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AIDEN LEWIS STARED across the crowded airport waiting area at Gate 14 and considered disobeying a direct order.

He had an international terrorist in his sight.

He had a clean shot.

He had a loaded firearm.

What he didn’t have was permission to take the shot.

“Tell me why I’m staring at the number five man on our watch list.” Aiden Lewis kept his voice low and his hands at his sides. “How did he get inside the security barrier?”

Someone had screwed up. He would find out who.

“New passport. Coyote’s traveling under the name Sergio Mancini.” Commander Martin’s voice in his earpiece did not ease the knot in Aiden’s gut. “No one dropped the ball this time, Lewis. We’re lucky the Jeremiah facial recognition program caught him. It’s now 93 percent accurate.”

Aiden grunted. “It’s an operating system, not a person. Who decided to name it after an Old Testament prophet?”

“Operating systems are named alphabetically—like hurricanes,” Martin said. “Jeremiah replaced Isaac. You’d do well to respect computers with this level of sophistication. He beat Dexter at chess three out of five games last night.”

“He can have my job and the unit’s chess board if he’ll identify Coyote’s handlers. We end this here tonight, with or without Jeremiah’s help.” 

“We’re cross-referencing passenger lists with previous flight logs from when Coyote traveled as Ramzi Allawi and Taha Haddad,” Martin said.

“Any handlers would be using different aliases as well.”

“Jeremiah will scan all identification photos and security tapes. If Coyote is using any of the same people from the last three years, we’ll know it.”

Aiden had been briefed again on the way to the airport—though he didn’t need it. He was aware what was at risk. US Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) would apprehend Coyote this night, but they preferred to capture him alive. As third man to Abu Yassin, he had masterminded five bombings in Europe and South America. Taken alive, he could provide information capable of preventing future carnage.

“He’s standing with a Jane Doe. Sending her picture now.” Aiden touched a button on the earpiece he wore, simultaneously taking and transmitting the photo. Aiden surveyed the scene as he waited further orders. He passed through Dallas/Fort Worth International Airport often. Tonight rain pelted the long row of windows and lightning split the evening sky. 

His heart rate was only slightly accelerated—enough to pump the adrenaline to his extremities should the need arise. He continued to scan the waiting area even as his mind focused completely on the madman standing forty feet across from him.

Coyote shouldered his backpack, picked up the woman’s carry-on, and motioned her toward seats near the windows.

“Picture received. Processing now,” Martin said. “Records indicate Coyote used a woman accomplice in two of the last five bombings.”

“They were both European,” Aiden pointed out. “He prefers tall, black hair, and long legs.”

Aiden fumed silently and waited for the identification of Jane Doe. She was beautiful, probably in her twenties, with long brown hair, and approximately five and a half feet tall. She looked American. Dressed in casual jeans, a Nike top proclaiming Just Do It, and sneakers that had seen better days, she might have been a college kid at the end of summer break. But college kids didn’t usually sit with international terrorists.

“Jeremiah has found no matches for previous handlers in the passenger logs,” Martin said.

“And the girl?” Aiden asked.

“Jane Doe does not appear in our database.”

“We’re not losing him again this time,” Aiden swore. He kept both Coyote and the girl in his line of vision as he picked up a copy of the Wall Street Journal, walked to the kiosk’s counter, and purchased it.

“She might have no connection at all,” Martin reasoned.

“That’s what we thought in Costa Rica.”

“No one would have expected a grandmother.”

“Well I should have. Perimeter teams, keep your distance,” Aiden said. “Let’s make him comfortable. We need him to enter the jetway.”

“Perimeter teams are at two and eight and holding their position,” Martin confirmed. 

Aiden knew this included Servensky and Jones—both men he had worked with before. 

“We have men stationed at the cockpit door. Lewis, you’ll precede him into the jetway. Dreiser and Jones will follow. We’ll clear everyone from the gate area as soon as we have your signal.”

“Copy that,” Aiden said. 

The communications device from USCIS looked like any other wireless set. It allowed Aiden to be in contact with every man on his team simultaneously, as well as those providing surveillance information from headquarters. More technologically advanced than anything on the consumer market, he could speak at a whisper and still be heard by his entire team. 

Sensitive electronics weren’t an advantage when you wanted to release a string of oaths at maximum volume. Despite his desire to shoot Coyote earlier, Aiden realized he needed him to enter the jetway, and he did not want him dragging an innocent woman in his wake. Taking the man in the middle of the terminal would be a nightmare.

Aiden had also been lead man at LAX and Grand Central Station in Manhattan. Both times Coyote had managed to elude them. He would not allow the man to slip away tonight.

“Stats indicate passenger numbers are down a third,” Martin reported.

“Thank God for August thunderstorms,” Dreiser said. “We could take him down right here with minimal collateral damage.”

Dean Dreiser sat at the bar across from Gate 14. The best point man Aiden had worked with, he always remained calm and cool. Aiden had taken to calling him the Falcon because of his eyesight and his speed. He missed nothing and was a crack shot.

“That will be our backup plan if he balks at the jetway, but I’d rather have him in a confined area,” Aiden said.

“It’s the jetway or not at all,” Martin said. 

“You said we wouldn’t be overruled by offsite anymore.” Aiden fought to keep the whine out of his voice. “Who made that decision?”

