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Hercules
Down

Synopsis

 


There was no
question that the C-5 Hercules went down in the middle of the
Atlantic Ocean. Satellite surveillance located the wreckage, bodies
and pings of the billion dollar satellite equipment that it was
transporting.

Captain Hank
Heller was in charge of the secure hangar where the Hercules had
been loaded with the military satellite equipment. The Air Force
accepted the undisputable evidence of the crash but Captain Heller
did not. He discovered subtle clues that pointed to a well thought
out plot to steal the payload.

Heller and a
mysterious woman, Aya Shaheen, despite mutual animosity toward each
other, reluctantly team up to probe circumstantial evidence
suggesting that there was no crash. They soon discover how China,
North Korea, and an international broker of stolen military
satellites fit into complicated web of murder and treachery.

 




Prologue

 


On an embankment
overrun with sage, dry grass and overlooking Lake Volta stands an
imposing figure of a man impatiently staring out over the lake.
Even those who do not know him will instinctively step aside lest
they be touched by his aura of evil. With binoculars in hand, he
scans the far Ghana mountain range impatiently waiting for what was
supposed to have happened five minutes ago. A breeze soaked with
high humidity gently flaps his trademark long black leather coat.
It is not enough of a wind to deter the sweltering heat. A pith
helmet does little to prevent beads of sweat from forming on his
forehead.

 


Günter Wilhelm’s
aide, Allman, cautiously stands at his side. On numerous occasions
he has suffered Wilhelm’s spiteful temper whenever there is a
breach of his stringent and careful planning. This reprehensible
situation is getting painfully close to another one of those times.
Allman, even though wearing khaki slacks, a white cotton shirt and
sandals is also greatly suffering the heat. Being a hundred pounds
overweight is not helping his roasting girth. While sweating from
both heat and fear, he nervously casts a furtive glance at his
watch.

 


Günter Wilhelm is
infuriated at the flippant attitude his pathetic aide seems to be
taking over this inexcusable delay. Boiling with rage, he snapped
around and slapped Allman in the face and demanded,

“Where is my
plane!”

With a defensive
hand to his face, Allman reeled sideways and took the admonishment
as bravely as possible. After all, as it had happened many times
before it was not a surprise. Wisely, he continued to pay attention
toward the far Ghana mountain range. Just as he thought he was
going to get another blistering burst, Allman saved the day by
suddenly pointing across the lake and announcing,

“Here it
comes!”

Wilhelm snapped
his attention to his watch and sneered,

“Eight minutes
late!”

 


He raised the
field glasses and located the old C-5 Hercules as a dot in the sky
slowly clearing the far range and approaching fast. With a hand to
his sore cheek, the sweaty Allman bent down and pulled what
appeared to be a remote control unit from a satchel half hidden in
the high grass at his feet. Wilhelm peeled his attention from the
lumbering craft to the remote unit, commanding,

“Only at my
command.”

Not daring to do
anything on his own, Allman nodded his acquiescence.

Günter Wilhelm
then snapped a demanding question.

“Height?”

Allman quickly
responded,

“Exactly 10,000
feet Sir.”

“Excellent. Get
ready.”

Allman’s index
finger trembled slightly on the toggle switch. He did not like
killing people. As the colossal Hercules flew closer, Günter
Wilhelm abruptly commanded,

“Now!”

 


Knowing that a
second of hesitation could ruin the plan, as it had done twice
before, Allman regrettably swallowed his moral principles and a
finger that was shaking from guilt pushed the toggle to the “on”
position.

 


Even from this
distance, it was clear that something was very wrong with the
Hercules. It suddenly deviated from its straight path, faltering,
staggering as if abruptly hit by an unseen force. Then, from 5,000
feet, it dropped into a seemingly deliberate nosedive. Neither
Wilhelm or Allman seemed concerned that a 30 ton bullet was
speeding toward them. Suddenly Allman said,

“Something is
wrong Sir. The pilot is not ejecting.”

Annoyed that minor
incidentals were diverting his attention from the approaching
Hercules, Wilhelm, with a sneer of indifference simply
muttered,

“Send his widow
flowers.”

 


With no apparent
effort to stop its deadly plunge and with all four propellers still
roaring, the Hercules slammed hard into the lake and shattered as
if it had crashed into solid concrete. Massive waves lifted up and
raced across the inlet. The engines tore away and the wings
violently snapped in half as if made of balsa wood. Where only
seconds before there was 30 tons of metal and roaring engines there
was now only torn pieces of fuselage floating on the water. Except
for impact waves crashing onto the near shore all was again quiet
with no indication that a life had been sacrificed for the
plan.

 


Günter Wilhelm
cracked a smile, a smirk really. As if talking to the crash site,
complementing it, he said,

“Perfect!”

Still looking at
the bobbing debris, he commanded,

“You have your
orders. Get to it.”

As Wilhelm whipped
around, setting a fast pace toward the helicopter waiting in the
distance, five large boats hidden in a small nearby cove raced into
view and sped to the crash site. Four CH-47 Chinook Transport
Helicopters appeared from behind a grove of trees in the distance,
also flying toward the wreckage

 



Part
One


Chapter 1

The missing
flight

 


Algeria is the
second largest country in Africa. French is still spoken in many
areas but Arabic is the official Government language. Tindouf is a
small city in the far western corner of Algeria and not far from
the Moroccan border. Its main economy is the public airport that
also serves as the western outpost Base for Algeria’s small air
force. At the end of the Airport’s northern runway, near the
turnaround, is a large domed hangar that under agreement with the
Algerian Government belongs to the American Air Force. On the roof,
in large white letters is painted ‘Hangar 5’. It is as secretive as
Area 51.

 


The night was warm
and a strong northerly wind pelts the tin roof of Hangar 5 with
sand from the surrounding desert. The inside of the Hangar is
massive, easily dwarfing the various aircraft stored there. In the
far corner are two B-2 Bombers in the process of being outfitted
with the latest computer and satellite up-links. Beside them are
two C-130 Hercules Cargo Carriers. One is damaged and the other is
in the process of a weekly pre-trip inspection.

 


In the middle of
the floor, surrounded by the other planes is an old and rustic
looking Hercules C-5. Although it has been retrofitted many times,
it is one of the few remaining active models from the 1960’s. Over
the years, practically everything about it had been removed and
replaced. Her rear roll-on, roll-off hydraulic ramp was down and a
bulky container is slowly being pulled into the massive belly.

