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			Preface

			AS Red Dawn begins, a global battle is underway. After attacking and sinking the Destroyer USS Stacy Heath, the Chinese invaded Tibet and India counterattacked. In response to the attack on the destroyer, and in an effort to support India, the U.S. sent 20,000 soldiers and Marines to join the fight.

			Meanwhile, Russian President Toplin saw the conflict as an opportunity to invade Ukraine, which left NATO with no choice but to respond.

			Eventually, in an attempt to capitalize on the worldwide chaos, North Korea invaded the south and captured Seoul. That forced the U.S., and its ally Japan, to try and dislodge the northerners—even as Russia and China brought their forces to bear.

			And now, as the war continues, no one is safe.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Benito Juarez International Airport, Mexico

			THE sun was low in the sky, and the thunder created by a departing passenger plane made it difficult to hear, as Vice President Al Hayden and a coterie of Mexican officials gathered near Air Force Two.

			The men shook hands, and women kissed cheeks, while Secret Service agents stood with their backs turned to the Vice President and their hands in the ready position. They knew, as everyone did, that WWIII was being fought everywhere. Airports included.

			Hayden accepted one last kiss and said, “Adios,” to the Mexican Secretary of Foreign Affairs, before making his way to the roll-up stairs that led up and into Air Force Two.

			The forward section of the plane included a communications center, galley, lavatory and 10 business class seats. That’s where Hayden and his senior staff members sat, while junior functionaries, Secret Service agents, and members of the traveling press were seated aft.

			Once the passengers were settled in, the plane’s copilot, Captain T.L. Jones, made the usual announcements, and a crewmember delivered drinks. A bourbon for Hayden, and a screwdriver for his Chief of Staff, Emory Vale. “So,” Vale said. “What do you think? How did it go?”

			Hayen took a sip. “President Ramos is a slippery bastard. That’s what it takes to lead a neutral country. But, given the amount of freight that flows through the Panama Canal, the big ditch is important to him—just as it should be.

			“So, Ramos promised to call Loban, and pressure him to resist the demands from Axis governments. The canal must remain open.”

			Vale nodded. “Damned right. Do you think he’ll sign the agreement?”

			“I do,” Hayden replied. “Assuming we pay him off with a one-billion-dollar development deal and commit to some peace keeping troops.”

			Vale frowned. “How’s that going to land with President Dearing?”

			Hayden made a face. “Alice won’t like it. But she’s a realist. And she knows how important a free canal is. I’ll call her once we’re in the air.”

			Hayden was on his second bourbon by the time the plane reached a cruising altitude of 30,000 feet. Panama City, Panama was about 1,500 miles away, and the trip was scheduled to take 4 hours.

			The conversation with President Dearing was scrambled up, down and sideways. Reception was clear, and so was her response. “I’ll tell you what, Al… If you can secure the canal for a billion dollars, that’ll be a bargain. I’m all in.”

			It was a good call. And with that out of the way Hayden retired to the center section of the plane which consisted of a changing area, private lavatory, and a divan that had already been converted into a bed. A traveling photo of Hayden’s wife, his daughter, and his son-in-law had been placed next to the daybed. His grandchildren Alex and Olivia had their own photo. They were smiling.

			Hayden killed the light, turned over onto his left side, and closed his eyes. Sleep pulled him down.

			The Hoku Laser Facility, Bayingolin Mongol Autonomous Prefecture, China

			Sunlight glittered off 500 solar panels, parabolic antennas were aimed at the sky, and most staff members were eating breakfast. But not the scientists in Building C. They’d been up for hours preparing to assassinate Vice President Al Hayden.

			The project, code named Xifang Guaiwu (Western Monster), had been in the works for months—and was the brainchild of People’s Liberation Army General Liu Jun.

			Although the effort that made the project possible had begun years earlier, when the Hoku Laser Facility started to test lasers as possible weapons—culminating in the creation of a 50-100kW laser.

			Buildings with retractable roofs had been constructed at Hoku so lasers could range, dazzle and even blind satellites as they passed over China. Activities that soon drew the ire of other countries who lodged complaints. All of which were ignored.

