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  PROLOGUE




  NEAR FT. COLLINS, COLORADO. 11:43 P.M.




  The unkempt head of Bradley Lumin swam into perfect view in the high-powered rifle scope, the crosshairs holding steady just behind his left eye.




  With great care, the shadowy figure holding the Winchester 30.06 chambered a round and clicked off the safety. He took a deep breath and moved his index finger next to the trigger. For hours he

  had remained hidden in a row of low, scraggly trees some thirty yards away, patiently waiting for the occupant of the ramshackle trailer to plop himself in front of his aging computer. Every night

  Lumin’s pattern was the same, though this time later than usual.




  The image in the scope wavered momentarily as the heavyset man adjusted the yellowed undershirt he was wearing and scratched himself, then leaned forward again into the crosshairs.




  Bradley Lumin, I sentence you to death.




  A sudden shiver ran the length of the sniper’s body, and he relaxed his finger and pulled his eye away from the scope for a second to regain his composure, the weak light of a quarter moon

  revealing a pair of angry eyes within the cloak of a black ski mask, dark coat, and pants.




  In the far distance he could hear the never-ending stream of traffic between Cheyenne and Denver whining up and down the Interstate, five miles removed from the scruffy farm that Lumin had

  rented for his sudden exile from Connecticut. And from the nearby town of Ft. Collins, the gunman heard the wail and warble of an electronic siren as authorities responded to another emergency.




  He took a deep breath and raised the 30.06 again to eye level, steadying his aim in the crook of a branch, bringing the crosshairs to rest once again on the left side of Lumin’s head. His

  index finger caressed the trigger lightly, looking for the right position, then touched it in earnest, the ball of his finger against the cold steel of the trigger, feeling the resistance from the

  springs within as he checked the target once more and began to squeeze.
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  ABOARD AIRBRIDGE FLIGHT 90, COLORADO SPRINGS INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT, GATE 8. 9:26 A.M.




  The captain was late.




  Annette Baxter, the lead flight attendant on AirBridge Flight 90 to Phoenix, tossed back her shoulder-length red hair and studied her watch as she turned toward the cockpit. She could see the

  copilot’s left hand adjusting things on the overhead panel as he ran through his preflight procedures, but she could see that the left seat – the captain’s seat – was still

  empty.




  As small as AirBridge was, there always seemed to be a new pair of pilots up front on every other leg. Annette paused and closed her eyes briefly, trying to recall the copilot’s name. He

  was barely in his mid-twenties and already a two-year veteran of AirBridge, sandy-haired and almost too cute to be acting like such a gentleman. Yet he had shaken her hand on boarding and greeted

  her with perfect formality. She’d had to suppress a giggle.




  David! David Gates, like the musician. She smiled to herself. The real David Gates was closer to her generation. Probably even a grandfather by now. This right-seater was just a kid. She

  leaned into the tiny cockpit and gestured to the empty captain’s seat.




  “David, who’s our captain today, and is he planning on joining us sometime before takeoff, or is he going to meet us in Phoenix?”




  The young copilot looked around with a startled, defensive expression, and she held out her hand in a stop gesture.




  “I’m kidding! I’ve got a weird sense of humor. You’ll get used to it.”




  “I’m sure he’s on his way,” Gates said with obvious caution. “I saw him in operations.”




  “Oh, good. I was worried he might be stuck in traffic, or something worse.” She patted his shoulder, cautioning herself not to act too motherly. She refused to think of herself as

  motherly. “I’m not panicked. I’m well aware we’ve still got twenty or thirty seconds before we’re late and our airline goes bankrupt as a direct result.”




  There was a tentative smile from the right-seater.




  She tossed her hair again and leaned in farther. “So, who is the supreme commander today?”




  “Captain Wolfe.”




  She paused involuntarily. “Ken Wolfe?”




  “Yes . . . you know Ken?” he asked.




  She nodded, her eyes focused outside the copilot’s window. “We’ve flown together many times. How about you?”




  Gates nodded. “Several times.” He watched her carefully, but added no more.




  Annette looked at him and straightened up with a thin smile. “Well, if Ken slips in without my seeing him, tell him I’ll be up shortly, and tell him we’ve got a legal celebrity

  aboard today in first class. In the back, however, we have a well-dressed ‘Mikey.’ He hates everything. I expect him to be trouble.”




  “You need me to come back and talk to him?”




  She shook her head, trying not to smile at the image of the baby-faced five-foot-nine first officer reading the riot act to the very senior, very demanding, very self-important stuffed shirt in

  6C.




  “No, it’s not that bad, yet. I can handle him with whips and chairs. I just need to brief the captain.”




  “Who’s the celebrity?” the copilot asked.




  “It’s a surprise. I’ll brief both of you later.”




  “What’s a surprise?” A deep male voice filled her left ear as Annette turned to find Ken Wolfe standing in the cockpit door.




  “Ken! Good to see you. I was just . . .” She gestured toward the copilot as she realized she was blocking his way. “Here . . . let me move into the galley.”




  “You were talking about a surprise?”




  She nodded. “I’ll let you get settled, then I’ll tell you.”




  He smiled and nodded as he moved into the cockpit. He placed his flight bag to the left of the captain’s chair and turned to greet the copilot with a handshake before sitting down.




  Ken Wolfe let his eyes move with practiced familiarity around the cockpit as he completed the mental transition to airline captain, his mind focused exclusively on the task of orchestrating an

  airline flight. It was a comforting ritual, the copilot briefing, the flight attendant briefing, the cockpit setups, and the paperwork duties. Even the presence of a malcontent businessman in coach

  as reported by Annette had an element of comfort about it – a business-as-usual veneer.




  “You need me to come back and talk to the man?” Ken asked.




  “David, here, made the same offer,” she replied, arching her thumb at the copilot. “No, but something tells me our long-suffering passenger will feel even more deprived if he

  doesn’t succeed in having a really bad day. He wants a meal, not peanuts, he hates our coffee, he doesn’t like the ‘feel’ of the seats, he’s angry I told him to turn

  off his cellular phone, and he’s upset I won’t let him keep his briefcase at his feet during takeoff.”




  “Oh, is that all?” Ken replied, forcing a smile. “Any idea who the S.O.B. is?”




  She smiled and nodded. “His name is Blenheim. The jerk runs a Canadian Rockies bus tour outfit in Seattle. He’s sort of a travel agent, and he’s livid because we didn’t

  give him first class for free. But, to balance the equation, we’ve got a celebrity legal eagle in first class who’s a real gentleman. That’s the surprise.”




  The captain looked puzzled. “I’m sorry . . . who’re you talking about?”




  “Well-l-l,” Annette stretched the word and handed the man’s business card to the captain as if it were a trophy.




  Ken smiled at her before looking down at the gold seal that adorned the upper left-hand corner. It was the logo of the United States Department of Justice. His eyes moved to the clear, black

  type in the middle of the card. He blinked and looked again.




  “Rudolph Bostich.”




  “I read earlier this week,” Annette was saying, “that he’s the front-runner for Attorney General of the United States. The President is supposed to be submitting his name

  to Congress this week.”




  She watched the captain for a few seconds, puzzled at his silence. “You okay?”




  All the blood had drained from Wolfe’s face, and the hand holding the card was shaking slightly. Annette heard him take a ragged breath and swallow hard.




  “I’m okay, Annette. Just a scratch in the throat,” he said in a strained monotone before looking back at her suddenly, modulating his words. “Where is . . . Mr.

  Bostich?” He smiled a partial smile that wasn’t real, his eyes vacant and distracted.




  “He’s in seat One-A, Ken. Should I relay a message or something?”




  “No!” Wolfe handed back the business card as if it were a spider and shook his head vigorously, his response sharp. “No, please don’t.”




  She started to say something else, then backed through the cockpit door in alarm as Ken suddenly threw off his seatbelt and lunged toward her, questioning through tight lips, “Anyone in

  there?” with a quick gesture toward the forward lavatory located just behind the cockpit.




  Annette glanced at the lavatory door in confusion. “It’s empty,” she managed, but he was already brushing past her to slip inside. His face was pasty.