 


Standing beside
the ramp and supervising the loading procedure is the Load Master,
Airman Abassi Coweta. When he was twelve, his family escaped the
civil war and genocide in Nigeria and migrated here to Algeria, as
did thousands of others. Years later he took advantage of the
American presence in his new land and enlisted as an Airman. He is
now forty-five years old, forty-five pounds over weight and proudly
displaying the Load Master insignia on his epaulettes. His job is
to check individual cargo weight against the manifest and make sure
that the plane is not overloaded and is properly distributed in the
cargo hold.

 


With the last of
the containers pushed into position against the bulkhead he steps
onto the ramp, enters the hold and double checks the tie-down
straps. He is also responsible for the in-flight security of the
containers during rough weather, making sure the loads do not work
free to become, as the sailors might say, ‘a loose cannon.’ As
surely as unsecured cannons can sink a ship in rough seas, freight
bouncing around the cargo hold during turbulent weather could
easily send the plane into a disastrous nose dive.

 


All Hercules cargo
carriers have a standard crew of five, one pilot, a co-pilot, one
navigator, a flight engineer, and the Load Master. Nevertheless,
tonight, the crew of the C-5 Hercules will only be four. Load
Master Abassi Coweta has obtained medical permission excusing him
from this flight.

 


The pilot, Eddie
Cochran and co-pilot, Jeff Boulder emerge from a small office near
the massive sliding doors and walk side by side toward the loaded
C-5 each carrying their flight instructions. Pilot Eddie Cochran is
stereotypical of a young pilot one day dreaming of becoming a
fighter pilot. He has red hair, is good looking and reeking of
overconfidence or as the older co-pilots say, ‘of arrogance’.

 


Jeff Boulder was
the opposite of the young Cochran, much older, balding and burdened
with the stigma of failure. He tried many times but always failed
to qualify as a fighter pilot. Even though Jeff Boulder was older
and much more experienced than Eddie Cochran, he was forced to
endure the indignity of being out ranked by youth.

 


When they
approached the plane, Load Master Abassi Coweta handed Jeff Cochran
the Cargo Manifest while Eddie continued to the cockpit to perform
the instrument panel pre-trip. As per regulation, Jeff then entered
the plane and checked all the tie-downs, confirming weight
distribution, in effect confirming and approving Abassi Coweta’s
job.

 


Returning to the
Load Master, Jeff signed on the dotted line and initialled all the
proper places on the manifest. Jeff Boulder then asked,

“I trust all is in
order.”

Abassi glanced
past Boulder, into the belly of the plane and muttered,

“Yes Sir, as per
plan.”

Boulder noticed a
touch of guilt in the reply. While handing the clipboard back to
Abassi he tried to make everything better by saying,

“Don’t worry about
it. It’s all going to plan. Everything will be all right.”

Abassi was not as
confident and his sullen expression remained fixed.

 


Suddenly red
lights started flashing above the giant hangar doors. With sirens
blaring, the doors started to slide open and both men turned to see
who was intruding on a restricted area. As it was dark and windy
outside, the bright headlights glaring into the hangar made it
impossible to see who it was. The wind blew swirling sand into the
hangar and Boulder uttered the question that Abassi was only
thinking,

“This hangar is
supposed to be secured. Who the hell could that be?”

 


Driving into the
hangar was what both men recognized as a convoy of four camouflaged
green military 3H Hummers but the bright lights made it difficult
for them to see who it was. It wasn’t until the convoy had come to
a grinding halt at their feet that they realized it was a convoy of
their own US Air Force personnel.

 


The lead hummer’s
passenger door swung open and out ejected an officer that Boulder
needed to look at twice before recognizing. As he had never seen
the Captain of the Base wearing his regulation uniform with the two
silver bars before, he was naturally confused.

 


With both boots
firmly planted on the ground, the Captain stood like a statue
waiting for recognition of his authority. After Boulder’s confusion
had faded, he snapped to attention and immediately saluted his
superior. Because Abassi was only an Airman, he was not expected to
salute. The Captain cast a knowing glance to Abassi and nodded a
greeting that was returned in the same manner.

 


Captain Hank
Heller was just under six feet tall but there was a slouch to his
stature that made him look slightly smaller. The sharp edge of a
stereotypical Air Force Captain standing tall and proud was
missing. His hair was jet black, messy and projecting a window to
his personality. He looked much older than his 35 years.

 


With an air of
nonchalance, Captain Heller reached into his jacket pocket, pulled
out a folded paper and thrust it toward Boulder. Boulder recognized
the official seal and knew it was orders from up high. He did not
have the rank or authority to read the orders and therefore
explained,

“That would be for
Pilot First Class Eddie Cochran and he is in the cockpit running
pre-trips.”

As if expecting
things to be done without having to bark an order Captain Heller
stood his ground. It took a second for Boulder to catch on and when
it finally did, he snapped around and bellowed into the hold of the
cargo plane.

“Cochran! Get your
ass out here and receive some orders.”

 


A moment later, a
confused Eddie Cochran emerged from the plane. Because Boulder had
not taken his glare off the Captain, Cochran instinctively drew his
attention to the statue and noticed the two silver bars. He
immediately saluted his superior. Rather nonchalantly, Captain
Heller returned the salute.

 


Heller did not
hide his contempt for what he perceived to be the flagrant way the
Air Force so dismissively bestowed rank on youth. In his day, the
salute was in honour of the years put into earning that position.
Captain Heller respected years of service over rank. This explained
why he originally handed the orders to the older Boulder.

 


Used to receiving
written orders, without a word and with certain indifference,
Cochran gracefully accepted the papers and broke the seal. After
reading the orders, Cochran looked confused and said to the
Captain,

“But this is a
cargo plane. We don’t have the seats or facilities to comply.”

Boulder tried his
best to cast a furtive eye to the paper and see what was causing
Cochran’s concern but it was impossible.

 


When Captain
Heller finally spoke, his casualness was another window to his
personality, sounding as if he did not care. He was just following
orders as he expected of this young Pilot. He snapped,

“The passengers
understand the situation and will put up with it. I trust you
noticed the rank of the seal.”

Impressed, for it
was from the highest rank he had ever received an order, Cochran
was still baffled. He replied,

“Yes Sir, I did.
It’s not often a lowly Pilot First Class like me gets a direct
order from a Four Star General.”

