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ONE


The iconic blue-and-white whale that was Air Force One coasted smoothly down the glidepath toward Joint Base Andrews. The skies over Maryland had cleared from an earlier overcast and the sun was poised on the western horizon, a fitting ending to a grueling day that had begun here twelve hours earlier.

President Elayne Cleveland stared vacantly out the oval window beside her. The great chrome-lipped engines reflected the last glimmers of daylight. The terrain below gained definition, small farms giving way to pocket neighborhoods as the city came nearer. In the gathering darkness, traffic on the distant Beltway necklaced the capital in red and white light.

“At some point there has to be a sacrifice, and we all know who’s got the target on his back.”

Cleveland blinked. Her eyes came back inside. Reluctantly, she tried to process what her Chief of Staff, Ed Markowitz, had just said. He was sitting across from her in a plush aft-facing chair. After the long day he looked no different than he had at the outset, his usual wonkish self: rumpled tweed jacket, bifocals, unkempt hair, and of course the ever-present secure tablet computer. She wondered if Ed, even as a child, had ever gazed out a window and let his thoughts wander.

They’d departed Andrews at daybreak that morning, destined for a long-deferred tour of a new Kansas semiconductor plant. Bringing tech production back to America was one of the few areas on which the parties could agree. After that had been lunch with the governor of Iowa to promote a robotics research initiative. Altogether, it was a pathetic, and all too obvious, attempt at normalcy after weeks of relentless crises. At every stop the reporters had been ruthless, shouting questions that had nothing to do with silicon wafers or AI. Try as she might to lead the country forward, the recent series of attacks against American interests had become a political black hole, an inexorable force that dragged her away from anything productive.

The chain of disasters had begun six weeks ago, and was now referred to by the media as March Madness. First, an Air Force reconnaissance plane had crashed in the Arctic, the wreckage landing on Russian territory. Almost simultaneously, a Navy guided-missile destroyer had sunk in the Black Sea. Both tragedies occurred under suspicious circumstances, and both involved loss of life. Rumors swirled that Russia was responsible. As commander in chief, however, Cleveland could not retaliate based on rumors. She needed hard facts, and while intelligence reports left no doubt that the acts were intentional, attribution for them had proved harder to nail down. Worse yet, making public what they did know would be the world’s worst poker move. Which meant her only play was to duck the questions and promise “a full and thorough investigation” by the nation’s already embarrassed intelligence agencies. More attacks followed, putting America on the precipice of World War Three, yet Cleveland found herself mired in political quicksand, and with a window for action that was closing fast. She had so far managed to keep America out of a shooting war with Russia, but her poll numbers were dropping like a free-falling anvil.

“Thomas is a good man,” she replied, referring to CIA director Thomas Coltrane. “He’s done nothing to shake my faith.”

“I would never argue otherwise, but we were caught flatfooted. Our intelligence agencies are still drawing blanks. The perception is that they’re failing us in our time of need. America was attacked, and we can’t even figure out who was behind it.”

“It’s not for lack of trying. People at the CIA have risked their lives to get to the bottom of this—one man in particular.”

“True, but unfortunately that’s not something we can share. The operator you’re referring to is an off-the-books asset—he’s not even a U.S. citizen, for God’s sake. And if Congress finds out you authorized the agency to send a gun-for-hire downrange…”

The president stared at Markowitz as his words trailed off into the recirculated air. A biting reply began to rise, but then she thought better of it. Ed had been with her for seven years now, first in the Montana governor’s mansion, and now in the White House. Was the pressure getting to him? Or is it getting to me?

“The midterm elections are closing in,” Markowitz pressed, “and the Democrats are baying for a response. Needless to say, national security is not ground we can afford to concede.”

“Nobody is conceding anything. Intelligence work takes time.” Cleveland spoke from a position of authority—after graduating from college, she had done a stint in the Army Reserve as an intelligence officer. “What’s on my calendar tomorrow?” she asked, ready to change the subject.

Markowitz finger-tapped on his tablet. “The standard morning briefings until ten, then you meet with the vice president to discuss border controls.”

“I thought he was in Asia.”

“He got back this afternoon.”

She had put Vice President Lincoln Quarrels in charge of the southern border. It was a thankless job, and a problem that had been festering for decades. In Cleveland’s view, it wasn’t a uniquely American issue, but rather a regional manifestation of what was happening across the globe. With the world increasingly divided into haves and have-nots, the exodus of the downtrodden had become a torrent. For America, having oceans on either side and a prosperous Canada to the north, the problem was simply hyper-focused.

The president massaged her temples, feeling the onset of a massive headache. Her eyes went back to the window but snagged on her reflection in the inner pane. Her brown hair, styled dutifully this morning, was drooping after the long day. Even in the ghosted image she could see bags under her eyes. Cleveland rarely found time for diversions of vanity, but the thought of a morning makeover crossed her mind.

The ground seemed to rush up suddenly and the great jet settled onto the runway. Its cantilever landing gear, and two of the finest pilots in the Air Force, bonded for a glass-smooth landing. Elayne Cleveland had never come to think of the White House as home, not really, but it was a place where she could rest. The finest bed-and-breakfast in the world.

Runway lights flashed past the window, the time interval between them lengthening as the great plane slowed. She heard the smartphones of staffers chiming notifications in the adjoining cabin. All of it brought her back to reality, and the idea of an early makeover tomorrow vanished.

There’s just too damned much to be done.



Five minutes later, Elayne Cleveland was descending red-carpeted stairs to the tarmac. She took care not to stumble—there were only a handful of cameras in the press pen today, but any misstep would go viral within minutes. Such was the aquarium she lived in.

