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      The boat’s name was the MV Challenger, and she was a deep-sea recovery vessel, constructed only a year earlier in a German shipyard for the astonishing sum of nearly nine hundred million US dollars. She was built in plain sight, and rumors as to the unknown benefactor behind the effort swirled like wildfire in the niche, but highly dedicated amateur ship spotting community.

      She even had an Instagram page.

      The commonly accepted explanation for her construction, fitting out, and operation was that a wealthy, unknown benefactor wished to locate and raise the USS Yorktown, the US Navy aircraft carrier lost during the Battle of Midway, along with her escort ship, the destroyer USS Hammann.

      It was, however, a lie, elaborately constructed and maintained to create an illusion hidden in plain sight. The perfect cover story.

      The Challenger was presently located approximately 500 miles north of the US military installation on Wake Island, the site of the famous, and ultimately unsuccessful, US Marine Corps battle with the Japanese during the Second World War.

      It was a still, clear January day in the middle of the North Pacific. Perfect conditions for the undertaking that was about to commence. The Challenger was indeed built to raise a naval vessel from the depths of the Pacific Ocean. The target, however, was not an American vessel at all.

      It wasn’t even a ship.

      It was a submarine.

      The boat in question was Chinese, a Type 094 Jin-class missile sub named the Tianjin, and once a key plank of China’s nuclear deterrence capability. She had disappeared nine months earlier, on only her second cruise after leaving the Bohai Shipyard in Huludao, China, and approximately eighteen hours after her last scheduled position report to People’s Liberation Army Navy headquarters. The Chinese were unaware that she was even missing until she missed her next scheduled check-in thirty hours later.

      The alarm wasn’t raised until twelve hours after that, by which time with a normal operating speed that was classified, but believed to be in the region of 30 knots, the total potential search radius stretched over 1,550 miles of empty ocean, an area of almost 7.6 million square miles.

      It was an impossible area to comb through, though the Chinese desperately attempted to do just that, mounting the largest naval operation in the PLAN’s history. For seven months, dozens of Chinese ships crisscrossed the North Pacific, searching for a vessel that they would never find. The search area was simply too large, the conditions too challenging. The CNS Tianjin was somewhere amidst tens of trillions of gallons of water, perhaps at the bottom of a deep-sea trench that stretched beyond the limits of human technology to explore.

      The truth was, unless someone knew exactly where to search, the exercise was hopeless.

      Major Amir Nazeri smiled a grim, cold smile as he stood at the bow of the Challenger, the occasional tendril of a warm breeze caressing his face, because he was one of the few men alive who knew exactly where the wreck of the Tianjin had come to rest. He was a slight man, his head shaved almost to the scalp, with eyes so brown they seemed black.

      Nazeri had lost no sleep as a result of the deaths of the one hundred and nineteen officers and crew aboard the Chinese submarine. In fact, the sinking of the Tianjin was the crowning achievement of his career. He knew where the wreckage of the drowned boat lay because he had put it there.

      He’d spent years studying the patrol patterns of Chinese submarines, how long they spent at sea, how often they contacted home base. Which ports they visited to refit, refuel and rearm. How to jam the emergency radio beacon sent up in case of disaster. And then he’d waited until the Tianjin stumbled into the trap he’d set and killed it. It truly was the greatest intelligence accomplishment not just in his own career, but his entire country’s history.

      “Until this one,” he murmured, a warm sense of pride radiating from deep within him as he rested his forearms on the ship’s railings and stared into the ocean’s depths.

      It was the kind of operation an intelligence officer waited an entire career to participate in. It was not his plan, of course; he was merely a cog in the machine. An important one, but nonetheless simply one moving part in a far grander scheme. Of course, he would never be able to tell his children or grandchildren what he had done. Perhaps he would blurt it out on his deathbed, no doubt to be discarded as the ramblings of a senile old man.

      “Major,” a man behind him said, the voice that of his second in command and protégé, Lieutenant Farid Radan.

      Nazeri turned, noting with professional satisfaction that the man’s uniform was neatly turned out, no matter the fact that they were hundreds of miles from the nearest scrap of land, and thousands of miles from anything more substantial than a coral atoll. It was not the uniform of their country, of course. There was nothing aboard the Challenger, beyond the presence of Nazeri and his men, that could link the Islamic Republic to what they were doing.

      “Lieutenant.” Nazeri nodded agreeably.

      “How goes the recovery effort?”

      “The grapples are secure,” Nazeri replied. “Three of them, as we planned. We shall not make the mistake the Americans did.” He wrinkled his nose with disgust. “Fools.”

      The mistake he was referring to was the attempt made by the Great Satan’s CIA to recover the Soviet submarine K-129 in the highly classified Project Azorian effort almost 50 years earlier. A purpose-built recovery vessel, the USNS Hughes Glomar Explorer was constructed at a staggering cost to retrieve a Soviet missile boat from the depths of the ocean floor. At over 16,000 feet deep, that attempt was a far greater technical challenge than this.

      The CIA operation was designed to retrieve not just the Soviet boat and the nuclear missiles contained within, but far more vitally, her codebooks. Like the Challenger, she had been built in plain sight and hidden with an elaborate cover story.

      Like the Challenger, she had located her target, secured a grappling line to the sunken vessel, and successfully raised the broken submarine from the depths of the ocean.

      Almost.

      For during the long journey up, much of the submarine broke away, including the all-important codes, never to be retrieved again.

      Nazeri had studied every publicly available scrap of information about the failed effort and vowed that he would not make the same mistake. The Challenger had sent down three lines, mounted at the bow, aft and midsection of the Tianjin, and securely fastened. There would be no failure.

      “When do we begin the lift?” Radan asked.

      “Tonight,” Nazeri replied, a mirthless smile stretching across his face. “Two hours before sunset. We have a nine-hour window during which the American satellites cannot see us.”

      “You think they are watching?” Radan wondered in a worried tone.

      “Are you afraid, Lieutenant?”

      Radan shook his head emphatically, subconsciously straightening his posture as he turned toward his mentor. “No sir. But we–you–have invested too much in this operation to let them find out.”

      Nazeri relaxed, mollified by his underling’s response.

      “Indeed I have,” he murmured, stroking his neatly shaven chin.

      He was unused to life without a beard, but had gladly shaved it for the duration of their operation, as had all the men under his command. It was a little thing, but the Great Satan’s Navy treated these seas as their own, as they did all the world’s oceans. They had no reason to board the Challenger, but if they did, Nazeri intended to give them no cause for suspicion.

      “No, Lieutenant Radan,” he continued at length, “I have no reason to believe the Americans have any idea what we’re doing. Still, there is no sense in taking risks, is there?”

      “No, sir,” came the immediate reply.

      “Are the men prepared for their”–Nazeri chewed his lip as he worked out how to phrase the question—“for their other task?”

      If Lieutenant Radan felt any revulsion for his role in what was to come, he did not show it. The young officer nodded instantly, his expression resolute and unchanged. “Yes, Major. They know their duty.”

      “Good.” Nazeri smiled. “Once we have the boat, you know what needs to be done.”
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      The thing about the Middle East, Trapp thought ruefully, that most civilians simply did not understand was that it wasn’t always baking hot outside. Sometimes, like this present moment, it was positively damn frosty, so cold that his spine threatened to chatter, not just his teeth.

      Trapp was currently twenty miles west of the Iraqi city of Ramadi, a city that he was no stranger to, a city that had been bitterly fought over during the insurgency that followed the ill-fated invasion in 2003. Thankfully, this time the enemy didn’t know he was here.

      Or so he hoped.

      He’d spent the previous two nights hiking to his current position, a dust-blown gully that as far as he could tell was in the middle of fuck nowhere. Two days of hiding beneath the cold desert sun, eating freezing MREs and crapping into the foil pouches when he was done. Of boot-packing during the dark of night, carrying a fifty-pound ruck on his back, urinating into plastic sacks, and adding those to his load, too.

      “Boston, it’s Hangman,” Trapp murmured into his throat-mic. “How copy?”

      To conserve power, he only activated the encrypted radio every three hours. The nearest friendlies were fifty miles away, on a mission support site – a fancy name for a patrol base – stranded in the vastness of the Iraqi desert. They were a company of Army Rangers, a brotherhood to whom Trapp himself had once belonged and would never forget. They were some of the best fighters in the entire Army, men who would stop at nothing to answer the call. And if he got himself into trouble, they were too far away to do a damn thing to help.

      You’re on your own, kid.

      “Hangman, we copy,” came the immediate reply from MSS Boston. “What’s your status?”

      “I’m dug in,” Trapp said in a low tone, aware that his voice could carry in strange ways across the flat, barren terrain. “Waiting for company.”

      “They’re on their way,” Boston replied. “We’ve got a Predator tracking the convoy. Too far away to be noticed. They’ll be with you in twenty mikes.”

      “Copy that,” Trapp said. “I’m going dark. I’ll check in when this is over.”

      “Understood, Hangman. Good luck.”

      Trapp clicked his radio off without acknowledging their last. He wasn’t a superstitious man, but every soldier had his foibles, and why tempt fate?

      His hide was damn near invisible in the dark. He’d built it the previous night and checked over his work at first light with a critical eye that would have matched any drill instructor. The adjacent terrain was flat, though spotted by several low mounds, boulders covered by a thick coat of blown dust swept from the surrounding flatland. He nestled himself into one of these, digging himself into the dirt and topping it with dried desert grass. It was almost impossible to make out in full sunlight. Now that that chariot had passed over the horizon, he was a ghost.

      The vehicles arrived right on schedule, a procession of half a dozen white Toyota SUVs, their haunches dusty from the off-road final section of the journey to the meeting point, their low-beam headlights throwing a glowing pyre in front of them through Trapp’s night vision equipment.

      Adrenaline spiked inside him. Though he was not the kind of man who allowed himself to be waylaid by the siren song of drugs, if Jason Trapp was addicted to anything, it was a hormone produced by his own body. Like so many in the special forces community, he was an adrenaline junkie. It was, after all, difficult to willingly throw yourself out of the back of an unpressurized Air Force transport plane at 30,000 feet, go head to head with drug runners in the Colombian jungle or storm a defended beach in the face of a hail of gunfire without receiving some reward in return.

      And the paltry salaries on offer in the military did not count…

      But in his present condition, adrenaline was the last thing that Trapp needed. His job was to sit tight and simply observe this meeting, purportedly between a high-level handler in the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps and a coalition of local Iraqi militia groups.

      And although the barrel of a McMillan TAC-338 sniper rifle, a weapon favored by both Delta and Team 6, was hidden by camouflage netting and desert plants in his hide, alongside a Heckler and Koch HK 416 assault rifle, his real weapon was the high-spec Japanese SLR camera mounted on a tripod next to it. This particular model was encased in a rubberized, drop-resistant shell, as was its long-range lens, which was presently focused on the circle now being formed by the Iranian convoy.

      Trapp dropped his eyes to the camera lens and snapped several pictures as the vehicle skidded to a stop, focusing on their license plates. After he hiked out of here, that information would be uploaded to a joint database shared by US Special Operations Command, CIA, NSA, and the rest of the alphabet soup. The plate info would probably prove useless, but there was no harm in capturing it anyway.

      The real reason Trapp was there that night was – as was so often the case – politics. President Nash had invited the new Iranian president, a moderate supported by the country’s newly politically enfranchised youth and growing middle class, to speak at the NATO summit the United States was hosting in just under two weeks’ time in New York City.

      Nash wanted to bring the decades of animosity between the two countries to a close, and President Khorasani in turn was hoping to break the stranglehold of the Islamist leaders on his country’s politics. It was a delicate dance, and Nash was unwilling to leave anything to chance.

      Naturally, the hardliners in Tehran were unhappy about the prospect of losing their grip on power. And there was no organization more hardline than the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, particularly the feared Quds Force – a unit dedicated to unconventional, extraterritorial warfare and intelligence activities. In short, the Quds Force’s sole mission was to advance the aims not just of Iran, but of the hardline Islamist nuts who ran it.

      A series of mechanical thuds rang out across the quiet desert as doors on either side of about half the vehicles sprang open to disgorge armed men, their boots scraping on the rocky terrain of the dusty desert floor.

      Trapp stopped snapping pictures with the camera and shifted his focus to the low-light scope of the McMillan sniper rifle. Though he was pretty certain that a combination of the two hundred yard buffer from the meeting point, the sickly light thrown from a half-moon, and his hide meant that he was undetectable, he moved with infinite patience, knowing that the human eye is drawn to movement and unwilling to give his opponents any unforced advantage.

      Trapp’s eyes were accustomed to the darkness now, though he kept the left one closed, just in case a stray headlight beam should shoot across the desert and ruin his hard-fought night vision. He rested his chin on the rifle and studied the scene in front of him.

      It was instantly clear that he was dealing with trained, professional men, which in turn meant that the Iranians had arrived at the meeting site first. This was no great surprise. For all the fiery rhetoric of the ayatollahs and the burning of American flags in the streets of Tehran, Trapp knew that the country’s armed forces and intelligence agencies were highly professional, and more to the point, battle-hardened in combat zones all across the Middle East, from Syria to Lebanon.

      I’ve killed you bastards before, he thought.

      The IRGC was like a metastasizing cancer that popped up all across the region, funding rebel groups in Yemen and sending missiles to Hezbollah that would in turn rain down fire on Israel. Trapp had fought them and their proxies in half a dozen countries. The militias and rebel groups they trained were usually easy enough to take off the board. A semi-organized rabble. The IRGC officers were a separate beast entirely.

      Fifteen people – all men – had exited the vehicles. Half of them formed a tight perimeter around the unmoving convoy. They mostly carried assault rifles, but also boasted a couple of light machine guns which were now being set up to cover the main approaches to the gully.

      The other half began to set up an olive tent, quickly erecting the structure using only the light thrown by the SUVs. For a brief while, the crack of hammers rang out across the desert as metal stakes were driven into the hard-baked ground, drowning out the low thrum of the still-running vehicle engines. No sooner was the tent finished than several of the men leapt into action, gathering folding chairs, rugs, and various other items from the back of one of the vehicles and carrying them into the tent.

      Light welled into existence inside the structure, escaping through a fold at the front entrance. The few cracks where it escaped near the ground were quickly extinguished.

      A sharp, commanding cry rang out, and Trapp watched through the scope as one of the men beckoned to the parked convoy. Almost as one, the remaining engines quieted, and for a second time doors thudded open, and a similar number of men as before stepped out.

      Thirty men, Trapp mused, was not an inconsiderable size for a security force, especially in a friendly country. Iraq, after all the American blood spilled on her soil, was now little more than an Iranian protectorate, governed by Iranian-friendly politicians, and with an economy that largely served as a route through which the Iranians could dodge Western sanctions. It was a country in which IRGC trainers and liaisons could and did operate with impunity.

      Which likely meant that whoever these soldiers were guarding was higher up the totem pole than Trapp had been led to expect.

      What are you assholes cooking up?

      He pivoted the scope, searching face after face in turn. Many were difficult to make out in the darkness of the desert, but most that he saw were young and zealous. All maintained a professional weapons discipline, mostly clustered in pairs, with clear fields of fire. It made for a foreboding sight. Trapp had no doubt that if he was discovered, then it would be over for him. Real life wasn’t like the movies; he would not be able to fight off an entire platoon of elite paramilitary troops. He might kill a few of them, picking them off at long range, but in short order they would flank his position and dispose of the threat. He wouldn’t be surprised if they had heavy weapons in the vehicles. Mortars, perhaps, or rocket propelled grenades. Or both.

      Don’t get caught.

      The warning reverberated in his mind as one final man stepped out of an SUV one back from the center of the convoy. Trapp instantly knew that this one was the leader. His men paid him an almost reverential deference, practically bowing their heads as he passed. He moved the scope and focused it on the back of the man’s skull as he exited the vehicle on the opposite side to Trapp’s position.

      “And who the hell are you?” he whispered in a voice so quiet it didn’t even escape the safety of his own throat.

      The commander was short, not much over five foot six, if Trapp was any judge. In the glow cast by the circle of white SUVs, a circle of hair shone gray around a bald pate. He was wearing an olive-green uniform with no visible marks of rank or unit patches. Trapp focused the scope, straining to pick up any further details.

      And when his target turned his head, briefly exposing his face, the Hangman’s blood ran cold.
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      The surname on the man’s oil-stained engineering section boiler suit read MOSHIRI, all in capitals. He was a tall man, too tall for the cramped engine room of the Challenger, and though his features were somewhat plain, his eyes were the alluring green of a tropical ocean.

      Of course, Adnan Moshiri was not his real name. Nor was he born in the bustling metropolis of Tehran, as his file said. His real name was Effrayin Levshin, and he was an Israeli Jew, though of Persian origin. Not just any Jew, but one in the employ of the Mossad.

      And he was terrified.

      Concentrate, he urged himself. It was difficult to focus, knowing that one wrong step would end in death. He’d known that when he accepted the assignment, of course. Known what the Iranians did to captured spies. But back then, those concerns had seemed academic and impossibly far away, the glory of the operation a potent drug that anesthetized those worries.

      Not anymore.

      The fear was only too real now, as he crept through an opening onto the Challenger’s outer deck, holding his breath as he closed the steel hatch behind him, thanking God that he had oiled the hinges. A single errant sound could give him away and prove the last mistake he ever made.

      But what were his options?

      After all, Levshin had no idea where he was. He knew, of course, that he was in the Pacific, but the ocean covered a full third of the Earth’s surface, which meant that as narrowing down his current position went, that information was effectively useless. He could be near Hawaii, or a hundred miles from the West Coast of America, for all he knew. It was impossible to say for sure.

      But he suspected that he was much farther away from land than that. The night sky overhead was a breathtaking patchwork of stars, so many, glowing so bright, that it was almost impossible to believe they were real. Out here there was no light pollution to blot out the galaxy beyond. Just nothingness, and endless pinpricks of light in the darkness.