Captain Heller’s
reply was soaked in his contempt for high ranked youth.

“Then you must
feel very privileged indeed.”

Not catching the
cynicism, Cochran asked,

“What about
provisions? We do not have extra supplies for them.”

As if the question
had somehow been insulting, the Captain snapped,

“I have ordered a
box of sandwiches, water and snacks brought over from the canteen.
It will be more than enough for the trip. Just get on with it.”

As there was
nothing else to say or explain, Captain Heller snapped around and
made his way back to the convoy of Hummers.

 


Much to his
annoyance, Cochran accepted the orders and turned to Abassi .
Making sure that he was understood, he spoke very persuasively.

“Apparently we are
taking on some passengers. I need you to rearrange the front cargo
area so the web seats can be pulled down.”

Before Abassi had
a chance to recover from the shock and object, Pilot First Class
Cochran stepped onto the ramp and disappeared into the belly of the
plane.

 


Abassi stood
stunned. The surprising event was attacking his moral principles
and as much as he tried to push them aside, it was not happening.
Boulder saw the conflict in his eyes and knew he was weighing the
pros and cons of continuing with the plan. In an effort to break
into his thoughts, to end the moral conflict, Boulder snapped,

“You heard the
man, get a move on.”

Abassi remained
adamant and said,

“This isn’t right.
We can’t take passengers on.”

Boulder reached
for his cell phone and said,

“For now, just
follow orders and go make some room. I’ll call it in.”

 


Still frozen to
the spot, Abassi stared at Boulder and watched as he dialed.
Boulder noticed the stare down and was afraid that Abassi was
starting to lose his nerve. All through the six months of planning,
everyone knew that Abassi was the weak link in this operation. Now,
with an unforeseen circumstance weighing down on the already thin
ice, it looked as if they were right, that he would be the first to
crash through.

 


Before punching in
the last code, Boulder lowered the phone and turned to Abassi. In a
calming voice he tried to minimize the sudden wrinkle in the
plan.

“Look, it’s not
like we haven’t had a snafu or two thrown at us before. We are now
in the ‘fix it’ stage of the plan. That’s what I’m doing, getting
it fixed.”

As if not
believing him, Abassi continued to stare at Boulder who was
stubbornly staring back and waiting for him to obey orders. Finally
Boulder snapped,

“Move it! There’s
nothing we can do about it right now.”

 


At that, Abassi
reluctantly turned and with heavy steps slowly made his way up the
ramp. By his slouched shoulders, Boulder knew what thoughts were
running through the mind of his weakest link. He knew that if this
wrinkle was not ironed out quickly there would be trouble. Now he
understood why Abassi was put on the “need to know” list. It was
understandable when considering the years of genocide in his old
country. Abassi Coweta had a great regard for human life and this
was not the time to value life over money. Boulder punched in the
rest of the code.


Chapter 2

 


It was just past
10 PM and the city was aglow with a kaleidoscope of neon and
streetlights. At this time of night, Paris was radiant with its
fame as a city teeming with nightlife.

 


A few blocks away
from Place de la Bastille, on Rue du Faubourg Saint- Antoine, a
business meeting is held in one of the few modern buildings on that
street. The conference room of the Universal Satellite
Communication Systems is circular and spacious, easily facilitating
the grand round table and twelve soft leather bound chairs all
occupied by the twelve executives of the multi-national,
multi-billion dollar company dealing in the highly sophisticated
and complex business of stolen satellite software.

 


Sitting at the
head of the table is Günter Wilhelm. He is impeccably dressed in a
grey suit and still wearing his trademark long leather coat.
Wilhelm is the owner, President and CEO of USCS. For the past hour
he has been forced to listen to his executives bickering over a
very complex sales contract with a country that is trying very hard
to keep up with the technology of the twenty-first century, the
world of espionage satellites. All his executives understand that
when he starts combing his long gray hair with his fingers he is
getting impatient with them, such as he is doing now.

 


When his cell
phone rang everybody was polite enough to stop the debate and float
into idle chitchat among themselves. After checking his
call-display, he groaned. There can only be one reason this person
was calling and he did not like it. Because there were no secrets
in this meeting, he activated the speakerphone and all ears heard
his anger echo off the walls.

“What is it?”

The voice on the
other end sheepishly replied,

“There has been an
unforeseen development arise.”

All heard Jeff
Boulder explain how an Air Force Captain had unexpectedly shown up
with orders to take on five Government VIP’s and fly them
stateside.

 


Günter Wilhelm cut
into the explanation with a brusque question.

“Who signed the
orders?”

“Well that’s just
it sir, it was not signed by the local command but rather by a Four
Star General State side, Air Force Chief of Staff, Morgan E.
Nicole.”

Wilhelm sucked in
a deep breath of disappointment.

 


When a snag reared
its ugly head, he had always commanded his Executives, indeed
everybody in his organization to, “Fix it” or at the very least
make efforts to turn a negative into a positive. As he pondered his
own philosophy all the Executives sat silent, staring at him and
wondering what was going through his mind. He demanded,

“How many were
there?”

“Five.”

“Very well. There
is nothing else to do but comply with the orders. I suppose we
might as well utilize the adage, ‘the more the merrier’. We will
send their families some flowers.”

Understanding what
was being implied, Jeff Boulder was quick to add,

“There is another
matter Sir.”

After hearing
Boulder’s report about how Load Master Abassi Coweta was starting
to crack under pressure, Wilhelm’s terse retort was very
predictable.

“Fix it!”

 


Wilhelm returned
his attention back to the Board Members and explained,

“There have been
no changes to the project. We shall continue negotiating with the
North Korean Military Satellite Development and Acquisitions Agency
as if nothing has happened.”

One of the Members
spoke up.

“My people in
Korea are saying that they have heard rumours of difficulties with
the delivery date, something that would greatly affect their space
program budget and deadlines.”

 


As if insulted
that his delivery date had been questioned. He bellowed,

“Tell those idiots
that all is on track, the timeline will be met. What has been
reported is of no consequence to our plan. If anything, it will
authenticate the accident.”

Accepting his
declaration, something they had painfully learned to do very
quickly, they returned to the matter at hand. Wilhelm turned the
page of his agenda and said,

“Now, about this
business with China.”

 



Chapter 3

 


After returning to
the cockpit, Eddie Cochran continued with the pre-trip procedures.
He heard someone coming into the cockpit and struggle to manoeuvre
into the tight space behind him. Turning slightly he saw his
Navigator squirm and twist into his seat.