  She heard the lock slide into place, followed immediately by the sound of vomiting.
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  ABOARD AIRBRIDGE FLIGHT 90. 9:44 A.M.




  With a late departure behind them, first officer David Gates made the “flaps up” call as the powerful 737 climbed southbound a thousand feet above the suburbs of

  Colorado Springs, soaring into the clear blue sky with an amazing view of Pike’s Peak on his right.




  This was David’s leg, and he relished the chance to fly the Boeing and revel in the feel of her – yet a corner of his consciousness was working on the problem of what in the world

  had been going on with the captain back at the gate.




  “Roger, flaps up,” Ken Wolfe repeated. “I’m setting speed two-ten knots, and level change.”




  Even his voice sounded different now. Not exactly carefree, but calm and collected, where he’d sounded haunted and distracted just minutes before.




  Why? Just because a national figure had come on board?




  But Gates just couldn’t get the captain’s sudden trip to the lav out of his mind. Departure time had come and gone, but the captain had remained inside. David had left his seat then

  and tapped on the lavatory door to ask if everything was all right. The captain’s pained voice from within had been really unsettling – more of an agonized whine than a voice. David was

  prepared to alert crew scheduling that they might have a sick pilot to replace when the lav door opened suddenly and Ken Wolfe emerged, looking strangely fit and serene. He’d smiled at his

  copilot and slipped back into the left seat as if nothing had happened.




  “Are you okay, Captain?” David had asked.




  Wolfe had looked at him, his eyes staring right through the copilot for several uncomfortable seconds before he smiled a sort of determined, jaw-setting smile, and motioned toward the back with

  his thumb. “I feel better now, David. Better than I’ve felt in years.”




  “Good. I was getting worried.”




  “Sometimes,” Ken began, “God gives us strange and wonderful opportunities, don’t you think?”




  The voice of the Denver Center controller cut into David’s thoughts.




  “AirBridge Ninety, Denver Center, good morning. Turn right now to a heading of two-six-zero, climb to and maintain flight level three-three-zero.”




  Instinctively, David’s finger caressed the transmit button in case the captain failed to reply. Most AirBridge copilots were used to Wolfe not responding to radio calls, even though the

  captain was supposed to be talking to the controllers whenever it was the copilot’s turn to fly. Throughout his yearlong tenure at AirBridge, Ken was often moody, often distracted, some days

  saying almost nothing, other days talking nonstop. He was courteous enough, but the unpredictability of his moods had become an uncomfortable legend, and flying with him meant extra stress.




  But today, Ken’s voice replied instantly. “Okay, Denver, a heading of two-six-zero and up to three-three-zero for AirBridge Ninety.”




  David engaged the autopilot and checked the settings on the auto-flight panel. They were moving at two hundred fifty knots now, almost five miles per minute, beginning the familiar trek over

  Durango, Colorado, and Four Corners to Phoenix.




  David glanced over at the captain, wondering again about Ken’s state of mind. He knew the captain had been hired as the new airline expanded, and he knew Ken came from Connecticut. Other

  than that, Captain Wolfe’s background was a blank.




  David realized the captain was looking back at him with what appeared to be a relaxed smile.




  “You wondering why we’re carrying a full load of fuel this morning?” he asked.




  “We’re tankering because it costs more in Phoenix than in Colorado Springs?”




  Ken nodded as he returned his gaze to the instruments. “Yeah. But this is nuts to have more than four hours’ fuel aboard out of the Springs.”




  He looked back at the copilot. “David, have you flown this particular aircraft recently?”




  The copilot shook his head, as much to clear away the disturbing thoughts as to reply. “No, I don’t think so.”




  “So, you’re not aware of the oil leak problem we’ve been having on number two engine?”




  David Gates looked cornered. There had been nothing in the logbook about number two engine, but it wasn’t unusual for AirBridge pilots to verbally pass on maintenance concerns that

  probably should have been entered in the maintenance log. Not a legal procedure, but all too common in smaller airlines, or so he’d heard. AirBridge was his first airline.




  “I . . . hadn’t heard about any oil leak, and the maintenance log showed nothing. I’m sorry if I missed something.”




  Ken looked up at the overhead panel and reached for the fasten seatbelt switch. He cycled it twice, sending a two-chime signal to the cabin crew indicating their passage through ten thousand

  feet, then glanced back at the right-seater.




  “You didn’t miss anything. No one has written it up yet, including me, but we’re all suspicious. Either a main oil seal is going, or something else is happening out there. Last

  week it started making strange noises in flight and I seriously considered shutting it down.”




  David was silent for a few seconds, the image of the powerful CFM-56 jet engine hanging in his mind. “The engine instruments didn’t give you any indication of what’s

  wrong?”




  Ken shook his head and shrugged his shoulders. “Not a clue. We’ll just have to watch it closely.”




  On the flight attendant jumpseat by the forward entry door, Annette glanced at a small panel of colored lights on the ceiling and shook her head in disgust. Just after the ten

  thousand foot chimes, someone had already punched a passenger call button.




  She leaned over to see around the forward cabin divider – just as the man in 6C reached for the call button again.




  Annette took her time unbuckling her seatbelt and folding the aft-facing seat before moving quietly through the first class cabin into coach and kneeling beside the man’s seat.




  “You called, sir?” she asked in quiet, discreet tones.




  The man’s voice boomed back at her, loud enough to be heard in the forward section of the coach cabin.




  “Does it meet with your royal approval now, madam, that I get up and get my computer out of the overhead so I can get some work done?” he asked in a demeaning tone. “I

  could also use a vodka tonic, if it wouldn’t be too much trouble to ask you to do your job.”




  Annette looked at the carpet for a few seconds and cleared her throat, before looking back up at him.




  “You’ll have a chance to order a drink in a few minutes when the other flight attendants begin their service, sir. Right now, the seatbelt sign is still on and I must ask you to stay

  seated. I’ll get your briefcase down for you, though, if you’ll answer a question for me.”




  “What?” There was sudden suspicion in his eyes.




  “Have you ever flown commercially before?”




  Several passengers in nearby seats suppressed smiles, one actually chuckling out loud at her question.




  He leaned back and snorted to emphasize a practiced look of disgust as he checked a large, gold wristwatch. A Rolex, she noted.




  “That’s an inane question, woman! I own a tour company. I fly commercially all the time.”




  Annette nodded. “Well, anyone who’s in the travel business and who uses this airline system on a regular basis should be aware of a few basic procedures, such as all the rules you

  seem to be angry with me for enforcing.”




  The man came forward in his seat, his eyebrows raised, his squarish face turning slightly purple. “How dare you lecture me,” he said in a loud, outraged tone.




  Annette smiled at him. “And how dare you fly on a discounted ticket and beat up on me for not giving you first class?”




  “That does it. When I get to a phone in Phoenix, sweetheart, you’re toast!”




  “Why wait?” Annette said as sweetly as she could manage. “There’s a phone in your armrest. In the meantime, if you undo that seatbelt before the light’s out, the

  first officer will come back with a set of plastic handcuffs and we’ll have the FBI meet you in Phoenix. Understand?”




  Annette ignored the man’s obscene retort and walked back to the first class galley, pulling the curtain behind her before turning off the smile and clenching her fists in the privacy of

  the small cubicle. There was no point in bothering Ken Wolfe with the latest installment of the man’s temper tantrums. In little more than an hour the boor would be off the airplane anyway,

  and then she could spend her ground time writing a report to cover herself when the inevitable “fire-the-bitch-or-else” letter arrived in AirBridge headquarters.




  “Did you feel that?”




  Ken Wolfe’s face was a mask of concern as he looked at his copilot.




  “What?”




  “That vibration? It’s faint, but repetitious.”




  David cocked his head and closed his eyes for a few seconds, trying to discern what the captain was sensing amid all the normal vibrations of a jetliner in flight. His eyes came open just as

  quickly.




  “I . . . don’t feel anything unusual, but . . .”




  “You may not be attuned to that particular range of vibration,” Ken offered.




