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PROLOGUE


Clear blue skies. Clear blue water. Not a harbinger of things to come. Captain Doug Purcell strolled on board Enterprise Air Flight 155 and glanced over at the three flight attendants preparing the cabin.


“Hey, Sandy. Glad to see you on board. Feeling okay about this?”


The young woman looked up, forcing an unsteady smile. “After those other two crashes, I can’t say I’m excited about any of this. But …” she raised her outstretched hands and shrugged, “… guess we have to keep up a good front. I’ll tell you one thing though, we don’t have any children on board this flight.”


“Doesn’t surprise me. I wouldn’t let my kids fly these days. Hell, I wouldn’t let my wife or anybody else in my family fly, but we’re not supposed to say that publicly, of course.”


Doug moved into the cockpit, hung up his jacket, stowed his kit bag to the left of his seat, checked his headset and the flash light, emergency manuals and in-route charts and began to run through a few of his own check lists on his side. He checked his oxygen mask and smoke goggle and tuned the Nav receiver to the appropriate frequency for the departure procedure from the airport.


“Finished the walk-around, flight plans are fully loaded and the ATIS says the weather and NOTAMS are good to go,” the first officer said as he slid into the right hand seat. “We’ve got good winds. Guess that’s better than an ill wind,” he muttered.


“I just have to figure the odds,” Doug said.


“The odds?”


“Well, yeah. Thousands of flights. Two explosions, or whatever the hell happened.”


“Sounds like Flight 800 all over again. I never really believed the explanation on that one, did you?”


“Not sure. But that was a long time ago. They’ve fixed the fuel tanks, so these latest crashes don’t make a lot of sense. Nothing showed up on any radar … anywhere.”


“I know. That’s what makes it so weird. Anyway, guess we’d better get hustling here. I can’t wait to get to Chicago. My wife’s planning some sort of birthday bash for the twins this weekend.”


“Sounds good. I need to get home too. I promised Lorri I’d get to our daughter’s final soccer match. Her team’s in first place.” He looked over his shoulder and saw the last of their sixty-two passengers stowing their luggage and settling down. “Don’t have a full flight this time, but I can’t say that I blame them.”


“Look, everybody’s up in arms about those two crashes. NTSB doesn’t have a clue, and we’re getting cancellations right and left. This run from Logan to O’Hare used to be packed.”


“I know. At least we’ve got a few risk-takers. And speaking of our passengers …” he closed the door, turned on the seat belt sign and cued Sandy to make her announcement.


The first officer then read off the check list and Doug began the routine. Hydraulic pumps-High, Pressurization-Set, Fuel pumps-On. They quickly went through the two dozen items, got on the intercom to the ground crew and heard, “Captain. We’re all cleared. We’ve pulled the chocks. All doors are closed. We’re ready for pushback.”


Doug contacted ground control and was issued his taxi instructions, “Enterprise one-five-five, taxi to runway four right, via Alpha to Bravo. Wind is zero-five at twelve.”


He then switched to tower frequency and said, “Enterprise one-five-five ready for take-off.”


“Roger, Enterprise one-five-five. Cleared to take off runway four.”


“Enterprise one-five-five cleared to go,” Doug responded as he taxied to the runway. Once in position, he turned the transponder and exterior lights on, put his hand on the throttles and advanced the power toward the takeoff setting. As he accelerated down the runway, the co-captain called out, “Eighty knots.” Then, “V-one … rotate.”


“Positive rate, gear up.”


He heard the radio call from the tower, “Enterprise one-five-five contact departure control on one-one-nine-point-four-five.”


“Roger. Switching to departure. Good day.” Doug turned to his co-captain, “Flaps up.”


The co-pilot took the flap handle and moved it to the up position and then, as commanded, began the after take off check list as the aircraft began the initial climb to its cruising altitude.


In the main cabin, Sandy sat in her jump seat, gazing out at the morning sun as its rays peaked through a few wispy clouds on the horizon. “Sure is a gorgeous day,” she said to the attendant next to her.


“Sure is. By the way, is that a new ring on your finger?”


Sandy held out her left hand and stared at the solitaire diamond in the simple Tiffany setting. “Yes. He gave it to me on our last stop-over in Chicago. We were having dinner at the Drake Hotel. That’s where he usually stays when he’s on his business trips. Anyway, right in the middle of the Cappuccino, he pulls out the little blue box and voila. Can you believe it?”


The other woman sighed. “You are so lucky. I have to admit I’m envious. Is he going to meet you when we land?”


Sandy hesitated. “You mean if we land?”


“Oh c’mon, kiddo. How long have we all been flying? So there were a couple of accidents. They happen. We know that. Relax. This is a pretty short hop. We’ll be there in no time and you and Mr. Right can go back to the Drake and … make plans.”


Captain Purcell checked his watch. Eight AM. An on-time takeoff, he mused as they headed east into the sun. He thought about the water below and pictured a weekend on their small powerboat docked at Belmont Harbor. If his daughter’s soccer team ended up winning the championship, maybe they could take a couple of the girls out for a spin to celebrate. He began to bank left and head toward Chicago when suddenly he felt the plane shudder. “What the hell was that?” he shouted to the co-captain.


“Jesus. What’s happening? Look! Fire indication on the left engine.”


The plane began to bank harder to the left. The chime sounded four times. Doug pushed the button and heard Sandy screaming. “We have an explosion … a fire … passengers injured … wait … oh my God!”