Right from the
start, Eddie Cochran had been displeased with him being included in
the plan and snapped,

“You’re late!”

 


Knowing his
Pilot’s distrust of him, Morgan Montgomery expected nothing less.
Montgomery was older and mirrored Boulder’s propensity for
suffering younger superior officers. Once settled into the seat he
looked to his Pilot and offering what he thought was a doable
excuse.

“Sorry Sir, I
needed a few drinks to settle my nerves.”

Surprisingly,
Cochran accepted the defence and rather casually said,

“I Hope you
brought some for your favourite pilot.”

Montgomery then
exercised his mastery of cynicism.

“Yes Sir, I did.
He is still at the bar having another, glad that he did not draw
you as his pilot.”

All he got for his
sarcasm was a scowl.

 


Navigator Morgan
Montgomery was beyond dreaming of a glamorous career as promised on
the recruiting posters. He was two years from retirement and felt
every hard year behind him. Also, like Jeff Boulder, Montgomery did
not care where the orders took him as long as it was away from
here. In fact, anywhere but here was just fine. Montgomery
asked,

“What’s with all
the Hummers outside?”

Very casually
Eddie said,

“We are taking on
passengers.”

Montgomery snapped
alert, protesting,

“We can’t. What
about the drop?”

“Boulder is
supposed to be fixing it right now.”

Wanting to change
the subject, Eddie Cochran demanded,

“Where the hell is
my Engineer?”

Not liking changes
to the plan but unable to do anything about it, Montgomery simply
shrugged and prepared for his pre-trip. He nonchalantly
replied,

“Not sure right
now. I think he is busy filling out an incident report, something
about witnessing his Navigator drinking within the eight hour rule
before a flight.”

Such was the only
thing the conflicting personalities had in common. Both hated their
sycophant Flight Engineer, Ward Watson.

Montgomery
boisterously added,

“Crap, I thought
the rule was eight minutes before a flight.”

 


Before Montgomery
had a chance to humiliate his Flight Engineer further, something he
enjoyed doing, as if on cue Ward Watson entered the cockpit and
like Montgomery, struggled into his confining seat. The greeting
between Engineer and Navigator were mutual spiteful glares. Ward
ignored the slight, looked to Cochran and asked,

“What’s going on
out there?”

It was Montgomery
who replied.

“None of your
business. Get on with your duties.”

 


Ward Watson was an
Airman First Class Flight Engineer. Like Cochran, he too was young
and typical of many, was using the Air force as a career
springboard, hoping to one day be graduating into the more
glamorous position of Commercial Flight Engineer for a major
airline. For now, this was what he had to put up with.

 


Under normal
circumstances cockpit crew are friendly to each other, each
understanding the importance of working as a team and that
camaraderie was essential. That did not apply in this hellhole of
an assignment and certainly not in this cockpit. The teamwork that
made for a functional crew was missing here. All sat in silence,
each busy with facets of their specific job and duty.

 


Outside, unseen by
the cockpit crew, Captain Heller, with a waving hand, indicated to
his drivers to get out and assist in unloading the passengers. Each
driver ran around to the passenger side and opened the back door of
their Hummers. The first to exit was an older and very
distinguished looking man. Judging from his airs, he was a man of
means and demanded respect. He was wearing an expensive tailored
suit that was ruffled with a tear in the sleeve. The woman coming
out next clearly expected her husband to turn around and help his
wife down but he simply turned and walked toward the Hercules.

 


Surprised that her
husband was not assisting her, she stumbled a bit but recovered
quickly. Recognizing the situation, the driver, Master Sergeant
Bobby Pearson offered his hand, which was gratefully accepted.
Bobby Pearson was a handsome young man. Upon first impression, one
wondered what he had done to be assigned to a Base such as this. As
if to imply that everything was going to be okay, he smiled at her.
Not as sure of their situation but wanting to believe the
assurance, she smiled back.

 


She too was
wearing an expensive suit but had dirt on her pant leg as if she
had fallen. She was also a distinguished looking woman, perhaps
fifty. Her long black hair was dishevelled and in dire need of a
brushing. Upon seeing her, Jeff Boulder’s eyes widened to advertise
his admiration of beautiful women.

 


Two young men now
emerged and they too struggled with the confines of the vehicle.
They were also stylish in dress and dishevelled. One was running a
nervous hand through his messy hair. Boulder noticed that both had
a briefcase manacled to their left wrist.

 


It was clear to
Boulder that all of them belonged in a private Leer jet or at least
in First Class and drinking Champaign rather than walking into the
cargo hold of a rickety old C-5 Hercules. Boulder wondered what
unpleasant circumstances had led them to this hangar. Obviously, it
was something not planned and judging by their scared and lost
expressions it was something very objectionable. The distinguished
man was heard to mumble,

“This is highly
irregular and unacceptable. Somebody is going to pay for this
insult.”

 


Boulder heard the
wife say,

“It’s an emergency
situation honey. Let’s just try to endure as best we can.”

Clearly he was not
consoled by his wife’s effort, adding,

“We are far too
important for this sort of barbaric treatment. It simply will not
do.”

Regardless of his
objection, he continued up the ramp into the cargo hold.

 


As one of the men
with a briefcase neared the plane, he scanned it from tail to
cockpit. His displeased expression conveyed his disappointment. As
they approached the ramp, Boulder heard him say,

“I think I would
rather have taken my chances back there.”

The other had a
different opinion. Apparently having to fly in what he obviously
saw as a bucket of rivets and bolts was not as bad as what had
happened to them. He said,

“At least in this
thing nobody is going to be shooting at us. Let’s just pray it can
fly.”

 


Other than the
fear of being led into a decrepit cargo plane, Boulder saw
something else about them. They were afraid of something long
before seeing the C-5. The orders from a General to take them
aboard indicated that they were not simply bumped off a passenger
jet. There was more to these people than met the eye.

 


Boulder looked
back to the last Hummer to see a young woman struggling out of the
door. She was perhaps 30 with short cropped blond hair and not
wearing a suit but rather dark slacks and strangely out of
character to the rest, a denim jacket. There was awkwardness to her
mannerism, faltering in her step as if confused about her
surroundings. After regaining a bit of her composure she started
walking in the wrong direction, away from the airplane. Master
Sergeant Bobby Pearson reached out, took her by the arm, and turned
her toward the Hercules.