  “Maybe not. Was it a ratcheting?”




  Ken nodded. “Yes, but very faint. It happens every few seconds. There! Feel that?”




  David looked even more concerned than before. “I don’t . . . well, maybe.”




  “In the background,” Ken prompted, “a kind of distant grinding or growling, coming and going.”




  “Yes! I do feel it,” David replied.




  Wolfe nodded as he leaned over the center console to study the engine instruments, then looked up.




  “Okay, I need you to go back quietly and take a look at the engines through the cabin windows. Look at the front and the tailpipe area, and see if you see anything unusual.”




  David nodded and left quickly, closing the cockpit door behind him, as Ken studied the instruments, paying particular attention to the oil pressure, then suddenly pulled out the emergency

  checklist. He opened it to the tab marked “Precautionary Engine Shutdown” and scanned the items, then reached up and pulled back the throttle for number two engine.




  Thrust lever, close, he intoned to himself.




  He reached down behind the center console and wrapped his index finger around the start lever for the same engine.




  Start lever cutoff.




  With a singular motion, he pulled the lever out of the detent and lowered it to the cutoff position, stopping the engine.




  Within thirty seconds the copilot was back. “What happened?”




  Ken looked up at him with a worried expression. “Almost the second you left, the temperature started climbing out of limits. No excess vibration, but the oil pressure was dropping as well.

  I had to shut it down.”




  David slid back into the right seat and put on his headset as fast as possible. He had never shut down an engine before in any airborne aircraft. Despite all the training efforts to make a

  shutdown routine, he realized adrenaline was pouring into his bloodstream.




  “So, you want me to declare an emergency?”




  Ken Wolfe smiled slightly. “First, I want you to fly. It’s your leg. I’ll keep working the radios and declare the emergency in a minute.”




  “We’re going back to the Springs, right?”




  Ken was shaking his head. “We’re already closer to Durango, Colorado, so that’s our nearest suitable airport.”




  David looked over at Ken in mild disbelief, trying to interpret the look of grim determination and the slight smile on the captain’s face.




  “Ah, Captain, do we have maintenance at Durango?”




  “Nope. There’s a maintenance shop there, but it’s not ours.” Ken looked over at David, catching his eyes. “You’re not suggesting we pass up the nearest

  suitable airport and go back to base just to save money, are you?”




  David shook his head instantly. “No, no. I . . . I didn’t mean that.”




  “The FAA says with an engine gone, you head for the ‘nearest suitable.’ ”




  “I know. I know.”




  “The company, on the other hand . . .”




  David had his hand out in a stop gesture. “I really wasn’t suggesting that. I was just thinking out loud. Durango’s fine. Would you program the computer for me, direct Durango,

  please, and get us a clearance there?”




  “And declare an emergency?”




  “Yes, sir. Declare the emergency, let the passengers know, then alert the company.”




  Ken nodded as he punched the transmit button.




  In the rear galley, flight attendant Kevin Larimer had been tracking the copilot’s movements in the cabin. He’d seen him lean over several passengers to look at

  the right wing, and he’d felt the momentary fish-tailing just before the copilot turned and reentered the cockpit.




  He glanced at his fellow flight attendant, Bev Wishart, and raised his eyebrows as the 737 yawed again, dislodging the heavy beverage cart they’d been loading. It began rolling slowly

  across the galley floor toward the right rear service door, where Bev caught it with a muttered curse. She set the foot brake before looking up at Kevin and frowning.




  “Turbulence or technique?” she asked.




  Kevin smiled at her and arched a thumb toward the front end of the plane. “They’re probably up there rocking it back and forth on purpose, just like that Gary Larson

  cartoon.”




  Bev tossed her hair back and laughed as Kevin watched her, happy for the momentary license to do so. A smart, buxom blonde, she was married to a lucky American Airlines pilot and therefore

  untouchable, though Kevin had quietly longed for her during their multiyear friendship. Bev’s huge eyes, which permanently radiated a look of surprise, were her best feature. He realized with

  a small start that they were now focused on him.




  “Do we have a problem, Kev? You’re looking concerned.”




  “Ah, I’ll check.”




  He turned to reach for the interphone.




  The P.A. system came alive at the same moment with Ken Wolfe’s voice.




  

    

      “Folks, this is the flight deck. You may have noticed a small sideways motion in the aircraft a minute ago.”


    


  




  The voice was deep and steady and reassuring.




  

    

      “We decided to temporarily shut down our right engine because of some indications in the cockpit that may or may not be accurate. Whenever we’re unsure, we

      err on the side of caution, and that’s what I’m doing. Now, there’s nothing to be alarmed about, but we’re going to have to make what we call a precautionary landing at

      Durango, Colorado, and have the problem looked at. We’ll keep you informed, but in the meantime, I’d like everyone to stay on the aircraft and in your seats while we’re on the

      ground. Also please understand that this aircraft can safely fly and land, and even take off, on one engine, but you wouldn’t want us to fly with this problem without checking it

      out.”


    


  




  The end of the P.A. announcement was punctuated by the sound of a half dozen flight attendant call chimes reverberating through the cabin.




  

    AIRBRIDGE AIRLINES DISPATCH CENTER, COLORADO SPRINGS INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT. 9:57 A.M.


  




  The dispatcher for AirBridge Flight 90 ended his call to the airport manager in Durango and sat back trying to define exactly what was bothering him. In an emergency, captains

  could decide to divert anywhere they thought appropriate. But Durango was an odd call.




  Flight 90 couldn’t have passed the halfway point between the Springs and Durango at the moment the engine was shut down, so why not return the passengers to Colorado Springs where they

  could be rebooked quickly? Durango was going to be a costly decision.




  Verne Garcia stood up and unplugged his headset, his eyes on Judy Smith, the current director of flight control, who was apparently deep in thought at her desk a few feet away across the crowded

  dispatch control room. He moved quietly to her side, wondering if she’d had time to read the requisite e-mail message on her computer in the midst of watching over sixty other flights.




  “Judy, you saw my note on Ninety?”




  She shook her head and immediately looked down at her computer screen.




  “Durango?” She looked up at him. “Why the hell Durango? You suggested they come back here, I hope?”




  Verne nodded. “Yup. And he said Durango was the nearest suitable field.”




  “BS!”




  “I know, I know, but I’m only the dispatcher, and Captain Wolfe has already started his descent.”




  The DFC had been reaching for her headset to call the crew, but Verne Garcia’s words stopped her.




  “Ken Wolfe?”




  “Yeah. Why?”




  She sat back with a puzzled expression on her face. “That’s not like Ken. I know him. His decisions are usually very conservative, he’s very . . . careful to find out what the

  company wants.” She gestured to the computer screen. “This says it’s a precautionary engine shutdown. What happened?”




  “Oil pressure dropping, temperature rising. Bad engine getting worse.”




  “Has maintenance been watching that engine lately?”




  “Not as far as I know, but you’re asking the wrong guy.”




  Judy grimaced as she checked the time. “And, of course, we don’t have maintenance at Durango, so no one can sign it off even if it’s okay. In a word, we’re

  screwed.”




  “That’s a phrase.”




  She smiled. “No, it’s a reality.”




  “I’ve already talked to maintenance. They’re getting a couple of mechanics ready to fly to Durango.”




  “Damn!” Judy Smith launched her pencil at the far corner of her desk before looking back at Garcia. “You alerted passenger services?”




  “Of course, Judy. I’m not new to this.”




  She held out the palm of her hand. “I’m sorry. This just has me boggled. I was in such a good mood, and now we’ve got to send someone over to rescue a hundred or so furious

  passengers at outrageous cost, and none of them will love us for it. It would have been so easy if he’d just come home, but I know Ken must have had his reasons.”




  “Probably,” Verne replied absently, startled at the odd look which suddenly clouded Judy’s face.




  
 





  • 3 •




  ABOARD AIRBRIDGE FLIGHT 90, DURANGO–LA PLATA COUNTY AIRPORT, DURANGO, COLORADO. 10:14 A.M.




  David Gates finished the last item of the shutdown check and looked at the captain, who was studying the maintenance log.




