion. They’re going to fake a screen...and then go long. Massaro will feint to Hanson and go to Reed. Watch!”

			“And if you are wrong, I get the recipe!”

			“Absolutely not!” he countered with mock indignation. “Do you think I would compromise my dignity and sell out so weighty a responsibility for so small a reward as your lucky guess concerning the next play? Has my name suddenly become Esau?”

			“You would do it, I know you would, if I told you that along with the bet riding on the next play, and in exchange for the recipe, I would gladly spend three days as your love slave at your precious hideaway on Chesapeake Bay, where we would rewrite at least two chapters of the Kama Sutra before ravenously devouring breakfast in bed late Tuesday morning.”

			Dr. Mertz was hooked faster than a fly-starved trout.

			“You mean you...”

			“Did you hear me?”

			“But I...” he blustered, taken aback and momentarily off guard.

			“Did you hear what I said?”

			“Yes, but...”

			“Well, evidently you were not listening very closely, my good doctor. What I said was: ‘If I told you.’ I didn’t say that we actually would.”

			“Tease me! I absolutely adore you for it,” he said, squeezing her hands again before turning his attention back downfield.

			“It is the hairy-chested male in you that I take such great pleasure in tweaking,” Judith said, leaning over to huddle with Mertz. “Time-out is over,” she breathed into his right ear. “Play-action pass.”

			“Nah! They’ll go to the air and long. Massaro will fake to Reed and go to Hanson.”

			“You have changed your tune, Doctor Mertz.”

			“That’s what we call hedging one’s bets. Standard procedure, especially because the stakes seem to have gone up.”

			“Excellent choice of words.”

			“Watch,” he urged. “And remember, you heard it here first.”

			Washington ran the ball up the middle for a gain of nine, with Mertz jeering mightily in disappointment.

			Her hoots muffled by the last mouthful of the second hot dog, Judith licked her fingers, threw back the hood of her parka, and fluffed out an “early tousle” hairdo.

			For Judith, life was too precious to waste time fussing with inconsequentials, so one pass of the towel followed by air dry would have to do. Her cosmetic half had to be on line when her real self reboarded the Adrenalin Express. Blow-drying, styling, and other fripperies of femininity were luxuries that rapaciously devoured precious minutes she was forever chary of frittering away.

			Judith’s face was canted higher on one side than the other, perennially inclined as if questioning every fact and circumstance laid before her by a world perpetually ablaze. Her eyes were predominantly hazel, although indirect lighting turned them into mirrors of stained glass flecked with chips of green and blue. The left corner of her mouth pulled in and back a little tighter than the right, mirroring the permanent dash of skepticism with which she toned down the optimistic bouillabaisse her bureaucratic coworkers served up without so much as a passing nod to pragmatic reality.

			Judith’s workday responsibilities were an unmindful 10,000 miles away, which was mistake number one and which alone should have been her first warning of trouble afoot. Whenever she repressed as deeply as today, things barreled back with cockamamie vengeance. Thinking about it, dueling with it mentally, fretting about it, agonizing over it, worrying about it all combined in the construction of a talisman mighty enough to keep personal troubles at bay. But she’d been so engrossed in feeding her face that she’d neglected to enforce that cardinal good-luck rule and so...as was inevitable when she forgot what she was supposed to remember in order to keep it away...there it was: the accursed pager insistently vibrating against her right thigh.

			But not today! Judith decided defiantly. She reached down and artfully stroked the sliding kill switch that took the battery out of the circuit. Definitely not now! She was off duty. Everyone deserved a day off now and then. She had worked 19 weeks straight on her last case, without so much as half an afternoon to herself. I am entitled!

			 And for a moment it worked...but on higher authority and as allowed by the house rules so tightly structuring her tightly tubular life, the beeper jumped the first circuit, energized backup electronics, and nudged her again on Command/Override. From all-too-brief glimpses at long-forgotten schematics, Judith knew her pager could unmute itself if the order came from high enough up the chain of command, although her hardware had never hot-wired itself before, which fact alone substantially jacked up her worry quotient.

			She groped far down in the baggy pants pocket and pulled out the small receiver. Its whining warble rose insistently, as if in raucous complaint about 20-degree wind...the nerve-grating Code Red wail so unlike the gurgling burble she was accustomed to.

			“Trouble?” Mertz, ever solicitous, took his arm off Judith’s shoulder and gave her the maneuvering room she needed to shield the beeper from sunlight, blanking out the display panel.

