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    The single greatest fear that America faces today is that its military forces no longer tolerate the continuing incompetence of its civilian leadership.
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    Sub-committee on the Armed Forces,
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    From: Katz, Caleb

    The C.B. Powell Memorial Address: The Presidency

    (Speech delivered at the School of Politics,

    Harvard University, 26 February 1999)


    There is no other institution in the world quite like the President of the United States.


    All at once, the person who holds this title becomes the leader of the fourth most populous nation on earth, the commander-in-chief of its armed forces, and the chief executive officer of what Harry Truman called the largest going concern in the world.


    The use of the term chief executive has made comparisons with company structures inevitable, and to a certain extent, they are appropriatealthough, what other corporate leaders in the world have 2 trillion dollar budgets at their fingertips, a licence to use the 82nd Airborne Division to enforce their will, and briefcases at their sides that can unleash an arsenal of thermonuclear devastation against their competitors?


    Among modern political systems, however, the American President is uniquefor the simple reason that he is both head of government and head of state.


    Most nations separate these two functions. In the United Kingdom, for instance, the head of state is the Queen; the head of government is the Prime Minister. It is a separation born out of a history of tyrantskings who wore the crown, but who also governed at their often erratic pleasure.


    But in the US, the man who runs the country is also the symbol of the country. In his words and his deeds, the Presidents every act is a barometer for the glory of the nation. For his strength is the peoples strength.


    John F. Kennedy staring down the Soviets over Cuba in 1962.


    Harry Trumans nerves-of-steel decision to drop the atomic bomb on Japan in 1945.


    Or Ronald Reagans confident smile.


    His strength is the peoples strength.


    But there are dangers in this arrangement of things. For if the President is the embodiment of America, what happens when things go wrong?


    The assassination of John F. Kennedy.


    The resignation of Richard Nixon.


    The humiliation of William Jefferson Clinton.


    The death of Kennedy was the death of Americas innocence. Nixons resignation drove a knife into the heart of Americas optimism. And the humiliation of Clinton was the global humiliation of Americaat peace summits and press conferences around the world, the first question asked of Clinton was invariably directed at his sexcapades in a study adjoining the Oval Office.


    Be it in death or disgrace, decisiveness or courage, the President of the United States is more than just a man. He is an institutiona symbolthe walking, talking embodiment of a nation. On his back ride the hopes and dreams of 276 million people . . . [pp.12]


    From: Farmer, J.T.


    Coincidence or Co-ordinated Murder?


    The Death of Senator Jeremiah Woolf


    Article from: The Conspiracy Theorist Monthly


    [circulation: 152 copies]


    (Delva Press, April issue, 2001)


    . . . The body was found in the woods surrounding the senators isolated hunting cabin in the Kuskokwim Mountains in Alaska.


    Truth be told, at the time of his death Jerry Woolf was no longer a senator, having retired abruptly from Congress only ten months earlier, surprising all the pundits, citing family reasons for the unexpected move.


    He was still alive when they found himno mean feat considering the high-velocity hunting bullet lodged in his chest. Woolf was immediately taken by helicopter to Blaine County Hospital, one hundred and fifty miles away, where emergency residents tried in vain to stem the bloodflow.


    But the damage was too severe. After forty-five minutes of emergency treatment, former United States Senator Jeremiah K. Woolf died.


    Sounds simple, doesnt it? A terrible hunting accident. Like so many others that happen every year in this country.


    Thats what your government would have you believe.


    Consider this: Blaine County Hospital records show that a patient named Jeremiah K. Woolf was declared dead in the emergency ward at 4:35 p.m. on the afternoon of February 6, 2001.


    That is the only record of the incident that exists. All other records of Woolfs examination at the hospital were confiscated by the FBI.


    Now consider this: on that very same dayFebruary 6, 2001on the other side of the country, at exactly 9:35 p.m., Jeremiah Woolfs Washington townhouse was destroyed in an explosion, an explosion that killed his wife and only daughter. Investigators would later claim that this blast was caused by a gas leak.


    The FBI believes Woolfpreviously a vibrant young senator, crusader against organised crime, and potential presidential candidatewas the victim of an extortion racket: leave us alone, or well kill your family.


    This is, without a doubt, a government smokescreen.


    If Woolf was being blackmailed, well, one has to ask: why? He had retired from the Senate ten months previously. And if he was killed in a routine hunting accident, why were the records of his emergency room procedures at Blaine County Hospital taken by the FBI?


    What really happened to Jerry Woolf? At the moment, we just dont know.


    But consider this final point: owing to the time difference, 9:35 p.m. in Washington DC is 4:35 p.m. in Alaska.


    So at the end of the day, after all the talk of hunting accidents and Mafia blackmail and faulty gas valves is cast aside, one fact remains: at the exact same moment that former United States Senator Jerry Woolfs heart stopped beating in an emergency room in Alaska, his home on the other side of the country exploded in a gigantic ball of flames . . .
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    PROLOGUE


    Protected Inmates Wing,

    Leavenworth Federal Penitentiary,

    Leavenworth, Kansas,

    20 January, 12:00 p.m.


    It had been his last request.


    To watch the inauguration ceremony on television.


    Sure, it had delayed the trip to Terre Haute by an hour, but thenso the powers-that-be at Leavenworth had reckonedif the condemned mans last request was reasonable, who were they to refuse him.


    The television threw a flickering strobe-like glow onto the concrete walls of the holding cell. Tinny voices came from its speakers:


    . . . do solemnly swear . . .


    . . . do solemnly swear . . .


    . . . that I will faithfully execute the office of President of the United States . . .


    . . . that I will faithfully execute the office of President of the United States . . .


    The condemned prisoner watched the television intently.


    And thendespite the fact that he had less than two hours to livea smile began to spread across his face.


    The number on his prison shirt read: T-77.


    He was an older man, fifty-nine, with a round, weather-beaten face and slicked-down black hair. Despite his age, he was a big man, powerfully builtwith a bull neck and broad shoulders. His eyes were a bottomless unreadable black and they glistened with intelligence. Hed been born in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, and when he spoke, his accent was strong.


    Until recently, he had been a resident of T-Wingthat section of Leavenworth devoted to inmates who are not safe among the general prison population.


    Two weeks ago, however, he had been moved from T-Wing to Pre-Transitotherwise known as the Departure Loungeanother special wing where those awaiting execution stayed before they were flown out to Terre Haute Federal Penitentiary in Indiana for execution by lethal injection.


    A former Civil War fort, Leavenworth is a maximum-security federal prison. This means it receives only those offenders who break federal lawsa class of individuals that variously includes violent criminals, foreign spies or terrorists, organised crime bosses, and members of the US armed forces who sell secrets, commit crimes or desert.


    It is also perhaps the most brutal penitentiary in America.


    But in that peculiar way of prisons the world over, its inhabitantsmen who have themselves killed or rapedhave, over the years, developed a strange sense of justice.


    Serial rapists are themselves violated on a daily basis. Army deserters are beaten regularly, or worse, branded on their foreheads with the letter D. Foreign spies, such as the four Middle Eastern terrorists convicted of the World Trade Centre bombing in 1993, have been known to lose body parts.


    But by far the most ferocious treatment of all is reserved for one particular class of prisoner: traitors.


    It seems that despite all their own crimes, all their own atrocities, the American inmates of Leavenworthmany of them disgraced soldiersstill profess a deep love of their country. Traitors are usually killed within their first three days in the pen.


    William Anson Cole, the former CIA analyst who sold information to the Chinese government about an impending Navy SEAL mission to the Xichang Launch Centre, the epicentre of Chinas space operationsinformation which led to the capture, torture and death of all six SEAL team memberswas found dead in his cell two days after he had arrived at the prison. His rectum had been torn from repeated violations with a pool cue and he had been strangled, hog-style, with a bed leg tied across his throata crude simulation of the Chinese torture method of strangulation by bamboo pole.


    Ostensibly, prisoner T-77 was in Leavenworth for murderor more precisely, for ordering the murder of two senior Navy officersa crime which in the US military carried the death sentence. However, the fact that the two Navy officers hed had killed had been advisers to the joint Chiefs of Staff elevated his crime to treason. High treason.


    Thatand his own previous high rankinghad earned him a place in T-Wing.


    But even in T-Wing a man isnt entirely safe. T-77 had been beaten several times during his short residency thereon two occasions, so severely that hed required blood transfusions.


    In his former life, his name had been Charles Samson Russell and he had been a three-star Lieutenant General in the United States Air Force. Call-sign: Caesar.


    He had a certified IQ of 182, genius level, and as such he had been a brilliant officer. Methodical and razor-sharp, hed been the ultimate commander, hence his call-sign.


    But most of all . . . patient, Caesar thought now as he watched the flickering television screen in front of him.


    The two men on the screenthe Chief Justice of the Supreme Court and the President-Electwere finishing their duet. They stood in grey, wintry sunshine, on the West Portico of the Capitol Building. The new President had his hand on a Bible.


    . . . and will to the best of my ability . . .


    . . . and will to the best of my ability . . .


    . . . preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution of the United States, so help me God.


    . . . preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution of the United States, so help me God.


    Fifteen years, Caesar thought.


    Fifteen years, he had waited.


    And now, at last, it had happened.


    It hadnt been easy. There had been several false startsincluding one who had made it to the election as a vice-presidential candidate, only to lose in a landslide. Four others had made it to the New Hampshire primary, but then failed to secure their parties candidacy.


    And of course, you always had somelike that Woolf fellowwho would quit politics before they had even begun to truly explore their presidential potential. It was an extra expense, but no matter. Even Senator Woolf had served a useful purpose.


    But now . . .


    Now, it was different . . .


    Now, he had one . . .


    His theory had been borne out of a very simple fact.


    For the last forty years, every American president bar two has hailed from two very elite clubs: state governors and federal senators.


    Kennedy, Johnson and Nixon were all senators before they became President. Carter, Reagan and Clinton were all state governors. The only exceptions were George Bush Snr and Gerald Ford  Bush was a member of the House of Representatives, not the Senate and Fords rise to the Presidency stands in a category of its own.


    But, as General Charles Russell had also discovered, men of influence were also men of extremely unpredictable health.


    The ravages of their political lifestyleshigh stress, constant travel, chronic lack of exerciseoften took a great toll on their bodies.


    And while getting the transmitter onto the heart of a sitting President was nigh on impossible, given the narrow source of American Presidentssenators and governorsgetting it onto a mans coronary muscle before he became President wasnt out of the question.


    Because, after all, a man is just a man before he becomes President.


    The statistics for the next fifteen years spoke for themselves.


    Forty-two per cent of US senators had had gall bladder surgery during their time in office, gallstones being a common problem for overweight middle-aged men.


    Of the remaining fifty-eight per cent, only four would avoid some sort of surgical procedure during their political careers.


    Kidney and liver operations were very common. Several heart bypassesthey were the easiest operations during which to plant the deviceand not a few prostate problems.


    And then there had been this one.


    Halfway through his second term as governor of a large south-western state, he had complained of chest pains and laboured breathing. An exploratory procedure performed by a staff surgeon at the Air Force base just outside Houston had revealed an obstruction in the Governors left lung, detritus from excessive smoking.


    Through a deft procedure involving state-of-the-art fibre-optic cameras and ultra-small wire-controlled surgical instruments called nanotechnology, the obstruction was removed and the Governor told to quit smoking.


    What the Governor did not know, however, was that during that operation the Air Force surgeon had attached a second piece of nanotechnologya microscopic radio transmitter the size of a pin-headto the outer wall of the Governors heart.


    Constructed of evanescent plastica semi-organic material which, over time, would partially dissolve into the outer tissue of the Governors heartthe transmitter would ultimately take on a distorted shape, giving it the appearance of a harmless blood clot, thus masking it from discovery by any observation techniques such as X-rays. Anything larger or more regularly shaped would be detected on an incoming Presidents first physical, and that just couldnt be allowed to happen.


    As a final precaution, it was inserted into the Governors body coldunactivated. The White Houses AXS-7 anti-bugging system would detect an unauthorised radio signal in an instant.


    No.


    Activation would occur later, when the time was right.


    As usual, at the end of the procedure, one final operation was performed: a fine-grained plaster mould of the Governors right hand was made.


    It would also be necessary, when the time came.


    The guards came for him ten minutes later.


    Cuffed and chained, General Charles Caesar Russell was escorted from his cell and taken to the waiting plane.


    The trip to Indiana passed without incident, as did the sombre walk to the injection room.


    The record would later show that as he lay spread-eagled on the injection table like a horizontal Christ, his arms and legs bound with worn leather straps, the prisoner refused to take the last rites. He had no last words, no final expression of remorse for his crimes. In fact, throughout the whole pre-injection ritual, he never said a word at all. This was consistent with Russells post-trial actionsindeed, his execution had been fast-tracked because he had lodged no appeals of any kind.


    The military tribunal that had sentenced him to death had said that so heinous was his crime, he could never be allowed to leave federal custody alive.


    They had been right.


    At 3:37 p.m. on 20 January, the grim procedure took place. Fifty milligrams of sodium thiopentalto induce unconsciousnesswas followed by ten of pancuronium bromideto stop respirationand then, finally, twenty milligrams of potassium chloride to stop Russells heart.


    At 3:40 p.m., three minutes later, Lieutenant General Charles Samson Russell was declared dead by the Terre Haute county coroner.


    Since the General had no living relatives, his body was taken from the prison by members of the United States Air Force for immediate cremation.


    At 3:52 p.m.twelve minutes after he had been declared officially deadas his body was being rushed through the streets of Terre Haute, Indiana, in the back of an Air Force ambulance, two electro-shock defibrillator paddles were applied to the dead Generals chest and charged.


    Clear! one of the Air Force medical personnel yelled.


    The Generals body convulsed violently as a wave of raw electric current shot through his vascular system.


    It happened on the third applicaton of the paddles.


    On the electro-cardiogram monitor on the wall, a small spike appeared.


    The Generals heartbeat had resumed.


    Within moments, it was pulsing at a regular rhythm.


    As General Russell well knew, death occurs when the heart is no longer able to deliver oxygen to the body. The act of respirationbreathingoxygenates a persons blood, and then the persons heart delivers that oxygenated blood to the body.


    It was the supply of hyperoxygenated blood coursing through Russells arteries that had kept him alive for that crucial twelve minutesblood that had been biogenetically crammed with oxygen-rich red cells; blood which during that twelve-minute period had continued to supply Russells brain and vital organs with oxygen, even though his heart had stopped beatingblood which had been supplied to the General during the two transfusions that had been required after his unfortunate beatings at Leavenworth.


    The military tribunal had said that he would never leave federal custody alive.


    They had been right.


    While all this was happening, in a stark empty cell in the Departure Lounge at Leavenworth Federal Penitentiary, the rickety old television remained on.


    On it, the newly-crowned Presidentsmiling, ecstatic, elatedwaved to the cheering crowds.


    
      
    


    OHare International Airport,

    Chicago, Illinois

    3 July (Six months later)


    They found the first one at OHare in Chicago, sitting inside an empty hangar at the farthest reaches of the airfield.


    A regulation early-morning sweep with an electromagnetic reader had revealed a weak magnetic signal emanating from the suspect hangar.


    The hangar had been completely deserted, except for the warhead standing in the exact centre of the cavernous interior space.


    From a distance, it looked like a large silver cone about five feet tall mounted on a cargo pallet. Up close, one would recognise it more easily as a conical warhead designed to be inserted into a cruise missile.


    Wires sprang out from its sides, connecting the warhead to a small upwardly-pointed satellite dish. Through a clear rectangular window set into the warheads side, there could be seen a luminous purple liquid.


    Plasma.


    Type-240 blast plasma. An extremely volatile quasi-nuclear liquid explosive.


    Enough to level a city.


    Further investigations revealed that the magnetic signal that had been detected inside the hangar was part of a complex proximity sensor array surrounding the warhead. If anyone stepped within fifty feet of the bomb, a red warning light began to flash, indicating that the device had been armed.


    *


    Lease records revealed that the empty hangar belonged to the United States Air Force.


    Then it was discovered that according to the airfields log books, no Air Force personnel had set foot inside that hangar for at least six weeks.


    A call was made to USAF Transportation Command at Scott Air Force Base.


    The Air Force was vague, non-committal. It knew nothing about any plasma-based warheads at its civilian hangars. It would check with its people and get back to OHare ASAP.


    It was then that reports came flooding in from around the country.


    Identical warheadsall of them surrounded by magnetic proximity sensors; all with fold-out satellite dishes pointing up into the skyhad been found inside empty Air Force hangars at all three of New Yorks major airports: JFK, La Guardia and Newark.


    And then Dulles in Washington called.


    Then LAX.


    San Francisco. San Diego.


    Boston. Philadelphia.


    St Louis. Denver.


    Seattle. Detroit.


    Fourteen devices in all, at fourteen airports across the country.


    All armed. All set. All ready to go off.


    All they were waiting for now was the signal.


    
      
    


    FIRST CONFRONTATION


    3 July, 0600 Hours


    
      
    


    The three helicopters thundered over the arid desert plain, booming through the early morning silence.


    They flew in tight formationlike they always didshooting low over the tumbleweeds, kicking up a tornado of sand behind them, their freshly waxed sides glinting in the dawn light.


    The giant Sikorsky VH-60N flew out in frontagain, like it always didflanked on either side by two menacing CH-53E Super Stallions.


    With its pristine white roof and hand-polished dark-green flanks, the VH-60N is unique among American military helicopters. It is built for the United States government in a high security caged section at the Sikorsky Aircraft plant in Connecticut. It is non-deployablemeaning that it is never used in any operational capacity by the United States Marine Corps, the branch of the military charged with its upkeep.


    It is used for one thing, and one thing only. And it has no replicas on active dutyand for good reason, for no-one but a few highly-cleared Marine engineers and executives at Sikorsky can know all of its special features.

    
    Paradoxically, for all this secrecy, the VH-60N is without a doubt the most recognised helicopter in the Western world.


    On air traffic control displays, it is designated HMX-1, Marine Helicopter Squadron One, and its official radio call-sign is Nighthawk. But over the years, the helicopter that ferries the President of the United States over short-to-medium distances has come to be known by a simpler nameMarine One.


    Known as M1 to those who fly in it, it is rarely observed in flight, and when it is, it is usually in the most demure of circumstancestaking off from the manicured South Lawn of the White House or arriving at Camp David.


    But not today.


    Today it roared over the desert, transporting its famous passenger between two remote Air Force bases located in the barren Utah landscape.


    Captain Shane M. Schofield, USMC, dressed in his full blue dress A uniformwhite peaked hat; navy-blue coat with gold buttons; medium-blue trousers with red stripe; spit-polished boots; white patent leather belt with matching white holster, inside of which resided an ornamental nickel-plated M9 pistolstood in the cockpit of the Presidential helicopter, behind its two pilots, peering out through the choppers reinforced forward windshield.


    At five-ten, Schofield was lean and muscular, with a handsome narrow face and spiky black hair. And although they were not standard attire for Marines in full dress uniform, he also wore sunglassesa pair of wraparound anti-flash glasses with reflective silver lenses.


    The glasses covered a pair of prominent vertical scars that cut down across both of Schofields eyes. They were wounds from a previous mission and the reason for his operational call-sign, Scarecrow.


    The flat desert plain stretched out before him, dull yellow against the morning sky. The dusty desert floor rushed by beneath the bow of the speeding helicopter.


    In the near distance, Schofield saw a low mountaintheir destination.


    A cluster of buildings lay nestled at the base of the rocky hill, at the end of a long concrete runway, their tiny lights just visible in the early light. The main building of the complex appeared to be a large aeroplane hangar, half-buried in the side of the mountain.


    It was United States Air Force Special Area (Restricted) 7, the second Air Force base they were to visit that day.


    Advance Team Two, this is Nighthawk One, we are on final approach to Area 7. Please confirm venue status, the pilot of M1, Marine Colonel Michael Gunman Grier said into his helmet mike.


    There was no reply.


    I say again, Advance Team Two. Report.


    Still no reply.


    Its the jamming system, Griers co-pilot, Lieutenant Colonel Michelle Dallas, said. The radio guys at 8 said to expect it. These bases are all Level-7 classified, so theyre covered at all times by a satellite-generated radiosphere. Short-range transmissions only, to stop anybody transmitting information out.


    Earlier that morning, the President had visited Area 8, a similarly isolated Air Force base about twenty miles to the east of Area 7. There, accompanied by his nine-man Secret Service Detail, he had been taken on a brief tour of the facility, to inspect some new aircraft stationed in its hangars.


    While he had done so, Schofield and the other thirteen Marines stationed aboard Marine One and its two escort choppers had waited outside, twiddling their thumbs underneath Air Force One, the Presidents massive Boeing 747.


    While they waited, some of the Marines had started arguing over why they hadnt been allowed inside the main hangar of Area 8. The general consensusbased solely on wild unsubstantiated gossiphad been that it was because the facility housed some of the Air Forces top secret new aeroplanes.