She saluted two airmen at the bottom of the stairs and made a sharp turn toward her connecting flight: the Sikorsky VH-92 known as Marine One. The scrum of reporters was a hundred yards away, and Cleveland pretended not to hear their shouted questions, most of which had to do with the deplorable state of U.S.-Russia relations. Markowitz shadowed a few steps behind her, and nearing the helicopter she paused to let him catch up.

“Are you going to ride back to the White House with me?” she asked.

“Not tonight. I arranged for a car to take me straight home … Julie and I have plans to celebrate our anniversary. But if you need me for something—”

“No, no,” Cleveland said, cutting him off. “Have a nice time, and give Julie my best. I’ll see you in the morning.”

She turned away, forced a smile, and waved at the distant press gaggle. Cleveland strode as energetically as she could toward the idling helicopter, and at the steps of Marine One she exchanged another salute, this with a young Marine, before disappearing inside.





TWO


As the four-billion-dollar Boeing 747–800 known as Air Force One crouched on the ramp, its engines ticking away heat from the long flight, and while the most expensive and finely tuned helicopter on earth prepared to deliver the president of the United States the final eleven miles to the White House, a far more ordinary aircraft circled lazily in the humid evening air twelve miles to the east.

The weary Cessna 172 Skyhawk had been purchased thirty days ago for the price of a good used car. It was a cast-off trainer from a North Carolina flight school, and with three inspections pending, antiquated “steam-gauge” instruments, and more than a few dents and dings, the aircraft was fast nearing the end of an exhausting service life. Aside from the fact that it achieved flight, the tiny four-seater was to the aircraft at Andrews what an abacus was to a supercomputer. It had no satellite navigation, no secure communications, no electronic self-defense measures. The only air conditioning involved cracking the side window open, and even that did little to flush out the dank odors inside: forty years of nervous sweat, vomit, and spilled fuel.

The Cessna’s two occupants were crammed shoulder to shoulder in the tiny cockpit. They had to nearly shout to be heard over the engine and slipstream noise. Yet if the aircraft itself was a bare-bones platform, its two-person crew leveraged technology that hadn’t existed when it was built: one cell phone and an excellent pair of low-light optics.

In the right seat, doing the flying, was a middle-aged Hungarian. His name was Lazlo, and his meaty hands held the yoke with all the deftness of a prisoner gripping the iron bars of a cell door. Hamfisted though he was, Lazlo was a reasonably experienced pilot, with two thousand hours of flight time in various general aviation aircraft. How he had ended up here, floating a quarter mile above the exburbs of Washington, D.C., was nothing less than a testament to his tenacity. He had grown up in a rough quarter of Budapest where he’d learned to fight, first on the streets and later in the bars. A year in a Hungarian prison did nothing to soften his rough edges, yet it also gave Lazlo time to contemplate. All around him he saw men on the same track he was running, many of them years farther along. A scarred and defeated bunch, they sat hunched in their cells, posturing and scheming, and performing prison tattoos on one another with shaking hands. Sensing fate bearing down, Lazlo came to the realization that only drastic measures would alter his own future, and he committed to the most divergent path he could imagine: on the day of his release, he would join the army.

He made good on the promise. To his benefit, public records in Hungary were aspirational at best, and when the recruiters didn’t ask about his stint as a guest of the state, Lazlo didn’t bring it up. He served in the infantry for three lusterless years, mostly staying out of trouble. Near the end of his service commitment, a short-lived fling with a flight instructor piqued his interest in aviation. Lazlo then made the second good decision of his life: he used his meager savings from the army to take a few flying lessons.

Soon, however, the old ways began to claw back. Lazlo’s first flying job, hauling overnight air freight for a fledgling cargo company, was both exhausting and ill-paying. His second, hauling heroin for the Slovakian mafia, was an improvement on both counts. Yet it also, predictably, introduced considerable new risks.

Lazlo’s smuggling career ended as most did, badly and on the run from the law. A forced landing near the Moldovan-Romanian border—contaminants in the fuel system, he suspected—had left an undamaged Pilatus PC-12 and nine million dollars of uncut Afghan heroin on a highway median. Fortunately, the forced landing took place in the middle of the night, and Lazlo was able to escape before an epic morning traffic jam ensued. His run of good luck over, the incident put him squarely in a crossfire: on one side was an embarrassed Romanian police force, on the other a furious Slovak capo. Lazlo made his way to Ukraine, and it was there that a bolt of providence intervened.

Her name was Magda.

In the course of his brief smuggling career, Lazlo had made a few runs for the SIS, the Slovak Information Service. SIS was Slovakia’s one-stop shop for foreign and domestic intelligence. It was also the kind of agency that considered engaging the services of a discreet pilot-for-hire well within bounds. Hiding in Ukraine after his forced landing, Lazlo had called his SIS contact and explained the situation. He’d only met her once before, and on that night, a year earlier in Bratislava, she’d been a vision in black: shapely jeans, leather top, and the barest outline of a holstered Beretta Nano on her ankle. As it turned out, on his night of desperation, Lazlo’s call to bargain for an extraction from Ukraine had found Magda herself at odds with her employer. Money had gone missing from an SIS account she’d overseen, and certain government ministers, for whose benefit the setup had been arranged, were outraged.

One very pretty head was about to roll.

The next morning Magda and Lazlo, both viewed as deserters by their respective employers, rendezvoused in Lviv. By the end of the day a partnership of necessity was born. Magda purchased a small aircraft, using a stack of U.S. dollars taken from a bulging suitcase, and Lazlo assumed the controls to fly them south.

