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For the survivors and for those 58 innocent souls who never came home

      

    



  	
        
            
             
"The reasonable man adapts himself to the world; the unreasonable one persists in trying to adapt the world to himself. Therefore, all progress depends on the unreasonable man."
— George Bernard Shaw
 
 
"Much that passes as idealism is disguised hatred or a disguised love of power."
— Bertrand Russell
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Disclaimer
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This novel is a dramatization based on the hijacking of EgyptAir Flight 648 in Malta. While the radio communications between the control tower and the hijacked aircraft are faithfully reproduced from official court transcripts, other dialogue, characters, and situations have been adapted, altered, or created for narrative purposes.

Every effort has been made to remain true to the historical record; however, this work also contains fictional elements. Any departures from fact are intended solely to convey the essence of the events and the human experiences surrounding them.
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and for those 58 innocent souls who never came home.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Preface

[image: ]


​

In the aftermath of the Second World War, Malta remained under British colonial rule. Though the island had endured immense suffering and earned the George Cross for bravery, it was still a territory governed from London. 

In 1964, Malta achieved independence, and with it came the challenge of defining its place in a world divided by the Cold War.

As a small nation in the central Mediterranean, Malta’s strategic importance far outweighed its size. The first governments since independence managed to balance ties with the West against the allure of alternative partnerships until, in 1971, Prime Minister Dom Mintoff set Malta on a new course, reducing reliance on Britain and cultivating relationships with Libya, China, and the Soviet bloc. His policies were bold, controversial, and pursued under the banner of sovereignty and neutrality. 

When Mintoff retired in 1984, he handpicked Dr. Karmenu Mifsud Bonnici as his successor, a man better known for his principles than for political maneuvering. Mifsud Bonnici inherited not only a divided nation but also the burden of steering Malta through turbulent international waters. By 1985, Malta stood proud of its independence yet exposed to the pressures of various countries trying to exert their influence on the island.

Meanwhile, conflicts in the Middle East were rife and politically motivated airliner hijacks were becoming common, with Malta experiencing already three hijacked planes on its runway.

It was in this precarious climate of national and international politics and tension that the events inspiring this book unfolded.

*  *  *
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After forty years, the voice recordings between the tower and the plane remain among the most compelling evidence of how negotiations were conducted — under fear, defiance, and impossible choices. They also reveal, at times, the inexperience of those faced with managing such a horrific crisis. 

Because this story is anchored in those transmissions, all the plane exchanges that are in this book are reproduced here word for word. Some repetitions are preserved — even when they feel stifling — for only in their raw form can they reveal how the ordeal truly unfolded, moment by moment.
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Chapter One
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Valletta carries its centuries with a stern dignity. Its streets, carved from golden limestone, had seen rulers come and go, but on this day, they bear the nervous hush of scandal.

A black Mercedes slides into the square before a grand building. A police outrider brakes sharply, engine growling in warning as reporters surge forward. Flashes explode as cameras snap the silhouette of the man inside.

The rear door opens. Polished leather shoes touch stone. A figure emerges — suited, stiff-backed, his eyes ignoring the hungry press. Microphones jut forward like bayonets.

“What did Thatcher say?” “Are you still resigning?” “Have you spoken to Reagan?”  “Any word from Cairo?”

Their questions collide, desperate and hostile, but the man ignores them all. His silence is deliberate — the only power left to him in the chaos of political embarrassment.

Escorted by police, he cuts through the scrum and climbs the steps. The heavy wooden doors swing shut behind him with a thundering finality, smothering the shouts and camera clicks.

Inside is silence.

He is led down a dim corridor, its walls lined with portraits of men who had once held his office. At the end of the hall, a pair of tall doors open. He enters.

The chamber is cavernous, lit by chandeliers whose crystals tremble faintly with the echo of the closing doors. A long oak table is stretched before him. Six men wait behind it, some faces stern with masks of judgment.

The suited man is shown to a chair. He sits rigid, hands clasped tightly in his lap. A clerk approaches with a bible, its worn leather binding glinting under the chandelier.

“Do you swear by God Almighty,” the clerk intones, “that the evidence you shall give shall be the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth?”

A pause.

“Yes, I do,” the voice says. Calm, steady. The words hang heavy in the chamber.

The clerk withdraws. The six men lean back slightly, some glaring with disdain, others indifferent, one or two almost sympathetic.

The Prime Minister — for that is who he is — fixes his gaze ahead, his thoughts unspooling silently.

I have nothing to fear. Everything I did was for Malta. God knows that. 

But another voice in his mind counters with equal weight.

How could I have imagined it would all go so wrong?

The clock ticks. The silence thickens. Outside, Malta lives as though the morning is any other. But inside this chamber, the reckoning of last month’s disastrous incident is just beginning.
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Chapter Two
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Eight months before the hijack — on March 21, 1985 — three countries become the focus of international headlines. 

In Athens, the night air smells of diesel fumes and stale cigarettes, the sort of air a city exhales after too many decades of unrest. A young man with a scar slashed across his cheek walks with purpose down a narrow street. His left hand stays hidden in the deep pocket of his jacket.

The Jordanian airline office sits ahead, its windows glowing faintly above a street littered with paper scraps and neon reflections. He hesitates only long enough to glance over his shoulder. Then his hand emerges, clutching the cold, hard oval of a grenade.

A pin clinks against the pavement. The device leaves his hand in an arc of silent fury.

The blast comes like a tearing of the world — glass shatters, fire flashes, and screams scatter into the night. Three lie wounded. The scarred man is already gone, vanishing into the darkness, swallowed by the labyrinth of Athens.

In Rome, the same day, this time it is three men. One wears glasses, his pale face blank as he pulls the pin. Together they hurl grenades through the open doorway of another Jordanian airline office. The explosion thunders through the street, ripping the silence into tatters. Pedestrians fall screaming. Smoke claws its way upward, choking the air.

Two more are injured. Three men disappearing, their footsteps mingling with the chaos of sirens.

In Nicosia, another youth. Another grenade. Another office is consumed by fire and glass and panic. The echoes across three cities speak in unison — a language of terror, understood by all.

The next day, television screens carry the story across the world.

On CBS, the anchor’s voice speaks with urgency. “Today a coordinated attack in three countries by the so-called Black September group has left five injured...”

*  *  *
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Barely one month later, on the BBC, grainy footage shows a Jordanian jet with a gaping hole punched into its fuselage. The reporter explains, almost incredulous: a rocket had been fired at the aircraft during take-off from Athens. By miracle, it had failed to explode. Another rocket, just a day earlier, had smashed into an apartment building in Rome after missing its embassy target.

And on ABC News, the images grow darker still: children in ragged fatigues, no older than eight, clutching rifles longer than their arms. A boy’s finger pulls a trigger. A spray of bullets tear across a field. The reporter’s voice is heavy, despairing.

“Today’s terrorists are recruited young. Orphans of war who live with death as their only teacher. They are trained to kill, trained to hate, trained to believe that violence is not only their right but their destiny.”

The screens flicker. The sound bites into the living rooms of Europe and America. Governments take notes. Intelligence services whisper warnings.

And far away, the tiny Mediterranean island of Malta continues its quiet existence — not knowing that within seven months, the storm would also fall upon
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