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Dedication

For Linda,

A kind heart and an iron will

 

For all the people of the countries of the Middle East

May the peace we all wish for you become reality soon
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Chapter 1

“DARKNESS IS HARD TO DEFEAT.” The gray-haired man stood by a bank of windows overlooking the black Pacific. A dimmed antique chandelier imprisoned the shadows and barricaded dawn's arrival. Polished, paneled walls reflected Tiffany lamplight. Floor-to-ceiling bookcases exuded first-edition mustiness. His minions, five silent figures sitting in a circle of plush chairs, weighed his remarks. “The others will be here soon,” he said. “We need to find a successor for our dearly departed.” His undisguised disgust darkened his pallid complexion. “His office has been searched and secured. They were thorough. No signs have been left.”

“Do you have someone in mind?” asked the youngest of the group, a former corporate founder who took his money and ran.

“That's why we're here,” the gray-haired man said as he crossed the room. “To choose a replacement.” With his back to his guests, he watched through the bay window as four top-shelf cars approached on the long gravel drive. It was sunrise.

* * *

“MERRY CHRISTMAS, Mr. President.”

“Merry Christmas, Fritz. I'm sure you have a busy day ahead, but I wanted to invite you here for New Year's Eve. You could stay a day and we could look around this place together.”

When Fritz first stumbled through the portal that let him move around the world, time travel also ceased to be fiction. Since spring, when it began, his relationship with the commander-in-chief had intensified. Fritz had saved the president's life twice. As useful as it was, the portal also brought danger. They might be able to use it for good, but Fritz had almost been killed by men who had tried to destroy his passage to the past.

Fritz and Linda Russell sat in the family room, while TJ, their month-old baby, napped in his crib in the corner. The tree ornaments reflected the early morning light coming from the sunroom. “Thanks, Mr. President. I'll have to speak to Linda and call you back.”

“Bring the baby. Jane and Ashley will be here too. We can celebrate having made it through this very strange year.”

“Strange is an understatement, Mr. President.”

Fritz and Linda's goal was simply to enjoy a quiet Christmas morning. A busy afternoon was in store, but coffee and a Christmas movie provided the perfect interlude. Fritz's parents were coming, and so were Ashley Gilbert and Jane Barclay. Putting dinner in the oven remained the sole, planned interruption to eating, drinking, and being merry. Until the phone rang.

“The president invited us for New Year's Eve,” said Fritz. “He said to bring TJ.”

“I wonder what he wants this time,” Linda said. “It's strange that he would want to socialize with us.”

“I've thought about that. But like he said, we treat him like a normal person. I think he likes that. We missed their Christmas affair. Do you want to go? Do you feel up to it?”

“Not really. I don't feel comfortable taking TJ. And I can't help but feel he wants you to use the portal again for something else. Though our staying away won't keep him from asking.”

Since April, Fritz had used the portal to let special troops rescue the U.S. Ambassador to Eledoria and his family. To destroy Naria's nuclear program. To save an Israeli community from an attack by the Eledorians. To end a conspiracy to assassinate the president.

“We don't need to RSVP yet. If he needs the portal, I'm sure he'll let me know.”

Ashley and Jane showed up at two, early as usual. Ashley and Fritz were teachers at Riverboro High School and had been friends for years. Jane, Ashley's girlfriend, worked for the government as an advisor to the president. In official circles, she was known as Dr. Barclay. She also held the rank of major in the Army. Ashley blamed Jane for the ever-present smile on his face. When they arrived, Ashley volunteered to help Linda with Christmas dinner, and Jane joined Fritz in the family room with TJ.

“The president called this morning,” Fritz said. “He wants us to come to the White House for New Year's.”

“I know. We're going. It should be fun. Very few people are invited. Besides, he wants to talk to you.”

“Linda thought that's why we were invited.”

“It's not the only reason. I've been fine-tuning his plan for the Middle East summit, so he'll want to talk to you about that. He's also concerned about the chest-beating going on in North Korea again. It's certainly not dull.” Fritz rubbed behind his left ear. “He invited us to insulate him from the politicians, I think,” she continued. “He told me he feels closer to you than most of the people he sees every day.”

“Jane, every time he wants to use the portal, it's for some world-saving event. And it's getting scarier each time. The portal isn't secret any more, and the bad guys know about it.”

“I understand that. I've been trying to find out more about the people Koppler associated with. The problem is that he knew everybody. It's a Who's-Who list from around the world.” James Koppler, a former advisor to the president, appeared to have been the center of a large group of conspirators. “We're still sifting through the stuff from his office. James and Mel Zack went back on Black Friday. They planted small cameras. By that Saturday, someone else had been there too, but they were masked. We're not the only interested party. Someone else is not taking chances.”

“That worries me even more. Do you think he worked with some terrorist group or something?”

“Not terrorists. But I have a feeling that there's more to it than we've seen so far.”

“One of your feelings? Now I know I have a reason to worry.” Jane had had one of those feelings before the president had almost been killed at a summit conference in Geneva only eight weeks earlier. Fritz and Ashley had used the portal to save him.

They were interrupted by the doorbell. Fritz checked his watch. Too early for his parents. Jim Shaw, a former student and local police officer was standing at the door. “Hi, Mr. R. Merry Christmas.”

“Come in. Are you working today?”

“Yeah. I switched with a guy with four kids.”

“Hi, Jim,” said Linda, coming from the kitchen. “Merry Christmas. Want to come for dinner?”

“Hi, Linda. Thanks, but I'm on duty. I just wanted to drop off a present for TJ.”

“Thanks, that's very thoughtful. Can I get you a drink of something? Egg nog?”

“No, thanks. I have to go. But I'll be around if you need me.”

Jim had taught Fritz to shoot, which had come in handy when the president was taken hostage in Geneva. When Koppler had tried to shoot the president, Fritz had killed Koppler instead.

“I have to get back to work,” Jim said. “Hi, Mr. Gilbert, ma'am,” he said as Ashley and Jane came to the door.