 


As if the back
porch light had suddenly come on, she realized the proper
direction. Boulder couldn’t help but think that the circus must
have left town without her. As she approached him she stopped and
asked,

“Are you the
Admiral in charge?”

As Boulder’s eyes
lifted to the heavens, he clarified,

“No Miss, that’s a
Navy rank. We don’t have Admirals in the Air Force.”

“Oh,” she said.
And with a jaunty step leapt onto the ramp adding,

“I hope I haven’t
seen the in-flight movie.”

Boulder cast a wry
eye to the driver who simply shrugged his shoulders, turned and
walked back to his Hummer.

 


The Hummers then
drove toward the still open hangar doors and the darkness beyond.
Boulder heard somebody come down the ramp and stop at his side.
Looking, he saw it was Abassi Coweta. He looked to the exiting
convoy, pointed and asked,

“What’s happening
there?”

 


Boulder looked
over to the far doors in time to see a number of heavily armed
jeeps racing out of the darkness to prevent the convoy from leaving
the hangar. Numerous armed army personnel leapt from the jeeps and
used the open doors as shields. They stood ready to fire on
command. Abassi said,

“That’s the
uniform of the Special Armed Services of the Imperial Guard.
Whatever is going on has to be of major importance for them to be
here.”

 


From behind the
lead Jeep stepped a uniformed man wearing a jacket so heavily laden
with medals that he could not possibly have earned them all.
Boulder wondered if there might not have been a ‘Medals or Us’
store somewhere in Algeria. His appearance was stereotypical of an
arrogant Napoleonic ego. There was a comical thick moustache draped
under his nose. Abassi turned to Boulder and said,

“This could be
trouble, that’s General Bummuta.”

 


Annoyed at the
intrusion, Captain Heller casually stepped out of the lead Hummer.
He paused at the open door and reached in for his hat. As he did,
he whispered to Bobby Pearson,

“The General goes
first.”

With eyes glued to
the General, Bobby replied,

“Already got him
in my sights Sir.”

He then took a
second to make sure his hat was on properly and then smartly
marched toward General Bummuta who was standing in the beam of the
headlights as if a star on stage.

 


In his many
military years, Captain Heller had seen numerous paper lions
strutting up and down as if in a Macy’s parade. He knew they
crumbled fast at the first sign of aggression and for that reason
deliberately and quickly marched up to the General’s face. This
show of belligerence was much to the displeasure of the General,
who, because he was short, now had to look up at the imposing
Captain. The stage had been set and taking a backward step now
would only expose weakness.

 


Captain Heller
wanted the first word, so he spoke quickly and with force.

“What is the
meaning of this feeble attempt at a blockade?”

Surprisingly, the
General was not intimidated. He stood his ground and with equal
hostility responded,

“There has been a
violation of the Treaty. You are contributing to the escape of
known criminals, enemies of the Republic of Algeria.”

 


Oblivious to the
rifles pointed at him, Captain Heller made sure he echoed his
authority,

“No treaty has
been broken. We have every right to move Diplomats freely in and
out of this country according to section five on page fifteen. If
you had bothered to read it, it plainly states that this Delegation
is protected under American Law.”

Making sure that
there was defiance in his tone, General Bummuta expressed bitter
disapproval.

“I am not
disputing the rights and protection of your legitimate Diplomats.
However, these criminals are not Diplomats, but rather spies. I
have orders to arrest them for interrogation and imprisonment.”

Captain Heller
stood strong. He boasted clearly and loudly,

“These Diplomats
are citizens of the United States and therefore are afforded
protection under our flag.”

General Bummuta
snapped back,

“I have no quarrel
with you. If you would be so kind as to hand them over I will be
pleased to report your cooperation.”

 


Captain Heller
squared his shoulders, took a deep breath and with a slight hint of
defiance announced,

“According to the
Treaty between our countries this Hangar is an equivalent American
Embassy compound. If you deem it wise to attack this Hangar in
order to extract our protected citizens I’m sure there are people
who would see that aggression as an act of war. Are you prepared to
invade the United States of America?”

 


Captain Heller
started to fear that General Bummuta was determined to fulfil his
orders and wondering if his bravado was having any effect. His gut
feeling was that the General might well be amassing the courage to
give the order to shoot. He had already slapped the General with a
challenge to a duel and could now only stand tall and wait for the
response.

 


Because of the
distance, Boulder and Abassi could not hear the threats bantered
back and forth but it was clear by the stance of the two opposing
forces and rifles aimed at them that something was about to snap.
Fearing a delay in the plan Boulder turned to Abassi and
suggested,

“Why don’t you go
tell Cochran to fire up the engines and get ready to make a run for
it.”

Attempting to be
as casual as possible, Abassi, started to slowly tread up the ramp.
As soon as the belly of the plane had engulfed him, he ran toward
the cockpit.

 


Captain Heller was
greatly relieved to see the staunch General blink first and
absently twitching his busy moustache. The testosterone contest
seemed to have run out of steam, at least for General Bummuta who
retreated a few steps from the imposing Captain. It was only a few
steps though for he then turned and keyed his radio. He must have
known that Captain Heller did not understand Berber, the colloquial
language of Algeria for he spoke overtly in that language.

 


Although not
understanding the communication, the Captain realized that it was
obviously in his favour for the General abruptly walked away. He
indicated with a raised hand for his blockade to disband. After
climbing back into his jeep, the driver accelerated and turned
away, leading the other jeeps into the dark of the night. The
Captain then turned and returned to his lead Hummer. As he climbed
in, he couldn’t help but wonder why the victory was so easily
gained.

 


He removed his hat
and threw it into the back seat. A nervous hand ran though his hair
while saying to Bobby Pearson,

“Holy crap! Did
you ever think that bluff was going to work?”

Young Bobby was
obviously shaken by the events and replied,

“I was shitting my
pants Sir.”

“I think this
deserves a drink.”

He pulled a half
bottle of Scotch from a pouch in the side of the door and took a
great gulp. He then handed the rest to Bobby Pearson who did not
hesitate in accepting the kind offer.

 


As the last of the
Hummers exited the Hangar and their taillights disappeared into the
night, Boulder looked at Abassi and voiced his bewilderment.

“I wonder what all
that was about?”

Abassi
replied,

“They have never
bothered us before. That was a confrontation of authority.
Something is up for sure and I’ll bet it has something to do with
our passengers.”