“The wise men in Washington,” Martin said. “Who else?”

“The men in Washington are fools.”

“Nonetheless.”

“We are not letting this man walk. If he doesn’t enter the jetway, we’ll take him here. I zipped fifty-three bodies into bags in Germany. I will not let him escape again.”

“You have your orders, Lewis. If you can’t follow them, stand down and we’ll put in a man who can.”

Complete silence filled the comm unit while Aiden struggled for control. As always in Aiden’s life, control won. “You heard the boss, Dean. Perimeter teams hold your position.” He folded his paper, walked to the gate counter, and offered the airline worker his best smile.

“Good evening, Mr. Lewis.” The beautiful redhead couldn’t have been over twenty-two. She greeted him by name before looking at the ticket. “I’ll need to see your identification.”

“You always go by the book, don’t you, Ms. Stephens?”

“Rules are rules, Mr. Lewis. Even for our first-class Frequent Flyers.”

“I appreciate that, as does the supervisor watching over your shoulder.” Aiden gave the man standing toward the back a small wave, then winked at Ms. Stephens. “Let me see where I put my identification.”

Aiden pulled out his wallet, thumbed through several credit cards, found his license and handed it across the counter. “Here it is. Not my best photo though.”

Ms. Stephens took the license and tapped his information into the computer.

“Doesn’t look like a full flight,” Aiden said.

“It’s lighter than usual. Microsoft had a large group connecting through to Salt Lake, but they pulled out because of the weather.” She shook her head, tossing red curls, and handed back his license along with a boarding ticket. “It won’t be a problem though. Our pilots are more than used to these Texas thunderstorms.”

“If you say it’s good to go, I’m going.” Aiden smiled as he returned his wallet to his pocket. The role of millionaire playboy came naturally to him, probably because it wasn’t much of a role—he’d grown up gnawing on the proverbial silver spoon.

Ms. Stephens blushed slightly and motioned for the next customer.

Picking up his single carry-on, Aiden moved to the far corner of Gate 14. He passed so close to Coyote, he could smell the man’s musky aftershave. It took all of Aiden’s strength not to reach out and kill the lunatic on the spot. One blow to his larynx and the world would be a better place, but orders were orders. He’d wait until they were in the jetway.
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MADISON HART STARED at her carry-on suitcase and wondered again why she’d insisted on packing so much. 

“Thank you again for helping me.” She shifted the strap of her backpack to her other shoulder and offered her hand to the European gentleman who had rescued her. 

He was in his fifties and clean-shaven with olive skin, and he had picked up the bag as if it weighed nothing. Carrying a tweed sports coat and backpack over his other arm, he reminded her of an English professor she’d had.

“It is no problem. It was obvious that you were struggling under its weight.” He shook her hand, but released it quickly.

Madison looked toward the windows where the rain continued to fall in sheets. She pushed back the memories of that other flight and tried to smile. “Hopefully it isn’t an omen of things to come.”

“Do you believe in harbingers?” He looked from her to the windows and back again.

Madison felt his gaze settle on her hand, which continued to shake as she rested it on the top of her suitcase.

“Perhaps you should sit down,” he said.

Madison sank into the nearest chair, one where she could keep an eye on the weather.

“Do not worry about the storm. I can assure you it is perfectly safe to travel, or they would cancel our flight.”

“The last plane I was on crashed.” The confession surprised her. That flight wasn’t something she normally spoke of. She looked around to see if anyone else had heard, but folks continued about their business at Gateway 14. No stampede. No panic. She managed not to scream run for your lives.

“My name is Sergio Mancini.” He sat down beside her, placed his backpack on the floor and his jacket over his pack.

“I’m Madison Hart. I don’t know why I told you that.”

“It takes courage to fly again after a crash. However, the statistical odds of being on two flights in a row that experience any type of mechanical problem are quite low.”

“I had travelled to Peru on vacation. There was a storm like this.” The wind rattled against the windows as if to lend credence to her story. “The pilot circled as long as he could, and finally attempted to land on a highway. Thirty-seven people died.”

Madison closed her eyes and fought the images that threatened to overwhelm her, struggled to remain in the present. After several deep breaths, she opened her eyes and looked at the stranger sitting next to her. “I couldn’t bring myself to fly home. I took a cruise ship back.”

“And yet you survived.”

“Yes.” The word was barely a whisper. “My mother always said I was a survivor.”

“Your mother is a very wise woman.”

“Was.” 

Sergio didn’t respond to that, and Madison turned her attention to the rain. Around them passengers continued to make their way into the gate area. 

“Did she perish in the plane crash?”

Madison pulled her gaze from the storm, though its intensity called to her. Its dark promises somehow mesmerized her. She shook her head, then snapped her chin up a fraction. “No. Cancer. My mother died of cancer. I believe a crash is a more merciful way to go.”

Sergio seemed to weigh her words. Finally he inclined his head slightly. “God’s ways are not our ways.”

“And His love is refining, so Mama said.” Madison checked for the silver necklace. It was there, of course, since she never took it off. It had slipped under the neck of her shirt. Still, rubbing the small angel pendant brought her a measure of peace.

“I am only connecting at Salt Lake City,” he said. “Is that your final destination?”

“I’ll travel on to Montana from there. It seems odd to go west and then back east, but that’s the way Delta does it.”