Sandy’s left hand was pressed against her forehead, the diamond creating a jagged prism of light as the sun reflected through the shaking windows. She continued on the intercom, her voice now coming in sobs, “Loss of cabin pressure … masks are down … the cabin is filling with fog … wind noise … pandemonium … can’t help them now.”


Doug heard the screams of sixty-two souls as he realized a hole had been blown in the wing root and fuel was pouring out. The shouts from the cabin continued. “We’ve been hit. We’re all going to die! Help me. Help me. Please.” Plaintive cries were mixed with screams of terror as Sandy’s voice was heard over the din. “Captain. It’s total chaos.”


The master caution light was on. They were losing hydraulic pressure fast. “Holy shit. What the hell?” the co-pilot yelled. “We’re losing control.”


Doug shouted, “Full right rudder. Pull up. Pull up. Raise the nose.” He called out to Departure Control, “Mayday! Mayday! Mayday! Enterprise one-five-five is declaring an emergency. We’ve been hit. We’ve lost control.”


“What do you mean you’ve been hit?” the departure controller exclaimed. He turned to his supervisor. “No other aircraft in the area.”


The supervisor stared wide-eyed at the radar panel. He saw nothing but Enterprise Air plummeting down. “Good God! Oh my God! Enterprise one-five-five. Departure … over … Enterprise one-five-five?” No response.


Doug struggled as fire burned through the main spar, then the left wing buckled and collapsed. The plane began to roll and spiral downward. He gripped the throttles with white knuckles. There was nothing he could do. A picture of his wife, her long brown hair flying in the breeze flashed through his mind. He closed his eyes and whispered, “Lorri … I love you!”




CHAPTER ONE


THE WHITE HOUSE


The VH-60N helicopter dubbed Marine One hovered over the helipad on the South Lawn of the White House. The impressive craft with two-hundred square feet of interior space housed a large cabin, lavatory, along with the latest communications equipment and missile defense systems. With seating for fourteen passengers, it was, in fact, a flying Oval Office.


When the pilot landed, a fold-down stairway was extended. In his new chopper, the president of the United States never had to duck down when making photogenic arrivals.


He gave a subtle sign to the pilot who nodded imperceptibly. It was the signal to keep the five flared rotor blades turning, thus drowning out the shouts of the gaggle of newsmen straining behind a rope rail at the Diplomatic Entrance to the White House.


“Mr. President … Mr. President …”


“Who shot down our planes?”


“Was it al Qaeda?”


“Were they missiles? Nothing on radar …”


“Did you feel safe flying today? Air Force One has systems. But what about Americans on planes with no protection?”


The president pointed to the rotors, cupped his ear in an I can’t hear you gesture and hurried through the doors to the Diplomatic Reception Room. He walked past the painted murals on the curved blue walls and hurried into the hallway where his chief of staff was rushing to meet him.


“Is she here?”


“Yes, sir. She’s in the Oval along with the vice president and Austin Gage.”


“Good. Let’s get the hell over there.”


Dr. Cameron Talbot jumped up from the plush white couch as the president entered the room. She pushed a strand of strawberry blond hair back behind her headband and straightened the skirt of her navy blue uit.


Vice President Jayson Keller was standing near the white fireplace next to the national security advisor, Austin Gage. They had greeted her when she arrived and asked her to sit down for a few moments while they went over their notes. She had met Austin Gage some months ago and saw that the erudite advisor was clad in his trademark pin striped suit.


This was her first encounter with Keller, the charismatic second-in-command, and she could see why many had dubbed it the kangaroo ticket during the election. More strength in the hind legs. The VP exuded a kind of confidence most politicians had to practice constantly to stay in the game.


The president nodded to the two men but walked directly to Dr. Talbot and extended his hand. “Thank you for coming over on such short notice. Sorry I was a bit delayed on this trip. Our pilots are taking all sorts of circuitous routes these days. Please sit down. We need to talk.”


He set his briefcase on the polished mahogany desk and pulled up a green striped side chair. The two others sat on the couch across from Dr. Talbot and opened their leather notebooks.


“Now then,” the president began, “We all know the country’s in an uproar over these plane crashes. Damn terrorists, or whoever they are, have pulled off a hat trick, and the market’s down five-hundred points in the last three days. The Airline Pilots’ Association is clamoring for new systems to protect our airliners, and nobody seems to know, yet, what’s bringing down the planes.” He turned to his NSC advisor. “Austin, anything new from your people?”


“Nothing yet, sir. No group has claimed responsibility. We’ve been coordinating with Janis over at FBI, with our best CIA people, Interpol, the British, the Israelis, we’re even drilling the Russians because so many of their SA-7 Strela shoulder-fired missiles are floating around just waiting for some militant to pick them up. We had one report about how easy it is to get missiles from a former Red army base in Kutaisi, Georgia.”


“Why is it easy at that place?” the president asked impatiently.


“First of all, there are no lights at night. They turn off the electricity from midnight until dawn, so it’s pretty simple to move around undetected. Second, those places are guarded by soldiers who earn about fifty bucks a month. They’re so poor, they can’t even afford boots. They wear slippers. So some terrorist comes along and gives the guy a thousand dollars and bingo, you’ve got an instant fire sale.”


“But who says it’s one of their rockets?” the president pressed. “The FAA is telling us that in each one of these three crashes, nothing, absolutely nothing showed up on radar and nobody reported seeing anything in the sky. No planes. No missiles. Nothing.”