“Merry Christmas, Jim,” they said together.

“Have a good day, Jim,” said Fritz. “And thanks again.”

Before Fritz closed the door, a black Suburban drove past. They all saw it and exchanged glances. Jane had jammed her phone to her ear before the door shut.

“Good morning, Mr. President. A black Suburban just drove by Fritz's house. Anything you know about?”

“Merry Christmas, Jane. I forgot to tell Fritz. Sorry. I asked the guys to keep an eye out and be visible, just in case.”

“I'll tell him. Sorry to bother you. Merry Christmas.”

Black Suburbans had played a significant role, good and bad, since Fritz had found the portal. The primary transport used by the Secret Service, they had also been used by the conspirators. One had tried to slam into Fritz when he climbed out of his car, and another had tried to ram him as he left school for the day. Each new one they spotted raised a red flag.

“It's time for some eggnog,” said Ashley. “I'm buying.”

“It's already in the refrigerator,” Fritz said.

“I know that. But it doesn't have my personal touch, which of course I will provide. Free of charge.”

Linda said, “You mean you're pouring it into glasses?”

“Absolutely. My personal touch.”

 

JUST AFTER THREE, Fritz's parents arrived. Everyone opened presents, mostly for TJ, who had no idea what was going on but gurgled and squeaked. After a dessert pudding of fruits and nuts, a mix of spices, and some highly flammable brandy, they had just moved to the family room for coffee when breaking news disturbed the celebration.

“Here we go again,” said Ashley. The report said North Korea had launched a missile that might have intercontinental range.

“If they're accurate,” Jane said, “we might have a big problem. We know they're close to developing nukes. And now they probably have the delivery capability. I'll bet the president's already on the phone.”

Linda's frown and furrowed brow reminded them all of the danger they faced. Fritz put his arm around her, pulled her close, and said, “I know.”

Fritz's father, John, asked, “Do you think the president…”

Fritz interrupted. “I don't know. He's mentioned the North Koreans before. I hope he finds another way to fix this, Dad.”

* * *

IN A ROOM FULL of suits, a man dressed in white slacks and a thin blue sweater glanced at his phone and said, “Turn on the TV. Something's up in Korea.” The eight men and one woman gathered around a large screen enclosed in a custom-made mahogany cabinet. After watching, the host offered a toast. Standing by the crystal bowl of Christmas cheer, he said, “Gentlemen, and lady, to the Kim family. May their year be as bad as ours will be good.”

* * *

“JANE,” SAID THE PRESIDENT, “I think they picked today to disrupt the holiday. The football games will be interrupted. I've called the cabinet for 9 P.M. I need you here before then.”







Chapter 2

“MR. PRESIDENT, we know where the nukes and the launching areas are,” the secretary of defense said. “There's no indication they're trying to move the bombs, at least not yet.”

The secretary of state said, “The parade is about to begin. The usual crowd is out, and the square is full. They're in high-level show-off mode, sir.”

“What I have to decide is what to say and when,” said the president. “The missile worked. But that's the first one that has, and we don't know its full range. It's not a threat at the moment, and I'm not going to push a national panic button.”

“Mr. President, wait for a regular press conference and questions. Still, we should move some ships closer.” The president held up his hand and looked around the table.

“John, have you spoken to the Chinese yet?” the president asked the secretary of state.

“Not yet, sir. I've called their ambassador, and I've called the foreign minister. I couldn't get through to either. I think they're still determining their response, particularly to us.”

“Here's my thought,” the president said. “In his next press briefing, Mac should say only that we're evaluating the situation. When we reach the Chinese and the Russians, then maybe I'll have a press conference next week. Tuesday or Wednesday.”

“Mr. President, I think you should be visible on this. And it should be immediate,” said the secretary of defense. “Show you're on top of the situation and will have more to say when we've gathered more information. Leave it at that. If you wait, the hawks will get to the media first.”

“They're already at it, Charlie. The usual suspects interrupted their Christmas dinners to take shots at the president.”

The meeting lasted until 10:30, with no final resolution. The president said he wanted to consider the options. Adjourning to his office, he went to talk to two people—the First Lady and Dr. Jane Barclay.

“Sorry to disturb Christmas, Jane.”

“No problem, sir. I expected to hear from you.”

The First Lady said, “The regulars are already piling on, hon. You'd think they had a direct feed to Fox.”

The president thought he should make a TV appearance and let the public know that the administration wasn't worried and was making contact with leaders around the world. “Let the country enjoy the weekend. Mac needs to know what I want to do.” The president looked through the window at the glowing top of the Washington Monument and the muted lights around the South Lawn. He dialed his press secretary. “Mac, arrange a statement for as quickly as possible. Tell the networks it will be five-minutes long. No questions.”

“Mr. President, you need to call the leaders before you go on,” Jane said. “We're going to need them with us for the summit. And the Joint Chiefs. You know how General Beech gets.”

* * *

FRITZ AND LINDA were up before seven. Bacon wandered through the house and roused Fritz's parents. John settled in the family room with his coffee and turned on the TV.

“Fritz,” his father called. “The president's talking about North Korea.” Fritz turned off the flame under the bacon and went to watch the report. The president reassured the country that all diplomatic channels were open and that the situation was being monitored. He closed by wishing the country Happy Holidays and said he looked forward to the new year.

“I bet he does,” said Linda, feeding TJ in the doorway. “Only one more year and he's done.”

* * *

EARLY SATURDAY MORNING, phone traffic contained a conversation from California. “Do we have replacements yet for the ones we lost at the school?” He sipped his coffee. “Then see if we can fill the gap with Asians. We need them now. Get as many as you can. Time to rattle cages. We have to prove the president wrong.”

* * *

ALTHOUGH SCHOOL would be closed until after the holidays, Fritz still had work to do. He needed questions for the history baseball tournament his ninth graders were planning. His seniors had outlined a play about a family's trek through the Twentieth Century. Ashley's tenth-grade creative writing students were writing the script. After breakfast, Fritz went back to his laptop to dig for questions.