      Levshin froze. He heard the clanking of work boots against the steel deck, then a muffled curse in Farsi as one of Nazeri’s men bumped into a hatch.

      “All crew to the deck,” came the cry again, harsh and commanding through the ship’s public announcement system.

      It was Lieutenant Radan’s voice, a discordant, mocking sound that had haunted the Israeli’s dreams for weeks. There was something about the man’s eyes–a hardness that made Levshin shiver every time he saw them. It was as though the man knew who he truly was, understood what he was thinking.

      That was impossible, of course, for if he did, then Levshin would already be dead. But his sentence was only delayed, not commuted. The thrum of the generators that powered the three winches had ceased only two hours earlier, the groaning of the steel cables stopping at the same time as the crippled submarine broke through the surface of the ocean.

      It was just floating there, securely fastened to the Challenger, but going nowhere. Levshin could see it from where he stood now, but had recognized what it was the second he laid eyes on it. A Chinese missile boat. The kind of submarine that contained warheads, nuclear warheads. Weapons that painted a vision of the death of his country, another Holocaust, seven million Jews wiped out in a single, searing swathe of flame.

      It could not be allowed to happen.

      But what could he do about it? Sink the Challenger? It was impossible. He had no explosives. The Challenger was double-hulled, and even if she were not, the boat was composed of sealed compartments. It would take hours to expose one after another to onrushing seawater, if it was even possible, and Levshin suspected that it was not.

      And even if such a feat was possible, there was no way he could pull it off without being discovered.

      “Think, Raya,” he whispered to himself, crouching behind the enormous coiled chain that served as the ship’s anchor. The seabed below was far too deep for it to be any use, so the Challenger was currently being held in place by the occasional deployment of the ship’s positioning thrusters.

      His mother’s face crossed his mind then, her hair a white shock against tanned skin, weathered from long years of exposure to the desert sun. She was the one who’d called him Raya as a boy. She was the one who’d dusted him off when he fell. A hard woman, but not to him–a logistics driver in the Six-Day War, like his father, who he had never known, killed by a stray Syrian shell just hours before the hostilities ceased. They had both arrived in the fledgling nation of Israel as children, leaving Iran behind. Their families came driven not by fear but by hope, for then their former home was a different place to the monster it would become.

      An old pain tugged at his heart–every child’s fear of abandonment, more poignant to Effrayim because he had lived through it. He had already lost his father, but he could not lose his mother too.

      Then what? his mind demanded. You have to do something, or you will die, and then it will be too late–for everyone.

      Levshin closed his eyes, gritted his teeth and forced himself to think. There was no way off the ship. He couldn’t launch a lifeboat on his own, and certainly not without being heard. But if he stayed on board, they would find him eventually.

      His eyes snapped open as a thought occurred to him. If he could get a message out, then it didn’t matter if his life was forfeit. He was likely already a dead man, but that didn’t mean his people had to suffer the same fate. Dying so they could live seemed like a fair trade.

      But no sooner had the idea crossed his mind than he struck it off the list. He had no method of communicating with his handler, not aboard the Challenger. The soldiers had searched him thoroughly upon boarding, and smuggling a satellite phone on board was deemed too risky. The only communications gear was in the bridge, which was double-manned every hour of the day.

      Levshin froze at the sound of boots on steel. Then a man’s voice rang out, only a few feet away, but a deck above him. “They are all assembled, major. All except the engineer.”

      “Where is he?” Nazeri replied, his voice typically flat.

      “My men are searching the ship, sir. He cannot be far.”

      “I hope not, Lieutenant Radan, for your sake.”

      “Yes, sir,” the lieutenant replied, sounding discomfited. “He has nowhere to go. There are thousands of miles of empty ocean before he hits land, and we are far from any trade routes.”

      “You are correct, I am sure,” Nazeri said, his voice a low hiss that chilled Levshin’s spine. “But I suggest you find him anyway.”

      “Of course, Major. And the others? Should we wait until he is found?”

      There was a short pause before Nazeri spoke, his voice so absent of emotion or conscience that the Israeli momentarily forgot his terror and felt only shock. “No. Kill them. The ship is going down regardless. The engineer will sink with it.”

      For a long moment, Effrayim Levshin could neither move nor think as a wave of horrified paralysis gripped his body. Above him, the lieutenant’s boots clanked on the deck as he turned away without reply.

      A wave of burning acid welled in Levshin’s throat, and he only just succeeded in swallowing it back, an action that brought tears to his eyes. The crew of the Challenger were Iranians, all men, people who had been brought up since childhood with a hatred of both Israel and the Jewish people. But the ones on board this ship, some of whom he had come to call friends, were not religious zealots. They were not filled with either anger or hate, only a desire to do right by their families. To take on hard, dangerous work to feed their children and their wives.

      And now they would die, murdered by the hand of their own countrymen.

      A series of dominoes fell in Levshin’s mind, clarifying the situation for him in an instant. The Iranians had known exactly where this submarine was. Its discovery was no accident. Now they had recovered it from the depths of the ocean, they didn’t need the crew any longer.

      But it doesn’t make any sense, Levshin protested silently to himself. What use are the warheads out here? How can they crew the ship without us?

      Two things happened then, almost at the same moment. First, the unmistakable roar of gunfire rang out two decks above Levshin’s current position at the aft of the Challenger. Out here there was no need for suppressors. The Iranian soldiers were using heavy caliber, loud ammunition, firing their weapons in controlled, rapid bursts. For a few seconds, screams of horror filled the darkness, audible even over the clatter of the rifles, but then that too died away.

      Several more gunshots rang out, a few seconds between each. Single shots, this time, and Levshin knew exactly what was happening above him. They were executing the survivors and the injured, showing mercy to neither.

      This time the vomit rose from his stomach unbidden, splashing against the Challenger’s steel deck and over the leg of his dark jumpsuit. The foul, acidic liquid made an audible splatter as it hit the deck, soaking Levshin’s hands as he made a desperate attempt to hold it in.

      But the sound was audible only to him. For at the very same moment, a ship’s horn rang out across the calm surface of the North Pacific.

      Were they celebrating the executions?

      No. Levshin had heard the sound of the Challenger’s horn every day for weeks. This sound was different. Another ship.

      The idea that came to Effrayim Levshin then was madness. It spelled almost certain death.

      But staying on board the Challenger was a death sentence too. He was a veteran of the Israeli Defense Forces, a combat veteran, and then a grateful recipient of all the training the Mossad had to offer. But he was no Superman. There were half a dozen Iranian soldiers on this boat, almost definitely members of the Revolutionary Guard – elite operatives, armed, and as they had only just ceased demonstrating, all cold-blooded killers.

      And the arrival of this second ship did not spell salvation. The only possible explanation for its presence here, so far from the trade routes, was that it was how Nazeri planned to ship the nuclear warheads back home. It would be carrying reinforcements, tipping the odds ever further out of his favor.

      No, the only chance Levshin had at survival lay in trusting his fate to God.

      He crouched, listening intently for any signs of movement. The gunfire above him had stopped, returning an eerie, peaceful calm to the surface of the ocean. The water below lapped at the Challenger’s hull.

      The second he was certain the coast was clear, the Mossad operative kicked off his shoes and darted to a large metal crate welded to the floor on the other side of the deck. It was sealed with plastic tags, which broke away as he pushed upward sharply on the lid.

      “What are you doing, Raya?” he murmured anxiously under his breath, unable to control his nerves. “This is insane. You’ll die.”

      “I’ll die either way,” he whispered, providing a chilling rejoinder to his own warning as he pulled several items from the large box.

      The first was a survival pack – freeze-dried rations, pouches of water, and basic first aid supplies, all packed into a bright orange waterproof canvas duffel bag. He slung it over his shoulder, grasping next for the inflatable raft and finally a short-range survival beacon. He pulled both free of the crate, the warm ocean breeze whipping at his hair as he did so, a discordant contrast to the anxiety rising like lava surging through a volcano within him, burning everything it touched.

      “Moshiri!” Lieutenant Radan yelled. “Come here, you pig!”

      The voice was close. Way too close. Levshin’s neck snapped around, and he saw the Iranian officer about a hundred feet away, clutching a rifle across his chest that he was already bringing up in a firing position, though slowly, in a manner that suggested he was searching for a target rather than preparing to fire. The Israeli spy froze, pressing his body against the steel, and began inching around the rear of the vessel, his bare feet barely making a sound over the lapping waves and the grumble of the boat’s generators far below.

      As he crept away from Radan, crouching behind a lifeboat mounted on the Challenger’s port side, the second ship came into view. It was an older boat. A freighter, with a dark blue hull and streaks of rust that plunged to the water line. Containers were stacked on the main deck, and cables swung lazily in the breeze off a pair of cranes at the bow of the ship. Levshin took in the name, his eyes widening as he saw two more Iranian gunmen an instant later, both walking side by side toward him, yet still too far to see him inside his hiding spot.

      He was between the two jaws of a bear trap. Any second now they would snap shut, trapping him inside.

      Levshin did the only thing he could, and ran headlong for the rear of the Challenger. He whispered a prayer, and dived into the Pacific.
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      The Mitsubishi dirt bike crept through the Iraqi desert, the growl of its engine as low as its meager speed. On its back was a man who, for half a decade, had fought over this very patch of dust. He’d lost friends, painted the wasteland with his own crimson blood, and spilled more of others. He cut his country’s enemies down with the remorseless passion of a true believer, feeling no guilt for his crimes, for he knew he would be rewarded in Paradise. The experience had inexorably changed him, like a sculptor chipping away at whatever was left of the goodness in his soul.

      The man had chosen the site for tonight’s meeting for that very reason. If he was forced to, he could survive off this land for weeks, finding water in places that other men didn’t know to look, hunting desert rats and eating them raw. It was a land in which he felt safe from his enemies. They could not track him here. Not without exposing themselves.

      And that was a mistake they knew better than to make.

      No, he was certain that neither he nor the general had been followed. He had spent two hours here the previous night, listening to the desert breathe, the squawk of far-off birds of prey and scraps of wind rustling through the parched branches of occasional tamarisk trees. But he had neither heard nor seen a thing, no sign that anyone was watching.

      It was always possible that the Americans had a satellite overhead. They had infrared sensors that could see through clouds, and which turned the darkness into day. Their drones now had cameras that could watch a target from 20 miles away, the engines too quiet at that distance to be heard.

      But close enough to kill.

      It was a risk, the Iranian allowed. But a manageable one. It was difficult now for the pilots of the Great Satan to receive permission from the Iraqi government to open fire on a target inside that country’s borders, and his sources had confided that such permission had neither been sought nor granted.

      It did not always stop them, of course. The infidels were a rapacious enemy, following no laws but their own, decrying peaceful countries such as his own for war crimes, then carrying those same acts out with impunity.

      His lip curled with disgust. One day, Satan would be brought to heel, like a vicious dog whose reign of terror was finally put to an end. And, if Allah was willing, that day would not only be soon, but also at his hand.

      The Iranian brought the bike to a halt a mile away from the temporary encampment. His nose, as sensitive as that of any hunting dog, caught the scent of burnt gasoline on the wind and the acrid tang of body odor. The men who protected his commander were good, but not as good as he. If he so chose, he knew that he would be capable of creeping into the general’s camp, wriggling on his belly like a desert snake, to strike at his country’s most valuable officer.

      He pictured it now, the sand and dust filling his mouth as he crawled low over the desert floor, felt the stones digging into his knees and dried thorns puncturing his palms. Felt the anticipation building in his veins, an almost sexual impulse that he had no desire to restrain.

      It was both his blessing and his curse. A force that swept him forever forward like a wooden rowboat on a great continent-spanning river, impossible to resist. He experienced the release as though it were real as he pictured striking the general, delivering a single sharp blow with the blade of a knife, severing the carotid artery, watching the man die in seconds, and cradling his body to the floor.

      “But not tonight,” he murmured, his voice lost in the darkness.

      The Iranian had as much respect for General Suleimani as he did for anyone alive. The powerful longtime commander of the Revolutionary Guard was a man whose tentacles of influence spanned not just his own country but the entire region.

      And soon the entire world.

      Respect, however, would not save him.

      It was a currency that had to be earned, and like the money in a drunk’s wallet, was easily lost. It was based on power, a commodity that needed to be constantly mined and ever-refreshed lest it dissipate entirely, and faster than its former owner could ever predict. General Qassem Suleimani was a vicious, paranoid man. He needed to be, for he ruled over a nest of snakes – men who too wanted respect, and power, and the trappings that came with both. And men who were trained to kill, whose consciences were deliberately filed away.

      Loyalty prevented some, even most, from truly becoming the weapons they were destined to be. Loyalty to a country, a leader, a faith. But loyalty was an opium for lesser men. Hasan saw it for what it was – a tool. And one which he would one day wield.

      But he was not an unintelligent man. He knew that he was not yet ready. The general was a war hero, a man who had risen through the ranks, a mere private when he was drafted to fight in the Iran-Iraq war in the ‘80s. A man whose lungs were scarred by chlorine gas, a man who had ordered the deaths of tens of thousands of rebels and traitors without blinking. A man who was a hero.

      As he would be, too, when all this was over. The greatest hero his country had ever known. The victory, of course, could never be spoken of, for if the secret was to get out, it would put everything at risk. But the right people would know what he had done.

      It would build him a career unlike any other.

      Unless the general stood in his way. Might his mentor become a jealous mistress, unwilling to share in the glory? Only time would tell.

      Hasan waited a few minutes longer, sniffing the desert air and searching the flat landscape for any sign of trouble. But, as he already knew, there was none. He kicked the bike into gear and rode it into camp, knowing that the guards would not dare open fire.

      The chugging engine warned the security force they had company about a minute before he arrived, and he saw the scurry of activity as weapons were trained upon him. A voice called out, one that he didn’t recognize, but in a language he did. “Who goes there, brother?”

      He killed the engine, and his voice sounded louder in the sudden quiet as he spoke the prearranged phrase. “A friend.”

      His opposite number’s voice sounded uneasy. “The general is waiting for you inside.”

      He smiled in the darkness, his white teeth flashing like a predator’s, though mostly obscured by the black balaclava that obscured his face from view, and climbed off the dirt bike. “Thank you, brother.”

      “I need to search you,” the man said, his voice growing in confidence as he returned to firmer ground – the pattern of behavior instilled in him through years of training.

      The operative’s nose wrinkled. He preferred men who could think for themselves, men who were very much like himself. Killers. The man in front of him, with short, cropped dark hair and a neatly trimmed black beard, was a soldier, but he was not a killer.

      An empire needs both, he mused. After all, not everyone could be a leader. Some merely needed to follow orders and die for the cause. That was the way of the world.

      “Do what you must,” he replied. “I have a pistol in my jacket. Right-hand side. And a knife above my left boot.”

      The man, a lieutenant, according to the tabs on his shoulders, stepped forward, handing his rifle to a trooper to one side. “Arms out, legs apart,” he muttered nervously.

      The operative flashed a smile behind his mask, and did as he was instructed. The young officer gently patted him down, removing both the knife and the pistol and handing them away. “I will keep these for you.”

      “Of course.” Hasan smiled, keeping his tone of voice neutral.

      He spoke in accentless, unplaceable Farsi, the language of the Iranian people and the Persian Empire long before them. He also spoke perfect English, passable French, fluent Arabic, and several other dialects aside, a training instilled in him by the best teachers his country had to offer. He had spent time in each of those countries to perfect his vernacular, and knew that he could pass for a native in most, a long-term resident at worst.

      The lieutenant waved him toward the tent. “Please, enter…”

      The operative nodded curtly, smoothed down his jacket, and stepped inside, closing the flap behind him. It took his eyes a couple of seconds to adjust to the flare of light thrown by the electric lamps that stood in all four corners of the rectangular tent. The arrangement was neat but spartan. As his pupils narrowed, bringing the small space into focus, he saw his patron sitting on a folding chair in front of a small trestle table, cradling a cup of steaming liquid.

      “General,” he murmured, inclining his head respectfully. “Thank you for coming.”

      General Suleimani did not immediately respond, and the operative reflected that he was playing a dangerous game by suggesting that his superior had come to him, rather than the other way around. The feared leader of the IRGC was not a man who often bent to the whims of others, and the fact that he had spoke volumes as to the importance of this mission.

      But it could have been left unsaid.

      “It is nothing, my son,” the general replied, beckoning him over. “Come, Hasan. We have important matters to discuss.”

      The operative took his place in front of the general, only removing his balaclava when he was certain they were alone. His identity was a closely guarded secret. It was why this meeting was taking place in the desert of Iraq and not central Tehran. Only General Suleimani knew who he was, where he had come from, and where he was going. It was vital that it remained that way.

      “Even so,” the operative allowed, “it was good of you to meet me here. This country is not as refined a place as we are accustomed to. But it serves a purpose.”

      “It does,” Suleimani replied with a sharp nod. “And besides, I had business to attend to.”

      A rebuke?

      “Naturally.” He smiled. “How goes the operation?”

      Suleimani smiled broadly. “I received word this morning. The vessel is in our hands. The freighter will dock in Iran a fortnight from now. The Challenger is already at the bottom of the Pacific.”

      The two men glanced up, their attention drawn by the rustling of the tent material opening. A man stepped in, his head buried in a sheaf of papers. “General –”

      The intruding officer looked up, and an expression of pure horror froze on his face as he saw Hasan’s uncovered appearance. An understanding of his fate blossomed in the man’s eyes, slowly, at first, and then with pace, like a dislodged boulder first lumbering, then plunging down a cliff face.

      “General,” the man croaked. “My deepest apologies. I was not informed that your guest had arrived.”

      “You fool!” Suleimani hissed, anger radiating from his skin with the force of crackling lightning. “You were instructed that I was not to be disturbed.”

      “I –” the man stammered. “I –”

      His voice fell away as he reached for an explanation of his folly that would not come. Failure was not tolerated in the Revolutionary Guard, and even less so was disobedience. But worst of all sins was idiocy, at least in the general’s eyes.