  “You going inside to call dispatch?” David offered.




  Ken’s eyes remained on the log. “Not yet. But I do have a quick mission for you.”




  “Okay.”




  Ken raised his head and looked the copilot in the eye. “There’s a small maintenance shop at the south end of the field run by a jet mechanic I know and trust. Gus Wilson is his name.

  Get someone to run you down there, find Gus, and tell him I need him to look at our engine before we declare this flight a lost cause.”




  “Ah, you mean he could legally sign it off, even though he’s not one of our mechanics?”




  The captain was nodding. “He could. If our gauges are lying.”




  “But, you said the gauges were showing—”




  “David, just go get him, okay? We can discuss the finer points when we get him here.”




  The copilot hesitated, then began unstrapping the seatbelt. “The south end, you said?”




  “Yeah. Gus Wilson. Big guy. Tell him to hurry. I’m probably wrong, but before the company flies another aircraft in here to pick these folks up, I want to try.”




  David got to his feet carefully as he gestured toward the captain’s side window. “We’re lucky we’ve got the only jet in our fleet with built-in stairs. You don’t

  normally find portable stairs big enough for a Boeing on a private ramp.”




  “You’re right. We’re lucky,” Ken replied without enthusiasm.




  David opened the cockpit door and slipped past Annette Baxter, who was on her way in. She turned and watched the copilot momentarily as he paused in the front entryway to put on his hat, then

  disappeared down the stairs, a pained expression covering his face.




  Strange, she thought. He was probably just reacting to the tension of the moment. After all, having a planeload of passengers angry and ready to strangle you could be a pretty good tension

  builder.




  She turned and entered the cockpit.




  “So, exalted leader of the pack, what’s the plan?” she asked. “I can report that the natives are staying in their seats just as you commanded.”




  “Feed and water them, Annette.” His voice was firm and steady, devoid of emotion. “Keep them as happy as possible while our copilot scares up maintenance. There’s a good

  chance this is all a false alarm and we can continue on.”




  Annette cocked her head. “Really? After an engine shutdown?”




  “Only if it was a false indication.”




  She smiled at him. “If you do decide to go on, I assume you’ll explain it to our nervous passengers.”




  Ken Wolfe turned slightly in his seat to look at her. “How nervous are they?”




  “Sounds like an Ed McMahon line.”




  He looked lost. Annette began gesturing in the general direction of Hollywood. “You know, the Carson show? A few years back? Johnny would say, like, ‘It’s cold,’ and Ed

  would say: ‘How cold is it?’ ”




  For a few seconds, Ken regarded her in stony silence, then shook his head. “Of course. I’m sorry, Annette, I’m a little distracted.”




  “Understood,” she replied.




  He turned to look out the side window, his voice bouncing off the glass as he reached around the center pedestal for the P.A. handset. “I think I’ll talk to them now.”




  Annette nodded and backed out as Ken slowly raised the microphone to his mouth and closed his eyes, carefully considering his words before punching the button.




  

    

      “Folks, this is your captain again. While we’re waiting for maintenance to evaluate our problem, I wonder whether we’ve got any other pilots aboard who

      might want to take a quick glance at the cockpit. Even if you’re not interested in visiting, please indulge your captain’s curiosity. I’m told that no flight ever departs

      these days without at least one pilot in the back. If that’s you, please ring your call button, and one of our flight attendants will escort you up front.”


    


  




  In the forward galley, Annette looked up at the P.A. speaker in surprise, aware that a single call chime had rung in the cabin.




  That’s not like Ken not to warn me, she thought.




  She looked down the aisle, feeling a little irritated and off balance. Kevin was already approaching a passenger who was rising from seat 18D to take advantage of the invitation to the cockpit.

  Kevin reset the overhead call button and motioned the young man toward the cockpit as Rudy Bostich caught Annette’s eye.




  “Yes?”




  “I hate to bother you, but is there anything I can do to help? You know, file charges against the malfunctioning engine, get a court order to clear the runway?”




  Annette laughed and shook her head. “Not yet.”




  “I’ll admit the question springs from self-interest,” Bostich continued. “I have a speech to deliver in Phoenix in two hours, and I’m getting a bit nervous about

  getting there.”




  “An official function, Mr. Attorney General?”




  “Thanks, but the title’s very premature. No, just a legal seminar. The world won’t end if I don’t make it.”




  “Well, we’re waiting for a maintenance man, and we can’t legally leave until he gets here. I just don’t know how long it’ll take.”




  Rudy Bostich smiled. “Okay. Sorry to bother you.”




  “No bother at all.”




  

    AIRBRIDGE AIRLINES DISPATCH CENTER, COLORADO SPRINGS INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT. 10:25 A.M.


  




  Judy Smith, the director of flight control, slipped in behind Verne Garcia’s chair and put her hand on his shoulder, feeling him jump slightly at her touch.




  “Verne, we’re going to launch the replacement flight in about ten minutes. Are you talking with Wolfe yet?”




  Garcia looked around and shook his head. “He was supposed to call me on a land line as soon as he got on the ramp in Durango. I just spoke with the manager of the facilities there, and he

  says the copilot left the airplane about ten minutes ago, but I haven’t heard from him either.”




  Judy straightened up and pursed her lips in thought. “Okay. Well, when he does decide to talk to us, tell him the cavalry is coming, and we’re sending two maintenance guys with the

  flight.”




  She began to turn away, but Garcia caught her arm.




  “Ah, Judy?”




  “Yeah?”




  He glanced around in search of overt eavesdroppers, but all the other dispatchers were engaged in their own telephonic battles. His eyes shifted back to her.




  “I noticed a few minutes ago you kinda reacted a little when I told you Ken Wolfe was the captain. Is there a history here I don’t know about?”




  She regarded him in silence for a few long seconds. “Why do you ask?”




  He shrugged again. “Well, when I gave him his paperwork earlier, at the counter, Wolfe looked a bit strange to me. I mean, I’m sure it’s nothing, but it was like he was

  somewhere else, you know? He had a kind of distant, disengaged look. But, I’ve only been around here since last August, and I don’t know everyone’s story.”




  Judy unconsciously drummed her fingers on the side of the cubicle as she probed the dispatcher’s eyes.




  “He seemed distant, huh?”




  “Very. Is that significant?”




  She shook her head with unconvincing slowness as her eyes wandered to the far wall of the room. “Ken Wolfe is a bit of a mystery around here, Verne. He’s a nice guy and a competent

  captain, but he has a strange capacity to worry copilots. It’s like he’s three or four different personalities, one light and friendly, another moody and unresponsive, yet another

  scared and suspicious. I’m . . . not sure what to make of him, but regardless of the turbulence, he’s always been a team player as far as dispatch is concerned.”




  “I see.”




  “I’m sure what you observed was more of the same.”


  

  “Okay. I just thought I’d mention it, you know?”


  

  Judy smiled absently and turned away, then turned back suddenly.


  

  “Verne . . .”


  

  “Yeah?”


  

  “Tell you what. Call that manager again. Tell him to please go out to our aircraft right now, and tell Captain Wolfe personally

  to leave the cockpit and come call me.”




  

    ABOARD AIRBRIDGE FLIGHT 90, DURANGO–LA PLATA COUNTY AIRPORT, DURANGO, COLORADO. 10:28 A.M.


  




  With a cart in the aisle in the middle of a drink service, Annette had not been expecting to hear the sound of the cockpit door being slammed hard enough to echo back through

  coach. She turned and looked toward the front of the cabin, startled to hear the public address system click on, and listened as Wolfe’s voice filled the cabin.




  

    

      “Folks, this is your captain. I’ve got good news. Maintenance rushed out here and found the problem to be a simple electronic circuit board that was giving us

      bad indications in the cockpit. With that, we’re cleared to go. Your first officer is already getting the clearance from air traffic control, and as soon as our flight attendants can get

      the cabin buttoned up, we’ll be on our way to Phoenix, with great apologies for the unscheduled stop. Flight attendants, please prepare the rear doors for departure and crosscheck.

