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Prologue
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On a beautiful clear day with smooth seas, Ensign John Sanders noticed something unusual on the screen of his SPN-46 Air Traffic Control Radar. He was one of the many radar operators aboard the USS Ronald Reagan, a Nimitz-class nuclear-powered aircraft carrier, the largest in operation, which was spearheading that carrier group’s patrol through the Mediterranean Sea.  The escalating conflict caused by ISIS and other terrorist groups had been the reason behind its deployment to the area.  Its current location was approximately one hundred miles off the southern coast of Greece.  He focused on the singular object, a ‘big heavy’, going slow and flying low.  He surmised that it was probably a civilian 747 jet airliner.  He called out to his watch commander, Lt. Ronnie Jenkins.

“Hey Jenk, come over here and check this.”

“What’cha got?”

“Think it’s a 747, but it’s real low and real slow.  I’ve got it running just under 300 miles per hour and maybe fifteen-hundred feet of altitude.  What’s wrong with this picture?”

“Just about everything.  Get hold of Com Center and see if they can raise it on the radio,” Jenkins instructed.

After a short conversation over the onboard phone system, Sanders turned back to Lt. Jenkins.  “They can’t get any answer.  They are checking the transponder now.”

“Keep me posted.”  He started to walk away, but changed his mind and returned to Sanders.  “Do we have any ‘Hornets’ in the area?” referring to the F/A-18 Super Hornet jet fighter.

“Yes; two.  They are about 250 miles east.”

“Have them do a fly by; see if they can determine anything.”

“Will do.”

Ensign Sanders secured a direct radio line to the two pilots operating the aircraft.  “Shooter, this is Sanders at base.  Got a little side trip for Cardshark and you.”

“Read you loud and clear.  Are you out of beer again?”

“Not quite.  I’ve picked up a 747 flying low and slow about 250 miles west of you, and can’t get any radio response.  It’s down around fifteen hundred feet and only moving at about three hundred.  Go find it and check it out.”

“Copy that.  On our way.”

Ten minutes later, Sanders got a call back from ‘Shooter’ McClusky, a call sign well earned.  “I’ve got your big boy in sight.  I’ve never seen anything quite like this.  I don’t know how it’s in the air.  It looks beat all to hell; and somebody has sprayed “Radio Out – Need Help” on the fuselage and on top of both wings.”  I can barely make out ‘Eastern Pacific Airways’ down the side.  This thing looks like it had a hard landing somewhere.”

“Keep the line open.”

“Copy that.”

Right then Lieutenant Jenkins came striding up.  “Radio boys got a transponder number from it.  You’re not going to believe this; they say it’s the Eastern Pacific flight that went missing ten months ago.”

“Shooter said he could barely make that out on it.  He also said it looks real busted up, like it crashed somewhere.”

“Get back with him and see if he can raise any kind of visual signals from the pilot.”

“Yes sir.”

Ensign Sanders radioed back to ‘Shooter’ McCluskey.  “LT. wants you to run up close and check the pilot out, see if you can get any kind of signal from him.”

“Copy that”.  McClusky gently eased his fighter up alongside the big, beat up 747.  He could see some faces in the windows staring at him.  He gently flew forward, up alongside the Captain’s side window.  He could make out a head and a hand waving, and then pointing back toward the wing.  Guess he wants me to be sure I see the sign.  McClusky softly rocked his wings back and forth acknowledging the message.

“Shooter, I see some faces over on this side too,” transmitted his wingman that had flown over to the opposite side of the craft.  “Something’s a bit odd though.  Nobody is waving or anything, just staring.”

“Yeah, I’ve got the same thing here.”

Right then Shooter received a message from Sanders that the transponder numbers confirmed it was the plane that had been missing for ten months; that Rome was the original destination, as he immediately relayed the information to Cardshark.

“Why would he bypass Greece to go to Rome if he’s in tough shape, and it certainly looks like he is?” wondered Cardshark aloud.

“Same thought crossed my mind.  I’m going to run that back by the LT.”

“Hey Sanders, you there?”

“Loud and clear.  Whatcha got for me?”

“Hand signals from the pilot, pointing toward the ‘No Radio’ sign on the wing.  We were both wondering why the hell this guy is bypassing Greece to try to get to Rome in his condition.”

“Good point.  We’re getting hold of the Italian authorities now to fill them in.  We’ve got permission to escort them, for the moment, so you two stick with him.  Make sure he gets to the airport.  I figure you’re about 400 miles out, maybe a bit less.  You guys good on fuel?”

“Yeah, should be.  If there’s any question, we can refuel in Rome, as long as they know we’re coming.  Italians can be a little pissy sometimes.”

“We’ll take care of it.  You two just escort him in unless the Italians show up.  They probably will.  They’ll want the glory for bringing this bird home.”

“Copy that.”

Inside the 747, forty people were affixed to the windows.  All were dead.  All the remaining seats had been taken out with a five thousand gallon tank mounted in their place.  The tank was brim full of gasoline.  Though the tank had been welded in place during fitment, the pilot was still worried about it coming loose.  A tank that size rolling around loose would certainly cause him to lose total control of the aircraft and all would be for naught, with ten months of preparing rendered useless.

First the plane had been hijacked, flown below radar level, and then landed in a desolate area of Saudi Arabia.  Some clever distribution of camouflage tents made the area invisible from the sky.  All but forty of the passengers had immediately been killed, and then buried in a mass grave.  The dismantling of the interior of the plane had commenced, along with the work to give the illusion that the plane had crash landed.  A splinter group, known as the Caliphate Soldiers, who had broken away from Al Queda in North Africa claiming Al Queda had lost their mission, and headed up by an original staunch follower of Osama Bin Laden was responsible.  Though not the wealthiest, they certainly were not lacking in courage, or conviction, in their warped beliefs.  The plan was to make it appear as though the plane survived, then use it as a flying bomb to commit an act of pure atrocity.

Within twenty-five minutes of first contact between the two F/A-18s and the Eastern Pacific 747 civilian jetliner, discussions had been held far up the different chains of command; the Secretary of Defense for the United States, Evan Cole, and Colonel Alberto Colletti of the Comando 3 Regione (3rd South Italy) Air Region Command in Bari.