      Hasan stood and smiled with compassion. “Come here, my friend. Tell me your name.”

      The man exhaled, the breath catching in his throat as he latched on to the kindness in the operative’s tone.

      “My apologies, sir,” he stammered as he stumbled toward the table behind which the general was still seated, his dark, intelligent eyes flickering between his most valued asset and this damn fool of a bodyguard.

      “I only wanted to know whether the general needed anything. I didn’t realize –”

      “Hush, brother.” The operative smiled, stepping forward and placing his arms on the officer’s shoulder. “What do they call you?”

      “Mahmoud, sir,” came the reply. “Capt. Mahmoud Kamran, First Company –”

      The operative cut him off. “You understand, Mahmoud, that you were not supposed to see my face.”

      The captain trembled, visibly bracing himself before he summoned the courage to speak. “Yes, sir.”

      “Do you recognize me, my friend?”

      He shook his head vigorously. “No sir. I’ve never seen you before in my life.”

      “Could you describe me, if someone asked you to?”

      “No sir. I promise. It’s dark in here. I can barely see your face.”

      The operative’s tone hardened. “What if I asked? What then?”

      Mahmoud froze, seeing the inherent trap that lay in the question. His questioner watched with unblinking eyes, studying his prey as it flapped in the wind, unsure how to respond.

      “I’m waiting.”

      “Sir, I promise,” Mahmoud moaned. “As I said, it’s dark. I can’t really see you. I don’t even know who you are.”

      The last word tailed off like a wolf’s howl, low and sorrowful. Hasan dropped his hands to his side, apparently satisfied by the man’s response.

      “See?” He smiled mirthlessly. “Doesn’t it feel better to be honest?”

      He struck faster than an untrained eye could follow, lifting the combat knife from the sheaf attached to the hapless officer’s belt, reversing it in his hand so that the razor sharp blade pointed upward, and slammed it with the force of his entire, powerful musculature unwinding in one concerted motion into the man’s chin, driving it up through the soft palate of the mouth until it severed his brainstem.

      Captain Mahmoud Kamran’s legs instantly fell out from underneath him. He was dead before he hit the ground, dead the moment the steel entered his brain. The operative caught his frame and gently lowered him to the ground with an unexpected reverence, given that he was the cause of the man’s death.

      He left the blade in the now departed officer’s head, wiped what little blood had spilled onto his hands on to the man’s uniform, and turned back to General Suleimani. “My apologies, sir. You were saying?”
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      Trapp recoiled with shock as he replayed the camera footage.

      His target’s face had only been only visible in the light cast from the entrance to the tent for a few frames before he entered, and the tent flap closed behind him. But the man’s identity was in no doubt. It was General Qassem Suleimani, not just a senior commander in, but the most powerful leader of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps.

      What the hell are you doing here, General?

      Trapp returned his focus to the sniper rifle, his actions numb and automatic as his mind continued to process what he had just observed. Suleimani’s presence in Iraq made no sense. It wasn’t the war-torn country it had been just a couple of years earlier, but the security situation outside the Green Zone in Baghdad was still fragile at best.

      Why risk the journey at all?

      But more pertinently, the Iranians had already won. After the withdrawal of American forces, Iranian influence had quickly strangled the highest echelons of the Iraqi government, leaving the country as little more than a buffer state to its powerful neighbor to the east. It made perfect sense for the IRGC to maintain contacts with local militias, but not for its leader to be the one shaking hands with relatively low-level players.

      Trapp knew he was missing something. But what?

      He returned his focus to the rifle’s scope and swept the guarded camp, moving the viewfinder from left to right with agonizing slowness as he puzzled over the problem in his mind. He saw the flare of a sparking lighter, then the orange glow of a cigarette in the darkness.

      Not smart.

      He focused his attention on the offending soldier, surprised that a member of such an elite unit would risk torching his night vision for the sake of a drag of nicotine. If he had lit up on an exercise while in the Rangers all those years ago, his sergeant would have slapped the cigarette out of his hand, stomped it out, and had him cleaning the latrines for a month.

      If he was lucky.

      Sparking up out in the field while protecting a senior officer? He didn’t even want to imagine the punishment duty he would have gotten for that one.

      Trapp watched as another soldier stormed toward the smoker, grabbed the cigarette, and stubbed it out on the man’s uniform.

      “So you’re not so different from us, after all,” he murmured silently.

      But the question remained – who the hell was Suleimani here to meet? That was the missing piece of the puzzle. This was no ordinary get-together, that much was painfully apparent-. It was a top-secret rendezvous, conducted out here in the sticks, far away from any prying eyes.

      Someone in the government? Trapp wondered.

      Perhaps the general was planning on formalizing what everyone already knew, that the Iranians had effective control over Iraq. Until now, that influence had been conducted with subtlety and gentle nudges at the levers of power. It was a game with which the Iranians were eminently well acquainted, after almost four decades of spreading their influence across the region, mostly using proxies rather than exerting direct control.

      But why here? If Suleimani wanted to meet someone in the Iraqi government, he could just fly into Baghdad, or even summon them to his headquarters in Tehran. They would have no choice but to acquiesce to his wishes. And regardless, the former was a journey he made not infrequently.

      Scratch that, then.

      Trapp heard the cough of a diesel engine in the distance, the noise distracting him from his thoughts. He lifted his eyes from the scope of the rifle and searched for the source of the sound, flickering left and right with his vision. His eyes were quickly drawn to an almost imperceptible area of movement, just a wraith slipping through the darkness, and he zeroed the scope onto it.

      A single rider on a motorbike. No headlights.

      Trapp squinted, focused the scope and desperately tried to make out the rider’s face, but saw only blackness. Intrigue flared in his mind. Either some unlucky local farmer was about to get wasted, or this was the guy Suleimani was here to meet.

      He watched as the guy was first greeted, then patted down by Suleimani’s bodyguards. The man was relieved of his weapons and then beckoned toward the tent. Trapp made sure that the camera was rolling. It was probably too much to hope for that he would get lucky again with the light, but it was possible. He kept his own attention focused on the opening to the tent, knowing that once he saw a face, he wasn’t likely to forget it.

      “Come on,” he whispered, watching the man place his fingers on the tent’s flap and then draw his arm back. A vibration of anticipation surged through his body, bringing with it a restless tremor in his leg, which he stilled with great difficulty.

      For a fraction of a second, as the flap opened, the man’s face was illuminated by the light from within. But it was no use. He was wearing a mask. A second later, the light was gone as the man disappeared inside the dark cube.

      Trapp grimaced with frustration. Something was going on here, something as consequential as it was unexpected. When he’d accepted this mission, he’d assumed that it would be a formality, like so much of intelligence work. He’d crawl in on his belly, snap a few pictures of the Iranians meeting with local militia commanders, and then hike out. Nothing particularly important gained, but another small corner of the jigsaw filled in.

      This was something else entirely, he knew it. It was just a gut feeling, but Trapp knew better than to ignore that particular organ. It was right far more often than it wasn’t. He needed to know what was happening inside that tent, but he had no way of doing it. The distance was too great for the directional mics to be worth a damn, and getting closer to the action wasn’t an option.

      Or was it?

      An instant later, the answer to that question became horribly clear.

      Down in the makeshift encampment, a cry rang out – a low, commanding voice, quickly followed by the sounds of activity: boots scraping against the ground, the metallic click of weapons. Trapp instantly focused the scope on the source of the noise, and watched as a tall officer began pointing at his men. The cry was taken up by others, probably NCOs, and Trapp watched as several two-man patrol groups walked into the darkness, one for each compass point.

      Which meant one was heading right for him.

      Trapp’s HK 416 rifle was suppressed, which would reduce both the noise of the rounds and the flash from the barrel. But he resisted the urge even to touch it. If he had to start firing, then he was already a dead man, and he would be better served by placing the barrel in his own mouth and pulling the trigger one last time.

      Think fast.

      The truth was that he only had three options. The first was to bug out right now, while the patrol was still far enough away that they wouldn’t notice him.

      The second was to wait till they got close and kill them silently. And then bug out.

      The third was to sit tight and trust in the quality of his hide to keep him safe. It was well disguised, the sky overhead was devoid of light, and as far as he could tell, the Iranians didn’t have night vision equipment.

      Trapp knew there was only one real choice. Yet like any predator, he hated the idea of hiding.

      He watched through his night vision goggles at the two men grew ever closer toward him. They were evidently well trained, holding their weapons professionally, covering all likely threat angles without exposing themselves to their comrade’s field of fire. If it came to hand-to-hand combat, that fact did not bode well. He would probably be able to eliminate one of them before the other one realized what was going on, but two was a stretch.

      Crap.

      It was vital that his presence here wasn’t discovered. If he couldn’t get close enough to find out what was happening in the tent, then he at least had hope that the Predator overhead would be able to track the general’s unknown visitor. They could still get something out of tonight. But only if he didn’t get caught.

      The Revolutionary Guard patrol was only fifty yards away from his position now. The two men paused, conversing quietly in Farsi, a language which Trapp recognized but did not speak. He watched as one of the men rotated his gaze left and right and felt the weight of the man’s gaze as it passed over his hide. He held his breath, unwilling even to blink, as though that slight movement would be visible in the darkness.

      There was another exchange of conversation, and then the other soldier jerked his chin in Trapp’s direction and raised his arm. He pointed directly at Trapp’s hide.

      “Fuck you,” Trapp cursed silently. “What did you have to go and do that for?”

      The Iranian might just have signed his own death warrant, whether he knew it or not. The problem was that it was just as likely that Trapp would go down with him.

      The two men began to walk toward the concealed sniper hide, and Trapp began inching his fingers toward the combat knife strapped to his right thigh, still holding his breath and hoping they weren’t doing what he thought they were doing. The clip that secured the sheath was already open, and the blade slid out silently.

      They were thirty yards away now, their weapons pointed in his general direction, but not trained directly at him. Trapp figured they had probably noticed a mound in the darkness and decided to check it out. He cursed himself for not picking a better spot, for not considering the possibility that the Iranians might send out a patrol. He’d assumed that this was a low-level meeting, and that assumption might not just cost him his life, but the whole operation to boot.

      Trapp’s wraithlike eyes danced left and right, scanning the two men. They were both of equal height and similar build, their uniforms just silhouettes in the darkness, outlined against the scrub of the desert. There was nothing to choose between them, so he picked the one to his left as the first target.

      Twenty yards.

      Ten.

      Trapp hadn’t breathed in for almost an entire minute. His lungs strained, begging for oxygen, and his heart pounded in his chest as it forced his depleted blood around his body ever-faster in response to the brain’s cries for air. But he didn’t notice any of it. His vision was locked on the man he was about to kill.

      The kid was only five yards away now. Trapp saw a glint in his eyes as he squinted, looking at the dark mound in front of him. He could hear the thoughts running through the Iranian’s mind. Was it something? Or just a mirage in the desert? He knew as well as anyone the tricks that darkness could play on a man’s thoughts. At night, every shadow was an enemy, every scrape a monster.

      A cry rang out, and Trapp instantly tensed, readying his muscles to spring into action. He only had one shot. If he fucked it up, then he was a dead man.
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      At the final moment, just as Trapp was ready to explode into action, the two men paused. Trapp held tight, his lungs straining, adrenaline flowing through his body in a tidal wave that demanded every fiber of his being to surge into action.

      The shout that had rung out hadn’t come from the two soldiers in front of him, but the meeting point. What did it mean? Had someone down there spotted him? Surely not – that had to be impossible.

      Are they being called back?

      Trapp could scarcely believe the evidence of his own eyes as the two men glanced at each other and then turned away. It almost seemed like a case of divine intervention, as though there was a man in the sky looking out for him.

      Still, he waited until the patrol was twenty yards away before he allowed himself to exhale, and even then he did so slowly, silently, though his brain was screaming for oxygen. He filled his lungs with the cold desert air and allowed his head to sink against the dust, sticking to his sweat-soaked brow. He was suddenly exhausted, the tension of the near discovery momentarily draining every scrap of energy from his body.

      Pull yourself together, soldier.

      He heard the rebuke in his own voice, but speaking the words of every drill instructor he’d ever had. They were right. Or he was right. Whatever. He had a job to do.

      He slipped the blade back into its sheath and returned to the scope of the rifle, just as all six of the SUVs growled into life almost as one, the beams of the headlights lighting up the desert in every direction. He watched as Suleimani’s men scrambled into action, disassembling machine-gun posts and clambering into vehicles.

      He scanned the area, searching for Suleimani’s unknown visitor.

      “The hell are you doing?” he whispered.

      The soldier had what looked like a jerry can of gasoline and was spraying it on to the tent.

      Why not just take it with you?

      The answer was instantly clear: because there was something inside. Something they needed to hide.

      “Don’t do it, Jason,” he warned himself, knowing the decision was already made.

      He had to find out what was inside that tent before it was too late. He scrambled out of his hide, hoping that the slight movement, far away, would be lost in the hubbub and light of Suleimani’s convoy prepping to leave. Their night vision had to be shot by now.

      He grabbed the Heckler and Koch rifle, but left the rest of his equipment where it was, and moved as low and fast as possible toward the Iranian camp.

      Trapp knew that this would be close, and would most likely be fruitless, no matter how hard he tried. The timing needed to be perfect. He couldn’t wait to start moving toward the tent until the Iranians were gone, because in the time it would take to cross the full distance between the hide and the location of the camp, even at a flat run, what was inside would be burned to cinders.

      That might be the outcome anyway. But at least this way he gave himself a chance. Halfway there, Trapp crossed a small rise in the desert floor, lower than his hide, but high enough that it briefly obscured his view of the tent. Still, he could hear the thrum of vehicle engines, and the skitter of shale as the tires spun before gripping the desert.

      Suleimani’s convoy was on the move.

      Trapp slowed his forward run just before reaching the top of the small hillock, throwing his body to the ground and crossing the crest in a low crawl, rifle slung across his elbows, so that his frame wasn’t silhouetted against the sky.

      Not that it mattered. No one was watching.

      Three of the vehicles were already moving out, headlights lighting up vast swathes of the desert, their glow jerking up and down on the uneven floor. The fourth SUV joined the procession, its taillights glinting an ominous red, like a devil’s eyes in the darkness.

      But that was not the spark that drew Trapp’s attention. His eyes focused on the tent, and watched as the only soldier not yet in a vehicle sparked a match and tossed the flickering flame onto the floor.

      Trapp held his breath, but nothing happened for a long second, during which the fifth – and penultimate – SUV grumbled off into the darkness. The interior of the final vehicle was gently illuminated, the glow escaping the cabin through the rear left door, which remained open.

      Finally, the gasoline ignited. The flame flashed a ghostly blue before the orange took over, building in intensity as it raced toward the tent. Only fifty feet away, hidden in the desert brush, Trapp thought he felt its heat on his face, though it was probably a trick of the mind.

      The arsonist stood, his dark frame silhouetted against the explosion of light in the darkness, just watching the blaze as it built in strength. Trapp ground his teeth as he pictured the flickering in the soldier’s eyes, man’s timeless fascination with flame.

      “Get moving, you prick,” he grunted, pushing the anthropological digression from his mind. “They’ll leave without you.”

      Apparently the same thought struck the Iranian, though probably without the cursing, for the man finally turned and, with one lingering look at the inferno behind him, jogged to his vehicle, slamming the door behind him. An instant later, its tires kicked out dust and raced to catch up with the tight convoy.

      The second the door clunked shut, Trapp was moving, trusting that even if the Iranians were looking back at the conflagration, their night vision would be too far gone to distinguish a single wraith emerging from the darkness.

      The gamble paid off as Trapp closed the distance to the burning tent. Now the heat of the flame really was licking at his face, but he ignored it, bursting through the smoking entrance flap and into the seventh circle of hell. The entire frame of the tent was on fire now, and smoke poured into the confined space, swirling as the flame sucked oxygen toward it in hungry gusts of wind and heat.

      Trapp slung his rifle over his shoulder and in the same movement grabbed the collar of his BDUs and desperately, fruitlessly attempted to cover his mouth. The smoke stung his eyes, causing them to water, but he dared not close them, and the ancient core of his brain screamed at him to run. It took every ounce of training and grit not to follow this command.

      But he resisted.

      The canvas material of the tent sizzled as it burned, and outside desert brush popped as the flame consumed it. Sparks exploded across Trapp’s vision like a swarm of fireflies as he froze, immediately recognizing the shadow that lay on the floor in the center of the tent for what it was, but not understanding why it was there.

      “You poor bastard,” Trapp coughed, crossing to the body in two long strides and kneeling down beside it.

      The vicious heat of the flames beat down on Trapp’s skin from every direction, and an orange whip danced across the floor – a line of gasoline racing toward him. He didn’t have much time before the tent collapsed under its own weight and landed directly on him. That would not be a pleasant place to be.

      Trapp quickly scanned the corpse. It was clothed in what he assumed was an Iranian uniform, though it bore no identifying unit patches. He was dark skinned, with matching hair, but no identifying marks.

      Except, of course, the combat knife sticking out of his chin.

      The atmosphere inside the tent was becoming unbearable, and he’d only been there a few seconds. Trapp knew he needed to get out now, before it was too late. He reached inside his combat jacket and removed a resealable plastic bag from his ration pack to use as a makeshift evidence container. He was wearing gloves, so he didn’t worry about leaving his own prints as he opened the bag up and ensconced the hilt of the blade.

      Trapp winced as he withdrew the knife from the man’s jaw, steel grinding against bone as he yanked it free of the skull. He sealed it up and started patting down the man’s body before he realized the smoke was now too thick to see through.

      “Sorry, buddy,” he muttered before turning, covering his face with his arm, and sprinting out of the tent, showering himself in sparks as he left the inferno behind. He collapsed outside, smothering a thin flame on his shoulder and heaving deep, glorious breaths of clean oxygen into his polluted lungs.

      It took five minutes before he was capable of speech.