    One soldier, a big-smiling, loud-talking African-American sergeant named Kendall Elvis Haynes, said that hed heard they had the Aurora in there, the legendary low-orbit spy plane capable of speeds over Mach 9. The current fastest plane in the world, the SR-71 Blackbird, could only reach Mach 3.


    Others had proffered that a whole squadron of F-44sultra-nimble, wedged-shaped fighters based on the flying-wing shape of the B-2 stealth bomberwere stationed there.


    Others stillperhaps inspired by the launch of a Chinese space shuttle two days previouslysuggested that Area 8 housed the X-38, a sleek 747-launched offensive space shuttle. A black project run by the Air Force in association with NASA, the X-38 was reputedly the worlds first fight-capable space vehicle, an attack shuttle.


    Schofield ignored their speculation.


    He didnt have to guess that Area 8 had something to do with top-secret aeroplane development, probably space-based. He could tell it from one simple fact.


    Although the Air Force engineers had concealed it well, the regulation-size black bitumen runway of Area 8 actually extended another thousand yards in both directionsas a pale concrete landing strip hidden beneath a thin layer of sand and carefully-placed tumbleweeds.


    It was an elongated runway, designed to launch and receive aircraft that needed an extra-long landing strip, which meant aircraft like space shuttles or


    And then suddenly the President had emerged from the main hangar and they were on the move again.


    Originally, the Boss had intended to fly to Area 7 on Air Force One. It would be faster than Marine One, even though the distance was short.


    But there had been a problem on Air Force One. An unexpected leak in the left wings fuel tank.


    And so the Boss had taken Marine Onealways on stand-by for precisely this situation.


    Which was why Schofield was now gazing at Area 7, lit up like a Christmas tree in the dim morning light.


    As he peered at the distant hangar complex, however, Schofield had a strange thought. Curiously, none of his colleagues on HMX-1 knew any stories about Area 7, not even wild unsubstantiated rumours.


    No-one, it seemed, knew what went on at Area 7.


    
      
    


    Life in the immediate vicinity of the President of the United States was a world unto itself.


    It was at the same time both thrilling and frightening, Schofield thought.


    Thrilling because you were so close to one with so much power, and frightening because that man was surrounded by a great number of people who claimed his influence as their own.


    Indeed, even in his short time on board Marine One, Schofield had observed that at any one time, there were at least three competing power clusters vying for the Presidents attention.


    First was the Presidents own staff, those peoplelargely self-important Harvard typeswhom the President had appointed to aid him on a range of matters: from national security and domestic policy; to the management of the press corps or the management of his political life.


    No matter what their field of expertise, at least insofar as Schofield could see, each of the Presidents personal staff seemed to have one all-encompassing goal: to get the President outside, onto the streets, and into the public eye.


    In direct contrast to this objectiveindeed, in direct opposition to itwas the second group vying for the Presidents ear: his protectors, the United States Secret Service.


    Led by the stoic, no-nonsense and completely impassive Special Agent Francis X. Cutler, the Presidential Detail was constantly at loggerheads with the White House staff.


    Cutlerofficially known as Chief of the Detail, but known to the President merely as Frankwas renowned for his coolness under pressure and his complete intransigence to pleas from political ass-kissers. With his narrow grey eyes and matching crew-cut hair, Frank Cutler could stare down any member of the Presidents staff and rebuff them with a single word, No.


    The third and last group pressing for presidential attention was the crew of Marine One itself.


    Not only were they also subjected to the inflated egos of the presidential staffSchofield would never forget his first flight on Marine One, when the Presidents Domestic Policy Adviser, a pompous twenty-nine-year-old lawyer from New York, had ordered Schofield to get him a double latte, and to make it quickthey were also often at odds with the Secret Service.


    Securing the Presidents safety may have been the job of the Secret Service, but when he was on HMX-1, so the Marine Corps reasoned, the Boss had at least six United States Marines on board with him at any given time.


    An uneasy truce had been brokered.


    While on board Marine One, the Presidents safety would be in Marine hands. As such, only key members of his Secret Service DetailFrank Cutler and a few otherswould fly with him. The rest of his personal Detail would fly in the two chase helicopters.


    As soon as the President stepped off Marine One, however, his well-being was once again the exclusive responsibility of the United States Secret Service.


    Gunman Grier spoke into his helmet mike. Nighthawk Three, this is Nighthawk One. Go and check on Advance Team Two for me. This radiosphere is screwing up our long-range comms. Im picking up their All-Clear beacon, but I cant get any voice contact. They should be over at the exit vent. And if you get close enough, see if you can raise Area 8 again. Find out whats happening with Air Force One.


    Copy that, Nighthawk One, a voice replied over the short-wave. On our way.


    From his position behind Grier and Dallas, Schofield saw the Super Stallion to their right peel away from the group and head off over the desert.


    The two remaining choppers of Marine Helicopter Squadron-1 continued on their way.


    In a darkened room somewhere, a blue-uniformed man wearing a radio headset and seated in front of an illuminated computer display spoke quietly into his wraparound microphone.


    Initiating primary satellite signal test . . . now


    He pressed a button on his console.


    *


    What the hell? Dallas said, touching her earpiece.


    What is it? Gunman Grier asked.


    I dont know, Dallas said, swivelling in her seat. I just picked up a spike on the microwave band.


    She looked at the microwave display screenit depicted a series of jagged spikes and troughsthen shook her head. Strange. Looks like an incoming microwave signal just hit us and then bounced away.


    Anti-bugging was done this morning, Grier said. Twice.


    Comprehensive sweeps for listening devices planted on Marine Oneand her passengerswere done with rigorous regularity. It was nigh on impossible to plant a transmitting or receiving device on the Presidents helicopter.


    Dallas peered at her screen, shrugging. The signals too small to be a location beacon. Ditto, speech or computer data. It didnt send or take any informationits as if it was just, well, checking to see if we were here. She turned to Grier questioningly.


    The Presidential Helicopter Pilot frowned. Most probably its just a surge in the radiosphere, a deflected microwave signal. But lets not take any chances. He turned to Schofield. Captain, if you wouldnt mind, would you please do a sweep of the aircraft with the magic wand.


    Return signal received, the console operator in the darkened room said. Primary signal test successful. The device is operational. Repeat. The device is operational. Switching back to dormant mode. All right. Commencing test of secondary signal


    *


    Schofield stepped into the main cabin of Marine One, waving a AXS-9 digital spectrum analyser over the walls, seats, ceiling and floor, searching for anything that was emitting an outgoing signal.


    As one would expect of the Presidents helicopter, the interior of M1 was plush. Indeed, with its deep maroon carpet and widely-spaced seats, it looked more like the first-class section of a commercial airliner than the hold of a military aircraft.


    Twelve beige leather seats took up most of the main cabin. Each seat had the Seal of the President of the United States embroidered on it, as did the oversized armrests that adjoined each chair and the scotch glasses and coffee mugs, just in case anyone forgot in whose presence they were travelling.


    At the rear of the central area, guarded at all times by a Marine in full dress uniform, was a polished mahogany door that led to the aft-most section of the helicopter.


    It was the Presidents private office.


    Small but elegantly appointedand featuring an amazingly compact arrangement of phones, faxes, computers and televisionsMarine Ones office allowed the Boss to monitor the nations business wherever he happened to be.


    At the very rear of the Presidents office, behind a small pressure-sealed door, was one final feature of Marine One which was reserved for use in only the most dire of circumstancesa small one-man ejection unit, the Presidential escape pod.


    Schofield waved his spectrum analyser over the seats in the first-class section, searching for bugs.


    Seated there were Frank Cutler and five of his Secret Service people. They peered out the windows, ignoring Schofield as he did his sweep around them.


    Also there were a couple of the Presidents advisershis Deputy Chief of Staff, his Communications Directorboth of whom flicked through thick manila folders.


    Standing above them, manning the two exit doors at either end of the main cabin, were a pair of straight-backed United States Marines.


    There was one more person seated in the main cabin.


    A stocky no-necked man dressed in an olive US Army uniform, sitting quietly at the back of the cabin, in the first-class seat closest to the Presidents office.


    To look at him, with his carrot-red hair and bushy orange moustache, he didnt seem like anyone special, and truth be told, he wasnt anyone special.


    He was an Army warrant officer named Carl Webster, and he followed the President wherever he wentnot because of any special expertise or knowledge he possessed, but because of the extremely important object handcuffed to his right wrist: a stainless-steel briefcase that contained the codes and the activation switches to Americas nuclear arsenal, a briefcase known as the Football.


    Schofield finished his sweep, including a short excuse me check of the Presidents office.


    Nothing.


    There was not a single bug to be found on the helicopter.


    He returned to the cockpit, just in time to hear Gunman Grier say into his mike: Copy that, Nighthawk Three, thank you. Continue on to the vent.


    Grier turned to his co-pilot. Air Force Ones back on deck. It was just a valve leak. Itll stay at Area 8. Well bring the Boss back after our little visit to Area 7. Scarecrow?


    Nothing, Schofield said. The helicopters clean.


    Grier shrugged. Must have been the radiosphere. Thanks, Scarecrow.


    Suddenly Grier touched his helmet as another message came through.


    He sighed wearily as the voice at the other end nattered into his ear.


    Well do our best, Colonel, he said, but I make no promises. Grier switched off his mike and shook his head. Fucking Ramrod.


    He turned to Schofield and Dallas. Ladies and gentlemen, our esteemed White House Liaison Officer has asked us to pick up the pace a little. Apparently, the Boss has an afternoon tea with the Washington Ladies Auxiliary to get to, and Liaison Officer Hagerty thinks were not going fast enough to meet his schedule.


    Dallas snuffed a laugh. Good ol Ramrod.


    When it came to the use of Marine One, all White HouseMarine Corps correspondence went through a Marine colonel called the White House Liaison Officer, a position which for the last three years had been held by Colonel Rodney Hagerty, USMC.


    Unfortunately, Hagerty, forty-one years old, tall and lanky, with a pencil-thin moustache and a far too proper manner, was regarded by many in HMX-1 as the worst kind of soldiera ladder climber, but also a ruthless expert in office politics, someone more interested in getting stars on his shoulders than actually being a United States Marine. But as so often happens, the upper echelons of the Corps didnt see this and kept promoting him nonetheless.


    Even Schofield disliked him. Hagerty was a bureaucrata bureaucrat who had obviously come to enjoy his proximity to power. Although his official call-sign was Hot Rod, his rigid adherence to procedure and protocol, even when it was patently impractical, had earned him an alternate call-sign among the troops: Ramrod.


    At that very same moment, the lone Super Stallion chopper that was Nighthawk Three was landing in a cloud of dust on the sandy desert plain. About half a mile to the west stood the low rocky mountain that housed Area 7.


    As the big choppers tyres hit the ground, four Marines dressed in full combat attire leaped out from it and ran over to a small trench carved into the rock-hard desert floor.


    The trench housed Area 7s EEVEmergency Escape Ventthe well-concealed exit point of a long underground tunnel that provided emergency egress from Area 7. Today it was the primary escape route from the complex, in the unlikely event that the President encountered any trouble there.


    The lead Marine, a lieutenant named Corbin Colt Hendricks, approached the dusty earthen hole, accompanied by his three subordinates, MP-5/10sometimes called the MP-10, they were 10 mm versions of the Heckler & Koch MP-5in hand.


    A steady beep-pause-beep warbled in Hendricks earpiece: Advance Team 2s All-Clear beacon. The A-C beacon couldnt transmit voice messages, but its powerful digital signal still provided a worthwhile service: if Advance Team 2 encountered any kind of ambush or disturbance, its lead agent simply flicked off the All-Clear beacon and everyone else in the presidential entourage would know that danger was afoot. Its presence now was reassuring.


    Hendricks and his squad came to the edge of the trench and looked down into it.


    Oh shit . . . Hendricks breathed.


    
      
    


    The other two Presidential helicopters raced toward Restricted Area 7.


    Hey, Scarecrow? Gunman Grier turned in his seat to face Schofield. Wheres your harem?


    Through his reflective silver sunglasses, Schofield offered a crooked smile to the Presidential Helicopter Pilot.


    Theyre over on Nighthawk Two today, sir, he said.


    Grier was referring to the two female members of Schofields former unit who had joined him on his tour on board Marine Helicopter Squadron-1Staff Sergeant Elizabeth Fox Gant and Gunnery Sergeant Gena Mother Newman.


    As a former commander of a Marine Force Reconnaissance Unit, Schofield was something of a rarity on board Marine One.


    Owing to the largely ceremonial duties associated with working on the Presidents helicopter and to the fact that time spent on board the helicopter is not counted as active deployed airtime, many Marines choose to avoid HMX-1 duty. Indeed, with few exceptions, most of the troops assigned to HMX-1 are relatively junior soldiers who wont miss any promotional opportunities.


    So to have a former Recon commander on board was highly unusual, but something which Gunman Grier welcomed.


    He liked Schofield. Hed heard on the grapevine that he was a gifted field commandera man who looked out for his men, and as a result, got the very best out of them.


    Grier had also heard about what had happened to Schofield on his last mission and he respected the young captain for it.


    He also liked both Mother and Gantadmired their attitudes to their work and their fierce loyalty to their former commanderand his labelling of them as Schofields harem was a sign of affection from a man who rarely showed it.


    Schofield, however, was used to being considered unusual.


    Indeed, that was why he was stationed aboard Marine One.


    About eighteen months previously, as a lieutenant, hed been in command of a Marine Reconnaissance Unit that had been sent to a remote ice station in Antarctica, to investigate the discovery of a possible alien spacecraft.


    In a word, the mission had gone to hell on an express elevator.


    Including himself, only four of his twelve Marines had survived the nightmare, during which they had been forced to defend the station against two foreign military forces and infiltrators from within their own unit. To top it off, Schofield himself had been declared dead by some corrupt members of the Marine Corps hierarchy, men who had been prepared to make that lie a reality.


    His eventual return to Americaalive and wellhad sparked a media frenzy.


    His face appeared on every major newspaper in the nation. Wherever he went, even after the initial frenzy, tabloid journalists and photographers tried to snap his picture or coax information out of him. After all, he was a walking talking monument to the corruption of the United States militarythe good soldier who had been targeted for extermination by the faceless generals of his own military leadership.


    Which left the Marine Corps with a serious problem: where to put him?


    In the end, the answer had been rather inventive.


    The safest place to hide Schofield was right in front of the worlds media, but in the one place where they wouldnt be able to touch him.


    He would be assigned to Marine One.


    The chopper was based at the Marine Corps Air Facility at Quantico, Virginia, so Schofield could live on the base, making access to him all but impossible. And he would work on board the Presidents VH-60N, which was only really ever seen landing at the White House, and even then, always at a safe distance from the press.


    When the transfer was made, Mother and Gant had elected to go with Schofield. The fourth survivor of their Antarctic disaster, a private named Rebound Simmons, had decided to leave the Marine Corps after their ill-fated mission.


    That had been a year ago.


    In that time, Schofieldquiet at the best of times and not given to small talkhad made only a handful of friends in the White House: mainly people among the Secret Service and the domestic staff; the ordinary people. With his reflective silver anti-flash glasses, however, he was popular with the Presidents playful grandkids. As such, to their delight, he was nearly always assigned to guard them whenever they visited. And yet, despite this, he had never actually spoken conversationally with the President.


    Area 7 loomed large in front of Marine One. Schofield could see the massive doors of the complexs enormous hangar slowly opening, revealing bright electric lighting inside.


    Grier spoke into his helmet mike: Nighthawk Two, this is Nighthawk One, beginning descent now.


    In the belly of Nighthawk Two, Sergeant Elizabeth Fox Gant sat hunched in a canvas jumpseat, trying vainly to read from a folder perched on her knees.


    Unlike Marine One, the rotor noise inside Nighthawk Two was absolutely deafening. And since it never carried the President, its interior decor was about a thousand times more utilitarian. No upholstered seats or embroidered armrests here.


    Now a staff sergeant, Libby Gant was twenty-eight years old, well, as of six hours ago.


    Compact and fit, she had short blonde hair and sky-blue eyes, and in regular battle dressfatigues, body armour and MP-10she cut a smart figure. In full dress uniformpeaked hat, dress coat and trousersshe looked spectacular.


    Since they were flying in restricted Air Force airspace, the mood on board Nighthawk Two was relaxed. The usual tensions of co-ordinating Marine Ones flight path with those of civilian air traffic werent an issue, so Gantstudying part-time for entry into Officer Candidate Schooltook the opportunity to brush up on some of her notes.


    She was just getting to Course 9405, Advanced Tactical Command, when a soft voice invaded her consciousness.


    Happy birthday to you . . .


    Happy birthday to you . . .


    Happy birthday, dear Staff Sergeant Ga-ant . . .


    Happy birthday to you.


    She looked up from her work and sighed.


    Sliding into the empty seat beside her was Nicholas Tate III, the Presidents Domestic Policy Adviser. Tate was handsome in a European sort of waywith dark eyebrows, olive skin and a male models jawlineand confident in the extreme. Today he wore a three-thousand-dollar Armani suit and matching Armani cologne. Apparently it was the latest thing.


    Tate held out a small neatly-wrapped package for Gant to take.


    Twenty-eight, if Im not mistaken, he said.


    Thats right, sir, Gant said.


    Please, call me Nick. He nodded at the gift. Well, go on. Open it.


    Reluctantly, Gant unwrapped the small package, unveiling an aqua-green box. She popped the lid, revealing an absolutely gorgeous silver necklace.


    Small and thin, it looked like a length of the finest silver thread, its polished surface sparkling. A small but stylish diamond dangled like a teardrop from the front of the necklace.


    Its from Tiffanys, Tate said.


    Gant looked up at him. Im not allowed to wear jewellery in uniform, Mr Tate.


    I know. I was hoping you could wear it when I took you to dinner at Ninos next Saturday.


    Ninos was a restaurant in Georgetown, popular among Washington socialites and arguably the most expensive eatery in town.


    Gant sighed. Im seeing someone.


    It was kind of true. Only last weekend, after a tentative start, she and Shane Schofield had gone out on something resembling a date.


    Now, now, now, Tate said, I heard about that. One date does not a relationship make.


    This was getting difficult. Gant held the necklace up to the light of the window. You know, this looks a lot like a necklace I saw in Paris once.


    Oh, really?


    At Gants mention of the word Paris, however, one of the other Marines sitting nearby cocked her head to the side. Tate never saw it.


    Yes, Gant said. We were there a couple of months ago with the Boss, and I had a day off, so I


    Jesus H. Christ, would you take a look at that! a lusty womans voice cut Gant off.


    Hey there, Mother, Gant said, as Gunnery Sergeant Gena Mother Newman appeared in the narrow aisle next to her.


    How you doin there, Birthday Babe? Mother said with a knowing smile.


    The Paris code was one they had used several times before. When either of them encountered an unwanted male admirer, she would slip the word Paris into the conversation and the other, hearing the signal, would come to the rescue. It was a common trick used by girlfriends worldwide.


    Granted, at six feet four inches and an even 200 pounds, Mother rarely had to use it. With her dark, heavyset features, fully shaved head and gruff no-nonsense manner, she was almost the perfect antithesis of Libby Gant. Her call-sign, Mother, said it all, really. It wasnt indicative of any extraordinary maternal qualities. It was short for motherfucker. A gifted warrior, adept at all kinds of heavy weaponry and guncraft, shed been promoted to the highly-respected rank of gunnery sergeant a year ago.


    In addition to thisthanks to a close encounter with a killer whale during the disastrous mission to AntarcticaMother had one other, highly unusual physical feature.


    A prosthetic lower left leg.


    The nasty incident with the killer whale had deprived her of everything below the left knee. That said, shed done better than the killer had. It had received a bullet to its brain.


    What Mother now had in place of her natural left foot and shin was a state-of-the-art prosthetic limb which, so its makers claimed, guaranteed total and undiminished body movement. Featuring titanium-alloy bones, fully rotating joints and hydraulic muscle simulators, its operation was so sophisticatedinvolving nerve impulse reception and automatic weight-shiftingthat it required an internal prologic computer chip to control it.


    Mother was gazing at the glistening Tiffanys necklace.


    Whoa, that is one mighty fine piece of jewellery, she gawped. She turned to Nick Tate: That piece of string must have cost you a pretty penny, sonny Jim.


    It was within my price range, Tate said coolly.


    Probably cost more than I make in a year.


    Probably did.


    Mother ignored him, turned to Gant. Sorry to rain on your parade, Birthday Babe, but the skipper sent me back to get you. He wants you up front for the landing.


    Oh, okay.


    Gant stood, and as she did, she handed Tate back his necklace. Im sorry, Nicholas, but I cant accept this. Im seeing someone else.


    And with that she headed up front.


    Over at the Emergency Escape Vent, Colt Hendricks just stood with his mouth agape, staring down into the trench.


    The sight before him was nothing short of horrific.


