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What They’re Saying about The Hyte Maneuver
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“...This excellent thriller is enhanced by the careful detail with which police investigatory procedures are described, by the presence of a sharp protagonist in Hyte, and by more than a few clever plot twists....”  —WL
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THE HYTE MANEUVER

Chapter One
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TANGIER, MOROCCO, JUNE 1988

It was a clear night, dark and moonless. Humidity gave the hot night air a fetid taste as the caustic salt tang of the ocean mixed with dry desert breezes.

At Tangier’s barely modern airport, the air further debased by burned oil and airplane fuel, was stifling. The darkness girdling the airport was broken by the occasional lights of planes taking off or landing; the sounds of their engines contrasting to the stillness of the Moorish landscape.

Beneath this tarnished Arabian night sky, a lone security guard walked his rounds of the Trans Air maintenance buildings and hangars. The last Trans Air flight of the day, serviced two hours before, sat on the runway, its engines building power in preparation for takeoff. Trans Air Flight 88 was one of three planes that would leave Tangier between now and midnight.

The guard liked this last half of his four-to-twelve shift. The quiet hours suited his disposition. The guard, his tan uniform darkened in inkblot splotches of sweat, reached the white concrete and steel supply-maintenance building just as the engines of the 727 screamed out their fury. Turning, he watched the plane rise into the sky.

Flight 88 was airborne. The guard looked at his watch. On schedule.

He stepped inside the maintenance building. A minimum of light was used at this late hour, just enough to illuminate the gray cement walkways. The air was stuffy, laden with the scent of spilled disinfectant.

Footsteps emanated from the center of the long building; three workers moved out of the shadows and came toward him. The guard stopped. When the workers reached him, they nodded in passing. The guard waited patiently for the three to exit and close the door behind them. Then he punched in the time on his handset and continued toward the back of the building.

The guard took his job seriously, for he enjoyed the benefits that came with it. Work was not easy to find in Tangier, where dozens of men with hungry families waited to step into another’s shoes. Pay did not matter, work did. The guard was smart enough to do his job properly.

Still, he was human enough to allow himself a little latitude. His shift was the least observed, and his sector not considered a terrorist priority. Indeed, there had not been any terrorist trouble at the airport in months—not that he didn’t sympathize with the Palestinians who had lost their homeland and had to strike out in order to regain it. At least they weren’t as religiously fanatical as others.

The guard shuddered. Having lost a younger brother in Iran, he was well acquainted with the stifling oppression of Moslem religious rule.

The guard reached six small and independent storerooms, twenty feet from the rear of the building. He checked the first five methodically, making sure that each door was secure.

At the sixth, he unlocked the door and stepped inside. He put the Detex clock recorder on a waist-high shelf. According to the device, it was eleven forty-five.

He reached behind a pile of towels on the fourth shelf and fished around for a few seconds. A momentary panic rose, ebbing quickly when his fingers touched the cool glass of a bottle. The guard had followed this same routine for the past five years. In three areas of his sector patrol, he’d hidden similar bottles of liquor. He needed those occasional drinks to get him through the nights.

He took a drink, swallowed greedily, and took another before capping the bottle and putting it away. While the alcohol was warming him, he took out an unfiltered oval cigarette, loosely packed with dark Turkish tobacco, and lighted it with a stainless steel Zippo. The lighter had been a gift to his father during World War II.

The high flame, dancing about the cigarette’s tip, gave a ghostly illumination to the small room. From the corner of his eye, he sensed something not right in the shadows; that elusive something did not register on his senses until he’d snapped the lighter shut and taken in a lungful of smoke.

It came as an afterthought, the impression of a jumbled form in the corner of the storeroom. Reaching out, he flicked on the overhead light.

The guard focused on the corner. At first, he thought it was a discarded tarp. Yet something about the haphazardly placed canvas puzzled him. Soon the reason came. There should be no tarps in this room. And the dark stain? Oil?

A painful memory surfaced. He had gone to Teheran to find his brother. Instead of his brother’s animated and jovial face, he found rows upon rows of shapeless forms covered by white canvas. Dark and random stains marred their uniformity; stains just like those on the tarp in the corner of the storeroom.

Oil glowed black. This was blood.

The guard pulled the tarp back. Bile rose in his throat at the sight he exposed. Two dead men lay naked in a bath of their own blood. He knew them both.

Their heads hung at impossible angles. Their necks slit almost all the way through, transforming the skin between their shoulders and chins into gaping, red-rimmed mouths. Painted in blood on their foreheads was a single Arabic word: Adulterer.

The guard’s stomach convulsed. A thin rivulet of liquor and stomach fluid disgorged from between his pinched lips and struck the cement floor with a flat, wet sound.

<><><>

Captain William Haller’s hands manipulated the controls, much the way a man lovingly caresses the familiar curves of his woman. Haller’s breathing was slow and regular, betraying none of his inner tension. His blue eyes scanned the instruments with a practiced glance, noting not what was right but seeking anything that might be wrong.

“Altitude,” Richard Flaxman, copilot of Trans Air 88, said to the pilot.

Haller exhaled. For him, the takeoff was always the tensest part of the flight. “Control, this is Trans Air 88, leveling off to thirty-five thousand feet.”

From forty miles behind Flight 88, came the surprisingly American voice of the Tangier air traffic controller. “Roger, Flight 88. Closest approaching traffic, Pan American Flight Charlie three-six, bearing two-one-seven, five miles east at twenty-four thousand feet. Have a nice trip 88. Good luck, Bill, I’ll miss you. Air Traffic Control Tangier, out.”

The voice belonged to expatriate Toby Mathers. Once considered the hottest jet fighter ace in Vietnam, Toby was now a legless senior air traffic controller for Tangier International Airport.

“Roger that, Control. We thank you. Trans Air 88 out,” Haller said, easing his tense grip on the controls.

Haller’s short-cropped hair fit his weathered face well. He was that rarity among commercial pilots: a captain who insisted upon and received the respect of his crew, in much the same way as a military man.

“How’s it feel?” the copilot asked as he studied Haller from the corner of his eyes.

Haller scratched his jaw with the back of his thumb. “I don’t know yet.”

“I think I’d either be extremely happy, or so damned depressed I’d have to be carried on board,” Flaxman said.

Haller didn’t want to think about it, but he had no choice.

This was his last flight. When he touched down at Kennedy, it would be all over.

At fifty-five, with twenty-two years on the record sheets of Trans Air, Haller was retiring from active flight duty to take over the vice-presidency of Allied Air Freight, the world’s number three air freight carrier. A public relations coup, he thought bitterly. He was a trustworthy and experienced face to sell to the corporate men who made the shipping carrier decisions.

“It’s a good move, Bill,” Wyman Van Pelt, Chairman of Allied Charter said when Haller signed the contract that gave him an annual income of two hundred and fifty thousand dollars. “Your name will give people confidence in Allied. And,” he’d added with a smile, “it will also make you quite wealthy.”

The son of a bitch, Haller thought, knowing how cleverly his brother-in-law, Van Pelt, and Haller’s wife had maneuvered him into leaving the airline before he had planned.

“Be right back,” said Flaxman, breaking into Haller’s reverie.

Haller nodded. His eyes flicked to the windshield, watching the reflection of the copilot as Flaxman made his way to the engineering panel. He heard the low sounds of Flaxman and the flight engineer speaking. A moment later, Flaxman laughed, slapped the engineer on the shoulder, and went out the rear of the cabin.