She looked out the window at the lightning and rain, and she nearly drowned in the old familiar panic. She could not get a break. First her car had been totaled, then her vice principal had called informing her she had to report to work a week early for training. She’d been left with no option but to fly and buy a car once she reached her new home. 

Madison tucked her hair behind her ear, then pulled her book out of her backpack. Sergio reached for his own magazine. As he did, Madison saw him glance at the boarding pass that she had pulled from her book. 

Madison looked down at the pass, let her fingers run over the words and the row number. Forty-two. Her mother’s age. Perhaps it was a sign—her mother’s smile of approval. She still couldn’t believe she was moving to Montana. The insurance money had barely been enough to settle their debts and give her mother a decent burial. She couldn’t afford the house they’d always rented on her teacher’s salary. Then there was the deathbed promise she’d made to look for her father. She didn’t care about finding a man she’d never met, even if he was her only living relative. But she had given her word. 

“I did not have time to pre-print my boarding ticket.” Sergio stood and shouldered his backpack. “It has been a pleasure meeting you. I wish you a safe and prosperous journey to Montana.”

“And I wish you the same in Salt Lake. Thank you again for helping me with this.” Madison gave the bag a firm kick at the same time thunder shook the windows.

Sergio bowed slightly, then turned and walked toward the ticket counter.

Madison stared after him as he walked away. There had been much in the news about profiling Europeans in airports. Sergio was a prime example of the absurdity of such tactics. The man was a perfect gentleman, and if it weren’t for him, she’d still be dragging her overloaded carry-on from the security gate. 

Another streak of lightning tore across the sky, revealing a bit of prairie not concreted by airport runways. It was immediately cloaked again in darkness, a blackness so complete it reminded Madison of her mother’s eyes. They had seemed so serene those final days, but also distant. As if she had already gone to a place Madison couldn’t reach. 

Now Madison remained stuck in between. She couldn’t follow her mother, but she couldn’t find her way back either. She understood it from the outside as a part of the grieving process. From inside it felt like an endless midnight. Staring into the storm, the bleakness seemed a mirror image of her heart.
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SERGIO SCANNED THE waiting area as he made his way to the ticket counter. Two USCIS agents stood near the jetway, and the air marshal in the Hawaiian shirt sat near the windows. Then of course there were the usual airport security personnel. Once he switched his seat, he would text their description to Yassin.

As he waited in line, he allowed his mind to slide over the details of Yassin’s plan. It was a work of art, as surely as Picasso’s Maisons sur la colline. Sergio had long ago traded his Spanish heritage for his Muslim faith, but there remained in him an appreciation for the things of his youth. He couldn’t help comparing the beauty of their current plan to the near perfect lines of Picasso’s early work.

No doubt the Americans’ computer program was even now establishing his identity and connecting it to his previous aliases. Choosing to use his real name was one more stroke in the painting they were creating. The agents would no doubt search Ms. Hart’s luggage, wasting more precious time. By creating a rapport with her, he would draw less attention to himself. It was important the other passengers expect nothing. He wanted them to remain guileless sheep. All the better when the story was leaked to their media that he had slipped among them—a coyote in their midst. What good had their precious security measures done them? None. 

Meanwhile, another trap was being set thirteen-hundred miles to the east. Both were misdirections, but useful in their own way. Misdirection increased fear, and fear reduced conceit. Moving forward in the line, Sergio watched the waiting area continue to fill with families and their unruly children. 

Then there were the wealthy businessmen, whose arrogance made his blood boil. The man in the corner was a prime example. With his Armani suit and Ferragamo shoes, his air of superiority did much to fuel Sergio’s anger. While his own people suffered in poverty, the hedonistic Americans spent money as if it were of no consequence at all. The cost of the man’s briefcase alone could have fed a family for a year in his country, or financed one mission. Sergio smiled at the thought. 

In fifty-eight days we will see what is left of their arrogance. When their cities lie in ruin they will no longer smile so smugly nor enjoy their richness with such disregard for the rest of the world.

Perhaps, before the night ended, he would steal the man’s briefcase. It would be an easy thing to do while the capitalist pig flirted with the ticket agent or enjoyed the luxuries of first-class. The thought pleased him, as did the memory of Ms. Hart waiting so innocently a few feet away.

“Can I help you?” The ticket agent smiled brightly, her red hair falling immodestly around her shoulders. The provocative scent of her perfume carried across the counter to him.

Sergio handed her his boarding pass and identification. He averted his eyes from her low-cut blouse, praying to Allah for forgiveness as he did so. “I noticed my seat is located next to the emergency exit. I’d rather have a different one if I may.”

“No problem at all, Sir.” She keyed his information into her computer. “We have several open seats due to the weather. Is there a particular row you would prefer?”

“I’d rather sit toward the back of the plane. Do you have anything in row 42?”
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AIDEN STARED INTENTLY at the Wall Street Journal. He hadn’t digested a single word from the front page. Every ounce of his being was focused across the gateway, though he forced himself not to look in that direction.

“Coyote has left the ticket counter and is sitting again in the vicinity of Jane Doe,” Dean said. 

“What did he do at the counter?” Aiden asked.

“Delta authorities have confirmed he changed his boarding ticket,” Martin said. “It appears he likes being close to our Jane.”

Every hair on the back of Aiden’s neck stood up. 