			Over time, and consistent with certain internal reforms, the People’s Liberation Army moved the program to the new PLA Aerospace Force, which had responsibility for testing rockets, missiles, and satellites. And now, inside Building C, all those years of effort were about to pay off. Or, Laser Technician Yuan Huang thought, we’ll miss. And General Liu Jun will have us shot.

			The men most likely to be shot along with Huang-included Laser Operator Zichen Wang, and Laser Systems Engineer Runchu Chen, who was supervising the last-minute adjustments that were necessary prior to a kill. Vice President Hayden was slated to be the first human targeted by the orbital weapon—named Zhang Jian (Long Sword). And that, in Huang’s view, was an honor.

			The key to the assassination was accurate information regarding the exact location, to

			within a foot or two, of what the gwailou (westerners) called “Air Force Two,” a plane traveling at approximately 500 miles per hour.

			Such information would have been nearly impossible to obtain had it not been for

			American websites like ADSBExchange.com, FlightRadar24.com, and FlightAware.com.

			These sites used privately owned sensors to capture the movements of commercial and military aircraft 24 hours a day. That included military planes, special operations planes and yes, the VIP aircraft that carried the president, vice president and members of Congress.

			All were equipped with FAA mandated ADS-B (Automatic Dependent Surveillance-Broadcast) transponders, which were available to anyone who had an internet connection.

			That meant Vice President Hayden was about to be killed using information provided by his own government! An irony that caused Huang to smile.

			“Huang,” Chen said. “Run a check on the uplink, and run the final on Long Sword.”

			Huang was seated in front of a computer screen. One of twelve in the control room, all dark except for his, because there was no need for other techs to be present—and security was paramount. As his fingers typed, Huang’s eyes checked the code for errors. His brain concluded that the connection to the satellite was intact.

			Of equal importance was the fact that the target had been acquired by the correct satellite, and Long Sword was ready to fire. “The system is ready,” Huang said simply.

			There were three people in the control room, and perfect silence reigned. All eyes were on Chen as he said, “Fire.”

			Aboard Air Force Two over El Salvador, Central America

			Vice President Hayden was in bed when the laser struck and threw him into a wall. He fell, hit his head, and immediately lost consciousness.

			Pilot Lieutenant Colonel Lester Payton was sipping coffee when something hit the starboard wing, tore the engine off, and caused massive damage to the slats and flaps.

			The loss of power and control surfaces put the two-engine C-32 into a dive and splashed hot coffee onto Payton’s lap. He battled to regain control as a host of alarms sounded, while copilot Captain T.L. Jones flipped switches and spoke to the passengers. “Buckle your seatbelts and prepare for a crash. We’re going down.”

			That was true. But why? Air Force Two was equipped with all sorts of gear that should have detected and jammed an incoming missile.

			It didn’t matter. What was, was. Payton’s job was to find a place to land or, more accurately, to crash. They still had 20,000 feet of altitude to work with. But the ground was coming up fast. And, except for a scattering of lights, it was dark below. What a fucked-up way to die.
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			The deck was slanted down as Secret Service Agent Edward Kenny, Personal Aide Tom Seaver, and Special Advisor Jorge Ortiz battled to enter Hayden’s private compartment.

			Kenny swore when he saw the blood. He felt for a pulse and found one. Thank God. “Put him back on the bed …. Maybe it will cushion him when we hit.”

			By working together, the men managed to heave Hayden up onto the bed. Kenny threw himself on top of the vice president’s body. “Use the blanket! Strap us down!”

			The other men did the best they could, and were still working on it, when the 155-foot-long plane hit, took to the air, and hit again. Then the fuselage turned, struck the base of a cell tower, and broke in two.

			The forward section bucked, throwing Kenny and the Vice President up against the ceiling. They landed on the bed. Neither one of them moved.

			The Hoku Laser Facility, Bayingolin Mongol Autonomous Prefecture, China

			Huang stared at the screen. “The plane’s transponder is still broadcasting. And it’s stationary.”