So began their vagabond relationship. The pair crisscrossed the Mediterranean and Africa, seeking out odd jobs that matched their respective skill sets: Lazlo could fly virtually any small aircraft, while Magda had a brimming list of contacts and extensive training in photo-surveillance. It turned out to be a lucrative niche in a conveniently gray world. Cashed-up oligarchs spying on rivals, oil companies looking for illegal taps on pipelines, governments without the means for an air force searching for rebel camps. For three years the pair made a go of it, building a quiet reputation as private aerial contractors.

Slovakian by birth, Magda was two years younger than Lazlo, and as petite as he was burly. She was also the uncontested brains of the outfit. The partnership eventually took a dual track, becoming both intimate and professional. The question of whether they were married remained a point of contention. There had been a ceremony on a Greek island, performed by a drunken priest on the patio of a pub, which might or might not have been legitimate. Neither of them chased any official document to prove the point, but in their hearts, it was enough. Their professional bond, on the other hand, had never been in question.

Today, Lazlo and Magda were both on edge. This was their first job in America, and while they had accepted it without reservation, lured by a stunning payday, the level of risk was beginning to sink in. Tracking warlords across the foot of the Sahara was one thing. Spying on the president of the United States, on the edge of Washington, D.C., was something else entirely.

Magda sat glued to her binoculars. “Hold steady,” she ordered in her native Slovakian. “The helicopter’s rotors are turning.”

Having been raised on the northern border of Hungary, Lazlo was fluent in the language. He squinted, his eyes canvassing the western side of the distant airfield. In the fading light, he could just make out Air Force One, but not the smaller Sikorsky.

Magda called up her phone’s encrypted messaging app, and typed: Preparing to depart.

The innocuous message immediately showed DELIVERED. Flying a thousand feet in the air, the unobstructed cell signal was stronger here than on the ground. She handed the phone over to Lazlo. The next minutes would be critical and she wanted to stabilize the binoculars with both hands.

“Prepare for the straight-line course,” she said.

They had rehearsed the move before—twice in practice, and also on three live missions that had aborted. The failed missions were no fault of their own, and had been anticipated—it was all no more than a matter of odds. On those aborted attempts, Lazlo had simply steered away to the east, blended into the haze, and returned to the tiny airfield in North Carolina that served as their base. As the Americans were fond of saying: no harm, no foul.

“Can’t we get closer?” Magda complained.

“I told you, it is out of the question. At this range and altitude we are beneath controlled airspace. That is the only way we can navigate freely, without interference from the air traffic controllers.”

Lazlo had plotted the geometry carefully during the planning stage. The Cessna’s present orbit put them just high enough to get what they needed—an unobstructed, if distant, view of Joint Base Andrews. Above them was busier airspace, airline traffic and business jets swarming into Reagan National and Dulles airports. Directly below was half a square mile of freshly turned earth, one more farm field being converted into a package fulfillment center.

They had been circling for twenty minutes, having been forewarned that Air Force One was arriving when its pilots checked in with approach control, Potomac TRACON—Lazlo had that frequency tuned in to the Cessna’s secondary VHF radio. Their pretense for being where they were depended on who was asking. The flight plan he’d filed implied they were on a cross-country training flight, a round trip out of Plymouth Municipal Airport in North Carolina, with a stop for fuel in southern Maryland. He’d told the mechanic back in North Carolina that he and Magda were headed out for the aviation equivalent of a date, the standard “hundred-dollar hamburger” that included the cost of fuel at some remote airfield.

To the air traffic controllers on VHF-1—they were not under direct control, but had requested traffic advisories—Lazlo explained that they were orbiting in their present position for some photo-surveillance work. Such flights were less common than they had been ten years ago, before the advent of drones, yet there was still some market for it—real estate developers, mostly, yearning for high-resolution overheads of their trophy projects. That this was the fourth time Cessna NUX52 had set up orbit over the same construction site in the past three weeks only backstopped the lie further.

Magda watched as Marine One’s rotor blades accelerated to a blur. Soon the aircraft lifted off and banked north, which she relayed to Lazlo.

He released the control column momentarily, and with sausage thumbs pecked out a message: Leaving now.

This was the critical juncture. From Joint Base Andrews to the South Lawn of the White House was a mere eleven miles—roughly a five-minute flight for the big Sikorsky. Magda kept her eyes glued to Marine One, shifting occasionally to search for the others that would join in the next moments. Helicopters, for the most part, flew low and slow, and that made them vulnerable. To enhance security, the VH-92 that carried the president always merged with a group of identical aircraft. Same model, same paint scheme, same squadron. The number ranged from two to four, this variance itself another random element—the Secret Service strove for every variable it could get.

Equally unpredictable was the route the formation would take to reach the South Lawn. Lazlo and Magda had been told there were six tracks in all, and that the pilots had the authority to choose one at will. They had no idea where their employer had gotten this information, or if it was even true, but the tracks on the three aborted missions had correlated with the chart they’d been given. The problem they faced today, as it had been from the outset, was that the attack could only be configured for one particular route. On the previous runs they had struck out.

“How many?” Lazlo asked.

“I still don’t see … wait … they are joining up now.”

Like a hawk watching a flock of sparrows, Magda tracked Marine One as it veered north at low altitude. Right on schedule, near the end of Andrews’ two big runways, three other VH-92s, perfectly identical, swooped into view.

“Three others … four altogether!”

Lazlo sent another message.

The four aircraft began mingling, weaving in a gentle daisy-chain pattern. It was nothing less than an aerial shell game, an effort to conceal which chopper carried the president. The Secret Service used a similar ruse with limousines in motorcades, yet those obfuscations were more easily executed in the concealment of parking garages and tunnels.