      Forward stairs and door are already secured.”


    


  




  Annette glanced back at her compatriots, satisfied to see that Bev and Kevin were already pulling the serving cart to the rear galley. She walked to the front of the coach cabin

  and turned around, smiling at the sea of puzzled faces, pushing the volume of her voice to the limit.




  “SORRY ABOUT THE DRINK SERVICE, FOLKS.” Her voice wouldn’t carry the entire length of the cabin, but the majority would hear her, she figured. “WE’LL GET TO YOU

  RIGHT AFTER TAKEOFF.”




  The sound of the left engine winding up began to reverberate through the fuselage as she moved forward to double-check the left front door. Sure enough, Ken had closed it and armed the emergency

  slide just as the procedure required.




  Annette moved into the first class galley and stood for a second in thought, her mind uncomfortable over something she couldn’t define. Maybe it was the truncated drink service. She hated

  to leave half the passengers wanting. Or maybe it was just being in Durango that was surreal. She had bad memories of Durango and a weekend gone bad there a few years before, an embarrassing

  experience with a new boyfriend who was supposed to be single.




  She could understand the captain being anxious to go, but the speed with which everything had come together surprised her. When had the mechanics come aboard to sign the logbook, for

  instance?




  I must have had my back turned longer than I thought!




  She’d gotten lost in the monotony of a drink or meal service many times before, the almost comforting chants reduced to second nature: What would you like to drink, sir? Will that be

  with cream and sugar, or just cream? Would you like pretzels or peanuts? We have three kinds of beer, sir. They cost three dollars per can.




  The second engine was starting now, the whine of the turbine blades accelerating up the audible scales.




  She heard the engines stabilize as she locked the compartments in her galley, then realized she had never offered coffee or soft drinks to the pilots. She felt the jet begin to taxi as she

  reached around and tried to open the cockpit door.




  It was locked.




  The 737 was turning to the right aggressively as it moved out of the ramp area. Annette braced herself against the motion.




  The sound of the interphone call chime broke her thoughts, and she glanced toward the ceiling. The red light indicated the rear galley was calling. She moved to the forward entry door and lifted

  the handset. “You buzzed?”




  “Annette, this is Kevin. Where is the guy in Eighteen-D?”




  “What do you mean?”




  “Well, he isn’t in his seat, and his wife is worried.”




  “Eighteen-D?”




  “The captain asked about other pilots aboard, and that guy came forward. Remember?”




  “Yeah. I do now. Could he be in the restroom?”




  “Not back here. We checked.”




  “Hang on a second.” Annette leaned toward the forward restroom door as the 737 lurched slightly to the left, almost throwing her off balance. The unoccupied sign was showing. She

  raised the handset.




  “He’s not up here, either. Stand by and I’ll call the cockpit.”




  It took several pushes of the call button before Wolfe’s voice filled her ear.




  “Cockpit.”




  “Ken? This is Annette at the door. Can I come in?”




  There was a small hesitation before he spoke, and then the voice was strange and stressed.




  “Ah, I’d . . . rather not right now, Annette. We’re . . . a bit crowded in here. I decided to give our guest pilot a shot at the jumpseat.”




  She smiled, feeling relieved. “Good! That’s what I was calling about. His wife feels abandoned.”




  “He says to tell her he’ll be back a little later. He’s having fun.”




  “Okay. When you’re ready, what do you want to drink?”




  More silence.




  “Ken?”




  “Ah, Annette, let’s clear this line for now. I’m pretty busy.”




  “Sure. Sorry about that.” Annette replaced the handset with the distinct feeling that somehow she’d accidentally crossed a line and asked too much. It made no sense, but

  somehow she felt guilty.




  Two chimes sounded from the cockpit, the signal that they were ready for takeoff. Annette sat in the folding jumpseat behind the cockpit and fastened her seatbelt almost as a reflex.




  Why would he take a passenger in the cockpit jumpseat without telling me? And in the aftermath of an emergency landing.




  Maybe that was the cause of the nagging discomfort.




  No, she had already felt that way before the call about 18D.




  A half mile distant a panicked man was spilling out the front door of the Durango Flying Service and racing up to the passenger side of an arriving pickup truck, his eyes

  flaring wide.




  “Are you with AirBridge?” he asked the uniformed pilot who was climbing out of the truck.




  “Yes, sir. What . . .”




  “You’ve got to help me! My wife is on that airplane, and it’s taking off without me!”




  “What are you talking about?”




  “Your . . . your flight, that diverted in here? He’s leaving. The captain asked me to run an errand, and while I was off, he started up and taxied out.”




  “Wait a minute, you mean Flight Ninety?”




  “Yes!”




  “He’s not going anywhere, sir.”




  “Yes he is! He’s already on the runway!”




  Suddenly the wave of noise from two turbojet engines at full power washed over them, the aircraft itself invisible behind the building.




  The man from the truck suddenly broke away from the distraught passenger’s grip and raced around the side of the building to the ramp, looking for the familiar shape of the 737.




  The ramp was empty, and that made no sense. The aircraft had diverted in with a shutdown engine. No way would it be taxiing anywhere, unless to some maintenance facility on the field.




  Maybe that was it! He looked to the north, his mind struggling with the fact that no maintenance shops stood on the north end. There was, however, a jetliner out there, and it was beginning to

  move. The tail was clearly visible now in the distance, gaining speed in what had to be a takeoff roll.




  And that tail was attached to AirBridge 90.




  First Officer David Gates stood in complete shock as his aircraft lifted off without him, the gear retracting on schedule, the 737 gently banking toward the west as it gained altitude.




  And for a moment – for just a moment – he seriously entertained the ludicrous thought that perhaps the captain had simply forgotten that his first officer wasn’t aboard.
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  ABOARD AIRBRIDGE FLIGHT 90. 10:44 A.M.




  The call from the rear galley was a welcome interruption, and Annette pressed the intercom handset to her ear just as two chimes sounded, indicating they were climbing through

  ten thousand feet.




  “Annette? You there?” Kevin was asking.




  “I’m here. What’s up?”




  “Bev and I are worried about one of our groups. The one in the front part of coach.”




  Annette rubbed her eyes as she tried to remember the people.




  “Which group, Kevin? I recall we have a high school band aboard.”




  “Yeah. The band is sitting in rows thirteen through twenty, but there’s another group from row eight on back, about twenty-two people. We need to pay special attention to them. I got

  a chance to talk to them briefly after we landed, but with this sudden departure they’re probably freaking out by now.”




  “Why? Why would they be freaking out?”




  There was a low laugh on the other end. “Because it’s a graduation flight, Annette.”




  “Another high school group?”




  “Nope. A fear-of-flying clinic.”




  She closed her eyes and shook her head. “Wonderful.”




  Annette replaced the handset and got to her feet, surveying the first class cabin. A striking young woman in the seats across the aisle from Rudy Bostich looked up at the same moment and smiled

  as Annette moved toward her, kneeling alongside her seat, calculating the considerable expense of the woman’s elegant red suit and dangerously short miniskirt.




  “Can I get anything for you before I start the service?” Annette asked.




  The woman smiled again. “No, I’m fine. Just some coffee when it’s convenient.” She inclined her head slightly toward the coach cabin. “I, ah, heard the boor back

  there bitching about everything. I’m aware you’re under more than a little inordinate stress.”




  Annette rolled her eyes and smiled. “Comes with the job.”




  “I was just wondering if this happens very often?”




  “You mean . . .” Annette indicated the coach section with a flick of her eyes.




  “No, I meant the, what did the captain call it, precautionary landing? Engine shutdown?”




  “Oh.” Annette shook her head vigorously. “First time for me, and I’ve been with this airline for three years, since the day it started flying, and with TWA for twenty

  years before that.”




  The woman nodded, her eyes drifting away toward the forward entry door.




  Annette stood, but felt an immediate tug on her right sleeve.




  “Ah, excuse me,” the woman began again. “May I ask you another dumb question?”




  “Actually, there are no dumb questions,” Annette responded. “Ask away.”