“If I may, Mr. President.”


“Go ahead, Jay.”


The vice president shifted in his seat and leaned forward. “I know that at Logan they said they didn’t see anything, but when that plane took off, it was first heading east, right into the sun. So it would be pretty hard to see anything from the Tower at that angle.” He shook his head and added, “I admit the radar part is really puzzling though.”


The president turned to Dr. Talbot. “As I’m sure you know, our Department of Homeland Security has got contracts out with a couple of defense contractors to adapt military defense technology to our commercial fleet.”


She nodded and said, “Yes, Mr. President. I know about the contracts. Oh, and you can call me Cammy.”


“Yes, Cammy. I remember. Last time you were in this office, you were here because you had invented a new technology for a defense against cruise missiles. It was an incredible feat, and we’re all in your debt for your work on that project.”


Austin Gage interjected, “You probably prevented another war between India and Pakistan when you deployed your system and took control of that weapon aimed at New Delhi.”


Cammy saw a ray of sunshine glinting off of a picture frame behind the president’s desk and reflected on her last meeting in this historic room. She had been with Hunt Daniels, a member of the National Security Council staff who had worked with her on Q-3 as her technology was called. He had helped her get funding from Congress, protected her when a foreign agent had tried to kill her, and finally made love to her in a way no other man had ever done. She had fallen for him. Hard. And now? Now he was overseas somewhere. On some sort of secret mission, she imagined. He hadn’t told her, hadn’t called her, hadn’t seen her in months.


“Dr. Talbot? Or rather, Cammy? Are you all right?” the president asked as he scrutinized her serious expression.


She looked up, flustered. “Oh, I’m sorry. I was just thinking about our previous meeting, Mr. President. But now, how … I mean … what can I do for you now … sir?”


The president exchanged a glance with Jay Keller and explained. “About these crashes. Nobody thinks they were mere accidents. Everybody here believes they are part of a calculated plan by a very sophisticated terrorist organization. We don’t know which one, but damn it, we’re going to find out, and we’d better find out fast.”


The vice president nodded his agreement. “Here’s the situation. As the president said, we have contracts out to try and put military technology on our planes. There are several systems out there. Military jets have sensors that can tell when they’ve been targeted. They can send out flares or chaff so the missile might go after the decoys. But the jet still takes evasive action. A jumbo jet filled with hundreds of passengers can’t exactly fly in loops and you can’t have a bunch of decoys or flares landing on our cities and towns. It’s different in a war zone. Now we need something else.


“There are different kinds of jammers they’re also working on but the systems have to be serviced every 300 or 400 hours. We can’t take our planes out of service all the time. That’s just not practical. And besides, they’re talking about at least two million per plane, and we’ve got something like sixty-eight hundred planes flying in this country.”


The president picked up the discussion. “Another company is working on a system that would put a network of sensors all around airports so that when they detect some heat-seeking device, they can use a high-powered microwave beam to confuse the missile and send it off course. But that costs about $25 million per airport, and we’ve got a hell of a lot of airports, to say nothing about the ones overseas.”


“And speaking of numbers,” Austin inerjected, “there are at least half a million missiles of various kinds, many shoulder-fired models, that could be used to bring down a plane. Or a helicopter. We thought we were lucky when we hadn’t been hit in the last 30 years. Did you know that over forty aircraft in other parts of the world have been hit by some sort of missile since the 70’s?”


“I knew there had been a lot of attacks,” Cammy said. “When I was doing my research I read about the Israeli jet in Kenya that was almost brought down years ago, so yes, sir, I’m well aware of the threat. In fact, I’ve been working on a new laser technique …”


“Precisely why you’re here,” the president said. “We know that your company, Bandaq Technologies, has been on the leading edge of several defensive systems, and we wanted to enlist your help, right now, in this fight to protect air travel. We can’t go on like this. We’ve got to have a new system. It must be fast, reliable and more economical than what we have now because what we’ve got now is useless.”


The NSC advisor interrupted. “I don’t know that I’d go quite that far, Mr. President. It isn’t that it’s useless, it’s just that it’s taking too long and well, I admit it’s too expensive. Our major airlines are all in financial trouble.”


“Financial trouble?” Jay asked. “That’s the understatement of the day. They’re trying to save two million dollars a year not giving out pretzels, and you think they’re going to pop for a new defensive system?”


“I know. You’re right about that,” Austin said. “But last I heard, the secretary at Homeland Security was pushing for another appropriation so they can pour more R&D money into those contractors to speed up the process.”


“We’ll let DHS handle the contractors. If they come up with something, fine. But meanwhile, I want a special project, and I think Dr. Talbot is the one to head it up. How about it, Cammy? Can you work with us on this?”


Cammy sat back, her mind racing. Yes, she had been working on a new scheme. She had been collaborating with a former colleague at M.I.T. who was one of the smartest guys in the research arena. But this was big. This was huge. The whole country was being held hostage by a terrorist trifecta, and now the president of the United States was turning to her to save not only the airline industry, but the whole economy. She was stunned.


“Well, Dr. Talbot? Can you tell us more about your new laser and if you think you can speed up the process?” the president asked directly.


Cammy took a deep breath and began. “You see, Mr. President, it’s true that I’m working on a new laser. I have a researcher at M.I.T., and we’ve been exchanging ideas about a whole new concept.”