Lazlo kept the Cessna flying straight and level, approximating the speed of the distant formation. As the pilot in command, he would normally have occupied the left seat, yet with a northerly course necessary, and the city being on their left side, they’d swapped seats to give Magda an unobstructed view. For Lazlo it made little difference—there wasn’t a button or control he couldn’t reach with his long arms.

“If we could only fly closer,” she fussed as they flew a parallel course twelve miles distant.

“No, we cannot! If we even approach the controlled airspace we will draw attention—especially with the president’s bubble being active.”

Magda’s eyes remained glued to the critical chopper, the others sweeping through the edges of her magnified field of view. For thirty seconds the aerial circus ran, the little band of VH-92s weaving like so many drunks on a sidewalk. Finally, they reached a divergence point and settled on a course.

“They’re over the old church!” Having memorized landmarks on all the routes, they knew the path to the White House had narrowed to two possibilities—one of which was the one they were after.

“A coin flip,” Lazlo said breathlessly.

There was a final course correction, Marine One tipping slightly to the right at the junction of two minor roads. Today’s route was confirmed. Magda felt a flutter in her chest. On any given day it was a one-in-six chance. Today, on their fourth mission, the formation was taking Route Juneau.

“It’s Juneau!” she said, trying to keep her voice level.

Lazlo let go of the controls once more, long enough to type out carefully: Juneau! Standby!

Once the message was delivered, he returned a hand to the controls. There were still two messages to be sent, including the most critical. After that, he would shut down the phone, remove the battery, and drop both out the window somewhere over rural Maryland.

“Do you still have the primary in sight?” he asked.

“Yes,” Magda replied, her voice barely audible so complete was her concentration. “I am sure of it.”



The “bubble” around Marine One was active, air traffic controllers having cleared a corridor to the White House. Two executive helicopters had been vectored away, and the arrival controllers at Reagan National Airport—at its closest point, a mere one mile from the restricted airspace—had built a gap in the flow of oncoming airliners.

It was a routine exercise for everyone.

As the weaving flock of choppers from Marine Helicopter Squadron One neared the confluence of the Potomac and Anacostia Rivers, there was no reason for concern. Their crews were understandably confident. Marine One, as well as its three companion VH-92s, brimmed with self-defense gear. Each had a laser anti-missile system, radar warning receivers, and chaff and flare dispensers to deceive incoming missiles. The pilots, all of whom had seen combat in either Afghanistan or Iraq, were seasoned veterans tested under fire. All those precautions, however, shared one shortcoming—they were geared to defend against, and respond to, known threats.

What lay before them was something else altogether.





THREE


Situated amid a sea of construction equipment, the semi-trailer could not have been more ordinary. Over a half million commuters had crossed the new Frederick Douglass Bridge that week, yet not a single one would have recalled anything special about it. The workers on the job site were equally disinterested; such containers were as common as trees in a forest, and they came and went without notice.

The trailer in question was hidden in plain sight near the edge of a perimeter ditch. All around it was a soil-churning array of dump trucks, payloaders, mobile offices, and no fewer than twenty other box trailers displaying various grimy logos. The construction zone had been active for nearly six years—to the workers, closer to a career than a job site—and while the primary objective of replacing the old South Capitol Street bridge was complete, considerable work remained to revitalize the surrounding Riverwalk and parks.

The trailer sat propped on its rear wheels and forward legs, like a pioneer wagon waiting for a horse. No one could really say when it had arrived or who had left it there. Were anyone to investigate its DOT registration number and license plate—no one ever had—they would learn that it was registered to a company purporting to install sewer lines and stormwater culverts. That vision planted, it was only a small extension to imagine the trailer being filled with pumps, pipes, and trench shoring equipment.

In fact, the generic off-white container held nothing of the sort.

The body of the trailer had undergone subtle modifications. The original access doors in back had been reinforced and strengthened, as had the sidewalls all around. The massive lock on the unit would require nothing short of an acetylene torch to breach. All these fortifications were crude and evident from the outside. This, too, was by design: thievery on construction sites was rampant, and the owner wanted to make clear that there were softer targets elsewhere.

The most significant alteration, however, involved the roof. The forward thirty feet of the trailer’s ceiling had been cut into four sections and reinstalled on hinges. The panels folded down and inward, and were actuated by a series of modified garage door openers. These changes could be seen only from above, and even in daylight were barely distinguishable. At night the revisions were all but invisible.

At dusk that Saturday evening, the construction yard was deserted. The trailer near the ditch was as still as the distant monument to Lincoln. There were a handful of pedestrians walking the river’s far shore, and the usual weekend traffic buzzed along Capitol Street—altogether, a mere handful of distant passersby.

All of whom were oblivious to what was about to happen.

Inside the trailer a lone figure sat behind a builder’s table—eight cinderblocks supporting a section of 5/8-inch plywood. The man was average in height and had a lean build. His features were vaguely Asian, although with something else perhaps mixed in. He sat motionless behind a laptop, staring at his phone. His close-cropped black hair and patchy three-day stubble were floodlit by the computer’s screen. The only other illumination in the trailer was a spray of amber cast by a battery-powered work light zip-tied to one wall.

He was getting used to this drill. In truth, more familiar than he wanted to be. For all his attributes—and there were many—patience was not among them. As an experienced operator, he knew that routine was a weakness. He had sat in this same trailer on three previous occasions, waiting and watching, only to see the mission abort. He’d always known it might play out that way, yet each attempt brought an additive measure of risk. Someone might see him a second time, wonder what he was doing inside the trailer.

His index finger tapped the plywood table. Given what was at stake, he was ready to finish this job and get the hell out of town.