Since the start of the school year, the teachers had embraced the marked changes from their students. Fritz had happily remarked that using the portal had caused his students to like school more. Far ahead of schedule, the students in all his classes worked harder than ever before, engrossed in the material.

In mid-afternoon, he put his work aside and joined his parents and Linda at the kitchen table. “Welcome back, stranger,” said Linda. “We thought we'd lost you.”

“Sorry. I discovered a new source for questions. These are harder, great for the final rounds. They'll mean low-scoring games. And faster ones.”

“We were talking about how the president's going to handle this,” said Linda.

Fritz changed the subject. “I'm surprised we haven't heard from Ash. I don't think he went with Jane.”

His mother said, “He knows we're here. Maybe he wants you to be able to visit a little.”

Linda said, “Well, visiting is what you should do. I need a shower.”

“Mom, Dad, sorry. Linda's right. I got on a roll. When Ash is here, he helps me remember the questions we've already got.”

“Too bad Ashley's picture of Robert E. Lee disappeared,” said his mother. “Now that would be something to remember. I certainly will.”

“I'm not sure you didn't hire a guy just to fool with us,” his father teased.

Leaning forward, urgency in his widened eyes, Fritz said, “Dad, if you hadn't actually been through the portal, I wouldn't blame you for doubting the story. But you saw it for yourself.”

With a wistful note in his voice, John said, “When you were a kid, you looked like you do now. I'm kidding, Fritz.”

Visiting with his parents killed two birds. He had a chance to enjoy them and gave Linda a break. Until her phone rang.

“What's wrong? Where are you?” she asked.

“Hi, Lin. Merry Christmas to you, too.”

“Ashley, you never call me. What's the matter?”

“Then let's get down to business. I have been instructed to call you, not Fritz, as ancient etiquette and social protocol demand.”

“Oh, shut up. What are you up to?”

“I've spent my day working devilishly hard, and this is the thanks I get?”

She laughed. “I'm going to break your leg.”

“And my reward is pain and suffering.” Linda didn't respond. Melodrama was an Ashley specialty, so she waited. “Are you feeling guilty now?” he asked. “The purpose of my communication is an invitation, for you, your husband, child, and your guests for this evening's repast. You may arrive at my home at seven of the clock.”

“Dinner. You are such a butthead. Why didn't you just say so?”

“Now my efforts bring scorn and ridicule.”

“Have you been reading Shakespeare again?”

“Nope. Been cooking. And cleaning. And preparing. And being insulted.”

“Ash, are you okay?”

“All I'm doing is inviting you guys for dinner. At seven. Why don't you just say yes already?”

“Yes. Is Jane back?”

“Not yet. But she will be.”

“Can we bring anything?”

“No, thank you. However, dress is business casual. Jeans would be inappropriate.”

“What are you up to?”

“Almost six foot three. See you at seven, then?”

 

Fritz stretched out on the sofa in the family room to watch the TV news. A reporter described the carrier task force preparing to depart for the western Pacific from San Diego. The scene switched to the White House press room, where the press secretary was briefing reporters on the latest information. Fritz sat up when Linda came in. His parents both looked up. She announced that dinner would be at Ashley's.

“What's he up to?” asked Fritz.

“I don't know. We're all invited, and he said business casual. No jeans. Seven o'clock.”

Fritz said, “All my plans—up in smoke.”







Chapter 3

FOR THE FIRST TIME in Fritz's memory, Ashley had decorated his two-story Cape Cod. Christmas lights were everywhere, and life-size statues of Old English carolers greeted them at the front steps.

As they emptied from Fritz's new car, the front door swung open and their grinning host stepped out. “Fritz, leave the baby's stuff in the car. Come on in.” Jane waved as they came up the walkway.

“Like what you've done to the place,” said Fritz.

“It seemed a bit lacking.” Ashley swept his arm toward the neighbors' houses.

“Keeping up with the Joneses?”

“No, actually.” He pointed to three houses. “Smith, O'Reilly, and Steinberg.”

Linda said, “Don't start. Let's have a quiet dinner.”

“Yes. Let's.” Ashley held the door. “Please, do come in.”

Linda handed TJ to Jane and took off her coat. She looked at Ashley and laughed. “You did it.” Standing in the living room were James Williams, Mel Zack, the president and First Lady, and the vice president and his wife.

When it registered, Fritz shook his head. Even more shocked were his parents, who were introduced by the president to those they hadn't met. Ashley had told Jane to suggest an evening off and invite them for dinner. At the back of the room, Tony Almeida stood with a cup of eggnog.

“So may I offer anyone a libation?” Ashley asked.

“Jack and rocks for me,” said Fritz. “In fact, I may have more than one.” The president asked for sparkling water.

With drinks in hand, Ashley offered a holiday toast and announced, “Dinner is served.” A complete baby corner, with a swing and a playpen, had been set up in the corner of the dining room.

“When did you get this stuff?” asked Linda.

With his smile broadening, he said, “Jane suggested it. She said we could have you here more often, although I can't imagine why.”

“What's for dinner?” asked Fritz. “I'll decide later if I want to come back.”

“This evening's entrée is the chef's specialty, Beef Wellington.”

“You made it?” Fritz asked.

“I did. And it looks terrific. The president said this is a test, and if I pass, I have a job at the White House.” Ashley had made broccolini, homemade French fries, and a large salad. The table was dressed with linen napkins. He had bought expensive china and glassware, as well as new silverware. The dining room had white twinkle lights on anything that didn't move.

“Fritz, you're awfully quiet,” said the president.

“I'm not sure where I am. This can't be Ashley's house.”

“I heard that,” said Ashley from the kitchen. “It's your fault.”

“How's it my fault?”

“You told me I was changing, so I just added a few details.” Jane and Tony delivered bowls and serving pieces. With a large platter in his hands, Ashley followed, wearing a tall white chef's hat and carrying the main course.