There were two possible scenarios, neither of them good. Either she was his accomplice and they were playing it very cool, or she was an innocent he’d picked up for cover. Either situation would complicate matters.

“Background is in on Jane Doe,” Martin continued. “Name is Madison Hart, twenty-five years old, born here in Texas. She’s flying to Salt Lake, connecting to Kalispell where she has reserved a car to drive to Edgewood. Looks like you’re going to have a new neighbor. Hart recently accepted a teaching position in the Edgewood School District.” 

“If she survives the flight.” Aiden rustled the paper loudly as he turned the page. “He’s using her for cover. There’s something in his backpack he doesn’t want noticed.”

“Negative,” Martin said. “We just reviewed airport security tapes. The backpack is clean of explosives, weapons, or tools.”

Martin’s news was met with silence.

If Coyote wasn’t there to bomb the plane, why was he there?

“She doesn’t appear to be in immediate danger,” Aiden said. “I want her boarding delayed. There’s a reason he’s using her as a distraction.”

“There’s no better way to avoid detection than place yourself in the company of a lovely woman.” Dean’s voice teetered between admiration and anger.

“Flight will board in twenty minutes,” Martin said. “We’re nearly through combing the cabin. Cargo area is clean.” 

“Any new intel?” Aiden folded the paper and threw it on the seat beside him.

“All reports confirm Coyote plans to leave the country via the Canadian border.”

“My gut tells me something else is going on here,” Aiden said. “There are less visible ways of traveling to Canada. Why through Dallas? He met someone here, and I think he’ll meet someone in Salt Lake. I want double the manpower we currently have scheduled on the ground in Salt Lake.”

“Aiden, he’ll never make it to Salt Lake,” Martin said.

“That’s the plan,” Aiden muttered, but he knew they were missing something important.

There were many ways Coyote could have moved material through airport screening. He could have bribed a baggage handler or stashed explosives on the plane. Coyote wasn’t suicidal. The explosion in Hamburg had occurred after he’d left the plane. Unfortunately, more than two hundred other people hadn’t.

Maybe he was playing with them, keeping them on edge. The only certainty was that Coyote had planned every move carefully. 

Aiden stood and hazarded a glance across the waiting area just in time to see Madison Hart attempt to pick up her bag.

“We still take him in the jetway,” Aiden said. “Let’s isolate him from Hart. Martin, pull her ticket. Find something wrong with her luggage. Anything to keep her out of the jetway.”

“Copy that. You’ll go in first, Lewis. When you signal the pilot, he’ll lock the plane door protecting himself and any passengers who have boarded ahead of you. Coyote will board directly after you. No one will be allowed on after he enters the jetway. Dean and Jones will follow and protect the innocents. Hopefully you’ll get off a clean shot before anyone’s hurt. I’m briefing the pilot now.” 

Martin clicked off for several seconds, then came back. 

“The plane has not been fueled. I repeat. The plane has not been fueled in case any rounds go wild, but let’s keep the shots to a minimum.”

The call came announcing all first-class passengers to board. Aiden stretched and gratefully moved away from the screaming children he’d had the misfortune of sitting near. Dean remained in position at the bar. 

Aiden walked up the ramp and waited until the passenger in front of him had cleared the plane door. He was about to signal the pilot to close the door when Martin broke in.

“Abort operation. I repeat, abort operation. Dean and Jones, do not enter the jetway.”

“What’s going on?” Aiden asked.

“Lewis, proceed onto the plane. There’s been a change in plans.”

“But we’ve got him.”

“Claudia’s security detail has been breached.”

Aiden forced his feet to keep moving, even as his mind tried to process what Martin was saying. “Say again.”

“You heard me, Aiden. Keep walking or Coyote’s going to bump into you. He should be coming up the jet way now. If he’s not allowed to board this plane, Claudia will be killed.”

Aiden understood the weight of the First Lady’s life rested on his next actions. He somehow managed to smile at the flight attendant, continue into first-class, and find his seat. 

The President’s wife flatly refused to be called Eagle 2 or Dove or any other name they suggested. Claudia was her middle name and worked fine for her. 

“Lewis, are you there?” Martin asked.

“Yes.” Aiden sank into the leather seat and busied himself shuffling through his leather satchel as he saw Coyote pass his seat and continue toward the back of the plane.

“We received confirmation the First Lady’s security was compromised. Unless Coyote is allowed to board this plane and deplane in Salt Lake, they will kill her.”

“That’s an unacceptable negotiation.” Aiden’s throat had gone so dry he could barely push the words out. It was agony to keep his tone normal, to sound like just another businessman connected to a Bluetooth.

“Not our call.” Martin brought his voice down a notch with some effort. “No one here likes it either, Aiden. Passengers are continuing to board now, and the flight is currently being fueled.”

“You are not going to let him get away again.”

“We’ll try to follow him, but he pegged two of our men. Dean and Jones are out. He’s allowing the air marshal on since people expect that, with the stipulation that he board unarmed. He hasn’t tagged you so far.”

“Why Salt Lake? What’s there? I thought he wanted to cross the Canadian border?”

“We’re working it on this end, Aiden.”

“What about the girl?”

