
 

 



 

Praise for   A Hole in the Apple  
 
“…one of the best thrillers on terrorism yet.”   Neil C. 
Livingstone 
 
Edward R. Murrow Award winning author, Harley 
Carnes weaves together a high octane adventure as 
Boulder comes face to face with the evil of Hassan al 
Rashid.  
 
A 5 Star award from Readers Favorite !  
 
It had to happen again … 
In this suspenseful debut action thriller, John Boulder 
reenters the dark and secretive world of terrorism, in 
pursuit of the mastermind of an apocalyptic plot 
against New York City and the nation. Hassan al 
Rashid has put into place a plan that is as complicated 
as it is strong, enough to cause far-reaching and deadly 
repercussions in the city. Can John Boulder, with his 
group of hand-picked and well-trained agents, unravel 
the intricate plot and bring down the demon before he 
sinks one of the most powerful cities in the world?  The 
clock ticks, and with every passing second, the 
imminent danger grows bigger.  
 
“… takes off with a bang, and doesn’t let up very 
often…I can see it as a movie…”     Amazon book review  
 
With intricate twists of plot, spanning intriguing world 
locations, Boulder leads America’s best agents in an 
investigation of the criminal flooding of the Holland 
Tunnel, and the fast paced pursuit of the terrorist 
responsible.  Solving the mystery and stopping al-Rashid 



 

is the only way to save millions of lives, protect the city 
from its own self destruction, and the nation from 
economic ruin.  Time is running out… 
I cannot stress how well-written the narrative is; it is just 
so seamlessly fluid. It had the drama and the action that 
had me interested from the moment the story began. 
Harley Carnes is a master storyteller and I hope the 
author shares more with us.  Interesting and very 
entertaining. -  Rabia Tanveer for Readers’ Favorite - 5 
Stars       
 
Boulder is not your run-of-the-mill character. He is 
intelligent, a gifted investigator, and a man who has his 
own flaws. The problem is that what is facing him and 
his team is nothing like anything he’s encountered in his 
career. The plot is ingenious; it is unpredictable, and it is 
spiced with unrelenting action. A Hole in the Apple 
moves fast, and the author creates a sense of urgency 
that fuels the conflict and helps to build tension...  
Reviewed By Ruffina Oserio for Readers’ Favorite 
 
“… a gripping suspense novel that reveals the complexity 
of 21st century warfare and the multiple threats to 
contemporary America.”     Dr. Jeffrey D. McCausland, 
Army Col. Ret.  
 
“…Harley Carnes is a born storyteller, and his talents 
are on full display here. He weaves the plot threads 
deftly, drawing his characters with sure, bold strokes. 
The action is pulse-pounding and relentless, right from 
the opening page. It's not hype to say that once you start 
this novel you'll be hard-pressed to get anything else 
done until you've finished it.”-  Critical Eye 
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This novel is dedicated to the men and women who 
commit their lives to the protection of freedom loving 
people around the world.  Those who wear our military 
uniforms, and police officers in and out of uniforms 
who are willing and often do make stunning sacrifices.  
So too, the quiet and highly skilled Americans in our 
intelligence and diplomatic communities. Without 
them, the civilized world would be devastated by a level 
of hatred and religious zealotry not suffered by 
humanity since darker ages.  Our gratitude goes much 
farther than the mere dedication of a novel.  I am 
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Preface 
 
 
The idea for this story arrived backward.  I was doing a 
news story about the tunnel builders who have bored the 
holes under New York, bringing cargo, people and water 
to the city.  While some 700 feet below the surface, it 
occurred to me that a sinister plot might occur someday 
to the diabolical mind of a terrorist.  This was in 1989, 
long before even the first World Trade Center bombing in 
’96.  It was nearly a year before the first Persian Gulf 
War, and nearly a decade and a half before Saddam 
Hussein was pulled squirming from his spider hole.  I 
wrote the story first as a screenplay, on a lark.  I could 
see the movie in my head and besides, I wanted to try 
out the form.  See if I could do it.  The screenplay is on a 
shelf, waiting for a producer. 
 
 
The novel, a larger and more expansive story, continued 
to tug at me.  So, I sat down, knowing that next few 
months of my life would be dictated by the whims of 
characters who would take over the typewriter. 
 
 
There is plenty of made up stuff in the story, which is 
why it’s called fiction.  Could the terrorism plots work in 
the same ways posited in the novel?  I don’t think so, 
because among other reasons, becoming a Sandhog is 
not something a not-yet-trusted stranger gets to do.  It is 
a close-knit community of workers who know each other 
and who must trust their brothers with their safety, as 
though it is their own safety, because it is. 
 



 

The aviation sequences are accurate. 
 
 
It’s important to note here that the oft reported gulf 
between federal agents and local police is mostly 
nonsense.  It’s more novelists’ device than reality.  Sure, 
every organization likes to protect its sources and walks 
tallest on its own turf, but since Nine Eleven those 
barriers are easily dismantled for the task at hand.  New 
York City’s counter terror unit is spectacular and they 
work closely with federal agencies.  Coordination is 
common, not rare.  Is unit pride and esprit de corps still 
alive and well?  You bet.  Cooperation, however, is the 
order of the day. Here’s hoping that’s always the case. 
 
 
While noodling over the conundrum that Islamist terror 
as an enterprise has faced to try to bring devastating 
attacks in the United States, you realize the key is 
logistics.  They don’t have useful smuggling pipelines 
into the States, but drug cartels do.  So, for the purposes 
of the novel it made sense to officiate in an unholy 
marriage, based on a witches’ brew of hatred, distrust, 
greed and vengefulness.  The enemy of my enemy is my 
friend is an approach that has spawned truly evil actions 
across the span of human history.  It is a disturbing idea. 
 
 
A Hole in the Apple represents just one investigation, just 
one case in a struggle that is far flung and unending.  If 
this story is special, it may be because the good guys are 
given no chance to bask in brief glory, because they must 
grapple with a moral dilemma that suggests a question.   
 



 

What would the politicians of today decide to do?  It’s a 
question you will ponder even after closing the cover. 
 
 
I hope you like the story.  Please feel free to give me your 
feedback via the website email.   The web site is always 
a work in progress, but my email works.  
Harley@harleycarnes.com 
  



 

 
  



 

Chapter One  
 

he bomb was silent.  There was no telltale ticking 
from an old-fashioned bedside alarm clock.  A 
blob of plastic explosive the size of a tennis ball 

nestled inside a small metal cube, which also contained 
the components of a disposable cell phone.  The phone 
would receive the deadly signal and generate the 
electric charge that would ignite the blasting cap 
shoved into the plastique.  There was no telltale 
antenna or loose wire.  It was just a box, painted black 
to better hide in the shadow.   

Hassan al-Rashid smiled.  Children of the infidels 
would soon begin their journey to hell.  

“Now?”  The young bomber looked to Al-Rashid for an 
answer.  

“Not yet.”  
The first notions of temporality can be unsettling and 

sobering.  You begin to cast anxious glances at life in the 
rearview mirror, and the Doppler Effect becomes 
palpable.  Youthful indelibility fades and suddenly you 
know there will not be time enough to do all the things 
on the bucket list.  Never quite time enough to 
accomplish all the goals and plans.  It is a shove between 
the shoulder blades, demanding movement and the 
expenditure of energy.  You want to hurry and life 
becomes a race within time.   

They were young.  The delight of daily discovery 
imbued the children with a sense of future guaranteed.  
They could not know that the timelessness of youth 
would be altogether timed, and that life is a shiny soap 
bubble carried on capricious winds.   

The girls cavorted playfully in their wool-skirted, 
white-bloused and virginal uniformity. They had not yet 

T 



 

begun to cast that anxious glance.  They were still 
enjoying the daily discovery of their bodies.  Their desires 
were just beginning to be known.  An eternally charmed 
and abundant life still stretched before them.   

Springtime in southern France is not the time or place 
for thoughts of death.  Of abbreviation.   A soft breeze 
blew through the schoolyard, a breeze of promise … of 
expectation. 

“Now Hassan?” 
“No.  Watch with awareness.” 
Seven girls frolicked within range of the dark green 

Renault.  There was no way for them to know of the 
bomb. It was just another day in the schoolyard.  They 
would discover in the space of a thunderclap that 
innocence is never eternal and that life is all too achingly 
fragile. 

Sitting a block and a half away at the wheel of a faded 
brown, stolen Peugeot, Hassan al-Rashid watched.  His 
sharp black eyes seemed to penetrate through the paint 
of the Renault, through the metal of its fenders to the 
place tucked high under the left rear wheel well where 
the small but powerful explosive device sat alongside the 
not quite full tank of gasoline.  Fumes in the tank would 
ignite first.  

 
To Hassan al-Rashid’s right, in the passenger seat, a 

younger man sat fingering a similar cell phone.  With his 
forefinger he stroked the area around the small “send” 
button with tight circular motions.  Hassan al-Rashid 
noted the wide eyes and the tight set of the young man’s 
mouth. 

“Now?”  The young man asked again.  
“Soon.”  



 

Abdul bin Dahvi was an apt student.  He had taken to 
the electronics quickly and had shown care but little fear 
while handling sensitive explosives.  For three months 
the young Dahvi had contented himself with the chore of 
building devices similar to the one in the Renault.  
Today, he was being given the honor of detonating his 
handiwork.  He would see the event.  He would feel it.  

Al-Rashid was proud of his protégé’s progress.  The 
younger man rightfully revered Al-Rashid as his mentor.  
His hero was a man around whom a legend had grown.  
For bin Dahvi, the opportunity to work under his tutor 
was a greater dream than he could have imagined.   

Al-Rashid had long allied himself with Osama bin 
Laden and al Qaeda, but his work in terrorism had 
begun long before September 11th, 2001.  In the mid-
eighties, Al-Rashid had helped orchestrate attacks on 
American and British and Israeli targets throughout the 
world.  He was an assassin, a bomber, a teacher and a 
skilled tactician.   

After the successful al Qaeda attacks against the 
hated United States on that perfect blue September 
morning, Osama bin Laden had been driven 
underground, pursued for years from one canyon and 
cave in Afghanistan to another.  Once, a team of Delta 
Force commandoes had been a mere one hundred yards 
from his den, but inexplicably they did not attack.  
Osama had told Hassan that he was surprised when the 
soldiers had not attacked.  He knew they were near.  He 
had been very nearly trapped, but they had withdrawn 
and bin Laden decided after that close call, it was time 
to quit the mountains.   With help from powerful friends 
in Pakistan, he had a safe house compound built in 
Abbottabad, a distant suburb of Islamabad.  There, he 



 

was untouchable for years, nestled among Pakistani 
military families who were his neighbors.   

Then, in May of 2011, U.S. Navy SEALs helicoptered 
into bin Laden’s safe haven fortress in Pakistan and shot 
him dead.  He was given a quick Muslim burial at sea, 
and al Qaeda was denied either his body or a resting 
place that would have become a shrine for Jihadis.   

For weeks afterward, Al-Rashid aimlessly roamed the 
streets of Yemen, filled with anger and frustration.  He 
had traveled to Islamabad, visited the compound in 
Abbottabad and he swore revenge against the West.  He 
renewed his activities as an agent of Islamic jihad in the 
streets of cities around the world, elusive as a tiger and 
many times more dangerous.  That his identity was 
unknown to the world, and only whispered among the 
ranks of young Jihadis made him seem larger than life.   

Then, while the U.S. president repeatedly patted 
himself on the back in his incessant self-aggrandizing 
speeches, in an administration that seemed perpetually 
in campaign mode, aloof from the gritty tasks of actual 
leadership, the Islamic State swarmed onto the world 
scene.  The U.S. president’s divorce from global reality 
was particularly apparent when the demands of the 
moment, from the western point of view, conflicted with 
his historical, cultural, educational and political 
upbringing which had been largely Muslim, liberal to the 
point of Marxism.  His political arrival to Christianity was 
drawn to a black nationalist mentor whose antipathy for 
his own country rapidly became so toxic the candidate 
president recognized the need to publicly shunt him to 
the sidelines.  ISIS was the Islamic State in Iraq and 
Syria, or as they preferred to be called ISIL, for the 
Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant, which referred to 
the region including Lebanon and other parts of the 



 

region.  In very short order, the Sunni Muslim force with 
unspeakable cruelty and speed that would have made 
Germany’s Rommel proud, with its base of operations in 
Syria, swept across much of Iraq, erasing the border, and 
declared a religious nation under barbaric Shar’ia law, a 
caliphate they called Islamic State.  The world refused to 
recognize it, but that was like looking at a festering 
cluster of boils on a very broad ass and declaring it an 
uncomfortable itch.  As the U.S. president and others 
warned that one day, unless something was done, 
abjectly radical Islam would have a base of operations 
from which to launch terror attacks on the West, it 
happened.  The base was there.  It was effective, deadly, 
and as real as rabies.   

Then, ISIS was effectively dismantled, if not eliminated 
as ensuing administrations spent billions in the ongoing 
war.  Once ISIS was reduced to a persistent and 
poisonous idea, the world knew that it was a matter of 
time before something new took its place.  What was left 
of ISIS took root in a variety of locations, slowing building 
and organizing and recruiting.  Al Qaida did likewise and 
worked increasingly with other Islamic groups to prepare 
for the Armageddon that was prophesied by Mohammed. 

Hassan al Rashid had a sponsor.  Multi-headed and 
dedicated, radical organizations dedicated to the utter 
destruction of Israel and of every Christian nation was 
only too happy to fund al Rashid’s various plots because 
he was like a long-distance bomber, able to operate 
where they could not yet.  And they were eager to finance 
his ultimate plan because its eloquence would take them 
to a level unexpected and far ahead of schedule.  

The attacks al Rashid orchestrated and sometimes 
personally carried out kept him busy while his research 
developed into a mission to end all missions.  His plan 



 

was nearly complete but he refused to be distracted from 
the more mundane tasks of tutelage.  It was still 
important to train the new breed of fighters for Allah.   
This one would be his last.  

A thin sheen of sweat coated the younger man’s 
forehead.  He smiled, eager to kill the infidel.   

“Now?” 
Al-Rashid shook his head back and forth, almost 

pensively.  “Not yet.  Give them a few more moments of 
life.  It is within your power now to be gracious.” 

Al-Rashid watched carefully as the look on Abdul bin 
Dahvi’s face subtly changed.  His finger slowly stopped 
its hungry tracing.  His mouth relaxed and the bunched 
skin around his eyes fell slack.  Impatience transmuted 
into arrogance.   

Something akin to a smile lined Hassan al-Rashid’s 
face as he watched the transformation.  His simple 
admonition of patience mixed with the power to grant 
mercy touched a chord deep in the young zealot’s 
psyche.  It was a string Al-Rashid made sure to pluck 
very carefully in each of the young warriors he trained, 
at just the right, most critically timed moment.  With that 
brief comment and others like it, Al-Rashid gave his 
fledgling freedom fighter a knowing, a glowing conviction 
of an indomitable power over the lives of others.  Al-
Rashid knew that this identity was as ephemeral as the 
childlike sense of immortality still enjoyed by the girls in 
the schoolyard, but it served his greater training and 
cultivation purposes.   

Al-Rashid needed fighters who believed in their own 
power over others.  He had little interest in developing 
young killers who saw their struggle as a fight against 
insurmountable and superior odds and who therefore 
sought the opportunity to lay down their own lives for 



 

Allah.  Hassan al-Rashid produced a far more 
devastating kind of terrorist, men and women who 
believed themselves superior to those they chose to kill.  
They became so dedicated to those beliefs that they could 
and did kill without mercy and with unspeakable 
barbarity.  As Islamic jihad warriors, if the time came to 
die, they would do so with courage and resolve. 

Al-Rashid understood well the psychology of jihad.  He 
often taught self-sacrifice to those who saw themselves 
engaged in a religious war.  He knew how deeply the 
beliefs of martyrdom ran among those entrusted to him, 
and he knew that given the choice of dying for Allah or 
surrendering, they would choose death.  Those he 
personally trained would not seek death so easily.  They 
looked less for the opportunity to become martyrs than 
for the chance to fight and carry the battle to his targets 
again and again.  Their goal became not to die for the 
cause but to live for their mentor and to find greater 
opportunities to inflict confusion, chaos and fear among 
the enemies of Islam.    

Abdul bin Dahvi had begun to turn an important 
corner as a Muslim freedom fighter.  Al-Rashid watched 
with paternal understanding as Dahvi’s sense of power 
over innocent life began to blend with the myriad other 
emotions etched on his face.  He was almost ready.   

Al-Rashid glanced toward the intersection a block and 
a half away.  A sudden blatting engine noise.  
Motorcycles—two of them.   

“Watch now, Abdul.  See how the young girls will be 
unable to resist the lure of young men with motors 
between their thighs.  The girls will flounce; they may 
even wave.  The boys will sit taller in their saddles and 
they will perhaps slow down a small amount to prolong 
the moment.”  



 

As he spoke, it happened.  A young girl with blond hair 
excitedly grabbed the arm of the brunette beside her and 
they squealed with delight.  Other girls spun around to 
see what the twittering was about and to join in.  One of 
the boys, a strapping youth on a deep-rumbling Ducati, 
pointed with his chin toward the covey.  His friend, 
astride a Moto Guzzi sat with such deliberate 
insouciance, Al-Rashid couldn’t help a self-satisfied 
smirk.  For a moment, low-hanging branches covered 
with new green leaves hid the boys from view, and then 
they were there.  Near the girls.  Near the car.   

Abdul bin Dahvi’s eyes were wide in growing 
anticipation, looking first at the gathering of young 
people, then to Al-Rashid and back again.  The girls 
scampered down the short, grassy incline toward the 
booby-trapped car to see the boys on the motorcycles 
more clearly and of course, to be seen by them.  They 
waved timidly, almost furtively, all youthful giggles and 
flirtatious smiles of innocent promise.  The two 
motorcycles had slowed to a crawl, and it appeared that 
the boys might stop to strike up a conversation.   

An elderly woman moved along the sidewalk, 
approaching the Renault from the rear.  She was pushing 
a baby carriage.   

Dahvi murmured, “Now?” 
Al-Rashid smiled benignly.  “You hold the trigger.  You 

have the power to decide.”  
Dahvi smiled voraciously.  His thumb covered the 

Send button.  He pressed, and the blood under his 
thumbnail rushed away to make a small white spot.  For 
a moment nothing happened as the signal traveled to a 
nearby cellular tower and then to the hidden device 
under the car.  Then, through the tiny speaker in the cell 



 

phone Dahvi held, they could hear the bomb-phone ring.  
Despite himself, Dahvi flinched at the blast.   

With a roar, the Renault opened itself wide like an 
exploding flower of steel and glass.  The expanding gases 
of the detonation threw the vehicle five feet into the air, 
engulfed by brilliant orange flames and white smoke.  
The young girls were blown rudely across the yard to lie 
in grotesque red-and-white masses.  Two of the bodies 
were simply and suddenly incomplete as arms separated 
from shoulders and spun through the air.  One leg stood 
ludicrously for a long second before toppling after the 
torso that had balanced upon it.  Thick hunks of flesh 
arced flaming through the air.  The burning gasoline 
blasted upward and then descended onto the schoolyard 
and the nearby automobiles.  Young girls beat at their 
burning clothes, screaming in pain and terror.  Two other 
cars exploded as superheated shrapnel from the 
shattered car pierced their gas tanks. 

The two motorcycles exploded almost as one with the 
car.  Tragically, both the teenage boys would survive, 
though neither would ever walk, nor would they have sex 
lives.  They would spend many months in hospitals, 
enduring the torment of having their ruined skin peeled 
away and bits of hide from other parts of their bodies 
grafted onto the burned areas.  The flames burned one 
boy’s ears completely off.  Curiously, the other had an 
untouched face, but terrible disfigurement would begin 
at his neck and extend to his shattered and useless 
knees. 

Al-Rashid knew that it would take forensics experts 
hours of picking through the bits and pieces to make an 
accurate count of the victims, and many more hours to 
verify identifications.  Several smaller children lay 
injured in the school playground, some dying in the 



 

swings and on the burning seesaws.  Others were 
screaming in fear and horror, unable to comprehend.   

The elderly woman crawled toward three of the dead 
girls, whose bodies had been heaped together by the 
blast.  She screamed in pain and outrage as she crawled 
along the sidewalk, dragging her shattered legs behind 
her.   

Abdul bin Dahvi clenched his fist with feral 
excitement.  His eyes were bright, exultant.  “Yes!” he 
crowed. 

With narrowed eyes and a tiny gesture, Hassan al-
Rashid silenced Dahvi’s jubilant display. 

“Now is not the time for celebration.  Look.” He 
pointed.  “See the waste.  See the blood.  Use your eyes 
to see it.  You did it.  You.  It was your hand on the 
trigger…” 

In seconds Dahvi’s euphoria turned to anguish.  “But 
…?” 

“…however, it was necessary,” said Al-Rashid.   
Dahvi appeared puzzled.  “They had to die…our people 

must…,” he mumbled.   
“Do not question yourself,” Al-Rashid said curtly.  

“Just because I force you to see your handiwork and to 
feel the power over life that you hold, do not let that 
understanding weaken your resolve or cloud your 
thinking.  You are a soldier of Islam, you are its dagger, 
fighting a war unlike any other.  You do not fight to 
protect your homeland from invaders; you fight to strike 
those who seek to destroy your homeland, your faith and 
your hopes with fancy words and fighter planes.  You 
fight a militarily superior adversary; thus, you use 
unconventional means.  You must bring superior tactics 
to win the fight.  You stab quickly, deeply into the very 
sinew of the enemies of Islam.  Allah u Akbar.  You, 



 

Abdul bin Dahvi, are neither insane nor suicidal.  You 
are, however, unpredictable.  America sits unconcerned, 
smug and happy in its politics of money.  There is a 
lesson to be taught.”  

Dahvi’s excitement returned in full.   
“America! We are going to America?” 
Al-Rashid nodded.  “Come.  It is time we were gone 

from here.  The police will arrive soon.  We will want to 
be well away when they do.”  

But already the wail of approaching sirens could be 
heard.  Then, the sound of hard-revving engines 
preceded fire trucks moving rapidly up the hill.  The 
warbling police car claxons grew louder.   

Al-Rashid put up a hand.   
“Hold.  The police are near.  Get out of the car—

quickly!”  
People ran out of nearby houses toward the scene of 

the explosion.  Cars screeched to a stop, and men 
scrambled to get to the schoolyard.  Al-Rashid opened 
his car door and began running toward the destruction, 
with Dahvi hard on his heels.  The first of the police 
arrived, tooting horns and blipping sirens to force a path 
through the growing crowd of onlookers.  Several women 
were crying, their arms open in supplication and anguish 
while schoolteachers and neighbors milled about in 
ragged confusion.  Some teachers rushed from one 
damaged or destroyed young body to another, 
beseeching the Almighty, trying to stem gouts of flowing 
blood with ineffectual fingers, crying out in their 
frustration and panic. 

Al-Rashid and Dahvi joined the excited cries of “Merde! 
Qu’est qu’il a passé?” and “Oú sont ils étaient?”  and 
“Comment que ça arrivé?” 



 

A second police car arrived, and two burly gendarmes 
piled out, ordering the crowd to disperse. “Allez! Allez!”  

Some people dutifully backed off and some even began 
to walk away.  Al-Rashid and Dahvi broke away from the 
crowd hesitantly, as though, like everyone else, they were 
loath to miss the spectacle or perhaps, were even willing 
to help.  Police did not want the help of untrained citizens 
and so, they were shooed away with the rest of the crowd.  
Al-Rashid and Dahvi did not return to the Peugeot but 
kept walking, and in the next block a nondescript blue 
Toyota pulled alongside them.  The raven-haired young 
woman at the wheel had a look of urgency in her eyes.  
She was Andea Gulam, Al-Rashid’s woman and 
compatriot.   

Dahvi fairly dove into the backseat.  “You should have 
seen it! My first car bomb!” 

The woman looked at Al-Rashid, ignoring the young 
lout in the back.  “It went well?”   

Al-Rashid leaned over to kiss her.  “Andea, my dear, it 
went as well as such things can go.  Please, do not drive 
quickly.  We do not want to draw the attention of the 
local authorities, preoccupied though they may be.” 

Hassan al-Rashid reached across to squeeze Andea 
Gulam’s hand.  He smiled.  “Our young hero did well.” 
He tossed a nod of recognition toward the backseat, 
where Abdul bin Dahvi sat swelling at hearing himself 
referred to as a hero.  He was beaming.  “And yes,” said 
Al-Rashid, “it was most satisfying.” 

The keening of another police siren approached, then 
faded away as the squad car sped past them toward the 
carnage they had left behind. 

Dahvi leaned forward, his head between them.  “We 
are going to America?”   



 

Al-Rashid was suddenly very intense.  Gone was the 
easy, almost nonchalant mien of a moment before.   

“The center of economic power in the United States is 
New York City.  The Israelis have much power in that 
city.  To strike against the U.S., against New York city is 
to land a blow that will be heard around the world, and 
to send a new message that the untouchable can still be 
touched.  We will need more people, perhaps different 
people.  We will need to make arrangements.  Yes, we will 
make our small voices heard once again in the United 
States.  This time, we will drive a stake through the heart 
of the Great Satan.” 



 

Chapter Two  
 
 

he tired yellow sun seemed to strain to burn its 
rays through the smoggy haze of midtown 
Manhattan.  People on the streets refrained from 

looking up, as if, by offering their eyes to the sky, the 
pollutants there might be more easily absorbed into 
already red and stinging tissue.   

The crowded city bustled.  People brushed elbows and 
arms as they passed each other without so much as a 
glance.  The human touch was nowhere more ignored.  
In this difficult setting, with personal territorial 
boundaries drawn in such tight circles, young men 
sought to catch the eyes of young women.  No wonder 
romance was the most often endangered emotion in New 
York City, as well as the most earnestly yearned for.  
Once found, it flared brightly only to go out, like 
brushing elbows in midtown.  The scurry and bustle of 
the city proved more lasting than the lingering touch.  
Here, men and women opened personal barriers with 
trepidation, all but despairing of success. 

A crooked queue formed beside a sausage stand.  A 
bus wheezed by, blowing a bluish cloud through the legs 
in the queue.  The sausages and hot dogs were safe from 
the fumes, swimming in their heated pools of greasy 
water.  The long tines of the vendor’s fork stabbed down 
through the glistening oily slick, like a heron dipping its 
sharp beak for an unwary fish.   

Three yellow medallion cabs raced north up Sixth 
Avenue, each aiming for a rapidly closing hole in the 
traffic ahead.  A bus was beginning to move from its stop.  
A car was turning, vacating a space in traffic soon to be 
filled by the bus.  The taxi drivers, three abreast, 

T 



 

appeared to arrive at the small space at the same time 
and then, at the last possible moment, to merge into a 
single fast-moving blur of yellow as they shot through 
the hole with inches to spare, like salmon through a 
narrow gap in the rocks.  Passengers in those cabs 
released their death grips on seat cushions and 
armrests, took a deep, ragged breath and returned their 
gaze to the dashboard’s digital counter, which steadily 
recorded the mounting ransom loosely referred to as New 
York City cab fare.   

The hot dog vendor said, “Mustad?”   
The customer, a woman obviously from out of town, 

possibly Iowa, just looked at him.  He was wearing a 
white apron over jeans and a rough shirt; his brows were 
bushy and his hands were quick.  He was not much for 
standing around, waiting for an answer.   

“C’mon lady, what’ll it be.  We got people waitin’ heah.” 
“Mustard, I guess.” Obviously, Midwestern.  “And 

some sauerkraut, if it wouldn’t be much trouble.” 
Undefined courtesy.  Definitely from out of town. 

The vendor smiled briefly, quick understanding in his 
eyes.  His thoughts ran to something on the order of No 
trouble at all—that’s why I’m standin’ out here in this 
sauna, just waiting for humps like you to make a tough 
decision like what you want on a freakin’ hot dog, but 
what he said was, “Here ya go.  Want a Coke?  Somethin’ 
to drink?” 

The woman nodded, and the vendor handed her a can 
of Coke and a straw, balancing her sausage in a napkin 
on the rim of the can he handed to her while making 
change with the other hand. 

“Have a nice day,” he said.  He turned to the next 
customer.  “Yeah, what for you?”   



 

John Boulder stood fourth in line, talking to Derick 
Embley as they waited their turn at the sausage pool.  
Derick Embley could have been one of the countless 
buttoned-down denizens of Wall Street or a suit-and-tie 
businessman from any of a thousand high-rise office 
buildings.  His suit accented his trim, athletic body, but 
his nondescript features gave no clue to his true identity 
as one of the leading control agents in the CIA.  Embley 
had been a top field agent until his organizational skills 
relegated him to running other agents from a 
comparative distance.  Now he located himself as he 
found necessary: New York, Chicago, Cairo, London, 
and—though rarely—Washington.  There were just too 
many eyes in the nation’s capital.   

John Boulder, the taller of the two men, was dressed 
casually in old jeans, a button-down shirt, and a well-
worn flight jacket.  Both men’s movements were 
deliberate and sure, with the supple grace of years of 
martial training.  John chewed on a small unlit cigar.  It 
was his last hold-out with the tobacco habit, which he 
had all but rejected a year ago—he eschewed the taste 
and the fragrance of the smoke, but he hadn’t yet given 
up the habit of chewing on a stogie. 

During his own years with the Agency, his 
determination and skill had earned his colleagues’ 
respect, and his enemies’ fear and hatred.  Since then, 
he had learned to partition his mind and faculties into 
two aspects: the one he used and showed to the world 
every day, and that “other place,” where the skills and 
predilection for violence lay dormant. 

A sane and humane man dealt with the insanities and 
cruel exigencies of war, whether hot or cold, in one of two 
ways.  One way was to go a little bit crazy, just a hair 
over the edge.  Each time, the slog back to the sunlit side 



 

of thinking was harder.  Shadows cast themselves 
suddenly and the soul felt dark and cold.  The risks were 
well known.  As time passed and the succession of deep-
cover assignments grew, the distance back to sanity 
became longer and more tortuous until finally the agent 
broke, got out of the business, or was killed.  Young men 
ill prepared for the hell of war frequently followed this 
path, and the failures by some to make the trip safely 
back became occasional headlines.  In most cases, 
though, they managed to continue with their lives.  And 
in the dark hours of fitful sleep, their minds reached 
back through the cottony atmosphere of empty routine 
to a time of simpler, deadlier clarity and, in the reaching, 
found an uneasy, guilt-ridden camaraderie with death.   

Others dealt with the hard and deadly realities of 
deep-cover assignment by engineering a kind of 
deliberate schizophrenia—detaching to a place of 
violence where what must be done was done, like a 
plumber who knows that he must reach into a pile of 
hardening sewage, steels himself to get it done, then 
cleans off what would otherwise make him sick.  John’s 
“other place” was where action, as decisive and sudden 
as the situation required was accomplished, where 
examination of the deed was possible and pain was felt 
but where no quarter was asked or given and there was 
no negotiation.  It was a place of calm, scalpeled 
precision and electrically sudden movement.  That “other 
place” was a device used to make the work possible.  It 
was a scary place to be and worse to witness.   

John had been out of intelligence operations for some 
time, and while that other place had grown smaller and 
more muted with the passage of time, it had never quite 
disappeared, like the dot of dying white light in an old 
black-and-white picture tube.  It had recently become 



 

more like a saber long sheathed above the mantelpiece, 
available if truly needed but otherwise left high on the 
wall, recognized, sometimes examined and hefted, but no 
longer honed or swung. 

The saber had been retired, and Boulder had no wish 
to swing it again at the dusty shadows of evil.  He 
contented himself with the building of homes and office 
buildings, keeping his reflexes sharp by flying his 
helicopter and his small aerobatic biplane and by regular 
workouts.  He still trained in Tai Chi for fitness and to 
keep his self-defense instincts honed, and he ran five 
miles three to four times a week.  He made it a point to 
swing a hammer or saw a straight line on the job site 
with enough regularity to call all his workers and sub-
contractors by their first names.  He was one of them, 
and they found it easier to call him, boss.  John had been 
thinking about the high-rise project he was in the midst 
of, when a call from his old friend Derick Embley had 
pulled him away and deposited him in the hot dog line.   

Embley interrupted his thoughts.  “We got a tip today.” 
“Yeah?  What kind of tip?”   
“One of your old friends is—” 
John ignored him, “I could use a good tip, Derick.  

Tonight’s lotto number, maybe; I could use a tip on that.  
Fourteen million dollars would fill in a few empty spots.  
Or maybe even just a winner in the sixth at Belmont.” 

Derick grinned.  “Sorry, John, it ain’t the lottery.  The 
file came in this morning on that business in Marseilles.” 

“Marseilles?”  Boulder dropped some money into the 
hand of the hot dog vendor and murmured his thanks.  
“Nine children dead, another dozen injured.  That was 
pretty ugly business.  I heard the radio—” 

Derick started to speak but paused at John’s upraised 
hand. 



 

“And,” John continued, “I DON’T want to know about 
it.”  

The two men walked toward a nearby park, though the 
term “park” was entirely optimistic.  It was a small 
rectangle of concrete between two buildings, with several 
thin trees planted in brick-lined squares of dirt.  They 
sat on a concrete bench as the city around them went 
busily about its life, unaware and unconcerned.  A 
thousand intrigues underway in its many crevices and 
corners were merely a part of its breathing.   

Embley continued while chewing, as though he had 
not heard his friend.  “…The tip came through the office 
in Larnaca.  As you know, no particular group claimed 
responsibility for the bombing.” He swallowed.  “John, 
we think Hassan al-Rashid was behind it.”  

John tensed.   
Embley grasped his arm, pressing the momentary 

advantage.  “Al-Rashid may be back.” 
“I thought he was…out of the game.” 
“So, did we.” 
“Do me a favor.  Don’t tell me any more about it.  The 

plaza project has me as busy as a one-arm paper hanger 
with a bad case of crabs.  Besides, I’m not in the business 
anymore, remember?”   

Derick continued anyway.  “The bomb itself was 
nondescript.  Nothing special in the detonator, or the 
remote trigger.  We got lucky, maybe.  As the French 
police arrived on the scene, their rooftop cameras were 
running on several vehicles.  It’s become S.O.P.  in a lot 
of places these days.  Cops want their own videos to help 
counter the occasional amateur cinematographer with 
Rodney King on his mind.”  

“The fuller context.”  



 

“Exactly.  The tapes were quickly collected and taken 
to the Surete and shortly thereafter, to Interpol.  Our 
office in Larnaca was given access.”  

“Why not Paris?”  John asked it, then mentally kicked 
himself for his piqued interest. 

Derick answered, “The Paris office would have had to 
send people, bodies to look at the videos.  Larnaca could 
do it remotely.  And record them, of course, for our own 
use.”  He paused.  Boulder waited.  “Anyway, it didn’t 
take long for someone to notice a couple of Arabic looking 
men in the crowd.  No good face shots, but there were a 
few frames that caught a face you’d recognize in a blue 
Toyota driving away from the scene.  There is a man 
beside her, with a hand blocking his face and another 
impossible to see in the back seat, but the woman.  The 
driver, John.  We think it was Andea Gulam.”  

“Damn.”  
“Roger that, partner.”  
Boulder chewed purposefully through the last of his 

hot dog.  “I don’t need any more of it, Derick.  Okay?”   
“Worst news yet.  The Toyota was found at Orly.  No 

flights from the time card punch the rest of that day to 
points Middle Eastern.  There were flights to London, 
New York, Mexico City and Toronto, however.  We think 
they went to Mexico City.  Maybe Toronto.”  Embley 
wouldn’t let go.  “The Mexican border would be easy.  If 
his papers are good, and they probably are, he could 
cross through Canada.  John, nobody knows this guy’s 
moves better than you.  I have a bad feeling about Al-
Rashid this time around.  We need you, just this one 
time.”  

“Jesus!” Boulder shook his head.  “You sound like a 
bad movie.  ‘Come on out of retirement, Mr.  Secret Agent 
Man, just this once.  We can’t do it without you.’ Bullshit! 



 

You don’t need me.  Everything I know about him is in 
the files: his moves, his tendencies, his strengths and 
weaknesses.  He can be caught.” 

“Yeah?”  Embley needled.  “You didn’t manage to get it 
done.” 

“Bite me, Derick.  You pulled me off the case, 
remember?  You retired me, remember?”  Boulder got up 
and strode away.   

Embley called after him and ran to catch up.  He 
grabbed John’s arm.  “Hey, John.” 

“Look Derick, I am in the middle of a big construction 
job.  The way things are now, I’ve got to nursemaid this 
puppy or it just might eat me alive.  I can’t go chasing off 
to Europe after some crazy terrorist.  Besides, my cover’s 
blown with Al-Rashid.  You know that.”  

“Al-Rashid isn’t crazy, just nasty.  You know that, too.” 
“Whatever.” Boulder turned again to leave.  “I got work 

to do.  Give me a call sometime, Derick; we’ll have a beer.  
Come by the cabin anytime—maybe this weekend, even.” 

Embley called after him.  “What if he comes to 
America?  What then?” 

“He won’t.  He’s got no structure here.  No logistical 
organization.  Trust me.” 

“What if he creates one?  What if he borrows some 
people, moles maybe from some other terror group?”   

“That takes time, Derick.  You’ll be able to run him 
down.  Just get on it.”  

“Yeah.”  Embley gave his old friend a somber look, 
suddenly worried that maybe John’s edge really was 
gone.  Was he afraid?  Was that it?  “John, just give it 
some thought.  I’ve got to get down to Washington.  
Homeland Security wants every little tidbit on it.  The 
Secretary of State is poking his nose in, may bigfoot his 
way in to make sure CIA gets its place at the front of the 



 

line.  NSA’s all over it, flagging every phone call that 
sounds even remotely suspicious, and there are 
cellphone tags going in all up and down the Eastern 
seaboard.”  He wagged his thumb and little finger at his 
ear, “gimme a call.  You need to get into this thing, John.” 

 
  



 

Chapter Three 
 

he commander of the Coast Guard cutter CGS 
Harrison flexed his jaw.  It was another night 
intercept.   

“New course, one-nine-five degrees.” 
“Aye, sir.  One-nine-five degrees.  Come left ten, to one-

nine-five.” 
The Harrison’s bow dug cleanly through the deep 

green, scarcely affected by the three-to-five-foot waves 
slapping against the starboard hull.  The skipper jotted 
a couple of words on the pad that always seemed to be 
positioned near his left hand, and decided anew that he 
disliked night intercepts.  So many things could go 
wrong.  At least this time out, he thought with mild relief, 
the weather was cooperating.  The ocean swells were not 
a problem for the cutter, though the guys in the smaller 
chase boats would get hammered when the time came 
for high-speed work. 

J.  T.  Gregson, Commander, U.S.  Coast Guard, on 
this half-moon night, was tracking a freighter of 
Panamanian registry.  Word had come down that the 
ship was hauling rattan furniture from the Philippines, 
a load of handmade rugs from who knew where, wall 
hangings from South America—Argentina, most likely—
and forty-eight tons of cocaine from Colombia and Peru.  
The cargo shippers could keep the furniture, rugs, and 
wall decorations; the Coast Guard and DEA had designs 
on the other cargo. 

The wide, squat freighter moved ponderously through 
international waters, carefully tracking just over three 
miles outside the international territorial boundary.  
Gregson’s job was to take up a station just inside the 
territorial limit and wait.  He was pretty sure about one 
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thing.  The freighter would do them no favors.  She would 
not come close to shore with her enticing load of coke.  
Rather, she would anchor in place as the “mother ship” 
and wait for the fast, slippery little speedboats—
cigarettes and Deep-V ocean racing craft—to come to 
her.  They would pick up small loads and scatter like 
quail for points along the shore, and the waiting fleet of 
trucks.   

It was a game of cat and mouse.  The drug smugglers 
knew generally of the presence of government forces.  
Stealth was usually sufficient, but when it wasn’t, they 
relied on a combination of speed, darkness, and sheer 
numbers to bewilder and evade the Coast Guard and 
DEA. 

The cutter Harrison was one of the new Legend Class 
cutters, sleek and low slung and as fast as bad news, but 
tonight her job was to hang back, using the same cover 
of darkness and stealth.  Gregson hoped to give the 
smugglers a nice, warm, and utterly false sense of 
security.  The Harrison would use its sophisticated long-
distance radar to track the small surface craft, providing 
vectors for other Guard and DEA units to intercept them 
after they made their incriminating pickups.   

Out of long-bred habit, the commander searched the 
sea with his eyes, knowing even as he did that there was 
nothing to see…not yet.  It was a complicated, difficult 
mission, with a low probability of complete success.   

An AWACS plane would have made the job far simpler, 
but AWACS was out of the question on this trip.  That 
was why Commander Gregson approached from the 
north.  On his radar screen, the tiny speedboats on their 
shoreward run from the mother ship would splay out like 
fingers from a hand.  It was his job to be in a position to 



 

call out accurate headings, ranges, and speeds to the 
DEA choppers and the Guard’s own pursuit boats. 

Gregson ran a thumb through his thinning hair and 
glanced over at the young lieutenant junior grade whose 
eyes monitored the radar screen on the console with an 
easy confidence.  Gregson counted himself fortunate to 
have Billy Caruso on the screen. 

“I count ten, eleven—no…twelve, Skipper.” 
“Twelve?” 
“Aye, sir, a dozen small craft, all en route at this time.  

Looks like from four points of origination.” 
“Plot those origination points and send the data to 

DEA, encrypted.  They’ll want to organize some 
welcoming committees back on shore.” 

“Aye, sir.  Plotted and ready to send.” 
The commander smiled.  Billy Caruso was competent; 

which made things easier for everyone.   
“Do it,” said Gregson. 
Caruso’s fingers played briefly across his keyboard, 

and a stream of encrypted data was instantly 
transmitted by radio and received by DEA agents at a 
ground-based command center.  Those agents decoded 
the series of coordinates within seconds and began 
assigning targets to ocean-going pursuit assets.  
Origination points were noted on surface maps, and 
ground units began moving into position to seal off the 
roads leading away from those locations. 

Caruso bent his head to scrutinize the radar display 
more closely.  A faint blip appeared near the mother ship 
and then disappeared.  He twisted a couple of knobs, and 
the resolution of the image brightened and stabilized 
briefly, then faded away again.   

“Uhh, Skipper, we got something unusual here.” 
“Say again?” 



 

“I’m painting something on the scope—something 
unusual, sir.” 

“Describe it.  Location.” 
“It’s due south of the focal area, sir, not far from the 

mother ship.  Appears to sit low in the water…very low.  
If I didn’t know better, sir, I’d think it was a small sub or 
something.”  

Shit, the commander thought.  Caruso really was 
good.  “Disregard it, Caruso.” 

“Sir?” 
“It’s just a whale.” 
“Whale, sir?  This time of year?” 
“Affirmative, Mr.  Caruso.  Put it down as a whale 

sighting.” 
Lt.  J.G.  William Caruso looked back at his screen, 

then at his commander, and back at the screen again.  
Just the barest wisp of a smile crinkled the corner of 
Commander Gregson’s mouth.  Caruso’s commander 
had just fed him an obvious yet deniable lie and he was 
expected to go along without so much as a wink.  Caruso 
knew something was up—something he was not privy to.  
He wordlessly retuned the resolution on the radar screen 
back to its earlier setting. 

“Aye aye, sir.  That thing in the water—that’s a whale, 
sir.” 

 
The “whale” moved easily through the water, propelled 

by a powerful, virtually silent electric motor.  A small 
surface craft, wide of beam and sitting very low in the 
water, it was of unusual design, made up of strange, 
unexpected angles and almost no curves, so that it 
looked like some sort of huge, angular bug that skated 
on the surface.  Any moonlight that chanced to fall on it 
seemed to be swallowed up by the oddly opaque skin.  



 

The strange boat did not ride up and down with the 
waves but seemed to float—almost to hover—and when 
waves were high enough it poked through them, the 
water cascading down over its sides in a slide of bubbly 
green. 

If Caruso could have seen the vehicle up close, it 
would indeed have appeared to hover just above the 
waves, and a close examination would have revealed 
“legs” beneath it, attached to highly buoyant pontoons 
that rode on pivoting joints a few feet below the surface.  
The pontoons absorbed the undulations of the ocean and 
made for a very smooth high-speed ride inside the highly 
sophisticated experimental craft, which could retract the 
pontoons, lowering the craft to the water, submerging its 
bottom third.   

It was entirely enclosed, like a submarine, though it 
was not designed to work underwater.  It was, in fact, 
designed for precisely the type of mission it was on, 
namely, surveillance and special operations, including 
insertion of special-ops personnel behind enemy lines.  
The unusually sensitive radar array aboard the cutter 
Harrison had picked up hints of its general shape, largely 
because of Billy Caruso’s radar skills, but even the 
Harrison’s array could not hold the radar return.  And 
normal seagoing radar would be completely unaware of 
the little Shadowcraft.   

It came by the nickname because it operated only at 
night and because it moved silently through the dark 
waters, like a shadow cast by a low-flying cloud.  The 
Shadowcraft could carry as many as twelve men: a crew 
of two plus ten additional personnel.  Tonight, it carried 
a fraction of its normal complement.  Beyond the handful 
of high-ranking officers involved in the intercept, the very 



 

existence of the Shadowcraft was a closely guarded 
secret.   

This was the real reason for the absence of an AWACS 
plane on the mission—the risk was just too high that a 
highly trained AWACS crew might spot the unusual 
object.  AWACS crew members tended to be afflicted with 
an overly developed curiosity, wedded to a deep-seated 
desire to achieve total identification of the world they 
surveyed.  Even the sophisticated stealth properties of 
the Shadowcraft might not be enough to hide from the 
AWACS’s searching optics.   

Lately the DEA had been working more closely than 
ever before with the Coast Guard and even the Navy.  
Army and Air National Guard personnel and materiel 
were occasionally made available for border 
interdictions, but openness and interagency cooperation 
went only so far.  Even the DEA kept some secrets of its 
own; the fewer people who knew about the Shadowcraft, 
the smaller the risk of its existence being leaked to the 
outside world—the drug smuggling world in particular. 

The four men inside the Shadowcraft went about their 
tasks in purposeful silence.  The pilot communicated 
with the navigator, who sat beside him, using only 
occasional words spoken into tiny microphones built into 
their headsets.  Mostly they listened to the cacophony of 
ocean-borne transmissions.  The other two men inside 
the craft were known to the pilot and navigator only as 
Mac and Joe.  Neither was an actual name.   

Mac was lean and sinewy, with a sure quickness about 
him.  A single curl of sandy hair poked out from beneath 
his wet suit’s hood.  Shouldering into a pack of two heavy 
air tanks, he quickly checked his regulator, mouthpiece, 
and mask fit.  In one hand he carried flippers; in the 
other, a black neoprene bag whose heft was evident from 



 

the way it hung.  Using four long Velcro straps, he 
securely attached the bag to his chest, like a Ute carrying 
an infant. 

“You about ready?”   
“Nice night for a swim.” Joe grinned.  He was outfitted 

the same way, with tanks, fins and neoprene bag.  Like 
Mac, everything about him was painted black, including 
his face, which was smeared with water-resistant dark 
camo grease paint.  Joe was shorter, with thicker arms 
and legs and a barrel chest.  He was evidently well 
acquainted with the weight room, and his fluid 
movements suggested many hours in a dojo.  His hair 
was black and cut unmilitarily long.  The pilot and 
navigator had shared the briefest of looks when Joe came 
aboard, but any reservations about the man’s 
capabilities had quickly evaporated.  Joe was clearly the 
deep-cover type, and the Shadowcraft’s Navy skipper and 
navigator had only wished there were time and 
opportunity to share some war stories. 

The Shadowcraft crossed the international boundary 
and continued to move in a north-northeasterly 
direction.  The old Panamanian freighter ship, which 
they knew to be of Panamanian registry, came into view, 
silhouetted against the moonlit open sea like a huge, 
floating black block.  The timing would be tight.   

The Shadowcraft pilot knew by the radio chatter that 
the small flotilla of cigarette boats and other drug-
smuggling speedboats were no more than fifteen minutes 
away and closing rapidly.  He planned to be well away 
from the freighter in less than ten.   

The pilot smiled with satisfaction.  A “retired” Navy 
captain, he had been on loan to the Drug Enforcement 
Agency for the past year and a half, ostensibly 
conducting long-term field utilization trials of the top-



 

secret Shadowcraft.  It had been an outstanding eighteen 
months.  He felt young and useful again, involved in 
what was becoming the very next thing to a real war.  The 
“war on drugs,” as the politicians liked to call it, had long 
been nothing more than the hot breeze of windbag 
politicians.  In its best year, the understaffed and under 
supported DEA and Coast Guard had managed to stop 
an estimated 20 percent of the illegal tonnage of cocaine 
and heroin smuggled into the country.  Twenty percent—
not a very inspiring figure.   

The net result of that year of hard work, and the 
deaths of two agents in action, had been merely a 
temporary rise in the street price of those drugs; it was 
simple supply and demand.  The upshot of it all was 
disheartening.  Profits for the criminal enterprises that 
ran the drug trade actually grew because, as supplies 
tightened, prices rose.   

The Navy captain knew, as did everyone else involved 
in the so-called war, that there were only two ways to 
shut down the illicit drug trade: legalize it and remove 
the profit motive, or really go to war against it.   

Legalizing recreational drug use would make it more 
controllable and remove the huge profit motive, thereby 
cutting off the key funding apparatus for much of 
organized crime in the hemisphere.  The downside of 
legalization would be an estimated 10 to 15 percent 
short-term increase in the number of addicted drug 
users.   

The second option would be to commit serious military 
and diplomatic resources to a real fight against drug 
producers and suppliers, from the jungles of Colombia, 
Bolivia, Peru, and Mexico to America’s streets.  The 
reasons none of these things happened were legion, but 
the greatest was money.  The illegal U.S. drug trade sent 



 

tens of billions of dollars flowing through the economies 
of all the involved nations.  Cash flow was king.  Billions 
of American dollars meant money spent on businesses, 
homes, cars, vacation properties, and, of course, political 
contributions.   

It was very easy for politicians to talk about stopping 
drugs while making occasional election-year sweeps of 
drug dealers and users in the inner-city neighborhoods.  
The drug problem was most acute in the inner-city areas, 
for that was where chemical escape from hardscrabble 
reality held its greatest attraction.  Poor people who 
could least afford a drug habit were the ones who most 
ravenously pursued one, and lacking the money to 
support it, many turned to crime.  Crimes ran the gamut 
from simple purse snatchings to muggings, robberies, 
and even murder.  The poor absorbed the brunt of the 
poisonous effects of the drug trade.   

At last, the “retired” Navy captain felt he was 
accomplishing something.  He was helping a dedicated 
cadre of Americans who were fighting in the trenches, 
demonstrating the possibilities of active and decisive 
intervention.  He was not part of some vigilante group 
within the government. He had the blessing of the 
highest levels of command in the DEA, the Coast Guard 
and the Navy.  Still, the operation was coded top secret, 
need-to-know, and very few people were deemed to 
possess that need. 

 
The Shadowcraft glided soundlessly to within two 

hundred yards of the freighter, turning without creating 
any kind of wake, and pausing only long enough for a 
hatch to slide silently open.  The two black-suited divers 
eased themselves into the water.  The door slid closed, 
and as Mac and Joe paddled toward the freighter, the 



 

Shadowcraft withdrew to a position approximately a mile 
out.  It sat alone and unprotected, separated from the 
coastline of the United States by a Panamanian freighter 
and a dozen much faster speedboats, each of which 
would be carrying violent men of ill intent. 

 
The captain of the cocaine toting freighter had not 

shaved in two days.  A leathery forefinger with a 
fingernail thick as a chip of tortoiseshell scratched 
across his graying beard in thought.   

Robustino Estrada carried his name because his 
mother, when birthing him in a clinic for the poor in 
Bossier City, Louisiana, had cried out in pain and sweat-
streaked labor, “Robusto! Robusto—mi bebito es muy 
robusto!”  

He had indeed been a robust little baby, then a big 
toddler and in growing up had weathered all manner of 
insults.  Catcalls of “pepper belly,” “chubby,” and 
“bubble butt” had followed the young Robustino until he 
took a job on a shrimp boat.  The dock workers and boat 
hands did their work with typically spare conversation 
and minimal curiosity.  Disagreements at the dockside 
bars tended to develop quickly and end even faster.  Rob 
learned early on to keep his hands out of his pockets, his 
knife sharp and his eyes open. 

He wore a simple dockworker’s cap pulled down over 
his thinning, curly black hair.  A thick mustache hid the 
scar alongside his upper lip.  His eyes were red from lack 
of sleep and the strain of searching the horizon for 
government cutters or other craft.   

He massaged his left shoulder with a callused right 
hand.  The muscle was still tender from a roughhousing 
tumble taken into the corner of a steel trash dumpster 



 

two nights earlier outside a smoky Bahamian bar.  He 
had been celebrating his new freighter command.   

The previous captain had gone missing not long after 
questions were raised about a weighing inaccuracy of 
110 pounds.  A mere fifty kilos of the cocaine that sat in 
the hold had not been delivered and the ex-captain was 
held responsible.  Fifty kilos out of how many?  
Robustino did not know the number, nor did he care.  He 
was being well paid to skirt the international boundary 
and make the delivery on this cloudy, unfriendly night 
and he was happy with the arrangement.  The clouds 
hung heavily; their bottoms scratched ragged by a wet, 
expectant wind that made distinguishing horizon from 
sky nearly impossible.  At the moment, however, he was 
more concerned with his helmsman’s ham-fisted wheel 
work than anything else.   

“Hold! Hold ’er steady; the little ones are on the way 
in.”  

He gestured toward the dark streak of distant 
shoreline like a pencil line drawn against the gray-black 
edge of the sky.  The freighter’s snout was aimed into the 
line of swells.  Even though it was a seaworthy vessel 
with powerful engines, he felt unusually exposed under 
the closeness of the clouds, as though unseen eyes 
watched him.   

 
 
Even more isolated and exposed were the two 

American divers.  They did not dwell on the danger, 
though surely it crossed their minds as a level of caution.  
They swam methodically through the increasingly 
turbulent ocean waters, floating high on a swell, then 
down into the trough, using the thrust of each wave to 
angle their way toward the freighter without splashing, 



 

working along the surface for their approach.  They 
would make their departure a good fathom underwater 
once their work was done.   

Mac and Joe each touched the freighter’s barnacled 
hull.  They could hear men talking on the deck of the 
freighter as well as powerful inboard and outboard 
motorboats that roared up to the port side of the ship 
and grumbled to an idle.  The covey of smugglers’ boats 
began to pull up near the ship, each awaiting its portion 
of the load.   

Mac and Joe nodded to each other, checked the 
security of the neoprene bags tied to their chests, gripped 
their regulators in their teeth, and submerged.  Their 
business took only a few minutes.  They left the freighter 
without resurfacing, staying twenty feet below the 
surface for a preplanned interval before surfacing to 
verify their position.   

By the time the first of the smugglers’ speedboats had 
repositioned for the run to shore, Mac and Joe had swum 
half the mile distance out to the all but invisible 
Shadowcraft.  Fifteen minutes later, in answer to their 
signal, they made their rendezvous with the strange 
craft.  They no longer worried about being spotted by the 
smugglers—from a distance the Shadowcraft would 
appear to be so much flotsam, if it was visible at all.   

 
As they departed, Caruso clucked quietly to himself 

back aboard the cutter Harrison.  He turned the 
resolution down on his screen again.  Whale, he thought 
to himself.  I don’t think so. 

Commander Gregson jotted another notation on his 
little pad and smiled quietly, wondering how long it 
would be.  It didn’t take long.  Right on schedule, a Navy 
FA-18 fighter streaked in low across the water to pass 



 

within a hundred yards of the freighter.  The jet pointed 
its nose toward the clouds, lit the afterburners and 
blasted into the night sky.  It was an impressive display 
of power, and its thunderous vibrations were felt down 
to the toes of every man on every boat, big or small.   

Commander Gregson spoke sharply.  “Sparks.  Let ’em 
hear the parrot.” 

The cutter’s radio communications specialist flipped a 
couple of switches, and computerized scramblers 
tramped up and down the band, making communication 
impossible on any but the most specialized of 
frequencies.  The freighter could be radioing frantically, 
but static was all anyone would hear.   

 
All around the freighter, the reaction to the fighter’s 

arrival was both instantaneous and predictable.  The 
little fleet of speedboats fairly leaped out of the water as 
their pilots poured power to the screws.  They shot away 
from the ship as though stung.  Each had its own 
destination, and the pilot of each boat suddenly wanted 
to reach that friendly dock as soon as humanly and 
mechanically possible.  A maelstrom of fears, both real 
and imagined, whirled through the minds of desperate 
men on tiny speedboats in the brief frozen moment that 
followed the jet fighter’s first pass.  Again, the Hornet’s 
afterburners shattered the stillness of the night as it 
flashed across the sky at over five hundred knots, two 
dozen feet over the deck of the ship, keeping just ahead 
of the deafening roar that chased it.   

The speedboats blasted over the swells toward the 
safety of land, their crews casting panicked glances at 
the sky, half expecting missiles to streak down toward 
their tiny, very vulnerable craft.  Each man in each tiny 
boat suddenly understood the insurmountable gap 



 

between his own meager assets and those of the U.S. 
military.  This was real! The jet was terrifying! And if 
there was one, there were likely others. 

At each destination on land, DEA and Coast Guard 
forces were waiting, though the speedboat pilots were not 
dreaming of such possibilities at the moment.  
Commander Gregson grinned to himself.  It was working. 

Robustino Estrada knew he was outside U.S. 
territorial waters, but as he scrubbed his unshaven face 
with his thumb, he thought of the stories he had heard.  
It was just possible that some trigger-happy jet jockey 
might not be able to restrain himself.  Or just maybe 
someone would make an honest mistake… 

Captain Estrada pushed the salt-encrusted 
dockworker’s cap back on his head, then swept it off his 
head with an angry gesture and smacked the pilot’s 
wheel with it.  He glared at his helmsman.  Either way 
he could find himself blown out of the water.   

The prospect of his death was bothersome, but less so 
than the realization that survival would mean worse 
things.  The Caldera family would not be at all happy to 
lose such a large shipment of cocaine.  Most of the 
tonnage was still aboard.  He decided to get the ship 
under way, reasoning that if he moved along the coast, 
he could outwait the Americans.  Delivery points could 
be reset, and offloading the rest of the cargo could be 
rescheduled.  Besides, fuel for Coast Guard choppers 
and small patrol boats and cutters would exhaust itself 
in due time.  The freighter had fuel enough for weeks at 
sea.  He would keep moving and outwait them all!  

As the freighter steamed away, taking care to keep just 
outside the international boundary, the captain had no 
way of knowing how badly things were going for the 
dozen smuggling speedboats.  Three of them, after 



 

refusing to stop when ordered by Coast Guard pursuit 
boats, were fired on and all the criminals aboard were 
killed but one.  Four more speedboats were caught by 
armed DEA helicopters and summarily sunk by heavy 
fifty-caliber rounds, and the final five were corralled and 
apprehended when they reached shore.   

The freighter steamed along a twelve-mile offset from 
the coastline.  Like most anxious, panicked men, the 
captain fled in a straight line.  It proved to be a costly 
tactical error, for the U.S. coastline swept out into the 
ocean a bit more than he realized, and for a few short 
minutes the freighter was technically inside U.S. waters.   

Hidden away inside its neoprene package, a tiny 
device made a click, wholly inaudible underwater, 
especially when drowned out by the nearby throb of the 
freighter’s powerful twin diesels.  Mac and Joe had left 
their bags behind, attached by powerful magnets to the 
hull of the ship.  Each computerized device attached to 
the ship knew its own precise location, thanks to the tiny 
loran receiver built into its electronics.   

Crossing into American waters triggered a part of the 
software, which communicated with each of the flat 
disks.  They silently armed themselves.  Each disk was 
about four inches thick and eighteen inches across, and 
packed with a very special and enormously powerful 
explosive.  Once armed, one of the disks, or mines, 
transmitted a single signal.  The Harrison received the 
single pulse.   

Sparks spoke to his captain.  “Single pulse signal.  Fits 
the code, Commander.  Origin unclear.  Appears to come 
from the Panamanian ship, sir.” 

Commander J.T. Gregson nodded.  “Very well.  
Helmsman, come right forty degrees; give me three-
quarter speed ahead.” 



 

To his lieutenant commander, Gregson ordered, 
“Make a notation.  Coast Guard Cutter Harrison is 
discontinuing pursuit of the suspect ship at this time.  
The ship has passed deeper into international waters 
and is leaving our immediate jurisdiction.  Lacking 
instructions to continue the pursuit, and pursuant to 
standing orders, Harrison is returning to station and will 
be standing by to assist as necessary any U.S. agency 
personnel involved in the operation.” 

“Aye, sir.” 
“Immediately advise all air and sea assets of my 

decision, and of our availability as well.”  
“Aye, sir.”  
The lieutenant commander privately wondered why 

the skipper had decided so quickly to discontinue the 
pursuit.  He knew Gregson to be more of a hell-for-
leather type than this, but he also knew better than to 
question him on the bridge.  He expected to be given the 
chance to ask questions during the mission debrief and 
would do so.  He glanced at his watch.  The briefing 
probably wouldn’t start until 0200.   

Nearly two hours later, a wide, squat freighter, which 
later press reports would say was of Panamanian, or 
perhaps Liberian, registry, became the subject of a 
search at sea.  A massive explosion of some sort had 
reportedly torn the old ship apart at the seams, and it 
had gone to the bottom within minutes.  It had time to 
make only a single distress call.  Its location was not 
clearly known, and by the time Coast Guard and other 
rescue craft arrived on the scene, it was too late.  The 
number of crew was unknown, as was the cargo. 

Some reporters surmised that a freak ocean squall 
had sunk the ship.  It would not have been an unusual 
thing.  The Gulf Stream did some strange and 



 

treacherous things along the southern East Coast.  Still, 
there had been the report of an explosion, so the Coast 
Guard was called to begin a sweep of the ocean in that 
area.  They searched for lifeboats and found none.  There 
was a small oil slick, but it dissipated quickly and only 
small amounts of flotsam were ever found.  Sadly, they 
were not traceable to any ship in particular.   

The cargo ship was officially listed as lost at sea and 
presumed sunk with all hands aboard, under unknown 
and tragic circumstances.   

 
  



 

Chapter Four  
 

ohn Boulder was still annoyed.  He drove slowly, 
his restored Ford Bronco moving past 
increasingly dense trees on either side of the 

road.  His thoughts moved through the process he knew 
to expect from his “friends” at the Agency.  They would 
not want to appear to pressure him, at least not at first.  
They would try to cajole him, appeal to his sense of 
unfinished business, even his patriotism. 

A year or before it might even have worked, when the 
pain of missing—just barely missing—his quarry had 
been so fresh.  He remembered the dusty, narrow alleys 
and the long, tense nights of waiting for Al-Rashid to 
appear.  A glimpse here, another there, a trap set.  One 
of Al-Rashid’s fellow terrorists had been carefully fed 
information sure to bring his handler and mentor out 
into the open.  The trap was in the act of springing shut, 
but then, at the last second, just as the fish senses the 
presence of the heron above it, Al-Rashid had turned on 
his heel and with the barrel of his machine gun flashing 
bright, had backed through a second-floor window, 
leaving death in his wake.   

John had raced to the shattered window, and seen Al-
Rashid in the alley below.  He sidestepped the storm of 
bullets Boulder had flung after him, but not before 
turning to look upward.  His eyes, like shining embers, 
had searched through the early evening shadows to find 
his hunter’s eyes and, for a scant moment, to lock in a 
gaze of hatred and farewell.  Hassan al-Rashid had 
ducked around the earth-bricked corner and simply 
vanished from the face of the earth.   

All efforts to trace him had come to naught.  Field 
agents had run down one empty trail after another, like 
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rats in a maze with no cheese at the end.  Then word had 
slowly filtered out that Al-Rashid was out of the business 
of killing.  He had cheated death countless times, been 
injured in his last brush with Boulder, and had 
vanished.  Indeed, there had been no sign of him, no 
telltale signature among the world’s incidents of sudden, 
terrifying death.  Until, perhaps, now.   

John shook his head as if to clear it.  He didn’t want 
this.  The anger had been a thing that had fed him during 
all those years of the hunt, and that anger, once 
transformed into grief, had allowed him to quit. 

Derick Embley was his best friend, both inside the 
Agency and out.  It had been Embley who recognized the 
emotional toll the search for Al-Rashid was taking on his 
friend.  It had been Embley who pulled Boulder off the 
case, who put the Al-Rashid file into the hands of others.  
It was Embley who understood fully the deeper reasons 
for John’s grief and his eggshell hold on emotional 
control.  He had helped convince those at Langley that 
Boulder’s ‘retirement’ was called for. 

Derick Embley also knew that if called upon, his friend 
would come back, provided the reason was compelling.  
But merely settling an old debt would not be enough. 

For John Boulder, emotional and psychic 
recuperation had been a process of refocusing his 
energies and his talents for detail and decision making 
into the business world.  Since John was a very physical 
man and had grown up in construction, that industry 
seemed to be the answer.  He could work on the deal or 
the project, or both, as the need of the moment dictated.  
He took over his father’s thriving development company, 
and in less than two years, by hard work and calculated 
risk, by negotiation and the efforts of trusted people, 



 

Boulder Enterprises, Inc., had made John Boulder a 
multimillionaire. 

As he drove, John wondered if he had gotten soft.  He 
shook his head again, irritated that Embley’s words had 
reached him even that much.  He knew that the process 
had begun that, if allowed to reach its all too predictable 
conclusion, could lead to a kind of self-examination that 
would weaken his resolve to stay retired.  It was 
diabolical.  And clever.   

He grinned despite himself.  “Derick, you are too 
much,” he muttered.  “We’ll see.” 

 
It had been a long time since the first Persian Gulf 

War, Desert Storm.  It had not lasted long, and for 
ground pounders, that was a merciful thing.  For the first 
time in all the ages of warfare, the battle had been won 
almost exclusively from the air.  By the time American 
and the carefully conceived and knitted coalition of 
international partners rolled across the sands from 
Kuwait into Iraq, the vaunted Revolutionary Guard was 
beaten.  The veteran armies of Saddam Hussein knew 
they had no chance.  Fifteen-thousand-pound fuel air 
bombs had gone off over their heads, sucking the air out 
of their hiding places, shaking the very marrow of their 
bones, and killing hundreds at a time.   

John Boulder had been one of the advance guards, 
among the Special Forces early insertion teams.  He was 
Army Intelligence, and had made a name for himself with 
his understanding of the Arab mind.  His white papers 
written on the subject had been forwarded through the 
ranks, up to the Pentagon and on to Langley, where 
people he never knew made themselves aware of his 
work.  One paper in particular had piqued the interest of 
the Deputy Director of Central Intelligence, who had 



 

shared it with his counterpart at the office of the Joint 
Chiefs.   

Major Boulder had suggested that, contrary to what 
the United Nations mandate allowed, and more 
importantly what actions it proscribed, Saddam Hussein 
should be brought down.  The adventurous young Major 
was forcefully arguing in favor of making the one 
hundred fifty-mile end run that General Norman 
Schwarzkopf wanted, to retrieve the despot from the 
bunker where he was known to be hiding.  Instead, the 
world’s politicians worried about who would fill the 
political vacuum removing Saddam would create.  They 
left him in power – a decision that was both the right and 
honest one for President George Herbert Walker Bush to 
make, but one that later sent his son into a war that 
could only be won on the battlefield, but was lost in the 
negative court of media driven public opinion.   

As he drove his Bronco along a green tree lined 
parkway in New Jersey, John remembered the very smell 
of the desert, the inevitable dust and grit that was part 
of every corner of life on the ground there.  The crack of 
rifle fire.  The smell of burnt powder in the air.  The 
screams of the wounded.  The incessant sun.  That was 
before the explosions, figuratively and literally, of 
improvised devices on the roadsides, of booby traps and 
remotely controlled bombs.  There was fear, always there 
was fear in a war zone, but it was not a constant hum 
between the ears, then.  It was a polite war, compared to 
Persian Gulf Two, compared to “W’s war”.  Bush the elder 
had gone to the UN, asked for and gotten permission and 
nearly blanket diplomatic assistance before smacking 
Iraq back into its own boundaries.  Then, he’d pulled out 
and back and gone home with a parting suggestion to 
Hussein that he mind his business and behave.   



 

Years later, Bush the younger had reacted with 
justified emotion and anger after the September eleventh 
terror attacks, and he went after al Qaeda in 
Afghanistan.  The Weapons of Mass Destruction debate 
in Iraq was both sophist and highly political.  John knew 
there had been WMDs in Iraq.  The world knew it.  
Saddam had used chemical bombs on the Kurds, and 
tried to do the same when he lobbed Scuds into Israel.  
Hussein had boasted of having mass destruction 
weapons and was known to be trying to refine uranium 
for nuclear weapons.  There was no reason to believe that 
his threat to the region was anything but looming and 
real.  He had already proven his intent in the invasion of 
Kuwait.  The problem was that no search was made for 
evidence of WMDs for many months after the invasion, 
giving Hussein and his Syrian and other allies, plenty of 
time to get the evidence out of the country.  Later, the 
absence of WMDs had handed political opponents the 
kind of hot-poker red glowing anti-war rhetoric that 
resonated with voters.  They were told they’d been duped.  
Voters wanted someone to blame for the fatigue they felt 
over the length of the war, and that emotion left them 
primed and open for a new kind of duplicity. 

John left the Army, retired at the age of only thirty-
nine.  He went to work for the Agency, tracking the new 
breed of terrorist.  Small cells of fanatical Islamists were 
cropping up, each with their own twisted view of a world 
ruled by Islamic fundamentalism.  The pied pipers of 
those small groups molded the minds and emotions of 
the impressionable and the ignorant like clay with 
selected key verses from the Quran, plucked and twisted 
to their diabolical and murderous purposes.  John’s job 
was to track those so-called leaders, to locate their 
headquarters and their way stations, their caches of 



 

weapons and their contacts.  On occasion, his 
assignment was to kill, but mostly he generated 
intelligence he could only hope others would put to good 
use.    He had traded his uniform and the security of 
multi-million-dollar machinery and squads of trained 
soldiers to back him, for the lonely life of an agent whose 
best friend was the shadow that hid him, or the cover 
that sent him into the streets with little more than his 
wits to survive.  He drove vehicles that looked like 
demolition derby contenders, and carried whatever 
sidearm he could stow between the seats or hide in the 
trunk.   It was good work.  He’d enjoyed it.  His most 
frequent partner and trusted friend had been Tulsa 
Bennett, son of a long line of Oklahoma and Texas 
lawmen.  They chased one terrorist after another for 
three years, with Hassan al-Rashid always near the top 
of their dance card. Then, things occurred that Boulder 
wanted only to forget.   

There was nothing special about the day.  Nothing to 
warn that it would be a bad one.  Tulsa chased the 
terrorist, Hassan al-Rashid, into an ancient old clay 
walled hotel in Amman, Jordan.  Jordanian intelligence 
had been of significant assistance and continued to be.  
John was right behind Tulsa when they entered the 
doorway.  Al-Rashid had already raced up a stairway to 
one of the floors above.  The elevator was slow and 
unreliable, so both John and Tulsa raced up the stairway 
after him.  A door banged closed two floors up.  When 
they emerged, the hallway went in both directions, 
making a box that would end across the building from 
the elevator bay where they stood.   They had split up.  
Tulsa found Al-Rashid first.   

“John!” he had shouted, and Boulder raced down a 
connecting hallway to join Tulsa.  To his left he saw his 



 

partner, his eyes trained to John’s right.  Boulder turned 
and Al-Rashid was stepping through a window onto the 
fire escape.  As Tulsa raised his pistol toward the Yemeni, 
John began to point his, when Al-Rashid’s Mac-9 
barked.  Boulder ducked to the right, only for a moment 
before raising his pistol again, but it was too late.  A 
bullet punched a small hole in Tulsa Bennett’s throat 
and he fell backward, dying, choking on his own blood.  
John saw a bright flash of dirty white as Al-Rashid 
disappeared down the stairs of the fire escape.   

John ran to the window, firing down at him, watching 
bullets impact the metal and whang off into the alley, or 
bury themselves in the wall instead of the killer’s head.  
The carriage on his Sig locked back as the last round left 
the barrel.  John reached into his pocket, smacked 
another magazine into place, snicked it closed and fired 
again as Al-Rashid dashed to the end of the alley.  For 
just a moment, Al-Rashid turned, looking up.  Triumph.  
Joy.  Something like it was there for an instant.  John’s 
answering fire may have wounded Al-Rashid.   

  The death of his partner and the recrimination John 
felt about it ultimately took him out of the field.  Derick 
Embley, his station chief and control had ordered him to 
take a break, and after due consideration had suggested 
he take a leave of absence.  Indefinitely.  He was no good 
to the agency dead, and he’d be a much greater liability 
if he were ever captured.  Boulder’s thin cover was blown.  
Al-Rashid had seen him, and gotten away.   
  



 

Chapter Five 
 
 

ohn hoped Jennifer would be home.  He let his 
mind drift back to the night they’d met.  Her big, 
dark eyes had caught his from across the room 

at that quiet reception, but her beauty had kept him from 
approaching her.  The sensuous face, slightly overfull 
lips, beautiful jutting breasts, and long, slender legs 
drew a picture of a woman all too used to the breathless 
entreaties of eager men.  She would be skilled in the art 
of the casual put-down and gentle but firm rejection.  He 
had smiled across the room at her—he could do nothing 
else in the presence of her beauty but appreciate it.  He 
had left it with a smile and returned to his dry discussion 
with a fellow contractor on rates of return, drywall 
schedules, the outsize power of Electricians’ Local 3, and 
the right size rivets for the high steel job he’d taken on. 

Half an hour later, having almost succeeded in putting 
her out of his mind, Boulder had leaned across one of 
several couches, reaching beyond the buzz of close party 
conversation, to hand Derick a fresh drink.  Behind him 
a man got up from his seat, turned without seeing John, 
and elbowed him in the ribs just under his outstretched 
arm.  The entire drink sloshed out of the glass with 
slapstick precision down onto the out-thrust breasts of 
the very startled woman who sat on the couch, and then, 
like water falling over rocks to the river below, cascaded 
down into the very center of her lap.   

They were the breasts and the lap of Miss Jennifer 
Guthrie.  She had gasped at the sudden cold shower, and 
her face flashed upward just in time to catch a last few 
falling drops on her nose and lips, a crescent shape of 
ice disappearing in a slow, cold slide between her 
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breasts.  All conversation around the couch went dead 
as if from a thrown switch as veteran partygoers turned 
to watch the expected histrionics.   

John’s eyes met hers again, and in red-faced 
embarrassment he waited for the outburst.  She smiled 
coolly.   

“Gee, I’m sorry…,” he began. 
She silenced him with a look.  “Let me see your 

hands,” she said. 
Puzzled, and acutely aware of the rapt attention of an 

entire room, he put down the now empty glass and held 
his hands out for inspection.  He had no idea what to 
expect, but the focus was definitely on the two of them, 
so he had to go along.  She examined his calluses, turned 
his hands over, and made note of his nails.  Ludicrously, 
John found himself thinking, At least they’re clean. 

“Well,” she said with a wan smile, “You apparently 
don’t hit your fingers with your hammer, so I must at 
least wonder whether this was intentional.” She stood, 
picked up his cocktail glass, and handed it back to him, 
saying, “Your friend is still waiting for his drink.” 

John was utterly disarmed.  He had expected a 
banshee’s tirade and instead found a woman who was 
not only cool under pressure but able, in a moment, to 
turn an acutely embarrassing situation into something 
else entirely.  In so doing, she had tossed the ball right 
back into John’s drink-spilling hands. 

“Gee,” he said again, at the same time kicking himself 
for his woeful lack of originality, “I’m awful sorry.  
Clumsy of me.” 

“Hey,” she said, “Think nothing of it.  It’ll dry.” She 
glanced at the places where the thin, wet fabric clung to 
her.  “Time to go, looks like.” 



 

John offered his hand.  “Please, allow me to drive you 
home—and to pay for the cleaning bill.  I’ll drive 
carefully.  I will avoid puddles, raindrops, and leaky 
ceilings.  I will carry no liquids of any kind, and you 
couldn’t be in safer hands.  Boy, am I sorry.” He managed 
a grin.   

He remembered driving her to her apartment building 
and dropping her off at the door.  She sent him the 
cleaning bill as he had insisted.  He had phoned, asking 
for the chance to make it up to her over dinner.  She had 
declined.  He suggested a play in Manhattan; she said 
no.  He was about to give up when, finally, she agreed to 
lunch.  They talked about business.  Dinner followed.  
They talked about life.  He offered her a job because she 
was smart and because he needed someone to handle 
the day-to-day business of his office.  He had never had 
a secretary, didn’t want one, and she had no interest in 
being one. 

She became his assistant and, in six months, a minor 
partner in his company.  It was a small share of 
ownership, but a share nonetheless.  She was a direct 
and intelligent woman who, as it turned out, had been 
waiting to find a man who would not turn to jelly in the 
presence of her distracting beauty and who also would 
not act as though he’d just swung down from a 
Mongolian warhorse.   

If she had asked John why he decided to grant her a 
little slice of the company, he might have told her that he 
planned to spend the rest of his life with her and would 
be giving half of it to her anyway.  But she didn’t ask.  
They were still doing the dance. 

 
Boulder’s cabin was an earth-banked house built into 

the hillside along the Jersey side of the Hudson River, 



 

north of the city.  The main house was connected to a 
dome-shaped workshop by a long, covered walkway.  The 
workshop was much more than the label implied.  It was 
a geodesic domed structure with an office built into its 
crown, and a large hangar-style door opening onto a 
concrete skirt in front.  Inside the dome, beyond the 
bifold door, was a smooth immaculate painted and 
sealed concrete floor where wood- and metalworking 
tools, machines, and benches waited to be used.  A 
McDonnell Douglas 500E helicopter was also parked 
there next to the ’64 427 AC Cobra.   

Jennifer was in the backyard.  John stepped out of the 
house onto the walkway leading to the garden.  On either 
side of the walkway, roses climbed a white wood trellis.  
John remembered the pre-Jennifer days.  This had been 
an empty, flat expanse of spotty, half-tended lawn. 

At his approach, she sat back on her heels, knees 
resting in the dirt of the flower bed.  She wore cutoff jean 
shorts and a sleeveless blouse.  She liked to work 
barefoot in the garden.  Her auburn hair flashed in the 
sun as she turned her face up for a kiss.  She grinned as 
she dusted her hands together, sending dirt clumps and 
small dust clouds flying. 

“Hi.  How’s your day?”  she asked. 
John smiled back, but it was quick, a too brief, 

mirthless little twitch, first cousin to a grimace.  Jennifer 
recognized the look.  Something was up.   

“Okay, I guess.” He paused.  “I saw Derick Embley 
today in the city.  We grabbed a hot dog together near 
City Hall.”  

“Oh, you did, hmm?  How’s he doing?” 
“You know Derick—always working on one thing or 

another.” John reached for her.  “Here.  Gimme another 
kiss.” 



 

Jennifer made as if to pull away.  “Wait.  Wait! You’re 
bothered by something.  I can tell.  And if I know Derick 
Embley, he’s at the bottom of it for sure.” She gave him 
one of those oh, so direct looks that said, I know, and 
you know that I know that there’s something you ought to 
be telling me.  “So, give.  What did he have on his mind?” 

“Oh, there was some kind of trouble in Europe, and he 
wanted my take on the situation.  Wanted to know if I 
saw any similarities between that and some old cases I’d 
worked on years ago.”  

“And…?”   
“And I told him that everything I knew about it then is 

now in his computers and to go look it up on his own.” 
“Good for you.” She smiled up at him, knowing that 

she was getting only part of the story.  She also knew 
that it would come out when it needed to, whatever it 
was.   

“Anything else?” 
“Naaah.  Sometimes ol’ Derick forgets I don’t work 

there anymore.” He waved his hand in the air as though 
shooing a gnat.  “It’s nothing.” 

John grinned as he looked more closely at the 
adorably dirty woman before him, with smudges of dark, 
rich soil on her knees and cheekbones, a wisp of hair 
dangling in front of her eyes, with a light sheen of sweat 
on her forehead and upper lip. 

Suddenly, he wanted to taste that lip in the worst way. 
She read the look, and behind her eyes something 

started to smolder. 
“I’m all dirty and … well, look at me.” 
“Oh, I am.” 
John pulled her to him, tilting her face up to his and 

kissed her long and tenderly.  Her hands busied 
themselves with his flight jacket, working it over his 



 

shoulders, where it fell to the ground.  Undressing each 
other with growing urgency John gave Jennifer a little lift 
and gently laid her down between the flowering rows onto 
the bed made of his jacket and their hastily discarded 
clothes.  Their hunger for each other grew like a rose 
reaching for sunshine, and they broke only a few of the 
sweet-smelling flowers.  

 
  



 

Chapter Six 
 

ike so many of the world’s major cities, Bogotá 
was a jarring contrast of the desperate, dejected, 
and poverty stricken living out their meager lives 

within scant blocks of the granite-clad seats of power 
and money.  Tall, solid buildings of imported stone 
housed the banks that washed the money of the drug 
dealers and of the government officials who took money 
from the drug dealers.  Not that the bribes weren’t a 
powerful temptation in themselves—rather, they were 
much easier to accept when refusal was often paid by a 
fusillade of bullets.   

The polished floors of the banks echoed with the 
footsteps of Bogotá’s lesser citizens who deposited and 
withdrew their meager funds in pursuit of their humble 
dreams.  The big-money deals, the agreements to house 
millions, were signed not on the floor of the bank but 
within the quiet offices of its managers and directors.   

It had not been a good week for Alberto Caldera.  A 
shipment of cocaine had made it as far as Brunswick, 
Georgia.  The container ship had stopped at anchor just 
outside the territorial limit in international waters, where 
twelve large, powerful motorboats had successfully 
rendezvoused with it and offloaded the first loads of 
waterproofed duffel bags filled with cocaine bricks. 

Each duffel held forty kilos, eighty-eight pounds of 
pure white Colombian cocaine.  Each motorboat had 
carried two men and thirty duffel bags—1,200 kilos of 
coke, or 2,640 pounds of uncut cocaine.  By the time it 
hit the streets of U.S.  cities, the powder would have been 
stepped on at least four times, each time growing in 
volume by about 20 percent.  At the street level, 5,474 
pounds of cocaine would be sold, minus the private 

L 



 

stashes kept by the individual dealers along the way.  
The most accurate estimate would be that each 
speedboat was carrying enough cargo ultimately to put 
5,400 pounds of street-level cocaine into the 
marketplace, where it would sell for about two hundred 
dollars per gram, twenty-seven grams to the ounce, 
sixteen ounces to the pound.  It worked out to 466 
million dollars’ worth of coke per speedboat.  And 
change.  By the time that money was collected on the 
street, an awful lot of people would be taking a cut.   

It started with poor Colombian dirt farmers, who made 
more money growing and harvesting coca leaves than 
they ever would growing corn or soybeans or any other 
legal crop.  Police officers, judges, dockworkers, boat 
captains and crews, airplane pilots, and the gunmen who 
rode shotgun each took a small piece of the pie.   

Then, at the street level of American cities the dealers 
made their money.  Small-time but very profitable 
organizations of street thugs controlled mere blocks of 
the big cities.  There were dozens of such gangs, each 
collecting millions from its turf.  Users became dealers 
as well, scoring a gram, an “eighth” (of an ounce), or more 
for friends, for parties, and for minor profit.  People in 
the neighborhoods knew who the dealers were, and 
therefore, so did the police, who often took their small 
cut of the drug profits, which helped enable the 
enterprise to continue. 

At the top of the many such pyramids were Alberto 
Caldera, his brother Miguel, and the other members of 
the family cartel, whose annual millions represented but 
a small portion of the total fortune that was eventually 
made.  There was another cartel in Cali, another in Lima, 
in Medellin and so forth.  Each relied on the insatiable 
appetite for cocaine in the world’s major cities, and no 



 

country consumed as much of the powder as did the 
United States of America.  The many-tentacled cartel’s 
U.S. organization was the crown jewel of its global profit 
centers.  It ran an extremely profitable business, 
providing its people with product, a generally secure 
pipeline for distribution, and adequate territorial 
security against competitors.   

But something in the organization was going quietly, 
disastrously wrong.  The twelve speedboats had started 
their runs only to be stopped, blown out of the water, or 
simply allowed to dock before being rounded up by 
waiting Customs, Coast Guard, and DEA agents.  And 
the delivery ship itself, still loaded with vastly more of 
Caldera’s precious commodity, had simply vanished 
from the surface of the ocean.   

Alberto Caldera was seething.  It was obvious that the 
Coast Guard, in concert with the DEA, had somehow 
learned of the shipment.  He suspected, though he could 
not prove it, that one of his speedboats had been hit by 
a shoulder-fired missile from an unseen attacker; 
naturally he suspected the accursed DEA.  Caldera had 
a leak somewhere in his organization—a leak that was 
fast becoming a money-spurting hemorrhage.  There had 
been enough cocaine on that container ship to supply 
the motorboats for two runs for two nights.  Two nights: 
twelve clandestine deliveries per night.  Each delivery 
would have been worth $3.2 million to the cartel.  More 
than 80 million dollars had been lost, to say nothing of 
the ship itself and some forty loyal, well-trained 
personnel. 

Several American press reports had recounted the 
story of a Coast Guard rescue search.  The stories said 
that the Guard was hunting diligently for survivors of a 
container ship that had inexplicably gone down at sea 



 

with all hands some forty-seven miles off Hilton Head 
Island, South Carolina. 

That no public connection was made between the 
sizable cocaine bust made off the Georgia coast and the 
sinking of a container ship just a hundred miles north 
said as much about the lassitude of the American press 
as about the government agencies’ ability to control 
information.  The press reports said that the Coast 
Guard, using cutters and helicopters, had mounted an 
all-out search for survivors.  That the search seemed to 
center on an area twenty or more miles from the actual 
site of the tragic sinking of the cargo ship went unnoticed 
by the members of the local press who covered the DEA’s 
news conference in Brunswick.   

No, Alberto Caldera was not a happy man.   
 
At that moment, in a federal office building in 

Savannah, some two dozen men and women gathered to 
review their most recent intelligence on the Caldera 
organization.  The meeting room was filled with 
undercover DEA operatives in street guise, their 
buttoned-down, business-suited superiors, and a 
handful of uniformed Navy and Coast Guard officers.  
They shook hands as they greeted one another, and their 
smiles were genuine.   

For the first time in a long while, America was enjoying 
a winning streak.  A well-trained, adequately supported 
and motivated team drove the winning effort.  Victories 
tended to breed more victories, and while every man and 
woman in the meeting was all too aware that the Caldera 
organization had only been stung, they also knew they 
had done the stinging.  Like a honey-rich elixir, victory 
tasted sweet and the rancor and frustration that had 



 

marked meetings only six months earlier were now 
replaced with good-natured gibes.   

The U.S. government had finally begun to play 
hardball.  It was bringing heat and fanning batters. 

 
Alberto Caldera knew that the leak had to be high in 

his organization, and plugging it became a top priority.  
The business at hand, however, was even more 
important.  He climbed the pink granite stairs of Banco 
Internacional de Bogotá, where so many millions of his 
dollars were kept.  He nodded imperiously at occasional 
familiar faces.  A bow wave of silence preceded him as he 
walked and turbulent whispers, like a frothy wake, 
followed after him. 

The door to the conference room was open.  Panels of 
rare exotic hardwoods stretched from ceiling to floor, and 
two huge chandeliers dangled along the center line of the 
room, dividing it into thirds.  Indirect lighting fixtures 
cast a soft glow that bathed the long mahogany table in 
a gentle wash of warm amber.   

The room had twice been electronically swept for bugs, 
once within the past hour.  A series of electronic sensors 
lined the frame of the doorway, hidden just under the 
elegant, mirror-polished surface of Brazilian rosewood.  
Anyone passing through that electronic net with a 
listening device or other fancy electronic gadgetry would 
alert the security team monitoring the conference room 
from within a hidden adjoining room.  No alarms would 
sound; no sudden gunplay would erupt, but the person 
setting off such a silent alarm would undergo a most 
painful and thorough interrogation and would not leave 
the bank building alive.   

Caldera nodded to his brother and smiled thinly.  “We 
are prepared?”   



 

Miguel Basilio Caldera nodded.  He was quiet and 
dangerous.  Like Alberto, he was not physically 
imposing, neither overly tall nor powerfully built, and he 
had the same piercing black eyes—eyes that not so much 
watched the world as absorbed it, gazing with the 
impassivity of a lizard, giving back nothing.  Both had 
longish black hair combed close to the scalp, and 
features that might have been considered warm, even 
soft, were it not for the eyes.  Their faces had the round, 
flat look of Colombia’s ancient Muisca people, but while 
their countrymen wore naturally warm and friendly 
faces, quick to shape bright smiles, Alberto and Miguel 
had long ago lost the knack.  Happy smiles were 
expressions of sharing.  But when the Caldera brothers 
smiled, it was a taking rather than a giving of enjoyment.  
Other people found no happiness and shared no mirth 
in the Caldera smile—only uneasiness, and sometimes 
terror. 

To Miguel fell the job of maintaining security, and the 
recent events off the South Carolina coast were his 
responsibility to correct.  Knowing that the situation was 
in competent hands, Alberto Caldera moved his thoughts 
away from his recent losses to the even more important 
business of the moment.  He left the complexities of 
distribution to his brother and to the future.  It was 
management, pure and simple.  The ability to delegate 
concerns and distractions, which had served the 
brothers well for many years.   

He surveyed the room, making note of the placement 
of chairs, the muted lighting, and the two decorative 
mirrors hiding undetectable cameras.  He nodded his 
approval.  His brother was at his right, and his best 
gunmen were well placed against the wall.  Caldera made 
a small circular motion in the air with his forefinger, and 



 

the lights in the room dimmed, then came back up 
again—a signal that the security team in the next room 
was prepared. 

“Está bien, señores, let’s get this little show up on the 
stage.” 

The door opened, and five people entered.  Like the 
Colombians, they were darker-complected than the 
white norteños of America, but their features were quite 
different: their faces less rounded, sharper and more 
angular, with deeper-set eyes and longer noses.   

Hassan al-Rashid, Abdul Bin Dahvi, and Andea 
Gulam walked into the room, followed by two hard-
looking men immediately recognizable as security 
people.  The arms they carried were obvious: machine 
pistols held in plain view.  The sensors, of course, had 
detected the weapons as the group walked through the 
doorway, but there was no alarm, for they had detected 
no inconvenient electronic gadgets, no listening devices.  
Alberto Caldera was not concerned about guns.  He, too, 
had guns.   

Caldera rose from his seat and strode to meet the 
group, smiling broadly.  His arms opened in a grandiose 
gesture of welcome. 

“Ah, come in, come in! Welcome, my friends.  This is a 
grand day!” He grasped the terrorist’s hand and pumped 
it vigorously, then gave the man a European style abrazo 
with an air kiss on each cheek, before turning his 
attention to the lovely Andea.  “You honor us by your 
presence and by your beauty, señorita.  Usted está en su 
casa.” 

Hassan al-Rashid smiled tightly.  He bowed smoothly 
at the waist and with a gesture, introduced the young 
Abdul Bin Dahvi before taking a position behind the 
proffered chair at the opposite end of the table.  He did 



 

not bother to introduce his security men.  Al-Rashid 
bowed a second time, the slightest of motions.   

“It is we who are honored.  We have seen little of your 
country, but what we have seen is beautiful.  Such 
majesty, so much green.” 

“Ah, sí.  The green.  Not so much sand here in the hills 
of my country.” 

“One day I hope to see more of this place.” 
Alberto smiled again.  “And so, you shall.  As I said, mi 

casa es su casa.  When we have concluded our business 
today, perhaps you will allow me to show you some of the 
lush scenery from one of my helicopters.” 

“Perhaps.” 
It was not the answer Caldera had expected.  When he 

offered someone a nicety, that offer should be accepted 
immediately and with effusive gratitude.  He had killed 
more than one person impolitic enough to turn down his 
offer of hospitality.  Caldera hid his irritation, and at a 
minimal gesture from him, one of his men stepped into 
the hallway and promptly wheeled a stainless-steel cart 
into the room.  Two ice filled buckets with champagne 
and fine chardonnay wines were on the cart, along with 
two bottles of excellent shiraz and merlot and a large 
oblong tray of sliced fruits and cheeses.  These were 
placed in the middle of the conference table, and one of 
the bottles was brought to Al-Rashid for his examination.   

“I am sorry, my friend,” said Al-Rashid, in the most 
unapologetic of tones.  “Perhaps you did not know.  We 
do not drink alcohol.  It is the way of Allah.” 

Alberto Caldera’s hospitality had been rejected a 
second time in a matter of seconds.  Miguel glanced 
toward his older brother, flashing him a look of caution, 
which Alberto seemed not to notice.  This, Miguel knew, 
was not a good sign.   



 

Alberto waved his hand again, a gentle motion, and 
the bottles disappeared, though the fruit tray remained.  
He grew quiet; the smile disappeared from his face.  
Placing the fingertips of both hands on the table before 
him, he leaned back in his chair.  He spoke quietly. 

“My friends, this is indeed a grand day.  A special day.  
The mighty United States of America has been making 
things very uncomfortable for us in the last several 
months.  My brother, Miguel,” he said with careful 
solemnity, “Miguel could tell terrible stories which I 
assure you, would cause you to weep with anger and the 
fire of vengeance.  The thing we have feared for many 
years is now coming to pass.  A greater degree of 
cooperation between Bogotá and Washington has 
resulted in the arrival in our homeland of Yankee 
military advisers and, yes, military equipment.”  

He spoke with an evenness that only hinted at the 
depth of his emotions.  “They are hounding our people in 
the fields and, from time to time, they are stopping our 
trucks.  The most alarming development, however, is 
taking place along the American coastline.  True, we are 
still successful in the majority of cases, but in the past 
month alone our organization lost more than twenty-five 
thousand kilos of cocaine.” 

Al-Rashid raised an eyebrow.  “I was not aware that 
your losses had been that great.” 

“Well, my friend,” said Caldera thinly, “not all our 
losses make the front pages.” He drew himself up taller 
in his chair.  “We are quite formidable in our own right, 
and we are not afraid of anyone.  And yet, I am concerned 
that even we may not be able to stand up to the 
concentrated military might of the American Pentagon.  
It is time to force the political officials in Washington to 
adjust their thinking.” Caldera’s eyes snapped brightly.  



 

“Politicians are all cowards.  This is history.  They have 
always been cowards, looking only to the expedient.  
Therefore, I am very much looking forward to the venture 
before us.” 

Al-Rashid returned the Colombian’s cold, mirthless 
smile.  The Yemeni spoke quietly, “I am still somewhat 
uneasy about this…ah, marriage.”  

That the marriage was, in fact, critical to the success 
of Al-Rashid’s murderous plans was immaterial.  He 
would not show himself to be either eager or needy.  It 
was important to negotiate from a superior or at least 
equal footing with the drug merchant.  It was a tricky 
play, but necessary.   

Caldera maintained his cool, but his eyes hardened 
into polished obsidian.  Miguel put his hand gently on 
the table alongside his brother’s. 

Al-Rashid continued.  “However, it serves our 
purposes well.  You sell your poison to the American 
people.  You make them your slaves, and they submit 
willingly to the chains and shackles…” Al-Rashid 
paused.  Alberto Caldera’s eyes were smoldering.  “…I kill 
the oppressors of my people.  I strike death for Allah.  I 
do not care about your cocaine, for the tons of it that you 
may lose to the ocean or to the police.  I do not like you 
very much, Señor Caldera.” 

The tension in the room was crackling.  Caldera began 
to rise from his seat, and his men tensed.  Al-Rashid’s 
people did not move. 

“But,” Al-Rashid said with a disarming smile, “I like 
your style.” He paused.  “You kill the American 
slowly…and he pays you for it.”  

Al-Rashid laughed easily, seemingly unaware of the 
spring steel behind Caldera’s eyes.  “I hate Americans,” 
he continued.  “They are weak and complacent, and 



 

without character.  They walk the earth with haughty 
indifference, yet they are proving to be as controllable as 
cattle—and as easy to kill.”  

Caldera’s eyes cooled.  His mouth slowly formed a 
humorless grin.  Then he, too, laughed.  The ice was 
broken now, and everyone had his tacit permission to 
join in the laughter.  And everyone did—except Andea.   

Al-Rashid allowed himself to display another 
charming smile as he assured the Colombian, “Señor 
Caldera.  I believe we can work well together.” 

Caldera relaxed.  He steepled his fingers, feeling very 
much back in command.  “Pues, I think I like you, 
Hassan al-Rashid.  It is okay that you do not like me.  
Many people do not.  I, on the other hand, like everybody.  
They buy my drugs or they work for me, or perhaps I kill 
them.  It is of no importance—I like everybody.” 

Al-Rashid seemed not to notice the less than subtle 
threat from the smiling little Colombian, and his smile 
did not so much as twitch.  To Al-Rashid, the threats of 
the South American drug pusher were as 
inconsequential as the irritation of a desert sand flea. 

Caldera was saying, “…how you wish to proceed…” 
Al-Rashid leaned forward in his chair, his elbows on 

the wood.  “You have a stable organization in the United 
States.  You have people, and more importantly, you 
have arms and materiel, which I shall require.” 

“I can get for you anything that you want: explosives, 
weapons, electronics…” 

“I will require a capable crew of six of your best men 
in addition to the list of materials which will be supplied 
to you.  Each of your men will need a minimum of two 
valid passports and identity papers.  At least one must 
have field experience in construction, including rock 



 

blasting and drilling, and all must be scuba trained.  Can 
you do this?”   

“Naturally.” 
Al-Rashid paused.  The attention level in the room was 

elevated.  Even the security team in the adjacent room 
was hanging on to every word he uttered. 