“Where did you get that?” asked Fritz, trying not to laugh as he snapped a picture with his phone.

“A gift from the White House. Even autographed.”

Fritz looked at the president, who held up his hands and shook his head. “I didn't sign it.”

“I can get his autograph anytime,” Ashley said. “The head chef signed it. Jane brought it back with her.”

“Good thing you have big ears. It would be over your face otherwise.”

“Please take your assigned seats, as indicated by the placecards I have so carefully … placed.

The vice president said, “Mr. President, you were right. I think this is gonna be fun. We weren't sure you could match an embassy party, Ashley.”

“But the chicken, excuse me, chicken-in-chief, didn't bring his sneakers,” said Ashley.

When they finished the meal, Ashley wheeled in a cart with two ornate pitchers of coffee and decaf and a platter of cannoli for dessert. A selection of liqueurs stood on the bottom shelf.

“When did you get all this stuff?” Fritz asked.

“When I became civilized. On Wednesday. Jane and I went shopping after school.”

“Now I know I'm in the wrong place. You went shopping, spent a bundle, and had your own state dinner. I can't wait to find out what's next.”

Ashley nodded to Jane at the far end of the table. She lifted her left hand, and on her third finger, a diamond sparkled. The noise that greeted her woke TJ, who chirped. Linda started to get up, but the vice president motioned her to stay seated. “I'm closer. I'll get him.”

Everyone found their way to the kitchen. Stacked plates in the sink, counters covered with all the glasses and silverware, and the cookware still on the stove, Jane and Ashley held hands, leaving the clean-up until later. “Did you see this coming?” Fritz whispered to Linda.

She nodded. “Maybe not yet. But uh-huh, and Christmas is such a good time for it. I'm surprised he didn't tell you.”

“Me, too. I wonder when he decided.” He called across the crowded kitchen. “Hey, goofball, when did you decide?” The room was suddenly silent, except for TJ.

“Actually, in September. But I had to wait.”

“Why?” asked Fritz.

“I had just met her that day.” Jane kissed his cheek.

The laughter almost drowned out the president's ringtone.

 

“HI, CHARLIE. What's happened?” The president listened as the secretary of defense reported. “Casualties?” The night became silent. He frowned at the response. “Okay, keep me advised.” The president told them a destroyer, one of the ships headed for Korea, had blown up in San Diego. The explosion damaged two other ships. “They're still on fire.” The president looked around. “Sorry, Ashley, but we have to leave. I need to find out what happened.”

“Do you want to use the portal, Mr. President?” Fritz asked. “I have keys to the school.”

“If you don't mind. We have the generator in the car. We should all go. Tony, you can come back when you want. I'll keep the plane here for now. Sorry about the inconvenience.”

“No problem, sir.”

Jane asked, “Do you want me to come with you?”

“No. I'll let you know when.”

 

WHEN FRITZ AND TONY returned, Linda, Ashley, and Jane were cleaning up. Fritz's parents sat at the kitchen table, drinking coffee.

“He just doesn't get a break,” said Fritz.

“After we got to school and Fritz opened the portal, the vice president saw the Oval Office and sounded like he was choking,” said Tony. “The president laughed at him. He said, 'Pretty cool, huh?' I think the vice president was speechless for the first time in his life.”

“Jane, what do you think this means?” asked Linda.

“Unless some kind of accident set off the explosion, it's an act of war or domestic terrorism. Let's check for any news,” Jane said. Only one network had video, taken by a tourist who happened to be filming the harbor at night. They saw the initial explosion in the distance, followed by others when the ship's munitions detonated and hit the other ships.

Jane squinted, looking for what might have caused the explosion. “If they were set to go to sea, it would have been easy to miss seeing the explosives being set, especially underwater. They could have set them days ago.” She pointed to the place where they first saw explosions. “It looks like the charges detonated where the most explosives are aboard. Someone knew the right spot.”

“Will they be able to find out?” asked Martha Russell.

“Maybe. A lot more cameras than people know about are focused on that harbor.” Jane pointed to the shops along the walkway as the news camera panned. “Quite a few analysts will be working overtime. They'll send divers in once the fires are out. I wonder who took the pictures?” Jane was asking, but mostly talking to herself. “Was it really a tourist?”







Chapter 4

FRITZ WAS making waffles when Ashley pushed the back door open and came in with Jane. “Ash, set the table in the dining room,” said Fritz. Ashley took off his jacket, took Jane's coat, and dropped both on a chair.

“Hang them up,” said a stern voice from the family room.

“Hi, Linda.” He stuck his face around the corner. “Hi, TJ.” The baby ignored him. Returning to the kitchen, he opened the drawer and asked, “Do you want this cheap stuff, or do you want me to go home for my brand-new, good stuff?”

“You can go home, but we'll still eat with ours,” Fritz answered.

John and Martha were packed to go home right after breakfast. “Those look really good,” said his father, watching Fritz add to the stack warming in the oven. Fritz wiped the griddle and poured more batter.

“When are you going back, Jane?” Linda asked.

“I don't know yet. The president said he would call. But probably by Wednesday. They should have a lot of info by then.”

“If he hasn't been crucified by then,” said Ashley. “The early shows all had guests claiming the president had failed again.”

Jane said, “He's inured to most of that now. He's more concerned with things people don't see or hear.” She stopped.

John asked, “What is it that you do, Jane? You seem to be involved in a lot. Different things, not like a regular job.”

“I have a special position with the president. My jobs involve policy, programs, actions. Basically, I'm a planner, but that's just a part of it. That's my training and my experience. I'm just lucky that I met him when we were both starting out. I've never treated him as a politician, just as a person who has a great deal of responsibility. We've developed trust both ways.”

“It doesn't hurt that she has me now,” said Ashley. “She finally has a pretty face in her corral.” Jane smiled.