The door closed, leaving Haller alone in the subdued illumination of the cockpit, listening to the chatter emanating from his headset. The sights and sounds mingled together in a smothering reminder that this was his last flight.

He swallowed past the thickness in his throat, unable to stop wishing that this flight would not end. Not tonight. Not ever.

Later, Captain William Haller would remember this wish.


Chapter Two

In the first-class galley, flight attendant Elaine Samson was setting up the drink cart of champagne for the first-class passengers. Behind her was senior flight attendant Joan Bidding. Bidding was crammed into the recesses of the narrow stainless steel flying kitchen, checking over the list of first-class passengers. There were eleven—the entire flight was only forty percent full.

“Two major VIPs,” she said, tucking a stray strand of hair into place.

“How major?” Elaine asked.

“J. Milton Prestone, former senator from New Mexico. The other is Cristobal Helenez. He brought his wife along.” 

Elaine nodded. “I had him on a flight from Paris two months ago. Nice enough. We have time for a quick smoke?”

Joan looked at her watch. “Sure.”

Elaine took out a Salem and lighted it. She leaned against the tray wall. Although not tired, Elaine’s insides ached, somewhat pleasurably, somewhat painfully. “God, why do I punish myself with copilots?”

“Flaxman?”

“He can’t just enjoy it; he’s got to go for the Trans Air duration and frequency record. Jesus.”

“That’s the price you have to pay. Are you coming to Haller’s farewell party?” Joan asked.

“I promised Flaxman I’d go with him. It’s really too bad, you know. I like crewing on Haller’s flights.”

Joan smiled, showing the perfect teeth that had been part of the prerequisites when she had applied to the airlines, eighteen years before. She had made the minimum five-foot-six-inch height by two inches. Her weight, at age thirty-six, was the same one hundred and twenty-three pounds she weighed when she’d started with Trans Air.

“How long have you known him?” Elaine asked.

“It seems like all my life. My first flight was on his plane.”

“Does it feel strange?” 

“No. It makes me think about getting through the next two years and retiring.”

“And do what?”

“Stay home with the kids. Enjoy them and Ron for a change.”

“And be bored out of your mind,” Elaine said just as a call bell went off. “Time to get to work.”

“Not bored,” Joan Bidding said. “Content, happy, but not bored.”

<><><>

The first-class cabin of Trans Air Flight 88 was mostly dark; the late-night snack served two hours before. Now most of the passengers were either reading or sleeping.

The attendants had removed the food trays, served the second cups of coffee, and poured the after dinner liqueurs.

Bill Haller stepped into the first-class cabin. A half hour or so after reaching the midway point in the flight, he left his copilot in charge of the plane. His practiced gaze flicked over the seven rows in first class. A twinge of memory carried him back to the time when first-class seats dominated the aircraft and the powerful men in business and politics occupied those seats. That was before the days of corporate jets that could match the commercial airlines in size and speed.

Of the fourteen first-class seats, eleven held passengers. Not bad, Haller thought. Earlier, when he had looked over the passenger list, he had recognized several names. Occupying seats 2C and 2D was a man he knew only by reputation—J. Milton Prestone. Just before flight time, Prestone’s private pilot had called Haller and explained the situation that had put the former senator on Haller’s flight: a blown engine oil seal.

In seats 4A and 4B, were Mr. and Mrs. Cristobal Helenez. He had been required to know who Helenez was—after all, the Portuguese financier owned a seven percent block of Trans Air.

Seats 6A and 6B belonged to Jonah and Anita Graham. When he glanced at them, only Mrs. Graham, whom he had never met, was there. The lavatory sign read OCCUPIED; which was where Graham must be.

Over the years, Haller had come to recognize the quiet and dignified businessman who was on no less than a half dozen of his Middle East flights each year. He had learned, on one of those flights that Graham was the president of a specialty mail order house catering to middle and upper income consumers.

Two weeks after speaking with Graham, the first of four annual issues of the Graham International catalogue had arrived at his home. Haller, impressed by the products, had ordered several.

Haller walked through the cabin to the coach section. Looking down the aisle, he experienced a sharpening of the melancholy dogging him since takeoff. He suddenly thought that making his final tour had been a mistake. He should have stayed in the cockpit.

On his left, a little girl sat alone in a window seat. He motioned to a stewardess. “Is she flying alone?”

The stewardess nodded. “Her name is Lea D’Anjine. She’s going to New York to meet her new parents.”

“Adoption?”

“She’s from one of the mission orphanages.”

Haller looked at the little girl and, despite himself, gave way to another memory of the past, when children regularly visited the cockpit. That changed with the advent of the airplane hijacker. It was another of those things Haller missed—seeing the children stare with awe at the instrument panels, and at the pilots.

Haller couldn’t take the little girl into the cockpit, but he could do something for her. “Bring her into first class,” he told the stewardess. “Let her enjoy the rest of the flight. I’ll tell Joan to give her the royal treatment.”

<><><>

In the first-class lavatory, Jonah Graham flushed the toilet, and washed and dried his hands. Then he unlocked the lavatory door and stepped out.

Another first-class passenger, bearded, of medium height and swarthy Middle Eastern features, stepped back to allow Jonah passage. With the brief but polite nod and smile of two men who will never see each other again, they continued on their way.

Jonah did not stare at the well-known face of Senator Milton Prestone, who occupied two first-class seats. Nor did he intend to eavesdrop when he passed the couple in seats 4A and 4B.

Graham recognized Cristobal Helenez from an article in Newsweek. The man was deep in conversation with his wife. Their voices were subdued; their tone was strident.

They were having an argument. Jonah’s thirty-five years of marriage was experience enough to sense that. Smiling, and pleased that the days of trying to pick a smooth path through the early and rocky stretches of marriage were long past, he returned to his seat and his wife.

“I’m glad to see you’ve relaxed a little,” Anita Graham said, covering Jonah’s hand with her own. The only jewelry she wore was the wedding band he’d placed on her finger thirty-five years ago tomorrow. “It’ll be nice to be home.” After almost four decades of knowing this man, she was still in love with him. The heavy graying of his hair, the recession at his temples, the facial lines that grew increasingly more elaborate each year, did not bother her. She still saw the same handsomeness that attracted her from the beginning. He may be getting old, she thought, but he’s aging well. Highlighting his rough features was what she called his Sinatra eyes—sharp, blue, and clear. His body was only five pounds heavier than it had been when she fell in love with him.

“Yes, it’ll be nice to get home,” Jonah agreed, thinking of their anniversary.

For an anniversary present, Jonah had bought her an XJ-series Jaguar—white on white. He could already envision her reaction. Anita did not like flashy cars or flashy clothes. She liked quiet quality. However, this time he was determined to make her enjoy the opulent present. Jonah smiled to himself.

“Care to share the humor?”

“Eventually,” he said and glanced about in the subdued light of the cabin.

The couple across from him, their legs and waists covered by an airline blanket, were snuggled together, oblivious to anyone else. The woman was startlingly beautiful, a model he guessed. The man was at least twenty years older. Was she his mistress?

<><><>

J. Milton Prestone, tall, thin, and angular, tugged impatiently on the lapel of his hand-tailored blue silk suit. A moment later, the same hand fingered the full Windsor knot of the matching blue tie.