“We will accomplish three things together.  First, we 
will generate a sizable fortune to finance our separate 
activities.  Second, we will strike a damaging blow to the 
United States, specifically New York City.  Third—and I 
must smile when I consider this—we will leave the State 
Department, the DEA, the FBI, and even the Pentagon in 
a considerable state of confusion and fear.  Fear is the 
greatest weapon.  With it, we can bring mighty nations 
to their knees.  When we have concluded our business, 
Señor Caldera, you will be able to operate with impunity 
for some time to come, and I will have a new base of 
operations.” 

Caldera brought his hands together in a single 
resounding clap.  Then another…and another.  His slow 
and deliberate applause was joined by the other 
Colombians in the room.  Al-Rashid nodded his 
appreciation.   

Caldera curtly motioned for quiet.  He said, “It is, as 
they say in the U.S., a win-win situation.  We win; you 
win.  The Yankees—they lose!” He laughed uproariously 
at his own joke, and the applause and laughter erupted 
again.   

Al-Rashid said, “The price to the Americans will be five 
billion dollars.” He waited for a few moments for the 
murmuring to subside.  “I will keep ten percent for 
planning and executing the operation.  The remainder 
will be split between our two groups.  Now, let us go to 
work on some of the particulars...” 



 

Caldera dismissed his men, motioning for only his 
brother to stay.   

Al-Rashid did likewise and indicated that Andea and 
his two security people were to go with Caldera’s men.  
They would all reunite for the evening’s festivities.   

 
In the hallway, one of Caldera’s men excused himself 

to visit the men’s room and hurried down the opulently 
appointed corridor.  Andea did the same and made her 
way toward the women’s restroom.  She seemed 
preoccupied by the events of the previous hour and the 
huge possibilities being created for her people, though 
she did not like the business arrangements at all.  She 
considered the entire enterprise an unholy marriage with 
people she intuitively disliked and distrusted.  She was 
devoted to Hassan al-Rashid as much as to her beliefs 
however, and would do her part to guarantee success.   

As she walked, something intruded on her thoughts—
a loose thread, a tiny detail that had gone all but 
unnoticed.  Something was odd, off…out of place.  She 
had been lost in her thinking about the meeting in the 
conference room, and it tugged at the edges of her 
consciousness.  As she stepped into the vestibule to the 
restrooms, she noticed the men’s room to the left, women 
to the right.  And it snapped into place. 

Caldera’s man had said he was going to the bathroom, 
but he had continued walking right past it! She had not 
been paying attention in that moment, but her general 
sense of vigilance never slept, and now her curiosity was 
aroused.  She quickly stepped out of the vestibule and 
moved rapidly to the corner in hopes of catching sight of 
the man… He was not to be seen.  Walking fast in the 
direction he had taken; she only came to the end of the 
short hallway…a bank of elevators.   



 

Now, why, she wondered, would a man take an 
elevator to go to a bathroom after walking right past one 
that was so much closer?  Her suspicions began to 
mount.  It was time to make a choice: go up or down?  
She would miss him if she chose wrong.  She pressed the 
elevator button.  The car arrived quickly; she could hear 
it rising from below.  One floor.  She stepped in and 
pushed the button for the mezzanine, one floor down.  
When the car stopped, Andea stepped quickly into the 
hallway, moving swiftly as if perhaps late for an 
appointment, her sharp eyes watching for any telltale 
movement, any sign of the man. 

There were other people on the mezzanine level, men 
and women in business suits, most carrying briefcases.  
There were a number of shops: a barbershop, a 
tobacconist, a stationer, and a coffee bar.  To her right 
was a double bank of telephones! Several were in use.  
She strolled to the coffee bar, ordered a small one with 
milk, then perched prettily on a stool, surveying the 
cluster of phones while pretending to rummage in her 
purse. 

 
 
Four thousand miles away a telephone rang in 

Washington, D.C.  Caldera’s man hunkered into the 
mezzanine phone bank, shielding himself from view, 
impatiently listening as the phone rang a second time.  It 
was a very special telephone number.  He dialed a local 
number to an exchange within blocks of the very spot 
where he stood in Bogotá, and within moments a 
telephone in the United States Capitol rang.  On the third 
ring a voice answered with a simple “Yes.”  

“Yes,” said Caldera’s man.  “I have a message for señor 
Stevens.  Arno—no, don’t interrupt.  This is very 



 

important.  Tell him it is señor Arno.  Yes, just Arno.  
Extremely urgent.  I will meet him tonight.  Tonight, at 
our usual place.  Tell him this: Caldera and Hassan al-
Rashid are working together! Caldera…and Al-
Rashid...sí—yes…working together.  When?  I do not 
know yet, but soon.  Tell him…reach señor Stevens… 
There is a plan to…” 

In Washington a senior intelligence analyst scribbled 
furiously, his mind racing at the implications of what he 
scrawled.  As he listened and talked, he quickly tapped 
numbers on a keypad to conference another number in 
Bogotá, Colombia.   

Next the analyst dialed a two-digit number on an 
interoffice speaker.  He was a portly man in a white shirt 
and tie, with a growing bald spot on his crown and a 
waistline that grew larger by the year.  Too much desk 
duty, he told himself for the thousandth time. 

He covered the telephone mouthpiece, and spoke into 
the desk mike.  “Sir, you’d better get up here.  It’s 
Bogota.”   

To Arno he said, “Stand by amigo.  The boss is 
coming.”   

In less than a minute, the analyst’s supervisor raced 
down the short hallway to join him at the console.  To 
his boss, he said, “It’s Arno… Yes, I’m sure… Stevens will 
need new orders.  We’re conferencing him in…” 

 “What the hell was Arno doing on an open line?  Why 
was he not on the scrambler?”  The supervisor was 
agitated.  “That’s what I want to know.” 

“I don’t know, sir—sounds like trouble.” 
“Could be a trap.” 
“Trap?”  Thinking.  “For Stevens?”   
“Maybe.  Damn!” The supervisor paced back and forth 

in the capacious office; one thumb pressed into his front 



 

teeth.  He turned to the duty officer.  A light blinked on 
the console.  The supervisor ignored it.    

“Walk it through with me: an open line … one jump 
only … to here!  Has to be intercepted if Caldera has a 
line in—and he almost surely does, he’ll know before the 
day is up.” Damn! It’s hot.  Shit hot! Arno just risked 
everything to get that bit of information out.  “Give me 
the phone.  Recorders’ rolling?”  The duty officer simply 
nodded affirmative.  “I’ll talk to him as long as I can.  Ask 
him questions.  We need to fill in some blanks, fast.”  

“Trap or not, boss, we’ve got to act on it.”  
“Yeah, and that’s what makes it a bitch of a snare, if 

that’s what it is.  Holy …” He ran his fingers through his 
hair.  “Look, run it through the pipe.  And get me a 
reading from Langley on it.  Get some experts to listen to 
the tape.  Also, get Stevens some backup for the meet—
just in case.  Oh, and pull the latest file on Caldera.” 

“Yes sir.  What about Stev—” 
“Keep him on the line after…brief him fully.  Tell him 

to go ahead with the meet in Bogotá tonight, but be alert 
for a possible setup.  If he has reliable backup, take some 
with him.  If he needs more help from outside, send ’em.  
It’s his call.  If there are locals he can trust, he’ll know—
we hope.  Tell him to be damn careful, and to get back to 
us asap.”  

“Right, sir.” 
“And get me Embley in New York.  Derick Embley.  Call 

Langley.  If Arno’s tip is true, this moves outside our 
purview.  State will be involved in this.  Embley will 
probably get back to you within the hour.  Sounds like 
trouble.  Embley said it was coming.  As though New 
York needed any more of that!”  He took a deep breath.  
“Give me the phone.”  
  



 

Chapter Seven 
 
 
St.  Petersburg, Russia 
 

pring had not yet come, and the air carried a 
stubbornly insistent bite.  Overhead, the limbs 
of the trees made a faint, brittle clatter in the 

chill breeze that blew through St.  Petersburg as Alexei 
Mikhailovsky walked briskly along.  His head was 
hunched down between his shoulders—the posture born 
of a life steeped in penetrating cold.  The cold of Siberia, 
of a small city called Tomsk.  The caution and edgy 
worries of the Cold War. 

At one time not so very long ago, Alexei Mikhailovsky 
had been a powerful man, one of the most feared in all 
the Soviet Union and, therefore, in all the world.  His 
thick coal-black hair had been his trademark, the 
symbol of a sort of wild strength.  He was a general in 
the army of the USSR, and though he kept his hair 
unmilitarily long, this small failing was never mentioned, 
for who would dare to trim the mane of the Lion of 
Tomsk?   

Under his control had been thousands of his mighty 
nation’s nuclear weapons.  His had been the hand on the 
button, no matter what those in the Kremlin had told the 
Western world, and fortunately for the world, his was not 
the hand of a madman.  He had scrupulously watched 
over his destructive “children,” as he jealously regarded 
them and it had never been his desire, not even in his 
most secret fantasies, to see them used for their ultimate 
purpose.  The Lion was dedicated to his country.  It had 
merely been an unfortunate fact that the controls over 
those terrifying weapons had never been as closely 
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monitored as Western leaders had been so sanguinely 
assured.   

Mikhailovsky held it as a point of personal pride that 
other than the Soviet premiers, each in their turn, he had 
been the only man in the entire country with such power.  
He had been respected—no, revered—for his had been 
the other hand, invisibly holding the nuclear tiller of the 
nation.  And it had all been taken away in the space of 
less than a decade.   

As he walked along on this bright, cold morning, he 
looked neither right nor left.  He was in a hurry, but he 
also knew that he was not being watched—there was 
simply no longer any reason to watch him.  His 
government had ceased to care about him.  Once the 
disarmament process had gotten fully underway, 
bureaucrats moved onto his small base, and he quickly 
found himself superfluous.  His calm, confident hand 
was no longer needed to guard the control panels that 
could rain devastation on the enemies of his nation.  In 
fact, his nation itself was no more.  His beloved USSR 
was nothing more than a loose collection of mutually 
mistrustful independent states, and his frightening 
radioactive children were now scattered across these 
states, held in the most porous of facilities. 

For a short time, he had seen the occasional tail as 
KGB, or what was left of it in its reincarnation as the 
FSB, had kept track of his movements, but their efforts 
were dispirited at best.  He was above—or, more 
accurately, below—any real suspicion, and he knew it.  
They all knew it.  What they all did not know was that he 
had stolen six nuclear bombs from his own stockpiles a 
month before the ax fell.  They had been safely stored for 
years—as safely as they could be—and would soon be 



 

sold on the black market for more millions than he would 
ever need.   

Mikhailovsky found himself marveling once again at 
the ease with which he had justified taking an action that 
would have been unconscionably treasonous when he 
wore the uniform.  The line of thought had proved 
deceptively simple: He was not stealing from his beloved 
country, for his country no longer existed; he was simply 
taking from those traitors who had destroyed it—stealing 
what they could never hope to truly control.  His new 
“leaders” had rejected him, casting him aside along with 
his decades of faithful service, like yesterday’s fish 
wrapper.  He was no longer needed, his expertise no 
longer a vital necessity of the state.  No.  Stealing from 
them had proved easy indeed, both morally and 
practically.   

He remembered the frantic days surrounding the fall 
of the Wall in Berlin, and Gorbachev’s courage against 
those who sought to overthrow him.  General Alexei 
Mikhailovsky had watched the proceedings unfold with 
interest but without alarm.  His country would go on; it 
was simply too big and too powerful to splinter.  The 
great bear was not to be declawed and muzzled; it simply 
could not happen.  And yet, it had happened.   

Then one day General Mikhailovsky had looked up 
from his desk and stood to greet a delegation of men from 
the United Nations.  They, accompanied by political 
representatives of his government, had informed him 
that all the weapons under his command were to be 
dismantled and “rendered forever inoperable,” which was 
their euphemism for “chopped into pieces and melted 
down as scrap metal.” 

All except the warheads, of course.  These, too, were 
to be dismantled, although disposing of the “pit,” as the 



 

plutonium core was called, was not such a simple 
matter.  These cores would ultimately be collected and 
destroyed, though that was a matter for further 
negotiation.  In the meantime, the missiles themselves 
and the warhead casings were to be disassembled.   

The pit of the atomic device was actually quite small, 
slightly larger than an American Florida grapefruit.  It 
was critically important that this ball of highly processed 
plutonium be encased in a perfectly round sphere, the 
tolerances of which were measured in thousandths of a 
millimeter.  This core was then surrounded by a turtle 
shell of explosive charges, each segment of the shell a 
carefully shaped charge designed to focus the power of 
the explosion inward, toward the grapefruit’s precise 
center.  It was this implosion that created the critical 
mass, generating the splitting of plutonium atoms that, 
once started, could not be stopped.  What began as a 
mere pop, hardly large enough to destroy a small 
building, would expand rapidly in a runaway chain 
reaction of released energy that would instantly blind 
anyone viewing it from ten miles away and would even 
more instantly obliterate anyone and anything within 
one to three miles of the spot where that grapefruit 
unmade itself.   

Each pit was inordinately heavy, plutonium being a 
very dense substance, quite a bit heavier than gold, for 
instance, or even lead.  The grapefruits under General 
Mikhailovsky’s watch had weighed about sixty pounds 
each, each one at least five times as powerful as the 
plutonium bomb dropped on Nagasaki, Japan, by the 
U.S.  Army Air Corps.  And it was possible to carry any 
one of them in a portable case. 

The general turned a corner, stepping carefully over a 
section of sidewalk concrete buckled upward by a tree 



 

root.  Out of long-bred habit, he glanced behind him as 
he turned…no one.  No vans with smoked-glass windows 
parked anywhere in sight.  No shuffling bums or 
babushkas trundling along with arms full of whatever 
would make them look convincing.  Still, he had an 
innate distrust of a clear trail, and he quickly stepped off 
the sidewalk into a darkened doorway and disappeared 
into the shadow.  He stood there without moving, not 
even to look at his watch…waiting. 

People walked by; a couple of vehicles passed.  Not one 
person cast so much as a glance in his direction.  There 
were no searching eyes.  No hurried steps of followers in 
search of quarry.  After nearly fifteen minutes, he 
stepped back out onto the sidewalk and continued on his 
way, satisfied.   

In the distance, the beet-shaped spire of an ancient 
Russian Orthodox church reached high into the gray 
sky.  The church was openly active again and full of 
worshipers.  He shrugged.  Let them pray.  In St.  
Petersburg, Sunday was a good day to make contact.   

The general had been pleased to discover the Internet 
late in his life.  When his country had begun to fall apart, 
all his old apparatus had suddenly become suspect, 
possibly compromised.  He could not use any of his old 
friends from the old days.  FSB in its former embodiment, 
the KGB, had been the indisputable spy lord in all the 
world, but the Russian army had always maintained a 
very viable intelligence organization of its own.  It had 
mostly been used to keep track of the KGB, just as the 
KGB had kept track of the army.   

The Internet had provided the general with a solution 
after everything came apart.  It was like that absurd 
nursery rhyme about the egg-man who broke into many 
pieces after a fall from high atop the czar’s wall.  Alexei 



 

had never made any sense of it, even as a child.  Why, 
he had wondered, would an egg-man be so foolhardy as 
to sit on a wall of rock in the first place?  Finding no 
answer, he had rejected the nursery rhyme as 
meaningless—until he found himself nearing the age of 
sixty and surrounded by the broken eggshell shards of 
his own life and career. 

Though he was thousands of miles from Tomsk and 
far from Chelyabinsk and other secret sites in the Urals, 
and the forests not far from the Kremlin, he knew what 
was there: thousands of atomic bomb pits, stored in 
wood-and-steel buildings.  Sheds, really.  These 
buildings were surrounded by barbed wire and guarded 
by dispirited, underpaid, and unmotivated troops.  From 
time to time dozens, sometimes hundreds, of pits were 
moved from one shed to another.   

General Alexei Mikhailovsky smiled.  The only real 
safeguard had been the ledger.  It was a simple, thick 
ledger, like an accountant’s book of ciphers.  
Handwritten entries recorded the comings and goings of 
all personnel.  He himself had frequently participated in 
the movement of pits from the storage sheds to large 
railroad car pallets, where they were transported for 
ultimate destruction under United Nations observation.  
No one had ever questioned the general’s count of bomb 
pits.   

It had been the simplest of things.  A miscount, if it 
were even discovered, would result in absolutely nothing, 
because the simple but generally unknown fact was that 
no one could even guarantee that the original count had 
ever been correct.   

Six pits.  Six nuclear weapon cores.  All they needed 
were relatively simple timing and triggering mechanisms.  



 

He was arranging for delivery of one such core to a buyer 
this very Sunday morning.   

Again, he was thankful for the advent of the Internet.  
At the end of his career, when the bureaucrats had taken 
over and the Kremlin’s hints could no longer be ignored, 
he had been left with no more than three people whose 
word could be absolutely trusted.  One was his son, 
Victor.  Another was his precious Katrina, his wife of 
thirty-eight years.  The third trustworthy was Igor 
Smilovich, a retired colonel.  Smilovich had become one 
of the youngest colonels in Russian history because he 
was a genius.  His particular genius was focused on 
microprocessors.  Had he been given the facilities and 
support to be found in the United States, Smilovich 
would never have left Russia.  Mikhailovsky was 
convinced that the Cold War might have turned out quite 
differently had he stayed.  It was also true that the only 
thing Smilovich had taken with him when he left Russia 
was his deep friendship with the Lion of Tomsk. 

“Defection” was not a nice word, and the general chose 
not to use it.  His old friend had prudently decided to 
leave a sinking ship before it dragged him down with it.  
In so doing, Smilovich had found ample opportunities to 
thrive in the research department of Cornell University’s 
ultrahigh-technology laboratories.  He had quickly 
passed muster with the U.S.  Defense and State 
Departments.  In fact, they were eager to see what his 
mind, unleashed in an environment of relative freedom, 
might produce. 

For recreation, Smilovich seemed always to be playing, 
or “surfing,” as they called it, on the Internet.  It had been 
a simple matter for him to set up a secure Internet 
server, accessible from any computer in the world.  The 
server was actually nothing more than a computer the 



 

size of a small telephone book, screwed into a vertical 
rack of similar computers in one of the university’s 
computer labs.  Cornell had been one of the progenitors 
of the Internet, when the Web was nothing more than an 
egghead’s invention to make communication between 
government, military, and educational institutions easier 
and less cumbersome.  There were so many lines in that 
lab an extra cluster was a simple thing to arrange.   

The general smiled to himself as he remembered.  
Smilovich had not even had to sneak another line into 
the lab; he had simply allocated a portion of bandwidth 
to his server, which was identified within the massive 
Internet system simply by a number, and just like that, 
Smilovich had his own personal Internet gateway.   

General Mikhailovsky walked easily up the wooden 
steps to an old but well-kept apartment building.  Inside, 
he climbed two flights to arrive at a nondescript wooden 
door, which he rapped on twice. 

A woman nearly as tall as he, with dark-blond hair, 
opened the door.  She kissed him briefly and, without 
conversation, closed the door behind him.   

As the Lion of Tomsk buried his nose with more 
emotion than usual in her thick blond mane, he allowed 
himself to remember the recent reception.  It had been 
one of the few times Yana Gurina was ever seen with him 
at any kind of official function, even though dalliances of 
powerful men with young and beautiful women were a 
thing to be expected.  She had come to him to whisper in 
his ear as he stood in a huge room of the rambling dacha.  
He was regaling old comrades who no longer cared, and 
their wives or lovers, with stories of the old days.  The 
muted music, soft lighting, and clink of glasses belied 
the decay into which his country was rapidly sinking.  



 

She was a delightful distraction and he excused himself 
from the conversation. 

“There is a man who wishes to meet you,” Yana Gurina 
had whispered.  “To praise you, I think.”  

He had looked beyond her to the impeccably dressed 
Arab with the sharp nose and the smile of a viper.  He 
had been expecting the man.  The presence of Hassan al-
Rashid in the midst of so many Russian dignitaries 
impressed even the old Lion.  He knew that if Al-Rashid 
should be identified, there were generals in the room who 
would quickly trade him for mere brownie points with 
any number of Western nations whose financial favors 
they craved.   

Al-Rashid expertly melded into a new group of 
sycophants working their way into the venerable old 
general’s presence.  Pleasantries were exchanged and 
immediately forgotten as hands were shaken and the 
measure of men was taken in the grasp.  The general had 
reached to take the hand of Hassan al-Rashid, surprised 
at how slender it was and yet how powerful.  But it was 
Al-Rashid’s eyes that held his own piercing gaze—black, 
obsidian eyes shining without warmth or emotion.  An 
almost primal curiosity seemed to reside in them, waiting 
there with cruel hungers unsated. 

Al-Rashid said, “You were involved in the Indian 
campaign against Pakistan some years back, were you 
not?  A marvelous display of courage and leadership.”  

The general nodded, pleased at the public mention of 
it, even though it was a prearranged signal.  That it was 
a new topic to the small group of flatterers only piqued 
them to further questions and pleas for yet another 
story.  He smiled at the Yemeni. 

“Yes.  But there were times when the terrain 
threatened to ruin everything for us all.  We only 



 

narrowly escaped detection that first night, as we moved 
in.”  

And just like that, the deal was done.  Hassan al-
Rashid had made the first of what were to be several 
nuclear weapon purchases.  “Yes” was the general’s 
green light, his signal to Al-Rashid that everything was 
in order.  “No” would have indicated a problem of some 
kind with the transaction or delivery plans.  But yes, it 
was.  And his mention of “terrain” as opposed to 
“weather” as a complicating factor told Al-Rashid that 
delivery would be made over land.  Transport after that 
was Al-Rashid’s problem.  Payment would be made in 
advance, of course, or the delivery would not occur. 

General Mikhailovsky suspected that after delivery a 
container ship would take the suitcase bomb into an 
American port and that delivery would be handled by 
routine ground shipping service, blissfully unaware of 
their terrible cargo.  It was well known that the American 
Department of Homeland Security could inspect only a 
small fraction of the millions of containers that flowed 
into the nation’s ports each week, and only the busiest 
ports had radiation detectors in operation.  Getting the 
first bomb into the United States would be easy enough.  
The others would be more difficult. 

 
  



 

Chapter Eight 
  

rno felt lucky.  He would not be considered a tall 
man in any country except, perhaps, certain 
parts of the Congo Basin and the Kalahari 

Desert.  He felt very tall though, and proud.  He knew 
that his work for his own government would one day 
result in a safer, saner Colombia.  His family had farmed 
his country’s fertile earth for many years and, like many 
other poor farm families, had become involved in the 
illegal cocaine trade nearly twenty years back.  Many of 
his cousins had died or been killed in the violence that 
always seemed to attend the business of the coca leaf, 
but there was more money in it than in lesser crops.  
While it would not ever be possible to become wealthy by 
cultivating the coca bush, at least it afforded his family 
a living. 

Secretly, he had loved his sweet Pilar.  Her strict 
Catholic parents would never have approved of their 
relationship because of the taboo crop he grew.  They 
had kept their love hidden from the world and from their 
families.  He would meet her in the night, in the fields 
near his modest home.  The moon would cast its blessing 
on them as they walked together amid the soft 
cacophony of the crickets and katydids and tree frogs.  
The moon bathed them in its gentle light as they made 
love together among the sweet-smelling grasses of the 
hillsides around their village.  Their lovemaking was 
ardent, yet gentle, always seeking to give more than to 
take.  She was the most beautiful flower in all the selva, 
and to be touched by her was to walk intoxicated until 
their next meeting. 

One day Alberto and Miguel Caldera had happened 
upon their tiny village in one of their small truck 
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convoys.  Arno’s darling Pilar had been working in the 
narrow yard beside her family’s small home.  She had 
knelt to help a small boy who had fallen from his 
ramshackle bicycle, her simple cotton dress doing little 
to hide her lissome beauty.   

The brothers Miguel and Alberto had spotted her in 
virtually the same instant.  Each had murmured, 
“Madre!” struck as they were by her innocent, ripe 
beauty.  Each had sought to claim her, arguing over who 
had seen her first.  It was like a game to them.  Together 
they had stood, one at each soft shoulder of Arno’s 
precious Pilar, and they had put the question to her.  
Which one would it be?  Alberto?  Or Miguel? 

She had struggled to get away.   
They had laughed.  The men on the trucks had 

laughed.  Alberto cupped one of her breasts and 
squeezed her nipple through the simple cloth.  She cried 
out in pain and public humiliation.  Miguel smiled, 
reached down with one hand and cupped her pubis with 
one hand as though to claim her.  She recoiled with 
disgust, pulled away, and spat on the ground at his feet.   

Miguel slapped Pilar hard.  With nonchalance, he 
slapped her again, open-handed, three times in rapid 
succession, stunning her into tearful silence.  Then, with 
a nod from Alberto, she had been thrown screaming, 
without ceremony, into the back of a Jeep and the convoy 
had driven away in a cloud of dust, gravel and the 
guffaws of the cartel soldiers on the trucks.   

The next day Pilar’s body was found.  She had been 
tied to a tree, her clothes ripped, draped in tatters on her 
body.  Her mouth had been bruised, her lips smashed, 
her nose broken.  The evidence of the murderous gang 
rape was inescapable.  Small rivulets of semen and blood 
ran between her legs, down to her knees.  She had been 



 

killed, mercifully in the end, by a single bullet through 
one eye.  The Caldera brothers had never even known 
her name. 

No one had ever known of Arno’s love for Pilar, and 
since that day, his life had been dedicated to a private 
crusade of trying to hurt the Caldera empire, quietly and 
in every way possible.  It was his plan to continue 
working his way up in the organization until one day he 
could destroy it by his own hands, and bring about the 
slow and agonizing deaths of Alberto and Miguel Caldera. 

And so, though not a physically imposing man, Arno 
felt tall indeed.  He knew that his work had recently cost 
the Calderas hundreds of millions of dollars along the 
American coastline, and he smiled briefly at the thought.  
Still, he must be careful.   

 
And so, it was with furtive care that as he spoke into 

the mouthpiece and answered as best he could the last 
briefing questions of the distant Yankee voices.  He 
peered around the clutch of telephones, and his heart 
skipped a beat.  It was the woman—the one with the 
árabe! She walked from the coffee shop, and leaned 
against a nearby column, a cigarette between her fingers.  
Arno slowly let his breath out.  Good, she was looking 
the other way! He cut the connection.   

Quickly but quietly, he backed away from the phone 
bank, putting distance between himself and the woman.  
At the elevator bay, he risked another glance.  Good.  He 
could see smoke coming from other side of the column.  
He was safe! She gave no sign of having seen him.  He 
sprinted up the stairway lest the elevator bell give him 
away. 

Arno rejoined the others and quickly inserted himself 
into the conversation with the rest of Caldera’s security 



 

team.  Then, everyone walked to the parking lot, where 
Caldera had three long, black armored SUV limousines 
waiting.  They contented themselves with idle chatter, 
finding no language barrier, thanks to the Arabs’ fluency 
in English. 

A few minutes later the woman, Andea, joined them, 
too, walking down the short stairway from the bank with 
long, practiced strides.  Every man there turned to look 
at her, for she was a singularly striking woman.  Arno 
looked at her with special interest, watching her eyes 
most carefully, alert for any sign that she might have 
suspicions, but she seemed not to be aware of his gaze—
or anyone else’s for that matter.  He began to relax again.   

Within minutes the Caldera brothers, accompanied by 
Al-Rashid and Dahvi, walked out of the bank building.  
The Calderas nodded to passersby in the street and 
paused to shake the hand of a man on his way into the 
bank. 

As they drew near, Alberto said, “Are we ready, my 
friends?  I hope so.  I have a most entertaining evening 
planned for us all.  Fine food, fine music—the fellowship 
of friends, and spectacular scenery from my humble 
villa, just out of town.” With a sweeping gesture, he 
indicated the limos.  “Please, accompany us.” 

As Caldera spoke, Al-Rashid pulled Andea close to 
him, his arm around her waist.  He was smiling broadly, 
clearly pleased with the progress of the meeting.  He 
kissed her in a proprietary way, and she leaned close and 
whispered into his ear.  Arno kept his eyes on them both, 
still watching for any sign of undue interest in him.  But 
there was none.  Al-Rashid did not even glance in his 
direction, instead putting his head back in delighted 
laughter at whatever private joke Andea had whispered 



 

to him.  They got into the lead limousine with the Caldera 
brothers and one driver. 

Arno sat in the second car with Abdul bin Dahvi and 
one of the hard-eyed Arab security men, plus one of 
Caldera’s people.  The rest of the group brought up the 
rear in the third car.  The entourage drove confidently 
and swiftly through the outskirts of town.  As the city 
thinned, the jungle thickened.  The majesty of the 
mountain forest grew denser and more pristine with 
every mile, looming above them in all its primal green 
depth.  The limousines seemed to disappear into the 
canopied shadows only to reappear from time to time as 
they sped up the mountain road to the compound 
situated on the summit.  The Calderas’ “humble villa” 
was more than merely a mansion at the top of a hill.  It 
was a huge expanse of landscaped groves and gardens 
and five magnificent mansions, each with its own 
collection of support staff residences and other 
outbuildings. 

The compound covered thousands of acres, several 
hundred of it cultivated and managed jungle.  It served 
as a buffer between the Calderas and the rest of the 
world.  No one visited the compound without a specific 
personal invitation.  The primary area was some two 
hundred acres of rambling lawns, small stands of trees, 
beautiful gardens, and, of course, the mansions and 
auxiliary buildings. 

Hidden among the other hundreds of acres, a private 
airstrip had been cut into the jungle beyond the main 
compound.  The asphalt was eighty feet wide and more 
than five thousand feet long.  Fuel tanks were buried, a 
pumping station at midfield alongside the single long 
hangar.  The hangar totaled more than sixty thousand 
square feet of climate-controlled floor space, and a crew 



 

of three full-time maintenance technicians was on duty 
to make sure that the Calderas’ small fleet of aircraft was 
always ready to go at a moment’s notice.  Visiting aircraft 
were also accorded the finest of care while on the Caldera 
compound, since only the most trusted associates were 
ever allowed to make use of the well-lit airstrip.   

The entire complex was surrounded by modern 
security, both seen and unseen.  There were highly 
visible cameras mounted on fences, and dogs on patrol 
and guards with guns at the gates.  There was also a very 
sophisticated interconnected network of infrared sensors 
and sonic and seismic detectors strategically placed 
throughout the outer grounds.  The sensors served as 
the nerve endings of a computerized brain that 
maintained an awareness of the precise status of the 
wide-ranging acreage.  The security net, arranged in 
concentric rings, was monitored by a small group of 
American-trained experts in a fortified underground 
facility.   

If Colombian troops should try to position themselves 
quietly for a surreptitious approach through the 
surrounding jungle, the attempt would certainly fail.  If 
troops crossed the outer perimeter, their very footsteps 
would be detected.  Caldera’s security people would even 
have a fair estimation of troop strength as they moved 
closer.  Long before the troops were in position, Caldera’s 
people would be ready.  Hidden explosives could be 
activated by remote control, funneling panicked young 
soldiers into killing zones, to be obliterated by claymore 
mines and heavy machine gun fire. 

The limos crunched to a stop on the long, circular 
driveway of imported white paving stones, and the men 
stepped out of the comfortable automobiles.  Caldera 
gestured to the group to approach, and with a grand 



 

gesture he beckoned his visitors to take in the sweeping 
vista before them.  It was undeniably magnificent.  From 
the top of the mountain, the verdant forest canopy 
stretched out in rippling tiers for many miles, down the 
deep, green valley and across to neighboring mountains.  
Far below, filling in most of one valley and dotting the 
adjacent hillsides, was the contrasting assemblage of 
wealth and poverty known as Bogotá.   

Caldera smiled broadly; his arms wide.  “Again, 
welcome to my country.  This is my quiet country home.  
There are only two rules here: Please do not wander 
around without a guide.  And we would prefer that before 
you make use of any of the telephones, you let someone 
know lest anyone respond with unnecessary enthusiasm 
or inquisitiveness.  I regret the necessity, but you should 
know that while you are free to make use of the 
telephones, all calls are automatically recorded.  It is an 
inconvenience to privacy but, I am sorry to say, 
unavoidable.  You see, there are no secrets here.” He 
made a sweeping gesture with his arm.  “The telephone 
is a wonderful device.  It can be used to bridge long 
distances between relatives… friends.”  

He turned to face Arno.  “And, yes, sometimes even 
our enemies.”  

Arno felt the unmistakable touch of steel to the back 
of his neck, which caused the hair of his scalp to prickle.  
He could feel his ears move. 

Caldera continued.  “All my employees know my rules.  
And the use of a telephone so soon after a business 
meeting is frowned upon.” He paused, and his smile held 
no warmth.  “Arno, Arno, my friend.  My dear, trusted 
compadre, I must ask.  I must ask even though it is an 
interruption of our delightful evening together: whom did 
you call from the bank today?”   



 

“Alberto…señor Caldera, I—” 
“It is of no consequence.  Relax, my dear Arno.  I am 

sure you will tell me.  For the moment, go with Ramón to 
the bunker.  I will join you shortly.” 

Arno felt weak, as though his bones had turned to 
something light and porous and insubstantial.  With 
calm clarity, he realized that he would not live through 
the night and that his passing would be enormously 
unpleasant.  He feared death as any man did.  The 
second emotion, though, the one that quickly followed 
the icy fear that crept into his joints, caught him by 
surprise. 

It was the sudden knowledge that he would not be able 
to have his revenge.  This, more than the thought of an 
impending and lingering death, threatened to make him 
physically ill.  He could feel the cold knot in his stomach 
all the way through to his lower back, and his bowels felt 
soft inside.  Arno felt an almost overwhelming despair 
sweep over him, and then, curiously it began to fade 
away.  He found that what he most wanted in the end 
was to understand why.   

“Alberto…” His voice sounded raspy and alien to his 
own ears.   

Caldera turned.  “Yes?  There is something you wish 
to say to me?” 

“No…to ask.  Please.  To ask.” 
Caldera nodded.   
“Do you remember Pilar?” 
“Pilar?”  Caldera could not remember.   
“Yes.  Pilar.  A young peasant girl from the village of 

San Bartolo.  A beautiful girl.”  
“No, I do not think…” He motioned to Miguel.  “What 

village is he talking about?”   
Miguel shrugged; he neither knew nor cared.   



 

“She was not yet eighteen, Alberto.” 
“What girl is this?”  Caldera was truly perplexed.   
Arno was stunned as he realized for the first time just 

how monumental was the arrogance of the cocaine king.  
Pilar simply did not exist for Caldera.  Perhaps it was the 
inconsequence of it that did it for Arno, or perhaps it was 
the inexorable need to make one last effort. 

There was no warning.  Suddenly Arno sprang for the 
man who had killed his gentle Pilar.  Maniacal fingers 
found Caldera’s throat, and together the two men fell to 
the ground.  Though Caldera was the more powerful 
man, he could not wrest the frenzied grip of the doomed 
Arno from his throat.  It took long seconds for Miguel to 
step forward.  He brought the butt of his semiautomatic 
pistol down hard; it opened Arno’s scalp, and blood 
began to flow.  Arno groaned and shook his head.  He 
continued to squeeze as hard as possible through the 
growing red-gray fog.  Caldera’s face was turning red; his 
eyes bulged, and there was alarm in them.  Miguel swung 
again, and the flat of the gun swacked loudly.  It was 
enough.   

Arno crumpled on top of Caldera; his fingers relaxed 
their grip.  Miguel kicked Arno to the side and then 
leaned forward to help his brother up. 

Alberto Caldera still gasped for breath, and the air 
made a ragged sound like that of thick paper tearing.  He 
took the pistol from Miguel and aimed it at the face of the 
man on the ground, his finger tensed on the trigger.   

Hassan al-Rashid spoke quickly, with quiet force.  
“Alberto, wait.  We do not yet know what damage he has 
caused.” 

Arno was beginning to come around, groaning in pain.  
In a few moments he would be sick at his stomach from 
the blow to his head and he would require assistance to 



 

walk.  Only in the movies was the hero knocked out, only 
to wake up alert and ready to take on the amassed 
legions of hell single-handed.   

Caldera looked with blinking difficulty through the 
haze of his rage and saw his own outstretched hand with 
the gun.  He looked around him.  Slowly he was able to 
recognize the face of his new business associate, Hassan 
al-Rashid, and sanity slowly seeped back into his eyes.  
Then, as if by the flip of a switch, his matter-of-fact calm 
returned.  He spoke, his voice unnaturally calm though 
a bit hoarse.   

“You are right, Hassan.  We should have our curiosity 
satisfied first.” 

Calmly dropping the aim of his pistol from Arno’s face, 
he shot his left kneecap instead.  The bullet shattered 
the knee, and tiny flecks of blood and bone and cartilage 
spattered those standing nearby.  Arno screamed, then 
screamed again as Alberto stepped on the knee.  Caldera 
ground his foot into the ruined joint, and the scream 
stopped as Arno passed out from the pain. 

Caldera squatted and calmly waited for him to come 
around; it took less than a minute.  Arno felt himself 
rising through a molasses-thick sea of pain into full, 
excruciating consciousness.  Alberto Caldera’s face was 
inches from his own.   

Caldera’s eyes narrowed only slightly as he spoke.  
“Take him to the room,” he said.  “We will need a quiet 
place.”  

Caldera smiled tightly, and as Arno looked into that 
smile, he felt the strength again drain from his body.  He 
had not been trained by the American drug agency for 
this eventuality, and for the first time he understood the 
real and exorbitantly high price of the game he had 
played.  He had survived for many months, in fact years, 



 

purely on the emotion of vengeance and blind luck.  But 
torture was something that had always happened to 
other people in his country, people who were not as 
smart as he, not as quick or as lucky.  But today he 
would be the one not so quick or so lucky.  His head hurt 
where he had been clubbed, and his shattered knee 
defined anew the concept of agony.  Arno’s rolling 
stomach felt ready to heave its contents.  His body shook 
from trauma and panicked anticipation, and for the first 
time in his life, he knew terror.  He could feel its icy 
tendrils stretching like fingers through his mind, his 
heart, and all the way down in his bowels.  He feared that 
he might lose control of them and soil himself, and he 
tried to draw himself up against the galloping cancer of 
his fear.   

Worst of all, he knew already that he would tell 
Caldera everything.  He would tell him anything to 
mitigate the pain that would soon be inflicted on him.  
And he also knew that the telling would not be enough. 

 
  



 

Chapter Nine 
 

cross the street from the Gurina woman’s 
apartment, two men sat well back, behind the 
curtains of a small window, beyond the view of the 

curious.  They quietly made note of the general’s arrival.  
There had been no need to follow him, though his 
progress had been monitored by others.  His apparent 
dalliance with the woman had been recorded in weeks 
past, and once the general direction of Mikhailovsky’s 
walk was evident, it was merely a matter of noting his 
progress.   

Anatoly Gilewski, a Latvian by birth, couldn’t help a 
little private smile.  The general had even ducked into the 
same doorway, used on two earlier occasions, in an effort 
to spot his tail.  The old guy was definitely slipping.  No, 
amend that.  He had never truly been an intelligence 
operative and so could not be blamed for falling short in 
areas of field craft.   

Glancing at the American who sat perched on the stool 
beside him, Gilewski wondered privately how much the 
Americans truly knew about the general.  This new era 
of cooperation was a real pain in the ass, but he could 
play the game—in fact, he enjoyed it.  In the old days it 
had always been a careful, deadly game, like tracking a 
tiger in the bush.  A tiger that knows it is being tracked 
may abruptly turn the tables and begin to hunt.  
Distance, speed, the lay of the land, the very temperature 
of the grass—it all figured in.   

This was different.  Now there was friendship.  So, they 
called it, anyway.  From Cold War to detente, to the end 
of the wall, to capitulation.  How could he ever call the 
American his friend?  It was just a new kind of duplicity.  
During the past couple of months, he had made a sort of 
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diversion of playing with the tiger inside this new cage of 
so-called freedom.  Close enough to touch, and it was 
always wise to be mindful of the teeth.   

 
Walker Van Gordon watched quietly as Gilewski 

brushed his blunt fingertips through his short, bristly 
black hair.  It was a habit Gilewski had when perplexed 
or otherwise working through a troubling thought or 
problem.  The man was built like a fire plug, and though 
he looked to be pushing fifty and perhaps a few years 
past his working prime, Van Gordon knew that the 
appearance was deceptive.  The Latvian was an 
enormously powerful man who could probably run 
through your standard interior house wall, and Walker 
van Gordon well knew the quiet strength in the hands of 
this man he had come to call Andy.  It was the only way 
he could think to shorten “Anatoly.” Back in New Jersey, 
when Walker was a kid, they shortened everything: Regis 
to Reej, Alexander to Alex or even just Al, Kevin lopped 
off to just Kev.  Heck, some of his friends even tried to 
call him Walk, Wal, Wally.  Anyway, Anatoly, Andy, didn’t 
seem to mind.   

Walker Van Gordon marveled at the Latvian.  The 
man’s mind knew no straight lines, just branching 
avenues and labyrinthine corridors.  He thought in 
layers, one superimposed on another, but also 
interwoven, like multicolored organza.  Light shone 
through, but it wasn’t the light that was important; it 
was the pattern in the ever-changing weave.  Walker 
shook his head briefly.  It was enough to make a man 
tired.   

Walker Van Gordon came from the new crop of CIA 
agents.  His mind was well ordered and tended toward 
an allegiance to things computerized.  He trusted the 



 

exhaustive capacity of Langley’s electronic memory 
banks to maintain all the tiny atoms of information that 
could prove important.  He knew that the key was to be 
able to extract the right bits when needed and to know 
what to provide in the way of input.  Garbage begat 
garbage, to paraphrase the adage.  Walker prided himself 
on being able to recognize good information hidden 
inside whole heaps of data trash.  It was his way of 
making sure that the Agency had the best possible 
chance of analyzing situations for the all-important 
intelligence briefings that helped guide the nation’s 
foreign policy.   

Van Gordon was tall though not gangly.  His agile body 
was well trained in four distinct lineages of martial arts, 
and he was tactically qualified in a wide array of small 
arms and could recite without difficulty the fire rate and 
capabilities of virtually every weapon sold, both legally 
and illegally, by arms dealers around the world.  He had 
never shot anyone in his life, and his last physical 
altercation had been with a rival for a girl’s affections in 
college.  He had won that fight, though not by much—an 
experience that convinced him of the potential benefits 
of jujitsu and careful diplomacy.   

His looks were average, not striking in any way—
seemingly a prerequisite for Agency employment.  He was 
considered by women neither homely nor handsome; he 
was okay, a nice enough fellow.  Oh, how he had wanted 
to be dashing and handsome.  He had yearned for the 
eager attentions of beautiful women, but alas, those 
attracted to him had been much like him: okay, nice 
enough.   

It had been his boyhood fantasy to become a secret 
agent.  A spy, a real cloak-and-dagger man.  But in this 
too, reality had proved disappointing.  Like most people 



 

in the Agency, he was of above-average intelligence, and 
his scores on the application tests were sufficient.  He 
had been hired.  But his secret visions of staring danger 
in the face and performing valiant deeds of derring-do 
were not to be.  Instead, he found himself spending long 
hours in research computer rooms, trying to make sense 
of interminable piles of drily written reports from field 
agents who seemed more intent on filling their sheets 
with meaningless or poorly researched factoids than 
offering well-computed conclusions.  And so, he had set 
about to make sure that his analyses drew logical 
conclusions from the flood of random information.   

As it happened, he had been proven correct a number 
of times.  True, he had also made his share of mistakes, 
but by the early two thousands the Agency had begun to 
revel in its rare successes, and so he became a kind of 
low-magnitude rising star.   

It became possible for Walker van Gordon to request 
reassignments and to expect to have them granted.  He 
asked for a field assignment in the former Soviet bloc, 
and since there was such a dearth of information coming 
from old Cold War territory, his request was quickly 
granted.   

 
Walker leaned back on his stool, placing the lens cover 

back on the Canon.  He stretched, feeling his back pop 
at least twice.  It was a good feeling.  He got up, reaching 
high to the left…to the right.  “Unhh,” he grunted.   

Anatoly Gilewski scratched his head again.  “What 
time is it?”   

“Ten fifty-two,” said Van Gordon.   
“He’s early.”  
“Earlier than last time, you mean.”  
“Yes.  I mean earlier than last time.” 



 

“So…think it means anything?”   
Gilewski seemed to ponder this briefly.  “No, probably 

not.  You’re right, I’m sure.”  
Van Gordon never registered that he had not yet 

offered any opinion about whether General 
Mikhailovsky’s early arrival denoted anything important.  
It was easy, therefore, to decide that there was nothing 
important in it.  He had formed no opinion and so was 
directed by Andy’s response to his question, the subtle 
manipulation entirely lost on him.   

“I gotta take a leak…” Van Gordon turned toward the 
apartment’s short hallway.  “Be right back.”  

Gilewski grinned to himself.   
Van Gordon was silently irritated by the Latvian.  The 

man could sit without moving for hours on end.  Never 
seemed to tire, never complained of stiffness.  He seemed 
to take a piss only whenever the opportunity presented 
itself rather than when nature surely should have made 
its demands.  It just wasn’t right; the man was not real.  
And yet he was, of course—just a man like any other.  
And a rather old-fashioned, unimpressive one at that, 
Van Gordon thought.  Gilewski didn’t seem to know 
much about computers or peripherals or even the 
Internet, and this was the twenty-first century, for 
Christ’s sake.  Van Gordon shook off and returned to the 
living room.  If the general proved true to form, he’d be 
leaving the apartment in two to three hours—he and 
Andy could relax for now.   

 
 
The general shrugged out of his heavy coat, and the 

tall woman took it from him and laid it carefully across 
a high-backed chair with glossy light blue upholstery.  
The room was small but tastefully decorated in muted 



 

pastels.  The coffee table, like the rest of the furniture, 
was far from new, but it was in good repair and its finish 
was kept dust free and polished with inexpensive oil. 

The general liked the little apartment.  It was warm 
and soft and quiet, much like the woman who occupied 
it.  Yana Gurina smiled.  She lifted her arms, and he 
moved within them.  She murmured a little cry of 
pleasure, and the brusque old general growled into her 
thick, tawny hair.  He hugged her strongly, and her skirt 
swayed gently as they turned in a circle.   

He held her out from him, at arm’s length.  “How are 
you, Yana?  You look wonderful.”  

“I am fine, Alexei.  Really.  Do you have any word from 
Igor?”   

Smilovich himself was supremely careful in his 
electronic mailings to Yana Gurina.  He could not, would 
not, take any chance that she might be discovered.  And 
the general was at least as careful.  He held one finger in 
the air.   

She looked intently at him.  “Do you think they are 
watching?  Were you followed?”   

“I think not.  I was careful not to allow anyone to follow 
me.  Our work is too important now.”  

“I can’t help myself, Alex.  I am becoming very excited.”  
“Yes, but you must be calm.  We must be careful.  In 

fact, today I must make a telephone call.  Let’s take a 
walk together.”  

She dressed quickly in warm clothing, and they 
stepped back out together into the chill sunshine.  
Taking her arm solicitously, the general turned left and 
without looking at the world around him, only at her, led 
her along the uneven sidewalk toward one of the grand 
imperial palaces from the era of the czars.  There they 
would find public telephones.   



 

 
 
Across the street in the small apartment, Anatoly 

Gilewski said, “He’s moving.”  
Walker Van Gordon dashed to the window, as if to 

make sure that the Russian agent’s assessment was 
accurate.  Then he reached for his coat.   

Gilewski said, “I suggest you follow the couple.  I will 
attempt to take a quick, clean look in the apartment.”  

“Great idea,” said Van Gordon.  Anything to be able to 
get the kinks out of his back.  He looked forward to a 
brisk walk outside.  Van Gordon risked a fast trot for half 
a block, the better to regain sight of the couple as they 
walked.  As soon as he spotted them ahead, he slowed to 
affect the walk typical of most Russians: head slightly 
down, as though trained from birth not to challenge the 
eyes of passing authority.   

Gilewski stepped silently to the doorway of the 
woman’s apartment.  He checked quickly for evidence of 
telltales and, finding none, picked the simple lock and 
gently opened the door, looking carefully at the floor and 
the doorjamb as he did so.  There was no small piece of 
paper on the floor, nothing shaken loose along the jamb.  
So far, so good.   

Wasting no time in what he knew would be a fruitless 
search of the apartment, he moved quickly to the 
woman’s living room, where he spotted a small work desk 
with a computer.  He turned it on, and it booted 
automatically with Windows, just as he had expected.   

Quickly, expertly, he reviewed the contents of the C-
drive, then quickly examined the back of the computer.  
His face broke into a broad smile.  There was a tiny port 
labeled “1394.” FireWire! With deep satisfaction he 
silently thanked the general for providing his lover with 



 

a top-flight computer.  It also meant he had found the 
general’s secret port.  He reached into his deep coat 
pocket and retrieved a small device the size of a 
matchbook, which he then plugged into the FireWire port 
in the back of the computer.  Within seconds, the 
computer had automatically assigned a drive letter to the 
flash drive.  Then he simply copied the entire contents of 
the woman’s computer to the nearly half-terabyte data 
drive.  He would be able to study it carefully at his 
leisure, after the general had returned to his home—and 
after the American had returned to his own apartment 
for the night.   

As the drive downloaded the information, Gilewski 
thumbed through the file box full of ancient three-and-
a-half-inch floppy disks.  Interesting, he thought, a mix 
of old and new.  He made careful note of three of the 
disks.  Then, with a grunt of satisfaction, he spotted a 
small, flat micro-disk that plugged into a USB port.  In 
another few seconds he had downloaded its contents as 
well.   

Then, as he was about to leave, another thought 
occurred to him.  He reviewed the icons on the Windows 
desktop.  Yes.  There was an Internet browser.  He called 
it up onto the screen.  She had both Google’s and 
Microsoft’s own browser.  Quickly he went to the 
bookmarked files in both browser programs and to the 
history files and copied these to the portable drive, then 
sat briefly to review those he could see.  Several Web sites 
appeared to be of potential interest.  He reviewed the 
properties of the sites, noted the actual Internet 
addresses in a small notebook, and stuffed this into his 
pocket.  He did the same with the history, showing Web 
sites visited over the previous several weeks. 



 

Then he retrieved the portable memory, shoved the 
drive into his coat pocket, and shut down the computer.  
Within seconds he was back at the front door of the 
apartment.  He let himself out carefully, thankful there 
was no snow on the ground to announce his visit.   

When the American returned, Gilewski was sitting in 
the kitchen of the stakeout apartment, having a plate of 
sausages and beans and a cold St.  Petersburg–brewed 
beer.   

“Ahh, Walker, my friend.  What did you discover?”   
“I was about to ask you the same thing.” He paused.  

“The general and his girlfriend went on a walk together.  
They visited the cathedral, sat in front of the palace for 
half an hour holding hands, and finally went to a 
telephone booth.  He made a call, listened briefly, and 
hung up.  I got part of the number.  Three numbers.  Six, 
five, and two.  The two could have been a one, but I think, 
two.  I couldn’t get the prefix, though one of the numbers 
was another six.  I had the binoculars on him, and there 
wasn’t anything else to get.  He said, ‘hello,’ then, ‘Yes, 
of course.’ And after listening for a moment or two, he 
said, ‘Thank you.’” 

“That’s it?” 
“He made no effort to hide his mouth from observers.  

He was easy to read.” 
“Hm-m-m…”  
“He and the girl didn’t speak of the telephone call, 

either—at least not that I could see.  They were 
apparently too absorbed in each other and their plans for 
the afternoon.”  

“What do you think it was?” 
“You mean the telephone call?  I think he was 

checking to see if his wife was home.  Or maybe that 
everything was cool back at the office.”  



 

“Maybe.  I’m sure you’re right.”  
“How about you, Andy—find anything good?”   
“I’m not sure, Walker.  It’s a typical female apartment.  

Clean.  Neater than I expected.  A few photos of family 
members.  Those we already know about.  Most of them 
are dead.  She seems to lead a somewhat sad life.  No 
wonder she goes for the general.” He chose not to 
mention his computer work.   

“Nothing else?”  There was curiosity in the American’s 
tone.   

“She does have a computer.  From what I could tell, 
there is nothing of interest on it.  Word processing.  A 
simple spreadsheet program.  Some games.  She 
apparently accesses the Internet.  No encrypted 
programs that I could see, though, as you know, I do not 
know very much about computers.”  

“Yeah.  Shame about that.  Still, I’d sure like to get a 
look at it myself.  See what’s really there.”  

Gilewski ignored the insult.  Van Gordon probably 
didn’t even realize he’d given it. 

 
  



 

Chapter Ten 
 

he American Airlines flight from Dallas to Miami 
had actually gone more smoothly than the 
United Airlines flight into Newark, New Jersey.  

Hassan al-Rashid and his protégé, Abdul Bin Dahvi, had 
dutifully shown their passports, doffed their shoes and 
allowed their bags to be carefully examined, exhibiting 
patience.  Al-Rashid had even smiled at the TSA agent, 
as though understanding the unfortunate necessity of 
such personally intrusive inspections.  Dahvi acted 
slightly tense, but with his New York Mets cap on 
backward and his carefully coached slouch, he appeared 
very much the young Queens resident on his way home.  
The documents were in order.  After all, they had been 
produced by his own country.  Yemen provided him with 
as many alternate identities as he might need for himself 
and those deemed crucial to his ISIS missions.  His 
passport passed scrutiny because it was real.     

 Young Dahvi had relaxed mid-way through the 
screening process and had become very nearly an 
instant tourist.  The exotic sights and sensations of 
Colombia, followed now by Satan’s crown jewel, the 
United States itself, were like Disneyland to the boy.  Al-
Rashid knew that the level of risk was cranking up a 
notch as the plane landed at Newark.  He knew that the 
New York area was one of the few places where people 
existed who might, just might, have some idea what he 
looked like.  There were the cameras.  Surveillance 
cameras were everywhere, scattered throughout the 
airport and on the corners of street-posts and office 
buildings.  Al-Rashid knew that the riskiest portion of 
his insertion into the New York area was about to begin, 
and he cautioned himself to be acutely aware of 
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everything around him.  As long as facial recognition 
software had not yet been installed in the airport 
surveillance system, he should be okay.   

 
 In another airliner, parked only several gates 

closer to the terminal, in a Delta shuttle from Reagan 
airport in Washington, D.C., Derick Embley stood with 
the queue of passengers waiting to deplane.  It was only 
by a quirk of happenstance or the fickle playfulness of 
the gods of fate, that both Embley and Al-Rashid could 
arrive at the busiest airport in the New York metropolitan 
area at the same time.  Derick shrugged his shoulders, a 
large rolling motion, which helped rid his muscles of the 
tension of sitting.  He took his single bag from the 
overhead bin, and wondered if John had taken the bait.   

 
John Boulder leaned against an aluminum rail 

outside Gate 72 at Newark International Airport.  Leafing 
idly through a copy of Harper’s magazine, he perused the 
fascinating minutiae in this month’s “Index” section.  He 
noted the growing bustle around him as an arriving flight 
prepared to disgorge its people stream.  Relatives and 
friends were gathering to meet the line, eyes questing 
along its length in search of familiar faces.   

Almost subliminally, he recorded just how drastically 
flying had changed.  Long gone were this father’s days 
when people dressed up to get on an airplane.  Today 
women were as likely as not to appear in tank tops, jean 
shorts, and sandals.  Men dressed similarly, though with 
even less style.  Another sliver of his mind watched the 
baggage carts and service trucks darting around outside 
in the closely choreographed bee buzzing activity 
surrounding the hive that was the terminal.  Yet another 
bit of his brain occupied itself with the half-distant 



 

droning of the arrival and departure announcements on 
the public address system.  He noted the outbound 
passenger security precautions: body searches, bag 
searches… The queues moved at a frustratingly slow 
pace.   

He caught himself wondering yet again why he was 
there.  Then, just as quickly, he wondered why he was 
wondering.  Derick Embley was returning from a rushed 
trip to Washington, D.C.  He could easily have had an 
Agency car pick him up, or someone from the Bureau.  
Boulder also knew that his good friend could simply have 
taken a hired car back into the city.  So, John rhetorically 
asked himself once again, why did he ask me to pick him 
up?   

He knew the answer.  He could feel it.  He was being 
pulled ever deeper into Derick’s latest game.  This was 
one of Embley’s little tests, a dipstick gauging of John’s 
curiosity and interest.   

 
Inside the Boeing 757, Derick Embley stood between 

the aisles, waiting for the conga line to move.  Derick 
knew his friend well.  He felt certain that when he 
emerged, he would find his buddy waiting for him, a 
somewhat wan grin on his face, followed by some mock 
irritation at the game they both played.  He felt faintly 
guilty about employing old tactics on his friend, but in a 
second the guilt passed.  If John should not be there 
waiting for him, the effort to bring him back in would 
have to become more direct.  He shrugged again.  John 
would be there.   

John would be curious about the latest tidbits of 
information on Hassan al-Rashid.  Embley also knew 
that John was smart enough to decipher the ruse behind 
his request to meet him at the airport.  So, he also knew 



 

that if John Boulder was there waiting for him, he had 
him like a lassoed steer.  The critter wasn’t hog-tied yet, 
but he was within reach, the conclusion all but assured.  
On the other hand, Derick knew that if he emerged from 
the Jetway and his buddy was not there waiting for him, 
that would be Boulder’s way of saying to him with the 
subtle clarity of old sparring partners, “Not interested.”  

 
And so, it was with more than passing interest that 

John watched the train of arriving passengers emerge 
from the Jetway, and that Derick surveyed the expectant 
faces as he waded through the knot of people in the 
waiting area.  Derick saw moms and dads and uncles 
and cousins and businesspeople there.  He saw porters 
with luggage carts at the ready, and couples embracing 
with airport reunion hugs, but no John. 

Then, to the side…standing, holding a magazine, 
quietly watching the spectacle, and no doubt enjoying 
Derick’s discomfiture, there he was.  Derick saw John’s 
tiny grin and thought, “Gotcha!” 

Derick stretched out his hand as he approached.   
“Hey, John! What’s shakin’, old buddy?  Good to see 

you again! Thanks for coming to get me.” He shrugged 
his shoulder bag to a more comfortable position.   

“Glad to do it.” Boulder scowled.  “Okay, so I’m here.  
You didn’t drag me all the way out here just to provide 
taxi service, so let’s talk as we walk.” 

“Oh, let’s talk in the car, John.” Derick grinned back 
until John’s halfhearted frown evaporated.  Inwardly, he 
breathed a sigh of relief.  Derick had won and knew it.  
Boulder was hooked, and while he might not want to 
admit it, he knew it too. 

A trio of haltingly lovely flight attendants strolled by, a 
mini pageant of feminine sensuality.  Two tall blondes 



 

and a shorter brunette.  The atmosphere the three 
women carried with them was animated and friendly.  
They worked together and as a bonus, enjoyed their jobs 
and their friendships.  It made them all the more 
attractive. 

For a moment, both John and Derick paused in their 
conversation as the women walked gracefully by.       

Embley shook his head slightly and smiled.  “Let’s go.  
Where’d you park?” 

“This way.” 
The two men turned left at the corner of a long corridor 

and took the short escalator down to the baggage claim 
area.  Neither John nor Derick took much notice of the 
people around them.   

 
If either had been paying more attention, he might 

have seen the Yemeni on the stairway nearby.  Only 
fifteen feet behind them a tall, slender, athletic figure 
walked.  He was relaxed and calm.  If Derick had veered 
his gaze and caught sight of the man’s eyes, he would 
have instantly recognized that telltale glint.  If John 
Boulder’s gaze were to have encountered those eyes, the 
airport terminal would have become a place of overt, 
explosive violence, but John did not turn in the man’s 
direction. 

The man carried a folding suit bag over one shoulder.  
His suit was somewhat rumpled, and he chose to walk 
rather than to ride the people mover.  He moved with the 
crowd, as though in a hurry to get to baggage claim 
before the bags began to spill out onto the carousel.  
Then, he slowed.  The man with the electric eyes focused 
them like lasers on John Boulder’s shoulder blades.   

Walking just in front of Al-Rashid, young Abdul bin 
Dahvi looked guilelessly ahead.  Dahvi was not yet fully 



 

trained.  He was not mindful of the individuals around 
him.  It was his first time in the United States, and for 
the moment all his vigilance training was forgotten.  As 
with most first-time visitors, the kaleidoscope of strange 
sights was an ever-changing assault on his senses.  
Dahvi was like a kid on vacation. 

Out of long-bred habit, John’s gaze did begin to sweep 
the area.  It was not a conscious thing.  His glance, like 
a summer butterfly paused to light on the young Iranian, 
who smiled at the American in a friendly way.  John 
smiled back, and his gaze began to move again.  Al-
Rashid turned slightly, expertly raising his suit bag and 
changing shoulders, smoothly keeping his face hidden.  
It was a practiced and professional move, designed to 
effectively dodge an inquisitive glance or a rotating 
security camera while appearing completely natural.  
John’s gaze passed harmlessly over him.   

John and Derick reached the bottom of the short 
escalator, where they had to keep moving lest the crowd 
of travelers behind them stumble over them.  John 
grasped Derick’s arm to pull him aside, out of the flow.  
At the base of the stairway, Al-Rashid mumbled to Dahvi 
to continue walking straight ahead.  Al-Rashid moved 
obliquely away from the young man; his movements 
quick yet unhurried. 

John nodded toward Dahvi.  “Take a look at that guy.  
Look familiar?” 

Derick’s eyes locked quickly onto Abdul bin Dahvi, 
giving a quick professional appraisal.  “Ah…no.  I don’t 
think so.  Never seen him before.  Why?” 

 
Al-Rashid, with a quick glance behind him, turned 

away from the baggage collection crowd and ducked out 



 

through the electronically opened doors into the hourly 
parking garage.   

John’s eyes flashed in the direction of the quick 
movement, but at seventy or eighty feet all he noted was 
a man in a hurry.  Dahvi, meanwhile, was moving toward 
the long, serpentine baggage conveyor.   

Embley continued his examination of Dahvi, 
searching his mental files. 

“Nah.  Never seen him.  Besides, if I start looking at 
every man from the Middle East and start seeing bad 
guys…” 

“Yeah, guess you’re right.  But it was something in his 
eyes… Ah, forget it—jumpin’ at shadows, huh?” 

Embley grinned.  “Whoa, buddy.  You got your game 
face back on in a hurry there.  Look, tell you what; when 
we get back to the office, we’ll go through the latest files 
and see if his mug turns up.  How’s that?” 

Boulder stopped himself.  “When we get to the office…” 
He looked intently at his old friend.  “You know, Embley, 
you can be one Machiavellian, crafty, sneaky son of a …” 

Derick flashed him that old toothpaste ad smile again.  
“Yep, that’s me, your old pal.” 

“Okay,” said John, giving in at last.  “Your office.  I 
guess we do have some work to do.” 

They turned to leave, going through the same door Al-
Rashid had exited only moments before.   

Dahvi, alerted by Al-Rashid’s whispered admonition, 
made a quiet circuit of the baggage conveyor.  Neither he 
nor Al-Rashid ever checked bags before boarding.  They 
always carried one bag each on board, lest their delay at 
baggage claim increase the chances of their pictures 
showing up on security video.  Dahvi made sure in his 
mind before leaving that no one took any undue interest 



 

in him.  After a few minutes, since he had no baggage to 
retrieve, he left the area. 

Outside, Al-Rashid quickened his step and slid into 
the passenger seat of a Chevy van parked within sight of 
the doorway.  The driver, a man with a cruel, sharp face, 
noted the level of tension in Al-Rashid’s manner and 
turned his attention uneasily back toward the terminal.  
Electric doors hissed apart and two men walked out 
together.   

The man turned toward Al-Rashid with alarm on his 
face.  “Isn’t that…?” 

“It is,” Al-Rashid hissed.  “John Boulder and Derick 
Embley.” 

“And Dahvi?” 
“He is still inside.  He looked right at Boulder and 

grinned at him.  Like grinning at a coiled snake.  Dahvi 
looked into the face of a man who would have killed him 
without a second thought and just smiled.  He had no 
idea.” 

The driver looked pensive.  “Idiot.”  
“No, just young.” 
The driver nodded in the direction of Embley and 

Boulder.  They were approaching a four-wheel-drive 
vehicle parked only two lanes away.  The driver said, “We 
should kill them now, Hassan.  You know why they must 
be here…together.  And this Boulder knows you.”  

“Fool, they all know me, thanks to that son of a whore.  
Oh, we will kill him, but now is not the time.” Al-Rashid 
spoke carefully, almost pensively.  “We do not know if 
they are truly alone.  They may have backup—watchers, 
perhaps.  We are not prepared.  Preparation, my 
impulsive friend, is everything.  Only a crazy man goes 
to Allah without being sure of the steps of his journey.  
Consider this.  We can kill these men here, now.  But will 



 

we get out of this airport alive?  Perhaps not.  A police 
cruiser could be in the next parking lot.  American police 
can swarm like wasps.” 

The driver wasn’t convinced.  Blood thirst sparkled in 
his eyes.  He wanted to take immediate action against 
those he knew to be a severe threat.  He would have to 
wait.  The four-wheeler with Boulder at the wheel began 
to move.   

Then Dahvi emerged from the terminal building.   
To the driver of the van sitting, Al-Rashid raised his 

hand in a gesture of waiting.  “Be calm, my friend.  There 
will be another time—a time and a place we select.  Be 
sure of this.” Al-Rashid grasped his fellow terrorist’s 
forearm in comradely reassurance.  “These men will die 
… in due time.  Especially, the man Boulder.  But our 
work is more important than our pleasure.  Be patient.” 

They watched as Dahvi approached the van with a 
bright smile on his face.  He was like a Boy Scout on his 
way to summer camp.  He had no clue how close he had 
just come to discovery in his brush with Boulder and 
Embley.   

Al-Rashid barked, “Get in, fool!” 
Dahvi looked quizzical.  “What did I do?” 

  



 

Chapter Eleven 
 

ohn wheeled his Bronco into the parking ramp of 
the federal office building in Lower Manhattan.  
It stood out in the square of other government 

buildings because it was a modern, straight-line high-
rise tower of steel and glass surrounded by smaller 
structures of Corinthian-columned concrete and marble.   

Across the street, the U.S. courthouse for the 
Southern District of the State of New York was a classic 
Roman edifice that sat stolidly next to its architectural 
cousin belonging to the state of New York.  Many historic 
and important cases had been fought in those buildings 
and their long granite stairways had served as movie sets 
for countless movies.   

The courthouses sat a couple of blocks north of the 
Manhattan County government building.  It was many 
years older and even more impressive.  A soaring 
archway divided the two halves of the structure which 
was crowned by a spectacular dome. John remembered 
a bit of trivia.  Three decades earlier, Manhattan had 
undertaken a complete cleaning and spruce-up of the 
county building.  It had required the erection of an 
immense surrounding scaffold, which alone had cost 
eight million dollars—lotta cake just for a spring-
cleaning.  Visitors to the city often assumed the very cool 
old building was New York City hall, and were surprised 
to learn that the short little white building at its feet was 
headquarters for the largest city in the nation.   

Several blocks to the north, no one from the Mayor’s 
office or from city government was at the meeting in the 
federal building where the regional offices of the Secret 
Service, DEA, FBI, and even the CIA were housed. 
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By political necessity, the federal government 
maintained a facade of openness to the public by 
allowing the city’s homeless to lounge on the steps of the 
building and hang around under the trees dotting the 
small plots of greenery planted around the big gray-and-
chrome structure.  The extent of that openness, however, 
was limited to those public areas.  Wanderers soon 
learned their limits if they attempted to venture into the 
carefully guarded inner sanctums of some of the 
government’s most important law enforcement agencies. 

The city, state, federal complex buzzed with activity 
each day from nine to five.  Green lamp globes sat atop 
two poles in a small park just south, marking the 
entrances to the subway, where teeming thousands of 
people swarmed upward from the bowels of the city’s 
subterranean labyrinth.  They came in cycles: huge 
herds in early morning, followed by a gentle ebb and flow 
during the workday hours.  In the afternoon, the great 
herds formed again, jamming themselves together to 
reenter the manmade hole in the ground where they 
waited and listened for the approaching clatter and 
squeal of steel wheels, anticipating the wheezing breath 
of the tunnels and the train with their letter on it. 

Cars circulated along the surface streets in search of 
rare parking spaces, which became available for the 
briefest of moments.  It was like a complex game of 
musical chairs, requiring a finely-honed sense of timing 
coupled with a predator’s instincts. 

Sidewalk vendors hawked their wares from folding 
tables.  All manner of goods could be found at these tiny, 
unofficial free-enterprise zones: mittens, gloves, and 
scarves in the winter; socks, ties, T-shirts, and bootleg 
audio and video discs in the summer.  You could buy a 
hot dog or sausage on one corner, and just out of sight 



 

from that same corner, tucked into one crevice or 
another and without the formality of tabletops, powder 
cocaine, crack, or heroin was also commonly available. 

Secretaries dangled their legs as they sat with their 
backs to the fountain, turning their faces up to the 
warming spring sun.  Bicycle messengers wove manically 
in and out of the cars and pedestrians as if possessed by 
a death wish.  Firemen in the Reade Street station 
thumbed through magazines and flipped cards across 
the table at each other, waiting for yet another 
opportunity to risk their lives. 

 
Seventeen floors above this unending cacophony, in a 

small, tightly packed meeting room, a slide projector 
began to whir. 

“Someone kill the lights, please.” Derick Embley made 
the needless suggestion that those in the room pay 
attention to the flickering action on the screen.  There 
were images of shocking and chaotic activity.  A building 
was in flames.  A man was captured on the film, calmly 
watching the carnage from about sixty yards away.  It 
took a moment for the audience to realize that the 
camera was on the man and not the horrifying carnage 
taking place nearby.   

“Hold it there, please.” 
The slide changer stopped with the face in profile. 
“Closer.” 
As the projector operator focused more closely on the 

face, Embley said, “This is the best shot we have of 
Hassan al-Rashid.  The man who took it is here in the 
room—nice shot, John,” pausing.  “Hassan al-Rashid is 
one of the most dangerous terrorists in the world today.  
He is Yemeni, educated in Tehran, London, and 
Southern California.  He is expert with most small arms 



 

and a variety of explosives, and he’s a skilled pilot—
former fighter pilot in the Yemeni Air Force, and rotor 
rated as well.  He has no family that we know of.  We 
believe they were killed during an Israeli commando 
team along the Lebanese border.  Wrong place at the 
right time.  He had a wife and two sons who may or may 
not have had some connection to Hezbollah at the time.  
For some time now, we have tracked him.  Actually, we 
have followed the trail of destruction he has left behind, 
and we believe he has been preparing for a major attack 
of some kind in the United States.  He is known to harbor 
hatred and a yearning to avenge the killing of Osama bin 
Laden.  They knew each other and on occasion worked 
in concert.  He is wily and resourceful and smart.  
Remember this man’s face.  Lights, please.  We will 
distribute photo copies here in a moment, and you’ll 
each get the file through your secure e-mail account 
shortly.”  

Someone flipped the lights back on, and Embley 
continued to address the group. 

“Each of you has a file in front of you with the most 
complete dossier available on Hassan al-Rashid.  John 
Boulder is the man who has gotten the closest to him, 
and he’ll be helping us in this operation.” 

He nodded toward John, who nodded back.  
 
A woman walked to the front of the room.  She 

appeared an unlikely agent—very curvaceous and her 
walk was entirely undulating, even tantalizing.  She was 
too obvious, a celluloid Mata Hari caricature.  More than 
one man in the room was surprised.  No way, they 
reasoned, would the Agency employ such a female; she’d 
be like a waving red flag.  Either that or she was very, 



 

very good at her job.  Just maybe she was playing them 
a little bit.   

Embley surprised them again as she reached him, 
“This is Jacqueline Barber, my boss,” he said with 
emphasis.  “Jackie…” 

Without preamble, she began.   
“I’ll give you a quick review of what we know.  First, let 

me state that the CIA is cooperating with the FBI in this 
operation.  We do not take an active role in cases on 
American soil…”  

Someone in the crowd coughed; several others 
chuckled.   

“…and so, our people will be…cooperating.  Advising, 
offering our information to the Bureau’s people on this 
case.  Understood?” 

One of the men in the room had a question.  “What 
kind of cooperation are we talking about?” 

“Let’s just say the Agency is the lead agency on cases 
of international terrorism and has the most expertise 
with this particular piece of garbage.  We will make 
ourselves available at whatever level the Bureau may 
request or seem to require.  For example, should one of 
you people in the Bureau need us to shoot him for you, 
we’ll be glad to handle it.” 

“Gotcha.” 
She continued, “I will not be in the field on this one.  

Most of you know Derick Embley or you’ve heard of him.  
Derick will lead the company contingent; he’ll be 
cooperating with Ted Maglione of the Bureau.” 

Maglione waved a hand.  A veritable bear of a man, he 
reached across two other agents to shake Derick’s hand.   

Barber continued, “Ted will handle the briefing from 
the Bureau’s perspective in a moment.  Now, Mr. 



 

Boulder, if you would be so kind.  Please pick up the 
briefing on Al-Rashid.” 

 
John stepped to the front of the room.  He gestured to 

the group and held his copy of the dossier for them to 
see.   

“There isn’t much I can add to what the dossier has to 
say.  I’ve looked it over and it’s pretty complete, in fact, 
you have a lot of stuff in here about suspected operations 
since I left.  You should know this: Hassan al-Rashid is 
completely without scruples.  In some ways, he does not 
fit the stereotypical media image of a terrorist.  He does 
not yearn to die for Allah and the greater glory of Islam, 
much as I wish he did.  Unlike Osama bin Laden, Al-
Rashid avoids the spotlight.  He would be happiest if his 
name were never mentioned in public circles, because 
bin Laden’s end taught an important lesson.  If you 
become a rock star in the terror world, you become the 
hunted.  He doesn’t want to be famous.  He just wants 
to kill us.  If he is working with ISIS, then the threat he 
represents has been multiplied.  It means ISIS is willing 
to use whatever tools are it its disposal to strike at the 
U.S., and it means al Rashid has a level of tactical 
support he has not always enjoyed.”   

John took a sip of water to let his observations sink 
in.  He continued, “Al-Rashid is a highly trained, 
consummately professional, totally committed killer who 
enjoys working in the field, up close and near the blood.  
He has an excellent sense of strategy and tactics.  As 
Derick mentioned, he’s been trained by the Yemeni 
government as a soldier, a pilot and an officer.  He has 
been turned by the forces of his life into one of the most 
dangerous adversaries the Western world has yet seen.  
He is fueled by an all-consuming hatred for Israel and 



 

the United States.  His dedication is less about religion 
for him, as it is pure hatred for the West.  For him, 
terrorism is nothing more than a tactic and he is good at 
it.” 

“Well damn, John,” said a lanky man in the back with 
a Texas accent.  “You sound like you kinda like the rat 
bastard.”  

“Not hardly.  I despise everything he is and stands for.  
But you need to know that he is no dunce.  He’s a pro, 
like every one of us in this room.  He doesn’t make very 
many mistakes.  He’s smart and if he gets a chance, he’ll 
kill you in a heartbeat.  I would personally like to drop a 
two thousand pounder on him just to be sure.  No, I don’t 
like him much.”   

John surveyed the room and took note of the faces 
around him, paying particular attention to the men and 
women he would be working most closely with.  He knew 
Jacqueline Barber by reputation.  She had earned her 
stripes with intelligence and aggressiveness and was said 
to be uncannily accurate with firearms.  He did not know 
all the agents in the room, but surveying their faces, he 
decided he liked what he saw.   

John had had only a few minutes to study the bios of 
the people in the room.  The Agency and the Bureau had 
assembled a strong team, which included some very 
serious people from the DEA as well.  He felt good about 
that; this kind of cooperation was long overdue.   

 
John remembered all too well the frustrations of his 

intelligence career.  There was no questioning the 
dedication of the men and women who worked tirelessly 
on case logs that outnumbered the available hours.  It 
was always territoriality that got in the way.  His own 
efforts had often been less effective than they might have 



 

been, simply because his own agency had so jealously 
guarded its information.  The ASA was related to NSA 
with a reputation for secrecy that was unparalleled.  
Even these years later, his answers to questions about 
his days in Army intel tended toward fiction.  It was a 
habit.  The CIA had long been slow to share with the FBI 
or the DEA, and such suspicion, distrust, and self-
containment was naturally reciprocal.  Other agencies 
looked upon the CIA as a potential sieve, with some 
justification. And so, even when information properly 
used, could have brought arrests, it was not always 
passed on.   

The FBI had jurisdiction for counterterrorism within 
the borders of the United States, while the CIA’s foreign 
purview presumably stopped at the border.  So, both 
agencies held their most sensitive sources, tips, and 
other information close to the vest.  Connections that 
could have been made were missed, and whole scenarios 
were not detected as early as they might have been.  The 
Department of Homeland Security had intended to repair 
the gaps and to some extent it had succeeded.  Still, the 
United States had been very lucky.  The turf mentality of 
the Bureau went deep, and uneasiness about sharing 
information had not been helped by highly publicized 
leaks and scandals involving members of the Agency, or 
worse, members of Congress. 

One member of Congress had traitorously divulged the 
actual names of CIA personnel in the field as a simple 
expedient of pressuring an opposition administration on 
a political point.  It had been an unconscionable act by 
a short-sighted, greedy political hack.  Then, incredibly, 
the same acquisitive, morally bankrupt aggregation of 
political slime subsequently ran for a Senate vacancy 
and won.   



 

On the other hand, the Agency maintained and even 
nourished its own collection of biases.  It tended to 
distrust the Bureau’s three-piece-suited, spit-shined G-
man mentality.  Many times, the Agency had learned 
through diplomatic contacts, informants and listening 
posts that a company or individual had become involved 
in illegal gun or drug sales.  Suspicions indicated that 
the illegal trade included the United States.  Such 
information was not automatically turned over to the 
Justice Department because the Agency considered the 
business of intelligence gathering larger and vastly more 
important to the national interests than the interruption 
of mere criminal enterprise.   

This was something the hardworking agents of the 
Bureau quite naturally had a difficult time coming to 
grips with, much less accepting.  It was more than galling 
to learn that you’d had your case perched way out on a 
highly tenuous branch, only to learn that information 
that could have made the case stick had been withheld 
by another part of your own government.  

It was the Agency’s job to track and evaluate the 
movements, tendencies, and potential plans of nations, 
as well as of those who would seek to change the 
governments of those nations, whether friendly or 
unfriendly.  The Agency was frequently called on to try 
to affect the course of those predicted global movements, 
whereas tidbits of intelligence related to mere criminality 
were deemed inconsequential to that process, or perhaps 
filed away for possible manipulation in the future.  
Maybe that was changing.  John hoped so.   

 
Boulder continued his briefing.   
“Al-Rashid is probably a sociopath.  And like most 

sociopaths, he’s smart.  Elusive.  He is familiar with 



 

Western techniques, and he is without any form of 
compassion.  Last we heard, the closest thing to a wife 
or girlfriend was Andea Gulam, who is Lebanese.  
Inasmuch as he can, I suppose he cares for her.  She is 
certainly devoted to him and she’s as deadly as any 
woman or man alive.  This however is why the new threat 
is so extreme. Next slide, please.” 

A different sort of face filled the screen.  It was a much 
clearer, more detailed picture of a Latino with thick black 
hair.  The man had put on the pounds that bespoke a 
rich, sybaritic life but his eyes were cold.  He stood as 
tall as his diminutive stature would allow, but his 
exaggerated posture was not the effort of an insecure 
man.  Far from it.  He was smiling broadly for the 
camera, proud of whatever moment it sought to capture.  
His eyes looked beyond the range of the lens with a 
bottomless depth, displaying no apparent emotion.   

“The danger here is very real and very serious.  This is 
Alberto Caldera.  He leads one of the biggest, most violent 
cocaine and drug empires in the world.  He is responsible 
for countless murders in his rise to the top, and 
conservative estimates place the liquid fortune at his 
disposal at a billion dollars.  The wider reach and depth 
of the cartel’s financial power is in the billions.  Perhaps 
worse, he commands an army of killers all too eager to 
please him and perhaps carve for themselves a slice of 
the Caldera organization.  He is also known to be worried 
at this point about the U.S. government’s growing 
inroads on his drug enterprise.  There can be no doubt 
about this: if, in fact, Hassan al-Rashid has aligned with 
Alberto Caldera, he must be stopped and soon.  It would 
be a marriage made in one of hell’s own back rooms.” 

John started back to his seat, stopped and turned to 
the room.  He spoke with quiet, earnest intensity.   



 

“I don’t know very much about this man Caldera, 
aside from what I read in this dossier.  But I chased 
Hassan al-Rashid for more than three years.  I got very 
close to him on the day those pictures were taken.  On 
another day,” he said with clipped brevity, “he killed my 
partner, who was a good man and a good friend.  The 
Company pulled me off the case because they thought I 
was losing my objectivity and might get myself killed.  
They may have been right.  Thing is, I’ve been on vacation 
for a while now and Derick has asked me to come back.  
My objectivity is fine.” Boulder’s eyes were steely.  “I can 
tell you objectively, Hassan al-Rashid should not have 
come here.  This is our turf.”  Boulder stopped.  His eyes 
meeting each person’s in turn.  “Ted, it’s your turn.” 

Ted Maglione rose easily to his feet.  Easily six and a 
half feet tall in his socks, he was a good 260-plus pounds 
of solidly muscled defensive lineman material.  The 
carefully tailored business suits helped camouflage his 
proportions.  Even with his jacket removed, he was an 
imposing figure.  His nickel-finished fifteen-shot 10mm 
semiautomatic pistol tucked easily under one ham-size 
upper arm, looking nothing like the cannon it was.     

John was a tall, rangy guy, but Ted’s paw all but 
swallowed his hand.  

 “Good to see you again, Ted,” John said, grinning.  
“But jeez, you really gotta start eating better—you’re 
lookin’ kinda peekid.” 

Ted smiled back good-naturedly.  He was a friendly 
giant.  He gave John a tap on the shoulder and John 
rubbed it, grimacing in good humor.  Other agents 
laughed, including Jackie Barber but the chuckling 
subsided quickly as Maglione turned to business.   



 

“The DEA’s been helping us.  We’ve been doing a lot of 
things together lately, and it’s working better and better.  
Let’s get the Caldera slide back up.”  

The lights in the room went down, and the slide 
projector began to hum again.   

“Alberto Caldera.  He’s head of his own cocaine cartel 
in Colombia.  Probably one of the top five or six drug 
kingpins in the world at this time.  The Caldera cartel 
has a network directly answerable to him that stretches 
from Miami to Galveston, over to Savannah, and up to 
New York.  The East Coast is largely under his direction, 
though the Jamaican and Mexican gangs have made 
large inroads on his territory in the past few years.”  

Ted paused to swallow half a glass of water from one 
of the tumblers placed on the lectern.  “We understand 
he’s pretty pissed about the Jamaicans, but can’t do a 
whole lot about it.  Caldera’s men get involved from time 
to time in shootouts with Jamaicans, Dominicans and 
Mexicans but his real strength is found in his 
relationship with La Cosa Nostra families in New York 
City.  The Gambino and Genovese families may be rivals, 
and indeed an undercurrent of, shall we call it, 
“competitive distrust” exists between the Mafia families, 
but when it comes to their Latin American cocaine 
supply there is a working understanding.  Both use the 
Caldera cartel and have carved out territories for 
distribution.  The Mafia families have become the 
second-tier sales network for the cartel.  Amazing when 
you stop to think about that.  Lights, please.” 

One of the agents said, “Where do we start?  We’re 
always playing catch-up just to make a decent bust.” 

“We have a tip.  And it cost us,” said Ted.  “We had a 
man in Caldera’s organization.  He’s the reason we know 
of Caldera’s link to Al-Rashid, and it cost him his life to 



 

get the word out.  Before he was killed, he relayed a 
message to a DEA contact in Washington.  A truckload 
of high explosives and weapons is to arrive in New York 
tomorrow for our Muslim friends.  We know the name of 
the company on the truck.” He paused.  “Check this.  The 
name on the truck is ‘Bernstein’s Kosher Meats.’ This 
guy Caldera must think he’s a comedian.” 

Barber asked, “What about the route of the truck?” 
“All we know is, it’s coming up from Philadelphia.” 
“The Turnpike.” 
“Yeah—maybe,” interjected Embley, “but we don’t 

have to set up surveillance on all the potential highways.  
In order to get into the city, that truck has got to cross 
one of the bridges or tunnels.” 

Maglione said, “We’ll need teams on the Verrazano 
Narrows Bridge, the Lincoln and Holland Tunnels, and 
the George Washington Bridge.” 

“Do we stop the truck?”  said a voice from the group. 
“I don’t know.” Ted turned to Jacqueline Barber and 

Derick Embley.  “What do you think?  That truck should 
not be allowed to make it into the city.”  

Embley said, “We follow the truck.  Don’t worry about 
the guns.  There are already enough weapons and 
explosives in New York City to start and operate a war in 
South America.  What we must do men and women—and 
we must not lose our focus on this—we need to get our 
hands on Al-Rashid.  If we get the guns, great, but Al-
Rashid comes first.” 

An FBI agent interjected, “That sounds like a macro 
view of a situation we may not be able to afford.  That 
kind of firepower simply must not be allowed to find its 
way onto the streets.  Too many of us are likely to have 
to face those guns one day…” 



 

Ted stretched his arms wide in what appeared to be 
an attempt to touch the opposite walls of the room.  He 
brought his arms together, and his big hands slapped 
together with a whip crack that startled everyone.   

Even Jacqueline Barber flinched, then walked over 
and ran her hand over one of Ted’s huge shoulders.  One 
of the newer Bureau agents murmured to the guy next 
to him, “Where’d they get her, I wonder.”  

Unfortunately for the new guy, Barber’s hearing was 
as superb as her physique.  Her eyes zeroed in on the 
agent.  Before she could rebuke him, though, Ted put 
one huge arm around her and smiled at his fellow agents.   

“Y’all know somethin’?  I shoulda made sure we all 
knew each other better before we got started here.  This 
here little lady, for you jokers in the back, is the real 
McCoy.  She’s been a real-life undercover secret-agent 
lady for the U.S. of A., and aside from the fact that she 
is a pretty sharp strategist; she is undoubtedly, in my 
eighteen years with the Bureau, the best damn pistol 
shot I have ever seen, even if she does work for another 
branch of the government.  Please remember, she is also 
in charge of this little shindig.” 

The abashed agent flashed a sheepish grin.  “Sorry, 
ma’am.” 

Jackie grinned back.  “No problem—ah, Joe, is it?  Part 
of the job has always been to not look the part—or maybe 
to look so much the part that you are overlooked.” She 
gave a little hip bump.  “And to make optimum use of the 
tools available to us…” The men whistled and clapped as 
she continued.  “The only question, Joe, being whether 
or not the tools we have are sufficient to the task at hand.  
Mine are.  How about yours?” 

 The agents hooted as Joe squirmed, but he smiled 
gamely. 



 

“Beggin’ your pardon, Miz Barber,” he said in a fair 
imitation of Ted’s southern accent.” 

It was the way of men and women who could relax with 
each other—the ribaldry of the locker room.   

Every agent in the room, most of them male, 
subconsciously understood that Jacqueline Barber had 
long ago initiated herself into their club, making it clear 
that although she was a woman, she was an agent first.  
Sexual allure, they realized, was just another tool at her 
disposal to get the job done.  She made no apologies for 
her sultry beauty and would brook no misguided attempt 
by the men to consider her as anything short of their 
equal. The last thing she would do was try to be like a 
man in order to engender a man’s respect.  She thought 
it insulting that some government rules were set up to 
reward her with “opportunity” simply because she was 
born female—the rules themselves implied that she 
needed help to compete against men.  It was all nonsense 
to her.  She knew from long experience that men and 
women were not created equal; she had proven it a 
hundred times by outperforming other agents, and the 
gender of the competition made not one whit of 
difference.  As she was fond of pointing out, the weapon 
doesn’t know whether there’s a male or a female finger 
on the trigger. 

Those who knew her would gladly join Jacqueline 
Barber in a gun battle or a face-off.  They knew her 
capabilities.  Her understanding was clear: equality was 
there or it wasn’t, and political correctness was for 
wannabes.   

“Let’s be clear on this,” she said.  “Our first priority is 
to stop Hassan al-Rashid and Alberto Caldera before 
they hatch whatever plan they have concocted.  Our man 
in Colombia was part of Caldera security, but he was not 



 

privy to the details of the actual plot.  Still, he saw the 
two of them together, in the meeting in Bogota.  So, 
again, to be clear, you do not have to make a case against 
either one of them.  We have plenty of evidence already 
to put them away for the rest of their lives.  All you have 
to do is catch them; just run them to ground.  And if they 
put up a fight, take them down the hard way.”  She 
paused for a count of two.  “We do this the Agency way 
with Bureau motivation, meaning, stop Al-Rashid and 
Caldera at all costs and do it right.”  

The murmuring in the room was quieter and more 
earnest now, with a new and determined edge.   

“Okay, everyone,” said Barber, “you’ve got your files 
and your little picture collections.  Let’s break it up and 
put in some brain time.  Commit some names and faces 
to memory, and go back through your own files for 
possible cross-references.  We need starting places.  We 
don’t have much time, and we’ve got to get the job done 
this time.  That’s it.” 

 
  



 

Chapter Twelve 
 

ave Ball slouched at a small desk at the back 
of the room, his long legs splayed out in front 
of him.  He was a lanky westerner with a not-

so-quiet way about him.  Some of the other agents called 
him a cowboy, in both senses of the word.  He pushed 
the envelope.  Sometimes he took risks that went beyond 
standard procedure, and he was from Texas.  The Drug 
Enforcement Administration needed men like Dave, who 
would put it all on the line without knowing exactly how 
the dice would fall.  He sat quietly as the agents of the 
FBI and CIA and other DEA guys like him filed out of the 
room. 

Ball’s partner, Butch Harper, sat quietly, patiently 
watching and waiting.  The two men had faced danger 
together many times, from dusty border crossings along 
the Rio Grande to nighttime air-to-air intercepts over the 
Caribbean.  Where Dave was likely to go charging in, 
leaving all timid angels behind, Butch would shake his 
head, grab an angel or two and be there to back up his 
partner.  At the moment, however, his partner had a full 
head of steam going. 

“Shee-it, podner,” Dave drawled, “’fit ain’t one thang 
it’s another.  ’Bout the time we start to get the beaners 
jumpin’ and guessin’, they throw in with a bunch o’ 
camel-humpin’ terrorists.  It’s beginning to rankle, know 
what I mean?” 

“Yeah, Dave, I know what you mean.” 
“I mean, ain’t it enough to destroy a whole generation 

of kids with crack without they gotta start blowing things 
up, too?  Tell you what I’d like: I’d like to get aholt o’ that 
scumbag Caldera…just one shot at him and no plea-

D 



 

bargains.  Same with ’at ass-wipe Rash-eeed…I’ll give ’im 
a rash, all right—one he never gets over.”  

“Uh, yeah, but—” 
“No buts, Butch.  I’ve had me a full ration o’ these 

people who think America’s a place to dump all their… 
well, they can kiss my bony hind end right on Main 
Street. I’m thinking if I get half a chance, I’m cartin’ me 
a terrorist or dope lord or whatever you want to call ’em 
right downtown…” 

“Handcuffed like—”  
“…in a body bag!” As he said it, Ball gave his partner 

what might be interpreted as a happy grin. 
“Come on,” said Butch, “let’s get outta here.” 
“Damn straight—getting’ pissed makes me hungry.” 
As Dave Ball unfolded himself to amble out of the 

room, John Boulder grinned and gave Derick Embley a 
nudge. 

“Where’d we find Mutt and Jeff?”   
Derick said, “They’re a couple of DEA guys.  Mutt and 

Jeff, Tom and Jerry—they’re as different as night and 
day.  Together, they are a deadly combination.  The short 
one, Butch Harper never says much.  He’s from some “I” 
state—Illinois or Iowa, I think.  The other one is a long, 
tall Texan—for real.  Name’s Dave Ball, though he says 
it like ‘Baawl,’ and he’s always saying something.  He’s 
got a temper and he’s maybe a little too quick to jump 
into a shit storm without an umbrella.  He isn’t dumb 
about it—just got more fire in the belly than most.” 

“Is he a loose cannon?” 
“Loose as hell!” Derick clucked at the look he got from 

John.  “Just kidding.  Not loose, but locked and loaded.” 
Derick paused.  “Tell you what, though, it’s Butch I 
wouldn’t want to mess around with.  Someone has 
trouble with Dave, it’ll over, one way or another in no 



 

time flat.  But with Butch the resolution might be more, 
well, long-term… I think it would hurt more.”  

“A dish best served cold?” 
“Something like that.  There’s a story about those two.  

A while back, Butch and Dave snuck into a warehouse 
on the New Orleans docks to take down a pretty big 
cocaine delivery—tractor-trailer load they’d followed over 
from Beaumont.  They’d hoped to snag the buyers, too, 
but something went wrong.  There was gunplay, and 
Butch and Dave got separated in that dark warehouse.  
They got in a call for backup just about the time the bad 
guys—three of them—got the drop on ’em and took their 
guns away.” 

John grimaced at the thought.  “Ooh.  Not fun.” 
“Yeah, putting it mildly.  Those Cajun dockworkers 

didn’t like Dave’s style of communication all that much, 
’specially seeing as how he was telling them what he was 
going to do to them when he got loose, so they decided to 
punish him some.  One of the men slapped Butch on the 
head with a pistol.  Knocked him down—and out, so he 
thought.  Then, while two of ’em tied Dave to a steel 
column, the third pulled this long, ugly knife out of his 
boot and prepared to start whittling.” 

“Lemme guess.  Butch woke up?” 
“He didn’t wake up—he was never out.  He just played 

dead so they’d forget about him.  Quiet, you know.  
Anyway, Dave got a good, clear view of what happened 
next, since he was all tied up and couldn’t do anything 
anyway.  He says Butch moved like nothing he’d ever 
seen, and Dave’s seen plenty.  Butch took the knife away 
from the one guy and stuck it in the other guy’s throat.  
Then he waded into the other two guys with his hands 
and feet.  Broke one guy’s leg with some sort of snappy 
kung fu kick, then just went old-school with the last one, 



 

the one who’d pulled the knife.  When backup got there, 
several long minutes later, Butch was still picking the 
leader up from the floor, standing him back up against 
the crates and using him for a heavy bag.  Like a 
machine: rhythmically, boom, boom, boom with his fists.  
Didn’t mark up his face much, just kept working him 
over like some kind of steady, scary machine.  I’ll tell you, 
even Dave was a quiet man after watching Butch work 
that guy over.  He said you could see all the fight drain 
out of that last unfortunate Cajun about a third of the 
way through the beating.  After that, Dave said he just 
watched that man’s soul shrivel up into something real 
tiny.  And through it all, Butch didn’t say more than five 
words.  Suffice it to say, he took exception to anyone 
trying to cut his partner.” 

John had known a few men like Butch.  Most of them 
were either career soldiers or criminals.  They needed the 
uniform to be able to release that kind of slow rage legally 
or else they disregarded the rules and just allowed the 
anger to carry them along, frequently into a prison cell.  
In the hardest prisons such men were feared. 

Derick playfully punched his friend on the shoulder.  
“Sound familiar?” 

“Nope,” said John.  “Not even remotely.”  
But it did.  He had been there—found himself coming 

back from a faraway place as though focusing through a 
gray mist, only to discover his own hands at work.  He 
knew what it was like to sit in the dark of night 
questioning his own sanity and the sanity of the things 
he had done in the name of duty.  Or survival. 

“Anyway,” said Derick, who was sorry he’d brought it 
up, “I’m glad both of them are on our side.” 

 
 



 

Dave Ball and Butch Harper walked down the marble 
steps of the federal building without saying much.  There 
was no need to talk.  Butch knew what Dave had on his 
mind.  He wanted to rattle a few cages and shake some 
information loose.  If necessary, he would skirt the edges 
of legality to get it done, but if there was information 
Dave was the guy to do the rattling.   

“Where we headed?”  Butch just wanted some idea of 
the afternoon his partner was planning for them.   

Dave slid into the driver’s seat and grinned.  “I kinda 
figured we’d go see some of our friends over in Alphabet 
City.”  

Butch grunted.  “That oughta work.  They seem to 
know what’s crawling around.” 

“Armpit of the city,” said Dave cheerfully.   
“Other end of the torso,” mumbled Butch.  “Not much 

over there but pricks and assholes.” 
They drove an old Volkswagen econobox Golf with 

badly faded paint and a spreading cancer of rust.  The 
interior was musty and old-smelling, and the floorboards 
were covered with hamburger wrappers and smashed-
flat coffee and soda cups, but the engine was strong and 
the tires were good.  It fit right in on Manhattan’s lower 
east side, where the avenues were lettered A, B, C, hence 
the nickname “Alphabet City.” 

Dave knew of a place just off Avenue B, an abandoned 
building owned by the City of New York.  The city owned 
thousands of such buildings, five to ten stories tall, each 
with four to eight apartments per floor.  It had come to 
own such buildings after the slumlords abandoned 
them, stopped paying property taxes, or lost them in 
legal actions.  The city refused to do anything with them, 
which flew in the face of all logic, given the politicians’ 
much ballyhooed rhetoric about caring for the homeless 



 

and the poor.  Most of the buildings were structurally 
sound, though the apartments inside had long ago been 
looted and trashed. 

The buildings were almost always without electricity 
or running water, and most were missing at least half 
their windows.  Many had become havens from the 
elements for scores of homeless people who refused to 
confine themselves to the city shelters.  These “squats” 
became places where drugs were dealt, women were 
raped, and both men and women were killed.  The 
buildings were the city’s rats’ nests, and except for 
occasional election-year sweeps, nothing much got done 
about them.   

Dave had gotten a tip, a quick phone call.  Now that 
they had reached the neighborhood, there was a small 
hitch: Butch could see the lookout on the corner.   