Boulder ignored
the assumption, put his arm on Abassi’s shoulder and said,

“That’s got
nothing to do with us. We just obey orders. Come on, let’s get to
the shed and sign off the flight and cargo load.”

Both walked toward
the shed in the distance.

 


Inside the
cockpit, the crew had witnessed the stand-off at the door and like
Boulder and Abassi, could only wonder what it was all about.
Whatever it was, it was over and Eddie Cochran asked for and
received the pre-trip sheets from Watson and Montgomery. After a
quick and indifferent inspection, simply looking for check marks,
Cochran fired up the injectors. This caused a roar throughout the
hangar, something Boulder was depending on.

 


Cochran looked out
the cockpit window to see the heavy-duty tow vehicle approach to
pull them out of the hangar. Looking to his left he saw in the
distance Boulder and Abassi walking toward the shack, no doubt to
sign off the pre-flight and load security.

 


The roar of
engines was deafening in the hangar but inside the shack it was
surprisingly quiet, at least enough to start a conversation. As
Abassi signed the ledger, Boulder stood a few steps back and
asked,

“I couldn’t help
but notice that there was a little sign of recognition between you
and that Captain. Do you know him?”

“Yes, but only
because we drink at the same bar. Apparently neither of us has a
social life and honestly the way he drinks I’m not surprised.”

 


It would appear
that it was much more than a casual question, for Boulder deeply
pondered the reply. Apparently pleased with the innocence of the
relationship, he changed the subject but only on the surface for
there was a nefarious intent behind it.

“What is your
daughter’s name, Kali? Did she ever get admitted to that
school?”

As it was Abassi’s
favourite subject, he looked up at the inquiring Boulder and while
filled with pride, responded,

“Yes, but it took
a few extra dollars.”

After letting a
chuckle escape, Abassi admitted,

“A hell of a lot
of extra dollars but yes, I finally got her in.”

With a false smile
Boulder asked,

“She’s in Geneva
isn’t she?”

“Yes, the
International University of Geneva.”

Abassi proudly
added,

“It’s a very
prestigious and old University you know.”

 


As Boulder bent
over to sign off his pre-trips, he continued with his calculated
questioning.

“I gather the
tuition is rather expensive.”

As Abassi was a
single parent, his pride for his only daughter doubled. He
responded,

“It took every
penny I had just to get her registered, let alone tuitions for the
next few years. But she is a good kid and worth it.”

Then the intent of
the questions became apparent.

“So, naturally the
success of this flight is financially important to you.”

 


Abassi timidly
turned to Boulder and admitted,

“Until those
people came on board, yes, but the situation has changed now. I
can’t have this on my conscience. No tuition is worth what is going
to happen to them.”

With pleading in
his eyes and persuasiveness in his tone, Abassi added,

“We have been
friends for a long time Jeff, but I’m not like you. I can’t do
this. Can you understand that?”

Boulder nodded and
convincingly lied.

“You are a
compassionate person, you always have been. Yes, of course I can
understand. You and I are more alike than you think. Don’t worry.
I’ll do something about it right now.”

 


Glad that he had
convinced his friend to spare the lives of the Delegation, Abassi
smiled and Boulder took a slow step toward him. As a bullet tore
into Abassi’s chest, the roar of the engines muffled the
gunshot.

 


There was a stack
of boxes containing office supplies in the far corner of the
office. Boulder could not believe how heavy Abassi’s dead weight
was. It made it very difficult to drag the body behind those boxes.
Knowing that they were the last flight crew out for at least a day,
he knew that as temporary as the hiding place was, it would not
matter after tomorrow anyway.

 


He locked the
office door behind him and ran over to the exiting Hercules.

 



Chapter 4

 


The bulkhead
dividing the cockpit and the cargo hold was a thick steel wall that
acted as protection for the crew when they saw action in the wars.
The access door was only four feet high and that forced those
coming into the cockpit to bend over and enter head first. On the
cargo side of the barricade the steel wall was decorated with three
fire extinguishers, two first aide boxes and an assortment of
strapping. On each side of the fuselage were web seats, five on
each side.

 


Sitting in the
webbing trying his best to get comfortable was Senator Gordon
Green. He was in charge of the failed expedition. He was also the
personification of contradiction. Aside from being dishevelled,
gray hair a mess and torn suit, he was every bit the embodiment of
a powerful and perpetually smiling politician. Yet, when something
went wrong, as it now had, his other side snapped to the forefront
to reveal his true weak nature.

 


As much as the
Senator tried, he could not find comfort in the crude webbing.
Squirming did not work nor did a scanning eye looking around the
cargo hold for a cushion, anything to make this unbearable
situation palatable. While looking to his wife sitting on his left
he snapped,

“This is
intolerable! How dare they throw us into this situation? Heads will
roll for this.”

 


Struggling with
the hold-down straps and trying to figure out the complex belt
array, Karla Green tried to comfort him. The ease and false
pacification of her effort indicated a well-rehearsed pretence, as
if painfully accustomed to the curse of loving a very powerful and
privileged man.

“I understand that
the accommodations are unbearable but we desperately need to escape
from this country. Let’s just tolerate the conditions as best we
can.”

Ever the optimist
she added,

“At least we are
now safe.”

 


Perhaps more
accustomed to the simplicity of the seat belts in their car, the
two aides sitting across from the Senator and his wife were also
struggling with the strap downs. Having a briefcase handcuffed to
each of their wrists only complicated the awkward attempt and
hedged on comical. Karla recognized their predicament and took a
few steps across the Hold to help them, saying,

“You know how it
is in the Air Force, always preferring complication over
simplicity. Here, it’s a cross-over strap, like this.”

 


She untangled John
Pitman’s belt as if it was a jumbled fishing line and with the same
knack freed up the arm with the briefcase. Then, as if by magic, he
too was safely strapped in. Rick Lawson was the younger of the two
aides, red dishevelled hair lent to the condition of his mental
state, scared and frazzled. Karla tried her best to comfort
him.

“Don’t worry Rick,
we are safe now. Just sit back and relax. We will be at AFB Dixon
in no time.”

 


Looking at the
young lady in the denim jacket Karla grinned and said,

“No honey, not
across your throat.”

Karla reached
forward and untangled Annica Kuhn’s belt. When Annica was safely
secured she looked down at the belts and recognised the cross-over
pattern, saying,

“Oh, just like
when you strap a child into a baby stroller. You must have done
that many times then.”