  “Are there other entrances to the cockpit?” She inclined her head toward the cockpit door a few feet away.




  “Other entrances?”




  “Yes. Hollywood always shows pilots climbing up through hatches in the floor, and I was just wondering.”




  “Nope. Only that door.”




  “Okay. Thanks.”




  Annette took a step toward the galley, then turned back and knelt beside the woman again.




  “Why do you ask?”




  The woman tossed her head as if dismissing her own curiosity, and motioned toward the cockpit door with a chuckle. “I guess I wasn’t paying attention. When we were on the ground, I

  saw one of the pilots leave, but I missed it when he came back. I just wondered if he came in another door.”




  Annette smiled at her, covering a feeling of sudden confusion. Seat lC had a perfect view of the entry door, but if she’d been looking out the window, she could have missed him.




  “Well,” Annette said at last, “all it takes is a momentary distraction.” She smiled and added, “Besides, pilots are inherently sneaky. We have to watch them every

  second.” Annette stood up and straightened her skirt. “You can be sure of one thing, though. It takes two pilots to fly this aircraft, so if we’re airborne, he’s up

  there.”




  “Oh, I’m not worried. I was just curious.”




  Annette moved quickly into the galley and pulled the curtain behind her. She leaned against the slightly curved surface of the right galley door and tried to focus on the fact that several

  unusual things had happened, and were pushing her off balance. The rhythms were wrong and it was rattling her, getting in the way of her normal sequencing. Should she be starting the drink service

  now, or what? It was ridiculous to have to think about it. Her service sequence was second nature.




  Annette turned her head and glanced at the cockpit door, which was visible around the corner of the galley curtain. The pilots should be almost at level-off and ready for something to drink, she

  decided.




  She moved across to the interphone panel and pressed the captain call button, relieved that Ken Wolfe answered almost immediately.




  “Ready for drinks, gentlemen?”




  “Hold on,” Ken said. The line went silent for a few seconds. “No, Annette. Thanks, but we’re just fine.”




  “Okay. Would you open the door for a second, Ken? I’d like to come up.”




  More silence, and her stomach tightened with each passing second. Something was definitely not right. This wasn’t like Wolfe. Why would he hesitate before opening the door?




  Finally Ken’s voice returned.




  “Annette, ah, I’m expecting some turbulence up ahead. Why don’t you take your seat, and make sure the folks in the back sit down as well.”




  “Okay, Captain, but please unlock the door for a second.”




  “Not now, Annette.”




  “But—”




  “Later, okay?” There was an edge to his voice she hadn’t heard before. She tried to reply, but for some reason her voice wouldn’t come, and she replaced the handset with

  rising apprehension.




  

    AIRBRIDGE AIRLINES DISPATCH CENTER, COLORADO SPRINGS INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT. 10:45 A.M.


  




  Judy Smith heard something ceramic breaking and looked up to see Verne Garcia leap to his feet and gesture to her frantically, his eyes wide. She moved quickly to his side as

  he covered the mouthpiece and turned to her, barely glancing at the broken cup on the floor, the blood draining from his face.




  “Judy, we’ve got a big, big problem. Flight Ninety’s gone airborne and left the first officer behind!”




  Judy stood in confusion for a few seconds, wondering how Garcia could have garbled his words badly enough to convey such a bizarre meaning.




  “Ninety’s airborne and the first officer left something behind?” she asked.




  “No, no, no! The captain and the flight are airborne. What they left behind was the copilot. There was no maintenance signoff as far as we know, either. I have him on the phone here.

  He’s on the ground in Durango and panicked.”




  “Which copilot? A deadheading copilot?”




  “The copilot assigned to that flight. He’s on the ground in Durango and on line eight. The plane is in the air without him.”




  “How in hell could that happen? The copilot? No way!”




  “I’m not kidding, Judy. Please pick up an extension.”




  She lunged for the telephone on the next desk and punched the appropriate line.




  “This is the director of flight control. Who’s this?”




  “First Officer David Gates, ma’am.”




  “Where are you?”




  “Durango. On the ground. The flight’s left without me. As far as I know, the only pilot on that plane is the captain, and I don’t have any idea why he’d leave unless he

  was forced to.”




  “Forced? You mean, hijacked?”




  “I . . . I can’t figure out any other explanation.” The voice on the other end was anguished and tinged with panic, the young pilot’s breath coming in short bursts as he

  ran through an explanation of his fruitless trip to the south end of the field and the utter shock of finding the airplane poised for takeoff when he’d returned.




  “Wait a minute. There was no mechanic?”




  “There was a mechanic; I mean, there is a maintenance facility there, but this Gus I was supposed to find died several years ago, so I wasn’t able to get anyone to come look at the

  engine, and when I got back, Ken had left me and a passenger and was at the end of the runway.”




  “You said a passenger was left behind, too?”




  “Yes, ma’am. I’ll put him on in a minute. His wife’s still on the aircraft and he’s very upset.”




  “How long ago did the airplane leave?”




  “Five minutes max.”




  “Hold on!” Judy turned to Verne Garcia. “Get Albuquerque Center on the horn. Find out if they’re working Ninety, and where he’s going. Get me the

  controller.”




  “Got it.” Verne Garcia turned away and began punching numbers into his phone as Judy turned back to the conversation with a shaken David Gates.




  “David, is it?”




  “Yes. David Gates.”




  “Okay, David. Did you see any indication that someone might have slipped on board?”




  “No. The plane was beginning its takeoff roll when I spotted it. But there was no security on the ramp. Anyone could have boarded. There were line boys around, but I haven’t asked

  them.”




  “David, this is very important. What, exactly, makes you think he was hijacked?”




  “There’s no other logical explanation. No one in his right mind would fly a two-person airliner without a copilot unless he was forced to do so, or it was a war and someone was

  shooting at him.”




  Judy felt her mind race through a variety of possibilities. The copilot was right. No other rational explanation existed. If the flight was airborne without a copilot, then it had to have been

  hijacked, and they had a major problem.




  “What do you want me to do?” Gates was asking.




  “Give me the number where you are, stay right there by that phone, and . . . ah . . . don’t talk to anyone about this yet.”




  “Don’t worry, I won’t! You want me to put on the passenger who was left?”




  “Tell him I’ll call back. Not now.”




  “Okay, but he’s really, really worried. His wife’s on that aircraft.”




  Judy replaced the phone and glanced over at Verne Garcia, who was talking urgently into his handset. Several off-duty dispatchers had begun to congregate in the area, each of them straining to

  hear what was happening. She turned and surveyed who was available, and pointed to the nearest one.




  “Jim, get the FBI on the phone and stand by for me to come on the line. Jerry, will you go to my desk and get the emergency procedures manual and start going through the hijacking

  procedures? Rashid, are you working any flights?”




  “No. What do you need?”




  “Call the chief pilot, the VP of operations, and corporate communications. Fill them in.”




  “On what, Judy? I don’t know what’s happening.”




  “Oh, sorry. Okay, everyone, gather around. Here’s what we’ve got so far.”




  

    ALBUQUERQUE AIR ROUTE TRAFFIC CONTROL CENTER. 10:50 A.M.


  




  Air traffic controller Avis Bair took another sip of coffee and double-checked the altitude block on AirBridge 90. As cleared, the pilot had leveled at flight level

  two-one-zero, twenty-one thousand feet above the four corners area of northwestern New Mexico and northeastern Arizona and checked in with the usual expressionless, deep male voice. It was curious,

  she thought, that his emergency diversion to Durango had ended so quickly. At least 90 was taken care of now and on his way, leaving her free to deal with a developing conflict between an American

  jet and a United jet, with one overtaking the other at the same altitude, both bound for Los Angeles. The guy in the lead was being a genuine slug and flying much too slowly.




  Avis had poised her finger over the transmit button when an alarm suddenly sounded in her ear. A small phosphorescent information block next to AirBridge 90’s target began flashing

  simultaneously, displaying a transponder code she had never seen in actual practice.




  7500!




  Obviously a mistake, she thought, but just in case, there were specific procedures to follow. She felt a sudden rush of adrenaline as she glanced to her left, curious as to whether the beeping

  alarm had attracted anyone else’s attention.