    All nine members of the Secret Services secondary advance team lay on the sand-covered floor of the trench, their bodies twisted at all angles, riddled with bullet holes. The size of the wounds indicated hollow-point ammunition had been usedbullets that expanded once they entered the wound, guaranteeing a kill. A few of the agents had been shot in the facetheir heads had been all but blown off. Blood was everywhere, drying in the sand.


    Hendricks saw the agent-in-charge of the Secret Service team, a man named Bakermouth open, eyes wide, bullet hole in the forehead. In Agent Bakers outstretched hand was the Advance Teams All-Clear beacon switch. The attack must have happened so quickly that he hadnt even had time to flick the switch.


    Beyond Baker, Hendricks saw a solid-looking steel door set into the dirt wall of the trenchthe escape vent itself. It just stood there, resolutely closed.


    Hendricks spun on his heel, yanked out his radio, headed back toward Nighthawk Three.


    Nighthawk One!


    Radio static.


    Goddamn it! Nighthawk One! This is


    It was as if the desert just came alive.


    The dusty desert floor partedsand falling off canvas ambush coversand suddenly, from both sides of Hendricks, about a dozen man-sized shapes rose from the sand, sub-machine guns raised and firing.


    A second later, a 9-millimetre Silvertip bullet entered Hendrickss brain from the side. The subsequent gaseous expansion of the hollow-pointed projectile caused his head to explode.


    Hendricks never saw the man who killed him.


    Never saw the dark team of desert wraiths take down the rest of his men with clinical, ruthless efficiency.


    And he never saw them take his helicopter and fly it back toward Area 7.


    
      
    


    The two remaining Presidential helicopters descended together, landing in a whirlwind of sand in front of the massive main hangar of United States Air Force Special Area (Restricted) No. 7.


    The giant hangars enormous twin doors yawned wide, its interior brightly illuminated. The low mountain into which the hangar had been carved loomed over the squat four-building complex.


    No sooner had the two choppers touched the ground than the Secret Service people from Nighthawk Two were dashing to their positions around Marine One.


    A welcoming party stood on the runway in front of the hangar, standing silently in the cool morning air, silhouetted by the hangar light behind them.


    Two Air Force officersone colonel and one majorstood at the head of the welcoming unit.


    Behind the two officers stood four rows of fully-armed commandos, ten men to a row. All of them were dressed in full combat gearblack battledress uniforms, black body armour, black helmetsand they all held high-tech Belgian-made P-90 assault rifles rigidly across their chests.


    Looking out through Marine Ones cockpit windshield, Schofield recognised their insignia patches at once. They were members of a unit rarely seen at US military exercises, a unit which was shrouded in secrecy, a unit which many believed was used only in the most critical of missions.


    It was the elite ground unit in the United States Air Force, the famous 7th Special Operations Squadron.


    Based in West Germany for much of the Cold War, its official task during that time was the defence of US airfields against the elite Soviet Spetsnaz units. Its unofficial achievements, though, were far more spectacular.


    Masterminding the defection of five senior Soviet nuclear missile specialists from a secret base in the Ukraine mountains. The assassination of KGB operations chief Vladimir Nakov in Moscow in 1990, before Nakov could himself assassinate Mikhail Gorbachev. And, finally, in 1997, the daring rescue of the CIAs captured Far Eastern Bureau Chief, Fred Conway, from the dreaded Xiangi Prisonthe all but impregnable maze of grim cells and torture chambers belonging to the notorious Chinese External Intelligence Service.


    Each man in the formation wore a special combat mask around his throatan ERG-6 gas-mask. Black and hard, it looked like the lower half of a hockey mask, and it covered its wearers mouth and nose in much the same way Jesse Jamess mask had covered his face in the old days.


    Three other men stood out in front of the detachment of 7th Squadron members on the deserted runway. All three wore starched white labcoats. Scientists.


    Once the Marine and Secret Service people from Nighthawk Two were in place, a set of Airstairs folded down from the forward left-hand side of Marine One.


    Two Marines emerged from the helicopter first and took up their positions at the base of the stairs, backs straight, eyes forward.


    A moment later, Special Agent Frank Cutler stepped out of the chopper, hand on his holster, eyes watchful. The Secret Service trusts nobody. Not even the United States Air Force. Even it could have a disgruntled soldier who might take a shot at the President.


    The President came out next, followed by his staff.


    Schofield and a young Marine corporal emerged last of all.


    As usual, Marine Ones two pilots, Gunman and Dallas, stayed on board just in case a rapid departure was called for.


    The two parties faced each other on the runway in the early morning lightthe Air Force detachment stationed at the complex; the President and his entourage.


    Twisting coils of windswept sand swirled around their bodies. A sandstorm was due later in the day.


    A young Air Force captain guided the President over to the colonel at the head of the Air Force formationa severe-looking man with grey hair and eyebrows. As the President came closer, the colonel stepped forward and crisply saluted his Commander-in-Chief.


    Good morning, Mister President, he said. My name is Colonel Jerome T. Harper, United States Air Force Medical and Surgical Command, and commanding officer of United States Air Force Special Area (Restricted) 7. This is Major Kurt Logan, commander of the 7th Squadron forces here at the base. Your two Secret Service advance teams are waiting for you inside. Were honoured to have you, sir. Welcome to Area 7.


    Thank you, Colonel, the President replied. Its a pleasure to be here. Lead the way.


    
      
    


    As soon as the President was taken away, disappearing inside the enormous main hangar with his highest-level entourage in tow, the major in charge of the 7th Squadron detachment came up to Schofield.


    Major Kurt Logan was about six-one, with closely shaved hair and heavily pockmarked skin. Schofield had actually met him before, although he doubted Logan would remember him.


    It had been at a special command and leadership course run by the Navy at their SEAL compound in Fort Lauderdale in 1997. Through a combination of smart tactics and ruthless follow-through, the softly-spoken Logan had come first in the class by a clear forty points. He could assess any battlefield situation in an instant, and when it came to engaging the enemy, he was uncompromising. Schofield, then just a budding Recon Unit commander, had come tenth in a class of sixteen.


    From the looks of things, Logan hadnt changed much. His whole bearinghands clasped firmly behind his back, steely level gazeindicated a powerful, confident inner strength. Battle-hardened strength.


    Excuse me, Captain, Logan said in a soft Southern drawl. He offered Schofield a sheet of paper. Our personnel list for your records.


    Schofield took the list, then gave one of his own to Logan in return.


    It was common practice at presidential inspections for both sides to swap personnel lists, since the Presidents people wanted to know who was at the base they were inspecting, and the base people wanted to know exactly who was in the presidential convoy.


    Schofield glanced at the Area 7 list. Columns of meaningless names ran down it.
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    He did notice something, though.


    There were more names here than there were 7th Squadron men on the tarmac. While there had been forty commandos out on the tarmac, there were fifty 7th Squadron members on the list. He figured there must be another ten-man unit inside the base somewhere.


    As Schofield looked at the list, Logan said, Captain, if you wouldnt mind, wed like you to move your


    What appears to be the problem, Major? a voice said from behind Schofield. Dont bother with Captain Schofield. I am in command here.


    It was Ramrod Hagerty, the White House Liaison Officer. With his Englishmans moustache and distinctly unbattle-hardened posture, Hagerty was everything Kurt Logan was not.


    Before he answered him, Logan looked Hagerty up and down. What he saw obviously didnt impress him.


    I was led to believe that Colonel Grier was in ultimate command of Marine One, Logan said coollyand correctly.


    Well, ah, yes . . . yes, technically, he is, Hagerty said. But, as White House Liaison, anything to do with the movement of these helicopters must go through me first.


    Logan looked at Hagerty in stony silence.


    Then he said, I was about to ask the captain here if he wouldnt mind rolling your helicopters into the main hangar while the President is at the base. We wouldnt want enemy satellites knowing that we had the Boss visiting, now would we?


    No, no, of course not. Of course not, Ramrod said. Schofield. Make it happen.


    Yes, sir, Schofield said drily.


    The giant double doors of the hangar closed with a resounding boom.


    The two lead helicopters of Marine Helicopter Squadron-1 were now parked inside the main hangar of Area 7, their rotors and tail booms folded into their stowed positions. Despite their own considerable size, the two Presidential helicopters were dwarfed by the cavernous hangar.


    Having supervised the roll-in of the choppers, Schofield now stood in the middle of the massive interior space, alone, scanning it silently.


    The rest of the Marine, White House and Secret Service contingentthose who hadnt been senior enough to go with the President, about twenty peoplevariously milled about the helicopters or drank coffee in the two glass-walled offices that flanked the main doors.


    The size of the hangar stunned Schofield.


    It was gigantic.


    Completely illuminated by brilliant white halogen lights, it must have stretched at least a hundred yards into the mountain. A ceiling-mounted rail system ran for its entire length. At the moment, two large wooden crates hung from the rails at either end of the hangar.


    At the far end of the vast spacefacing the doors that led out to the runwaystood a two-storey, completely internal building that ran for the full width of the hangar. This buildings upper floor had angled glass windows that looked out over the hangar floor.


    A small unobtrusive personnel elevator sat quietly underneath the overhang created by the buildings upper level, sunk in the hangars northern wall.


    Apart from the Presidential helicopters, there were no other aircraft in the hangar at present. Some large white-painted towing vehicles not unlike those seen at airports lay scattered around the hangar floorindeed, Schofield had used two of them to bring in the choppers.


    By far the most striking feature of the immense hangar, however, was the massive aircraft elevator platform that lay in its centre.


    It was huge, unbelievably huge, like the enormous hydraulic elevators that hang off the sides of aircraft carriersa giant square-shaped platform in the very centre of the hangar.


    At 200 feet by 200 feet, the platform was large enough to hold an entire AWACS Boeing 707the Air Forces famous radar-detecting aeroplanes, known for the thirty-foot flying-saucer-like rotodomes mounted on their backs.


    Supported by an unseen hydraulic lift system, the giant platform took up nearly the whole of the central area of the hangar. As with similar aircraft elevators, to maximise efficiency, on the north-eastern corner of the platform was a small detachable section which was itself a working elevator, capable of operating independently of the larger platform. To do this it ran on rails attached to the wall of the elevator shaft rather than on the main platforms telescoping hydraulic struta kind of platform within a platform, so to speak.


    Today, however, the Air Force personnel at Area 7 were putting on the whole show.


    As he stood at the edge of the enormous elevator shaft, Schofield could see the Presidentwith his nine-man Secret Service Detail and his high-ranking Air Force tour guidesstanding on the full-sized platform, getting smaller and smaller as they descended the wide concrete shaft on it.


    At that very same moment, as Shane Schofield stood in the centre of the vast hangar bay, looking down into the wide elevator shaft, someone else was watching him.


    The watcher stood in Area 7s darkened control room, on the upper floor of the internal building that formed the eastern wall of the hangar. Around him, four uniformed radio operators spoke softly into headset microphones: Alpha Unit, cover the Level 3 common room Echo Unit advises that the Marine investigatory team from Nighthawk Three had to be neutralised out at the EEV. They found the secondary advance team. Echo is parking their chopper in one of the outside hangars now. Returning to the main hangar when theyre done


    Bravo and Charlie Units are to remain in main hangar


    Delta Unit reports that it is now in position


    the Secret Service are trying to contact their primary advance team on Level 6. The simulated All-Clear signal, however, appears to be working


    Major Kurt Logan arrived at the side of the shadowy figure. Sir. The President and his Detail just arrived on Level 4. All units are in position.


    Good.


    Shall we move now?


    No. Let him take the tour, the faceless man said. There is still one more thing that has to be taken care of before we can begin.


    
      
    


    Good morning.


    Schofield turned, and saw the smiling faces of Libby Gant and Mother Newman.


    Hey there, he said.


    Ralphs still pissed at you, Mother said. He wants a rematch.


    Ralph was Mothers husband. A short nugget of a man with a moon-shaped smiling face and a limitless ability to put up with Mothers eccentricities, he was a trucker, owning his own Mack eighteen-wheeler. It had a painting of an arrow-struck heart on its side with the word Mother flowing over it. With his short stature and ready smile, Ralph was widely regarded in the Marine community as a bona fide legend.


    He was also the proud owner of a new barbecue, and at the obligatory Sunday afternoon lunch at Mothers place a few weeks ago, hed challenged Schofield to a shoot-off on the garage basketball hoop. Schofield had let him win and Ralph knew it.


    Maybe next weekend? Schofield said. How about you? Howd that check-up on the leg go yesterday?


    In a word, Scarecrow, sen-fucking-sational, Mother said. I got full movement and I can run just as fast as I used to. That seemed to satisfy the docs. Hell, I told em that just last week I bowled 275, but that didnt seem to mean much. Either way, since Im now part machine, I want a new nickname: Darth Fucking Vader.


    Schofield laughed. Okay, Darth.


    You having trouble with Ramrod again? Gant asked seriously.


    The usual, Schofield said. Hey, happy birthday.


    Gant smiled. Thanks.


    I got you something. Schofield reached into his dress coat pocket. Its not huge or anything, but . . . he frowned, patted his other pockets. Damn, its here somewhere. Maybe its back on the chopper . . .


    Dont worry about it.


    Can I give it to you later?


    Sure.


    Mother gazed at the enormous hangar around them. What the fuck is this place? Looks like Fort Knox.


    More than that, Schofield said.


    What do you mean?


    Look at the floor just inside the hangar doors.


    Mother and Gant did. A series of box-shaped indentations ran in a line across the concrete floor in front of the doors. Each indentation was at least a yard square and deep.


    Now look up.


    They did, and saw a series of thick, tooth-like metal protrusionsprotrusions which, when lowered, would fit perfectly into the box-shaped indentations on the floor.


    Piston-driven armoured door, Schofield said, Tike the ones they have on Nimitz-class carriers. Theyre used to divide the ships hangar bays into self-contained zones in case of fire or explosion. But, youll notice that there arent any other armoured doors in this hangar. Thats the only one, which means its the only exit.


    So what are you saying? Mother asked.


    Im saying, Schofield said, that whatever theyre doing in this complex is more important than you or I could possibly imagine.


    
      
    


    The wide elevator platform holding the President of the United States jolted to a halt in front of a giant steel door marked with an enormous black-painted 4.


    The wide concrete elevator shaft stretched up into the air above the President and his Secret Service Detail like an oversized vertical tunnel. The bright artificial light of the ground-level hangar was but a small square of white nowthree hundred feet straight up.


    No sooner had the elevator stopped than the massive steel door in front of it rumbled upward. Colonel Jerome Harper led the way, walking and talking quickly:


    This facility was once the headquarters for the North American Air Defence CommandNORADbefore NORAD was moved to a more modern facility built underneath Cheyenne Mountain in Colorado in 1975.


    The complex is surrounded by a two-foot-thick titanium outer wall, which is itself buried beneath one hundred feet of solid granite. Like the Cheyenne Mountain complex, it is designed to withstand a direct hit from a thermonuclear missile.


    Harper handed the President a sheet of paper, on which was a schematic diagram of the subterranean structure.


    The hangar appeared at the top of the diagramat ground level, capped by the low mountainthen the wide aircraft elevator shaft led downwards, until it met a multi-levelled structure built deep within the earth.


    Harper said, The underground complex contains six levels, the first two of whichLevels 1 and 2are storage hangars for high-risk aircraft, much like the ones you saw at Area 8 earlier this morning. Level 3 houses communications and staff living quarters. Level 5 is confinement. And Level 6 is the X-Rail system.


    Each level is completely sealable to both radiation and airborne contagions, and the whole facility, if locked down, is capable of living off a self-contained supply of oxygen for thirty days. Food supplies are kept in a storage area on Level 3. Water supply is kept in a 100-millongallon tank in the Level 1 hangar.


    Their group came to a short upwardly-sloping corridor, at the end of which sat a squat solid-looking door that looked like a gigantic safe. An Air Force man hurriedly began opening it.


    Project Fortune was stationed here four years ago, after the first viable embryo reached maturity, Harper said. Now, at last, it has reached a stage where it can be put to use.


    The President waited patiently while the three-foot-thick door was pulled open.


    Frank Cutler and the eight other members of the Presidents personal Detail stood behind himsilent, impassive, invisible. At three-minute intervals, Cutler would silently check his earpiece for the All-Clear beacons from both of his advance teams. The beacons came in loud and clear.


    Then, finally, the door swung open, and the President looked casually beyond it.


    And his jaw dropped.


    Oh . . . my . . . God . . .


    
      
    


    My moneys on the superbomb, Elvis Haynes said as he leaned back in his chair.


    Elvis, Schofield, Gant and Mother were sitting in one of the glass-walled offices by the main doors of the hangar. With them were Colonels Grier and Dallas, all the other Marines stationed on board the Presidential helicopters, as well as the three remaining Secret Service agents.


    In a not-so-subtle division of management and labour, all the White House people who had remained up in the hangar either sat in the other glass-walled office on the southern side of the hangar or worked inside their helicopters, which, they said, were more suited to their rank than the spartan Air Force offices.


    They alsoso Nicholas Tate had said to Gant when he had invited her to stay on Marine One with himhad better coffee, plunger stuff.


    Gant went with Schofield and the others.


    Ramrod Hagerty, on the other hand, sat over with the White House people.


    No way, man, a small bespectacled corporal named Gus Gorman said. The superbomb doesnt exist.


    Gorman was a thin, nerdy-looking individual, with thick glasses, a big nose and a narrow scrawny neck. Not even full dress uniform could make him look sexy. Popular with the other troops for his almost-photographic memory and sharp wit, his call-sign Brainiac was a compliment, not an insult.


    Bullshit, Elvis said, DARPA made it in the nineties, in conjunction with the Navy


    But they could never make it work. Thing depended on some element only found in meteorites and they could never find a live specimen of it.


    You guysll believe anything, a softly-spoken voice said from the other side of the office.


    Everybody turned, Schofield included.


    The speaker was a new sergeant to the unitan intense young man with a heavy-browed face, pug nose and deep brown eyes. He didnt talk much, so when he did it was something of a special occasion for the team. At first, it had been a trait which some had mistaken for contempt. But soon it was discovered that Sergeant Buck Riley Jnr just didnt like to talk unnecessarily.


    Riley Jnr was the son of a highly-regarded Marine staff sergeant. His father, Buck Riley Snr, had also been a man Shane Schofield had known better than most.


    They had met under fireback when Schofield had been in a god-almighty mess in Bosnia and Riley Snr had been on the rescue team. They had become good friends and Riley Snr had become Schofields loyal staff sergeant. Sadly, he had also been on that fateful mission to Antarcticawhere he had been murdered in the most brutal fashion by an enemy whose name Schofield had been forbidden to mention by the Official Secrets Act.


    Sergeant Buck Riley Jnrsilent, intense and seriousbore his fathers call-sign with pride. He was known throughout the unit simply as Book II.


    Book II looked at Elvis and Brainiac. Do you guys seriously believe that DARPA has built a bomb that can destroy a third of the earths mass?


    Yes, Elvis said.


    No, Brainiac said.


    Well, they havent. The superbomb is an urban myth, Book II said, designed to keep the conspiracy theorists on the Internet and the gossipy old women in the United States Marine Corps happy. Want me to give you a couple more examples? That the FBI sends agents into prisons as deep cover operatives. That the United States Air Force has nuclear bombers stationed in commercial hangars at every major airport in the United States for use in the event of a sudden outbreak of war. That USAMRIID has developed a cure for AIDS but hasnt been allowed to release it. That the Air Force has developed a magnetic-propulsion system that allows vehicles to float on air. That the losing tenderer in the bid to build the stealth bomber proposed a supersonic plane that could attain complete invisibility through the use of nuclear-powered air refractionand built the plane anyway, even after they lost the bid. Heard any of those?


    No, Elvis said, but theyre way cool.


    What about you, Captain? Book II turned to Schofield. You heard any of those before?


    Schofield held the young sergeants gaze. Ive heard about the last one, but not the others.


    He turned away from the debate, scanning the office around him.


    He frowned. Someone was missing.


    And then it hit him.


    Hey, wheres Warrant Officer Webster? he said.


    The President of the United States stared out through the slanted observation windows, his mouth agape.


    Through the windows, in the middle of a highceilinged, hall-like room, he saw a large freestanding cube made of a clear glass-like substance.


    It just sat there in the middle of the hall, not quite reaching the ceiling, not quite reaching the walls, a glass cube the size of a large living room, bounded on two sides by the elevated L-shaped observation structure.


    It was what lay inside the glass cube, however, that seized the Presidents attention.


    Indeed, he couldnt take his eyes off it.


    The cube is made of high-tensile polyfibre, and has its own separate oxygen supply. It is completely airtight, Colonel Harper said. Should its structural integrity be compromised, the cubes internal air pressure is automatically raised, so that no contagions can enter it.


    Harper gestured to one of the three scientists who had been up on the tarmac earlier. Mr President, Id like you to meet Doctor Gunther Botha, the guiding force behind Project Fortune.