As expected, the Italians insisted on escorting the stricken Eastern Pacific 747 to its intended landing location.  Its heading strongly suggested Rome, although with no lines of direct communication open to the 747’s pilot, this was just an educated guess.

Ensign Sanders relayed all this information to his two ‘Hornets’ keeping watch until the Italian Air Force arrived.

“Yeah, I figured they’d want to take over,” Shooter McClusky responded to Sanders.

“You two stay close until the cavalry arrives,” ordered Sanders.

The second Hornet pilot, Cardshark, interrupted.  “Hey Shooter, get up close so the pilot’s attention is drawn to you.  Act friendly.  I want to check something out.”

“Copy that,” acknowledging his wingman’s request.  He eased up very deliberately toward the front of the 747.  The pilot of the 747 looked over and Shooter gave him a big wave.

Cardshark eased up on the opposite side, a bit high to diminish the chance of the pilot spotting him.  Looking intently into the cockpit of the plane, his suspicion was confirmed.  There was no second pilot in the co-pilot chair.  He then eased back and tightened up even closer on the body of the big craft.  His own wing was actually above the fuselage of the 747.  He stared even harder at the small number of faces looking out the windows.  He saw no movement whatsoever.  He flew in this position for two minutes, never sensing any change.  He pulled back and away.  He radioed his flight leader.

“Shooter, we got something really odd here.  I can’t see anyone else in the cockpit.  No co-pilot, no one.  I took a long hard look at the passengers looking out the windows.  I think they’re all dead.”

“What?”

“I’m telling you, I think they’re dead.  I was close enough to wash the damn windows and I never saw the slightest bit of movement, and they all have this, I don’t know some kind of dead man’s stare, for lack of a better way to put it.”

“Are you sure?”

“Hey man, I’m just telling you what I saw.  I can’t explain it.”

A bit of an uneasy feeling started to envelop McClusky.  He radioed back to the carrier.

“Sanders, this is Shooter.  We’ve got something really weird up here.”

“You mean besides finding a plane that’s been missing for ten months?”

“Yeah.  Cardshark took a long hard look at the other side of the plane, while I was distracting the pilot.  He can’t find a co-pilot, and he swears the passengers are dead.”

“Come back on that.  You say the passengers are dead?”

“Cardshark is convinced they are.  He got up close and personal and didn’t see one bit of movement and they all appear to have what he called a dead man’s stare.  I haven’t seen any movement on my side but I haven’t been as close.”

“You two pull back and away.  Keep some distance but let the pilot know you’re still with him.”

“Copy that.”

Ensign Sanders immediately informed Lieutenant ‘Jenk’ Jenkins of what his two airmen thought they had discovered.  After listening carefully, he went straight to the bridge and located Commanding Officer of the USS Ronald Reagan, Captain Paul Strout.  His Executive Officer, or X.O., Adam Atkinson, known as ‘Double A’ to his crew, was standing alongside.

In forty-five seconds, Jenk Jenkins detailed what the situation involving the Eastern Pacific 747 had turned into.

Captain Strout sternly questioned, “What do you make of this?”

“Not for me to speculate, sir.  I’m only reporting what appears to have been observed by my airmen.  If you want my opinion, I don’t like it.”

“I agree with Jenkins,” stated Commander Atkinson.  “Something is definitely not right.”

“Well in today’s world, if something is not right, it’s damn sure wrong,” growled the Captain.

Commander Atkinson strode quickly to a phone and called down to the Intelligence Unit, part of the CIC or Combat Information Center onboard the ship.

Lieutenant Rene Stanton answered. “Intel.”

“Lieutenant?  The X.O. here.  Find out if anything of any significance is going on in Italy today, probably within the next hour or two.  I need this now!”

“Be right back with you, sir.”

In less than two minutes, Atkinson’s phone rang.

“Stanton here.  I don’t know the specifics, but there is some kind of large religious ceremony going on at the Colosseum.  It starts in just under two hours.  It appears The Pope will be in attendance.”

“Good work, Stanton.”

“Aye, sir.”

Atkinson returned to his Captain and Ensign Sanders.  “It looks like we’ve got a major religious celebration at the Colosseum beginning to get underway.  Stanton says The Pope is scheduled to be there.”

“Boys, I do believe we have stumbled upon an impending act of terrorism,” stated the Captain emphatically. 

Ensign Sanders was on the horn to Shooter McClusky, one of two pilots still shadowing the stricken Eastern Pacific airliner, in their F/A 18 Hornet fighters.

“We just got word that the Italians are sending four Eurofighter Typhoons to escort that 747.  They should meet up with you in about twenty minutes.”

“We’re only about twelve minutes from entering Italian airspace.  That will put us eight minutes inside before we hook up with them.”

“Yeah, so?”

“I’ve got a real bad feeling about this.  Card agrees.”

“So does the brass.”

“Well what are we going to do?”

“Shooter, I want your best guess as to what we’re dealing with here?”

“I’m going to let Card answer that.  He makes a fortune off his gut feelings.”

Cardshark intervened on the conversation.  “There’s no doubt in my mind we’ve got a flying bomb in front of us.  Nothing is adding up about this aircraft.  The problem we’ve got is time.  Once we enter Italian airspace, it’s out of our hands.  My strong suggestion is we shoot it down now.  We can pinpoint exactly where the wreckage will be, so an investigation will be easy to start.”

Ensign Sanders whistled quietly.  “Do you have any idea of the uproar that’s going to cause?”

“Not nearly as much if we let that thing fly into Rome and crash, blowing up a quarter of the city.  Think about this.  Say that thing is chock full of gasoline.  The explosive force will be tremendous, plus all the jet fuel will burn for hours on end.  Like the old saying goes, “It’s better to seek forgiveness, than to ask for permission,” and it’ll take too long to convince the Italians of the threat.  By the time they make up their minds, that damn thing will be in Rome.  Then no matter if it’s shot down, look at the carnage that’ll take place on the ground.  I really think we need to take it out now.”