“Apparently he’s using her for cover. She’s entering the jetway now. Stand by.” Martin clicked off. When he returned Aiden could hear the chaos in the background. “I need you to get the plane to Salt Lake. Your air marshal’s name is Stephen Slater. We’ll stay with you until transmissions are cut, then you’ll be on your own. We were able to pass Slater one of our comm units.” 
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MADISON PULLED THE carry-on toward the jetway.

It hadn’t seemed nearly as heavy when she’d strolled toward the security counter. Stupid bag. What had she been thinking? All she really needed was a few changes of clothes. The rest would arrive via her movers by the weekend.

Madison looked past the other passengers who were ahead of her. Why did her bag have to be checked again? Only three passengers had been pulled out of line to have their bags rechecked. Did she look dangerous?

Rain pelted the windows so heavily she couldn’t see the plane. She wiped her hands on her jeans and prayed fervently for the storm to ease. This wasn’t Peru. This was Dallas. But her heart had nearly stopped when she’d learned the aircraft was the same—a Boeing 737. 

She didn’t want to die on an airplane.

Finally her turn came to hand her boarding pass to the ticket agent. She limped down the jetway, pulling the too heavy bag with first her right hand and then her left. As she entered the first-class seating, a passenger stepped into the aisle, blocking her way.

“I’m so sorry. I need to put this with my bag.” The cowboy gave her a winning smile, one he no doubt handed out like candy on Christmas.

She tapped her fingers impatiently against her bag as he turned and opened the overhead bin. His movements were maddeningly slow and deliberate, as if he owned the plane. Madison rested her bag against the seat beside her and watched him. At first she squelched her impatience by enjoying the view. Broad shoulders, tanned skin, good-looking. Without a doubt very rich and self-absorbed.

He was also oblivious. Or maybe he didn’t care that he was holding up the entire flight. He removed his Armani jacket, folded it and laid it in the bin. Next he took off the Stetson hat, revealing sandy-blond hair that curled slightly at his neck.

“Not many people wear a cowboy hat with an Armani suit,” she said.

Again, the dazzling smile. “We take our western image seriously where I come from.”

“We take flight schedules seriously where I come from.”

“Sorry,” he said.

He brushed up against her as he turned to sit, and Madison felt an electrical jolt course through her. 

“I am so sorry. I didn’t mean to—” He ran his hand through his hair, messing it up and looking even more cover-boyish in the process.

“No, it’s okay, really.” 

“I’ve been holding you up though. It was rude of me.”

The man looked genuinely embarrassed. Probably a nice guy, just clueless.

“If I could squeeze by.”

“Of course, my apologies again.”

Forcing down her irritation, Madison made her way to row 42. Using the last ounce of her strength, she attempted to pick the carry-on up and shove it into the too crowded overhead bin. A teenage boy caught the luggage as it began to topple out.

“I think there’s room in this one,” he said.

“Thank you.” 

Madison squeezed past the aisle seat, which had a tweed coat placed neatly across it. She collapsed into the window seat and tried to remain calm, but she couldn’t draw a good deep breath. No doubt it was the heat and humidity causing her heart to race. She closed her eyes, touched the necklace again, and prayed she wasn’t having another panic attack. She hadn’t had one since her mother’s funeral.

When she opened her eyes, she peeked out the window. The storm seemed worse. Madison’s stomach tumbled at the thought. Pushing it from her mind, she stared at the back of the seat in front of her, tried to focus on settling in for the three-hour flight. 

“We meet again.” 

Madison looked up as Sergio settled into the seat next to her. “What a pleasant surprise.”

Her smile faded as she realized he had seen her boarding pass when they’d talked earlier. Maybe he was a stalker or one of those creepy older, internet guys who preyed on twenty-something-year-old women too terrified of flying to notice.

“My seat assignment was near the emergency exit doors,” Sergio explained. “I do not like the idea of being called on to perform such an important duty, so I requested a different seat. When they asked if I would like to be near anyone else on the flight, I realized I would rather sit near you than the screaming children several rows up.”

Madison relaxed a little as the baby let out another howl. She couldn’t really blame the guy. “I understand. I like children, but not on airplanes.”

“Perhaps it is fate then that we found each other for seatmates,” he said.

“I wish fate would ease up on the storm outside.” Pulling her hair back with one hand, she wiped the sweat off her neck with the other, then reached for her seatbelt. “It’s never too early to buckle up, right?”

“I suppose. The storm seems to have intensified. That could be the reason our flight is taking longer to depart.”

Madison adjusted her necklace, touched the pendant, then turned to look out the window. The rain was pouring down even harder. How was that possible? She snapped the cover shut over the small window. Out of sight, out of mind. 

But she could still hear the rain beating against the window. 
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“SHE’S A FEISTY ONE.” Dean’s admiration came through loud and clear over the comm link. 

The banter might be inappropriate, considering the First Lady’s life was on the line, but it helped to ease the mounting tension. Aiden realized that the most important thing at this moment was for him to appear relaxed and bored. 

“Just your type,” Dean added

“I don’t think so.”

“What’s wrong with this one?”

“Too young, too sad, and too skinny.”

“Well, Aiden. You can feed ’em you know, and they do age with time. Wealthy guy like you, I’m sure you can find a way to cheer her up.”

“Fueling will be complete in another twenty minutes,” Martin said. “Are we filling dead time with Lewis’ lack of a social life again?”

“We’ve been trying to hook him up for two years,” Dean said.