    The President shook Bothas hand. Botha was a fat, wide-faced, balding man of fifty-eight, and he spoke with a guttural South African accent: Its a pleasure to meet you, Mister President.


    Doctor Botha is from


    I know where Doctor Botha is from, the President said, a trace of disapproval in his voice. I saw his file yesterday.


    Gunther Botha was a former member of the South African Defence Forces notorious Medical Battalion. Though not widely known, throughout the 1980s South Africa was second only to the Soviet Union in the creation and stockpiling of biological weapons, principally for use against the black majority.


    But with the fall of the apartheid regime, Gunther Botha quickly found himself out of a job and directly in the firing line of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. His clandestine hiring by the United States government in 1996 was not unlike its harbouring of Nazi scientists after World War II. Specialists in Bothas chosen field of expertise were exceedingly hard to come by.


    The President turned back to look out through the observation windows. So this is the vaccine . . . he said, gazing down at the clear fibreglass cube.


    Yes, sir, it is, Botha said.


    Tested? The President didnt turn as he spoke.


    Yes.


    In serum-hydrate form?


    Yes.


    Against the latest strain?


    We tested it against 9.1 yesterday afternoon, as soon as it arrived.


    Mister President, Colonel Harper said, if youd like, we can give you a demonstration.


    A pause.


    All right, the President said. Do so.


    *


    Where did he go? Schofield asked as he stood in the middle of the wide main hangar of Area 7 with Libby Gant.


    Warrant Officer Carl Websterthe man in charge of the Footballwasnt in either of the two Presidential helicopters, nor was he in the hangars two offices. And a quick check with the Secret Service people had revealed that he hadnt gone with the President on the tour of the facility.


    Warrant Officer Webster was nowhere to be found.


    It was cause for concern because there were strict rules of protocol as to Websters movements. If he wasnt with the President, he was supposed to stay close to Marine One at all times.


    Take a look at the welcoming committee, the famous 7th Squadron, Gant said, eyeing the three groups of P-90-armed commandos stationed at various points around the hangar bay. The crack Air Force troops just watched Schofield and Gant impassively.


    They look pretty mean to me, Schofield said.


    Theyre jacked up, Gant said.


    What?


    Yellow tinges to their eyes.


    Steroids?


    Uh-huh, Gant said.


    No wonder they look so edgy, Schofield said.


    Elvis doesnt like them, Gant said. Says he heard somewhere that theyre, quote, unofficially racist. Youll notice that there are no black members in these squads.


    It was true. Apart from a couple of Asian-American members scattered among them, the 7th Squadron units in the hangar were absolutely lily-white.


    Yes, Ive heard those rumours, too, Schofield said. Although no-one liked to admit it, in some sections of the armed forces, racismparticularly against black soldierswas still a problem. And with their brutal selection courses, special forces units like the 7th Squadron could easily wield subtle discriminatory powers.


    Schofield nodded at the leaders of the three ten-man groups, distinguished from the others by the fact that they didnt have to hold their P-90s in their hands. Their machine guns were secured behind their shoulderblades, in back-mounted holsters. You know what they call the five 7th Squadron unit commanders at exercises?


    What?


    The Five Snakes. As the overall squadron leader, Kurt Logan commands one ten-man team, the first one, Alpha Unit. The other four units are run by four captainsMcConnell, Willis, Stone and Carney. And theyre good. When theyve cared to show up at the inter-service combat exercises at Bragg, theyve always come in at number one. One time, a lone 7th Squadron unit took out three SEAL defensive teams all by itselfand that was without Logan.


    Why do they call them the Five Snakes? Gant asked.


    It started out as a jealous joke among the other field commanders. Three reasons. One, because tactically they resemble snakes: they strike quickly and with maximum force, and with a total lack of mercy. Two, because, personally, theyre all very cold individuals. They would never mix with their counterparts in the other services. Always stuck together.


    And the third reason?


    Because each of their call-signs is a variety of aggressive snake.


    Nice, Gant said wryly.


    They kept walking. Gant changed the subject: You know, I had a good time last Saturday night.


    You did? Schofield turned to face her.


    Yeah. Did you?


    Oh, yeah.


    Gant said, I was just wondering, you know, because, well, you didnt . . .


    Wait a second, Schofield said suddenly. Somethings wrong here.


    What?


    Schofield looked at the three 7th Squadron units stationed around the hangar again.


    One squad stood guard over by the regular elevator. The second group of ten men stood beside the wide aircraft elevator shaft. The third unit stood on the south-eastern side of the hangar, over by a door that led into the two-storey control building.


    It was at that moment that Schofield saw the sign on the door behind the third group of 7th Squadron men.


    And then, in his minds eye, he saw it.


    Come on, he said, heading back toward the offices. Quickly.


    The arming codes have been entered, sir, Logan said. The Football is ready. Warrant Officer Webster was most . . . forthcoming.


    The radio operators inside the control room continued their verbal updates:


    emergency sealing system ready


    self-contained oxygen supply ready


    Major Logan, one of them said, Im still picking up those trace heat signatures in sector nine outside, out by the EEV.


    Size?


    Same as before. Between twelve and seventeen inches. Im not sure, sir, but Id swear theyve moved closer to the vent since the last time I looked.


    Logan looked at the satellite image. A zoomed-in black-and-white shot of the desert to the east of the main complex showed about twenty-four rod-shaped white blobs arrayed in a wide three-hundred-yard circle around the Emergency Escape Vent.


    Twelve to seventeen inches. Logan peered closely at the image. Too small to be men. Probably just a pack of desert rats. Get an enhanced image from the satellite, just to be sure. Keep an eye on them.


    The shadowy figure turned to face Logan. Where is the President now?


    Hes down in the testing lab on Level 4.


    Contact Harper. Give him the green light. Tell him were ready. Tell him the mission is go.


    
      
    


    Subject One has not been immunised with the vaccine, Dr Gunther Botha said in a neutral scientific voice.


    The President now stood in near darkness, in another area of Level 4, facing two brightly-lit test chambers.


    Inside each chamber stood a completely naked man. Both men, in perverse contrast to their nakedness, wore gas-masks and a series of electrodes attached to their chests.


    Subject One is a white, Caucasian male, five foot seven inches, one hundred and sixty pounds, age thirty-six. Subject is wearing a standard-issue anti-contagion gasmask. Releasing the agent now.


    There was a soft hissing sound as a light mist of mustard-yellow aerosol particles was released into the first mans chamber. He was a thin man, gangly. He looked about himself fearfully as the gas entered his air-tight room.


    The President said, Where did you get the virus?


    Changchun, Botha said.


    The President nodded.


    Changchun was a remote town in northern Manchuria. Although the Chinese government denied it, Changchun was the Chinese Armys chief biological weapons testing facility. It was said that political prisoners and captured foreign spies were sent there and used as guinea pigs for virus and nerve agent testing.


    The naked man in the gas chamber was still standing, still looking nervously about himself.


    Secondary infection occurs via indirect ingestion through dermatological orificeshair follicles in the skin, open cuts, Botha said blandly. Without administration of an effective vaccine, death will occur approximately thirty minutes after contact. For indirectly ingested nerve agents, this is a relatively fast kill-rate.


    But, Botha held up a finger, when compared with the effects of direct inhalation of this agent, it is highly inefficient.


    He pressed an intercom switch and addressed the man in the chamber. Would you please remove your mask.


    In response, the man gave Botha the fingerfirmly.


    Botha just sighed and pressed a button on a nearby console. Subject One received a severe shock through his chest electrodes.


    I said, would you please remove your gas-mask.


    Subject One slowly took off his mask.


    And immediatelyviolentlythe virus took effect.


    The man clutched his stomach and coughed a deep, hacking cough.


    As I said, far more efficient, Botha said.


    The man doubled over, started wheezing.


    Gastrointestinal irritation begins within approximately ten seconds of onset.


    The man vomited explosively, splatting brown-green vomit all over the test booths floor.


    Stomach liquefication within thirty seconds . . .


    The man dropped to his knees, gasping for air. A chunky liquid dribbled down his chin. He clutched at the booths glass wall, right in front of Botha.


    Liver and kidney liquefication within a minute . . .


    The subject puked a bloody black sludge all over the window. Then he fell to the ground, shuddering and shivering.


    Total organ failure within ninety seconds. Death within two minutes.


    Soon, the naked man inside the chambercoiled in the foetal positionlay still.


    The President watched, trying to hide his revulsion.


    It was beyond cruel, this method of death, even for a man such as this.


    Nevertheless, he tried to justify Subject Ones grisly death in the light of what Subject One had done during his life. With a friend, Leon Roy Hailey had tortured nine women in the back of his van, laughing at them as they begged for mercy. The two men had recorded the girls death throes on a video recorder for later gratification. The President had seen those tapes.


    He also knew that Leon Roy Hailey had been sentenced to four hundred and fifty-two years in prison for his crimes. He was never to leave prison alive. And so, after five brutal years in jail, helike every other test subject at Area 7, all of them serving multiple life sentenceshad elected to submit himself to scientific testing.


    Subject Two, Botha said tonelessly, has been given the vaccine in serum-hydrate form. Serum was mixed into a glass of water he drank exactly thirty minutes ago. Subject is a white, Caucasian male, six feet eight inches, two hundred and fifteen pounds, age thirty-two. Releasing the agent now.


    Again, the hissing came, followed by the sudden puff of mustard-yellow aerosol mist.


    The man in the second chamber saw the gas enter his booth, but unlike the first test subject, he didnt do anything in response. He was much bigger than the first mana massive six-eightbroadchested, too, with bulging biceps, enormous fists and a small elliptical head that seemed way too tiny for his body.


    With his gas-mask on and the yellow mist falling all around him, he just stared out through the one-way glass of the test chamber, as if a painful agonised death didnt worry him in the slightest.


    No coughing. No spasming. With the gas-mask on, the virus hadnt affected him yet.


    Botha flicked the intercom switch: Take off your mask, please.


    Subject Two obeyed Bothas command without objection, removed his mask.


    The President saw the mans face, and this time he caught his breath.


    It was a face he had seen many times beforeon television, in the newspapers. It was the evil tattooed face of Lucifer James Leary, the serial killer known across America as the Surgeon of Phoenix.


    He was the man who had killed thirty-two hitchhikers, most of them young backpackers, whom he had picked up on the interstate between Las Vegas and Phoenix between 1991 and 1998. In every case, Leary had left his trademarka piece of the victims jewellery, usually a ring or necklace, lying on the roadway at the spot where the victim had been abducted.


    A disgraced former medical student, Leary would take his victims to his home in Phoenix, amputate their limbs and then eat those limbs in front of them. The discovery of his house by FBI agentscomplete with blood-smeared basement and two live but partially-eaten victimshad horrified America.


    Even now, Lucifer Leary looked like the picture of evil. The entire left-hand side of his face was covered by a black tattoo depicting five vertical claw marks, as if Freddy Krueger himself had slashed his razor-tipped fingers viciously down Learys cheek. The tattooed slash-marks were impressive in their detailtorn ragged skin, imitation blooddesigned to evoke maximum revulsion.


    At that moment, to the Presidents horror, Leary smiled at the observation window, revealing hideous yellow teeth.


    It was then that it hit the President.


    Even though his gas-mask was off, Leary didnt seem to be affected by the airborne virus.


    As you will see, Botha said proudly, even when the virus is inhaled directly into the lungs from the air, an orally-administered vaccine delivered in serum-hydrate form is effective in preventing infection. The vaccine neutralises the invading virus by restricting the release of the protein diethylpropanase by the virus, a protein which attacks the pigmentation enzyme metahydrogenase and the blood group protein, DB


    In English, please, the President said tersely.


    Botha said, Mr President, what you have just seen is a quantum leap forward in biotechnological warfare. It is the worlds first genetically-engineered biological weapon, a completely synthetic agent, so there are no natural cures. And it works with a degree of efficiency the likes of which I have never seen before. It is a purely constructed virus, and make no mistake, it has been constructed in a very particular way.


    It is an ethnic bullet, designed to kill only certain races of people, people possessed of certain ethnically exclusive genes. In this case, it attacks only those people who are possessed of the enzyme metahydrogenase and DB blood protein. These are the enzymes which cause white skin pigmentation, the characteristic enzymes of Caucasian people.


    Mister President, the same enzyme that makes our skin white makes us susceptible to this virus. It is extraordinary. I dont know how the Chinese did it. My government in South Africa tried for years to develop a virus that it could put in the water supply which would make only black people sterile, but we never succeeded.


    But from the look of this agent, it would not be difficult to adapt the genetic make-up of the virus so that it would also attack African-Americans, since their pigmentation enzyme is a variant of metahydrogenase


    Bottom line, the President said.


    The bottom line is simple, Mister President, Botha said. The only people safe from this virus are people of Asian origin, because they do not possess these pigmentation enzymes at all. As such, they would be immune from the agent while Caucasians and African-Americans everywhere would die.


    Mister President. Allow me to introduce you to the latest Chinese biological weapon. Meet the Sinovirus.


    
      
    


    Im telling you, theres something not right here, Schofield said.


    Bullshit, Captain, Ramrod Hagerty waved his hand dismissively. Youve been reading too many comic books.


    What about Webster, then? I cant find him anywhere. Hes not allowed to just disappear.


    Probably in the john.


    No, I checked there, Schofield said. And Nighthawk Three? Where are they? Why hasnt Hendricks called in?


    Hagerty just stared at him blankly.


    Schofield said, Sir, with all due respect, if you would just look at where these 7th Squadron guys are standing . . .


    Hagerty turned in his chair. He, Schofield and Gant were in the southern office of the main hangar, with the small group of White House people. Hagerty casually looked out through the offices windows at the 7th Squadron commandos spaced around the hangar outside.


    Looks like theyre guarding every entrance, Hagerty shrugged. To stop us going into areas were not supposed to.


    No, sir, theyre not. Look closely. The group to the north are guarding the regular elevator. The middle group are guarding the aircraft elevator. Theyre both fine. But look at the group over by the control building, the group in front of the door.


    Yeah, so . . .


    Sir, theyre guarding a storage closet.


    Hagerty looked from Schofield to the Air Force commandos. It was true. They were standing in front of a door marked STORAGE.


    Thats very nice, Captain. Ill put your observations in my report. Hagerty resumed his paperwork.


    But sir . . .


    I said, Ill put your observations in my report, Captain Schofield. That will be all.


    Schofield straightened.


    With respect, sir, have you ever been in combat? he said.


    Hagerty froze, looked up. Im not sure if I like your tone, Captain.


    Have you ever been in combat?


    I was in Saudi during Desert Storm.


    Fighting?


    No. Embassy staff.


    Sir, if youd ever been in combat, youd know that those three groups of Air Force commandos are not standing in defensive positions. Those are offensive positions. More than that, those men are perfectly placed to rout these two offices


    Rubbish.


    Schofield grabbed the sheet of paper Hagerty had been writing on and scribbled a quick map of the hangar:


    [image: ]


    This is where they are now, Schofield tapped the three big black dots on the diagram. Twelve oclock, ten oclock and four oclock. But when they move like this . . . Schofield added some arrows to his diagram:


    [image: ]


    . . . weve got serious trouble. All the Marines and Secret Service people over in the northern office will face the full force of the attack, while the White House people here in the southern office will naturally run the other wayright into the the third unit of 7th Squadron soldiers.


    Hagerty looked at Schofields diagram for a long moment.


    Then he said, That has got to be the stupidest thing Ive ever heard, Captain. These are American servicemen.


    For Christs sake, just listen to me


    No, you listen to me, Hagerty spat. Dont think for a moment that I dont know who you are. I know all about Wilkes Ice Station. I know what happened there. But just because you were some kind of hero once doesnt give you a licence to spout out fucking conspiracy theories and expect to be believed. Ive been in this Corps for twenty-two years and I have risen to where I am by


    what? Pushing pencils, Schofield said.


    Hagerty fell silent. His face grew beetroot red.


    Thats it, Schofield. For the sake of the Corps, I wont make a scene here, but when we get back to Quantico, as soon as we touch down, you will be taken into custody and held for court martial on charges of gross insubordination. Now get the fuck out of my sight.


    Schofield just shook his head in exasperation and left.


    And these, sir, are the men who brought back the Sinovirus, Colonel Harper said, guiding the President around the test booths on Level 4.


    A giant thirty-foot-long quarantine chamber stood before them. Through a small glass window set into the side of the reinforced chamber, the President saw four men, all seated on sofas watching a television and bathed in blue ultra-violet light. All of them, he noted, were of Asian extraction.


    As soon as they saw the President, two of the men inside the chamber rose to their feet and stood to attention.


    Mister President, meet Captain Robert Wu and Lieutenant Chet Li from the 7th Squadron


    Just then Harpers cell phone buzzed.


    The colonel excused himself and stepped away to take the call.


    Its a pleasure to meet you both, gentlemen, the President said, stepping forward. Your country owes you a debt of gratitude.


    Thank you, sir.


    Thank you.


    How long do you have to stay in there for? the President inquired, asking the obligatory personal question.


    Another couple of hours, I think, sir, the one named Wu said. We got back yesterday with the new strain, but we have to stay in here for twenty-four hours. The chamber is operated on a time-lock. Cant be opened until 0900 hours. So they can be sure there are no other bugs on us.


    Well, I wont be here come nine oclock, the President said, but rest assured, youll be receiving something from me in the very near future.


    Thank you, sir.


    Thank you, sir.


    Having finished his call, Colonel Harper returned.


    And that concludes our tour, Mister President, he said. Now, if youll come this way, I have one last thing to show you.


    Schofield and Gant stood inside Marine One, behind Brainiac.


    Brainiac was seated at the helicopters communications console, typing quickly on a keyboard.


    Anything from Nighthawk Three or the two advance teams? Schofield asked.


    Nada from Nighthawk Three, Brainiac said. And just the beacons from the Secret Service teams.


    Schofield thought for a moment. Are we plugged into Area 7s local network?


    Yep. So the President can collect secure transmissions by the landline.


    Okay then, can you bring up the complexs security camera system for me?


    Sure.


    The President was led up a set of firestairs to Level 3, the living quarters of Area 7.


    With his nine-man Secret Service Detail he was brought into a wide low-ceilinged common roomcouches, coffee tables, kitchenette and, taking pride of place over by the wall, a big-screen Panasonic TV.


    If you would just wait here for a moment, Mister President, Colonel Harper said, Ill send someone down in a minute.


    And then he left the room, leaving the President and his Detail alone.


    A series of black-and-white monitors flickered to life in the communications bay of Marine One.


    Each monitor depicted a grid of views from the multitude of security cameras around Area 7.


    We have contact, Brainiac said.


    From various angles, Schofield saw empty stairwellsthe main hangarsomething that looked like a subway stationthe interiors of the glass-walled offices in the main hangar, one of them filled with Marines and Secret Service people, the other containing White House staff membersand, in grainy black-and-white, the inside of an elevator


    Schofield froze at the final image.


    The elevator was packed with ten fully-armed 7th Squadron commandos.


    And then suddenly movement from one of the other monitors caught his eye.


    It was the view from one of the stairwell cameras.


    A whole stream of armed 7th Squadron commandos were storming down the stairwell.


    This is going to be very painful, he said flatly.


    Schofield stepped out of Marine One onto the hangar floor, Gant and Brainiac close behind him.


    Although nothing physical about it had changed, somehow the hangar now looked very different.


    Now it looked menacing.


    Dangerous.


    Schofield saw the three groups of 7th Squadron commandos arrayed around the enormous interior spacesaw the commander of one of the groups touch his ear as he caught a radio transmission.


    Stay here, Schofield said.


    Okay, Brainiac said.


    Hey, Gant said.


    What?


    Try not to look so spooked.


    Ill do my best, Schofield said as he stepped out from the cover of Marine One and started walking casually across the hangar floor, toward the northern glass-walled office.


    He was about halfway there when it happened.


    Loud and sudden.


    Boom!


    Like a curtain falling at the end of a stage show, a giant piston-driven titanium door thundered down in front of the hangars main doors. Its leading edgelined with nasty-looking tooth-like protrusionslodged firmly into the series of box-like indentations that ran across the entry to the hangar.


    And with the falling of the massive armoured door, Schofield gave up any pretence of trying to appear calm.


    He broke into a run just as the two nearest groups of 7th Squadron commandosthe ones at twelve oclock and ten oclockraised their P-90s and the air around him became awash with sizzling bullets.


    
      
    


    It had been five minutes now and nobody had come for them and the President of the United States was not accustomed to waiting.


    The President and his protective Detail just stood in the common room on Level 3, looking about themselves, waiting in the silence.


    Frank, the President said to the Chief of the Detail, see whats going on


    The big-screen television came on.


    The President and his Detail whirled around.


    What the fuck . . . somebody said.


    On the screen, large and bold, was the bright yellow insignia of the Emergency Broadcast Systemthe special all-spectrum broadcast network that was capable of cutting off regular broadcasting in the event of a national emergency.