“Okay, back off a ways.  I’ll get back to you ASAP.”

Lt. Jenk Jenkins had been listening to the entire conversation, keeping quiet until now.  “I agree with Cardshark.  He has an uncanny ability to react on his intuition.  That’s how he got his nickname.  Let me run this by the Captain,” as he was off at a dead run.

Four minutes later he returned.  “Everyone agrees, too much risk chancing it.  Card’s assessment is a risk we can’t take; whether we’re right or wrong, it won’t be real hard to determine.  Take it out.”

“Shooter, you are authorized to engage that aircraft.  Do not let it enter Italian airspace.  Take it out now.”

“Copy that.”

Shooter McClusky and Cardshark gently eased back from the aircraft.

“You want the honor?” Shooter asked his wingman.

“Hell no.  I don’t want my ass dragged up in front of some review board.”

“Thanks.  Okay, let’s drift back a couple of miles.”

“Copy that.”

It took little time for the two Hornets to set up in position.  “I hope we’re right about this,” murmured Cardshark.

Shooter McClusky got a lock on the big lumbering aircraft, and fired an AIM 9 Sidewinder missile.  In six seconds there was a massive explosion, so strong it rocked both the Hornets violently.  A giant fireball, easily a quarter of a mile wide, erupted.  It was reported seen up to thirty miles away.  Instantly, radios were crackling everywhere.

“Holy shit, what the hell was that?” swore McClusky.

“It damn sure wasn’t jet fuel,” replied Cardshark, watching very small flaming pieces of wreckage fall the short distance to the water.

McClusky got back on the radio to report to his ship.  “Sir, you would not have believed the explosion that came from that aircraft.  It damn near knocked us out of the sky, and we were over two miles back from the site.”

“Did you have your camera on?”

“Hell yeah.  I don’t know what that plane was loaded with, but like Card said, it damn sure wasn’t just jet fuel or kerosene.”

“Copy that.  You two get back to the ship pronto.  The shit’s already hitting the fan from the Italians.  Com believes they intercepted a transmission to those four Typhoons coming to greet you and believe they’ve been ordered to intercept even though you are still in International Waters.”

“Well, I don’t think there’s much chance of that, but say they do, what are our orders?”

“Reaction to any action they might take.  Do not initiate any conflict, but you are to defend yourselves if necessary.”

“Copy that.  On our way.”

With that, Shooter McClusky and his wingman, Cardshark, lit up their afterburners and made a hasty flight back to the USS Ronald Reagan.

All hell was breaking loose on the aircraft carrier as the Captain was in a conversation with the Department of Defense; his X.O. was in a heated exchange with Colonel Alberto Colletti, who was swearing at Commander Adam Atkinson even though Atkinson didn’t understand a word of Italian.

“Colonel Colletti.  We are convinced that we have averted a terrorist act that more than likely would have been carried out in Rome.  We assessed all the facts; decided it was much better to shoot that plane down over water, INTERNATIONAL WATERS, to be exact.  We have the entire event on film that we will send to you immediately.  Simply by the extent of that plane’s explosion, there is no doubt it was to have been used as weapon of mass destruction.  So rather than swearing at me in a language I don’t understand, you should be kissing my ass thank you,” slamming the phone down.

He immediately called down to his communications group.

“Lt. Daniels here, Sir.”

“Daniels, you got anybody down there who speaks Italian?”

“Not at the moment, but I can have someone here in three minutes.”

“Do it.  Contact the four Italian fighters who are coming after Shooter and Cardshark.  Inform them that if they come inside a one-hundred mile radius of this ship, they will be shot down without warning.  Make sure they understand that.”

“Aye, sir.  On it.”

Next Atkinson contacted his flight deck. “I want four Hornets in the air, NOW!!!””  He gave them the heading to allow them to intercept Shooter and Cardshark.  “Patch the pilots in directly to me as soon as possible.”

“Aye sir.”

Ninety seconds later, Atkinson was speaking with Lt. John Nesbit, who was one of the few pilots who did not have a ‘handle’ that he went by.

“Commander Atkinson, Lt. Nesbit here.”

“Lt., are you airborne?”

“Yes sir.”

“You are to fly an intercept with Shooter and Cardshark.  They are low on fuel and probably being chased by four Italian Eurofighter Typhoons.  Establish a one-hundred mile perimeter from the ship.  If they cross that perimeter, you are to shoot them down.  They have been warned.  Understood?”

“Understood, Commander.  One-hundred miles.  Copy that.”

Two minutes later, two Hornets screamed by above Nesbit’s group, headed for the carrier.

“You heard the man.  Form up in a holding pattern.  Two high, two low.  We’ve got four bogeys headed toward us.”

At less than twenty miles from their position, the four Eurofighters suddenly turned one-hundred eighty degrees and reversed their direction.

“We’ll stand on station for half an hour, be sure those boys don’t decide to come back,” instructed Nesbit.

Chapter 1

In the last week of September, on a partly cloudy day with a slight breeze out of the southwest, Sgt. Marvin Styles, U.S.M.C. Force Recon, retired, was literally embedded into the clump of bushes just off the northern edge of Runway 23-Left, approximately eleven-hundred yards from the main terminal of McGhee Tyson Airport, serving Knoxville, Tennessee and the surrounding area.  It was utilized by both civilian personnel, and the military.  The McGhee Tyson Air National Guard was located toward the western end of the property.  There was a Hampton Inn which he, and Captain Richard Starr, U.S.M.C. retired, had checked into the evening before, a little over a quarter of a mile to Styles’ left, and east by southeast direction.  It was shortly before noon.

He wore a set of clothing that included woven leaves of cloth, which was a match for the bushes he was burrowed into.  He had been set in place since three A.M. that morning.  He had fashioned a ‘barrel-wrap’ for his favorite sniper rifle.  Smearing shades of green and gray all over his face, from ten feet away he was virtually invisible.  Only the whites of his eyes would have stood out, if he’d not been wearing non-glare dark green sunglasses.  He was patiently waiting on the arrival of a certain flight, one carrying Syrian refugees.  There was only a single individual on that flight that held an interest for Styles, one who he’d seen by accident during a news program detailing the impending arrival of this group.