J. Milton Prestone was always impatient. He believed it was his right. It wasn’t egotism making him feel that way; it was the knowledge that he was an important man. Prestone turned to look at the other first-class passengers. He slid an index finger along the side of his, as the newspapers referred to it, “hawkish” nose.

His was a nose that suited him well, for J. Milton Prestone, a former senator from New Mexico, was a hawk. He had voted for more arms increases than any other member of the Senate during his eighteen-year tenure. Then he had taken over the chairmanship of Lentronics and had guided the nation’s largest weapons manufacturer to unparalleled profits. 

“Hate these damned things,” he muttered, meaning the commercial aircraft that was taking him home; he had no choice. He could not afford to wait seven additional hours for repairs on his own plane. They needed him in the boardroom of the Lentronics New York offices by ten tomorrow morning. He was due at the Pentagon for a meeting with the Joint Chiefs at three.

Prestone lifted his attaché case from the neighboring seat, which he had purchased along with his own. He opened the case and looked at the figures on the top sheet. The figures were only part of the reason J. Milton Prestone never allowed anyone to sit next to him on a public airplane.

“Everything all right, Senator?” came a drawling voice from over his shoulder.

Prestone glanced up at the airplane’s captain, resplendent in his gold braided black uniform. “Fine. Still on schedule?”

“Right on schedule, sir.”

“Thank you,” Prestone said in dismissal as he picked up the cellular phone he’d appropriated from the wall in the front of the first-class cabin.

He waited until the captain disappeared into the flight deck before attaching a small black mechanism to the mouthpiece and dialing a special number in Washington. The phone was answered on the second ring.

“This is Prestone,” he said in a voice he believed would not carry far. As soon as he finished speaking, he pushed the only button on the scrambler attachment. A pinpoint red dot glowed in response.

He heard two clicks and, when a familiar voice spoke, Prestone said, “The meeting is a go. All terms have been agreed to.”

“So easily?”

“There were some concessions on my part,” Prestone admitted.

“Such as?”

“I’ll give you the details when we meet. You just authorize my other deal, understood?”

“The President isn’t happy about this.”

“You tell that ass backward conservative that’s his problem. I gave him what he wanted, now he gives me what I want—full approval for the sale to the Israelis.”

“Senator,” the man in Washington began, but Prestone cut him off.

“Any further discussion on the matter will result in a complete disclosure to the press.”

“That would be a mistake.”

“Yes, the President’s,” Prestone said.

<><><>

In seat 1D, in front of J. Milton Prestone, the same dark-skinned man who had passed Jonah Graham at the lavatory door, nodded to himself at the conversation he had overheard behind him.

Shifting slightly, the man reached beneath his seat to finger the packages taped to its bottom-it was a gesture of reassurance.

<><><>

Sonja Mofferty, her head resting on her husband’s shoulder, readjusted her position so her lips touched his ear.

“Want to get laid?”

Startled, Jack Mofferty drew away and looked down at her. “Here?”

“It would be fun,” she whispered. Beneath the blanket, her hand drifted along the inside of his thigh. She continued to let her fingers rise until she could feel the start of his erection. Her nail scratched lightly at its head.

“Stop,” Mofferty laughed.

“Why?” she teased. When she had agreed to marry him, she had doubted a man of his age would be able to satisfy her for any length of time. So far, he had surprised her.

Sonja was glad. She had married Jack when her career’s quick and not so subtle downhill slide began. She chose Jack because, although he was not worldly, he was rich. She had been surprised, shocked actually, to find out just before they married, she had fallen in love with him.

Sonja smiled. Never had she imagined loving a Jack Mofferty—short, balding, potbellied, and sweet, too, although he did his best to hide it.

“You really want to?” Mofferty asked, cutting into her thoughts.

She lifted her hand and caressed his cheek. She liked the way the stubble of his beard vibrated on her palm. “We’ll see.”

“What about the attendants?”

“They’re used to it,” Sonja said, hitching the blanket up over their waists.

When her fingers resumed their play, Jack did his best not to let his pleasure show. How did I get this lucky? Initially, he knew his wealth caught her, but not long ago, he discarded the belief it was just money keeping them together. Mofferty was sure it was love, no matter what his brother and sister-in-law said.

That he was forty-eight, had a twenty-four-year-old son, and had fought his way out of Sheepshead Bay and into the foreign car business in Long Island, was no reason to think that someone as young, beautiful, and famous as Sonja couldn’t love him.

Without warning, Sonja’s fingers tightened on him. Her head left his shoulder and slipped beneath the blanket. He barely held back a groan. His eyes closed, and his hips pushed upward. He did not see the stewardess walk by, pause for a fraction of a second, and then smile to herself as she went toward the flight deck.

<><><>

Laughing to herself at the all too obvious under the blanket love play, Elaine Samson passed the first row of seats when the eerie sensation of being stared at crept up her spine. She stopped to look over her shoulder, her features set in a professional expression of, ‘did I forget anything’.

Her eyes locked with those of the bearded man in seat 1D. He held her stare for just an instant longer, before lowering his gaze.

A shiver slithered down Elaine’s back. Turning, she went to the galley, thinking how foolish it was for her to be so uneasy about a man’s gaze. Then she put the incident out of her mind.


Chapter Three

The passengers experienced Flight 88’s initial descent as a subtle shift in airspeed. For most, the change meant nothing. For others it was a signal to prepare.

In seat 1D of the first-class cabin, adrenaline rushed into Rashid Mohamad’s bloodstream, giving his nut-brown skin a slight flush. The bearded man’s senses grew acute. Sounds expanded; odors turned intense and easily identifiable; cigarette smoke, American; a whiff of perspiration; coffee from the galley; a hint of wine.

Mohamad looked casually about. His left fist clenched and unclenched, loosening his muscles. All the first-class passengers were in their seats. In the front, the curtain between first class and the galley was drawn. A closed curtain separated first class from coach. There was very little movement in the cabin. Behind Mohamad, J. Milton Prestone continued to make prolific notes. Mohamad listened to Prestone’s pen scratching across paper.

In the last row, a silver-haired older woman wearing a gold-and-diamond Star of David was engaged in a discussion with the man next to her. Mohamad doubted if the woman would want to continue her dialogue in another half hour.

He shifted, drew the red blanket higher in his lap, and reached beneath his seat. Removing the taped-on package, he slipped it beneath the blanket.

He unwrapped the package without looking down. His sure fingers needed no guide to put the clip into the Ingram MAC-10 machine pistol and make sure the safety was on.

Mohamad opened the attaché case on the seat next to him. He listened for footsteps, heard none, and placed the machine pistol in his case and snapped it closed.

Standing, Mohamad folded the blanket and put it on the seat he’d vacated. Then he placed the case on top of the blanket.

His attitude was that of a man in need of stretching after hours of sedentary confinement. Nevertheless, his eyes were never still—never as relaxed as his body appeared. Mohamad walked toward the rear of first class.

His glance fell on the little girl. When he’d seen the stewardess settle her into a seat, he’d experienced a momentary pang of anger, but accepted that fate never quite let things go the way one envisioned them.

When he passed seats 7A and 7B—occupied by the silver-haired Jewess and the young man she was talking to—Mohamad gave a barely perceptible nod before slipping through the curtained partition into the coach section of the plane.