    Then, abruptly, the EBS symbol disappeared, and a face appeared in its place.


    What the hell . . . this time it was the President who spoke.


    The face on the screen was that of a dead man.


    It was the face of Lieutenant General Charles Samson Russell, USAF, call-sign: Caesar.


    On every television screen in Area 7and, it appeared, every television in the United Statesthe round, heavy-browed face of Charles Russell began to speak.


    Mister President. People of America. Welcome to Area 7. My name is General Charles Russell, United States Air Force. For too long, I have watched this country eat itself. I will do so no longer. His tone was measured, his Louisiana accent thick.


    Our representatives at both federal and state levels are incapable of genuine leadership. Our free press is no longer the tool for controlling government that it was intended to be. To every man who has ever fought or died for this country, this state of affairs is a disgrace. It can no longer be allowed to continue.


    In the common room, the President just stared at the big-screen television.


    And so I propose a challenge, Mister Presidentboth to you and to the system you represent.


    Implanted on your heart is a radio device. It was attached to the outer tissue of your cardiac muscle during an operation on your left lung four years ago.


    Frank Cutler spun to face the President, a look of horror spreading across his face.


    I will initiate its signal now, Caesar said. He pressed some buttons on a small red unit that he held in his hand. The compact unit had a black stub antenna sticking out from its top.


    Frank Cutler pulled a debugging wand from his coata spectrum analyser used to detect any signal-emitting deviceand waved it over the Presidents body.


    Feet and legs . . . okay.


    Waist and stomach . . . okay.


    Chest . . .


    The wand went crazy.


    My challenge to you, Mister President, is simple. Russells voice echoed throughout the underground base.


    As you well know, at every major airport in the United States there are at least three hangars devoted to the storage of United States Air Force bombers, fighters and ordnance.


    Right now, inside fourteen of those hangars, sit fourteen Type-240 blast plasma warheads. The airports include John F. Kennedy, Newark and La Guardia in New York, Dulles in Washington, OHare in Chicago, LAX in Los Angeles, and airports in San Francisco, San Diego, Seattle, Boston, Philadelphia and Detroit. Each plasma warhead, as you know, has a blast radius of sixteen miles and a detonation yield of ninety megatons. All are armed.


    In the common room on Level 3, everyone was silent.


    The only thing that will stop the detonation of these warheads, Mister President, Charles Russell said with a smile, is the continued beating of your heart.


    
      
    


    Russell went on.


    All the devices at the airports are patched in to a single satellite in geosynchronous orbit above this base. That satellite, Mister President, emits a high-powered microwave signal which is picked up and bounced back to it by the transmitter placed on your heart.


    But the radio transmitter on your heart, once started, is kinetically operated. If your heart should stop beating, the transmitter will cease to operate, and the satellites signal will not be bounced back to itin which case, the satellite will instruct the bombs in the airports to detonate.


    Mister President. If your heart should stop, America as we know it dies. If your heart keeps beating, America lives.


    You are the symbol of a bankrupt culture, sir: a politician, a man who seeks power for powers sake, but, like the people you represent, one who lives safe in the knowledge that he will never ever be called upon to stand up and fight for the system that gives him that power.


    Well, you have lived safely for too long, Mister President. Now you have been called to account. Now you have been called to fight.


    I, on the other hand, am a warrior. I have spilled my blood for this country. What blood have you spilt? What sacrifices have you made? None. Coward.


    But like an honest patriot, I will give you and the system you represent a final chance to prove your worth. For the people of this country need proof. They need to see you floundersee you fallsee you sell them out to save your skin. They elected you to represent them. Now you shall do thatliterally. If you die, they die with you.


    This facility has been completely sealed. It is designed to withstand the full force of a nuclear blast, so there is no way out of it. Inside it with you is a fifty-man detachment of the best ground force this country has to offer, the 7th Special Operations Squadron. These men have orders to kill you, Mister President.


    With your Secret Service Detail, you will face them in a fight to the death. Whoever wins, gets the country. Whoever loses, dies.


    Of course, the American people must be kept appraised of the score in this challenge, Caesar said. Therefore, every hour on the hour, I shall address them via the Emergency Broadcast System and give them an update on the pursuit.


    The President looked up at the nearest security camera. This is ridiculous! You couldnt possibly have put a


    Jeremiah K. Woolf, Mister President, Caesar Russell said from the TV screen. The President immediately fell silent.


    No-one else spoke.


    I will assume from your silence that you have seen the FBI file.


    Of course the President had seen the filethe peculiarities of the ex-senators death had demanded it.


    At the exact moment that Jeremiah Woolf had died in Alaska, his home in Washington DC had exploded. No culpritfor either incidenthad ever been found. It was a coincidence too bizarre to ignore, but in the absence of any evidence to explain it, to the mass media it had remained simply that, a tragic coincidence.


    As the President knew, however, one particular aspect of the ex-senators death had never been made public: namely, the elevated levels of red blood cell production in his bloodstream, plus extremely low alveolar and arterial phosphate pressures. All of these symptoms indicated a prolonged period of hyperventilation before Woolf had been shota period during which the ex-senator had experienced a heightened state of fight or flight physiology.


    In other words, the ex-senator had been running from someone when hed been shot. He had been hunted.


    And now it made sense.


    Woolf had been implanted with a transmitter . . .


    . . . and then in Alaska he had been hunted and shot, and when, finally, his heart had stopped, his home on the other side of the country had been destroyed.


    Caesar Russells voice invaded his thoughts. Former Senator Woolfs unexpected retirement from government left me with an extra transmitting device. And so he became a guinea pig, a test run. A test run for today.


    The President exchanged a look with Frank Cutler.


    Caesar said, Oh, and just in case youre harbouring ambitions of escaping this facility . . . He lifted an object into view.


    It was a stainless steel briefcase.


    Warrant Officer Carl Websters steel briefcase.


    The cases handle still had the pair of handcuffs attached to itonly now the open-ended cuff was no longer attached to anything. It was splattered all over with blood.


    It was the Football.


    And it was open.


    The President saw the briefcases flat-glass palm-print analyser and keypad. The palm-print analyser was an identification feature programmed to recognise the Presidents palm-print, so that only he could activateand de-activateAmericas thermonuclear arsenal.


    Somehow, though, Russell had managed to falsify the Presidents palm-print and enter the arming codes. But how could he have got a copy of the Presidents hand?


    In addition to the transmitter on your heart, Mister President, Russell said, all the devices in the airports have been networked to a recycling timer of exactly ninety minutes, as is shown on the Footballs display screen. Only the application of your palm-print to the analyseronce every ninety minuteswill reset that timer and stop the plasma warheads from going off, so dont think of leaving. The Football, for your information, will be kept up here in the main hangar.


    This is a great day in the history of the nation, Mister President, a day of reckoning. Come the dawn of tomorrow, the glorious Fourth of July, we shall see if we all awake in a new, reborn America. Good luck, Mister President, and may God have mercy on your soul.


    At that moment, as if right on cue, the main doors to the common room burst open and a team of 7th Squadron commandosled by Major Kurt Logan and wearing their fearsome ERG-6 gas-masksrushed into the room, their devastating P-90 machine guns blazing.


    The challenge had begun.


    
      
    


    SECOND CONFRONTATION


    3 July, 0700 Hours
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    The main hangar had become a battlefield.


    Bulletholes raked the floor at Shane Schofields feet as he raced for the doorway to the northern glass-walled office.


    He poked his head around the doorway: Marines! Scatter!


    But that was all he could say before the window next to him shattered into a thousand fragments and he dived away, crawling for the cover of the two Presidential helicopters and their towing vehicles.


    He looked back just in time to see a couple of full-dress-uniformed Marines burst out through the windows of the office a moment before the small structure was hit by a Predator shoulder-launched missile and its walls blasted outwards in a shower of glass and billowing fire.


    Schofield slid under Marine One, and found himself lying next to Libby Gant and Brainiac.


    Gunfire echoed out all around them. And then bizarrely, above the gunshots, Schofield heard a voice booming out from the hangars loudspeaker system: ood luck, Mister President, and may God have mercy on your soul.


    Holy shit! Brainiac yelled.


    This way! Schofield said, crawling on his stomach underneath the big helicopter.


    He arrived at a wide grille in the floor. It came away easily. An air vent opened up beneath it. The steel-walled vent plunged down into the earth, disappearing into darkness.


    Lets go! Schofield yelled above the gunfire.


    Abruptly, a metal panel in the bottom of Marine One burst openalmost decapitating Schofieldand a figure with an M-16 dropped down behind him, the gun levelled at his forehead.


    Fuck! Its you, Mother said as she lowered herself out of the helicopters emergency escape hatch onto the ground.


    Here, happy birthday, she said, tossing an MP-10 machine pistol to Gant. Sorry, Scarecrow, nothing for you. That was all I could find in the basic arms cabinet on board. Theres more in the forward armoury, but Gunmans got the key to that.


    Never mind, Schofield said, the first thing weve got to do is get out of here and regroup. Then we have to figure out a way of taking these bastards down. This way.


    Did you catch any of that shit on the television? Mother said as she crawled over to the vent.


    Gant and Brainiac climbed down into the vent first, bracing their legs against its walls, shimmying themselves down into it.


    No, Schofield said, I was too busy dodging bullets.


    Then Ive got a lot to tell you, Mother said as they lowered themselves into the shaft.


    *


    The President of the United States was moving faster than he had ever moved before. In fact, his feet barely even touched the ground.


    At the first sight of the 7th Squadron commandos storming the common room, his nine-man Protective Detail had thrown itself into action.


    Four men immediately took up defensive positions in between the President and the oncoming assault troops, throwing their coats open to reveal Uzi sub-machine guns. The Uzis buzzed as they unleashed a brutal wave of gunfire at a crushing 600 rounds per minute.


    The other five members of the Detail crash-tackled the President out into the nearby fire escape, practically lifting him off his feet as they gang-rushed him out of the room, covering his body with their own.


    The door to the fire stairs slammed shut behind them, but not before they saw the 7th Squadron troops clinically take up covering positions behind couches, doors and cupboards and leap-frog each other and tear to shreds the four Secret Service men who had remained behinddrowning out the buzz of their Uzis with the whirring drone of their P-90 assault rifles.


    The Uzis might have fired at 600 rounds per minute. But the P-90, made by the FN Herstal company in Belgium, fired at an astonishing 900 rounds per minute. Indeed, with its rounded hand guard, internal blowback system, and incredible hundred-round magazine mounted above the barrel, it looked like something out of a science fiction movie.


    Down the stairs! Now! Frank Cutler yelled as bullets slammed into the other side of the firedoor. Head for the alternate exit!


    The President and what was left of his Detail flew down the stairs, taking them four at a time, hurling themselves around every turn. Every one of them had a weapon in his or her hand nowUzis, SIG-Sauers, anything.


    The President himself could do nothing but run with them, so tightly was he flanked by his bodyguards.


    Advance Team One! Come in! Cutler yelled into his wrist microphone as he ran.


    No reply.


    Advance Team One! Come in! We are approaching Exit Point One with Patriot and we need to know if it is open!


    He received no reply.


    Up in the main hangar, Book II was in hell.


    Bullets strafed the floor all around him, glass rained down on his head.


    He was tucked up against the outside of the northern office with Elvisin the tiny gap between it and the hangars armoured doorthe two of them having dived out through the offices bullet-shattered windows a moment before it had been blasted to smithereens by the Predator missile.


    The three ten-man teams of 7th Squadron men were everywhere, moving with precision and speed, racing around the helicopters, leaping over dead men, their guns pressed against their shoulders, eyes looking straight down the barrels.


    On the other side of the hangar, Book saw the White House people come streaming out of the southern glass-walled officeabout ten people in totalscreaming, looking about themselves, only to be met by the 7th Squadron unit that had been stationed on the eastern side of the floor.


    The White House men and women were cut down where they stood, hit head-on by a wave of merciless fire. Their bodies convulsed and shuddered under the weight of the brutal onslaught.


    And then suddenly Book II heard a shout and he looked up and saw Gunman Grier burst out of the remains of the northern office, yelling with rage, his nickel-plated Beretta up and firing.


    No sooner had he appeared, however, than Griers chest literally exploded in a gout of red as two 7th Squadron troopers blasted him at the same time.


    The force of their fire pummelled Griers body, keeping him standing long after he was deadsending him staggering backwards, reeling with each impact, until he slammed into a wall and fell to the ground in a heap.


    This is a real fucked-up situation! Elvis yelled above the gunfire. Theres no way out of here!


    Over there! Book II pointed at the regular elevator on the northern side of the hangar. Thats the only way out I can see!


    But how do we get there?


    We drive! Book II shouted, nodding at one of the big towing vehicles attached to the tail boom of Nighthawk Two, ten yards away.


    The four radio men inside the control room spoke rapidly into their headsets.


    Bravo Unit, close down all remaining hostile agents inside that northern office


    Alpha Unit is in pursuit of Presidential Detail down the eastern fire stairs


    Charlie Unit, break off from the main hangar, I have visual on four Marines heading down the primary air vent


    Delta Unit, be patient, maintain your position


    What do you mean, they attached a radio transmitter to his heart? Schofield said as he made his way down the vertical ventilation shaft, his feet splayed wide, pressed against its silver steel walls.


    Gant and Brainiac were further down, shimmying their way quickly down the vent, a seemingly bottomless drop beneath them.


    If his heart stops, the bombs go off, in every major airport, in every major city, Mother said.


    Jesus, Schofield said.


    And hes got to report in every ninety minutes, to reset a timer on the Football. Again, if he doesnt, boom.


    Every ninety minutes? Schofield pressed a button on his old digital watch, starting a timer of his own. He gave it a few minutes head-start. It started ticking down from 85:00 minutes85:00 . . . 84:59 . . . 84:58when abruptly, he heard a clattering noise from somewhere above him and he snapped his head up


    Bullets sprayed everywhere.


    Peppering the metal walls all around him and Mother.


    Schofield saw a P-90 rifle sticking over the rim of the ventilation shaftheld by someone out of sightfiring wildly down into it.


    Scarecrow! Gant called from ten feet below them. She was crouched inside a small horizontal tunnel that branched off the main vertical shaft. Down here!


    Go, Mother! Go! Schofield yelled.


    Both he and Mother released their footholds on the shafts walls and let themselves slide down the vertical vent.


    Whooosh!


    They shot down the narrow vertical tunnel, sizzling-hot bullets impacting all around them, beforereeeech!they dug their heels into the shafts walls just short of the horizontal tunnel.


    Mother came to a perfect halt right in front of it. Schofield, however, overshot the cross-vent, but somehow managed to throw his hands out and grip it with his fingertips, a split second before he fell several hundred feet to his death.


    Mother stepped inside the cross-vent first, then hauled Schofield into it after her, not a moment before a long abseiling rope dropped down the vertical shaft above them.


    The 7th Squadron were coming.


    Up ahead, Gant ran in the lead, closely followed by Brainiac. The silver-walled tunnel was about five feet square, so they all had to crouch slightly to run through it.


    Gant came around a slight bend on the tunnel and saw light up ahead. She sped upand then lurched to a sudden halt, clutching desperately for a handhold.


    She stopped so suddenly that Brainiac almost bowled right into her. It was lucky he pulled up in time. A collision would have sent both of them falling a hundred and eighty feet straight down.


    Fuck me . . . Brainiac said.


    Whats the hold-up? Mother said as she and Schofield arrived on the scene. Oh . . .


    Their tunnel ended at the main elevator shaft.


    The giant concrete-walled chasm, two hundred feet across, yawned before them.


    On the other side of it, directly opposite them, they saw an enormous heavy steel door with a black-painted 1 on it. It looked like a hangar door of some sort.


    And nearly two hundred feet below themparked at the fourth underground levelthey saw the wide hydraulic elevator platform.


    You know, its at times like this I wish I had a Maghook, Schofield said. A Maghook was a combined grappling hook and high-powered magnetthe signature weapon of Marine Recon Units.


    There are a couple upstairs in Nighthawk Two, Mother said.


    Wouldnt do us any good, Gant said. Distance is too far. A Maghook has a maximum rope length of a hundred and fifty feet. This is at least two hundred.


    Well, we better think of something, Brainiac said, looking back down the cross-vent, listening to the whizzing sounds of the 7th Squadron men abseiling down the main vertical shaft beyond it.


    Schofield looked at the wide concrete chasm in front of them. It was clearly well usedcovered in grime and grease.


    Indented at regular intervals on its walls, however, were a series of thin rectangular conduitssmall horizontal gutters cut into the shafts concrete walls. Each gutter was about six inches deep and ran right around the enormous elevator shaft, circling it. They were designed, it seemed, to house wires and cabling without hindering the elevator platforms upward and downward movement.


    But right now, they afforded Schofield no escape.


    Boom!


    He spun. It was the sound of heavy boots clanging on metal.


    The 7th Squadron men had arrived at the other end of the horizontal tunnel.


    The Air Force men moved fast, racing half-crouched down the cross-vent, guns up.


    There were four of themall wearing black combat gear: helmets, gas-masks, body armour. Unsure of which cross-tunnel Schofields group had taken, the others in their unit had gone further down the vertical vent to check the other levels.


    The two lead men rounded the bend in the tunneland stopped.


    They had come to the end of the horizontal cross-vent, to the point where it met the massive elevator shaft.


    But there was no-one here.


    The end of the tunnel was empty.


    
      
    


    When the President of the United States visits a certain venue, the Secret Service has always plotted in advance at least three alternate exit routes, in case of emergency.


    In big city hotels, this usually comprises a back entrance, a service entrancesay, through the kitchenand the roof, for lift-out via helicopter.


    At Area 7, the Secret Service had sent two advance teams to secure and then guard the alternate exit points that they had chosen.


    Alternate Exit Point 1 was on the lowest level of Area 7Level 6. The exit itself was the eight-hundred-yard-long Emergency Exit Vent that opened onto the desert floor about half a mile from the low mountain that covered the base. The first Secret Service advance team was stationed down on Level 6, the second up at the Vents exit on the desert floor itself.


    The President and his five-man Detail charged down the fire stairs, a hailstorm of bullets sizzling past their cheeks, shooting right through their flailing coats. The 7th Squadrons first unitAlpha Unit, led by Major Kurt Loganwas close behind them.


    They came to a firedoor that read: LEVEL 4: LABORATORY FACILITIES. Dashed past it.


    More stairs, another landing, another door. This one had a larger sign on it:


    
      
        LEVEL 5: ANIMAL CONTAINMENT AREA

        NO ENTRY

        THIS DOOR FOR EMERGENCY USE ONLY

        ENTER VIA ELEVATORS AT OTHER END OF FLOOR

      

    


    The President ran right past it.


    They arrived at the bottom of the stairwellat a door marked: LEVEL 6: X-RAIL STATION.


    Frank Cutler was running in the lead. He came to the door, yanked it open


    and was immediately assaulted by a ferocious barrage of automatic gunfire.


    Cutlers face and chest became a ragged bloody mess as a relentless wave of bullets rammed into it. The Chief of the Detail went flying back into the stairwell, skidding across the floor, the man immediately behind him also going down.


    Another agenta young female agent named Juliet Jansondived forward and slammed the door shut again, but before she did she got a fleeting, horrifying glimpse of the area beyond it.


    The sixth and lowest level of Area 7 looked like an underground subway stationwith a flat, raised platform sitting in between two sets of extra-wide railway tracks. The door to the Emergency Exit Venttheir goallay buried in the concrete wall of the right-hand track.


    Positioned on the train tracks in front of that door, however, and covered by the stations chest-high platform, was a whole other unit of 7th Squadron soldiers, all with their P-90s trained on the fire escape.


    In front of the 7th Squadron men, lying face-down in their own blood, lay the bullet-riddled bodies of the nine members of the Secret Services Advance Team One.


    The door slammed shut and Special Agent Juliet Janson turned.


    Quickly! she shouted. Back up the stairs! Now!


    All units, be aware, Delta Unit has engaged the enemyone of the radio men in the control room said. Repeat, Delta Unit has engaged the enemy


    Shane Schofield tried not to breathe, tried not to make a sound.


    All they had to do was look over the edge.


    He was hanging by his fingertips from one of the horizontal cabling gutters carved into the concrete wall of the elevator shaft, a bare three feet below the mouth of the cross-vent he had been standing in only moments before.


    Standing in that cross-vent right now were the four heavily-armed 7th Squadron men who had stormed it only seconds earlier.


    Beside him, Mother, Gant and Brainiac were also clinging to the cabling gutter with their fingers.


    Above them, they could hear one of the 7th Squadron men speaking into his helmet mike.


    Charlie Six, this is Charlie One, theyre not in the Level 1 cross-vent. Copy that, were on our way.


    Heavy footsteps, then nothing.


    Schofield sighed with relief.


    Where to now? Brainiac asked.


    There, Schofield said, jerking his chin at the giant steel hangar door on the opposite side of the wide elevator shaft.