Normally during a standard disembarking in today’s modern air terminals, it would have been impossible to acquire a shot at such a target as there would have been no outside exposure.  This particular flight however, was not going quite to the main terminal; rather it was to park and release the passengers via a rolling stairway at the very most northeastern part of the main terminal’s tarmac.  Buses were waiting to ferry the refugees to a FEMA camp set up to house them forty miles away. Protestors who were vehemently against the importation of these Syrians, had been steadily arriving since nine-thirty that morning; Styles guessed there to be close to a thousand.  He could clearly hear the chanting; some of it quite derogatory.  He himself was totally opposed to the plan, but that was not the reason he was hiding in the bushes.

Styles was remembering two days previous; Styles and Starr had been eating lunch at their home, aka The Ranch, watching the news.  A story appeared centered around the incoming Syrian refugees that were to be brought to Knoxville, and then shipped over to a FEMA camp consisting of small trailers, previously used for hurricane victims.  Part of the story was comprised of interviews conducted with some of the refugees.  One in particular caught Starr’s attention.

“That guy sure as hell isn’t going to be named ‘Sexiest Man Alive’,” quipped Starr.

Styles looked up, grunted, and went back to eating his pizza.  Suddenly, he stopped and starred at the LG ‘OLED’ television; one that was regarded as the new standard for in home telecasts.  Grabbing the remote, he started to record the program.

“What are you doing?” asked Starr.

“Quiet.  I need to catch this,” staring intently at the large screen high definition television.

When the interview was over, Styles re-watched it five times, never saying a word.  Finally he sat back.  “I know that guy.  He’s Al-Qaeda.”

“How do you know that?” Starr quizzed.

“Did you notice the top half of his right ear missing?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s because I shot it off about six years ago.  I had two high profile targets that were to be 

eliminated.  When I dispatched the second one, I clearly saw through my scope a man directly 

behind him screaming bloody murder.  After a few seconds I figured that the bullet must have taken off the top of his ear.  It had to have come out of the back of the target’s skull, and just barely clipped him.  I remember that large hooked nose of his.  That’s the same guy we just saw on TV, and he’s landing in Knoxville.  I flat ass guarantee he’s no Syrian refugee.  We have a full blown terrorist sneaking in among them.”

Starr looked puzzled.  “I thought the government was doing serious security checks on all these people.”

“Starr, it’s ‘the government’.  This entire plan is skewed all to hell if you ask me.  I believe we should at least prioritize better.  Hell, why won’t bordering countries take them in?  Look at the uproar over this policy being voiced by two-thirds, if not three-quarters of the country.  Look what’s going on in Europe.  These refugees are taking over entire towns.  It’s the theoretical problem with the unfettered access from Mexico into the States.  We don’t have any idea how many jihadists have come across.  It’s insanity.”

“I’m not disagreeing with you on any of that, but I guess my question is, what do we do about this guy coming into Knoxville?

“Just what ‘The Man’ would have wanted from us,” Styles exclaimed.  “We make sure his visit is very short lived.”

“How are we going to arrange that?”

“First, we finish lunch.  Then we’re going to Knoxville to recon that airport.  I know we’ve been in and out of there with the jet, but this is a whole different deal.  We’ve got to come up with a plan.  J.C. is due back tonight, right?”

“Yeah, he’s flying Phillips up to North Dakota to meet with her mom.  She’s expecting to stay a couple of days.  She said she’d get back on her own and would let us know when to expect her,” Starr informed him.

***
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STYLES KNEW IT WOULDN’T be long before the aircraft carrying the refugees would arrive.  In his mind he had been going over the planning, and decision, on taking out the mark.  While the wisdom of a broad daylight operation was risky, it was finally agreed that it would be their best opportunity.

“Once that guy gets on that bus, there’s no telling where he’s going to go,” Styles declared.  “He may end up at that camp for processing, or he may, somehow, jump ship.  If that happens, he’s in the wind.  He is not here to be relocated, that is a given, at least in my strong opinion.  I’ve got an idea.”

After laying out his plan, Starr and Christman nodded in agreement.

“It will take some real tight timing, but I think it can be done,” agreed Christman.  “The diversion tactic should cause some real confusion.  I can park our chopper about fifty yards from where Styles will be set up.  Once he takes the shot, he just hauls ass, throws himself inside, and we’re off.  Meanwhile, Starr, you’ll be back at the motel and can detonate your explosions from there.  Then you just leave; be sure to wipe the room clean, and we all meet back here.”

“How many little bangs you want me to set off?” asked Starr.

“I think four.  We’ll all coordinate when the first one goes.  I’ll fire to coincide with the second one, and then set off the last two.  Make them exactly two seconds apart.  The first one will draw concentration toward the far end of the field.  That will draw any attention from me, plus I’ll be using subsonic rounds which will eliminate any sound of my shot.  Then three and four should keep any chance of attention diverted from me getting over to J.C.; be sure you have the door open.”

“Don’t worry about that.”

Styles continued, “Sometimes the best plans are the most simple.  Kind of like that often the best places to hide are out in the open.  Just depends on the situation, and I think this one will work fine.”

The barrel of Styles’ rifle was only about seven inches above the mulch and hidden in the bushes; no one was going to notice it.  The droning sound of a large aircraft caught his attention.  He blinked a few times, and slightly readjusted his prone position.  This could be it.

Within a couple of minutes, he could faintly make out an approaching silhouette.  He quickly retrieved his single lens binocular and focused on the incoming aircraft.  He saw no markings whatsoever on the side of the fuselage and knew immediately this was the plane for which he’d been waiting.  As the plane swept in over the end of the runway, the jeering of the protestors could be heard even more.  Four unmarked buses were parked in a row, on the main complex side of the parking apron which had been designated for its arrival.