			She leaned back and angled the LCD. Message: BIG BLUE 82/447 P+C; 96 G. Meaning: a Boeing 747 had been blown completely apart in midair, killing 447 passengers plus crew, and 96 people on the ground.

			“Judith! What is it?! What’s wrong?!” The human wave rose and fell to a Redskins’ touchdown, but Mertz ignored the undulating rhythm of humanity and stared at his companion’s face, which had blanched two shades whiter than evaporated milk.

			“Judith?!”

			“I have to go!” she said urgently.

			He got half up out of his seat, but she leaned over and pushed him back.

			“Not today, my good Doctor Mertz.”

			“A patient?”

			“Isn’t it always?” she said, forcing a cheesy smile that played across her face like the palsied rictus of gross insincerity. “They are forever...” she said, moving away briskly efficient while committing to nothing in particular.

			“Wait,” he said, snagging her sleeve and pulling insistently.

			Judith tugged loose and looked around frantically. Back and up, she told herself, back and up. There! At the portal. Where she had been told they would be, just as they had practiced that one time, which had been more afterthought than serious training because the security team had nothing better to do that day...and there had been a game...and there had been the hot dogs.

			“Yes, Murray. A patient.”

			“I’ll go too,” he said, hardly believing her. Mertz edged to his feet again as she turned and began politely sidestepping her way toward the aisle. “Judith, I’ll get...”

			“No!” she yelled, straight-arming him to a standoff, reestablishing enough control to launch a legitimately warm smile that disarmed him long enough to let her widen the gap.

			She willed color into her face. Back-flash to the rainy day, the combat engineers hooked their crane’s cable up to the women’s latrine, then lifted the little building without mussing so much as a flake of uniform lint...and left her squatting in full view of a passing army drill team. The memory worked. An embarrassed flush crept up her face. Mertz would buy her story if it were broadcast in color. He had to!

			

			“I am being...the clinic sent a car. I will be all right.”

			“You sure?”

			“Trust me,” she shouted over the “Ooooh” of the Other Guys’ fumble.

			“Just don’t ask me to buy a bridge from you, or land,” he shouted back, fur hat slipping in and out of sight between and behind a wavering forest of overcoats, sweatshirts, banners, and flags. “Because from that look on your face I can tell...”

			She blew him a kiss from the aisle. “Tell yourself that I had a wonderful time!” she yelled, enunciating each word slowly through cupped hands. “And while I will not be back for the halftime show, there will be other games.”

			“And hot dogs!” he shouted back.

			Judith watched him watching her. She jabbed her forefinger emphatically toward the Other Guys’ sidelines. With Mertz temporarily distracted by the seething mass of stadium activity, she bolted up the stairs in giant leaps, her mind tossing up unbidden scraps of military training and a long-forgotten class on explosive weaponry.

			“BLU-82/B.”

			The instructor was Gelfik, a short and abhorrently unpleasant pit bull of Sephardic Jew who briskly stoked his thinly veiled dislike for all of his students. They would be going out into the world as field operatives; he would be forever anchored in port. Their opportunity would never be his opportunity because he had been tarred and feathered by a whispering campaign sprouting from the long-simmering Muhradah Affair.

			By then totally soured on life, Gelfik still remained the expert’s expert on bangs, blasts, and booms...and so the IDF had no real choice but to keep him on...his expertise weighing the scales more heavily in favor of utility than obnoxiousness pushed the balance toward outright dismissal.

			“The largest, conventional bomb in the American inventory,” Gelfik barked pompously, purposely scraping his chalk on the blackboard as he diagrammed the device. “At 15,000 pounds, it is so hugely bulky that it must be delivered by C-130 transport.”

			“Which is why air supremacy is of such paramount importance in the application of the weapon.”

			“Thank you, Yoni Ginsberg, tactical expert nonpareil,” Gelfik growled, bowing formally...one arm across his stomach, the other behind his back. He straightened up and looked around, hands on hips, daring anyone else to interrupt his lecture.

			“And now, my esteemed Mr. Ginsberg. If I may be permitted to continue.”

			“But of course, Herr Professor,” Yoni cracked, loudly clicking together the heels of his combat boots.

			Gelfik chose to ignore the dig. “Thank you. This particular gem of explosive engineering,” he went on, “is also called the Daisy Cutter or Big Blue 82.”