“Can I help you, sir?” asked a stewardess.

Mohamad smiled. The girl was pretty: Cafe-au-lair skin with amber eyes. He smelled the perfume clinging to her skin. Was her father black, or her mother?

“Just stretching my legs,” he said in an Oxfordian accent. “It is all right, is it not?”

“Oh, certainly.”

“Thank you,” he said, absently massaging his left shoulder with his right hand.

The movement was casual but studied. The eye contact between him and the man in the first row was so fleeting that no one could have suspected a signal passed between them.

The man who had received Mohamad’s signal rose and went to the lavatories in the middle of the plane. He carried a large rectangular attaché case. When he reached the lavatories, he found them all unoccupied. He bypassed the first three in favor of the last.

A second later, Mohamad walked to the rear of the plane, where he stood behind the last seat, took out a pack of John Player Specials, and lit one with a gold Dunhill.

He took several deep drags on the cigarette and then went to the last center-aisle seat and looked down at the man sitting there. “Do you mind?” he asked, making a motion toward the ashtray.

The man shook his head without replying, Mohamad stubbed out his cigarette. “Thank you.”

The cigarette extinguished, the bearded man returned to his seat in first class. Behind him, the passenger whose ashtray he’d used rose and, taking a bulky attaché case from beneath the seat, went into one of the lavatories. Inside the locked compartment, he opened the attaché case and took out a hexagonal recess key. He unlocked the towel compartment, removed the remaining paper towels, unfastened the back of the polished aluminum cabinet, and removed three items. A short while later, the three metallic pieces had been fitted together to make an Uzi machine rifle.

Still working with meticulous care and speed, the man placed the Uzi diagonally into the attaché case; its stock folded, and replaced the cabinet’s back. He put the paper towels inside and locked the cabinet. Then he pulled down his pants and voided his bladder and bowels. He knew he might not have another chance for several hours—if ever.

Eight minutes later, he looked down the aisle toward the middle lavatories. Standing there was another man, holding the twin to his own attaché case. Although the distance was too great for either to see the other’s eyes, their silent message was sent and received.

<><><>

The seatbelt sign was on. Seconds later, Captain Haller’s voice came over the plane’s P.A. system.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we will begin our final approach to Kennedy Airport in fifteen minutes. It’s a beautiful night in New York. Visibility is near perfect, as you will notice if you look out your windows. The temperature is a comfortable seventy-nine degrees Fahrenheit. Humidity is seventy-two percent.

“On behalf of myself, my crew, and Trans Air Airlines, we thank you for flying with us, and hope to see you all again.”

Joan Bidding and Elaine Samson collected the last two glasses from the passengers and returned to the galley, closing the curtain behind them. They did not notice Rashid Mohamad stand and start after them, a red blanket thrown carelessly over his right arm.

Elaine dumped the two glasses into the tray. “God, this trip seems to be taking forever.”

“Not really,” Joan said, as a passenger appeared in the galley’s opening. “Can I help you, sir?”

“Yes, actually, you may.” He extended his blanket-draped arm.

Elaine reached for the blanket. Her bored gaze met the man’s sensuous and brooding eyes; the unease she’d experienced earlier returned. Without taking her eyes from his, she took the blanket. Behind her, Joan Bidding gasped.

The man moved quickly then. His left arm circled Elaine’s neck. His right hand rose, cruelly pressing the barrel of the machine pistol into the soft skin beneath Elaine’s chin. The tightening of his arm about her neck cut off her cry of panic and fear.

“If either of you do anything—anything at all—everyone on the plane will die! Is that understood?”

It had happened so fast that all Joan could do was to stare at the weapon. Her stomach twisted violently. Her heart pounded trip-hammer fast; her breathing turned shallow. She stepped back against the galley wall and searched for a hidden button.

“Don’t do that,” the man said, his arm tightening on Elaine’s neck. Elaine’s eyes bulged. Her mouth opened.

Joan quickly brought her hands before her. “Stop! Please!”

The man loosened his hold on Elaine. “Excellent,” he said.

“What do you want?” Joan asked.

“Right now we are waiting,” Mohamad said. Shortly, another man appeared behind Mohamad, revealing another pistol. The two spoke in rapid Arabic.

“You will call the pilot on the intercom. You will act normal,” he told Joan. “You will tell the pilot that there is a problem with one of the passengers. A heart attack. You need help. Do not cause him to become alarmed.”

This can’t be happening, Joan thought while Elaine’s bloodless face confirmed that the terror everyone believed happened only to others was happening to them.

The incessant pounding of Joan’s heart slowed. After her initial moments of fear, numbness stole in. She clenched her hands to stop her fingers from shaking and forced herself to function. In the second or two that it took to turn and reach for the intercom phone, a dozen things went through her mind. Trained, like all attendants, for hijack situations, she realized her training was not good enough for her to risk the passengers’ lives.

She didn’t want to die. She didn’t want her passengers to die either. From the moment the man grabbed Elaine and looked into Joan’s eyes, she instinctively knew he could and would kill. It was fact of which she had no doubts.

She turned back to the bearded man. “The captain is on approach. He won’t leave the controls.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Mohamad said, relaxing slightly.

The woman’s words told him she would try nothing. She had passed her first test. She would live, for now. “Get the flight engineer.”

Mohamad stared at her for a moment longer. His eyes betrayed no emotion. Indiscriminate killing was not what this mission called for. While some people would die, wholesale slaughter was unnecessary.

Joan saw something behind the dark orbs of his eyes. Her fear quickened as she dialed the flight deck. The flight engineer answered. Joan forced herself to speak in a normal voice. “Alan, we’ve got an emergency back here. A heart attack.”

“You’re sure?”

She ignored his question, “We need help.” 

“Excellent,” Mohamad said when Joan hung up. He backed slowly out of the galley and handed Elaine efficiently over to his companion. “Do nothing stupid.”

<><><>

Alan Reynolds replaced the intercom, stood, and went to Haller. “Better call for an ambulance, we’ve got a heart attack.”

“Damn.”

Reynolds went to the cockpit door. He started to open it when, unexpectedly, the door latch was ripped from his hand. Caught by surprise and knocked off balance, his arms flailed outward, seeking a hold to stop his fall.

Rashid Mohamad burst through the door. The hijacker’s right arm raised, his hand holding something dark and round. Reynolds’ eyes widened when he recognized the black object in the man’s hand. He stared in helpless astonishment as the machine pistol arced down. A flaring pain erupted in the engineer’s head. Darkness came before he struck the deck.

The copilot turned at the commotion. He started to rise, but stopped when he saw the barrel of the pistol pointed at his heart.

Then Joan Bidding and Elaine Samson were pushed into the cockpit and the cabin door closed. “Down!” the second hijacker ordered the two women as Mohamad tore Haller’s headset off and put the barrel of his weapon to the captain’s temple.

“Do nothing foolish,” Mohamad ordered. “This plane has been commandeered by the Palestinian Liberation Organization. You are a prisoner of war. You will do exactly as ordered. One mistake and your passengers die. Is that understood?”

Haller nodded. The pistol came away.

“Very good.” Mohamad looked at the instrument panel. “Change course to two-seven-seven. Maintain a level altitude.”

Haller stiffened. A vein pulsed on the side of his forehead. His fingers tightened on the steering controls. “We’re on approach. I can’t do that.”