      “Boston, it’s Hangman,” he croaked into his throat mic, his mouth bone dry. “I need a ride out of here, fast. Send a chopper to extraction point Alpha.”

      “Copy that, Hangman. We’re on our way.”
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      Two days after the sinking of the Challenger.

      

      “Shalom, Director. Thank you for agreeing to meet me on such short notice.”

      “Come in, Ariel,” Mossad Director Uri Cohen said, waving his subordinate toward his closed office door with his walking stick. The other was attached to a battered leather briefcase, which Cohen gestured at in apology as Ariel Feinman stretched out his hand.

      “Thank you, Director,” Feinman replied, nervously smoothing imaginary creases from his suit as he followed his boss into the Mossad director’s office suite.

      The executive suite within the angular 1970s building was sleek and modern, though the large windows overlooked nothing more exciting than a four-lane highway. The windows were constantly bombarded by laser beams that vibrated the particles of glass in an erratic fashion, which made it impossible for any rival intelligence agency to listen in on the conversations inside by analyzing the vibrations. The room was swept for bugs twice daily, and barring the prime minister’s office, was probably the most secure location in all Israel.

      “Close the door behind you,” Cohen wheezed, placing his briefcase on his glass desk and unlocking it. The clasps opened with an audible click.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Feinman did as he was instructed, feeling the weight of the door – also insulated to prevent anyone eavesdropping from the other side – as he pushed it shut. He walked back toward the director, waiting for his superior to finish what he was doing before he spoke, shifting his weight from foot to foot as he did so.

      Cohen let the man sweat.

      Ariel Feinman was a good case officer, perhaps the best in the entire Collections Department, the group within the Mossad that handled external intelligence gathering operations. He was an analyst by background, rather than a field operative, but Cohen didn’t hold it against the man. Ariel was as skilled at running agents as anyone the Mossad director had ever met, a fact that could in large part be put down to an anxiety that drove him to prepare the men and women under his control more thoroughly than anyone else in the agency.

      Finally, Cohen looked up, searching for Feinman’s light brown eyes amid the man’s light skin tone and European features. “Well? What was so vital that it couldn’t wait until Monday?”

      In truth, the director would’ve been at his desk that afternoon regardless, Saturday or no Saturday. The enemies of Israel did not rest, and so neither did he.

      Feinman coughed. “My apologies, Director. One of my analysts called me in first thing this morning.”

      Cohen’s eyebrow kinked. “Do you plan on telling me why?”

      “The Challenger sent out a mayday call seven hours ago. She is believed lost at sea.”

      Feinman’s statement hit Cohen with the concussive force of a wrecking ball coming to a very sudden stop. It took him more than a few seconds simply to process the man’s words, let alone formulate a response.

      Cohen was a retired Army officer, a man who had served with distinction on the front lines, fighting insurgents for years. He had survived bombings, gone toe to toe with Arab terrorists, and always come out on top. Strangely, though, facing down an insurgent from the business end of a Tavor rifle’s iron sights was an entirely different proposition from the one he now faced. A fight like that was immediate, the stakes were simple and stark: life, or death. If you made the correct decision, you would live, if not you would die, but either way it would be over in seconds.

      Not this time.

      He grasped the sides of his desk and slowly lowered himself into his chair, his busted knee creaking the whole way down. Suddenly, playing games with the young case officer was the furthest thing from his mind.

      “Say that again, Ariel,” he whispered.

      Feinman spread his hands. “At the moment, that’s all I have, Director. I appreciate that it isn’t much, but I thought it best to get you in–”

      Cohen waved his hand, dismissing his subordinate’s worried explanation. “You did the right thing.”

      He closed his eyes in an attempt to calm himself, but it did not work. “Do we have any assets in the region?”

      He already knew the answer would be no. Israel was not the United States. His country did not possess a navy replete with hundreds of vessels, aircraft carriers, submarines and patrol planes. His was a desert land, not equipped for a different type of war, let alone one thousands of miles away on a strange, distant ocean.

      Feinman was shaking his head as Cohen’s eyes flicked open. “No, Director. I already checked.”

      “What about satellites?” Again, he knew the answer before Feinman opened his mouth.

      “No sir. As you know, at the moment we only operate the GOLIATH, and although it orbits the globe several times each day, its current flightpath does not cross over the Pacific.”

      “Because why would it need to?” Cohen grunted, irritated that he’d even asked.

      It was a rookie question; 99.99 percent of the time, Israel had no interest in monitoring what was occurring in the Pacific. The new Cold War between China and the United States was of no interest to Uri Cohen, beyond the opening it offered to trade information for arms with the Americans, a most profitable endeavor.

      Feinman maintained a diplomatic silence, allowing his boss to work through a crisis of confidence that he himself had no doubt experienced earlier that morning.

      “Tell me, Ariel. Could the Challenger truly have sunk?”

      The analyst raised a skeptical eyebrow, his response already written in the lines on his face. “In calm seas, with no storm, and a brand-new vessel? Anything is theoretically possible, but…”

      “But not likely,” Cohen finished.

      “No sir.”

      Cohen ran his fingers through a head of hair that was still thick, though for how much longer, he could not tell. He exhaled deeply, for once at a loss for words. “Give me your take, Ariel.”

      “As you know, Director, my operation has been tracking the ship since the Iranians laid down the hull.” The man waved his fingers dismissively. “Or paid the Germans, whatever. Naturally, an outlay of that size raised certain questions. Iran’s economy is not in a place where spending hundreds of millions of dollars on a deep-sea recovery vessel makes economic sense.”

      The Mossad director snorted, recalling a briefing pack he’d read only last week on the parlous state of Iran’s oil industry. “You can say that again. And you’re sure there’s no prospect that she’s just a drilling ship?”

      Feinman nodded. “For two reasons, sir. First, they already have more oil than they can sell, as a result of the American sanctions. Drilling for more makes no sense, especially with the added costs of drilling on the seabed. Second – even if it was a prospecting ship, what the hell was she doing in the middle of the Pacific?”

      Cohen nodded. “Point taken. So it’s the other thing, then?”

      The other thing was, quite literally, the nuclear option. The nightmare scenario that every previous occupant of this exact office had feared above all else: the Iranians getting the bomb. Preventing that outcome had been the primary goal of Israeli intelligence for almost two decades.

      The Mossad had murdered Iranian nuclear scientists and detonated car bombs underneath North Korean technicians looking to hawk their secrets. Cohen had personally authorized both a hacking attack on Iranian uranium-producing centrifuges and the sabotage of a boat containing several hundred tons of uranium ore sent from Africa. And it might all have been for nothing.

      “It seems… not impossible, Director.”

      “Not impossible,” Cohen repeated in a low murmur. The creeping shock of the situation was beginning to hit him now, perhaps even harder as a result of the anodyne language. “What’s the worst case scenario?”

      Feinman seemed relieved to return to his area of expertise. “As far as we know, only two missile submarines are unaccounted for in the Pacific: a Soviet boat lost in 1960, and the CNS Tianjin, which the Chinese lost last year. My people tell me that after sixty years in the water, the nuclear packages in the Soviet warheads are most likely corroded beyond any reasonable expectation of recoverability.”

      “And the Tianjin?” Cohen asked tiredly, wondering if he even wanted to hear the answer.

      “We don’t know for sure, Director. But the Americans believe the Type 094 missile subs contain twelve JL-2 submarine launched ballistic missiles, each equipped with a single nuclear warhead with a maximum yield of one megaton.”

      “Ben-zonna,” Cohen whispered. Son of a bitch.

      The SLBMs were not the threat, he knew. Even if they had somehow survived the sinking of the Tianjin intact, with no saltwater corrosion, which was a highly unlikely probability, the Iranians would never be able to fire them. Reverse-engineer the technology, possibly, but the Iranians didn’t need long-range missiles to threaten Israel. Her hated neighbor was much too close for that.

      No, it was the warheads inside – and in particular, the fissile material they wanted, and had failed to preoduce themselves. The warheads, regardless, would most likely be unusable, hard-coded to Chinese launch systems, and unusable without the right cyphers.

      “They can build the bombs.”

      It was a statement rather than a question. The construction of a nuclear weapon was not, contrary to popular belief, a particularly challenging technical feat. After all, the Americans managed it in the Manhattan Project during the Second World War, without access to computers, modern metal alloys, or high-tech machining equipment, and they’d achieved it from a standing start, at a time when no one had previously built such a device. Hell, there were scientists at the time who honestly believed that detonating a nuclear weapon could set the entire atmosphere on fire.

      Perhaps it would have been better if they’d never tried.

      “Yes, Director,” Feinman confirmed, breaking his superior’s train of thought. “We know they purchased plans from the North Koreans in 2003, but it’s likely that they have iterated significantly on those.”

      “A megaton,” Cohen muttered, shaking his head, struggling to comprehend the threat posed by such a weapon, fifty times as powerful as the Fat Man device dropped on Nagasaki in 1945. “And they have twelve of them.”

      “We don’t know that for sure, sir,” Feinman offered up weakly, though in a tone that suggested he had little faith in that position.

      Cohen’s head snapped up sharply, fixing the younger case officer with a fierce, unyielding stare. “Your man? Is he alive?”

      A tremor of pain crossed Feinman’s face, though it was quickly masked. “It seems implausible, Director. But if he is, he will get word to us.”

      Cohen accepted the statement without challenge, though he knew as well as his analyst that Effrayim Levshin was almost certainly dead – and if he wasn’t, then he probably wished to be. But he said nothing, letting a moment of solemn silence stretch out, probably the last moment of quiet contemplation he would get in a very long time.

      He lifted his phone and punched the speed dial for his assistant, sitting next door. She answered instantly. “Can I help, Director?”

      “Deborah, please call everyone in. Every department chief. And do it quietly, you understand? They come in without the drivers. Only senior staff are to be informed.”

      She hid the surprise in her voice like a pro. “Of course, sir. I’ll do it right away.”

      Cohen replaced the handset and stared out of the window, his mind swirling. Presuming the warheads were transported by sea, they had maybe ten days before the earliest moment at which they could arrive on Iranian soil. It wasn’t long.

      Should he inform the Prime Minister?

      “Fuck,” he swore quietly, slamming his palm down on the desk in front of him and causing the items on the surface of the desk to rock gently side to side. If he did that, the situation would escalate instantly into a political circus. Any chance of containing things would evaporate instantly.

      Feinman cleared his throat, which attracted Cohen’s attention, then vocalized the same question in another way. “Should we tell the Americans?”

      “Not yet, Ariel,” Cohen whispered, rubbing the jowls of his cheeks as he thought. He feared that the Americans would use a sledgehammer to crack a nut, calling in their entire fleet to search the oceans, and thus give the Iranians clear warning that their secret was out. In that approach lay madness. But neither could he hold off telling them forever.

      “You have 72 hours. If we have nothing by then, we will bring them into play.”
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      The pilot’s name was Musaid Al Saad, and perhaps inevitably, his callsign was Moose. He was a second-generation Saudi American, the son of a New York bodega owner who had sacrificed everything to put his only son through college. The old man had never been prouder than the day his son was accepted to the Air Force Academy. And now the old man was gone, dropped dead at the age of just fifty-eight with a heart attack. Right aortic occlusion, or some medical bullshit like that. Here one moment, gone the next.

      “Come on, Moose, don’t be such a pussy,” a voice called out, gruff and raucous over the sounds of the grimy dive bar’s live rock band from the effects of alcohol. “Don’t walk out on us now. We’re only just getting started.”

      “I’m flying tomorrow,” Musaid protested, throwing up his hands along with an easy smile. “I’m out. I’ll leave you boys to it.”

      “We’re all flying tomorrow,” Lieutenant ‘Dicky’ Ashton grinned, raising his beer in a mock salute before setting it to his lips and sinking the remaining half. “Ain’t stopping the rest of us…”

      “That’s right, Moose,” Musaid’s usual co-pilot grunted, grabbing a passing brunette carrying an empty drinks tray – thankfully his part-time girlfriend – and twirling her by the waist before planting a kiss on her lips. “Twelve-hour rule, baby!”

      “I gotta hit the rack, Jimmy,” Musaid repeated. “I’m beat.”

      Jimmy Resnick smiled, his arm still looped around his current girl, a California tan on his handsome face. “You going to let him get away that easy, Marielle?”

      “He can go.” The bar girl smiled coyly, playing with her hair and eyeing Moose up and down. “On one condition…”

      The back of Musaid’s neck prickled. He was twenty-eight years old, born in New York City, and as American as apple pie. Hell, he was an officer in the United States Air Force and wearing a flight suit, to boot. Still, he’d been raised in a traditional household, his mom dressed head to toe in black the moment she left the house or any time a man from outside the direct family was around. He was used to American women by now, of course he was, but the attention still made him uncomfortable.

      He played along. “What?”

      “One shot. Tequila.”

      Musaid shook his head, puckering his face up with mock disgust. Actually, there was nothing mock about it. He hated the stuff. Something about the way the aftertaste long outstayed its welcome. “No way. I hate that shit.”

      “Tequila!” Dicky roared with sly delight. Jimmy echoed the call, and Musaid knew he wasn’t getting out of here unscathed.

      He glanced at his watch. It was a little before midnight, and he was a lot more drunk than he had intended. Still, he wasn’t on the board until nearly 5 p.m. the next day, so he had plenty of time to sober up.

      “Fine,” he said, shaking his head with disbelief. “But I’ve got a condition of my own.”

      “Shoot…” Marielle replied, still twirling her hair.

      “Shot, actually,” Moose grinned, running a hand through a thick head of jet-black hair, slightly damp to the touch. God, it was hot down here. He held up his index finger. “One of them. And vodka, not tequila. We got a deal?”

      The two pilots and the girl pretended to confer before Resnick turned back to his copilot. “Okay. We’ll bend the rules this time, but only because you’re a friend. And you have to do the salt and lime, too.”

      “Come on!” Musaid protested. “Why you making me go through all that?”

      Jimmy shrugged, a wicked grin stretched across his face. “I don’t make the rules, buddy. I just follow them.”

      “Asshole,” Musaid muttered.

      The vodka shot arrived in short order, and Marielle held it out to him, complete with a salt shaker and a slice of lime that had long since seen better days. Musaid examined it without enthusiasm.

      “You agreed, my man,” Jimmy grinned, swinging his beer. “Sooner you get it over with, sooner you get to go play video games, or whatever the hell it is you do at night.”

      “I’m going to bed, Jimmy,” Moose grunted, reaching for the salt.

      He put a little on his wrist, more on the floor, and swallowed it, wincing at the taste. It was quickly chased down his throat by the burning liquor, and topped off with the acidic hint of lime. He slammed the shot glass back down on the bar. “There – happy now?”

      “What do you think, ladies?” Dicky slurred. “Shall we make him do one more for luck?”

      “Fuck off,” Moose replied good-naturedly.

      “Hey, if you crash tomorrow, don’t go blaming it on me…”

      Musaid got out of the bar after the usual round of backslapping, and the intimacy of the kind of hugs that come hand in hand with having a little too much to drink. The January air bit at his exposed skin, and he was grateful that his Uber ride only took three minutes to arrive.

      “You in the Air Force?” the driver asked, noting his uniform.

      “Sure am,” Musaid replied, slumping happily into the rear seat.

      The driver was an Indian guy, pretty short, with an unfortunately receding hairline for a man so young. His English was good, but wore the trace of an accent. He caught his passenger’s eye in the rear mirror. “Where you from?”

      “New York,” Musaid replied, scrolling through his phone. He was too tired and too drunk to talk. Hopefully the guy would get the hint. In his experience, it was usually 50-50. Maybe tonight would be one of the nights he got lucky.

      “No man, I mean where you from from?”

      “New York,” he repeated, a little firmer this time.

      It was a habit he’d picked up off his dad. The old man was the proudest damn American you ever met. He hadn’t spoken a word of English when he arrived in the country, but after he learned, he wouldn’t even speak Arabic at home. It wasn’t that he was ashamed of his roots, just proud of his newfound home, and he wanted everyone to know it. If it wasn’t for Musaid’s mom, he probably would never have learned about his real heritage. Still, old habits die hard.

      “I get it,” the driver said, his tone upbeat, if a little defensive. “Just a question, man.”

      “I’m sorry. It’s been a long night.”

      The car dropped him off outside his home, and Musaid tipped a Jackson to apologize for being such an asshole. In truth, it was just a payment to salve his own conscience. The young pilot didn’t like not to be liked. When he looked in the mirror, he saw a friendly young man staring back. Twenty dollars was a cheap alternative to reevaluating his entire self-image.

      He shoved his hands in his pockets as he trudged toward his front door, searching for his keychain, which jingled in the stillness as he pulled it free and pushed it into the lock – still a bit sticky, even after two locksmith callouts. He was accustomed to it now, and pulled the door toward him until it finally gave.

      He kicked his boots off at the entrance and closed the door behind him. The jacket was next to go, hung neatly on a hook to the right of the entrance hallway. He closed his eyes, swallowed, and let out a deep sigh as he stood there for a long second, praying for forgiveness for consuming the devil’s drink. In the darkness, the waves of alcohol assaulted his balance, causing him to sway. He reached out and held the wall until the sensation passed.

      I do this not for myself, he repeated in the silence of his own head. I do this not for myself.

      He paused just a second longer, waiting for an answer to echo down from Paradise, though not truly expecting one. And with another sigh, he stepped forward, moving toward the kitchen and the very real salvation offered by a bottle of ice-cold sparkling water that was even now waiting for him in the fridge.

      Musaid pulled the door open, the cold air within briefly turning to steam as it condensed with contact with the warmer environment of the kitchen before disappearing. He reached forward – and froze.

      Something deep inside him, an instinct long-forgotten, a relic of the days when man prowled the Serengeti as not just the hunter but also the hunted, screamed that he was not alone. He dared not breathe, or move, even as adrenaline flooded into his system, causing his heart to thunder out of control in his rib cage. Finally, his training kicked in, his conscious mind reasserting a slight measure of control.