    You ready? Book II yelled to Elvis.


    Ready! Elvis shouted back.


    Book II looked out at the big white-painted Volvo towing vehicle attached to the tail boom of Nighthawk Two ten yards away. With its oversized tyres, low-slung body and small two-man drivers cabin, it looked like either a brick on wheels or a giant cockroach. Indeed, it was this resemblance that had earned the towing vehicle the nickname cockroach among airport workers around the world.


    At the moment, Nighthawk Twos cockroach was facing outwards, pointed at the armour-plated titanium door that had thundered down into place only minutes earlier, sealing the hangar.


    Book II was now holding two nickel-plated Berettas in his hands, one his own, the other pilfered from a dead Marine nearby. He shouted to Elvis: You take the wheel! Ill go for the other side!


    You got it!


    Okay! Now!


    The two of them leapt to their feet and dashed out into the open together, their legs moving in time.


    Almost instantly, a line of bullets raced across the ground behind them, nipping at their heels.


    Elvis flung himself into the drivers seat, slammed the door shut behind him. Book II made for the passenger side, but he was met with a brutal volley of gunfire, so instead he just dived onto the towing vehicles flat steel roof and yelled, Elvis! Punch it!


    Elvis keyed the ignition. The Volvos big 600-horse-power engine roared to life. Then Elvis jammed it into gear and floored it.


    The towing vehicles tyres squealed as they shot off the mark, heading straight for the armoured door that cut the hangar off from the outside world, taking Nighthawk Two, a full-sized CH-53E Super Stallion transport helicopter, with it!


    The two remaining units of 7th Squadron men in the hangartwenty men in totalswept across the hangar on foot, pursuing the speeding cockroach with their guns.


    A wave of supercharged bullets pummelled the big Volvos sides.


    Elvis yanked on the steering wheel and the big cockroach swung around, rocketing toward the southern glass-walled office.


    On its roof, Book II raised himself on one knee and fired both his pistols at the oncoming 7th Squadron commandos.


    It didnt do much goodthe Air Force assassins had him outgunned. It was like attacking a battery of Patriot missiles with a pea-shooter. He ducked back behind the cockroachs cabin amid a flurry of return fire.


    Oh, crap! Elvis shouted from the drivers cabin.


    Book II looked up.


    A lone 7th Squadron commando stood about thirty yards in front of themright in their pathon the southern side of the central elevator shaft, with a Predator anti-tank rocket launcher hefted onto his shoulder!


    The commando pulled the trigger.


    There was a puff of smoke before a small cylindrical object came blasting out of the launcher, shooting toward the speeding cockroach at phenomenal speed, leaving a dead-straight vapor-trail in the air behind it.


    Elvis reacted quickly, did the only thing he could think to do.


    He yanked his steering wheel hard to the left.


    The massive Volvo towing vehicle rose onto two wheels as it swung violently leftand for a moment it looked like it was going to drive straight into the yawning chasm that was the elevator shaft.


    But it just kept turning . . . turning . . . wheels screeching . . . until suddenly it was heading north, along the narrow section of floor in between Marine One and the elevator shaft.


    Nighthawk Two wasnt so lucky.


    Since it was bouncing alongin reversebehind the runaway cockroach, Elviss sudden turn had brought it directly into the missiles line of fire.


    The Predator hit it, slamming into Nighthawk Twos reinforced glass cockpit at tremendous speed.


    The result was nothing short of spectacular.


    The whole front section of the CH-53E Super Stallion exploded magnificentlyblasting out in an instant, showering the area behind the quickly moving helicopter with glass and twisted metal, leaving the chopper with a jagged metal hole where the glass bubble of its cockpit was supposed to be!


    The impact of the missile had also destroyed the landing wheels under the nose of the chopper. So now the giant helicopter was being hauled behind Elviss towing vehicle with its noseor what was left of itdragging wildly on the floor, kicking up sparks.


    Elvis! Book II yelled. Go for the elevator! The regular elevator!


    7th Squadron soldiers dived out of the way as the speeding cockroach thundered in amongst them, wildly out of control.


    Elvis saw the elevator doors off to his right, and yanked the steering wheel hard over. The cockroach responded, swinging right, cutting the corner of the aircraft elevator shaftso that for the briefest of moments, Book II, partially hanging off the roof of the vehicle, saw nothing but a wide chasm of emptiness falling away beneath him.


    Three seconds later, the cockroachwith the semi-destroyed helicopter behind itskidded to a squealing halt right in front of the elevator doors on the northern side of the hangar.


    Book II leapt off the top of the big Volvo and hit the call button, Elvis joining him, when suddenly two armed men leapt over the big towing vehicle behind them.


    Book II spun, snapping his guns up, triggers half-pulled.


    Whoa! Whoa! Whoa! one of the armed men said, holding his pistol up.


    Easy, Sergeant, the other one said calmly. Were with you.


    Book II eased back on his triggers.


    They were Marines.


    The first was Sergeant Ashley Lewicky, an extraordinarily ugly career sergeant with a thick monobrow, battered pug nose, and mile-wide grin. Short and stout, his call-sign was a slam-dunk: Love Machine. Of roughly equal age and rank, he and Elvis had been buddies for years.


    The second Marine, however, couldnt have been more different from Love Machine. Tall and handsome in a clean-cut kind of way, he was a twenty-nine-year-old captain named Tom Reeves. A promising young officer, hed been tagged for rapid promotion. Indeed, hed already been promoted over several more-experienced lieutenants. Despite his obvious skills, the men called him Calvin, because he looked like a Calvin Klein underwear model.


    Jesus H. Christ, Elvis, Love Machine said, where the hell did you learn to drive! A demolition derby?


    Why? Where have you two been? Elvis asked.


    Where do you think, knucklehead? Inside Nighthawk Two. We both dived in there when the shit hit the fan. And we were kinda happy there until you guys drove us into the sights of that rocket laun


    Just then, a volley of bullets smacked into the wall above their heads.


    Ten 7th Squadron menBravo Unitwere charging across the wide hangar after them.


    I presume you had a plan when you drove over here, Sergeant, Calvin Reeves said to Book II.


    At that moment, the elevator pinged and its metal doors slid open. Thankfully, it was empty.


    This was it, sir, Book II said.


    I approve, Calvin said and they all rushed inside. Book II went straight to the control panel and hit DOOR CLOSE.


    The doors began to close. A bullet sizzled inside, smacked against the back wall of the lift.


    Hurry up . . . Elvis urged.


    The doors kept closing.


    They heard boots thud onto the roof of the cockroach outside, heard machine-gun bolts cock


    The doors came together . . .


    . . . a bare second before they erupted with dome-like welts from the barrage of bullets outside.


    
      
    


    It had taken them a while, but moving hand over hand, hanging by their fingertips from the cabling gutter that ran all the way around the elevator shaft, they had eventually made it to the wide hangar door on the other side.


    Hanging one-handed from the horizontal gutter, Schofield hit a button on a control panel beside the hangar door. Instantly, the massive steel door began to rumble upward.


    Schofield climbed up onto level ground first, made sure there were no enemy troops around, then turned to help the others up behind him.


    When they were all up, they gazed at the area before them.


    Whoa, mama . . . Mother breathed.


    A cavernouscompletely undergroundaircraft hangar stretched away from them.


    In the control room overlooking the main ground-level hangar, the wall of black-and-white television monitors flashed an array of images from the underground complex:


    Juliet Janson and the President running up the stairwell.


    Book II, Calvin Reeves, Elvis and Love Machine inside the regular elevator, punching out the ceiling hatch and climbing up through it.


    Schofield and the others stepping up into the doorway of the underground hangar.


    okay, Charlie Unit, I have them. The ones who were in the ventilation shaft. Level 1 hangar bay. Four Marines: two male, two female. Theyre all yours


    Bravo Unit, your targets have just exited the personnel elevator through the ceiling hatch. About to lose visual contact. But theyre in the shaft. Sealing all elevator shaft doors except yours. Okay, theyre shut in. Take them out


    sir, Echo Unit has cleaned out the rest of the main hangar. Awaiting further instructions


    Send them to help Charlie, Caesar Russell said, eyeing the monitor with Shane Schofield on it.


    Echo, this is Control, proceed to Level 1 hangar bay for rendezvous with Charlie Unit


    Alpha Unit, Presidential Detail is climbing the stairs. Coming right for you. Delta Unit, the Level 6 fire door is unguarded. You are free to enter the stairwell and engage


    It was absolutely gigantic.


    An enormous subterranean hangar, roughly the same size as the one up at ground level, perhaps even larger.


    It had several aircraft in it, too.


    One converted Boeing 707 AWACS plane, with the characteristic flying-saucer-like rotodome mounted on its back. Two sinister-looking B-2 stealth bombers, with their black radar-absorbent paint, futuristic flying-wing design, and angry furrowed-brow cockpit windows. And parked directly in front of the stealth bombers, one Lockheed SR-71 Blackbird, the worlds fastest operational aircraft, with its sleek super-elongated fuselage and twin rear thrusters.


    The massive aeroplanes towered above Schofield and his team, dominating the cavernous space.


    What do we do now? Mother asked.


    Schofield was momentarily silent.


    He was staring intently at the AWACS plane. It just stood there silently, pointing towards the wide aircraft elevator shaft.


    Then he said, We find out if what theyre saying about the Presidents heart is true.


    The air in the fire stairs was filled with flying bullets.


    The Presidential Detail, down to three now, guided their charge up the stairs, leading with their guns, a makeshift array of Uzis, SIG-Sauers and spare ankle revolvers.


    A young male agent named Julio Ramondo led the way, spraying the stairs above them with his Uzi, despite a bullet wound to his shoulder.


    Special Agent Juliet Janson came after him, having assumed command of the Detail more by action than protocol. She guided the President along behind her.


    The third and last surviving agent of the Detailhis name was Curtiscovered their rear, firing down the stairs behind them as they moved.


    At twenty-eight, Juliet Janson was the most junior member of the Presidents Detail, but that didnt seem to matter now.


    She had degrees in criminology and psychology, could run a hundred metres in 13.8 seconds and was an excellent marksman. The daughter of an American businessman father and a Taiwanese university lecturer mother, she had a flawless Eurasian complexionsmooth olive skin, a sharply defined jawline, beautiful almond-brown eyes and shoulder-length jet-black hair.


    Ramondo! Can you see it! she shouted above the gunfire.


    After the horror of their attempt to get to Level 6 and the bloody death of Frank Cutler, the President and his Detail had been left in the middle of a 7th Squadron sandwich.


    The unit down on Level 6 was coming up after them, while the unit that had chased them out of the common room on Level 3 was closing in on them from above.


    What that had left them with was a racea race to get to one of the floors in between Level 6 and Level 3 before they faced fire from both above and below.


    Yes! I see it! Ramondo yelled back. Come on!


    Juliet Janson arrived on the landing next to Ramondo, with the President beside her. Thumping footfalls echoed down the stairwell above them, bullets ripped apart the walls all around them.


    Janson saw the nearest door, saw the sign on it:


    
      
        LEVEL 5: ANIMAL CONTAINMENT AREA

        

        NO ENTRY

        

        THIS DOOR FOR EMERGENCY USE ONLY

        

        ENTER VIA ELEVATORS AT OTHER END OF FLOOR

      

    


    I think this qualifies as an emergency, she said, before blasting the doors locks with three shots from her SIG-Sauer.


    Then she kicked open the door and hauled the President into Level 5.


    Book II looked up into the darkness of the regular elevator shaft, saw the outer doors that led to the ground-level hangar about fifty feet above him.


    He was standing on top of the personnel elevatornow stopped midway down the shaftwith Calvin, Elvis and Love Machine. A few widely-spaced fluorescent lights illuminated the enclosed concrete elevator well.


    Why did we have to get out of the elevator? Elvis asked.


    Cameras, Book II said. We couldnt stay


    Wed have been sitting ducks if wed stayed inside it, Calvin Reeves said, cutting in. Gentlemen, as the ranking officer here, I am taking command.


    So whats the plan then, Captain America? Love Machine asked.


    We keep movingCalvin began, but that was all he got out, because at that moment, the outer doors above them burst open and almost immediately three P-90 gun-barrels appeared, bright yellow flashes bursting forth from their muzzles.


    A flurry of ricochets impacted all around the elevator.


    Book II ducked and spunand saw a series of vertical counterweight cables running down the wall of the shaft, disappearing down the side of the stationary elevator.


    The cables! he yelled, scampering over to the wall, not caring for the chain of command. Everybody down! Now! Shane Schofield burst into the forward cabin of the AWACS plane in the hangar on Level 1.


    Brainiac.


    Already on it, Brainiac headed aft, disappearing inside the main cabin of the aircraft.


    Close the door, Schofield said to Mother, who had come in last.


    Schofield charged aft. The interior of the AWACS was very similar to that of a commercial airlineralbeit a commercial airliner that had had all its seats ripped out and replaced by large flat-topped surveillance consoles.


    Brainiac was already at one of the consoles. It was whirring to life as Schofield took a seat beside him. Mother and Gant went straight for the planes two door-windows, peered out through them.


    Brainiac started typing at the console.


    Mother said it was a microwave signal, Schofield said. The satellite beams it down and then the radio chip on the Presidents heart bounces the signal back up.


    Brainiac typed some more. Makes sense. Only a microwave signal could penetrate the radiosphere over this baseand then only if it knew the trapdoor frequency.


    Trapdoor frequency?


    Brainiac kept typing. The radiosphere over this base is like an umbrella, a giant hemispherical dome of scrambled electromagnetic energy. Basically, this umbrella of garbled energy stops all unauthorised signals from either entering or escaping the base. But, like all good jamming systems, it has a designated frequency for use by authorised transmissions. This is the trapdoor frequencya microwave bandwidth that wends its way through the radiosphere, avoiding the jamming signatures. Kind of like a secret path through a minefield.


    So this satellite signal is coming in on the trapdoor frequency? Schofield said.


    Thats my guess, Brainiac said. What Im doing now is using the AWACS rotodome to search all the microwave frequencies inside this base. These birds have the best bandwidth detection systems around, so it shouldnt takebingo. Got it.


    He slammed his finger down on the ENTER key and a new screen came up.
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    Okay, you looking at this? Brainiac printed out the screen. Its a standard rebounding signature. The satellite sends down a search signaltheyre the tall spikes on the positive side, about 10 gigahertzand then, soon after, the receiver on the ground, the President, bounces that signal back. Those are the deep spikes on the negative side.


    Brainiac circled the spikes on the printout.
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    Search and return, he said. Interference aside, the rebounding signature seems to repeat itself once every twenty-five seconds. Captain, that Air Force general aint lying. Theres something down here bouncing back a secure satellite microwave signal.


    How do we know it isnt just a beacon or something? Schofield said.


    The irregularity of it, Brainiac said. See how it isnt quite a perfectly replicating sequence? See how, every now and then, theres a medium-sized spike in between the search and the return signals? Brainiac tapped the mid-sized spikes inside two of the circles.


    So what does that mean?


    Its an interference signature. It means that the source of the return signal is moving.


    Jesus, Schofield said. Its real.


    And it just got worse, Gant said from the window set into the escape door on the left-hand side of the cabin. Have a look at this.


    Schofield came over to the small window, looked out through it.


    And his blood went cold.


    There must have been at least twenty of them.


    Twenty 7th Squadron soldiers running quickly across the hangar outsideP-90 assault rifles in their hands, ERG-6 masks covering their facesforming a wide circle around the AWACS plane, surrounding it.


    
      
    


    It was the smell that hit them first.


    It smelled like a zoothat peculiar mix of animal excrement and sawdust in a confined space.


    Juliet Janson led the way into Level 5, pulling the President along behind her. The other two Secret Service agents hurried in after them, jamming the stairwell door shut behind them.


    They were standing in a wide, dark room, lined on three sides with grim-looking cagesforged steel bars set into walls of solid concrete. On the fourth side of the room were some more modern-looking cages: these cages had clear, floor-to-ceiling fibreglass walls and were filled with inky black water. Janson couldnt see what lurked inside the sloshing opaque water.


    A sudden grunting sound made her spin.


    There was something very large inside one of the steel cages to her right. In the dim light of the dungeon, she could make out a big, hairy, lumbering shape moving behind the thick black bars.


    There came an ominous scratching sound from the cagelike someone dragging a fingernail slowly and deliberately down a chalkboard.


    Special Agent Curtis went over to the cell, peered into the darkness beyond the bars.


    Dont get too close, Janson warned.


    Too late.


    A hideous bloodcurdling roar filled the dungeon as an enormous black heada blurred combination of matted hair, wild eyes and flashing six-inch teethburst out from behind the bars and lunged at the hapless agent.


    Curtis fell back from the cage, landing on his butt as the animalenraged, ferocious, frenziedreached in vain for him with a long hairy claw, held back only by the superstrong bars of the cell.


    The would-be ambush over, Janson now got a better look at the creature.


    It was huge, at least nine feet tall, and covered in shaggy black furand it looked completely out of place in a concrete underground cell.


    Janson couldnt believe it.


    It was a bear.


    And it didnt seem to be a very happy bear either. Its fur was matted and stringy, sweat-stained, growing in clumps. The animals own faeces clung to the fur on its hindquarters, making the worlds largest living land carnivore look like some deranged horror movie monster.


    The three other cages on the northern side of the dungeon held more bearsfour females and two cubs.


    Jesus . . . the President breathed.


    What the hell is going on in this place? Julio Ramondo whispered.


    I dont care, Janson said, pulling the President toward a heavy-looking door on the far side of the dungeon. Whatever it is, we cant stay here.


    *


    The hangar bay on Level 1 was silent.


    The giant AWACS plane stood in the centre of the vast hangar, surrounded by the ring of 7th Squadron commandos.


    This isnt the situation I was hoping for, Schofield said.


    How do they keep knowing where we are? Mother asked.


    Gant looked at Schofield. I would imagine a base like this is wired up the kazoo.


    Agreed, Schofield said.


    What are you talking about? Mother said.


    Cameras, Schofield said. Surveillance cameras. Somewhere in this base, someones in a room watching a bank of monitors and telling these guys where we


    Whump!


    There came a heavy thump from somewhere outside.


    Gant peered out through the window in the escape door. Shit! Theyre on the wing!


    Oh, Christ, Schofield said, theyre going for the doors . . .


    He exchanged a look with Gant.


    Theyre going to storm the plane, he said.


    They looked like ants crawling over a toy aeroplane. Eight 7th Squadron menfour to each sidestalking along the wings of the giant Boeing 707.


    Captain Luther Python Willis, commander of the 7th Squadrons third sub-unit, Charlie Unit, stood on the hangar floor, watching his men move along the wings of the stationary plane.


    The Avengers are on the way up, his master sergeant said.


    Python said nothing, just nodded coldly.


    Inside the AWACS plane, Schofield was charging down the central aisle, checking the planes rear entry points. Gant and Brainiac manned the two side windows.


    Theres nobody back here! Schofield called from the aft section of the plane, where there were two emergency doors. Fox!


    I got four on the left wing! Gant yelled.


    I got four on the right! Brainiac said.


    Mother! Schofield called.


    No answer.


    Mother!


    Schofield strode quickly through the main cabin, moving forward.


    There was no sign of Mother anywhere. She was supposed to be checking the planes forward entrancesthe bail-out door in the floor of the forward cabin, and the roof hatches in the cockpit above the pilots ejection seats.


    As he hurried forward, Schofield looked out through the nearest window, saw the armed commandos on the left-hand wing.


    He frowned: what were they doing out there?


    They couldnt just burst in through the wing doors. Even with their nickel-plated pistols, Schofield and his Marines could easily repel a single-file entry through such a small entrance.


    It was at that moment, howeverout through the window in the side door of the Boeing 707that he saw the Avengers.


    There were two of them and they entered the hangar bay from the vehicle access ramp at the far eastern end of the floor.


    The Avenger air-defence vehicle is a modified Humvee. It has the basic wide-bodied chassis of a Humvee, but mounted on its back are two square-shaped pods, which each hold four Stinger surface-to-air missiles. Attached to the underside of these missile launchers is a pair of powerful fifty-calibre machine guns. It is basically a highly-efficient, highly-mobile aeroplane killer.


    Okay, now I know what theyre going to do, Schofield said aloud.


    They were going to blast the plane with the Stingers and then, in the smoke and confusion that followed, make a forced entry.


    Good plan, Schofield thought. And very painful for him and his three Marines.


    The two Avengers split up as they raced across the wide-open floor of the hangar, one heading for the right flank of the AWACS, the other heading for the left.


    Schofield saw them go, disappearing from his limited field of vision.


    Shit.


    He had to do something, and fast


    VROOOM!


    The wing-mounted engines of the AWACS plane thundered to life. In the enclosed space of the hangar, their roar was positively deafening.


    Schofield spun where he stood. Mother, he said.


    
      
    


    The Avengers skidded to a halt on either side of the AWACS plane just as the massive Boeing 707 began to roll forward, its engines filling the hangar with the thunderous roar of blasting air.