He noted J.C. Christman walking toward the group’s private helicopter; no more than one hundred and fifty feet from where he was positioned.  Styles heard the squeal of the tires as the McDonnel Douglas MD-80 jet aircraft touched down. Only the identification numbers on the tail were visible.

“Everybody set?” Styles asked over his com-set.

“Copy that,” replied Starr.  “Give me a ten second mark when you want me to start the countdown.”

“Copy that, Starr.  J.C., are you good?”

“Yeah, I’m going to start the engines in sixty seconds.”

“That sounds about right,” said Styles.  He watched intently as the jet aircraft slowly made its way past the main terminal and continued toward him.  It turned into the private parking apron, and slowly came to a stop.  He could hear the engines winding down.

“Starr, change of plans.  When I give you the mark, fire the first device in five seconds, and then wait ten seconds before firing the second.  Then hold up for further instructions for the last two.  No way of knowing when this guy gets off.”

“Copy that.”

Airport personnel were pushing the rolling disembarking ladder toward the plane.  Once it was secured, the door opened.  Two men in suits got off first.  Government.  Then the first of the refugees appeared, very scraggily looking; long hair, beard, unkempt clothing.

Styles was now peering intently through the Leopold Mark 4 ER/T scope mounted on his sniper rifle; built on the M-40 – A3 platform.  He had loaded it with extra deep hollow point bullets designed to mushroom on impact; lessening the chance for the bullet to pass through the target and accidentally hurt someone else.  He was intending on a center mass kill shot.

“Mark...”

Five seconds passed, and then Styles heard a loud bang on the far end of the field.  The noise suppressor mounted on the end of his rifle, combined with the sub-sonic rounds loaded in his weapon, would virtually eliminate any noise coming from his weapon; an important aspect to this mission.  The demonstrators were looking in the direction Starr’s little explosive device had detonated, but the disembarking of passengers continued.  No one looked particularly concerned.

Suddenly the man who Styles had been waiting on appeared.  “Starr, give me a three second count from....NOW!”  Styles followed the man down the long stairs with the crosshairs centered on the man’s upper torso.  From his vantage point, it was going to be a slightly angled shot.  As the countdown in Styles head hit three, he gently squeezed the trigger; hearing a second explosion from across the field in conjunction with his own weapon firing.  “Starr, fire off the last two five seconds apart from now.  J.C., get the chopper ready.  Open the door in ten seconds.”  Styles quickly ‘glassed’ the field of people, and it appeared that no one was making a conscious effort to look in his direction.  Mostly their attention seemed to be fixed upon the man who had just been shot in front of their eyes.

“On my way, J.C., Starr, continue your countdown, and then leave the motel.  We’ll meet you back at The Ranch.”

“Copy that.”

Styles was up and running low, keeping the helicopter between the crowd and himself as best as possible.  He was twenty feet away when the door opened, and he dived through it, yelling, “Get the hell out of here.”

Christman very nonchalantly took off, as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

Styles stayed low inside the chopper so anyone looking at it would not see a second person.

“We’re clear,” announced Christman.

Styles packed his sniper rifle in its field carrying case, strapped it to the back seat floor, and then joined Christman up front.

“You look like something out of the X-Files,” muttered Christman.

“About how I feel.”

“Everything go okay?”

“Yeah.  Don’t think there’s much left of his heart.”

Styles looked outside.  “It’s starting to look like an ant hill down there.”

Captain Richard Starr, USMC Retired, detonated the final mini-explosions on cue. He then scurried about gathering what few articles he’d brought in; three bottles of water, a bag of peppermints, and two cell phones.  He rumpled up the bed, indented the pillow on one side of the bed to allow it to appear as though it had been slept in, splashed water on the towels in the bath, left the key card on the drawer top, and left.  He’d worn gloves the entire time he was inside so as not to leave any fingerprints.  He was satisfied the room was ‘clean’ and was out the door.

Chapter 2

On a cloudy but dry day, Darlene Phillips was driving back from North Dakota in a rented car; she wanted alone time to think.  The visit with her mother had not gone well.  She had not been surprised.  Her mother had shown little interest in the fact that her daughter had visited; acting like it was more inconvenience than anything.  It reminded Phillips strongly of her childhood.  She had wanted to contact her four brothers but that was not in the cards.  Her mother only knew where two of them were, and they both came up with excuses why they couldn’t make it home.  Both conversations had been quite short and to the point.  She saw the writing on the wall.  Kissing her mother on the cheek, she had simply said, “Good bye.  I love you,” and left.  She had received no response in return other than a nod.

It was late in the morning when she’d finally got on the road.  She decided to hole up in Minneapolis after driving only six hours.  She had been out of touch with ‘the world’, and felt like catching up.  As she was facing a twenty-something hour drive back to The Ranch, she was in no particular hurry.

After checking into a Holiday Inn with WiFi, she brought both of her laptops and one luggage bag into her room.  The room was surprisingly large; single king bed, two seat dining table, a larger screen television  one might expect, and a loveseat.  The bath featured a ‘Jacuzzi tub’; the main reason she chose that room.  She perused the ‘take-out/delivery’ menus placed on the counter.  She called a local Chinese restaurant that delivered, and ordered a generous meal.  She then made herself comfortable on the loveseat, with her two computers opened up atop the coffee table in front.  Her fingers started flying over the keyboards.

One minor story caught her attention immediately.  It concerned a massive explosion in the sky, just off the Italian coast that had occurred the day before.  Digging further, she was able locate two videos captured by tourists aboard a cruise ship.  The explosion occurred in the background of both; family members being the primary focal point as would be expected.  Downloading those videos onto a flash drive; she immediately installed it into her second computer which allowed her to enhance the videos.  In under a minute, she had been able to fixate both videos on the explosion.  “That was a hell of an explosion,” she said aloud.  She immediately started checking the world wide news organizations, only to find zilch with regard to it.  Odd.  She deepened her search; still nothing.  A knock on the door interrupted her.

“Yes,” she said through the door.

“Food delivery.”

She carefully scanned through the partially opened blinds; satisfied it was indeed the take out she’d ordered, opened the door, accepted the bag, and gave the young man a twenty dollar bill.  “Keep the change,” she instructed, receiving a large smile and thank you.