“Go on.”


“We had planned to pitch it to the Pentagon, but it might have commercial applications. It’s an idea we’ve been working on for months now.”


“Can you put it on a commercial jet?” The vice president asked, staring at her intently.


“I don’t know. I mean, I’m not sure, yet.”


“How long will it take to find out?” Austin asked.


“If we had a crash project? Uh, sorry, wrong term.”


The president shook his head and shrugged. “Look, we’re all rattled right now. The entire country is looking to us for answers, for solutions to this mess. I know this is a tall order, but after I saw what you did with your last missile defense system, I feel you’re the right person to work on this one.”


“But that was different, sir. That was a defense against guided missiles. I just had to figure out the frequency the terrorists were using to communicate with the missile, use that same frequency, go in, scramble their signal and redirect the missile away from the target. It was a completely different problem.”


“I realize that. But from what we know about your new research, we want you to try. Will you do that?” the president implored.


Cammy took a deep breath and gave the only answer she could give, “Of course, Mr. President. I’ll do everything I can. I just don’t know how long …”


“We don’t have much time. The press is hammering me on these attacks, and I don’t see any recovery coming in the market as long as the threat is out there.”


“Have you thought about shutting down the airlines like we did after 9/11?” Cammy asked.


“Not yet. If we shut down our airline transportation system, you’re looking at a loss of at least fifteen billion dollars a week or more in revenue and cost to our entire economy. No, we can’t do that. Not yet anyway.”


He turned to Austin. “I want your staff to work every angle you can on the whole terrorism question. I want telephone and internet surveillance by NSA stepped up, and quite frankly I don’t give a damn if lawsuits are filed this time. We’ve got to find these bastards.” The NSC advisor made some notes.


The president then focused on Jay Keller. “And I want you to coordinate the new missile defense projects. Work with Dr. Talbot here and pull in anybody you think could be useful. Got that?”


“Why don’t we bring back Hunt Daniels?” Austin asked.


Cammy jolted upright. Just hearing his name again almost brought tears to her eyes.


“Good idea,” the president said. “He should be about finished with that project in South Korea, right?”


The NSC advisor nodded and said, “Yes, we can get him back. And now that you mention it, he worked with Dr. Talbot before. So let’s give these two another try. Is that all right with you, Cammy?”


What could she say? She could hardly admit that she’d fallen in love with a man who might have dumped her. Her personal problems paled in comparison to the terrorism threats facing the country. She looked up at the president’s expectant gaze and simply said, “I’ll try.”




CHAPTER TWO


ROCKVILLE, MARYLAND


Cammy stared into the iris recognition box to the right of the entry to her office and heard the click in the biometric device. She pushed through the double doors and headed down the well-lit hallway, her navy blue heels clicking on the tile floor.


She stopped at a door with a name plate that read VICE PRESIDENT OF CORPORATE COMMUNICATIONS and stepped inside. “Hey Mel, got a minute?”


Melanie Duvall looked up from a desk littered with copies of Air Force Times, Jane’s Fighting Ships, and stacks of press releases. She smiled at her friend. “Sure. What’s up?”


Cammy saw four boxes at the edge of the desk that read IN, OUT, LATER, MAYBE NEVER and burst out laughing. “So what’s this? A new filing system?”


“Why not? Even with everything supposedly online, this place still produces so much paper, I had to get organized. Hey, what’s with the fancy suit?”


“Just got back from the White House.”


“The White House?” Mel answered, raising her eyebrows. “What’s happening? Another new project to save the world?”


“Basically, yes,” Cammy said. “You know that new laser system I’ve been researching with Wen Hu?”


“That smart guy at M.I.T.?”


“Yes, that one. Well, the president has asked me to speed up the process and see if we can apply it to commercial airliners.”


“Wow! Because of all the crashes?”


“Exactly. But I don’t know if I can do it,” Cammy said.


“Well, if anybody can do it, you can. Have you told Bollinger yet?”


“Not yet. I’m heading to his office now. You work with him more than I do, how do you think he’ll react?”


“You know, ever since he went from CFO to CEO he’s become even more of a tyrant. All he talks about is profit and loss and his precious bottom line. I always wondered why the board picked an accountant to head up a big company like this.”


“I know what you mean. I’ve always figured that an accountant was somebody who didn’t have enough personality to become an economist,” Cammy said with a wry smile.


“That about says it. Ever notice how he always has that constantly affronted look? Like whatever you’re about to say will be disregarded, so why bother?”


“That’s what I’m afraid of. On the other hand, this is a project requested by the president. So how could he possibly object?”


“I don’t know, but he’ll probably think of something. By the way, I was going to call you later to see if you want to go running with me tonight? Weather’s decent, and we could hit the canal. What do you think?”


“Tonight? I thought you had your karate class.”


“I usually do,” Mel said. “My Sensei got the flu or something, so he cancelled this week. I need the exercise, so why don’t you take a break and come along?”


Cammy checked her watch. It was already late afternoon and she wanted to talk to her boss and then spend some FaceTime with Wen Hu to see how they could advance their work on the laser. On the other hand, she’d been working long hours all week and would like to do the run. “Sure, let’s go for it. Tell you what, when I get finished here and back to our building, I’ll buzz your apartment, and maybe we can head out around seven. Okay?”


“Sounds like a plan.”


Cammy closed the door and took the elevator up to the executive suites. She stopped at the secretary’s desk and asked, “Is Mr. Bollinger available? I’ve got something important.”