  It hadn’t. No one else was looking her way.




  Avis leaned forward and studied the data block on the screen again, double-checking that it said what she thought it said.




  Seven-five-zero-zero.




  She pushed the transmit button. “AirBridge Ninety, Albuquerque Center. I show you squawking seventy-five hundred on your transponder, sir. Is that correct?”




  She felt her heart beating loudly as she waited for the answer.




  “Affirmative, Center. I am purposefully squawking seventy-five hundred. I have an uninvited guest in the cockpit.”




  Avis sat back, suddenly filled with adrenaline. The real thing! This was the real thing! Seventy-five hundred meant a hijacking, and this was a commercial airliner.




  She swiveled around and shouted at her supervisor, then turned back to her scope.




  “Roger, AirBridge Ninety, I do copy that the seventy-five hundred squawk is valid. Please maintain flight level two-one-zero and stand by.”




  

    ABOARD AIRBRIDGE FLIGHT 90. 10:55 A.M.


  




  Her hands were shaking slightly, but Annette struggled to hide her apprehension as she did a quick drink service for her first class passengers. She had returned to the galley

  to think when she heard the engines throttle back and Ken Wolfe’s strained voice on the P.A.




  

    

      “Folks, this is the captain. We have a small treat for you today. I know we’re running late getting you to Phoenix, but since air traffic control is slowing

      us down for traffic flow into the Phoenix airport, and since they’re taking us right over Monument Valley, Utah, we’ve gotten approval to go down for a closer look. We’ll get

      you into Phoenix just as soon as they let us, but in the meantime, enjoy the view which will be coming up in about five minutes.”


    


  




  Annette pulled the interphone handset from its cradle and punched the cockpit call button. Ken answered rapidly.




  “Ken, I need to talk to you.”




  “So talk, Annette.”




  “In person.”




  “Why?”




  “As your lead flight attendant, I want to come into the cockpit and talk with you right now. Ken, what’s going on?”




  “Annette, coming up right now could prove a bit difficult. What, exactly, are you concerned about?”




  She leaned against the forward door with the phone pressed to her ear, wondering if she was having some sort of paranoid delusion. Maybe it was ridiculous to be worried, but the fact remained

  that refusing her entrance to the cockpit meant that he had something to hide, and she could feel herself panicking. She knew Ken Wolfe to be changeable and distant, but he wasn’t the type to

  shut out his flight attendants. There could be several reasons for the refusal, none of them good.




  What if he’s got that other pilot flying in the right seat illegally, and he doesn’t want me to know? We’d be at risk. I’d have to do something.




  “Captain, please let me speak to David.”




  There was a chilling pause. If David was on the jumpseat instead of his copilot’s seat, he might lie about it to protect the captain and himself. It was illegal for any pilot from another

  company to occupy the captain’s or copilot’s seat in a commercial jet.




  “He’s busy, Annette. He’ll talk to you later.”




  “Now, please. I want to talk to him now. Or isn’t he in the right seat? Ken, dammit, level with me!”




  Another long pause, then the click of the push-to-talk button. Ken Wolfe’s voice was suddenly different, carrying a more authoritative tone.




  “Okay, Annette. You’re right. Listen carefully, because I’m under some tight constraints here. David isn’t here.”




  “Wh . . . what?”




  “Someone else is up here, and he’s insisting on telling us where to go.”




  Annette closed her eyes, trying to find a better explanation than the one now looming in her mind.




  But nothing else fit. She had to ask, though the words threatened to choke her. “Ken?”




  “Yes.”




  “Are we . . . are we hijacked?”




  Another chilling pause that seemed to last for ever.




  “That’s affirmative, Annette. Back there in Durango. He suddenly barged in and slammed the door and put a gun to my head. Well you did, damn you!” Annette heard the volume of

  his voice diminish as he addressed the occupant of the right seat.




  “Oh God, Ken. One person?”




  “Yep, and he’s waving a gun at me right now to end this conversation. He says that you must not tell the passengers. He says he’s not going to hurt anyone, but he demands to go

  where he demands to go.”




  “Where? Cuba?”




  “I don’t know, Annette, other than Monument Valley. First he wants to see Monument Valley up close. Then he’ll let me know, and I’ll let you know. In the meantime, keep

  quiet about this.”




  “How about Bev and Kevin? They need to know what’s happening.”




  “No. I’ll be listening to this channel, and so will he. You can’t tell them. He says you can’t tell them anything.”




  “Is it the guy in Eighteen-D, Ken? The guy you asked to come up? His name is Beck.”




  There was no response.




  “Ken? Are you still there?”




  There was a click, indicating the interphone had been disconnected. She looked at the handset like it was a ticking bomb, then replaced it slowly in its cradle, trying to imagine the man in 18D

  as the hijacker.




  The image didn’t fit. Not with such a young face and a pretty young wife back there in 18E.




  Annette entered the galley feeling dizzy. She pulled the curtain behind her, vaguely aware that the 737 was decending, her mind whirling.




  She could see the desert floor getting closer outside the small window in the galley door as a feeling of helpless confusion paralyzed her, the same question running over and over in her

  mind:




  What on earth do I do now?
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  ALBUQUERQUE AIR ROUTE TRAFFIC CONTROL CENTER. 10:58 A.M.




  “AirBridge Ninety, please state your intentions.”




  Avis Bair released the transmit button and glanced up at her shift supervisor, who was staring intently at the large, circular computer display screen. The portly senior controller pointed a

  pudgy finger at the target marked AB90 and shook his head.




  “Eight thousand and still descending.” He turned to Avis. “And you didn’t clear him down?”




  “He never asked. He just started down on his own. I’ve got him on a discrete frequency, and shipped three other flights to the next sector.”




  “This is really weird. What the hell is he up to?”




  “I haven’t a clue. He’s not talking.”




  “What’s ahead of him out there, Avis?”




  “Wide open terrain for the most part. Base altitude of the surrounding desert is about five thousand feet, but some of those buttes – the Mittens, for instance, in Monument Valley

  – stand over a thousand feet high.”




  “Weather’s still clear?”




  “Severe clear. Visibility unlimited. He should be able to see the obstacles ahead, and it looks like a controlled descent.”




  “Try him again, Avis.”




  “AirBridge Ninety, Albuquerque Center, radio check.”




  There was silence for several seconds before the sound of a radio transmitter being keyed filled their headsets and an overhead speaker, the sound of occasional static interlacing the words.




  “Okay, Albuquerque, AirBridge Ninety here. You’re probably wondering what we’re doing?”




  Avis glanced up at the supervisor with raised eyebrows as she keyed the transmitter.




  “That’s affirmative, Ninety. We see your descent. Could you state your intentions?”




  “My guest up here wants to do some sightseeing, then go to Salt Lake City. He’ll let me know what else he wants on the way. Then I’ll let you know.”




  “Is your . . . guest . . . on the frequency?”




  There was a long pause before the speaker crackled to life again.




  “Affirmative, Albuquerque. He’s armed, and he’s listening to every word and telling me what to say.”




  “And there’s nothing we can do for you at the moment?”




  “Ah . . . since you asked . . . he’s telling me that he wants you to have the Attorney General of the United States standing by ready to talk to him, and he wants – demands,

  that is – the Stamford, Connecticut, D.A. and the head of the Colorado State Patrol to be standing by, along with both a Colorado state judge and a federal district judge.”




  Three other controllers had gathered behind Avis and her supervisor. All of them exchanged long, incredulous glances as Avis scribbled down the demands.




  “Understood, Ninety. We’ll do our best. You’re cleared now to any safe altitude above seven thousand feet. Maneuver at your discretion. Please advise when you’re ready to

  head for Salt Lake.”




  “Roger, Albuquerque. I’ll do what I can.”




  Avis looked up at the supervisor. “Is the FBI on line yet?”




  He nodded. “They’re setting up communications now through Washington.”




  

    AIRBRIDGE AIRLINES DISPATCH CENTER, COLORADO SPRINGS INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT. 10:58 A.M.