She returned to the loveseat, placing the food off to one side.  It smelled good, and she was hungry.  She placed the pan fried dumplings with sauce, sweet and sour chicken, with fried rice and broccoli within reach, and dug in.  Normally she would have used the chopsticks that were included, but opted for a fork and knife for ease.  This is good, as she continued her search.  Ten minutes later she had not found one single story about the explosion from any of the major news sources.  She sat back and finished her early dinner.  Something isn’t right.  She grabbed one of her many cell phones and called Starr.

“Hey, it’s me.  Have you seen, or heard, anything about a massive explosion off the coast of Italy yesterday?’

“No, why?”

“I happened on it by a blurb regarding two home shot videos from a cruise ship.  They captured it in the background.  I looked around for some kind of explanation, and can’t find anything about it anywhere.  Somebody is keeping it under a tight lid.”

“Why does that interest you?” Starr asked.

“Starr, this was close to a nuclear bomb going off.  We’re talking major fireball here.  It just seems very strange that no one anywhere seems to be talking about it.”

“Do you think this blast is suspicious?”

“I think the fact that no one has mentioned it is suspicious.”

“Yeah, I can see that.  Where are you now?  How did your visit go?”

“About the way I expected, and I’m in Minneapolis.  I’m in a Holiday Inn.  I wanted to acclimate myself to what might be going on in the world; found this.  Say, I was planning on driving back; give myself time to think, but this has me intrigued.  Why don’t you have Christman pick me up in Chicago tomorrow instead?”

“Why Chicago?  Why not have him just come up there?”

“I don’t know.  Just thought it might be easier, kind of meet him half way sort of thing.”

“Nah.  Stay put.  I’ll send Christman up to the Minneapolis-St. Paul Airport.  I’ll run it by him and get back with you as to time.”

“Fine by me.  That’ll let me do some more digging.”

“That’s what I thought.”

After hanging up, Phillips returned to her computers.  There were two subjects she had been scouring the internet for.  The first was a man named Zabakkar Ali; the second, a man who went by the name ‘The Chemist’.  She had found out a considerable amount of info on Ali, but was having little luck with the second.  What she had found had come from multiple web sites concerning the Jihad; with the strongest lead coming from a gardening site of all places.  Wait a minute!  One name had appeared that she’d run across previously.  She quickly went back through several sites and found it.  You’re not the Chemist, but you damn sure know him!!

She picked up another phone and dialed Olivia Watson, Assistant Director of the CDC in Atlanta on a particular number.  After the fourth ring, the call went to voice mail.

“Get back with me,” was the message she left, and then returned to her computers.

***
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ALEXANDRIA ZVONCHENKO sat at a large wooden computer desk.  It was located in the basement of a very non-descript building in the outskirts of London, and featured the latest state of the art security measures.  Born in Russsia, she had studied computers both in America and in Japan.  Fluent in four languages; English, Japanese, and German, besides her native Russian, the petite thirty year old brunette smiled.  She had a dream job.  She subcontracted internet security services for several clients, most of whom she had never met.  She liked that.  She was extremely well paid for her services.  Her first client had set her up in her current environment.  He had provided everything she had asked for; including the latest in advanced computer gear.  The three top floors above housed three apartments, one on each floor.  Her apartment was directly above the basement, along with a secret stairwell so she had access to either, with no one else in the building ever knowing her whereabouts.

She had been working this for just over one year.  Adding additional clients, four to be exact, provided her with a seven figure yearly income.  Her original employer had given her full permission to expand, with the understanding that he would always come first.  She had assured him; “Absolutely, Mr. Smith!”

With her programs in place for her five clients, she would spend most of her day thinking, and designing new security protocols for low profile search programs.  She was very pleased with herself on the progress she’d been able to make.  She considered herself a ‘security consultant’ as opposed to a hacker.

The reason behind her smile was that one of her security programs had signaled an intrusion on a website she was watching.  She quickly zeroed in on the offender.  The smile quickly turned into a frown when she was unable to pinpoint the exact location of the intruder.  That signal is being bounced all over the world.  Quickly, she opened a program in a second computer to assist the first.  Still she had no luck.  She found herself getting angry.  She fired up a third computer, and still not only could not pinpoint the source, she was getting multiple readings.  Never encountering such a sophisticated signal, she viewed it as a challenge to find this person.  She checked out over a dozen similar websites, finding one that had been visited by this newcomer; identified only by the fact that the her trace was useless.  After twenty minutes, this person had apparently logged off.  Zvonchenko spent fifteen more minutes double-checking.  All signs were gone.  She picked up a secure phone line and punched in a number that had been programmed into it.

A man’s voice answered in perfect English.  “Yes, Ms. Zvonchenko.”

“Sir, I wanted to alert you to someone putting out feelers trying to find The Chemist.”

“What can you tell me about this?”

“Nothing definitive at the moment other than whoever it was, seriously knew what they were doing.  I had three programs running simultaneously and I still kept getting various locations.  I do know that the signal was being bounced around.  I will keep at it until I find something.”

“Very good, and thank you for the heads up.” The call was disconnected from his end.

“You can’t hide from me for long,” Zvonchenko said aloud, with finality.

Chapter 3

The sun was just going down when Starr walked over to J.C.’s cabin and knocked.

“Come on in,” he yelled.

Entering, Starr said, “Change of plans; Phillips has picked up on something that has caught her interest and she wants to get back here asap.  Can you run up to Minneapolis/St. Paul and pick her up in the morning?”

“Sure.  What’s she onto?”

“Some kind of explosion off of Greece.  She can’t seem to find out anything about it; anywhere.”

“Okay....  Let’s see, should take me about hour and a half flight time from Knoxville, half an hour to get to Knoxville from here; tell her to be at the airport by nine-thirty.  I’ll call her in the morning and let her know where to find me.”

“Got it,” and walked back outside.

Starr saw Styles just returning from a run and flagged him over as he was walking back to the main building in their complex.

“What’s up?” Styles asked.