He wore construction clothes—frayed jeans, heavy shirt, and steel-toe boots. All of it was worn and dusty, and hung from his wiry frame with the right degree of looseness. Less convincing was the hardhat near the door, a requirement for the job site. He had purchased a used item, only to find that it was far too large—it sat on his head like a football helmet on a deer. Still, the big plastic shell had its uses: it was good for hiding his face from security cameras. He was an expert on surveillance, and had identified three on the work site.

A trickle of sweat rolled down his back, although it wasn’t a matter of nerves. A native of Manchuria, he had been born to the cold. The trailer had felt like a sauna when he arrived three hours ago. Leaving the back door open was not an option, so he’d cracked one of the roof panels early. Each week the mission dragged on brought summer that much closer. He would simply have to suffer through it.

While he had never been a religious man—much to his grandmother’s disappointment—a few nights ago he’d actually prayed that his time in America would end soon. He was on the cusp of victory, not to mention a once-in-a-lifetime paycheck. He only hoped he would live long enough to see it. If all went as planned, he would be forced to disappear for some time. A year, possibly two. Yet he was not distracted by visions of seaside villas or mountaintop retreats. Not yet. The Manchurian’s focus was as singular as ever: an absolute drive to be recognized as the best.

The text he’d been waiting for finally arrived: Juneau! Standby!

The exclamation points were lost on the Manchurian. His body didn’t react in the usual way. There was no skipped cardiac beat, no churn in his gut. To the contrary, he felt a palpable sense of liberation. After so much planning, so much risk mitigation, the waiting was over. This was the moment he’d been working toward his entire life, the culmination of years of training and operational expertise. Execute now, and I will become a legend.

He entered the preliminary command on the laptop: Power up

For two seconds a clatter of clicking noises filled the stagnant air.

The safety bolts on the roof panels were already loose, and he began the final preparations. The well-practiced sequence took less than thirty seconds: all four panels pivoted inward. The system worked perfectly, leaving the forward half of the trailer open to the soft evening sky. The heat dissipated instantly, fresh evening air taking its place. He looked up into the gray dusk and saw the night’s first star, barely visible to the southwest. All his attention returned to the phone, his fingertips poised over the keyboard. The Manchurian’s ears reached for any sound, but he heard nothing beyond the din of traffic on the distant bridge.

Soon, very soon, that would be replaced.

They’d run estimates for every conceivable variable, and come up with a window: from the time Route Juneau was confirmed, it would take between two and three and a half minutes for the helicopters to arrive overhead.

His fingertips hovered, ready to input the final commands. To deploy too soon risked discovery and evasion. Launching too late meant missing the chance. Either error would blow the mission entirely. He had one shot to get everything right.

He allowed one glance into the darkened bed of the trailer. One hundred and eighty-six green eyes stared back. Then the Manchurian discerned a vague thumping noise, more by feel than anything audible. For a moment he thought it might be his heartbeat. Then the intensity rose, resolving into the familiar thrum of rotors. He recalled the sound from the previous aborted attempts when, though tantalizingly close, the choppers had passed a mile distant.

His phone vibrated.

Sixty seconds. Route confirmed.

He entered the penultimate command on the laptop: Launch

The great swarm of drones bristled to life, an ocean of tiny propellers humming in unison. Because the roof opening was not large enough for all of them to launch at once, the aircraft rose in four waves, perfectly spaced and orderly, like a military parade. Twenty seconds later, the entire fleet was airborne, organized in the programmed formation. The swarm hovered above the container, awaiting the final command. The Manchurian was watching the drones, mesmerized, when the final text came.

Target center-west.

He replied to the text: Center-west. Allahu Akbar!

The last two words were something between humor and misdirection. Encryption or not, in a day, possibly two, the NSA would likely uncover the message thread. He quickly typed the targeting command into the laptop, and when he sank the ENTER key, it was fittingly with his trigger finger.

The great flock of weapons responded.

The drones communicated via a discreet network and, using distributed brain technology, arranged themselves not unlike a single organism. The formation climbed in unison, and in the dim light they resembled a flock of birds. From that point, the Manchurian was little more than a spectator. The formation was now autonomous, actively seeking and ready to destroy. He avoided the urge to stand and watch. Whether the mission succeeded or not, it would be recognized within minutes. An hour from now this construction site, this trailer, would become ground zero in a massive manhunt.

He raised the roof panels back up and bolted them in place. Hurrying to the back of the trailer, he unlocked the right-hand door and dropped silently to the ground. He levered the door nearly shut, then attached a pair of uninsulated wires and one of the garage door remote controls to the handle. None of it had any function, but it looked for all the world like a crude booby trap. Enough to give any EOD man pause. It would take time to call in the dogs and the robots. At least an hour, two if he was lucky.

He walked away briskly, scanning the surrounding acres of dirt for signs of life. He saw no one. The thrum of the helicopters was unmistakable now, closing in fast.

Finally, he relented.

The Manchurian paused and looked up into the fast-darkening sky.





FOUR


The drones climbed quickly to their assigned altitude and aligned themselves in perfect formation. They were programmed for optimal spacing: fifteen feet apart both laterally and vertically, arrayed in six rows of thirty-one aircraft. The sum result, within moments, would be an airborne curtain nearly five hundred feet wide and one hundred feet high.

The drones were not off-the-shelf models, but a high-end South Korean-manufactured military variant. This was essential to the mission. Most civilian drones were controlled remotely, receiving commands over a limited frequency range that could be jammed by authorities under times of heightened security—such as presidential movement. Other models could be programmed with preset courses, but that restricted the ability to coordinate. The flock of aircraft rising above the trailer were an entirely different breed.