“The last date you got me had a mustache,” Aiden said.

“She was a great agent,” Jones piped in.

“We arm wrestled and she won.”

“That’s a problem?” Dean asked.

“Most days.” Aiden continued setting up his laptop, turning on the filters, which would shield his screen from anyone else’s eyes. “I have visual.”

“You have to admit this one’s gorgeous,” Dean said. “Coyote’s lucky day it seems. I should be sitting back there with her. Want me in the cargo hold, Aiden?”

“Negative,” Martin overruled. “For all we know he has handlers on the ground. We will not be taking chances with Claudia’s life.”

Jones began humming Beautiful, Beautiful Brown Eyes.

“I noticed the eyes,” Aiden admitted as he adjusted the angle of his laptop.

“So you are interested.”

“I’m not dead, Dean. Just old.”

“Thirty-two isn’t exactly ancient. We’ll give you pointers if you’ve forgotten how to woo a woman.”

“Don’t do me any favors.” Aiden switched on the transmitter to the surveillance device he had planted on Ms. Hart’s sweatshirt. 

Any conversation would be relayed to his smart phone instantly. Coyote and Hart would come in his left earpiece. Martin, Dean, and Slater in his right. Some stereo.

He opened his newspaper, then reported, “I have audio.”

“Confirmed. Slater should be passing you now.” Martin’s voice had been replaced by that of a technician. 

Aiden saw the Hawaiian shirt out of the corner of his eye.

“Copy. Has he been briefed?” Aiden asked.

“We transferred all data to him ten minutes ago,” Martin said. “He’ll be sitting two rows up and across the aisle from Coyote. Remember the conditions of his boarding—he’s unarmed.”

“Then what good is he?” Aiden asked. 

Aiden’s voice had remained level, but the intensity had notched up. The first-class passenger across the aisle sent a questioning gaze his way.

“Stockbrokers,” Aiden offered a dazzling smile and rattled his Wall Street Journal. “They should be shot.”

“No shooting, Lewis. Remember Coyote is supposed to walk.” Martin’s tone left no room for discussion. “That is your new directive, whether you like it or not.”

Aiden resisted the urge to argue. Some ops go bad, and this one had. They would apprehend Coyote, but it wouldn’t be tonight. This had turned into a surveillance mission. He forced his pulse down. At least Coyote hadn’t pegged him—yet. If he could ensure Claudia’s well-being and see Madison Hart safely off the plane...if he could get them all safely deplaned, the mission would be a success.

A few clicks of the mouse brought row 42 into focus. The camera worked off line-of-sight and could penetrate anything between the transmitter and the receiver. He’d placed the transmitter on the right side of Ms. Hart’s sweatshirt. With Coyote in the aisle seat, Aiden could easily watch every move the man made. The audio picked up anything within five feet of the transmitter. All he had to do was sit back, watch, and listen.
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MADISON SEARCHED THROUGH her backpack for something to distract her from their imminent crash. Her fingers touched the letters from her father. She had sat in the backyard and read them with her mother. Some were twenty-five years old. She touched the packet and tried to draw a bit of courage from them. Sitting on a plane in the middle of a torrential downpour, they didn’t offer her much comfort. They only held more mysteries, and her life already had enough question marks in it. 

Snatching her book from the bag, she forced the pack under the seat in front of her, much as she forced the memories of her mother to the back of her mind. 

Who was she kidding? 

Flying wasn’t safe. 

It went against all the laws of nature. The bodies littered across the highway in Peru had proven that. She should have driven. If her car hadn’t died last month she would have. The storm continued to rage outside her tiny window as the plane backed away from the gate—each raindrop like tiny needles piercing her heart. 

Finally the plane began accelerating. Madison stole a glance at Sergio and realized she was trapped. She clutched her book and forced herself to take deep breaths, praying she wouldn’t hyperventilate. She looked again at Sergio. He still sat with his eyes closed, oblivious to their mortal danger. Somehow, she found the courage to nudge him.

“Excuse me. Could we change seats?”

He opened both eyes and raised one eyebrow. “Now?”

“I feel airsick. If I could have an aisle seat...”

A look of irritation briefly crossed his face, but it was gone as quickly as a cloud flies before the sun. Or perhaps she had imagined it. He unbuckled quickly, and they changed seats and re-buckled at the exact moment the plane left the ground. 

Madison ignored the glare from the flight attendant. Instead she grasped her pendant and tried to think happy thoughts. 

Sergio reached for the airsickness bag and passed it to her. “Would you like me to call for assistance?” he asked. “Perhaps a drink of water would help.” 

“No. This is much better. Thank you.” 

She would not cry. She was a grown, educated woman. Logically, she knew the chances were nil that her first flight in two years would end in disaster. She clutched her necklace and choked back the tears threatening to escape. Sergio would be mortified if she broke out in sobs. He was acting as if they were in no danger at all and in fact had already closed his eyes again. At least she had a considerate seatmate. Already the pendant was exerting its influence.
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AIDEN RESISTED THE urge to punch his tray top, which was in the upright position. By moving to the aisle, Madison Hart had effectively cut off his view of Coyote. Airsick? The woman was airsick? That’s all he needed. As if he didn’t have enough complications on this mission. 

“I still have him in sight,” Slater murmured.