			Judith had been drifting in and out of reality all that spring morning, when the iron in Yoni’s blood had clearly turned to lead in his pants. When not needling Gelfik with sotto voce interruptions, he passed Judith salacious notes, gallivanting dangerously close to the obscene-short, pungent verses abloom with impassioned erotics eliciting surprisingly intense flutterings in her loins. Judith was surprised she had retained anything of what the little wart of an instructor said about the device’s construction.

			“Comprised of a cast-steel case filled with 12,600 pounds of DBA-22M,” Gelfik croaked.

			“I love you, Judith Levy!”

			“Not now. Yoni!” she rasped, bending his pinky back almost to breaking and removing his hand from her inner thigh. Those butterflies again!

			 Gelfik: “A watery mixture...”

			“Darling Judith, my knees go watery thinking of your...”

			“Stop it!”

			“...of ammonium nitrate and aluminum powder, with polystyrene soap as a binder.”

			Gelfik worked a toothpick between the large gap separating his bottom-front teeth and waited patiently until he had their attention. “The Daisy Cutter,” he continued, finally exasperated, “produces an explosion of a size and intensity described as ‘the closest thing to a nuclear bomb.’ Mine clearance? Need a helicopter landing pad? Then Big Blue is the device for you. Produces blast overpressure in excess of 1,000 pounds per square inch. Shears off trees and other obstructions at ground level.”

			Big Blue 82 became the Mossad code name for any device large enough to completely shatter a Boeing 747...and Dr. Mertz was forgotten by the time she reached the landing, with Mike and John falling in at her side.

			“You must be freezing,” she said, snugging her parka shut while eyeing their three-piece Brooks Brothers suits and Rudolph noses.

			They were a study in contrasts: Mike, tall and angular, given to Grecian Formula, Rogaine and spending endless hours cruising health spas frequented by hard-bodied, female aerobic animals in their mid-twenties; John, a grandfather twice over, round and portly, bearded, totally gray, receding hairline but with enough personal dignity not to let the sides grow longer to compensate for what he was losing in the front and middle.

			Both men were GS8 “floaters” who had requested this particular liaison assignment because when this percolator started brewing up, which wasn’t often, things got hot enough to more than make up for lost time.

			“We’ve seen worse,” Mike said.

			“Chosin Reservoir,” John echoed.

			“Talk cold, and you’re talking Korea, 1950-1953,” they chorused.

			“Tell me it is more optimistic,” she entreated her pager while jogging down the ramp. But the message wouldn’t go away. She turned the unit off, then on again, wanting to doubt but unable to deny the accusatory blinking—BIG BLUE 82/447 P+C; 96 G. It had come across too often to be a mistake, and no one would be sick enough to joke about so grave a circumstance. It was genuine.

			They burst out through the stadium’s VIP entrance. Judith momentarily lost her bearings. She looked around anxiously, then raced after Mike and John to a Cadillac stretch limousine with diplomatic plates.

			John yanked open the back door. Judith dove into the car, and John slid in after her, grabbing for his handkerchief and wiping his nose as the door slammed shut. His jacket bunched out as he sat crosswise on the seat, the butt of a Glock Model 22 .40-caliber semiautomatic protruding from a Bianchi spring-loaded holster.

			 Mike skated around to the front passenger seat of the Cadillac, sliding on a patch of ice like a figure skater having a bad day. He grabbed at the fender to right his balance and snapped off one of the embassy flags, regarding it in shocked surprise until the angry honk of the horn woke him up. Mike dropped the pennant, scrabbled for the door, pulled it open, and threw himself into the car.

			“Go!” he ordered.

			Abraham’s left foot was already halfway off the brake. Size-12 boot jammed the gas pedal flat. Speed-rated tires squealed in protest while generating churning puffs of rubber smoke. The limousine surged into motion before the door locks clicked down.

			Mike buckled in, then slackened his shoulder belt. He half-turned, laying his arm over the top of the seat while bringing Judith up to date.

			“A chartered airliner was brought down just after takeoff from O’Hare.”

			“Arabs?” she asked.

			“That’s what the phone call said,” John said, lighting a cigarette.

			Judith accepted an unfiltered Camel from the proffered pack. “Who put their name on it this time?” she asked wearily, having looked down this investigative road and seeing that she’d been here before...and before that...and before that, too.

			“El-Fahd el-Aswad,” Abraham hissed. “Bastards.” He cursed while swerving to avoid a parcel-delivery van wandering dispiritedly left to right in lazy search of a lane to call home.