 

WITH BREAKFAST OVER, everyone went to watch the rest of the talk shows. Live footage of the damage and scans of the area around the harbor appeared on the screen. Jane leaned close to the TV, not listening to the comments. Fritz asked her if she had seen something.

“Just looking at people and what's in the background. It's funny how often criminals return to see the damage.”

“That's just weird,” said Ashley. “You'd think they would want to disappear.”

“Or see what they can report to someone later,” Linda said.

Jane glanced sharply at Linda and took out her phone. “Mrs. Evans, is he free?”

Seconds later, “Mr. President, we've been watching the TV reports. I think we need to find the guy who took that first eyewitness film and check three days of surveillance, for Thursday through Saturday, from all the shops along the shore. We're looking for divers in wetsuits. We need to check when our guys did the last underwater sweep. It should have been on Thursday.” In answer to his question, she said, “I'm not sure, but I think the eyewitness film might answer some other questions. Just a hunch. Linda just said something about reporting the result to someone else.”

John said, “You just called the president, got connected, and you didn't even say who you were. That's impressive.”

“Ms. Evans knows my voice. She's impressive. She gives him a second brain. I've never seen anyone better. Even on the non-policy stuff. If I had told her I was here, she'd have asked about TJ. She keeps the president up-to-date on the baby's doings.”

* * *

WITH THE LA TIMES across his lap and a TV news channel for background noise, the man relaxed in his sunroom and looked out over the ocean. The breaking waves were calming, a rhythm he always enjoyed. His Christmas meeting had been productive, but not yet conclusive. The others would be back later with their opinions. He didn't care. He'd already decided, and they would do as he said. He snorted. The explosions had rattled the country, and he thought the president looked too complacent. His plan had begun well.

* * *

FRITZ USED his holiday break to plan for the entire second half of the school year. By mid-week, he had typed and printed most of the questions for the tournament, as well as a list of sources to hand out to the teachers who were coaching.

Jane worked at her office at the airport during the daytime as she prepared details for the upcoming summit. She and Ashley had come for dinner every night. “Tomorrow is New Year's Eve. We're going down in the morning,” Ashley said. “Have you decided if you're coming?”

“We're not. I'll call the president later,” said Fritz. “It's really too soon to travel with TJ. Besides, we haven't really had any down time in weeks.”

Jane said, “He really wants you guys to come. He said he'll have a plane for us so you don't have to drive with the baby. Or you could portal. Tony's also invited to dinner. You should come. We'll have fun.”

“We're gonna pass. I'll call him later.” As Linda set dinner on the table, everyone jumped when Jane's phone buzzed.

“I'm still at the Russell's. Ash and I are driving down tomorrow morning.” She handed the phone to Fritz. For an instant, the only sound was gurgling from the swing.

The president told him a nuclear weapon had been stolen. It was not the first time. “Same short time frame as Pakistan, Mr. President?” Linda crossed her arms. “George isn't here, you know.”

He grew somber as the president told him that time was even less than before, that it was in Russia, and that President Putin claimed he had no troops near enough to deal with it.

“Do you want him to know what we can do?”

“Who?” Linda whispered. Fritz held up his index finger and hurried to get a pad and pen.

The president wanted Fritz to get Putin and bring him back, along with some troops. Colonel Mitchell, whom Fritz had worked with before, was already on his way with soldiers.

“How soon, sir?” Fritz felt his entire body tense. “I really wasn't expecting this, and I need to call George.”

 

FRITZ TOLD THEM what had happened. “What about Tony?” Linda asked. She had begun to chew her bottom lip.

“He's here, at the airport. We should write down what we'll need.”

Jane said, “Colonel Mitchell has the lists we've made after each insertion. He created a checklist. He'll have everything.”

Fritz said, “I need George.”

“That's a first,” said Ashley. “I'll call Al Kennedy.”

“Good idea. And call Jim Shaw.”

Linda said, “Why is this all happening now? It doesn't feel coincidental. It's like, I don't know, like a kid causing as much trouble as he can.”

* * *

A STEADY WIND blew across the parking lot. Jim Shaw and Al Kennedy had already arrived. They emptied the car, and Fritz opened the school door. Al asked, “What do you need me to do, Fritz? Thanks for asking me to be here, by the way.”

“Don't be too happy yet, Al. This is serious. A nuke has been stolen in Russia. We're going after it.”

“Holy cow.”

Jane, now Major Barclay, settled into Ashley's classroom. The president called to let them know Colonel Mitchell was ready. He asked if Fritz would come for him as soon as Tony arrived. Fritz instructed Al about George's usual jobs. None of them had keys to the cafeteria, though. “We may have to break in later.”

 

Tony set up the generator. Fritz and Ashley had posted signs identifying each room's use. Major Barclay huddled with Colonel Mitchell. A truck backed up to the doorway.

Al said, “Fritz, this looks like they know exactly what to do. It's so quiet.”

“It'll get louder in a minute.”

Al gasped when he walked past the classroom labeled HOSPITAL.

Colonel Mitchell motioned to Fritz to join him. Fritz eyed Tony as he passed. Tony stuck his thumb in the air. The colonel said that the president was ready. When he grabbed the doorknob and pulled, the president and half-a-dozen secret service agents were waiting.

 

“Thanks, Fritz.” By the time the door closed, the president was already talking to the colonel and Major Barclay. “Fritz, I have President Putin's floor plan. He's here.” The president pointed to what appeared to be a living room. “We'll get him first.” Handing Fritz a second map, he said, “His troops are ready. Here.”

“Mr. President, do you want to get him right now, or bring in our guys first?” asked the colonel.

“I want him here while we're unloading. He'll see we're ready to help. I don't want an incident, so he needs to see this unfold. The president stepped to the doorway, Mel Zack right behind. “Be ready. Keep the door open. Let's go.” Waiting on the other side, President Putin was startled.

“I was expecting you at my door, Mr. President.” They shook hands as the translator spoke. Putin interrupted. “I speak and understand English. Some things are better to be unknown.”