“J.C.’s going to pick up Phillips in the morning.  She caught something about some explosion off of Greece that she can’t find anything about, and wants to get back here sooner than she’d planned.

“Fine by me.”

“I might even ride along just to get some more seat time in the plane.”

“Fine by me.”

Starr stopped and looked at him.  “You know, sometimes you can be a real pain in the ass.”

“Fine by me,” Styles said grinning.  “Who’s cooking tonight?”

“Heck, I thought we’d splurge and run into Crossville and eat out; that suit you?”

“Sure.  Long as it’s not pizza.  Or cheeseburgers.”

“We’ll let J.C. pick,” Starr said.

“Cool.  I’ll drive.  My Wrangler hasn’t been anywhere in a while.”

“Fine by me,” Starr quipped grinning.

It was closing in on eight P.M. when Styles, with Starr and Christman, pulled out of Ryan’s, a chain restaurant that featured a decent buffet, with a particularly good salad bar.  They had discussed the explosion that Phillips had referred to; exchanging ideas on what it might have been. 

Right then Starr’s cellphone rang.  Looking at the ID, he said, “Well, speak of the devil.”  Answering, he stated, “We were just talking about you.”

“Are you three that hard up for conversation?” 

“No.  We were just hoping you had info on this Chemist guy or Ali.”

“I do and I do.  I want you to do something.  I need you to buy a cheap laptop, get Verizon or some carrier, to access the Internet with.  I don’t want to utilize our home system.  You at home?”

“No, we decided to run into town to get something to eat for a change.”

“Good.  Just go by Wal-Mart.  They should have what you need.  By the time you get home, I’ll email you a couple of websites I want you to check out.  Join them, come up with a username, and use the same name for all three.  Don’t post anything, just join.  I’ll explain when I get there tomorrow.”

“All right.  What am I looking for?”

“Right now, nothing.  Just join.  Got it?”

“Yes ‘boss’.”

“I like that...” and then she hung up.

Starr closed his phone and looked at Styles and Christman.  “Phillips wants us to go buy a cheap laptop, get an Internet carrier installed so we don’t use our system at home.  She’s emailing me some websites she wants us to join.”

“Well she’s got something on her mind.  Let’s finish up and go get what she wants,” directed Styles.

***
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HALF A WORLD AWAY, in a dark, dank, cellar in Algeria, a rather well-groomed Mid-Eastern man, Miyaz Rasul, was meeting with five hard core Caliphate Soldiers, members of a lesser known terrorist organization that had splintered away from Al-Qaeda; believing they had lost their true way.  The heat and humidity only multiplied the dismal setting.

Rasul, exclusive messenger of Zabakkar Ali, brother of the recently deceased Ryyaki Ali, was meeting with Kadar Layth, leader of this small band.

“We have heard of no attacks on Rome,” stated Rasul very matter of factly.

Layth, as menacing looking man as they came; snarled, “I do not know what happened.  The plane took off as planned.  We have heard nothing at all.”

“Zabakkar Ali is not pleased.  When he invests this kind of money, he expects results, not excuses.”

Layth took a step closer to Miyaz Rasul.  “I do not give you excuses; I have nothing to give.  I do not like your tone.  Be very careful, Rasul.  I will answer any questions that I have answers for.  I tolerate no insinuations.”  The other four soldiers were looking hard at Rasul.

“I suggest nothing.  I merely state fact.  How soon will you send the second plane?”

“As soon as I am given a target.”

Rasul reached into his shirt pocket.  “Here,” handing him a cell phone, along with a piece of paper.  “That is programmed to call one number only.  When you know for certain when you can launch this next phase, inform me.  Allahu Akbar.”

“Allahu Akbar”, the five soldiers chorused.

Rasul turned, and without looking back, left quickly for the comfort of his air conditioned Toyota Land Cruiser.

Abduhl Hafiz, Kadar Layth’s second in command, walked up to Layth.  “I think we should have slit his throat.”

Layth replied, “Abduhl, we need this man’s contact.  He has money.  We don’t.  We need to make sure this second aircraft hits its target.”

“Which is?”

Layth unfolded the piece of piece of paper that Rasul had passed to him.  He stared for a second, then looked up and replied, “Madrid.”

“Why Spain?”

“That is not for us to question, Abduhl.”

Nodding, Abduhl agreed.  “Then let us get back to camp.”

Layth nodded as his friend ordered the other men to their Jeeps.

***
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MUHAB SAHL APPROACHED Zabakkar Ali with his head bowed.  As head of his personal security, along with being Ali’s closest advisor, aboard the opulent yacht, Highness, which was nearly two hundred and fifty feet in overall length, he knew all the peculiarities regarding his employer.  The most important was not to look him in his eyes, until he gave you permission with a flip of his hand.

Ali, sitting in a white marine leather sun lounger toward the rear of the main deck, under the roof of the top deck, was sipping on a Mimosa.  At just past ten in the morning, this was his drink of choice to start his day.  He was alone deep in his thoughts, when he heard Sahl approaching.  With a flip of his hand, he said, “Yes, what is it?”

“A communique;” handing him a sealed packet.  “It just came in.”  He placed it in Ali’s hand and backed away two steps; the required procedure.

“Thank you, Sahl.  That will be all.”

“Yes, Ali.”  Sahl turned away and walked with his head bowed.  I would like to throw you overboard!

Ali opened the packet.  He had invested a fortune in his communications equipment.  Every faxed document to a certain number came out of the fax machine sealed.  Eying the document, he read, “Met with Layth.  No conclusion.  Doubt blame lies with him.  Second mission to proceed.  Target given.  Rasul.”  He put the document back in the packet, stood, and walked to the rear railing.  Checking the wind direction, he took out a cigarette lighter and lit it on fire, and then tossed the small remains into the water.  Laughter diverted his attention to the upper deck, which housed the ten person hot tub.  He saw two of his blond women frolicking in the tub.  He knew they would be naked.  He felt a stirring in his loins.  With a smile, he quickly climbed the beautiful custom mahogany stairs to join them.