“Do as you are instructed, Captain, and while you do, you may contact air control and apprise them of your situation.”

Haller thought of refusing. Then, in the reflection on the windshield, he saw the look on Mohamad’s face. He’d often seen that look prior to combat missions—bright burning eyes set amid the hard facial tension of someone prepared for battle, and for death.

“My headset?”

Mohamad did not allow himself an outward smile of victory when he handed the communication gear to Haller.

Haller put it on. “Air Control, this is Trans Air Flight 88. We’re changing course to two-seven-seven-degrees. Clear all traffic from flight path. We have been hijacked, repeat. Trans Air 88 has been hijacked. Tran—”

Mohamad took off Haller’s headset, ending communication with air control. “Thank you, Captain. You made the correct decision. I want you to understand that we are soldiers fighting for a cause. We will do whatever is necessary to win. We do not wish to kill, but we will kill, believe that, Captain. We will kill if necessary. It will be your actions, and the actions of your crew, which determine whether your passengers live or die.”

Haller met Mohamad’s eyes. He considered the alternatives—which actions to take, which risks he judged acceptable or not. At present, there were no viable risks. “No one will attempt anything.”

“Again, a wise decision. Khamil,” he called.

The second hijacker stepped around the fallen engineer and past the two flight attendants. At the copilot’s seat, he withdrew a rubber-tipped hypodermic syringe from his jacket pocket.

“Phenobarbital,” Mohamad said. “As I’ve told you, we do not seek unnecessary deaths. We have certain objectives to obtain. I will avoid killing if possible. If you do not fight us, you and your crew and your passengers will survive.”

Flaxman looked over his shoulder at the needle. A coppery taste flooded his mouth. He unbuttoned his cuff and rolled up his sleeve.

“The effects of the sedative will wear off in a few hours,” Mohamad said when Khamil plunged the hypodermic into Flaxman’s arm.


Chapter Four

Lieutenant Raymond Hyte stood in the doorway. Light spilled over his shoulder and into the bedroom, silhouetting the sleeping child in the center of his bed. He smiled.

The light wasn’t strong enough to see her features clearly, but he knew them as well as his own. They were a part of him; he had created her eleven years before. Her cheekbones were sharp and precise. She had blonde hair with a hint of strawberry. Her mouth was a shade too small for her teeth, but she would grow into the teeth in another year or two. Her nose was small—aquiline, Susan had called it. He hoped it would stay that way. It was important that she have Susan’s nose, not his.

Important? He shook his head ruefully. She was smart and her mind not affected by the divorce. Those were the important things.

He partially closed the door, returned to the couch, and lifted the Scotch and water from the cork coaster on the coffee table.

He sipped the drink, tasting wood. He always tasted wood when he drank Scotch. It wasn’t a bad taste. It sufficed. Like his life.

He rolled the drink around his tongue, reminding himself that he was supposed to relax. But relaxing was hard when his last five weeks had been made up of twenty-hour days in an effort to catch a killer who liked to cut up old women. He and his men had finally caught him just before he’d plunged a butcher knife into a seventy-five-year-old lady. Now, he’d taken four days off to be with Carrie before she went to summer camp. He wanted to savor the naiveté surrounding his eleven-year-old daughter.

The phone rang. Hyte put the Scotch down and picked up the receiver. He was off duty for the next four days. He hoped it wouldn’t be the Department.

“Hello,” he said tentatively, half expecting it to be his ex-wife checking up on their daughter.

“Lou, Sergeant Vicoletti.”

The use of the title, Lou—departmental shorthand for lieutenant—made the call official.

Hyte sighed. “Yes, Sergeant?”

“We’ve got a hijacking at Kennedy Airport. The fucking plane is circling Manhattan. They’ve rerouted all air traffic at Kennedy, LaGuardia, and Newark. It’s a real disaster. Your team is being notified.”

With thumb and forefinger, Hyte rubbed the inner corners of his eyes. He wanted to say he was on a four-day leave. He didn’t; instead, he asked, “What happened to Conklin?”

“He’s in White Plains. His wife’s delivering right now. Not enough time to get him back.”

Hyte glanced over his shoulder to the bedroom where his daughter slept. “Who took the plane?”

“No one knows. There’s been one communication from the pilot, alerting the airport of the hijacking and change of course. Radar is tracking them in a circle around Manhattan. I—”

“Have any demands been made yet?”

“No, sir,” Vicoletti said. “I’ve dispatched a blue and white to your place. The copter will pick you up at Sixty-Second Street.”

Hyte tensed. “No copter. I can drive there just as fast.” 

“We don’t know where there is yet.” 

“I’ll be ready,” Hyte said and hung up.

He stood, turned, and found his daughter standing in the doorway. The living room light highlighted the slim body beneath the pink nightgown. Her hair spilled over her shoulders. Her blue eyes were alert. “Daddy?”

“I have to go out tonight, sweetheart. It’s an emergency.”

“Is it dangerous?” 

Hyte opened his arms. “Come here.” 

Carolyn Samantha Hyte came into his arms. He kissed the top of her head. “A plane was hijacked. Someone has to talk to the people who did it. That’s my job.”

She drew back far enough to look him directly in the eyes. “Is it dangerous?”

“Sometimes it is.” 

“Be careful, please.”

He hugged her tightly. “I will. For you. Now, let me call Mrs. O’Malley.”

“I can go over there until you get back.”

Hyte shook his head. “You go back to bed. Okay?” 

Carrie nodded, rose onto the balls of her feet, and kissed his stubbly chin. “Okay.”

When she was back in bed, Hyte dialed his neighbor.

Helen O’Malley, a grandmother of seventy, had moved into the apartment next to Hyte’s two years ago. It had been a godsend to the cop.

She arrived four minutes after his call. Her iron gray hair in curlers and an ankle-length peach velour robe belted securely around her waist. Hyte thanked her, got his gun from the kitchen drawer, and raced downstairs. Eight minutes later, the NYPD patrol car pulled to a stop at the helicopter pad adjacent to the East River Drive.

<><><>

The situation on Trans Air 88 was exactly what the hijackers wanted. Mohamad had instructed Haller to announce that they would be circling the airport, waiting for landing clearance.

Behind Haller, Elaine Samson sat on the floor, her arms hugging her knees. Joan Bidding held the unconscious engineer, stroking his head. “Khamil has tape,” Mohamad said. “You will please secure his wrists and ankles.”

Elaine glared up at him. “Why do you have to be so fucking polite?”

“Would you prefer I use force?” 

“Do it, Elaine,” Haller commanded.

The women bound the flight engineer’s wrists and ankles and then laid him on the floor. “You tie her hands,” Mohamad told Joan.

After Joan secured Elaine’s wrists, she returned to the passenger cabins to tell the other flight attendants that they would be landing shortly. Under no circumstance was she to warn anyone. If she did, Mohamad explained, he would shoot the captain.

Joan Bidding believed him.

Twelve minutes later, Haller told him that their fuel was running low. “We’ll have to land soon.”

Mohamad glanced at the fuel gauges. “We have at least forty-five minutes of circling at minimum air speed.”

The man had done his homework. Haller exhaled in capitulation. “Mind if I smoke?”

“Yes. You will make no movements other than to fly the plane.”