      Observe.

      Orient.

      Decide.

      Act.

      The first part of that equation was the hardest. He kept perfectly still, listening for whatever it was that his mind had detected. The scrape of a boot, maybe? Or else the slight whisper of a man’s breath escaping his lips.

      Yes, that was it – and there it was again. Just the slightest of sounds, almost inaudible over the background noise of a living, breathing house: the hum of the refrigerator in front of him, the gentle whirring of the HVAC unit. On any other night, any other man would have ignored such a sound.

      But Musaid was not any other man. For months now, paranoia had assailed him.

      He was not alone.

      How long had he frozen? A second? Ten?

      Musaid closed the refrigerator door as naturally as he could manage, withdrawing the bottle of water first, opening it, and lifting it to his lips. The hiss of the bubbles sounded like the roar of a jet engine as his ears strained to detect any hint of the intruder. He cursed himself for opening it, twisted the cap back on, and set it down on the kitchen surface.

      Then he cursed himself for failing to take a sip. What if he was being watched? He needed to act natural.

      You have a gun, he remembered.

      It was in the kitchen, at the back of the tool drawer. A 9 mm Glock G19, loaded and recently fired. It was a new hobby. He’d never taken much interest in range time before, just enough to check out each year. Now the weapon screamed a siren song of salvation.

      He walked slowly toward the far end of the kitchen, opened the drawer, and reached behind an unorganized cacophony of hammers, nails, screwdrivers and wrenches for the Glock. The rattle of metal made him wince.

      But the gun was gone.

      Behind him, out of the darkness of the adjoining reception room, someone began to clap. Not fast enough for true applause, and yet not slow enough to completely cross the border into sardonic mocking. The pilot bodily flinched, the volume sounding like the crack of gunshots, indicating a man’s broad hands.

      And then a voice spoke. “You have good instincts, Musaid.”

      He trembled, letting out a terrified breath, his limbs threatening to give way beneath him. His voice sounded weak and wobbly even to him. “Not good enough.”

      “No,” the man allowed. “But better than most.”

      “Who –?”

      “You know who I am, my brother,” the cold voice said. “And you know why I have come.”

      Musaid’s throat was now desert dry. When his voice came out, it cracked, sounding more like a teenage boy than a grown man. “It is time?”

      “It will be,” came the reply. “Very soon. I am here to ensure you are ready.”

      Musaid said nothing as the gravity of the situation began to hit home. His chest clenched, and perspiration flowed freely on his hands. He wiped them desperately against his pants, but it was hopeless. He turned around to face the empty living room, but saw only darkness and the silhouette of a man.

      “You’ve been drinking,” the man observed, stepping toward him.

      Musaid winced, hearing no reproach in the man’s voice, and yet manufacturing it all the same. “I have to,” he said. “It’s the only way to avoid suspicion. Everyone drinks here. If I didn’t, I mean, I couldn’t –”

      “All will be forgiven, my brother,” the man said, stepping out of the shadows to embrace Musaid.

      His touch was warm, but nevertheless it sent a shiver of fear down Musaid’s spine. Though he knew little about his uninvited guest, it was impossible to ignore the unmistakable crackle of menace he carried with him. Hasan had never spoken to Musaid about who he was, or from where he had come, but carried with him burned, scarred forearms, the fresh pink skin a testament to some terrible indignity in his past.

      “Thank you, Hasan,” he whispered.

      His eyes were now adjusted to the darkness of the living room, and he squinted, noticing for the first time that his laptop was not in his bedroom, where he’d left it, but on top of the coffee table. He pulled away and glanced at Hasan accusingly, blurting out, “Why are you here?”

      Hasan returned to the laptop and opened it, beckoning Musaid over. The screen burst into life, causing Musaid’s pupils to dilate. He glanced with shock when he saw what was on the screen – a video he’d watched and re-watched a hundred times.

      A thousand.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” he spat, a cloud of anger briefly blotting out his fear.

      “This isn’t healthy, my brother,” Hasan replied simply, glancing down at the grainy surveillance video on the laptop’s screen, and then directly into Musaid’s eyes.

      “Maybe not,” Musaid growled, his jaw clenched together in an attempt to contain his rage. “But that’s not your decision to make.”

      Hasan reached down and tapped the space bar. The video began to play, and Musaid froze, his eyes tracking a scene that was already burned into his soul. He saw his father working behind the counter at his bodega late at night. He was watching a soccer match on his iPad, killing time in between customers. Working hard just to make a living for his family in a country he loved.

      The surveillance footage was silent, but Musaid’s mind filled in the soundtrack of the throaty gurgle of the commercial refrigeration unit that needed to be repaired, but was never enough of a priority to thrust it in front of all the other things that needed to be fixed.

      His heart rate spiked as he watched the door to the bodega open, just a shadow at the corner of the screen. His dad was still watching the soccer. It took him several long seconds to understand that a man had burst into the store, brandishing a pistol. The old man threw his hands up, then followed instructions and opened the cash drawer.

      And then it happened. Just like it did every time. His father’s posture stiffened as the heart attack started. He crumpled against the counter, flinching with pain. Was he begging for help?

      None came.

      The criminal reached over the dying man and plundered the cash drawer. He looked back once. He could have called for help. But he did not. And Musaid’s father died in horrific pain as the video ended.

      “This country is sick,” Musaid whispered. “You see that, don’t you? He was just an old man, minding his own –”

      Tears prickled at the corners of his eyes, and he blinked them away, unwilling to show weakness in front of the experienced Arab militant. A wave of emotion welled up in his throat, closing it off, rendering him briefly unable to speak.

      Hasan pushed the laptop screen flat, blinking the surveillance video out of existence, though he was unable to stop it from playing and replaying in Musaid’s mind’s eye. He gathered the grieving son in his embrace for a second time, and this time Musaid did not resist. He let the tears fall against the man’s shoulder until it was soaked through, all fear of the future swept aside by waves of endless grief.

      “Tell me, brother,” Musaid croaked when his voice finally returned. “Why are you here?”

      The tall Arab withdrew and flicked on a table lamp. For the first time, Musaid realized that the furniture in the living room had been rearranged, pushed aside. Attached to the wall was a black flag embroidered with white, scrawling Arabic letters. On the far side of the room, a camera was set up on a tripod.

      Hasan picked a piece of paper off the coffee table and pushed it into Musaid’s hands. “Read this.”

      By the time he was finished reading the script, Musaid’s fingers were trembling. This was the point of no return. Once he spoke those words, his die was cast.

      “Are you ready, my brother?” Hasan asked quietly, compassion and pride battling in his tone.

      Musaid looked up and was surprised to see not pity in the man’s eyes, nor sorrow, nor even joy. For the briefest moment, he thought he detected disgust, though by the time he recognized it, it was already gone.

      You must be mistaken, he assured himself.

      He shook away the confusion and steeled himself for what was to come. “Of course.”

      “Put on your dress uniform. Then let’s get started.”

      Musaid did as he was instructed, returned downstairs, and faced the camera. He was trembling, so he dug his nails into his thighs and focused on the pain. A row of ribbons decorated the left side of his chest, crested by a set of gleaming pilot’s wings. The camera light blinked red, and Hasan nodded for him to speak.

      He bowed his head, then stared directly into the camera and began to speak.

      “My name is Musaid Al Saad. I am a lieutenant in the United States Air Force. If you are watching this video, then you already know my name, and I am a dead man.”

      His voice hardened, and flecks of spittle soared from his mouth. “You will never forget it. Believe me when I tell you that this is only the beginning.”
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      Camp Buehring, Kuwaiti Desert

      

      The air-conditioned barracks tent, twenty-five miles from the Iraqi border, was sparsely furnished. Though it was designed to house an entire platoon of men, at present it contained only one. It had to be that way, since its current inhabitant wasn’t supposed to exist. During a different period in America’s long post 9/11 struggle in the Middle East, the need to maintain operational security would have seen its former inhabitants turfed out onto the sand to pitch tents for the night.

      At present, however, the dusty outpost was half-empty.

      Trapp rose, as was his custom, a few minutes after dawn broke over the desert. The camping cot creaked beneath him as he swung his legs over its side and continued singing the same tune as he rolled the night’s aches out of his neck and shoulders. He pulled a thin blanket off his body and stood up, exposing a naked, scarred body to the empty room.

      He pulled on a freshly laundered set of desert fatigues that came emblazoned with neither rank nor unit patches, and drank one of the half dozen bottles of water that was neatly stacked at the foot of his bed before lacing up the same boots he’d worn on the long trek into Iraq.

      A young man’s voice called out from the entrance to the tent, scratchy from the dry desert air. “Sir? You awake?”

      “Uh huh,” Trapp replied. “Come in.”

      A soldier entered, his sandy blond hair a dead match for the terrain outside. He was fit, though his frame was still more that of a boy than a man. He stood awkwardly just inside the threshold, arms clasped behind his back, as though waiting for permission to speak. Trapp beckoned him over.

      “What can I do you for, Corporal?” he asked, throwing the kid a bone.

      The NCO breathed a sigh of relief, his posture noticeably relaxing as he opened his mouth. “Couple of guys here to see you, sir.”

      Trapp grabbed his boot laces and started stretching out his right thigh. “What kind of guys?”

      The kid flushed red. “Um, important ones, I guess. You know…”

      “What do I know?” Trapp asked, keeping his face impassive as he watched the young soldier writhe awkwardly in front of him.

      “They’re like you,” he said, grimacing as though he wished he could be anywhere else right now – except for here. “Agency types.”

      “That’s what I am, huh?”

      “I couldn’t say, sir,” the corporal replied, his posture stiffening, his gaze snapping straight ahead, looking anywhere except Trapp. “I don’t know you from Adam. Sir.”

      Trapp relented slightly. “What about the guys who sent you? What makes you so sure they’re CIA?”

      “They’re kinda –”

      “Kinda what?” Trapp mimicked jovially.

      “Wearing suits, sir. And black wingtips.”

      Trapp threw his head back and laughed, ignoring the fact that the young corporal was looking at him as though he had gone mad. The volume of his own laughter surprised him, after several days of almost complete silence.

      “Desk jockeys, then,” he commented. “Well, Corporal –?”

      “Wilkes, sir,” the now deeply confused man offered.

      “Well, Corporal Wilkes, you can let my guests know that I will be with them at my earliest convenience. Say it just like that – ‘at his earliest convenience.’ Okay?”

      Wilkes nodded, though he didn’t look like he understood. “Sure thing, sir. Only–”

      “Only what?”

      “Only it sounded important. They looked like they wanted to see you double time, if you know what I mean.”

      Trapp nodded thoughtfully. He suspected he knew exactly who was here to see him. Not the individuals, per se, but their type. Analysts. Desk jockeys. Armchair generals. Weekend quarterbacks. They could wait.

      “I think I do, Wilkes,” he said. “But like you said, I’m not a soldier. So what are you going to tell them?”

      “That –” the kid stammered, “you will be with them at your earliest convenience.”

      “Bravo,” Trapp said. “And Corporal?”

      The soldier was just spinning on his heel when he tilted his neck back in Trapp’s direction. “Yes sir?”

      “Don’t let the suits give you any shit. Okay?”

      “Yes, sir,” came the doubtful reply.

      Trapp grinned as the corporal departed the tent. He stretched his other leg, half-heartedly wheeled his shoulders around, and broke into a slow jog before he even left the cool air conditioning behind.

      As he exited, a blast of desert heat hit him square in the face, like opening an oven door, except it didn’t dissipate. His sleeping quarters were situated among a row of a few dozen identical white tents, HVAC boxes hanging off them like blood-sucking leeches, all silent except the one attached to his. The access road was equally dusty, reinforcing the impression that this was a forgotten base in a forgotten country, a relic of a forgotten army fighting a forgotten war.

      Trapp followed the road around, his boots crunching against the sand as he ran, until it met a cleaner, busier thoroughfare that led to the airfield and the base’s permanent housing and recreational facilities. A Humvee emblazoned with the green and red splash of color of the Kuwaiti national flag rumbled past him at a sedate pace, but the soldiers inside didn’t spare him even a glance.

      Far in the distance, in the opposite direction from which he was heading, Trapp saw a Starbucks sign on a tall pillar and shook his head before turning directly for the perimeter fence. He set an easy pace – he had to in the heat. Though it was only a little past dawn, it was already easily 90°, and the Kuwaiti furnace was only just getting started.

      A memory popped into his head as he ran of a morning not so long ago, though in surroundings which could not have been more different. A morning on which he’d gone out running, just like today, alongside the woman he loved.

      An image of Eliza Ikeda’s dark locks and piercing slate-gray eyes crossed his mind then, though whether or not he smiled, he would never admit. Trapp wondered where she was, and what Mitchell had her doing. A pang of regret strangled his stomach like a vise – regret that he was here, in the desert, and not by her side.

      “Quit moping,” he muttered, increasing the pace, even though rivulets of sweat were beginning to flow from his pores in an endless river. He’d known the kind of life that he and Eliza were signing up for: a life of snatched trysts in airport hotels as one mission ended and another began. A relationship experienced as a sequence of disconnected events, rather than a continuous through line.

      And in truth, that was the only way either of them would have wanted it. Perhaps five years from now they would settle down and live a normal life.

      A relatively normal life, he corrected himself.

      But not now. Not yet.

      By now, Trapp was almost sprinting down the fence line. To his left lay nothing but miles of empty desert, to his right a quiet airfield and the endless expanse of a military base. Ahead of him, he saw a half-platoon of troopers out for their morning PT, arranged in ragged ranks of three behind an NCO. As he gained on them, he saw that they were all young, fit, and had the messy haircuts and rugged facial hair that marked them as special forces.

      The precise unit wasn’t clear. But then, it wouldn’t be.

      Most of the men looked at least a decade younger than Trapp, some even more fresh-faced than that. But the mere sight stoked his competitive drive. He lengthened his stride, falling in at first behind, and then alongside the operators.

      They sized him up without appearing to do so, though he felt every glance rake across his sweat-drenched body. No one spoke, but Trapp felt the pace of the run increase ever so slightly.

      And then a little more.

      And then a little more than that.

      Trapp guessed he was probably running at around 90 percent capacity. His lungs were heaving, sweat dripping freely from his body and leaving salt circles on his soaked T-shirt. The beating sun instantly wicked the liquid away, leaving the cloth coarse and scratchy.

      He stole a glance to his left and saw that the soldiers engaging in this not-a-competition were under equal strain. A heavyset, muscular man began dropping back in the formation, his stride uneven as the heat worked its evil, relentless magic upon him. It would happen to them all eventually, he knew – their body heat would rise inexorably, just as their water and sodium levels dropped. Before long each would be on hands and knees, vomiting into the sand.

      And yet none would even countenance giving up.

      Finally, the NCO at the head of the procession acknowledged Trapp’s presence. His head snapped to the right, and he called out a noncommittal challenge, as if he couldn’t care less as to the answer. “First to the tower?”

      The tower in question was the guard tower at the base’s western corner, about a half mile distant. If he squinted his eyes, he could just about make out the barrel of a fifty cal machine gun poking from the top of the structure.

      Trapp nodded, sucking as much of the baking air through his teeth and into his lungs as possible before the sprint commenced in earnest. Each man would be doing the same, while pretending not to, in the hunt for the tiniest advantages that might tilt this contest in their favor. He knew these men, even if he didn’t recognize a single face. They were winners.

      But so was he.

      “You bet,” Trapp replied without looking sideways. To any external observer, his voice would have sounded measured, as though he was out for nothing more strenuous than an evening stroll. In truth, his lungs were heaving fit to bust.

      There was no acknowledgment that the contest had begun, only an immediate uptick in pace. The special forces unit tightened as one, like a company of Napoleonic soldiers forming square, and began sprinting, arms pumping by their sides.

      The increased speed took Trapp by surprise – not because he wasn’t expecting it, but because they were so damn fast.

      Was I that quick at their age?

      But he didn’t have time for a trip down memory lane. In a matter of seconds, he’d fallen five paces behind the leading pack, and he was dropping farther behind with every passing heartbeat.

      “This was a damn fool idea,” he grumbled underneath his breath, a commodity of which he had little enough to spare.

      Unlike the younger men ahead of him, Trapp didn’t immediately attempt to overtake his competition. First, he lengthened his stride, reaching and then maintaining the same pace for the first couple of hundred yards just to allow his already exhausted body to recover a modicum of strength.

      Ahead of him, sand exploded like bursting raindrops as a dozen pairs of footsteps pounded the desert floor. The world was alive with the sound of grunting men, of blood pounding in Trapp’s ears, of snatched, desperate breaths, as lungs sucked in life-giving oxygen as fast as they could.

      Half the distance was already elapsed now. Only 400 yards to go. Trapp knew he had to make his move now, or else it would be too late. He gritted his teeth, dragged air into his protesting lungs, and pumped his arms beside him.

      Inch by inch, he began gaining on the special forces troop. They were younger, fitter men, whose bodies had far fewer miles on the clock, but he had run a mile in their shoes when they were just boys. Sure, his body was older, broken and aged by time and steel and lead, but Trapp had one thing they didn’t – experience.

      He knew he wouldn’t lose, because in his world, that wasn’t how things worked. Either he’d get to that tower first, or the next time he opened his eyes, he’d be in the hospital.

      The heavyset soldier was struggling badly now, his eyes focused down at the sand instead of up, his stride heavy and slow. Trapp reached him first, like a hunting dog chasing down a wildebeest on an African plain. Instead of launching himself, teeth-first, at the man’s ankles, he simply rounded him and didn’t look back as the beleaguered soldier let out a low, frustrated moan in his wake.

      Focus. Two hundred and fifty yards.

      Ahead of him, one of the soldiers looked back and called out a warning. Instantly, the pack sped up, arms a blur at their sides, droplets of sweat glistening in the sun as they shook themselves free from soaked skin and hair.

      Asshole, Trapp thought sourly.