They were, collectively, a “fire and forget” weapon. Maneuvering was coordinated using artificial intelligence, each aircraft receiving and transmitting information via a sophisticated datalink with frequency-hopping capability. The airframes themselves were a robust quadcopter design, roughly the size of a shoebox. Each aircraft was also a source of intelligence, although not the usual radar or optical data. Instead, directional acoustic sensors took readings all around. That collective array of data, taken from one hundred eighty-six individual points, was meshed through secondary AI software. Once a target was identified from a library of acoustic signatures, a joint intercept command was formulated. Moving in a wave, the formation would position itself amoeba-like to achieve an intercept.

Presently, the wall of drones was hovering three hundred feet above the ground. There, clear of acoustic ground clutter, and with the formation of helicopters a mere quarter mile distant, four thumping rotors overrode every other sound. The drone’s software had been tuned to recognize precisely such signatures, and it quickly resolved the oncoming din into four distinct returns. The third from the left, as instructed, became the focal point. With the end game in sight, the software updated the picture continuously and derived intercept commands. Not unlike a great flock of raptors, the swarm began maneuvering in three-dimensional unison.

Thirty feet higher.

Twenty feet to the west.

Distance three hundred yards, closing fast.

When the range and closure rate reached preset values, the kill mechanisms deployed.

For so much reliance on technology, the lethal blow would be simplicity itself. The drones were effectively modern-day kamikazes, robotic versions of The Divine Wind. They carried no explosives, no projectiles, no offensive electronics of any kind. The devastation promised was far more basic, inspired by a naval armament first utilized five centuries earlier: chain shot, a pair of iron balls connected by a length of chain, was used with devastating effect against the sails and rigging of great navy ships. That principle of destruction remained as valid as ever.

With the lethal curtain established in the flight path of the onrushing helicopters, and twenty seconds remaining to impact, each of the one hundred and eighty-six drones released a two-pound claw connected by a high-strength strap. The strap was fourteen feet in length, a Kevlar composite weave that, while only two inches wide, had demonstrated astonishing tensile strength in testing. Only one limitation had been foreseen by the planners: if the pilots of helicopters were astute, in broad daylight they might see the swarm and have time for an evasive maneuver. Yet in the period from dusk to dawn, they reasoned, or if visibility was restricted, the drones would be virtually impossible to see.

As it turned out, they were proved correct.



The first pilot to see the swarm wasn’t flying Marine One, but rather the chopper on its right wing. The lieutenant colonel got off one frantic radio call, but before his warning could register with the pilots of Marine One, they saw it themselves. In the dim light, a confusing image: countless small obstructions directly in their flight path. The natural first thought of both pilots was that they were looking at a flock of birds. Yet the alignment seemed too perfect, too artificial. Within seconds, the flock resolved into something mechanical, and hanging from each tiny aircraft was what appeared to be a rope. From their point of view it was an airborne wall, an onrushing curtain of unknown obstructions.

With the objects a mere hundred feet in front of them, there was no time to process any of that. Marine One was traveling at a hundred and ten knots, giving the aircraft commander less than a second to react. He hauled back instinctively on the controls, but far too late.

The impacts began.

The first two Kevlar straps were shredded by the big Sikorsky’s rotor blades, and the lightweight drones connected to them were instantly pulverized. The third impact, however, began a disastrous chain of events. The claw attachment was whipped at lightning speed into the main rotor head, where it lodged firmly. The attached strap spun into the hub and the friction began. Within milliseconds, three other straps became enmeshed in various moving parts.

The hub of a helicopter rotor is an intricate mechanical playground: countless moving parts and carefully dispersed energy. The impact with the drones was the aviation equivalent of throwing a cluster of Mylar balloons into a high-speed ceiling fan. Metal and composites disintegrated in an explosion of opposing forces. Everyone on board, the president included, felt a terrible shudder course through the airframe. Things settled for a moment, like a held breath, until one steel claw ripped out a vital pitch link. Soon shrapnel and debris from the ruined pitch link were chewing through other parts of the rotor assembly. It took only seconds for the out-of-balance forces to induce a crack in a main rotor blade, and a twenty-foot-long section snapped off and went spinning toward the river below.

At that point, the aircraft’s fate was sealed. All helicopters are designed with a measure of robustness, having calculated redundancies: they can lose an engine or a gearbox, suffer tail rotor damage. A thrown main rotor blade, however, is nothing short of catastrophic.

The pilot battled the controls, but the aircraft didn’t respond. Inside the cabin of Marine One, the two Secret Service officers accompanying the president, who were seated and strapped in nearby, grabbed for handholds against the wild gyrations. For all their training when it came to protecting the president, enduring a helicopter crash had not been in the curriculum. With a selflessness that would earn him a posthumous award for valor, the Marine corporal serving as escort unbuckled his seat belt in the whirling cabin and lunged toward the president. Holding onto the base of her seat as the aircraft plummeted, he wrenched her seatbelt tight and shouted, “Brace yourself, Madame President!” No sooner had he done so than he was thrown across the cabin and knocked unconscious.

From the nearby terminals of Reagan National Airport, the walking paths of East Potomac Park, and the George Washington Parkway, thousands of Americans watched in horror as Marine One plunged toward the Anacostia River like a buckshot quail. It careened sidelong over Buzzard Point and nearly clipped the grand façade of the National War College. Two hundred yards farther south, one of the decoy choppers began spinning to earth on a different angle under a trail of smoke, one of its engines having shredded after sucking in a drone assembly.

The two VH-92s hit the water seconds apart.