“There was no other way. If you will come with me, you will walk into the United States.”

Putin stared at the rectangle in the middle of his living room and at the faces watching him. The president reassured him that everything would be fine. Slowly, as though his feet weighed tons, he crossed the room and into a granite hallway with tan lockers lining the walls. “Where am I?” he asked.

“A school in America, Mr. President.” With a subtle nod from Mitchell, the outside doors opened and soldiers entered.

“Mr. President, Colonel Mitchell will lead our troops into the area with your men. We are tracking the thieves by satellite. We believe they are headed for an airfield.”

“Mr. President, this is most unusual,” replied Putin. “You are saying you want to go into Russia to stop them. From here?”

“Yes. We'll go together, bring your troops, cut off the road, get the nuclear device, and bring it back here.” He pointed to the truck at the door. “We are running out of time. If you agree, we can go now.”

Putin hesitated, watching the soldiers line the hallways with almost no noise. “A joint effort?” he asked. The president nodded. “Who are these thieves?”

“I don't know. I'd like to capture them if possible. In any event, the warhead will be safe. We will dispose of it. But I need your agreement.”

Putin examined the president with a penetrating stare. “How did you know?”

“We can discuss that after.” He nodded to Fritz. With the paperclip on the map set at the outside of a barracks complex, the two chiefs of state returned to Russia.

“Heads up everyone,” said the colonel. “You've all done this before. This time, it's a joint op with the Russians. We want prisoners, but we don't want casualties. They will shoot back, so don't give them a chance. Any questions?” No hands, no comments. “Remember, the Russians have no idea how this works. They may be jumpy. All the Russian speakers should go in the first group. You can help keep the Russians calm. Good luck.”

When the door opened, the president and Putin led a line of men through. The Russians followed the example of the Americans in line, standing next to them in two lines. Heads nodded, hands shaken, the message had passed they were all working together. The Russian president introduced Colonel Mitchell to Marshal Kirinyenko, who said in almost perfect English, “To stop this truck, rocks may be our only form of road block. All my men have flashlights.”

“Marshal, we want to avoid shooting if possible. We should line the road, take out tires. I hope we can take prisoners. But I've told my men not to get shot.”

“I have told mine the same.” While they were talking, Fritz had set the map, leaving a twenty-mile cushion along the road where the truck was headed. “You only have a few minutes, Colonel. You should go now,” said Fritz.

The soldiers entered Russia on the run and kept running, flashlights showing the way, as Fritz held the door. The sound of boots crunching on stone and soft commands in two languages came through the portal as the hall emptied.

“Mr. President, the truck turned off, heading north,” said Major Barclay, holding the computer for the presidents.

“What should we do?” asked Putin.

“Hold up, Fritz,” said the president. “Come here.”

“Ash, take the door.”

The president told Fritz that the truck had turned off about three miles before the insertion. He asked if Fritz could change the map. “We need to get our guys back quickly.”

“Hold this,” the major said, handing the computer to the president. She ran to the door, grabbed a rifle from a startled soldier still in the hall and ran through. They heard her calling, “Colonel Mitchell.”

Fritz looked at the computer image. The truck moved along a straight line but seemed to be slowing down. President Putin said, “Yes, they slow down. But it is dark there. Can you make the picture better?”

“Lin, can you work this thing,” Fritz asked. She handed TJ to him and enhanced the picture as the soldiers started to file back.

“Gentlemen, they turned off and are slowing down. We're going in hot,” said Major Barclay, wearing trousers and a sweater. Marshal Kirinyenko looked at her and then at Mitchell, who said. “I'll explain later, Marshal.”

“Fritz, maps,” said the major. “We're guessing. If there's a road there, they will be about here,” Jane pointed. “Let's go.” The entrance began again. Major Barclay directed the troops in three different directions, telling them to form a perimeter.

 

“THEY'RE COMING back,” called the president.

“Ash, direct traffic,” Fritz said. “Al, would you tell the truck driver they're coming.”

The soldiers began to appear. The Russians spoke quietly among themselves. Moments before, they had been somewhere in Russia and were suddenly standing in a hallway. Between groups of returning troops, Captain Dolan led soldiers carrying a box labeled with the international symbol for radiation hazards. A couple of soldiers moved to the doors and placed the box in the open truck. Everything had happened quickly and smoothly. Putin merely observed.

Trailing the last soldiers, Colonel Mitchell and Major Barclay came back, her arm slung over the colonel's shoulder. Jane's right pants leg was stained with blood and torn at the knee. “Medic,” Ashley shouted and followed Jane to the hospital room. The colonel walked to the presidents and Marshal Kirinyenko. Fritz heard the colonel say, “Mr. President, none of them would give up. Sorry sir.” Kirinyenko nodded to his president.

“Mr. President, if you would like, we can send your men home now,” said the president.

“That is acceptable, Mr. President. But if I may, I have questions.”

The two presidents went into Ashley's classroom. When they returned, President Putin waved Marshal Kirinyenko over, and whispered to him. The officer nodded, saluted, and told his men to prepare to leave. At Fritz's door, Colonel Mitchell thanked his Russian counterpart.

“All set, Colonel,” said Fritz.

“Nice to have met you, Marshal Kirinyenko.” Still grappling with the strangeness, the Russian shook hands with the colonel, saluted, and signaled his men to move to the door. With Tony beside him, Fritz watched as the column of Russians marched single file back to their own country, some smiling or nodding heads as they passed. Next to the door, one of the Americans who spoke Russian listened for comments he could relay to the colonel. When the portal cleared, Fritz removed the map from his desk and reset the portal to Putin's home.

 

“THANKS, FRITZ,” said the president. “I told him about our new technology that affects atmospheric pressure. We can cause wormholes and walk inside from place to place. It's secret for now, I told him, but we want to use it to reverse climate change. I suggested a joint study with their scientists. It will keep him wondering. He asked where we were. I told him Oklahoma. Tornado country. I think the portal is safe.”