Haller looked at the hijacker. “You can’t get away with it.” 

“Get away with what, Captain? We’ve already hijacked your plane. We’ll get what we’ve come for. And,” he went on, his voice smooth and calm behind its British tones, “we hope to cause only a minimum amount of harm to your crew and passengers.”

“You’ve already done more harm than that.”

“That depends on how you view the situation. No one on this plane has died. Concentrate on your flying and contact the control tower, please.”

Haller called in as Mohamad took Flaxman’s headset and put it on. When the tower replied, Mohamad, not Haller responded. “This is Rashid Mohamad. I have commandeered this airplane. To insure the safety of the passengers and crew, you will do the following. All flights landing or departing from Kennedy Airport are to cease; divert all air traffic to other airports. When that is accomplished, we will return to Kennedy and land. Have a fuel truck prepared.”

“Impossible!” came the reply. “The best we can do is close off one runway.”

Mohamad exhaled. It was a sound not unlike the leading edge of a storm. “I am truly sorry to hear this. In that case, everyone on board this craft will die when I crash the plane into one of those two tall buildings downtown.”

Dead silence, filled by low static, followed Mohamad’s words. Mohamad’s smile told everyone on the flight deck that he was amused at the consternation within the control tower.

“Captain Haller, what’s the fuel situation?” Haller looked at Mohamad who nodded.

“Control, we have forty minutes left if we push it.”

“Hold on 88, we’ll get back to you.”

“That would be a good idea,” Mohamad said dryly.

Thirty seconds later, the radio crackled. “Flight 88, the airport will be shut down.”

<><><>

Hyte looked down at the cars on the Belt Parkway. The helicopter was flying fast at an altitude of twelve hundred feet. A low groan caught in the back of his throat. He knew nothing about what was happening, except that the plane would be landing at Kennedy. Instead, he thought about how he had gotten involved in hostage negotiations.

His record had been part of the reason. Philip Mason was the other part. Captain Philip Mason had been his father’s closest friend in the Department. Philip Mason was his mentor. Hyte held him responsible for his divorce. He knew he was being unreasonable. He couldn’t help it. If he hadn’t met the captain at the restaurant...

No, if Susan hadn’t wanted to try the restaurant that her friend had told her about, he wouldn’t be a divorced police lieutenant flying in a helicopter to Kennedy Airport to talk to a lunatic who was holding millions of dollars of airplane and its passengers’ hostage.

If he hadn’t majored in political science and minored in psychology at N. Y. U., and then gone to law school, he wouldn’t be in the helicopter either. He had never consciously planned to join the Department. He wanted to enter politics—his father had always pushed him in that direction. “You can do more by making laws than by enforcing them,” he’d said.

However, his father’s advice had come too late to abrogate the influence of growing up in a police family. He had known the code since taking his first step. He’d seen the highs of being on the job, and he’d lived with the lows.

He had always been proud of his father. His father was important. What he did was important. Who he was, was important.

The chopper shuddered. Hyte watched the pilot make a minor correction and the flying machine steadied. He looked at the lighted buildings below.

His first flight in a copter had set the pattern for all the rest. A midnight phone call from Mason—Uncle Phil—had awakened him. Twenty minutes later, he was airborne over Manhattan, on the way to Staten Island.

A sniper who wanted revenge on the precinct captain responsible for his arrest had shot Hyte’s father. Captain Mason was waiting for him, but Raymond Hyte, Jr., was too late to say good-bye to his father, who died minutes before the helicopter had landed.

Hyte always thought about his father when he flew in a copter. He couldn’t help it, just as he’d been unable to heed his father’s advice when, a year after graduating from law school and marrying Susan, he ended up facing his future in the form of Philip Mason and the Organized Crime Squad.

The helicopter dropped several hundred feet, drawing Hyte back to where he was—two hundred and fifty feet above the Belt Parkway. “Jesus,” he muttered, stopping himself from further thought as the telltale flashing of runway strobe lights appeared.

The pilot set the helicopter down fifty feet from the control tower. 

Shielding his eyes from the particles of dust kicked up by the helicopter’s blades, Hyte scuttled from beneath the whirling rotors. Two Port Authority cops waited at the outer fringes of the helicopter’s windstorm. They led him directly to the air security ready room in the main control tower. Behind him, the copter rose up into the darkness.

Hyte took a quick inventory in the ready room. Three members of his hostage negotiation team were present. Blonde-haired, blue-eyed Brian Atkins, detective second grade and the youngest of Hyte’s squad, was perched on the edge of a desk. Atkins’ was the team’s marksman. A former Marine sniper, he could hit the center of an ace of spades at a thousand feet with a high power rifle.

The second member was Joseph Moran, who sat behind Atkins, talking into a phone. Moran was shrewd looking and tall, with a bored look firmly settled on his obviously Irish face. Hyte hoped the look would stay there tonight.

“Where’s Sy?” Hyte asked Harvey Bennet, the third member of the team, a bald-headed and compact twenty-year veteran of the NYPD. 

Detective Sergeant Simon Cohen was the fourth member, the team’s second in command, and Hyte’s first partner when Hyte made detective.

“Upstairs,” Bennet said as a man in a gray double-breasted suit, white shirt, and a blue tie entered the security room. He was Charles Koenig, the Port Authority’s head of security for Kennedy Airport. Koenig was a dapper man of fifty-six, with lively and intelligent blue eyes, thinning white hair combed neatly into place with a line of pink scalp exposed by a left side part.

Hyte and the security man had worked together several times in the past. “Charlie, what’s the story?”

Koenig gave him an abrupt head shake. “Not good,” Koenig said. “The plane is carrying ninety-one passengers and ten crew. No word if there’s more than one hijacker. He’s demanded we close down the entire airport. “

Hyte paused at that. “Why?” 

Koenig shrugged. “To see what he can get?”

Hyte scratched at a spot on his neck at the base of his hairline. “Possibly. What was the threat? They’ll kill a passenger?”

“You’re not going to like this, Ray,” Koenig said in a low voice.

Hyte blew a thin stream of air from between pursed lips. “I already know that.”

“If the airport isn’t closed down and all personnel evacuated from the runways, he’ll crash the plane into one of the World Trade Center buildings.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“But effective.”

Hyte had no argument for that. “Let’s get upstairs. Anyone know who these people are?”

“There’s an FBI agent on his way. He might know.”

When Hyte gazed curiously at Koenig, the man went on. “I, ah, delayed the call until you were dispatched.”

Hyte understood Koenig’s ploy. No one liked the way the feds took over during a hijack situation. The first authority on the scene usually took command. Hyte represented that authority.

“I need a list of all the passengers,” he told Koenig. “Where did the flight originate?”

“Tangier.”

The answer caught Hyte off guard. “Tangier? Why the hell did they wait until they crossed the ocean? That doesn’t make any sense. Why not go to a country in the Middle East?”

No one answered him.

“Upstairs,” Hyte repeated. He led the group to the waiting elevator while thinking how nice it would be if this one followed training scenarios. It would also be a first.

Hyte thought about his teacher at the government counter-terrorist training center outside of DC. The man had summed up what everyone knew but didn’t want to say. “No two hijackings are alike, no matter how similar they are in appearance. When you’re involved in a hijacking, pray for a lunatic after money, not a political idealist. A self-serving hijacking—one for monetary gain— can be handled with more ease than the politically motivated. You can deal with a true criminal; you can’t with a terrorist. Just remember that the methods we’ve taught you are the best available. Don’t accept them as gospel. Your mind is the best tool you have.”