Chapter 4

Shortly after two in the afternoon on a crystal clear late September day, Styles and Starr were sitting outside on the deck finishing a late lunch consisting of hot dogs thrown on a grill and chips.  Both were drinking bottled water, when they heard the ‘whop whop whop’ of the helicopter originally assigned to them, by the late President Williams, approaching.

“J.C. made good time,” Styles said.

“He usually does,” agreed Starr.

Four minutes later, Darlene Phillips approached them.  “Do you guys ever do anything besides eat?” she asked.

“Yeah, we chew.  Nice to see you too,” grinned Starr.

“Well, I see that while the girl’s away, the boys will play.  How’d you know that guy in Knoxville was a terrorist?” she inquired.

Styles recounted the story he had previously told Starr.  “I have a feeling it’s just the beginning.”

“I’m not going to disagree with that,” asserted Phillips.  “Any chance there’s a couple of more hot dogs?  J.C. could probably go for some as well.”

“Toss three on for me,” J.C. Christman hollered as he came walking up.  He had stayed behind to place the camo net over the chopper as was his routine.

“Yeah, we got plenty.  I’ll throw them on for you,” Starr offered as he got up from the picnic table to go retrieve the food.

Phillips sat down on the bench, placing her two laptops off to one side.  “I’ve got some information we’ll go over as soon as everybody is seated.”

“What have you been concentrating on?” asked Styles.

“Primarily two things; the first this ‘chemist’ guy, and second, Zabakkar Ali.

“Why did you want us to pick up the laptop?  Starr got to those sites you sent and he’s joined them; not without a bit of swearing though,” Styles chuckled.

Phillips laughed.  “Yeah, I thought that might get him going just a bit.”

“Well we did as you instructed.”

“That was a pain in the ass,” Starr retorted as he rejoined the group, throwing a handful of dogs on the grill.  “Want the buns toasted?”

Both Phillips and Christman just looked at him.

“Why that would be nice, thank you so much Starr for asking,” Starr answered himself sarcastically.

“Whine, whine, whine,” Phillips answered jokingly.  “Okay everybody, gather round.  Here’s what I’ve got so far.  After digging around a bunch of underground sites I’ve found two references to someone known as ‘The Chemist’.  I’m reasonably sure that this screenname knows him, or at least knows how to contact him.  Then I got to thinking.  If I were this guy, I’d have somebody watching over me, cyber-wise.  That’s why I had you two pick up that laptop with a separate carrier.  I want to put a feeler out over that so if it’s traced, it can’t come back here.  I want it appear to be a legitimate request for a meeting.  If I use my usual security protocols, that’ll draw too much suspicion.  If I can bait somebody, maybe we can set some sort of trap.”  She stopped and took a drink from the water Starr had brought.

“That sounds like a plan,” Starr interjected with Styles and Christman nodding in agreement.

Phillips continued, “I’ve had no direct luck in tracking this Smith guy down,” referring to the name the chemist used in his dealings with Ryyaki Ali, the man responsible for the death of the late President Williams.  “He keeps as low a profile as we do.  He’s good, real good; therefore we have to bring him out.  I’m going to set up a character profile and have it appear as though we had a relationship with Ryyaki Ali.  This man is obviously extremely careful, which is why I think he may have a cyber guardian angel.  We need to be very careful here.”  She paused and took another sip of water, then continued.  “The second person I’ve been researching is Ryyaki Ali’s brother, Zabakkar Ali.  This man is a work of art.  He is past wealthy.  The man could buy Manhattan.  From what I’ve learned, he spends all of his time aboard his yacht, named Highness by the way.  There are no set figures on how much he spent on that boat though it took almost five years to build.  There are larger private yachts in the world, but nothing that is decked out like this one.  He fancies himself as a mortal god.  He surrounds himself with only blonde women.  It’s said that if a crew member looks him in the eyes without permission, they lose their heads.”

“Are you shitting me?” Styles spat out.

“Nope, not at all.  He’s a real piece of work.  His boat has the absolute state of the art everything; security, electronics, you name it.  It is particularly fast for its size; capable of hitting thirty knots or better.  Hell, it even has a bowling alley and batting cage on it.”

“A bowling alley?” Starr asked incredulously as he served up the hot dogs.  He brought the mustard and relish over to them while handing them paper towels.

“Thanks,” said J.C. as he took a large bite of one.

“Yeah, we were both hungry,” exclaimed Phillips, stopping to bite into one as well.  Swallowing she continued, “Currently he is in route to Spain, as he just left Italy.”

“Why do I think there is more?” queried Styles as Phillips finished her first hot dog.”

“Probably because there is; remember that fireball I was talking about?  Well I’ve done a little, ah, research shall we say, and you guys aren’t going to believe this.”

“In other words, who did you hack?” asked Starr.

“Please, I prefer to think of it as intuitive research.  Actually, it was DOD.  It seems as though the carrier, USS Ronald Reagan, spotted a suspicious aircraft.  They did a recon on it, came to the conclusion it was a 747, which turns out to be a civilian aircraft that went missing almost a year earlier, Pacific Asian or something like that.  They had a couple of fighters do a fly by, and too much didn’t add up.  The DOD decided to shoot it down while it was still in International Waters.  The thought is it was headed to Rome to be used as a bomb.  They were right.  The fighters dropped back about 2 miles, fired a missile, and almost got knocked out of the sky by the concussion of the explosion.  The fighter pilots got it all on video.”

“Any chance that you.....”  Starr stopped in mid-sentence as he drew the ‘look’ from Phillips.  “I retract the question.”

“Good boy,” Phillips deadpanned.  “So, the question that begs to be answered, is why was Zabakkar Ali just leaving Italy right after a terrorist attack on Rome was averted, which by the way, would have not only taken out the Coliseum and a whole lot more of Rome, but was holding a special event of some type that included a visit by the Pope himself.”

Christman whistled low under his breath, a habit he did quite often when hearing disturbing news.

Styles spoke up.  “Is this confirmed?”

“No, not any real way to confirm but it is by far the most plausible educated guess.  I agree totally with the assessment.”

“Good enough for me,” Styles
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