The woman picked up her phone and buzzed the boss. “Excuse me, sir, but Dr. Talbot is here. Can you spare a moment?” She paused and then nodded to Cammy to go right in.


The short, wiry CEO motioned Cammy to a maroon leather chair in front of his massive walnut desk. “What’s up, Doctor? You don’t venture to this floor very often.”


Cammy sat down, crossed her legs and began. “I just came back from a meeting at the White House with the president, the vice president and the national security advisor.”


Stan looked at her, his dark eyes showing more emotion than usual. “The White House? I didn’t know you were going over there.”


“Yes, well, it was a quick call. They asked me to come over for an emergency meeting, and I wanted to tell you about it right away.”


“What did they want?”


“It all has to do with the plane crashes. They want me to scale up my new laser program and see if it can be adapted for use on commercial airliners as a defense against these types of attacks.”


Bollinger rubbed his chin and thought for a moment. “You say he wants to see if your laser can be put on our fleet of airplanes?”


“That’s right.”


He stood up from his desk and started pacing across the room. After a few strides, he turned to face her and exclaimed, “No way! Your division is no where near operational status. I hope you didn’t tell them you could do it.”


“I said I would try,” she answered defiantly.


“Jesus Christ! That laser idea of yours is never going to work on a large plane. I only let you spend your time on it because … well … you had one success with that Q-3 project, and I figured I owed you a little freedom. But this time, I have a sense it’ll never work. And if the press finds out we’re supposed to be applying some new technology to save lives and it doesn’t work, our name will be mud in the entire defense industry.”


“But Stan …”


“No buts. This could be a fucking disaster! Look what’s happened to Sterling Dynamics.”


“What do you mean?”


“You know that Sterling has one of those DHS contracts to try and put a shield around airports for just this sort of defense, and their systems aren’t working worth a damn. At least not yet anyway. And every time there’s a story about how it’s taking them forever to get the damn thing to function, their stock price takes a hit. I don’t need that kind of trouble.”


“But the president asked …”


Stan walked over to the large picture window and stared out at a bank of trees that had been planted to block his view of the employee parking lot. “I don’t like this. I don’t like this at all. Three planes have been shot down. Market’s going to hell. Nobody wants to fly anywhere, and the president thinks you’re going to save his ass? Give me a break.”


Cammy shifted uncomfortably in her chair and posed a question. “So you’re telling me to defy the president of the United States and not help when I might be able make a difference here? You’ve got to be kidding.”


He turned around to face her again and skewered her with a piercing gaze. “I’m never kidding. Or haven’t you noticed?” He sat down at his desk, leaned back in his leather desk chair and thought for a long moment. Finally, he shook his head and gave an audible sigh. “As I said, I don’t like this. It’s going to be a boondoggle, I’m pretty sure of that. In fact, the only decent part of this equation is that we could bill the administration for time and materials to re-tool that crazy idea of yours.” He paused again and pursed his lips into his familiar frown. “What a mess!”


Cammy matched his stare, keeping eye contact. She didn’t look away. She wasn’t going to be intimidated by this short-sighted little man who never seemed to have an original thought. All he ever did was to demand projections, cost estimates and constant reviews. Yet, here she was, a scientist with nothing but new ideas.


After she had left the White House, she had analyzed her work on the laser and begun to get excited about the possibilities of bringing a new version on line to help the president. Not just the president, but the entire country.


As she sat still and kept her head raised in anticipation of her boss’s next comment, Cammy felt more emboldened than ever. If he wouldn’t let her pursue this, she’d figure out a way to do it somewhere else.


As if reading her mind, the CEO leaned forward and asked her a question. “You really think this laser is going to work, don’t you?”


Cammy slowly nodded her head. “Look, Stan, I know you have other priorities. But right now, the country doesn’t. This project could be the most important thing we’ve developed since … well, since Q-3.”


“Okay, I’ll give you Q-3. It worked. I still don’t think this thing’s going to pan out, but I’ll give you a couple of weeks. And if it doesn’t, I’m pulling the plug. I can’t afford to keep your whole department heading down some blind alley. Do you understand me?”


“Perfectly,” Cammy replied.


“One more thing,” Stan said as Cammy was about to stand up, “For heaven’s sake, keep it out of the press. Tell Melanie to shut up about it. If that thing doesn’t work, I don’t want Sterling or any of our stockholders finding out that we have some fiasco on our hands. Got that?”


“Yes, sir. I most certainly do.”


Back in the lab, Cammy reviewed her latest set of notes on the laser project. She hoped her friend and fellow scientist would be available. She desperately needed to talk to him, see if she could persuade him to devote more time to their collaboration, and hopefully figure out a way to double-time their experiments.


She had met him when she was working on her Ph.D. at M.I.T. They had been in the same class. When she opted for a job with Bandaq, he accepted an offer to stay in Cambridge to teach and continue his research. They had worked on a couple of projects together, and now she needed his advice and expertise more than ever. She set up her computer, keyed in his number and after a few rings saw his image on the screen.


“Dr. Wen Hu here.”


“Hello, Doctor, it’s Cammy.”


“Yes, Cammy, I saw the ID. How are you today?”


“Quite frankly, I’m in a bit of a jam here.”


“I seem to have some troubles of my own. Do you remember we talked about my attending that symposium at the University of Chicago?”