A young black kid, maybe fifteen years old, was 
standing around, seemingly doing nothing.  He was the 
first line of defense and intelligence for the drug dealer 
who owned the block, “Round” Johnson.  Predictably, 
Round was just that: a big tub of drug-dealing lard who 
used his weight to get things done.  He was physically 
formidable and had never learned the value of life, except 
as it affected his own immediate finances, sensory 
gratification, or power.  The kid on the corner was there 
to send up a signal if cops happened by, or to direct a 
buyer to the correct doorway.  The only skill he needed 
was that of recognizing a cop or a user when he saw one 
and giving the proper signal in time. 

Dave parked the VW behind a dilapidated Malibu.  
They sat watching through the windshield of the car 
ahead of them as the kid kept a nonchalant eye moving, 
constantly sweeping the neighborhood for signs of 
action.  He didn’t have long to wait.  Three black 



 

teenagers were approaching.  Each walked with 
exaggerated arm movements as the hip-hop bass beat 
pumped through earphones so loud that Butch could 
hear it. 

As they eased out of the Golf, Dave said, “We oughta 
get us some of those tunes, Butch.  Be good cover.  
’Sides, we could learn the words of some o’ the great 
lyricists of our day.”  

“You laugh.  Ever try writing poetry?  Some of those 
artistes can rhyme on the fly.  Takes a brain, my man—
really does.”  

The two agents moved quickly down the street, 
approaching the young lookout from behind.  His 
attention was on the three teenagers, who, from their 
arm movements and animated gestures, appeared to be 
negotiating some sort of transaction.   

Butch chuckled.  “I can just see us.  Big tall, country-
soundin’ white mo-fo like you with a ghetto blaster on 
his shoulder, tryin’ to pass and me walking along trying 
to act cooler than I already am.” 

 “Right,” Dave whispered.  “If you qualify as cool, then 
Lawrence Welk is the hippest act in town.  Besides ghetto 
blasters went out with the Walkman.  That was another 
century, dude.” 

Butch gave him a none too gentle elbow in the ribs, 
but accompanied it with a good-natured grin.  

“And Lawrence Welk is dead.” 
“He’s still on reruns,” said Dave. 
“Uh huh.”  
The two agents moved as smoothly as shadows, 

ducking into a decrepit doorway as one of the three 
buyers started to turn in their direction.  No alarm was 
raised, so Butch knew they hadn’t been spotted.  They 
could hear the conversation clearly, and it was apparent 



 

that the three young customers were arguing early for a 
volume discount on vials of crack or crystal meth.   

Stupid, thought Butch.  The boys were arguing to save 
a few paltry dollars on the poison they would use to 
destroy themselves.  True, it would bring a heady, 
intense rush, spreading through the brain and body so 
pleasurably that nothing else would matter—for about 
ten minutes if it was crack; for meth, make it an hour or 
two.  After that, they’d be “chasing the high,” smoking or 
snorting or slamming more and more in a futile effort to 
regain that first Roman candle rush.  Along the way, 
brain cells would wink out permanently by the tens of 
thousands, the heart would be chemically revved to race 
nearly out of control, and subtle emotional changes 
would take place, leading inexorably to paranoia and 
fear.  Over time, a general fraying of the edges would 
leave those youngsters less and less able to handle the 
stresses of a life already stacked against them by harsh 
circumstance. 

Butch and Dave were not interested in either Round 
Johnson or his lookout.  They merely had to get past the 
kid to reach another building on the same block where 
an unsavory gentleman named Kenny Gillen squatted.   

Squatting was an adventure.  It was living illegally in 
a city-owned building, in defiance of the police, the 
mayor’s office and all the forces and agencies of City Hall.  
Gillen and five other men lived on the top floor of 536 
Avenue B.  The crudely painted sign above their door, in 
a spray of defiant scarlet, read “536 Squat.” Unlike other 
squatters, they intended to stay.  They felt like intrepid 
homesteaders of the Wild West.  They had driven their 
stake and declared this spot of roach- and rat-infested, 
cluttered and unkempt ground as their very own. 



 

The city had tried more than once to drive them away.  
The fire department had come early one clear, bright 
winter morning and ripped out all the stairwells, leaving 
gaping expanses in the heart of the unlighted old 
building.  The police department had broken out all the 
windows, leaving nothing to slow the angry howl of the 
wind.   

The “hawk,” as the icy winter wind was 
euphemistically called, whistled through the building 
and made living there most difficult, as Kenny Gillen had 
recalled.  But his merry little band was not so easily 
deterred.  They stole windows from other buildings and 
collected doors and scrap wood to stop up other holes in 
the walls.  Scrounging for scraps of lumber and lengths 
of rope, they fashioned ladders that would take them 
vertically to the fifth floor, where their home was. 

There were no bathrooms in the building, so they had 
rigged a twenty-foot length of old four-inch plastic sewer 
pipe and fitted a widely flanged funnel of aluminum to 
the top.  The long tube hung downward out of one 
window at a sixty-degree angle.  Into this tube they 
defecated and urinated, letting the alley below become 
their sewer.  In the end, given the treacherous nature of 
their crudely made stairway, the police and firefighters 
had finally left them alone.   

Kenny Gillen sat comfortably in the corner of his 
patchwork home, leafing through an old issue of Hustler 
while taking an occasional pull from a bottle of Cisco and 
puffing on an unfiltered Camel. 

Then he heard the rattle of his telltale, the clinking of 
the eight-penny nail in an old Mateus bottle.  That meant 
the second floor—somebody was coming up.  Kenny rose 
gently to his feet and padded quietly to the hallway, 



 

where between cracks in the boards, he could look down 
and see who was climbing the ladder.  He grinned.   

Dave pulled his hand away from the rope, but too late.  
Off to his left in the darkness, the movement of the rope 
had shaken an old bottle of some kind, with something 
metal inside.   

“Ooops!” 
“Nice move, Dave,” whispered Butch.  He grinned in 

the half-light.  “Thanks for ringing the doorbell.” He 
winked as Dave glared down at him.   

“You’re welcome,” he said drily.  Dave didn’t whisper 
his reply, since, having already tripped what was no 
doubt one of several crude but effective alarms, the need 
for stealth was past.  Craning his neck back, he looked 
upward and thought he spotted a shadowy movement 
through holes in the floor boards a couple of floors above.  
He kept climbing, and Butch followed. 

They drew close to the floor where Gillen crouched just 
out of sight of the treacherous yawning stairwell.  

Dave growled without looking, “Don’t do anything 
stupid, Kenny.  We’re just here to talk.” 

Gillen poked his head over the edge of the hole and 
looked down into the faces of the two agents climbing his 
makeshift ladder.  He grinned.  “Shit.  How’d you know I 
was here?”   

“Easy,” Dave cracked.  “I was downwind.”  
“Hey-y-y.” Kenny Gillen sounded hurt.  “You have 

injured my feelings.”  His smile disappeared for at least 
a second and then returned.  He announced.  “I smell 
good.  For a bum.” He motioned with the length of steel 
pipe he held in his hand.  “C’mon up.”  He leaned the 
pipe against the wall.  

 
  



 

Chapter Thirteen  
 

assan al-Rashid wore the hard hat of a Port 
Authority inspector.  He stood near the 
entrance to the Holland Tunnel on the 

Manhattan side of the Hudson River, talking to the 
supervisor on duty.  The name tag on the chubby, 
balding fellow’s chest read “Fred Kosinski.”  

A beautiful young woman stood at the “inspector’s” 
side.  Al-Rashid was dressed in an appropriately dark 
business suit, slightly rumpled.  His shirt collar was 
loosened, his tie wasn’t quite tight, and his jacket was 
slung nonchalantly over one arm.  He held a thin 
briefcase. 

His false identity documents had been child’s play.  
They amounted to an apparently accurate City ID card.  
That it lacked the high-tech computer chip embedded in 
a real one hardly mattered for this exercise.  The 
laminated card hung around Al-Rashid’s neck.  His 
business card looked right, as did the letterheads in his 
briefcase, and the inspection checklist looked perfectly 
official.  Al-Rashid’s perfunctorily officious manner, 
mixed with bureaucratic boredom, gave him an air of 
authenticity unlikely to be questioned by a low-ranking 
city employee.  And the assistant at his side sealed the 
deal. 

The young “secretary” had long, glistening black hair 
and big dark, captivating eyes.  One of Alberto Caldera’s 
top operatives, María Torres had a dossier a half inch 
thick at DEA headquarters.  She was wanted for a short 
but spectacular career of violence and criminal activity.  
She had smuggled cocaine across the border dozens of 
times in yachts and planes, and by all-terrain vehicles 
across the Mexican desert.  In the course of conducting 
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Caldera cartel business, she had also murdered several 
men and women, though Alberto Caldera treasured her 
for more than just her capacity for violence. 

María wore a short, form-fitting black skirt, which 
accentuated curvaceous legs rendered even shapelier by 
three-inch black heels.  She wore a dark red halter top 
under a lightweight white windbreaker, the sleeves of 
which were pushed up to her elbows.  A small dark red 
bag was slung over one shoulder, and she carried a 
clipboard.  She was a small package of feminine 
dynamite and appeared very willing to help light the fuse. 

The look was very precisely designed.  Al-Rashid 
wanted the supervisor to remember the woman vividly 
and him vaguely, if at all.  Noting the avid looks Kosinski 
was already giving the exotic and intoxicating woman, he 
had little doubt that his stratagem was working.   

“I realize it is a surprise inspection,” said Al-Rashid, 
adding in a conspiratorial tone, “I would really prefer to 
be working with my secretary on some other project, but 
hey, you know how it is.” 

“No problem at all, Mr.  Benjamin.” Kosinski read the 
name from the tag round Al-Rashid’s neck, but his eyes 
kept returning to María.  “Follow me.  As you will see, 
our reorganization since the latest round of budget cuts 
is just about complete.” 

 “Yes,” replied Al-Rashid, “seems like all the city’s 
agencies have been cut back” He was a fellow 
bureaucrat, equally upset over reductions in spending.  
He spoke in a friendly, commiserating way.  “We lost 
fourteen people.  Fourteen! I can’t believe it.  We don’t 
make as many maintenance checks as we used to, but 
safety is still a very high priority.” 

The trio climbed aboard a narrow car perched on a 
single rail which traveled the length of the tunnel wall.  



 

Automobiles whizzed past on the roadway four or five feet 
below the mini monorail.  Kosinski got into the tiny car 
first and offered a hand to María as she clambered up.  
The difficulties of reaching the rather high step in such 
a short, tight skirt were immediately apparent, and 
Kosinski’s eyes fastened themselves first to her bare 
midriff and then to her legs.  Her skirt rode upward, and 
Kosinski caught his breath as he glimpsed the lacy 
whiteness of her panties.  She wore no hosiery and her 
legs shone as though polished bronze. 

María shot Al-Rashid a quick look that said, look at 
this idiot, and just as instantly, as Kosinski’s gaze 
traveled up her body to her face, she made herself smile 
prettily into his leering grin, then let it flash into a 
friendly, almost inviting look.  She could see his 
adolescent dreams beginning to take immediate and 
predictable shape. 

“During our last inspection,” Al-Rashid extemporized, 
“it seems one or more of the bulkheads were in need of 
repair.  As you are aware, the port is increasingly busy 
and the risk of a collision in the river is much on the 
minds of the board these days.”  

María placed a hand on Kosinski’s upper arm as, with 
just a hint of nervousness, she asked a question for the 
first time.  “What does he mean, ‘a collision in the river’?” 

The little tram lurched to a stop.  Kosinski took her 
solicitously by the arm as they stepped through a 
doorway into the bowels of the tunnel.  They were 
standing inside a long, narrow hallway, a sort of tunnel 
within the tunnel, connected to a labyrinth of corridors 
and access spaces running the length of the large 
complex. 

Kosinski explained, “What he means is this: You see, 
this hallway is just part of the tunnel complex.  You may 



 

have noticed those two towers in the Hudson River.  They 
look like buildings perhaps two or three stories tall, 
rising right up out of the water.  And in a way, that’s 
what they are.  People work in them, mostly keeping an 
eye on river traffic.” 

María feigned fear.  “You mean there is water just 
outside these walls?” 

“No, no, my dear.  The tunnel itself is bored through 
solid rock, and at its deepest point it’s about sixty feet 
below the river bed.  It took thousands of sandhogs more 
than eleven years to dig and blast their way through the 
rock.  It is very dangerous work—several men died in the 
process.” 

Al-Rashid interjected, “María, the tunnel must have 
air…”  

Kosinski thinly hid his irritation at the interruption.  
He was enjoying the audience of the luscious and it 
appeared, raptly interested young woman.  With an 
annoyed glance at Al-Rashid, he continued, “Those 
buildings in the river are like the tunnel’s lungs.  They 
are the air vents.  Huge exhaust fans pull the fumes of 
thousands of cars and trucks up out of the tunnel.  This, 
of course, pulls fresh air in from the outside.” He 
gestured with big sweeps of his arms, as though 
explaining to a child.  “We gotta have those fans.  If we 
didn’t, think what would happen when traffic slows to a 
stop on a sweltering, hot summer day.  The exhaust 
would build up, and people would soon collapse.  Think 
about it.  How many times have you been stuck twenty 
minutes in the tunnel?  Happens to everyone.” 

They arrived at an elevator.  Once inside, Kosinski 
pushed the button for the top floor, and they emerged 
inside one of the ventilation buildings.  “Come this way.” 



 

Kosinski led Al-Rashid and María to a window facing 
downstream toward the Statue of Liberty.  María found 
it a strange sensation, much like being at anchor as the 
river flowed past.  At the same time, she was very much 
aware of being enclosed in the concrete and brick of a 
building. 

Al-Rashid put voice to the feeling, “This always feels 
strange to me.  It’s as though we were in a large vessel, 
sitting stationary here in the river.” 

“Yeah,” said María, moving a half step closer to 
Kosinski.  “It’s kinda spooky.” She brushed her leg 
against his as though by accident, a move he 
immediately took as an indication that she needed his 
strength and protection against the ominous and the 
unseen. 

Energized by the contact, Kosinski enthused, “You 
should see it at night! The big ships move slowly up the 
river like they’re coming right at you.  Their lights are on, 
red and white and green, and you can’t help but worry 
that one day one of the harbor pilots will be drunk or 
asleep or both and run one of those big boys right into 
the building.”  

María shivered.  “Oooh! What would happen?”   
“That depends.  The ship probably would not reach the 

actual vent, because the river bed is built up around it 
to keep a big ship away.  It would run aground first.  But, 
if the river were high enough, and the ship was riding 
high enough with a light enough load and moving way 
too fast, then yeah, it could hit the vent.  And that,” he 
grinned, “would be bad.” 

Kosinski gestured toward a man who sat on a small 
swiveling stool a few feet away.   

“If an apparently imminent collision could be bad 
enough to breach the wall—let the water in—then the 



 

guy on duty would have to be very busy, very fast.  He’d 
hit these two switches.” He pointed to two large red 
switches protected by flip-up plastic safety covers.  The 
operator on duty at the console moved aside to allow his 
boss to demonstrate.  “Those switches would close the 
main bulkheads below, at the base of the building, 
leading into the tunnel.” 

“You mean, he’d be trapped in here.” She pointed to 
the console operator. 

“Well,” said Kosinski as he gave the man a friendly pat 
on the shoulder, “he’s the last line of defense.  Before the 
ship gets close enough, he would turn on the claxon 
horns mounted on top of the building.  Like this.” 

Kosinski pushed a button, and a deep, throbbing 
moan like that of a foghorn blasted out across the river.  
The volume and depth of it set coffee cups vibrating on 
the desk and rippled the water in the eight-foot fish tank 
that hugged one wall.  The impossibly deep moan of the 
horn made María feel both weak and excited inside.  She 
was sure she could feel her organs moving inside her 
body.  Kosinski flipped it off.  María smiled gamely.   

He said, “There are also bright strobes and other lights 
on the building, which oughta get anybody’s attention, 
even some half-asleep ship’s pilot.  Hopefully, he’d be 
able to turn in time to avoid any major damage.” 

Al-Rashid needed more information, but he had to be 
careful lest he display too narrow a working knowledge 
of the tunnel.  “The bulkheads are in good working 
order?”  he asked.   

Kosinski nodded.  “Absolutely.” 
“Show them to me.” 
Kosinski led the way, this time on a spiral staircase 

that twisted down with rough-hewn rock on all sides.  
“Watch your step,” he called out, his voice echoing 



 

sharply off the rock walls.  “Keep your hand on the 
railing.”  

Kosinski pointed to heavy steel doors like something 
one might see on a naval ship.  “If water were to breach 
the upper rooms, it would cascade down through shafts 
like this one, and the much larger shafts which hold the 
ventilation fans.  I can’t show you those at the moment, 
because the fans are running—that’s the racket you 
hear.” 

“It’s loud,” said María. 
“Believe it or not, you kinda get used to it.” He pointed.  

“As you can see, the shaft goes down a number of feet 
below the bulkhead itself.  This means the water would 
have to fill the shaft first, enough to rise to this point and 
then pour through the bulkhead.  It buys a few more 
seconds—maybe even a few minutes, depending on the 
flow.  By that time, of course, someone on the other side 
would have locked it tight manually if the automatic 
mechanism were to fail.  But not to worry,” he added, 
smiling self-assuredly at the anxious, gorgeous woman 
standing so very close to him.  “We’ve never had a test 
failure of the automatic devices in this tunnel, not since 
the earliest shakedown trials.” 

The three of them stepped through the bulkhead into 
another interior corridor.  A passageway appeared 
alongside the corridor, on the other side of the wall. 

“What’s that?”  asked María. 
“It’s an access tunnel for electricians and other 

workers, so they can get at the wiring and valves and so 
forth which are built into the walls of the main tunnel.”  

María knew that Al-Rashid wanted to get his hands on 
a set of plans for the tunnel.  A map.  She gave Kosinski 
one of her most brilliant smiles.  “Is there…is there a 



 

place where a girl can, ah, freshen up a bit?  A ladies’ 
room, perhaps?” 

“Sure.  We’ll go back to my office.  There’s a lounge 
area for the workers, and restrooms are there.” 

Kosinski led the way back to the little monorail car.  
María, tugging and adjusting her halter top, pretended 
to stumble and leaned on him for support.  Kosinski had 
just about forgotten that “Mr.  Benjamin” even existed.  
When they reached the end of the tunnel, he led María 
gallantly by the arm to his office.   

Al-Rashid followed and, on arrival, contrived to have 
the office to himself.  He cleared his throat.  “Might I 
borrow your phone for a moment?  I should call the 
office—let ’em know we’re still here.” 

“Sure, sure,” answered Kosinski dismissively.  
“Phone’s on the desk.  Feel free.” 

Eyes flashing seductively, María said, “Perhaps you 
could show me the lounge, Fred?” 

“It would be my pleasure… Right this way.” Kosinski 
led María out of the office. 

Al-Rashid moved with confidence.  He leaped to a bank 
of file cabinets along one wall, surveyed the labels on the 
drawers, and quickly slid one open.  His fingers flipped 
through the files.  Next drawer.  Then he found what he 
was looking for: a schematic of the Holland Tunnel 
system.  He unfolded it, tracing lines with his fingers to 
be sure it was the one he needed, then quickly refolded 
the map and slid it into the valise he carried.  There were 
voices in the hallway.  The file folder was still on the desk.  
Springing back to the file cabinet, Al-Rashid slid the 
empty folder in its place and eased the cabinet drawer 
shut.  He was on the desk telephone when the door 
opened. 



 

Kosinski was saying, “…eight years now, and most of 
the time it’s okay, but a guy needs a little excitement in 
his life, y’know what I mean?” 

Al-Rashid looked up as though concluding his 
telephone conversation.  María came in just behind 
Kosinski, his attention thoroughly and solicitously on 
her.  Her hair was tousled, and she was retouching her 
lipstick.   

Al-Rashid smiled.  Well done.   
He turned from the phone and extended his hand.  

“Mr.  Kosinski, I think we can wrap things up here for 
now.  I believe we have gotten what we came for.  You 
should be proud of your operation here.  A fine job.” 

María offered Fred her hand, too.  “Thank you, Fred.  
I certainly enjoyed my visit.” 

Kosinski walked out with them to the small car they 
had parked outside.  He opened the door for María.  She 
treated him to one last glimpse of panties as she slid into 
the front seat of the car. 

Kosinski leaned down to speak through her window.   
“Mr. Benjamin, Miss Torre, I hope to see you again 

sometime.” 
María smiled sweetly.  “You will; I’m sure you will.” 

She rested her fingers on his hand at the sill of the open 
car window.   

Al-Rashid put the car into gear, and as he backed 
away, María gave Kosinski a secretive little wave.   
  



 

Chapter Fourteen  
 
 

 was tedious, boring work.  It was one of 
those fresh, cool spring days that made 
John wish he were up in his aerobatic 

plane, carving enjoyable, stress-reducing lines in the 
sky.  There was a lingering nip of receding winter in the 
swirling breeze, prompting people to stuff light gloves in 
their pockets just in case.  One day would be almost 
warm; the next would be stirred by chill breezes.  It was 
not quite comfortable but not really unpleasant.  
Runners would love it: cool enough to keep the body’s 
internal regulator purring just right. 

John Boulder and Derick Embley were staking out the 
George Washington Bridge.  They sat in an unmarked 
government-issue Ford alongside a Port Authority police 
cruiser.  A steady stream of cars and trucks filtered past 
the toll booths of the bridge’s upper level. 

John stretched the muscles of his back and rolled his 
head to relieve the tension in his neck and shoulders.  
Taking a swallow of tepid coffee from a Styrofoam cup, 
he grimaced and tossed the rest of the coffee out the 
window.  He looked at Derick in the driver’s seat.  Calm, 
alert Derick.  There was no witty banter between them at 
the moment.  They were just two men sitting in a car, 
waiting.  John’s thoughts rambled idly through 
memories of past stakeouts and long hours spent in cars, 
vans, rented rooms and warehouses, peering through 
camera lenses and telescopes and listening to hidden 
microphones.   

Ten miles to the south and fifteen hundred feet in the 
air, Ted Maglione sat in the right seat of a McDonnell 
Douglas 500E helicopter.  The 500 was the most modern 

 It 



 

Hughes Aircraft series and one of the nimblest and most 
maneuverable of rotary aircraft.  At 135 knots cruising, 
it was fairly quick.  Ted held the pistol grip of the cyclic 
control stick firmly but lightly in his huge hand. 

Sitting beside him, Gene Brancone held a pair of 
binoculars to his eyes.  Both men wore headphones to 
allow them to converse without shouting over the din of 
the engine and the hurricane winds whipped up by the 
blades.  They also needed to hear a variety of voices on 
the communications radios.  Along with the normal 
chatter of air traffic control, they also had to contend 
with the tactical calls being made by the rest of the 
surveillance team, airborne and ground units, and even 
the two harbor units in the lower Hudson.   

Brancone didn’t take the binoculars away as he asked, 
“Whaddaya think, Ted?  Parkway or Turnpike?” 

“I’d bet Turnpike.  Just one more truck on a road full 
of trucks.  Don’t matter, though.  We got people at the 
ticket booths on the turnpike—and spotters at each of 
the toll stops on the Garden State, too.  Won’t be long … 
if it’s gonna happen.” 

Ted banked the chopper south, against the flow of New 
York bound traffic, and pitched forward slightly to 
descend to around twelve hundred feet.   

“It’s hazy, Gene.   Can’t see much in this scuzz.  You’d 
think the breeze would blow all this stuff outta here, 
wouldn’t you?  Do me a favor, would ya—keep an eye out 
for other aircraft.” 

“No problem.”  Gene gave the sky a quick scan.  “I have 
no wish to have so much as a fender bender up here.” 

Squelch broke on the tactical radio channel.  It was 
Boulder.   

“Six Tango Whiskey, this is Bravo.  What’s your 
twenty?” 



 

“Tango Whiskey’s south of the stadium, over the 
turnpike.” 

“Romeo One, check the Parkway?” 
“Roger that,” came the answer.  “Nothing there yet.” 
Another voice came on the radio.  “I got something.  

Just pulling through the Union toll plaza on the 
parkway.  This is Delta, Ground Two.”  

John exclaimed to Derick on the com line, “Finally!  
’Bout time.”  On the radio he said, “What you got?” 

“Looks like the truck, Bravo.  He’s on the Parkway.  
Not the Turnpike after all...” 

“Union toll plaza!  How did we miss him for ninety-five 
miles all the way up from Philly?” 

“Maybe he went the back way, boss.  I don’t know.” 
“Yeah, maybe.”  Boulder keyed the radio again.  “Delta 

Two, you stay with him.  Give him plenty of space.  Tango 
Whiskey, get down there and pick him up.  Take a look, 
but keep it respectable.  We want an easy surveil here.” 

The chopper turned toward the toll plaza area.  
Brancone worked the radio.   “Roger.  ETA five minutes, 
maybe less.”  

“Less,” said Ted. 
“Less,” Brancone repeated.  He watched the vehicle 

traffic carefully, focusing on the trucks.  Ted Maglione 
was also watching but keeping an eye out for air traffic 
at the same time.   

The voice of Delta 2 said, “Coming up on…” 
Off mike, Brancone said to Maglione, “I got him.”  He 

radioed, “We’re on him, Delta Two.  Deuce and a half.  
White.  Green and blue letters.”  Gene read the side of 
the truck: “Kosher meats.  That’s our boy.” 

To the two agents in the Delta 2 car following the 
truck, the chopper became increasingly visible as it 
descended on their right.   



 

“We got you, Whiskey.  Swing around and stay high, 
okay.” 

“Good work, guys.”  It was Boulder, trying to picture 
the evolving situation from miles away.  “Whiskey, you 
track him and get me a read on any escorts.  We want to 
know if he has any backup.” 

The truck changed lanes.  It had become a ridiculously 
easy surveillance.  The agents in Delta 2 could follow it 
from a dozen cars back now and have no worry of 
missing its turn, not with the chopper watching from 
overhead.  The truck was leaving the Garden State 
Parkway, entering Interstate 80 eastbound to the George 
Washington Bridge. 

“Coming your way, Romeo One.  ETA to the bridge, 
maybe ten.” 

“Roger, Whiskey.”  John and Derick adjusted their 
seat positions and checked their weapons.  It was force 
of habit.  John reached into the backseat and brought 
two twelve-gauge shotguns to the front.  He slipped a 
magazine of shells into each one, checked the action, and 
jacked one into the chamber of each weapon. 

Derick took a sip of his coffee and promptly spat it 
back into the cup.  “This coffee’s cold!” 

Boulder chuckled.  “Coulda told you that twenty 
minutes ago.”  

Derick rolled his eyes at him and tossed the coffee out 
the window.  The traffic was a still steady stream, and 
the tedium made concentrating on each passing truck 
difficult.  In addition, they had to stay alert for possible 
armed terrorists riding in backup cars.  It was a 
precaution that made sense and they were surprised that 
no trailing vehicle had been spotted by Ted and Gene or 
any of the ground units as they tracked the truck. 



 

Gene Brancone’s voice came on the tactical frequency: 
“John, it’s there—third toll lane from the inside.  Just 
behind it a few cars back is a beige Caprice.  That may 
be his trailer.  I’ve seen him in traffic, never far from that 
truck for quite a way now.” 

“Got it.” 
“Hold it, John.  There’s a Guardsman walking over 

toward the truck.  He’s going to shunt him into the 
security lane for inspection.” 

John spoke into the mike.  “Let the truck go!  
Someone, grab that soldier; tell him what’s up.  Let that 
truck go through the toll plaza.”  

A state trooper’s voice came back: “I’ll go to him.  We 
have to stall the truck for a bit.  I want backup in place.” 

John relaxed.  He was glad the trooper had a head on 
his shoulders.  He knew there was plenty of backup, 
ready to go.  A dozen officers waited inside the building; 
all they needed was a signal.  If they just gave the truck 
a pass through the gate, it might raise suspicions, since 
all trucks had to move through the cursory inspection 
process.  The state trooper spoke briefly to the young 
Guardsman.  John watched, all senses alert as the 
National Guardsman waved the truck to the side.   

The trooper walked to the driver’s side of the 
Bernstein’s truck.  He spoke a few words to the man 
inside and made a couple of notes on a pad as he perused 
the documents the driver handed him.   

Meanwhile, the Guardsman walked around the truck, 
cupped his eyes to the rear window and looked inside.  
Apparently seeing nothing of interest, he nodded, 
hitched his M-16 up on his shoulder and walked to the 
left rear corner of the truck.  He waved to the trooper, 
who smiled, held up one hand and moved away from the 
window.   



 

Embley started the engine and nosed out to the edge 
of traffic, ready to shadow the truck.  The Caprice pulled 
out of the tollbooth, and Embley slid smoothly alongside 
it.  It was the first mistake of the day and Derick realized 
it too late.  The man sitting in the passenger seat of the 
Caprice looked familiar.  His young eyes were too alert; 
they smoothly swept the stream of traffic and then lit on 
Embley just as he slid the Ford into the flow of traffic.  
Abdul bin Dahvi’s eyes widened.  Picking up a handheld 
radio, he spoke rapidly into it.  The Caprice accelerated, 
passing the truck.  Embley kept pace.   

John Boulder and Derick Embley spotted the swarthy 
man in the car beside them at the same instant.  Their 
eyes locked, recognition immediate.   

Boulder said, “The airport.  The guy at the airport!”  
“Coincidence?”   
“With that truck behind us?  No way, Derick!”  
The engine of the truck roared.  The noise was 

momentarily startling as the truck surged forward, 
knocking aside the military jeep that partially blocked its 
path.  The National Guardsman quickly unslung his M-
16, barking an order to the driver to stop.  He was 
ignored.  The truck pulled out quickly into horn-blatting 
traffic, and the Guardsman lowered his weapon, 
unwilling to fire at the truck and risk ricochets into other 
automobiles.   

Dahvi made their next decision easy.  In answer to his 
radio call, the truck came speeding up from behind to 
smash its massive front bumper into the rear of John 
and Derick’s car, ramming it forward.  It slewed 
sideways, the tires scrubbing on the pavement.  Derick 
fought for control of the wheel, corrected and the truck 
slammed into the rear of the car again.   



 

At the same time, Dahvi’s window was winding down, 
and the ugly snout of a small automatic weapon began 
to poke through.   

“Gun!” Boulder shouted, “Left, partner!”  
Derick immediately swung the wheel hard left into the 

Caprice, throwing Dahvi’s aim off.  The Mac 9 roared, 
and the left rear passenger window exploded.  Another 
blast.  Derick and John ducked and again Derick yanked 
the wheel hard left and was rewarded with another 
grinding collision with the Caprice.  Then the truck 
rammed the rear of the government Ford again. 

Embley yelled, “I’m getting TIRED of this!”  He pulled 
his pistol and, while fighting the wheel with his right 
hand, flung several rounds into the side of the Caprice.  
It fell back half a car length.   

John Boulder grabbed a shotgun and clambered into 
the backseat.  Through the rear window he could see the 
truck coming at them again.  He was halfway over the 
seat when the truck hit, and he felt himself being thrown 
hard into the rear window frame.  He bounced down into 
the seat.   

Derick yelled again.  Fired another shot.  
Boulder came up and fired a shotgun blast through 

the back window, into the front grille of the truck, then 
aimed another round into the truck’s windshield as it 
sped toward him for another ramming.  The windshield 
spiderwebbed as the pellets hit it, and the truck 
slammed into the car once more.  The Caprice was 
coming alongside again.   

Boulder swung around with the shotgun and fired 
broadside into the car.  He heard yelling, and the Caprice 
swerved and fell back but did not crash.   

 



 

Ted and Gene watched what was happening from high 
overhead, and Gene spoke rapidly into a microphone, 
calling for backup units.  In the distance, to the rear of 
the running gunfight, Gene could see Port Authority 
police officers beginning to pile out of the bridge office, 
racing for their patrol cars.  It would probably be over 
before they could get there.   

Ted hunched his shoulders a bit, as though gathering 
himself for a tackle on the football field.  He had known 
John Boulder for several years.  They had become friends 
and had a mutual respect for each other’s 
professionalism and dedication.  He liked the guy.  
Derick Embley, too.  It enraged him to see them in the 
midst of a gun battle. 

He knew he didn’t have to ask Gene Brancone for 
consensus on his next move.  A plan of action swiftly 
formed.  It would be dangerous in the extreme, but he 
knew that Gene would be there all the way, even though 
he also knew how much Gene hated to fly.  Helicopters 
just scared him.   

Ted’s plan was to take up a position at the end of the 
bridge, on the assumption that the running gun battle 
would shortly reach the New York side.  If it did, he would 
place the helicopter in front of any oncoming bad guys 
and try to stop them from getting into the city.  It would 
be very hazardous, armed as they were with only small 
arms and one rifle-mounted grenade launcher.  Working 
so closely over lanes of traffic would be way, way out of 
the bounds of regulations, but when agents and officers 
were in trouble, Ted tended to develop memory problems 
about just what the book had to say.  It was after all, a 
very big book. 

 



 

The Arab truck driver had been hit in the face, arms, 
and chest by flying glass but he still drove.  Adrenaline-
fed wildness showed in his eyes. 

All around them cars and trucks were slamming on 
their brakes, skidding out of control and crashing.  The 
battle was about halfway across the long bridge.  John 
aimed another shotgun round at the Caprice. 

Embley gripped the radio microphone.  “Ted!” he said 
as the truck rammed the car again.  “Ted, get down here 
and get these—” The Caprice smashed into them again.  
He angrily shoved the microphone back onto its hook.   

“DAMN it, these bastards are gonna die.” 
Boulder couldn’t hold back a rueful laugh.  He and 

Derick were trapped with little room to maneuver, a big 
angry truck full of explosives behind them, a couple of 
terrorists with guns in the car next to them, and an 
immovable guardrail on the right.  They had to try to 
survive the situation without getting into a collision with 
slower traffic in front of them, and here was Derick in the 
front seat, shouting about how the bad guys were gonna 
die. 

Boulder muttered to himself, “The guy’s great,” then 
yelled, “Give ’em hell, Derick!” 

 
Suddenly, low in the air just above the bridge, the 

helicopter appeared, hunkered and waiting over the New 
York side.   

Ted Maglione swung the bird around and dropped 
down between the towers at the end of the bridge.    

Gene Brancone’s lips pulled back in a grimace of real 
concern.  “Jesus, Ted!” he shouted.  “What the hell you 
doin’!”  

“Those guys need help.”  



 

“Yeah, but…jeez…,” he said as the monstrous cables 
suspending the bridge flashed past, frighteningly close to 
the rotor tips as the chopper dropped between them.  
“Okay-y-y.  You the man, Ted.” 

The chopper wheeled and dipped, diving for the action.  
A huge banner announcing some kind of special event in 
the city hung across the roadway.  Nothing was more 
dangerous to a helicopter than nearly invisible guy wires, 
and it was wires that stretched the banner above the 
lanes of traffic.   

Gene’s eyes widened.  He began talking to himself as 
Ted flew the chopper under the sign.  It would be very 
close.  Gene decided suddenly to turn his attention to the 
M-16 between his knees.  The chopper skimmed the tops 
of panicked commuters’ cars, the rotor disk clearing the 
bottom of the sign by inches. 

 
Abdul bin Dahvi and his driver in the Caprice and the 

driver of the truck, both saw the helicopter coming 
toward them at the same time.  Dahvi was shouting into 
his radio.  Immediately the truck’s brakes squealed as it 
skidded to a stop.  A man leaped out of the back.  He was 
carrying a shoulder-fired Stinger missile.   

Dahvi and his driver brought the Caprice to a stop in 
a broadside slide, tires crying in the center lane of traffic 
and dived out of the car as bullets zipped and whined 
around him.   

From just above the westbound lanes on the bridge, 
Ted made a strafing run with the chopper, with Gene 
firing the M-16 at the car and truck.  Bullets screamed 
off both vehicles.  Apparently, one of the rounds had 
found the radiator hose of the Chevy; a gout of steam 
boiled out from under the pockmarked hood.   



 

John and Derick piled out of their car as three more 
terrorists emerged from the back of the truck, all three 
blasting with automatic weapons into the advancing 
police cars, which reacted by sliding sideways to offer the 
officers inside some protection from the storm of bullets.   

John hit the asphalt and rolled, ending in a crouch, 
firing.  One terrorist crumpled and fell.  Derick found 
himself cornered at the front of the vehicle, with 
terrorists approaching from either side, intent on killing 
him.  John had Dahvi in his sights.   

Bullets ricocheted next to John, and he dived for cover 
behind another car as Dahvi set off sprinting on foot 
toward New York.  Another terrorist aimed a chattering 
Uzi at John, and he squeezed himself against the bumper 
of a car as automatic rifle fire erupted from the 
helicopter.  The Uzi fell silent with a second burst from 
Gene Brancone’s M-16.  

  
It was all happening so fast, seconds seemed to 

expand to minutes.  The terrorist with the Stinger was 
bringing it to bear on the chopper.  Derick Embley 
spotted the man and turned to fire at him.  At the same 
moment, one of the terrorists working his way along the 
car spotted Derick and opened fire. 

Derick felt as though a huge hand swatted him and 
spun him around.  He was knocked sprawling, still 
conscious.  He knew he had only a few moments before 
the pain would come.  He tried hard to focus.  All he 
could see from his position on the pavement were the 
legs of the terrorist with his finger on the trigger of the 
Stinger missile launcher.   

Then, from his position in the chopper, Gene 
Brancone fired the M-16 again and the terrorist who had 
wounded Embley fell. 



 

Embley felt his vision blur.  His finger tightened on the 
trigger.  The man holding the missile launcher tensed his 
shoulder, squeezing the tube closer, anticipating the roar 
of the launching missile.  Derick fired several rounds 
from his pistol at the terrorist’s legs, and the terrorist 
crumpled but not before the missile leaped away from his 
shoulder. 

In the helicopter, Gene Brancone could only point and 
shout.   

“Ted…!”  
Ted Maglione hauled back on the collective, adding full 

power.  The helicopter seemed to take forever.  The 
missile raced through the air, outrunning its own roar 
toward the helicopter.  The chopper moved upward, nose 
high, tail low.  The terrorist’s aim was not perfect, but it 
was good enough and the stinger hit the tail rotor in a 
shattering explosion.   

Ted and Gene were suddenly in the deadly center of a 
world gone spinning and tilting out of control.  Ted was 
working the cyclic, stabbing at the rotor pedals, which 
were suddenly useless, unconnected posts in the floor.  
He was trying to slow the gyro spin—impossible with no 
tail rotor.  At altitude, with the streamlining effect of the 
fuselage’s shape against the onrushing air, he might 
have been able to do it, but it was utterly impossible just 
feet above the pavement and in a near hover. 

   
Embley saw the bird spin, tilt, descending, spinning 

more.  Then it slammed into the asphalt.  The chopper 
made half a turn as what was left of the tail boom 
slammed into the heavy bridge support cables.  The main 
rotors hit the pavement, and pieces like giant scythes 
ricocheted, screaming through the air.  The broken 
blades sliced through two of the cables, which made loud 



 

spranging sounds as they whipped upward.  The 
magnificent bridge shook from the shock and shuddered 
underfoot.   

Smoke rose from the downed helicopter, and suddenly 
Ted Maglione climbed out of the shattered bubble, 
hauling his partner along with one arm.  He was only ten 
yards from the helicopter when it blew up.  The blast sent 
Ted and Gene sprawling to the pavement, where they lay 
unmoving. 

Derick Embley, his vision fading in and out, watched 
it happen.  He groaned and grunted against the enlarging 
globe of pain and mentally reached out for it, feeding off 
it.  The pain was awful, but it would help keep him 
conscious.   

Gritting his teeth, Derick felt with his fingers for the 
wound.  The bullet had entered his upper arm, just 
inside the shoulder.  He couldn’t feel his arm.  It was 
attached to his body, but it hung there like salami in a 
deli window.  His mind commanded the arm to move … 
nothing happened.  For the time being at least, it was a 
useless appendage.  Derick was also badly scraped and 
bruised, but rage filled him as he watched the helicopter 
twist, fall, and then crash and explode.  He watched as 
Ted and Gene were tossed like rag dolls by the explosion. 

   
A snarl of anger erupted from Embley’s throat as he 

rose to his feet.  He hobbled toward the fallen terrorist 
who had fired the stinger and who now lay writhing on 
the pavement with two of Embley’s bullets in his legs.  
The Arab’s fingers scrabbled for the pistol in his belt as 
the tall American approached.  As he walked, Derick 
calmly tucked his pistol under his useless arm and 
shoved a fresh magazine into it with one hand.  The 
terrorist looked up at him.  Embley fired two rounds into 



 

him without hesitation.  He was at the rear of the deuce 
and a half, and for the first time he could see into it.   

It was filled with boxes of explosives.  He could see “C-
4” stenciled on one box, and there was a crate of Stinger 
missiles and another of hand grenades.   

The truck started to pull away.  Derick gave a yell and 
tried to catch hold of the tailgate with his good hand.  
Suddenly, from behind a stack of boxes a terrorist stood, 
struggling for footing and holding an automatic rifle. 

Derick stopped running as the machine gun began to 
chatter.  He fired one shot, killing the terrorist where he 
stood.  The terrorist fell back into the truck as it smashed 
its way past two disabled cars and rumbled away from 
Derick, toward New York City.  Derick knelt quickly and 
fired, emptying his clip at the retreating truck.  Then he 
collapsed in a crooked heap in the midst of the carnage.   

 
  



 

Chapter Fifteen 
 

ahvi ran toward New York, his rubber soles 
slapping against the bridge pavement.  His 
breath came in short, labored gasps as the 

sounds of battle grew steadily more distant, and he 
looked back.  What he saw replaced his growing hope 
with alarm: John Boulder was giving chase, running 
easily and smoothly, quickly eating up the distance 
between them.   

John was hoping to hear the friendly wail of a police 
siren.   

Dahvi cast a quick glance behind him as he ran.  His 
heart sank inside him, as though weighted by lead at the 
thought of being captured.  At the same time, his 
Jihadist mind reveled in the destruction on the bridge. 

The FBI helicopter lay twisted and smoking, fire 
licking around its crumpled fuselage.  In every lane of 
traffic, cars and trucks had crashed into guardrails and 
each other, some from the brief, violent gun battle, 
others from the panic of trying to make U-turns, drive 
through, or even crash through the tangle in a vain effort 
to flee.  Motorists had left their vehicles and wandered in 
a daze among the cars and trucks, scarcely hearing the 
shouted commands from police and others to stay down, 
to take cover. 

Dahvi stopped running as he got past a tight clot of 
cars.  Drivers were attempting to back up and make 
bootleg U-turns to safety.  Brandishing a gun at a young 
couple inside a small car, he whipped open the door, 
ordering them out.  When they hesitated, he shot them 
both, hauled the bodies out the passenger door and 
climbed behind the wheel.  John, not forty yards away, 
was rapidly closing the gap.   

D 



 

Abdul bin Dahvi stamped on the accelerator, and 
smoke boiled off the tortured tires as he screeched away.  
Dropping to one knee, John Boulder fired.  A rear tire 
exploded and the car fishtailed.  John fired three more 
rounds, but Dahvi kept the car moving.   

John steadied his arm for the next shot, when a loud 
noise made him look over his shoulder.  The deuce and 
a half truck was bearing down on him! He took two fast 
steps and dove over the east-west barrier.  John rolled 
upright to see the explosives-filled truck rumble past.   

He could hear the blare of sirens approaching from in 
front of him, coming out of the city.  He stopped the first 
vehicle to reach him—an ambulance.   

“Move over,” he commanded.  “Police.”  He didn’t need 
to explain; the driver saw the gun in his hand and moved 
aside.   

Boulder whipped the boxy emergency vehicle around, 
against the tide of westbound traffic.  Ahead, in the 
distance he could see the terrorists’ truck and Dahvi’s 
highjacked Saturn on the other side of the bridge.  
Weaving the ambulance between the slow oncoming 
cars, John shouted and waved an arm out the window, 
signaling one and all to get out of the way.   

The driver of the explosives truck made it to Harlem 
River Drive and took the right turn south, knowing that 
the center divider would make it impossible for Boulder 
to do the same.  When Dahvi continued straight, heading 
into the Bronx, John did the only thing he could: he went 
after Dahvi. 

John looked at the ambulance driver.  “Can you talk 
to police on this thing?” 

“No, but dispatch can.” 
“Get ’em.”  



 

The driver spoke rapidly into the mike.  John reached 
for it.  “Get ahold of Manhattan North precinct now,” he 
commanded.  “Alert police in the Bronx, too.  They are 
looking for a mostly white truck, a deuce and a half.  It 
says ‘Bernstein’s Kosher Meats’ on the side.  Got that?”   

“Do you have a plate?”   
“No.  For Chrissake, it says ‘Bernstein’s Kosher Meats’ 

in letters three feet tall!  Find that truck and stop it!  It 
is full of explosives, guns—you name it.  Hurry!”  

 As John handed the microphone back to the 
ambulance driver, he darted a look both ways and put 
the accelerator on the floor, trying hard to put his foot 
into the fuel injectors, determined not to lose the Saturn.  
It was his only lead.   

Abdul bin Dahvi had a small head start, but the shot-
out tire had long since spun off and the rim trailed a 
fountain of sparks.  Even dodging the oncoming traffic, 
the ambulance was gaining fast.  John needed to get on 
the same side of the highway—and soon—or he would 
lose the car.   

Seeing an opening ahead in the concrete median, John 
went for it.  The ambulance skidded sideways, caromed 
off a concrete column, and shot the gap as the 
ambulance driver looked on, wide-eyed from the 
passenger seat.   

Bouncing off the column, John heard a yelp behind 
him and was surprised to see a face in the mirror: a 
pretty and very unhappy woman in nurse whites, peering 
at him from the treatment area in back.   

“Hi.  Didn’t know you were back there …” said John, 
“… better grab onto somethin’.”  

He cranked the wheel hard and narrowly missed 
flattening a Mini Cooper.  The ambulance driver looked 



 

across at John, reached down and flipped a switch.  
“This might help,” he said.   

The siren began to wail, and immediately cars started 
moving out of the way.   

“Thanks.”  
The ambulance hit a large pothole, and the nurse 

banged her head on the ceiling and tumbled backward 
with a startled, outraged shriek.   

John called back to her, “You might want to buckle 
yourself in or something.”  

The ambulance was coming up fast on the rear of 
Abdul bin Dahvi and his stolen car, and the ambulance 
driver’s eyes grew wider still as John accelerated.  With 
no rubber on one wheel, Dahvi could not control the 
Saturn when the big ambulance rammed it.  The car 
promptly spun out and slammed into the retaining wall 
with a satisfying crunch.   John jammed the brake pedal 
of the ambulance. 

By the time the car stopped moving, John Boulder was 
out of the ambulance and walking toward the car, his 
pistol drawn.  A shaken and desperate Abdul bin Dahvi 
got out, holding a pistol.  John shot him once, just above 
the right elbow and Dahvi screeched in pain, dropping 
the pistol.   

“I should have killed you at the airport.” Dahvi spat 
the words with a grimace against the pain as he cradled 
his useless arm.   

John looked him over carefully, closely.  His pistol was 
tucked up tight under Dahvi’s chin.  “The airport.  Yep, 
you probably shoulda tried.  Too bad we missed the 
opportunity.”  

Boulder took a step backward.  Dahvi, expecting to be 
executed on the spot, raised his good arm protectively, 
but John dropped his aim and shot him in the foot 



 

instead.  The terrorist fell to the ground, screaming in 
agony.  And fear.  Boulder grabbed the collar of his jacket 
and dragged him, still shrieking to the ambulance, where 
he swung the rear door wide and threw the young 
terrorist into the back of the vehicle like a heavy sack of 
laundry.   

The nurse looked at him in professional indignation.  
“Who are you?  What do you think you’re doing to that 
man?” 

She scrambled to the side as John clambered in after 
Abdul bin Dahvi.  Reaching him, he promptly grabbed a 
fistful of Dahvi’s shirt and another fistful of his crotch, 
picked him up and slammed him onto one of the 
stretchers.  Dahvi screamed again in anguish, trying to 
double up at the waist as his testicles were crushed in 
Boulder’s grip.  He yelled again when his shattered arm 
smacked into the wall of the ambulance. 

The nurse grabbed John by the arm.  “Now, you just 
see here!  Whoever you…you—” 

John wheeled around; eyes ablaze.  “Listen!  I work for 
the government.  This man is a terrorist.  He’s 
responsible for the mess you saw back there on the 
bridge.  Several innocent people are dead!  Federal 
officers are injured and possibly dead and unless we can 
find out what’s going on, more people could die—maybe 
a lot more.  Now, draw me a syringe full of some kind of 
painkiller.  Make it strong; he’s going to be in a lot of 
pain.”  

“I can see that!  What are you going to do to him?”   
“I’m going to have a conversation with him.” 
“Conversation?”  She looked dubious. 
“Yeah.  Now, go get into the front of this vehicle.  Tell 

the driver to take us to the federal building in lower 



 

Manhattan—basement entrance.”  He fixed her eyes with 
his.  “Do it!” 

The young terrorist’s eyes were those of a cornered 
animal, at once desperate and petrified and defiant.  The 
nurse filled a syringe with a clear liquid and handed it to 
Boulder.  Recapping the syringe and dropping it in his 
shirt pocket, John turned to Dahvi and roughly bound 
him to the stretcher with the canvas straps used to 
immobilize injured patients.  He fastened one around 
Dahvi’s chest. 

As the nurse climbed into the front of the ambulance, 
the back door slammed shut, causing the driver to look 
back through the open connecting window.  John 
wordlessly slid the window closed and pulled the privacy 
curtain across.  Then he turned to Dahvi. 

“Well Bub, looks like it’s just you and me.”  He smiled 
sweetly.  “What do you think, pal?” 

Dahvi pretended not to understand, shaking his head 
violently from side to side.  Leaning forward as though to 
prop himself up, John Boulder put one hand on the arm 
he’d shot, and leaned his weight on it.  Dahvi started to 
scream, but as he opened his mouth, John stuffed a 
thick roll of gauze bandage between his teeth.  What 
came out was a muffled gasp.  Dahvi’s neck muscles 
strained; his eyes bulged. 

“I figure you can understand me just fine,” John 
murmured, giving him a gentle tap on the shoulder.  “Ya 
bozo, you just mentioned the airport—in English.”  John 
glanced at him appraisingly.  “But no worries—we’ll give 
it a go.  What is your target?”  He repeated the question 
in Farsi.  “What is your target?” 

Abdul bin Dahvi stared at him, astounded to hear his 
own language from the lips of a Westerner.  Boulder 
yanked the bandage roll from Dahvi’s mouth and said, “I 



 

have only three questions.  You can take your time if you 
wish, but I insist that you give me the answers.”  

Dahvi answered, his voice hoarse from the muffled 
screaming.  “I understand you American.  I speak 
English good.” 

“Okay by me.  Thought so.” John replied agreeably.  
“Three questions, that’s all.  Where is Al-Rashid?  What 
is his target?  When will he strike?  See?  Not so tough—
three simple little questions.” 

Dahvi answered by spitting in John’s face.  John 
wiped off the spittle running down his cheek and then 
wiped his hand on Abdul bin Dahvi’s pant leg.  The 
bleeding, throbbing foot was just below his hand.  
Stuffing the wad of bandages back into Dahvi’s mouth, 
he began to untie the shoe.   

As John pulled the shoe off, Dahvi’s eyes rolled around 
frantically and his head thrashed back and forth on the 
stretcher.  The foot was purplish red and blue, badly 
swollen from the trauma of the bullet’s impact.  The 
tendons in Dahvi’s neck stood out taut and he let out a 
convulsed scream, sounding through the gag as if it 
came from far away.  John removed the gag again and 
Dahvi gasped, panting and moaning.   

“Let’s start with this one.  Where is Hassan Al-
Rashid?”   

Dahvi shook his head.  “Fock you, Bouldair.” 
John smacked the gunshot foot with the shoe and as 

the mouth opened to scream, he shoved the gag back in.   
Then he smacked the foot again.  He waiting for the 

muffled scream to end.  He removed the gag again. 
Dahvi, panting from the pain, gasped, “Manhattan… 

Al-Rashid…in Manhattan.” 
“Where?  An address would be nice.”  
He raised the shoe to smack the foot again. 



 

“Wait...wait!  No, don’t!” 
John held the shoe aloft, poised.   
“Forty-fifth street,” said Dahvi.  “Between Ninth and 

Tenth.  I don’t know the number.”  
“Which building?”   
“Brick.  Birds of stone over the door.  Hassan will be 

waiting for you… he will kill you—aah-h!”  Dahvi’s words 
were cut short by a gentle squeeze of the injured arm.  
He caught his breath, hate smoldering in his eyes.   

“Perhaps,” said John.  His eyebrows furrowed in 
feigned contemplation.  “You know, it is often easier to 
die than to live.  You may want to die for what you 
believe.”  He studied Dahvi’s eyes.  “Of course, you do.  
You must be one of your teacher’s top students.  I have 
encountered your kind before.”  

“You are infidel.”  
“Yep. That would be me.  Infidel.  I don’t believe in 

Islam.  Mohammed was a rug merchant.  Jesus was a 
carpenter, but Mohammed is still dead as dirt.  We got 
rug sellers and carpenters all over town.  Different 
strokes, y’know.  People believe all kinds of things.  It’s 
really, really okay.”  

Dahvi glared.  
“Dying makes you a hero. In dying, you tell yourself 

‘this is victory’ which is just stupid.  In living, you find 
fear and sometimes pain.  In living, sometimes you lose.”  
Boulder gave his wounded arm a comradely tap.  “Dying 
can be much easier to bear—all those virgins waiting to 
pleasure you, and all that.  Know what I mean?” 

In the front of the ambulance, the horrified nurse cast 
repeated anxious looks toward the closed and curtained 
window, wondering what was going on in the back.  She 
was dedicated to saving lives and she had the distinct 
feeling that the “conversation” taking place behind her 



 

was not the sort of thing that might ease the wounded 
man’s suffering.   

“Who is that guy?” She asked.   
“I don’t know,” said the driver.  “He had a gun.  Some 

kinda cop.  And he looked real serious.” 
“What about the other guy?”   
“You heard the man.  He’s a terrorist.”  
“What do you think he’s doing to him back there?  We 

should do something, Robbie.” She looked anxiously 
toward the rear of the ambulance.   

“Forget it.  I’m getting this heap to the federal building 
like the man said, and then I’m outta here.”  

“He could be torturing that man.”  
“Naaaah.  If he was torturing him, you’d be hearing 

somebody screaming.  Torture hurts, y’know.”  
The driver turned his head resolutely back to the 

traffic.  The nurse bit her lip, darting glances at the traffic 
ahead, at Robbie, and at the curtained window behind 
her.   

 
“Water,” said Dahvi. 
“Sorry, Bub.  I don’t have any water.” 
“Ahhgh … water.” 
John leaned closer.  “What?” 
“Water.  Tunnel.  Boom…heh, heh.”  Dahvi’s eyes 

rolled back in his head.  He passed out.   
John Boulder grabbed him by his shoulders and 

shook him. 
“What do you mean, water?  Tunnel?  What water 

tunnel?  Aw, crap.”  
John reached forward, sliding the connecting window 

open.  “Hey, nurse, you’ve gotta come back here.  This 
guy went out on me.  Driver, stop the truck.  Nurse, could 
you come back here and give me a hand?” 



 

Robbie pulled the ambulance to the curb and the 
nurse hurried around to climb in.  She took a look at the 
arm, the shoeless foot and the bloody stretcher.   

“You shouldn’t have let him bleed like that,” she 
admonished.  “You should have called me.  Did you give 
him the injection I gave you?” 

“No,” said John innocently.  “We were talking, and 
then he just conked right out.” 

“Well, I shouldn’t wonder…” She unfastened the 
restraints and began to roll up the sleeve of the 
uninjured arm and took the syringe back from John.  
“Here, help me untie this man.  This injection will help 
him sleep and relieve the pain.  I’ll have to dress those 
wounds.  We’ll be at the federal building in a few 
minutes.  We’ve radioed ahead to have a medical team 
standing by.”  

The nurse freed Abdul bin Dahvi’s arm from the 
restraint.  As she leaned toward him to examine his 
wounds, his eyes flew open.  Dahvi looked about 
frantically.  Hearing her mention the federal building, his 
head filled with imagined horrors, for he well knew about 
government buildings in his own country and their 
occasional use for questioning suspects.  Through the 
fog of pain, his mind was filled with conflicting emotions 
and images.  He saw the nurse and just behind her, the 
American, John Boulder. 

It came back to him: the gauze gag … the shoe!  Dahvi 
could not remember exactly how much he had told the 
man, but he knew that he could not allow the 
questioning to go on.  This man Boulder would 
eventually get everything out of him and if not Boulder, 
then surely the doctors with their drugs would loosen his 
tongue.  With a sinking feeling, Dahvi knew the truth of 
Boulder’s words.  He licked his lips with a tongue that 



 

felt like cardboard.  He had lived long enough to taste 
fear. 

The nurse leaned closer.  She whispered, “Don’t worry.  
I’m here to help you.  This will help you feel better.” 

She held the needle in her hand, showing it to Dahvi 
so he could focus on it.  She smiled in a friendly way, 
trying to get her patient to relax.  Dahvi looked into her 
eyes and then beyond them to John Boulder’s cold, 
patient gaze.   

Suddenly, Dahvi screamed something unintelligible 
and grabbed the nurse’s slender wrist.  With a violent 
motion, he twisted her hand around so that the needle 
was pointed straight at him. 

In that instant, Boulder realized what was going to 
happen.  He put his arm around the nurse to pull her 
back, but Dahvi mustered the strength of a drowning 
zealot and with a primal, guttural cry, he forced her hand 
toward his eye, plunging the needle deep into the soft, 
unresisting tissue in one violent motion.  The plunger 
depressed as the weight of her hand was driven forward.  
The needle and half the syringe sank into Abdul bin 
Dahvi’s eye socket.   

Blood welled upward as his body spasmed violently 
and a jittering scream howled from between his clenched 
teeth.  His body bucked and writhed on the stretcher and 
John could hear the man’s teeth breaking as he ground 
them.  Then, suddenly he was still.  A thin stream of 
blood-tinged goo like raw egg white dribbled from the 
ravaged eye socket onto his cheek.   

The horrified nurse screamed and jerked her hand 
back from the empty syringe as if from a snake.  She—a 
person trained in the saving of lives! —had become the 
instrument of the death Abdul bin Dahvi sought.  He, a 
person trained in the taking of lives had proved eager to 



 

meet his misguided end.  It was a thing she would never 
understand.  She could only stare, shocked, repulsed 
and utterly uncomprehending.   

John turned the young woman toward him and held 
her uncomfortably as sobs racked her body.  Deeply 
shaken, she was already beginning to slide off into a 
chasm of guilt over what she perceived as her own 
failure. 

The ambulance’s keening wail died away as the driver 
turned down the ramp to the federal building’s basement 
entrance.   

 
  



 

Chapter Sixteen 
 

ohn Boulder stood in the bustling hospital 
hallway, watching nurses and technicians hurry 
about.  Two doctors conferred over a hospital 

chart.  Another strode impatiently down the hallway.  A 
patient with an unruly mop of pillow-flattened hair 
waddled along, pulling her wheeled IV stand beside her.   

A young woman turned the corner of a connecting 
hallway and approached.  As she came closer, John 
could see that it was Jennifer.  Her steps quickened and 
she broke into a run.  The look on her face was a mixture 
of worry and relief.   

The words began tumbling out.  “When they told me 
Derick had … Oh, John, I thought maybe you … and I 
thought … how is he?  I came as quick as I could.  God, 
I’m glad it wasn’t you … oh—” 

“E-e-easy.  Whoa.  Look, Derick’s gonna be fine.  He’s 
tough as a brick.  They’re patching him up—he’ll be out 
in no time.” 

“What happened?” 
“Ah, he ran into some people who were laying for him, 

I guess—you know, still angry over being busted in the 
past.”  

Jennifer pushed herself away from him.  Her arms 
stiffened and her fists clenched against his chest.   

“John! This is me you’re talking to.  Where do you 
think I’ve been, on the moon?  I saw the news.  I listened 
to the radio.  You were up there at that bridge, weren’t 
you! You and Derick both.  Jo-ohn! WHAT is going on?  
You are supposed to be out of this kind of thing, 
remember?” 

“I know, darlin’, but…” 
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Jennifer shook her head.  “You don’t know.  You ARE 
in the middle of it.  Involved.” Her face softened, and she 
reached up to touch his face.  “I know you pretty well, 
John Patrick Boulder.” She spoke quietly, as though 
listening to her own worries.  “You have to be in it all the 
time, don’t you?  It’s something you can touch and feel 
and grab on to.  You win or you lose, but you participate.  
I love that about you … and I hate it, too.  I am sick inside 
worrying which one it will be.  Wondering when you 
might … lose …” 

“I’m sorry …  I know it’s hard, honey and maybe I 
understand a little, too.  It’s probably easier for me to be 
‘in it’ as you put it than it is for you to watch and worry.  
But this is serious and they really do need me.  I’ll be 
careful.  I promise.”  

“Sure, John.  Careful people die, too.”  
They didn’t speak for a few moments.  John had been 

reticent about discussing Al-Rashid since that dusty day 
in Amman when he’d gotten away.   

“It’s an old case.  I’m going to have to help out.”  
“It’s dangerous—really dangerous this time.  I can feel 

it.  And, John, I hate it.  I hate the violence and waste.  
It … makes me feel so helpless.  It’s like we live in a 
bubble and the world is full of people holding straight 
pins.  What kind of way is this to live?”   

“It is what it is, babe.” He grinned.  “… we do have to 
deal with it.”  

Jennifer looked into the eyes of the man she loved, 
searching for reassurance … for comfort.  She looked for 
the well of confidence she had always found there, a well 
that had sustained her many times before.  She was wise 
enough to know that if John lost confidence in himself 
or his commitment, she would lose him because he 
would be less effective and therefore less able to survive 



 

the dangers and because he would have lost a big part of 
what made him who and what he was.  Still looking in 
his eyes, she realized suddenly that whatever the 
stresses and dangers of the job he had gotten himself 
involved in, he actually looked fine.  He needed her 
support more than her concern.  She breathed in deeply, 
slowly, and a little bit easier.   

“How’s Derick, really?”   
“He’s going to be okay.  They just want to keep him for 

a few days.” 
A young doctor approached, stopping a polite distance 

from the couple, obviously waiting.  Boulder turned to 
him. 

“Yes, Doctor?” 
“Mr.  Embley is asking to see you.” 
John and Jennifer were quizzing the doctor without 

speaking.  He recognized the look, so he answered.   
“Mr.  Embley is going to be fine.  He was shot in the 

shoulder by a rifle—from the look of it, a short-barreled 
rifle because there was considerable wobble in the bullet.  
He won’t be able to use the shoulder for some time, but 
he will recover.  Be up and around in a few days.” 

John turned to Jennifer with a broad grin.  “See! 
What’d I tell you?” 

Jennifer looked only party mollified.   
The doctor followed them to the door of Derick’s room, 

then turned to give them both the age-old 
admonishment: “Just a few minutes, hear?” 

“No problem, Doc.” Jennifer anxiously took John’s 
hand in both of hers as the door opened.  She could see 
Derick lying on the bed, his shoulder bound in a huge 
white bandage.  He was propped up on the bed and 
looked pretty groggy.      



 

Chapter Seventeen 
 
St.  Petersburg, Russia 
 

natoly Gilewski sat in a hard wooden office 
chair, staring at a sheaf of papers.  No matter 
how much he studied them, he had to face a 

hard reality: he must share this information with the 
Americans.  At that moment, what he wanted more than 
anything else in the world was to storm out of the office, 
collect a handful of trusted agents, and arrest General 
Alexei Mikhailovsky for treason—and pray that the 
bastard would give him an excuse to shoot him dead.   

 He shook his head.  His boss, Sergei Raeva, sat on 
the other side of the huge desk.  Raeva understood fully 
what was tearing at his veteran agent.  So many 
emotions.  The KGB, then FSB had once been the finest 
intelligence operation the world had ever known, with 
tentacles in all the world’s top spy agencies, most 
particularly in MI-5, MI-6, and the CIA.  Sergei Raeva 
had seen most of it happen.  He had risen steadily 
through the ranks of the KGB since the mid-fifties, when 
the Cold War was chilling fast.  His was a weathered 
veteran but still firm and very much in the know.  In fact, 
Raeva probably possessed more nation-shaking secrets 
than any man alive in any country.  And now he must do 
the unthinkable.   

He must tell U.S.  intelligence officials that a once 
trusted general in the Russian army had sold or was in 
the process of selling a nuclear weapon on the black 
market—and worse: that the sale was being brokered 
through Iran.  He suspected that it was destined for 
Israel or the United States.  Worst of all, it was a suitcase 
bomb, a ball of metal smaller than a muskmelon but 
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capable of blasting a very big hole in the ground and 
making a large city uninhabitable for a very long time.   

The trick was for the information to be managed in 
such a way that the Americans would discover it or help 
to discover it, on their own.  He needed deniability, even 
if it was tissue thin. It was the only way to get the U.S. 
State Department to share the political and diplomatic 
fallout if, together, they failed to stop the sale and 
whatever plot was behind it.  It would be quite a 
balancing act, with myriad questions of timing and 
layers of obfuscation, partial illumination and, of course 
deniability.  It would not be easy.   

“You are thinking, my old friend Anatoly, that we must 
allow the Americans to read that report.”  

“No sir.  You would never allow that.  But they must 
be made to know what it says.” 

“True.  And quickly, for the clock ticks.  Tell me again 
what you have discovered.”  

“It was actually easier than I expected.” Gilewski took 
a deep breath before continuing.  “You don’t mind if I 
stand?”   

“Of course not.” 
“Again, sir, it turns out that General Mikhailovsky’s 

old friend, the traitor Igor Smilovich, has a private 
Internet server hidden somewhere in the state of New 
York.  My assumption is, he has buried it within the 
electronic forest at the university where he now works.”  

“In the United States?  Excellent!  They can share the 
blame for this treason!”  

“It is his line of communication.  Through the Internet, 
Mikhailovsky is able to communicate with Smilovich 
anytime they wish.  The e-mail messages are resident in 
the U.S.–based computer, and we have not been able to 
find it—yet.  It was so simple; it will be his undoing.  The 



 

tiniest little clue that something was up.  Why would 
Smilovich arrange to provide an e-mail home for 
Mikhailovsky on an encrypted computer server in the 
U.S., when it would be so much easier for Mikhailovsky 
to use a local e-mail address?” 

“Because the actual e-mail message doesn’t really go 
anywhere.  It begins and ends in the same computer.  
Unless you can get into that computer, you can’t know 
what they are saying.  Am I right?”  

“More or less.  If you could interrupt it while it is being 
transmitted, then of course you could read it.  The 
trouble is that the Internet splits every message into 
multiple pieces, which are often routed all around the 
world before being reorganized in their resident server. 
The busier the net is, the more pieces are split off and 
sent on their circuitous journeys.” 

“So, you don’t know what was sent.  So far, this is not 
persuasive.”  

“That’s mostly true.  But there is more.  We got lucky.  
The woman uses a Microsoft Internet browser, which has 
so many holes we can take our pick.  It allowed us to get 
in while her computer was on the Internet.  We were able 
to intercept one session while the general was visiting.” 

“What did he do? 
“He logged on.  He went to one Web site, a simple site 

about American Western movies.  He went into the 
database and brought up a file about an old television 
program called The Lone Ranger.  It’s about a law 
enforcement officer who is also a cowboy, with a Native 
American as his assistant.  They ride on horseback and 
the Ranger wears a mask, like an outlaw.  It’s very 
confusing.  At any rate, the general pulled down an 
embedded cluster of pages from the Web site.  It was 
encrypted.”  



 

“Do we have it decrypted yet?”   
“No, and we may not.  It’s actually quite ingenious.  As 

the information on the page was downloaded, the page 
simply dissolved itself.  Literally, pixel by pixel, as the 
image was captured by the general’s computer, it 
vanished from the Web page itself.  This made it virtually 
impossible for us also to capture the message because 
we didn’t expect that.  We know what Smilovich did.  We 
just couldn’t anticipate it.  He planted a message deep 
within a multilayered Web site, for a finite time.  When it 
was accessed by the right person, namely our general, it 
eradicated itself.  There is almost no chance of getting it 
back.”  

“Almost?” 
“Yes sir.  There is a slim chance and it grows slimmer 

by the hour.  We ran a trace on the Lone Ranger Web 
site.  The general was in that site for less than five 
minutes.  We must assume that his arrival was carefully 
timed and that in fact the page in question existed on the 
net only for that five-minute period, maybe seven 
minutes at the outside.  So, our only chance is to find 
someone else who also visited the page, looked at it and 
perhaps did nothing with it.  They would be likely to 
consider it a page of downloaded garbage and skip right 
past it.  It could be cached in the computer’s local 
memory...”  

“Is there such a person?” 
“There are three people, all them in the United States.  

All three happened to access that page during those five 
or six minutes.” 

“What are the chances,” Raeva said rhetorically.  
“If they have not turned off their computer, then the 

page may still be in the machine’s temporary memory.  It 
could be retrievable.  If those three people have turned 



 

off their computers, that page is gone.  We have no 
access to American civilians in their homes.  It will take 
someone powerful in the U.S.  government to do it and 
they require all kinds of court-ordered permissions and 
other such nonsense.  Seems amazing to me that the FBI 
cannot simply walk through the door and extract what is 
needed from such a computer.”  

“You have a point, Anatoly.  The American notion of 
freedom is engaging.  They just take it too far.”  

“Who do we know in the United States who can be 
trusted?  And what do we tell them?” 

“Well, tell me this again.  What do we know?  
Anything?” 

“The only piece of the page that we managed to copy 
before it disappeared was at the end.  Our 
cryptographers think it said, ‘…one of the six from 
Chelyabinsk is already in transit from Tripoli.  Arrival 
within two weeks.  A more precise time to follow.  Good 
luck, old friend.’”  

“One of the six what?”   
“That’s rhetorical, sir, I’m sure.  You know very well 

what is missing from Chelyabinsk.”  
 

  



 

Chapter Eighteen 
 
Manhattan 
 

ave Ball walked alone, stopping at Ninth 
Avenue and Forty-third Street.  Dramas of life 
played on in the west side of New York City, 

from the exuberant to the desperate.  Old men sat on 
building stoops, gumming cheap cigars, seeing the world 
through rheumy eyes made tired by too many broken 
dreams and promises. 

Women hurried on their way to office jobs. They wore 
sneakers, their high-heeled shoes swinging in canvas 
bags on their arms.   

Bums, their bare feet blackened by grime with pants 
slickened by oily dust wiped from tired palms, worked 
the corners for handouts.  Brownies circulated among 
the cars, pads with pages curled back and tucked under 
thick rubber bands, looking for parking violations, their 
quotas to fill.   

Browns and grays and dark reds dominated the color 
scheme of the neighborhood.  The plain, stumpy 
buildings of Hell’s Kitchen were brick or concrete, 
shouldering against each other like indolent watchers of 
the human parade that passed every day on the busy, 
horn-blatting, cursing streets before them.  The 
Kitchen’s buildings were stunted, typically reaching only 
four or five stories, as though the midtown skyscrapers 
that stole their sunlight had deprived them of 
sustenance they needed.  The most imposing made it to 
nine or ten stories, which would have been notable in 
most American towns but fell embarrassingly short in 
Manhattan. 

D 



 

Dave loved the city and he reviled it.  Walking its 
sidewalks, he lost himself in reverie about its greatness 
and its shortcomings.  Within the Kitchen’s walls, every 
conceivable human activity was cooked up, overbaked, 
deep-fried.  In generations past, he reflected, the west 
side of midtown Manhattan must have seemed every bit 
the kitchen of a very human kind of hell, where crime 
and heartbreak and desperation were served up daily.  
There were exceptions, of course.  Some children learned 
Mozart or chess, or joined a sports team instead of a 
gang.  Some were blessed with parents or grandparents 
determined to help them up and out, and the lucky few 
learned to look within as well as without and, in taking 
their own measure, to demand more of themselves.   

Dave made his living fighting the criminals who preyed 
on the young.  Far too early in life they learned how to 
tie off one arm, mix the magic powder in a spoon of water 
drops, heat it until it dissolved, then fill the syringe and 
push the plunger.  The tiny pinprick of pain faded 
quickly in the liquid thickness of the heroin high, as if 
the user were lying in a warm mass of pleasure-giving 
sponges—a pleasure so intense yet dimly lit and soft, it 
brought escape from the harsh demands of an indifferent 
world.  Later the body would make its own demands, 
demands that dared not be denied lest a legion of tiny 
cockroaches with feet of steel escape their traps to run 
through those same veins, scratching and dragging 
themselves, writhing and twisting in tune with the 
anguished moans of the fixless. 

Important human lessons were taught in the kitchen.  
Everyone was taught, though not everyone learned.   

Generations of immigrant Americans had proved that 
the surest way to prosper was through hard work.  From 
some place deep inside, immigrants had found the 



 

strength to endure and, ultimately, to triumph.  Hard 
work conferred its own nobility, and the truth found in 
that work ethic had fostered the development of the 
greatest nation on the planet.   

Then, during the feel-good late twentieth century, 
came drugs.  In the ghettos LSD, PCP, marijuana, 
heroin, and cocaine ripped through the fabric of an 
already poor society.  Introduce drugs to an angry or 
despairing person, and you will quickly shake the hand 
of an addict.  Heroin made everything all right.  Things 
become soft, warm, easy.  Cocaine made the user feel 
bright and alive, powerful! Stronger and faster and 
quicker of wit, a sexual powerhouse.   

Alas, it was an all too fleeting seduction, followed hard 
on its heels by the persistent reality of poverty and 
hardship.  The vicious cycle of drug use and dependence 
demanded its own repetition for as long as meager 
moneys or criminal enterprise held out.   

The heroin syringe taught a perversely upended pain-
pleasure message.  The lie was subtle and insidious: the 
tiniest of pains, then the greatest of pleasures.  The core 
message was instant gratification.  What else could 
possibly matter more than ecstasy so easily had?  After 
all, those with money were having the party of their 
lives—surely the powerless were entitled to nothing less.   

Dave Ball was feeling depressed, because the battle 
seemed too big and never-ending.  Whatever the drug, 
the search for immediate gratification through its abuse 
mirrored the downward spiral of the American dream—
and with it the American success story. 

The American dream had once been understood as a 
process.  “Dream” was another word for “goal,” for “plan.” 
A system of hard work, ingenuity, and perseverance.  The 
road was fraught with obstacles as big as mountains.  



 

But you could climb them or even bore right through.  
Ultimately, the American hard-work dream led to the 
lifetime satisfactions of home, a chicken in the pot, and 
a family that grew and prospered. 

For many, the operative word became “dream” in its 
most ephemeral sense.  Not a plan or a goal, but a 
fantasy, illusive and unreal.  The dream was just as 
deeply yearned for, but somehow in the yearning, some 
came to believe that because others had achieved it, 
success was rightfully theirs, too.  Suddenly, in the mere 
not having of it, they were being denied their American 
birthright.  I deserve it, they told themselves, because I 
exist and because we are all equals… Well, aren’t we?   

And so, the kitchen of hell on Manhattan’s west side, 
like similar cauldrons in cities across the land, cooked 
up an often dangerous brew of human frailty, desperate 
dreams of instant gratification, and entitlement.  The 
truly heroic managed to survive and even thrive despite 
the seductive aromas and sharp, ragged edges found 
there.  They were like rare roses in a garden with too little 
sun, choked with bindweed and spurge.   

The kitchen provided many dark places where plots 
could be hatched in the privacy of indifference.  Dave Ball 
was following his nose rather than any specific lead, and 
his nose had brought him within scant blocks of a 
meeting he would have assaulted with grenades, had he 
but known it was happening.  Ball pushed away from the 
corner of the building where he had been watching the 
passing parade.  He flipped his cigarette into the street, 
pushed his Texas Rangers ball cap back on his head, and 
walked on.   

 
Hassan al-Rashid held court with a small group in a 

musty, threadbare second-floor room of a dispirited west 



 

side brownstone. The vaguely urine smell of boiled 
cabbage filtered through the building, one of the many 
smells of poverty.  Andea Gulam and María Torre were 
the only women in the room, with three Islamic men and 
two compact but capable-looking Colombians.   

Al-Rashid spoke quietly.  “I am disappointed.  The 
delivery of the material we require for the first stage of 
our operation in New York City has arrived, though not 
without distressing loss of life.  Abdul Bin Dahvi, my 
friend, is missing.  I presume him to be either dead or in 
custody.  In either case, we will have to relocate our base 
of operations without delay.” 

“Would he talk?”  one of the Colombians asked.   
“Anyone can be made to talk, my friend.”  
“Not me.  That, I would never do.”  
“Trust me on this.  I can not only make you talk; I can 

make you sing, my friend.”  
The Colombian looked into the black coals of Al-

Rashid’s eyes for a long moment, then blinked and 
looked away.  After a few moments he found his voice.  
“What went wrong?” 

“I cannot be sure,” said Al-Rashid, his voice clipped 
and edged with anger.  “Obviously, one group or the 
other has developed a leak.  This is most distressing.” 

María Torre shook her head slightly.  “Perhaps not,” 
she said.  “Hassan, you remember the DEA agent we 
discovered in Bogotá.  It is possible that he is responsible 
for what happened today.  And as you know, he will no 
longer be a problem for us.” 

“You could be right,” said Al-Rashid thoughtfully.  “He 
knew of the shipment, but he could not have known the 
route of travel.  If the American agents have moved into 
position this successfully, so quickly as to intercept us 
in this manner, it means they know I am here.  Worse 



 

yet, several Western agencies may now be working 
together, and that is something that could prove very 
dangerous to our efforts, because the Americans do not 
work together very often.  When they do, they can be 
quite formidable.” 

Another was unconvinced.   
“We must be sure, Hassan.  A most important 

shipment is arriving tomorrow.  The timetable is in 
place.” 

“I agree.  We move the timetable up by one day.”  He 
paused in thought.  “Mohammed, you and Karim will 
work with Ramón, as planned.  But we do it tonight.  
María, you will work with Andea inside the tunnel 
tomorrow afternoon.  Our preparations are in order.  We 
will strike tomorrow before the Americans can organize 
effectively.  Hashemi and Beto will remain with me.”  

Satisfied with his arrangements, Al-Rashid gathered a 
stack of papers, carefully placed them in his briefcase, 
and with a snap of the clasps, indicated that the meeting 
was over. 

 
  



 

Chapter Nineteen 
 
Ithaca, New York 
 

olonel Igor Smilovich was sitting at his 
computer terminal in his lab at Cornell 
University.  There were new, shiny leaves on the 

big maple outside his arched window.  The tree was old 
and gnarled, and at times he mused at the amassed 
mental power, the sheer combined energy of imagination 
that sauntered daily past his window, beneath its 
spreading branches.  Smilovich truly enjoyed Cornell.  It 
was a lovely old campus of luxuriant grass, maples that 
turned scarlet in the fall, spreading oaks, evergreens, old 
brick and tradition.  And each fall the campus was 
infused with the dynamic, seminal new energy of another 
crop of young minds.  He was reminded of himself, once.  
It seemed such a long time ago.   

American college students were such an enigma, such 
a study in contrast.  Some were driven to succeed.  Many 
were as dedicated as he had been to the exploration of 
their own ever-expanding minds.  They sought to absorb 
as much of the intriguing world around them as they 
could possibly pour into their gray matter.  Others 
seemed only to be marking time.  For Smilovich, whose 
thoughts pointed as directly as a compass, the puzzle 
was: marking time until what?  What golden event stood 
out in the sharp relief of their untested imaginations that 
made treading intellectual water a worthwhile endeavor?  
What could possibly be worth the cost of such profligate 
wasting of time, their most precious resource?  To him, 
it was a pure academic, even rhetorical question.    

He had far less time than they did, and so it was more 
precious to him.  Thinking of time, where was the 
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general?  The man wasn’t late yet, but usually he was a 
bit early.   He kept half an eye on his computer, waiting.  
A bright-eyed young woman appeared at his door—one 
of the thousand Jessicas in the student body.  Like most, 
this one was full of perky energy, filled with the self-
satisfied conviction that she was cute, adorable and 
yearned for by the panting male population.  She smiled 
from the doorway.   

“Hi, Professor.” Her voice bounced, as did the breasts 
beneath her sweater.   

“Hello, Jessica.  What can I do for you?”  He returned 
her smile.   

“Oh nothing.  I was just going down the hallway, saw 
your door open, and popped in to say hi.  Me and Tom 
and Sandra are going over to the quad in a little while.  
It’s such a nice day—we just have to get some computer 
stuff done first.”  

“Tom, Sandra and I.” 
“What?”  She bounced uncertainly for a moment.  “Oh, 

that.  Yeah.  Whatever.”  
“Well, it’s good to see that you’re keeping up with your 

work.  You know that project on assimilation of computer 
technology into the home is due in two weeks.”  

“Yeah,” she said, coming closer to his desk.  “What I 
don’t get about it is, if everything we have from our 
televisions to our ovens is going to be, like, computerized 
in the near future, how will we like, teach our parents to 
run everything?  Or are you driving at a software 
solution?  I mean, are we like, supposed to like, come up 
with ways to make computers less like computers, or are 
we supposed to come up with ideas for computer 
configurations so smart they, y’know like don’t need very 
much human input?” 



 

“I’m not sure.  First we’ll need to create a computer 
program to decode your query.” 

“What do you mean, Professor?”  Jessica leaned in, the 
hem of her short skirt just brushing the top of his desk.  
“It’s, like a real puzzle, and I’m not sure…” 

“I’m not sure, either, Jessica.  Your question to me 
regarding hardware versus software was similar to a 
well-crafted question, but it created its own syntax error 
stream, which created its own computational conflict.”  

“Professor,” she said with growing exasperation, “I 
don’t know what you’re talking about sometimes.  Like 
really…”  

“Similar to ‘really’?  Or do you mean ‘really.’ ‘In fact.’ 
‘In reality,’ as it were.”  

“Oh.” She stopped.  “Shit.  Oh, excuse me Professor.  
The ‘like’ thing again.  I forgot you were like that about 
it.”  

“Like that?” 
“Oh, really—like you are about it.”  
“Like I am?  How am I like?”  Now he was having fun.   
“No.  How you are about the use of the word ‘like.’ You 

know what I’m trying to say.”  
“Yes, I do,” he relented.  “I simply want you to say it.  

Communication is the basis of everything in life.  
Computers.  Conversation.  Clarity is key.” 

“Oh damn,” she said.  She grasped her skirt in 
frustration.  “Now I’ve forgotten what the question was.”  

“That’s okay, young lady.  Think software.  Think 
communications.  Think about what your parents will 
want to achieve and how you could make it easy for 
them.  Develop the keys to that puzzle.  Ask yourself if 
social media profit centers have any real value beyond 
gossip and remuneration for their creators, and if so, 
how can you apply them to the challenge.” He patted her 



 

on the hand and watched with idle appreciation as she 
left the room.   

Ah, clarity.  It was both essential and nearly 
impossible.  Without a highly ordered level of clarity, 
computers could not work.  And yet, the more 
sophisticated the computer program, the greater the 
likelihood of failure that true clarity could ever be 
achieved.  It was a problem of variables.  They were as 
impossible to eradicate as they were necessary for the 
concept of order. 

The computer universe, like the seemingly well-
ordered greater universe, held at its core the chaos of 
uncertainty, without which nothing would ever have 
existed.  It was the primary conundrum of existence.  He 
reproached himself gently.  It’s not the maze to search at 
the moment, he told himself.  Ah, the message envelope 
icon was moving.  The General had arrived.   

The professor smiled.  He knew that hidden within the 
hard drive of his well-concealed Internet server were a 
few very simple Web pages.  The pages appeared as a 
simple informational document about one of Hollywood’s 
old Western shows.  The Web page itself had been a 
computer class project for one of his more promising 
students.  It was typical of the sort of site created by 
students at universities around the world.  There were 
pictures of the student, a brown-haired, pimply-faced 
kid from Oregon named Stuart Kuepper.  The kid was a 
movie freak.  He loved movies, went to just about 
everything that came out, and could usually tell within 
fifteen minutes whether any new release had a chance of 
making it.  He could deconstruct a script like any 
seasoned, bleary-eyed movie agent in the dingiest office 
in south Burbank.  Best of all, he wanted the whole world 
to share in his love of trivia about silver-screen cowboys 



 

of the nineteen-thirties, forties, and fifties.  His Web site 
had levels below levels, each containing more 
information, images, sounds and computer links about 
Western movies.   

It had been the simplest of matters for Smilovich to 
take a slightly greater than usual interest in the 
complexity of young Stuart’s Web site effort.  In so doing, 
he had learned all the bright student’s private codes for 
access to each level of his Web creation.  And since the 
Web site itself was given a home on the university’s own 
bank of computer servers, gaining access to it was for 
Smilovich the simplest of exercises.   

The e-mail was a signal from the general.  He was in 
place and ready.   

Smilovich pressed a few keys on his computer console, 
and Stuart Kuepper’s Western movie Web page came up 
on his screen.  Smilovich dived deep into the site and 
found a dissertation about the making of the hit 
television series The Lone Ranger, with Clayton Moore as 
the Ranger, and Jay Silverheels as Tonto.  He went into 
the section labeled 1949–52, which were the first three 
years of episodes, and simply supplanted a page about 
the filming in Lone Pine, California, with a differently 
written page of information, which appeared to be 
garbled words and symbols.  In moments, he refreshed 
the Web site, inserting the page of evident garble.   

Smilovich leaned back in his chair.  He would await 
another e-mail, though it wasn’t really e-mail in the 
traditional Internet sense of the term.  In fact, he and the 
general only sent meaningless e-mails, which were mere 
signals.  Any actual messages, were encrypted as draft 
messages, which resided in a draft folder.  They were 
never actually sent anywhere and since both he and the 
general had password access to the same completely 



 

innocent e-mail account, they could check the file easily 
and securely.  For those who might develop an unhealthy 
curiosity about his and the general’s activities, there was 
nothing to intercept, because nothing of substance was 
ever sent.  In any event the e-mail account was held in a 
fictitious, meaningless name.  The next drafted, unsent 
message would be the signal to remove the page, with its 
highly detailed embedded message double-encoded 
within the text, before it could be discovered.   

Before the day was out, the third of the general’s 
nuclear children would be on its way to its new home.  
The retired Soviet army colonel smiled as he 
contemplated a trip to the Cayman Islands, where his 
new bank account now bulged with newfound South 
American money totaling more than a one and a quarter-
million dollars.  He knew that his share was but a 
fraction of the money that had appeared in the general’s 
account, but it was satisfying nonetheless.   

 
  



 

Chapter Twenty 
 
St.  Petersburg, Russia 
 

eneral Mikhailovsky sat at his computer 
screen, staring at the images of an American 
television hero.  It was a story about a man of 

the law and of vigilante retribution, who rode a white 
horse but wore a bandit’s mask.  The hero’s companion 
and cohort was a native North American, who was called 
an Indian but who had no connection whatever to the 
subcontinent of India.  He was fascinated by the story 
and found that he enjoyed its implicit ironies.  He 
particularly liked the idea that the Lone Ranger and 
Tonto found a source of secret income in a private and 
well-hidden silver mine, from which the Ranger also 
made his bullets.  It appealed to the general’s own sense 
of drama.  He chuckled gruffly to himself.   

After a few minutes, he downloaded the embedded 
page of information, making sure to print a clear copy for 
himself, and then drafted his e-mail.   

It was a simple personal letter to an old friend, a 
continuation of the first message.  There was no secret 
message hidden within its text, no hidden meaning or 
terminology.  It was simply an innocuous message that 
carried a positive emotional tone—in itself, the signal 
that things had gone well and the message had been 
received.   

Had he written to his old friend about something 
unhappy in nature, it would have sent the opposite 
signal, and they would have made another attempt to 
communicate at a later date, using different e-mail 
addresses.   
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Smilovich quickly crafted a reply to his old friend’s e-
mail.  Then he logged back into his Internet server and, 
within less than a minute, had restored to its rightful 
place the Web page story about the Lone Pine studio’s 
role in the Lone Ranger series.  The whole process had 
taken less than seven minutes.   

It was impossible for Smilovich to know that nearly a 
thousand miles away, in a classroom in Hurst, Texas, a 
high school contemporary life class had taken that 
particular seven minutes to log on once again to Stuart 
Kuepper’s Web page about Western movies, in a 
continuing study of the genre.  The students had, 
through their various terminals, each taken different 
parts of the Web page to study.  Two chose The Lone 
Ranger.  Others selected Hopalong Cassidy, The Cisco 
Kid, Zorro, Maverick, and The Rifleman.  The teacher, long 
a fan of old TV Westerns, had checked out the pages on 
Gunsmoke.  For several minutes, the students 
downloaded available information from Web sites they 
had found through Internet search engines and copied 
to their own files in the school’s terminals.  They then 
moved on to other sites, where they repeated the process.  
In an effort to make the school’s computers last longer, 
they were fortuitously, never turned off.   

In four other places—Melbourne- Australia, Valdez- 
Alaska, Huntsville- Alabama, and Pacific Grove-
California—Internet surfers had encountered the same 
Web site during those same seven minutes. 

Smilovich could have known they were there.  He 
could have run a check to see whether other people had 
accessed the site during that time, but he didn’t think of 
it.  Even if he had, this would not have been alarming to 
him.  After all, he had buried the page deeply within the 
Web site.  It appeared to be a page afflicted with a simple 



 

garble problem.  The fact that it was different from what 
had been found there before and after that pivotal seven-
minute period was immaterial.  Moreover, those who had 
accessed it were far from any centers of curiosity whose 
identity might have caused him discomfort. Besides, 
what was the microscopic chance that anyone would not 
only visit those cryptic pages during those few minutes, 
but also copy and save them to a different computer?  
And if the astronomical happened, would they not simply 
delete the garbled page?  No, there was no reason to be 
concerned.  It was a foolproof system.  It had worked for 
several years, for a wide variety of uses.   

Smilovich sat back in his chair.  He wished he had 
been gentler with the young and bouncy Jessica.  He 
could have taken his conversation with her down any 
path he wanted.  Wait.  He decided to express the 
thought with greater clarity.  He could have taken his 
conversation with her down the very paths she had 
wanted.  He found himself wishing he had.   

 
 
General Mikhailovsky sat quietly in the semi darkened 

room.  Yana Gurina sat just as quietly in a soft, fabric-
covered chair on the other side of the room.  Her eyes 
were on the general.  She watched the Lion of Tomsk as 
his eyes moved rapidly over the paper.  She felt fondness 
and a uniquely feminine compassion for him.  He seemed 
so alone, so abandoned by his army friends since the 
disarmament.  She remembered the cold, thick-ice days 
when the small heaters could scarcely drive the biting 
chill from the tiny apartments where she and other 
workers like her had lived.   

She had taken advantage of her infrequent liaisons 
with the general.  It had made her life easier.  While she 



 

shivered in her tiny apartment, he had been one of the 
privileged ones with a comparatively luxurious 
apartment.  He even had a personal automobile and 
could command a driver.  He had enjoyed real power; he 
had seemed indomitable.   

Then changes came.  Even things that were beyond 
change had changed.  She had not asked questions then.  
Not then and not now—not ever.  Not about anything.  
And she continued the habit.   

Mikhailovsky glanced up from his reading, noticed her 
as if remembering with surprise where he was, and 
tossed her a curt smile.  His eyes went back to the papers 
in his hands.   

As she watched, Yana pulled her knees up into the 
chair and hugged them.  Quietly she realized he was 
memorizing what he read, committing every word to 
memory.  For the first time, curiosity began to tug at her.  
She began to allow herself to wonder what could 
consume his attention so completely.  For her, the 
computer was a thing to be used in her work.  Her access 
to the Internet was simply a part of her job, through 
which she could more easily and inexpensively 
accomplish her research for the newly formed marketing 
company.   There was nothing in it so important she felt 
the need to memorize it.  

The job had come as a delightful surprise.  To be 
offered a chance to work for one of the new entrepreneurs 
and to be able to leave the seclusion of Tomsk for the 
beauty and history of St. Petersburg was like awaking in 
a happy, autumn-lit dream.  She was paid enough to live 
with greater comfort.  Her apartment was not large, but 
it was warm and appointed nicely.  She was within 
walking distance of the most important parts of the city, 
so she had no real need of a car.   



 

The general came to see her from time to time.  She 
was happy.  As happy as she had ever been, though 
happiness had been a concept, the limits of which she 
had never really tested in all her life.  She didn’t expect 
very much of life, and so she took the lack of pain, 
discomfort, and outright unhappiness as evidence of 
what must therefore be, by default, happiness.   

Of course, the general had arranged for the job.  He 
had never said so, but she intuited it and was grateful 
for it, and she freely demonstrated her gratitude 
whenever called upon.  Curiosity had never been a 
problem, and she decided not to allow it to become one 
now—in fact, she didn’t really care.   

“Misha?”  she whispered.   
“Yes?”  he answered patiently.   
“Will you be long?”   
“No.  Not long.” He looked at her, at the curly blonde 

hair piled atop her head.  Her mouth was wide and full, 
her features Slavic and friendly.  Her ears were a bit 
large, and her neck showed the strength of her hardy 
heritage, but her eyes showed quiet caring.  Her 
movements were slow and sure.  Her body had curves, 
almost voluptuous and she was not quite as tall as he.  
She had been a good worker in Tomsk and he liked her.  
Her interest in him was flattering.  He recognized the look 
in her eyes.   

“In a few moments.”  He said.  “Perhaps you would be 
kind enough to make coffee.  Try the new beans I had 
sent over.  By the time it is ready, I will be ready for you.” 

“And I for you, my lion.” She rose from the chair and 
padded silently into the small kitchen.   

The afternoon sun was low when the general awoke 
from his nap.  He and Yana had enjoyed their coffee, gone 
to her bedroom for sex, and then as was his custom, the 



 

old general, the Lion of Tomsk, had fallen asleep.  A nap 
only.  She lay quietly by his side, gentled by her own 
thoughts.  It was often thus with the two of them.  It 
was—comfortable. 

As the general put on his overcoat, left unbuttoned to 
embrace the milder weather, he suggested she join him 
for a walk.  She quickly agreed and together they strolled 
along, as much old friends as lovers. Out the door, they 
turned left, making their way toward St. Isaac’s 
Cathedral.  It was one of their favorite places in the fabled 
city, an opulent display of marble with genuine gold leaf 
decorations, painstakingly hammered by hand upon its 
soaring arches and dramatic sweeping open spaces.  It 
was at once both glorious and heavy-feeling, dense 
solidity coupled with a compelling sense of the human 
spirit attempting to soar above its dark confines.   

The general and the woman walked into the cathedral.   
 
Two men had been watching as they left the 

apartment.  They waited until the couple had 
disappeared from sight, and then waited a few moments 
more.  Waiting in the apartment building across the 
street from Yana Gurina’s apartment, they wore 
earpieces, unobtrusive and all but invisible.  They heard 
one word.  “Go!”  

Quickly they crossed the street, opened the locked 
front door, and stepped nimbly into the Gurina woman’s 
apartment.  One man, slender with quick hands and 
sharp, darting eyes went immediately to the kitchen, 
which he searched expertly, replacing everything 
precisely as he had found it.  There was nothing of 
interest.   

The other man, shorter and more powerfully built, was 
more deliberate of movement.  Anatoly Gilewski stepped 



 

quickly to the bathroom, where he made a cursory review 
of the medicine cabinet, pausing at the trash can before 
moving to the living room.   

The computer was still on.  A stroke of luck.  The 
slender man, Walker Van Gordon, brought up the 
Internet browser.  He quickly looked to see what Web 
pages had been visited, jotted down the Web addresses 
and then pulled down the menu for bookmarks.  He 
wanted to know what sites were visited, even 
infrequently, by the woman.  Did the general also visit 
sites on her computer?  It had to be assumed.  Van 
Gordon perused file names within word processor 
programs and made note of any that looked interesting.  
He quickly popped in a flash drive and copied the history 
file covering the previous two weeks.  The quick, slender 
man finished his search, made a note that coffee had 
been made in the kitchen, and then stepped into the 
bathroom as well.  There, he noted evidence that either 
the general or the woman had washed—perhaps after 
lovemaking, judging from the recent use of the bed.   

In the small bathroom wastebasket was a scrap of 
paper.  On it, a single hand written line, a web address: 
http://www.cornell.edu/stuartk/westernmovies.html.   

The slender man pocketed the note without telling the 
shorter man.  He had a feeling it could be important.  The 
trash basket was empty except for the scrap of paper, 
which meant it had been put there recently.  He emerged 
from the bathroom to find his stockier cohort silently and 
efficiently replacing papers in drawers of the computer 
desk.   

The two men heard a single sentence in their 
earpieces: “They’re coming back.”  

Quickly but deliberately, they left the apartment, 
making sure to leave no sign of their passing.  The tall, 



 

slender man was the American, who silently reminded 
himself that it would be very unpleasant for a couple of 
“diplomatic attachés” like themselves to be picked up for 
burglary.  They were attached to the United Nations 
Conference on Disarmament Verification (CDV).  The 
CDV was the force responsible for seeing that the “non” 
part of nuclear nonproliferation treaties continued to 
have some meaning—an increasingly difficult challenge 
in the post–Cold War, Russian capitalism era.   

Their activity was strictly unofficial and would have 
been frowned upon, but there were reasons.  The sudden 
relocation of Yana Gurina from the general’s former 
employ to a newly created entrepreneurial company had 
been of only passing notice, but as the company’s 
contacts in the West increased, so did the interest of the 
watchers.   

Then, when the general showed up in St. Petersburg 
thirty-two days previous, again with the Gurina woman, 
the coincidences became compelling enough to warrant 
a closer look.  The thinking was that she just might be 
part of an effort by unknown external interests to ferret 
out sensitive information from the general.   