But to use that tool, Hyte reminded himself, I have to know what kind of hijacking I’m dealing with.

The elevator stopped and the door hissed open, revealing a windowed room dominated by electronic tracking equipment. Sy Cohen was standing at a supervisor’s desk, talking on the phone. Cohen’s short-cropped gray hair and narrowed eyes accented his tense features.

Hyte started toward him. The sergeant hung up and turned. When Cohen’s eyes met his, Hyte’s apprehension increased.

“Ray,” Cohen said, cocking a thumb toward the phone. “That was Tangier. They found two maintenance workers dead, throats cut. At first, they thought it was some sort of vendetta, but the dead men were the ones assigned to service Flight 88. The Tangier authorities have no doubt it’s terrorists who’ve hijacked the plane.”

“Shit!” Hyte said. He had his answer. The hijacking was political.


Chapter Five 

Mohamad picked up the intercom and held it to Joan Bidding’s mouth. “You will ask for Dr. Schmidt to come into the first-class section. Make the announcement in a normal manner.”

Joan’s eyes flicked to Haller, who nodded. “Would Dr. Schmidt please come to the first class section? Your medical assistance is required.”

Mohamad knew that everyone in coach would watch a man carrying a large attaché case leave his seat and go forward. They would wonder who was sick, raising no sense of danger. Because the success of his plan required having the third of his four men in first class, he had to make the first-class passengers aware of their situation—but only the first-class passengers, and under controlled circumstances.

“Captain, keep to the same flight pattern we have been following. Khamil, if the captain does anything except fly the plane, kill him.”

Mohamad pushed Joan Bidding into the curtained-off area outside the flight deck. “You will go ahead of me. You will inform the first-class passengers of the situation. They are to remain calm and in their seats.”

While unable to rid herself of the knot of fear in her stomach, her initial numbness was receding. Swallowing hard, she parted the curtain. At almost the same moment, a man stepped through the curtain separating first class from coach. Her first instinct was to warn him of the danger. Then her eyes fell on the weapon he was holding.

She thought of her husband and sons. “Ladies and gentlemen, may I have your attention.” She moistened her lips. “P-please, do nothing. The plane has been hijacked. We...we will not be harmed if you remain calm.”

Disbelief was the most prevalent expression. The red head in seat 3B, Michael Barnes, started to rise. “Who the hell—”

Mohamad pointed the machine pistol at him. “Do not be stupid. All of you look behind you.”

Mesmerized, they turned as one. Standing in the aisle, his back to the curtain, was the man with the Uzi. His face was blank. The barrel of his weapon swept over the passengers.

“That attachment on the front of the Uzi is a silencer. No one in the rear section of the plane will hear the weapon. For your edification, Abdul is a fine marksman. He does not miss.”

Mohamad paused. He smiled. “Your own lives and those of the other passengers depend on your silence.” A low whimpering came from his left. He looked down at Cristobal Helenez. “Tell your wife to be quiet.”

Helenez drew his wife close, holding her face to his chest to quiet her. Mohamad looked at the other passengers. The overriding expression on most faces was fear. Yet on some, hostility grew. When his eyes settled on J. Milton Prestone, he saw open rage. That was expected. The little girl was cowering against the window.

“Please stay seated. Do not remove your seatbelts. I would not want Abdul to have to kill anyone.” Mohamad started to turn, drawing the still trembling Joan Bidding with him. His body was tense, his senses alert. From behind came the low snick of a seatbelt opening. The scratch of a shoe on carpet followed.

Mohamad spun. His gun hand arched out, the heavy metal of the pistol struck quickly and accurately. Ex-army colonel and former United States senator J. Milton Prestone collapsed a foot from the terrorist.

Mohamad ignored the unconscious man. “Do not make the same mistake. The penalty will be even more severe. Look at that child!” he ordered, pointing the machine pistol at seven-year-old Lea D’Anjine. “Her life is in your hands. She dies if you do anything other than what we tell you to do.”

<><><>

Hyte and his team had taken over airport control, which now handled all contact with Flight 88 on a restricted frequency. Atkins and Moran manned telephones; Harvey Bennet leaned casually against the wall, awaiting his instructions. Detective Sergeant Simon Cohen stood next to the radioman, waiting for the plane to contact them.

Hyte looked up from the passenger list. “How much fuel do they have left?” 

“Twenty minutes,” the operator answered immediately.

“Are all runways cleared?”

“The last plane just took off,” Koenig said.

Hyte turned to see a tall man enter the control room and come toward him. “I’m Arnel. FBI.” He wore the regulation three-piece suit. His face was classic Government Issue.

Hyte, aware of the conflicts created by the last joint operation between the Bureau and the Department, shook Arnel’s hand.

“Ray Hyte, NYPD hostage negotiations. I believe we’ll be handling things here. No problem with that?”

Hyte noted the agent’s sardonic smile. “Seeing as you’re first on the scene, I was told to offer whatever assistance I could. I’m also acting as liaison with Immigration and Naturalization. Their two senior officers are unavailable.”

“Do you know who took that plane?”

“We believe it’s a PLO operation, but we have no confirmation.”

“Christ! What about the government counter-terrorist strike force?”

“They’re on classified maneuvers, I don’t know if they will make it back in time. But we’ve got another problem,” Arnel said.

“Which is?”

“Former Senator J. Milton Prestone is on board.”

Hyte looked at the list in his hand. His eyes stopped at the name. He spun to the detective lolling against the wall. “No press!” he ordered. “And I don’t give a damn who tries to countermand that.”

“Too late,” Atkins said. “There’s already two news teams downstairs, and there’s a whole bunch more on their way.”

“Jesus, they’re getting fast. Okay. Nothing is to be said to them yet, nothing.” Hyte closed his eyes. Concentrate. Go by the book. “Let’s get the plane down.”

“Ray,” Sy Cohen called, “the hijacker identified himself as Rashid Mohamad.”

“Alias James Westerwood,” Arnel said quickly. “He’s famous. A graduate of Oxford, he holds an engineering degree from Stanford. A fanatic who, in the last seven years has killed two hundred people. He’s a member of a militant faction of the PLO that split from Arafat because they believe Arafat’s too soft.”

Hyte stared out the window, chewing on the agent’s information. “If this Rashid Mohamad is so fucking smart, what the hell is he doing here? He has to know we can’t let him get away,-not after the last few hijackings.”

“I guess that’s what we’re going to find out,” the fed responded.

Hyte turned to Sy Cohen. “You go with the fuel truck.”

When the sergeant left, Hyte nodded to the radio operator. “Get me Mohamad.”

<><><>

“Come in Trans Air Flight 88, this is Airport Control, over.”

Haller turned to Mohamad. “We’re down to fifteen minutes of fuel.”

“You may respond,” Mohamad said.

“Control this is Trans Air 88, over.”

“Trans Air 88 you are cleared for landing. All runways are unoccupied.”

Mohamad spoke before Haller could. “If, when we land, I see any movement, people will die.”

“The airport is closed. The runways are shut down,” the radio operator reaffirmed.

Mohamad nodded to Haller. “Proceed with landing instructions.”