  




  The Spartan office that housed the dispatch and control functions for AirBridge Airlines was becoming more crowded by the minute. The chief pilot and the vice-president of

  operations were huddled in a corner urgently briefing the airline’s president while a dozen other employees ranged back and forth grabbing every phone not already in use. In the background,

  four dispatchers were trying to keep the airline running while keeping an ear cocked for the latest word on Flight 90. None of the other flights had been told anything.




  “Judy, David Gates wants to talk to you again from Durango.”




  Judy turned away from the cadre of business suits and glanced at Verne Garcia, who was gesturing to one of the blinking lines. She hesitated, then moved to her small desk and grabbed the

  receiver.




  “DFC here.”




  “Ms. Smith?”




  “It’s pretty busy here, David. I need you to stand by. I expect the FBI will be calling you in a few minutes.”




  “I know, but there’s something else I think you need to know.”




  “What?”




  “The passenger whose wife is still on the plane? I didn’t know this, but Ken asked him to get off. He was looking for pilots.”




  Judy rubbed her eyes and tried to make sense of the copilot’s statement.




  “What do you mean, David? Who was looking for pilots?”




  “Let . . . let me put him on. You really need to hear this.”




  She heard the phone being handed over, and a new voice filled the line.




  “This is Johnny Beck.”




  Judy introduced herself. “Mr. Beck, I’m very sorry we left you behind. Can you tell me how it happened?”




  As he talked, Judy began making her trademark doodles on a legal pad, a steady flow of circles and triangles.




  Just as suddenly, she stopped.




  “Wait a minute. The captain asked you to do what?”




  “I was talking to him in the cockpit, and he told me he’d forgotten to pick up his new flight plan, and would I run in and get it for him.”




  “And that’s when you left the plane?”




  “Yes, ma’am. But no one in this office knew what he was talking about, and when I headed back outside, the door was closed and the engines were starting.”




  “Was there someone else in the cockpit, or standing in the doorway, when you were there, Mr. Beck?”




  “No. No one was around but the captain and me.”




  “You’re sure?”




  “Yes.”




  “How about on the ramp, say, at the bottom of the stairs?”




  “No, ma’am. I was the only one near the aircraft when I got off.”




  Judy closed her eyes and tried to envision the scene. He had gone inside, made some inquiries, then returned. He had gone inside looking for a flight plan that Ken Wolfe should have known

  wouldn’t be there. Dispatch wouldn’t be sending a new flight plan to an aircraft that maintenance had yet to examine.




  “How long were you inside, Mr. Beck?”




  “Not more than three minutes, four tops. Ma’am, Nancy . . . my wife . . . is on the airplane. She’s pregnant and probably worried silly about me, since I didn’t come back

  aboard.” His voice broke slightly, the stress and worry clearly audible. “Where are they now? Are you sure they’re okay?”




  Judy calculated the time it would take for the ground crew to move the stairs and the flight attendant to close the door, let alone the time it would take to start the engines. Three minutes

  would barely be enough.




  “Mr. Beck, are you sure he had an engine running when you returned?”




  “Yes. Yes, absolutely. But where are they now?”




  Judy realized she had been only half-listening to his question.




  “I’m sorry, Mr. Beck. The aircraft’s headed for Phoenix right now, and we’ll get this figured out and get you two back together as soon as we can.” The lie rolled

  too easily out of her mouth, she thought, but what should she say? Your lovely wife is a hostage of some unknown maniac who’s commandeered one of our jets?




  No, a lie would do for now.




  Judy thanked him and replaced the receiver with her eyes riveted on the group of senior executives in the corner.




  Judy felt a cold buzz erupt somewhere in her body. It spread rapidly outward, making her legs feel weak, and she held the corner of her desk as she sat down. Verne Garcia’s words were all

  too fresh suddenly in her memory: Wolfe looked a bit strange to me, Verne had said. It was like he was somewhere else, you know? He had a kind of distant, disengaged look.




  There were two pilots aboard, and the captain had managed to get both of them off the airplane.




  Why?




  She rubbed her eyes and shook her head slightly to expunge the small wave of apprehension.




  

    FBI HEADQUARTERS, WASHINGTON, D.C. 11:00 A.M. MDT, 1:00 P.M. EDT.


  




  Agent Clark Roberts took the hijacking alert from the FAA Command Center in Virginia and began carefully following the established procedures, notifying the appropriate

  superiors and the field office in Denver and the resident agency office in Colorado Springs. He’d already started the search for the FBI’s nearest hostage negotiator when another agent

  leaned in the door.




  “We’ve got a demand from the subject. You on a first name basis with the Attorney General of the United States?”




  Roberts frowned and narrowed his eyes.




  “What?”




  “He’s demanding a line to the Attorney General, the Stamford D.A., and the head of the Colorado State Patrol, along with a state judge and federal judge.”




  “Who is?”




  “The hijacker.”




  “You kidding?” Clark Roberts watched the other agent shake his head. “You’re not kidding! Lord. A demand like that means it’s political.”




  “Also, he’s headed to Salt Lake City. I checked a second ago. We’ve got an agent there who’s trained.”




  “Good!”




  “But . . . it’s a she.”




  Roberts looked at the other man carefully. “A woman?”




  He nodded. “You want to call?”




  “When did we train a female negotiator?” Roberts asked.




  “We’ve got several of them, but that’s not her primary job, Clark. However, she has a degree in psychology and she worked as a psychologist for three years before she became an

  agent at the Bureau. Our esteemed deputy director said to tell you we go with her.”




  “This lady have a name?”




  “Here’s her number in Salt Lake. Agent Katherine Bronsky. I already dialed her beeper and gave your number. We’re setting up a command post of sorts at the airport, with the

  help of the airport police, and she needs to be out there yesterday.”




  “How much experience does Agent Bronsky have?”




  The other agent looked at Roberts with a guarded smile and waited a few seconds before answering. “Seems she’s in her second year as a basic agent, but they let her take the hostage

  negotiator school at Quantico earlier than normal about a month ago because of her previous experience.”




  “Oh, Lord.”




  “Hey, maybe she’ll bring a fresh perspective. And after all, we don’t even know if the hijacker is male or female.”




  “It would be politically incorrect of me to object on the basis that a marginally qualified female has no business dealing with a hijacker of any gender, so I won’t.”




  “Good. I didn’t hear you not say that.”




  Clark Roberts shook his head. “How long before the aircraft can get to Salt Lake?”




  “At least a half hour.”




  “And how long before we’re set up there?” Roberts added.




  “At least a half hour.”




  “Did I ever tell you you’re a joy to work with?”




  “No.”




  “Good. Don’t hold your damn breath.”




  

    ABOARD AIRBRIDGE FLIGHT 90. 11:05 A.M.


  




  

    

      “Folks, this is your captain again. Put down whatever you’re reading and look out of either side of the aircraft. You’re about to get a spectacular view

      of the historic buttes which make up Monument Valley. You’ve seen them in a thousand Western movies, now we’re going to see them up close.”


    


  




  Annette looked once more into the frightened eyes of her two co-workers as they stood in the rear galley where she’d briefed them on the hijacking. “I’ve got

  to get back up there before he looks through the peephole.”




  Bev nodded as Kevin pointed to the side of the aircraft. “I don’t know what the hell this excursion has to do with anything, but I want to see it.”




  Annette hurried back up the aisle, almost missing the voice of the young woman in seat 18E.




  “Miss, please! Could I talk to you?”




  Annette turned, startled to find herself facing the wife of the young pilot who had entered the cockpit back in Durango. She felt her stomach tightening as she wondered again whether he could be

  the hijacker, and whether she, too, might be involved.




  “Yes?”




  “I’m Nancy Beck. My husband went up front when the captain asked if anyone wanted to see the cockpit back in Durango. I haven’t seen him since then, and I just . . . you know,

  want to make sure he’s riding on the jumpseat up there.”




  Annette forced herself to smile. “That’s exactly where he is, Mrs. Beck.”




  She smiled and sat back, looking relieved. “Thanks a lot.”
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