And he was a walking encyclopedia of sensitive 
information.  The general himself was above reproach.  It 
was the Gurina woman who piqued the CDV’s curiosity 
at first.  Perhaps she was a foreign spy.  Walker Van 
Gordon of the CIA was one of several American 
representatives on the CDV, and he found himself 
working more and more closely with his stocky Russian 
counterpart, Gilewski.   

Van Gordon silently congratulated himself on his find.  
He fingered the scrap of paper in his pocket.  He would 
share his information with the Russian, but only after 
the people at Langley had a chance to put their 



 

computers to work.  He would suggest that they take a 
look at the recent history of Web traffic to an apparently 
innocuous site, which, he would soon learn, celebrated 
the TV Westerns of the fifties and sixties.   

 
  



 

Chapter Twenty One  
 

merging from the municipal building in lower 
Manhattan, John Boulder spotted Jennifer 
waiting for him in her Jaguar.   

“That ought to do it for the day,” he told her.  “I’ve got 
some homework from the city engineers, and something 
else to worry about.” He paused, frowning.  “Honey, 
remember the water tunnel project we’ve been hearing 
about for the last twenty years?”   

“No.”  
“Well, that may be what all this is about.  Sandhogs.”  
“Who?”   
“Sandhogs—that’s what they call the men who build 

tunnels.  They actually gave themselves that nickname 
while digging the Lincoln Tunnel many years ago.” 

“Yeah, I’ve heard that name before,” she said, 
thinking. 

“My granddad was a Sandhog.  He helped build the 
Lincoln Tunnel.  I even worked a summer as a teenager, 
as a gopher for a crew of Sandhogs.  Different tunnel.  
For a subway spur.  Interesting work—hard, too.”  

“What’s it like down there?   
“Those guys are good at what they do.  Sometimes they 

work so deep in underground projects for so long, they 
miss whole seasons.  Take winter—they go to work in the 
dark before the sun rises, work all day underground, and 
come out after the sun goes down. 

“I’d hate that.  What kind of job is that?” 
“That’s only part of it.  Some of the tunnels are so long 

and so deep, they make their own weather.  Clouds 
form—fog, actually—and the moisture condenses and it 
even rains a kind of drizzly drip.  Ain’t no sunshine down 
there, darlin’.  It’s always damp, chilly, and loud.” 
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“So, what do the sand pigs have to do with it?” 
“Sandhogs, my dear.” He grinned.  “They have their 

dignity, y’know.  Anyway, we think Al-Rashid and his 
people have infiltrated one or more of the Sandhog crews 
building the new water tunnel—and may have planted 
something in there.  Maybe they plan to poison the water.  
Or maybe damage the tunnel with explosives.  It’s a big 
problem.  The tunnel complex is miles long, and it’s vital.  
That’s where the city will get its water for the next 
century at least.” 

 
Jennifer turned at the light and began threading her 

way across town, heading for the heliport at Battery 
Park.  Ever curious, she said, “Tell me more about this 
tunnel.” 

“Well, they’ve been building a huge water tunnel for 
about thirty years now.  The city doesn’t have much 
choice in the matter.  The old water tunnel’s long out of 
date and its gates are worn out.  The city keeps getting 
thirstier and thirstier and the old tunnel system simply 
can’t keep up.” 

“I had no idea anything like that was even going on.  
You mean someone may be trying to poison our water 
supply?” 

“Maybe.  We don’t know.  Anyway, the new tunnels are 
just about finished, and in about a week there’s a big 
grand opening ceremony with all the usual hoopla.  The 
mayor, the governor, industry honchos, and big shots 
from every borough will all be there.  They’ve even got 
some feds coming up from Washington—to see what all 
the money went for, I guess.  Billions of dollars have gone 
into those tunnels.” 

“Hm-m.” 



 

“Thing is, Al-Rashid must be planning something in 
the tunnel.  And if my guess is right, it’s supposed to 
happen the day of the ceremony.  That would be his 
way.” 

“Maximum exposure.  Maximum terror.”  
“Something like that…or maybe not.  Setting 

something off seven hundred feet underground might 
not even be noticed, so the terror factor goes down a lot—
seems to me, anyway.” 

It was a busy day at the heliport.  Two helicopters sat 
on their pads with rotors turning lazily while an arrival 
hovered just over the edge of the riverside dock, waiting 
for a truck to move across the pad so it could land.  A 
man in a business suit hurried from the operations 
shack to one of the birds and climbed quickly inside.  
Moments later it rose from the pad, the noise growing 
louder as the pitch of the blades changed and more air 
was suddenly blasted down toward the ground.   

John and Jennifer hurried out to his aircraft. She 
fastened herself into the seat and started arranging some 
of the things she knew John would need for the flight.  
John flipped some switches, and the engine began to 
whine.  Shortly, the main rotor began to turn, and John 
spoke into the microphone to request his departure 
clearance. 

Moments later, he lifted the collective handle in his left 
hand slowly.  The whirlybird lifted a few feet; his right 
hand urged the cyclic stick softly forward and the ship 
tilted toward the Hudson River, and rose upward.  The 
setting sun reflected off the steel-and-glass skyscrapers 
along the Manhattan riverfront, with a glaring gap in the 
city’s dental work where the World Trade Center towers 
should have been.  John reflected, as the view through 
the windscreen changed, that he would never become 



 

accustomed to that empty space—not until something 
else rose to replace it. 

“It’ll be good to get home,” he told Jennifer through the 
cockpit intercom.  “I’m a little tired.” 

“You need to rest.”  
“Yeah, you’re right.  Don’t know when I’ll get another 

chance.  We’ll hit the sack early tonight.” 
 

  



 

Chapter Twenty Two  
 

he darkness of a litter-strewn alley was modified 
only slightly by the street light’s oblique 
reflection.  Deeper into the passageway the light 

faded, becoming darker until only the glow of the city 
against the low overcast highlighted the shadows.   

The white glare of a truck’s headlights cut sharply 
through the darkness, filling the alley.  Air brakes hissed, 
and the engine sounds died away as doors slammed and 
dark figures leaped from the cab and ran to the rear.  The 
heavy door rolled upward, and there, sitting small and 
strapped to the bed of the truck, was a longish wooden 
box, which might have carried a set of golf clubs.   

It contained not golf clubs but a metallic cylinder.  
Painted a dull green, it was perhaps three feet long and 
a foot in diameter.  On one end was the familiar, 
forbidding yellow symbol for radioactivity.   

Hassan al-Rashid climbed up into the rear of the truck 
and approached the device possessively.  “Let’s gets this 
beauty unloaded,” he said.  “Easy…”  

Three men named Hashemi, Karim, and Mohammed 
scrambled to muscle the small but heavy package back 
to the lift gate, grunting with the effort.  Finally, after 
much pushing, scooting, and crab-walking, they got it on 
the powered gate, which lowered to the ground.  A dolly 
was brought up, and they manhandled the box with the 
cylinder onto it. 

Al-Rashid hovered like a nervous parent, supervising 
and fussing and calling out occasional directions, as 
Karim dashed to the end of the alley, started a pickup 
truck, and backed it into the alley.  It was white with blue 
markings, and on its side was the decal of the New York 
City Water Department.   
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The bed of the pickup was half filled with construction 
supplies.  A huge concrete drill, looking like a science 
fiction space cannon, lay there along with hoses and 
boots and bags of concrete mix.  There was also a large 
empty wooden crate, which filled much of the pickup 
bed. 

The men carefully hoisted the cylinder and eased it 
down into the center of the crate, where it nestled into 
specially made rubber half-moon cleats secured to the 
wooden bottom.  They tucked closed-cell foam rubber 
padding around and over it to protect it.  Then the men 
added various innocuous pieces of hardware to the crate 
before nailing it shut.  Stenciled on the cover were the 
words “SPARE PARTS / VALVES / SWITCHES.” Karim and 
Hashemi tossed a tarpaulin over the pickup bed and tied 
it off.   

“Hashemi,” said Al-Rashid to the youngest of the 
three, “you will stay with the truck.  Mohammed and 
Karim, go upstairs.  Get Ramón and use the van.  All of 
your supplies are ready.” 

Without a word, Mohammed and Karim disappeared 
through a door into the building.  They moved quickly up 
the narrow wooden stairway to a room, which, within the 
past few hours had become their new headquarters.  
Their hasty move had improved their tactical position.  
An open window in the long overused apartment brought 
air from outside into the room.  There was the occasional 
musty whiff of the alley, mixed with the smells of diesel 
exhaust and garbage, but the fresh smell from the water 
also cleaned the air from time to time.  Each man 
grabbed a light jacket, his pistol and holster and a small 
duffel bag before clambering into a van parked at the 
curb in front of the derelict concrete building.   



 

As Karim drove, Ramon and Mohammed busied 
themselves in the rear of the van, working their way into 
black rubber wetsuits and daubing their faces with black 
greasepaint.   

The van drove down the incline close to the water’s 
edge, to the pilings of an ancient pier, most of which had 
long since fallen piecemeal into the river.  Sections of the 
rotted pier—huge, hull-holing timbers and chunks of 
deck wood bristling with nails—still hung submerged in 
the current, invisible to the unwary boater.  The Army 
Corps of Engineers worked to keep the water clear of 
such hazards, though it was impossible to spot them all, 
so from time to time a barge sank unexpectedly or a 
small boat took on water, or a small child was run down 
by a timber heaved onto a Jersey beach by a crashing 
wave.   

Moonlight reflected on the surface of the black water—
blacker even than the black rubber dinghy in which the 
three divers crouched low and still; their grease painted 
faces peering forward.  A tiny electric trolling motor 
might have been heard by anyone unfortunate enough to 
pass nearby.  Fortunately, no victims ventured close.  

Ramón, with one hand on the tiller, steered the little 
craft toward the dark hulk of what appeared to be a brick 
building rising straight up out of the Hudson River.  
Directly below the midstream building, down through 
dozens of feet of river bedrock, was the Holland Tunnel, 
where an endless stream of automobiles and trucks 
poured through at all hours of the day and night.   

The men communicated in whispers.  “We anchor 
here,” said Ramon.   

Hidden by the black shadow of the Holland Tunnel 
vent building, the dinghy would be invisible to the 
attendant inside.   



 

“Ramón,” whispered Karim, “We are very 
close…perhaps too close.  We are all expert divers—we 
should anchor farther away.” 

“Karim, trust me,” replied the Colombian.  “Visibility 
here in this river is six to ten feet at best and that’s 
during daytime.  It is now dark.  It is important that we 
use no lights until we are in position.”  

Mohammed picked up the small anchor and silently 
slipped it into the water, allowing the line to play out 
until it went slack before tying it off to a rubber ring.  
Ramón did the same at the stern of the tiny boat, to keep 
it from swinging around in the current and perhaps 
sliding out of the shadow of the vent into the thin 
moonlight.   

Mohammed motioned with his chin and the three 
divers slipped soundlessly into the water.  Each had a 
zippered sack tied around his waist and a light strapped 
to his chest. 

The security guard came to the window, backlit by a 
yellowish light, and peered intently out the window.  He 
seemed to be staring directly down at the men and the 
dinghy.  The divers froze, holding on to the dinghy until 
the guard moved away from the window.  He had seen 
nothing. 

The divers swam silently to the wall of the vent 
building, where the current lapped gently against the 
mussel-encrusted concrete.  Mohammed motioned the 
others close.   

“Remember,” he admonished his companions, “set the 
charges seven feet below the waterline.  Five charges on 
the inner channel side, three on the shore side and one 
each on the upstream and downstream sides.  Centered.  
The bulk of the material will fall into the deepest water 
and sink.  Got it?  Ramón, you got the short side; I’ll take 



 

the channel.  Karim, you set one charge on the other two 
sides.  No lights until we are at least five feet down.” 

Ramón and Karim nodded.  Mohammed signaled with 
his chin and all three heads disappeared beneath the 
surface.  With a barely perceptible ripple, they were gone.   

As the murky water closed over them, each man 
struggled against the eerie, claustrophobic feeling of 
being immersed in a moving, nearly opaque medium.  
The beams of light stabbed only a few feet ahead before 
being swallowed up as though the water was somehow 
soft and dark and absorbent.  No matter how many times 
divers worked in such conditions, they never grew 
accustomed to it.  Like childhood fears of nameless 
things lurking in dark stairwells, there was always the 
feeling that just beyond their vision, there in the 
darkness of the water, something waited for them.  In 
some parts of the world, that could be very true.  The fact 
that nothing of any threatening size lived in the Hudson 
River near the city did nothing to ease those primal fears.  
The three men stayed together until they reached a 
position Mohammed seemed to like.  Motioning with his 
arms, he moved off around the corner to the channel side 
of the building.   

Ramón set to work right where he was.  From his sack 
he pulled out a small drill, and soon the water around 
the tip boiled with concrete dust, further dimming the 
already feeble glow of his headlamp.  The drill stopped, 
and he pulled from the bag a small plastic disk with a 
single threaded spike projecting from its center.  
Carefully inserting the spike into the hole, he twisted the 
disk, screwing it in until it lay flush against the concrete; 
then he attached wires to the two projecting terminals on 
the disk.  He strung the wire to the left and repeated the 
process.   



 

Each man was doing the same thing.  Mohammed’s 
superior skill was evident in his deft movements and 
quiet confidence as he handled the drill, the explosive 
disks, and the wiring procedure.  Still, the process took 
fully an hour to complete.  By the time Mohammed 
reached the fifth charge and prepared to tie off the last 
set of wires, both Ramón and Karim were at his side, 
watching.   

Mohammed tied off a junction for a final pair of wires, 
which he trailed carefully up the side of the building.  
Each man flipped off his headlamp as they neared the 
surface, where Mohammed had to work in darkness.  He 
drilled one last hole, and this time the anchoring spike 
affixed a small rectangular box to the side of the building, 
from which Mohammed extended a black telescoping 
antenna.  It emerged just a few inches above the surface, 
all but impossible to spot.  It would simply wait, listening 
for its unique frequency.  Later, one brief signal pulse 
would find its way through the maelstrom of radio 
chatter to the antenna, to flash down its short length to 
the sealed receiver.  There a high-voltage charge would 
be released from the capacitors that stored it, detonating 
the series of charges ringing the building. 

Hassan al-Rashid watched from shore.  After his short 
visit to the tunnel, he knew he could count on the laxity 
he had witnessed firsthand—inspections of the vent 
building’s exterior would be rare and cursory. 

 
  



 

Chapter Twenty Three 
 

ohn Boulder walked into the mayor’s office early 
the next morning, knowing what was coming.  
The mayor’s hot temper was well known to 

everyone.  
 Mayor Eugene Landry was so agitated; he could 

not stand still in his own office.  Raking his hands 
through his carefully coifed hair, he paused at his desk 
to snatch up a notepad.   

“I’m going to have somebody’s ASS over this!”  
Landry strode about the office, brandishing the 

notepad like a weapon, then, with an impotent oath, he 
threw it back on the desk.  It skipped, landed on the floor 
and slid into a corner.   

“Somebody TELL me I’m wrong!” he roared.  
“Somebody TELL me that a bunch of cowboy federal 
agents did NOT tear the hell out of a major bridge in my 
city, chasing some camel-humping terrorist into the 
Bronx!”  

He paused for breath, glaring venomously at 
Jacqueline Barber.   

“Whose half baked, dim-witted idea was all this crap 
anyway?  Yours?”  He pointed a quivering manicured 
finger in Barber’s face but didn’t wait for her answer.  
“Listen to me! We have got one of the best, if not the best 
hostage negotiating teams in the WORLD! And you don’t 
extend the simple professional courtesy of telling me or 
my police commissioner what’s going on! We have been 
operating an antiterrorist squad working with the FBI 
and even the U-N for ten years—more than ten.  You 
KNOW that.  And nobody tells me what is going on?  
EXPLAIN that to me…hanh?”   

Uncomfortable silence filled the room. 
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“There wasn’t enough time, Your Honor…”  
“Don’t gimme that ‘no time’ bullshit.  You can dial a 

telephone in five seconds.” 
Bob Perry, the mayor’s deputy for governmental 

affairs, was one of the Landry’s most trusted aides 
because he was skilled at defusing ugly situations before 
they got out of hand.  He understood the give-and-take 
of politics and even better than the mayor, recognized the 
need for dispassion.  It was one thing to appear 
passionate before the voting public.  It was what sold 
politicians to voters who were easily swayed by images of 
leadership and bright, media-savvy quips.  But in the 
real world of leadership and statesmanship, what was 
required was not so much passion as dispassion.  Perry 
knew well that most politicians, Eugene Landry among 
them, were woefully lacking in the requisite skills and so 
he sought to deflect and redirect the mayor’s energies in 
more useful directions.  Like a man with darts being 
thrown at him, the trick was to deflect or even catch 
them without getting stuck.  It required a quick mind 
and the ability to foresee what was going to happen and 
to quickly formulate a position and a response that 
would either handle the situation or lower its risks.   

“I simply cannot believe that you…” stormed the 
mayor “… you just go planning an operation like that 
across multiple jurisdictions, with the very high 
likelihood that things would get ugly, and you didn’t give 
us so much as a kiss-my-ass heads-up.” The mayor’s 
rant was slowly running out of steam.   

“Those were federal people who lost their lives—my 
people!” Jackie began angrily.   

“All the more reason.  Don’t you brainless wonders 
from Washington ever get it?  If you’d had our people in 
place, we wouldn’t be wrestling in this bag of …  we 



 

wouldn’t … ah-h-h, fuggedaboutit! Now I’ve got wreckage 
clogging one of the most famous bridges in the world.  I 
have damage to the bridge itself.  It’ll be closed down for 
three days, maybe four.”  

Police Commissioner Sid Bowman spoke.  “The bridge 
isn’t even our jurisdiction and we’re getting heat for it.”  

“Right!” growled the mayor.  “The George belongs to 
the states of New York and New Jersey.  I got calls from 
the governors of both this morning, wanting to know 
what kind of operation we were running over here—and 
I couldn’t tell ’em a thing.  Why?  Because I didn’t know 
a single thing about what you idiots were even doing on 
the bridge! Jesus! A helicopter!  Machine guns!  Are you 
people totally out of your tiny minds?”   

Among his far-flung duties, Bob Perry had the job of 
maintaining liaison with federal and other agencies, and 
he was usually quite good at it.  The present political 
administration of Gene Landry had enjoyed particularly 
good communications with federal officials, due in part 
to Landry’s past relationships as well as to Bob Perry’s 
diplomatic skills.  Perry had the uncanny ability to 
anticipate the twists and turns of interagency, cross-
government intrigue and political maneuvering.  He had 
always made sure the right people knew the right things 
at the right times.  But this was different.  And he had 
failed.   

There were new players in the game, who had been 
given considerable latitude by powers higher than those 
he typically tapped and he’d been caught flatfooted.  
Surprise, in his business, was invariably bad.  He felt 
partially responsible for the communications fubar at the 
bridge, and at fault for not having kept lines of 
communication open which might have resulted in, at 



 

the very least, a hurried call to the mayor.  He tried to 
tamp the mayor’s anger.   

Perry turned to Barber. 
“Jackie,” he said gently, “you could have given me a 

call.  And you should have.”  
Barber, recognizing the diplomatic opportunity, 

nodded agreement.  She put on an apologetic look and 
opened her mouth to speak, but Perry cut her off.   

“And Your Honor, we aren’t always as responsive to 
our colleagues in the federal building as perhaps we 
could be.  What is vitally important now I think, is for 
everyone concerned to cooperate fully so that we may 
address the threat.”  

“That’ll be enough, Bob,” said Landry, who 
appreciated the save.  He decided not to explode in 
another fit of invective.  He took a deliberately long slow 
breath.  

“Another thing.  Two New Jersey State troopers hurt?  
Two? Why didn’t Jersey give us a heads up?”  

Jackie answered the mayor evenly.  “They were 
attached to me.  Special Tactics unit.  Their boss didn’t 
know, so he couldn’t call you.”  

Landry appreciated that she quickly shouldered the 
blame.  He glared at her and shook his head, then looked 
at the other faces in his office.  

Also in the room, were John Boulder, Ted Maglione, 
Police Commissioner Sid Bowman, Chief Construction 
Engineer Ed Winshell, the city’s Water Commissioner, 
Victor Potter, and Detective Lt.  Earl Pickens.   

“Yeah, well,” growled the mayor, “let’s see what we’ve 
got.”  

Landry decided to keep his cool.  He’d vent again later, 
when he needed to make his point stick.  Landry walked 



 

to the corner of the room, stooped to pick up the notepad 
he had thrown and brandished it again.   

“This is what we got this morning, less than an hour 
ago,” he said sourly.  “This came in an e-mail and my 
office also got a call.  Here, Sid, read this out loud.”  

The police commissioner looked at the words on the 
paper as though they were moving and might leap out 
and dash about the room.   

“Islam’s Dagger will strike a blow against the Great 
Satan United States in the city of Jews.  We strike to 
announce to the world that the reign of western terror in 
our homeland must end.  Death to the Jews.  Death to the 
Christians. Death to those who protect Israel! Death to the 
traitors of our people! God is great.  God is great.  Islam’s 
Dagger will strike before the sun sets in New York.”  

Chief Construction Engineer Winshell whistled.  
“What kind of crap is that?”   

“The serious kind,” John Boulder answered.  “We have 
reason to believe that Hassan al-Rashid is behind it.  We 
could not be sure who we were after until that terrorist 
was “chased into the Bronx,” as you put it, Mr.  Mayor.  
But we now know that Hassan al-Rashid is in the United 
States, which to our knowledge is a very sobering first.  
Al-Rashid is one of the most dangerous and vicious 
terrorist masterminds to come out of the Arab region—
one of the most feared in the world, for that matter.  He’s 
from Yemen, has worked with al Qaeda in the Arabian 
Peninsula, AQAP, and now we think his primary sponsor 
is ISIS, but doesn’t answer to them.  He has his own 
unending Jihad going.”  

Bowman, the police commissioner, rasped, “We know 
who he is, Boulder.” 

“But…there’s no ransom demand,” said Bob Perry.   



 

“It’ll come.  First, he wants us to sweat.  And he’s 
hoping publicity will panic the public.” 

“He’s not getting any publicity here.  We don’t make 
deals with terrorists.”  

Perry looked at the mayor.  “Sir, I don’t know how long 
we’ll be able to keep a lid on this.  The media was 
crawling all over the bridge yesterday and they’re outside 
now, waiting.  Amend that.  Most of them are waiting.  A 
few of the better ones are no doubt poking around, 
asking questions.  Before long…”  

“We’ve got to keep a lid on it.  What do you want me to 
tell ’em?  Am I supposed to say we’ve got a crazy Islamic 
terrorist—Iranian or Saudi or Yemeni or whatever the 
hell he is—on the loose, and he’s planning to blow 
something up somewhere?  After the World Trade 
Center?  I can’t just go out there and say that!”  

Boulder snorted, “There won’t even be a lid.  They’ll 
post it on a website and blast it across the net, next time.  
The whole world will know what they have to say.” 

The detective, Earl Pickens, spoke up.  “We’ve got to 
have a starting place.  Right now, Al-Rashid has an 
enormous head start.  Maybe if our federal friends had 
had the good common sense to arrange for some police 
backup, we could have put a stopper in the bottle and 
kept the bad guys on the bridge…”  

Boulder ignored the barb.  “I may have something.  Not 
much, but something.  Before he killed himself, the 
terrorist I questioned yesterday indicated that the target 
would be a tunnel.  He said, ‘water tunnel.’” 

The mayor looked alarmed.  “Good God, the water 
tunnel.  Ed, could he do that?” 

“I don’t see how.  Explosions in the water tunnel 
project are routine.  And the tunnel is a natural blast 
dissipater.  It would have to be one hell of a shock to do 



 

any damage.  Besides, it’s a very contained environment.  
We can shut off all the entrances to the water tunnel in 
no time.  Place guards there.  Check all IDs.  That sort of 
thing.” 

“Then, do it.  Do it now.” 
Ed Winshell got up from his chair to leave.  The mayor 

stopped him with a motion.  “And, Ed, take a crew down 
there and check it over with a fine-toothed comb.  Start 
with the sensitive areas.” 

“You got it, boss.  But it’s gonna take a while.  The 
tunnel is more than fifty miles long and it’s got dozens of 
shafts and other places where a charge could be set.  On 
the other hand, I don’t buy it for a minute.  The Sandhogs 
are a very tight knit group, and a stranger just doesn’t 
go down there and mess around.  Ain’t happening.  Those 
men would shove a rock drill up his kiester---still, if they 
managed to—” 

“Take as many men as you need.  Get someone from 
the bomb squad to bring equipment.  Use dogs, 
whatever—just make it happen.”  

To the police commissioner he said, “Sid, give Ms.  
Barber and her people all the help you can.  Put anybody 
and everybody you need on it.  I don’t like it, but this 
time the feds have the call.” 

He paused, glaring at Jacqueline Barber.  “And you! I 
expect you to keep us up to date on everything that goes 
on.  Everything! You read me, lady?”  Time to raise the 
anger level again.  “If you don’t, I swear I’ll raise so much 
hell in Washington you’ll be doing OSHA inspections in 
Kankakee.” He held the glare for a long, angry moment.  
“I want one of my people working with you the rest of the 
way.”  

Jacqueline Barber spoke evenly and carefully, 
masking the seething anger she was still feeling from the 



 

mayor’s earlier tongue lashing.  “Mayor Landry, I 
appreciate your feelings—your anger over what you 
perceive as a bureaucratic slight.  However, you should 
well know this: International terrorism is a federal 
game.”  

Perry rolled his eyes, but Barber ignored him.  She 
continued, “Your people may be very good here in the city 
streets, but they’re lost as soon as they cross the 
Hudson.  Security is our most important consideration.  
I doubt very seriously whether you and your people can 
keep a lid on this thing for twenty-four hours, much less 
for the duration.  And you wonder why I didn’t call you.  
Give me a very large break.  Who am I supposed to trust?  
So, don’t threaten me, hotshot.  We still have a pile of 
work to do, and Al-Rashid is way, way out of your league.  
You didn’t even know he was in town until a few minutes 
ago, did you?  Some anti-terror intel you got.”  Barber bit 
off the words, paused and picked up Perry’s olive branch.  
“Still, you’re right—I should have called you or Bob, at 
least.  Things were very fluid and moving very quickly.  I 
didn’t take the time to call, and I regret that.”  

The mayor nodded tightly.   
Barber continued, “We must work together on this 

thing. I’ve assigned John Boulder to lead the 
investigation in the field, with Derick Embley as his 
immediate control.  I’m in charge, so I suggest you put 
one of your people with me.  That way, you can be kept 
up to the minute all the time.  No secrets, okay?”  She 
offered her hand to the mayor.   

He shook it and motioned with his other hand.  “Earl, 
you stay with our federal friend here.  Miss Barber, Sid, 
that okay with you?” 

“I’d rather have Pickens in the field,” said the police 
commissioner.   



 

“I work better by myself, thank you,” interjected 
Boulder.  He didn’t like seeing his friends—and Jackie 
was a friend—being handled by ham-fisted city 
bureaucrats.  He growled, “I don’t need anyone getting in 
the way.” 

“Hey, eighteen years of narcotics, homicide and 
antiterror squad doesn’t make me just anyone.  I can 
hold my own,” Pickens growled back.   

He was a lean plainclothes cop, detective grade, about 
six feet tall, just under two hundred pounds and short 
cropped hair going to gray.  He was tanned and fit and 
looked fully up to the mark, but John suspected that he 
drove a car and lived in a home above his means.  He 
told himself it could be an unfair gut feeling, but his gut 
had served him well for a long time.  It usually paid 
dividends to be aware of his initial instinctive reads.   

“Maybe so, no slight intended, but that’s not the point.  
I work better alone or with someone who’s on the same 
page.  If I need you, I’ll let you know.”  

Police Commissioner Bowman stepped in.  “Look.  
How’s this?  Lieutenant Pickens, you stay with Ms.  
Barber.  You’ll be my liaison with her.  And if she needs 
anything from the department, anything at all, your job 
is to make it happen.  And Boulder, if that includes going 
with you at some point, live with it.”  

John was also more than a little irritated that the 
mayor had not taken even a moment to acknowledge the 
three dead federal agents and several others who were 
left wounded in the affair on the bridge.  At the same 
time, he could see the political give-and-take; there were 
times to push and times just to roll with it.   

Boulder said, “We got a rough address on Al-Rashid 
outta the guy Dahvi.  We’ve had it staked out since 



 

yesterday.  No activity.  We might as well send forensics 
in to see what’s there.” 

The commissioner asked, “Okay if we use some of my 
people?  Earl, take a couple of men and go check it out.  
See if there’s anything inside to give us some kind of clue.  
They’ve obviously cleared out after the trouble on the 
bridge.  We all need to get some kind of handle here, 
before this Hassan al Rashid calls a press conference.”  
He smiled, but there were no takers.   

“Makes sense,” said Barber. 
The group began to file out of the room.  Just then a 

woman hurried down the hall, a grim look on her face.   
She called out, “Mayor! Mayor, take a look at this.” She 

thrust a slip of paper at him.   
“Thanks, Nancy.” He nodded to her, and to the others, 

by way of introduction, he said, “My secretary.  What is 
it?” 

“It just came in,” the secretary said breathlessly. 
“Another message from Al-Rashid.” The mayor read 

quietly, then said, “He wants three of the terrorists 
convicted after the World Trade Center attack released 
from prison.  And he wants fifty million dollars.  There 
are some instructions for how to pay it.  He gives us two 
hours to decide.”  

“That’s not much time,” said Jackie Barber.  “Can you 
get that much money together that fast?” 

The mayor’s eyebrows rose.  “Fifty million?  In New 
York?  Sure, piece o’ cake.  But I’m not giving that 
cocksucker a nickel.  Tell him to go pound sand.”  

Boulder said, “Mayor, he won’t like that.  On the other 
hand, he doesn’t really expect you to come up with the 
money.” 

“Look at me.  Do I look like I care what he likes or 
doesn’t like? If we cave now, then what do we do?  New 



 

York will become a plum to be picked over again and 
again and that is not going to happen while I’m mayor.  
No.  We do NOT make deals with terrorists.  We just 
can’t.  Just the same, Sid, get your hostage negotiators 
working on it, buy some time if and when there is 
another contact.  Who knows?  Something might give.  
And Sid, make sure Ed and his people have swept that 
water tunnel and have it locked down tight.  Tighter’n 
a…oh, just make sure it’s tight, you hear?” 

“I’m going, too,” said Boulder, and he turned to leave. 
 

  



 

Chapter Twenty Four 
 

everal blocks away, Jennifer Guthrie busied 
herself in preparation to leave the office.  She 
gathered her papers and stuffed them into a 

valise, collected her jacket from the office coat-rack, put 
it on and waved good-bye to some friends.  Heels clicking 
on the marble floors, she walked out through the double-
thick plate glass doors to a walkway that led through 
manicured grounds.   

Behind her the sign on the building read, “Boulder 
Enterprises, Inc.  A Bolder Approach to Building.” In the 
small private parking area, Jennifer swung lightly into 
the driver’s seat of her maroon Jaguar XK8.  She pulled 
into traffic and punched the radio on.  An easy blues 
song came on.  Her window was partway down, and a 
breeze blew into the car gently rippling her thick hair.   

 
Traffic had already slowed on its way into the Holland 

Tunnel, but drivers slowed down even more at the sight 
of two young women standing near the opening, talking 
to a man wearing the name tag of a tunnel supervisor.   

María Torre and Andea Gulam were each dressed in 
revealing, form-fitting outfits.   

Fred Kosinski, the tunnel supervisor, was talking to 
them and counting his lucky stars. 

“…and so, I thought,” María was saying, “if it was 
okay, I’d bring my friend Andie along so she could see 
the tunnel, too.  It’s so bi-i-ig and lo-o-ong.” María 
giggled.   

Andea turned her head, playing the coquette, smiling 
warmly at Fred, who simply could not believe his good 
fortune.  Two of them! 

S 



 

“Wonderful.  It is so nice to see you again, María.  And 
your friend…” 

Kosinski took Andea solicitously by the arm and 
pulled her to his side as the three walked together toward 
the entrance.   

“I should show you my office and the lounge area.  
Perhaps you lovely ladies would care for a drink.” 

Andea smiled sweetly.  “A drink would be nice, but 
perhaps later?  I am so anxious to see the things María 
told me about.  She told me, Fred, that you have a lot to 
show us.” She reached up with one finger and flicked his 
top shirt button.  “Afterward, perhaps we could come 
back to your lounge area and have a drink together?” 

“By all means.” He beamed.  “Absolutely.  Right this 
way.” 

Kosinski led them to the tiny train car, his eager eyes 
following their every move. 

 
A few miles away, under the East River, on the 

opposite side of Manhattan Island and deep in a dimly lit 
hole bored through the top of Roosevelt Island, John 
Boulder stood inside a large steel bucket.  The bottom 
half of the bucket was made of welded plate steel, and 
four steel hoops like Easter basket handles crisscrossed 
above and around the top half.  The hoops were covered 
with a wire lattice, encaging those who stood inside the 
bucket.  It looked much like a hot air balloon’s gondola 
or an amusement park capsule of some kind, encased in 
a steel mesh.  The bucket was suspended on a pair of 
steel cables that rose upward into a tiny pinpoint of light 
at the top of the seven-hundred-foot-deep shaft.  
Moisture glistened on the rocky walls of the hole where 
the shadows cast by the cuts in the rock showed in stark 
relief against the hard schist.   



 

City Water commissioner Victor Potter also rode in the 
bucket.  They were far, far below the surface, going 
deeper still down the narrow vertical shaft.  The bucket 
had a small gate-like door, secured with a simple hasp. 

John leaned out and looked straight upward.  The 
shaft through which the bucket was suspended had been 
cut through solid rock, the rough-hewn walls rising in a 
single tall column to the tiny point of light at the top.  He 
looked down into stygian darkness.  John picked up a 
small nail from the floor of the bucket and dropped it, 
listening.  He heard nothing. 

At last, the bucket stopped its descent.  John and 
Victor could see Ed Winshell leaning out over the 
yawning black hole to grab the edge of the capsule.  He 
pulled it close to the catwalk where he stood, holding it 
in place. 

Winshell grinned.  “Strange, huh?  You’re about five 
hundred feet straight down, here.  We have to go another 
two hundred feet or so to reach the main valve.  We’ll 
take the elevator.” 

John looked carefully where he placed his feet as he 
made the long step out of the swaying bucket and across 
to the narrow catwalk.  They moved carefully along the 
catwalk, around a short bend, before arriving at a 
connecting shaft like a large, tubular hallway.   

The hallway led down a slight incline for a hundred 
feet or more to a huge elevator shaft.  The lift car was big 
enough to hold forty men and strong enough to lift a 
Southern Pacific freight car.  It arrived from above, 
stopping smoothly and steel gates opened, splitting in 
the middle.   

John, Victor and Ed stepped into the elevator.  The 
gates closed, and they descended into absolute 
darkness.  Moments later, the huge car glided to a stop, 



 

and John found himself looking out into a huge, well-lit 
chamber, far bigger than a concert amphitheater.  The 
cavern, nearly a football field across, had been blasted 
out of the solid rock and stretched at least a hundred 
feet upward, and out of sight downward.  Filling much of 
that giant space were three huge tubes or conduits, one 
resting atop the other two.   

John began to grasp the immense scope of the 
construction.  A caravan of full-size cars could easily fit 
in any of those tubes.  Winshell gestured toward the 
expanse with proprietary pride.   

“There’s a control room and maintenance office right 
over there, built into the rock face.  The material needed 
to make future repairs to the valves is there, as are the 
controls to run this chamber.  We can do most of it by 
remote control from up top, of course, but sometimes it 
will be necessary to work down here.” 

John looked around him.  “This area’s clean?” 
Potter said, “No doubt about it.  Clean as a hound’s 

tooth.  It was the first place we swept.  I’ve got crews 
working their way through the miles of tunnel.” 

As the men made their way toward the control 
complex, Potter continued, “And the police department 
sent dogs from the bomb squad to sniff out explosives.  
They’re out working their way in from the ends.” 

 
Jennifer, like everyone else stuck in rush-hour traffic, 

was exasperated by the slow-moving line into the 
Holland Tunnel.  Idling in traffic several blocks from the 
tunnel, she watched a man with a squirt bottle and a 
squeegee approach, hoping to wash her windshield for a 
tip.  He kept up a running line of patter, ignoring her 
protests and washing the window anyway.  Accepting 



 

two quarters with a “Thanks, Mama,” he moved on to the 
next car.   

It wasn’t raining, yet windshield wipers begin to swish 
back and forth as drivers sent the universal signal to the 
squeegee man: No thanks.  Buzz off.  Leave me alone.  Go 
wash someone else’s clean windshield. 

 
 
The Hudson River was glassy, looking dead still.  A 

high-pressure weather system had moved in, and the 
weight of the atmosphere seemed to iron out the wrinkles 
in the surface of the water.  From a distance it looked 
like molasses or tar, not like water at all.   

In the river, a slender dark wire extended up out of the 
water, unnoticed against the wall of the building that 
housed the huge, roaring ventilation fans.  From where 
he stood in a building at the Hudson’s edge, Hassan al-
Rashid could see the wire through his binoculars.  More 
accurately, he could see the place where the wire was 
located, for the antenna itself was impossible to 
distinguish against the old, dark watermarks. 

The terrorist stood calmly.  The building where he 
waited was approximately a third of a mile from the vent 
building, and from this vantage point he could see both 
ends of the tunnel complex.  He could not see the actual 
tunnel openings, of course, but the heavy clotting of cars 
on either end made them easy to identify.   

With a thin smile, he leaned sideways never taking the 
long-range lenses from his eyes.  From a squarish table 
next to the window, he picked up a small box with a 
three-inch antenna protruding from its top.  Smiling, 
supremely confident, Al-Rashid fingered the button.  He 
would not push it just yet.  He put the box down, as if 
waiting for a signal. 



 

 
María and Andea walked just in front of Fred Kosinski 

as he led the way out of the vent building’s control room.  
He was thoroughly enjoying his role as tour guide for the 
two beautiful young women, and they were so clearly 
enjoying his company.  His imagination was already 
running ahead to his elaborate fantasy of a private orgy 
in the lounge.   

Andea spoke.  “Hey, María, weren’t you telling me 
about a spiral staircase?”   

Kosinski was eager to get back to the office and his 
lounge.  “Yes,” he said, “but it’s not really much to see.” 

Andea looked disappointed.  Kosinski saw her 
crestfallen face, looked again at those long, creamy-
smooth legs and quickly changed his mind.   

“Sure, why not?  This way.”  
He led the way down the staircase and hurried ahead, 

the better to look back upward at his short-skirted 
companions.  He chuckled quietly, congratulating 
himself on his smooth skills with women.  They were 
skills he had not even known he possessed, and the 
discovery was an exciting one to say the least.  He was 
almost giddy with proximity to two sexy women who were 
so clearly his for the taking.  Each had made her interest 
more than clear.  Each wanted what he could give them 
in the lounge, and the view back up the stairwell was 
breathtaking.  Fred Kosinski, the stud, he thought.  It 
was a new and unexpected identity.  He marveled over it 
and at the same time decided that it was his natural due.  
He looked up the spiral staircase, watching the two 
women as they picked their way gingerly downward in 
their high heels and short, short skirts.  With each step 
he was able to glimpse a quick flash of María’s white 
panties, and black panties on the other.  Wait a minute—



 

not black panties! The other one was wearing no 
underwear at all! His breath caught.   

Just then, nearing the bottom of the staircase, Andea 
tripped and, with a frightened yelp, tumbled the last 
three or four steps to the bottom, where she landed on 
her rump.  Her skirt was hiked high over her hips, her 
breathtaking nakedness on full display there before him.   

Fred was struck dumb.  He stood staring for a 
moment, his mouth agape.  Finally, he reached out his 
hand to help her up.   

Andea looked up suddenly, inexplicably angry.   
“What are you looking at!” she snapped. 
Kosinski was immediately embarrassed and shaken 

by her obvious disapproval.  He took a step back in near 
supplication, his orgiastic fantasies swiftly dissolving.  
Then his eyes opened even wider as he saw the gun 
Andea pulled from her purse.  His mouth opened in 
protest.  The silenced pistol coughed once in the confines 
of the stairwell.  The bullet smashed into his face, and 
he fell backward.   

María walked closer and fired a second shot into his 
head for insurance.   

Together the two women hoisted the body and tipped 
it up and over the railing.  It bounced once against the 
side of the narrow shaft as it fell the fifteen or so feet to 
the bottom.   

María darted back up the stairway and opened the 
door to the control room, holding the pistol in her hand.  
The control room operator looked around, but before he 
could speak or cry out, she shot him three times from 
the doorway.  He fell back against the control panel and 
collapsed to the floor.   

Andea stepped through the bulkhead.  She wedged a 
tiny piece of plastique into the hinge and pushed a digital 



 

blasting timer into the claylike explosive.  The timer 
began ticking down.   

The women hurried down the narrow access ways, 
stopping at each bulkhead they encountered and 
repeating the process.  They happened upon two 
electricians with their heads and shoulders inside an 
electrical panel.  Both men turned to look at the sound 
of feminine high heels approaching; both men smiled.  
Then their smiles turned to small oh’s of alarm as 
silenced bullets slammed into their bodies.   

The two women continued working their way through 
the tunnel. 

 
 
Jennifer’s car reached the mouth of the tunnel.  Cars 

were thick about her, only inches away on all sides—a 
typical rush hour entering the Holland Tunnel.  Jennifer 
reached to adjust the volume on the radio, to catch a 
news item.   

“…mayor today refused to discuss reports that 
yesterday’s violent shootout and the crash of a helicopter 
on the George Washington Bridge might be connected to 
a new terrorist threat in New York.  Sources in the police 
department hint at a possible Colombian drug war.  It is 
known that at least two of the gunmen killed on the 
bridge were from Latin America.  The rumor that the 
incident might somehow be linked to Iranian or Libyan 
terrorists is being discounted by city officials as just 
another product of the rumor mill.” 

Jennifer caught herself nibbling at her lower lip in 
concentration and worry.  John, John, I hope you’re all 
right.  Where are you, anyway?  She tapped the steering 
wheel.  Waiting … waiting for the traffic to inch forward.  
She realized she was thirsty, and thought how nice a cool 



 

drink of water would be just now.  She looked about at 
the other drivers in traffic, seeing only anxious, bored 
and overheated faces like her own.   

She was six cars short of entering the tunnel, drawing 
closer by inches.  It was slow, but moving.  Behind her, 
the jammed-together cars reminded her of a shoal of fish 
trying to squirt through a narrow crack in the rocks. 

 
Six miles away and deep underground, John Boulder, 

Ed Winshell, and Victor Potter were inspecting a 
storeroom just behind the control complex of the main 
valve chamber.  On the floor lay coiled hoses and lengths 
of metal conduit for electrical wiring.  In one corner was 
a large crate that read “SPARE PARTS / VALVES / SWITCHES,” 
and next to that, a stack of large concrete drill bits, each 
half the diameter of a man’s wrist.  Also stacked around 
the small storage room were other boxes of material, 
including concrete mix, small electrical parts, and even 
some office furniture. 

“Strange,” said Winshell, pointing to the drill bits.  
“The drilling’s been done down here for months.  Wonder 
why we’d be keeping a bunch of spare bits.” 

“Maybe for the odd repair job?”   
“Maybe, Vic, but still, if it was a job that needed 

drilling, wouldn’t the guys just bring a drill down with 
’em?  And if they did, wouldn’t they bring their own bits?  
That’s just the way men work.  Know what I mean?  
Besides, if we got bits, we gotta have a drill somewhere.  
So where is it?  I don’t see it.” 

Boulder asked, “What are you driving at, Ed?” 
“Aw, nothing, I guess.  Just doesn’t seem quite right.  

Maybe the drill came in that big crate.” 
“Not likely,” said Victor.  “It says ‘spare parts,’ and it’s 

nailed shut.  But hell, maybe so.  We can take a look.” 



 

John started toward the crate with the obvious 
intention of checking it more closely.  He picked up a 
claw hammer to pry open the top.   

Potter read from the label on the box.  “Uh, spare 
parts.  Valves and switches.” 

Winshell nodded.  “That stuff’s okay.  We’ll be needin’ 
that kinda thing down here a lot.  Not likely to find a drill 
in there, though.  Go ahead, check it out if you want.”  

Just then a hard-hatted worker poked his head 
through the door of the storeroom. 

“Yo, boss.  Rusty sent me up to tell you the south 
tube’s clean.  Smitty’s wrapping up in the Bronx tube, 
and Staples has a team just about finished way up at the 
north end.  Nothing.”  

John turned away from the crate to join Ed and 
Victor’s conversation with the sandhog.   

“Fine,” Winshell told him.  “Run and bring them up to 
the surface.  We’ve got to figure this thing out.  Whoever 
he is, whatever he’s up to, it doesn’t look like he’s been 
here yet.” Winshell turned to Boulder.  “You can get some 
cops over here right away.  I’ll put a ‘hog at every opening 
to the hole till the cops get in place just to make sure the 
tunnel stays buttoned up tight.”  

John’s mind switched rapidly back to the possible 
strategies Al-Rashid might use to get into the water 
tunnel.  He might come in at some distant access point 
and hike in with his crew.  But as John considered the 
possibilities, he knew how Al-Rashid would work it.  He’d 
infiltrate the work crews, an outside contractor, an 
inspector or city official maybe and just walk in with 
everyone else.  That’s what he would do—the move John 
would expect of the wily terrorist.  He stepped away from 
the crate of spare parts.   



 

John, Ed, and Victor made their way back to the 
bucket hoist.  It rose steadily and slowly upward, out of 
the well-lit chamber and through the unlit blackness, 
back into the light of the unsuspecting surface world.   

 
  



 

Chapter Twenty Five 
 

ike adolescent daydreams made flesh, María and 
Andea seemed to step out of nowhere, through 
an access way into the main thoroughfare of the 

Holland Tunnel.  At least that was how it appeared to 
some of the drivers stuck in the tunnel’s traffic crawl.  
The women had actually walked through one of the 
access doors, out of the bowels of the tunnel and directly 
into the traffic tunnel.   

The tiny tramway, with its electrified single rail, was a 
difficult place to walk.  There was little room between the 
metal rail and the rim of the narrow ledge onto which the 
tramway was built, so they walked carefully, with small 
mincing steps.  It was a jump of four or five feet down to 
roadway level.   

Men in cars were agreeably surprised to see two 
striking and provocatively dressed young women appear 
suddenly from behind the tunnel walls.  Hookers.  Had 
to be.  Maybe exotic dancers.  Men called out, blowing 
their horns, whistling and waving their arms out the car 
windows.   

Andea waved back and María gave one of her most 
brilliant smiles.  They gingerly stepped forward, holding 
carefully to the handrail.   

Both women blew kisses to the men in the cars.  Wives 
hit their husbands’ arms in response.  The wives very 
quickly and expertly evaluated the style of dress: very 
short skirts and spike heels, one with a halter top, the 
other with a sheer, nearly see-through silky blouse.  And 
so friendly!    

As planned, Andea and María were creating quite a 
spectacle.  They waved back, blowing more kisses as they 
hurried along the pedestrian walkway.  The honking car 

L 



 

horns spurred impatient drivers farther back in the line 
to chime in with their horns without really knowing why, 
and in seconds the tunnel was awash in sound.  The two 
women walked faster. 

There remained one long, bending left turn before the 
exit, and there they stopped.  María bent down to squirm 
under the single iron handrail.  She had to squat low, 
which caused her already short skirt to move upward 
around her hips.  Then she stepped down, one shapely 
leg at a time, with the eyes of every man in view glued to 
her movements.   

The taller Andea raised one leg high to step over the 
railing.  It was an exaggerated, deliberate swing and her 
skirt obediently slid up to her waist, revealing that she 
wore nothing at all underneath.  Jaws dropped, horns 
blew more insistently and men whistled and cheered 
from a dozen cars in both lanes of traffic, which stopped 
moving altogether.  The show was way better than a 
fender bender.  

María and Andea walked between the lanes of traffic.  
Both gestured to the men in the vehicles and they 
stopped.  Maria leaned close to the man in a Chevy 
pickup and told him to put the transmission into Park.  
She gave a little hip bump, and he happily complied.  
Andea had a similar conversation with the man in the 
car alongside the truck.   Both smiled prettily.   

Unhurriedly, casually, Andea reached into her purse 
and turned.  The pistol in her hand, silencer now 
removed, barked loudly.  María did the same.   

The two men died side by side.  Five people, including 
a woman and a child, died in the next two cars.  Little 
puffs of expanding cartridge gas blew out candles of life 
with uncaring precision.   



 

One woman opened her mouth to protest, managing a 
short oh.  She squeezed her daughter to her seat-belted 
side.  The little girl’s eyes widened, surprised by her 
mother’s sudden panic.  A bullet smacked into her small 
face, destroying her fragile jaw.  A second bullet 
mercifully hit her just over one eye, jamming her head 
deeper into her mother’s limp embrace.  The snap-crack 
of the gunshots sounded like thunder up close, like 
distant firecrackers to those farther back in the tunnel.   

The two killers stepped quickly to the next two cars in 
line and shot three more people.  Two of them did not die 
immediately but would hold on to the dimming light of 
life for a few agonized minutes. 

The murders had the effect of instantly and thoroughly 
immobilizing the two long lines of traffic by stopping 
three vehicles in each lane.  For good measure, the two 
women moved on to the fourth cars in line, killing a man 
in each.  The car of the last man to die, an Audi, thumped 
into the rear of the car in front, its idling engine gently 
pushing without effect. 

When they reached the fifth car in each lane, María 
and Andea stopped killing.  The faces staring out at them 
from inside those cars were frozen in fear.  In one car sat 
a man, a woman and a small boy.  The woman was 
screaming uncontrollably, her arms wrapped about the 
little boy.  He was crying.  The man stared mutely down 
the gun barrel in Andea’s hand.  In the adjacent car a 
young woman sat with her face in her hands, waiting for 
María to put a bullet through her windshield, whispering 
prayers into her hands and not daring to look up.   

Andea spoke sharply.  “Enough.”  
The two women turned and trotted to the front of the 

line.  Drivers of the cars in advance of the blockade had 
filed out of the tunnel, unaware of the carnage occurring 



 

behind them.  The women grabbed the first driver they 
had killed and rolled him out of the pickup truck and 
onto the pavement.  Then they got in, threw it into gear 
and drove out of the tunnel, leaving panicked screams 
and blaring car horns behind them.   

At the mouth of the tunnel, where the steady stream 
of cars had suddenly ceased, two tunnel workers became 
curious.  Hearing what sounded like firecrackers, they 
had looked up from the tedious chore of relocating traffic 
cones.  Exchanging a glance of alarm, they moved warily 
toward the tunnel.  The last of the cars had driven out 
and then there were none.  Something was definitely 
wrong.   

The men walked deeply enough into the opening of the 
tunnel to ascertain that the problem, whatever it was, lay 
out of sight around the first turn.  They decided to take 
one of the yellow Port Authority trucks to investigate.   

Just as they began to drive into the tunnel against the 
nonexistent traffic flow, a lone pickup came barreling out 
with two women in the cab.  Cute, too.   

The two workers entered the tunnel cautiously, 
emergency flashers on.   The pickup passed the 
emergency truck, then exited the tunnel.  Andea raised 
one arm out the window and pointed a flare gun at the 
sky.  

 
Jennifer could hear car horns blowing in the tunnel 

far ahead of her.  Then more horns picked up the cue.  
She muttered absently in irritation at the impatience of 
fellow drivers.  Then she turned her head, suddenly 
focusing hard.  Her ears perked.  She heard rapid, sharp 
reports … distant gunshots! 

She looked left and right, turned and looked 
backward.  There was nowhere to go.   



 

  
    
 
The bucket arrived at the top of the narrow hole and 

thumped to a stop, swaying gently.  The platform was a 
sheet of quarter-inch steel plate with a circular hole cut 
in the middle, through which the bucket dangled on the 
cables of a tall crane.  There was a foot of clearance 
around the bucket.  John Boulder stepped out onto the 
platform, followed by Ed and Victor. 

Suddenly John pointed toward the south.  “What’s 
that?”   

High in the sky, a flare burned bright, hanging like a 
magnesium flashbulb in the twilight over the Hudson 
River.  For no definable reason, John felt a chill in the pit 
of his stomach.  He sprinted for his car, followed hard by 
Victor and Ed.  They could not know what was 
happening but each shared the feeling of dread.   

 
In the Hudson, a cargo ship made its slow way 

upstream, just passing the ventilation towers of the 
Holland Tunnel.  In the opposite direction, a pleasure 
yacht motored downstream.  It was a nice yacht, perhaps 
fifty feet in length, a   Bertram, by the lines of it.  A 
middle-aged man sat at the wheel, and two men in swim 
trunks and three bikini-clad women lounged on the stern 
deck.  The yacht slowed to give way to the cargo ship.   

Al-Rashid stood in the window; his thumb poised over 
the button.  His eyes flicked upward toward the sky.  The 
flare! It was the signal he had been awaiting, and his 
thumb flexed immediately.   

Down on the river’s bank, Al-Rashid watched a geyser 
of water spray high in the air beside one of the tall air 
vents.  He could hear a muffled series of crumps.  The 



 

vent building began to tremble; then it slowly leaned to 
an impossible angle.   

The yacht shook and bobbed like a cork in a jostled 
cup.  Water and concrete debris flew high in the air and 
rained down on the pleasure craft.  The women on the 
afterdeck screamed and dived for cover.  The concussion 
slammed the people in the yacht against its walls and 
furniture.  The sound of the blast was deafening at such 
close range.  Huge chunks of rock and concrete crashed 
down into the yacht as the vent, suddenly missing its 
base, slowly toppled into the water with great crashing 
and rending noises. 

Al-Rashid smiled with deep delight at seeing his 
murderous scheme unfold so perfectly before his eyes.  
The water began to rush down into the huge gaping maw 
just below the surface, as if the plug had been pulled 
from a giant bathtub.   

Al-Rashid pressed the trigger on the second series of 
bombs.  He could see the detonation better this time.  
The second vent and the yacht alongside it were in a 
direct line of sight with his vantage point in the window.  
The old building’s windows rattled from the force of it 
and this time the yacht exploded in a sympathetic 
eruption of yellow and orange flame and smoke.   

Pieces of the yacht flew through the air.  A woman, 
stitched with blotches of red clung to a piece of 
blackened flotsam in the river.  She and the flotsam 
began to drift toward the nearest roaring sinkhole in the 
river.  She kicked as hard as she could, but the dragging 
current was far too strong.  She disappeared into the 
hole. 

A thin smile creased the killer’s face again.  
Eventually, he thought, the infidels will come quivering 



 

to the truth of Islam.  Eventually, they will bend to our 
will.    

 
Jennifer’s ears perked.  Were they really the sounds of 

distant gunshots?!  She was about to chalk it off to some 
distant mystery, when she felt something familiar.  
Heard something?  No, felt it.  Maybe it was a little of both.  
It reminded her of the time she had stood with John, two 
buildings away while one of his crews blasted into a rock 
ledge for a new skyscraper’s below ground foundation.  
She had felt it in her feet and heard a distant, deep 
thummmm.  Now she was feeling or hearing something 
similar: close, yet far—in the tunnel, but separated 
somehow.   

She pressed the button to lower her window all the 
way and cocked an ear outside.  There, like a distant 
thunderstorm.  She was sure.  It was the sound of high 
explosives.   

Something told her to move.  She put the Jag into 
reverse, turned around in her seat and motioned to the 
person behind her to back up.  The man in the car raised 
his hands as if to say, “What do you want me to do, 
lady?”   

A second shock wave hit and the tunnel vibrated more 
strongly.  Jennifer began to hear a roaring sound.  
Unbuckling her seat belt, she opened the door and 
climbed out of the Jaguar.   

The roaring sound grew louder.  She started running 
toward the tunnel’s entrance behind her.  Water began 
to rush in behind her.  Though a quarter mile away, it 
sounded like Niagara.   

Water cascaded in great gouts through the ceiling air 
vents, pouring through access ways and doorways, 
which buckled and sprang open under the sheer weight 



 

of it.  Deeper in the tunnel, a chorus of screams came 
from the cars as tons of water hammered down on them.   

Great hunks of masonry broke off and flew inward, 
crashing onto hoods and roofs of vehicles and blowing 
through windshields. People covered their heads and 
were smashed in the next instant.   

Commingled with the roar of water and the screams 
was the sound of engines revving and vehicles slamming 
into one another in a panic-driven effort to get out.  But 
there was no place to go.   

Jennifer could hear the bedlam behind her.  She ran, 
shouting at anyone in earshot to get out of their cars and 
run with her.  They did not.  Most were frozen by the 
unreality of the horror unfolding all around them and so 
they sat stupefied, doomed by the all-too-common, 
suicidal denial that this couldn’t actually be happening 
to them.  

Then, as if an evil spell was broken some found the 
energy to move.  They began to try to open the doors 
against the force of the rising water.  Many could not.     

Jennifer ran on, sidling between cars when they were 
too close for her to run between the lanes.  She was 
crying, screaming her outrage.  Fear propelled her and 
she could see the mouth of the tunnel in front of her.  
She sprinted for it.   

A great, rushing mountain of water crashed, 
cascading over the cars behind her like a raging liquid 
monster, gaining on her.   

A horizontal jet of water crashed through the tunnel 
wall on Jennifer’s right and smashed into her, knocking 
her into the rolled-up window of a terrified family in a 
car.  Jennifer’s panicked face, wet and streaming, peered 
in at them and she screamed, “Run! For God’s sake, run!”  



 

She got to her feet, but another torrent, calf-deep, was 
fast approaching her from behind.  Jennifer was picking 
up her feet in an effort to move faster in the deepening 
flood—getting closer to the entrance, only fifty yards to 
go, but moving was getting harder.   

Water bashed her again, this time from the left, 
slamming her brutally against the right wall.  She 
crumpled and settled into the water.   She felt the water 
close over her head.  Screams and shouts echoed dimly 
around her.  People were out of their cars now, trying to 
slog through the water.   

All around Jennifer, people struggled to push their 
way through the water, pulling down those in front of 
them as they tried to claw their way over anything or 
anyone to escape.   

Jennifer reached a slender arm up out of the water 
where she had fallen, now waist deep.  Her hand 
scrabbled around, feeling for purchase.  Finding it, she 
dug her fingers into a crevice formed in the wall by 
broken tile and brick.  She pulled herself upright again, 
holding onto the iron banister along the tramway and 
hauling herself along at an oblique angle to the raging 
water. 

A person beside her was yanked down by invisible 
hands desperate to stay alive.  A man grabbed at Jennifer 
from behind, pulling her back so that he might move 
forward.  She pivoted left and backhanded him as hard 
as she could.  His nose splashed red and he let go of her 
blouse, reeling backward.  Yelling and cursing, people 
screamed and fought each other and the manmade tidal 
wave.   

At last Jennifer reached the entrance.  A giant surge 
of water roared out of the tunnel behind her, carrying 
with it, bodies and debris.  The body of a young boy 



 

smashed into her from behind, knocking the wind from 
her lungs and jettisoning her onto the pavement, dazed 
and half conscious.  Other people were splashing out, 
some being forced out by the waves that surged out of 
the tunnel. 

Jennifer lay totally spent, dazed on the oily pavement.  
Water lapped at her face.  She struggled against an 
unseen weight.  Inches from her face, she could see a 
painted line in the shallow water where she lay.  Bits of 
macadam ground themselves into her cheek, and she felt 
a weight on her back.  Twisting around, she saw the little 
boy whose body had pushed her out of the tunnel on a 
wave.  She managed to stand up and grab the child’s 
arm.  She struggled to drag him out of the lapping water, 
which was forming a growing lake extending twenty-five 
feet out of the tunnel’s mouth.   

Now the water was flowing out of the other tube.  It 
flowed around the edge of the tunnel opening and joined 
the water that flowed out of the adjacent tube. Panic 
began to seep into the neighboring streets as water began 
to run like a flash flood from a rain-swollen creek.  In the 
center of the second tube, at its lowest spot, the rising 
tide leaped and boiled around the door handles of cars, 
and an identical frenzy was under way—another 
cacophony of bleating horns and rending crashes as 
motorists tried to push their way out of the watery death 
trap.   

Jennifer dragged the dead boy out onto dry pavement, 
and collapsed in a heap beside him.  She held him, 
weeping.  She combed his hair away from his eyes with 
her fingers.  She held the unknown child, rocking back 
and forth and crying, her legs folded under her.  She 
didn’t know how long she sat there.  



 

The water continued to flow out of the tunnel, hugging 
the curves of the streets, like a new river stream.  It 
flowed out and around and began to fan out into the 
streets of lower Manhattan, looking for its level.  The level 
of the river.  

A police officer approached.  Jennifer heard his words 
in the distance as he eased the boy from her arms. She 
watched numbly as the officer and another gently laid 
the small body in an open black plastic bag and zipped 
it closed.   

It was but one bag in a quickly lengthening line.  She 
sat staring at it.  Tears streaked her face and her soaked 
clothes clung to her.  She turned her head slowly, trying 
to comprehend the chaos around her.  Ambulances 
whined to a halt.  Flashing lights of every emergency 
color blinked crazily, futilely.  She felt alone, separate 
from it all.  She was drained.  She raised her arms, 
trembling and tears began to flow again.  The officer 
pulled her to her feet and, not knowing what else to do, 
drew her closer as slow sobs racked her body.  She 
leaned against the stranger, needing simple human 
support, as he led her, supporting her weight, away from 
the tunnel.   

She turned, resisting, as if to stay.   
“Wait, she said.  “A little boy…just a boy…he’s…”  
The officer looked at the row of black plastic bags and 

understood.   
“No.  No, miss… Come.  Come on… There’s nothing we 

can do.”  
“But he’s only a little boy…so small, and the 

water…the water pushed him onto me…and I tried… 
I…I—”  



 

“I know you did.  You did what you could, ma’am.  
Now, you’ll have to come with me.  We have to make way 
for others like me, who need to work on this.”  

“Yes.  Yes, of course…,” she mumbled.  Deep within 
her she felt a surge of emotion.  It, too, was like a wave.  
A flood of grief and alarm and helplessness and anger—
yes, anger.   

Jennifer suddenly stiffened.  She stepped back, anger 
to the fore.   

“Did you say nothing we can do?”  Her voice held a mix 
of desperation, frustration and vengeful rage.  “Nothing 
we can do?  There HAS to be.  Somebody.  Some person 
is responsible for this.  We have to do something.”  

But she knew that she railed against the unseen and 
unknown.  Her outburst had drained her, ending as 
suddenly as it had erupted.  She collapsed, sobbing, her 
fists clenched tightly under her chin.   

“Oh-h-h…all those people,” she cried.  “The children.  
Damn.  Damn.  Who could have done such a…such 
a…thing?  Why…?  Oh, God, why?”   

 
  



 

Chapter Twenty Six 
 

unereal quiet filled the mayor’s central office, 
except for the voices on the television.  The 
mayor sat disconsolately in his office chair; his 

legs splayed out before him.  His eyes were riveted to the 
television picture, his thoughts frozen by the horror of 
what he was watching.   

Jacqueline Barber sat in another chair, her posture 
erect and tense.  Standing slightly behind the mayor’s 
chair, Police Commissioner Sid Bowman stood wearing 
an angry scowl and Bob Perry leaned without expression 
against the closed door.  The only sound came from the 
television, an urgent reportorial rattling of numbers and 
details.   

 
“…The number of dead is not yet known, though police 

estimate between seven hundred and one thousand three 
hundred fifty people.  It is simply impossible to tell at this 
point.  The Holland Tunnel is filled with water, and lower 
Manhattan’s streets are still filling, now sixteen feet deep 
and rising, according to experts.  Cars remain submerged 
in the water, and at this point the city is completely at a 
loss.  Engineers are still trying to figure out how to pump 
out the tunnels to get the cars and all the victims out.  
Lower Manhattan is filling with water to the level of the 
river. What we do not yet know is, what went wrong?”   

 
The television camera that was focused on the opening 

of the tunnel panned across the dramatic scene: flashing 
lights, wailing ambulances, and police cars moving in 
and out of the area.  Perhaps the most striking aspect 
was the utter lack of rescue activity.   

“My God…my God, would you look at that!”  

F 



 

The mayor’s eyes filled with tears.  He sank even 
deeper into his chair, his chest quietly heaving.   

“…That the destruction of the Holland Tunnel is the 
work of terrorists is no longer in question.  Witnesses tell 
of hearing explosions shortly before the collapse of the 
tun—” 

The television picture switched to a view of the New 
Jersey side of the tunnel.  The images were similar and 
just as horrifying.  Sirens could be heard in the 
background as the reporter continued.   

“…group called the Islam’s Dagger has claimed 
responsibility for the bombing of the tunnel vents.  This 
television station has received a communication from the 
organization.  The printed message demands the release 
of more than three hundred Islamic revolutionaries said to 
be held in Israeli and other jails around the world, 
including three convicted terrorists in the World Trade 
Center bombing of 1992, as well as the release of all al-
Qaeda and Taliban ‘warriors,’ as they referred to them, 
arrested since 2001.  The group also demands five billion 
dollars, which the communiqué indicates will be used to 
further the so-called struggle for peace. The threat is for 
an even larger and more devastating attack on the city.  
And it calls for Muslims everywhere to join ISIS in the fight 
for a global caliphate of Islamic rule.  Federal agents have 
confiscated the various communiqués, but we have been 
assured that they are all from the same source and are 
believed to be legitimate.”  

 
“Legitimate!” the mayor exploded, angrily swiping at 

his eyes.  “He said legitimate! The only thing—”  
“Sshhhhhh!” Barber whispered.   
The mayor darted a glare at the woman but returned 

his attention to the television.   



 

“… this group, Islam’s Dagger threaten further acts of 
what was termed ‘retribution for past acts of terrorism by 
the state of Israel and the United States’ unless their 
demands are met.  The message also claims that previous 
such warnings went unheeded by officials of New York 
City and the federal government.  It finally says that the 
‘action’ taken here tonight is regrettable but unavoidable 
in the face of such continued disregard for the Shar’ia 
struggle…”  

The picture on the television switched to an aerial shot 
from the television station’s helicopter.   

“…As you can see, where the massive air vents for the 
tunnel once stood are now only the remnants of broken 
and shattered masonry.  In a moment, Jim and Melissa, 
back in the studio, will be discussing the engineering 
marvel that was this tunnel, as well as the steps that had 
to be taken to make this barbarous act of senseless 
murder so unbelievably successful.  Before we go back to 
the studio, however, we have a question or two for the 
mayor: What warning is the group referring to?  Was New 
York City warned that this might happen?  And if so, Mr.  
Mayor, why weren’t the people informed?  Those and 
more questions will no doubt…”  

 
“Well, shit!” said the mayor.  “The cat is well and truly 

out of the bag now.” Landry shook his head, feeling 
utterly overwhelmed.  He faced the worst possible crisis 
of his administration, and his political survival was 
suddenly very much in doubt.  “How about you, Miss 
Barber?  You got anything?”   

“Not much, I’m afraid.  John Boulder should be here 
momentarily… I understand he was at the scene until a 
short while ago.  He’s been told to come here as soon as 
possible.”  



 

“Meanwhile, we’ve got a maniac running loose in New 
York, setting off bombs and killing innocent people.”  

“Mr. Mayor, my people have been running down a 
couple of leads which could bear fruit,” said 
Commissioner Bowman.  “The word on the street is that 
this scumbag Al-Rashid is working with some 
Colombians—Caldera’s group.  We hear that Caldera 
may be coming to New York because he thinks Al-Rashid 
has gotten out of hand.”  

Barber shook her head.  “Not likely.  If Al-Rashid is 
serious about the five billion—and you can bet your 
salary he is—Caldera will be coming here to get his cut.  
Besides, we told you Al-Rashid was working with Caldera 
two days ago.  What are you doing about it, 
Commissioner?”   

Bowman spoke evenly.  The woman seemed to grate 
on his nerves.   

“We’re rounding up every Colombian drug dealer, 
pimp, crack cooker, hitter, and everybody known to do 
business with them—and their old ladies.  We’ve got a 
couple hundred of ’em cooling their heels in groups at 
the Plaza, screaming about their legal rights and their 
civil rights, demanding this and demanding that.  We can 
hold ’em for about seventy-two hours, and that’s it.  My 
big worry is that we’ll drive Al-Rashid so far underground 
we won’t be able to dig him out.”  

“He’s already under,” said the mayor.  “I’d like to get 
my hands on—Ed,” he said as the myriad problems 
tumbled into his thoughts. “What can we do about the 
flooding?” 

“If I know my guys, they have equipment marshalling 
already.  I gotta get the Army Corps involved in this…” 

“FEMA’s gonna want to stick its big we nose in, too.” 



 

“We can use the help, Gene.”  Winshell pinched his 
forehead. 

“Yeah…”   
The mayor started to speak, but Winshell continued, 

“I’ll have the topo situation laid out in an hour.  We 
should be able to redirect the flow.” 

“Got to keep it out of Wall Street.”  
“Should be able to do that.  Don’t know about the 

subways in lower Manhattan, though.”  
“We are talking about just up the street, Ed.” 
“I know.  I know.  I’ll have some Jersey barriers moved 

over from … from everywhere.”  Winshell tapped his 
forehead with his thumb knuckle.  “Mayor.  Gene, I’ve 
got to get on this.  Maybe with some fast setting concrete 
mix, we can build dikes, don’t have to be tall, just tall 
curbs really.”  

“Whatever you need, Ed.”  
“I need some National Guard guys with strong backs.  

I need my best excavator guys.  I need truckloads of 
Jersey barriers, and I need the Sanitation guys, and their 
sand trucks.  And I need ‘em now.”  He started for the 
door and stopped.  “And we all could use some luck, 
here.  If that water gets away from us, Wall Street will be 
operating out of New Jersey.”  

 
The door opened, bumping into Bob Perry’s backside.  

He stepped aside, the door opened wider, and John 
Boulder stepped in accompanied by Ted Maglione.  
Maglione was still wearing a couple of bandages but 
otherwise looked none the worse for his close call on the 
George Washington Bridge.   

“Hello, Mayor.  Hi, Jackie…Bob…Commissioner,” said 
Boulder.  “I just went by the lockup.  Man, you’ve got a 
bunch of very upset Spanish-speaking citizens in your 



 

jail, Your Honor.” He grinned.  “Such a racket you never 
heard.  Anyway, I think one of your boys may have gotten 
something, sir.” 

“I gotta go,” said Ed Winshell.  
“Yeah?”  The mayor sounded hopeful.   
“As I was about to leave Police Plaza, one of your 

detectives, a Sergeant Blumenthal, I think, grabbed my 
arm.”  

“Blumenthal?”  The commissioner couldn’t recall the 
name.  “Don’t know him.” 

“He’s been working a snitch on the West Side for a 
while, I guess.  Anyway, the guy tells Blumenthal he 
thinks he knows where ‘the Arab,’ as he put it, is holed 
up.  And he even coughs up an address.”  

“Oh, he did, did he?”  rumbled the commissioner.  
“How would a snitch know anything about where Al-
Rashid might be hiding?”  

“I don’t know, Commissioner.  He’s connected to the 
Caldera pipeline, and they seem to have their own 
security problems these days.  Someone said something 
to someone.  Hell, it may be nothing for all I know, but 
it’s all we got.” 

“I don’t get it.  Why so helpful?”  Barber asked. 
Boulder continued, “Seems Sergeant Blumenthal has 

this guy cold on a selling rap—caught him with a fistful 
of crack vials on a buy-and-bust.  Then when they tossed 
his place, Blumenthal turned up a couple of keys of high-
quality Columbian flake.  The perp’s got priors.  He’s 
been up and from the sound of it, wound up playing 
bouncin’ butt buddy for a couple of the brothers last time 
he was at Rikers and he does not want to go back, in the 
worst possible way.  Wants to help out real bad, provided 
it’s reciprocal.”  



 

“If he’s for real, he’s got it.” The commissioner was still 
trying to place the name.  “Sergeant Blumenthal, huh?”   

“Yep.  Seemed like a good man.”  
“Don’t know him, but he’ll be a lieutenant if he breaks 

this thing.”  
“Anyway, I left him and his snitch with Lieutenant 

Pickens.  I’ve got a team outside waiting for me now.  I’m 
taking Ted and a couple of his agents, and some 
Emergency Service cops hunting.  Al-Rashid just might 
be down on his guard tonight.”  

“How’s that?”  asked the commissioner.   
“Well, he’s feeling pretty confident right now.  He 

knows we’re all over the place, looking for anything.  The 
chaos that always follows.  Over the years, after one of 
his little terrorist mission successes, Al-Rashid has a 
kinky little celebration ceremony just about every time.”  

Bob Perry asked, “What do you mean?”   
John glanced at Jacqueline Barber.   
“The rest of us have seen the file, John.  Go ahead and 

tell him.”  
Ed Winshell leaned in, “this is all real interesting, but 

I’ve got work to do and a flood to catch.  If you need me, 
I’ll be on the cell.  Walkie, too, but you know how that 
is.” 

“Good luck Ed.”  Mayor Landry gave him a pat of 
encouragement on the shoulder as he stepped to the 
door.  

“Well Bob, it’s like this,” continues Boulder.  “After al 
Rashid has his meal, he likes to bring two or more 
women in.  It’s kind of a ritual.  The women are strangers 
to him, typically taken from the street.  As far as he is 
concerned non-Muslim women are meaningless infidel 
toys for his twisted and brutal games.  They are typically 
made to strip naked while he watches; then they’re 



 

forced to play with each other until he gets horny.  
Sometimes he brutalizes them, entering every opening in 
their bodies with penis, hand, fist, stick or anything else 
that’s handy.  He may beat them in a rage until they are 
bloodied and near death.  Then they are discarded, 
dumped on a roadside or in an alley.  Sometimes they 
are forced to pleasure him.  They say he stands there 
with a gun in his hand, and if she does anything that 
displeases him, he kills her on the spot.  We think it has 
something to do with a God complex.”  

“That’s just sick.”  
“He’s that, all right.”  
The mayor had heard enough.  He was repulsed—and 

angry. 
“You’ve got an address?”  The mayor asked it 

rhetorically, through clenched teeth.   
John Boulder took the mayor’s question for what it 

was: a shove between the shoulder blades to get moving.  
He and Ted Maglione wasted no time.   

As they walked out of the room, the police 
commissioner barked a few words into the walkie-talkie 
he always had at his side.  By the time Ted and John 
reached the street, Emergency Service officers, the very 
elite special forces of NYPD, were gathering with Ted’s 
men behind an unmarked gray van.   

The officers took their places in the van with minimal 
chatter, quietly adjusted their weapons and checked 
their equipment.  John and Ted took two federal agents 
with them in a sedan and bee lined for the address the 
snitch had provided.   

They arrived in minutes.  Traffic had been quietly 
parted ahead of them by police patrol cars from the 
Street Division.  A no-nonsense lieutenant had taken 
charge of providing support for the federal-city task force 



 

so quickly formed.  His firm hand was unseen but very 
much felt in the almost magical movement of his men 
and women as they bent to the task of helping catch the 
terrorist who had killed so many people in the tunnel.  
John realized then, keeping New York’s police out of the 
loop on the bridge might have been a big mistake.  The 
NYPD might have made all the difference.  He felt 
embarrassed even though it had not been his call.  

It was another building that no one really wanted to 
call home.  There were patches in the plaster of the 
narrow hallways, and threadbare spots on the thin 
carpeting that covered the floor.  Graffiti decorated the 
lobby and both sides of the outer doorway, and the nose-
wrinkling smell of old urine lurked in one stained corner.   

John gathered the men close before exiting from the 
van.  He wanted no mistakes.   

“Listen up, guys.  This sicko has had a consistent 
record of doing this sex thing after a job for a long time.  
You gotta figure there are some very strange snakes 
coiling around in his head, but he is not to be taken 
lightly.  If he’s in there, he could be eating dinner.  Or he 
could be getting his rocks off.  Either way, he needs to be 
very dead.  He’s bad all the way.”  He paused.  “Miranda 
isn’t here right now.  She’s across town.  Anybody gets a 
bead on him; just drop him where he stands.  I mean it.  
Don’t screw around with him.  Just shoot him.  If you 
don’t, he’ll shoot you if he can.”  

Three Emergency Service Unit officers covered the 
exits: one each, front and back and the third taking the 
rooftop.   

John and Ted worked their way as quietly as possible 
up the stairwell.  They tested each step carefully, placing 
their weight on it gradually.  At the first hint of a squeak, 



 

they picked up that foot and stepped up to the next 
tread.  It was slow going.   

When they were half a dozen steps from the top, Ted 
took a deep breath as he placed one of his huge shoes on 
a step.  As he began to weight it, it made a tiny noise and 
he paused.  He stretched his foot to the next stair, and it 
also began to squeak.  Third step.  Squeak.  John had 
managed four steps and he looked back.  Ted was frozen 
in place, one leg stretched high for a fourth step.  He 
leaned his weight on it and it held.  He stepped up over 
the last two steps.  They inched carefully along the 
hallway.   

Once in place in front of the suspect doorway, Ted 
motioned and three more men, the two federal agents 
and another ESU cop moved into backup positions.   

Ted stepped in front of the door and with one powerful 
kick it flew inward.  John stepped into the room fast, 
staying low.  The cop and one of the federal agents 
appeared just as instantly in the doorway, each at a 
different level, their eyes following their gun sights 
through the fire zones they had automatically selected 
from years of practice.   

The apartment was empty.   
Maglione whispered, “Looks like he’s been here.”  
“Yeah.  Looks like he knew we were coming.  Someone 

tipped him.” 
There was one half-eaten dinner and two more that lay 

untouched.  The men moved carefully through the 
apartment, the backup officers taking up positions near 
the door to guard against an ambush.  The door to the 
bedroom was swung open, weapons at the ready.   

The bedcovers were turned back, but the bed had not 
been used.  A candle burned on the nightstand; incense 
smoked in a holder.  Various objects were within easy 



 

reach: dildo, short whip, creams, vibrator, manacles…a 
long, slender knife.   

“Sick,” muttered one agent.  “Pretty good term.”  
Sounds of gunshots erupted in the hallway, followed 

by shouts of pain and anger.   
More gunfire came in rapid, chattering reports.   
As John and Ted bolted for the hallway, they heard 

grunts of pain.  The agents were engaged in a furious 
firefight with gunmen in a stairwell at the end of the 
hallway.  Bullets smacked into the walls, sending plaster 
and wood flying.  Men dived for cover.  One, then another 
terrorist died screaming as police and FBI bullets tore 
into them.  It was over by the time John and Ted reached 
the hallway.  Two agents lay groaning in pain with bullet 
wounds.   

Ted snapped into his radio, “Men down! We’ve got 
injured! Officers need help! Officers need help!”  

As he began to give the address, there was quick 
movement at the far end of the hallway.  Hassan al-
Rashid flashed across, spraying machinegun bullets 
down the hallway toward John and Ted.  Both dived for 
the carpet.  One officer, already injured in the earlier 
exchange, was hit by a bullet from the fusillade.  He 
crumbled to the floor, groaning deeply.   

Maglione and Boulder reeled and covered.  Another 
figure flitted across the end of the hallway.  It was Karim.  
They were getting away! 

John scrambled to his feet and charged up the long L-
shaped hallway, with Ted close behind him.  When they 
reached the end of the hallway, they risked a look around 
the corner.  At the far end of the hall, Al-Rashid and 
Karim were climbing out the window onto the fire escape.  
John and Ted both fired down the hallway at the two 
figures as they disappeared from sight.  Bullets spanged 



 

and pinged off the metal of the fire escape; others 
splintered the wood of the window frame.  Another 
shattered the glass.  They raced down the hallway toward 
the window.   

Ted risked a peek looking down and Al-Rashid fired a 
shot upward, forcing him to duck back inside.  Al-Rashid 
and Karim continued to descend.  The creaking sounds 
of the fire escape as the final section swung down 
spurred John into action. He climbed out the window 
and fired a shot down at the fleeing figures.   

The officer on the rooftop shouted down to John to call 
out the location, but Al-Rashid and Karim were too close 
to the wall to get a clean shot.  The police officer sent to 
cover that side of the building had not appeared.   

Al-Rashid and Karim leaped the last few feet to the 
ground and began to run.  Ted took careful aim, fired 
and missed.  The officer on the rooftop had the more 
difficult shot, but his sniper skills were better.  He also 
had a rifle.  John heard a sharp report from overhead.  
Karim spun and fell.   

Karim managed to scramble to his feet and hobble 
after Al-Rashid, one leg dragging behind the other.  They 
were nearing the corner of the building.   

John was climbing, sliding and leaping down the steel 
steps of the fire escape as fast as he could.  Where was 
that other cop!  John and Ted leaped to the ground and 
sprinted for the corner of the alley.   

Tires screeched and people yelled as Al-Rashid 
reached the street corner, turned and fired at his 
pursuers.  Karim, falling behind, called out, “Hassan! 
Hassan help! I cannot make it …  My leg…” 

There was no answer from Al-Rashid.   
Karim struggled to keep up.  They were dodging 

between cars in traffic, and the Americans were gaining.   



 

“Hassan, my old friend … The Americans…they will 
catch me.  Help me…”  

Al-Rashid slowed and threw an arm around Karim, 
and they ran together. Karim slung his gun arm over Al-
Rashid’s shoulders for support.  He grunted in pain.  Al-
Rashid looked at his fellow terrorist—a look of concern, 
or something else.   

Karim gasped as he held on to Al-Rashid’s supporting 
arm, “Thank you, my friend.”  

Al-Rashid half smiled.   
Karim smiled, too, reassured by his friend’s help.  He 

grasped the hand that gripped his waist and gathered 
himself to run from the Americans.  Together they would 
escape.   

With his free hand, Al-Rashid fired his pistol twice into 
his old friend’s side.  Karim looked at him puzzled, then 
faltered and fell.   

The Islamist radical was freed of the impediment.  He 
could run and did not look back—except once as he 
reached the end of the block.  His eyes locked with John 
Boulder’s in a moment of deadly déjà vu.  Two old 
enemies.  Another day.  The same eyes from years before.  
There was recognition and mutual hatred 

Al-Rashid dashed into a clothing store, knocking 
customers and racks of clothing in all directions.  He 
yelled, brandishing his machine pistol.  Women 
screamed and flung themselves away from the madman.   

Ted and John ran right past the open door to the store, 
but the commotion inside snagged their attention.  They 
backtracked in a hurry and entered; guns drawn.   

One of the women yelled, “In the back! He went out 
the back!”  

Al-Rashid raced through the storeroom and slammed 
into the back door, but it was bolted.  Frantically he 



 

worked the bolt.  Open.  Leaping into the alley, he 
muscled a small garbage bin in front of the doorway to 
block it, then turned and dashed toward the open street.  
Behind him, John and Ted crashed into the blocked 
doorway.  The dumpster moved half a foot.  Al-Rashid 
glanced backward as he ran, made the corner, then 
turned and settled into a brisk walk.   

It took intense discipline and training to interrupt his 
headlong, pell-mell flight in mid step and suddenly, 
expertly melt into the woodwork of the city, but that was 
precisely what Hassan al-Rashid did.   

He was walking past one of the city’s thousands of 
street vendors.  There were hats on display, as well at 
ties and t-shirts and souvenir knickknacks.  Al-Rashid 
grabbed a baseball cap, threw two twenty-dollar bills at 
the vendor, put the hat on and walked back into the 
crowd.  He slouched a little and shuffled along like no 
one in particular, like anyone.  The vendor stooped to 
pick up the money on the ground, glanced toward the 
man who seemed to have disappeared into the crowd and 
shook his head.  He jammed the money into his pocket 
before looking around for his next customer.   

John and Ted came tearing around the corner, pulling 
up short as they encountered the afternoon crowd of 
pedestrians.  Both men were tall and they stood on 
tiptoe, surveying the heads and faces on the sidewalk.  
They were looking for anyone who was running.  What 
they saw were heads.  Some hats.  And no one was 
running.   

“Damn!”  
“Damn it,” said John.  “He’s around here…”  
Both men fell back, heaving for breath against the 

alley wall, their eyes searching everywhere for any sign 
of disturbance in the flow of pedestrian traffic.  Both 



 

knew instinctively what Al-Rashid had done and they 
recognized the futility of chasing down the street trying 
to peer into the face of every man they encountered.  It 
was an excellent way to get killed, because then they, not 
he, would be obvious and become the hunted.  They 
would necessarily create a disturbance in the flow of 
pedestrians and if Al-Rashid had a good vantage point, 
he would simply wait for them to come into his kill zone.   

“So close!” John wheeled and felt like smashing his fist 
into the brick wall.   

Maglione’s eyes were bright with anger.  “Tell you 
what, pal.  This guy is running out of places to go.  The 
police have just about every known South American drug 
dealer in the city under wraps, and we know Al-Rashid 
has no real organization of his own in the city.  He can’t 
have many places left.  And he’s desperate.”  

Boulder wiped his mouth with his sleeve.  Both hands 
rested on his knees as he gasped, winded.  Maglione, by 
comparison, stood upright.  He appeared ready to start 
the chase again. 

“When he hooked up with Caldera, he got instant 
organization and structure, Ted.  That’s what’s so 
troubling.  There are a hundred drug holes for him to 
dive into.”  

“Yeah—if he knows where they are.” 
“He can find out.  There are telephones … cell phones.” 
“Maybe that’s our edge.  Cops know where the drugs 

are.  They just can’t go after everything and everyone.  
They have to make a case first.  Only now the gloves are 
off.  Besides, we’re putting him into a big box.  A few 
thousand cops ought to be shutting down streets and 
subways within minutes.”  

“That’s when he’s the meanest.  Ted, I had him almost 
cornered once before.  He killed my partner.”  



 

“Yeah, I heard.” Ted paused, giving one last look 
across the crowded sidewalk.  “Well, at least we 
interrupted his little party.”  

 
Al-Rashid was three blocks away, still wearing the hat 

and looking back from time to time.  He checked his trail 
calmly, without furtiveness, as though looking at the legs 
of a passing girl or checking the price of something in a 
store window.  He stopped at a phone booth, fished in 
his pocket for a couple of coins, and touched some 
numbers.   

“Yes?”  a voice said expectantly.   
“It’s me,” said Al-Rashid.  “I am coming to you.  Give 

me a location.  We must talk … it can’t be helped.  I need 
a place.  A place the infidel Boulder will not think to look 
… a place that will … that will …”  He had a thought that 
made him smile.  “Wait,” he spat. “Does he have a 
woman?  Do not argue with me, my friend.  Pull the file 
if necessary.  I will wait.”  

Al-Rashid waited for a few moments, his eyes following 
the passing pedestrians while still maintaining his 
vigilance for the arrival of the police cars that would soon 
be swarming around the building he’d escaped.  Police 
would be setting up a cordon of the neighborhood for 
blocks in every direction.   

He winked at a pretty girl; she responded with a smile.  
Al-Rashid lounged against the telephone box, pleased 
with himself.   

Another lovely young woman walked past him and he 
winked at her as well.  Obviously, a native New Yorker, 
she looked at him as if he were a cockroach, her high 
heels never slackening their tack-tack rhythm on the 
sidewalk.  Al-Rashid watched her walk.  A thin smile, an 
evil glint, showed briefly on his face.   



 

He turned again toward the pay phone.  “Yes.  Yes, 
give it to me.”  

He scribbled an address on a slip of paper and stuffed 
it in his shirt pocket.  His eyes narrowed as he spoke to 
his highly placed informant inside the NYPD—a man who 
sold out his comrades for money. 

“It is too late for that, my friend.  You will continue to 
give me what I require … Yes, Caldera will be in touch.  
Your funds are assured … Yes, you know that I will do 
that.  You fear Caldera?”  He paused.  “Caldera is a boy.”  
Al-Rashid hung up the phone.  He could hear the police 
sirens a few blocks away.  Moving quickly but without 
hurrying, he had the look of a typical New Yorker with 
places to go.  The wailing sirens were getting closer yet 
more diffuse.  The squad cars were spreading outward 
from the crime scene, just as he knew they would.   

In a few very short minutes this whole section of the 
city would become extremely hazardous for him.  He 
pictured police artists with their computerized easels 
generating likenesses of his face being transmitting to 
small computer machines in police cars even as he 
thought about it.  He had to put distance between 
himself and the growing blue swarm of uniforms, and 
quickly.   

Al-Rashid spotted the glowing green globe of a subway 
entrance a block ahead.  He headed quickly toward the 
hole in the ground and just as quickly made himself part 
of a small knot of people who were doing the same.  
Ahead of him he could see people standing, lined up in 
front of fare card vending machines.  A few more were 
standing around doing nothing, as though measuring 
the passing crowd for potential purse-snatch victims.  A 
short moving knot of people were sliding their Metro 
Cards through the turnstile slots.   



 

Metro Card!  He had none.  What would he do?  Were 
the transit police aware of him?  He decided to chance it 
and took a place in the queue waiting at the kiosk.  Police 
searching for a terrorism suspect who was on the run, 
would not expect him to stand quietly in a line of people 
waiting to buy a fare card.  They would be looking for 
quick movements and furtive looks.   

A few moments later, a nearby escalator began to 
disgorge riders from a subway train, which had hissed to 
a halt one level down.  Al-Rashid quickly turned his 
attention to the arriving throng.  There were two police 
officers among them! They were a part of the crowd and 
yet not a part of it.  Al-Rashid took note of their eyes, 
calmly but carefully looking over the crowd as though 
searching.  They had the look of men who might very 
carefully survey his clot of subway customers.  He 
couldn’t waste any time.  He’d be spotted any second.   

He unconsciously adjusted the machine pistol under 
his jacket to make sure it was within reach of his expert 
fingers.  With a single sweeping motion, his fingers could 
grasp the handle, find the trigger and bring the weapon 
to bear on any threat.  Al-Rashid turned away from the 
line and moved as easily as he could into the crowd of 
people making their way toward the upward, exiting 
stairway.  He risked a glance behind him.  The police 
officers were there, slowing but still moving as part of the 
crowd of subway riders.  Good.  They had not seen him 
yet.  If he could just get back to the surface!  

Ahead, at the top of the stairway, Al-Rashid looked up 
into the city sky and his heart quickened.  Two more 
police officers stood there, backlit and headed down 
toward him.  It was a pincer movement.  Al-Rashid felt 
like a spider scooped up in a glass jar.  Nowhere to run! 
He’d have to shoot his way out.  His hand moved a 



 

millimeter closer to the butt of the machine gun; then he 
stopped.  The two officers in front of him were talking to 
each other as they descended.  They were not as alert as 
he had expected.  They took the flow of the crowd in the 
subway for normality, and they probably had spotted 
fellow officers near the bottom of the stairwell and 
discarded any thoughts of violence.   

In their mind, the terrorist they were looking for would 
be in desperate flight or at the least, would be a 
surreptitious, suspicious-looking character.  Al-Rashid 
relaxed the tiniest bit and using every ounce of his self-
control, kept his head down as though watching the 
steps in front of him, depending on the hat to shield his 
face from the officers who drew ever nearer.   

One of the officers actually brushed his shoulder as he 
passed.  Al-Rashid kept his head down, fighting every 
impulse in his body to keep from looking around at the 
officer as he walked.  It worked.  Al-Rashid reached the 
top of the subway stairs without hearing the deadly 
outcry behind him and the pounding steps that would 
have resulted in immediate gunplay.   

Al-Rashid found himself back on the sidewalk, faced 
with the same problem as before.  He needed to be out of 
the area fast.  The police presence was already 
perceptibly greater and he knew it was only a matter of 
time.  The next cop or the one after him would be curious 
about his swarthy looks, then notice the bulge under his 
arm.  Al-Rashid felt fortunate in how little training the 
regular line cop apparently got on such things as 
spotting the slightly off-gaited walk of someone carrying 
a weapon.  And he knew they were told not to hassle 
anyone who looked like an Arab, a foreign concept called 
racial profiling that made no sense to him.  Those who 
look like my enemy, he thought, are suspect.   



 

He was in luck.  Finally, a cab with its light on!  
Al-Rashid waved and the yellow taxi cut across two 

lanes of traffic to get to him.  He climbed into the 
backseat, told the driver the address he wanted and slid 
down in the seat, content to ride in relative safety.   

 
  



 

Chapter Twenty Seven 
 

enny Gillen grinned.  Reaching for the fifteenth 
time for the bottle beside his broken-down 
couch, he congratulated himself with another 

long drink.   
“Providence,” he whispered.  “Providence at last.”  
He listened as the two drug agents made their way 

back down his ramshackle ladder, and chuckled again 
when one of them again disturbed the rope with the 
Mateus-bottle alarm.  This time the shaking of the nail 
in the bottle was deliberately loud.   

It was their second visit to his squat, and he’d been 
careful, doling out the info in measured increments just 
as Sosa had instructed.  He had done his job, and he 
would be paid.  Luís Sosa had said that someone would 
come asking questions.  Luís had always been very 
knowledgeable about the ways of the police.  Kenny did 
not like the little South American, but he did appreciate 
his ready money.   

Kenny Gillen also knew he was playing a dangerous 
game, but he delighted in it.  In a more glamorous world 
one might use the term “double agent.” Kenny liked to 
think he was just taking care of his friends while hedging 
his bets, and making a buck at the same time.   

Yes, he mumbled to himself, this time he would take 
the money and leave New York.  Maybe to Florida.  Go 
live on a beach, maybe the hills of North Georgia, or 
Texas.  Yeah, Texas could be nice.  Lots of nice-looking 
women down there.  Then Gillen’s face turned sour.  
Yeah, he thought, I can get out of this hellhole if Luís pays 
like he said he would.  I did my job, Kenny told himself.  
I did like I was told.  Now I’ll get the big bucks.  Fifty 
thousand just for passing on some information.  Gillen 

K 



 

knew that he was only a puppet in a grander game, the 
dimensions of which he would never comprehend, but he 
didn’t care.  He wanted the big score and willingly sold 
out his friends from time to time to purchase his chance 
at the gold ring.   

Luís Sosa was one of Caldera’s lawyers in the United 
States—kept separate from any direct involvement in the 
drug trade, and yet crucial to its success.  Sosa had 
proved to be a very able deal maker and as a law-abiding 
attorney and investment banker in a small but 
impressive office just off Water Street, he carried a 
protective veneer of legitimacy.  He was one of Caldera’s 
launderers, occasionally finding excellent deals in 
residential and commercial real estate for Caldera to 
purchase.  During the recession Caldera had done very 
well.  A list of no less than thirty-four different offshore 
companies had purchased stock-and-bond portfolios, 
shopping centers in several states, apartment buildings 
in New York, Chicago, Atlanta, and Miami, and houses.  
Some were used as safe houses and points of transfer for 
the street-drug sales business that financed everything.  
Others were legitimate homes for many of Caldera’s 
upper-level dealers and importers.  To date Luis Sosa 
had funneled $342 million of Alberto Caldera’s personal 
financial fortune into legitimate business and financial 
investments in the United States.  And Luís knew that 
he was but one of three or four such front men.   

Sosa was also more than that.  He had proved himself 
to be a skillful manipulator of people and information 
and served Caldera well in that capacity.  When one of 
Caldera’s dealers developed a taste for the powder and 
endeavored to carve out a slice of business for himself, 
Luís took care of it.  He did not really arrange murders.  
That was not his job.  There were others in the 



 

organization thoroughly capable of such tasks.  He 
accomplished more elegant and equally effective 
missions.   

Sosa’s collection of underworld people was more 
valuable than bullets.  A dealer of coke in the Bronx had 
begun to grow faster than his supply would indicate, and 
Sosa knew through his own contacts that the dealer in 
question was shorting Caldera by stepping aggressively 
on the supply, diluting it to expand its volume.  Caldera 
had strict rules about the step.  He knew that dilution 
was unavoidable.  Each time the coke was traded, all the 
way to the street, it would be diluted somewhat by mixing 
it with other substances such as inositol or procaine.  It 
was important to Caldera that the quality of the product 
at street level be suitable.  He didn’t really care if the 
dregs of humanity buying his drugs filled their noses 
with laxative, but quality control mattered from a 
business perspective.  Like any businessman he needed 
repeat customers. It was decided that something had to 
be done about the overly hungry dealer in the Bronx—
something that simultaneously solved the problem, sent 
a message, and protected the business.   

So Luís Sosa had made the arrangements.  He knew 
from his police friends that motivation was high for the 
arrest of “Smokey,” as the Bronx glutton had nicknamed 
himself.  Smokey would be a feather in the cap for the 
police, a headline bust.  So, Sosa set Smokey up by 
remote control.  Another snitch, someone much like 
Kenny Gillen, had dropped a dime on Smokey.  It was a 
very juicy tip and a delightful surprise for the detectives 
who made the bust.  Smokey found himself in handcuffs 
early on a Sunday.  He was smart enough not to speak 
until his lawyer, Luís Sosa, arrived.   



 

The lawyer arrived at the jail with a quietly whispered 
message.  Mr. Caldera required that for his awful sins, 
Smokey would quietly serve whatever time in prison the 
American government decided was appropriate.  Mr. 
Caldera was sure that Smokey would do this cheerfully, 
being very, very careful never to mention any association 
with the cartel.  In the meantime, Smokey’s seven–year-
old daughter would be offered the hospitality of Mr. 
Caldera’s own home in Colombia for as long as that 
prison sentence lasted.  In fact, a telephone call to his 
home would confirm for Smokey the fact that his 
beautiful young daughter had in fact already been 
provided with transportation.  In fact, at that very 
moment, she was in a corporate jet somewhere over the 
Bahamas on her way to his idyllic compound outside 
Bogotá.  Smokey could rest assured that she would be 
given the best, most loving care at Mr. Caldera’s 
mansions.  It was explained to Smokey that this 
arrangement was necessary only because he had broken 
important rules of the organization.   