“Yes, but then you said you changed your plans at the last minute because of some work you needed to do.”


“That is correct. But do you remember when that conference was?”


“Wait a minute. Uh, it’s going on this week, isn’t it?”


“Quite so. The plane that was shot down at Logan Airport? I was originally scheduled to be on board.”


“Oh no,” she exclaimed. “Thank God you changed your plans.”


“Yes, indeed. But I find it to be a rather strange coincidence.”


“What do you mean?”


“I’ll tell you in a minute. But first tell me your situation.”


“I was called into a meeting at the White House this morning,” Cammy said. “And this must stay just between us, okay?”


“Most certainly. But the White House. I’m impressed. What was the subject?”


“It’s about our project. They keep track of our R&D, so they know about my work on a new laser. Now they want me to see if I can speed up the research and try and apply the technology to our commercial planes as a new protection device.”


“Because of the recent attacks, of course.”


“Yes. Everyone is so up in arms about the crashes, they’re trying everything. Or maybe I should say, they’ll try anything.”


“I see what you mean,” he replied. “I’ve had a few new ideas about our project. Let me make a suggestion. Could you come up here so we could work together for a day?”


“Sure, why not? When would be a good time?”


“The sooner the better. Maybe tomorrow.”


“Let me check.” Cammy brought up another screen to check her calendar, saw that there was a staff meeting and a luncheon briefing by their internal control officer, but she figured she could miss both of those. “Yes, I could do that. It’s just that I don’t want to …”


“Fly,” he finished her sentence. “I completely understand. I know the train ride is quite long, but we can be in touch if need be while you’re on the train and then when you get here, we’d still have several hours to work together. Could you do that?”


“Yes. I’ll make a reservation on the Acela. But wait a minute, tell me more about that cancelled flight.”


There was a long pause. Wen Hu then said in a halting voice, “It’s rather difficult. I’m worried that my research, our research, may be compromised.”


“Compromised? How is that possible?”


“I have been contacted several times by agents of my country asking me to come back to China and work there. They know I have no desire to go back to Beijing. I want to stay in America and do my work here. But they are most insistent. Rather ironic, isn’t it?”


“Ironic?” Cammy asked.


“Yes. The government there is insisting that people like me, ones who came on a legal H-1b work visa, go back, but when the American immigration officials try to repatriate the thousands who come here illegally, China refuses to take them.”


“Yes, I’ve heard about that. Guess they’re trying to pick and choose.”


“I suppose you are right. Then again, while China won’t take back forty or fifty thousand people who fled the country for a better life, they are insisting that the ones who came here for religious reasons must return.”


“Our government wouldn’t force those people to go back.”


“I know. So I guess it is a bit of a standoff. Now in my case, they have been exerting enormous pressure. They make new threats all the time.”


“But if you say no, they can’t force you to go back,” Cammy protested.


“They obviously think they can. You see, they are very interested in my work. They want it for their own defense projects. They don’t want me to get the patents. They want them.”


“Okay, so they’re competitive. Just say no.”


“It’s a bit more complicated than the old Nancy Reagan program, if I may be so bold. You see, they have been making threats about my family back in China. They’re saying that if I don’t return, they will either see that my family is never allowed to emigrate or that I may not be allowed to continue my research.”


“But that’s awful. I mean, here we are working on a new technique that might be able to save lives when a bunch of crazy terrorists are shooting down our planes, and who knows? Their planes might be next. Why in the world would they be so nasty as to want to take your technology or harm your family? Competition is one thing, but we’ve been cooperating with China on all sorts of projects and trade deals. Why get so difficult?”


“I’m afraid you don’t understand the Chinese mind. We, I mean China, ruled the world as they knew it for a thousand years, and they are determined to be pre-eminent once again. They see America and its strength in technology as just a short detour on their road to domination again, and anything they can get their hands on at this point is fair game to them. As for the trade deals, certainly they trade with America. But look who still has the big trade deficit.”


“I see your point. Look, I don’t want you to be in any kind of danger. That’s just not right. But wait! You don’t think this has anything to do with your being scheduled on the flight do you? How would they have known your itinerary?”


“They probably saw the notice of the Chicago symposium, and they speculated about which flight I would take. On the other hand, even though I’ve got a great firewall, maybe they’ve hacked into my computer. I do change all my passwords frequently though.”


“This is crazy. If they want your … our … technology, they wouldn’t try to kill you and take dozens of other people with you when the plane went down. This is just too preposterous,” Cammy said.


“Yes, I agree it is a crazy thought. I am probably being overly paranoid.”


“Well, with all that’s going on, I can certainly understand your concern. Then again, I don’t always believe in coincidences. But this is almost too weird to contemplate. Now let me ask you something. Do you still want to work with me on the laser?”


“Yes, I do. I will not capitulate to their demands. Please come up here tomorrow and let’s see what we can do for your White House. I shall be waiting.”




CHAPTER THREE


THE WHITE HOUSE


The cameramen in the back of the East Room of the White House jockeyed for position and adjusted their tripods as members of the press corps grabbed seats and shuffled their notes. A buzz of conversation bounced off the white walls and polished wooden floor. The gold drapery was the only adornment in place to mute the noise.


The room had been set up quickly for this impromptu news conference, and everyone was anxious for it to begin. The print reporters were close to their evening deadlines, and the TV correspondents needed time to grab the shortest logical sound bite from the president, add their own voice-over explanation and do their live stand-ups on the North lawn for the next top-of-the-hour cable news headlines.