“Not bad, Mr. President. That's as implausible as time travel, so he's sure not to believe you.”

“Sleight of hand. Colonel, time to go home.” The immediate increase in hallway echoes reminded Fritz that his students would soon return.

As if this mission were daily routine, the machine went into motion. The truck with the warhead left, the buses began to load, and the clean-up crew waited outside. Linda and Ashley, alerted by the activity, left the hospital room.

“Where's TJ?” asked Fritz.

“Jane has him. They're wrapping her legs, so they're both sitting still,” said Linda.

Ashley was frowning. “She must have a four-leaf clover or a rabbit's foot or something I don't know about.” Since they had met in September, Jane had been wounded three times. In November, she had been shot when terrorists attacked the president's car in Washington. His wisecrack that Jane had a better scar than he did hid a touch of envy.

“Time for me to go home,” said the president. “Sorry guys, but New Year's Eve is postponed. We still have the ship bombing to figure out. And now this.”

* * *

“THE RUSSIANS must have followed our comrades. We heard the gunfire but lost contact. I don't think any of them survived. The warhead was captured, I think.”

“Don't concern yourself. Stolen nuclear material gives the Americans and the Russians something to think about in the new year. Besides, we've saved enough to buy more men. We don't need to pay that lot. Just get more. Oh, and Happy New Year.”







Chapter 5

“THANKS FOR your help, Al,” said Fritz.

“I didn't do much. Can you tell me what just happened? It went so fast.”

“Come to our place,” Fritz said.

Before they reached the house, Jane had the president on the phone. He had called to thank them once again and to tell her he needed her in Washington the next day.

Al joined them at the crowded kitchen table. Fritz made coffee and brought out pound cake. Everyone listened as Jane talked to the president. She handed Fritz her phone.

“Mr. President, if Tony's here, why don't you come here?” he said. “No interruptions. Bring anyone you need with you.” He listened and said, “No problem. See you tomorrow then.” He handed the phone to Jane.

 

Placing the phone on the table, Jane said that everyone who was needed to discuss both the ship bombing and the summit would come through the portal at ten the next morning. It would likely be the secretaries of state, defense, and homeland security, General Beech, Admiral Davis, the heads of the CIA and FBI, and of course the president and vice president. She looked around the table with a blank stare, still thinking. “I think that's it. Fritz, we'll use a classroom to meet. Okay? You know, he likes it here. And it will get him away from the vultures. Oh, and the NSA chief. How could I forget her?”

Fritz asked, “Would this be a good time to add the Speaker?” Yanked from her reverie, Jane said she would ask the president.

Ashley suggested that they disguise the classroom. “People in the government were behind the attack on the school,” he said. “Koppler. That Navy guy, Wixted, the one who fed information to Koppler. How do we know they didn't tell others?”

“We don't,” said Jane.

Ashley said he thought they should get to the school early and set up across the hall from the portal. That classroom was not being used. He said it should be easy to set up like a meeting space.

“We're collecting equipment and uniforms in the morning,” Al said. “We should be done in about two hours. I told them I would open the doors at 9:30. They'll only be able to use the locker room entrance, in and out.”

“Before you leave, stop down and let us know everyone's gone.”

* * *

BY NINE THE next morning, Tony, Colonel Mitchell and six soldiers had arrived from the secret airport. At quarter to ten, Tony hooked up the generator and called the planes. Colonel Mitchell lined up his men to form an aisle from room to room. At ten sharp, Jane signaled Fritz. He pulled the door and looked at surprised faces. The Oval Office occupants emptied into the room across the hall. The president came last, winked, but didn't speak. James and Mel stood aside as Jane and the president disappeared behind the closing door. He told the group that he wanted to discuss the explosion in San Diego and his proposal for the Middle East.

The desks were arranged in a circle. The president asked the Director of Naval Intelligence for a status update on the ship bombing. Admiral Davis told them diving teams were searching for telltale debris on the ship and at the bottom of the mooring. At least four bombs had been set near the ship's munitions, where they would cause the most damage.

“Any progress on the video cameras?” the president asked.

“We spotted what you guessed, Mr. President,” said Doug Glassen, the FBI Director. “Four divers climbed over the seawall on Friday morning. We followed their movements to an SUV, but the plates were stolen.”

“Were you able to get faces?”

“All we can say is they appear to be Asian. They have their wetsuit hoods on in all the film we've reviewed so far. Sorry, sir.”

“Thus far, no group has claimed responsibility. And nothing has shown up in our internet or phone surveillance,” said the national security advisor.

The Speaker interrupted. “Where are we?” The president glanced at him, and continued his questioning.

“John, have you had any response from the North Koreans?”

“They haven't denied it, Mr. President. But they haven't actually responded to my inquiries.” The Secretary of State frowned.

“What about the original film, the eyewitness?”

“Mr. President, I have personally spoken to Mr. Burke and Mr. Griffin,” said the FBI director. “The NBC group said they'll get back to me. But they're stonewalling.”

“Why? Don't they understand we may have a war on our hands?”

“They're protecting a source, Mr. President.”

The president's jaw muscles rippled, and his eyebrows lowered. After the flash of anger passed, he asked everyone for suggestions about next steps. Only the Speaker, arms crossed and scowling, had nothing to contribute.

In the classroom down the hall, Fritz, Linda, and Ashley listened closely. Ashley and Jane had an audio connection between their computers. Linda took notes while TJ napped in his swing.

“No wonder the president has problems,” Ashley said.

“Fritz, which of them know about the portal?” asked Linda.

“The veep does, the secretary of defense, but I don't know about the rest, or how he'll explain where they are. Obviously they know they're not in the White House.”

“If he's going to talk about the summit, they'll all know by the end of the meeting,” said Ashley. Colonel Mitchell walked in and sat down. He asked what had been discussed.

“So far, only the ship explosion. Do you know the agenda, Colonel?” asked Fritz.