      He lengthened his stride to compensate for the increased speed, his heart pounding like a war drum inside his chest. It felt like a papier-mâché volcano at a high school science fair, ready to explode at a moment’s notice.

      But it wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough.

      The distance to the tower started bleeding away. Two hundred yards now, then a bit less, and now the operators were gaining on him. By just inches at first, then feet, and Trapp knew that if he didn’t do something about it soon, it would be out of his hands.

      But maybe that wouldn’t be so bad. What the hell was he doing, anyway? This was a younger man’s game.

      Just a hundred yards to go. He was falling behind. His mouth felt like sand, his feet like concrete. He was down…

      Trapp grimaced and spat the words, “But not fucking out!”

      The final sprint was a drag race. He was an old clunker, up against newer, fresher models, and made like it was done in the old days, not machines in some clean-room Japanese factory. Every footfall was pain, every breath a struggle. Every fiber in Trapp’s body screamed at him to give up, as lactic acid buildup in muscles he didn’t even know he had.

      But he wasn’t made for giving up.

      It took fifty yards to draw level all over again, but only with the man at the back. Another twenty to reach the middle of the pack. Thirty to go, and Trapp’s vision began blurring to either side. Salt stung his eyes, and the heat of the day burned his straining lungs.

      Ten.

      He was neck and neck with the leader as they thundered toward the tower, both with their right arm outstretched. Trapp’s fingers first grazed then thumped against the burning concrete edifice at the same instant as the other man.

      And then Trapp doubled over and vomited.

      When he was done and slowly began levering his body up right, amid a cavalcade of sweaty, gasping men, he heard one of them say, “Not bad. For an old guy…”

      Trapp looked up through blurry eyes, at first seeing only an impressionistic portrait, then dragged the back of his hand across his eyes to clear away the salt and sweat. The freshly revealed young soldier looking down at him barely looked a day over twenty-five, and to Trapp’s chagrin, he looked as fresh as daisies.

      It hurt to think, let alone talk, though he gave it his best shot. “Who you calling old, kid?”

      The soldier shrugged. “I call it like I see it. You wanna go again?”

      Trapp shook his head, as his stomach rebelled at the thought. “Do I hell.”
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      “So who are you guys?” Trapp asked, conveying a challenge just in the way he stood, sweat dripping off his body onto the pristine floor, let alone the words he chose to wield. The tent commandeered by the two-man CIA debriefing team was an oasis compared to the baking desert outside, and a cool air-conditioned breeze kissed his skin, causing him to shiver involuntarily.

      “Mr. Trapp,” said a man of about average height, graying hair, and a belly that strained to escape his suit jacket’s single fastened button. “We expected you some time ago.”

      Trapp took an immediate, unconscious dislike to the man. He couldn’t say what drove the instinct, whether it was mere childish petulance or some more deep-rooted urge, but it was nonetheless undeniable.

      “Uh huh,” he replied. “Well, I’m here now. What do you want?”

      “We’ll get to that,” the other man replied from behind his green-tinged, horn rimmed spectacles. “Please take a seat.”

      A trestle table was set up in the center of the tent, its purpose immediately obvious, for there were two chairs on the opposite side, and only one on the side closest to Trapp. At the rear end of the tent, behind Dumb and Dumber, were several more wooden tables arranged in a straight line. On top of them was arranged Trapp’s kit from the excursion into Iraq, as well as the evidence bag he recognized – the one containing the knife.

      Trapp’s eyes flicked back to the two analysts, though he didn’t take them up on the imitation. “You run the prints yet?” he asked brusquely.

      The two men glanced at each other, and then back at him, like they were puppets on a string. Glasses gestured at the chair impatiently. “Please, Mr. Trapp. We’re already behind.”

      “Have you run the prints or not?” Trapp replied firmly, rotating his body as if to leave.

      “We’ll get to that,” the Belly replied. “But you have to –”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Trapp replied, rolling his eyes. “Sit down. I get it. You guys have a protocol to go through. But let me let you in on a little secret: you’re here to support me, not the other way around.”

      Again, the two men looked at each other. This time it was impossible to miss the look they shared, and Trapp immediately understood his earlier reaction. These fucking desk jockeys thought they were better than him. He’d encountered their type before, more often than he cared to remember. Men who thought that the dirty work involved in keeping the country safe was beneath them. Better suited to men like Trapp. Trigger pullers, not thinkers.

      “I imagine you would think that,” Glasses said, not bothering to mask a supercilious acidity in his tone. “But thankfully, Mr. Trapp, that’s why the chain of command exists. So would you please take a seat.”

      Trapp strode over to the table and swiped a fresh bottle of water from on top of it. His tongue, still parched from the earlier run, was crying out for moisture, and he drained the whole thing in one, sighing in satisfaction before he spoke. “I’ll stay where I am. Don’t want to stiffen up.”

      “Fine,” Glasses said in a clipped voice as he and his colleague sat down in front of Trapp, theatrically flipping open a stack of manila folders. “Please take us through your insertion. Don’t leave anything out.”

      The analyst withdrew a fountain pen from inside his suit jacket pocket, unscrewed the lid, and held it expectantly above a yellow legal pad. To his right, the Belly performed the same action, but withdrew a pair of shaded Ray Bans, which he proceeded to don. Trapp’s mouth dropped open in astonishment.

      “You gotta be fucking kidding me,” he guffawed. “Who the fuck hired you cowboys? This isn’t the set of Top Gun, buddy.”

      The Belly was unable to mask the flush of embarrassment that swallowed up his cheeks. “Answer the question,” he huffed.

      Trapp closed his eyes briefly, took in a deep breath, and considered flipping the trestle table over to convey exactly how he felt about the present situation. When his eyes opened, their surface was calm, though the effect disguised a quickly growing irritation within. Deciding that his adversarial stance wasn’t getting him anywhere, he chose instead to play along and ran the two men through what they wanted to know.

      “And after you established your hide, what happened next?” Glasses intoned, scribbling furiously away with his pen.

      “Throw me a bone, guys,” Trapp said, spreading his palms in supplication. “Just tell me you ran the prints on that blade. Something big was going on at that meeting. Something I wasn’t supposed to see. If we’re wasting time here, I don’t want that swinging around and biting us in the ass.”

      “We’ll get to the meeting,” Glasses said, reproachfully jabbing his pen hand in Trapp’s direction. “Please, return to the hide.”

      Unconsciously, Trapp’s fingers formed a fist, his nails biting into his palm as the rage built inside him, finally threatening to boil over. In truth, he was surprised he’d held out this long.

      “Who hired you guys?” he asked in disbelief.

      When no answer was immediately forthcoming, he continued, “You want to know what happened? I took a piss. I rolled over onto my side, slowly, just in case someone was around to hear. I loosened my pants, put my hand on my–”

      “Okay,” Glasses said, “I think we’ve heard enough. If you’re not planning to take this seriously, Mr. Trapp, then perhaps we need to escalate matters.”

      “Ah, go to hell,” Trapp groaned. “You can escalate whatever the fuck you want. In fact”—he grinned, spying a satellite phone on the table near Glasses’ legal pad—“I’ll do it for you.”

      He reached forward, picked up the phone, backing away from the man’s protestation, and slid open the keypad, punching in a number from memory. He held the device to his ear and listened to it ring, watching as the two headquarters goons brains short-circuited in front of him as they tried to figure out how to respond.

      The man who answered was groggy with sleep. “He –hello?”

      “Mike,” Trapp said, smiling broadly with satisfaction that at least he’d ruined someone else’s day. “I didn’t wake you, did I?”

      “Jason? Is everything okay?”

      Trapp paused for a second before replying, and as he made his mind up, his grin stretched even wider. He leaned over the table, snatched the sunglasses from Belly’s eyes, and put them on himself.

      “Oh,” he said with exaggerated calm, “everything’s just peachy. Only, I was wondering–were there any budget cuts you didn’t tell me about?”

      Mitchell’s voice, which only moments before had shown signs of coming to life, was now thick with confusion. “Budget cuts? What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Okay, I’ll take that as a no,” Trapp growled. “I was trying to give you the benefit of the doubt. I just couldn’t think of any other reason why you’d send a couple of lobotomized chimpanzees to debrief me. I guess I was wrong.”

      He watched with satisfaction as both Glasses and the Belly blanched with anger. Misplaced anger, in his opinion, because his description had been entirely fair.

      “Trapp,” Mitchell groaned. “It’s 3 a.m. Can’t this wait?”

      “You know Mike, I don’t think it can. As long as these two brain-dead flatworms are running the show–”

      Trapp distinctly heard the sound of Mitchell’s head hitting a feather pillow. “What’s your problem, Jason?”

      “The problem, Mike,” Trapp emphasized, “is that your marmalized mutton chop squad is sitting on their hands out here while Qassem fucking Suleimani is meeting God knows who to plan God knows what.”

      “Jason, quit it with the tortured descriptors already,” Mitchell said. “They’re from the Intelligence Directorate, and they’re just doing their job. What do you want from me?”

      “Carte blanche,” Trapp said. “To run down this lead, wherever it takes me. There’s something here, Mike, I’m sure of it. It stinks to high heaven.”

      Mitchell stayed silent for a few seconds, and all Trapp could hear was the Belly’s slightly too loud breathing, audible even over the low hum of the HVAC unit. He squinted irritably at the man, who quailed underneath his glance.

      “Okay,” he said finally. “Do whatever the fuck you want. But Jason –?”

      “Yeah, boss?”

      “Never wake me up again.”
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      President Charles Nash set the phone back in its cradle and thumped the Resolute desk with satisfaction.

      The voice of his gatekeeper, Nancy Logan, rang out from the intercom. “Mr. President, the director is here for your three o’clock.”

      Nash tapped the button. “Send him in, Nancy. We did it, huh? We got the numbers.”

      “That you did, sir,” came his secretary’s typically disinterested voice. It was a real skill, Nash marveled, to treat both the most powerful man in the free world, and all his guests, with the same ennui. No doubt she’d done the same for decades. She had survived half a dozen administrations, in one guise or another, and Nash suspected that no president she’d ever served knew if she’d voted for them. Perhaps she’d pulled the lever for every one.

      Or perhaps none. Little would surprise him.

      “George!” Nash bellowed as DCI Lawrence entered the Oval Office, a Secret Service agent quietly closing the door behind him. “Excellent of you to come.”

      “Same time every week,” Lawrence replied mildly, scratching his thick, gray-flecked beard. “You seem in a good mood, Mr. President.”

      Nash clapped his hands together. “Do I? Well, I suppose I am. You hungry, George?”

      Whether he truly was or not, Lawrence replied in the affirmative. “I could eat.”

      “I should hope so.” Nash grinned. “The Navy serves some damn fine food.”

      He picked up the phone handset and dialed his steward. “Simon, you there?”

      “Yes, Mr. President. How can I help?”

      “Is the kitchen open?”

      Nash could feel the man’s eyes rolling, even if he couldn’t see them, as he repeated a joke he’d probably uttered a thousand times. “For you, sir, I can probably make an exception.”

      “Send up a couple of burgers. Cheese, pickles, the works.”

      Nash covered the microphone and whispered to the DCI, “You’re not a vegetarian, are you? They can probably rustle something up.”

      Lawrence shook his head firmly. “The day I turn down a good burger, Mr. President, is the day I hand you my resignation.”

      The president shot him a thumbs-up and said into the handset, “Do I want fries? Of course I do.”

      He set the phone down and ushered Lawrence toward one of the couches. “He said fifteen minutes, but I doubt it. The boys in the kitchen are damn good.”

      “The taxpayers’ money going to good work, I see,” Lawrence remarked dryly, provoking a bellowing laugh from his boss.

      “They put it on my tab, would you believe it?” Nash replied, shaking his head in mock amazement. “In three years’ time, the American public in their infinite wisdom will probably kick me out of this place, and as the door’s hitting me on the ass on the way out, Simon will be standing there to present me with the check.”

      Lawrence’s bushy eyebrows kinked upward. “I didn’t know that, Mr. President.”

      Nash grinned. “You think I’d have taken the job if I did?”

      “I’ve got a good feeling I know the answer to that.” The DCI smiled. “I take it your good mood is related to the pharma bill getting through the Senate, sir?”

      “Hole-in-one,” Nash agreed, raising his fist above his head and clenching it in a victory salute. “The lobbyists did everything they could to kill it, but it squeaked through in the end. Didn’t know how that bastard from Kentucky was gonna swing until he cast his vote, but he went with us in the end. Should cut drug costs by a third, so no doubt it will end up in the courts for the next few years. But right now, I’m just enjoying the high.”

      They killed a few minutes shooting the breeze before the burgers arrived, Lawrence correctly surmising that Nash wanted to savor his victory before getting down to the business of government. When they were done eating, the president wiped his hands on a napkin before tossing the oil-stained tissue paper onto his plate and leaning back in satisfaction.

      “So I guess we should probably do some work,” he grunted.

      Lawrence patted his belly forlornly, glancing at his empty plate as he spoke. “I suppose, sir. Who knows how many of those I’ve got left?”

      “Nonsense,” Nash scoffed. “You’re what, five years younger than me?”

      “About that,” the DCI allowed. “But somehow God gave me the body of a man twice your age. Guess I really did something to tweak his nose in my last life.”

      Nash angled a critical eye at his guest. “You know what my pastor said last week, George?”

      “An irritatingly relevant homily, no doubt…”

      “You got me.” Nash grinned. “He said that God shows us the way, but leaves the nuts and bolts to us. Makes you think, huh?”

      Lawrence shifted uneasily in his seat. “I suppose it does.”

      “When was the last time you went for a run, George?”

      “You made your point, Mr. President. I am willing to accept at least the possibility that my free will to guzzle through a box of doughnuts might have more to do with my present situation than divine intervention.”

      Nash chuckled. “I suppose it might.”

      Lawrence ran the president through a variety of threats to the upcoming NATO conference, from right-wing extremism right through to Antifa and ISIS.

      Nash flicked through his briefing book. “So what’s keeping you up at night, George?”

      “I think you know, sir.”

      Nash sighed heavily. “Iran, huh?”

      “You got it. I’m guessing I can’t prevail on you to –”

      “President Khorasani’s visit is nonnegotiable, George. We might not see another moment like this again: a moderate Iranian leader riding high on a wave of pro-Western, anti-regime support. This could be the only chance we get to bring Iran in from the cold for a generation. Maybe ever.”

      “I get all that, sir,” Lawrence replied. “My people have been following the protests over there closely. Women burning their hijabs, students calling for the end of theocratic rule. They’re real, all right. But you asked me what keeps me up at night, and…”

      “Go on, George.” Nash gestured. “Give it to me straight.”

      “You’re right when you say that we haven’t seen a sustained period of protest like this since the overthrow of the Shah. And that could be an opportunity. Or –”

      “Or,” Nash sighed, “the exact opposite.”

      “Exactly,” Lawrence said in a tone of grim finality. “The ayatollahs won’t give up that easy. They’ve kept their powder dry so far, waiting to see if the protesters burn themselves out. But we’re in the third month of protests now, and that doesn’t look like it’s about to happen.”

      Nash nodded, shifting his position on the sofa. “So what’s their next move?”

      “The Revolutionary Guard,” Lawrence said. “One hundred and twenty thousand highly trained, well-equipped soldiers who are brutally loyal not to the government itself, but to the Islamic revolution. They’ll do anything to defend it. One option is that they deploy the troops. Machine-gun a few kids on college campuses. Kidnap opposition leaders and waterboard them until they denounce the movement.”

      “You don’t sound convinced, George.”

      “Not exactly, sir, no. I don’t doubt they’ll do it if they have to; they’ve done it before. Killing kids is easy – they don’t shoot back. But all it does is bottle up the tensions a little longer. At some point, maybe twelve months from now, maybe twelve years, it will blow up in their faces. It’s simple physics.”

      Nash chose not to question his subordinate’s understanding of the scientific discipline too closely. “So what are you suggesting they’ll do?”

      “Kill the president,” Lawrence said flatly.

      For a heartbeat, Nash thought the DCI was referring to him. Shaking off that uneasy sensation, he frowned. “You don’t really believe they’d murder their own leader, do you? That’s a hell of a reach, George.”

      Lawrence shook his head insistently. “But he’s not the leader, sir, not really. The Supreme Leader is. Nominative determinism and all that. The IRGC take their marching orders from the ayatollahs, not the civilian government. So what’s stopping them from taking out two birds with one stone – silencing an inconvenient president and blaming it on us? They sacrifice a president they don’t really like, and in return they get a propaganda gold mine.” He spread his hands. “Hell, it’s what I’d do…”

      Nash rolled his eyes. “Glad you’re on my side, George.”

      “In their shoes of course,” Lawrence hastened to add.

      “So what are you asking me to do, cancel the visit? Do you have any hard evidence of a threat to the conference?”

      Lawrence grimaced. “I was hoping you wouldn’t ask me that.”

      “That’s a no, then?”

      “It is.”

      Nash slapped his thigh with irritation. “Here’s the rub, George. I don’t see that I can. Not without something solid from your people. The Brits called me yesterday and told me the Saudis are shopping around for uranium ore.”

      “I heard the same thing. It’s true.”

      “If Tehran thinks that Saudi Arabia is going for the bomb, how long would they wait before spinning up their centrifuges? A morning?”

      “Probably not even that long…” Lawrence conceded.

      “And then how long before the Iranians get to the bomb?”

      “At full sprint?” Lawrence’s eyes flickered upward as he did the calculations in his head. “Nine months. Maybe less.”

      “You think the Saudis are going to hang around and let their ancestral enemies get the A-bomb? Because the Brits sure don’t, and I’m inclined to agree with their judgment. I’ve got a meeting with the French ambassador in, oh”—he checked his wristwatch theatrically—“about two hours, and you know what?”

      “He’ll tell you the exact same thing,” Lawrence answered.

      “Precisely. They’re already beating two shades of shit out of each other in Yemen, and that’s over who’s the most devout follower of Mohammed, or some such shit. What do you think they’ll do to each other – damn, to the whole Middle East – if they think their very survival is on the line?”