With a sudden
heaviness in her expression Karla softly confessed,

“No. We never had
any children.”

As if by a secret
communication only known to women, Annica felt the ache in Karla’s
confession. All Annica could think to do, more of a sympathetic
reaction, was to pat Karla on the knee. It did not help to erase
the anger Karla felt about her husband’s cruel and solitary
decision.

 


As the tractor
pulled the idling C-5 Hercules out of the hangar and into the wind,
Flight Engineer Ward Watson, who was positioned sideways to
Boulder’s empty seat, was busy confirming engine pressure, fuel
capacities and watching the electrical systems to make sure
everything was working properly. Cochran grew concerned for Boulder
and wondered where he was. He looked back through the small cockpit
window just in time to see Boulder coming out of the shack and
running toward them.

 


Boulder easily
jumped onto the rear ramp and went directly to the large yellow
levers on the side. He pulled them down and slowly the ramp lifted
shut. As he made his way through the narrow gap between the
strapped down cargo he eventually got to the intrusive passengers.
Stopping, he made an inspection of the harnesses to make sure they
were properly strapped in.

 


Senator Gordon
Green took advantage of the pause and as if Boulder was the soul
reason for their distress, bitterly tore into him.

“This is highly
unforgivable and inappropriate behaviour for somebody of my
position. Do you have any idea who I am?”

Not suffering
intolerance very well, Boulder snapped a rebuke of his own.

“Not to worry.
I’ll find out for you.”

 


Annica called for
his attention, asking,

“May I please ask
you just one question?”

Knowing that the
flight crew was waiting for him, Boulder stopped and with annoyance
said,

“You just
did.”

Annica failed to
catch the witticism and asked,

“What has become
of our refreshments?”

Boulder, saying
nothing, pointed to a cardboard box near one of the cargo crates
and turned back to the door. Annica was not finished and asked
another question,

“After we take
off, I’d like to freshen up. Where are the ladies facilities?”

Boulder pointed to
something beside one of the cargo creates that looked suspiciously
like a port-a-potty. She frowned and even the optimistic Karla had
to admit that maybe their situation might not be tolerable after
all.

 


Boulder hated
being the last one into the cockpit. He had to squeeze past the
Flight Engineer and Navigator to get to his seat beside Cochran.
While he was strapping in Cochran asked,

“What happened in
the shed? How come Abassi didn’t come out with you?”

With a blasé
expression Boulder replied,

“He was dismissed
on a medical remember? Now I got a question for you. What was in
those orders? Why did we have to take on that dead weight back
there?”

 


The C-5 was now
free of the tow vehicle and taxing toward the north end of the
runway on its own power. As the engines roared Cochran showed
Boulder the orders. They were clear and precise but also so typical
of orders not giving an explanation or reason.

Cochran
explained,

“The orders were
from AFB Dixon. All I know is that they are Government
Investigators who for whatever reason are to be ushered out of the
country with all expediency. Apparently we are their only hope of
escape. Because we were going to AFB Dixon with our cargo anyway,
they were hustled here.”

Boulder shrugged
it off as just a wrinkle in the plan saying,

“Well, it didn’t
cost us nothing, so no problem anyway.”

 


As the C-5 Hurk
reached the end of the runway and started to make its turn,
Boulder’s thoughts went to his friend Abassi. The late order to
take on the passengers may not have been detrimental to the plan
but it did come at a great price. But then again, it should not
have come as a great surprise. As a child who had spent all of his
life ducking bullets, seeing friends and family killed, it was a
miracle Abassi was not insane. Clearly, the nightmares of youth
instilled a great love and respect for life. Deep down, Boulder
knew that Abassi would not have allowed the plan to succeed under
these new circumstances.

 


Upon a directive
from Cochran, Engineer Ward Watson accelerated the engines and the
props caught enough air to accelerate down the runway. The speed
slowly picked up and the plane started shuddering as if objecting
to the engine’s command to get airborne. For some reason Ward
Watson was not pushing the accelerator levers forward enough. When
it became clear to Cochran that they were not accelerating to
take-off speed he shouted through the mouthpiece for more
power.

“Watson, what the
hell is the matter with you, more revs man!”

Angry that Ward
Watson was ignoring his order, Cochran turned to the Engineer to
yell a specific explicative at him. Upon seeing Watson, Cochran’s
eyes widened and a shock of disbelief slammed into him. He screamed
to Boulder to check out what he could not believe.

 


Confused, Boulder
slowly turned to the Flight Engineer and his expression too
conveyed, ‘how was that possible?’ Young Ward Watson was strapped
in and slumped forward. There was a large hole in his chest oozing
blood. Boulder was quick to assess the situation and yelled back to
the still stunned Cochran,

“Somebody is
attacking us!”

Instinctively he
unbuckled and reached over to the Engineer’s control panel and
pushed the levers forward.

 


Through the
cockpit window and into the darkness, Boulder could make out
shadows of jeeps racing alongside the runway with soldiers shooting
at them. He understood that somebody out there must have a heavy
gauged rifle to penetrate the fuselage of a C-5 Hercules. Still
confused and panicked, Cochran knew enough to rev all four engines
to max. The Hercules roared and shook as it struggled down the
runway slowly building the necessary lift speed.

 


Boulder did not
know if they took more hits from the ground and did not care. All
he cared about right now was that the plane was at maximum speed
and the end of the runway was coming up fast. To compound the
problem, the nose was not even off the ground yet. The Jeeps on
either side of the lumbering Hercules were easily keeping pace and
continuing to strafe it with 50 mm gunfire. General Bummuta, while
being pelted with sand from the driven wind was in the lead jeep
and struggling to take aim with his Browning ‘K’ machine gun that
was attached to the Jeep.

 


With adrenaline
and fear rampaging through Cochran, all he could do was scream at
Boulder,

“We need more
speed!”

Boulder, both
hands pressing hard on the accelerator levers, yelled back,

“Shut up! Just
ordering more speed isn’t going to get more speed. There is no more
speed!”

 


While the plane
was struggling with its maximum load capacity and with the end of
the runway in sight, the front tire finally lifted off the tarmac.
Boulder looked out the window to see Bummuta still taking aim with
the Browning ‘K’ machine gun and the end of the barrel spiting out
fire flashes. Because nothing else was happening in the cockpit,
Boulder reasoned that he was missing.