“Jane briefed me last night. He's still got the Middle East to discuss.”

In the room down the hall, the president said he had heard from leaders throughout the world that they had had enough of constant crisis. “I don't know about any of you,” the president said, “but I'm convinced we have a chance, maybe our best chance, to stop it.”

Fritz said, “He's going to explain why. He's going to tell them.” He didn't expect the president to say, “Fritz, would you come here please?” Linda gasped. Ashley and the colonel just looked at him.

“Did you know he would do this?” asked Linda.

“I had no idea. I'll be back.”

As Fritz pulled up a chair, Jane's eyes said it would be okay. He took a deep breath.

The president said, “What I am about to tell you will remain here, not be discussed or even dreamed about.” He looked pointedly at the Speaker. “Last spring, our ambassador to Eledoria and his family were taken hostage. Our troops rescued them.” He paused and looked from face to face. “In September, the Narian nuclear program was terminated, not by the Narians or the Israelis, but by a joint special operations mission of the U.S. military.” He stopped again. Fritz could feel the tension grow as fast as his anxiety. “In the aftermath, Eledorian soldiers attacked an Israeli settlement in the West Bank. The same unit rescued those taken hostage.”

“I don't mean to be rude,” said the Speaker, “but what's your point?”

“My point, Mr. Speaker, is that you don't know the full stories. And if you'll let me finish, you'll understand why you can't talk about how these missions were accomplished.” No one could doubt the president's anger. He continued with the stories of stolen nuclear weapons in Pakistan and Russia that American soldiers had recovered. The vice president, whose serious look hid a devilish twinkle, had a tough time not smiling.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I've asked Fritz to join us because his research and subsequent practical application have made it possible for you to get here so quickly.” The president cut short the Speaker's interruption, holding up his hand. “We are now sitting in New Jersey.”

“Oh, come … on. You don't expect us to believe that,” the Speaker said. The vice president began to chuckle. The others looked at each other. “Fritz, would you like to show everyone the trophy case?” The president nodded to go ahead. His look, like Jane's, said everything would be all right.

 

“OH, MY GOD,” Linda said. “I can't believe he said that.” They heard the squeak of chairs on the floor and the door opening as the meeting adjourned for a walk down the hall.

Fritz led them past the rows of lockers and the green tiled walls. Shoes tapping the granite floor made the only sounds. At the end of the hall, a glass-enclosed case exhibited a variety of sports memorabilia and trophies. On the wall above it, a sign said, “Riverboro High School. Congratulations New Jersey Division 3 Football Champs.”

“Look at the trophies, closely,” said the president. The group spread along the case, still not speaking. Footsteps announced someone's approach.

Dressed in his coach's jacket, startled, Al said, “Sorry, Fritz. I didn't know anyone would be here. Hi, Mr. President.”

“Mr. Kennedy,” the president acknowledged. “I'd like to introduce you all to Al Kennedy, Riverboro High's football coach. Congratulations on your fine season, Coach.”

“Thanks, Mr. President. I didn't mean to interrupt. Sorry.” Al looked closely at the crowd. He recognized people he had only seen on TV. “Holy mackerel.” The vice president finally laughed and introduced himself. He shook Al's hand and said, “Nice to meet another Irishman.”

“This is pretty elaborate, Mr. President. How much did this cost the taxpayers? This doesn't prove anything to me,” the Speaker said.

Al looked over the vice president's shoulder and got mad, rising to his full, intimidating height. “It didn't cost us taxpayers anything. This is Riverboro High School in New Jersey. I know who you are. Fritz has done things to make this country safe. The portal's real. Last night, we captured a stolen nuke, and…” Al stopped. “Sorry, Mr. President.”

“Couldn't have said it better myself, Mr. Kennedy. I think we should go back to work.” The return to the classroom wasn't as quiet. Al gripped Fritz's arm. “I'm really sorry, Fritz. Would you tell the President? I hope I didn't screw anything up.”

“It'll be okay, Al. You may have done him a favor. Talk to you later.”

The president waited for him at the door. “That wasn't planned, but it couldn't have worked out better. Thank him for me. I'm going over the Middle East outline next. You can go back to Linda. Later, we'll take the Speaker home first.” He removed a sheet of paper from his jacket pocket. “The Speaker's house. We'll go to the living room. Here.” He tapped the floor plan. In small print in the corner was a GPS icon “It'll be a while yet.”

The president began again. “One reason we're here was to show you a momentous discovery that gives us the carrot and the stick we need to get the world's attention. Now I want to discuss a proposal to end the Middle East conflict.”

“When do we see this new discovery?” asked the Speaker.

The President gritted his teeth, glanced briefly at the Speaker, and asked Jane to pass out the folders. She handed them to each person individually and smiled at the Speaker, taking more time in front of him than necessary. The president asked them to open the packet to page five.

“You will see two maps. The top is the current Middle East. On the bottom is a new map that adds a State of Palestine.” He waited for them to look it over. “Without a nation of their own, the Palestinians will continue to be used by other countries to perpetuate conflict.”

General Beech said, “Mr. President, we've had this discussion before, you and I. I can't help but wonder if Major Barclay put this together.”

“She did, General, but not alone.”

“Then I want to say something on the record. Dr. Barclay and I have argued about this for seven years. And I have reached a conclusion. Without reading a word, you can depend on the data, the analysis, and the conclusion.”

“Thank you, General,” said the president.

The Speaker scowled, having expected the general to scoff. “I can see I'm outnumbered here. I'll take this and look it over, but I see no reason to stay.” He pushed back his chair and started to stand.

“Sit. Down.” Angrier than anyone except Jane had seen him, the president said, “I need you, and our country needs you, to be here now. You'll leave when I'm done.” Not happy with being publicly humiliated, the Speaker resumed his seat.

 

ASHLEY SAID, “Wow. He's really pissed.”

“This is too important to play politics. The Speaker hasn't had enough of a shock yet,” said Colonel Mitchell, chuckling.
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