Smokey’s immediate reaction was quite excited, with 
needless expressions of menace and retribution and 
other impossibilities.  The visiting booth of the jail was 
very small, a good place for listening.  One additional 
quietly spoken admonition about the welfare of Smokey’s 
lovely wife and son proved to be reminder enough to calm 
his emotional outburst, if not his fears.  Smokey was 
assured that his safety in the prisons would be secure 
and even protected, provided, of course, that no 
untoward conversations with the troublesome federal 
authorities were entertained.   

So, the federal and local authorities got their headline 
bust.  Caldera got his retribution and a small girl to raise 
and use as his own slave for sex or other duties.  The 



 

feds loved their snitch whose information had proved so 
valuable and his stock went up.  And the next dealer to 
be allowed to move smoothly into Smokey’s old territory 
understood with striking clarity the wisdom of the rules 
of the organization.  Behind it all was Luís Sosa’s unseen 
hand.   

Kenny Gillen was part of Sosa’s network of useful 
people.  From time to time he was given information to 
provide to the police, which he did, always feigning either 
reluctance or greed for more snitch money.  His 
information was generally good, though sometimes a bit 
late.  It would not do for the drug agents to become too 
successful.  Gillen fingered the three twenty-dollar bills 
Butch and Dave had paid him for information and 
chuckled again.   

What he had no way of knowing was that he had just 
sent two federal agents into a trap, and that having done 
so, Kenneth Gillen would immediately climb to the 
topmost spot on the list of people the police would hunt 
forevermore.   

“Hey-y!” Dave hissed in the darkness.  As Butch 
dropped down from the last rung in the ladder, he had 
stepped on Dave’s toe.   

“Quiet,” whispered Butch.  “Want the neighborhood to 
hear you?”   

Butch mulled over the information they had just been 
given.  It sounded almost too good, but Gillen’s tips 
frequently did and so far, they’d proved to be mostly 
right. 

As wordlessly and quietly as they had come in, they 
negotiated the shadows back to their car.  Driving out of 
the neighborhood, Dave glanced at his partner.   

“Well, what about it?  You buyin’ his story?”   



 

“Yeah, I was thinking the same thing.  Maybe it’s too 
good … too easy.”  

“And then again, maybe it’s the break we need.”  
Dave stared through the windshield, thinking.  Butch 

scratched his chin and rummaged around in his pockets 
for some chewing gum.  He found some Beemans, offered 
a stick to Dave, and chewed on his thoughts as they 
drove.   

“Let’s go do it,” said Dave. 
“You just now decide that?”   
“Yeah.”  
“Then how come you’ve been driving right toward the 

place Kenny told us about the whole time?”  
Dave grinned.  “Ah, just figured this was the way you’d 

want me to drive.”  
“Yeah.”  
“Well?”   
“Let’s go.” Butch spoke into the microphone, using one 

of the secure channels to reach Jackie Barber.   
“Barber here.  What’s up, Butch?”   
“We’ve got something that may be pretty hot, but we’re 

going to need some backup.  Not much time, though.  
We’ve got to move now.  This guy will not be staying put.”  

“Where?”   
“There’s a bar on the West Side Highway, near 

Fortieth, on the river.  Pretty big place.  Guy name of 
Alfonso.  Alfonso Alvarez—he’s supposed to know where 
Caldera is.”  

“I’ll have a van, plain gray, two blocks from the bar in 
fifteen minutes.  With some troops.”  

“I hope that’s fast enough.”  
“See you there.” Barber switched off the frequency, 

turned to her people and set the wheels in motion.  Men 
in a ready room of the basement of the building began to 



 

don their flak jackets and check their weapons.  They 
moved calmly and quickly through the basement toward 
the parking bay, where an assortment of vehicles was 
stored.   

 
  



 

Chapter Twenty Eight 
 

ennifer sat on her couch in her own apartment, 
a cocktail glass in her hand.  She took a sip, put 
the glass down and sat quietly, sifting through 

her troubled thoughts.  She sat on the edge of the sofa, 
legs straight out in front of her, her hands tucked 
between her thighs.   

Another woman, her closest friend, was also there.  
She was busy in the kitchen; the clink and clatter of 
dishes and utensils carried through to the living room.  
Amanda Davis wore loose, flowing casual clothing as 
much to hide her drop-dead curves as for purposes of 
style.   

Mandy, as her friends called her, had the kind of face 
that Hollywood cameras loved to caress, a luxuriant 
mane of gorgeous blond hair and the kind of body Vargas 
drew.  Women like Mandy just didn’t seem quite possible, 
not from normal human genes.  Nobody, but nobody 
treated her like a normal woman.  Men lost their ability 
to speak and their capacity to think.  Women 
immediately began to have problems with their color 
vision, seeing only red when she was around.  Or maybe 
green.  Jennifer understood why Mandy often wore 
clothing that while not actually disguising her body, did 
tend to soften some of the more wow components.   

As she worked in the kitchen, Mandy hummed and 
sang a phrase or two along with the radio.  She had a 
light, musical voice.  The kitchen door opened, and she 
walked into the living room, holding two bowls of soup.  
She took one look at her friend, who sat like a tangle of 
steel wire and she clucked.   

“Here.  Try this.”  

J 



 

Jennifer took the bowl from Mandy and tasted it.  She 
looked up and smiled.  “Mmmm.  Thanks.  It’s good…”  

Mandy curled herself into a big, soft chair on the other 
side of the room, and the two women sat eating quietly, 
each lost in her own thoughts.  Jennifer looked 
introspective; Mandy looked at her and worried about 
her buddy.   

“Mandy,” Jennifer murmured wistfully.   
“Yeah?”   
“What’s happening to the world?”   
“Whoa girl! Big question.  You mean, why is there war 

and pestilence and famine?  Like that?  I don’t know, 
Jen.”  

“No.  Not that exactly.”  
“Can’t tell ya,” bantered Mandy, trying to keep things 

light.  “You know me.  Big questions are just too, ah … 
big.  Besides, we got people in high places raking in the 
big bucks to figure out all the hard questions.”  

“I mean it.  It’s just …” 
“You mean the tunnel.  The violence…”  
“I mean there aren’t any rules anymore.  We’ve lost 

something important, all of us.”  
“Ya think?  What rules?”   
Jennifer was suddenly very interested in picking her 

words quite carefully.  “We don’t feel shocked anymore 
… y’know, about anything.  Terrorists hold hostages … 
innocent people.  Why?  Is it because terrorists actually 
feel powerless, too?  So alone in the world, so heartlessly 
empty, they lose their humanness?”   

Mandy was not given to regular bouts of deep reflective 
thought, even though she was far from being a 
bubblehead.  She got up from her chair, feeling a vague 
sense of agitation.   



 

“I understand that … but I don’t get it.  As far as I’m 
concerned, Israel ought to just go in and mop up the 
whole area.”  

“No … no! Mop up?  What does that mean?  God, 
Mandy, we are all of us lost.  Lost if that’s the way we 
feel.”  

“No, we’re not.  People have got to understand that 
they just cannot take out their political unhappiness on 
innocent people who have nothing to do with whatever 
the hell it is they’re upset about.  And if they do, we give 
it right back to them, tit for tat.  Like that.” She snapped 
her fingers.   

Jennifer shook her head again.  “It’s the way the world 
is approaching everything these days.  Just mop up the 
whole area.  All or nothing.  People want to make a 
fortune this week—forget about building anything.  
Companies fire their workers and cut research budgets 
so they can make profits right now.  Today.  Then they 
wonder why they can’t compete when tomorrow comes.  
Kids won’t study anymore.  Mothers and fathers aren’t 
parents anymore, so much of the time.  We buy food in 
plastic dishes because it’s easy today, but what about 
tomorrow?  Airlines fly planes till they burst open at the 
seams and scatter people across the countryside.  Why?  
All or nothing.  Gimme, gimme, gimme.  Now.  Today.  
Screw tomorrow.”  

Mandy had become even more agitated.  “What’s all 
that got to do with what happened at the tunnel today?  
Nothing, as far as I can see.”  

“Oh, I don’t know.  Maybe nothing … maybe you’re 
right.  But I can’t help it.  I think we’re all lost.  We don’t 
believe in tomorrow anymore.  Tomorrow is a someday 
mushroom cloud.  Or maybe a cloud of killing gas, or 
chemical poison.  The nation remains in debt deep 



 

enough to risk national bankruptcy.  And we pretend it 
can’t happen.  It’s Third World–ism for everyone 
everywhere.  Throw service out the window.  Throw 
caring … loving …  raising families out the window.  Get 
some cocaine and fly high for ten minutes.  Sell some 
cocaine and get rich quick.  And if the police come, get 
your gun and kill them all…just shoot and keep 
shooting.  Life doesn’t mean anything anymore, and if 
that’s the case …”  

Jennifer got up, carrying her bowl and an immense 
sadness into the kitchen.   

Mandy followed.  They leaned against the sink, side by 
side.   

“What’s happened, Mandy, to the world we were kids 
in?”   

Mandy had no answer for the question.   
“My mama talking now.” Mandy sighed. “How was the 

soup?”  She asked.   
“It was good.  You were right.  It feels good to have 

something warm in my stomach again.”  
“What you need girl, is to get your mind off all that 

heavy, woe-is-the-world stuff and give yourself a break.  
You’ve just been through a terrible ordeal with all that 
water”, she shuddered, “and the noise and the police, 
and I know you’re worried about John.” She took both of 
Jennifer’s hands in hers.  “Look, worrying won’t do any 
good.  Think about it.  If he comes out of this thing okay, 
you will have wasted your time worrying.  And if he 
doesn’t, then worrying wouldn’t have changed it anyway.  
Either way, why worry?  Life is what it is, and will be 
what it will be.  Be in control of your own thing, babe.  
That’s my motto.”  



 

Mandy started pulling Jen back in the direction of the 
living room.  “Let’s curl up and watch a good movie, eat 
some ice cream, and get fat!”  

The two women were halfway across the floor of the 
living room when they heard a tiny scratching sound at 
the door.  Metal on metal.  They looked at each other, 
their eyes wide.  John would knock first.  No one else was 
expected, but most importantly, anyone trying to pick 
the lock could only be up to no good.   

The doorknob turned halfway, then back.  There was 
a click, the handle turned again, and the door began to 
swing slowly open.   

Mandy leaped to the edge of the kitchen counter, 
reached into the utensil drawer and grabbed a butcher 
knife.  She reached the apartment door just as a swarthy, 
sharp-featured man stepped into the room.  Mandy’s 
arm slashed with the knife.   

Hassan al-Rashid caught her arm just above the wrist 
with contemptuous ease, yanking her arm, causing her 
to yelp and spin close to him.  He took the knife from her 
hand and shoved her roughly across the room, into the 
opposite wall.  Two women stepped into the room behind 
him.   

Jennifer knew immediately who it had to be.  Her 
hands went to her mouth and she gasped.   

Al-Rashid smiled coldly as he walked through the 
apartment, looking through the rooms.  “Now, which of 
you is Jennifer Guthrie?”   

Mandy and Jennifer exchanged questioning, fearful 
looks.  Neither spoke.   

Al-Rashid was at Jennifer’s side in two steps.  With 
one hand he grabbed a fistful of hair and yanked her 
head back.  He held the butcher knife up and looked at 
it.  He traced a line with it along the length of Jennifer’s 



 

neck, down between her breasts, around the left breast 
and back upward, resting the point of the knife next to 
her carotid artery.   

After the series of traumatic shocks she had just been 
through, Jennifer was nearly paralyzed with fear.  She 
took small, frightened sips of air.   

The two women, María Torre and Andea Gulam, 
watched with lascivious excitement.  Their eyes were 
alight, their mouths slightly open as they tasted the fear 
in the room.   

“Leave her alone!” Mandy shouted defiantly.   
Al-Rashid glanced her way.   
“I said leave her alone,” she said again.  “It’s me.  I’m 

Jennifer.”  
Al-Rashid discarded Jennifer indifferently and 

stepped across to Mandy.  Jennifer stumbled to her 
knees, which brought María quickly to her shoulder.  
María grabbed the back of Jennifer’s blouse with her left 
hand.  In her right was a pistol, which she held to Jen’s 
ear.   

Al-Rashid pulled Mandy to her tip toes by her hair.  He 
held the knife just under her eye.  “So, you are the man 
Boulder’s woman.  You are Jennifer Guthrie.”  

At the mention of John’s name, Jennifer took an 
involuntary breath.  Al-Rashid’s eyes flashed toward her.  
He looked back and forth between the two women and 
then slowly released his grip on Mandy’s hair.  He looked 
narrowly into her eyes.   

“No.” He paused.  “No … I do not think so.  You,” he 
said to Jennifer, “are Miss Guthrie.  I am Hassan al-
Rashid and I know your man, John Boulder, very well.”  

Both Mandy’s and Jennifer’s hearts sank.   
“But,” said Al-Rashid as he turned his attention back 

to Mandy, “you have courage.  I like a woman with 



 

courage.  You have strength.  You and I, we have 
similarities.”  

Mandy was repulsed.   
“You are swine.  You … I wouldn’t spit on.”  
Al-Rashid seemed amused.  He looked easily at María 

and Andea and smirked. 
“Oh, my dear, you shall do much more than that.  Yes, 

much more.  Andea.  María.  Come, my dears, we shall 
allow this one … What is your name, now—your real 
one?”   

“Mandy.  Amanda.” Her eyes were defiant and blazing 
with anger.   

“Ah … Amanda.  Well, Amanda, we shall allow you to 
join us in a small celebration, which, I regret to say, was 
rather rudely interrupted a bit earlier this evening.” To 
María he said, “María, bring Jennifer along.  She may 
decide to join in.  At the very least, she should be allowed 
to watch, don’t you think?”  He paused.  “Until later.”  

Al-Rashid smiled and gave the same wink he had 
earlier tried on the girl on the sidewalk.  Spotting the bed 
through the half-open bedroom door, he spun Mandy 
around and pushed her toward the room.  Jennifer was 
pinioned between María and Andea, María’s gun never 
wavered.  It was carefully pointed now at her ribs.   

Al-Rashid threw Mandy to the bed.  She pushed 
herself back into a corner, trying to put distance between 
herself and the vile man.   

Then he turned to face Jennifer.  He slid the knife 
under the buttons of her blouse.  One by one he flipped 
them off onto the floor and then roughly ripped her 
blouse, then her bra, from her body.  He slid the knife 
under the waistline of her skirt and cut a slit in it.  Then 
he dropped to one knee, grasped the fabric and ripped 
the skirt apart with his hands.  All that remained were 



 

her panties.  He used the knife again, cutting through 
the cloth at each thigh.  The cloth fell to the floor and 
Jennifer stood nude and humiliated between the two 
terrorist women.  The numbing humiliation sapped her 
strength. She feared that her knees would give way.   

Al-Rashid murmured his appreciation of Jennifer’s 
lithe, trim body.  He touched one nipple with the point of 
the knife.  Jennifer could feel her nipples harden despite 
herself and she was surprised.  She had not known that 
fear would do that to her body.  It was not sexual 
excitement; it was fear—cold, aching fear—but her body 
was responding as though from pleasure even as her 
mind and heart recoiled at the touch in terror and 
disgust...   

Jennifer gasped, “No! Please, no.”  
Mandy crawled across the bed, overcome with rage.  

“No! Stop that!”  
Al-Rashid backhanded Mandy, knocking her 

sprawling across the bed.  He turned toward her and, 
without ceremony, ripped her clothing from her body.  
She tried to rise; he shoved her back to the bed.  She 
cried out.  Tears came, and she wiped them angrily away.  
Jennifer cried softly as she stood helpless and naked, 
immobilized by the two truly frightening women.  She 
was unable to help.  Al-Rashid undid his belt buckle and 
then his zipper.   

 
  



 

Chapter Twenty Nine 
 

alker Van Gordon chuckled.  He slowly 
replaced the telephone in its cradle.  As he 
looked up, his mouth turned up in a self-

satisfied smirk of immense confidence.   
“I knew it.  I knew it was a hot little piece of 

information… I could feel it.”  
“What did they say, Van Gordon?”  The CIA section 

chief was unaccustomed to having his agents strain their 
arms in self-congratulatory pats on the back.   

“That Russian, Gilewski, wouldn’t know his ass from 
a tilde.  He was sittin’ there—” 

“Easy, Gordie, ol’ boy, you’ll give yourself a cramp.”  
“Okay, okay.  Here’s the deal.  The kids back at 

Langley had a field day with that URL I found in the 
Gurina woman’s bathroom.” Van Gordon rolled his eyes 
at the computer ignorance that seemed to surround him.   

“Go on.” 
“Well, the computer whiz kids back at Langley had a 

good time tracking this thing down.  They ran a trace on 
the Web page and checked its traffic logs to see which 
pages were accessed, when, and by whom.  But here’s 
the interesting part.  The Web page itself was updated 
the very same day the general visited the Gurina woman 
in St.  Petersburg.”  

“Yeah.  So?”   
“So, it had to be more than just a simple coincidence.  

I mean, it could be pure coincidence, but as you and I 
know, they are rare commodities when dealing with—”  

“Yeah, yeah.  So, get on with it.”  
“So, they tried to download the updated version of the 

Web page, and guess what?” 
“For God’s sake, Van Gordon!” 
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“Don’t want to guess, huh?” 
The section chief’s eyes narrowed menacingly.   
“Hmmmm,” said Van Gordon.  “Guess not.  There was 

no change.  No change! The Web page before the update 
was exactly the same as the Web page after the update.  
And that just doesn’t make any sense, now, does it?  I 
mean, the resident computer—which, by the way, 
belongs to a Russian expatriate who was actually one of 
the crops of scientific defectors who have come across 
since the falling of the Wall years ago …  At any rate, the 
resident computer belongs to this Professor Igor 
Smilovich, who allows students to maintain Web pages 
on the server.  The Web page is owned by a Stuart 
Kuepper, who is said to be a bright young computer 
student, as well as a movie buff.” 

“No change in a Web page that was supposedly 
updated?” 

“None.  No new information.  Nothing about new or old 
Western movies.  No new tidbits of trivial information.  
No grammatical corrections.  No deleted sentences.  
Nothing.” 

“Hm-m-m.” 
“Hm-m, indeed.  We were able to get into the 

professor’s server, remotely of course.  We looked at its 
internal log.  It was easy to find earlier copies of that web 
page.  We know it was updated.  And we can access the 
page right now.  No difference.  None.  Last week’s web 
page is exactly like todays.” 

Randall Brauer was momentarily lost in his own 
thoughts.  He had been a section chief with the CIA since 
his days in Laos and Cambodia, fighting in America’s 
secret war with the Ravens, a little-known group of 
military operatives who were now the stuff of legend.  
Many of their stories were only whispered.  Brauer had 



 

been offered ample opportunities for promotion to higher 
positions and had turned them all down.  He was a 
veteran field officer and being a section chief got him as 
close to the action as his rank would allow—and even 
then, he frequently got closer than he was supposed to.  
He was a man of medium height and build, without an 
ounce of fat, despite his fifty-plus years.  His hair had 
deserted him long ago, leaving him with a smooth dome, 
cropped close on the sides.   

Brauer regarded the agent sitting in front of him as if 
he were something vile-smelling and best removed using 
a long, pointed stick.  Despite Walker van Gordon’s 
various skills, Brauer didn’t like him for a simple reason: 
Van Gordon believed that his skills were there for his 
own career enhancement, not for the effective conduct of 
the agency’s business.  Van Gordon was in the 
intelligence business for himself, not for his country.  
Brauer had known too many men like him in the past—
men who had gotten good men killed.  And worse, they 
didn’t spend any time on self-scrutiny, instead chalking 
it off to someone else’s bad luck or the roll of the dice.  
They even congratulated themselves for having dodged 
whatever had killed some other poor schmuck.   

He shook himself from his reverie about a like-minded 
man he’d known in Laos, and nodded at the agent as 
though actually paying attention.   

“… telephone records showed the Gurina woman’s 
telephone was on line for a bit more than six minutes 
that day.  So, we went back to Cornell.  There’s a seven-
minute gap in the internal log of the professor’s server, 
coinciding with the general’s telephone call.”  

“Wait a minute.  Let’s review for a moment, okay?” 
“Sure.” Van Gordon was pleased; he was finally getting 

his due.  Respect would come out of this debrief and out 



 

of the work he had gotten accomplished with his 
computer team in the States.   

“Some questions.  Quick, succinct answers, please.” 
“Shoot.” 
“Did you alert the professor that you were researching 

his computer server?” 
“No.  Naturally not.  Not yet anyway—we anticipate 

that he will want to be coopera—” 
“Was your presence in the professor’s server 

detectable?” 
“No.  We would appear to be just another web surfer.  

We were given access codes from Microsoft years ago that 
allow us to go virtually wherever we want within the 
Internet, undetected.”  

“Microsoft did that?”   
“Well, no.  Someone at the company showed us how.  

Unofficially, of course.” 
Brauer knew all about that.  He was primarily 

interested in the methods used by Van Gordon and 
company to learn what little they had managed to pick 
up.  He continued. 

“Do you know who Igor Smilovich is?”  He sighed.  Van 
Gordon made him tired.   

“He’s a professor of computer science and—” 
“He is one of General Mikhailovsky’s closest and most 

trusted friends.  They go back decades together.  We’ve 
been expecting something; we just couldn’t know what.” 

“Nobody ever told me that.  Nobody told me anything 
about Professor Smilovich.” 

“It’s Colonel Smilovich.  And he’s no defector, either.  
He’s a plant—or maybe both.” 

“Damn!”  



 

“Where did you find the scrap of paper with the URL 
on it?”  Brauer began to flip through the report, as 
though looking for the information.   

“I found it.  Myself.  It was tiny.  Just a scrap of paper.  
It had been discarded in the trash of the Gurina woman’s 
bathroom.”  

“What else was in that trash can?” 
“Nothing, as I remember,” said Van Gordon.  “It was 

empty except for that scrap of paper.”  
“How did you think it got there?”   
“Well, I think … now, follow me through on this.  The 

general tossed it there in a moment of distraction, after 
using the computer.  Or perhaps before.  We think he got 
the address during a telephone call made earlier.  
Perhaps the woman threw it away, not knowing what it 
was.” 

“Really.” 
“Really.  A simple slip up, but—” 
“You came up with that all by yourself, and no one in 

Washington even asked you about it?”  Brauer sounded 
interested, hiding his incredulity.   

“No.  I think they liked the scenario as I described it.  
It seemed to make sense.” 

“Let me see if I have this straight.  The general—the 
Lion of Tomsk, as he is still called by his countrymen—
by all accounts a highly intelligent, trusted, and 
demonstrably capable army commander, 
absentmindedly threw a wildly incriminating scrap of 
paper into the trash can of his girlfriend’s bathroom.  A 
trash can that, as you say, was empty.  Clean as a 
whistle.  This is the same general whom you also 
reported…” He leafed through to a paragraph in Van 
Gordon’s recent notes.  “… the same general who stepped 
into the shadows of a doorway as he walked to this same 



 

apartment, where he waited for nearly fifteen minutes in 
the cold, keeping entirely motionless, obviously watching 
for any tiny sign of surveillance?”   

“Well…” 
“That is who you say must have tossed that scrap of 

paper into the trash in a moment of distraction?”   
“Maybe the woman.”  
“Maybe the woman!” Brauer was having a difficult 

time containing his frustration and anger.  “Maybe, just 
maybe, Anatoly Gilewski put it there for you to find, you 
dolt!” 

“Gilewski?  Andy doesn’t know the first thing about 
computers…” 

“Shut up.  Just shut the hell up.  Andy?  Who’s Andy?  
Oh.  Never you mind.  Anatoly Gilewski is likely to know 
an enormous amount about almost any subject you want 
to name.  He is the best FSB field agent I ever had the 
misfortune to cross paths with, and—” 

“You know him?”   
“I know him.  Leave it at that.”  
“Why wasn’t I briefed…?” 
“Because, Van Gordon, you are not in Gilewski’s 

league.  Not even close.  If you had been briefed, he would 
have known it within the first day of working with you 
and it would have changed things.  We needed to have 
him free to operate in his own way.” 

“Needed to have him?  What do you mean?  He’s ours?”   
“No.  He would never work for us.  Not ever.  But 

sometimes an enemy agent is more valuable if he’s left 
alone to do his own work.  You can have more faith in 
the results that way.  There is less hidden in the 
shadows.  And Anatoly Gilewski is a straightforward kind 
of man, except when he doesn’t want to be.”  

“I don’t …”  



 

“I know you don’t.  Now, get out of here.”  
Walker Van Gordon got up slowly from the chair.  He 

was confused and angry.  He started to speak.   
Brauer just held his hand up in the air, cutting him 

off on the inhale.   
“Just go.  Leave.  Stay away from Gilewski.  You are 

off the case for now, and I think you must be needed in 
Washington.  There are new orders waiting for you.  See 
Liz.  She has them for you.”  

Van Gordon’s spirits sank.  He realized he had been 
duped, not once but twice.  What he didn’t know and 
could only suspect, was the depths to which the duplicity 
had reached.  Distantly he worried that he could have 
done something inadvertently to hurt the chances of the 
mission.  Then he was angry anew because they had not 
given him the information he might have used to make 
fast, sharp decisions in the field.  Not in Gilewski’s 
league?  That was just nonsense.  

 
 
Randall Brauer picked up his telephone and tapped a 

couple of numbers.   
“This a secure line?  Good.  Get Anatoly Gilewski on 

the line for me.  He’ll be expecting the call.”  
After less than five minutes, Brauer heard Gilewski’s 

familiar voice.   
“Hello, Randall,” said Gilewski.  “How are you 

keeping?” 
“I’m fine, Anatoly, my old nightmare.  You’ve been 

busy.” 
“Yes.  This is serious business.” 
“It has always been serious.” 
“Please, I hope you’re not still upset—” 



 

“Forget that.  No, I’m curious.  Why the elaborate 
message?  Why’d you have to turn our agent into a 
messenger boy?” 

“Your CIA is scraping barrel bottoms these days, 
Randall.  Your Mr. Van Gordon can be most trying at 
times.” 

“Sorry.  You got even.  You’ve effectively destroyed any 
chances he had of moving up.  Shit, they’re laughing 
halfway to Monterey about that stupid scrap of paper.”  

“What did you find?” 
“Not much.  How far behind are we?” 
“We are not sure.  How candid can we be here, 

Randall?  Who will you send me next?” 
“I’ll send me.”  
“That will work.  Come to our offices, please.  As 

quickly as you can.” 
“Will ten minutes be soon enough?”   
“It will have to be.  You may direct your people with as 

much impunity as you require from here.” 
“Might as well—you listen to everything we do here in 

this building anyway.”  
Brauer hung up the phone.  He swept his coat off the 

back of a nearby chair as he swung his office door closed 
behind him.  As he passed the consul’s office, he poked 
his head inside.  “I’m on my way to see Gilewski.  I have 
a feeling Raeva will be there, too.  They’ve decided they 
need our help after all.  I have a feeling they want to 
share the load and the blame, if there is any.”  

“Be careful.”  
“Always.  Gilewski will be fine.  He doesn’t have any 

reason to be pissed off at me right now.  And the past is 
past.”  

“I’ll have the tapes reviewed in the meantime—see if 
there’s anything useful.” 



 

“Good.  Whatcha gonna do with Gordie?”   
“I don’t know.  Probably send him back to Langley.  

They actually like him in the computer room.” 
“I’ll bet they do.  He’ll be able to tell them great stories 

about his work in the field, staving off the vestiges of the 
evil Communist empire.”  

 
 
Within an hour, CIA computers were whizzing with a 

new purpose.  Thanks to the work done by Sergei Raeva’s 
own experts, the CIA knew which personal computers in 
the United States, scattered in four locations as well as 
a single computer in Melbourne, Australia had accessed 
the Lone Ranger web page during those critical seven 
minutes.   

Within minutes, the CIA’s computers were testing the 
lines to see if any of those computers were online.  The 
one in Australia was logged on.  So were two others, in 
Pacific Grove, California and Huntsville, Alabama.  The 
agency was able to seamlessly enter through the 
Microsoft Explorer web browser’s back door into the 
users’ computers.   

The people who were using their own computers in 
their own homes had no clue that anyone was snooping 
around inside, except perhaps that their computers 
seemed to slow down a bit during their online sessions.  
Unfortunately, each of the three fishing expeditions 
turned up dead pools.  The cache memory of the 
computers’ usage did not go back far enough to include 
the Lone Ranger sessions.  It had been a couple of days 
already and the chances of success were diminishing 
rapidly.   

Fifteen minutes after the CIA’s urgent call to the FBI 
director, two special agents walked purposefully into the 



 

principal’s office at Jim Wright Elementary School in a 
blue-collar neighborhood of Hurst, Texas, between 
Dallas and Fort Worth.  Five minutes later, they walked 
quietly into the computer class.   

“Hello, class,” began the principal.  “These men are 
here to look at your computer system.  They want to see 
if it is something that can be used at their school 
district.”  

“Yeah.  Where y’all from?”  Asked one boy.   
“Highland Park, over by Dallas.”  
“Shoot,” said one of the girls.  “Highland Park’s got 

money.  Y’all already got computers, long time ago.” 
“Yeah,” said one of the two FBI agents, “but you young 

people have put together a better system.  What do you 
think about that?”   

“Cool,” said the girl.   
“Yeah, no surprise,” said another student.  They liked 

the idea that they’d pulled one over on the rich kids 
twenty miles away.   

One of the agents asked, “Do you kids ever turn your 
computers off?” 

“Heck, no,” said a red-haired, freckle-faced boy.  “We 
turn off the monitors sometimes.”  

“Okay,” said the other agent.  “I have a question.  Were 
you the class who were working on Western movies the 
other day?  Hopalong Cassidy?  Roy Rogers?”   

The youngsters nodded their assent.  The agent 
continued. 

“So, who had my favorite, the Lone Ranger?”   
Two kids raised their hands.   
“Which computers were you working on?”   
The kids pointed to their terminals.   
“Mind if we take a look?”   



 

“No.  Sure.” The kids got up from their computer desks 
to make way for the two curious men, then clustered 
around them as the men’s fingers began to fly over the 
keyboards.  Images that the kids had never seen before 
sprang up on the screens, as programs designed to 
extract data from active as well as deleted files were 
inserted into the computer.   

After a few minutes, one of the agents grunted.  The 
youngsters recognized the grunt.  They’d made the same 
kind of interested sound themselves many times as they 
found something worthwhile in the computer or 
accomplished something neat.   

The agent plugged a memory stick into one port and a 
tiny green light began to blink as it digested the 
information inside.     

“Can I log on with this computer?” 
“Sure.  Just click the icon, sir,” said one of the kids.  

“We’re on a T1 here.” The kid grinned, feeling smart.  
“But we don’t stay online, because there are bad people 
out there who like to talk to kids.”  He glanced at the 
teacher as he said it. 

The agent clicked the Bing search engine icon, and 
within moments he accessed the Bureau’s Web site.  At 
the prompt, he logged on with an identification code 
supplied to him within the past hour, pressed a button, 
and began to upload everything from the school’s 
computer, reorganized by the software in the stick. In 
Washington, the stream of data was instantly parceled 
out to three computer experts who sat waiting to take a 
crack at whatever might appear, encoded, on their work 
desk.   

Once the data was loaded into their computers, the 
Bureau’s own decryption computers could go to work.  
Simultaneously, their efforts were being compared and 



 

rechecked, using entirely different algorithms, by the 
CIA’s computers in Langley and by another little-known 
cluster of computers in Alabama.  In turn, FBI and NSA 
computers would take a crack at it, looking for tendrils 
that might go elsewhere.  Dots to be connected, if 
possible.  

The agents stood, thanked the class for their 
cooperation and their help, unplugged their peripherals 
and left the school.  The principal was promised enough 
new computers to outfit a second complete computer 
class, as a way of showing gratitude for his assistance.   

 
“There’s something here, boss.”  
At the Dallas FBI office, the bureau computer tech 

gestured from across the room for his special agent in 
charge, or SAIC, to come to the terminal.  It was 
unnecessary—those four simple words had the SAIC 
nearly running to his side.   

In Langley, Virginia, a similar scenario was playing.  
As FBI cryptographers began dismantling Smilovich’s 
coded message in Washington, their progress was 
displayed on complimentary monitors in Langley’s 
underground labs in Virginia, and at an NSA lab in a 
secret location.  There the best encryption minds in the 
country rapidly employed the most sophisticated code-
cracking programs available and indeed, within a 
remarkably short time it was clear: there was in fact, 
something there.   

 
“I owe you an apology.”  
CIA Section Chief Randall Brauer took the telephone 

away from his ear to look at it as though he’d heard God 
himself on the other end.  “Come again?” 



 

“I said, I owe you an apology.” It wasn’t God; it was 
Anatoly Gilewski calling.   

“Go ahead.” Brauer grinned at the phone.  “It’s about 
time.” 

“I misjudged you.  I didn’t think your CIA could move 
so quickly.  Good work.” 

“Good work?  What are you talking about?”   
“The code.  Smilovich’s communication with the 

general.”  
“How’d you know we…?  Aw-w, screw it, never mind.  

Braggart.  Thanks for the apology, if that’s what that 
was.”  

“That was it.  What are your people doing?” Asked 
Gilewski. 

“We have agents poised, ready to pick up Colonel 
Smilovich.  We were going to invite your people to come 
along.”  

“Tell them to go ahead.  Pick up the colonel.  
Immobilize him, please, and lay hands on that computer 
of his.  We would like access to him, too.”  

“Don’t worry.  We’ll know the quality of the lint in his 
navel before we’re done.  We’ll share the information, 
then you can have him.  What about the general?” 

“Well, Randall, since the Cold War is over and we are 
all good friends now—and since you and I are both here 
in St.  Petersburg—it’s only right for me to invite you to 
accompany me as I pick up the general.”  

“When?” 
“As soon as you are ready.” 
“I’m ready now.”      

  



 

Chapter Thirty 
 

ave, listen to me,” Butch whispered.  “We’ve 
gotta wait for backup.  This could lead us 
to Caldera.” 

“He’s not getting away this time, Butch.” 
Alfonso Alvarez was one of Caldera’s key mules.  He 

had moved up through the cartel’s ranks from simple 
soldier, to assassin, to smuggler by one of the ocean 
routes, and most recently was reported to have been 
working directly for one Luís Sosa, who was in turn 
rumored to be intimately connected to Caldera.  Alvarez 
would be a prize catch indeed, because he would lead to 
Sosa, and Sosa, properly squeezed, could net Caldera 
himself. 

Dave crouched in the gravel beside a vacant delivery 
van and kept his eyes trained on the kind of riverside bar 
that people in business suits did not frequent.  The bar 
sat perched along the Hudson River at the base of 
Eleventh Avenue and the West Side Highway.  The driver 
who belonged to the van was probably drinking in the 
bar.  An old pier stretched out behind the building, and 
while it was not approved for use, both men took note of 
the watercraft illegally tied to it.   

There were three boats: a yacht of perhaps forty-five 
feet, a fifteen-foot runabout, and what looked from a 
distance like a twenty-eight-foot cigarette.  The presence 
of the fast little boats complicated things considerably.  
Alvarez was an expert helmsman and knew the city’s 
waters well.  He had disappeared more than once in the 
many nautical nooks and crannies offered by the city’s 
complicated cluster of islands. 

Minutes, thought Butch.  That’s all we need.  Just a 
few minutes, and backup would arrive.  Alvarez would be 
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well guarded, and Butch knew that trying to make a 
move on him without backup would surely be dangerous 
and could be suicidal.  Butch was not especially fond of 
the notion of suicide. 

While Butch and Dave watched the building, Alvarez 
watched them.  He stood quietly inside an office on the 
second floor, over the bar, looking out through the 
narrow cracks in the shutters.  An earphone dangled 
from one ear, and he listened intently.   

“Heah dey come, boss.  Jus’ like you said dey would.” 
In fact, Alvarez had watched the two hated DEA agents 

as they arrived.  He watched the van a hundred yards 
away and smiled grimly as he spotted it again.  A head, 
just visible through the glass, was looking toward the 
bar.  He thought with a smile, the crafty DEA agents have 
come sneaking into my parking lot.  They have taken up a 
hiding place behind one of my own vehicles, that Chevy 
van there, and now they hope to surprise me.  Come on, 
he thought to himself, come and get me.  Alvarez was 
keyed up, feeling the first tickle of danger-fed adrenalin, 
but he was also confident.  He had been a part of 
elaborate traps before.  The waiting was the most difficult 
part.  Once things were happening and he was moving, 
he would feel better.  Action, any kind of action, was 
preferable to standing around listening to reports on the 
approach of the law enforcement people and peering 
through the window blinds.  He was ready to move, but 
he couldn’t yet.  Moments more, that’s all.  Timing would 
be critical. 

Another electronicized voice in his ear.  “We got 
unmarked moving this way fast.  Two on Houston Street, 
two more coming up the West Side from Vesey.” 

“An’ I got one moving slow, just south of Javits.  It’s a 
big van and it’s riding low.” 



 

Javits was the Jacob K. Javits Convention Center, 
which filled several city blocks just south of Forty-first 
Street along Eleventh Avenue, and “riding low” was 
obvious.  It meant that the big police van was heavily 
loaded and sitting low on its springs.  That meant that 
lots of bodies and bullets were on the way.  And since the 
van was moving slowly, it was clear that the police were 
trying to time their arrival carefully.   

It really was time to invite the two flies into Mr. Sosa’s 
carefully constructed web.  He needed to make things 
happen before the police backup troops were in place.  
Chaos would be his ally.  Alvarez rasped into the small 
microphone.  “Now, please.  Be ready.” Picking up a 
briefcase, he walked down the stairway to the front door 
of the bar, where he was quickly flanked by two beefy 
bodyguards.   

Across the parking lot, crouched down beside the van, 
Dave hissed, “There! What do you see, Butch?”   

Butch looked toward the bar and swore.  A man, not 
Alvarez, was walking out the front door and making 
straight for them.  He wore a windbreaker and a baseball 
cap, and he walked like someone who had had a drink 
or two.  Or four.  The man slowed as his hand rummaged 
around in his pocket.  Butch and Dave looked at each 
other as the tinkle of keys reached them.   

“Shit!” said Dave.   
The man walked, unconcerned toward the van and as 

Butch and Dave pulled back out of sight, he fumbled 
with the lock, opened the door and sat heavily in the 
front seat.  They could hear him cursing drunkenly at 
some nameless irritation as he put the key in the ignition 
and turned it.  The engine cranked readily enough and 
the van started to move slowly, driving closer toward the 



 

front of the bar in a wide, sweeping turn through the 
parking lot.   

Butch and Dave trotted along beside the van until it 
began to make its inevitable left turn out to the highway.  
They dove behind another parked car.  The maneuver 
had covered half the distance to the door of the bar.   

From his vantage point, Alvarez chuckled to himself.  
Very good.  These guys were good, maybe as good as he 
had heard.  It was definitely time to go.   

Alvarez nodded.  A bodyguard opened the door of the 
bar.  The next moment all three men were outside, 
walking fast along the building, toward the river.   

At the same instant, another automobile engine roared 
and its lights came on.  Butch and Dave looked around, 
startled, as the high beams cut across the lot and 
stopped on them, pinning them in the bright light like 
flies to sticky paper.  Whoever was in the car started 
blowing the horn! What the hell! There was no longer any 
reason to hide.   

Dave stood fully upright and pointed toward Alvarez, 
who had begun to sprint with his two bodyguards for the 
pier.  He yelled for Alvarez to stop.   

Butch spun and fired a round into the front of the car 
that had spotlighted them; one headlight winked out.  
The car responded by backing up fast, kicking up gravel 
in its haste.   

Dave broke for the pier at a dead run.   
One of Alvarez’s bodyguards stopped, turned and 

calmly fired two quick rounds.   
Both missed, but Dave could hear the z-zip of one 

narrowly missing his cheek.  Alvarez and his two 
bodyguards leaped from the pier into the stern of the 
yacht.  As Alvarez ran to the wheelhouse, the two 
bodyguards threw off the mooring lines.  Then they 



 

turned their attention to the two agents who were 
pounding hard toward them on the dock.   

The yacht’s engines roared and the craft moved 
smoothly and powerfully away from the pier.  Dave and 
Butch dove sideways as bullets slammed into the wood 
around them.  Butch pointed and with a nod, Dave 
scuttled across the dock to the cigarette boat, while 
Butch dashed ahead to check the smaller fifteen-foot 
Bayrider.  The keys were in the ignition!  

Butch shouted, “We got keys!”  
By the time the motor fired on the lithe little 

motorboat, the yacht was moving strongly downstream, 
kicking up a full wake.  Dave scrambled out of the 
cigarette and into the Bayrider, just as Butch jammed 
the throttle full forward.  The small craft leaped away 
from the dock and began to gain immediately on the 
yacht.  Within a couple of minutes, they had closed to 
within a half mile of the yacht.  Dave spoke calmly into 
his walkie-talkie.   

“We’re in pursuit of Alvarez, southbound in the 
harbor, passing Governor’s Island.  It’s a yacht—looks 
like a fifty-foot Hatteras—and it’s maneuvering for South 
Bayonne, Jersey.  We need harbor and aviation units 
now.” 

Feeling a tug on his arm, Dave turned to see Butch 
pointing aft.  Damn! It was the cigarette! More of Alvarez’s 
men had apparently gotten the long, sleek smuggler’s 
boat running and were fast closing the gap.  The full 
implications of their predicament were suddenly all too 
clear.  They were chasing a yacht in a boat too small to 
force the larger vessel to stop.  And now they were being 
chased by undoubtedly heavily armed men in a much 
faster boat designed to eat up miles of ocean in a hurry.  



 

It was at least thirty knots faster than the little 
freshwater runabout they had appropriated.   

The chase had become more hazardous by an order of 
magnitude.  The only thing they had going for them was 
maneuverability.  The tiny fifteen-foot outboard could 
turn on a dime, but in a turning fight they’d have to be 
luckier than good, because speed was king.  There was 
little to do therefore, aside from continue the chase and 
hope that aviation units could arrive in time.   

Far to the rear, Dave could see the red and blue 
strobes of fast police harbor units joining the pursuit.  
He began to feel better about the odds, though he knew 
this was illusory—the fight would almost surely be over 
before harbor police could reach them. 

Alvarez watched from the flybridge at the undulating 
trail of boats behind his yacht.  Turning the binoculars 
ahead to his destination, he noted that two automobiles 
were parked, as previously arranged, on a deserted dock 
along the industrial Jersey shore.  A slow smile appeared 
again as Alvarez watched another of Luís Sosa’s brilliant 
scenarios unfold perfectly.  Then he saw the helicopter.  
A police helicopter, right on cue, bore down on their 
position from high over Governor’s Island.   

Alvarez said simply into the radio microphone, “You 
know what to do.”  

The cigarette boat rose even higher in the water as it 
surged.  It turned left, swinging wide to come abeam of 
the runabout, about a quarter mile to port.  The police 
helicopter turned its attention to the cigarette boat, as 
Alvarez had planned, knowing that they would see it as 
the greater threat to the agents in the runabout.  Alvarez 
picked up a small black box and smiled.   

Butch watched as the much faster cigarette boat 
swung wide.  It stayed just out of effective range of 



 

waterborne rifle fire, and he wondered briefly why.  He 
and Dave were at a terrible disadvantage, but then he 
too, spotted the helicopter. 

Dave gave a whoop of delight at the appearance of the 
police helicopter, which quickly closed on the long, sleek 
cigarette boat.   

“NOW, you bastards!” shouted Dave, “We’re gonna 
take you DOWN!”  

Alvarez pressed a button on the small metal box.  
Butch had just turned to say something to Dave about 
the strange tactics of the pursuing cigarette boat…  

The pilot in the helicopter jerked his head around in 
response to the bright light that reached him a fraction 
of a second before the boom, as the little runabout blew 
apart.  Speeding across the waves, it bounced high over 
one small swell and then—ba-BOOM! —it blew apart.  
The pilot could see the body of one agent turn end over 
end through the air to crash into the waves twenty yards 
from the shattered boat.  The runabout’s forward inertia 
sent pieces flying forward, skidding across the surface 
and outward in an oval pattern.   

The police pilot yelled and dove the chopper toward 
the surface of the waves, intent on checking whether 
either of the respected DEA agents had survived the 
awful blast.  It was just possible.  The human body 
sometimes reacted strangely to explosions, surviving 
incredible punishment.  He frantically called out 
positions and reported the location along the Jersey 
waterfront where the yacht was pulling ashore, as he 
popped the floats on the helicopter and settled beside the 
floating body of the agent he had seen flying through the 
air.     



 

Chapter Thirty One 
 

ilewski made it simple.  He and Randall Brauer 
took up stations just outside Gurina’s 
apartment.  They knew that the general was 

inside for one of his visits.  Anything anyone ever did on 
that computer would be monitored and copied as it 
occurred.  Other computers in Moscow and in the States 
were also inside the woman’s computer—electronic ears 
to listen, and fingers to grab whatever was spawned 
within it.   

Brauer nodded imperceptibly, showing that he too, 
had heard the murmured voices coming from just behind 
the woman’s front door.  Within moments the door 
opened.  The general stepped out onto the steps.   

Anatoly Gilewski spoke to him in Russian from just 
behind him.   

“Easy, General.  Please move nothing.  Simply stand.”  
The general knew better than to move.  His hand, 

about to adjust the scarf around his neck, hung poised 
in midair.   

“Lower your hand, General.  Slowly.  You might think 
to strike out at me.”  

The general turned slowly and spoke very deliberately.  
“I only want to know who has come to rob an old man.”  

“If he moves, Randall, please shoot him.”  
“Consider it done.”  
It dawned on the general what was happening and 

who the men really were.  With sinking finality, he also 
knew from the accents in those few words that he had 
been found out…that his beloved wife, Karina, was 
almost surely being picked up at that moment, as was 
his son.  That he had not been shot summarily was proof 
that one or both countries had need of information.  
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Naturally, he thought, for they could not yet know about 
all of his “children.” 

“An American?  You, KGB.” 
“Please.  FSB.  It is a new world.”  
“Paaah.  You work with Americans now?” 
“It is also a strange world.” 
“It is a lost world.  You betray your country to the 

enemy,” spat the general.  “You.  I know you.” He 
searched his memory.  “Gilewski.  I had heard you were 
purged.”  

“You heard wrong.  There was no purge—not in the old 
sense, General.”  

There was no preamble, no debate over conflicting 
philosophies about what had gone right and what had 
gone so wrong in a once nearly all-powerful nation.  The 
general suddenly leaped toward Gilewski.  His wild black 
hair flew in the wind as his powerful old body leaped 
across the short space of the small porch.  Gilewski 
simply took a liquid half step sideways and cracked his 
elbow full into the face of the lunging general.  The Lion 
of Tomsk fell in a heap there on the stairway.  Gilewski 
looked up at the American.   

“I thought I told you to shoot him if he moved.”  
“We need him alive and talking.  Besides, what could 

he do?”   
Gilewski knelt, reaching into the general’s left boot, 

and pulled from it a small automatic pistol.  He tossed it 
to Brauer.  From the general’s other boot, he pulled a 
short, sharp dagger.  This, too, he tossed to Brauer.   

“Holdovers from harder times, Randall.  We all have 
our scars.  And the general was once a great man.  
Believe me, he was,” he said as he tossed the general over 
one shoulder like a sack of potatoes.  “Now he will tell us 
whatever is in his head.  It is regrettable.”  



 

“Yeah, but the bastard is selling nuclear bombs.”  
“Go in.  Bring the woman, please.  Be gentle.  She is 

not a serious suspect.  Others will be along shortly to 
examine the apartment.”  

 
  



 

Chapter Thirty Two 
 

arine guards stood around the building.  Four 
of them stood sentry along the sidewalk 
leading to the Forrestal building in 

Washington, D.C.  Tourists walking past with cameras 
slung around their necks could see that something 
official was happening.  A small gaggle quickly formed to 
watch, because that’s what people do just in case 
someone famous might be spotted. 

One by one, black limousines glided to a stop in front 
of the building.  Small starred flags flew from two of the 
front bumpers, and the Marines snapped to attention as 
the entourage of grim-looking dignitaries walked quickly 
into the building.   

The group was led by Secretary of State Vernon 
Bunch.  New York’s Governor George Ross walked at his 
side, followed by New York City Mayor Eugene Landry 
and a gaggle of aides and staff members.  Officials from 
Homeland Security, FBI, CIA, DEA, and NSA, along with 
several academic experts, were already assembled 
inside, waiting.  The secretary and his entourage walked 
briskly to a bank of elevators, filled two of them, and were 
transported up two floors, to a secure and private room 
in the Department of Energy.  Another silent but acutely 
alert Marine guard stood at the door.   

The members of the staff moved with practiced 
precision, stopping briefly at each designated seat 
around the long conference table.  Nameplates were 
already in place, as were water glasses and several 
pitchers of iced water.  At one end of the room sat a small 
table loaded with pastries, bread rolls, bagels, and 
condiments including butter, cream cheese, and jellies.  
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There were two stainless steel urns of coffee: one regular, 
the other decaf.   

At the opposite end of the room were a reverse-
projection screen, a small podium, and an easel to 
display charts and graphs.  Two telephones rested on 
small tables along one long wall.   

Various pictures of Washington and scenic views of 
the Virginia countryside decorated the opposite wall.  It 
was inside knowledge that the idyllic photos had been 
taken on the grounds of the CIA black arts training 
facilities near Langley, Virginia.  Agents learned how to 
kill and evade pursuit among those verdant green and 
peaceful hillsides.   

The secretary of state moved toward his chair at the 
end of the table, a signal to everyone that the meeting 
was beginning without preamble.   

Secretary of State Vernon Bunch cleared his throat.   
“The president has asked me to handle this situation 

personally.  We must decide, here and now, how we are 
to proceed.  This terrorist situation being faced in New 
York City is not a long-term diplomatic negotiation.  It is 
a near-term crisis of unprecedented proportions, and we 
must move decisively and quickly.  The moves we take 
must be the right ones.  I don’t think I need to underline 
just how explosive this situation is.” 

The secretary’s face was known to millions: a 
perpetually sallow, lemony scowl.  Unlike his uninspiring 
predecessor, who had been a quiet, workmanlike 
negotiator, Bunch had become one of the most powerful 
secretaries of state ever.  His voluble and direct speaking 
manner and his chameleon ability to adapt his 
negotiating style to the challenge of the moment broke 
through barriers and brought results.  His patience 
during actual negotiation was Oriental in nature, even 



 

as his very public posturing frequently called for rapid 
diplomatic action and quick resolution.  Opponents in 
diplomatic forays had frequently made the mistake of 
taking his public push for rapid resolution as 
impatience—an emotion they could exploit—only to 
encounter an almost Asian reservoir of resolute 
willingness to wait.  Bunch had become, and had trained 
his staff to become highly skilled at manipulating the 
news media.  They successfully generated within the 
television, radio and print media a sense of urgency, a 
need for progress and resolution on issues they chose, 
which put pressure on the politicians to make things 
happen.   

Meanwhile, once in the clinch of diplomatic debate, 
Bunch could alternate between lightning-swift moves 
and parries and infuriating patience.  He was in his 
“right now” mode.   

“…Mr.  Mayor, what are you doing about it?”   
Eugene Landry’s face reddened slightly.   
“Look, Mr.  Secretary, we are trying to do something, 

but the nature of this new threat is rather special.  I’ll 
ask our water commissioner, Vic Potter, to explain.”  

Potter shot the mayor a look of annoyance at having 
the hot potato tossed to him so quickly.  Bunch read the 
quick masking of Potter’s emotional reaction and quickly 
filed it away for potential reference.  There would be no 
answers here today from these people, at least no good 
ones.  They were too involved in covering their political 
posteriors.  Political courage was not something they 
were likely to find at such a late date, and certainly not 
while under this kind of pressure.  On the other hand, 
perhaps his snapshot reading of them was inaccurate.  
Maybe … he would be patient.  It was always nice to be 
pleasantly surprised.   



 

Victor Potter rose from the table and moved to the 
easel at the end of the table.  There was a diagram of the 
water tunnel drawn on a mapped outline of the city of 
New York.  Potter used a pointer.   

“There are thirteen million people in the city of New 
York on a given day.  Thirteen million natives and 
commuters from New Jersey and Connecticut and 
elsewhere, and tourists from everywhere else.  Thirteen 
million.” He tapped the tip of the pointer on the chart. 

“They all get thirsty.  They all eat, and gentlemen and 
ladies, they all have occasion to defecate and to urinate.  
In short, New York City runs on water.  Not money.  Not 
gas or oil.  Water.  Three days, a week or so without it 
and people start keeling over.  Dead.  Old people first.” 

Bunch said dryly, “That’s fairly dramatic.”  
“Sorry, sir.  It’s a dramatic situation,” replied Potter in 

an equally arid tone.  “Now, New York gets its water from 
here”—he indicated a point well north of the city, in the 
hills of Westchester County——“and here, in an 
emergency, from the Hudson River, at a pumping station 
in Duchess County.  Water from either source, either the 
reservoir or the river, flows into this aqueduct system 
and then into this water tunnel.”  He pointed to 
subterranean diagrams.  “This is the old water tunnel 
system, the one now in use.”  

Potter turned a page on the easel.  Another map, 
another diagram.  He tapped the chart smartly.   

“This is the new tunnel system.  Three tunnels, each 
with the capability of bringing water to the city.  Enough 
water capacity to allow the city to continue to grow.  It is 
ironic that a city of islands—and that is what New York 
really is.  It is a city surrounded by water—could have a 
water shortage.  But that has been the case in dry years.  



 

We have had three severe water shortages this decade 
alone.”  

Potter used the pointer to trace the lines of the 
tunnels.   

“These tunnels are large.  These are not hosepipes, 
people.  These things are twenty-four feet in diameter.  
Trains move through them to take the dirt and rock out.  
They will bring billions of gallons of water to the city each 
day.  They are the new arteries of the city’s own beating 
heart.  If this tunnel system were to be damaged or 
destroyed…” He paused.  “That, my friends, would be 
catastrophe.  Aside from the cost to build it—already 
several billion dollars—the time needed to repair would 
be daunting … and perhaps impossible.”  

The secretary interjected, “This terrorist, Hassan al-
Rashid, threatens to destroy the tunnel?”   

“Yes, Mr.  Secretary,” said Mayor Landry.  “He claims 
to have a nuclear device already planted inside the 
tunnel.”  

Governor George Ross spoke for the first time.  He, 
unlike his predecessor, was a quiet though eloquent 
man.  He lacked the previous governor’s dramatic flair 
for oratory and his lawyerly skill at verbal tap dancing, 
and he was well liked.  He was direct and open and 
people trusted him. 

Ross said, “He has been very specific.  It’s a small one, 
perhaps four kilotons.  Just a big firecracker compared 
to modern multimegaton hydrogen weapons.  To the 
people of New York, it would feel like a small, perhaps a 
moderate, earthquake.  Damage at the surface would be 
slight.  An explosion inside the tunnel would be isolated, 
contained in the solid bedrock of the island, and 
hundreds of feet underground.”  



 

“That’s fortunate,” said the secretary, with a sardonic 
grimace.   

A man in a tweed jacket, gripping an unlit pipe in his 
teeth, rose to his feet: Professor Morgan Lawrence of the 
FEMA Nuclear Disaster Response Team.   

“Excuse, please.  When your indulgence Madam 
Secretary,” he said with a nod to the quietly observing 
Energy Secretary.  He turned to look at the Secretary of 
State.  “The ugly danger is not that New York might go 
up in smoke.  That will not happen.  The danger is simply 
and frighteningly this: A small atomic device such as the 
one al Rashid has very specifically described—and you 
have our notes, our estimates, and our analyses before 
you—would be very dirty.  By that, I mean it would be 
extremely radioactive.  The resulting contamination of 
the water tunnel would render it useless for a long time.”  

“What’s a long time?”  a voice asked.   
“About two hundred forty thousand years.  In human 

terms, that means approximately, forever.”  
He stopped, very much the professor in class, 

surveying the faces before him.  “You are faced, 
therefore, with a disturbing quandary.  If the bomb is 
detonated—and based on what happened at the Holland 
Tunnel, I would say the probability exists that he can do 
what he says he can do—then, your choices will be few.  
Very constricted by the realities of public reaction.  If the 
public is told that the city’s water supply is 
contaminated…”  

“There will be pandemonium!” The mayor leaned 
forward in his chair.  “Panic everywhere.  Our 
neighboring states do not have the capacity to provide us 
with enough water.”  

One of the secretary’s staff suggested trucks, tanker 
trucks.   



 

Potter still stood beside the easel.  He explained, “You 
cannot bring water in trucks in that volume.  The average 
large water tanker holds five thousand gallons.  A billion 
gallons would require two hundred thousand trucks.  It 
is just not possible.  We probably don’t have that many 
water trucks in the whole country.”  

“What about pumping from the river?”  Asked Bunch.   
“Won’t work.  The pumping system is upriver.  It 

pumps water into the aqueduct system, in other words, 
into the same tunnels.”  

Bunch said, “There’s your answer: just keep using the 
old tunnel.”  

Professor Lawrence joined Potter at the easel.  He 
turned a couple of pages to reveal what appeared to be a 
solid rock face with lines in it.   

The professor said, “We can hope for that, gentlemen, 
but if you will look at the geological profile we’ve provided 
for you, take note of the change in rock structure in 
figure twenty-two-A, there in your notes.  See that?”  He 
pointed to the picture.  “Here it is.  That is what a fault 
line looks like.  An earthquake fault, if you please.  The 
possibility exists that a nuclear blast in the new tunnel 
might cause a small shift in the strata at that point.  
Now, look at the overlay of the two systems, the old and 
the new water tunnel systems.  This Al-Rashid character 
is diabolical.  The tunnels are very close together at this 
point.  Any rupture here would potentially cause a rift 
between them, effectively merging the two tunnels, 
connecting them.  The water in the old tunnel would be 
contaminated as well!”  

“This is unbelievable! Not possible!”  
“Oh, but, General, it is thoroughly possible.  You 

should remember that while the West Coast is better 
known for the frequency of its earthquakes, the strongest 



 

quakes in this country’s history happened in the 
Midwest.”  

“Yeah,” said Air Force General Norman Jackson.  
“Cape Girardeau, Missouri.  Lotta years ago.” The 
professor nodded.  “But wait a minute,” General Jackson 
continued.  “Since when can blasting trigger an 
earthquake” This sounds like a bunch o’—”  

“General,” smiled the professor gently, “your people 
should have briefed you more carefully.  In 1962, liquid 
wastes were being pumped into a well near Denver.  The 
pressure of the pumping apparently disturbed the 
delicate equilibrium of the subsurface rock layers.  
Several quakes occurred, in fact causing damage in 
Denver itself.  And you well know that our own 
underground nuclear testing has generated dozens of 
artificial earthquakes in the Nevada desert, far from any 
faults.  No, General.  The danger here, so close to a 
known fissure is very real indeed.”   

“The thing is,” interjected Potter, “we don’t really know 
how powerful a bomb this Al-Rashid supposedly has 
down there.  What if it’s bigger than four kilotons?  If we 
knew that, we could make some decent estimates about 
the damage it could do.  We know what he’s said, but I 
trust him about as far as I can throw him.” 

Mayor Landry asked, “Does size matter?”   
Bunch chuckled.  It was a moment that almost but not 

quite broke the building tension.   
The general’s eyebrows went upward.  He clearly did 

not appreciate sophomoric humor.   
“Oh, nothing,” chuckled the secretary.  “What was 

your question?”   
“Oh,” said the mayor.  “Heh, heh.  Thank God, not to 

my wife.”  



 

The general was not amused.  “Beggin’ your pardon, 
Mr. Secretary, for my lack of good humor today.  Mayor 
Landry, the answer to your question is, no, size does not 
really matter all that much.  You can pack quite a 
radiation punch with a small package.”  

There were several under-the-breath titters in the 
room, and the general grinned briefly in spite of himself.  
He continued, “The real question is sophistication.  What 
level of technology does this Al-Rashid have?  We have to 
assume that his technology is Iranian, which means 
Chinese by way of North Korea and that’s quite good.  
And if he got his hands on Russian technology, it could 
be very bad.  Bad for us.  Remember, we have missiles 
that are about as big around as your waist that carry a 
yield of several megatons.  So do the Russians.  He 
doesn’t have to have something the size of Big Bertha to 
make a pretty nasty pop.”  

Secretary Bunch cleared his throat.  “We are almost 
certain that the technology is Russian.  We just learned 
that and it is extremely highly classified, not to leave this 
room.  So, the technology is excellent.  The danger is as 
grave as it gets.  We still do not know its size.” 

“How does something like this happen?”  It was the 
governor’s rhetorical question.  He put his head in his 
hands, struggling to understand.  “How.  How did we 
allow this?”   

“Look, I’ll tell you how we allowed it.” The general’s 
voice began to rise in volume as his anger surfaced.  “We 
allowed this kind of thing to happen because we have 
politicians who like the way their head feels in sand!”  

The secretary of state bristled.  “Now, hold on a 
minute, General.  That’ll be enough.”  

“You politicians govern with hope and bullshit.  You 
go where the pressure is the least, like water running 



 

downhill.  And the worst part is,” the general growled, 
“you believe your own fiction.”  

“Now, what is that supposed to mean?”  Landry’s face 
reddened.   

The general, well known for his hair trigger, had just 
had his trigger pulled.  “I’m not talking about you, city 
boy.  I’m talking about national leadership, present 
company included.” He turned his laser glare on the 
secretary of state.  “It means you’ve pissed away 
opportunities to lead.  Again.  The Iron Curtain came 
down, the Soviet Union fell apart, and you putzes 
decided there was no more threat.  You cut defense.  
Maybe that makes some sense, but in your enthusiasm, 
you cut too deep.  You also cut back on intelligence 
operations when you should have been spending more.  
Now, instead of one big enemy, we’ve got lots of little 
ones, and if you think we’re so big that no one dares to 
take a bite out of our ass, think again.  Remember the 
World Trade Center?  And now we hear that some of the 
same Islamic Jihadi morons have managed to bring a 
nuke here, to this country! Whatever happened to bombs 
made of fertilizer?  You politicians just don’t get it.  You 
have got to remember the rule: always—ALWAYS—check 
your six.”  

“Six?”  Landry asked.   
“Yeah.  Six o’clock.  Your backside.  You always check 

six o’clock, ’specially before you turn, or sure as the 
world, some hotshot with more balls than brains is going 
to send a missile up your tailpipe.  You piss-ant tin-pot 
politicians make more turns than a Greenwich Village 
pansy on roller skates, and your tailpipes are glowing 
red, if you get my drift.”  

“General!” The secretary of state was losing control of 
the meeting.   



 

Landry was suddenly more than curious.  “Hold on 
here.  General, are you saying that there was forewarning 
about this incident?”   

“Not this specifically.  But we in the military and 
others in counterintelligence have been saying since an 
Islamic terrorist murdered Bobby Kennedy that it’s 
stupid to let down our guard.  You don’t talk nice and 
hope Islamic fundamentalists will just change their 
minds!  They are loudly declared enemies of the West.  
Did we learn nothing in 2001?  In Iraq?  Nothing in 
Afghanistan? These people are in it for the long haul, and 
they want to convert us or kill us.  There is no détente 
with them.  Fact is, we’ve had our hands cuffed behind 
our backs while politicians go around posturing and 
pretending everything is safe and sound in the world.”  

“General, you are out of line, mister!” The secretary 
banged his fist on the table and stared hard at the 
general, as though his stare might intimidate the man.   

“All right,” rumbled the general with a patronizing 
grin, “I’ll shut up, but one more thing.  Thank whatever 
God you pray to that this Hassan al-Rashid put the thing 
underground, where we just might be able to contain 
things.  And pray.  Pray that he doesn’t have another one 
in the trunk of a yellow cab driving around in midtown.”  

Professor Lawrence said somberly, “General.  Mr. 
Secretary, I fear that a bomb in the water tunnel may be 
vastly worse than a bomb on the surface.” 

“Really,” said the General without humor.  
“Yes.  On the surface, we would have several blocks, 

maybe a sizeable chunk of the island rendered 
dangerous, a no-man’s land for years.  Like Chernobyl.  
This is different.  A bomb in the water tunnel will empty 
the city, like flushing it of its people forever.”  



 

The tense atmosphere in the room became more 
intense with the silence.  Men and women stared 
morosely at the sheaf of papers in front of them or at the 
easel, lost in their own disconsolate thoughts.  Some 
looked with nearly blank, questioning stares at the 
secretary of state, the mayor, or Vic Potter.  For long 
moments no one spoke.  Then one of the staffers from 
State had an idea.   

“What about this?  If we close off the water in the old 
tunnel here”—he tapped the small chart in front of him— 
“we could send Sandhogs in to repair the relatively minor 
damage to the walls here.  Am I right?  The old tunnel 
has a higher elevation than the new.  It could be drained 
for plugging and repair.  What do you think?”   

Potter sighed unhappily.  “Won’t work.  We cannot 
close the gates of the old tunnel.  In fact, they won’t close.  
That tunnel system is decades old, feeding a system that 
is more than a century old, and the fact is, the headwater 
gates failed long, long ago in the open position.  There 
has never been a reason to shut off the entire city’s water 
supply, and truth be told, we’ve never contemplated 
doing so.  Why would we?  To fix those decayed and 
rusted old gates you’d have to temporarily shut down the 
city’s water.  You just can’t do that.  And engineers a 
century ago didn’t foresee any need to turn off the water.”  

Vic’s hands were moving as he spoke, rapidly 
punctuating his thoughts.  “Think of the problems we’d 
have if we ran every faucet in the city dry.  Every water 
main to industry.  What about hospitals?  Schools?  Fire 
hydrants, for God’s sake.  To fix those old gates we’d have 
to shut the city down, and nobody would stand still for 
that.  No way.  Not possible.  Besides, it’s one of the 
reasons we need the new tunnel so badly.”  



 

Vic scratched his head.  “And then there’s the problem 
of the old, old water mains under the city itself.  Many of 
them are more than a century old, and they’re falling 
apart.  The walls of those old iron mains get thinner with 
age, and brittle.  Big changes in pressure are too much 
for them.  So, water main breaks are becoming more and 
more common—so much so that they rarely rate big 
headlines these days.  Streets crumble, and traffic is 
rerouted for weeks sometimes while we make patchwork 
repairs, and the city goes on about its business the best 
it can.  Can you imagine what would happen if we turned 
off all the water and then later brought it all back on, 
with the powerful changes in pressure that would occur 
in some of those pipe junctions?  The city would look like 
a water bucket shot full of holes.”  

“Why is that?”  Demanded the secretary.  “How could 
you let things get so run down?”   

“You ask that!” the mayor blustered.  “You! In 
Washington.  Hey pal, it’s just part of America’s 
deteriorating infrastructure.  Been out on the interstates 
lately?  Have you looked—really looked—at the bridge 
situation in this country lately?”   

“There is one other option,” another staff member 
interjected almost timidly.   

“Yeah?  And what’s that?”  Asked the governor.   
“We’re talking about what to do if.  Right?  What to do 

if a nuclear device is successfully exploded in the city’s 
water tunnel.”  

“Correct.”  
“Well, you could…,” the staffer began haltingly before 

plunging ahead.  “You could use the water in the tunnel.”  
Governor Ross leaped to his feet.  “We could what!”  
The staff member continued. He made himself 

oblivious to the outburst, now that he had committed 



 

himself to giving voice to the unspeakable, failing test of 
humanity.   

“Well,” he acknowledged, “it would be radioactive.  I 
understand that, but let’s not be too hasty about opting 
for public panic and pandemonium.  Maybe we should 
consider—just consider—not telling the people the full 
story here.  It’s an option.”  

It was done.  Out there.  The one option no politician 
or public office holder dared broach, but that each 
person in the room had known was there all along.  It 
was like a coiled snake in the corner of a room: 
dangerous and frightening, absolutely impossible to 
ignore, but easy to avoid as long as one did not walk too 
near that particular corner.  The staff member, having 
riled the snake, got rid of the stick quickly.  “Professor, 
what’s the downside?”   

Professor Lawrence shook his head sagely.  “It would 
not be good.  Figure ten to twelve million regular users, 
maybe more.  It’s possible we could see twenty-five to 
fifty thousand deaths from radiation sickness in the near 
term, spread out over weeks and months.  If we’re lucky, 
only a hundred thousand or so would die in the first two 
years.  Long term, several hundred thousand, perhaps a 
couple million additional cancer cases would occur.  
Several kinds of cancers.  Remember, people would be 
drinking the radiation, showering with it and soaking in 
it.  And moreover, there would be unquestionably a 
general lowering of the city population’s overall state of 
health.  That means more susceptibility to diseases of 
many sorts.  It would make AIDS and the flu pandemic 
combined seem like a sneezing fit.”  

“I can accept those numbers,” the staff member said.  
“They may be manageable.”  

The governor spluttered, “You can accept…!”  



 

The mayor was more pointed.  “You, sonny, are one 
sick …”  

The staff member objected, “Now, wait a minute—”  
“What’s the alternative?”  Asked the Secretary.  

“Mayor?  Governor?  Be straight, now.  What will happen 
if word gets out that the water supply for the city of New 
York, for foreseeable centuries, is radioactively 
contaminated?  And that restoring it would be measured 
in terms of years.  What would that mean in real terms?”   

The mayor spoke with a dead voice.  “It would be 
catastrophe.  Millions of people would leave 
immediately…descend on other cities.” 

The professor spoke up again.  “We have made a quick 
sketch of the probable scenario.  Truth is, anyone who 
could leave New York would do so quickly.  Those left 
behind would try their best to survive.  At first, people 
would hoard all the bottled water in the city.  It would all 
disappear from the shelves within two days.  Many would 
drive or walk to the river in hopes of collecting river water 
in gas cans and other containers.  The riverfront is not 
big enough.  It would be chaos.  Others would try to go 
without water.  Ultimately thirst would drive them to 
drink the city’s water, and by then the media reports of 
the symptoms and slow death brought by radiation 
sickness would ignite a wildfire of fear.”  

He waved his pipe at the room, as though at a class of 
college students.   

“What would result would be a mass exodus driven by 
abject fear and panic.  Most businesses would fold their 
tents and relocate.  The city’s skyscrapers would be 
empty within months, perhaps weeks.” The professor 
began to pace the floor as he talked.  “Truth is, the cities 
of the Northeast would be completely unable to handle 
the explosive population growth such a flood of domestic 



 

‘refugees would create.  There are already water and 
sewer moratoria all through the region because of the 
sad state of the worn-out infrastructure.  And because of 
the environmental lobbies.” He stopped again.  The 
horror of the picture he had painted was palpably real.  
“And that is what we are talking about, gentlemen.  Big-
city refugees—millions of them.  Essentially overnight.”  

The governor spoke thoughtfully, almost to himself.  
“People would run mostly to New Jersey and Connecticut 
and New York City’s suburbs seeking refuge and shelter.  
Long Island.  The city would effectively destroy itself 
within thirty days.  As businesses and homeowners and 
others vacate, the rest—the irretrievably indigent, the 
malcontents, the vultures, the elderly and others on fixed 
incomes—would be left alone in the city.  Services would 
quickly crumble.” His eyes reddened.  “How many police 
would stay?  How many firefighters?  The tax base with 
which to run the city would be gone”—he snapped his 
fingers— “just like that.  We wouldn’t be able to pay the 
police, fire, and sanitation people anyway.”  

“It would be hell,” said the mayor.   
“Worse than that.  The national economy would very 

quickly follow.”  
The silence in the room returned more heavily this 

time.  The secretary of state stood, clearly indicating that 
the meeting was drawing to a close.   

“In that case, gentlemen, let us hope that the bomb 
may be found and deactivated in time.  Let us pray that 
we can catch the maniac who is behind this.  We must 
avoid having to make such a damnable choice.”  

 
  



 

Chapter Thirty Three 
 

oast Guard Captain J.T. Gregson took a single 
sheet of paper from the ensign who stood at 
ease beside him, awaiting orders.   

“This just come in, Ensign?”   
“Moments ago, sir.  The lieutenant sent me up to the 

bridge on the double, sir.  She thought you’d want to see 
it soonest.  More is coming through now, sir.” 

“Well done.” He handed the message back to the 
ensign.  “See that this is filed in today’s priority flash 
folder.”  He barked, “Porter!”  

“Sir!” replied his executive officer.   
“The bridge is yours.  I’ll be in the message center.”  
“Aye, sir.” The XO paused, “Excuse me, Captain.  

Course changes?”   
“None for the moment, though we may expect some 

soon.  See that the engine room is ready.”  
“Roger that.” The XO turned to pick up a telephone 

receiver.  He punched two buttons, which rang the 
handset in the engine room.  “Chief, this is Porter.  
Something’s up.  The captain just headed for the M-C 
like a cat shot.” 

“Thanks for the heads-up, XO.  She’s ready to go, any 
speed you want, right now, sir.  Just say the word.” Chief 
Gerry McSwain shoved his pencil back into its 
customary place: behind one thick Irish ear.  The chief 
had twenty-eight years in the Guard.  If it was 
mechanical and oceangoing, he could fix it and had 
probably rebuilt it at some point in his career.  His voice 
carried the gravelly rumble of weathered toughness from 
the career-long need to be heard above loud machinery.  
He hung up the handset.  “Truesdale! Status!”  

C 



 

“Running at about sixty percent, Chief.  Ninety percent 
available, no problem.” The engines were essentially jet 
engines.  Similar gas turbines in other configurations 
powered industrial plants and small electric generating 
facilities.  These particular gas turbines produced 
thousands of horsepower to turn the huge twin 
propellers that drove the ship.   

“Shackley!”  
“Screws are good.  Minor vibration in number two.  It’s 

a shaft bearing, overdue for replacement.  It’ll hold.” 
“Be sure about that, Shackley.  If you’re not sure, 

better to let the captain know than to tell him we can do 
something we can’t, and put the ship in a hole.” 

“It’ll hold, Chief.” Shackley was Aaron Shackley, a 
young but competent seaman who, like the chief, had an 
affinity for things mechanical.   

“Good, young man.  I’m sure it will,” said the chief.  
The chief scratched his ear with his thumb.  “Anybody 
got any squawks I need to know about?”   

No one spoke up.  The chief knew the status of his ship 
at all times.  He also knew the value of making sure that 
each man in each position was just as aware as he was, 
and that each man knew that those above him counted 
on his skills and hard work to succeed. 

It wasn’t the Legend class cutter Harrison anymore, 
but it was a good ship.  It was a whole lot bigger and the 
learning curve had been fierce, but the chief was having 
the most fun of his career.   

J. T. Gregson had made captain after a series of hush-
hush missions ranging up and down the Atlantic 
coastline.  Chief McSwain had some suspicions about 
the nature of the missions, but given the relatively 
benign nature of most of them, it was something of a 
puzzle, and he kept his musings to himself.   



 

The new ship was the USS Fishburne, a Navy 
castaway.  A hand-me-down.  Commander J. T. Gregson 
had previously skippered the most high-tech cutter in 
the Coast Guard fleet.  He now commanded a 
decommissioned Oliver Hazard Perry class frigate from 
the U.S. Navy.  The Fishburne had been on 
antisubmarine duty until the mid-eighties, when there 
were suddenly too few submarines to chase.  At the end 
of Desert Storm, the Navy had nearly a hundred frigates, 
more than half of which were Perry class, plus another 
score in the reserve fleet.   

After the Bush, Clinton, and Bush administrations, 
the Obama administration had slashed at the military 
infrastructure.  They had filled the air with political 
rhetoric about becoming leaner and technologically 
superior, while canceling plans for an advanced-design 
frigate and at least one advanced fighter aircraft.  They 
had scaled back acquisition and continued research and 
development of next-generation weapons systems.  That 
shortsightedness had hurt the nation’s military 
flexibilities, but it fell to the benefit of the Coast Guard.   

The USS Fishburne was to be mothballed, until a 
Florida congressman suggested it be outfitted for Guard 
duty.  The Perry-class frigate was just small enough to 
get past the bean counters.   

Fishburne displaced a little more than 3,600 tons.  It 
was 445 feet long, with a 45-foot beam.  Its draft of 24.5 
feet meant it was destined for ocean duty and only a 
handful of deep-water ports, but that was the point.  It 
was the Coast Guard’s first opportunity to quietly project 
a presence over a wider area of the sea.   

The Fishburne was not as fast as a cutter, but despite 
being many times larger it could push through the waves 
at speeds topping twenty-eight knots, and it could do it 



 

for days at a time.  It was a formidable ship indeed for 
coastal patrol purposes.  Add to that the impressive 
electronics capabilities of the ship, and the Coast Guard 
was pleased indeed to have caught the “Big Fish,” as it 
was quickly nicknamed.   

The frigate’s two aft helicopter hangars were the 
winning linchpin for the debate.  Three orange and white 
Coast Guard Dauphin helicopters could be housed there.  
Neither the rapid-firing seventy-five-millimeter gun nor 
the Phalanx antiair, close-in support gun was needed, so 
those weapon systems were removed, and another, 
smaller helicopter hangar was built forward.  The ship 
installed two twenty-millimeter Gatling guns.  It was 
simply impossible in the Navy mind-set to launch a ship 
that was totally unarmed.  Hence, the frigate Fishburne 
became a sizable helicopter carrier with the eyes and 
ears of a spy ship, in the employ of the U.S. Coast Guard; 
tasked to support the DEA’s increasingly effective efforts 
at drug interdiction.   

The frigate’s electronics suite included both the Mk-13 
weapon director and the Mk-92 fire control system, 
which were outstanding components for a carrier battle 
group or a battleship surface action group’s escort and 
antiair capability, but without an array of weapons to 
control, neither of these sophisticated weapons systems 
was needed.  They were to be scrapped, but again 
innovation preserved opportunity.   

The congressman reasoned that since weapons 
systems were designed to locate and track targets, why 
not apply the technology to the location and tracking of 
drug-running ships, small boats, and aircraft?  Why not, 
indeed?  Once the tiny helicopter squadron was outfitted 
with all-weather instrumentation as well as FLIR and 
sophisticated long-range radar, the frigate Fishburne 



 

was in business.  The ship could project a watchful 
umbrella with a radius of 150 miles, a 300 mile circle.  It 
could bring large chunks of the coastline under its 
observation.  Couple its onboard systems with the 
surveying talents of the nation’s string of aerostats—
tethered radar balloons—and it was not surprising that 
the Atlantic coast had become a distinctly less attractive 
option for big-time drug smuggling.   

Captain Gregson understood why his vessel was being 
tasked with such an unusual mission.  He had become 
accustomed to unusual requests from the Pentagon.  
Even though his ship had been mostly defanged, he 
knew that it would be a formidable tool for the mission 
at hand.   

Lt. Sue Crowe stood expectantly before the captain. 
“Send a return message: ‘Received.  Wilco.  En route.  

Awaiting any additional descriptions available, suspect 
vessel.’  Then stand by for anything else, Lieutenant.  No 
coffee breaks, no runs to the head—at least, not for the 
next couple of hours.  If you gotta go, do it now.”  

“Aye aye, sir.” She took the message and turned 
immediately to a wide panel of computerized 
communications gear.  Sue Crowe was a promising 
young officer, who had initially joined the Guard to show 
her family that a girl could do anything a boy could do, 
and better.  By the end of boot camp, she had considered 
a change of plans, reconsidered, and then recommitted 
herself to service in the Coast Guard, not because she 
was a girl, but because she was beginning to get the idea 
that she just might like the work.  Her intelligence was 
appreciated, as was her winning, can-do spirit.  Once she 
managed to get the chip off her shoulder, thought 
Gregson, she had begun to develop as an officer.  He was 



 

glad she’d stuck it out, and he had supported her when 
others had been ready to give up on her. 

“Here’s how I want you to handle this, Lieutenant.  
Whenever you get anything new, authenticate it, then 
immediately patch the new info in to my terminal 
beginning with target designation.  Then copy CIC and 
the XO.  He is at the helm at the moment, and in any 
event, I want him in the loop on this.  We must—and I 
emphasize this, we must—find and detain this boat.  Do 
not wait for my authorization to set points for the target.  
Just get it into the system.  I will take it from there.” He 
tapped the message with his pencil to make his point.  
Gregson did not raise his voice, but the power of his 
statement was not to be ignored.   

“Aye, sir.  You can count on me, Captain.”  
“I know I can, Lieutenant.  That’s why I’m giving you 

the latitude to put this information into the system as 
soon as you get it.  Just be sure to authenticate first, but 
quickly.  Understood?”   

“Absolutely.”  
“Fine.  Good job.  You were right to send the ensign up 

right away.”  
“Thank you, sir.”  
“Carry on.”  
 
Victor Mikhailovsky wanted to make his father proud.  

He had not heard from his famous father since setting 
sail from Bermuda on the yacht Leila, two days earlier.  
He could not fathom how his father had managed to have 
that crate smuggled all the way from the frozen wastes 
of Siberia to the sunny island port, but he had done it, 
and Victor would not disappoint him.   

To the outside world, Victor was merely another 
millionaire hedonist enjoying the fruits of his companies 



 

and the young women his money would buy.  In fact, the 
small entourage on the yacht Leila was, with only two 
exceptions, ignorant of the precious and incredibly 
dangerous cargo that was aboard.  Had they known, 
there would have been fear and nervousness and the 
whole atmosphere of party and fun would have been lost. 

Victor’s task was simple enough.  On arrival along the 
coast of Massachusetts and Rhode Island, the yacht was 
to join others like it in the harbor of Nantucket Island.  
His arrival was to be timed for the wee hours, when 
Customs officials would be sleepy or off duty.  For 
operational security, Victor’s actual arrival time, as well 
as the port to which he would put in, was unknown to 
his shore contact.  One hour out, Victor would make a 
single telephone call.  He would take the dinghy for an 
onshore rendezvous for payment, which would be 
arranged by wire to an offshore account in the Caymans.  
Once that payment was authenticated—a time frame 
expressed in minutes—Victor would accompany his 
contact to the yacht, where the crate would be opened 
and its contents delivered.  It was simplicity itself.   

Inside the crate were two hefty metal briefcases, the 
type used to carry high-quality photographic equipment.  
Inside each briefcase was a small orb the size of a Ruby 
Red grapefruit that looked like a sort of thorny turtle 
shell.  Victor Mikhailovsky also possessed the nuclear 
trigger mechanism, which had ingeniously been built 
into what appeared, from the exterior, to be a stargazing 
telescope.  A cursory examination of the telescope would 
reveal only a highly polished cylinder with a large 
polished glass lens on one end.  The other end was 
capped, with the eyepiece extending from the side.  A 
savvy stargazer would immediately recognize the 
inordinate heft of the telescope.  It was far heavier than 



 

a normal scope, heavier by more than twenty-seven 
kilos.   

Were someone to remove the harmless-looking end 
cap from the telescope, it would be immediately clear 
that it contained something far afield from gazing at 
distant lights in the firmament.  A tiny keypad with a 
single row of LEDs would be revealed.  The trigger 
included a timer that was an ingenious combination of 
electronic and mechanical components, which would 
make disarming it extraordinarily difficult and time-
consuming.  Once the grapefruit was installed into the 
body of the telescope, and the mechanism started, the 
device would be armed. 

Victor Mikhailovsky smiled.  From stargazer to star 
maker.  Each “telescope” was designed to create in 
concert with the grapefruit, for the briefest moment, real 
star like light and heat on Earth.  It was an irony that 
Victor Mikhailovsky found most satisfying.  That this 
small bit of celestial mimicry would kill thousands of 
people instantly was unfortunate but necessary in the 
struggle against Western tyranny.   

As far as the respective transfers were concerned, the 
financial aspect was a computer operation that would be 
accomplished in moments.  The physical delivery of the 
device would be done almost as quickly.  A speedboat 
would pull alongside the yacht.  Two briefcases would be 
handed over the gunwales of the yacht, and after a brief 
instrumented inspection of the contents, the speedboat 
would depart.  Just that simple.  Just that quick.   

Victor stood on deck, smoking one of his favorite 
Dominican cigars.  He was dressed as a yachting 
gentleman should dress, in fashionable deck shoes, tan 
slacks, a pullover shirt, and in lieu of the requisite 



 

nautical blazer, a fleece-lined windbreaker against the 
early morning chill.   

It was just after dawn.  The yellow sun had half risen 
from its hiding place in the deep black ocean and the sea 
was quiet.  The yacht motored quietly westward.  The 
four sexy young playthings picked up in Freeport, 
Bermuda would not be awake yet; he was sure of it.  They 
had enjoyed the champagne and the cocaine far too 
much the night before, as had his two men.  It had been 
a night of celebration and debauchery.  The romance of 
leaving port for the six-hundred-mile trip had infused the 
ship’s small party with a nearly unbridled sense of 
celebration.   

For Victor’s men, it was a long overdue release of 
tensions.  Their level of stress had been extraordinarily 
high for months, ever since his father had entrusted him 
with the security of the nuclear pits.  He had had to leave 
the devices behind in order to assume his yachting 
gentleman’s disguise in the Mediterranean.  Along the 
way, they had selected various party-minded young 
women from one port after another, leaving each group 
behind as they moved on.  His initial thought had been 
simply to use the women, kill them when he was finished 
with them, and dump them somewhere in the open sea 
between ports, but further consideration convinced him 
of the folly of that idea.  In fact, each small group of 
women picked up in one port, then dropped off at the 
next, would serve to sell the cover story of idle rich men 
playing their way across the globe, spending their money 
frivolously.   

The evaporation of military discipline could continue 
for another day or two, thought Victor.  They would 
return to business soon enough, when the distant shores 
of America became visible.  Then they actually would 



 

dispose of this last little collection of pliant and nubile 
female toys and proceed with their business.   

  
 
Lieutenant Sue Crowe wrinkled her face as she read 

the latest high-speed message.  After putting the new 
coordinates into the system, she copied the Captain, 
then the XO’s computer terminals.  The rest of the 
priority message was sent only to the captain.   

It read, “Ordered with all possible speed to intercept 
U.S.-registered vessel, category yacht, named ‘Leila.’ 
Vessel is reported as 87 feet in length, 22 feet of beam, 
with speed capability of 24 knots.  It has weather radar, 
two-way communications, and two small lifeboats aft.  
Intel reports a crew of three or four, including a Russian-
born captain.  May be accompanied by a like number of 
females.  You are ordered to stop this vessel at all costs.  
Sink it if necessary, by authority of the commandant of 
the Coast Guard.” The message went on to provide last 
known position and heading, only estimated.   

This was not so good, thought Captain Gregson.  The 
last known position of the Leila was Bermuda.  Last 
known heading was due west, toward the U.S. coastline, 
and that was nearly two days ago.  Luckily, he thought, 
he ought to be within range of a good intercept point.  
Fishburne was 140 miles east-northeast of Norfolk.  Now 
all he had to do was find that yacht.   

It would not be easy.  Finding a single small boat on 
the surface of a trackless ocean was an exceedingly 
difficult task, but it was one the Guard faced every time 
they searched for a missing pleasure boat.  The captain 
had a feeling, however, that this time he would have a lot 
more help.   



 

He stepped through the bulkhead into the message 
center.   

“Lieutenant?  What else do you have?” 
“Nothing yet, sir.  Expecting more message traffic 

ASAP.  The last order said, ‘Stand by.’  Sir.  Mind if I ask 
what’s up?” 

“No, I don’t mind.  Fact is I don’t know exactly.  We are 
now en route to what we hope will give us an intercept 
bubble.  We’ll launch helicopters in about six hours, 
hopefully tasked with workable profiles on the target 
yacht.  As for what that yacht is carrying, I cannot say.” 

“Can’t be drugs, sir.  This is just too big.”  
“Agreed Lieutenant.  Agreed.  I have a feeling this could 

get interesting.”  
An annoying little buzz came from the main message 

terminal.  On the computer screen it read simply, 
“Message.  Access code.”  

The lieutenant quickly tapped several keys, providing 
the proper security code.  The message appeared on the 
screen.  “Printing, sir.”  

As the laser jet printer spewed out the message, the 
captain read from the screen.   

“Oh man,” he muttered.  Without another word, he 
pressed a button to communicate with the bridge.  “XO, 
this is the captain.  I want all officers on the bridge for a 
briefing right now.  I’m on the way.”  

As the captain left the message center, Lt.  Sue Crowe 
felt a coldness form deep in her stomach because she 
had also seen the message.  For the first time in her 
Coast Guard career, she felt the unavoidable twinge of 
fear experienced by oceangoing naval personnel on their 
way to a shooting war.   

In the Coast Guard, the job was to save lives.  It was 
an incredibly gratifying, positive experience.  At times 



 

they intercepted drug runners, but those people were 
never armed with anything more than small arms and 
were simply no match for well-trained Guard personnel.  
Exciting it was, but fear was really not much of a factor.  
This, though.  This was quite a bit different.  If the 
captain didn’t handle this little intercept just right, she 
could already be halfway through the last week of her 
life.  She didn’t like that idea one little bit.   

 
Captain Gregson rubbed his eyes, feeling the sand of 

fatigue behind his lids.  He looked around the crowded 
bridge at the faces of the men and women who helped 
command the Coast Guard’s only frigate.  “Anderson, 
close the door.” I am going to make this brief, 
gentlemen,” he began.  “We are en route at this moment 
to intercept an American-registered yacht, carrying 
contraband.  This is not a drug run.  The captain of this 
vessel is a Russian, the son of a former Russian army 
general, in whose care was much of the former Soviet 
Union’s nuclear arsenal.” He paused, watching the faces 
before him.  There was surprise, even shock, but he was 
pleased to note, there was also resolve.   

“Your immediate suspicions are correct,” he 
continued.  “That yacht is armed with nuclear weapons.  
Intelligence believes there are two nuclear bombs 
aboard, and they think they are fitted with triggering 
mechanisms.  They are not believed to have been armed.  
That is in our favor.  Only an insane person would float 
around in the ocean with live nukes, but keep in mind 
that arming is a process expressed in minutes only, 
maybe less.  In short, those devices must be assumed to 
be armed and ready to go.”  

Some of the officers shuffled their feet a bit, fighting 
back the impulse to blurt out questions.  The captain 



 

recognized the agitation and continued.  “Questions in a 
moment.  Listen up.  Our task is to stop that yacht.  We 
are to stop it, board it and take control of it.  Failing that 
or finding that too risky a task, we are to sink it 
summarily.  The Navy is confident of its retrieval skills.  
You can be, too.  Under no circumstances is that yacht 
to be allowed to sail into American waters.  Gentlemen 
and ladies, it will not happen.” 

The executive officer asked the question on each 
officer’s mind: “Sir.  Terrorists?”   

“No.  These men are thieves.  They have stolen the 
nuclear devices from the Soviet stockpiles.  They are 
believed to be on their way to deliver them, yes, to 
terrorists.  This will not be allowed to take place.  Period.”  

There was a murmur of assent.   
“Now, just so you know, we have lots of help on this.  

An AWACS plane has been dispatched from Offutt Air 
Force Base.  The Carrier USS Ranger is well to our south 
and I understand, headed in this direction at best 
possible speed.  Even with its ability to project force with 
its FA-18s, it is probably not going to be able to position 
itself in time.  Still, the carrier’s aircraft may be called 
upon, if needed.  Additionally, one spy satellite is being 
tasked to this mission, giving us the best eyes available.  
The bird can make a pass over the area every three 
hours, weather permitting.  At the moment, weather is 
good.  We expect it to remain so.  Maybe God is with us 
on this one.  Let us hope so.  Now, questions.”  

“Sir.  How big?”   
“Suitcase nukes.  Big enough to take out most of 

Boston.  Half of Manhattan.  Pretty big pop.” 
“How’d they get them out of the country, sir?”   
“Not our area.  Not a question I thought to ask.  

Doesn’t matter.  They did, and it’s our job to make sure 



 

they do not reach our shores.  Anything else?”  He 
paused.  “Very well.  Each of you is expected to lay this 
mission out clearly for each of the people in your 
command.  I want everyone to know what we are up 
against here.”  

“What happens if they explode one at sea, sir?”   
“Well, Ensign Pulaski.  In that event, seeing as how it 

is likely to be our presence that might touch off such an 
event, I think it accurate to say that your career and 
mine might end prematurely.  And I might add, end 
ingloriously because it would mean we had failed to 
accomplish our mission.  We are in the unusual position 
of having been temporarily tasked as the command ship 
for this mission.  This means, the Navy is taking its 
direction from us on this until the carrier Ranger can get 
within range to take over command.  I have no interest 
in being a hero in this affair.  It would suit me fine if the 
Navy arrived in time to handle this chore.  That does not 
appear likely.  Therefore, we will find these criminals and 
we will stop them.  Lt. Crowe has just organized a stack 
of info sheets for each of you.  They are on the table by 
the door, detailing everything we know about the yacht 
we are chasing, and the circumstances aboard it as 
presently known.  Pick one up on your way out.  Thank 
you, people.  Let’s get to work.”  

 
  



 

 Chapter Thirty Four 
 

ayor Eugene Landry took his first full breath 
in many hours.  Ed Winshell’s men were 
building walls made of Jersey barriers, the 

temporary concrete dividers used on streets and 
highways.  At the same time, a small army of amateur 
concrete masons were shoveling and troweling concrete 
mud along the seams of the barriers.  They worked as 
fast as they could, as water slowly rose toward the crest 
of the small incline, that once crossed would send the 
river cascading across into the nation’s change purse.  

 Tito Flanagan squeezed the handles on the 
excavator’s bucket arm.  The arm raised itself and a 
hugely heavy slab of white concrete rose from the back 
of the tractor trailer sized flatbed truck.  With a gentle 
movement the bucket slid to the left, not fast enough to 
make the heavy barrier start to pendulum.  Waiting for 
an oscillation to quiet would just slow him down, so he 
kept his bucket moving just slowly enough to be fast.   

 Tito tried hard to concentrate on what he was 
doing, so as not to think about what he was really doing.  
The concrete was poised above the spot.  He eased his 
right hand forward and held the position with his left, 
and another barrier was deposited.  

 Tito Flanagan had an unusual name because his 
Puerto Rican mother had married his second generation 
Irish-American father, Patrick and her Daddy’s name 
had been Tito.  He pushed a shock of black hair out of 
his eyes with his forearm and focused his attention on 
the next big load of concrete divider.  As the big cab of 
the Caterpillar swung around, Tito could see the brown 
water in the distance, inching closer. It was easy to see 
down the incline there at Houston and Canal, and he 
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knew the entrance to the Holland Tunnel was just 
around a corner he was glad he couldn’t see.   

His wife and child were in the car, somewhere inside 
that tunnel, dead for sure.  He couldn’t pause to think 
about the fear and horror they must have experienced as 
the water came rushing in on them, but his mind went 
there briefly and the world on the other side of the 
Plexiglas blurred in the tears that came again.   

And so, he focused on what he was doing, picking up 
concrete barriers as quickly and smoothly and 
professionally as he could, to save the city from the 
Hudson River that threatened to swamp the lower end of 
the island.  He knew he was also effectively sealing Kim 
and little Julie, only four, away in the tunnel for what 
could be many months, if not years. He didn’t want to 
focus on that. Kim’s thirtieth birthday was only a month 
away.  He could still taste the birthday cake Julie had 
fed him with her tiny hand, three days before. She was a 
brand new four years old. He could hear her laughter.  
His wife’s smile came to him and slashed his heart into 
more small pieces. Tito Flanagan couldn’t imagine how 
the engineers would seal the holes in the tunnel.  He 
simply decided to have faith that they could. That they 
would, because it was the kind of work they would know 
how to do.  He picked up another Jersey barrier and set 
it in place because that was his job, and because it 
mattered.   

 
 

  



 

Chapter Thirty Five   
 

he police radio squawked its routine insistence.  
“Tac one…tac one, see the man, corner Mulberry 
and Canal.  See the man.  John, we think he has 

a line on the location of your old friend.” Even the police 
secure tactical frequencies were keeping 
communications circumspect to guard against news 
reporter and other listeners. 

John Boulder was pushed back into the seat of the 
unmarked Dodge Charger as Ted Maglione mashed the 
accelerator.  The Hemi roared and the car shot south 
down Seventh Avenue, maneuvering around traffic as 
only police patrol cars and yellow cabs can in New York.  
They swung left onto Canal Street, destination Mulberry 
Street.  There, standing on the corner, was Sergeant 
Blumenthal.   

The car slid briefly to a stop.  John motioned the cop 
on the corner toward them, and Blumenthal hopped into 
the backseat.  They shook hands briefly.   

“I may have something for you.  My snitch is scared.  
The word’s out that he’s talked to the cops, and he knows 
he’s dead meat in this town.  I told him I could maybe 
set him up with a new ID—you know, witness 
protection—but he had to give me something good.”  

“Fair enough,” said Boulder.  “What is it?” 
“He says Alberto Caldera is having a meet, an hour 

from now in a high-rise in midtown, with the Arab 
terrorist.” 

Ted was already backing the car around, siren blaring 
as he chirped off through traffic. 

Blumenthal grinned.  “Hey.  For a fed, you drive pretty 
good.”  
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Maglione just grunted as he squeezed through a hole 
in traffic and shot down a couple of blocks that were 
suddenly and uncharacteristically wide open.   

Blumenthal continued, “Caldera’s supposed to have a 
suite of rooms on Park Avenue.  Fifty-fourth Street.  I 
know the building.”  

As they reached Forty-eighth, Ted switched the siren 
off.  The last few blocks passed in a blur.  He stopped the 
car a block from the building.  The three of them moved 
quickly up the sidewalk and into the lobby of the 
building.   

“You think Al-Rashid’s here yet?”  The tension in 
Boulder’s face was evident. 

“The snitch says no.” 
“Do we know the room number?”   
“Sorry.”  
“Fine.  Then we wait.”  
A coffee shop was just off the lobby entrance, with 

tables in the window looking out into the lobby.  Ted, 
John, and Larry slid into a booth.  The waitress arrived 
with a pot of coffee and poured each man a cup.  They 
ordered rolls, and she left the table.   

John stirred his coffee.  Blumenthal bit into a roll.  Ted 
Maglione had his eyes glued to the lobby.  Ten minutes 
passed.  The pedestrian traffic was light but steady.  
Then Ted nudged John with his elbow.   