Marine One slammed down a hundred yards from the shore of East Potomac Park, a geyser of spray blasting into the evening sky. For a moment there was nothing more, the great helicopter lost in a veil of mist and smoke. When the curtain finally cleared, the chopper was foundering and rolling onto its port side.

And sinking fast.



For all the planning, all the technology and preparation that had gone into the attempted assassination of the president of the United States, there was one variable its architects could never have foreseen.

His name was Humberto Rivas.

Rivas was jogging the curving paths of East Potomac Park, three miles into his five-mile routine, and had just rounded Hains Point when his senses went on alert. He never saw what happened in the sky—Marine One had been behind him, at his five o’clock position—and he never heard anything because AC/DC’s “Shot of Love” was cranking in his earbuds. All at once, however, he noticed the people around him—there were scores on the paths at sunset—and it struck him that everyone was looking toward a single point in the sky. A few were actually pointing, hands over mouths, while others seemed transfixed, their faces writ in horror. He turned just in time to see a large helicopter slam into the river a football field away. Seconds later, in the distant periphery, another aircraft did the same, albeit in a more controlled manner. Rivas’s first thought, logically, was that there had been a midair collision.

In the next moments, there were a great many reactions among those on the paths. Most stood gawking, while others pulled out their cell phones—some to call for help, others to take video. A few ran for their lives.

Humberto Rivas was of a very different mindset.

Without a thought, he set out on a dead run toward the crash. As a former Navy aircrewman, he was trained in search and rescue. On top of that, in the ten years since leaving the service Rivas had worked as an EMT with the Fairfax County Fire and Rescue Department. The upshot of it all: there wasn’t anyone within miles more qualified to respond. Rivas’s actions weren’t sourced in any sense of patriotism or heroics. He simply went on autopilot, hardwired by twenty-two years of training and operational experience.

He paused for a moment at the water’s edge to study the scene. There was still a great deal of smoke around the nearest chopper, and for the first time he realized he was looking at a military bird. This wasn’t surprising—a constant stream of helos migrated along the river going to and from the Pentagon. The aircraft was floating on its side, one rotor spiking skyward in a billowing cloud of steam. The tail section was barely visible, the boom having cracked at an odd angle. He glanced back over his shoulder and saw three people talking on their phones—the 911 dispatcher was likely overwhelmed. Help would be on the way. Without further thought, or consideration of risk, Rivas kicked off his running shoes, dumped his phone and earbuds into the grass, and dove headlong into the river.

He covered the gap to the wreckage quickly, and on reaching it he steadied himself by grabbing a wheel that was jutting above the surface. He saw one survivor near the aft rotor, a stunned man in a business suit with an arm hooked over an antenna of some kind. His head was bloody and he appeared to be in shock, and Rivas saw what looked like a wire dangling from one of his ears. The man seemed safe for the moment.

He looked out across the river and saw two boats approaching, one of which had official markings of some kind. Both were still a good distance away, and his training kicked in. The first minutes after a ditching were critical.

The aircraft was floating, but seemed lower than when he’d first seen it. How deep is the water here? he wondered. Rivas had no idea, but he assumed it was deep enough to swallow a fast-sinking helo. He side-stroked toward the cockpit, which was almost completely submerged. Through a broken window he saw what he feared: the unmoving shapes of the two pilots. They looked still and lifeless, yet there was no way to be sure. Something about them seemed odd, yet it would be many hours later, as he recounted his actions for investigators, that he realized what it was: the pilots weren’t wearing flight suits, but instead Marine Corps dress uniforms. He couldn’t reach them from where he was, at least not without an axe to chop through twisted metal and plexiglass. He realized his best chance to save anyone was through the main entry door, which in the aftermath was little more than an opening—the door itself had been either thrown off in the crash or breached during the emergency exit of the survivor near the tail.

He moved aft, walking his hands along the base of the fuselage. Air was venting from every opening, water filling the void—the resulting sound, a churning death rattle, Rivas remembered from his Navy days. The aircraft was going down fast. He was nearly to the entry door when he recognized an emblem painted on the side of the chopper—the seal of the President of the United States.

For the first time, Rivas’s autopilot disconnected. He realized what might be at stake.

He hauled himself through the opening, flopping over what had been the top step like a boated flounder. He gauged the sideways world of the cabin’s interior. Thankfully, the emergency lights had kicked on, giving good illumination. The cabin was two-thirds submerged, torrents of water boiling all around. He smelled the unmistakable stench of jet fuel. Rivas saw one body, another Marine in uniform, floating face down, the neck bent at an impossible angle. He looked forward, toward the cockpit, and saw that it was now completely submerged. He then surveyed the back, beyond a floating cushion and a Mae West that had somehow inflated. Against the aft bulkhead, half-hidden by an eddy of swirling foam and flotsam, he saw the top of a head and most of a face.

A face that, when combined with the emblem he’d seen near the door, was instantly recognizable. “Holy shit!” he said to no one.

Rivas looked back once at the entry door. Only seconds remained before it disappeared completely. He fought his way back toward the president, and without even checking for a pulse, he took a deep breath and dove down to search for her lap belt.

Forcing himself to be methodical, Rivas worked by feel, his hands tracking down the president’s neck, shoulders, breasts, and finally onto her waist. He felt for the seatbelt latch, found it, and disconnected the belt, then spread the straps as far apart as he could before rising for air. His head struck the angled cabin roof—only a foot-high gap of air remained. Elayne Cleveland had popped up with him, but when he tried to pull her toward the door she stopped as if anchored. Something was hung up, probably her dress or a shoe snagged on twisted metal.

Rivas looked at the door again. The tiny sliver of outside light had nearly disappeared.

He took a massive lungful of air, then dove down one final time.