“We’re going dark until we achieve altitude.” Aiden switched off his audio receiver, but kept the laptop focused on row 42. Now he could only see Madison and the center aisle of the plane. 

Until they leveled off, he would have to watch and wait. He forced himself to remain calm, willing the plane to climb quickly so he could resume audio surveillance. 

As long as Coyote remained on the plane, chances of an explosion were minimal. The man’s profile strongly concluded he was not suicidal.

Great. I’m betting the lives of everyone on this plane, including my own, that some government shrinks did their job well.

There was always the possibility of a hijacking, but no such priors existed in Coyote’s file. Why was he going to Salt Lake City? Why tonight? Why on this flight? He could have rented a car if he wanted to visit Utah, and he didn’t have to kidnap the President’s wife to get there. Whatever was going on here, Aiden knew it was big. Much bigger than Hamburg or Tokyo. 

What was near Salt Lake?

Forcing himself to relax into the leather seat, he continued to watch row 42.

If Nate could see me now. But Nate thinks I’m on a golfing trip. My brother will never know I tried to make my life count for something.

USCIS didn’t send flags to the families of the deceased. Instead they penned a fictional cover story and released it to the press. 

Of course his brother would receive the extra life insurance USCIS funded, but money wasn’t exactly scarce in their family.

Aiden adjusted the angle on his laptop. 

The brunette remained hidden behind her book. 

She wasn’t much of a flyer. There would be finger imprints on the book cover from the way she clutched it. She stared down as if riveted by what she read, so he couldn’t see her eyes, but chestnut hair spilled down her shoulders. 

He continued to watch, thinking about what her hair would feel like between his fingers.

Now where had that come from?

It wasn’t like him to be distracted on a mission. Perhaps he should put in for a vacation. Martin had been harassing him to take some time off for months.

“Is there something you need, Mr. Lewis?” The flight attendant’s voice was friendly, the smile even more so.

Raven hair, long legs, European accent. All of Aiden’s warning bells went off at once. He looked over the top of his laptop. “A cup of ice would be great.” 

“Sure thing.”

“Bourbon would be good too.”

“Bourbon and ice. Got it.”

“Bring one for yourself while you’re at it.”

The flight attendant flashed a convincing smile, brushed her hip against his seat as she turned, and walked to the front galley.

She was definitely with Coyote. She didn’t have his name tattooed on her wrist, but Aiden knew. In five years with USCIS, he’d learned to trust his instincts.

Hopefully the drink and flirting would confirm he was merely another obnoxious first-class passenger.

The plane leveled off, and the captain announced that those purchasing Wi-Fi access could now connect to it via their electronic equipment—of course the access was complimentary in the first-class seats. Aiden had the audio reactivated before the captain finished his announcement. Row 42 remained silent. Slater came in loud and clear.

“No change on 42. Both are still seated. Coyote appears to be napping.”

Aiden didn’t know much, but he knew Coyote wasn’t napping. He wished he had a video of the man, as if an image would allow him to read the man’s mind.

“I’ve got a hostile in first-class,” Aiden said.

“Roger. I’ll forward the information to the pilot.”

“Tell him to remain on Alert Level 4. He’s to keep the cabin door locked for the duration of this flight.” 

“Affirmative. Description?”

“Five feet nine inches. Female. European. Black hair. Flight attendant. Nametag says Maira.”

“Copy that.”

“Your priority remains row 42.”

“Roger.”

“There may be more, Slater. Keep your eyes open. I have no idea how many, where he has them, or what he has planned next.”

“Hell of a thing they’ve put us in the middle of.”

“That is God’s truth.”

Why had Coyote put Maira in first-class? How did he get her scheduled on this flight? Had he broken into the airline’s secure system? Did he have inside sources in personnel? If he could break into the President’s security system, he could break into any system he wanted. 

With one eye on the galley, Aiden split the monitor’s screen and opened the briefs Martin had downloaded to his computer before their flight took off.


<<USCIS has confirmed at least five different persons working under Abu Yassin are planning to cross the U.S.-Canadian border in the next three-seven days. All except Coyote are considered low level operatives and are to be monitored only, not apprehended.>>



The fact that no contact was to be made explained why Aiden had been pegged to keep tabs on them. USCIS preferred to schedule him on monitor-only missions. They didn’t want to expose their wealthiest mole. 

Aiden moved easily in and out of Canada’s best resorts. He was the perfect candidate for watching and obtaining information since he had all the necessary tools—wealth, background, access. He’d grown up in resorts where rooms regularly cost a thousand dollars a night. He had a reputation as a philanthropist, a millionaire playboy, and an amateur-pro golfer. More importantly, he had the single item they couldn’t teach any of their field agents—a pedigree. The term made Aiden feel like a poodle. 


<<Sources corroborate Yassin will continue to use luxury Canadian resorts to filter his men and women through. Recent activity suggests operatives will stay between two days and two weeks before attempting to cross the border.>>



Aiden made no effort to block his screen as Maira handed him his drink. The filters would only allow viewing if you were sitting directly in front of the monitor. Unless she climbed into his lap, the information remained safe. Popping the seal on the bourbon, he poured it over the ice, handed the bottle back to her, and moved his leather case off the empty seat next to him. “Have a seat,” he said.

“We’re not allowed.”

“What a pity.”

“I’ll tell the lead attendant you said so.”