The cameras began to roll, filming a long shot of the president coming down the impressive hallway with its deep red carpet, stepping up to his podium with the presidential seal affixed to the front and a set of American flags behind. He pulled out what looked like a short announcement.


“Ladies and Gentleman,” the president began. “The United States airline system has suffered three major attacks in the last week. We are well aware of the effect of these senseless terrorist acts on our transportation systems, our stock market and the well- being of the American people, but especially on the families of those who have lost their lives. I am here to reassure you that I have deployed every resource at my disposal to locate and disarm the group responsible for so much loss of innocent life. Make no mistake. We will find these cowards and they will be prosecuted!


“At this time, our Department of Homeland Security is working with several of our top defense contractors to speed up the process of applying existing military defensive technology to our fleet of commercial airliners. We are examining a number of systems, not only American made, but we are also working with allies such as Israel which has developed what they call “Flight Guard,” a device which uses an advanced radar-based missile warning system to detect shoulder-launched missiles that may be fired at their airplanes. Their technology, called “Dark Flare” diverts a missile away from its target and is not visible to the naked eye as it operates only in the infrared section of the spectrum. Therefore, it will not harm any passengers who may be on board.


“I want to assure the American people that our best scientists are working night and day to perfect a variety of missile defense systems, and we will deploy them as soon as we possibly can.


“Finally, in order to ensure a heightened stage of alert on the part of all local, state and federal employees, especially those working or stationed near our nation’s airports, the Department of Homeland Security has raised the threat level from orange to red. Now I’ll be glad to take your questions.”


In the second row, the reporter from USA Today leaned over and whispered to the anchor from CNN, “Orange to red? This administration is so confused, I’m surprised he didn’t raise it to plaid!”


“Mr. President?” A voice called out from the front row.


“Yes. Alan.”


“Mr. President. You’re saying that you want to put military systems on commercial airplanes to protect against shoulder-fired missiles. But the FAA has announced that no such missiles have been detected on any radar in any of the three crashes. Maybe they were fuel tank explosions. How can you be so sure they were missile attacks?”


“Obviously, this is all under investigation. A team from the National Transportation Safety Board is in the process of raising Enterprise flight one-fifty-five right now. As soon as that wreckage is available, our best people will be examining it along with the other two planes, and we will announce the results as soon as we have them. But meanwhile, I feel it only prudent to take every step necessary to protect our airliners.


“One other point that I meant to make at the outset. I have asked the vice president to head up a team working on these new technologies, and my national security advisor will coordinate the search for the terrorist group that may be responsible for these heinous acts.” The president looked down at his watch and then glanced over at his press secretary who took the cue.


“The president is on a very tight schedule. Just one more question please,” the press aide called out.


The president pointed to a young woman in the back. “Yes, Carmelita.”


“Mr. President. If you’re turning the issues of technology and terrorism over to the vice president and NSC advisor, does this mean that you’re going to continue with your usual schedule and concentrate on issues you outlined last week such as countering Russian moves to encourage their proxies in the Balkans in an effort to redraw those borders, releasing more animals from the endangered species list and planning the upcoming visit of the president of Mongolia?”


A collective groan rose from the press corps as the president looked exasperated. “I want to assure the American people that I will first focus on this new threat to our lives and to our economy, but yes, my staff will continue to pursue other issues that are important for our wellbeing and that of our allies. Now if you will excuse me, I have another meeting to attend.”


“So the ole man is abdicating, huh?” a reporter from the New York Times muttered to his colleague in the next seat. “Sure looks like he’s turning over the reins in anticipation of the upcoming election. Makes him look awfully weak though.”


“Yeah, but we all know he wants Keller to succeed him. Maybe he’s a bit craftier than we thought.”


“That would be a refreshing change. Let’s get outta here so we can file something.”


“What’s your headline?”


“Out of this? Beats the hell outta me.”


“Yeah, this guy is known for his ASTRO performances.”


“Right. Always Stating The Really Obvious!”




CHAPTER FOUR


GEORGETOWN


Deep green leaves provided a heavy canopy over the trail along the edge of the Canal in Rock Creek Park. An early summer evening usually drew several runners to the winding path as a balmy breeze offered temporary relief to over-zealous athletes. Cammy wore khaki shorts and a white tee shirt while Melanie, with her jet black hair tied in a ponytail, ran in multi-colored warm-ups that matched the color of her hazel eyes.


“Glad you suggested this,” Cammy said as they jogged past a picnic table where a young couple sipped lemonade and kept an eye on two youngsters tossing a Frisbee nearby. There were a few groups of runners far ahead of them and one lone jogger quite far behind. For this next stretch, they seemed to have the path all to themselves. “I’ve been so slammed with this new laser project, I’ve been cutting back on my work-outs.”


“You’d never know it. You’re still thin as a rail. Of course, all I ever see you eat in the cafeteria these days is a salad,” Melanie observed.


“Hey, I had a BLT today. But now that I think about it, I eat the same food all the time.”


“What do you mean?”


“Well, a BLT has bacon, lettuce, tomato, toast and maybe some mayo dressing, right?”


“Right.”


“Then on days when I have a salad, I have lettuce, tomato, bacon bits, croutons … that’s toast … and some sort of dressing. See? Same food. Kinda boring, huh?”


“Well, on that subject, I’m still collecting those silly recipes, you know,” Mel said.