    At the sudden movement of the plane, the eight men on its wings were jolted off balance.


    Schofield charged into the cockpit of the AWACS.


    Mother was sitting in the captains seat.


    Hey there, Scarecrow! she yelled above the din. Want to join me for a Sunday drive!


    You ever driven a plane before, Mother?


    I saw Kurt Russell drive one in a movie once! Hell, it cant be much different from driving Ralphs eighteenwheel


    Whack-whack-whack-whack-whack!


    A volley of bullets assaulted the windshield of the cockpit, shattering it, sending glass flying all over Mother and Schofield, the upwardly-directed shots punching into the ceiling.


    And then Schofield saw one of the Avengers skid to a halt off to the left of the AWACS plane, saw its twin missile pods tilt upward on their hinges, getting ready to fire at the cockpit.


    Mother! Quickly! Go left! he shouted.


    What? Going left would put them on a collision course with the Avenger.


    Just do it! Schofield leapt into the right-hand copilots seat and using the planes pedal-operated steering controls, brought her hard to port, at the same time as he pushed forward on the planes thrusters.


    The giant AWACS plane responded immediately.


    It picked up speed, moving quickly inside the confines of the enormous hangar, swinging sharply to the leftheading directly for the Avenger!


    The 7th Squadron men on the Avenger saw what was going to happen.


    Abandoning their efforts to get a lock on the plane with their Stingers, they dived from the missile-mounted Humvee a bare second before the enormous forward wheels of the Boeing thundered right over the top of the Avenger, crushing it like a tin can, rolling over its crumpled remains like a monster truck at a car rally.


    Yee-hah! Mother yelled as the aeroplane bounced wildly over what was left of the Humvee.


    Its not over yet, Schofield said. Theres still another one out there. Fox! Wheres that other Avenger!


    Gant and Brainiac were still in the main cabin of the AWACS, covering the wing-entry doors on either side of the planeGant with her MP-10, Brainiac with his Beretta.


    Its behind us to the left! Gant yelled. Out her window, she saw the Humvee on the hangar floor outside, over by the northern wall, its missile pods raised and ready. Then, without warning, there came a puff of smoke from one of the pods.


    Bracing positions! she called. Missile away!


    There came a sudden monstrous explosion and abruptly the whole AWACS plane shuddered violently as its rear wheels were lifted clear off the ground.


    Billowing smoke rushed into the main cabin, shooting forward from the rear as the giant plane came back down to earth, jouncing on its suspension.


    Theyve hit our tail! Gant yelled.


    It was worse than that.


    The second Avenger had reduced the entire tail section of their 707 to a smoking, gaping hole. The high tail fin of the plane lay bent and broken on the floor of the hangar, completely detached from the plane.


    The AWACS continued to turn in a wide circle, its massive wheels rolling quickly, at the same time as it was pummelled by a continuous rain of fire from the 7th Squadron soldiers on the ground.


    In the enormous space of the underground hangar, the planes movement seemed almost comicalfor something so big and so heavy to move so quickly and so recklessly was a sight to behold.


    The plane came around 180 degreesthe tip of its right wing bouncing off the flank of the parked SR-71 Blackbirdso that now it was facing the opposite direction from which it had started, its open rear end now exposed to the withering fire of the 7th Squadron men on the ground.


    Bullets raked the interior of the central cabin, smashing into the ceiling and walls. Gant and Brainiac hit the deck as fragments of plastic and plaster rained down all around them.


    Fuck! Brainiac yelled. They dont teach this at Parris Island!


    Book II was also moving fast.


    He slid quickly down one of the vertical counterweight cables that ran up the side of the regular elevator shaft. Calvin, Elvis and Love Machine slid down the cables after him, lowering themselves down the shaft.


    After avoiding the barrage of fire up on the roof of the elevator, they now had to find a way out of the shaft, before the 7th Squadron men up there got around the elevator that now formed an obstacle between them.


    Book II stopped at a pair of outer doors marked with a large black-painted 1, and immediately heard the muffled sounds of a firefightclattering automatic gunfire, booming explosions, squealing tyres.


    Not this one, Calvin Reeves said as he came alongside Book II. Lets try the next one.


    They slid further down the shaft.


    Inside the hangar bay, Python Willis watched the AWACS plane as it sped in a wild circle around the enormous hangar.


    He spoke without emotion into his headset mike: Avenger Two. Go for the cockpit. Two missiles.


    In the cockpit of the AWACS plane, Schofield pumped on the steering pedals.


    Mother! he yelled. Get back in the main cabin! Cover the tail! Make sure no-one gets in through there! Ill take care of the driving up here!


    Mother grabbed her M-16 and headed aft.


    As she left, Schofield saw the second Humvee appear in front of him, over by the northern wall. It swung around quickly, taking up a new position, getting ready to fire again.


    He keyed the planes intercom.


    Brainiac! Schofields voice boomed over the planes speaker system. Engage electronic countermeasures!


    Back in the main cabin, Brainiac looked up at the sound of Schofields voice. Oh, yeah. Of course!


    What is he talking about? Gant yelled as Mother joined them in the main cabin.


    But Brainiac was already clambering toward one of the consoles. He slid into the seat, began typing quickly.


    Gant peered out her door-windowsaw the walls of the hangar streaking by outsidesaw the surviving Humvee skid to a halt over by the wall, preparing to fire another of its missiles.


    Its going to hit us again! she called.


    Brainiac . . . Schofields voice said expectantly over the speakers.


    Brainiac typed fast. The words ENGAGE MF SCRAMBLER appeared on his screen.


    Bracing positions! Gant yelled.


    Two clouds of smoke puffed out from the Humvees missile pods


    at exactly the same moment as Brainiac slammed his finger down on the ENTER key.


    A pair of Stinger missiles shot out from the pods on the back of the Humvee, twin smoke-trails zooming out behind them. They were heading directly for the forward section of the AWACS plane, flying in perfect formation.


    And then, all of a sudden, the Stingers went crazy.


    Despite the fact that the missiles were heat-seekers, the AWACSs powerful anti-missile countermeasures still affected themdisrupting their chip-to-chip electronics, scrambling their internal-logic systems. It was as if a tidal wave of electronic noise, blasting invisibly outward from the AWACSs enormous rotodome, had slammed into the two Stingers.


    The two missiles responded accordingly.


    They went haywire.


    They broke formation in an instant, parting in a looping Y-shapeone rolling wildly to the right, the other swinging left. The right-hand one shot quickly underneath the rolling AWACS plane, while the left-hand one sailed clear over it.


    From the cockpit of the AWACS Schofield watched in amazement as one of the missiles shot across his bow and thenbizarrelyheaded back toward the Humvee that had launched it!


    A second later the missile slammed into the concrete wall above the Humveethundering at tremendous speed right into a ten-foot-high box-shaped compartment mounted above the floor of the hangar.


    The missile detonatedsending an enormous gout of concrete spraying out from the wall all around the compartment. The compartments wide steel door was blasted off its hinges by the stunning impact and went bouncing across the hangar, a twisted metal wreck. Large chunks of concrete rained down on the very Humvee that had fired the missile.


    Whatever that compartment was, Schofield thought, it was toast now.


    But there was still one more out-of-control missile swooping around the hangar.


    This second missile swung around the destroyed rear section of the moving AWACS plane, rolling wildly through the air, before it too doubled back and hit the hangars northern wall, right alongside the regular elevators doors.


    A hailstorm of concrete blasted out from the wall, showering chunks everywhere.


    This blast of concrete, however, was followed by a most peculiar sight.


    A shockingly powerful geyser of wateryes, waterbegan to shoot out from the newly formed hole in the wall, jetting outward with tremendous force.


    Schofield frowned. What the hel l . . . ?


    An ominous explosion shook the walls of the regular elevator shaft.


    Book II, now hanging with his group next to the outer doors of Level 3the doors to Level 2 had also been locked, so theyd moved down to the next floorlooked up sharply at the sound.


    The sight that met him was as terrifying as it was unexpected.


    A whole section of the concrete wall alongside the Level 1 doorway sixty feet above them just blasted outward, showering the shaft with chunks of concrete.


    And then, right behind the concrete, came the water.


    *


    It rained down on Book II and the others like spray from a goddamned firehose.


    Torrents and torrents of pouring water, roaring like a waterfall down the narrow elevator shaft, gushing out of the hole in the wall on Level 1, pounding down against their bodies.


    It was all they could do to hold on to their cables.


    But as soon as he felt the surging weight of the waterfall, Book II saw the future: the wall of water was just too strong.


    They were going to fall.


    All units, be aware. We have rupture of the long-term water tanks on Level 1. Repeat: integrity of water tanks on Level 1 has been broken


    Water from the tanks is entering the regular elevator shaft


    Initiate airtight countermeasures, Caesar Russell said calmly. Seal off the shaft. Keep that water contained. Let it flood the shaft.


    Yes, sir.


    Love Machine fell first.


    In the face of the powerful waterfall, he lost his grip on the counterweight cable and dropped straight past Book.


    He fell fastfalling away from Book II in a kind of nightmarish slow motion; eyes wide, mouth open, his shout drowned out by the roar of the waterfallbefore he disappeared into the inky darkness of the shaft.


    Book II swore. Damn it!


    And then he did the only thing he could think to do.


    Sergeant! No! Calvin yelled, but it was too late.


    Book II loosened his grip on his cable and slid like a bullet down the shaft after Love Machine, disappearing into the darkness.


    Book II dropped into blackness.


    He slid for a long time, whizzing down the counterweight cable, sliding fast, the heat from the cable burning through his white formal gloves.


    Then suddenly, with a splash, he entered waterdeep waterat the bottom of the shaft.


    Just as he had hoped.


    The elevator shaft was approximately ten feet square and if all its exit doors were sealed, then with the monumental quantities of water rushing out of the hole on Level 1, hed figured it wouldnt take long for it to accumulate at the bottom and fill to a reasonable depth.


    Sure enough, Love Machine hovered in the pool of water next to him, gasping for air, coughing water. But alive.


    You okay! Book II yelled.


    Uh-huh!


    Calvin and Elvis arrived at the base of the shaft a few moments later, sliding down the counterweight cables. The roaring waterfall thundered into the pool all around them, kicking up spray.


    Okay, Captain Fantastic, Elvis said to Calvin, our nice safe elevator shaft is now filling with water! What do you suggest we do now?


    Calvin hesitated.


    Book II didnt. He nodded at the pair of outer doors a few feet above them. Simple. We bust out!


    Motherfucker . . . Brainiac said as he peered out from the rear of the AWACS planes main cabin.


    A high-pressure geyser of water was now shooting out of the hole in the wall over by the personnel elevator, throwing a carpet of water all over the concrete floor of the hangar. What the hell is this ride?


    Just another day of mayhem and destruction with the Scarecrow, Mother said.


    Hey, Gant said, looking out through her door-window. What happened to the guys on the wings?


    Mother and Brainiac spun to look out at the planes wings.


    The AWACSs wings were bare.


    The 7th Squadron men who had been out there before were nowhere to be seen.


    It was only then that they heard the ominous sound of thumping footsteps on the roof.


    
      
    


    The AWACS plane continued on its rampaging circuit of the hangar, now travelling through a layer of water one inch deep.


    It had almost come full circleso that now it was facing the empty section of the hangar that led to the wide-open doorway of the aircraft elevator shaft.


    Schofield pumped on the steering pedals, trying to keep the enormous surveillance plane under control.


    He saw the doorway to the aircraft elevator shaft directly in front of him. At the moment, a shallow film of water cascaded over it like Niagara Falls, dropping out of sight into the shaft.


    The big hydraulic elevator platform was almost certainly the best way out of this jam, but the last he had seen, it was stopped down on one of the lower levels


    And then, more suddenly than Schofield could possibly have anticipated, the roof above him exploded in a shower of sparks.


    In actual fact, it wasnt the roofit was one of the blast hatches set into the roof of the cockpit, one of the hatches that blew open when the pilots ejection seat was activated.


    No sooner had the hatch blasted open than a veritable hailstorm of gunfire flooded down through it, smashing into the aeroplanes dashboard, shattering all its gauges and dials.


    This torrent of bullets was quickly followed by a second volley which ripped through the empty pilots seatthe left-hand seat; the seat Mother had been sitting in beforetearing it to shreds.


    Schofield saw what was going to happen next and he quickly dived out of his seat, rolling forward into the tiny section of floorspace in front of it.


    Not a moment later, a pair of combat boots landed with a thump on the pilots seatboots that belonged to a fearsome-looking 7th Squadron commando.


    The masked commando spun quickly, his P-90 assault rifle pressed firmly against his shoulder, searching for enemies at the rear of the cockpit. Then he turned to look forward, and downwardwhere, to his complete surprise, he saw Schofield lying curled up on the floor.


    Gunless and defenceless, Schofield saw the masked commandos black-gloved trigger finger begin to squeeze


    And so he lashed out with his foot.


    Not at the mans legs, but at the lever that ran alongside the flight seat underneath himthe ejection lever.


    Schofields kick connected.


    The lever snapped backward.


    And with a loud, blasting whoosh! the pilots ejection seat shot up through the hole in the cockpits rooftaking the 7th Squadron commando with it!


    Python Willis watched in complete and utter astonishment as one of his men went rocketing up at incredible speed out of the cockpit of the AWACS and past his shocked colleagues on the roof of the plane, on top of an ejection seat!


    The man shot into the air like a bullet, before smashingviolently, concussivelyinto the concrete ceiling of the hangar.


    The crack of the mans neck echoed sickeningly throughout the underground hangar bayit was distinct even above the roar of the AWACSs engines, so hard did his body hit the ceiling. He was killed instantly, the force of the three-hundred-pound ejection seat snapping his spine like a twig as it squashed him against the concrete roof.


    In the meantime, Schofield had got his own Beretta pistol out and, sliding on his back onto the floor behind the pilots seats, was firing it up at the roof of the cockpittrying to deter anyone else from following their comrade into the flight deck.


    In seconds, his gun went dry and he stood up and looked out through the forward windshield


    and saw that the plane was heading directly for the massive doorway leading to the elevator shaft!


    Oh, this just keeps getting better and better, he said.


    In a fleeting second, he tried to find a solution to the situation.


    The plane was heading for the shaft.


    The 7th Squadron were all over its roofall over the hangar for that matter.


    And he and Gant and Mother and Brainiac were stuck inside the plane.


    What was the solution?


    Simple.


    Get out of the hangar.


    But there is no way out. Were stuck in this plane, and if we leave it, were dead.


    Unless, of course, we get out of the hangar while were still on board the plane . . .


    Oh, yeah . . .


    And with that Schofield climbed back into the copilots seat and took control of the plane again. Despite the bullet damage, the controls still worked.


    He pushed forward on the collective, speeding up the big Boeing 707, keeping it pointed directly at the enormous steel doorway that led out to the elevator shaft.


    What the hell is he doing . . . ? Python said.


    The giant AWACS plane was picking up speed, rumbling across the wide expanse of the hangar, heading straight for the open elevator doorway.


    The commandos on the roof of the plane felt it surge forward, gaining momentum.


    They looked forward, saw where it was heading, and their eyes widened.


    He cant be serious, Python breathed, as he watched his men leap off the roof of the moving aeroplane as it careered toward the open doorway.


    In the cockpit of the speeding plane, Schofield was strapping on his seatbelt. As he did so, he keyed the intercom switch.


    Ladies and gentlemen, this is your captain speaking. Find a chair and buckle up tight, because were about to take off.


    Back in the main cabin, Gant and the other two Marines spun to look forward.


    Through the AWACSs cabin, they could see all the way through to the cockpitcould see the open elevator shaft looming ahead of them, rapidly approaching.


    Is he thinking what I think hes thinking? Gant said to Mother.


    Mother paused before she spoke. Yes, he is.


    They leapt as one for the nearest available seats and clutched desperately for the seatbelts.


    The converted Boeing 707deprived of its entire tail sectionthundered across the wide subterranean hangar bay, the wet concrete floor rushing by beneath it, heading straight for the open elevator shaft.


    And then, before anyone could even hope to stop it, the plane shot through the doorway and tipped off the edge and fell down into the shaft, disappearing from view.


    
      
    


    The AWACS plane soared down the elevator shaft fastnose-firstlooking like a crazed kamikaze fighter.


    Down the wide concrete shaft it wentdown, down, downbefore it crashed, loudly, on the massive hydraulic elevator platform resting on Level 4, one hundred and eighty feet below.


    The nose of the AWACS plane crumpled instantly as it thundered into the elevator platform. Loose parts flew everywhere, blasting outward like shrapnel. Two of the planes jet engines bounced high into the air as they smashed into the platform.


    The plane itself, however, seemed to teeter on its broken nose for an eternity. And then, with a loud metal-on-metal groan, like a slow-falling California redwood, it fell, landing with a colossal thump on its left-hand wing, snapping the wing in an instant, before the whole ruined aircraft slammed down against the elevator platform with a resounding boom.


    Inside the AWACS plane, the world was tilted forty-five degrees to the left.


    Mother, Gant and Brainiac all sat comically in their seats, strapped in, but hanging dramatically to the side. They were starting to unbuckle themselves from their seatbelts when Schofield hurried into the main cabin from the cockpit.


    Come on, he said, helping Mother with her belt, we cant stay here. Theyll be down soon.


    Where are we going? Gant asked, as she dropped out of her seat and stood up.


    Schofield pursed his lips. We have to find the President.


    Jesus! He just drove the plane off the fucking edge


    Charlie and Echo Units, initiate pursuit


    President is on Level 5, heading into the confinement area. Delta Unit, you are free to enter the animal quarters


    Copy that, Bravo leader. Yes, theyre in the water at the bottom of the shaft. Good idea


    Whats Boa doing? Caesar Russell asked. Captain Bruno Boa McConnell was in command of Bravo Unit, one of the Five Snakes.


    Hes on top of the personnel elevator, sir. Hes going to lower the elevator down the shaft. Drown the bastards. And if they try to crawl up the sides, shoot them dead.


    Book II and the others hovered in the ever-deepening pool of water at the base of the regular elevator shaft.


    The super-heavy rain of water blasted down all around them. It showed no sign of stopping and the elevator shaft was flooding rapidly, the water level rising fast, lifting them to the nearest pair of outer doors.


    And then abruptly, above the roar of falling water, a loud clunking noise echoed down the shaft, followed by the hum of mechanical movement.


    Book II looked upwardsjust as the rain of water stopped.


    Well, sort of stopped. Now it started raining down the sides of the shaft, covering the counterweight cables with a curtain of gushing water.


    Whats happening? Love Machine said.


    And then Book II saw it.


    Saw a shadow superimposed on the darkness above thema box-shaped shadow, growing larger and larger as it came closer and closer.


    What is that? Calvin Reeves said.


    Oh, damn . . . Book II breathed. Its the elevator.


    The personnel elevator edged its way down the shaft, water pounding onto its roof and cascading off its sides.


    High above it, in the open doorway up on ground level, two 7th Squadron snipers lay with night-scoped rifles at the ready, aimed down into the shaft.


    Their guns were trained on the roof of the elevator, waiting for anyone to emerge from the gaps on either side of the lift, the only points where the enemy could climb out from underneath the downward-moving elevator.


    Not nice, Book II said flatly. Not nice.


    Either they drowned as the elevator pushed them under the surface, or they climbed up the sides of the lift, where no doubt, the bad guys would be waiting . . .


    He looked quickly at the pair of outer doors two feet above him. They had a large 5 painted on them.


    Level 5.


    He wondered what was on this level, then decided he didnt care. These doors were the only way out. Period.


    He hauled himself out of the water, stood on his toes on the edge of the doorway. A curtain of water poured down onto his head.


    Like all the other outer doors in this elevator shaft, he saw, these two were closed tight, air-sealed.


    The elevator above him continued its descent, moving slowly and steadily downward.


    The rising water reached the base of the doorway, splashed against his boots, moving equally steadily upward.


    Calvin Reeves appeared at his side. How the hell do we open these doors, Sergeant!


    Book guessed that the doors release mechanism was contained somewhere within the wall.


    I cant see it! he shouted back. It must be hidden inside the wall!


    The elevator was close now, looming one floor above them, grinding inexorably downward.


    Water continued to pour.


    And then Book II saw ita thick insulated cable running out from the concrete wall to the right of the doors and down into the pool of water beneath him.


    Of course! he yelled. An emergency release lever wouldnt be on this level. It would be situated either above or below the floor, so that the doors could be opened when the elevator was stopped here.


    Without so much as a second thought, Book II took a deep breath and dropped into the pool of water beneath him.


    *


    Silence.


    The eerie quiet of the underwater world.


    Book II swam downwards, his fingers feeling their way along the thick black cable attached to the concrete wall.


    After about nine feet, he came to a steel utility box sunk into the wall. He opened it, felt for a lever, found a row of six, and yanked the fifth one.