			“Nothing’s been confirmed yet,” Mike said.

			

			“No hard evidence,” John echoed.

			“We know what we know,” Abraham said with firm-jawed conviction.

			“The White House got a message that a large terrorist bomb destroyed the airliner,” Mike said. “The message was: ‘Death to those who nourish the Zionist entity.’“

			“The White House?” Judith asked. “Not the media?”

			“No, which is a bit unusual, considering how publicity hungry and otherwise starved for attention they are. We’re sitting on it for right now. Take a left at the next light, Abraham.”

			“Since when?”

			“Just finished the alley yesterday,” John offered.

			“It’ll cut fifteen minutes off our time,” Mike said.

			“Money in the bank,” Abraham laughed. He grinned happily, smoothly cranking in all available power steering as their bodies leaned with forces nudging the car’s suspension nearly past its design limits.

			“According to the passenger manifest,” Mike continued, “there were four hundred and forty-seven passengers on the plane, plus crew. They’re all dead. So far, we’ve got ninety-six confirmed dead on the ground.”

			“I heard,” she said.

			“Already?” Mike asked with genuine respect. “We pick you up at a football game, and you’re riding herd on it. I knew you people were good, but...”

			“We cannot afford to be otherwise. No one has ever been keen on giving us a second chance. Name of the flight?”

			“TransPac Air,” John said. “Flight 117. Chicago to Honolulu.”

			“I will need a printout of what you have so far.”

			Mike handed her a small, scrolled computer sheet. She speed-read cryptic abbreviations, then folded the report into a one-inch square and shoved it deep down into her shirt pocket.

			“And the body count is still preliminary?” Judith asked.

			“Yeah,” Mike whispered. “Though from what I’ve heard, there were at least two apartment buildings fully involved, so Christ only knows how many crispies will turn up by the time they’re done raking through the wreckage.”

			“He’s about the only one who will know,” John said solemnly. And then he looked up and around abruptly, and said, “No offense.”

			“None taken,” Judith said firmly.

			“But only if you say two Hail...” Abraham began.

			“Enough!” she said, shutting down Abraham’s abrasive commentary because she was bone-dry on patience. “I speak for both of us.”

			Abraham glared at her in the rearview mirror but bit his lip and said nothing. Judith’s barely constrained fury told him he was wise to hold his tongue. She leaned back in the seat, suddenly weary as the huge scale of the tragedy bubbled through her body, washing outward from her psychic edges before doubling back insidiously and squeezing her blue in the straitjacket of melancholy overload. The cigarette abraded her throat, and she stubbed it out impatiently.

			An abrupt lane change and the blast of an upgraded horn yanked Judith upright and alert. Diplomatic plates, ambassadorial insignia, and insistent red-and-blue grille lights gave Abraham all the license he needed to drive like an unreconstructed madman with one foot in the grave.

			He whipsawed through sparse traffic on East Capitol Street like a migratory weaver bird craving an accident to make his day. The limousine angled sharply south, then careened abruptly east, picking up Central Avenue and crossing into Maryland and over Interstate 95 to Enterprise Road.

			 One mile north of a Circle K owned by Pakistani expatriates, Abraham braked sharply, slid off the main road in a professional four-wheel drift, then fishtailed onto a tortured cow path, which he followed for another two miles at 43 on the speedo. The limousine’s jerky movements showered each side of the road with huge clumps of muddy slush.

			

			Abraham took the road’s increasing degree of difficulty as a personal affront: The narrower and bumpier it got, the faster he drove…each new constriction providing him with incentive to prove manly mettle in the face of added challenge.

			He pressed on recklessly through naked, slapping branches clacking against the outside of the limousine as it torpedoed through the woods. The car soared briefly airborne over a fallen tree, then bottomed out and bounced clumsily before exploding into a tiny clearing barely large enough to contain the car’s swinging rear end. Abraham jammed both feet down on the brake pedal, steered like a frantic demon, and slid them to a barely controlled stop inside a musty barn.

			The door slid closed on well-greased rollers. Overhead studio lights clacked on sequentially, illuminating the deep recess of the cavernous expanse. Behind the facade of country comfort was a four-level garage, three levels of which were underground. Security patrols circumnavigated the shadows, headsets and walkie-talkies alive with constant chatter. 