“You mean for that restaurant you fantasize about owning some day?”


“Yep. Wanna hear the latest from my don’t-ever-serve-this-file?”


“Sure.”


“Well, in Southern Living Magazine I found Pickled Okra Ham Rolls and Tomato Chutney Cheesecake.”


“Who eats that stuff?” Cammy asked with a grin.


“Southerners, I guess. And how about this from the Wall Street Journal of all places? They wrote about some restaurant in Denver that serves nachos with Prickly Pear Cactus sauce.”


Cammy laughed through her panting breaths and said, “That reminds me of what a congressman told me about the difference between a cactus and a caucus.”


“Yeah? What’s what?”


“A caucus has the pricks inside.”


“Not bad,” Melanie giggled as she slowed down and stopped to tie her shoe. When she leaned down, she looked around and noticed that the single jogger was gaining on them. She quickly stood up and said, “You mentioned a congressman, and that reminds me, I wanted to tell you about my big date last night.”


Cammy jogged in place until Melanie started again. “With Winters? That senator from Vermont? So does he drive a Subaru hybrid, eat granola and have a weekend place at Stowe?”


Mel laughed again. “Well, some of that. He actually does drive a hybrid.”


“And I’ll bet he takes the tax deduction too.”


“Sure. Doesn’t everybody?”


“Most everybody,” Cammy admitted. “But that guy seems to spend all his time ranting and raving over proposed tax cuts. He always wants to raise taxes, have the government spend more of our money on Lord knows what, and I just read that he wants to hold hearings on this whole airline disaster. How can you be interested in that guy anyway?”


“Killer smile!” Mel answered. “He’s a real SNAG, you know.”


“You mean a Sensitive New-Age Guy?” Cammy snickered. “C’mon, Mel. He’s a senator, a man who discusses issues all day long. But they’re usually his issues, certainly not yours.”


“I have to admit we argue about most everything, but how can I explain the magnetism? Sometimes I think I’m in love with him.”


“You’re not in love with him, Mel. You’re in love with the way he makes you feel.”


Mel tossed her head, her ponytail flapping in the breeze. “But you thought you were in love with Hunt.”


Cammy picked up the pace and muttered. “That was different. At least I thought it was different. At the time.”


“Sorry, I shouldn’t have brought it up.”


“No, that’s okay. It’s just that in that meeting this morning, they said they were bringing him back from wherever he was, and so we may be working together again.”


“But Cam, that’s great. Maybe you can work things out. I mean, he’ll be here and …”


“No way,” Cammy said firmly. “After all we went through, you’d think he would have the decency to say good bye and at least tell me where he was going. Or call. Or something. No! I’m not going through that again. I spent enough nights crying over that man. Now it’s time to concentrate on something far more important than a botched love affair.”


“Well, I just thought …” Mel’s comment trailed off when she glanced back and saw that the lone jogger who had been behind them their entire run was still there, but now he was getting closer.


There were usually a few more people around, but now that evening shadows deepened over the trail, the others had evidently finished their runs and headed home. Except for the guy a little bit back, they were very much alone.


She turned back to Cammy. “Look, I didn’t mean to open up old wounds. But when it comes to Derek Winters, you can’t fault me for having fun with him once in a while. And going out with a senator has been fun. About his opinions, though, he told me he was really undone by that last accident, or whatever it was. Seems there was a group of students from Vermont on board, heading to an environmental conference or something. Now he’s vowing to get to the bottom of those crashes if he has to bring down the whole administration to do it.”


“Sounds like he’s starting his campaign for the presidency rather early, wouldn’t you say?” Cammy observed.


“I guess. He’ll probably run against Jay Keller.”


“Well, I trust you won’t tell him anything about my project. Stan wants to keep this thing under wraps in case it doesn’t work.”


“Don’t worry. Say, it’s getting kinda late. Think we should go back?”


Cammy slowed down, and they both turned around to see the lone jogger suddenly run right up to them. He was wearing black running shorts, a black tee shirt and had a cap pulled way down over most of his face.


As Cammy and Melanie tried to jog past him, he reached out, pushed Melanie to one side and grabbed Cammy’s arm. She started to struggle and was stunned to see the man snap open a knife and hold it to her throat. “Dr. Talbot, you’re coming with me.”


“I’m not … let me go … who are you anyway?” she stammered as she strained against the man’s tightening grip.


“It doesn’t matter who I am. It’s who you are that matters. If you’re smart, you’ll come along.”


“I’m not going anywhere with you … you …” she tried to wrench away but the knife grazed the side of her neck and she cried out.


Off to the side, Melanie had been thrown to her knees. Now, she stood up, raised her hands to a boxer-like stance, her knees were slightly bent, about a shoulder-width apart. She lifted her right knee to waist high and pivoted on her left foot with her left heel pointing at the attacker. She thrust out her right leg, leading with the outer edge of her foot to cut him down at the back of his knee.


He was thrown off balance, leaned backwards and lost his grip on Cammy as the knife skittered away. She pulled away as Mel shouted, “Run!” But Cammy stood there transfixed by the scene. No way would she leave Melanie alone to deal with this brute.


Who was this guy? What did he want? Why was he coming after her? She had no weapon. She frantically looked around for a rock, a branch, something. She had that dreadful sense of panic she had felt several months ago when she was the target of a terrorist who was trying to steal her Q-3 technology and ship it overseas
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