    He immediately heard a sharp shoosh! from somewhere above himthe sound of a pressure door being released.


    He swam upward, fast. Came to the surface, broke it


    Book! Quickly! Come on! were the first words he heard.


    Hed come up a few feet away from the now-opened doors and immediately saw Calvin Reeves and Elvis standing up on level ground. Love Machine clung to the edge of the doorway, reaching out for Book II with an outstretched hand.


    Then Book II looked up.


    The descending elevator was barely three feet above his head and coming down fast!


    He threw out a hand and Love Machine grabbed it, and hauled him over to the doorway, pulling him through the water. Then Elvis and Calvin grabbed them both and yanked them out of the water, just as the elevator slid past the edge of the doorway and abruptly came to a haltright in front of the doorway.


    Everybody froze.


    Water began to ooze up around the floor of the lift, rising up from beneath it, hungrily searching for an escape from the shaft. It immediately began to spread out across the concrete floor of Level 5.


    Book II waited tensely for the elevators doors to openwaited for a phalanx of 7th Squadron men to burst out from it with their guns blazing.


    But none did.


    The lift was empty.


    They were safe, for the moment.


    Book II turned to face the room around him. A layer of expanding water had already started filling it.


    It was a wide anteroom of some sort. Some wooden desks, a Lexan glass cabinet full of shotguns and riot gear. Plus a couple of holding cells.


    Book II frowned.


    It was almost as if he was standing in the reception room of a jail.


    What in Gods name is this place? he said aloud.


    
      
    


    At that very same moment, on the other side of Level 5, Juliet Janson and the President of the United States found themselves standing in a whole new kind of hell.


    Juliet had thought the animal cage room had been bad.


    This was worse.


    After bursting through the heavy-looking door on the western side of the animal cage room, she now found herself staring at a far more frightening part of Area 7.


    A wide, dark, low-ceilinged room stretched away from her. It was sparsely lit, with only one in every three lights turned on, a policy which had the effect of leaving small patches of the vast room hidden in perfect blackness.


    But the low light couldnt hide the true nature of this level.


    It was filled with cells.


    Old rusty concrete cagesthick-walled, with anodised black bars sunk deep into concrete dividers. The cells were quite obviously aged, and in the half-light of Level 5, they took on a positively Gothic appearance.


    It was, however, the groans and hoarse whispers coming from the darkness behind the bars that betrayed the nature of their occupants.


    These were not animal cells, Juliet realised in horror.


    They were human cells.


    The prisoners heard the heavy door burst openheard Juliet and the President and the other two Secret Service agents charge through itand they rushed as one to the doors of their cells to see what the commotion was.


    Oh, hey, baby! one toothless individual cried as Juliet, striking and purposeful as she held her silver SIG-Sauer pistol in her hand, charged past his cell, pulling the President behind her.


    Ramondo! she yelled. Block that door behind us!


    A row of steel lockers lined the wall near the door leading back to the animal cage room. Ramondo yanked the first three of them down from their upright positions, strewing the lockers in front of the door.


    The prisoners began to shout and cry out.


    Like all lifers, they could sense fear instantly, and they took pleasure in heightening it. Some yelled obscenities, others rattled their bars with enamel drinking mugs, others still just wailed a constant ear-piercing Ahhhhhhhhh!


    Juliet bolted through the nightmare, grim-faced and determined.


    She saw a gently-sloping ramp off to her rightfenced off by a big barred gate. The ramp seemed to lead up to the next level. She made for it.


    Hey, baby! You wanna go for a spin . . . on top of my flagpole!


    The President stared wide-eyed at the chaos all around him. Prisoners in blue denim uniforms, unshaven and crazed, leaned out from their cages, trying to grab him.


    Hey, old man. I bet you got a nice soft marshmallow ass


    Come on, Juliet yanked the President away from the voices.


    They came to the barred gate.


    As one would expect on a cell block, its lock was thick and strong. They couldnt shoot through it.


    Curtis, Juliet said crisply. Lock.


    Special Agent Curtis slid to his knees in front of the gate and pulled a high-tech-looking lock-picking device from his coat pocket.


    As Curtis unfolded his lock-picker, Janson scanned the area around them.


    There was movement and noise everywhere. Arms flailed out of cell doors. Snarling faces tried to squeeze through the bars. And the shouting, the constant shouting.


    Ahhhhhhhh!


    None of the prioners seemed to recognise the President. They all just seemed to enjoy making noise, inciting fear


    Then abruptly, there came a loud boom from somewhere behind them.


    Juliet spun, pistol up.


    She was met by the sight of a Marine, his full dress uniform completely saturated, charging toward her with a Remington pump-action shotgun raised.


    Behind the first man were three more Marines, also soaked to the skin.


    The lead Marine lowered his shotgun when he saw Juliet and the President.


    Its okay! Its okay! Book II said, coming closer, lowering the shotgun he had pilfered from the arms cabinet in the anteroom. Its us!


    Calvin Reeves stepped forward, spoke seriously. Whats happened down here?


    Juliet said, Weve lost six people already, and those Air Force bastards are in the next room, right on our asses.


    Behind her, Special Agent Curtis inserted his lock-picker into the gates lock, pressed a button.


    Zzzzzzzzz!


    The lock-picking device emitted a shrill dentist-drilllike buzz. The lock clicked loudly and the gate swung open.


    Whats your plan from here, Agent Janson? Calvin asked.


    To be where the bad guys arent, Juliet said. First of all, by going up this ramp. Lets move.


    Special Agents Curtis and Ramondo headed up the ramp first, followed by Calvin. Juliet pushed the President after them. Love Machine and Elvis went next. Book II fell into step beside Juliet, covering the rear.


    Just as they were about to head up the ramp, however, they both heard a voice above the din.


    not a prisonera scientist!know this facilitycan help you!


    Juliet and Book II spun.


    It took them a second to locate the owner of the voice.


    Three cells down from the ramp, in the cell closest to the animal cage room.


    The owner of the voice was standing up against the bars of his cellwhich in the surrounding chaos had only made him look just like all the other prisoners.


    But upon closer inspection, he looked considerably different from the others.


    He wasnt wearing a blue denim inmate uniform. Rather, he wore a white labcoat over shirtsleeves and a loosened tie.


    Nor did he look deranged or menacing. Quite the opposite, in fact. He was short, with glasses and thinning blond hair that looked like it had been combed every day of his life.


    Juliet and Book came to his cell.


    Who are you? Juliet shouted above the din.


    My name is Herbert Franklin! he replied quickly. Im a doctor, an immunologist! Until this morning, I was working on the vaccine! But then the Air Force people locked me in here!


    You know this facility? Book II yelled. Beside him, Juliet stole a glance at the heavy door leading back to the animal cage room. It was banging from the other side.


    Yes! the man named Franklin said.


    What do you think? Book II asked Juliet.


    She pondered it for a moment.


    Then she shouted up the ramp: Curtis! Quickly! Get back here! I got another lock I need opened!


    Two minutes later, they were all heading up the ramp, now with a new member added to their group.


    As they raced up the sloping walkway, however, making for the next floor, none of them noticed the layer of expanding water that lapped up against the bottom of the ramp.


    
      
    


    When Schofields runaway AWACS plane had crashed down onto it, the massive aircraft elevator platform had been parked on Level 4at the spot where the Presidents entourage had left it nearly an hour earlier.


    Now, the crumpled remains of the Boeing 707 lay sprawled across the width of the elevator platform.


    Gnarled pieces of metal lay everywhere. A couple of tyres had been thrown clear with the impact. The plane itself lay pointed downwards, tilted over on its side, its nose dented sharply inwards, its left-hand wing broken in half, crushed beneath the planes tremendous weight. Miraculously, the AWACS planes thirty-foot flying-saucer-like rotodome had survived the fall completely intact.


    Shane Schofield stepped out of the wreck of the plane, followed by Gant, Mother and Brainiac. They jumped over the debris as they ran for the giant steel door that led to Level 4.


    A smaller door set into the base of the gigantic door opened easily.


    No sooner had they opened it than Schofield raised his gun and fired. The shot smashed into a wall-mounted security camera, blasting it to oblivion in a shower of sparks.


    No cameras, he said as he walked. Thats how theyre following us.


    The four of them made their way up a short upwardly-sloping corridor. A squat solid-looking door loomed at the end of it.


    Mother spun the flywheel on it and the big door swung open.


    Schofield stepped through the doorway first, his nickel-plated pistol leading the way.


    He emerged inside a laboratory of some sort. Supercomputers lined the walls, their lights blinking. Keyboard terminals and data screens and clear-plastic experiment boxes occupied the remaining bench space.


    Otherwise, the lab was deserted


    Blam!


    Gunshot.


    Blam!


    Another.


    It was Gant, exterminating a couple of security cameras.


    Schofield continued to scan the wide room.


    The most dominant feature of the laboratory was a line of slanted glass windows that lay directly opposite the entrance.


    He stepped up to the observation windows and peered out through them


    and found himself looking out over a wide, highceilinged room, in the centre of which stood a gigantic glass cube.


    The cube was freestanding, occupying the centre of the hall-like room, but without touching its ceiling or walls.


    The wall on the far side of the cubea wall which divided this level in twodidnt quite reach the ceiling. Rather, it stopped about seven feet short of it, replaced by thick glass. Through that glass, Schofield saw a series of criss-crossing catwalks suspended above whatever was on the other side of the floor.


    But it was the cube in front of him that held his immediate attention.


    It was about the size of a large living room. Such a conclusion was easy to come to, given that the glass cube was filled with regular household furniturea couch, a table, chairs, a TV with Playstation 2 and, most strangely of all, a single bed draped with a Jar Jar Binks doona cover.


    Some toys lay strewn about the glass-enclosed living room. Matchbox cars. A bright yellow Episode I spaceship. Some picture books.


    Schofield shook his head.


    It looked like the bedroom of a little boy.


    It was at that precise moment that the occupant of the glass cube ambled casually out from a discreetly curtainedoff corner of the cubethe toilet.


    Schofields jaw dropped.


    What on earth is going on here? he breathed.


    There was a set of stairs on the northern side of the elevated lab leading down to the cube.


    When he reached the base of the stairs, Schofield walked alongside the dividing wall that sealed this section off from the eastern side of the floor. Gant walked with him. Mother and Brainiac stayed up in the observation lab.


    Schofield and Gant came to a halt before the giant freestanding cube, gazed into it.


    The occupant of the glass cube saw them coming, and casually walked over to the edge of the completely sealed structure.


    The occupant arrived at the clear glass barrier in front of Schofield, cocked his head to one side.


    Hey, mister, the little boy said.


    
      
    


    Sir, I have complete visual blackout in the labs on Level 4. Theyve started shooting the surveillance cameras


    Im surprised it took them this long, Caesar Russell said. Where is the President?


    Level 5, moving up the ramp to Level 4.


    And our people?


    Alpha Unit is in position, waiting in the decompression area on Level 4. Delta Unit has been stopped in the animal containment area on Level 5.


    Caesar smiled.


    Although Delta was momentarily halted, the theory behind its movements was sound. Delta was forcing the President up through the complexto where Alpha was waiting . . .


    Tell Delta to get through that doorway and push up the ramp, and cut off the Presidents retreat.


    He couldnt have been more than six years old.


    And with a bowl-shaped shock of brown hair that came down to his eyes, Disneyland T-shirt and Converse sneakers, he looked like any of a million American kids.


    Only this kid lived inside a glass cube, in the belly of a top-secret United States Air Force base.


    Hey there, Schofield said warily.


    Why are you frightened? the boy asked suddenly.


    Frightened?


    Yes, youre frightened. What are you scared of?


    How do you know Im frightened?


    I just know, the boy said cryptically. He spoke with such a serene, even voice that Schofield felt like he was in some kind of dream. Whats your name? the boy asked.


    Shane. But most people call me Scarecrow.


    Scarecrow? Thats a funny name.


    What about you? Schofield said. Whats your name?


    Kevin.


    And your last name?


    Whats a last name? the boy asked.


    Schofield paused.


    Where are you from, Kevin?


    The boy shrugged. Here, I guess. Ive never been anywhere else. Hey, do you want to know something?


    Sure.


    Did you know that Twinkies give kids half their daily glucose requirement as well as giving them a tasty snack?


    Uh, no, I didnt know that, Schofield said.


    And that reptiles are so sensitive to variations in the earths magnetic field that some scientists say they can predict earthquakes? Oh, and nobody knows news like NBC, the boy said earnestly.


    Is that so? Schofield exchanged a glance with Gant.


    Just then, a loud mechanical noise echoed out from the other side of the dividing wall.


    Schofield and Gant spun, and through the glass section at the top of the wall, saw the lights on the other side of Level 4 suddenly and unexpectedly go out.


    The President of the United States moved cautiously up the ramp that linked Level 5 to Level 4, surrounded by three Secret Service agents, four United States Marines and a lone bookish scientist.


    At the top of the ramp was a large retractable grillkind of like a garage door mounted horizontally.


    Juliet Janson hit a switch on the wall and the horizontal door began to slide open, revealing ominous darkness above it.


    Ramp door is opening . . . one of the ten 7th Squadron commandos inside the Level 4 decompression area whispered into his radio mike.


    The other nine members of Alpha Unit were arrayed around the eastern section of the floor in various hiding placestheir guns focused on the ramp in the centre of the room. With their half gas-masks and night-vision goggles they looked like a gang of insects waiting for the kill.


    The horizontal door slid slowly open, casting a wide beam of light up into the darkened room. The only other light in the area came through the section of glass at the top of the wall which divided this level in two.


    Stay out of sight until theyre all up on level ground, Kurt Logan said from his position. No-one gets out alive.


    *


    The two Secret Service agents Curtis and Ramondo stepped up into the semi-darkness first, armed with their Uzis. They were followed by Calvin Reeves and Elvis.


    The President came next, with Juliet Janson by his side. He held a small SIG-Sauer P-228 pistol awkwardly in his hand. Juliet had given it to him, just in case.


    Behind them came the scientist, Herbert Franklin, and bringing up the rear, Book II and Love Machine, both armed with pump-action shotguns.


    As soon as he stepped up into the semi-darkness, Book II didnt like it.


    Various structures loomed around them. To his immediate right, on the southern side of the enormous room, was a long hexagonal chamber. To his left, shrouded in deep shadow, he saw eight telephone-booth-sized chambers. In the hazy light filtering through from the other side of the floor, he could just make out a series of catwalks high up near the ceiling, twenty feet above the floor.


    As soon as Book II stepped clear of the floor-level doorway, its horizontal door slid smoothly back into place near his feet, sealing the exit.


    Calvin had hit a switch in the floor nearby, closing it.


    Book II swallowed. He would have preferred to keep that door open.


    He flicked on a heavy police flashlight he had taken from the Level 5 anteroom. Holding it under the barrel of his shotgun, he played its beam over the room around them.


    Calvin Reeves assumed command of strategy.


    You two, he whispered to Curtis and Ramondo, check behind those telephone booths, then take the stairwell door. Haynes, Lewicky, Rileyhe said, using Elviss, Love Machines and Book IIs surnamesthe area behind this decompression chamber, then secure that other door, he pointed toward the dividing wall. Janson. You and I stay with the Boss.


    Curtis and Ramondo disappeared in amongst the test chambers, then, moments later, reappeared at the stairwell end.


    No-one back there, Ramondo said.


    Book II, Elvis and Love Machine entered the darkness behind the decompression chamber. A narrow, empty section of floor greeted them. Nothing.


    Clear back here, Book II said, as the three Marines emerged from behind the long hexagonal chamber. They headed for the door in the dividing wall.


    Reeves was following standard tactics in close-quarter, indoor engagementswhere there is no sign of the enemy, secure all exits, then consolidate your position.


    It was his biggest mistake.


    Not only because it limited his options for retreat, but because it was exactly what Kurt Loganalready inside the roomwas expecting him to do.


    While Elvis and Love Machine headed for the dividing wall, Book II played his flashlight over the thirty-foot-long decompression chamber. It was absolutely huge.


    At the end of the elongated chamber, he found a small glass porthole, and shone his light in through it.


    What he saw made him jump.


    An Asian face stared back at him, a mans face, pressed up against the glass.


    The Asian man was smiling cheerfully.


    And then he pointed uptoward the roof of the decompression chamber.


    Book II followed the mans finger with his flashlight and peered up at the top of the decompression chamber


    and found himself staring into the mantis-like face of a 7th Squadron commando wearing night-vision goggles and a gas-mask!


    The flashlight was the only thing that saved Book IIs life.


    Primarily because it blinded the man hiding on top of the decompression chamber, if only for a moment. The man shied away from the light as his night-vision goggles magnified its beam by a factor of 150.


    That was all the time Book II needed.


    His shotgun boomed, blasting the commandos goggles to pieces, sending him flying off the top of the chamber.


    It was a small victory, for at that exact moment, gunfire erupted around the darkened room as a legion of dark figures emerged from their positions on top of the decompression chamber and inside the telephone-booth-like test chambers and rained hell on Books hapless group in the centre of the floor.


    Over by the stairwell door, Curtis and Ramondo were assaulted by a barrage of P-90 gunfire from both flanks. They were cut down where they stood, their bodies riddled with bloody wounds.


    Juliet Janson crash-tackled the President, hurling him to the floor at the base of the decompression chamber, just as a volley of rounds whistled past their heads.


    Calvin Reeves wasnt so lucky.


    The crossfire of bullets ripped into the back of his head, and he jolted suddenly upright, then dropped to his knees, a look of stunned dismay on his faceas though he had done everything right, and still lost. Then his face smacked down hard against the floor, right next to the spot where Herbert Franklin lay with his head in his hands.


    Bullets sizzled through the air.


    Juliet yanked the President to his feet, firing with her free hand, dragging him toward the cover of the lab benches over by the dividing wall, when suddenly she saw a 7th Squadron commando rise up from the roof of the decompression chamber and take aim at the Presidents head.


    She brought her gun around. Not fast enough


    Blam!


    The 7th Squadron mans head exploded, his neck snapping backwards. His body tumbled off the decompression chamber.


    Juliet spun to see who had fired the killing shot, but strangely she saw no-one.


    Book II, Elvis and Love Machine all dived together behind a lab bench just as the benchtop was raked with gunfire. They returned fire, aiming at three Air Force commandos taking cover among the test booths.


    But it quickly became clear that the Marines makeshift assortment of shotguns and pistols was going to be no match for the rapid-fire P-90 machine guns of the 7th Squadron troops. The shelves around them shattered and splintered under the phenomenal weight of enemy fire.


    Elvis ducked for cover. Goddamn! he yelled. This is seriously fucked up!


    No kidding, Book II shouted. He shucked his pump-action and snapped up to fire, but when he appeared above the benchtop and loosed a couple of shots, he saw a very strange thing happen: he saw all three of the shadowy 7th Squadron shooters get yanked clean off their feet from behind.


    Their guns went silent, and Book II found himself staring at an empty area of the battlefield.


    What the . . . ?


    From his own position near the stairwell door, Alpha Units leader, Kurt Logan, saw what was happening.


    Fuck! Theres someone else in here! he yelled angrily into his microphone. Somebodys picking us off!


    Suddenly the trooper beside Logan took a hit to the side of the head and half his skull exploded, spraying blood and brains everywhere.


    Fuck! Logan had expected to lose maybe two of his men in the shootoutbut now he had lost six. Alpha Unit, pull out! Everybody back to the stairwell now! Take emergency evac measures!


    He threw open the stairwell door, just as a line of bullets punctured the wall all around it, almost taking his head off. His remaining men dashed past him, out through the door, into the shelter of the eastern stairwellbut not before they had brutally fired down at their fallen comrades bodies, peppering the corpses and the floor all around them with bullets.


    Logan himself mercilessly strafed the body of a dead 7th Squadron man on the ground beside him. Then, when he was done, he disappeared through the doorway after the others and abruptly there was silence.


    Book II was still crouched behind his lab bench with Elvis and Love Machine, acrid gunsmoke rising into the air all around them.


    Silence.


    Deafening silence.


    Juliet Janson and the President lay on the floor five feet away from Book and the others, shielded by another bench, covered in dust and broken bits of plastic. Juliet still had her gun raised


    Whump!


    A pair of boots landed with a loud thud on the bench-top above them.


    They all snapped to look upand found themselves staring at Captain Shane M. Schofield, USMC, dressed in full dress uniform, with two nickel-plated Berettas gripped in his hands.


    He smiled at them. Hey there.


    
      
    


    Meanwhile, in bars and offices and homes around America and the world, people sat glued to their television sets.


    Because there was so little footage, CNN and the overseas news networks just kept broadcasting the existing few minutes worth of tape over and over again. Experts were brought in to give their opinions.


    Government people sprang into action, although no-one could really do anything substantive, since the exact location of the nightmarish affair was known only to a select few.


    In any case, in a few minutes it would be eight oclock Mountain Daylight Time and the people of the world tensely awaited the next hourly update.
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