			Mike and John wasted no time exiting the limousine. They shook hands all around as Judith climbed aboard a waiting golf cart. The PFC behind the wheel saluted smartly in the limousine’s general direction, unsure of who might be lying in protocol ambush in the backseat. He made a broken U-turn and spun off down the ramp to the basement with Judith hanging onto a roof rail, desperately seeking support.

			Lighting got brighter the deeper they went. The golf cart stopped short on Level Four, where two hulking-brute U.S. Army Special Forces sergeants guarded the entrance to the equipment room. The first undressed her with his eyes while the second gave her credentials a time-consuming twice-over before lapsing into casual and flippantly waving her through.

			In the suit-up section, Airman Dave Reynolds—aka Pumpkin Face—was already hoisting flight gear off the rack. Judith slowed only long enough to shrug impatiently into a custom-tailored G suit; Reynolds shuffled alongside in parallel urgency, tightening midsection laces as they went.

			“Always a pleasure to see you, Dave, despite the gravity of the circumstances.”

			“You still owe me lunch, Judith.”

			“When this is over, I promise...and this time I mean it.”

			“Our difference in rank wouldn’t have anything to do with it, would it?” he asked seriously.

			“Do not confuse the trappings of authority with the reality of rank, Airman. And that is an order.”

			“Yes, sir. Ma’am!”

			“In that regard, you outrank me.”

			“Ma’am?”

			“Got to run. Thanks!”

			“Shalom,” he said, handing Judith a crash helmet.

			“I see that you’ve been practicing while my back has been turned.” She laughed good-naturedly and gave the airman a quick hug. “Very good, very good. Shalom to you, too,” she replied with a grin, then turned and dashed across the concrete to the hardstand and waiting mount.

			Judith ran clumsily and slightly off balance, stiffly awkward left fingers stuffing hair under a crash helmet. The special two-seat Israeli F-15, with “Fast Taxi” calligraphied on the nose, pulled at its leash like a beagle with a noseful of fox.

			Stripped of all weapons and targeting electronics, the plane carried only basic avionics and just enough jet juice for a straight-in approach at the destination. Top-priority clearances made loiter-time fuel unnecessary. Reskinning with lightweight, composite material made the aircraft considerably lighter than factory specs. Capable of substantially more than 1,900 mph at 65,000 feet, the jet would have her on Chicago ground in less than 20 minutes.

			Israeli ground crewmen swarmed over the jet like worker bees tending their precious queen. The plane’s twin Pratt & Whitney turbines purred at high idle; the airplane strained at the chocks, the pilot impatient to be gone. Judith scrambled up the ladder, which slid back and away almost before her feet cleared it. She dropped clumsily into the cockpit’s rear seat as strong hands fastened her in, helped pull the buckles taut, and proficiently connected hoses and wires. A strong shoulder slap signaled she was as ready as she’d ever be.

			“Move it!” she ordered as the canopy came down, inched forward, and locked.

			“Recline and relax,” was the terse reply. And then forgetting that the intercom was still on, the pilot muttered: “Look, I may not be absolutely crazy about chauffeur duty, lady, but I’m a damn good driver.”

			“Better than that,” she shot back.

			“You’ll get there,” the pilot continued, too engrossed in gauge-tapping to have heard her response.

			“That should go without saying,” she replied respectfully. “Should I expect any less from the living legend who bagged five MiG-23s in seven minutes over the Bekaa?”

			“You know about that?” he asked, halfway between surprise and sudden interest, his head angling backward for a closer look at his passenger.

			“It is my business to know all about you, Captain Kamyanski. I make it a point to know everything about everyone with whom I work. I requested you personally, Captain, because I am far too precious physically and way too important politically to be entrusted to just any pedal-pusher capable of toting miscellaneous metal tonnage through cloudless, unchallenging skies.”

			They both got a kick out of her arrogance. The last part was a lie, and they both knew it, but the pilot was clearly pleased, with his enthusiasm for the mundane mission powerfully invigorated.

			“You have a musical preference? It’s going to get really noisy back there in about thirty seconds, and we’re not big on sound-deadening insulation.”

			The plane jerked abruptly, as if Kamyanski had popped the clutch on a powerful sports car. He pointed its nose at the opalescent sky at the top of the ramp.

			“Concrete Blonde,” she said, her throat already itchy and dry from oxygen pumped in from onboard tanks. That cigarette had been a mistake, but it was too late for regrets now, however small and insignificant they might be.

			“Coming right up.”

			“When was the last time you changed the air in here?”

			“You should know better than to ask such a damn-fool question
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