“We-ell, now.  Lookie here what the cat dragged in.” 
Ted motioned slightly with his head in the direction of 

a man just crossing the wide lobby.  It was Detective 
Sergeant Earl Pickens.  His presence here, now, 
immediately marked him as dirty.   

John suddenly had an idea.  He asked Blumenthal, 
“He doesn’t know you, does he?”   



 

Blumenthal shook his head.  “Nope.  Different 
division.  But I know about him.  Word is he’s been takin’ 
money for years, but never enough to get his tit in a 
wringer.  I know a guy knows him.  Says he’s a slimy but 
he’s got connections or something.” 

Boulder said, “Listen.  Go to the guard station in the 
lobby there.  When Pickens selects a floor, let us know 
which one.  Tell the guard to stop the car between floors 
for a couple of minutes.  We’ll have a surprise for Pickens 
when he comes out.” 

Blumenthal walked quickly across the lobby and 
stepped around the desk to the security guard’s 
shoulder, just as Pickens stepped into the elevator.  
Blumenthal quietly showed the guard his badge. 

“Oh,” said the guard.  Not particularly quick-witted, 
this one.  “I see.  Police work.”  

“Yeah.  Police work.  Let me see that elevator.” 
The guard tapped a few keys on the computer 

keyboard, and a graphic depiction of the bank of 
elevators came up on the display.  Three cars were 
moving: two going up, one coming down. 

The sergeant motioned to the screen.  “That guy who 
just stepped into that elevator over there.  Which car is 
it?” 

The guard replied, “Oh, he’s in number three.”  
A tiny number “17” was blinking alongside the 

computer-generated picture of the elevator into which 
Pickens had stepped.  The guard pointed.  “There it is.  
He’s going to the seventeenth floor.”  

“Can you stop it between sixteen and seventeen?”   
“Sure, no problem.  I can bring it back down here if 

you want.”  
“No.  Just stop it between sixteen and seventeen like I 

said.”  



 

The security guard tapped more keys.  The word 
“manual” flashed in one corner of the screen.  The 
guard’s finger was poised over a computer key.  As the 
elevator passed “16,” he stabbed the button and the 
elevator on the computer screen stopped instantly, 
between the sixteenth and seventeenth floors.   

Ted and John appeared at Blumenthal’s shoulder.  
They looked at the computer screen, and the sergeant 
grinned, quite pleased with himself.   

Blumenthal said, “You got ’im, guys.  There he is.  Fly 
in a bottle.  What do you want to do with him?” 

Boulder asked, “He was going to seventeen?”   
“Yep,” said the guard.  “That’s the number he 

punched.”  
“Hold him where he is.  Ted and I are going up to 

seventeen in another elevator.  When we’re in position, 
I’ll give you a call on the radio.  Then release the car.”  

“What about me?”  Asked Blumenthal. 
“You stay here.  You’re our spotter.  If either Al-Rashid 

or Caldera arrives, give us a call.  Don’t try to take either 
one of them on your own.  They won’t be alone, and 
they’ll be on edge.  Let them go up and then call for 
backup.” 

“Why don’t we call for backup right now?” 
“No reason to.  At the moment, we don’t know for sure 

that this is the right place, though Pickens’s presence is 
a mighty good indicator.  We’ll go up and have a talk with 
him.  What don’t want to have so many cops around the 
building when Al-Rashid and Caldera arrive that they 
spook and run again.” John stretched with one elbow 
high to release some tension. 

“I see what you mean,” Blumenthal said, though he 
privately questioned the decision.  He tended to think in 
terms of massive power and overwhelming presence as 



 

the best way to assure a safe and predictable outcome.  
In the thinking of the street cop, it was important to 
catch the bad guys, but it was definitely more important 
to survive.  As the saying went, “I’m going home 
tonight”—this lone-wolf approach just wasn’t much to 
his liking. 

“Just make sure neither of the two men we’re after gets 
out of here, in case they get by us.” John gave the 
sergeant a friendly shake of the hand.  “If I’m wrong, 
Sergeant, you’ll be the one to pull my butt outta the fire.” 

“Great.  I just love playing pigtail.” 
Ted and John got into an elevator, pushed the button 

for 17 and in moments stepped out onto the seventeenth 
floor.  They took up positions on either side of the frozen 
elevator containing the newly suspect Detective Pickens.  
John held the radio to his lips, but before he could speak, 
Ted grabbed his arm and pointed to the frozen elevator.  
“He might hear you,” he whispered. 

“Right.” John clicked the microphone key twice then, 
twice again, hoping the young sergeant would 
understand the signal.  Almost instantly Pickens’s 
elevator started to move.  After a moment, the door 
opened and Sgt.  Earl Pickens stepped out into the 
hallway.  He turned half a step and was suddenly face to 
face with John Boulder. 

“Well, well, what do we have here?”  said John.   
Maglione rumbled, “Looks like a rat to me.” 
Pickens’s face went sour.  He looked from one to the 

other, and realization dawned on his face that his cover 
was blown sky high.  He tried to bluff his way out. 

“Hey.  I thought I’d find you guys here.  Glad I caught 
up with you.” 

“Yeah?”  said Ted.  “What’s up?” 



 

“We got a tip.  Caldera’s at an airport in New Jersey—
supposed to meet with Al-Rashid inside a corporate 
aircraft.” 

“When’s this meeting supposed to happen?”   
“’Bout an hour”—Pickens glanced at his watch— “no, 

make it forty minutes from now, maybe.  I’m glad I 
caught you guys.  We gotta get a move on.” 

“Maybe you’re right,” Ted played along.  “But tell me 
something.  How do I know your tip’s any better than my 
tip?  I mean, I got a snitch says they’re meeting here 
anytime now.  This building.  This floor, in fact.  And my 
snitch also told me that a sewer-rat, no-good dirty money 
taking, buddy stabbing cop would be coming to the 
meeting, too.  My guess is, and it’s just a guess mind 
you, the rat wants to tell Caldera what we’re up to.” 

Pickens looked surprised.  “You don’t think…”  
“Yeah,” growled John, “we think.  Matter of fact, people 

been wondering a long time where Caldera’s been getting 
the inside information he always seems to get just in the 
nick of time.” 

“Now, wait a—” 
“Shut up.” Ted’s good-natured grin was gone, replaced 

by a foreboding visage of narrowed eyebrows and just 
slightly outthrust jaw.   

“You say you were looking for us.  How’d you know 
we’d be here?”   

Pickens took a chance.  His story was falling apart, but 
if he could guess right, he might throw them off enough 
at least to make them unsure.  And that would be an 
edge.   

“Jackie told me.  I called in, trying to find you, and 
Barber told me you were staking this place out, based on 
some kind of snitch’s tip.  I’m just glad I got here in time.  



 

We can still make it to the airport if we hurry,” he said in 
a rush. 

“No good.”  
“What?”   
“No good.  It’s a good lie, but it’s still a lie.” Ted put a 

huge paw on Pickens’s shoulder.  “We didn’t call in.  We 
were following this lead on the run…”  

Pickens knocked Ted’s hand from his shoulder and 
half turned.   

John belted Pickens in the mouth.   
Pickens bounced back against the closed elevator 

doors.  He slowly wiped his lip with the back of his hand.   
He looked at Ted, then back at John and said, “You 

probably shouldn’ta done that.” 
John was loose and easy on his feet.  With his hands 

he motioned to Earl Pickens to come on and take a shot.   
“Hey, John,” began Maglione, “I been meaning to—”  
“Relax.  He’s mine,” said John.   
John was feeling a kind of rancid, disgusted anger, 

which he began to focus on Earl Pickens.  Pickens was 
everything he hated in a bad cop.  He was the kind of 
man who got good cops killed, by selling himself out to 
murderous criminals.  Good cops like John’s former 
partner.  By giving the criminals information that made 
them stronger and more dangerous, Pickens had been 
responsible for the ruination of young lives by drugs as 
well.  Inasmuch as the snitch had assured them that Al-
Rashid and Caldera were not yet in the building, John 
decided to take a personal interest in Pickens’s arrest. 

Pickens pushed gently away from the elevator door.  
He moved closer; his arms held loosely at his sides.  He 
held both hands up, palms outward, then suddenly 
front-kicked John squarely in the chest.  Boulder was 
knocked several feet back up the hallway.  He steadied 



 

himself with a hand to the wall.  Pickens advanced.  A 
quick step and front snap kick followed immediately by 
a roundhouse with the other foot.  John danced just out 
of reach of the first kick, then moved inside the sweeping 
kick, took Pickens’s leg on his left arm and crashed his 
right fist into Pickens’s face.  Pickens backed up, blood 
seeping from under one eye.  John moved in fast, 
throwing a flurry of straight punches, hooks and 
roundhouses.  Suddenly his fists were finding only hard 
forearms.  Pickens grinned from between them, like 
peering out between short sections of a split rail fence.   

 
In a room just several doors away, Alberto Caldera 

heard the noise in the hallway and leaped to his feet.  
“What the …!”  

Hassan Al-Rashid was also in the room.   He pointed 
silently toward the door.  María and Andea began to 
move toward it, pausing to check their weapons before 
tucking them into their purses.  They each listened at 
the door.   

 
Pickens spun, punched twice, kicked, spun, and 

kicked again.  Both men were bruised.  John saw the 
kick coming but realized as he tensed that he would have 
to absorb it.  He took the toe of Pickens’s shoe in the 
diaphragm and the wind whooshed out of him.  John fell 
to the floor.  Boulder looked up from the carpet.  Ted 
stood motionless, just watching, arms akimbo like a 
referee. 

“Well,” whispered Boulder as blood dripped onto the 
carpet from a split lower lip.  He managed, “what are you 
waiting for?”  He wheezed for breath, trying hard to fill 
his lungs.  It was as though his diaphragm wouldn’t 
work.  



 

Ted grinned.  “Just waiting for you two boys to stop 
dancin’.” 

Pickens turned confidently to face Ted Maglione.   
Ted moved like large lightning and covered the 

wheeling, overconfident Pickens like a dark blanket.  
Pickens suddenly seemed to be enveloped by the bulk of 
Ted Maglione.  He punched Maglione once in the 
stomach, giving it everything he had.  Maglione grunted 
once and grinned.  He clamped a massive hand on 
Pickens’s head, gathered up a fistful of hair and slammed 
him to the floor with a thick, flat whump.  Pickens didn’t 
move.   

 
Two beautiful young women were advancing timidly 

down the hallway, taking small, mincing steps.  Fearful 
steps.  Ted glanced upward at their approach and raised 
a hand of reassurance as he reached down to scoop up 
Earl Pickens with one arm. 

“No problem, ladies.  We were just cleaning this mess 
up.  You go right ahead,” he said as he moved away from 
the elevator bay. 

John’s breath was still gone from the kick to his 
diaphragm.  His eyes widened as he turned in response 
to the sound of Ted’s assurances.  The woman was Andea 
Gulam! Ted had not recognized her.  She looked much 
more beautiful than in the surveillance pictures and her 
hair was different.  María was also distractingly pretty, 
and Ted was focused mostly on adjusting the dead 
weight of the unconscious Pickens.   

John struggled to get to his feet.   
As John turned his head, his eyes met the Lebanese 

woman’s sharp stare and she snapped her purse open.  
Andea and María began to pull pistols from their purses.   

John tried to shout but could only croak, “Ted!”  



 

  
John reached for the gun in his holster.  The first 

bullets hit Ted Maglione full in the chest, spinning him 
around and back into the wall.  Ted’s arms went slack, 
and Pickens dropped to the floor.  John had time to fire 
two quick rounds at the women and then dove, crashing 
bodily through the door and into an apartment.   

María was hit.  She staggered backward, a spreading 
wound high between her breasts, and another lower, 
through her right breast.  She slid to the floor, her legs 
askew.   

Andea snarled and attacked, raking with bullets the 
doorway where John was crouched.  He leaned out of the 
doorway and fired at her once from his position on the 
floor.  In his peripheral vision, John saw movement.  His 
head swiveled.   

It was Al-Rashid and Caldera.  They were entering a 
stairwell, getting away again!  

A bullet thocked into the woodwork close by.  Chunks 
of wood and splinters flew.  Boulder ducked inside, 
leaned out again, and took a look.  He fired three rounds 
in quick succession; Andea fell like a sack of laundry, 
dead from a lucky head shot.   

John, still bruised from the fight with Pickens, crawled 
out into the hallway, grunting with the effort.  He could 
see that Ted Maglione was not moving.  He crawled 
quickly to his friend’s side.  A small black hole stared out 
of his chest, directly in front of his heart.  John rested 
one hand lightly against Ted’s rib cage.  Damn, damn, 
damn, he thought.  No vest.  Indestructible, until now.   

Next John rolled Pickens over.  He had caught a bullet 
in the crossfire and was dying fast.  A trickle of blood 
oozed from his mouth; a froth of pink foam formed as he 
coughed.  His lungs were filling quickly.  John slapped 



 

Pickens gently.  He gripped Pickens’s jaw in one hand, 
shaking him to rouse him. 

“Where’d he go, Pickens?  Where did Al-Rashid go?”   
Pickens’s eyes slowly opened.  A pained smile changed 

to a grimace of pain.  He coughed once…twice.  Blood 
sprayed in the cough, spattering John’s shirt.  Pickens 
arched his body in a long, shuddering spasm and went 
still.   

“Damn!” John muttered to himself.  Why didn’t I just 
shoot him?   

There was movement in the hallway … María.  She 
groaned, still alive though badly injured.  John 
scrambled to her and grabbed her roughly, shaking her 
by the shoulders.   

“Where’s Al-Rashid?  Where did he go?”   
“It is too late, Boulder… you cannot save her now, 

amigo” her voice rasped like a dull hacksaw.   
“What?”  John was puzzled by the answer.  Then he 

had a sick, sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach.  Save 
who?  Who! Tell me!” 

“Hassan will have your woman now.”  
“My woman? How … what are you talking about?”  He 

shook her again.   
María spat weakly, struggled and suddenly she had a 

knife in her hand.  Her face contorted in a feral snarl.  
She thrust outward with the blade.  John twisted to the 
side to avoid it, but not quite far enough.  The knife 
stabbed painfully into the flesh just above his hip.  He 
grunted at the electric bolt of pain.  He grabbed María’s 
hand.   

She tried another stabbing thrust, but he turned the 
knife back toward her.  Her eyes widened as she realized 
she could not win against his strength.  She struggled 
briefly; then the knife sank slowly into her abdomen.  A 



 

vacant, faraway look appeared in her eyes as her life 
ended—eyes that would never again deceive, cajole, or 
plead.  Her eyes remained wide, as though seeing for the 
first time distant and unfriendly truths. 

John stood.  He leaned against the wall and looked at 
the death that surrounded him in the hallway.  Then he 
turned and staggered toward the elevator, favoring the 
stab wound on his right side.  His fingers trembled, 
working along the sides of the elevator buttons as he 
struggled to find the lobby button.  He pushed it and 
leaned his forehead into the wall of the elevator.  His 
chest heaved.  He felt gingerly through the redness, 
realizing that he’d been lucky—the blade had only 
penetrated the love handle.  For the moment he was glad 
for the extra five pounds, which had saved him from 
muscle damage.  It hurt like a branding iron in his side, 
but he could move.   

The door to the elevator opened.  John stepped out 
into a crowd of excited, noisy people.  Lying on the floor 
before the elevators was Sergeant Blumenthal.  He had 
been shot and his vest had stopped all but one of the 
rounds fired at him by the fleeing Caldera and Al-Rashid.  
He was wounded but awake and surrounded by a cluster 
of curious, babbling onlookers.  John shoved two people 
aside and knelt beside the detective.   

“I’m sorry,” gasped the sergeant.  When the elevator 
came down…I thought it … Oh-h, it hurts.  I’m sorry … 
they weren’t … supposed to be here--”  

Boulder reached for the radio on his hip.  It wasn’t 
there—dropped in the fight.  He shouted at the people 
around him, “Get back!  Give him room.  This man is a 
cop, for God’s sake!  Somebody, call an ambulance.”  

A voice in the crowd said, “EMS has been called.  Cops, 
too.”  



 

Sirens were approaching, still several blocks away.  
John reassured Blumenthal that help was on the way; 
then he scribbled something on a scrap of paper.  “Here.  
Give this to someone when they get here.  Send troops to 
this address.  Tell them to hurry.  And Larry, tell them 
the seventeenth floor is a mess.  Ted’s dead.  So’s 
Pickens.  Two women are still on the floor.  They were 
with Al-Rashid and Caldera.” 

“Alive?”  
“Both dead.  It’s a major Charlie Fox, for sure.”  
 
After tucking Jennifer’s scribbled address into 

Blumenthal’s shirt pocket, John gave him a shoulder 
squeeze of reassurance, stood and ran painfully out of 
the lobby into the street outside.  It was a long block back 
to the car.  He clambered behind the wheel of the same 
unmarked car that he, Ted and the young sergeant had 
driven.   

The siren howled.  The tires smoked and squealed as 
John pushed the machine as fast as he dared take it, 
hearing a broken mantra spin through his brain, over 
and over: Got to get to her…you cannot save her now, 
amigo … got to get to Jennife … Al-Rashid will have your 
woman … got to, got to … get to herrrr!  He nearly gagged 
at the metallic taste of fear and fury as he began to 
consider the kind of brutal games, the horrific cruelty 
that Al-Rashid might inflict on the woman John loved 
more than life.    

The car screeched to a stop, slewing sideways.  John 
sprinted into the apartment building, taking the stairs 
three at a time.  When he reached the top, he was winded 
and his side hurt.  He pulled up short and unholstered 
his gun.  The door to the apartment was cracked.   



 

All caution was gone.  John crashed through the door, 
his eyes and the sweep of his pistol taking in everything, 
looking for the least hint of movement.  Nothing in the 
living room.  The bedroom door was slightly ajar; he 
nudged it open.  A woman lay face down on the bed.  She 
was spread-eagled, completely naked, and motionless. 

John leaped to her side and rolled her over.  Her blond 
hair was matted in the sticky redness between her eyes.  
She had been dead long enough for the blood to begin to 
harden around the small hole in her forehead.   

With a rush of guilty relief, he whispered, “Mandy!” 
John hugged her body to his in sudden grief.  There 

was no sign of Jennifer.  Al-Rashid must have taken her 
with him.  His thoughts and fears and anger made his 
mind feel as slow and thick as cold molasses, and black 
like a killing cancer.  He took a sheet from the bed to 
spread it over Mandy’s body, then stopped … listening.   

He heard a faint noise … soft crying, coming from the 
closet! 

John opened the closet door slowly.  Jennifer was 
sitting on the floor of the closet; her ankles were tied as 
were her wrists.  They were bound together, leaving her 
knees apart, her arms between them.  She sagged naked 
into the corner of the closet, exhausted and terrified.  Her 
eyes were swollen from crying.  She made a heart-
wrenching little mewling sound and looked up as the 
closet door opened, stark terror in her eyes.  She saw 
John but did not immediately comprehend who he was.  
John approached slowly, carefully.   

“It’s me, honey.  It’s John.  Everything’s going to be all 
right.  It’s okay…okay…”  

He waited a moment for her to recognize him before 
touching her arms, her knees.  He sliced through the 
cords from the venetian blinds that were used to bind 



 

her.  He pulled her close to him, afraid for her.  He gently 
wrapped his arms around her as they sat together for 
long moments there on the floor.  Such pain in her eyes.  
He wanted to scream his anger and to cry in frustration 
and sympathy.  He helped her to her feet and walked 
with her.  She clutched the fistful of odd clothing to her 
as they passed through the bedroom into the living room.  
He was careful to shield her from seeing the bed where 
Mandy lay partly covered.  Two cops burst through the 
open doorway with weapons drawn and seeing the 
situation, quickly raised their pistols toward the ceiling.   

John said, “Get a robe for her.  Try the bathroom.  She 
needs something to cover her.”  

One officer quickly fetched a bathrobe and courteously 
averted his eyes while John draped it about Jennifer’s 
shoulders and helped her put it on.  They sat together on 
the sofa, clinging to each other.  John murmured to her 
quietly, drying her eyes with his thumb.  

A policewoman came through the door, also with pistol 
drawn.  She sized up the situation instantly, holstered 
the gun and stooped in front of Jennifer and John.   

“Anything I can do to help?”  She asked.   
“You can stay with her,” said John. “Keep two officers 

here to guard her.  Make sure no more harm comes to 
her.  And get a doctor over here to examine her.  Tell him 
to bring a kit.  Make completely sure that she is treated 
with respect and care.” 

Jennifer spoke.  “John, I’ll go to the hospital.  He didn’t 
rape me, but he beat me and beat me … and Mandy … 
oh-h-h.” She began to cry again. 

John held her close again, murmuring his 
understanding.  More than anything he wanted to stay 
with her. 



 

“Jen, I have to go.  Al-Rashid is out there … I want to 
stay with …” 

She touched his forearm with trembling fingers.  She 
saw his face and reached to touch the reddish, bruised 
places there, to brush the abrasions.  Absently she wiped 
a smear of blood from his hip.   

“John, he threw me into the closet when he came 
back.  He was ... he … after Mandy was …” She wiped 
her tears angrily.  Her words came in a rush.  “The things 
he did to her… and he tied us both up.  She was dead, 
and he tied me to her … and … and … then he left us 
like that for a long time.  I was alone here with her for a 
long ... time.  I could feel her body getting colder …”  A 
sob wracked her again.  “There were women with him.  
Cruel bitches, both of them.  They had guns.  They had 
knives.”  Her sentences came out choppy, in a rush.  “I 
couldn’t scream.  He put panties in my mouth … and 
then … he hurt Mandy.  He hurt her, John.  Then they 
left.  He tied me up and threw me in the closet.  He said 
he had special plans for ... for me.  He came back again.  
It was only a few minutes ago.  He was different.  I 
thought he would kill me, but he didn’t.  He was in a 
rage.  He began to beat me.  He hit me over and over … 
but he was in a hurry.  Then he threw me into the closet 
where you found me.  I couldn’t move, John.  I just 
couldn’t … Time seemed to stop.  Or something.”  

She stopped and took a deep breath, then remembered 
something else.  “He had a box.  A small one.  It had a 
digital clock or something behind a glass cover.  I could 
see it … through the slats in the closet door.  I saw it … 
after he …” 

“I know.  I know, babe.  Did he give any indication 
where he was going?”   



 

“No.  He said something about being a desert pig again 
… no, that’s not it.” 

Desert pig indeed, thought Boulder.  A feces wallowing 
desert swine.   

“Sandhog?” John asked.  A sand hog.  He decided he 
liked the irony of desert swine a lot better.  

“That’s it,” she said.   
“They’re the tunnel builders I was telling you about.  

He’s going to the water tunnel!  The box has to contain a 
trigger of some kind—Jen, I’ve got to go.  I’ll be back as 
soon as I can, I promise.”  

She reached for him.  “I know.  I know.”  With her own 
resilience hinting at itself, she said tonelessly, “You need 
to stop him.  He needs to be dead, John.  Dead.” 

He pulled himself away.  He needed to be with her.  
She needed him, but time was the enemy.  “I promise,” 
he said.  As he turned to go, an emotion boiling beyond 
determination, he also wondered if it was a pledge he 
could really hope to keep.  

 
  



 

Chapter Thirty Six 
 

rom the orbiting vantage point of the intelligence 
gathering satellite known as H167K, the ocean 
looked like many things.  The satellite had been 

built by Hughes Aerospace, denoted by the “H” in its 
identifier.  It was satellite number 167 of the K series, as 
designated by the Pentagon, which was the most recent, 
most sophisticated version yet produced.   

Through the optical camera lens, the ocean appeared 
to be just an ocean. Some areas were covered by clouds, 
speckled occasionally by tiny dark specks that moved 
slowly across its surface.  These, of course, were ships 
and boats.   

Seen through other sensors, the ocean changed 
colors.  Its many temperature variations were shown, 
which helped denote the depth of water and the action of 
surface currents, which could affect naval planning.  
Other sensors peered deep below the waves to the ocean 
bottom itself, mapping the terrain, which varied in the 
same ways as dry land, with hills and valleys, 
mountains, plateaus, and plains.   

The satellite could also examine with astonishing 
detail any oceangoing vessel.  For example, from the 
correct angle, it would easily read the name on the stern 
of even small boats, count the people on board, and even 
describe the clothing they wore or the lack thereof.  More 
importantly, the satellite’s sensors could record and 
catalog the heat signatures of the surface craft, 
recognizing the capabilities suggested by the category 
and class, and in the case of known and catalogued 
threat ships, their actual identities. 

There were 742 ships and boats of various sizes and 
descriptions between Bermuda and the U.S. mainland.  

F 



 

After eliminating oceangoing cargo ships from the scan, 
the number dropped to below 600.  Sailing craft, with 
sails of whatever size, furled or unfurled, brought the 
number down by another 156, which left only something 
over 400 surface craft of varying sizes to examine.  The 
process would take hours at most.   

In a small room in the Pentagon, satellite 
reconnaissance experts stared at a variety of 
computerized monitors.  Each examined different sectors 
of ocean.  Six highly trained technicians quickly, 
methodically worked their way through the vessels 
captured by H167K’s most recent pass.  Each vessel was 
quickly examined.  The technician used his mouse to 
draw a box around the boat.  This selected area was 
immediately zoomed, and the computer automatically 
worked to enhance the image.  Within moments, the 
vessel was either eliminated or slated for closer 
examination.  The only images maintained were for 
vessels between eighty and ninety-five feet in length.  To 
reject a ship as a potential target, the technician merely 
pressed the delete key while highlighting that tiny sector 
of ocean.  Thereafter, the computer system simply 
ignored that vessel.  It was still aware of its existence, 
but its image was deemed irrelevant.   

The arrival of AWACS sped the process even more.  
The plane with its revolving dome could examine in even 
greater detail any ship within its four-hundred-mile 
search pattern.  The E-3C arrived just five hours after 
the USS Fishburne began to churn at top speed for its 
tentative intercept bubble.  The Pentagon’s satellite 
intelligence experts quickly tasked the E-3 with specific 
sections of ocean to examine.  Each vessel within the 
AWACS’s constantly expanding, overlapping circles was 



 

catalogued and either accepted or rejected for surface 
examination.   

There was an assumption that the name on the yacht 
might have been changed or painted over.  Any number 
of things could have been accomplished to alter the 
Leila’s appearance since it had left Bermuda.  It was a 
necessary assumption.   

Inside the message center of the USS Fishburne, Lt. 
Sue Crowe stood quietly, watching her two technicians 
as they hunched over computer terminals, watching the 
messages flash.  She pulled absently at a wisp of raven 
hair and wished that she had even better-trained people 
to help handle all the message traffic.  Luckily, CIC, the 
Combat Information Center was next door, so the job of 
shuttling new and potentially valuable messages was 
handled quickly.   

The captain, as always, was amazingly cool under 
pressure.  He simultaneously organized and digested the 
volumes of information coming in from multiple sources.  
He did it while maintaining a sense of space and time as 
the search progressed across a surface map of a section 
of the Atlantic Ocean expressed in hundreds of 
thousands of square miles.  Crowe was pleased that she 
had been given so much autonomy, and resolved that 
she would be worthy of the responsibility.   

Thank God for computers, she thought, wondering how 
her predecessors had managed to handle this kind of 
search years ago.  She actually knew the answer, and 
often marveled at it.  In years past, message traffic had 
simply streamed in more slowly, since the entire system 
of gathering and disseminating it was not nearly so 
instantaneous.  In fact, the commanders of years past 
had made life-and-death decisions, and issued strategic 
action orders based on unavoidably incomplete 



 

information, relying in no small part on intuition and 
experience.   

Today the risk of failure was mostly bound up in the 
reality of information overload.  Frequently, information 
cascaded too quickly to digest.  Commanders absolutely 
had to separate chaff from wheat in the midst of fluid 
situations, and that often led to errors.  The lack of time 
needed for studied consideration created a different kind 
of stress, and it called for a different kind of command 
intuition. 

 
“Looks like we’re getting somewhere, people.”  
Captain Gregson pointed to the situation board, with 

a computer-generated image of the search area projected 
onto a large screen.  The image was a mirror of the 
original master search grid in the Pentagon’s satellite 
intelligence center.  Gregson and his officers were 
looking at the same image being studied and 
manipulated at the Pentagon, in real time.  It made for 
greater clarity and cohesion across the board.   

With a pointer in hand, Gregson walked to the board 
and outlined an area of ocean approximately one 
hundred miles forward and ten degrees left of 
Fishburne’s present course.   

“We’ll make for this location.” He tapped the board.  
His navigation officer quickly noted the grid coordinates, 
jotting them on a slip of paper.  “Here’s my thinking, and 
I want your comments, folks.  We’ll make an assumption, 
based on available intel, that our quarry has shown no 
signs of being spooked.  Mikhailovsky is not making 
evasive maneuvers or running at high speed for his 
destination.  Intel estimates his destination to be 
somewhere along this stretch of coastline.” Gregson 
indicated an area between Boston and Norfolk.  “Again, 



 

they think delivery is likely to be made as near as 
possible to any intended target city, which are ranked in 
this order: Washington, New York, Norfolk itself because 
of its naval facilities, then Boston.  Therefore, since we 
expect the yacht’s cruise speed to be a comfortable twelve 
to seventeen knots, we make its present position 
somewhere in this circle.” With the end of the pointer he 
drew a circle, which appeared on the touch sensitive 
screen.  “Now, in the event our thinking is wrong and our 
quarry is scooting like his hair is on fire, the circle gets 
larger.  So,” he said, drawing a wider circle, “this 
becomes our secondary search area.”  

“There are still a lot of potential targets in that search 
area, sir.  How quickly are they being weeded out?”   

“The process was very fast two hours ago, Mr.  Porter.  
It has necessarily slowed down now, because the satellite 
and AWACS techs are whittling the crowd down to logical 
high-priority possibilities.  It is regrettable that the 
Hughes satellite can’t get a better look at the sterns of 
the smaller craft.  The angle is too acute, and reordering 
the orbit to get a better view has been judged in 
Washington as disadvantageous.”  

“Why’s that, sir?  Aren’t we the hottest thing on the 
bird’s agenda right now?” 

“Yes, we are.  But it seems that some of our friends in 
Russia, Ukraine, and other former Soviet bloc nations 
are nervous since the word has filtered through various 
intelligence communities that something nuclear is up.  
The bird has to maintain its high-latitude sweeps to also 
keep track of some rather interesting repositioning of 
some of those forces—particularly, it seems, our Russian 
friends.  Diplomatic lines from China are jumping, and 
even friendly nations are becoming very curious.  So, the 
Pentagon doesn’t want to reposition the satellite, since 



 

doing so is itself an indication of our potential search 
grid.  We are attempting to be both effective and 
circumspect in our efforts.”  

“I thought the Russians were our friends on this.”  
“They are.  At the same time, there are some within 

the Russian military, its political hierarchy, and its 
intelligence services who may not share our common 
point of view.  In a word, someone inside Russia made 
the sale of those weapons possible—undoubtedly, 
several someones.  Imagine how badly they would like to 
beat us to them.  We could be outmatched in a hurry, if 
one of their boomers is nearby and finds him before we 
do.” 

“So, there is concern that this thing will get bigger?” 
“There always is, XO, there always is.  But generally 

speaking, the answer is no.” The Pentagon tells me the 
Russians have been extraordinarily cooperative in this 
situation.  Still, no prudent military commander, 
Russian or otherwise, would watch a nuclear threat 
develop without giving due consideration to the 
positioning of his own forces.  I know I wouldn’t.  Would 
you?”   

“No sir.  Absolutely not.”  
“Anyway, that’s why the bird won’t be given a more 

southern spin.  An Air Force AWACS is taking up the 
slack.”  

“Sir?”  It was Chief McSwain.  “What do we know about 
the yacht’s capabilities?” 

“Chief, the speed capability you already know.  It’s 
estimated to have a twenty-to twenty-five-knot top speed, 
which makes him almost as fast as we are.  It’s the Leila’s 
radar we cannot be sure of.  Our assumption is that it’s 
a good, modern commercial unit.  Which means it’s great 
on weather and good for surface ships, though without 



 

the range, resolution or discrimination we enjoy.  In 
short, he’ll know when we get within twenty miles of him.  
The question is whether he will consider us a threat or 
just another large ship.  Chances are pretty good that he 
won’t recognize us as a threat until we’re within good 
visual range.” 

“What then?” 
“Always with the hard questions, huh, Chief?”   
McSwain grinned.  “Sorry, sir.”  
“Not sure yet.  When I was a kid back in North 

Carolina, we used to go fishing in the creek.  Once in a 
while, we’d find something other than a fish.  Snapping 
turtles.  They’d hang around among the small bushes 
along the banks of the creek.  Good swimmers.  You 
could catch one easily enough.  Use a good, thick branch, 
about half as big around as your forearm.  Poke at him 
with it, and he’ll grab it in his mouth.  Wouldn’t let go 
without a lot of coaxing, either.  Catching snapping 
turtles was fun, but it was kinda like catching this guy.  
Once you’ve got him, whatcha gonna do with him?”   

“You could eat him.”  
“Yep.  Sometimes we did, too.  But mostly we just let 

him go, back then.  As for this guy, we will definitely eat 
him.  I just haven’t figured out how, yet.  ’Course, keep 
in mind, we have maybe five whole hours to decide on a 
target.  I think this whole operation will be over in less 
than twelve hours.” He looked at the faces before him.  
“Questions?  Comments.”  

“Yes sir.” George Azurak was one of his weapons 
officers.  He was on loan from the Navy, to bring the 
Coast Guard crew up to speed on the capabilities of the 
fire control systems, and their deployment for use in 
drug interdiction.  “A comment.” 

“Go ahead.”  



 

“We should have confirmation of the yacht’s identity 
when we’re still, say, sixty, seventy miles out…” 

“If AWACS does its job, that’s correct.”  
“The choppers, sir.  We can send the helicopters, drop 

a couple of torpedoes, and eliminate the problem.”  
“You’re forgetting, George, this ain’t the Navy—we 

don’t have any torpedoes.”  
“No sir.  I realize that, sir.  But the Navy can bring a 

couple of fish to us.  They can fly them in with fixed-wing 
aircraft.  Drop them by parachute.  Auto-float, and we’ll 
pick ’em up with our own helicopters and put ’em to 
work.”  

“If it comes to that, George, I’ll just ask the Navy to 
deliver those torpedoes directly to the yacht.  No 
middleman involved.  And it may come to that, though 
we hope not.  Our best scenario is to stop that yacht, 
board her and take control.  We have a lot more 
experience stopping and boarding water craft than the 
Navy does.  Failing that, we’ll sink it.”  

“Do we think they will allow us to board?” 
“That’s the highly explosive question of the day, now, 

isn’t it?  Finding that ship is not really a question—it’s 
almost found already.  It’s the interception that will be 
dicey.  Our psychologists say it’s doable.  Victor 
Mikhailovsky is not a terrorist, dedicated to some larger 
purpose like a holy war.  He’s just a criminal, an already 
rich thief.  He’s a black marketeer, along with his once 
highly respected and much decorated father.  The 
eggheads think he would rather live in jail than die at 
sea.”  

“Are we sure about that?” 
“Can we be sure?  Nuclear bomb sure?  Of course not.  

It’s that snapping turtle thing again.  We know we can 



 

catch him, but what are we gonna do with him once we 
do?”   

 
Victor Mikhailovsky was fidgeting in his skin.  He 

walked impulsively around the yacht, stopping for no 
reason to look at various meaningless items.  He stood 
for two full minutes looking at a brass clock with a 
barometer built into its face.  His restive presence cast a 
nervous pall over the main salon.   

“Victor, what’s wrong, honey?”  A petite brunette, 
whose name Victor forgot, had arisen from her sleep.  
She’d thrown a light robe over an orange bikini and 
approached with two cups of coffee in hand.  She offered 
one to him.  “You look kinda tense this morning.”  

“It is nothing,” Victor said.  “Nothing to worry you.  We 
will be in Massachusetts tomorrow evening.” He gave her 
a halfhearted hug with one arm, patted her derriere with 
mock affection and took a sip of coffee.  “The coffee is 
good.  Thank you.  Now, leave me.  I must think.”  

With a disappointed little scowl, the young woman 
padded away, leaving the ever more distant Victor to his 
taciturn thoughts.   

Victor was thinking with some amazement that things 
were going perfectly according to plan.  He was proud of 
his father.  Proud of his strategic thinking, his fine sense 
of planning.  And he was proud of himself for having 
carried out the mission without a flaw.   

And yet…the closer the yacht with its thinly disguised 
little band of black marketeers drew to the American 
mainland, the greater Victor’s sense of impending 
danger.   

He looked out over the western horizon and imagined 
an armada of warships bristling with guns, just out of 
sight.  He envisioned a squadron of warplanes to come 



 

screaming in at him just above the waves to blast him 
out of the water.  He suddenly wanted to grab the wheel 
of the yacht and turn it, to make zigzags in his course as 
if to throw off pursuers who were not there.  He knew it 
would be a pointless exercise.  There was no pursuit.  
There were no warships, no supersonic fighter-bombers 
diving out of the sun.  Making zigs and zags on the 
featureless surface of the Atlantic would only prolong his 
time at sea.  He listened suddenly to the steady drone of 
the yacht’s two diesel engines.  Was that a miss?  Was 
one of his engines developing a problem?  Ignition?  
Maybe a fuel line?  He shook himself mentally.  This was 
ridiculous.  The engines sounded perfect.  But, he asked 
himself, what would he do if an armada blocked his 
path?  He began to formulate a plan, just in case.   

 
The armada was one small ex-Navy warship and it had 

not yet found Mikhailovsky.  The U.S. Navy would have 
been there in force, but it took time to position naval 
assets, and naval fleets were engaged faraway in places 
like the Persian Gulf and the Indian Ocean.  The USS 
Ranger and its battle group were on their way back from 
a tour of duty near the Hormuz Strait, but they were still 
hundreds of miles off the coast of Florida.  There was no 
way they could get to the Fishburne’s mission bubble in 
time.  Gregson actually doubted whether its aircraft 
would be available.  So, the ‘armada’ that approached the 
nuclear–bomb-smuggling yacht was a single aged frigate, 
mostly unarmed except for the wit and experience of its 
Coast Guard captain and crew.  Their job, by 
constitutional fiat, was to protect the coast and that they 
would surely do.  One way or another, Captain Gregson 
told himself.  One way or the other.   



 

Lt. J.G.  Billy Caruso sat at his accustomed radar 
position.  The USS Fishburne’s radar capabilities far 
exceeded the impressive array that had been at his 
disposal on the cutter Harrison.  He was looking at a 
combination display.  His own shipboard radar imaging 
was displayed in light blue.  Images generated by a high-
flying E-3C AWACS were depicted in yellow.  From 
AWACS he was receiving a created picture of the ocean 
far in front of him, a picture generated and manipulated 
by the technicians on the spy plane.  The primary bubble 
or circle of ocean being searched by AWACS and the 
Hughes satellite in space was being transmitted to his 
screen, delineated by a drawn circle in yellow that moved 
closer as the Fishburne closed in from the southwest.  As 
Fishburne drew closer, some of the surface targets 
captured by its own shipboard sensors appeared and 
were superimposed on the images sent down from the 
aircraft.  The initial section of that primary search bubble 
was now merging with Caruso’s own depiction and his 
excitement increased.   

“Captain, we have image merge.” Caruso spoke 
quietly, his calm giving no indication of his own growing 
exhilaration.   

“Thank you.” To his air boss, Gregson said, “Let’s get 
two helicopters up now.  Send them ahead.  Vector them 
to the most likely targets, and piggyback their pictures 
to Caruso and Crowe.  Make the relays back to the 
Pentagon automatic.  I want the Puzzle Palace to see 
what we see in real time.” 

“Aye sir.” The air boss barked into a microphone that 
broadcasted over loudspeakers in the fore and aft hangar 
sections of the ship.  “Launch Helos One and Two.  Put 
Three on alert five.  Ready Four and Five.  Make sure all 
helos have solid telemetry.  Fly safe.”  



 

It was the air boss’s habit to close all launch orders 
with his admonition to “fly safe.” Every military pilot of 
any stripe would fly hard, take risks when necessary and 
sometimes when it was not and would push the 
performance envelope to get the job done.  His last 
instruction was his way of reminding his men that he 
wanted them to return to the ship.  He counted their 
safety highest among his callings.  In the business of 
saving lives, it was vital to fly safely in order to fly another 
day.   

The rotors on two Dauphin helicopters began to turn 
simultaneously.  The crews went quickly through their 
checklists.  As enlisted crew members ensured that the 
tie-down clamps were free and that all loose objects were 
secure and systems operational, the pilot and copilot 
checked turbine temperatures, power settings, control 
responses, and blade speeds.  No caution lights, 
everything green and good to go.  Collectives increased 
as one.  Both helicopters lifted from the aft pads and 
tilted forward as they departed the ship.  They turned in 
formation to pass the bridge en route to the target 
coordinates.  It would not take long.  The search had 
been whittled down to a mere twenty-odd craft within the 
search bubble.   

Considering that the twenty-plus boats were at least 
twenty miles apart from one another, the search area still 
covered hundreds of square miles.  Each Guard 
helicopter was tasked to examine five suspect craft.  
Those with measured surface speeds in excess of ten 
knots were selected, the assumption being that 
Mikhailovsky would be making a cruise speed run for the 
mainland.  With any luck at all, the Leila would be found 
within two hours.   

One hour later.  



 

“You have our targets on the screen?”  Helicopter pilot 
Alan Levenson in Helo One had been in the Guard for 
nine years.  He lived to fly helicopters.  He really liked 
serving his country in the Coast Guard, but he loved 
flying helicopters.  The copilot used a small joystick on a 
tiny console between them to position the cursor over the 
first of their search targets.  Course heading and 
distance to target were immediately displayed on their 
HUD, or heads-up display.  The pilot glanced at his new 
course heading and made the tiny adjustments 
necessary to intercept.   

Within minutes the boat became visible to the eye, a 
small speck in the water, twelve miles ahead.  It was their 
fourth boat in the mission package.  The helicopter 
dropped to a height just above the waves and swung 
around in a circle in order to mask its direction of 
approach.   

“If it’s our guy, we want him to think we are coming 
from a position directly in front of him.  If we can get him 
to change course—or, better yet, slow down—we’ll 
improve our chances of making a clean intercept for the 
ship.” 

“Roger that.” The copilot busied himself with the 
highly detailed display before him.  He selected the gyro-
stabilized camera.  “I need fifty feet, Al.”  

Without a word, Levenson popped the helicopter up to 
an altitude of fifty feet above the water’s surface.  They 
were tired and excited, a strange cocktail of hormones for 
the body to assimilate.  One, then another and a third 
boat had been located and dismissed as their quarry. 
After a couple of moments, the copilot grunted.   

“That’s not him.”  
“Sure?”   



 

“Yep.  Long sleek, looks really expensive.  I think it’s a 
Lurssen.  Beautiful yacht, but it’s not the guy.  Moving 
to number five.”  

Ten minutes later, “I like this guy, Al.”  
“Why’s that, Don?”  Don Carter was a competent 

helicopter copilot and an outstanding systems officer.  If 
he said he liked a target for whatever reason, Al Levenson 
was ready to believe him.   

“Instinct, I guess.  The guy’s been driving straight as 
an arrow—steady sixteen knots ever since we painted 
him.  No deviation at all.  Like he has someplace to go 
and wants to get there today.”  

“Autopilot.”  
“No doubt.  Might not mean anything.  Just a feeling.  

Besides, he’s dead on the right size, and from here he 
looks close to the right shape.  I need a little altitude for 
the camera.”  

“You got it.”  
“This could be him.  If so, intel was wrong about the 

type.  Looks like a Palmer Johnson to me.  It’s a motor 
cruiser.  It sits low, so we’ll have to make a pass to read 
the stern.” 

“Wait a minute, Don.  If you’re right and intel was 
wrong about the type, we are in deep, deep shit.  It means 
any one of dozens of rejected targets could be the right 
one.”  

“I thought about that.  I sure hope not.  It’s just that 
… well, I don’t know.  Let’s give this guy a close look, 
okay?  If I’m right, it won’t matter.”  

“I sure hope you’re right, Don.  We’ll be heading back 
to the ship soon for gas anyway.”  

“Yeah.” He adjusted the resolution on the camera, 
zooming in for closer detail.   



 

The helicopter was positioned directly in front of the 
approaching yacht and a bit over ten miles away.  
Levenson climbed to an altitude of just over two 
thousand feet and drove directly toward the yacht.  If 
they were correct, they’d know in a couple of minutes.   

 
Victor Mikhailovsky heard the beat of rotor blades in 

the distance.  They were growing closer.  He had a 
sinking feeling.  He ran out of the main salon and 
sprinted up a gangway to the bridge.   

“Where is it?”   
“Directly ahead of us.  It approached from the west, 

directly in our path.  And it draws closer, Victor.”  
“Shit!” 
“What should we do?  Shall we take it down?  We have 

stingers.”  
“No.  Not yet.  First let us see what kind of helicopter 

it is.  Give me the binoculars.”  
The bright reddish-orange helicopter quickly closed 

the distance with the yacht.  Through the binoculars, 
Victor could see the two pilots in the front as it flew 
overhead.  The young women had also run out of the 
main salon and from their staterooms onto the deck.   

“Wave to them!” shouted Victor.  “Be friendly!”  
The women waved to the helicopter as it passed 

overhead.  It did not stop but continued flying beyond 
the yacht as though headed for some distant midocean 
destination.   

“Here,” said Victor.  “Keep an eye on him.  If he 
returns, shoot him.”  

 
There it was.  In bright white script on the dark blue 

of the yacht’s stern, the name was Leila.   



 

“Got you, you bastard!” Al Levenson spoke into his 
mouthpiece.  “Fishburne, Fishburne, are you getting 
this?”   

On the USS Fishburne, Billy Caruso grinned from ear 
to ear.  A slaved image of the helicopter’s camera picture 
was imposed on the status board, which was in turn 
relayed back to AWACS, and from the airborne 
observatory to the Pentagon itself, all of it happening in 
real time.  Jubilation ran through the ship, through the 
spy plane, and was being felt in the Pentagon as well.   

“Well, Mr.  Snapping Turtle,” breathed Captain J.  T.  
Gregson, “I have you.  Now, what will I do with you?”   

 
Victor Mikhailovsky simplified Gregson’s decision.  

“This is not good,” he said to one of his men.  “Not good.”  
“But he kept flying.  He appeared to show no interest 

in us whatever.”  
“Yes, but let me ask you something.  Where do you 

think he came from?  Where?”  Victor turned; his arm 
outstretched toward the western horizon.  “He came from 
that direction.  We are still a long distance from the 
mainland.  The helicopter, any helicopter, has limited 
range.  That particular helicopter came from a ship.  A 
ship!  Do you understand what that means?”  He did not 
wait for an answer.  “It means that he was looking for 
something.  Maybe for us!  And if so, he has found us.”  

“Perhaps not, Victor.  Perhaps he was en route to 
search for a ship in distress, a pleasure craft much like 
this one.  Perhaps many things, Victor.”  

“Perhaps, perhaps.  Per----haps!  Are you suggesting 
that I continue with that as my assumption?  Am I to 
assume, while carrying nuclear bombs to our militant 
client in America, that America is not just possibly 
looking for me?  For you?  For all of us?  Is that to be my 



 

assumption?!”  He was shouting.  “Change our heading, 
Dmitri.  Come left twenty-five degrees to a heading of two 
five five.  Increase speed.  Give me everything.  I want 
speed.  I want to be away from this spot.  In one hour, 
make another course correction: thirty-five degrees, right 
to two nine zero.  And look lively at the radar, Dimitri.  If 
you see any sign of ships, any sign at all, take evasive 
action immediately!”  

“Sure, Victor.  Sure.” The engines surged, and the 
motor sailor’s pointed bow sliced through the waves with 
more than twenty knots of forward speed.  The water 
curled back from the bow, high and clean.  Spray mixed 
with the breeze in his face, and Victor felt better simply 
by having taken action.   

 
Aboard the Fishburne, Billy Caruso chuckled out 

loud.  The yacht Leila was highlighted now in the center 
of his radar screen.  All other image returns from all 
other sources had been dimmed.  “Look at him.  He’s 
running.  Making a turn to the left, right for us.  This is 
great!”  

“He’s trying to vacate the area where he was spotted, 
as we’d hoped.  With any luck, he’ll hold that course for 
an hour or more.  Give us time to get closer.  Meantime, 
recall the helos.  Refuel them and have them ready to go.  
We’ll begin to corral his dumb ass in a little while.  It’ll 
be dark in a few hours.  I’d like to immobilize him by 
then.”  Gregson turned to his communications officer.  
“Anything on the radio?  Has he tried to call anyone?”   

“Not a peep, sir.” 
“Good.  Surprising, but good.  Put a scrambler on him.  

Let’s make sure he only broadcasts static.  But save any 
signals he does make in the system.”  He smiled for the 
first time in hours.  “All ahead, full.  Mr. Porter, plot me 



 

an intercept course, assuming our turtle adjusts his 
course anytime between thirty minutes from now and 
two hours.  Assume his next turn will be back to his right 
toward his destination.  Give me angles.  Make me an 
intercept bubble that puts me within fifty miles of him.  
Monitor his progress and let me know when that will 
happen.  I would love to give him a visual of us before 
the sun goes down.” 

“Well, sir, unless he turns tail or heads due north, I 
think we can make that happen.” 

“Very well.  “I’ll be handy, between Con and the hangar 
deck.  I want to thank that helo crew myself.  Good work, 
everyone.  In the meantime, the bridge is yours.”  

 
  



 

Chapter Thirty Seven  
 

he pedestrian plaza outside Manhattan’s famed 
Lincoln Center swarmed with people: walking, 
jogging, or just sitting around chatting or 

snacking.  The sound of nearby helicopter blades was 
something out of the ordinary.  People along Broadway 
and Sixty-fifth Street expected to hear the blat of horns 
and the occasional screech of tires.  So, when the whop-
whop-whop of the Bell Jet Ranger suddenly grew loud 
and close, a few of the crowd ran as though from tear 
gas, while others stood in stupefaction, mouths open and 
necks craned upward.  Most of the people simply moved 
aside to give the machine a wide berth and shielded their 
eyes from the maelstrom of dust and grit and candy 
wrappers thrown up and swirled by the vortex of the 
rotor blades. 

Those nearest the street heard the roar of a police car 
and the screech and slide of its tires on the pavement as 
it mounted the sidewalk and disgorged a single 
passenger.  John Boulder emerged from the car, 
slammed the door hurriedly and sprinted for the 
chopper.   

The pilot held the helicopter in a hover a couple of feet 
above the concrete.  John climbed aboard, and almost 
before he was inside the Bell began to rise.  John 
strapped himself into the backseat and put on a pair of 
headphones, then plugged the jack into the available 
receptacle and keyed the intercom. 

“Thanks for the pickup.”  
The NYPD pilot acknowledged him with a nod, and as 

they cleared the top of the nearest building the pilot tilted 
the rotor forward and pulled a bit more collective.  The 
helicopter surged ahead.  Within moments the East River 
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came into view.  Sitting in the middle of the river like a 
giant green barge was Roosevelt Island.   

Roosevelt Island was a residential oasis amid the 
bustle of New York City.  Access to the island was only 
by tram or subway.  Or boat perhaps, though there was 
no regularly scheduled shuttle service and the river was 
too busy with ship traffic and too narrow, to allow a 
marina.  What Roosevelt Island had was location, 
location, and of course location.  The view to the west 
was magnificent, with the sun setting nightly behind the 
looming skyscrapers of Manhattan, and the tiny island 
was sheltered from the strongest westerly winds by those 
same tall buildings.   

It also happened that Roosevelt Island sat atop the 
deepest point in the entire new water tunnel system.  
From the surface down to the main water chamber was 
a vertical excavation of more than seven hundred feet—
more than seventy stories. 

From his vantage point in the helicopter, John 
Boulder could see another helicopter, a civilian version 
of the old reliable UH-1, Huey.  The larger Bell came to a 
stop with its nose high.  Dust whirled upward.  A door 
opened and fully armed Emergency Service police from 
the NYPD poured out of it.  Within moments, the elite 
officers had taken up positions around the water tunnel 
entrances. 

John stepped out of the Jet Ranger and approached 
the tunnel foreman, who was walking quickly toward 
him. 

“Anyone been through here lately?” 
“Sure, we just sent a new crew down.  Forty men.” 
“Did you know all of them?” 



 

“Sure, I guess.  I didn’t take much notice.  There’s been 
a coupla new guys around for the last week or so. City 
inspectors.  They got hard hats and ID says they are.” 

“Great.  Just great.”  John turned to the police squad 
commander at his elbow.  “Nobody comes out of that hole 
without you stop them and cops check ’em first.” 

“It’s done.” 
To the foreman John said, “I need a list of all 

equipment and supply shipments from the last three to 
five days.” 

The foreman tapped the clipboard in his hand.  “Right 
here.” 

John began to scan the pages, running his fingers 
down the list as he read.  There were several single 
spaced pages listing inventory shipments expected, 
shipments received and their disposition.  Delivery after 
delivery of concrete mix, rebar, and other basic building 
materials had arrived.  There were also references to 
crates of machinery.   

“Give me some idea about the sizes of these things,” 
said John.  “We’re looking for a fairly large container.” 

The foreman pointed with his finger.  “Well, that’s a 
drill.  It’s about as long as you are tall, not as big around, 
though.  And these here are things like bolts and bits 
and clamps.  They come in small boxes…about yea big.”  
He demonstrated with his hands.  “And these two things 
come in crates—big ones.  You or I could get into those 
crates.  Be a tight fit, though.” 

“What’s in ’em?” 
“Well, this one here, I know the men have used 

already.  We needed it quick to finish a job.  It’s a big 
cap.  Big, made for a pipe about four foot across.  A 
pressure cap.  It’s heavy as hell and strong.  I watched 
’em put that cap on one of the pipes myself.”  



 

“And the other crate?” 
“Oh, just a bunch of spare parts.  Stuff we won’t need 

for months, at least.  We put it in some storeroom 
somewhere.” 

“Where!” demanded Boulder.  “Where.  It’s important.” 
John couldn’t know for sure how important the box 
might be, but it was the only thing on the list that the 
foreman seemed to have no clear knowledge of. 

“Hell, I don’t know.  It could be just about anywhere.” 
“Think man, think.  Where do you think it might be?”  

The impatience on John’s face was evident.  Time was 
ticking by and he had no way of knowing how critical the 
situation really was.  Had Al-Rashid already been there 
and begun the countdown sequence, or was he still on 
the way—or, better yet, still underground somewhere in 
the vast tunnel system?  The uncertainties, combined 
with the tantalizing nearness of his quarry, pulled 
urgently at him like a tether, demanding actions and 
decisions without allowing him the time for either.   

The foreman scratched his head, trying to remember.  
He pinched one ear.  “I remember the box, all right, but 
it beats me… Ah, if I remember right, it said something 
on the side like ‘spare valves’…or maybe ‘switches.’ Was 
it switches?  I’m not real sure.  We got a lot of that stuff 
down there, tucked away in one storeroom or another for 
someday down the road.” 

“Damn it, man…”  
“Well, if it was switches and valves, they’d most likely 

have to be down in the main chamber.  Switches and 
valves small enough to fit in a crate that size would have 
to be down there in the main valve chamber.  They’d be 
for the actuators for the big valves, most likely.” 

“Where would…” John began, and then it came to him.  
He himself had seen that crate or one like it before…in a 



 

storeroom behind the control room for the main 
chamber!  He and Vic Potter and Ed Winshell had been 
interrupted before they had a chance to open it up and 
check it out!  Oh, God in heaven, why hadn’t he checked 
out that crate!  But for a few seconds more, Al-Rashid’s 
whole scheme might have collapsed like a house of cards.  
He calmed himself.  Maybe they would simply find a very 
large box full of switches and valve actuators and simple 
bathroom light bulbs.   

John turned to the police Emergency Service squad 
commander.   

“How long will it take to get the bomb squad over 
here?”   

“About thirty seconds, sir.  Some of the city’s best men 
are in that truck, right over there.”  

“Tell them to meet me at the elevator.” 
  The Captain barked in his shoulder mike, adjusted 

the M-4 slung across his chest and pointed.  Bomb 
squad officers shouldered duffel bags and sprinted to the 
huge lift. 

“Come on.” John bolted for the elevator shaft.   
Members of the bomb squad sprinted got there just 
ahead of him and the foreman.  The elevator descended.   

After so many trips down into the bowels of the water 
tunnel project, he had almost become accustomed to the 
strangeness of the ride.  Past four levels, all light faded 
and for long seconds it was almost as through the 
elevator had stopped moving.  Again, it was eerie.  Then 
light began to filter in around the bottom of the huge 
elevator, and it wheezed to a stop.   

The men raced to the main chamber storeroom.   
There was no longer any mystery about what was in 

the crate.  The wooden sides had been knocked aside.  



 

What sat in the middle of the floor of the small storeroom 
was a gleaming metallic cylinder. 

On one end was a red circular plug.  In the center of 
the plug was a five-character LED display.  Numbers and 
letters were ratcheting in a steady, unreadable stream 
through each of the five positions.  Below the cluster of 
blinking LEDs was a timer.  The timer was ticking down: 
55 minutes, 53 seconds; 52…51…50…49…48… The 
device was elegantly designed.  There were no wires 
protruding, no obvious switches or controls to 
manipulate on the outside of its surface.  The bomb was 
simply a long, round cylinder with an electronic timer 
screwed into its end. 

He had lost again!  John knew it in the pit of his 
stomach.   

The men stood there looking at it for moments, 
realizing what it was.  John turned to the ranking officer 
from the bomb squad.  “Can you defuse it?” 

“I don’t know.  I mean, no.  We probably can’t defuse 
it, not in time anyway.  But maybe we can deactivate the 
timer, which would be just as good.”  He bent to examine 
the device without touching it.  He said, “It is a devilishly 
clever thing.  There are no wires to trace, therefore none 
to cut.  Everything’s inside.” He shook his head and 
stood to try to explain.  “Look, it may be possible.  It’s a 
sure bet that we cannot attempt to destroy the timer or 
simply unscrew it from the cylinder.  I’d bet my granny’s 
panties that if the rear of the clock casing ceases to make 
contact with the interior of the device, bang.  Even worse, 
the connection might break with the mere turning of the 
casing.  What we have to do is figure out the five-digit 
code first.  If we can do that, we can stop the timer.  And 
that would be almost as good as defusing it…maybe.  We 
could reset the timer and keep resetting it until we can 



 

actually defuse it or get better people in here to do the 
job.”  

“Can you do it?” 
“There are electrical contacts here.  Tommy, hand me 

the computer.  This little thing is small but fairly fast.  It 
can generate possible combinations rather quickly, but 
we have to tell the computer what to do first.”  

“How long with it take?”   
He made a few quick keystrokes.  “There.  Done.  We 

already have algorithms programmed into this little 
darlin’, designed to ferret out number codes.  But that’s 
only part of the problem—potentially, at least.  He has 
almost certainly mixed numbers and letters, so our 
problem becomes exponentially more difficult and, 
therefore it’ll be slower.” 

John began to understand the complexity.  “How can 
we tell if he used letters, too?”   

“We can’t.  We have to assume that he has.  Let’s say 
we try combinations of numbers, plus number and letter 
combinations, but there are no letters.  We waste a lot of 
time, right?  On the other hand, if we try combinations 
without letters and he used them…well, you get the idea.  
We’d never get the code.” 

“Doesn’t sound possible.”  
“And the worst part is this.  If I were designing this 

thing, for deactivation, I would have put a safety circuit 
right into these two contacts, where we connect to the 
timer.  And I’d require a small current to be played into 
it, at a specific value.  That small current is what would 
or would not allow this computer, for example, to 
actually access the timer.  Kind of like an electronic key.  
In other words, just because we’re tied into the terminals 
doesn’t necessarily mean we’re talking to the actual 
timer.  We get continuity, but we have no way of knowing 



 

if he’s built a key into the circuit, and if he has, we have 
no way of knowing what voltage will let us in.  It’s more 
trial and error, and that means more time.” 

“Maybe he didn’t do that.” 
“Yeah, maybe not.  But we have to assume he did.  I 

would.  It would be a fairly elementary safeguard for this 
level of sophistication.”  He noted Boulder’s narrowed, 
anxious look and offered a small smile of 
encouragement.  “We’ll get past the voltage key.  It’s the 
timer code I’m concerned about.” 

John had a passing acquaintance with computers, but 
he felt way out of his element.  Still, there was the 
immediate real-time pressure created by the busy ticking 
off of the timer numbers in front of them.   

John asked, “How long will it take for your computer 
to figure it out?”   

The bomb squad leader cast him a faintly sardonic 
sidelong glance.  “Well, here’s the situation.  This is a 
hybrid timer/trigger.  Meaning it combines electronic 
controls with mechanical switches inside the unit.  The 
electronics are essentially instantaneous, gaps of time 
expressed in thousandths, even millionths of seconds.  
The mechanical switches, on the other hand have to 
move, to physically move in order to accomplish a 
connection.  Or more to the point, a disconnection.”  

He continued.  “Now, what that means for us on the 
outside trying to get in is this: Say we’re standing outside 
the doorway of a house.  We try a new combination on 
the lock and then we have to tug or pull on the lock to 
see if we got it right.  It’s the tugging and the pulling, the 
mechanical action that takes the real time.  Computers 
measure time in teeny tiny pieces, but since there is the 
need to accomplish something mechanical, namely, to 
cause a tiny motor inside that bomb to actually move the 



 

explosive triggering charge physically away from its very 
precise position, that piece of time, which probably 
amounts to only several thousanths of a second, is what 
will slow us down.  Got me so far?” 

John nodded. 
“Good.  The computer can try maybe twenty-five 

possible combinations and movement commands per 
second, which is a whole lot faster than we could do it by 
hand, of course.” 

“Yeah.” John was impressed. 
“It’s pretty damn slow, all the same.  I’d say we could 

use a lot of luck here.  Consider each of those five-digit 
positions.  There are thirty-six possibilities, represented 
by ‘A’ through ‘Z’ and the numbers zero through nine.  
Two positions squares it.  Three cubes it, and so on.  The 
number of possibilities is thirty-six to the fifth power, 
which is something on the order of sixty and a half 
million.  Multiplied by something.  It’s a big number.” 
John wasn’t feeling so impressed anymore.  “Now, follow 
me on this.  We can try about twenty-five of those 
combinations every second, and the computer is doing 
that now.  It means the computer will be able to run 
through 60 and a half million possible combinations in 
2 million 418 thousand 600-odd seconds.” His fingers 
touched a couple of computer keys.  “That’s 40 thousand 
310 minutes, which is 671 hours plus.  And that means, 
John, that about twenty-eight days from now our little 
computer will be able to check out all the possible codes.  
And try to turn the door knob each time.” 

“Oh.” 
“Yep.  And that’s not the worst part,” said the bomb 

squad leader.  And despite the tension of the situation, 
he grinned. 

“No?” 



 

“Nope.  No, John, the batteries on my little computer 
won’t last that long.  Heh, heh.” He and the other 
members of the bomb detail thought that was a good one.  
He stuck out his hand.  “By the way, the name’s Larry.” 

John was not laughing.  “We’re screwed.” 
“Yeah well, maybe so.  I’d say we could use a little luck.  

We could hit the right number in a minute or so.  Hey, 
you never know.  It’s sorta like playing the lottery, only 
the odds are worse.” 

“Yeah,” chimed in one of the other bomb squad cops, 
“and if you lose, you never even know it.” 

At this, the men of the bomb squad laughed again.  It 
was gallows humor—a needed tension breaker.  The 
laugh came and went quickly. Each of the men 
understood the gravity of the situation.  This was not 
somebody’s amateurish effort at basement bomb 
making. 

“See John, the problem is this.  When we build a 
bomb—nations, I mean: the U.S., Britain, China and so 
on—we make sure it’s defusable.  Just in case.  There 
are procedures for defusing every sophisticated nation 
bomb made.  You just might have to defuse your own 
bomb someday—know what I mean?” 

John nodded.  “Makes sense.” 
“Yeah.  Well, whoever built this bomb is not tied to any 

such rules.  They can build a bomb, any kind of bomb 
and if they want to; they can make it virtually impossible 
to disarm.  They can build a dozen different triggers into 
the thing, each designed to make the device pop because 
they really want it to go off.  Each trigger represents a 
corridor in the maze.  Unlike a mouse, we have to pick 
the right corridor the first time, every time, without a 
blueprint.  We have to do it without a schematic or even 
a conversation with the builder to see how he thinks.  It’s 



 

tough, but we do it.  And we win most of the time because 
we study hard to keep up on the latest tricks.  We even 
develop new tricks of our own.” 

“You develop tricks terrorists might use?”   
“Sure, all the time.  We sorta figure that we’re not the 

only smart guys around.  If we can think it up, so can 
the bad guys—and sooner or later they will.  The problem 
is when they think up something new before we do.  
Fortunately, that doesn’t happen very often.  But when 
it does, sometimes somebody dies.” 

“Is this bomb that clever?” 
“No.  I don’t think so.  But it is smart.  The designer 

understood the time and location situation very, very 
clearly.  Time and location.” 

“We don’t have much time.” 
“Right.  We probably don’t have enough time to figure 

out the code.  He didn’t give us enough; there was no 
reason to.  All he needed was enough time to get out of 
the hole, once he was committed to exploding it.  So, the 
designer covered the time problem very well.  As for 
location, we tend to think in terms of moving bombs to 
safe locations where they can explode and do no harm.  
We pretty obviously do not have enough time to take this 
device to any kind of nuclear-safe underground site.  
Can’t take it to the police bomb disposal range above 
ground, for obvious reasons.  So, if it goes, this is as safe 
a place as we could ask for.  So, moving it is not an 
option.  He picked the perfect location.”  

“And if it goes, Al-Rashid gets his wish.  He gets to ruin 
the water supply for millions of people and either destroy 
the city or slowly kill people who drink the water.” 

“Exactly.  Smart, huh.” 
“Yeah.  Smart.” 



 

“There IS a way to defuse it that would work really 
well.” 

“What’s that?”   
“You go catch the bad guy and make him give you the 

number.  You do that, John Boulder.  Would you, 
please?”   

“Yeah.” John hated Hassan al-Rashid in that moment 
more than ever.  He hated him the way he hated cancer.  
The way he hated someone who would rape a little girl.  
He hated him because Al-Rashid was simply bad.  He 
had no soul, no humanity.  It was an unspeakably cruel 
thing to take the lives of innocent people, to take away 
from them everything and everyone in their lives just to 
make a political point.  Young boys with dreams of 
catching for the Yankees, who liked pizza and girls in 
pleated skirts.  Women who hoped to start their own 
business.  Or have a baby.  Men who fixed cars, fought 
fires, or picked up the garbage on Mondays.  Al-Rashid 
had killed babies, babies with all the tender, clinging 
possibilities of life, simply snuffed out.   

“Tell you what, Larry.  It sounds pretty hopeless.” 
“Look at it this way, John.  Given the time we have to 

work—a little less than an hour—we do have a slim 
chance of getting it right, and that’s enough for us to 
keep trying.  It’s what we do.  It’ll get kinda tense in here 
when time starts getting short.  What I wouldn’t give for 
a really deep, empty hole in the ground to dump this 
thing into.” 

Boulder couldn’t stay any longer anyway, not because 
he was afraid, though he was.  It seemed apparent to him 
that the bomb squad might fail, but he also knew that 
Hassan al-Rashid had to be nearby.  This was a sixty-
minute timer, which meant it had to have been started 



 

only a few short minutes ago.  And Al-Rashid could not 
have gotten out the way John and his men came in.   

“Look guys. Larry.  If nothing good happens in ten 
minutes or so, get the hell out of here.  You won’t be able 
to stop the bomb, and the tunnel system will contain the 
blast.  Just get the hell out and let the politicians worry 
about how to tell the people.” 

“It doesn’t work that way, John.  What if the computer 
finds the right combination just five minutes before 
ignition?  Or three minutes?  Or even thirty seconds 
before it goes?  It’ll take me maybe two seconds to reset 
the timer.  We’d avoid the blast and have a handle on 
this thing.  That’s called victory.  We like winning.  Know 
what I mean?  No.  One of us will have to stay with this 
thing right down to bang-bang time and just hope we 
make it.” 

“Well, that just blows.” 
“Indeed,” another wry grin.  “Welcome to the bomb 

squad.” 
John heard the words and appreciated anew the whole 

concept of dedication.  He had always considered himself 
dedicated to his country and his ideals, but he had to 
wonder if he could stand as calmly as this lieutenant and 
simply discuss the fact that his decision to try to save 
the innocent population above from the prospect of 
nuclear disaster could—and probably would—mean his 
own death. 

“Oh, you mean someone has to commit suicide,” John 
said.  “No sir.  I want you out of here.  All of you.  We 
don’t need any more dead heroes.  Just do it.  That’s an 
order.” 

“Okay,” said the bomb squad lieutenant.  “Sure.”  
“I mean it.  It’s an order, Lieutenant.”  



 

“Yes sir.”  Lt. Larry Mason gave John a small salute, 
and shook his hand.  “Go get him.  Okay?”   

 
  



 

Chapter Thirty Eight 
 

ohn keyed his two-way.  “Emergency eight.  
Emergency eight.”  

“E-eight, go ahead, John.” 
“Has anyone exited this tunnel in the last seven or 

eight minutes?” 
“That’s a negative.” 
“Okay, start clearing everybody out of the complex.  

Get everybody moving.  And keep them all contained, too, 
till we sort out who’s who.  We’ve got a few minutes to 
get everybody clear.  I don’t think the man we’re looking 
for has had time to get out.”  

In answer, the air in the tunnel filled with the blaring 
of claxons.  The noise was deafening in the close 
confines, and there was no mistaking the urgency of the 
wailing alarm.  Men, most of whom had no idea what was 
really going on, began running for the elevator.  They 
were all too aware of the many potential everyday 
dangers presented by the complex and dangerous jobs 
they did.  So, when the claxons sounded, they made for 
the exits with alacrity.   

John Boulder watched the faces of the men as they 
ran past him, hoping to spot Al-Rashid among the group.  
Nothing.  He had the anxious, desperate feeling that Al-
Rashid was getting away again.  He was down to playing 
a hunch.   

John headed down the open tunnel at a trot, running 
into the fading light of the miles-long excavation.  As he 
ran farther in, it occurred to him that if Al-Rashid was 
hiding out there in the tunnel, John would be a splendid 
target, nicely backlit by the lights behind him.  He shook 
off the thought.  There was no remedy, but realizing it 
did cause his feet to hit the concrete floor a little faster.  

J 



 

Besides, Al-Rashid would be trying to get clear of the 
tunnels.   

Then, in the distance, near the edge of real darkness, 
he saw movement! 

“Hey-y-y!” he shouted. 
The figure began to run.  John favored his injured side 

but just gutted the pain and ran after him. 
“Al-Rashid!” 
The answer was a pistol shot.   
“Hassan Al-Rashid,” he roared, “you can’t hide any 

longer! The bomb explodes in minutes!” 
Another shot reverberated down the concrete corridor 

with a loud whanging sound.  Sparks flew as the bullet 
pinged off the smooth wall of the water tunnel.  The main 
tunnel continued out of sight into the darkness ahead of 
him.  John spotted Al-Rashid’s quick, darting jump as 
suddenly, the man leaped left into a smaller connecting 
tunnel. 

John made the turn too, banged painfully into the 
corner, and dodged again, weaving as another 
ricocheting bullet zipped past.  His injured hip collided 
with the wall, and he grunted at the jagged shard of pain.   

Ahead, John could see the slim twelve-foot-wide 
vertical shaft in which he had ridden the suspended 
bucket only two days ago.  He suddenly realized that 
once the claxons sounded, anyone guarding it in the 
lower levels would have pulled out.  The only security 
remaining would be at the surface. 

He tried to remember how the shaft, the bucket, the 
catwalk, and the short tunnel were designed.  The 
walkway, if he remembered right, made one final sharp 
turn before opening out into the cave-like pit where the 
shaft reached this level, where he and Al-Rashid now 



 

were.  John crept cautiously to the last bend and looked 
carefully around it toward the shaft. 

Al-Rashid was there, crouched at the precipice of the 
vertical shaft.  The bucket was still below their level.  Al-
Rashid pressed a button on a control box, and the cable 
moved upward.  The bucket would be there in seconds! 
Al-Rashid cast a cautious glance behind him and spotted 
Boulder.  He looked down into the hole at the rising 
bucket, then back at John Boulder.   

John raised his pistol carefully, taking aim.  His finger 
began to squeeze the trigger when without warning, Al-
Rashid leaped out over the hole!  He grabbed the cable 
as he fell, and managed to hold on to it. 

John ran painfully toward the chasm and reached the 
edge just as Al-Rashid came back into view.  They were 
face to face, just six feet apart, as the cable slowly drew 
him upward. 

John smiled coldly, his lips a thin and deadly line.  It 
would finally end here, after all the years of pursuit … 
the years of seeing friends and partners die.  He needed 
to take Al-Rashid without killing him.  He needed that 
bomb code.  Again, he raised his gun, but suddenly Al-
Rashid swung to the side, holding on to the cable with 
his legs and one hand.  A gun appeared in his other 
hand.  He pointed it and John leaped back, rolling to his 
feet as a bullet whanged off the concrete near his head.  
The cable took Al-Rashid up into the vertical shaft.  
John’s heart seemed to squeeze itself dry as Al-Rashid’s 
face changed from the expectation of death to jubilation. 

“Hah!”  Al-Rashid shouted as the cable drew him up 
into the relative safety of the narrow shaft.  Al-Rashid 
looked down at his hunter and spat down at him.    

Boulder roared, “No-o-o-o!” He measured the distance 
to the grease-covered cable and realized that he could 



 

not wait for the bucket to reach the level where he stood.  
To catch his quarry, he would also have to ride the cable! 
Otherwise, Al-Rashid would be drawn up out of the hole 
to safety before he could catch him.  He could not allow 
it—he would not!  

John leaped, stretching out his hands for the cable.  
His fingers touched it, and his hands closed around it as 
he began to slide downward.  It was covered with a thin 
film of grease which had become gritty, mixed with the 
rock and concrete dust of tunneling.  He was beginning 
to pick up speed; the cable grew hot in his hands.  If he 
could just get his legs around the greasy steel … he felt 
the cable slap against one leg and quickly scissored it 
between his thighs, squeezing it as if climbing a slender 
sapling.  His descent began to slow, and at last he 
stopped sliding.  But now Al-Rashid was thirty feet above 
him.  John felt a powerful sense of losing again.  But no—
he would not allow it to happen, whatever the cost. 

He began to shake the cable to sway it as violently as 
he could from side to side.  He climbed up like an 
inchworm another three to five feet, then grasped the 
cable as securely as he could and shook it, which forced 
Al-Rashid to stop and hold tight.  He was gaining on Al-
Rashid, but only by tiny increments.  He would never 
catch him in time.   

He muttered to himself, “This is dumb.  If he falls, he’ll 
take me with him.  I don’t like this … I really don’t like 
this.” They passed a corridor level, and another as the 
cable drew them ever upward. 

Al-Rashid was climbing the cable hand over hand, a 
few inches at a time, as the winch continued to pull them 
both toward the top.  Again, John began to sway the 
cable from side to side.  In seconds Al-Rashid would 
reach the top and escape! He could not shake him off. 



 

The designers of the hoist however, gave John an 
unexpected helping hand.  The possibilities of failure for 
a single cable with a single safety cable for backup had 
been further lessened by another safety feature.  The 
pulley wheel that guided the cable had a deep groove, 
through which the cable moved.  It was too deep for 
swaying to unseat, but sideways movement was bad for 
the bearings about which that wheel moved, and so the 
designers had installed side-load sensors on the wheel.  
The idea was that if an out-of-balance situation 
happened far down in the hole and the bucket began to 
sway dangerously as it rose or descended, the side loads 
exerted on the pulley would automatically trigger the 
brake, shutting down the hoist.  The designers reasoned 
that it would be better to be stuck in the bucket until the 
oscillations dampened than to risk failure of the 
apparatus itself.  In such an event, an operator or 
someone inside the bucket could restart the winch once 
things had calmed down.  John’s swaying of the cable 
triggered the side-load sensors, which commanded the 
brake circuit and the cable suddenly jolted to a stop. 

Al-Rashid turned his head to look down at his 
pursuer, who was drawing closer… now twenty-five feet 
away.  Both men were tiring.  It was exhausting work 
trying to slither up the cable, and they were still thirty 
feet from the narrow opening at the surface. 

John realized the younger Al-Rashid would surely win 
the race unless he could somehow even the odds.  He 
began to sway the cable again, this time in ever-
increasing arcs.  Each pendulum sway on the cable 
brought him closer to the sides of the shaft. 

For the top fifty feet, the sides of the shaft were covered 
with what looked like heavy chicken wire.  The wire mesh 
nailed to the rock face reinforced the irregular surface 



 

against loosened rocks, which would otherwise tumble 
dangerously down the shaft.  The risk that rocks might 
loosen was greatest near the surface, so that was where 
the wire mesh was nailed into place.  John reasoned that 
he might be able to climb the chicken wire faster than 
the cable.  The big question was whether the mesh would 
support his weight. 

Well, he’d know soon enough.  He swung the cable 
again, stretching out one hand for the wire mesh … not 
quite far enough.   

Above him, Al-Rashid continued to climb slowly.  
Every so often he would stop to catch his breath and 
gather his strength.  John swung the cable again and 
lunged for the wire.  He caught mesh in one hand, and 
as the weight of the swaying cable began to move 
inexorably in the other direction, he knew he had to let 
go of the cable.  If the chicken wire didn’t hold, he would 
plunge hundreds of feet to his death. 

He let go of the cable and swung into the rock wall.  
The wire felt loose and chancy, but it held!  He began to 
climb … 

John was able to dig the toes of his shoes into the 
holes in the mesh and move spiderlike, up the rock.  It 
was slow and difficult, but still faster than shinnying up 
the gritty greased cable, and he began to gain on Al-
Rashid.  Al-Rashid looked anxiously across the shaft and 
down at John Boulder.  His face was a mask of hate and 
rage as he struggled to hold on to the cable again with 
one hand while reaching again for his gun.   

John, seeing what Al-Rashid was doing, began to 
scrabble for his pistol.  Al-Rashid had his first.  He took 
careful aim.  Click.  Empty!  He hurled the pistol at John’s 
face just as Boulder managed to get his fingers around 
his own pistol.  John was clinging to the wire with his 



 

left hand, both feet dug into the wire, and was about to 
bring his pistol to bear on Al-Rashid when the terrorist 
threw his gun. 

John jerked and dodged as the hunk of steel hurtled 
toward him.  A section of chicken wire shook 
treacherously.  He looked at the rock face.  Nails were 
working loose and pulling out!  John stood against the 
rock, clinging to the loosening wire.  Suddenly, with a 
springy, ripping sound, a section of chicken wire pulled 
loose from the wall.  A large flap of the mesh came away, 
and John swung out, arcing away from the wall, clinging 
desperately to the dangling mesh.  His back crashed into 
the shaft wall.    

Al-Rashid was just ten feet away.  He spoke with 
victory in his voice.  “I think not today, my old friend.  
The wire is designed to keep small rocks from falling.  It 
was never meant to hold a man.  I think you shall die 
here in this hole, John Boulder.” 

John’s breath was coming fast and he reached 
desperately for a better hold on the mesh.  His pistol 
tumbled from his hand, falling, spinning … it bounced 
off the bucket far below and fell out of sight.  John looked 
at Al-Rashid, who began to climb again, now just twenty 
feet from the top.    

John had to move with utmost care.  He felt like a big 
fly caught in a spider’s web, his back to the wall and his 
fingers hooked into wire mesh that threatened to rip 
completely from the wall and send him tumbling down 
into the void after his gun.  He stretched out one hand to 
grasp another swatch of the flimsy stuff and very slowly 
turned his body to a more secure swath of wire.  He could 
feel the filaments bending under his toes as he crabbed 
sideways toward another section of wire.  He began to 
climb desperately, mindless of the risk.  Reaching up, he 



 

grabbed a piece of wire and pulled it away from the wall.  
He let it fall into the abyss.  Above him, Al-Rashid 
climbed on. 

John climbed faster.  The mesh was as precarious as 
ever, but he shoved the risk of falling from his mind.  The 
explosives blasted rock was uneven, which meant there 
were handholds, but again they were tenuous.  Still, he 
was gaining on Al-Rashid again—nearly even with him 
now, only ten feet from the top.  John thrust the toe of 
his shoe into the wire and carefully weighted it as he 
crab-climbed the wall.  The mesh at his feet broke under 
his weight.  He could feel the wire biting into his fingers 
as he struggled to hold himself on.  Dust and tiny bits of 
rock loosened around a nail above him; he could see it 
wobble in its hole.  He reached out for another handhold 
… had to get better purchase … The nail was pulling out. 

John risked a look up to the top of the shaft.  The 
platform was inset from the edge about a foot and a half, 
perhaps two feet.  For Al-Rashid it would be a simple 
matter of climbing high enough above the platform to 
step over onto it from the cable, or climbing high enough 
to reach the pulley and the machinery itself.   

It would be much more difficult for John.  He saw how 
the race would end: though he was now climbing faster 
than his enemy, Al-Rashid might still reach the safety of 
the platform first.  As John reached the opening of the 
chasm, facing the wall of the shaft, he would have to 
reach up and backward to the lip of the platform.  Then 
he must grab the edge and swing out away from the wall, 
holding on by his fingers on the edge of steel, high over 
the chasm.  If he didn’t lose his grip, he would have to 
chin himself, get an elbow up and haul himself out.  He 
was tired and injured and in fact, he didn’t know if he 
could do it. 



 

There would be no chance of waiting and resting, 
either.  Both men could see the reality of the race they 
were in, and both were straining with everything they 
had to close the gap to the top. 

John reached the underside of the platform first, just 
seconds ahead of Al-Rashid.  He stretched his hand up 
and back, pinching the edge of the steel platform 
between fingers and thumb.  He let go of the wire mesh 
with his left hand, and his body pendulummed away 
from the wall.  His fingers slipped a bit from the inertia, 
but he clung there over the yawning black hole by one 
hand.  He was losing strength in his hand and in his 
forearm, and the injury on his right side sent nearly 
paralyzing bolts of pain through his muscles as his body 
dangled over the hole.  He willed himself to hold on 
without losing his grip as he reached upward for the 
platform with his other hand … Got it! 

Al-Rashid was drawing alongside and would be able to 
step out onto the platform in seconds. 

John gasped as he chinned himself on the edge of the 
platform, and then swung an elbow up onto it.  He would 
make it! 

Al-Rashid stepped out away from the cable, his foot 
reaching for the edge of the platform.  His leg stretched 
out over the hole, his hands on the cable, one foot now 
on the platform.  It was precarious.  Carefully he worked 
to transfer more weight to his foot, finally letting go of the 
cable to stand fully on the platform. 

John had both elbows on the platform.  His body 
dangled over the edge, over seven hundred feet of 
yawning blackness.  He remembered the nail he had 
tossed down into the hole on his first visit, how it had 
made no sound whatsoever.  As he brought one knee up 
to the edge of the platform, Al-Rashid stepped away from 



 

the hole, took two quick steps and kicked, knocking one 
of John’s arms out from under him. 

John fell forward onto his face and began to slide back 
over the smooth steel platform into the hole.  He 
stretched out, grabbing for Al-Rashid and managed to 
get a fistful of trouser leg.  He yanked hard and the 
terrorist went sprawling, half lying, half sitting on the 
platform.  John dangled at the lip, clinging with one 
forearm on the bare metal and to Al-Rashid’s leg with his 
other hand.   

He didn’t bother looking back—it was a long, long way 
down.  Expending a sudden burst of his flagging energy, 
he began to draw Al-Rashid closer to him.  Al-Rashid 
lashed out with his other leg, and his shoe smashed into 
John’s head.  John lost his grip on the leg, and Al-Rashid 
scrambled back out of reach. 

John Boulder struggled to get back up, to get a knee 
onto the edge of the platform.  He was halfway up when 
Al-Rashid moved in again with a yell, just as John 
struggled to his feet.  He kicked John in the chest, 
catapulting him away from the edge of the platform, 
squarely over the yawning shaft! 

John yelled as he fell.  He felt the cable hit him in the 
back as his body flew backward.  Twisting himself 
around, he reached upward with all his remaining 
strength for the cable.  His body seemed to be suspended 
in the air in a strange warping of time as he fell into the 
chasm.  His fingers felt the hard roundness of the cable 
and closed on it… It felt as though they had grabbed a 
glowing fireplace poker.  He clenched his teeth and held 
even tighter. 

When he finally stopped his fall, John was shocked to 
find himself only fifteen feet below the platform.  He felt 
as though he had fallen a mile.  His chest was heaving.  



 

Again, he began the laborious job of hauling himself up 
toward the opening.  He peered carefully over the steel 
ledge.  If Al-Rashid was still waiting for him, he knew he 
would not survive another fall into the shaft. 

But Al-Rashid was running hard on a gravel footpath, 
getting away.  John struggled to pull himself up out of 
the hole again, gathering strength from he knew not 
where.  He stepped out onto the platform, and the 
adrenaline that had flooded through him as he fell back 
into the hole seemed to drizzle down into his feet, leaving 
him momentarily weak.  His body quivered, and his very 
bones felt hollow.  His chest heaved from the exertion, 
and he could not suck down air fast enough.  He began 
to give chase on wobbly legs as though running through 
water. 

 
 
Lt.  Larry Mason, the leader of the bomb squad stood 

watching the five ratcheting numbers of the coded 
sequence flash while the timer clicked steadily down: 36 
minutes, 20 seconds…19…18…17… A click came from 
inside the cylinder and the members of the squad froze.  
Nothing else happened. 

The bomb squad members shook their fists and 
whooped as one.  Maybe… just maybe they could get 
lucky and beat this thing. 

 
  



 

Chapter Thirty Nine 
 

hat is that?”  Dimitri nudged his friend 
Victor, as he pointed to the southwest.   

“They’re back; is what that is.  It’s a 
helicopter.”  

“Pahh!” 
“Yes.  This may become very, very bad now.”  
“What will you do?”   
“I have a plan.  When the—oh no … another one.”  
“Wha …?”  Dimitri also saw it.   
Low over the water, approaching from the northwest, 

a second helicopter came closer.  Then, there was a third 
dead ahead.  The sea had a dead, flat look to it, and 
Victor felt icy talons clench his stomach.   

“Dimitri, go below.  Get two Stingers.  Make sure you 
and Anton are out of sight, but prepare to take aim and 
fire immediately on my command.”  

Without a word, Dimitri left the wheelhouse.   
Victor jumped as the radio beside him crackled.  It 

startled him to hear his own name spoken.   
“Victor Mikhailovsky,” spoke the metallic voice.  “This 

is the United States Coast Guard.  Heave to and prepare 
to be boarded.”  

Victor smiled thinly.  “No,” he murmured to himself.  
“It will not be that easy.”  He picked up the microphone.  
As he did, the order was repeated.  He rasped his reply.  
“U.S. Coast Guard helicopter.  We are the American-
registered yacht Leila.  There is no Victor Mikhailovsky 
here.”  

“Your name—and your voice—are known to us, 
Mikhailovsky.  I repeat, heave to and prepare to be 
boarded.”  

“W 



 

“I also repeat, there is no Victor Mikel-whatever-his-
name-is here.  We are in international waters, and—”  

A necklace of tiny geysers leaped from the water as 
twenty-millimeter shells stitched a line ahead of the 
yacht.   

“You fire at me!” Mikhailovsky shouted into the 
microphone.  “You fire your guns at me?  I have done 
nothing wrong!  I will not stop for you!”  He leaned 
sideways, yelling down to his men on the main deck 
below.  “Shoot one of the helicopters!  Do it now!”  

Dimitri suddenly stood, a shoulder-fired Stinger at his 
shoulder.  The nearest helicopter was more than half a 
mile away when the small rocket motor ignited and the 
tiny antiaircraft missile leaped away from the yacht 
toward the Dauphin.   

“Here it comes!” shouted the copilot into his 
microphone.  They had anticipated just such a reaction.   

The pilot held his position, watching the Stinger zip 
toward them.  “This is gonna be close!” he said through 
gritted teeth.  At the last possible second, he shoved the 
collective down to the floor.  The helicopter fell toward 
the waves like a dropped rock.  The little missile passed 
just ten feet above the spinning disk and, lacking the 
ability to track and turn, splashed with a small explosion 
into the sea more than a thousand feet beyond.   

“Hot damn.  Shit hot, Al, shit hot.”  Don Carter kept 
his eyes on the yacht for signs of another attempt, as 
Levenson grabbed a fistful of collective, simultaneously 
pushing on the cyclic for forward speed.  The powerful 
helicopter stopped its fall with feet to spare, dipped its 
nose, pivoted, and seemed to shoot sideways.  Carter 
kept his eyes on the yacht the entire time.  They were 
very exposed like this over the open ocean, and he knew 



 

that if Mikhailovsky had fired two Stingers at once, 
they’d be fish food.   

“Can’t do this forever, Al.  Let’s give him a reason to 
think about things.”  

With a grunt, Al Levenson turned the helicopter again.  
“Smitty, whatcha doin’ back there?”   

A crewman with the unlikely name of Johnny Smith, 
called Smitty by his friend, just grinned.  He squeezed 
the trigger on the door-mounted .50-caliber machine 
gun.  This time though, instead of stitching a line in the 
water across the bow of the boat, he walked a line of 
bullets directly across the bridge.  He could see people 
diving for cover on the boat.  The helicopter crew didn’t 
want to sink the yacht unless truly necessary.  He 
danced his bullets away from the in-hull fuel tanks 

On the boat, Victor would see one line of tracers stop, 
only to have another start to walk toward the yacht.  It 
was coming from the second helicopter, which hovered 
dead ahead.  Lights seemed to wink from the doorway of 
the helicopter.  Moments later, splinters of wood and 
glass flew everywhere on the yacht.  Holes appeared in 
the ship’s grade aluminum hull, well above the waterline. 

Dimitri yelled up at the Leila’s bridge.  “Victor! Victor! 
They can sink us!”  

Victor yelled back.  “Shoot again.  This time fire twice.  
Quickly … both at one helicopter.  Hurry!”  

Dimitri and Anton both leaped to their feet and took 
aim at the second helicopter that had fired at them.  The 
first missile leaped off of Anton’s shoulder just as Smitty 
began to fire again from Helo One’s doorway.   

Smitty saw the Stinger just as it left the cylinder, saw 
his bullets dance up the side of the yacht, saw the funny 
figure of the man who had fired the missile at him flip 



 

absurdly through the air and back onto the deck of the 
yacht.  The second Stinger then flew.   

Al Levenson and Don Carter watched as two trails of 
fast-moving smoke closed on Helo Two.  The ducking 
maneuver, perfected by the British during the Falklands 
war, almost worked.  The Dauphin eluded the first 
missile, but there was no room to maneuver as the 
second Stinger corrected in flight for the moving target.  
Helo Two made a valiant last-half-second effort to turn 
to the side, but it was not to be.  The small warhead on 
the missile found its quarry, hitting just behind the twin 
engine nacelles.  Al Levenson watched with angry 
helplessness as Helo Two splashed into the waves, its 
rotor blades beating the sea into a brief froth before 
breaking off and sailing like scythes through the warm 
late afternoon sky.   

“That’s it, asshole,” Levenson growled into the 
microphone.  “You just splashed my friend.  You stop 
that yacht right now or I’m going to sink your ass.  You 
have no time to think about it.  Do it right now.”  

The yacht began to slow.  Its bow fell and splashed and 
rose again as the twin screws slowed their turning.  It 
did not stop, but it moved more slowly. 

Levenson growled again into the loudspeaker and over 
the radio.  “I said stop the boat!”  

The yacht stopped.   
Carter looked at his friend.  “Now what?” 
“Now we hover out here.  If we get too close, he might 

just shoot us down.  We can survive out here, for a while.  
Where’s the ship anyway?” 

 
The ship was getting closer, just twenty-five miles 

away and moving at top speed to join the high-seas 
drama.   



 

Captain Gregson, on the USS Fishburne, scratched 
the spot behind his ear again.  “Any word on the crew of 
Helo Two?  I have four people on that aircraft!” 

“Yes sir,” said his communications officer.  Pilot and 
copilot are alive.  They managed to get into a raft.  The 
other two crew members haven’t been seen, sir.  Sorry.” 

“Me too.  Launch two more helicopters immediately.  I 
want them to take up stations in support of Helos One 
and Three.  I want them armed and ready to fire at the 
slightest provocation.”  

“Sir, do you want to talk to the yacht?” 
“That’s negative.  I don’t want him to see us just yet.  

Make him sweat.”  
 
Victor Mikhailovsky was sweating, all right.  Anton 

was dead, his body a barely recognizable mess.  Dimitri 
was badly shaken, and there were four hysterical women 
in the main saloon.   

Victor strode inside.  Gesturing angrily to the crying 
women, he yelled, “Shut up! Just shut up!  

The petite brunette who had been so warm and sweet 
to him only hours earlier was the only one gathering her 
wits about her—and, apparently, her sense of outrage.   

“What is going on Victor!” She shouted to match his 
volume.  “We’re being shot at.  We were almost killed in 
here! I can’t believe this! You told me you were just 
businessmen on your way to America!  I can’t believe 
this!”  

“Shut up!  Shut up, all of you!”  
“Shut up!?  Shut up Victor?!  I can’t believe this is 

happening!  WHAT the hell is happening anyway!”  
“They want my bombs,” said Victor quietly.   
“They want your what!?”  



 

“Oh, never mind.”  Victor said.  He turned to his friend 
Dimitri and, with a shrug as if to say, “What should I 
do?”  He turned and shot the young woman in the chest.  
She spun and fell to the carpet, staining it with a tiny 
spot of red.  Victor walked to her and rolled her onto her 
back.  Her eyes stared upward in pain and puzzlement.  
He picked her up, walked to the rail and heaved her 
overboard.  The other three women gasped as their friend 
splashed into the chilly water.   

“Any more questions?”  Victor shouted.  His arms were 
outstretched.  To the women he said, “This is not what 
you were led to believe.  I am sorry—believe me, I am 
sorry this situation has turned out as it has.  And yes, 
you have a right to know.  I am carrying two nuclear 
devices on this vessel, which have been arranged for sale 
and are on their way to delivery off the coast of the United 
States.  These are only two of several.  One was sold and 
delivered weeks ago.  There are others yet to be 
marketed.”  

As he spoke, the women began to cry.  Each of them 
quickly understood the gravity of what they were 
hearing.  They would never be allowed the leave the yacht 
with such knowledge in their possession even if by some 
miracle, they were to survive the confrontation with the 
Coast Guard’s helicopters.  They cried, only half hearing 
the words of the handsome young man who now was 
suddenly revealed as a scheming criminal.  When he told 
them to go below to their staterooms, they did so numbly, 
quietly.   

 
 
The sun had half set into the ocean when, just on the 

horizon and backlit by the half-moon of orange sun, the 
USS Fishburne came into view.  It was small on the 



 

distant horizon, but Victor could immediately see that 
whatever its type, it was a naval warship.  Foreboding 
became fear.  He suddenly knew that it would not be 
possible to successfully extricate himself from the 
situation.  He was hopelessly overmatched.  His one 
hope, he mused as his sweaty brow furrowed, was to 
make a run for it in the dead of night.  He could force a 
standoff.  He knew he could do that much.  It would buy 
time.   

Mikhailovsky picked up the microphone.  “Ah,” he 
said, “I see you at last.” 

Captain J.  T.  Gregson allowed himself a tight grin.  
“Hello, Mr.  Mikhailovsky.  You can see by now that your 
situation is hopeless.  If you will make preparations for 
boarding, we can get this situation safely resolved.”  

“What is your name?  May I know who my captor is? 
“Sure.  My name is Mr. Coast Guard.  Just ‘Mister’ to 

you.  Your captor is the United States of America.  My 
identity is not important.  Your job is to make 
preparations for boarding.”  

“Are we all ready to die today, Mr. Captain Coast 
Guard obluduk!?  I am ready.  Are you?”   

“Oh blue duck,” said Gregson to the bridge.  “What’s 
that?  Is he calling me a blue duck?”  

“Means bastard, Captain.  He doesn’t like you from the 
sound of it.”  One of his weapon’s officers offered a wry 
smile.  

Gregson grinned.  “Fair enough,” he said.  “I don’t care 
for him, either.”  He had expected a standoff.  It almost 
had to come to it.  He counted on it.   

“Mr.  Mikhailovsky, you have to realize that you will 
never be allowed to bring that yacht to shore.  No one 
here wants to die.  You do not want to die.  I do not want 



 

to die.  But it may come to that.  Your black market 
escapade must end here.”  

“I will not go to prison.”  
“Nobody said anything about prison.  As you know, 

this will be an international diplomatic situation.  It may 
take years to resolve, but you have a chance.  Your men 
have a chance…” 

“You killed one of my men!” Victor shouted into the 
microphone.   

“And you killed two of mine,” said Gregson evenly.  “If 
I had my choice, I’d send you to the bottom rather than 
talk to you, but I have my orders.  And you have a chance 
to come out of this in one piece.” Gregson needed to keep 
a lid on the situation until well after dark.  The truth was 
that both men were hoping for hours of darkness, though 
for different reasons.   

Mikhailovsky waited long moments before answering.  
He was trying to divine the man’s intention from his 
words and the tone of his voice.  He found he could not—
at least not yet.  He would stall him, drag things out.  
Wait until late night, when cloud cover might give him 
just the slimmest chance of evasion.   

“I will have to consider your words, Mr.  Captain Coast 
Guard.  I will call you back later.” 

“Don’t take too long.  I cannot wait very long for you to 
make up your mind, Mikhailovsky.” 