“Shall I make the landing announcement now?”  

“Very carefully, Captain,” Mohamad said.

His voice steady, Haller announced what the terrorist rehearsed with him five minutes earlier.

“Ladies and gentlemen, this is Captain Haller. We are cleared for landing. We’re sorry for the delay. At this time, I would also like to ask for your further cooperation. One of our passengers has suffered what appears to be a heart attack. A doctor is with him now. An ambulance will meet the plane on the runway. Until the passenger is off the plane, please remain in your seat with your seatbelt fastened. We will be moving the plane again. Thank you for your patience.”

“Good,” the terrorist said.

The 727 touched down eight minutes later. In coach, the man who had used the lavatory earlier unfastened his seatbelt and stood. The passenger next to him glared.

He returned the look with a smile and went into the galley. The three stewardesses in their jump seats told him to return to his seat.

Ignoring them, he opened his attaché case and withdrew the Uzi. He held a finger to his lips. It was warning enough.

When the plane came to a stop, far out on the runway, he stepped into the aisle as, overhead, the P.A. system came to life.

“Ladies and gentlemen, this is not the captain. Please remain calm. This plane is now in the control of the Palestinian Liberation Organization. If you want to remain alive, do nothing. If you think this is a hoax, look around.”

Seventy-seven passengers and five stewardesses found themselves staring at two men armed with machine guns. Several women screamed. Their seatmates silenced them. No one left his seat.

In first class, Mohamad had shifted the passengers into the first three rows. All except Lea D’Anjine, who was in the fifth row, where the terrorist had belted her into the seat. Of all the passengers, only J. Milton Prestone was not conscious. He lay across the first two seats, his hands tied.

Khamil Fasil stood guard over them. His eyes were never still. He held the machine pistol at the ready.

<><><>

“They’re down and taxiing,” the radio operator reported.

Hyte watched out the window. Arnel stood next to him.

“The commissioner wants to know what’s happening,” called Junior Atkins, covering the mouthpiece of the phone with his hand.

“Tell him,” Hyte snapped, annoyance thickening his voice. He wasn’t ready to speak with the brass; he needed his mind free for what was ahead.

“Trans Air Flight 88, proceed to runway Delta Seven East. The fuel truck is waiting.”

The terrorist’s voice came over the central speaker. His words were precise, his diction flawless. “We will proceed to a place I choose. You will send out the fuel truck. Send only two men. The truck will circle the plane at a distance of one hundred feet. The cab light must be on. The truck will stop one hundred feet in front of the plane. The men will get out, undress to show they are unarmed, and stay undressed. I will then call you to send them to refuel the plane.”

Hyte watched the silver and red plane. It moved slowly, its flight lights blinking. It stopped in the intersection of the three runways directly in view of the tower.

“Send the truck,” said the terrorist.

Hyte spoke into a walkie-talkie. He relayed the instructions to Sy Cohen, who was waiting in the truck.

Two minutes later the truck reached the plane, circled it, and stopped a hundred feet away. The two men got out, removed their coveralls, and stood in the truck’s headlights wearing only shoes, socks, and underwear.

Moran chuckled. “Sy looks good in boxer shorts.” 

“Shut up,” Hyte snapped. The detective did.

“Commence fueling,” the terrorist ordered. His voice echoed through the speakers.

The radio operator started to speak. Hyte stopped him and took the microphone. It was time to set the tone for what would follow. “This is Lieutenant Hyte of the New York Police Department. Refueling will not, I repeat, will not take place unless you release the hostages.”

“Fuel the plane or someone will die,” Mohamad replied.

“Give us the hostages.” Hyte’s nerves tightened. He knew that this opening gambit was only the first in a series of strategic plays for leverage. He and the hijacker would jockey for position. Bluff and sternness before give and take was the methodology. He had to find out what the hijackers wanted. The demands would contain information he needed to learn how far he could push them. It was a dangerous but essential move. Everyone trained in hostage negotiations accepted the theory.

Mohamad spoke in a bored voice. “Until now, no one has been killed. You will begin refueling in one minute. If you delay, you will cause the first death. And then one passenger will die for each minute the fuel truck sits idle.”

“That means your own death, too,” Hyte said.

“We are prepared for that.”

It was said so simply that Hyte didn’t like it. He glanced at Arnel, one eyebrow cocked. The Fed’s expression confirmed the terrorist’s statement. “You don’t have to die,” Hyte told the terrorist.

“Thirty seconds.”

Something was wrong. The hijacker should be spouting organizational dogma and making demands, not calmly ticking off the time. “Let’s talk.” Hyte’s eyes locked on the second hand of his watch. His counter offer was to make the man think he would get what he wanted, whatever it might be.

“We have been talking. Apparently, you have not been listening. Listen...carefully.... Now!”

A gunshot. Hyte blanched. He heard screams. Bluff, he told himself. That, too, was part of negotiations. When you couldn’t see what was happening, anything said could be a lie.

“Watch!” Mohamad ordered.

Everyone in the control room stared out at the plane. The forward cabin door opened. A body tumbled out of the plane. Although no sound could reach the men in the control room, everyone was sure he heard the thud of the body when it struck the tarmac.

Swallowing quickly, Hyte closed his eyes. “Fuel the fucking plane.”


Chapter Six

Shortly after fueling the plane, the Trans Air executive arrived and introduced himself to Hyte as Mark Stubbin.

“The dead man was the flight engineer,” Cohen told Hyte after the lieutenant and Stubbin shook hands.

“His name was Alan Reynolds,” Stubbin said. “He is— was—married. Has three children.”

Hyte looked at Arnel. “What do you think about this Rashid Mohamad?”

“Only that he’s one of their best. He’s hard to find, even harder to catch, and he’s a master strategist.”

Frustration laced Hyte’s thoughts. His sense of unease was growing. The hijacking of Flight 88 was not following any regular pattern. Although no two hijackings were ever truly alike, they usually had, by necessity, certain points of similarity. By this time, the hijacker should have made his demands and spouted his rhetoric. Why hadn’t he?

Hyte had to penetrate the enigma that the hijacker had set before him; Rashid Mohamad was the center of the puzzle. “What the hell is he doing here? He’s got to know that he’s a dead man.”

“We’ve never been able to understand the psychological makeup of a terrorist with any degree of accuracy,” Arnel said. “The closest we can come is that a terrorist has already accepted death. Look at that Egyptian foul-up in Malta, or the Pakistani hijacking where they tried to take out everyone. Who knows what motivates someone to kill and then let themselves be killed?”

Hyte didn’t want to think about either incident. Too many people besides terrorists had died. “Mr. Stubbin, what’s the pilot like?” 

The airline executive shrugged. “A good man. This was to be his last flight. He’s retiring.” 

“No. His background. Does he have a cool head? Is he a strong man, physically? Mentally?” 

“Haller’s been with us for a long time. He’s one of the best pilots in our fleet. He was a highly decorated jet pilot in the early sixties, in Southeast Asia.” 

Cool head, Hyte decided, but getting on in years. He pushed his mind into gear.

When he had accepted the offer to train as a hostage negotiator, it was to be separate from his duties as a precinct detective. He had seen too many people die or get hurt before stopping their attacker. His hostage work was, he could admit in the sanctity of his mind, his personal act of contrition to those who had died.

“Hyte?” came Mohammad’s voice
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