      “Nothing good,” Lawrence acknowledged. “We’ve gamed this out. The Iranians have the ability to mine the Strait of Hormuz, to take out our ships with swarm attacks, fire enough missiles at us that they’ll overwhelm even AEGIS. Lebanon will descend into flames. Syria can’t get much worse, but I thought that last year. And–”

      “Israel,” Nash said.

      “You got it. They control Hamas. One phone call, and Tel Aviv turns into a war zone. You’ll have oil prices skyrocketing around the world, American sailors drowning in the Golf, and to cap it off, video of car bombs going off next to the Wailing Wall on the nightly news.”

      “So what are my options?”

      “Militarily?” Lawrence said, his bushy, graying eyebrows hiking up. “Not good. Iran has twice the population of Iraq, but it’s four times the size, and the terrain’s like Afghanistan. In short, it’s an insurgent’s wet dream. We could bomb their military back to the Stone Age and take out every known nuclear production site, but if we put boots on the ground, it’ll be a bloodbath. And if we don’t, what’s left of the country will be churning out terrorists like there’s no tomorrow.”

      “So it’s a Sophie’s choice,” Nash grunted irritably. “Damned if I do, damned if I don’t.”

      Lawrence remained diplomatically silent.

      Nash clenched his jaw and stared out onto the tranquil, empty South Lawn. Waves of tension began radiating down to his neck and up to his temple, and he forced himself to consciously relax before a beckoning migraine took hold.

      “Fine,” he said eventually, letting out an aggravated sigh. “If I have to, I’ll call off Khorasani’s visit. The Europeans won’t like it, but they’d like a ground war in Persia less, I’ll bet. But I need you to bring me something rock-solid, George. If I blow this shot, I won’t get another.”
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      The USAF Beechcraft C-12 lifted off from Camp Buehring at first light. It was a short hop to nearby Riyadh, a little under ninety minutes of flight time.

      The only occupant was a man wearing tan cargo pants, matching desert field boots, and a crisp white Oxford shirt tucked neatly into his belt. He wore a loaded Glock in a holster on his hip. The second the Beechcraft’s propellers started turning, he withdrew a pair of earplugs from his pocket, placed them in his ears, and promptly fell asleep.

      The small US Air Force transport aircraft touched down on the runway at Riyadh Air Base a little over an hour later, and he woke with a start as the landing gear kissed the asphalt. After several minutes taxiing, the engines died, and the Air Force pilots informed their passenger they had arrived. An airman lowered the steps, letting in a blast furnace of heat, and saluted as the smartly – but anonymously – dressed man climbed out, receiving a nod of thanks in return.

      “Jason,” a tall, dark man with curly hair called out as his guest descended the metal steps, holding a thin canvas attaché case at his side. “It’s been a while.”

      “Hamza,” Trapp replied with a guarded smile, glancing at a convoy of five gleaming white Range Rovers behind the Saudi and his entourage. “Were you expecting more of me?”

      “Security,” the Saudi intelligence officer replied with a careless shrug, his British-educated accent disinterested and clipped in equal measure. “This can be a dangerous part of the world, my friend. And it would not do to lose the famous Hangman.”

      “Don’t I know it.” Trapp grinned, stretching out his hand and pumping his host’s twice, subconsciously approving of the man’s dry, firm grip. He suspected that the pomp of the convoy wasn’t strictly a security requirement, but rather a dual signifier of the respect in which he himself was held as well as a marker of Hamza’s influence in the desert kingdom.

      Hamza Hussein was the man Trapp was in Riyadh to meet. He was a major in the Saudi General Intelligence Directorate, the feared organization otherwise known as the Mabahith, though his precise rank was somewhat of a misnomer. Like thousands of Saudis, Hamza was a minor member of the royal family. Though he had been born into the wrong branch to ever assume the throne and was too far down the list of heredity to ever make that a reasonable prospect regardless, he was as well-connected as anyone in the kingdom.

      He was dressed in a similar fashion to Trapp, in an olive uniform that bore no rank designation. Several impassive, well-armed security personnel stood around the convoy, reflective sunglasses blocking out their eyes.

      Hamza clicked his fingers and yelled at his men in Arabic, a language with which Trapp had a working familiarity. He understood it better than he could speak, and spoke it better than he could read, having only begun his study years after his tongue got used to English. “Let’s go.”

      He turned to Trapp and said in English, “You will ride with me.”

      The two men climbed into the second Range Rover, and it was only when the cool kiss of air-conditioning met Trapp’s skin that he realized how much he was sweating. He set the attaché case down by his feet and leaned back into the comfortable padded leather seat as the convoy sped out of the enormous Saudi Air Force base.

      “How was your journey?” Hamza asked, his dark eyes fixed on Trapp’s. “Comfortable?”

      “I guess.” Trapp shrugged. “I slept most of the way. Didn’t give it much thought.”

      “You mind if I ask what you were doing in Kuwait?”

      “Ordinarily, yes,” Trapp replied, his face impassive before cracking a smile. “But on this occasion, I need your help, so if you’re willing to show me your cards, then I’ll show you mine.”

      “But of course,” Hamza replied, his clipped voice bursting with studied politeness. “I will give you any help that I can.”

      “Uh huh,” Trapp remarked dryly. “Just as long as it doesn’t harm the kingdom’s interests, right?”

      Hamza smiled. “Indeed, that is the way the game is played, is it not?”

      “You got me there,” Trapp admitted. He reached down for the attaché case and set it on his lap before looking back over at the Saudi, who was doing a good job of hiding his interest.

      “Okay, here’s the skinny. Two days ago, I snuck into Iraq to observe what was supposed to be a meeting between some local militia groups and a visiting VIP.”

      “Isn’t that a little—” Hamza started, wrinkling his nose, “how is it that you Americans say – below your pay grade?”

      “You’d think so, huh?” Trapp replied. “But orders is orders. And with the NATO summit coming up in a couple of weeks, Langley doesn’t want to take any chances.”

      Hamza grimaced. “I see. And this VIP you mentioned. He wouldn’t happen to be –”

      Trapp raised his hands in supplication. “Iranian, yeah. I’m sorry. Trust me, I wouldn’t have come to you if I had any other leads.”

      “The Iranian, who was he?” Hamza asked, his expression giving nothing away.

      “The general.”

      The reply was simple. Trapp didn’t need to give a name, because there was only one Iranian general who mattered. Hamza wouldn’t just know who the man was, but his favorite meal and what brand of pillow he rested his head on at night – at least, if he was doing his job right. Iran and Saudi Arabia were mortal enemies, two peoples separated by a common religion.

      Hamza paused before replying as the outskirts of Riyadh flashed by on either side of the SUV through the dark tinted windows. He sighed deeply before he spoke. “Jason, I’m not sure how much use I can be.”

      “Can be or will be?” Trapp replied acidly.

      The Saudi winced at the remark. “You have to understand, Jason, that the crown prince is extremely exercised about the current situation.”

      “You’re his cousin, right?”

      “The prince has many cousins,” Hamza replied with a self-deprecating smile. “I do not fool myself into believing that I hold any particular sway with him. And even if I did, on this particular issue, he will not be moved.”

      Trapp recognized a finality in the man’s tone. In truth, he hadn’t expected any other response. President Nash’s plan to bring Iran in from the cold was deeply unpopular in Saudi military and intelligence circles. They didn’t trust the Iranians as far as they could throw them.

      That makes two of us.

      “Look, Hamza,” he said. “I’m not asking you to hand over the keys to the kingdom. I just need you to run a search on some fingerprints, that’s all.”

      “Bluntly, Jason,” the Saudi replied, looking pained as he did so, “if the Revolutionary Guard were planning to detonate a car bomb in Times Square, and we knew about it, there are people in my country who would allow the attack to happen rather than pass on what we knew to your people.”

      Trapp started to reply, but Hamza held up his finger, silencing him.

      “Personally, I’m not sure which side I would stand on. If it ever came out that we knew about the attack before it happened…” He shrugged. “It would not be good for my country. On the other hand, if allowing it to happen disrupted this laughable excuse for a peace process, then perhaps it would be a risk worth taking.”

      9/11 took place on your watch, Trapp thought bitterly, though he ruthlessly excised any hint of emotion from his voice before he replied. So I guess you bastards have priors.

      “I respect your candor,” he said instead. “But I’m just asking for a favor, Hamza. Nothing formal. Like they say in the movies, you scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours. No one else has to know. And let’s say the Iranians are planning something – you think that’ll help the peace talks or blow them up? My money’s on the latter.”

      The Saudi looked torn as he considered Trapp’s point. As he opened his mouth to reply, his cell phone trilled from inside his pants pocket. He reached for it, scanned the screen, and then turned to Trapp. “I’m sorry, I need to take this.”

      “Go ahead,” he replied, a little grateful for the interruption. He wasn’t getting anywhere with Hamza, and he’d rather not go home empty-handed. He needed to figure out another way of extracting the information he wanted.

      What do you want, my friend? he wondered, studying the Saudi as he pressed his cell phone to his ear and murmured quietly into it.

      “Okay,” Hamza said in Arabic, after a minute or so’s silent listening. He flashed Trapp a thumbs-up, though his guest couldn’t help but notice that a muscle on the man’s temple had begun to throb. “Thank you for telling me.”

      “Jason, my friend,” Hamza said, his dark face strangely ashen as he killed the call. “There is something I must show you. I assure you, my country had nothing to do with it.”
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      “How you doing, Moose?” Resnick asked from behind his oxygen mask as the lights of the runway at Lackland Air Force Base dropped away below them. “You look kinda tired.”

      “I didn’t sleep so good,” Musaid replied, running his finger down the checklist as he ticked off a variety of tasks designed to ensure the refueling tanker remained in the air.

      “You sure you’re good to take the controls, kid?”

      “I’m fine,” he assured the senior pilot. “I had a bad night’s sleep, not a lobotomy.”

      Was his response too aggressive? Worse – did Resnick suspect something?

      Musaid forced himself to calm down. If Resnick thought something was wrong – even had the faintest inkling of what lay ahead of them – then the lumbering KC-46 tanker would have remained firmly grounded. The fact that they were in the air at all was proof that no one suspected a thing. The tanks were topped up with a little under 190,000 pounds of jet fuel, right on the money for their mission package. Everything was proceeding as Hasan had indicated it would.

      “Okay, okay,” Resnick chuckled. “I’ll take your word for it. You wanna take the wheel?”

      “Just give me a few seconds, okay?” Musaid replied, flicking his eyes to the right and stealing a surreptitious glance at the older man. “I just need to check a couple things.”

      “Copy that, kid,” Resnick replied. He keyed his mic. “Lackland AFB, this is Bluebottle Niner-Two, we are proceeding on our designated flight path to the operations area as planned. Out.”

      Musaid heard the ground station’s acknowledgment through his helmet as his fingers inched beneath his flight seat. His breath sounded way too loud in his ears, and he was hyperventilating slightly, but Resnick hadn’t seemed to notice.

      Keep it together, Moose.

      He clenched his jaw and attempted to slow the heaving of his chest as his fingers closed around the hilt of his standard-issue jet pilot survival knife, which he’d stowed beneath the seat with a single strip of duct tape a few hours earlier. He gently worked it free, now holding his breath. He pulled it out, quarter-inch by quarter-inch, freezing twice as the duct tape ripped away from the bare metal and glancing to his right. But over the roar of the powerful jet engines, and the airframe vibrating beneath them, Resnick didn’t hear a thing.

      “You ready, kid?”

      Moose glanced out the window. They were just passing over the Texas coastline into the Gulf of Mexico, the city of Corpus Christi glowing in the darkness about five miles to their left and a hell of a long way down. Beyond that was a black nothingness, an ocean speckled only with the occasional ship’s navigation light, or the faint outline of an oil rig.

      “Yeah, Jimmy,” he said. Even to himself, his voice sounded dead, emotionless. “Hey – you got the time?”

      To his side, Resnick glanced at his wristwatch. “A little after nine p.m. Any reason?”

      “Nah, just wondering,” Musaid lied as he pulled the knife free and brought it stealthily to his left-hand side, hidden from Resnick’s eyeline by his thigh. His hand was trembling. Did he have what it took to kill a man?

      You don’t have a choice.

      It was the truth. The second he’d filmed that video, he was committed to this very course of action. Hasan – if that was truly the man’s name – would have the power of ruin over him.

      “Hold on a sec,” Musaid said, his voice a couple of octaves too high. “My leg just went dead. I’m gonna get up, shake it around a bit, then I’ll take over, okay?”

      “You got it,” Resnick acknowledged without much interest.

      Moose unclipped his harness and slowly rose to his feet, keeping the knife out of sight in his weaker left hand. He backed away from his flight seat, transferred the knife to his right hand, and pretended to stretch out his thigh, all the while maneuvering behind his copilot.

      “What you doing back there, kid?” Resnick inquired, twisting his head left and right as he attempted to take a look. “You gonna take over or not? I need to take a leak.”

      “Sure, Jimmy,” Musaid croaked. “Just let me get strapped in.”

      He stood behind his copilot, fingers clenched around the hilt of the survival knife, playing that grainy image of his father’s death over and over in his mind. The way the old man slumped forward, his fingers clenching and contracting against the counter as his life force ebbed away. The way the hoodlum just stood there, watching, then ran.

      The knife hand started moving without Musaid’s conscious thought guiding it. He slashed it across Resnick’s throat from left to right. It was an inefficient cut, better suited to the movies than real life. The blade snagged on the man’s Adam’s apple, but in his blind, fanatical rage, Musaid pulled it free and stabbed the point into the pilot’s neck.

      Blood soaked the cabin, splashing against almost every instrument, blowing freely as Resnick’s heart desperately attempted to pump blood around his body, beating harder and harder, faster and faster as the fluid drained out. One last time, he attempted to look around at his murderer, but the effort came to nothing.

      Finally, he slumped forward, still at the controls, and pushed the KC-46 into a steep dive.

      “Fuck,” Musaid muttered, adrenaline soaking his bloodstream and making it difficult to think. He was trembling, his hands slick with blood. He wiped them against his flight suit, pulled Jimmy’s body back and loosened the corpse’s grip on the stick.

      “Lackland AFB, this is Bluebottle Niner-Two. I am declaring a medical emergency on board. Repeat, Bluebottle Niner-Two declaring a medical emergency. Request priority landing at George HW Bush international, and EMS waiting on the runway. Acknowledge.”

      “Understood, Bluebottle Niner-two,” a calm voice replied with barely a second’s hesitation. “Can you make it back home, over?”

      “Negative, Lackland Tower,” Musaid replied, the faintest hint of panic in his voice as the ramifications of what he’d just done began to hit home. There was no turning back now, not even if he wanted to. He was committed.

      “Copy that. Hold tight while I clear the air space for you.”

      Musaid did as instructed, a wave of panic and revulsion subsiding as a calm sense of fatalism filled his veins. What was done was done now. He was committed. A man was dead. And in that death came clarity.

      His life was forfeit either way. If he landed, the FBI would arrest him, and he’d serve out the rest of his days in a Supermax prison. It would be better to die, and die gloriously. His name would be remembered forever more.

      “Bluebottle Niner-two, proceed on heading 315, and make your altitude 10,000 feet. EMS will be waiting for you on the runway, over.”

      “Copy that, Lackland Tower,” Musaid replied, transmitting for the last time. He pushed forward on the stick and almost instantly felt his ears pop as the Stratotanker dipped. Houston’s endless glow turned night to day far in the distance ahead, the lights cast by the enormous city engaging in a continuous battle with nature.

      The plane passed back over the coastline, continuing to lose altitude. “Bluebottle Niner-two, I’m showing you at 6000 feet, is everything okay? Say again, Bluebottle Niner-two, you are losing altitude fast. Is everything okay up there?”

      Musaid said nothing.

      He checked the charts one last time and made a slight alteration to his course. He felt almost euphoric now he was resigned to this course of action. As the powerful jet passed through 3000 feet, feeling ever more sluggish as it flew through the thick, soupy air that hung at that low altitude, he closed his eyes.

      “Bluebottle Niner-two, you are entering restricted airspace. Pull up, pull up!”

      Instead, Lieutenant Musaid Al Saad offered up a silent prayer and pushed the stick as far forward as it would go.
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      The aluminum can in Trapp’s hand was bottled under license by the Coca-Cola Bottling Company of Saudi Arabia in their Riyadh plant. He knew that because he’d read the small section of English text on the back at least half a dozen times in a futile attempt to distract himself from the newsreel images flickering on the television mounted on the conference room’s wall.

      His nostrils flared, and the empty can crumpled in his powerful palm, putting up no more resistance to the act of petty violence than a coyote might after being hit by the front end of an eighteen-wheeler. He tossed it aside in disgust, and his eyes drew themselves unerringly back to the screen, as always a sucker for punishment.

      The television was tuned to ATN News and was muted without captions, but the pictures spoke for themselves. The refinery complex was burning. In truth, little still remained of the enormous industrial site. The sun had dawned in Texas now, and the footage showed thick pillars of smoke billowing into the morning sky like funeral pyres, but Trapp had seen the first set of images, taken out of the side of a private helicopter. They were shaky and indistinct, the handheld camera – probably just a cell phone – far from adequate for the task of capturing the enormity of the devastation. That first video clip showed just a patchwork of flames against the darkness. It was followed later by the full, mighty armory of the American news media: circling helicopters with high-quality distance lenses, nightvision shots, infrared angles, and reporters on the ground.

      But it was that first shot that stuck with Trapp. Just pinpricks of light, like flaming torches carried by some vast medieval army.

      A ticker at the bottom of the screen indicated that the oil price was already beginning to spike. The truth, as Trapp well knew, was that after decades of dependence on Middle Eastern oil carried by tankers to the shores of America, his country had mostly kicked her habit. These days the black stuff was pumped out of the ground in the vast fracking grounds of Texas and Wyoming, and from Nebraska to North Dakota. The USA was swimming in the stuff, and better still, she was no longer in the business of humoring some brutal Libyan warlord or Iraqi despot, all in the aim of keeping the spigots open and the gasoline price low.