FIVE


As the disaster on the river unfolded, Vice President Lincoln Quarrels lay sound asleep. He had arrived back in D.C. early that afternoon after a ten-day diplomatic junket to the Far East.

The combination of travel and time zones, not to mention a bout of sushi-induced food poisoning from a state dinner in Tokyo, had left him all but catatonic. After being dropped by his motorcade at the vice president’s official residence, Number One Observatory Circle, he’d spent an hour with his wife over a meal—a late lunch according to the official clock at the nearby Naval Observatory—followed by thirty minutes with his chief of staff, Matthew Gross, crafting the best spin for a press release regarding the Far East trip. Neither expected the end product to make waves. Barring any glaring verbal gaffes or tumbles across red carpets, vice presidential trips were largely ignored by the media.

At that point, Quarrels had cleared his calendar until the next morning, professing a need to sleep before his scheduled ten a.m. meeting with Elayne Cleveland. He’d gone upstairs and collapsed into his four-poster bed.

The weeklong Far East junket would have laid any man low, but at seventy-six years old Quarrels was the oldest vice president to ever serve. Even on a good day he looked ten years older. His salt-and-pepper hair, which had begun to turn in his twenties, was now wispy and had gone snow white. The skin on his face and neck was crinkled like old linen, and there was no hiding the stoop in his posture. Still, Quarrels was well-versed in deal making on the Hill, good in a debate, and after four terms in the Senate and a stint as director of national intelligence, he’d been the safe pick to shore up Elayne Cleveland’s ticket with foreign policy hawks.

Quarrels had been sleeping for three hours when someone gently shook his shoulder. “Mr. Vice President,” said a voice through what seemed like mist.

“Mr. Vice President!”

Quarrels blinked his eyes open and saw a familiar face from his Secret Service detail. “Sir, we have a situation!” the lead agent said. “You need to come immediately!”



Six minutes later, Quarrels was at the front door and being ushered to a car. It turned out not to be his usual ride waiting under the portico, but The Beast—the nine-ton Cadillac behemoth normally reserved for the president. If that wasn’t enough of an omen, he noticed an unusually large contingent of Secret Service agents on the perimeter. Virtually all of them were facing outward, scanning and alert.

Quarrels glanced toward a trailing car and saw a familiar military aide, one of the officers who carried the nuclear football, standing outside. He, or someone like him, was tasked to always be near the president. He, too, seemed exceptionally alert.

Quarrels slid into the back seat and found Matt Gross waiting. “What the hell is going on?” he asked, straightening his miserably knotted tie.

“Marine One has crashed—a terrorist attack of some kind. The president is injured and being taken to Walter Reed.”

“Jesus! Is it serious?”

“I just talked to the Treasury Secretary, who’s been in direct contact with the Secret Service. Apparently, she’s in critical condition.”

Quarrels’s head snapped back against the headrest as The Beast shot forward. “But she’s alive,” he said, more to himself than to Gross.

“Yes. As a precaution, we need to get to the White House immediately. I’ve ordered every member of the cabinet who’s in D.C. to convene for an emergency meeting.”

The vice president studied his chief of staff guardedly. His bow tie was straight, his shirt crisp. There was no hint of stress whatsoever. Less than half his own age, Gross exuded East Coast money and Ivy League ambition, and although he rankled many of the more experienced staffers, his political instincts were unerringly accurate.

“Emergency meeting,” the vice president repeated. “Does that imply what I think it does?”

“It’s likely we will have to invoke the Twenty-Fifth Amendment.”

It was a contingency Quarrels understood well, the transfer of power during a crisis.

Gross said, “We covered the nuts and bolts of the process in the lead-up to the inauguration and—”

“I know the damned process!” Quarrels snapped. He looked out the window blankly, a hand cupping his chin contemplatively as the Naval Observatory flew past. Like every vice president before him, no doubt, he had gone to bed more than once wondering what if?

Now that hypothetical had become reality.

The limo hit Massachusetts Avenue like a tank on nitrous oxide. There were two cars in front, three behind, and a squad of motorcycle police outriggered the formation. As they made their way southeast, Quarrels noticed that the roads had been cleared for the entire three-mile journey to the White House, every side street cordoned off. Major intersections were blocked by military vehicles. His convoy—there was no other word for it—flew effortlessly over District streets that would normally be bogged down with evening traffic. Military helicopters flashed overhead, and he suspected fighters had launched to fly a cap over the city. Quarrels didn’t feel like he was in danger, yet the show of force was disquieting—automated protocols taken in response to an attack against the president.

But was it a successful attack?

Gross was on his phone, and as he chattered away Quarrels’s gaze settled on a pair of high-end handsets on the console in front of him. The Beast was equipped with a triple-redundant secure communications suite. Shouldn’t he call someone? Do something? His thoughts drifted, and he wondered how Lyndon Johnson had received word of Kennedy being shot. How had he reacted in those desperate minutes—or was it hours?—when the president’s fate hung in the balance as doctors tried to save him?

Quarrels was a lawyer by education, and had once taught constitutional law, so he knew the Twenty-Fifth Amendment chapter-and-verse. He knew it had been sourced from that dark day in Dallas, and tested repeatedly since; the shooting of Ronald Reagan, and when medical procedures were performed on multiple presidents. Never, however, had Section 4, the declaration by others of a president’s incapacity, ever been invoked. With Elayne Cleveland’s condition unclear, the Constitution was about to be tested again.

The uplit White House abruptly came into view as they approached Lafayette Square. Quarrels sensed a surge of adrenaline unlike anything he’d ever felt. He couldn’t say what would happen in the next few hours—much was out of his hands. Yet one thing was clear: tonight, history would be made.
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