The black marketeer placed the microphone back on 
the hook.  The naval ship had grown larger, closer as the 
sun sank into the ocean.  The sun would be out of sight 
within minutes.  Those minutes would be followed by 
twilight, and then would come darkness.   

 
“Prepare the baby whale for launching.” Gregson 

couldn’t help but flash a quick grin in the direction of 



 

Billy Caruso.  Caruso grinned back.  Baby whale—it had 
become their private joke.  It had been weeks since that 
night when the Harrison intercepted a cargo ship loaded 
with cocaine belonging to the Caldera cartel.  Caruso had 
not believed for a moment that the almost invisible radar 
return that night had come from a whale, but he had put 
it down as his commander had ordered.   

Weeks later, it was determined that Caruso’s security 
clearance would be upgraded.  He was shown the 
Shadowcraft, which he had quickly nicknamed the “baby 
whale.” The name had taken hold, and was spreading 
through the ranks even though only a handful of people 
knew the origin of the moniker.   

The center helicopter landing pad at the very stern of 
the ship had a thin line drawn through the middle of it.  
The pad split itself, opening outward like a missile silo’s 
clamshell doors.  An elevator began to rise from within 
the ship, and a strange-looking craft, made up of oblique 
angles rose up through the landing pad door.  It seemed 
to stand on wide legs, which were actually pontoons 
designed to ride just below the ocean surface.  The 
surface on which the Shadowcraft sat began to extend 
itself, cantilevering out over the stern of the ship, and 
then with powerful hinged arms, to lower the craft down 
into the water.  The Shadowcraft seemed to perch there 
in the water and then slowly to back away from the ship.  
It promptly moved away, in the direction of the yacht and 
seemed to disappear into the blue gray surface of the 
water.  

“How long do you think we have, Captain?”   
“Maybe an hour.  Mikhailovsky will make a last-ditch 

effort to run, under cover of darkness.  He has to know 
that we can follow him on radar, even sink him at will, 
but he’ll try.  Then, of course failing that, he’ll try to bluff 



 

his way toward shore by threatening to destroy us all 
with one of his devices.”  

“What if it isn’t a bluff?”   
“Won’t matter.  We’re not taking it that far.”  
“We aren’t?” 
“Nope.   He’ll be on the bottom of the ocean in less 

than an hour.”  
“Sir…?” 
“XO, have you looked at the charts?  He’s sitting over 

a wide shelf, more than a mile square at the moment.  
That shelf is only about sixty fathoms down.  I’m going 
to park him there and let the Navy make the recovery.” 

“What about the bombs, sir?  Will they blow?” 
“Don’t know.  Don’t think so.  The eggheads back at 

the Pentagon are convinced he hasn’t armed them yet—
and won’t until he actually makes the threat to take us 
all to hell with him.  Fact is, they think he may not arm 
them at all.  If he’s just the courier for his crooked father, 
he may not even know how to arm them.  Might be all 
bluff.  On the other hand, we cannot take that chance.” 

“Yeah.  But the Pentagon pinheads are there in 
Washington, and we’re here.  Pardon the expression, but 
they could be chock-full of dog shit, sir.”  

“Agreed.  Good chance of that, in fact.  But there is 
also a good chance they’re right.  We won’t get another 
shot like this.  Once that yacht leaves the vicinity of that 
shelf, the water gets really deep.  A recovery operation 
would be a long, long-term affair.  It could turn into a 
race with the Russians to make the recovery.  We might 
as well make things as simple for our Navy brothers as 
we can.  Sixty fathoms is a walk in the park for those 
guys.”  

“You’re sure about this, sir.” It was only partly a 
question.   



 

“Sure enough to make the effort Mr. Porter.  But we 
will have a briefing.  I want everyone aboard to know 
what we’re getting into.  We’ll have that meeting in ten 
minutes.”  

 
Victor Mikhailovsky sat in a deck chair.  He and 

Dimitri peered intently into the fading dusk, expecting 
the appearance of fighter-bombers or high-speed 
gunboats at any moment.  Dimitri sat in the wheelhouse 
on the bridge, watching the radar screen.  Nothing 
moved.  The big Navy–Coast Guard ship sat out there in 
the darkness, a huge, unmoving blip on the radar screen.  
The helicopters had long since returned to the ship.  The 
radar display revolved with a monotonous circular 
rhythm.   Mikhailovsky also knew the Navy ships radar 
was also watching him.  He would have to wait a while 
longer.  Then he would try to outrun them.  He realized 
there was only one ship visible.  Mister Coast Guard 
might just be all alone, and might be waiting for help.  
He couldn’t afford to wait very long.  

Victor looked through his binoculars at the ship.  It 
was difficult to make out, which was good.  A thin layer 
of clouds was moving in, hiding the stars and making 
even the moon’s light diffuse.  With luck, the clouds 
would thicken enough to hide the moon entirely.  It 
would be the cover he required to make his break.   

As Victor watched, he did not see the silent shape 
moving obliquely through the dusk, tangentially toward 
the yacht.  It sat low in the water and even the thin slants 
of moonlight that struck its sides seemed swallowed by 
its oddly opaque surface.  Victor actually trained his 
binoculars directly at the spot in the ocean where the 
Shadowcraft silently, slowly moved.  He thought he saw 
something … a darker place on the water.  But no.  There 



 

was no wake.  Yet, he wondered, was there something 
out there?   

Victor looked more intently.  “Ah,” he grunted.  The 
night was playing tricks.  It seemed as though there was 
a spot on the ocean that seemed darker, but still there 
was no outline.  No boat.  It was nothing.  Perhaps it was 
a moon shadow from a cloud.  He looked again at the 
spot.  It was gone.   

 
The pilot of the Shadowcraft smiled.  He had been 

watching the figure on the stern of the boat as though in 
afternoon daylight.  His infrared imaging system was so 
sophisticated he could make out the binoculars when 
Victor brought them to his eyes.  The pilot of the strange 
craft flipped two switches.  Planes on the underwater 
pontoons pivoted, which caused the Shadowcraft to sink 
down to the surface and, like a submarine, to hide more 
than half its bulk under the surface.  It was both elegant 
and risky.  The elegance came from the fact that the craft 
exposed only a fraction of its profile to physical vision.  
The risk came from the fact that the water could splash 
against the half-submerged side of the craft and create 
visible bubbles.  It was fortunate that the sea was still 
quite calm.   

The retired Navy captain was still on loan to the DEA, 
which operated the Shadowcraft.  And here he was, 
operating the DEA’s most super-secret weapon against 
illegal drugs, on behalf of the Coast Guard in a joint 
operation with the Navy to stop nuclear weapons 
smugglers!  It just didn’t get any better than this!  It was 
very strange, the series of turns his “career” had taken.  
In any event, he loved the thrill of it.  To work so close to 
one’s quarry was intoxicating.  He felt like a jungle 
guerrilla with the ability to approach within arm’s length 



 

of an enemy, except that his weapon was stealth 
employed in a trackless ocean, without even the tiniest 
shrub for cover.  He watched as the figure with the 
binoculars looked intently in his direction for long 
moments and then turned away.   

 
  



 

Chapter Forty 
 

assan al-Rashid was back in the desert.  In his 
mind he went back to the unbridled days of his 
wild and dangerous youth, when he had 

learned the arts of killing.  Now, crouching silently at the 
back bumper of a truck, he had to be very quiet.  A police 
officer stood at the front fender, holding an automatic 
rifle and wearing a bulletproof vest.  Two hand grenades 
were clipped to the vest.  The cop appeared to be alert, 
but he was not checking his flank often enough.  Like 
most people only partly trained in the skills of field craft, 
he assumed wrongly that an attack would come from the 
front, or perhaps one side.  He felt the heavy presence of 
the truck at his back and felt safe in that quadrant.   

Al-Rashid knew the kinds of thoughts that went 
through the police officer’s mind: thoughts of life, not 
death.  The cop would be thinking of his family, of the 
noise his car had made that morning, of his recent angry 
rhubarb with the captain, the growing friendship with a 
woman which might threaten his marriage.  Perhaps the 
man’s thoughts went to the uncomfortable rubbing of the 
heavy fabric of the flak jacket, or the racket of the 
underground claxons which still filtered up and out of 
the hole.  It was an irritating noise that covered whatever 
tiny sounds Al-Rashid made as he crept closer.    

Hassan al-Rashid moved with the silence of 
windblown sand sliding over a dune top, and he closed 
the final couple of yards to the officer in a sudden, 
overwhelming rush.  Before the officer could raise his 
weapon or even shout, Al-Rashid’s powerful hands found 
purchase on the back of his head and his chin.  He put 
a knee in the officer’s back and with a vicious twist, 
snapped the neck.  The body fell to the ground.   
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Al-Rashid removed the two grenades from the vest and 
took the rifle from the dead officer’s hands.  He froze for 
long seconds, sniffing the air and watching carefully for 
any sign of threat.  Then, using various pieces of 
construction equipment for cover, he moved farther away 
from the tunnel.    

John Boulder was moving a bit better now.  His hands 
still chafed and burned from the friction with the cable 
and his legs ached from the climbing.  The adrenaline 
shakes had faded, leaving him tired but determined.  He 
tried to follow Al-Rashid’s direction of flight with speed 
and care, knowing the man’s gift for treachery.  Al-
Rashid would be at his most dangerous now, and John 
felt rusty.  He wished he had a radio, something!  Ahead, 
at the end of the path, was a construction truck.  He saw 
a pair of feet on the ground, just visible beyond the front 
fender.  He ran to the body and quickly saw that the 
officer’s neck had been broken, his weapons taken.  The 
police radio was still on his belt.  John took it and barked 
into it. 

“This is Boulder.  Al-Rashid is out of the hole.  He is 
out of the tunnel!”  

John gave his position, and in the distance, he could 
see Emergency Service police springing into action 
nearer the main entrance of the tunnel.  They quickly 
formed a textbook spread-search pattern and began a 
rapid but deliberate sweep from their positions toward 
John’s.   

To his right, John could see a cluster of sandhogs 
drinking coffee outside a construction trailer.  Two men 
in hard hats sprinted past them, toward the slowly 
advancing line of police.  To his left, John saw the two 
helicopters that had been parked in a relatively open 
area.  Then he remembered.  Helicopters!  Al-Rashid was 



 

rotor rated.  He would be making for the choppers!  John 
pushed away from the truck on the double, closing the 
distance to the helipad. 

Gunshots erupted.  He heard them and so did the 
officers doing the sweep.  All eyes turned toward the 
helicopters.  The blades of the most distant one began to 
turn as the whine of its turbine grew shrill enough to 
reach them.  John had no weapon, but he did have the 
radio.  He spoke into it.   

“Do not let that helicopter take off!  Shoot it down!” 
In the distance, John saw Al-Rashid in the pilot’s seat 

of the helicopter.  He saw his arm flash, and something 
sailed through the air, arcing down toward the officers.  
The grenade exploded in the air over the officers’ heads, 
and flying shrapnel sent men spinning to the ground 
while others frantically dived for cover.  Al-Rashid began 
to pull collective, and as soon as the chopper broke 
ground, it pivoted away from the advancing officers.  He 
was getting away and headed directly toward John 
Boulder!  John ran toward the helicopter.  He wanted to 
be there while it was still moving slowly and still close to 
the ground.  He had a few seconds, no more … 

The helicopter paused and pivoted, and John realized 
with a sinking feeling what was happening.  Al-Rashid 
had not yet seen John as he hovered near the other 
helicopter.  The terrorist tossed his second grenade out 
the door and spun the helicopter around again, toward 
John.  The chopper was almost on him. 

The grenade exploded and the second police helicopter 
erupted in a ball of flame and twisted metal.  

John had to bring Al-Rashid down!  The helicopter was 
getting closer and closer.  John heaved the police radio 
up into the whirling rotor blades, but as he had feared, 
it meant nothing.  The steel covered leading edge of the 



 

rotor moving at more than seven and a half revolutions 
per second shattered the radio into a thousand tiny 
plastic and metal parts.  John looked wildly about, 
searching for something else to throw.  A tool!  An open 
tool chest sat nearby.  He stooped and grabbed the first 
thing he could lay his hand on: a plain old carpenter’s 
claw hammer. 

Suddenly the helicopter was on him.  John could see 
Al-Rashid clearly through the Plexiglas bubble.  His teeth 
were showing in a grimace of hate and anger as he drove 
the bird down on his nemesis.   

No time to throw.  The strut!  John leaped for the strut 
of the helicopter as it bore down on him.  He managed to 
get his arms around it and held on with all his might as 
the chopper rose up, up above the ground.  The officers 
continued to fire at the fleeing craft, and John was glad 
to see that they moved their fire away from him.  But the 
chopper was quickly moving out of effective range of 
handgun and other small-arms fire. 

 
  



 

Chapter Forty One 
 

aptain J. T. Gregson again surveyed the faces 
of his officers.  He was wrapping up his 
explanation.   

“… as we speak, Navy SEALs are placing, or soon will 
be placing underwater charges on the hull of the yacht 
Leila.  In very short order, that boat will be sent to the 
bottom of the sea.  All on board will likely be lost, though 
we will attempt a rescue operation.  It’s what we do.”  He 
smiled.  “Our sensors tell us there are six, possibly seven 
souls still on Leila.  Their deaths are regrettable, but they 
dealt the cards.”  He took a deep breath.  “It is the 
considered opinion of the best people in the Pentagon 
that the smuggled nuclear weapons are on board that 
yacht … that they have not been armed and even if 
armed, will not explode in the sinking of the boat.  They 
place the chances at eighty-plus percent that they are 
unarmed.”  Gregson smiled again.  “Doesn’t that make 
us feel better?  In any event, if they are armed, experts 
put the chance of explosion during the descent to the 
bottom at only twenty to thirty percent.  Much depends 
on the sophistication of the devices themselves.  And that 
cannot be known for sure.  We are putting a lot of faith 
in Russian technology.  In any event, Command feels it 
is a risk worth taking.  Better here than in Bean Town, 
or New York or somewhere along the Potomac River.”  

“You tried, sir, to get him to come in.”  
“Yes, Lieutenant Crowe.  I tried.  We also lost two men 

today.  Good men.  They will be missed.  Both Bronson 
and Acru were solid and dependable.  Their sacrifice 
should be remembered by each of us.”  The faces in the 
room were all sober and resolute.  “Well,” he said, “I 
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thank you for your service on this mission.  You are an 
outstanding crew.  God be with us here tonight.”  

Someone said, “Amen.”  It was not meant as a prayer 
exactly, but the benediction turned it into one, which 
somehow made everyone feel a bit better.   

“The fireworks should begin in…” Gregson consulted 
his watch.  “…about twenty minutes.  That’ll give you 
time to brief the men and women under your command 
and then, to gather on deck to see whatever is going to 
happen.  All hands will be welcome on deck—any who 
wish may be there.  In any eventuality, one way or 
another, twenty-odd minutes from now this mission will 
be over.  Dismissed.”  

 
It wasn’t quite twenty-two minutes.  The cloud cover 

was almost total, which made the blackness of the night 
stygian indeed.  Men and women of the United States 
Coast Guard gathered on the deck of the USS Fishburne, 
former frigate of the U.S. Navy.  Some prayed quietly.  
Some shuffled from foot to foot, impatiently waiting.  
Others talked softly with some urgency about minutiae 
that suddenly had the greatest significance.  Officers 
mingled with the enlisted crew, speaking quietly with one 
another.  Some found other things to do, belowdecks, 
unwilling to watch for the flash of light in the dark that 
would spell the end.   

All realized, some with greater understanding and 
detail than others, that in the event the Pentagon’s 
eggheads were wrong, these would be their last moments 
alive.  A nuclear blast from a distance of less than twenty 
miles would envelope the frigate USS Fishburne and all 
its crew, the blast unimpeded whatsoever by the flat, 
featureless sea that separated the two ships.  Though the 
blast itself might not vaporize the ship, the force of the 



 

shock wave would surely ruin if not destroy it, and the 
resulting disturbance in the ocean would swamp and 
quickly sink what was left.   

Blistering heat would roll over the Fishburne like the 
breath of hell itself, and as the fireball pulled everything 
back in toward its center, the very oxygen in the air 
would be sucked away into the mushroom.   

Time had texture, as though they could see it and feel 
it.  Time was being experienced for all its terrible 
shortness, in slow motion.  Some on that deck realized 
that were they to live to be ninety, time would never again 
have that particular quality of elasticity.  Eternity was 
present, and just a moment away and they could feel the 
tick of its approach.   

Then it happened.  The light arrived well before the 
sound of the explosion: a bright flash in the distance, like 
a small and instant bonfire.  There was the far away 
sound of thunder, as though from a gathering storm on 
the other side of a mountain.  The ship’s company could 
clearly see the yacht as it broke apart into two pieces.  
The Navy SEALs had done a kind of surgery on the boat, 
placing explosive charges in exactly the correct locations.  
The Leila went down in less than a minute.   

On the USS Fishburne, following the flash of light, 
there was a moment of aching silence followed quickly by 
exuberant shouts of celebration and rejoicing as men 
and women realized with a waterfall of relief that the light 
that had reached them had been nowhere near bright 
enough to be nuclear.  That their very ability to hear the 
explosions meant that they were still alive and not 
caught up in some mushroom-cloud firestorm blink 
dream. 

Just as quickly, the shouts died away and quiet again 
spread over the ship.  They waited.  Would sympathetic 



 

explosions or the pressure of the ocean itself set off the 
nuclear devices on the broken, sinking yacht?  They 
would know in minutes.  It would take a couple of 
minutes for the remains of the yacht to reach the shelf, 
nearly four hundred feet down.  Some actually held their 
breath until the time elapsed. 

Quiet.   
Blessed.  Heavenly quiet. 
There would be no nuclear explosion this night.  On 

the comm., the Navy confirmed the coordinates for the 
recovery.  Teams would be formed with deliberation.  The 
USS Grasp was on the way, and would be on station in 
less than a day.  The Fishburne would wait until the first 
Navy ships arrived to take over.  

In Washington, as on the aircraft carrier battle group 
making full speed for the area, there was cheering and 
exultation.  Backs were slapped and hands were shaken.  
Smiles were huge. 

On the USS Fishburne, some of the crew looked for a 
quiet place to sit and collect their thoughts.  Some made 
a fist pump or two, turned on a heel and moved away 
from the spot where they had stood waiting and hoping 
not to get a peek at forever.  

Captain Gregson rubbed the palm of his hand with the 
thumb of the other.  His carpal tunnel irritation was 
acting up again.  He stretched his hands backward, 
enjoying the feeling.  He stuffed his hands into the back 
pockets of his khakis and walked slowly past the Aegis 
tracking dome on his way to the stern of his ship.  
  



 

Chapter Forty Two 
 

 was up to John now to stop Al-Rashid.  He 
swung his body upward, trying to get a leg up 
onto the landing strut of the chopper.  But 

before he could do it, the helicopter yawed violently 
sideways, John’s leg fell free and he pendulum swung 
below the strut.  The aircraft yawed again and dipped 
and banked as Al-Rashid tried to shake him off the strut.  
Then Al-Rashid pushed down on the collective and the 
helicopter dropped, and for a moment John was nearly 
weightless.  It was the break he needed.  He swung his 
leg up and over the strut, hanging there like a tree sloth.  
He held on to the claw hammer, but so far, he had 
nothing to hit with it.  He hooked his left arm over the 
strut, and managed to shove the handle of the hammer 
under his belt, hooking the claw over his belt.  The nose 
of the hammer pushed into his side.  It was a nudge of 
reassurance, as he wrapped his right arm over the strut 
again.  

John looked below at the buildings of the city as they 
rushed past him.  On either side it seemed, he could 
reach out for the taller skyscrapers; indeed, if he were 
not exhausted, hurting in every cell of his body and 
locked in a deadly struggle with a crazed enemy, it might 
have been exciting fun.  But right now, John was working 
as hard as he could not to become a shapeless red 
smudge on one of the streets below.  Al-Rashid was flying 
the aircraft more smoothly now, and John managed to 
find a handhold so he could stand upright. 

Near the rotor hub, built into the frame of the 
helicopter, were two handholds, designed to allow pilots 
and mechanics to climb around for preflight inspections 
and for maintenance.  But standing on the strut and 

It 



 

holding onto those thin handles while airborne was even 
tougher than hanging below the strut by his arms and 
legs.  The g-forces on his body were unavoidable and 
implacably real.  When the aircraft yawed sharply, the 
centrifugal force threatened to sling John from the side 
of the chopper, not to mention how hard it was to hold 
on with a steady ninety-knot wind in his face.  John 
tucked the hammer into his belt and held on grimly. 

He remembered the irrepressible James Bond, 
scampering around on the outside of a small airplane in 
one movie, and from the tail to the top of a Beech 18 in 
another—a secret agent with simian strength and 
climbing skills.  And suddenly he knew how the stunt 
people had done it: with special equipment and slower 
flight.  Slower!  It was all John could do to hold on—fat 
chance of dancing around out here and heroically 
climbing through the doorway to fight with Al-Rashid, 
take over the aircraft and bring down the bad guy in time 
for the closing credits!  It was just silly, the things that 
ran through his mind while he was busy courting 
disaster in the real world.  

John’s only advantage was the ability to see through 
the window of the rear door and watch Al-Rashid’s 
movements—that and the fact that Al-Rashid needed 
both feet and both hands to fly the helicopter. 

 
The remains of the second police helicopter sat 

smoldering outside the entrance to the water tunnel, and 
men lay dead or injured in the equipment-strewn yard.  
The police field commander stood outside a police car, 
his face an angry mask.  He held the two-way radio 
microphone in his big fist.    

“This is Captain Johnson, Central.  Situation no 
longer stable.  The target has escaped in a stolen police 



 

helicopter.  He is westbound.  There is one friendly 
holding on to a strut.  Over.”  

The Central Command Station was quiet as the call 
came in.  The captain’s voice on the radio had spoken 
words that none of them had wanted to hear.  From this 
point on, there could only be escalation and more 
violence.  Men and women glanced uncertainly at one 
another.  It was a tough situation for everyone, 
particularly given the mix of diplomatic, police and 
military personnel involved and trying to work together. 

The military contingent was represented by a cigar-
chewing, hard-eyed man with short-cropped gray hair, 
and eyes the same smoky color.  He bit into the cigar as 
though teaching it a lesson and his voice sounded like 
gravel in a drum.  His face was lined by hard decisions 
and too many hours in the cockpits of fighter jets, 
sucking oxygen to supplement the high, thin air.   

General Norman Jackson, a.k.a.  Stonewall, had 
climbed out of Georgia’s red clay into the cockpit of a 
Tweetie bird and had seen combat action in both Persian 
Gulf wars.  The general took a slow breath, chewed 
harder on the cigar, and swept the room with an icy glare 
of finality.  He turned to the radio console. 

“Scramble the jets.  I repeat, scramble the jets.  The 
target is westbound.  Repeat, westbound from Roosevelt 
Island, New York City.  Scramble the jets.  When the 
target is located, you are cleared to fire, pilot’s discretion.  
Take him out.” 

The general chewed on the cigar again, thinking. 
“Send the attack helicopters, too.” 
He turned to an aide.  “One of these days the cowards 

of the world are going to learn that this country is not to 
be fucked with.” 

 



 

 
The towers of the George Washington Bridge loomed 

closer.  Suddenly, Al-Rashid put the helicopter into a 
dive, banked sharply and made for the Hudson River.  He 
had heard the tactical frequency call of the Air Force 
general’s gruff order on the cockpit police radio, and he 
sought the protection of the river. 

John had realized as they flew that Al-Rashid was 
doing more than merely escaping in the helicopter.  He 
apparently had a destination in mind, and John had to 
stop him from reaching it. 

John had an idea.  It just might be possible to release 
the wing nuts holding the access panel to the engine.  He 
still had the hammer!  He reached for one of the cowl 
fasteners and twisted it half a turn, freeing it.  Three 
more to go!  Al-Rashid craned his neck around to see 
John’s hand reaching up toward the access panel and 
immediately realized what was happening.  He twisted 
the helicopter back and forth violently.  John was flung 
sideways, straining to hold on with one hand and to keep 
his feet on the strut.  He pulled himself back in toward 
the fuselage and loosened two more fasteners.  The 
helicopter twisted again, but John held on and reached 
for the final wing nut.  The hinged cowling flew up into 
the slipstream, holding itself open in the wind.  John dug 
at his belt for the hammer. 

 
Al-Rashid hugged the edge of the riverbank, just feet 

above the water, knowing he was deep in the ground 
clutter of civilian radar.  He was relatively safe and 
invisible, at least until the Air Force jets arrived with 
their look-down, shoot-down radar.  His destination was 
so close—thirteen or fourteen more miles … 



 

He had to forget about Boulder for the moment.  
Pulling the collective, Al-Rashid racked the helicopter 
over, climbing swiftly up over the office buildings and 
homes on the New Jersey side of the Hudson River.  He 
kept it low, knowing that across another small river, 
beyond the wide river flats and a ridge, was the airport 
he sought.  It was a small airport with two runways.  He 
did not know its name, but he knew the direction.  It was 
due west.  He zoomed low over small squatting houses 
near the river, and suddenly they were over the runways 
of a busy airport.  Aircraft were taking off and landing, 
and others moved about on the taxiways and ramp 
areas.   

Al-Rashid looked rapidly right, left and all around.  It 
seemed too big, too heavily trafficked.  He looked at the 
runway numbers.  It was the wrong airport! His stomach 
sank, and he felt exposed and unsure of his next step.  
That son of a whore Boulder was trying to do something 
to the helicopter.  Al-Rashid was trying to find an airport 
in the most densely populated state in the nation, and 
the airport seemed to hide from him! He glanced at the 
navigation display, and his nervous rush subsided.  The 
airport was still eight miles away, still in front of him. 

Boulder! What was he up to now?  Al-Rashid looked 
back toward the strut.  Boulder was still there, clinging 
like a wood tick.  But wait… He was reaching into the 
engine bay.  He was swinging a hammer!  Again Al-
Rashid stabbed one of the antitorque pedals and the bird 
swung violently from side to side, slewing ninety degrees 
each way, as they flew closer and closer to the ridge.  
Boulder swung out from the side of the helicopter.  Now! 
Al-Rashid unloaded the rotor, pushing down on the 
collective and the ship dropped suddenly and rapidly.  
Now, before Boulder could regain his hold with both 



 

hands, Al-Rashid pulled up on the collective again, and 
he could feel the g-forces pulling him down into his seat 
as the helicopter screwed itself up into the sky. 

 
John was very close to disabling the helicopter.  The 

access panel was open, and he could see oil lines inside.  
The trick next would be to hammer one of the high-
pressure hydraulic lines free or maybe crimp an oil line—
anything to force the chopper down. 

He gripped the hammer in one hand and swung.  It 
whanged a glancing blow off one of the fittings.  The 
shriek of the jet turbine just inches from his ears was 
deafening.  No more than a foot above his scalp the heavy 
rotor system spun, with its two blades whipping the air 
at more than 430 revolutions per minute.  He was too 
close to the blades to hear the characteristic whop-whop-
whopping sound that people on the ground heard as the 
helicopter passed them.  All he got was a combination of 
engine scream, the hurricane howl of hundred-mile-an-
hour wind tugging at his clothing and blasting his eyes, 
and the steady beat of the air pulsing through the huge 
blades. 

Suddenly, he felt light on his feet and then he was 
weightless.  His feet actually rose off of the strut 
momentarily.  He glanced up at the blades, visions of 
how he’d look if he got tangled up in them flashing across 
his mind.  He fired a glance at Al-Rashid, who was 
working the controls like a madman in a renewed effort 
to dislodge the destructive parasite that threatened to 
bring him down.  John was powerless to stop the forces 
acting on him.  He felt himself levitate briefly, his feet off 
the strut.  His left hand gripped a handhold; his right 
held the hammer. 



 

The helicopter tilted forward, bore upward and gravity 
seized him.  As his feet pushed back down against the 
strut, he tried to press them inward.  One shoe hit the 
skid and slid off into space.  His grip began to weaken; 
then his other shoe found the skid, and he managed to 
catch it.  But the increased gravity tugged at his hand, 
and he felt his fingers slip.  John shouted his rage into 
the wind and looked at the ground far below.  Death 
waited there.  He felt his fingers slip a bit more.  He would 
not be able to hold on if the g-forces built any more. 

 
Al-Rashid darted his head around again, recognized 

the precarious hold Boulder had, and smiled grimly.  He 
pulled the collective up to the stop, and the rotor bit into 
the air harder.  The tips of the long blades bent upward 
as the lift increased. 

 
John yelled as his fingers finally let go, and in slow 

motion he felt his body begin to fall as his other shoe lost 
its purchase.  He could see the strut of the helicopter 
moving upward past his body, first past his knees, then 
his waist, and then the strut was in front of his chest 
and rising! He reached for it with his hand and felt the 
metal rasp against his forearm as he tried to grasp it.  
The hammer…his other hand! He swung the hammer 
like an alpinist swinging an ice ax.  The hammer claw 
hooked the strut and he dangled below, held only by the 
edge of the metal against metal.  He knew it wouldn’t 
hold for long, which didn’t matter much, since he 
wouldn’t be able to hold on to the hammer for long 
anyway.  With a final, despairing effort, he thrust his 
other hand back up for the strut just as the claw slipped 
away, losing its purchase on the metal.  He seized the 
strut with his left hand.  John Boulder held on with a 



 

panicked tenacity born of fear and stubborn 
determination.    

Once again, he chinned himself on the steel, wrapped 
an elbow around the strut, and swung a leg over.   

He felt something change in his mind.  An all-
enveloping, relentless rage flooded through him.  The 
specific details of the situation seemed to fade away, and 
he no longer noticed the beat of the rotors or the scream 
of the turbine.  Hand over hand, John hauled himself 
back up to stand on the strut.  He smashed the hammer 
into the fittings inside the engine bay.  Again … again. 

A low ridgeline passed close beneath the aircraft.  He 
did not even glance downward.  Again, John banged the 
hammer into the fittings, and finally one of them broke 
free.  It was a high-pressure hydraulic line.  Hot 
hydraulic fluid began to spray out toward the glowing 
exhaust stack of the engine.  The fine mist met the hot 
exhaust like a small flamethrower.  If the fire crept up 
the stream, he would soon get a face-full of burning 
hydraulic fluid.  John knew the danger but, mindless of 
it, kept pounding away with the hammer.   He watched 
a hard metal oil line bend and then flatten under the 
hammer blows.  Then another.  Life-giving oil was being 
denied the transmission, and the engine as well.  Like a 
heart denied blood, it would very quickly fail. 

 
Inside the cockpit, Al-Rashid had his hands full.  The 

controls were becoming stiff and sluggish in his hands 
as hydraulic fluid blowtorched out of the engine bay.  
Then suddenly, the main rotor transmission light came 
on in response to the loss of fluid.  A bright red light 
screamed its urgent message to land immediately, before 
the system failed completely. 



 

The smaller airport was just ahead, and Al-Rashid 
made for it, struggling with the controls, which felt as 
though they were immersed in hardening concrete.  Two 
lights flashed on the panel now, and an insistent buzzer 
raced up and down the keyboard of his nervous system.  
He had about a minute to put the ship on the ground or 
fall out of the sky. 

 
John looked at the hydraulic fluid blowtorch still 

roaring near his head, and prepared to jump from the 
helicopter as it neared the ground.  Al-Rashid looked 
around at him, murder blazing in his eyes. 

The Jet Ranger was ten feet from the ground when 
John jumped down onto a grassy area and rolled in a 
tangle of flailing legs and feet.  Al-Rashid was bringing 
the helicopter down, just coming into the ground-effect 
air cushion.  John knew that the chopper was at its most 
precarious equilibrium in the hover and just about to 
settle to a landing.  It was still about eight feet above the 
ground when John threw the hammer into the tail rotor.  
The smaller rotor blades hit the hammer and 
immediately bent, twisted, and flew off the helicopter.   

Without the tail rotor to counter the torque created by 
the huge overhead main rotor, the fuselage of the 
helicopter obeyed Newton’s second law of motion, and 
the tail whipped violently in the opposite direction of the 
main rotor’s motion.  Al-Rashid did the only thing 
available to him.  He cut power to slow the rotation and 
dropped the collective to the floor, then pulled hard a foot 
from the ground but not enough to avoid the crash.  The 
helicopter hit hard on one skid, which tilted the machine 
to the left.  The main rotor on the Jet Ranger was famous 
for the safety that came from its impressive rotor system 
inertia.  The rotor blades were producing a prodigious 



 

amount of lift when the direction of that lift was tilted 
sideways.  The helicopter attempted to follow the vector 
of that lift, and in a fraction of a second the helicopter 
tipped farther and one of the long blades touched the 
ground. 

As soon as John threw the hammer, he dove for cover 
into a ditch just as the first big rotor blade hit the 
ground.  The crunching and grinding and slapping 
sounds were louder than the dying whine of the jet 
engine.  The helicopter destroyed itself in less than three 
seconds as the huge blades bit into the ground and 
splintered.   

The engine, which was attached to the rotor shaft, 
responded to the sudden stop of the rotating blades by 
ripping itself out of the top of the helicopter, twisting 
itself through the roof of the cockpit.  It narrowly missed 
taking Al-Rashid’s head off.  As the rollover began, Al-
Rashid rolled himself into the smallest ball he could and 
covered his head.  Plexiglass shattered around him, and 
he heard the agonized ripping sounds of metal and 
composite materials.  A piece of the fuselage immediately 
behind his seat whipped around and smacked into his 
head.  He felt dazed and shaken.  The cyclic stick 
between his knees slammed violently to its stops left, 
then right, forward, then finally left again.  He didn’t 
know whether his left leg had been broken by the 
slapping stick; at best he would have deep, hobbling 
bruises. 

The wreckage of the chopper was still settling as Al-
Rashid rolled painfully out of the right-side pilot’s seat.  
He tumbled out of the crumpled cabin into the dirt and 
scrambled, adrenaline pushing him through the pain, 
toward safety.  The wreckage had landed just yards from 
the end of a runway of the small airport.  Holding just 



 

short of the southwest-facing runway sat a corporate 
business jet, a Cessna Citation.  Its engines were 
running, and the door to the cabin was open.  Al-Rashid 
broke across open ground, running toward the jet.  He 
would get away. 

 
From his position in the ditch fifty yards away, John 

could see it all.  He suddenly realized why Al-Rashid had 
headed as directly as possible for this particular airfield.  
John knew it well.  It was a small but busy county-owned 
airfield located within minutes of major expressways.  
John had landed at Essex County Airport many times 
himself.  It was a popular base for a variety of airplanes. 

To the southwest, just beyond the departure end of the 
runway, John saw something that made his heart leap 
with happiness.  An Army Apache attack helicopter rose 
from behind the tree line, tilted, and made a beeline for 
the running Hassan al-Rashid.  The cannon on the nose 
of the attack bird began to ratchet around as the pilot 
brought his sights to bear on the terrorist.  Al-Rashid 
began to zigzag, changing course, sprinting away from 
the business jet and yet toward it. 

Suddenly, before Al-Rashid could reach the jet’s air 
stair, someone inside the airplane threw out what 
appeared to be an assault rifle and pulled the stairway 
half of the clam-shell door closed.  Hassan threw himself 
to the ground near the runway.  He stared hard at the jet 
aircraft as though the power of his stare might reopen 
the door to him.  He clenched his fists in anger and yelled 
his outrage. 

Alberto Caldera was in the cabin of the plane, along 
with one of his men, who was armed.  The pilot sat in the 
left seat, wearing headphones.   



 

The tower controller was demanding that the jet hold 
its position.  The top half of the door to the cabin was not 
yet fully closed.  The larger lower section was secured, 
but the upper part was still open.  John could see into 
the cabin; the man inside held an AK-47.   

“Seven Four Three Bravo Sierra,” said the tower 
controller.  “You are not cleared to taxi.  Bravo Sierra, 
hold your position!” 

The pilot of the jet did not answer.  The cabin door 
closed.  The jet began to move quickly into position for 
takeoff. 

The controller was shouting into his microphone.  
“Bravo Sierra, you are NOT cleared for departure! Do not 
take off.  Hold your position.” 

The pilot pushed the power levers forward, and the 
small jet began its takeoff roll, passing the Apache as it 
drew nearer to Al-Rashid, who was pinned to the ground.  
The Apache pivoted to take a closer look at the Citation.  
Al-Rashid scrambled to his feet, dashed to where the rifle 
had been thrown, grabbed it and dived behind a runway 
sign. 

As the jet’s nose pointed upward, a second helicopter 
rose above the trees ahead of the airplane.  It was a 
Blackhawk.  The Apache pivoted in place and fired a 
missile just as the Blackhawk pilot hauled back on the 
cyclic to aim and triggered a missile of his own.  The 
Citation was climbing through four hundred feet when 
both missiles found it.  The jet exploded in a huge ball of 
flame and flying metal.  Even though the explosion was 
more than a half mile away, John felt the concussion, 
followed by a wave of heat that blew over his position.  
The shattered fuselage continued through the sky for a 
few seconds, inertia carrying it into a golf course at the 
departure end of the runway. 



 

Boulder leaped to his feet and shouted in triumph.  
“Yeah!  Yes!”  He pumped his fist in jubilation, then 
turned to look at Al-Rashid.  He was not there!  

Al-Rashid was crouched low, running behind a line of 
small airplanes.  His head swiveled toward Boulder, and 
he took in the exploding conflagration at the far end of 
the runway.  He saw Boulder stand and shout, though 
the sound of it was lost in the echoes of the exploding 
Citation.  Carrying the AK-47 in his hands, Al-Rashid 
made his furtive way down the line of aircraft, farther 
and farther out of Boulder’s peripheral vision. 

He would kill the man Boulder now.  He stopped, 
steadied himself and raised the rifle to aim at John 
Boulder’s back.  John turned toward the wheeling 
choppers over the runway, waving his arms, motioning 
them to him.  The Blackhawk banked and headed for 
Boulder while the awesome Apache held its position.  Al-
Rashid lowered the weapon.  The larger chopper would 
cross in front of his position. 

 
  



 

Chapter Forty Three 
 

eep under New York City the members of the 
bomb squad maintained their positions 
around the nuclear device.  Rivulets of sweat 

trickled down the side of one officer’s face.  Dedication 
was a deadly thing, and the waiting was very difficult.  It 
was impossible to keep the mind from wandering to 
thoughts of wives, children, girlfriends and the places 
they might never see again. 

“Listen, you guys.  Clear out of here.  Move on out.  I 
can handle it if we get lucky.” 

The sweating officer looked at his commander, his 
friend.   

“All of us.  Let’s get the hell out of here, all of us—or 
none of us.  Larry, please …” 

“Man, maybe I can do something.  If we get the code, I 
can stop this thing.” 

“Yeah, but if you don’t…” 
“I know.” Larry thought about his close friends, his 

wife and little boy, and in that moment, he wanted more 
than anything in the world to leave the bomb sitting 
there in the middle of the storage room floor.  He wanted 
to surface in the big, dark elevator and listen to the 
rumble deep down in the ground, feel the ground shake 
and leave the explanations to the politicians.  He wanted 
to hold his little boy again and teach him to hold a 
baseball bat, elbow up high, even with his shoulder and 
show him how to wait and then shift his weight into the 
oncoming curveball.  Most of all, he wanted to put his 
arms around his wife and look down at her petite and 
fragile beauty, to smile into her eyes and watch her catch 
her breath as she still did sometimes.  The lines time had 
drawn on her face had stolen none of her loveliness; not 
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to his eye.  He wanted to hold her in the quiet of the 
night, and he wanted to go to the local watering hole with 
his buddies and knock down a couple of cold beers.  He 
wanted to catch bad guys and argue with his captain. 

Larry Mason, lieutenant, NYPD.  One year, three 
months, and twenty-six days to retirement, decorated 
Army Ranger on the bomb detail in the closing months 
of Vietnam, infrequent visitor to church, willing to do 
dishes, unwilling to buy the groceries, and already 
planning his den in the cabin they had not yet found in 
the Poconos.  That Larry Mason wasn’t the running kind.  
He had a job to do.  He shook his head quietly, with 
unassailable finality.  His voice was almost a whisper.   

“No.  I’m staying.  If the code comes in with a minute 
to go, what then?  What then, if no one’s here to reset 
the timer?  If we get the code with thirty seconds to spare, 
it’ll be enough.  Somebody’s got to.” 

“Screw that.  Look, Larry, you know the word, man: 
‘I’m going home tonight.’ The job?  No one, not the mayor 
or the commissioner or president would stand here and 
wait to die, not for the whole wasted, disintegrating city.  
LEAVE that thing sitting right fuckin’ there, and let’s GO!  
Your wife, man!  Your kid!!”  

“Tony. You’re cussin’ man.  You never do that.”  
“I never watch my best friend commit suicide, either.”  

Tony paused.  Quiet. “I never thought I would.”   
There were tears in the officer’s eyes and in the eyes of 

the other officers.  He lost his composure, fell to one knee 
next to the bomb and slammed both forearms down on 
the gleaming steel cylinder.   

Larry and the rest of the officers sucked in their breath 
in one fast gasp.  They all knew that the bomb would not 
go off from the puny slap of a human forearm, but still, 



 

one did not go around smacking nuclear bombs—it just 
wasn’t done.   

Larry Mason grinned.  “Antonio.  Hey, man do me a 
favor.  Smack that bomb again for me, would you?” 

Antonio Espinosa suddenly realized that he was 
leaning on the bomb.  He backed away as though from a 
rattlesnake.   

“Aahhhh!” he exclaimed.  All the men laughed again 
their wry, self-effacing bomb squad chuckle.   

Larry offered his hand.  Espinosa took it and pulled 
his old and trusted friend to him in a bear hug of anger 
and love and farewell.  Antonio whispered, “You are the 
best there is, my friend.  The very best.” 

Larry whispered into his friend’s ear, “Take care of Liz 
and Bobby for me.”  

Tony nodded.  He couldn’t speak, but he would do it.  
They all would.  Every man and woman in the 
department would do it. 

Sgt. Antonio “Tony” Espinosa, who had served 
alongside Larry Mason in the hot spots around the world, 
who had once pulled Mason out of a snake-infested dirt 
trap, and who had twice been saved by Mason’s brand of 
just-in-time heroics, knew what good-bye felt like.  Good-
bye felt cold and clammy, like an icy cave.  Good-bye felt 
like the longest, emptiest tunnel.  They were as close as 
brothers.  Brothers who had stood together facing flying 
bullets and bombs that ached to explode.   

Espinosa angrily wiped away the only tears he would 
shed for his best friend.  In his mind he could see a 
future he dreaded.  He would stand at the funeral next 
to Mason’s wife and young son and stare at an empty, 
symbolic casket.  He would salute as the funeral detail 
fired its guns into the air, and he would hold that salute 
as the flag was removed from the coffin and carefully 



 

folded for the widow.  He would look out over a sea of 
blue that would stretch for many blocks across the city 
of New York.  He would be thankful for the friendship he 
treasured and would treasure until his own last day, but 
he would never, ever again be the same Antonio 
Espinosa.  He would not drink beer or watch a football 
game or mow his lawn without looking across the street 
at the house where Larry Mason had lived.  And the job—
the job would never be the same.  Antonio looked around 
him.  He recorded the dank brown surroundings of this 
monstrous hole in the ground, and he knew with finality 
that he would retire soon. 

When the Sergeant turned to walk away, the other 
officers knew that the discussion was over.  They 
followed him quietly, leaving New York City Police 
Lieutenant Larry Mason alone with the bomb.   

The timer ticked steadily: 14 minutes 22 seconds, 21, 
20, 19… 

Mason wiped the sweat from his face.  He watched his 
friends, gave a final nod of appreciation as they walked 
out of sight, hunched his shoulders against the sudden 
chill and crossed his arms.  He looked at the timer and 
his computer that raced against time.  He heard the 
device click and try the unending combinations with a 
steady t…t…t…t…t…t…, and he whispered, “Come o-o-
on.  Lord, please be with me… Please watch over my 
family… Please …” 

 
  



 

Chapter Forty Four 
 

he Blackhawk helicopter landed beside John 
Boulder.  John peered inside.  Four men looked 
back at him: two in the rear and the two in the 

pilot’s and copilot’s seats.  One of the men, a soldier with 
the bright, unjaded eyes of youth, stood behind the 
sights of a door-mounted .50-caliber machine gun.   

The other soldier had a permanent squint to the eyes 
and a bronzed, leathery hide.  It was easy to imagine in 
that face untold days and nights mired in icy snow or 
mud banks under blistering sun, wedged into hills of 
sand, holding a position or taking it from one enemy or 
another over too many long years of hard-won 
experience.  His insignia labeled him a master sergeant, 
and he had quiet, listening eyes, which slowly examined 
the features of the world around him as though recording 
each scene for reference and instant tactical recall.  John 
felt a slight “pressure,” for want of a better term, as the 
man’s eyes appraised him. 

The Apache attack helicopter quit its slow hover taxi 
to become stationary.  Its side opening canopies were 
open for ventilation.  The Apache was more than thirty 
yards away from the Blackhawk when Hassan al-
Rashid’s AK-47 spat two quick and accurate bursts. 

Each burst sent three small, high-speed bullets 
toward the open cockpit windows of the Apache.  It was 
easier than target practice.  The pilot was killed instantly 
as the little cones of lead penetrated his body.  One 
blasted into his neck, instantly destroying his carotid 
artery, while another entered his brain from a point just 
above his right ear.  The copilot would be dead in 
minutes, which was perhaps fortunate.  The bullets had 
broken two ribs and had smashed into his lungs, 
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perforating both and causing the air of his dying breaths 
to leak out.  Another of the bullets had crashed into his 
jaw, pulverizing the bone and sending three of his teeth 
flying as he wheezed a gout of spittle and bloody air.  The 
dead pilot sagged in his seat, and the weight of his 
leaning body sent the helicopter quickly out of control.  
The powerful Apache nosed forward and turned, spun 
hard, and slammed into the ground.    

John ducked instinctively, as did the crew of the larger 
Blackhawk—all except the silent, purposeful sergeant.  
Before the echoes of the second quick burst of rifle fire 
had died away, his highly trained body dived out of the 
Blackhawk and rolled in the direction of Al-Rashid’s 
chattering Kalashnikov.  Bullets stitched the ground 
near the soldier’s head, but he rolled to the side as 
though knowing where they would hit, and came up 
firing at Al-Rashid’s position.  The pilot of the surviving 
Blackhawk pushed switches and held the start button 
down insistently.  The turbine began to whine. 

Al-Rashid ducked, narrowly avoiding the stream of the 
sergeant’s bullets that rattled into the body of the 
airplane beside him.  He dived over the wing of a small 
plane and fired back at the oncoming soldier from a 
prone position on the ground.  Al-Rashid had the 
advantage of partial cover and the visually masking 
curves and corners of parked aircraft, while the veteran 
soldier was forced to move in the open with no cover 
available.   

The soldier had no choice; he must get up and try to 
make cover, or die in the next attack.  It was dicey, but 
it beat staying in the open.  The sergeant was up and 
running even before fully upright, then diving, rolling, 
and leaping only to dive and roll again.  It was an oblique 
pattern designed to spoil the aim of an attacker while 



 

taking him closer and closer to the nearest cover.  His 
goal was a nearby single-engine Piper. 

Al-Rashid smiled his appreciation.  He had taught 
many young warriors just the same moves, and so he 
waited for the third twisting turn, knowing by following 
the man’s excellent balance and shifting weight the 
direction the soldier would have to take next.  Al-Rashid 
led him carefully and expertly ran a line of bullets from 
thigh to chest as the man rose again.  In Al-Rashid’s 
opinion, the sergeant died quickly, as a fighter deserved.  
He fell to the ground.  The sergeant was an American 
however, and so Al-Rashid wished he could have suffered 
longer.   The Islamist killer congratulated himself briefly, 
pleased at having taken the man’s life.   

Then impossibly, the sergeant rose to one knee and 
fired an expert volley, chasing Al-Rashid behind another 
plane.  A bullet tugged at Al-Rashid’s shirt; a knife slash 
of pain lanced across his chest.  Then the sergeant 
collapsed on his face, as memories of battles all over the 
world were borne slowly away on his final breaths.  

The door gunner was young.  It was his first time 
actually taking enemy fire and he was shaken.  He was 
learning quickly though, and began to bring the machine 
gun to bear on the terrorist.  John dived to the side of 
the helicopter as the barrel of the .50 began to swing 
through his position. 

Al-Rashid calmly rose to one knee, braced himself and 
fired two more short bursts at the Blackhawk.  The pilot 
and copilot were both taken out of the fight.  The first 
quick fusillade took out the copilot, shattering his 
shoulder and chest.  He was not dead, but he couldn’t 
fight and would die soon without medical attention.  The 
second burst obliterated the pilot’s head.   



 

The door gunner finally got himself untracked and 
squeezed the trigger for all he was worth.  The gun 
hammered and large conical lumps of screaming hot 
steel, each the size of a man’s thumb, began chewing up 
the earth as he walked a line of bullets toward Al-
Rashid’s position.  The boy’s teeth showed savagely and 
he moaned low and loud as he worked his stream of lead 
over one plane, then another, like a tongue of fire in 
search of fresh kindling.  Two small planes exploded in 
flames.  Al-Rashid’s self-congratulations were rudely 
interrupted, and he found himself diving, rolling, 
running and diving again to escape the stream of bullets 
and the burning hundred octane aviation gasoline that 
flew into the air from erupting fuel tanks. 

John ran to the body of the dead soldier, retrieving the 
man’s rifle and two clips of ammunition.  He ran in the 
direction of the door gunner’s fire, looking for any sign of 
Hassan al-Rashid.  He expected to find the terrorist torn 
into bloody pieces by the withering stream of lead spewed 
out by the machine gun, but Al-Rashid was not there. 

“NO!”  John said, “He can’t be…” 
John heard a noise.  It was the sound of a piston 

airplane engine being started.  It could only mean one 
thing: Al-Rashid was going to get away again! 

John ran to the Blackhawk, reached into the pilot’s 
seat and rolled the dead officer out onto the ground.  He 
began to climb into the seat. 

“Hey, pal!  What do you think you’re doing?”  The 
young door gunner was being faced with decisions that 
he could never have prepared for. 

John began buckling himself into the seat.  “I can fly 
this thing!” 



 

The soldier pulled his .45 pistol from his waist holster.  
Menacing.  “I don’t think so.  We’ve got no clearance for 
this.” 

“Look!  We’ve got no choice! The pilot and copilot are 
dead.  Time’s running out!  You have got to help me get 
this bastard!  You have got to DO something.  Shoot me, 
or help me shoot him!  But do something.  Look around 
you.  Screw clearance!  Listen to me, son.  I can FLY this 
helicopter.  Can you shoot that gun?” 

The soldier nodded, slowly shaking his head as he 
briefly considered the swiftly evolving situation.  The 
decision was his to make.  “Well …”  He grinned.  “I can 
sho’ nuff shoot this gun.  Let’s go.” 

Al-Rashid could not believe his good fortune.  As he 
had dodged the young machine gunner’s bullets with 
diminishing hope, he suddenly found himself staring at 
the distinctive little tuna-shaped tip tanks of a small 
Italian-built military trainer.  Designed by Stelio Frati 
and world famous for its nimble handling and 
performance, the SF-260 Siai-Marchetti was more than 
a match for a big helicopter.  It was a sleek, low-wing 
monoplane powered by a 260-horsepower piston engine 
made by Lycoming.   

He clambered aboard.  With the butt of his rifle, he 
loosened the switch mechanism.  He quickly worked it 
free from the panel and yanked wires from the switch.  
The rest was as easy as hot-wiring an old Jeep.  No time 
to pre-flight the airplane.  The Marchetti’s engine started.   
He noted half tanks of gas, according to the gauge.  
Maybe two hours of fuel.  More than enough to get far 
away.  He closed the bubble canopy tightly and taxied 
fast out of the parking area toward the runway. 

Through the canopy of the Blackhawk, John could see 
the small aircraft turning onto the taxiway at the end of 



 

the runway far to his right.  John recognized the bright 
blue aircraft immediately, though he knew the SF-260 
by reputation only.  The Italians produced it to prepare 
their own pilots for fighter jet training, and a number of 
the world’s air forces had followed suit.  In fact, many 
developing countries had employed the speedy little 
fighter in actual combat.  It was cat quick and could do 
well over two hundred miles an hour, making it faster 
than the Blackhawk. 

The helicopter’s blades began to turn more rapidly.  
Through the windshield to his right, John could see the 
Marchetti rolling out onto the grass alongside the 
runway.  It turned onto the runway.   

“Come on, baby!” John called to his main rotor, willing 
it to spin more quickly.  The Marchetti began its takeoff 
roll. 

To John’s left, two police cars swung onto the runway, 
far ahead of the Marchetti.  Their lights were flashing, 
and their sirens were wailing as they sped down the 
runway toward the blue plane. 

John finally had rotor speed.  He hauled up on the 
collective, and the big helicopter lifted off the ground.  
The Marchetti closed fast from the right.  The police cars 
were closing in from the left.   A collision appeared 
imminent.  

John shouted, “No…no!” 
The Marchetti rotated its nose toward the sky just as 

John Boulder banked left.  The airplane flashed across 
the Blackhawk’s windshield, climbing…clearing the top 
of the lead police car by five feet.  The fast aerobatic plane 
pointed its nose to the sky and streaked upward.  John 
pivoted the Blackhawk to follow.  In his headphones, 
John heard, “Bank right!” 



 

John could see it, too.  The Marchetti began to bank 
hard right.  If John could turn inside him fast enough, 
the door gunner could come to guns on him.  Jeez, John 
thought, that plane was fast!  Wheeling the big chopper 
to the right, he squeezed a burst of machine gun fire from 
the nose turret.  Tracers flew in front of the Marchetti 
and narrowly missed its belly.  The plane passed to the 
right and the door gunner opened up as Al-Rashid 
passed by. 

Al-Rashid rolled inverted and dived out, below the 
helicopter’s shooting angle.  Rolling upright just above 
the trees, he swiveled his head and spotted the 
Blackhawk above and behind him.  It was coming at him.  
He pushed the power forward, the engine roared and the 
slippery little plane leaped forward.  The Marchetti 
skimmed the tops of the trees, dipping and weaving, 
banking and twisting, using the terrain to make it 
difficult for John to get a clear shot. 

The Yemeni was proving to be a good pilot.  John was 
trying to keep the airplane in his sights, but it moved, 
jinking, twisting, diving and climbing with the lay of the 
land. 

“Whoa!” exclaimed the door gunner.  “That little 
airplane’s pretty quick, ain’t it?” 

“Yeah,” said Boulder.  “Quick and a little bit faster 
than this Sikorsky.” 

The Marchetti dipped below the tree line, into a swath 
that had been cut through the forest for a new power 
line. 

The SF-260 was blistering along just twenty feet above 
the ground, with trees flashing past only a few feet 
beyond the wingtips.  Visually they appeared as a blur 
scant inches from the wings, though Al-Rashid knew it 
to be an optical illusion and ignored it.  The trees were 



 

at least ten to fifteen feet away on either side, but he was 
fully aware of his speed.  At two hundred miles an hour 
he was covering a football field every second.  If he merely 
flinched in the wrong direction, he would never feel the 
instantaneous fireball as the plane tumbled across the 
hard ground or into the trees.  As the earth rose, Al-
Rashid squeezed the stick—pressure more than actual 
movement—and the airplane rose to follow the curve.  He 
looked back; the Blackhawk was still there. 

John was pulling the guts out of the helicopter in an 
effort to stay with Al-Rashid on his straight-line dash.  If 
he could just anticipate the plane’s climb, Al-Rashid 
would rise right into a line of bullets.  John squeezed the 
trigger and saw dirt fly under the Marchetti as bullets 
from the helicopter’s nose turret again undershot its 
belly. 

With no warning, Al-Rashid pulled hard on the stick 
and g-forces went from one g—straight and level—to 
seven times the force of gravity.  The Marchetti seemed 
to stand on its tail and shoot straight upward.  John tried 
to keep pace, yanking up the nose of the Blackhawk in a 
futile attempt to chase the aircraft with the nose turret’s 
bullet stream.    

Al-Rashid banked left; John banked with him.  Al-
Rashid dived; John dived, too. 

“You’re losin’ him, buddy.  He’s gettin’ away.” 
“Not yet,” John muttered.  “Not yet, he ain’t.” 
John flipped the cover on the missiles’ select button 

and armed one of the two-and-three-quarter-inch 
missiles.  The aircraft juked and weaved. 

John fired one … fired two.  The tiny non-homing 
missiles shot out from the front of the helicopter, swiftly 
closing the gap with the Marchetti. 

 



 

Al-Rashid’s head was on a constant swivel.  He spotted 
the glow of the first missile’s ignition.  A lump formed 
hard in the pit of his stomach as he clenched against the 
lightning-fast missile’s expected impact.  He had the 
slimmest of chances.  He pulled back briefly and then 
slammed the stick all the way hard left.  His feet danced 
on the rudder pedals as the Marchetti corkscrewed 
through the air in a constant point roll, like an arrow in 
flight.  The first missile passed just feet from the bubble 
canopy.  After two revolutions, he stopped the roll at the 
270-degree point and pulled the stick back hard.  The 
Marchetti danced across the helicopter’s screen to the 
right in the hard turn.  The second missile passed 
harmlessly and just as quickly John lost sight of the 
airplane as it crossed in front of him.   

John took a chance.  He banked hard left and shoved 
the collective down, looking for Al-Rashid in the trees.  
He figured Al-Rashid would be trying to rebuild some 
energy lost in the rolling, hard defensive turn and would 
dive to get it.   

Al-Rashid had rolled inverted again after his extension 
and was diving for the ground again, building speed.  
John fingered the missile button again, and two more 
tiny rockets leaped out of their cylinders. 

John could not believe it as it happened.  There was 
no way Al-Rashid could evade those missiles! John had 
the high ground and had a clean shot at the belly of the 
Marchetti as it dived away.  Then impossibly, as though 
with a sixth sense, Al-Rashid rolled the plane at the last 
possible desperate moment and John watched as the 
missiles again burned brightly but harmlessly past the 
Marchetti. 

John knew in that same moment that he would lose 
Hassan al-Rashid again.  His Air Combat Maneuvering 



 

(ACM) was simply too rusty.  He had not once managed 
to lead Al-Rashid enough with the minigun on the nose.  
His turns to try to bring the door gunner and his 50 
caliber to bear had been late, and though he had flown 
the helicopter well, despite its strangeness and his most 
rudimentary understanding of its weapons systems, it 
was not enough.  He swore silently to himself as he 
watched the Marchetti begin to pull steadily away, 
hugging the hillocks and tiny lakes.  John found himself 
once again questioning himself.  He was not the finely 
honed warrior he had been a few years before, and while 
his most recent action had knocked off much of the rust, 
he still lacked the sharp combat edge that came from 
regular retraining and being actually in the game.  He 
found himself falling into a dangerous trap: questioning 
himself and his abilities when he needed them most. 

In his earphones John heard, “That’s some pretty 
fancy flyin’ there, buddy.” 

John looked back at the door gunner, a scowl on his 
face.  “Yeah, but he’s getting away.” 

The door gunner shrugged.  “Don’t look at me; I didn’t 
say anything.” 

“Then who …?”  John and the gunner both scanned 
the sky. 

The gunner said, “Two o’clock.  High.” 
“All right!”  John couldn’t help but smile.  He felt like 

crying from sheer joy. 
An A-10 Thunderbolt, fondly nicknamed the 

“Warthog,” descended smoothly and slid into formation 
beside the Blackhawk at the right wing position.  The 
pilot of the ’Hog peered over into the helicopter and gave 
Boulder a little salute. 

“How’s it goin’?”  he asked easily. 



 

“It’s really good to see you guys.”  John gave a nod of 
his head, since both hands and feet were busy with 
collective, cyclic, and antitorque pedals.  “That Marchetti 
is being flown by a terrorist, and he’s getting away.” 

The Thunderbolt pilot chuckled confidently over the 
intercom.  “Well, son, you’re right, and you’re wrong.  
That little airplane is carrying a terrorist, true enough.  
But he is not getting away.  Bet on that.” 

“Well …” 
“By the way,” the talkative pilot continued, “we’ve been 

watching you guys on the radar for the last few minutes.  
That was some pretty nice flying for a civilian stick.  
Sorry we couldn’t get here any quicker.” 

“Thanks.” 
“You got a name?” 
“John.” 
“Mine’s Carl.  You’ve done this stuff before, John.” 
“Some.  Now … would you guys … go on … and …” 

John made a quick sweeping gesture with his left hand.  
“… get him?” 

“Aw, hell, son, he’s not goin’ far.  Appreciate you 
holding him up some.  Gave us time to get here.  ’Sides, 
if I can’t catch him, Henry can.”  

The A-10 pilot gestured upward.  John craned his 
neck to look higher in the sky and spotted a tiny 
airplane.  It had the distinctive lines of an F-16 Fighting 
Falcon.  Suddenly, he realized who the cavalry was and 
where they had originated.  The “Boys from Syracuse” 
was what the Air National Guard called themselves, and 
they were stone deadly specialists in low-level precision 
bombing and interdiction.  They had distinguished 
themselves as a fighting unit during the Persian Gulf 
Wars and, in fact, gave up nothing to the regular Air 
Force in terms of flying ability, shooting, bombing 



 

accuracy, and tactical skill.  The F-16s could handle any 
airborne threat as well as make high-speed bombing 
runs on distant targets.  The Warthogs could root out the 
nasties in the weeds, from antiaircraft to tanks, and at 
350 knots, it was almost twice as fast as the Marchetti. 

The pilot keyed his transmit button on the common 
air-to-air frequency.  He was suddenly back to business.   

“This is Major Carl Thomas of the U.S. Air National 
Guard.  To the pilot of the SF-260 at my twelve o’clock, I 
suggest you get your mind around the futility of your 
immediate situation.  Return to the airport and land—
now.” 

The A-10 had not yet moved out of formation with the 
Blackhawk.  The pilot looked over at Boulder again.  He 
held up two fingers.  On his intercom, Boulder heard, “Be 
right back, buddy.  Coupla minutes.” 

The Marchetti was just a distant speck in the sky.  
Flame shot from the rear of the Thunderbolt, and John 
could hear the roar of the huge twin engines as it shot 
away from him toward the enemy airplane. 

Suddenly, John realized that the speck that was the 
Marchetti was growing larger. 

 “He’s engaging the fighter!” John muttered. 
The door gunner said, “Ballsy, I’ll give him that.”  
John acknowledged, “It’s all he can do.  If he simply 

tries to run, he’s dead meat and he knows it.”  
The Marchetti and the Thunderbolt appeared to be 

flying directly at each other, nose to nose.  They passed, 
each at knife edge.  Al-Rashid continued the roll again to 
inverted, dived for the ground, trying to get away in the 
ground clutter.  The F-16 continued to circle high above 
like a bird of prey while the A-10 immediately rolled in 
the direction of the Marchetti and climbed in a classic 
high yo-yo. 



 

Al-Rashid was clearly trying a new tactic aimed at 
bluffing his way out of his situation.  He was headed 
back toward the city, using the increasingly dense 
residential population nearer the city to keep the 
pursuing fighters from firing on him. 

The pilot of the F-16 spoke.  “Carl, we better not let 
him get too close to the city.” 

The Marchetti dipped and weaved.  The Warthog pilot 
chuckled again.  “Is he jokin’?” 

Major Thomas’s finger hovered over the missile 
button.  This missile had a seeker head, and circuitry to 
allow it to home in on the heat of a target it had locked 
onto. 

Before firing, the major asked John, “Blackhawk, 
what’s this terrorist’s name anyhow?”   

John spat out the name.  “Al-Rashid.” 
Then on his radio, John heard “Hey, Al-Rashid, last 

chance.  Turn around right now.” 
The Marchetti continued to jink. 
Major Thomas said, “What a shame.” He pressed the 

button, and the missile leaped off the rail. 
“What do you mean, ‘what a shame’?”  asked John. 
“It’s a shame,” said the major, “to waste such a nice 

airplane.” 
But the terrorist who had killed so many people in so 

many countries was not going so easily to his death.  
Again, and almost miraculously, he evaded the missile 
by rolling twice and then pulling hard back into it.  The 
missile was programmed to seek the bright heat of a jet 
exhaust, and the comparatively tiny heat signature of the 
piston engine made tracking it vastly more difficult.  The 
Sidewinder missile sped past the jinking and weaving 
airplane and exploded in the backyard of a home on the 
ground.  The major would later learn that the explosion 



 

killed the family dog, a cute springer spaniel and shook 
up the neighbors for three blocks but fortunately, 
harmed no people. 

The major gritted his teeth in frustration.  He was 
working with strict rules of engagement designed to 
protect American citizens on the ground.  He could not 
risk another missile shot because of the proximity of the 
civilian population.  He’d have to figure out a way to 
corral the target to a safe location so he could come to 
guns on him. 

John was watching the dogfight unfold before him 
while the F-16 pilot watched from high above.  Both had 
expected the Warthog to dispatch the Marchetti within 
seconds.  What Al-Rashid lacked in weaponry, he made 
up for by using the innocent civilian population as 
shields against either jet’s powerful missiles and the 
Warthog’s withering 30mm tank killer Gatling gun.  The 
National Guard aircraft had been effectively disarmed 
because unlike Al-Rashid, the pilots of the American 
aircraft cared about and were ordered to protect the lives 
of innocent people. 

John suddenly had an idea. 
“Major Thomas.” 
“Thomas.  Go.” 
“Got an idea.  About fifteen miles north of here there’s 

a long ridgeline.  On the other side is a big rock quarry.  
Think you can chase Al-Rashid over there?  He may see 
that ridgeline as a refuge.  I can set up a suitable 
welcome, maybe.” 

“Roger that.  That, I can do.” 
The F-16 pilot jumped in.  “I’ll see what I can do to get 

his attention.” 
The A-10 pilot said, “And I’ll herd that little dogie right 

to you.” 



 

John couldn’t help but grin.  He wheeled the 
Blackhawk in the direction of the rock quarry.  The 
Warthog pilot rolled his powerful aircraft into a gentle 
circle to the south of the Marchetti’s position, a blocking 
maneuver designed to keep the terrorist from 
approaching any nearer the city.  Major Thomas knew 
that his friend in the F-16 would generate a powerful 
sense of urgency in Al-Rashid’s cockpit within seconds. 

The F-16 pilot lowered his nose from his position high 
in the sky.  The jet screamed as it dived down toward the 
much slower Marchetti.  The little plane snaking along 
the ground suddenly seemed to be flying in slow motion.  
The Falcon descended from the Marchetti’s rear quarter. 

Al-Rashid’s mind was still on the Warthog; he had not 
seen the high-flying F-16.  Seeing the Thunderbolt begin 
to circle, he felt puzzled.  He recognized the holding 
pattern for what it was—a blocking maneuver to keep 
him away from the city—but why?  It was as though the 
pilot of the Warthog had given up on trying to shoot him 
down.  Al-Rashid began to relax, seeing for the first time 
a chance to get away.  He would find a field large enough 
to put the aircraft down, and escape into the 
countryside.  He was not even remotely aware of the F-
16. 

The pilot of the nimblest jet fighter in the world 
glanced at his air speed indicator.  He would be nearing 
the speed of sound when he arrived within a few 
wingspans of the Marchetti.  Out of deference to the 
people on the ground, he didn’t want to blast through the 
sound barrier, but he planned to be close to it.  
Shattering the sound barrier in such close proximity to 
the surface could damage eardrums and property.  The 
roar of his engine would be disturbing enough, but the 
terrorist had to be dealt with. 



 

Al-Rashid looked again toward the A-10, which began 
to reverse its direction of turn, and he tensed for another 
engagement.  Suddenly, the F-16 flashed across the front 
of his aircraft, the roar of its engine enveloping the 
cockpit.  The noise was deafening, though brief, but the 
passing jet’s turbulence upset the Marchetti.  
Uncommanded, the Marchetti pitched sharply upward 
and rolled rapidly in the F-16’s vortex.  Al-Rashid 
suddenly found himself upside down, looking at trees, 
and unable to see the attacking jet, which he knew would 
be positioning for a kill shot.   

Al-Rashid felt cold hands squeeze his heart, and the 
blood drained from his face.  His sweat felt cold despite 
the exertion of the air battle.  He fought with the plane 
for control, intent on avoiding trees that seemed to reach 
out for him with sharp, clutching fingers.  He managed 
to continue the roll and recovered with only yards to 
spare.  He swiveled his head frantically, looking for the 
F-16.  He rolled the Marchetti away from the direction of 
the last attack and from the Warthog waiting to the 
southeast.  He turned north. 

Al-Rashid was on the ragged edge of panic.  He felt 
naked and exposed before the two military fighters.  An 
F-16! He had faced Falcons before and had never won an 
engagement.  He had luckily broken off one fight and had 
been shot down once over the desert years earlier, and 
he was very much afraid.  The sight of any of the top-line 
American fighter planes sent a cold stab of fear through 
his bowels.  Whether it was a Falcon, or one of the Navy’s 
F/A-18 Hornets or worse, an Air Force F-15 Eagle or the 
newest nightmare, the F-22 Raptor, he and the other 
pilots of his country had known only defeat.  It was safer 
to run away than to engage.  And now, he was confronted 
by two of the most frightening aircraft in the world. 



 

Facing them both in concert, Al-Rashid knew that he 
would have been no match at all for them even in the 
beloved MiG-23 he had flown in his homeland.  He 
realized suddenly that he had perhaps moments to live 
unless he could use populated areas for cover or 
somehow manage to put the aircraft down in a field 
somewhere.  His situation could not be more precarious.  
He yearned for the MiG-23 the way parched lips yearn 
for ice water.  At least in his MiG, he could disengage 
from the fight and run away. 

His eyes were wide and his head moved constantly, 
trying to find the hounding jets.  He knew what they were 
doing.  Eventually, one jet or the other would force him 
to turn, to expose himself to their deadly bullets, and he 
would die.  He could picture the tracers as they licked 
the air, reaching out to caress him.  He could see in his 
imagination the sparkling, shiny thumb-size points of 
steel as they found his airplane, blowing pieces of it into 
the sky.  He could almost imagine the heat of each 
speeding bullet that found his legs, his arms, his chest.  
He sucked in his breath as fear gripped him.  His eyes 
darted.  His hand squeezed the stick, and only his 
training kept him from a suicidal death climb. 

The F-16 was coming again! 
“Allah!”  It was a cry of desperation, a universal 

beseeching of the Almighty for help.  The F-16 pointed 
its nose at the Marchetti from the right and descended 
like its namesake bird of prey.  The distance closed 
rapidly.  Al-Rashid rolled the Marchetti directly at the F-
16 as his fighter training dictated, and he realized as the 
Falcon roared past his canopy that the trap was closing.  
The accursed Warthog now dived on him from the left.  
His energy state was good but diminishing, and he knew 
he could not win a turning battle with the Warthog.  The 



 

A-10 could almost match his turn and also possessed 
abundant power, with which to take the high ground and 
shoot him at will.  He knew the only reason he was alive 
was the dense concentration of civilian homes below.  He 
abandoned his training and rolled farther right in panic, 
exposing the belly of his plane to the attacking A-10.  He 
desperately searched the terrain for a place to hide. 

Al-Rashid felt helpless.  He got a fleeting sense of the 
frustration and fear felt by the innocent victims of his 
terrorist acts around the world.  His God complex 
collapsed in on itself as he found himself very much 
under the thumb of superior and capricious powers. 

Major Carl Thomas smiled coldly.  He pulled his 
Warthog up, out of the chase for the moment, then 
cranked it around again, to dive on the fleeing terrorist 
from the opposite rear quarter. 

Seeing the Warthog pull up and reverse, Al-Rashid felt 
a momentary flush of confidence.  His ploy seemed to be 
working!  The A-10 had failed to achieve a firing solution 
because of the people and property on the ground and 
was being forced to reposition.  Al-Rashid would double 
back and lose himself in the ground clutter! 

He began to turn away from the Thunderbolt and was 
suddenly jolted back into panic.  The F-16 filled his 
vision directly in front of him, and he gave up any 
thought of doubling back to the south.  All avenues back 
toward the city were shut off.   He turned and twisted 
wildly, hugging the contours of the ground, searching for 
a place to shake his pursuers.  Each time the F-16 dived 
on him, the huge difference in speed caused it to 
overshoot, giving Al-Rashid a chance to vary his flight.  
Al-Rashid spotted the tank killer off to his right, its 
underside showing as it rolled.  He had lost it, for the 
moment.  Now, if he could just shake the F-16! 



 

Then he saw them in his path, directly ahead of him: 
high-voltage power lines! They stretched from one hilltop 
to the next, and his heart leaped into his throat.  They 
would slice through the airplane like a boiled-egg slicer, 
and if he pulled up to avoid them, one of the fighter 
planes would surely find him.  He would have to try to 
fly under them.  He pushed the stick forward. 

The plane flashed under the wires with scant feet to 
spare.  Seeing a small valley at eleven o’clock, Al-Rashid 
went for it, hugging the earth, the branches of trees 
nearly touching the plane.  He could see, at the valley’s 
far end, a sizable depression.  It was a huge, deep rock 
quarry.  He suddenly knew he could survive.  The 
ridgeline would offer visual protection and the rock 
quarry a sheltered cove in which to reverse course.  There 
were farm fields visible several miles away.  The 
Marchetti could fly at much slower airspeeds than the 
two jets that hounded him, and he realized that the 
granite bowl before him could offer temporary safe haven 
from what had become a lost battle.  He craned his head 
back around to his left and smiled grimly. 

The two jets were circling, looking for him.  He had 
done it! He had lost them, at least for the moment.  He 
knew he had only seconds to escape, to evade their look-
down radar.  He would slow the plane to a speed just 
above stall and hide deep in the bowl of the rock quarry 
in front of him.  It appeared to be at least a half mile 
wide.  He could circle there, hidden by granite walls until 
his pursuers moved back to the south, where they would 
undoubtedly expect him to try to escape. 

Major Thomas smiled again without mirth.  Go for it, 
he silently urged. 

“Heads up, John,” said the major.  “Here he comes.” 
 



 

Al-Rashid pulled his throttle back and watched the 
airspeed bleed off until it was within range to lower his 
gear and flaps.  The airspeed needle moved steadily down 
the dial as the craft slowed to a virtual crawl.  The needle 
hovered near seventy knots as the plane reached the 
edge of the huge quarry and dropped into the bowl.  Al-
Rashid immediately eased himself into a gentle bank, 
hugging the sheer granite walls as he descended deeper 
into the canyon. 

He had done it!  He was out of view of the military 
fighters.  As he lost sight of the planes, he began to relax.  
He knew they could not see him, and if he could fly the 
plane slowly enough and carefully enough, deep inside 
the bowl of the rock quarry, they would move southward 
and he would be able to fly safely out. 

The walls of the excavation undulated, wavelike, 
around the giant hole in the ground, nearly a mile and a 
half across.  On one side of the bowl, the excavation was 
very deep, perhaps six hundred feet to the bottom, while 
on the opposite side it gradually shallowed to the 
surface.  Roadways ran in spiraling paths through the 
quarry to allow heavy earthmoving machines to scoop 
the gravel and carry the blasted hunks of rock away.   

Al-Rashid allowed himself a smile.  It would work!  He 
scanned the sky constantly, knowing that if he could 
remain hidden from view for just a few more moments, 
he would be safe.  He looked above the cockpit into the 
sky above, and his face fell.  The Warthog was coming 
into view! To the far left and higher, the F-16 slid into 
place as well.  Clearly, they could see him, yet they did 
not attack! 

Al-Rashid banked carefully around an outcropping of 
rock.  He looked upward, wondering briefly why they 
were not diving on his position.  He was low and slow, a 



 

sitting duck.  Perhaps they did not see him.  He could 
not understand it.  The Marchetti passed the 
outcropping.  Al-Rashid’s eyes automatically swiveled to 
the left, and it was suddenly all so very clear!    

Less than fifty yards away, tucked into a corner of the 
quarry, hovered the forgotten Blackhawk helicopter.  
John Boulder sat in the pilot’s seat, wearing a huge 
welcoming smile!  Al-Rashid’s face twisted into an 
enraged snarl.  His left hand gripped the throttle. 

John’s smile disappeared as his forefinger tightened 
on the cannon trigger.  Flames leaped from the nose of 
the helicopter.  A stream of bullets interspersed with 
bright, glowing tracer rounds smashed directly into the 
airplane before him.  The Marchetti was just going into a 
turn when the bullets found it. 

The plane seemed to shake in midair as the heavy 
rounds slammed into it.  John carefully walked the 
stream into the cockpit. 

For Al-Rashid it was his dying daydream come true.  
Time slowed to a stop, and he realized with cold, aching 
finality that he was watching his own death as it 
happened.  Even as his left hand reached for the throttle, 
his eyes locked on to Boulder’s.   

Al-Rashid watched as Boulder’s smile disappeared.  
He felt ice water flood through his nervous system.  He 
was paralyzed as he watched the long, shiny tongue of 
metal fire reach out for him.  He felt the airplane jolt 
around him, punished by the impact of the heavy slugs.  
He watched the nose of the helicopter pivot slowly, and 
he saw the stream of bullets draw closer to him. 

The first angry bumblebee to find him came through 
the metal skin of the aircraft just above his hip.  It 
blasted through the wall of the plane, pushing a chunk 
of the fuselage through his side and carrying a hunk of 



 

flesh with it.  The second bullet entered just above the 
first, shattering two ribs on its way out, and then broke 
his right arm just below the elbow.  Al-Rashid felt the air 
go out of his lungs as he opened his mouth to scream.  
Curiously, he did not feel the heat of the shells as he had 
expected.  More bullets, each as big as door hinge bolts, 
found him.  He vaguely felt his right leg shatter as twice, 
bone was blasted to bits, and then a bullet careened 
through just behind the engine before tearing through 
the seat to find his lower groin area.  The bullet finished 
its mad, twisting flight by smashing into his pelvic girdle.  
He was being shredded by the Blackhawk’s bullets.  He 
felt his midsection erupt in a welter of red gore. 

Only his mind still worked.  There was no sensation of 
heat or cold, only a slamming pressure, and then he was 
aware that the world around him grew bright.  Then 
finally the heat came.  He felt searing heat, as flaming 
gasoline enveloped the cockpit, and the Marchetti folded 
itself and made a billowing, flaming spiral to the quarry 
floor.   

John Boulder felt no elation in the moment, but he did 
feel satisfaction, as comforting as a warm winter quilt.  
He felt the swimming pull of adrenaline, and he pushed 
forward on the cyclic enough to bring the Blackhawk to 
a position above the flaming wreckage. 

John Boulder found his voice.  “Done,” he said.  He 
whispered, “That was for you, Tulsa.”  

The F-16 pilot, a taciturn man named Henry “Trotter” 
Namowitz, keyed his microphone.   

“General, splash one bad guy.  Confirmed.  Nice job, 
John.” 

“Yeee-haaaa!”  Major Carl Thomas pumped his fist in 
the air as he flew the A-10 Warthog low over the smoking 
wreckage.  He gestured his congratulations to John.  



 

John looked across and nodded at the big thumbs-up 
the major was flashing from the Warthog.  Major 
Thomas’s face was split by a big smile.  “We got us a helo 
monster.  Hell of a shot!”  Then he added, “… for a civilian 
stick.” 

John finally allowed himself a short grin.  He couldn’t 
help himself; the grin just seemed to smear itself across 
his face.  “I guess we can go home now?” 

The wreckage lay in a misshapen heap at the bottom 
of the excavation.  Flames rose from it and a blooming 
cloud of smoke from the aviation gasoline fire boiled 
straight up from it like a funeral pyre.   

An enormous fatigue began to settle like rain through 
a bed of gravel into John Boulder’s very bones.  He flew 
the helicopter back to the county airport without 
thinking or feeling.  He numbly went through the 
motions of a landing checklist.  He translated from a 
descent to a brief hover, and then settled the ship onto 
the grass near the tower. 

 
  



 

Chapter Forty Five 
 

ll around him and scattered across the airport, 
lights were flashing.  Police cars, fire trucks, 
ambulances and various unmarked government 

vehicles had descended on the airport, closing it down.  
A crowd of people stood near a limousine, surrounding 
two government spokesmen.  John recognized the telltale 
signs of the news media by the cameras, flashes, and 
microphones in the distance. 

As John and the door gunner climbed out of the 
helicopter, a swarm of people rushed to their sides.  The 
crowd was jubilant.  Word that the terrorist had been 
killed had been monitored by reporters with aviation and 
police radios.  John and the gunner were pushed and 
carried by the crush of bodies back toward the control 
tower.  Reporters and camera crews were cutting short 
their interview with the two spokesmen and began to 
move as a mass toward John and the door gunner. 

A man in a plain blue suit stood quietly off to the side, 
watching the developing media gang bang.  He nodded 
almost imperceptibly.  Suddenly three large men wearing 
suits and carrying very official-looking identifications 
intercepted the crowd of reporters and deflected their 
advance on Boulder and the gunner.  The men explained 
they would be debriefed first before any reporters could 
ask their questions.   

Angry shouts and protests of frustration filled the air, 
demanding to be allowed access under freedom-of-
information rules.  Questions were fired about the 
identities of John and the door gunner—questions about 
their involvement, questions about what had happened 
in the skies over New Jersey.   

A 



 

Were they, in fact, the two men who had brought down 
the terrorist in the skies over Northern Jersey?   

What were the casualties on the ground?   
Was it true that an American jet had fired a missile at 

a home on the ground?  
 How many terrorist aircraft were there?   
Was it true that the man who was shot down was 

actually not a terrorist at all but a Muslim clergyman, 
forced to run for his life from the Arab-hating forces of 
the American government?  

 How many members of the terrorist cell were there?  
Had any of them been arrested?   

Where were they being held?   
When would news crews be provided transportation to 

the site of the aircraft that had been shot down?   
The questions rained down on the three government 

men, who skillfully deflected each one, answering 
forthrightly only the most ridiculous or obvious, with 
simple, direct, irrefutable statements. 

The government men promised more details at a news 
conference to be held approximately one hour later at a 
federal building in Hackensack, New Jersey, which was 
about twenty miles away.  The distance and time were 
calculated to force the reporting crews to abandon the 
small county airport quickly in order to take up 
advantageous positions in a distant conference room in 
time for the news briefing.  They would not discover until 
it was under way that John Boulder and the still 
unidentified door gunner from the military helicopter 
would not appear.  They would be angry and would feel 
deceived and would wail mightily to various government 
officials, who all would promise to get back to them.   

The experienced reporters in the group would say little 
in protest.  They knew that it was their job to dig out the 



 

information, not wait for the government to hand it to 
them, and the good ones would set about the job of 
tracking down John Boulder.  They were sure his story 
would eventually be told, though it might very well be 
days, if not weeks after the hyperbole of the moment had 
diminished and reformed into something entirely 
different, though not necessarily more accurate. 

John was grateful for the intervention of the 
government information officers.  He felt no joy, no 
jubilation.  He most especially did not want to stand in 
front of the unblinking eyes of news cameras and talk to 
the hounds of the media.  He was merely tired, so utterly 
and completely exhausted that he seriously considered 
sitting down in the midst of the tumult.   

Then he saw Jennifer.  She was standing anxiously 
beside one of the government sedans.  Beside her stood 
Derick Embley, his arm in a sling, a bandage on his 
head. 

John shook himself free of the crowded emotions that 
threatened to overwhelm him.  Jennifer ran toward him.  
She ran into his arms, and he held her close, feeling his 
energy drain from him, needing her strength as much as 
she had so badly needed his earlier.   

Cameras clicked and video cameras whirred as 
reporters managed to capture the moment.  It would be 
on every television network and every local TV station 
within minutes.  Some were doing live broadcasts, 
describing the scene on the fly, making it up as they 
went.  

The door gunner stood a couple of feet away, waiting.  
John released Jennifer.  Then, remembering the man at 
his side, he turned and took the young gunner’s hand.  
The young man shook John’s hand strongly and gripped 
his shoulder.   



 

“You were right,” he said.  “You can fly that helicopter 
after all.”  

“Thanks.  Thanks a lot.” 
“Sometime when you’re up around Syracuse, give me 

a call.  Name’s Baldridge.  Gene Baldridge.” 
John thought briefly about Gene Brancone and Ted 

Maglione, and he winced slightly.  “Thanks.  I’d like that.” 
They shook hands again.  “Thanks for the help up there, 
Gene.  I was way behind the curve.” 

“Yeah, but we got the job done.  Man, when you shot 
that airplane outta the sky, oh, man, that was shit hot.” 

“I’m just glad he’s gone.” 
Jennifer threw her arms around John’s neck.  She was 

crying and kissing him all over his face and neck.  Derick 
Embley walked toward them, a bittersweet smile on his 
face.  He stretched out his good hand. 

“John,” said Embley, “I’m glad you got Al-Rashid at 
last, and I want to hear about it.  Matter of fact, there’s 
a big debriefing waiting for us both.” 

“Well, I need a beer.” 
“You’re gonna need two.” 
“Derick…?” 
“We need to talk.” 
Door gunner Gene Baldridge suddenly had his own 

welcoming committee.  Two of his buddies ran up to him, 
one on either side.  He threw an arm over their 
shoulders, and they walked away together, talking 
loudly.  John, Derick, and Jennifer could hear their 
excited voices clearly. 

One of his friends exclaimed, “Hey, man! Wait till you 
hear what happened! You missed it!”  

“Missed what?  I didn’t miss nothin’! You shoulda been 
up there with me!” Baldridge had a story of his own to 



 

tell and was about to launch into it when his friend 
interrupted.   

“Missed the earthquake, man.  It was a big one!  Right 
under New York City, just a half hour ago.” 

“What!  No way!”    
“Yes, way!” 
“Earthquake…?  What happened?” 
Baldridge’s other friend was just as animated.  “No 

joke!  A couple of streets buckled.  A bunch of water 
mains broke.  There are a few fires…and some old 
buildings fell down.  People dead and injured…” 

Derick and Jennifer exchanged a look.  John stopped 
in his tracks, stunned.  He stared at the retreating 
soldiers. 

“C’mon, Gene!”  said one of them.  “We got to go!  The 
colonel wants us in the city pronto to help with the 
cleanup.” 

The young door gunner, Specialist Gene Baldridge 
shook his head.  “An earthquake… Can you imagine that!  
Anyway, y’all shoulda been up there with me.  We shot 
some terrorist after the wildest ride … at least, they said 
he was terrorist …” 

The young soldiers walked away, their voices fading.  
They had work to do, stories to trade.  An officer with two 
bars on his shoulders hurried to intercept the trio.  
Baldridge had a date with the Colonel, first.  Word was 
General Jackson himself might take part in the 
debriefing.  The Air National Guard’s clean up assistance 
could do without one helicopter door gunner for a while.  
  



 

Chapter Forty Six 
 

 John turned to look into Derick Embley’s 
disconsolate face, the sounds of celebration 
faded around him.  He immediately 

thought of Lt. Larry Mason, Sgt. Antonio Espinosa, and 
the other members of the bomb squad.  A dreadful 
emotional kaleidoscope of questions, images and whole 
scenarios of gloomy atomic disaster played before his 
mind’s eye, and the tired euphoria of victory faded 
dispiritedly away. 

 “The men in the tunnel?” 
 “All out but three,” answered Derick. 
 John raised an eyebrow in question. 
 “Lt. Mason stayed.  He wouldn’t go.” 
 “Guess he wouldn’t.”  John nodded.  
Derick reached for John’s arm, guiding him to their 

waiting car, speaking quietly, urgently.   
“Look, John, we don’t know what the damage is so far.  

We lost Lieutenant Mason.  A couple of sandhogs, too—
they were trying to get the tunnel buttoned up as best 
they could to contain or at least redirect the blast 
northward, up the tube when it went off.” 

Embley, Boulder and Jennifer got into the car.  It 
moved slowly through the crowd of people and out onto 
the two-lane road leading back to the interstate into the 
city.  John leaned back in the seat. 

Jennifer took one of his hands and held it in her lap.  
She was hearing things, new things.  These terrifying 
tidbits of new information were helping her, at last, to 
understand the gravity of what John had just been 
through.  She listened quietly, wondering how men like 
John and Derick could find themselves at the hard-

As 



 

edged fulcrum of such calamitous events and maintain 
their sanity.   

She came to realize as she listened to conversations 
that would have been highly classified by any 
government, that men like these stood and worked at the 
teeter point.  On one side, fate pushed hard for ill winds 
and iron ages.  On the other, men and women struggled 
for victories that at times were little more than a draw.  
The scales didn’t seem balanced—too much weight on 
the evil side of fate’s awful scale.   

“The water?”   
“Still flowing.  That’s a good sign, an indication at least 

that the explosion didn’t rupture the fault between the 
two tunnels.  The damage may be contained completely 
in the new tunnel.  We won’t know until a team goes 
down to investigate.”  

“I’d like to see.”  
“No way, John.  They won’t let you down there.  Hell, 

they won’t even let me go.  All of a sudden, DOE guys are 
in town in their unmarked vans, and Bunch sent in some 
State Department specialists to have some tight little 
conversations with all the people who are in the loop on 
this thing.” 

“You mean, they want to make sure the lid stays on.” 
“They’re gonna try, John.  A whole new group of people 

has moved in.  None of us who were involved in this are 
even being allowed in the command center.  Our 
briefings are being set up at satellite locations.”  

“What the … it’s only been an hour since …” 
“Look.  Maybe, just maybe, we got out of this one okay.  

Maybe the worst thing that happens is the government 
spends another few billion dollars to carve another hole 
in the rock and close off the section of tunnel damaged 
by Al-Rashid’s little nuke.  Maybe.” 



 

“Yeah.  And maybe the nuke weakened the fault, and 
the next real quake we get—and we get a lot of tiny 
ones—will open the door.  We’d be right back to disaster!  
Or maybe the damage is as bad as we thought it might 
be, and they aren’t telling us—any of us.  Including us—
you … me … Jen … Jackie.  By the way, you in touch 
with her?”   

“Not so far.  She got bigfooted, too.  She’s under wraps 
with nonstop debriefings.”  

“I don’t like the sound of it.”  
“Me, neither.”  
“So, what do you think?  Feeling thirsty?  Want some 

fine New York City tap water?” 
“Don’t even say that!”  Derick rubbed the back of his 

neck. 
“You know it could happen.  Radiation.  The whole 

nine.”  
“Sure, I do.  But that’s borrowing trouble.  It hasn’t 

happened yet—at least we don’t think so, since we still 
have water flowing into the city through the old system 
and they tell me it’s testing clean.” 

“I go for a little chopper ride and when I get back, the 
whole city’s upside down.  Who’s in charge of the mop-
up?” 

Jennifer spoke for the first time.  “You mean cover-up, 
don’t you?”   

Embley grinned without much mirth.  “It’s not a cover-
up, Jen.  It’s clean-up.  It’s trying to get our ducks in a 
row so that people can live their lives with the deficit of 
peace and tranquility they’re accustomed to coping with, 
as opposed to the complete, utter chaos that full 
disclosure might create.”  

“People have a right to know.” 
“Right to know what?” 



 

“What’s happening.  It’s their life.”  
“Okay, Jen.  You tell me which of two scenarios would 

do the people the most good.  A: They find out that the 
terrorist who killed so many of their fellow citizens by 
flooding the Holland Tunnel has been caught and in fact, 
is dead and no longer a threat.  That his close associates 
have also either been killed or are in custody.  Most of 
them anyway.”  

She started to speak, but Derick raised his hand.  He 
continued.   

“…That one of the leading drug dealers in the world is 
dead, and the Caldera cartel weakened accordingly.  And 
that the world, their little world, is safer again for their 
children and for their workaday lives.” 

“What about the bomb?” 
“What about it?  There was a small earthquake.  It 

broke a few old buildings.  Tragic yes, but New York 
rebuilds every day.”  He paused; his brows narrowed with 
concern.  “Or, there’s Option B.  We can tell them all the 
good stuff, plus the bad.  We can say that the terrorist 
was really out to destroy New York City because he hated 
Israel and Jewish people and hated the United States 
and Americans and western freedoms in general just as 
much.  That he exploded a very dirty nuclear device right 
under the noses of those very same New Yorkers in an 
effort to kill as many as possible with long-term radiation 
sickness and destroy the city forever with a justifiable 
implosion of fear.  The ultimate terrorist victory.  That 
the threat continues.  That the city’s water supply isn’t, 
but could yet be contaminated … that the city and the 
federal governments are doing their best to make sure 
that doesn’t happen.  So please everyone, just trust us.  
The same city and federal governments who failed to stop 
Al-Rashid’s diabolical bombs in the first place want you 



 

to just trust us.  Okay, he’s dead.  But what about the 
future?  Would the people of New York—of the whole 
country, for that matter—be given a sense of optimism 
or would they once again find reason to distrust and 
doubt and despair?  Think about it.  What would the 
people do with that information?  What could they do, 
aside from lose more faith?”   

“They’d know.  It’s their city.  It’s their country.”  
“The water is safe, at least for now.”  
“It’s not your place to play God.”  
“No, Jen, you’re right.  It isn’t.  And I’m glad I’m not 

making the decisions.  I just happen to agree with them.  
Look.  My job and the job of people like me is to try to 
plug the holes in the dike, not point to them and shout 
about the dangers of leaking water.  My job is to try to 
keep the fragile house we all live in from falling down.  
My job is to try to kill the wolves at the door, not tell wolf 
stories to children inside the house about how bad those 
wolves really are.  We have people in this country who 
energetically cry out the dangers of wolves and leaking 
dikes, from politicians who build their careers on fear, to 
the press, which is in the business of selling headlines.  
Let ’em.  That’s their job.  If they can dig out the story 
and scare people to death with it, nobody can stop them.  
That’s what a free press seems to be about these days.  
But that doesn’t mean that I or the governor or the 
Secretary of State is obligated to call a news conference 
and do their jobs for them.” 

Jennifer grew more agitated the longer Embley spoke.  
“Derick, I thought I knew you,” she huffed.  “You people 
are too much.  You think people really are sheep, don’t 
you?  You think that telling people what’s happening is 
a bad thing … that the people don’t have enough sense 



 

to make reasonable, rational decisions about whatever 
the trouble is.” 

“No, I don’t think that…” 
“Yes, you do—and it’s wrong.  You think people would 

panic if they thought the water might be contaminated, 
either now or someday and desert the city, don’t you?”   

“They might.” 
“You think that the fact that someone set off an atomic 

bomb under the city is nobody’s business, because of the 
fear factor.” 

“Not yet … not now.  Fear is a very real factor.” 
“And you think that if people found out Al-Rashid left 

a legacy of radiation in a tunnel under the city, chaos 
would ensue.” 

“It might.” 
“You could be right.  But isn’t that the chance we take 

in this world?  Don’t we have the right?  The right, to 
know what the risks are in our lives and to make our 
own decisions?”   

“To desert the city, if that’s what we choose to do?” 
“Yes.  YES!  Am I so special?  I sit here in this car with 

you two men, and I know things the people outside these 
windows don’t know.  I can stay or I can leave, but I have 
the necessary information to make my own decision.  I 
happen to think that you and the tunnel builders and 
the radiation experts and the rest of our best people will 
be able to beat this thing, because I believe in a future of 
our own making.  I believe we can win.  You did beat 
Hassan Al-Rashid.  He’s dead!  I know the worst, and I’m 
not in a panic.  I believe in you, Derick Embley, more 
than you believe in yourself.” 

John sat silently, listening to the give and take.  He 
wasn’t sure where he stood anymore.  He had spent a 
career in the kind of secretive struggle Embley now 



 

shouldered, always trying to stanch the hemorrhage.  
But since leaving the Agency, he had found himself on 
the other side of the fence.  He knew that as a citizen he 
wanted to know what was going on, however dire, 
because he had faith in his own ability to make good 
decisions.  The question he realized, was whether 
citizens as individuals could believe that others would be 
as wise.   

In Derick Embley’s business, putting faith in the 
judgment of others was too often a quick way to get 
killed.  The civilian world, on the other hand, survived 
because of its faith in the judgment of others.  The two 
sides were and must be, eternally opposed—the yin and 
the yang of free society.  One side fighting its foes in the 
shadows, fearing the light.  The other living in the light, 
fearing the figures cloaked in shadows. 

John took a deep, ragged breath as he watched the 
unsuspecting world float past the windows of the 
speeding car.  What he needed was a break, a chance to 
allow his wounds to heal.  They all needed it.  Jennifer, 
still reeling from Mandy’s death, had not even had time 
to begin the mourning process.  Physically she was 
bruised and hurt, and she had lived with the constant 
fear that he would be killed, and with the uncertainties 
of a world seemingly gone mad.  She, too, needed time to 
repair and replenish herself.   

He knew only that he was tired, too tired to join in the 
debate over the strengths and weaknesses of America’s 
form of democracy, over rights and wrongs and the 
wisdom of the masses, or the lack thereof.  He knew only 
that he wanted to take a long break from it all.  He 
needed the perspective of distance because what he felt 
was, if anything, more frightening than what he had felt 
while chasing and facing Hassan al-Rashid.   



 

John Boulder realized numbly that he was awash in a 
hopelessness whose shores seemed far too distant, as 
though the world suffered from a terminal cancer of the 
soul.  He was disillusioned and despite his victory, he felt 
the shadow of impending defeat.  He watched the world 
pass by his window as the government car emerged from 
the Lincoln Tunnel on the New York City side of the 
Hudson River.  He saw the yellow taxicabs circulating 
through the streets of the city, carrying people to their 
destinations, people who worried that the fare might be 
a dollar too high or that they might get to their 
appointment seven minutes late.   

He wanted to open the window and shout that it didn’t 
matter, that none of it really mattered, because there 
were people afoot in the world who would eagerly destroy 
everything they had, including their dreams.  Those who 
followed a very different system of belief and faith, sought 
to take everything away from those whose ‘sin’ was 
failing to believe as they did.  It was insanity.  It was 
maddening if you thought about it too long. 