 


Suddenly Bummuta’s
driver slumped over the wheel. The loss of steering immediately
turned the jeep sideways and it violently flipped over. General
Bummuta was thrown out of the jeep to disappear into the darkness.
Boulder didn’t know what caused the driver to slump over and lose
control but he certainly knew that whatever caused it most
certainly saved their lives.

 


Back in the hold,
the five passengers were jostled about within the confines of their
strapping and oblivious to the attack. Karla, who already had a bad
back, was now suffering severe pain due to the constant jostling.
She could not help but wonder if this was a normal take-off. Was it
like this all the time? She looked down at her lap and saw a drop
of blood on top of her hand. After a smudge with a hesitant finger
and a careful investigation, she realized that it was not hers.
With some trepidation, she slowly looked to her husband and
inspected him for any sign of injury. Thankfully, although looking
as if he was praying, there was no obvious injury evident.

 


Perplexed, she
then looked across the hold to Annica. With both hands tightly
gripping her shoulder straps she seemed to be taking the violent
vibration and roar of engines in stride. Annica then looked up to
see Karla’s look of terror. She was screaming something at her but
because of the roar of the engines Annica could not make it out.
Karla then pointed to her but Annica did not know what Karla wanted
her to see. After more screaming and rigorous pointing Annica
finally realized that Karla was not pointing at her but to John
Pitman who was sitting beside her. Aside from being slouched
forward, leaning into his strap, everything seemed normal,
certainly nothing warranting hysteria. However, upon closer
inspection she saw that the back of his head was oozing blood. John
Pitman was dead. He had not hit the back of his head against the
bulkhead but rather caught a bullet that tore through a side panel
of the fuselage.

 


As the nose of the
plane lifted off the runway, the violent vibration slowly subsided.
Still in shock, Karla looked to her husband for support and
comfort. For a powerful political figure, one who should be showing
leadership and restraint in the face of diversity he was quivering
in fear. Fighting back her own panic she reached over and patted
his tightly clasped fingers, saying,

“Be brave for once
honey.”

 


The Hercules had
now gained enough elevation to retract the landing gear and
eventually disappear into the distant dark sky. This was the first
time the navigator, Morgan Montgomery had seen action and it was
clear that he was not taking it well, saying,

“This is why I
signed on as a C-5 Navigator, so I wouldn’t be shot at.”

Boulder was
unsympathetic, commanding,

“Cry later
Montgomery, right now I need you to do a systems check.”

There was enough
experience and rationale left in Montgomery to answer the call to
duty, yelling into his mouthpiece,

“Okay Watson, you
heard the man. Let’s get into damage control here.”

When Watson did
not reply, Montgomery yelled into his mouthpiece again,

“What’s the matter
back there? Watson! You there or not?”

Boulder realized
that Montgomery was not aware of Watson’s fate. Boulder was
direct.

“The kid is dead.
Just get on with your system check and I’ll check his instruments
later.”

Montgomery
remembered what he had been assured of when signing onto this
robbery, ‘nobody is going to get hurt.’ He was now starting to
wonder what he had gotten himself into.

 


Boulder looked at
Cochran and recognized that the young and inexperienced pilot was
in shock. Being quick to take control Boulder yelled at him,

“Cochran, snap out
of it and get us onto the designated flight path.”

But the pilot had
other ideas. His voice was trembling.

“We have to turn
back!”

Boulder
snapped,

“Turn back to
what? Do you suppose those people down there just turned around and
went home? We are committed! There is no turning back!”

It was clear by
the pilots trembling that Boulder’s attempt at an inspirational
speech fell on deaf ears. He then commanded,

“Cochran, make
yourself useful and get a Systems Check going, make sure we can
still do this.”

 


A few minutes
later, Montgomery had settled down and finished his Damage Control.
He reported,

“All four engines
are at capacity. Thrust and all pressures are good. No indication
of compromised fuel tanks. No oil or hydraulic leaks indicated. All
systems are go. From my end we can still do this.”

Boulder
snapped,

“Good, I’ll take
over Engineering from here. The pilot is useless, you have to make
sure we stay on course.”

Montgomery
reported,

“20,000 feet and
still climbing.”

With great relief,
Boulder was heard to say,

“We made it.”

 



Chapter 5

Twelve hours
later

 


AFB Jackson is
Headquarters to the United States Air Force Department of Transport
Recovery. From an office deep in the heart of the base, Brigadier
General Brampton is in charge of all Air Force clandestine
reclamation of lost, stolen or missing equipment deemed sensitive
or harmful to reputation and national security.

 


Last year his
office, thanks to new satellite technology, quickly located and
recovered an experimental and highly secret downed delta wing XB-70
Valkyrie before the public could learn that a multimillion-dollar
Black Budget spy plane had been compromised.

 


This morning,
Brigadier General Brampton is standing on a concrete patio outside
an indistinguishable grey building among all the others of the same
design in this section of the AFB. He is enjoying a rare moment’s
peace. Looking up, he is not watching the SR-71 Blackbird Recon
flying overhead but rather at the drifting clouds. His bones have
dictated that it will rain soon.

 


In his hand, held
low, is one of his two greatest sins, a cigarette. Somehow, the
cool morning air greatly enhances a pleasure outlawed by his wife.
He understands her concern. After all, she is only looking out for
his health although at times he wonders if the constant nagging
might be for the sole purpose of protecting the paycheque.

 


His cell phone
vibrated and reluctantly he checked the text message. ‘They are
waiting for you Sir.’

As if intended to
be a sigh of goodbye to his quiet moment, he took in a deep breath
and accepted his fate. With a flick, the cigarette went flying.
Before he turned to enter the building his second great sin
seductively whispered his name. Reaching inside his uniform jacket,
he pulled out a flask of Bourbon. One gulp was not enough but it
would have to do, at least for now.

 


The Brigadier
General’s reception area had a lot in common with other
headquarters in the Base, grey and bleak. Sitting with her back to
a door was his receptionist and personal secretary, Claire
McDermott. She took her duty as protector of the door very
personally. She was an elderly civilian who had an appearance more
in common with a strict and experienced librarian. As he approached
he mumbled to her,

“Thank you
Claire.”

As he passed her
desk, she gently tapped a bowl of mints beside the phone with a
pencil. An experienced hand scooped up a couple and shoved them
into his mouth.
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