			A cheer went up. And there was reason to be jubilant. The enemy plane was down! It had to be if the transponder was stationary. And that suggested a crash.

			But Laser Systems Engineer Runchu Chen was a cautious man. He knew that General Liu Jun wouldn’t be satisfied with a downed aircraft. No, nothing less than a public admission of Hayden’s death would satisfy Jun. The waiting began.

			Near the village of Puebla, El Salvador

			Due to Agent Kenny’s sacrifice, and the efforts of a dozen survivors, Vice President Hayden was still alive. Not so the plane’s pilots and 33 other people, only some of whom had been dragged free of the burning wreckage.

			And, thanks to light provided by the fire, Secret Service Agent Chris Cole could see that the Air Force pilots had managed to put the C-32 down on an empty soccer field. It was nothing less than a fucking miracle.

			That said, the situation sucked. They were on the ground in a nation known for its lawlessness. And, judging from the presence of a soccer field, very close to a village or town. Sirens could be heard in the distance as Cole rallied the survivors.

			“Grab the stretcher and follow me! We need to get the hell out of here.”

			Press Secretary Margo Allen frowned. “Why?”

			“Because this country is home to every kind of criminal there is,” Cole replied. “All of whom would like to capture the Vice President. Let’s go.”

			Hayden was wrapped in a blanket, and being carried on a folding stretcher, as Cole led the rest of them into the surrounding darkness. Air Force Two was down.

			Soto Cano Air Base, Honduras

			Joint Task Force-Bravo operated out of a Honduran military installation called Soto Cano Air Base, which was located in central Honduras. And, as Commanding Officer, Colonel James Patterson had responsibility for more than 500 U.S. military personnel, one of whom was a pain in the ass named Captain Jim Brody. But he, unfortunately, was the man Patterson needed to visit.

			A light utility vehicle (LUV) was waiting for Patterson as he left the headquarters building. The sun was starting to rise in the east, and the air was humid as the driver wound his way through the maze of orange roofed buildings and came to a stop in front of the U.S. Army Stockade, or what the troops called “The Slammer.” 

			“Wait for me,” Patterson said. “I won’t be long.”

			The driver nodded.

			The sergeant manning the front desk stood and hollered, “Atten-shun!” as Patterson entered the reception area.

			“As you were,” Patterson said. “I’m here to visit Captain Brody. Is he in?”

			It was a joke, and a good one. The noncom laughed. “Yes, sir…. The captain is present and accounted for. I can’t leave the desk. Please hold while I get an escort.”

			The sergeant made a call. And while he waited Patterson reviewed the circumstances of Brody’s arrest. It was a simple matter really …. The kind of thing that happened near military bases all around the world.

			Brody was off duty, in town, and leaving a bar when he heard a woman scream and went to investigate. What he found was a Honduran noncom trying to rip a woman’s top off. And not just any soldier, but a corporal who Brody recognized as one of his people.

			So, he hit the assailant and knocked the man down. Mission accomplished. That’s what Brody thought.

			The locals didn’t agree. Honduran MPs piled onto Brody, savaged the officer, and hauled him away. Brody said there was a knife. The Hondurans said there wasn’t. Who to believe?

			A corporal arrived. “Sir, please follow me.”

			The noncom led Patterson down a hallway with cells on the left. Only two were occupied. Brody was in the second, hanging from a water pipe, doing chin-ups. He had big arms, a lean torso, and muscular legs.

			The corporal said, “Atten-shun!” and Brody dropped to the floor. His flip-flops made a slapping sound as they hit the concrete.

			Patterson turned to the corporal. “Thanks. Open the cell and take a break.”

			The noncom was surprised and did nothing to hide it.

			Brody was still at attention as Patterson entered the cell and sat on a concrete bench. “At ease. Take a seat.”

			The only other place to sit was on the opposing bench. Brody sat, wiped his chest with an olive drab towel, and nodded. “Good morning, Colonel. This is an unexpected pleasure.”
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