“Tell her I’m lonely.”

“A wealthy, nice-looking man like you? Now that is hard to believe, Mr. Lewis.”

“Call me Aiden.”

“All right, Aiden.” Already she’d dismissed him and begun watching the other first-class passengers. “I’ll be back to check on you in a few.”

He nodded at the empty bottle in her hand.

“Bring another one of those when you come.”

“Absolutely.”

He downed the drink as she moved away. Good thing training included building alcohol tolerance. Aiden’s assignments often involved beautiful women and drinking, a fact Dean liked to remind him of whenever he had the chance. Aiden turned his attention back to the monitor. Ms. Hart still clung to her book.


<<Highest priority should be given to intercepting identification records. Forward all information through secure channels only to predisclosed IP address.>>



Maira continued working the first-class passengers. Now that Aiden had tagged her, the woman’s moves were obvious. Either Coyote suspected an agent was planted in first-class, or he had a flight attendant in both cabins.

For the next hour row 42 remained quiet, but even with the second bourbon Maira so dutifully served him, Aiden couldn’t relax his shoulders. They remained firmly knotted. He continuously tightened and flexed his calves as if he might need to sprint at any moment. They had covered every scenario, but he couldn’t lose the nagging suspicion something was about to happen.

If he could see Coyote, he might be able to read the man’s body language. Unfortunately his monitor continued to display only the lovely Ms. Hart, who seemed to be napping. Aiden was readjusting the view when the plane hit an air pocket, knocking his laptop off the drop-down table.

“Let me help you, Mr. Lewis.”

“I’ve got it. Thank you, Maira.” He smiled as he snapped the laptop shut and placed it back onto the table. 

“Are you sure? I’m pretty good with electronics.”

“Thank you, but I’m sure it’s fine.” The clock in Aiden’s head continued to tick. Ten seconds. They had been out of his view for ten seconds.

“Let me bring you something to drink. Another bourbon?”

“That would be great.” Twenty. He had to get rid of her.

She smiled but seemed in no hurry to move on.

Thirty seconds. Anything could have happened in thirty seconds. Aiden wanted to push her toward the kitchen. Instead he put on his best nonchalant demeanor. He had to be sure she didn’t suspect him, so he looked down at the computer and grinned. “It’s only stock reports, but my accountant wanted me to go over them before tomorrow.” 

He glanced again at the seat beside him. “Are you sure you can’t take a break?”

Maira smiled indulgently and shook her head. “Let me check on the other passengers, then I’ll bring your bourbon.”

Aiden put on his best playboy pout. Maira laughed and turned away, started back toward the front of the plane.

He opened the laptop, but the screen had gone blank. The receiving software continued to run, but no visual was displayed. He could still hear Slater’s obnoxious seatmate in his right ear, but only silence came through his left. He tapped it lightly. Still nothing. Not only had he lost visual for row 42, but he’d also lost audio. Coyote and the lovely Ms. Hart had effectively disappeared.
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MADISON BARELY NOTICED when Sergio left the row.

The exhaustion of the previous weeks and months finally claimed her. Caring for her mother in April and enduring the agonizing weeks before her death in late May had bled all of Madison’s reserves—emotional and physical. She had braced herself for a long fight against the breast cancer. Losing her mother in such a short time had devastated her. 

She allowed the motion of the plane to blur the memories. For a few minutes she fell into a dreamless sleep where she forgot to worry about her new teaching job in Montana, forgot even the father she was somehow supposed to find. When the plane hit an air pocket, she stirred, but refused to waken, clinging to that blissful blanket of darkness.

Some part of her mind registered when Sergio returned to his seat, squeezed past her. 

Then there was more turbulence, and he fell against her.

He murmured an apology. 

Madison nodded, but kept her eyes closed, willed herself back to sleep. She knew she should be afraid of the flight, vigilant of the emergency procedures, but she couldn’t find the energy to care. 

Then he grasped her wrist painfully in his hand. “Please do not yell, Ms. Hart. I might have to do something we would both regret.”

He spoke softly, but when Madison opened her eyes and looked into his, the expression on his face was anything but calm. In fact, Madison hardly recognized the man sitting beside her. The gentle face had been replaced with barely controlled anger, and Sergio’s eyes had turned into two black coals.

He leaned toward her, still firmly gripping her wrist. “Tell me, Ms. Hart. Where did you get this listening device?”

Madison looked down at her hand. It seemed disconnected from her body. Surely it belonged to someone else. This was not happening to her.

“What are you talking about? You’re hurting me.” 

“You know what I am talking about. Do not play with me.”

“I don’t—”

“I will hurt you more than you can imagine,” Sergio continued softly. “Tell me why you had this listening device on your shirt and who you are listening for.”

Madison stared at the tiny device he held in his other hand. It was nearly the color of her sweatshirt, and she had never seen it before in her life.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Is this why you insisted we trade seats?” he hissed in her ear. “You will tell me.”

“I don’t even know what that is.”

“I can break your wrist, Ms. Hart. I can also do much worse.”

For the second time in her life, Madison knew unmitigated fear—ice in your veins, paralyzing fear. Terror that made her instantly forget her flying phobia. Her heart hammered against her ribs. She glanced around, but couldn’t catch anyone’s eye. 

“They will not notice.” Sergio twisted her wrist until she looked
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