The bedlam that was life in Manhattan went on.  A 
white street-sweeping truck swooshed noisily by in the 
opposite direction.  A man and a woman walked slowly, 
their shoulders rubbing, lost in the ever special and 
unique conversations of new lovers.  A police siren 
warbled northward toward some address in midtown 
while a Hassidic merchant stood in his doorway on 
Seventh Avenue entreating passersby to look at the very 
special, one day only, unbeatable price on handmade 
imported sweaters.  Just two doors away an Iranian sold 
imported fabrics while, between them, a Greek helped 
unload a truckload of office supplies.  In a sweatshop 
that took up three floors of the same building, Puerto 
Rican, Bolivian, and Nicaraguan immigrants worked 



 

long hours for short money with no documentation to 
protect their presence in the country.  They were running 
the machines that made the sweaters, and printing the 
patterns on imitation silk that would be sold on the 
street below as imported and ‘one time only, sale priced’.  

John saw people from a hundred countries, selling 
books, costume jewelry, hot dogs, souvlaki, gyros and 
shoe shines.  As they drove through the city’s streets, the 
multicolored palette of life slowly filtered through the sea 
of negativity in which his mind swam.  He saw a black 
kid glide by on skates, a courier’s pouch over one 
shoulder.  He saw a sour-faced traffic agent gesturing to 
the tow truck that backed toward the front bumper of an 
overparked Acura.  He felt that he was close to 
something.  Something important. 

Derick interrupted his reverie.  “Yo, John, old buddy.  
Where’d you go?”   

“Just watching all the people, man.  Just watchin’ all 
the people going on with all the things they do.” John 
said it in an emotionless monotone.   

Derick nodded.  He understood what was happening 
to his friend, because it had happened to him, too.  He 
remembered when he had convinced their superiors to 
pull John off the Al-Rashid case.  He had done it as much 
for himself as for John, because at that time he was 
ready to throw in the towel, ready to declare the nation 
patient irretrievable and let it go.  It was like being in 
shock.  You fought with everything you had to win 
against what you saw as the forces of evil, only to wind 
up with something just a hair better than a contest tie.  
It kept defeat close by, a leering clown face most visible 
when your eyes were closed.  Just a half turn of the screw 
in the other direction, and the outcome could have, 
would have been different.  It was an altogether 



 

unsatisfactory ending for the soul of a fighter because it 
offered no catharsis from the struggle.  It was not clean 
the way complete victory or defeat would be.  Even defeat 
allowed critical time for healing and wound licking.  
This—this left you with the bone-weary fatigue of a 
cotton field slave.  Derick turned to the driver of the car 
and spoke quietly to him.  The car glided to a stop at the 
next corner. 

“John, let’s walk together.  Get some air.”  
Derick didn’t wait for an answer.  He opened the door 

and got out of the car, pulling Jennifer with him.   
John looked out of the car, shrugged and stepped out.  

The car drove away and blended into the traffic. 
“I don’t want to talk, Derick.  I’m fine.” 
“Yeah.  I know.  I don’t want to talk, either.” 
The trio walked for a block before anyone spoke.  

Jennifer didn’t know what was going on, but she was 
wise enough to keep her peace and listen.  She knew that 
Derick had something on his mind, but she couldn’t tell 
what.  She was still irritated by their debate, but she’d 
wait and listen. 

They walked.  Another bicycle courier zigged by, 
weaving in and out of traffic with inches between him 
and the passing bumpers. 

Derick said, “Now, that’s a crazy job.” 
John grunted. 
A homeless man sat on a square of cardboard in front 

of a posh clothing store, holding out an old coffee can to 
passersby.  Derick stopped.  He stooped next to the man, 
which caught the curiosity of John and Jennifer and of 
a couple of other pedestrians.   

Derick motioned toward the cup.  “Pardon me, sir.  
May I ask you a question?” 



 

The man peered suspiciously up at Derick, gave him 
the once-over, and mumbled, “Yeh.  Fine.  Go ahead.” 

“What about the future?” 
“What?”   
“You know, the future.  What are you going to do with 

the future?” 
“Hell, I don’t know.” The man looked down at the 

ground.  “Mister, I ain’t got no future.  No future at all.” 
“Things haven’t been going so well, huh.” 
The man fingered his tattered clothing and scratched 

idly at a scabbed-over spot on one grimy ankle.  He spoke 
quietly.  “I ain’t got nothing, man.  Ain’t got nothing but 
shit in my life.” He looked up.  “What you want to know 
for anyways.” 

“How much?” 
“How much what?”  the homeless man demanded. 
“How much do you want?” 
“Money?” 
“No. Advice.”  
A passing pedestrian snickered.   
Derick smiled, continuing.  “Of course, money.  How 

much?” 
“Anything,” began the panhandler; then he thought 

quickly about the special possibility that what he had 
squatting before him might just be a softhearted sucker.  
“Ten dollar,” he said shrewdly.   

“Why?” 
“Why?”  he asked, his voice rising. 
“Yep.  I’ll give you ten dollars if you can tell me why 

you want it.” 
“Hell, ’cause you asted me, thas’ why.  ’Cause I need 

da money, whadayou think?” 
“What do you need the money for, if you don’t have 

any future?” 



 

“Forget you, man.  I git hungry, don’t you?  I got to eat 
tomorrow.” 

“Tomorrow is the future.” Derick pulled out a ten-
dollar bill and handed it to the man.  “Think about it.” 

They walked for a bit, and John turned to Derick.  
“Now, what was that all about?” 

“Nothing.  Nothing at all.  I was just feeling curious.  
Today people are making me curious.” 

Two blocks later, on 6th Avenue, New York City offered 
another opportunity.  Some street performers were 
playing for donations.  A young black kid sat on an old 
plastic five-gallon paint bucket.  At his knees sat seven 
more buckets, all but one of them upside down.  Four 
were nested, open end down.  Two more were stacked the 
same way.  The boy gripped the taller stack with his feet, 
so he could lift one side of the stack briefly.  In his hands 
were drumsticks, which he used to play those three 
plastic paints can stacks like a set of the finest Pearls or 
Ludwigs.  His sticks kept a constantly varying staccato 
rhythm, working the center of those two drums, and the 
edges and the sides too.  Even the sidewalk next to him 
became part of the musical instrument that was his for 
the playing.  He was good.  A dozen feet in front of him, 
other young black men danced and twirled and bounced 
to the rhythm of an impossibly athletic dance.  A growing 
crowd tapped its feet and moved to music that ran like 
electric current through them all.   

Derick pointed to the group and walked closer, 
followed by John and Jennifer.  Within moments they 
found themselves mesmerized by the obvious talents of 
the little band of young people.  The seventh paint pail, 
which was not inverted, had a special purpose.  It was 
the receptacle for the money. 



 

Derick waited for the dancers to take a break, and 
after the applause subsided, he motioned to one of the 
dancers.  The black kid who appeared to be about 
seventeen, made a quick assessment, swiveled his 
baseball cap around straight and walked over to them. 

“Yeah?” 
“Nice work.  You guys have a lot of talent.” 
“Yeah.  Thanks, man.  ’Preciate it.” 
“Can I ask where y’all are from?” 
“Brooklyn.” 
“Oh, yeah?  What part?” 
“Greenpoint.” A defiant look. 
“Rough neighborhood.” 
“Can be.”  
“I’m just curious.  Do you guys do this, like for a living, 

or is this just a side thing?”   
“Man, you asking a lot of questions.  You a cop or 

somethin’?” 
“No.  I’m just what you might call a student of human 

nature.” 
“Oh.” 
“So?” 
“Oh, yeah.  So, well sure, man, we’re doin’ what we’re 

doin’ here for a real thing.  Know what I mean?  I mean, 
see, we ain’t gon’ be doin’ this street hip-hop, rap thing 
forever ON the street, see.  We’ gon’ get a record deal.  We 
be movin’ on up to the East Side baby.”  The heads in his 
posse bobbed in agreement.  

“Lotsa people say that.” 
“Yeah, well, it’s going to happen for me.  I see it 

happening.  I see it clear.” 
“Yeah, but you’re from Greenpoint.  You’ve had a lot of 

trouble in your life.” 
“So?  What that got to do with anything?” 



 

“You know what people say.  The past is bound to 
repeat itself.” 

“Man,” The young dancer was agitated.  “That’s a lotta 
junk.  Yesterday ain’t got nothing for me that’s worth 
keepin’, so I ain’t takin’ none of it with me to tomorrow.  
You hear what I’m sayin’?  I’m going to”—his friends had 
walked up as his voice rose in agitation— “’scuse me, we 
are going to get a record contract.  Raymond over there 
can sing.  Hell, we all can sing, and dance, and you done 
seen Mookie play.  We gonna make a video, too.  Why?  
’Cause I SAID so.  That’s why I know we gonna do it.  I 
see it happening CLEAR.”  

Derick was smiling broadly.  He held out his hand.   
“Thanks, man,” said Derick.  “Thanks for that.  Good 

luck to you.”  
He dropped a twenty into the bucket.  He waved as he 

walked away.  John and Jennifer followed, and John 
realized that he was feeling better.  He didn’t know if it 
was because Derick had taken his mind off things or just 
what it was, but he was feeling better.  He walked a bit 
faster and straightened his back some.  He took his 
hands out of his pockets. 

They left the small crowd of people with the delightful 
sounds of plastic paint pail drumbeats echoing against 
the glass and granite walls of the high-rise office 
buildings.  Five food carts were parked in a row along 
Fiftieth Street, across from Radio City Music Hall.  One 
had hot dogs and sausages.  Another sold falafel and 
gyros.  One was a soup wagon with eleven different 
flavors of soup, and the fifth was the largest, offering big 
Italian sausages, beef or chicken kabobs and other hefty 
sandwiches.  They chose the falafel maker. 

Derick once again addressed the man directly.  “Hi.  
How are your falafels?” 



 

“Ah, my friend.  Very good.  You see, very good.”  
John recognized the accent immediately.  Middle 

Eastern, probably Syria or Iran. 
Derick said, “Hi, my name’s Joe.  These are my friends, 

George and Hanna.” 
“Hassan,” said the falafel maker. 
John’s eyebrows rose. 
“Imagine that,” said Derick.  “We both knew a guy with 

that name once.” 
“Yes.  Yes.  It is a very common name in my country.”  
“Kinda like Joe, huh.” 
“Yes.  Yes.  Like Joe.” Hassan chuckled.  “Like Joe,” he 

repeated.  “You want falafel?”   
“Yes.  Make it three.” Derick held up three fingers.  

“Tell me, how long have you had your cart?” 
“This cart, I have two years now.  It is my third one.  

My son, Tamil, has one on West Forty-second Street.  The 
other one is near the Lincoln Center on Columbus 
Avenue.  A cousin is there for me.”  

“You must be very successful.” 
“Life, my friend, is always in the front of you.  One day, 

I will have a real restaurant, maybe two, and many 
members of my family will come to America to live.” 

“You like the U.S?  You like America?” 
“Is not the same question.  U.S. and America are 

different.  U.S. is government.  America is soul.  Is the 
freedom.  Is chance to be more.  More.  America, I love.  
In America, I can be big man.  In U.S., maybe so.  Maybe 
no.  U.S. is place of law and people who say no.  
Sometimes yes.  America is different.  It is place of hope.  
I see light in distance in America.  You see, huh?” 

Derick grinned.  “Yes, Hassan, I see.  Thanks.” 
“You welcome.” He made change as he handed them 

their falafels, and with a friendly smile he turned back to 



 

his business, dipping the small scoop into the mashed 
chickpeas, which would be deep-fried before being 
stuffed into the pita bread with chopped lettuce, tomato, 
and a little hot sauce to punctuate the humus that mixed 
with everything else.   

They walked and munched their sandwiches, sipping 
from time to time on soft drinks, lost in their own private 
thoughts. 

John nudged Derick with his elbow. 
“Thanks, buddy.” 
“For what?”  said Derick.   
“You know for what.  Thanks for the reminder.” 
“Hey, Derick,” said Jennifer, who had figured it out to 

the staccato rhythm of paint buckets on a sidewalk, “he’s 
been listening.” 

“Wait a minute, you two.” John’s eyes danced as he 
looked at the two people who were closest to him, and he 
suddenly felt like drawing in a deep lungful of air.  “Have 
you two been ganging up on me?”   

Derick waved the air with his sandwich.  “Nope.  We’ve 
just been walking down the street with a good friend, 
thinking about the past, the present and the future.” 

“That’s all, huh.” 
“Yep.” Derick wore a self-satisfied Cheshire smirk. 
“Me, too,” said John soberly. 
“And did you discover anything?” 
“Naaaah,” said John.  “But thanks to you guys, maybe 

I’m remembering something that’s pretty good.” 
“Like what?”   
“Why’d you stop and talk to that homeless guy?”   
“I just felt like it.”  
“And how about that black kid?”   
“Same thing.  Just the friendly kind of guy I am.” 
“And this last guy.”  



 

“Oh, you mean the falafel guy.  His name was Hassan, 
you know.”  

“Yeah, ain’t that funny.”  
“Hadn’t counted on that.”  
“Bet not.  So, why’d you stop and talk to them, really?”   
“I’m tellin’ you, John, we didn’t do anything,” said 

Derick.  “We’re just hangin’ out with our dear friend in 
the city.  Talkin’ to interesting people and grabbing a bite 
to eat before showing up downtown for our little 
debriefing session.” 

“Oh, yeah, that.”  
“Time to go?”  Derick waved down a passing yellow 

cab.  As they crawled inside, John gave Jennifer’s knee 
a little squeeze.  Neither she nor Derick spoke.   

John broke the silence.  “You’re gonna make me say 
it, aren’t you?”   

“Say what?”   
“That what happens in the future has nothing to do 

with what happened in the past.  That I will create my 
own future out of the materials of my own choosing.  
That if I create a future based on morose brooding over 
the unhappy events of my life, based on the failures or 
near failures I’ve had—whether that be the death of 
Tulsa or Ted or Larry, or whatever else—that’s what I’ll 
find in the future.”  

As he spoke, John’s eyes got a little misty.  He looked 
out the window of the cab.  He spoke in a near whisper.  
“That I am the only one who can take control of my own 
future, and whether or not it proves to be worth 
something is up to me.  Just like it’s up to those black 
kids from Greenpoint, Brooklyn to make their music 
dream come true.  Like Hassan, the falafel man, who 
came here with little and who now has three food carts 
and wants to own restaurants.  That I can be a bum in 



 

the street if I want to and if that’s all I see that’s all I’ll 
be.  My choice.  The future is coming, whether we’re 
ready for it or not.  And it has no relation to the past 
whatsoever—none that I don’t create for it.”  

John stopped talking, waiting for his eyes to dry, but 
turned back toward his friends before they were.  He 
smiled.  “Jesus, Derick, how many times have we talked 
about that in the past?  You too, Jen.  How many times 
have I preached that exact thing to everyone around me 
while I was out building a business and making money?  
Then along comes Hassan al-Rashid, and—bam—there I 
go again.  Right down that road to nowhere.”  

“You never went anywhere, John.” Jennifer kissed 
him.  “You never went anywhere.  You just stopped 
moving.”  

“Same thing … same exact thing.”  
 

  



 

Chapter Forty Seven 
 

ave Ball stood at attention as the casket was 
slowly winched down into the hole.  Other DEA 
agents, several dozen members of other federal 

agencies, and line after line of blue-suited police 
officers—thousands of men and women stood at silent 
attention. 

Dave was covered by an almost continuous mass of 
purple and yellow bruises and every muscle ached, but 
he relished the pain.  It was his last physical connection 
with his friend Butch Harper.  Dave knew that the guilt 
he felt over simply being alive was as unrealistic as it was 
normal.  He also knew that it would pass.  He had only 
dim recollections of the explosion on that speedboat.  He 
remembered the wave of heat, a sense of being picked up 
by a huge unseen hand and of being batted high into the 
air.  The concussive force had all but knocked him 
unconscious.  Through a dark haze he saw the world 
spin around three, four times before he felt the cold chill 
of the water as he smacked down in the harbor water.  
Strange, he thought.  He had not felt the two ribs break.  
Immense, sudden torque had wrenched one shoulder 
from its socket and the heat had left one side of his face 
badly sunburned.  He had been very, very lucky. 

The bomb had simply blasted his friend into the 
wooden and steel parts of the boat, effectively splattering 
him into the pieces of the broken and sinking craft.  
Butch had undoubtedly felt nothing.  It was over in less 
time than a thunderclap.  What lay in the closed casket, 
zipped into a black body bag were the few bits and scraps 
of him they could find.  Butch’s head was in the box.  So 
were a few of the larger bones, that looked like largish 
flank steaks and a rack of shattered ribs.  It was 
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indelible.  It was God awful.  Most of his buddy would 
never to be found, enmeshed in the heavier debris of the 
speedboat and cleaned away by fish before the divers 
with their grappling hooks could get there to raise the 
mess from the bottom of the river.    

Dave didn’t dwell on the awfulness, the gruesome 
despondency of the thought.  He was angry that the 
bastard who had set him and his partner up was gone.  
Kenny Gillen and Alfonso Alvarez had disappeared; Luís 
Sosa was rumored to be anywhere from New Jersey to 
Colombia, and Miguel Basilio Caldera had gone 
underground.  Word was that he was in mourning for his 
dead brother Alberto, and was no doubt pondering his 
revenge.   

Dave Ball’s jaw muscles clenched and unclenched as 
he watched the casket being lowered.  He knew that Luís 
Sosa was behind the trap.  The crafty lawyer  

had vanished.  Dave knew that the various reports of 
Sosa’s surfacing in so many far-flung places were a 
product of the lawyer’s own counterintelligence efforts.  
Stories were being planted to keep the DEA chasing 
down one empty corridor after the other.  Dave was 
surprised that Sosa could cover his tracks so fast.  Dave 
could sniff the smoke however, and it told him that Sosa 
had had his escape planned for a long time and had been 
ready to put it into action at a moment’s notice.  It was 
just too well organized.   

Fine.  Dave could wait.  He’d begin sniffing the trail in 
his own way soon enough.  In killing Butch Harper, Luís 
Sosa had acquired a long-term case of one-track trouble 
named Dave Ball. 

A cool breeze blew through the cemetery as the ranks 
of blue began to break up.  Officers made their way to 
their squad cars, all carefully washed and shined for the 



 

sad duty of saluting another of their number whose life 
had been taken.  Most of them did not know Butch 
Harper, though many knew of his reputation as a quiet, 
able agent with an outstanding arrest record.  What they 
did know—and it was all they had to know—was that a 
brother cop had been murdered.  The trails of Luís Sosa, 
the mule Alvarez, and sundry players in the Caldera 
pipeline would become unbearably hot for a very long 
time. 

 
  



 

Chapter Forty Eight 
 

ore than two hundred miles away, in 
Washington, D.C., faces were also long in the 
Secretary of State’s office.  There was no joy 

in the successful “elimination” of Hassan al-Rashid.  
There was satisfaction that he was dead, and that with 
him went one of the most diabolically brilliant terrorist 
minds of the age, but he had left behind a thorny 
problem that would not easily wither or go away. 

A small team of experts dressed in antiradiation suits 
of reflective white cautiously inspected the damaged 
tunnel.  What was surprising was the relatively low blast 
damage to the main valve chamber.  Naturally, the 
control rooms, storage rooms and equipment were gone, 
obliterated.  The huge valves themselves, inverted-V-
shaped steel tubes large enough to hide a caravan of cars 
had been vaporized.  Radioactive dust from the material, 
including tons of rock instantaneously blasted from 
inside the huge hole, had blown down the tunnel like 
lead shot through a 12-gauge shotgun barrel.   

IF the blast had occurred above ground, the debris, 
superheated and virtually glowing with radioactivity, 
would have been part of a blast wave that knocked 
buildings flat at more than three hundred miles per 
hour.  Three thousand degrees Fahrenheit air would 
have rushed back in to fill the vacuum, sucking the 
oxygen with it.   

Inside the tunnels, however, the blast wave had 
behaved differently. 

The tunnel system was a natural blast dissipater, so 
in the microseconds after the center of the bomb 
imploded, the resulting outward explosion shot away 
from the center like fingers from a suddenly opened fist.  
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Portions of the blast flew up the elevator shafts after 
instantly incinerating the wood and steel elevators.  
Pieces of steel still hung in those shafts, partially melted 
into the rock face.  The main force of the blast scooped 
out a huge egg shape in the rocky underground of the 
main chamber.  The blast excavated, in less than a finger 
snap, what would have taken sandhogs months of 
drilling and blasting and hauling.   

The bulk of the blast wave itself sailed down the water 
tunnel, which was more than fifty miles long.  Intensely 
radioactive concrete dust and rock and dirt debris could 
be found along the tunnel for nearly twenty miles of its 
length. 

The fascinating thing was that very little radiation had 
been blown out into the atmosphere, thanks to the 
pneumatic effect of the tunnel itself.  The tunnel already 
had air in it of course, so when the blast came, that air—
clean air—was pushed rudely out in front of the 
superheated nuclear air wave.  The air had to escape and 
being compressible, escape it did—through any hole 
available to it.  The huge tunnel became a giant bellows 
blowing out briefly, and then air from the outside rushed 
back as the tunnels inhaled.  Many of the air molecules 
near the explosion’s ground zero were simply 
transformed into quantum energy potentiality, and 
physics required air to rush back in to fill the void.   

Some people on the surface wondered at the moaning 
sound that seemed to emanate from entrances to the 
tunnel shortly after the “earthquake,” but most 
disregarded it.  Those most in danger from residual 
fallout lived above the main shaft on Roosevelt Island.  A 
cover story about a toxic chemical leak was being 
prepared to force a long-term evacuation of the island.  
In fact, a barge would shortly go out of control on the 



 

river, to break open on the upstream point of the island 
and leak its deadly poisonous contents along the island’s 
riverbanks.   

That the chemicals in question were in no way as 
threatening as the radiation was immaterial.  It would 
provide the cover story necessary to encourage virtually 
every resident of the island into temporary shelters 
provided by the city and funded by the federal 
government.  Any mysterious sicknesses would be 
blamed on the airborne chemical exposure, and there 
would be lawsuits filed against the bankrupt corporation 
responsible for the barge.  Unfortunately, the company 
would be unable to pay, so the government would work 
out some kind of settlement at taxpayers’ expense.  It 
was the way of the new century.  Taxpayers had become 
accustomed to being hosed by those elected to serve 
them.  The political price would be hefty but manageable.  
After all, it was a simple accident, and accidents though 
litigable were also understandable.   

 
All along the miles of tunnel, wherever maintenance 

shafts existed, the whistling shriek of air as it blew out 
and then sucked back in was reported as a “strange 
noise.”  There were only two hundred twenty six such 
people who heard the mysterious noise made by the air 
as it hurtled back down into the hole with a low, sharp-
edged moan.  These people were miles from the source of 
the blast, so they heard no explosion, and made no 
connection to one.  They only heard the eerie howl of the 
wind on a calm day.  It was strange, and then it was 
forgotten. 

 
One of the most amazing things discovered by the 

team of nuclear experts was how difficult they found it 



 

to walk in the total darkness of the hole.  There were 
great, yawning potholes sunk in the floor of what had 
been the main chamber, created by the different rates at 
which the various rock strata actually succumbed to the 
heat of the blast.  The egg shape of the blast hole was not 
perfectly smooth, and in fact some of the “potholes” 
created by the inequalities of the blast were large enough 
for a man to fall into—and with the rock so obsidian 
smooth in other spots, it was easy to do that.   

The nuclear temperatures had risen so high, so 
instantaneously, that rock not vaporized had melted to a 
liquid, glassy smoothness.  There were plenty of 
inconsistencies since not all the rock would glaze, but 
there was enough silicon to lay an instant vitreous 
coating over much of the primary blast area. 

The city was extremely fortunate in another way.  The 
bomb had been placed far enough away from the old 
earthquake fault that there was no visible shifting in the 
strata there—the geologists didn’t think there was, at 
any rate.  It was impossible to know for sure.  
Seismologists at Cornell University in Ithaca, New York, 
had measured the shock of the blast as earthquake 
activity, better than magnitude five   It would take 
comparisons to recordings at the Golden, Colorado 
facilities of the U.S. Geological Survey to know for sure. 

Small quakes were more common than most people in 
the region knew.  The handful of people who knew the 
real story would live their lives on tenterhooks until a 
new tunnel spur could be built to detour around the 
damage area.  If they were incalculably lucky, the job, 
which even on an accelerated schedule would take 
several years, might be finished before a real quake could 
finally rupture the weak point and write the last awful 
chapter of Hassan al-Rashid’s diabolical plan. 



 

 
Information containment was the immediate problem 

for the White House and the State Department.  
Secretary Bunch scratched the crown of his head in 
exasperation.  He had been listening for an hour to 
descriptions of secrecy migraines, one after another.  He 
had before him a frightful list of individuals or groups of 
people whose secrecy had to somehow be assured.  He 
was not yet convinced, as some of his staff were, that it 
was impossible.  Then again, he had always been slow to 
surrender. 

He absently scratched his balding spot, ticking off 
those who could be adequately controlled—the DEA 
people, John Boulder, CIA, military personnel like 
General Jackson and those in his command, and of 
course, his own people from State could be counted on 
to keep their mouths shut.  He had no such faith in any 
of the rest, though.  Local police officers had families they 
talked to, and close friends were all suspect.  One of the 
bomb squad members, the lieutenant in charge of the 
detail, had been killed in the blast.  The rest of that bomb 
detail certainly knew the truth, and curiosity about the 
real story would be very high among other police officers 
of the NYPD, and they were accustomed to getting 
answers.   

Then, there were the sandhogs themselves, the men in 
whose hole the bomb had exploded.  They were not being 
allowed inside.  They were wondering and asking 
questions, smart questions about why a new tunnel spur 
construction project would soon be undertaken.  
Curiosity.  Secretary Bunch realized that “curiosity” was 
not an adequate word for what those intelligent, 
professional tunnel builders were experiencing. 



 

Bunch anguished over the people who lived near the 
various holes in the tunnel complex, who had heard 
mysterious sounds or had felt the earth shake 
immediately beneath Roosevelt Island.  People were 
asking questions.  Luckily, they would be the most easily 
mollified; they were the least equipped to demand and 
get answers and did not know how to artfully pose the 
correct questions.   

The people the Secretary of State worried most about 
were the politicians, from the governor and the mayor 
right down to the last functionaries at the bottom of their 
staff totem poles.  This was a cadre of people who knew 
the value of a well-placed rumor, a subtle question 
whispered into the right ear.  Nosy reporters meant 
brownie points for loose-lipped politicians.  An election 
year was coming up and nothing loosened the tongues of 
politicians like the prospect of winning or losing a place 
at the public trough. 

There were lab reports from the Energy Department to 
control, as well as the chain of people who might handle 
them.  There were contracts for cleanup, and the crews 
who would work to close off that tunnel and the special 
crews who would clean the radioactive debris from the 
rest of the system.  All those people had to be carefully 
handled. 

And then there were the international connections.  A 
lot of buttons had been pushed and strings pulled to 
ferret out the connections between Al-Rashid and 
Caldera and to plot their recent movements.  There were 
already rumors circulating in Europe about the 
explosion of an atomic device of some sort in America, 
though thankfully, none of those reports had yet reached 
the mainstream press.  A day from now, maybe in hours, 
it would be different.  If he could hold the lid on that 



 

particular leak for a while longer, or institute an effective 
counter-intel effort, those reports would take on the 
appearance of the typical babble by the unheralded 
fringe, the nonsensical drivel of lowly regarded tabloid 
rags.  Someone would be working that angle, online, 
within the hour. 

The Secretary of State found himself again rubbing a 
raw spot on the back of his head, made raw by his newly 
developed nervous habit.  His staff just might be right.  
It might be an impossible task, yet he had to try.  He 
looked up from his notes, forcing his mind back into the 
tense buzz of the strategy meeting. 

“Sam?”   
The Secretary of Homeland Security raised a quizzical 

eyebrow.   
“Sam,” said Secretary of State Bunch, “I’ve been 

listening to all of you in this room.” The room fell silent.  
“I think we need to come up with a backup plan.”  

“Another one?”   
Bunch smiled.  “Yes, Sam, another one”—he raised his 

voice a bit— “and this is for everyone here.” He waited a 
few seconds for any lingering conversations to hush.  “I 
want a backup plan put together, based on something 
we don’t always employ in a direct fashion.  I want a plan 
formulated that is based on the truth.  If we tell people 
the unvarnished truth, how can we varnish it to make it 
work best?”  A grim chuckle rippled through the room.  
“Thing is, I have a feeling it’ll be a lot easier to massage 
the truth than to generate a web of lies that has any 
chance at all of holding up.”  

“You’re not kidding, right?”   
“Nope, not kidding.  If the process we’ve been going 

through here has taught me anything, it’s that keeping 



 

a lid on this thing for anything like the kind of time we 
would need has a very low probability of success.” 

“It won’t work.  Honesty won’t work this time, chief,” 
said Harold Manfrey, his radiation investigations deputy.  
“Anyone who can remember the zombie haze New York 
City moved through following 9/11 … the bewildered, 
sad, dispirited sense the whole nation felt before deep 
seated anger took its place … and this,” he searched for 
words … “this is so different from that.  Radiation in the 
water, even the idea of it, might slam the door on any 
sense of tomorrow in this city.”  He was sad.  “I just … 
strongly … advise against it.”   

Another staffer spoke up.  “The truth is a good idea.  
Some kind of truth anyway.  That’s what I’ve been—” 

“Yes, George, I know,” said Secretary Bunch.  “And I’m 
saying you are probably right.  We’ve been in the 
plausible deniability and well-crafted story business for 
so long, it’s a habit.  And one more thing: just so’s we 
don’t lose our edge in that arena, make part of this 
“truth” plan a political scenario to minimize the fallout, 
maximize the administration’s successes and underline 
the fact that we have a good and safe handle on the 
situation.”   

“That’ll be the toughest part of the plan.”  
“Probably so.  That’s the way it goes with ops planning.  

You know that, Henry.  Plan for everything you can think 
of, and then plan for the things you can’t think of.  Now, 
let’s go to work.”  Bunch decided it felt good.  “Sam, I 
want you to pick three people.  I want the outline of the 
alternative plan—we’ll code-name it ‘Honesty’—on my 
desk by the close of business tomorrow.  Include George 
on that team.  It doesn’t have to be complete, but it had 
better be strong enough to move to the front of the class 
if that’s what we decide to do.  Call me if you need 



 

anything, anything at all.  I’ve been called to meet the 
president in the study.  Sam, you should come too.” 

 
  



 

Chapter Forty Nine 
 

ohn Boulder traced his finger along the light blue 
line on the chart.  His head was bowed as he 
followed the line to the latitude-longitude 

intersection.  He grunted his satisfaction and leaned 
back in the captain’s chair.  In the distance he could see 
a tight cluster of clouds.  He knew that under those 
clouds was Great Exuma, the Bahamas.  For the 
afternoon, however, this tiny uninhabited out-island 
where the boat lay at anchor would have to do.  It would 
do nicely.  

Jennifer Guthrie sat up on the foam pad where she 
had been dozing, on the beach.  She looked at the boat, 
riding the gentle swell and watched the man she loved 
swim the few yards that separated them.  He moved 
smoothly; without the twinges of pain she had seen as 
his wounds had healed.  

She shook her head, and her hair fell down straight 
over her shoulders.  Raising one knee, she leaned back 
on her hands and turned her face once again toward the 
sun.  Her head turned toward him with a sun baked 
soporific smile.    

John stood quietly looking down at Jennifer as the 
water dripped from his body into the sand.  There was 
nothing but ocean in all directions except for that one 
little clot of fluffy white clouds on the horizon.  It was a 
three hour trip to Great Exuma, under that cloud clot, 
hours before he’d have to concern himself with the 
details of docking and berthing and customs, followed by 
what to eat and where.  He knew of a great little place 
near the docks, where the fish dishes were so fresh, they 
could almost swim.  The island music of a goombay band 

J 



 

would impart a swaying, languorous rhythm that would 
work just fine. 

They girded themselves each day for the rigors of 
deciding which pair of shorts to throw on and whether to 
use live bait on the hook.  Would the weather forecast 
call for anchoring in the harbor or making for the next 
island?  It was a tough chore, facing these weighty 
decisions, but they both felt up to the challenge. 

The world of exploding bombs, flooding horrors, 
murdered friends and funerals, and the seedy, mean-
spirited worlds of politics, terrorism and drug violence 
seemed farther away each day.  Sometimes there were 
dark moments.  A nerve would vibrate, struck by 
memory and John or Jennifer would tense.  It was like 
the anticipation of pain, hot or sharp, a nameless sudden 
threat, but such moments were less intense and were 
passing more and more quickly, like a familiar, disliked 
and pungent aroma caught on a passing breeze.   

John rubbed Jennifer’s shoulders, then her arms and 
finally worked his way to her back and legs, smoothing 
and massaging the sunscreen oil into her skin.  He loved 
the slow way she had built her tan to this perfect golden 
color, and the way the sun had highlighted her dark red 
hair so that in the moonlight it seemed to radiate back 
into the darkness some of the light absorbed during the 
day.  Her smile came more easily now.  For that matter, 
so did his.   

His mind drifted back to New York like the pointer of 
a compass.  His impression of the city was that of a fifth 
grade model of an atom, its nucleus being circled by 
frantic little electrons.  He thought briefly of the intrigue 
and danger brought to life by dangerous little electron 
people, of the Brownian jostling electron pace of life in 
the city, and the anxious, pleading, plaintive political 



 

game players all whirling about like dervishes gone mad, 
and he felt the distant pull of it, just for a moment.   

There were so many unanswered questions, so many 
debates raging in his head and his heart over right and 
wrong, openness versus secrecy, and the struggle of the 
world’s great democratic experiment to survive on a 
planet dominated too often by those who sought to 
destroy rather than create, to control rather than 
cooperate.   

Maybe one day, he told himself, he’d go back to it.  
Maybe he would again put on the dented helmet and heft 
his rusty sword and croak his warrior’s cry, but in this 
particular sun-dappled moment he wanted none of it. 

He felt the smooth female flesh beneath his fingers, 
and he knew that this was what he really cared about.  
This unique and precious woman.  This living, breathing, 
crying, laughing and loving woman with her silky hair 
and soft lips.  He loved her funny little habits.  He 
treasured her quick, warm smile and her easy way of 
talking with him and how she knew his thoughts before 
he did.  She was everything he wanted out of life.  This, 
he thought, is why we struggle.  To find or to keep a love 
like this was worth challenging the fanged fiends of hell 
to a bare-knuckle brawl. 

A seagull wheeled overhead and pivoted on one wing 
before turning back into the breeze.  It squawked 
impatiently, looking for a handout. 

Jennifer opened her eyes and smiled up at the gull as 
it banked in the air above them.  She caught John’s gaze 
as he spread the lotion around to a spot just behind her 
upraised knee.  Hooking his hand around her calf, he 
pulled her closer to him.  He leaned down and kissed her 
slowly and gently on the lips.  The seagull squawked 
again.   



 

“Insistent little guy, isn’t he?”  she said, smiling and 
squinting up.   

Decision time again. 
“Should we feed him?”  He asked.   
“I don’t know.  If we do, will he go away?” 
“I doubt it.  He’ll probably want to hang around and 

watch.” 
“Let him,” she said. 
He reached for her.   
They could get around to the bird later.  They had 

time, lots of time.  The future could wait—please wait, for 
just a little while. 

 
END 

 
  



 

 



 

EXCERPT from the exciting new, upcoming novel by 
Harley Carnes, Abraham’s Knife 

 
 
The novel answers the question, what would Father 
Abraham say to the descendants of his sons, Ishmael 
and Isaac?  Abraham, at the nexus of two peoples, the 
Arabs and the Israelis, sent a message to his sons 
before his death.  It was a message never delivered, but 
discovered in the deserts of Iraq, found among the 
stolen artifacts and the spoils of war.  Now, the Arab 
world, Israel, and the United States will stop at nothing, 
moving heaven and Earth, to retrieve the tablets … and 
the knife.   
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 Abraham’s Knife, Chapter One  
 
The assassin stood silently, motionless in the 

quiet of the darkened house.  He waited with the 
patience of a loaded guillotine.  He could not have 
known that after entering the house from the garage, 
his target would turn away from him.  The killer hid 
himself in confident stillness in the doorway to the 
laundry room, just across from a half-bathroom.   

The garage door opened, rising slowly, though the 
ceiling light failed to switch on automatically.  John 
Boulder hmphed to himself, unaware that an assassin 
had loosened the bulb which had left the garage in 
darkness.  For Boulder it was not a problem.  He 
trusted his knowledge of where things were placed to 
walk without stumbling, and silently congratulated 
himself when he reached the entry to the house without 
bumping into anything.  He opened the door.  

The killer, hidden just out of sight, breathed in 
smoothly.  It would happen quickly.   

 John took the first step through the doorway, 
then leaned forward with a half turn to flip on the light 
in the half-bathroom instead of the overhead kitchen 
fixture.  Boulder’s hand didn't quite reach the switch, 
but that pivoting step saved Boulder's life and cost the 
killer his.   

Boulder could hear the whish of the machete's 
movement past his ear, like the pad of one finger 
brushed across smooth paper.  It was aimed for that 
space in the dark where his head had been.  The 
leather jacket absorbed most of the slicing blow, but a 
sharp lightning stroke of pain flashed brightly through 
Boulder’s shoulder as he dove toward the floor and 
kicked backward.  



 

Pure luck.  The hard rubber edge of John's hiking 
boot caught the knife wielder squarely on one knee and 
the cracking sound was loud in the doorway.  The 
result was predictable and as the intruder fell, John 
grappled with him.  The machete wielder was smaller, 
but wiry and quick.  He was also in Boulder's house 
and that was his undoing.  As the two men wrestled on 
the bathroom floor for control of the machete, Boulder 
reached backward, scrabbling with one hand while 
trying to control the attacker’s sweaty machete hand 
with the other.  Boulder grabbed the bathroom scale 
from the floor and beaned the man with it.  A few times.   

John managed to stand, heaving for breath with 
adrenalin thick as paint pushing through his body.  He 
stretched shaking fingers for the light switch.  His shirt 
was soaking with blood that dripped more coolly than 
he would have expected down the small of his back.  As 
his breathing gentled, Boulder wondered who had 
broken into his home to lie in wait for so crude an 
attempted execution.  And why?    

That's when Molly, John and Jennifer's curly 
haired Cockapoo started a timid little woofing bark from 
the safety of her open door dog crate.  Great, he 
thought, now you make a noise.   

With the light on, Boulder could see his attacker.  
The man appeared to be from South America, maybe 
Colombia or Peru.  Immediate thoughts went to a drug 
kingpin who had been taken off the board by an Air 
National Guard chopper pilot just off the runway from 
an airport in northern New Jersey.  Boulder’s role in 
that event led him to consider the possibility that the 
man lying before him had been sent by Alberto 
Caldera's successors.  These thoughts were going 



 

through his head as he dialed the telephone to call 
Derick Embley, his former partner.   

“It's me.”  
“John, what's up?”    
“I've had a little trouble.  Some guy was waiting 

for me when I walked in.” 
“Where are you?  What guy? When--?”  
“Chill a second.  I'm at home, 'm okay.”  He 

leaned tiredly against the kitchen sink, watching the 
dead machete guy to make sure he didn't hop up and 
start looking for his knife.   

“Some guy, Colombian maybe, was waiting in the 
dark for me when I walked in the door from the garage.  
Good spot, too.  Nobody home.  Totally dark.  Narrow, 
not much room to move around.” 

“You hurt?”   
“Yeah, a little.  He got in one shot with the 

machete...”  
“Machete!”  Derick's voice went up a notch.  

“Him?”  
“Dead.  Least, I think so.  He isn't moving.  

Anyway, how quick can you get over here?  I have a 
feeling we'd like to have a head start on this before I call 
the cops.”  

“Give me half an hour.”   
“Thanks amigo, I'll leave the light on.”  
 
By the time Derick brought his CTS to a sliding 

stop in the gravel drive and ran to the door, Boulder 
had eased off the flight jacket, managed to peel the 
sticky shirt from his back and had taken a look at the 
damage.  Thank the Lord for leather, he thought.  He'd 
been very lucky.  The machete blade had bitten through 
the leather, then neatly scalloped out a shallow spoon 



 

sized chunk of tissue from the top of the right shoulder 
blade.  It bled as though a barracuda had taken a taste 
with razor teeth but it wasn't deep, and pouring the 
alcohol on it burned like liquid fire.  He managed to 
pressure stop the bleeding, fashioned a bandage out of 
gauze smeared thickly with Neosporin and taped it into 
place.   

“Yo!” called Derick from the doorway.  “It's me, 
don't shoot.”    

“I'm comin' down,” John answered from an 
upstairs bathroom.  “Just getting cleaned up.”   He 
walked down the stairs with careful steps.   

Derick looked into his friend's eyes as he grasped 
John’s hand.  He was looking to see all the things only 
visible to old friends and partners.  Within that look 
were years of chasing terrorists together when John 
had been with the CIA.  

 Derick Embley had been John Boulder’s control 
officer and his friend.  Embley had seen Boulder take 
impossible risks and survive when others had not, 
including some who were close to him.  Derick had 
been wounded during a shootout with terrorists on the 
George Washington Bridge, and had wondered how 
anyone involved in that case came away with emotions 
intact.  And he’d been there when John had done the 
unthinkable and gotten married to Jennifer Guthrie one 
year after she swept him off his feet in one chance 
meeting at a cocktail party.   

John assured, “I'm okay,” and managed half a 
grin.   

“Good,” Derick said, turning to the business on 
the floor.  “You check this guy out yet?”  

“Nope.   Figured you were the brains of this 
outfit.”  In fact, Boulder had taken a quick, cursory 



 

look at the intruder, but he wanted Derick's 
unvarnished clean sheet take.   

“Hmm.”  Derick squatted next to the corpse.  “Not 
much blood.  No ID.  No papers in his pocket.  Some 
money, looks like a few hundred bucks.”  He grabbed 
the belt on one hip and half rolled him over.  The well-
worn, carved wooden grip of the pistol that was stuck in 
his belt peeked out at him.  “Whoa.  Check that out.  
He didn't pull it?”  

“Didn't have time.”  
“Yeah, I can see.  What’d you do, give him a heart 

attack?”  
“No.  I hit him with that scale.” 
“Scale?”  
“Yeah, the bathroom scale…over there against the 

wall right next to you. He tried to move out of the way, 
and I think I got him one in the neck.  He stopped.  
Just stopped.”   

“Hit him pretty hard.”  
“Hard as I could.”  
Derick noticed the smear of blood on the scale.  

As he rolled the body back over, he pointed at the 
man’s head.  It didn’t exactly roll in concert with the 
rest of the body.  He grinned.  “Looks like you got him 
in the neck, to me.  Looks broke.  The coroner can 
figure it out,” he said shaking his head almost happily.  
“You were too quick for a man who was armed with a 
machete and a gun, with a bathroom scale.”  He 
chuckled, “John Boulder, tracker of terrorists, hound 
dog with a forty cal, fast on the draw with a ...” he 
leaned over to take a look at the brand name, “… with a 
Baylor.”   

Embley chuckled, giving the body a nudge as he 
stood, walked into the family room and looked out 



 

through the glass doors to the deck, peering into the 
narrow valley behind the house as though into the 
darkness he might see anything among the trees.  
Embley looked at Boulder.  “Got anything to drink?”  

“Sure, cold water's in the door of the fridge.   You 
know where everything is ...  I'll make some coffee.”   

As he measured coffee into the filter, John’s hand 
shook from adrenalin.   He poured water into the 
machine.   

“That guy remind you of anyone?”  
“Him?  Nope.  Who do you mean?”  
“I was thinking of a guy in Tehran, years back,” 

said Embley.  “You were working Hassan al-Rashid’s 
trail with Tulsa, and that dirtbag with the knife came 
around the corner and took a swing at you.”  

“Yeah.  T.J. picked up a brass spittoon and hit 
him on the head with it.”  

“Sprayed tobacco juice and snuff spit all over.”  
“That was disgusting.”  John grinned though.  

His old partner had been good, really good and he could 
turn anything he could hold in his hands into a 
weapon.  They’d chased terrorists all over Near and 
Middle Eastern countries for a few good years.  “Tough 
to catch, some of those people,” John mused.   

“They were at that.”  
“Oh,” said John not realizing he’d said it aloud.  

“Muttering to myself.”  
“They were good days.”  
“Naaaah.  They sucked.  Desert was hot and dry.  

Everything smelled strange.  And every time I turned 
around someone new was trying to kill us.  Good days?  
I’ll take a bad day here in the States, over the best day 
over there.  I got tired.  Just tired of it.”  



 

“I know,” said Derick gently.  “That’s why we got 
you out, John.  You were going to do someone who 
didn’t deserve it some serious damage.”  

“You were good, though.  Never left me hanging.”  
“That was my job, dude.  You and Tulsa, you 

were the best we had.”   Embley had been John’s 
station chief in Kuwait City, operating out of the U.S. 
Embassy as CIA officers did around the world.  John 
was ostensibly a civilian contractor, a civil and geologic 
engineer, which allowed him to go wherever there was 
oil, or western construction projects underway.  
Therefore, it was a cover that could take him anywhere 
in the region.   

After Tulsa was killed, Derick Embley had put his 
own career on the line to help get John Boulder out of 
the agency.  As far out as the agency would allow.  
Then, New York had happened.  Hassan al-Rashid 
brought his own deadly brand of terrorism to the U.S., 
and John was right back into the thick of things, as 
much to settle an old score as anything else.  It had 
been good for him.  Good for the agency, too.    

Derick downed a full glass of water and said, “A 
full pot's a good idea, John.  We ought to call the locals 
'fore the body cools.  Besides, cops this time of night 
will appreciate a cup.”  

Boulder pushed the button on the coffee maker 
and picked up the phone.   

 
They did, too.  Boulder was known to the police 

in West Ridge, of course.  It was their business to know 
when ex-CIA, ASA guys moved into the neighborhood.  
They knew he was one of them, though it was a 
brotherhood from a distance.  Feds and locals may 
share a common league, playing for the same side of 



 

the law, but they don't play in the same uniforms.  
There were always rivalries and the ever present 
knowledge of unseen lines drawn in the turf.  Still, 
some of the local cops knew him well enough to expect 
respect and to get it, and that was good.   

Just as he was wondering who would be sent, 
John got lucky again.  Detective Lt. Tony Barzetti 
walked through the door, in the company of two 
officers.  Barzetti wore his hair cut short.  He spent 
plenty of time in the department’s gym, was clear eyed, 
purposeful and smart.  He had the swarthy, handsome 
look of Italians from the southern end of the boot and 
he was both quick of temper and laughter.  The 
Lieutenant and Boulder had shot at trees in the valley 
for practice a few times and downed a few beers 
together.  Still, Barzetti was matter of fact.  And full of 
questions.   

Pleasantries quickly dispensed with, he walked 
toward the body on the floor.  “Who's the deceased?”  

“Other than, he's the guy with the machete over 
there on the floor, I couldn't tell you.”  

Barzetti turned in mid-stride, his initial smile 
frozen in place.  “Let's not be funny, John.”   

“It is not funny.  Trust me on that.”  
Lt. Barzetti held up a hand.  He turned to one of 

the officers who had come in with him, murmured 
something quietly and returned his attention to Boulder 
as the officer eased the front door closed on his way 
out.   

“You don't know who he is?”  
“No idea.  Wish I did.”  
“Why's that?”  
Boulder spoke with more deliberation perhaps 

than necessary, “Tony, I just wish I knew who would 



 

want to wait inside my home to try to chop my head 
off.”   

Barzetti grunted what might have been 
agreement. “Was he alone?”    

“You mean, did he have any help?”  
“Yes.” 
“Unhh uh. I didn't see anyone.  Didn't hear 

anyone.  Did a walk around outside, too.  Ground's 
hard.  No sign of anyone.”  

“How'd he get here?”  
“Hmmm. Good point.  Got to be someone else, 

unless there's a car parked somewhere nearby.”  The 
lieutenant was an observant man.  

“What time did it happen?”  Barzetti asked.  His 
pen poised over his notepad; his eyes watched John’s 
for poker tics and uneasy glances.    

“Shortly after midnight, I'd say.  I was listening to 
a Delbert McClinton piece on the blues station when I 
turned off the car.  You can check with them.  'bout 
midnight, though.”   

“Remember the song?”  
“Sure.  Rita’s Gone.”  
“Not bad.  Always hated that part about the 

Mustang.”  
“Rita musta been somethin’ though, huh.”  
Barzetti smiled.  “Brings up a question.  Where’s 

Jennifer?  You send them away?”  
“They’re visiting the folks down South.”  Boulder 

didn’t have to say how relieved he was that they were 
not in the home when the would-be killer got in.  

Barzetti stooped to examine the body, then asked 
as though the question had just occurred to him, 
“Why'd you wait more than an hour to call 9.1.1.?”  



 

This was an important question.  John decided 
honesty was a good idea.  “I wanted to get Derick over 
here first, so we could try to figure something out before 
standing here playing twenty questions.”   

Barzetti’s bushy eyebrows went up at that.  “Oh?  
And how did you two wizards do?”  He smiled without 
much in the way of actual mirth.    

“Not good.  Columbo, we ain't.”  
 “Don't pull my chain, John.” 
“Look Tony.  Some things I can see.  Others, I 

need some help on.  The guy's here alone, right?  But 
he didn't drive up that long driveway.  There’s no car.  
So, someone dropped him off or he hid a car 
somewhere.  I'd bet on the accomplice, who hasn't 
shown up, so I'm figuring the other one to be a 
noncombatant.  Just a delivery, pickup type.  'Course, 
now that you guys are here with your flashing lights, he 
won't be coming back.”  

“Or she.”  
“Yeah.  Anyway, the guy's from Colombia or 

Brazil maybe.  Southern Mexico, I don't know.” 
“Maybe Jersey City.”  
“Doubt it.” John said.  “Look at his teeth.  Bad 

teeth.  No routine dental visits for that one.  I'd bet he's 
a low ranking soldier from Central or South America 
somewhere, sent up here to do a job.  His weapon of 
choice, a machete.”   

“Hmmm.  Not bad, Boulder.”  
“Hey Lieutenant!”   One of the police officers had 

bent over the body.  “Something you should see.”  He 
rolled the body, much as Derick had done, and pointed.  
“Gun,” he said needlessly.   

“Hmmpf.  Thanks Rogers.  Do me a favor.  Go 
down and get Officer Clements.  He's working the weeds 



 

along the road down there, hopefully out of sight, 
taking some notes for me.”  He turned, saw John’s 
quizzical look, “I sent him back down the driveway to 
check something for me.”   

Boulder gave him his best, well-don't-drag-it-out-
all-night look.   

Barzetti replied, “When we walked in and I saw 
the one man, dead on the floor, I figured he either came 
in with you or he had help.  And since the only cars 
outside are cars I know, I sent Clements down to poke 
around to see if a vehicle might be tucked back in the 
weeds nearby, and to watch for any passers-by who 
seem to take an interest in this place, and to write 
down any tag numbers that drive by in any case.”   

“You're pretty quick, Lieutenant.”   
“Sometimes a nugget falls from the sky,” he said 

drily. “Sure you didn't know the deceased gentleman on 
the floor over there.”   

“I'm real sure, Tony.”  
“How did he miss your big old ugly head, 

anyway?” 
“How’d you know he tried to hit me in the head?”  

John’s irritation was beginning to show.  
“Didn’t you say he tried to chop your head off?”   
John stretched his arm slightly, feeling the 

bandage move and the pain of the machete’s bite as he 
did it.  It steadied him.  He hadn’t meant to snap at the 
Lieutenant.  

“Guess I did.  Sorry.  I turned to flip on the light 
in the bathroom and he missed.”   

 Barzetti whistled lightly, “Lucky.”  
“Yep.”   
“Where was he standing?”  



 

“In the doorway to the laundry.  No lights on.  It 
was a pretty good hide.” 

“Why'd you reach for the bathroom light?”  
“What?”  
“I'm just wondering, John,” the lieutenant said.  

“See, right there on the wall? Just inside the door to the 
garage?  There are two switches.  One switches a light 
in the garage.  The other turns on the overhead light 
there in the vestibule.  Why would you step two, three 
feet into a dark hallway, then reach all the way around 
into the half-bath to switch on that light, when two 
overhead light switches were right by the door frame as 
you walk through it, and a lot easier to reach?”    

John could see the wheels turning in the 
detective’s head.  If he lied to Barzetti about the light, 
then it would follow that he might know the dead man, 
and if he knew the dead man, there was a problem.  
Maybe.   

“It's Molly.”   
“Molly?”   
“Yeah.  You know Molly.” He snapped his fingers.  

“Molly,” he called.  She made a little whimpering sound 
and trotted over to have her head rubbed.  The 
Cockapoo had stayed in her crate, which was on the 
other side of the kitchen next to one of the baseboard 
heating sections.  She was a well behaved and quiet 
little dog, who clearly did not know when to sound the 
alarm.  He knew she’d probably licked the machete 
guy’s hand and gone back to her crate like he was any 
family visitor.  She looked up at John, brown eyes 
questing, her snubbed off tail wagging like a pudgy, out 
of control metronome.  “When I come in late,” Boulder 
continued to the lieutenant, “I step in and reach around 
to turn on the bathroom light because it's indirect and 



 

doesn't usually wake her up, like the overhead 
fluorescent does.  She’s not a puppy anymore.”  He 
scratched the dog's ears and rubbed her back.  “Molly, 
you saved my life tonight, little one.”   

Lt. Tony Barzetti slowly nodded and clucked 
almost to himself.  “Imagine that.  Boulder has a soft 
spot for the pup and it saves his life.”  He said.  “Life's 
funny sometimes, huh.”   

“Yeah, I guess.”  
Barzetti turned to Derick Embley.  “You took 

some prints?”  
“Sure.”  
“Let me know if you get anything, okay?”  It didn't 

really sound like a request. “We'll take 'em, too.  
Routine.” 

“Sure thing Lieutenant,” said Embley.  “You'll let 
me know too, okay?  Two sides of the hand, here.  We'd 
like to find out who's gunning for young John, probably 
as much as you.”   

“Fair enough,” pausing.  “John, I'm going to need 
your statement on paper.  I'll write up what I've got.  
You can write up your own, bring it down and we'll 
make sure someone watches you sign it.  You don't 
mind if I look around some more, do you?”  

“Go ahead.  There's more coffee in the pot, too.  
Help yourself.  Cookies, stuff to go with it's in the 
pantry.  Behind that set of tall doors over there.  You 
know your way...”  

“Forensics is on the way.”  
“Yeah.   You guys help yourself.  More coffee's in 

the cupboard.  Cups over there on the far left.  Make 
more if you want it.  I'll be out on the deck if you need 
me.”  John stretched gingerly. “Kinda tired.”  He walked 
through the glass doors with Derick close behind.  



 

Embley eased the door closed as John angled down into 
one of the Adirondack chairs, favoring the shoulder, 
looking out into the dark, through the treetops of the 
tiny valley below.  He listened hard and stared into the 
darkness, wondering if a friend of the machete guy was 
staring back from hiding.   

Boulder was bothered by the harsh intrusion of 
violence, as though the word itself had a personality or 
a dangerous intention.  Again, he sent up a quick 
prayer of thanks for survival, wondering if truly there 
were angels unseen who landed briefly and at just the 
right moments on the shoulders of the undeserving, 
protecting them from calamities that claimed others or 
saved them from the actions of evil people.  How such 
choices might be made seemed a great unfathomable 
mystery in his more lucid moments, his current 
uncomfortable fidgetings in a hard wooden chair not 
being among that category.    

Thoughts of his own relationship with the 
Almighty had been much more regular in the days since 
the latest terror to visit New York City.  It was true that 
Hassan al-Rashid would trouble the world no more, but 
John knew there were more of his kind and like waves 
of Chinese at Chosin, they would come unless - unless 
somehow, Muslim and Jew and Christian could find 
rapprochement.  An uneasy Cold War truce of sorts 
would be better than the current state of affairs with 
the dedicated and murderous irrationality of the radical 
Islamic world.   

Jennifer had been caught in the flood, when the 
Holland Tunnel had been inundated by terrorists, and 
even today the sound of rushing water brought a 
brooding, haunted look to her eyes.  She’d become more 
protective than ever of their young son, Samuel, and 



 

seemed to watch passing strangers like a lioness 
watches her cubs.   

When John felt the weight of the world bearing 
down on him, whether it was an intruding memory 
from his agency days, or of his failures in the pursuit of 
one of the world’s most feared terrorists, he could get 
away by going up in his small plane.  His Pitts Special 
biplane was his teleportation machine, transforming 
any day.  When the propeller began to thrash at the air, 
blowing a hurricane of wind over his bubble canopy, 
and a push against his back that felt like a dragster 
thrust the tiny airplane down the runway, everything 
else faded into the focus he brought to becoming one 
with the aerobatic plane.  He could forget, if only for an 
hour, the constant threat that hovered over him and his 
family from Muslim radicals who blamed him for al-
Rashid’s death. 

He shook his head.  Frequent as those thoughts 
and ruminations had come to be, it seemed the events 
of the evening were from another quarter.  This attack 
appeared to be a threat of a different kind and in the 
highly personal directness represented by the use of a 
bladed weapon, all the more dangerous.  Boulder 
considered then, how great the risk to his family might 
be.  Cold dread like a winter draft slipped in through 
the open door of that realization, swirling around his 
heart.   

John flipped open his cell phone.  Jennifer had 
taken Sammy down to see the folks in Georgia for a few 
days.  The toddler loved his Pappa and Momo and they 
sure doted on him.   

 John's father, Ed Boulder, answered on the third 
ring.   

“Hello.”  He sounded sleepy.   



 

“Sorry to wake you, Dad.  It's early.”  
“Four in the morning.  Yes, it is, a little.  What's 

up?”  Man of few words. The quick note of concern.  
Calls in the middle of the night are almost never 
welcome or good.  

“I'm fine.  Had a little trouble here at the house.  
An intruder.  He's gone now.”  Better to keep the 
explanation simple for the moment, “... was just making 
sure.  Thinking of Jen and Sam.”   

“Son...”  In that syllable, he could hear love and 
worry and warning in his Dad's voice, each aching to be 
heard.  

“I'm fine, Dad.  Really.  Fine.”  
“The burglar?”  
“He's gone.  Cops came and took him away,” He 

went on without giving a chance to interrupt.  “Anyway, 
from the look of him, I thought there might be some 
history there.  I just wanted to check in, that's all.”   

“History,” he muttered.   
Hmm, John thought, wishing he'd used a 

different word.  
 “I was thinking Caldera, maybe.  He swore 

revenge after his brother was killed over in Fairfield, 
and the man does look like he's from that part of the 
world.  Maybe not, but that was my thought.” 

“Don't sound like a burglar to me either.”    
“Yeah, well he wanted to fight.  But you know me, 

I have a pretty good right.”   
Derick quietly mimed a huge wind milling motion 

with his arm, as though bashing someone with 
something heavy.  John grinned slightly.  Funny guy.  

“Anyway, like I said,” said John, staring pointedly 
into the telephone, ignoring Derick, “the cops came and 



 

got him.”  It was a tiny lie.  The body hadn’t actually 
been moved.  Soon, though.  

“Are you thinking someone might try to harm 
Jennifer?”  Ed paused, getting quietly angry at the idea. 
“...or Sammy?”   

“Don't know, Dad.  I don't have any good reason 
to think it, but you never know.  I don't know who the 
guy was yet, and he wasn't talking when the cops put 
him in the vehicle.  I just didn't want you to get any 
surprises.  I doubt it...”  

“Well...”  His dad had questions but he was wise 
enough to wait.  “Thanks for the heads up.  We'll keep 
an eye out.  Don't worry about 'em.”  

“I'm not worried, Dad. Not now.  You go on back 
to sleep, okay?  I'm sorry I woke you.”  Dumb thing to 
say, John thought.  No way his dad would be going 
back to sleep.  He'd probably let the dog roam, grab a 
book, keep the pistol loaded and close and sit up the 
rest of the night.  Suddenly Boulder really felt bad 
about making the call.  On the other hand, he thought, 
the old man was still quite capable of protecting his 
homestead.  So, maybe he didn't feel too guilty about 
ruining his sleep.  “We'll talk more, later.”    

“Okay Son.  You be careful now, hear?”  
“Love you.”  
“Love you, Son.”   And he hung up. 
Derick said.  “You had to call, didn't you?  Now, 

your folks are worried.”   
“Better to have them worried but careful for the 

next few days.  Besides, he won't say anything to alarm 
Jennifer, or Mom for that matter.  It'll stay under his 
hat.  That's the way he is.”   

“Good of you not to tell him you killed someone.”  



 

“I'm considerate that way.  I'll tell him, soon 
enough.”  

“If he doesn't read about it in the papers, first.”  
Derick had a point.  Boulder Enterprises was a 

large enough construction company to make some 
headlines.  It was also true that the Boulder name had 
been bandied about in the press after the trouble with 
the terrorist, Hassan al-Rashid, and the plot against 
the city's water tunnel.   

If and when word got out that he had killed an 
intruder in his own home, Boulder could only imagine 
the fantasies the press might dream up. International 
terrorist retribution.  Diabolical plots.  The specter of 
government agents skulking through frightened 
American neighborhoods with stern eyes and hair 
trigger weaponry. Yeah, Boulder decided to give his 
father another call tomorrow.  Jennifer, too.   



 

Chapter Two 
 
Spring seemed late, with its assurance of 

inevitable change.  The valley behind John Boulder's 
home was really a narrow cleft formed by the miles long 
ridge named after the Kanouse Indians, and the low 
hills that helped form the bowl for the water reservoir 
that nestled at the southern end of the valley.  The 
quiet little fold in the earth was home to deer and 
raccoon and turkeys and rabbits and at least two black 
bear dens that John had identified.  Skunk cabbage 
and watercress and wild berries grew in green patches 
along the shallow creek that crept along the length of 
the little valley.  That creek had water so clear it looked 
like ink in places where it flowed over the ancient jet-
black soil of the creek bed.  But it was clear as crystal, 
clean and fresh tasting.  It and the underground 
streams that flowed through the fractured dinosaur 
rocks of the foothills were what fed the reservoir and 
provided the drinking water for people 30 miles away in 
Newark.   

It was a good and quiet place to walk, to perch on 
the rocks that helped ring an ageless Indian ceremonial 
pit, or to climb the rubbled cliff wall of rock from which 
a glacier had stripped away the soil eons ago.  Age was 
etched into the land.  The dirt was old and dark.  The 
lengthening shadows among the post oaks and maples, 
poplar, aspen, spruce and cedar trees on a late spring 
day could be foreboding.  Or simply peaceful.  A 
handful of defiant old oaks and maples stood gnarled 
and twisted with arthritic adamancy, defying years of 
snows and winter winds that bore down on them and 
summer droughts and wildfires that had cleaned out so 
many of their brothers.   



 

There were a great many places for black bears to 
be found, and moving through the woods in communal 
quiet, as John liked to do is a great way to surprise 
one.  Surprised bears can produce bad events, 
responding with the fight side of the fight/flight impulse 
with great efficiency and awful brevity.   

A woman hiking a few miles away the previous 
summer had surprised a young female bear, who had 
charged, knocked the hiker flat and with textbook 
precision, was about to take a bite out of the woman's 
face when the hiker hauled off and hit the bear right on 
the button of its large black nose with every ounce of 
terrified strength she could put into her elbow.  Made 
the bear angry, but it also startled the young bruin, 
which briefly let her go.  The hiker, suffering only a few 
rips from the claws and with bruises she'd feel for 
weeks, jumped up and hid behind the largest nearby 
tree, which seemed to her no bigger in those moments 
than a sapling.  Barely daring to breathe, excepting to 
pray with the fervency of a battlefield convert, she 
waited, not daring to look around the tree.  The bear 
did not give chase, but snuffed around for a minute or 
so, then bored with the game, ambled off into the scrub 
and thicket.  That woman was gutsier than many and 
luckier than most, and she was still an active hiker.   

 
These things wandered through Boulder's mind 

as police photographed, measured, temped, inventoried 
and bagged the body of the stranger who had tried to 
abbreviate him.  Derick and John swirled some 
Blanton’s Kentucky whiskey around in golden circles.  
Derick instinctively gave John some space.  Silence. 
They had not discussed with the lieutenant the gun 
tucked into the attacker’s belt, feigning surprise when 



 

the officer found it.  The particular personal 
ramifications of the machete rather than the gun were 
evident, like the snake in a shaken hatbox neither John 
nor Derick wanted to open in front of the Lieutenant.   

As the first faint moments of the false dawn 
began to turn the forest gray with filtered light, the 
police concluded their careful business and one by one, 
their vehicles crunched away down the long driveway.  
Before he left, Barzetti walked out onto the deck, 
tapping lightly on the slider as he did.  

“Who was that on the phone?”  He didn't miss 
much.  

“My Dad.  I called him to make sure everything 
was alright.”   

“Your Dad.  He doesn't live here, does he?”  
“Georgia.  Near the coast.  Live oaks, palm trees, 

ocean breezes, that kind of thing.”   
“You tell him what happened?”  
“Some of it.  Just enough to make sure he keeps 

the light on outside, and the hunting dog hungry.”  
Barzetti grinned, probably remembering the only 

time he'd met Boulder’s Dad.  He nodded, satisfied.  
“You guys want to tell me what you're thinking?”  He 
looked pointedly at Derick as he said it.  

Derick returned the gaze, as though giving it 
careful thought.  “I'm thinking, I hope you guys don't 
piss in the punch bowl.  I'm thinking whoever sent that 
killer wants to punch my buddy's ticket sooner rather 
than later, and I'm thinking we don't have a lot of time 
to get a handle on things before they try again.”  

“We.”  
“Yeah, we.  You don't think you are the only one 

who is going to be looking under the rocks.  You can't 
possibly be thinking that.”  



 

“I can be thinking that.  This is a local murder 
investigation...” 

“Pardon me?”  Boulder was suddenly very 
curious.  “Who's been murdered?” 

“Slip of the tongue.  Sorry.”  Barzetti looked 
chagrined. He pinched the bridge of his nose, “Force of 
habit.  I'd call this self-defense, but that's not my call, 
you know that.  It's a homicide, of course.  You killed a 
man. Whether or not it's murder is up to the DA's 
office.” 

“Bull.  It's up to whatever you write in your report 
and you know that, too,” spat Derick.  “You think 
something's hinky here?  Out with it.”    

“I told it to you straight Tony,” said John, trying 
hard to keep the simmer sized anger bubbles from 
growing.  

“John, I only have one or two more questions.  
We can go over them when you bring your written 
statement down to the station.  And I'm according you 
that as a professional courtesy.  We don't need the kick 
the book around the room on...”  

Derick's hand was tight on the deck rail, his eyes 
dark.  “CYA is the name of the game here...”  

Barzetti leaned in close.  “No Embley.  Cover the 
bases is the name of this game.  I happen to believe this 
went down exactly as John said it did, but I need to 
button up the rest of it or we'll have assistant DAs 
crawling through his shirt and yours too for that 
matter, looking to make a name.  This could be just 
high profile enough to--” 

Derick finished Barzetti's sentence his own way, 
with a disarming grin.  “...To cause little drops of drool 
to drip onto their tidy little desk blotters.”  



 

“Something like that.”  Barzetti leaned back on 
his heels, held up one hand as though to say something 
more, then waved away his own question like batting a 
fly.  He took a deep breath.  “Here’s what’ll make the 
prosecutor walk around his office desk.  There’s no 
sign, as far as anyone can tell, how the dead guy got 
here. An enterprising young prosecutor without 
imagination might decide he must have come in with 
you, John, since there are also no signs of a break-in.  
You claim you have no idea who he was.  I believe you.  
The DA doesn’t know you and doesn’t care, one way or 
the other.  You’re either a righteous self-defender, or 
you brought a guy out here to the woods to kill him.”  

“That’s weak.”  
“Yeah?”  
“And you know it.  If I wanted to kill a guy I 

brought to my home, I’d do it outside, actually in the 
woods and dump him somewhere, maybe.  I’d shoot 
him, not bean him with a bathroom scale, Tony.  I 
wouldn’t wait till he was swinging a machete at me, 
either.  And I wouldn’t have called Derick and then, you 
guys.”  

“Unless you two were in on it together …”  
John scowled.  Derick grinned.  “Tell any 

prosecutor who comes up with a theory like that to just 
kiss my ass.  That’s just stupid.”  

Barzetti smiled back.  “Nobody said prosecutors 
were real smart.  John, get some rest. Write your 
report.  Make it a good one, don't leave anything out 
and bring it by this evening.  I'll be around.  It'll be 
okay.”  He paused.  “And Embley,” he pointed his 
finger, “Since you are obviously the inside man around 
here, whatever you get, I better hear about ASAP.”  

Derick nodded slightly.   



 

Barzetti turned and strode away.  He would run 
the dead man’s fingerprints through the databases 
available to him, including the NCIC, but Embley could 
access other databases now so easily reached.  National 
intelligence was its own thing.  

As the front door clicked shut, Derick said, “That 
man has a lot of questions.”  

“No doubt.  He's a good man.”  
“Yep.” 
“Nice deflection, though.” 
“Thanks.  I didn't want to talk about the gun yet.”  
“Me neither,” John said, swallowed the last of the 

bourbon.  “I'm gonna sack out for a bit, 'fore the sun 
climbs over the hill.  Gimme a call later, okay?  And 
thanks for coming out Derick.”  

“Who's leaving?  I'll catch a coupla winks on the 
couch if you don't mind.”  Derick stretched.  “I've been 
up all night too, y'know.”  

It was easy to see the caution lights blinking as 
he said it.  “Think they might come back?” John asked.  

“Naaaah.  But you never know.  Probably not, 
sun's coming up.  Still, you are kinda tucked away in 
the woods here.  I'm not going in today anyway.  I'll call 
in.  We've got stuff to do.  That was no joke about the 
need to get crackin'.  What?  You want to wait to see 
what Barzetti turns up?”  

No point arguing with him.  If he thought backup 
was necessary, maybe he was right.  John knew 
enough to trust the instincts of those he trusted.   What 
he really needed was the solace of sleep, though he 
knew that closing his eyes might merely start a 
continuous loop movie, reliving the seconds that 
followed opening the door to his own home.  



 

 “Cool.  That'll work.  But forget about the couch.  
Use Sam's bedroom down the hall.  I'll turn on the 
outside alarm.”  

“Hmmm.” 
“Hmmm what?” 
“Was the alarm on tonight?”  
“Sure.” 
“Then your visitor had some skills.”  
“Hadn't thought of that.  I forgot to check around 

for any tools.” 
“Betcha Barzetti did.”  
“Good bet,” said Boulder.  “Probably ought to 

make mention of it in the statement.”  He really did feel 
tired. “I'm going up--” 

“Just a nap, though.”  
“Nap nothing.  I'm setting the clock for four 

hours.  We'll have a late breakfast on the way.”  
“...Way to where?”  
“Caldera has some people in the city.  We'll take 

the digitals you took of the dead guy and see if we can 
shake some doors.”  

“I have a feeling about that guy,” said Derick. 
“Who, Caldera?” 
“No, the other one.” He nodded toward the 

kitchen tile floor where the blood had been mostly 
wiped clean.  “...the one whose neck you broke with the 
bathroom scale.”  

“Aww, gimme a break. I was ready to do battle 
with the freakin' toilet plunger if I had to.  The scale 
was the first thing I touched.”   

“Good thing it wasn't a roll of paper.”  Then 
Derick's eyes crinkled merrily.  “You know, if we get 
lucky and work real hard, maybe we can flush...” 



 

“Enough already.”  John didn't want to spend any 
more time on jokes or thinking about the very personal 
nature of attack suggested by the use of a machete, 
particularly when a very handy pistol would have been 
simpler, quicker and a lot surer. That it bespoke a 
highly personal missive, and likely a personal vendetta 
from the Caldera cartel clan was what Derick and John 
had not wanted to broach with the detective.  Barzetti 
would get there.  He’d surely connect the Caldera cartel 
to the attempt, but he would have to do it on his own.   

Derick called after him, “we don’t want to see 
good clues go down the drain.”  

“Oh man,” John groaned.  
Derick continues, “…. Can’t let the locals wipe up 

…”  
John wasn’t listening.  He plodded up the stairs 

to bed, soberly pondering the fragility of life and the 
way it could turn with such innocent finality on a 
simple kindness to a dog and the location of a 
bathroom scale.   

 



 

Chapter Three  
 

[Several Years Earlier] 
 
The sun bore down on the Colonel’s steel pot as 

though the hot rays had additional gravity, making the 
battle helmet feel heavier and hotter.  Sweat ran into 
his eyes, but he barely noticed.  His boots scuffed and 
scratched against the hard packed desert brown and 
one hand scrubbed its palm down the seam of his 
fatigue pants, drying the additional sweat of 
anticipation.  The counting and rough cataloging from 
the site was almost done.  It had been an exhausting 
job, but the half dozen young Privates and Corporals 
he’d selected for the job had good strong backs and 
willing attitudes.  It had worked out better than he had 
expected and he expected much of his troops, or in this 
case, of troops borrowed from another battalion just 
deploying to the Iraq war region.  He wanted eager 
young men, still ignorant by dint of inexperience of the 
nuanced world in which they were suddenly immersed.  

Col. Fritz Decker counted the size of the convoy.  
Six tractor trailer rigs, and they were each jammed with 
boxes and crates like moving day.  It looked like part of 
a troop deployment program.  Or he thought, like the 
biggest cache of stolen treasure in history.   

Decker strode to the opening of the hidden 
storehouse.  It looked much like any other brown 
hillock, or windblown rocky outcrop in northern Iraq.  
He was thirty miles west of Mosul, in the god forsaken 
middle of nowhere.  He had dust in his teeth, had to 
squint his eyes against the merciless sun and a 
blowtorch wind that had sprung up three hours earlier.  
Sand storm coming, he knew.  Not yet, but soon 



 

enough.  Winds like this had to carry a load, and the 
easiest thing for wind to pick up for hundreds of miles 
around was sand and ancient dirt.   

“Corporal Sawyer!”  
“Sir.”  The young man with fatigues stained dark 

with his exertions, put down the wooden crate he was 
carrying and hustled over to the Colonel.  Davey Sawyer 
was only too happy to be working for Colonel Decker.  
The others said the colonel was a legend, a brave man 
who’d saved lives and taken lives and who treated his 
men with respect, even if he did work ‘em pretty hard.  
Still, Sawyer thought without longing of his days on the 
loading dock in Cincinnati.  At least here, desert or not, 
there was an end to the work.  Once they got this hole 
in the ground emptied of its contents and loaded onto 
the trucks, he could get back to his Company.  

“Wind’s been kicking up a bit,” said the Colonel. 
“Yes Sir.  Feels pretty good.”  
“We may get some sand pretty soon.  Tell Wiggins 

and Hernandez to get this wrapped up most ricky tick.   
We’ll need to be moving down the road in an hour, or 
we’ll get to spend another night out here.  Chow hall 
sounds better’n mystery MREs, don’t it? 

“Yes, sir.” 
“How much more you figure?”  Decker knew 

Sawyer had worked at a trucking company back in the 
world.  He’d been a night shift super at the loading 
dock and so was no stranger to the hard work of 
hefting, and he knew how to load a trailer.   

Sawyer half turned to look into the manmade 
cave, pushing his cap back on his head as he did a 
quick calculation.  “Ought to be able to get that last 
truck filled up, or nearly so in the next hour, Sir.  We’re 
pretty much done.”  



 

“Good.  That’ll be fine Sawyer.  Where’s your 
helmet, young man?”  

“Left it inside, Sir.” 
“Put it back on, Son.  We’re in Indian country.” 
Col. Decker took his clipboard and strode to the 

lead truck. The rear gate was dogged down but 
unlocked.   He grabbed the handle on the latch, clacked 
it open and pushed the overhead door upward.  The 
truck was full of boxes.  Decker climbed up over the 
dock bumper, and pulled one box down for inspection.  
Inside were objects wrapped in paper or the kind of 
cheap fabric found at any bazaar for mere cents a yard.  
He carefully unwrapped the cloth surrounding one 
oddly shaped object.  It was a kind of porcelain, very 
old.  It was a war horse, identifiable by the type of 
harness and the scabbard that draped the withers as 
coming from the sixth century.  He was no expert, but 
he’d seen pictures.   

Decker removed his helmet, sat on a box and 
wiped his hand across his balding head.  He was 
powerfully built, a few pounds heavier than he wanted 
to be, but still trim enough to run ten miles in battle 
gear, and fast enough to slip any drunk’s haymaker.  
He wondered how valuable the shiny horse might be.  
He wondered if it were even possible to calculate the 
value of the truckloads of antiquities, gold figures, 
bejeweled works of sculpture and pieces of hand carved 
friezes.  He knew that many were thousands of years 
old and the values were both intrinsic and actual, both 
cultural and artistic.   

The great museum in Baghdad would be very 
happy to have so much of its history returned.  Most of 
it anyway, thought Decker.  Most of it.   



 

Decker needed a cover story and he needed some 
time to do a proper inventory, so he could decide how 
much would be returned to its rightful owners, and how 
much would make it into a funnel he was putting 
together.  A money funnel, he thought, and allowed 
himself a tight little smile.  

Once his cataloging had been accomplished, he 
could more effectively devise his plan of action, which 
had only an amorphous kind of structure in his mind.   
Captain Harry Trahan was assigned to work on the 
project, the impossible goal of which was to sort 
through all six tractor trailer rigs worth of treasure, 
from the ancient to the modern, in three days’ time.   

Decker tried not to think about the cash.  Trahan 
knew about it, as did two of the young soldiers who had 
helped load it into a seventh tractor trailer rig, which 
was parked separate from the others.  Best he could 
estimate, there was something close to two billion in 
U.S. currency, wrapped in plastic, and shrink wrapped 
into bales, in that truck.  Decker’s intent was to park 
that truck in the Bahamas, with half the money.  He 
had a house there.    

First, however, he had details to work out.  The 
key to success would be to hide his theft from the 
ramrod straight and irritatingly honest man for whom 
he worked – another colonel who answered directly to 
the General.  If his second set of books worked, he was 
golden.  If not, he would be headed for a very lonely 
prison.  

He was fairly sure the cargo plane could be 
detoured.  It would be a maintenance squawk that 
would require a precautionary landing in the islands.  
Decker was pretty sure he had his flight crew, and he 
knew the island situation was in hand.  He owned the 



 

vacation home with the large workshop and garage.  He 
expected to hire two men with short memories to hook 
a truck to the trailer, and unload the unmarked crates 
at his workshop. He only hoped the stolen treasure 
would fit inside the available space.   He would have no 
more than three hours on the ground at the airport 
before help would arrive to work out the ‘maintenance 
issue’ on the aircraft.  It would work out.  Capt. Trahan 
would make the paperwork, access IDs and bills of 
lading work.  He’d need to take care of some people on 
the ground, but it would work out.  It surely would.  

The ancient frieze of a warrior in peaceful stride 
tugged at his memory.  Then, he had it.  Ancient Iran 
was known, more than Iraq, for its architectural friezes.  
If that were the case, perhaps some of the treasure had 
been stolen from Iran by Iraqis, perhaps during their 
bloody late twentieth century war.  To that end, his old 
Persian friend Ayman al Daryan could be most useful.   

Friend might be stretching a definition.  Al 
Daryan was a spy and an operative of the Iranian 
government.  Decker was sure of that, but the Iranian 
was also a pragmatic man and would find the colonel’s 
delightful dilemma most interesting.  Besides, Decker 
owed the man a favor, and he didn’t enjoy having 
people like al Daryan holding favors in their pockets.   

Al Daryan was enigmatic, always affable and 
friendly, agreeing with nearly everything that was said 
to him, but -- there was always the ‘but’ present.  A 
proviso or slight modification in his conversation often 
seemed to hide his real intentions or thoughts.  Decker 
felt as though the real man sat behind a thin gauze 
curtain, watching the public al Daryan perform.  
Behind the veil seemed a facile, elusive intelligence that 
defied his best efforts to clearly identify.  Was Ayman al 



 

Daryan a zealot, an Islamist fanatic?  Decker thought 
not, and yet, al Daryan did the bidding of his seemingly 
insane, radical masters.  He seemed eminently 
pragmatic and unchallenged by the niceties of scruples, 
and he was a gentleman.  A puzzle.  Decker knew Al 
Daryan to have a truly Persian heart within him.  
Persian, not Iranian.  He was proud of a magnificent 
national heritage that predated Islam and like many 
Iranians, the Persian in him was unfazed by whatever 
influences religions, movements or conquerors 
attempted to exert.   

Colonel Decker wiped sweat from his neck, an 
absent minded gesture with his hand.  Al Daryan would 
keep.  It would be some time before he could move 
forward with his nascent plan.  There was also an old 
contact at Shin Bet, and another in Mossad.  They’d 
come to know each other in the first Gulf war, as 
Saddam Hussein fired Scuds into Israel in his flagging 
hopes of fomenting a wider Middle Eastern conflict.   

The logistics of moving the haul from his place on 
Eleuthera into the states could prove challenging but 
not impossible.  He’d need someone with a network, 
someone who wouldn’t try to rob him blind in the 
transfer, or who might try but could be controlled with 
proper security.  He needed someone who knew a way 
around Customs.  Then, he snapped his fingers.  He 
knew a man who had moved some guns for an 
acquaintance right under the noses of Customs, ATF 
and the DEA.  Decker didn’t like him, didn’t like his 
drug smuggling business, but he had logistical depth 
that would impress any intel network anywhere.  



 

Chapter Four 
 
The morning sky was watercolor gray and blue 

over New York City, a thin wash of pastel.  It was nearly 
white overhead with the faintest line separating a four 
finger band of pale blue along the brown smear that 
made the smoggy western horizon.   

It was easy to not like Alphabet City, the section 
of the lower east side of Manhattan where the streets 
had letter names, as though they were undeserving of 
more complete ones.  Avenues A, B, C and so on.  
Easier still to hold on to a dislike created and baked in 
an oven of harder times, when homeless people made 
crude homesteads out of gutted, abandoned and 
crumbling buildings of old brick and mortar.  When 
huddled groups gathered around meager fires for 
warmth.  Fifty five gallon steel drum fires were fed by 
the stolen insides of those same buildings.  Eyes stayed 
hooded and furtive.  Desperate, sullen hands stretched 
out over the poor flames for warmth.  

Outsiders quickly saw the mirror in the faces of 
the people who lived there, the mirror that said, you're 
an outsider; you don't know how to spell the words for 
the life that is lived here.  And they were right.  That 
section of the city, even more than Manhattan's other 
neighborhoods, was distinct from the rest and somehow 
removed.  Hidden in plain sight.  It had its own unique 
rhythm and music, like hip hop turned down low with 
salsa thrown in for flavor.  People with weeks of street 
grime tattooed into the pores of their skin walked with 
the depression of low expectation, of mistrust and 
discrimination and abuse.  The heavy fish and diesel 
smells of the harbor mixed with the East River and with 



 

sewer grates, and sidewalk urine and ethnic 
restaurants and vehicle exhaust.   

Sounds of traffic and footsteps mingled with the 
voices of every emotion and many nations.  Like the 
streets of Greenwich Village, the pavement was narrow, 
but unlike it, trees in large planters were few.  The 
flavor of indolent poverty was like boiled cabbage or the 
smell of a wet basement that caught in the back of the 
throat.   Yet, some people called it home and felt as 
strongly about the tangled roots they grew in Alphabet 
city as anyone in Brooklyn or Queens or the wide, flat, 
golden prairies of Kansas.   

Derick drove.  John relaxed in the right seat of 
the CTS, knowing that as an undercover car in 
Alphabet City, the Caddy didn’t exactly slide through 
unnoticeably.  Maybe if they weren’t both white, he 
thought.  Seemed a racially tinged thought, but true 
enough.  On the other hand, they didn’t look like cops, 
because they were careful not to put a cop’s gaze to 
work.  Police have an ability to take in the snapshot of 
patrol blocks, noticing when something seemed tense or 
out of place, and those searching, constantly click stop 
looks of the cop were known by those whose mental 
pictures were taken.  There was irony in the fact that 
some criminals, particularly the drug dealers who 
worked particular parts of neighborhoods had the same 
ability, the same photo taking stare that could be felt.  
A hunted animal seems to know when the hunter is 
near.   

A huge black man stood under the awning of a 
bodega on Avenue B.   

“Isn’t that…?” 
“Yep,” said Derick.  “That’s Round.  Guess he’s 

out.”  



 

“What’d he get … couple years?”  
“Five, I think.  He was paroled out.  Got caught 

again, and finished out the five.”   
The origin of Round Johnson’s nickname was 

easy to surmise, and it was half true.  He’d had a brutal 
reputation as a street dealer of cocaine, PCP, crystal 
meth and sundry other drugs.  After the first few 
attempts to rip him off had resulted in execution by 
Johnson or his right hand killer, Amferny Armstrong 
White, word got out.  The last words each of his victims 
heard was, ‘what goes around comes ‘round’, followed 
by a choice expletive or two and then, boom.  A big 44 
caliber bullet left a bigger, not so round hole in the 
person’s head.  So, people got to calling him, ‘Round” 
Johnson.  The fact that he weighed a solid four 
hundred fifty or so pounds and could lift the rear end of 
a car, helped cement the nickname.   

The CTS stopped behind him.  Round didn’t even 
turn to see who was there. If danger had been 
perceived, someone else would have told him already.  

“Yo, Round,” called Derick.   
The big man turned his head.   
“What you want?”  He asked it without attitude or 

actual curiosity.  

 “Like to talk for a minute.  I’m looking for 
someone.”  
 “What?  I look like the yella pages?”  
 “No.  You look like someone who knows what’s 
going down in this town, and I’m looking for a man who 
did you wrong.”  
 “Doubt dat.  Anybody done me wrong, done gone.”  
He grinned a gold capped smile and glanced at two of his 
posse, whose pants hung halfway to their knees.  One of 
them had green underwear.  They laughed loud enough 



 

for the people in the bodega to turn and look.  “You kno’ 
‘dat right! … Mo-fo’ do Round wrong, he be wishin’ he 
somewheah else ... oh yea… no, he BE someplace else…”  
As they talked, they looked at the two white men in the 
Cadillac in a challenging way, confident in their location 
and their proximity to Round Johnson.   
 Derick smiled, “I’m tryin’ to find a lawyer who 
helped put you away last time.”  
 “You mean the Spic?”  
 “He didn’t do you much good, did he?”  
 “He had his orders.  He don’t do nothin’ hisse’f,” 
said Round, inferring his understanding.  It was a 
natural part of life in his world  
 “He cut you loose in a pretty public way, didn’t he?  
He didn’t have to do that, what with you on parole at the 
time.”  
 “He didn’t cut me loose, I fired his ass.” 
 “He got you to do it.  Played you like a drum and 
you went for it.”  
 Johnson glanced at his supporters, slightly less 
puffed up.  “What you want him for?  Why you aksin’ 
me? You check his office?”  
 “He split town and I need to find him.”  
 Johnson didn’t answer.  He put his hands on the 
top of the car, leaned down and stared in so he could see 
John better.  “What’s the haps Boulder?  You ridin’ with 
this one again?”   
 “Round.”  Boulder nodded.  “They good to you in 
the joint?”  
 Johnson’s broad face opened in a look of actual 
enjoyment. “They real good to me in the house, man.  I 
had me a cute little bitch, in for borrowin’ some rich 
dude’s Benz.  It’s time.  Ain’t no such thing as good time.  
You know how it go.  Ain’t nobody want to be deah, but 



 

it alright.  I’m known in the big house, man.  They 
welcome me back wit’ open arms.”   
 Boulder could see the lie behind his eyes but also 
knew there was more than a grain of truth in it.  Round 
Johnson would be one of the feared predators in the 
prison population.  He’d rank fairly high in the hierarchy, 
but he would answer to someone, too.  Everybody does.   
 “Sosa’s in the wind.”  John looked at Johnson, 
showing nothing. “He tried to have me killed.”  
 “Too bad he missed.”   
 “Yeah.  Well, he could send someone after my 
family.”   
 “Better send ‘em someplace safe.”  
 “They are.” 
 Embley said, “You don’t owe Sosa anything.  We 
just want to know which way he went.  He in Brooklyn?”   
 “Ain’t no snitch.  Whole worl’ know dat.”   
 ‘Anybody ever come after your family?  Your kids?”  
 Round sneered.  “Not lately.  Not likely, either.”   He 
paused for a moment.  “Why you come ta me?  You been 
to see Barocka Washington?”  
 “Who?”  
 “Barocka … oh.  He changed his name after the 
fomah president.  Made a name like his.  Useta be 
Sammy Washington, up on a hunner’t ‘n’ ninth.”  
 “Barocka ...? John started to smile.  
 “Don’t laugh … how ‘bout dat old Irish cop … or 
Junior Martinez over in the Village ... he don’t hang wit’ 
me no mo’ on account a’ a bitch we both know ... better 
than we ought to. “ 
 Which John knew was Round’s way of saying he’d 
lost a love interest to Junior, who was a good looking 
Latin from Washington Heights who was partial to 
Bentleys and who never got his own hands dirty.   



 

 Johnson was ticking off other names as he 
touched one pudgy finger after another to his thumb.  
“…there’s Ronnie Means over in Queens ... he’s had 
dealin’s with the lawyer ... and Georgie George in 
Midtown, but he won’t tell you shit, you know ‘dat f’sho.”  
He snapped his finger.  “I know.  You could try that 
lawyer friend of his, Sterling Bramowitz.  Yeah.  You talk 
to him, he’ll know.”  It was Johnson’s way to telling 
Embley and Boulder to get bent, see you later, go 
somewhere else.  “Dat’s all I got fuh ya.  Now, I got things 
to do.”  
 One of Round’s posse flipped Embley and Boulder 
the finger, sneered and said, “Round ain’t givin’ you 
nuthin’ … you shoulda know’d that.”   
 Round turned without saying goodbye and walked 
away, whistling a little tune that sounded familiar, but 
not really. A trilling sound.  Flutish. 
  
  
 Embley turned the Caddy north, headed out of 
Alphabet city.   
 “Might as well start with George.  He’s in the 
garment district,” mused Embley.   
 “Yeah, but Round’s right.  Georgie won’t tell us 
squat.  He’s Jewish, connected, and doesn’t talk.  
Interesting that Johnson mentioned him, though.”  
 “He’s money.”  
 “He’s a fascinating guy, that’s for sure.  Only way 
he’d say anything is if there was something in it for him.”  
 “A twenty won’t do it.”  
 “No,” said John.  “Something tactical.  Something 
that would serve his business interests, and I can’t see 
the connection.”  



 

 “Me, either.”  Embley turned onto Bowery Street, 
headed due north.   

The car was quiet for a few minutes, both men lost 
in thought, turning over Johnson’s words, like rocks.  He 
got as far as twenty third street.    
 John said, “Turn around.  Round told us who to 
go to see.  He did.:”  
 “He did?”   
 “Yep.  He did.”  
 “Not Abramowitz.”  
 “No, not Abramowitz, but he was whistling...” 
 “… as we drove away,” added Embley.  
 “Sounded Irish.”  
 “If you could call it that … maybe.”  Embley 
glanced at his friend, “Hmmm.  That’s good, John. You’re 
awake again.  Paying attention.  I didn’t even notice.”   
 John grinned.  “It wasn’t very tuneful ... “     
  
 
 The Irish bar was long and narrow.  Pictures of old 
boxers and cityscapes decades old dotted the walls.  The 
bar itself seemed a paean to its own sordid past.  A few 
of the stainless steel stools squeaked when turned; the 
padding under the Naugahyde was beaten down and 
flattened and hard.  Light fixtures hung from the high 
ceiling, painted with a patina of dirty brown age, and 
twenty year old dust caked in the corners.  The floor was 
tile, the kind of tiny black and white squares not seen 
any more except in the bathrooms of tired train stations.   
 The man behind the bar was thick around the 
middle but he still stood with the balance of the boxer 
and the brawler he had been.  He leaned with both hands 
on the sink, a damp towel in one hand, wispy reddish 
gray hair curled haphazardly on his round Irish head.  



 

That he had been a decorated police detective seemed to 
John to be only an incidental piece of his long and brutal 
history, but one which gave him access to both sides of 
some very rough streets.  
 Conal Findley didn't even look up to see who'd 
walked into the bar that bore his name.   
 “What'll you be havin' gents, on so early a fine 
mornin' as this?”  He turned slightly, looking up.  “Oh,” 
one eyebrow rose quizzically, “startin' a wee bit early, are 
the federals these days.”   When John and Derick didn't 
answer, Findley just frowned and went back to wiping 
away a few errant drops of water on the stainless sink.   
 Derick said, “You can drop the Irish accent 
Findley.  You haven't talked like that in thirty years.”   
 “I'll talk as I like and it's a civil tongue you should 
find.”  For the first time, he half grinned, utterly 
unconcerned and seemed not at all curious as to the 
purpose of the visit.  “I've just come back from spending 
a few weeks in the old country,” he continued.  “The old 
ways of speakin', they come back, y'know.  I find that I 
like it and more to the point, the customers drink it up, 
so to speak.”  His glare had a comic lilt.  “So, here at 
Con's Corner ... I'm renaming it that, by the way.  We'll 
be livin' up to our good Irish birthright.  I'll be importing 
some real Irish mead made from honey and you'll see a 
lot more Kelly green on the walls and such.”  
 “Guinness?”   
 “Oh, we've had Guinness for years, but I've been 
thinkin' of becomin' a Murphy's bar.  There's plenty of 
green in the sign, and the stout is a worthy competitor to 
the Guinness.  Thinkin' of flyin' it in by the plane load.”   
 “You're full of crap as ever, Findley.  Kiss the 
Blarney Stone when you were over?”   



 

 Findley regarded Embley with disgust.  “Not much 
chance of that.  The locals've been known to wizzle on it 
just so's the tourists can take back a bit more of old 
Ireland than they--”   
 “They don’t.” 
 “Aye, but they do.”  Findley’s face cheered brightly.  
One eyebrow popped upward and he hicced, “hih hehh 
heh, ye did!  I can tell.  You leaned back’ards like every 
other tourist and kissed the well wizzled stone.”  
 “You do run on.”  Derick waved Findley to 
temporary quiet, silently irritated to learn that he’d 
kissed a rock on which local boys might have pissed 
away their beer the night before...  “Guinness.  I was 
asking you to pour me one.”   
 “There you go again, boyo.” Findley winked at him 
merrily.  “You've traveled the world enough to know you 
don't pour a Guinness.  You draw one.  And there's 
technique to it that takes some time to do proper.  
Minutes, it'll take to do it right.  But!  I'll pour you one if 
that's what you really want me to do.”   
 “Draw me a Guinness, then.”   
 With another wink, Conal Findley first drew a few 
fingers of Guinness straight into the tall chilled mug, and 
then stopped.   
 In all the time since they had entered, Findley had 
taken no evident notice of Boulder's presence, which 
could be of some bothersome importance, thought 
Embley.  It was a subtle slight, at the least.  
 “You were a good cop, once, Con Findley.”  John 
said.  Not one to take a slight to heart. 
 “Aye.  Well, now ye're talkin' ancient history.”  
Findley’s eyes focused on the brown froth in the bottom 
of the tall glass, as though old questions swirled there, 
or maybe some dark reflection of himself he didn't much 



 

like.  “I didn't stay good, now did I?”  He looked up into 
John's eyes for the first time.  “Boulder, isn't it,” as 
though finally remembering the name.   The accent had 
disappeared.  “You were in the papers a while back.”   
 John wondered what ghosts visited Findley on half 
dark nights, what serpents slithered on the dirt floors of 
his mind's tunnels and caves.  Did leprechauns dance 
there, or were there small demons?  Was he plagued by 
the miseries such demons could bring in that darkness 
or did he find strange and dangerous comfort there?   
 Findley held the gaze and brought back the accent.  
“'Tis to my livin' disgrace, it is, the depths of darkness 
into which I fell, Johnny boy.  I let me mates down, I 
surely did, dealin' both sides of the fence.  But I never 
got anyone in blue killed, now did I, sonny.”  The accent 
punctuated the quick confession and John felt the jab 
that went with it.  Findley paused again, to draw another 
three fingers of Guinness into the glass.  
 Dropping the accent, he said, “Sorry about that 
one, Boulder.  What happened wasn't your fault.”  He 
took a deep breath as though to clear his own cobwebs 
of painful memories.  The accent returned.  “You'll be 
hoping old Con might have some information.  Might be 
willing to share it.”  
 “Or sell it.”  John waved a twenty in his face.  
 “Oooh, that hurts me,” accent back in place.  
“Suggestin' that I might be bought so easily as that.”   
  
 Boulder wasn't listening to his words.  His jab at 
John’s past had found one of his own ghosts.     
   

More to come…. 
  



 

Note from the Author 
 
It was great fun for many years; doing the news of the 

day on the radio.  People can’t see us in the studio, and 
that’s often a good thing.  On the other hand, I always 
found it to be a very personal kind of connection between 
me and you – the listener.  We had a kind of contract or 
agreement.  You’d tune in, and I’d be faced with holding 
your attention, giving you some useful, important or 
relatable information, and hopefully entertaining you 
from time to time. Personal, because it struck me often 
that you gave more in the interaction than I did, because 
there are always a dozen other things you could choose 
to do with those few minutes, other than spend them 
with me.  It was an honor to be chosen by you, and this 
is one of my opportunities to say thank you.  

I feel the same way when I’m writing a novel.  Sure, it 
takes a lot of time to do it, but the same dynamic is at 
play.  You have a million choices.  You chose to read my 
book.  Thank you.  

Now – the page has turned.  And I hope you will be 
with me for many pages still to come.   

If you’ll please drop in on the updated web site, 
www.harleycarnes.com, you’ll get the latest information 
about book releases and other tidbits.   

 
 
 
Let the world know what you think about A Hole 

In The Apple!  Your Reviews on Amazon, Kindle etc. are 
always Welcomed 

    
 