      It didn’t concern Trapp that a single refinery was now smoldering on the Texas coastline, nor that it might well continue to do so for weeks, as the flames blazed too hot for firefighters to tackle. It wasn’t even the fact that Port Arthur was one of the four biggest refineries in the United States.

      No, what worried him was the sophistication of the attack. For the first time since 9/11, Islamic terrorists – at least one of them – had hijacked an airplane inside US airspace. At least a dozen refinery workers would never go home to their families again, and probably more, as the first responders began to pick through the debris and the names of the missing were inscribed on the tombstones of the dead.

      But it could have been so much worse, Trapp knew. A KC-135 refueling tanker could carry two hundred thousand pounds of jet fuel. Unlike the jet planes that impacted the World Trade Center in New York, which were loaded up with only enough to propel themselves, the Air Force jets had enough on board for another ten long-range fighter jets besides. Enough to turn any Houston skyscraper into a firework.

      So why the hell take out a refinery?

      The question stuck in Trapp’s mind as the image on the screen changed, showing a young, handsome man in Air Force dress blues. It wasn’t the first time that Musaid Al Saad’s confession had been shown, and Trapp suspected that it would be far from the last. He grimaced with distaste at the sight of the unit patches on the man’s arm and the ribbons on his chest – marks of honor that the young, now dead, officer had proved himself to be singularly incapable of living up to.

      “Good riddance, you little prick,” Trapp grunted, his nostrils flaring with distaste a second time. He rose, rounded the polished mahogany conference table that sat in the center of the conference room, and touched a button beneath the television set to turn the sound back on.

      “–believe me when I tell you that this is only the beginning. I call on my brothers across the Arab world to rise up and cast the infidels from our lands. Those of you who, like me, live amongst them must play your part also, as I have. We can suffer any torment, defeat any foes, for Allah’s might is with us–”

      Trapp’s nose curled, and he jabbed the mute button once more, silencing the terrorist as he climaxed in a paroxysm of twisted religious ecstasy. He’d heard it all before.

      Hamza entered the room, his black beret pushed through the rank insignia loop on his left shoulder, which itself was adorned with the single gold crown icon that denoted his rank. Incongruously enough, he was carrying two cups of Starbucks coffee in a tray holder, which he set down on the conference table as he reached it, along with a tablet computer carried in his other hand.

      Trapp glowered at the man but chose not to say a word.

      The Saudi intelligence officer cleared his throat awkwardly, filling the lingering silence. “Jason, let me assure you that we have no evidence to suggest that any of my country’s citizens had any connection to this horrific attack on your country. And –”

      Trapp cut the man off with a short, sharp, staccato laugh that died away as abruptly as it had begun. “With respect, Major, that’s what your people said about 9/11. I was barely outta boot camp back then, but even then I wasn’t so wet behind the ears to believe a word that came from the mouth of that snake of a man you call king.”

      “That was a different time, my friend,” Hamza replied, his face creasing into worried lines. He didn’t, however, react to Trapp’s insult of his sworn monarch. “You know how much my government has done to combat radicalism since then.”

      “You created a monster, and then acted surprised when it turned around and went for your throat,” Trapp snarled, thumping his clenched fist against the conference table for good measure. “Don’t ask me to pretend you cracked down on these bastards out of the goodness of your heart.”

      Hamza’s face twitched, evidently with the effort of holding back his own growing irritation. He took a second to compose himself, letting out a deep, harsh sigh that caught several times in his throat, then pushed the coffee cup toward Trapp. It slid with the scratch of paper on wood.

      “And perhaps you should ask yourself why exactly that happened, Jason,” he said with considered equanimity. “Because as you say, there are those among my countrymen who took a special interest in defending our faith for decades. And yet in all that time, those defenders never struck against the kingdom.”

      Trapp met the man’s beady-eyed stare, recognizing that Hamza was cut from the same cloth as him. “Until recently.”

      “Precisely. And what changed, Jason?”

      “We stationed troops on your soil,” Trapp admitted, understanding what Hamza was getting at and not feeling the need to drag the lesson out any longer. It was a fair one, as much as it irked him to admit it –not that he intended to show any remorse.

      “Correct.” Hamza smiled mirthlessly. “We invited the foot soldiers of the Great Satan onto the hallowed turf of Mecca. In the eyes of many of my king’s subjects, allowing the nonbelievers to even step foot on our land defiles it. Imagine that. The country you love being raped, day after day, year after year. Would you not do something to defend her honor? I think you would, Jason. And that is how many of my people feel.”

      “And what about you, Major?” Trapp asked probingly. “Tell me, what do you see when you look at me – a warrior standing at your side, or a rapist skulking behind your back?”

      Hamza paused, licked his lip, and the silence returned once more. The tension in the room was thick as each man prepared to parry the other’s next thrust.

      “Black, no sugar,” he said eventually, surprising Trapp. “That’s how you drink it, isn’t it?”

      Trapp glanced down at the peace offering in front of him and accepted it grudgingly. “It is.”

      “Perhaps we can table the philosophical discussion for now,” Hamza suggested. “Let me run you through our plan. Only you can determine what I truly believe. But let me show you through my actions, not by spilling more empty words.”

      Trapp consciously forced himself to relax. The words of the now toasted Saudi-American terrorist still rang in his mind, but he silenced them. Anger would not get him where he needed to go. Sometimes – often, in this line of work – you needed to work side by side with the devil. And perhaps Hamza would show a different side to him.

      “Okay, show me what you got,” he allowed.

      Hamza’s posture loosened, and he reached for the tablet. The screen flashed on and demanded a password, and he punched in a long sequence of digits that Trapp made no attempt to memorize. He spun the device around on the screen and showed Trapp a long list of names – Arabic characters in a column on the left, the English equivalent on the right.

      The snake of black characters danced underneath Trapp’s touch, revealing it to be at least a hundred long. “Who are they?”

      The Saudi intelligence officer shrugged. “Some of them are this pilot’s relatives. An uncle, a few cousins. No one on our radar. The rest are people we know who take a particular interest in”–he paused, flicking his tongue across his lower lip–“defending our faith. As they see it.”

      “Of course,” Trapp remarked dryly. “Anyone I know?”

      “Perhaps,” Hamza agreed. “Three of the king’s cousins. Distant ones. And a half-brother from the deceased father’s fifth wife. My men are rounding all of them up as we speak.”

      “Do they know you’re coming for them?” Trapp asked, sidestepping entirely the issue of polygamy in favor of its more immediate consequences.

      “They will be treated well,” Hamza replied, not entirely answering the question. “They know it will be better for them not to resist.”

      “What do you plan to do with them once they are in your custody?”

      The Saudi flicked an imaginary speck of dust from the beret on his shoulder. “Ask a few questions. My colleagues can be extremely persuasive.”

      “I want to be there when all this goes down,” Trapp said.

      Hamza smiled thinly, the instant reaction indicating both that he didn’t much like Trapp’s suggestion and that he didn’t think he had much of a choice but to accept it. “As you wish, my friend.”
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      Hasan was dressed from head to toe in black, and even the baseball cap pulled down low over his dark eyes completed the effect. His leather jacket was smooth and supple, patently expensive to anyone who cared to look, but not adorned with designer labels. His fingers – powerful and callused as a result of years of hard training – were even so surprisingly slim and currently clasped around the neck of a beer bottle. His scarred forearms were shielded by the soft leather, but they too were a part of the act. Handled artfully, they would elicit sympathy, not disgust, when the need arose.

      He was handsome, too, but not pretty, and was easily capable of blending into the background or drawing the eye, whatever the situation called for. At present, he simply stood by the bar and allowed the staccato beat of the bassline to wash over him.

      He shouldn’t be here.

      The thought beat against his mind again and again, with the endless, relentless intensity of waves breaking against the shoreline. No matter how he batted it back, it simply returned.

      And yet he was here. Risking everything he had worked so hard for. And for what? A few measly, forgettable hours of fun? A release from the crushing pressure of the fate of a nation – an entire people – on his shoulders?

      No, that isn’t it, he mused. What drew him here tonight wasn’t the need for human company, or a desire to release stress. It was an urge, one that could be observed but never ignored.

      A pathology.

      He told himself that the ability to recognize his own demons was what made him a wolf among men, a thinker among savages. The thought that a wolf might be capable of recognizing its hunger without also being blessed with the ability to resist it never crossed his mind.

      The Iranian had never hunted in America before. Usually he found his prey in forgotten, broken places, where they would never be missed, let alone mourned. And perhaps if he was anything other than a wolf – an animal – he might have found the strength within him to resist the call of the wild. But he was not. To expect him to do so would be akin to asking a child to hold back the tide.

      And so he was here, tonight, risking everything on the roll of a die because he had to, not because he wanted to.

      He turned, rested his back against the brushed steel material of the bar, and took a leisurely sip from the bottle. His religion forbade him from drinking alcohol, of course, but the wolf paid little notice to the endless, hidebound rules of his faith. Not, of course, that a man in his position – or with his ambitions – would ever say such a thing. Islam was a peerless tool in the hands of a man who understood how to bend her, and her adherents, to his advantage. It was better not to truly believe, so long as all the other fools did.

      He spotted the girl almost immediately. She was standing in the center of the dance floor, wearing a sparkly, sequined dress that glinted as the lights above caressed it. She was carrying her heels in her left hand, their straps hooked over two fingers and dangling carelessly. She stood barefoot, a little over five foot three, her shoulders rolled forward in an expression of abject despair.

      “Yo, buddy.”

      The man’s voice took him by surprise, breaking his reverie. He turned and saw the barman, though not his eyes, which were covered by a shock of bleached surfer locks. He kept his head angled away, trusting in the darkness of the room to hide him from close scrutiny.

      “You want another drink?”

      The Iranian shook his head and murmured, “Maybe in a bit,” in unaccented English. The barman flashed a disinterested thumbs-up and moved on in search of fresher prey.

      He did the same, satisfied that he would not be remembered a minute from now, let alone a week.

      The girl was right where he’d left her. She gave herself a little shake, lifting her chin and scanning the room with hollow eyes. Her mascara was streaked with tears, and an aborted attempt to stem the damage had only made it worse.

      Perfect.

      He glided through the bar, turning his head to avoid the black domes of the security cameras on the ceiling overhead at precisely the right moment every time.

      “Excuse me.”

      The girl looked up, as he’d known she would. It was always the same. His voice had a commanding ring to it, even when speaking a language other than his own. There was something about the way he carried himself that indicated he was to be listened to. To be respected. People were like sheep, as he knew well. They wanted to be led, and he was happy to fill that role.

      “I’m… I’m sorry?” she mumbled, awkwardly moving out of his way and into someone else’s. Her speech was slow and dulled, though whether through alcohol or shock wasn’t clear.

      “Don’t be,” he replied. “Hey – you don’t look so good. Can I help get you home?”

      “Home,” the girl replied with a gasp, her eyes welling with fresh, glistening tears. “No, I can’t go home.”

      The Iranian concealed a wolfish smile. A domestic dispute, then, not an argument between friends. Even better.

      “A hotel, then,” he said. “I insist. I can’t allow you to be out here all alone. It’s not safe.”

      “You can’t allow me?” she repeated dumbly over the beat of the music. “You don’t even know me.”

      She had a pretty face, the Iranian thought. It was too bad, really, what had to happen to it.

      “What’s your name?”

      “You can call me Max.”

      The girl’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t look like a Max.”

      “And what does a Max look like?”

      “I guess you got me there,” she replied ruefully, the ghost of a smile tickling her lips, though dying just as quickly as it had begun. “Look, you’re being real nice, but I’ll be okay, I promise. I’ll figure something out.”

      “A drink, then,” he proposed, leading with a grin. “But maybe just water.”

      “I just need some air,” she said, though a tired catch in her throat told him it was a lie.

      Max, though that wasn’t really his name, shrugged off his jacket and offered it to the distressed girl. “It’s cold out there. Take this.”

      “You’re being real nice, Max,” she repeated, tentatively accepting the item, if not quite putting it on. Her eyes widened as they took in the damaged skin on his arms, but she covered well. “You don’t even know my name.”

      She began to walk to the exit of the bar, her heels still dangling from the fingers of her left hand, the leather jacket draped over her right forearm and clutched tight to her dress. Max followed, not too close. The hook was baited now, and the fish was circling it, vaguely conscious that it might be a trap, and yet not willing to believe it, not really, not when the trap was so handsome, so caring, so vulnerable himself...

      They left the bar and stood in a roped-off smoking area, the thump of the beat now just a distant memory. “You smoke, Max?” she asked as she draped the jacket over her shoulders and held it closed with one hand. “I’m Cara, by the way.”

      She smiled, a real one this time, not the half-grimace that had graced her lips a moment before, and extended her hand. Max accepted it, flashing her a warm smile to put her at ease, and lifted it to his mouth, grazing the back of it with his lips. She smelled of sickly sweet spilled alcohol layered on a fragrance that was a little too intense for his liking. Her skin was sticky to the touch.

      “I wish. I gave up a couple of years ago. Never stopped wanting them, though. Especially on a night like this. And it’s nice to meet you, Cara.”

      “I don’t smoke,” Cara confessed. “I thought… Maybe just tonight.”

      She fell silent, cradling her just-kissed hand against her chest as though hanging on to it for dear life. It was an unconscious reaction, but Hasan’s keen eyes missed nothing.

      “Listen,” he said, pressing his luck as the beast inside him drove him on. “Let me call you a cab, get you home safe. I don’t like the idea of leaving you out here all alone.”

      “I can’t go home,” she said, her voice immediately tightening. “I told you.”

      “Why not?”

      Cara’s chin dropped against her chest. “My boyfriend. We broke up tonight. That’s why I’m all alone. He’s –”

      “He’s what, Cara?” Max probed gently.

      She spoke softly, so softly that he had to strain to hear over the chorus of even a city at rest. “He was sleeping with other women. God”–she laughed almost hysterically—“I can’t believe I’m telling you this. I don’t even know you!”

      “I’ve got one of those faces, I guess,” Max joked. “That’s what my mom always said, anyway.”

      A little of Cara’s tension faded away at the mention of a mother – any mother – just as he’d known it would. The reaction was almost imperceptible. Almost. Just another in the long list of tools at his disposal to show that he wasn’t like other men. Water, not wine.

      Offering his jacket, a free ride home – hers, not his.

      No, Max wasn’t like other men.

      He was worse.

      “Hey,” he said, spreading his arms. “You look like you could use a hug.”

      For the briefest of seconds, he thought she was going to resist, but the moment passed. His arms closed around her shoulders, and her face snuggled up against his chest. Neither spoke for a few seconds, both listening to the other’s heartbeat, both hearing a different tune.

      “You smell nice,” Cara said, her voice tired and a little subdued.

      “Okay, so you can’t go home,” Max said, returning to the issue at hand. “How about we get you into a hotel for the night? Or maybe you’ve got a friend you could call? I know it’s late, but better than being out here all alone. It’s not safe.”

      He held his breath as he awaited her response. Perhaps he had gone too far by suggesting a friend. It was an easy out. Would she take it, or would she bite?

      “I don’t know anyone, not really,” Cara replied, her voice a quiet whimper. “Only my boyfriend. My ex, I guess. I only moved from Minnesota three months ago. Met him a couple weeks after that. We moved too fast, I guess, but I couldn’t afford the rent all alone. Can’t afford it now, either, but that’s New York. Hotel’s out of the question, too. I’m broke until payday next week. Tonight was Henry’s treat.”

      “I told you I’ll pay,” Max insisted. “It’s no big deal.”

      “No way!” Cara said, a little too loud, her voice tight with Midwestern pride. “I don’t even know you, Max. I can’t accept that.”

      He fell silent, grateful that she couldn’t see the thin smile beginning to curdle at the corners of his mouth. He pulled away, grimacing awkwardly at her. “I get that. I guess there is one other option. There’s a couch in my hotel suite. I can sleep on it, you can take the bed. I have to get to a meeting early anyway.”

      “Suite?” Cara laughed, slightly drunkenly. “What are you, some kind of Mr. Big?”

      Hasan’s brow furrowed. “Mr. who?”

      She waved her hand – the one containing the heels, which clattered together – dismissively in his direction. “It’s from Sex and the City. Forget about it. So, Max, how come you have a hotel suite?”

      He shrugged. “Work’s paying. They put me up at the Midland on Park Lane.”

      “And what do you do?”

      He searched around for an answer, his smile returning as he settled upon one that appealed to a dark sense of humor. “I’m… a demolitions expert. It’s pretty niche. There aren’t so many of us, so I guess they treat us well.”

      “You must be pretty good at it then, huh?”

      Hasan brandished his scarred forearms. “Not always…”

      Cara looked him up and down appraisingly for the first time as his arm flicked out to flag down a yellow cab. The fish had bitten. No sense in losing it now.

      “Well, Max,” she murmured as the car pulled to a halt by the curb a few feet away. “I guess you’re my knight in shining armor.”
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      One goddamn year, Nash thought, running his fingers through hair that probably wasn’t yet thinning, but certainly felt that way.

      Is it too much to ask that just one damn year of this presidency goes the way it was supposed to, without some major geopolitical crisis?

      Apparently so.

      The door to his private study on Air Force One was open, and an Air Force steward rapped her knuckles gently against it. “Mr. President?”

      Nash jolted himself into some semblance of wakefulness. His voice was hoarse from the thin, recycled air, and an hour’s disuse. “Yes?”

      “Colonel Jackson has asked me to inform you that we will be wheels-down at George HW Bush International in a little under twenty-five minutes.”

      The president cracked a weak smile, since that was the part he was supposed to play. “Thank you. If you see Emma out there –?”

      The blond NCO said quickly, “I’ll send the chief of staff in, sir. Can I help you with anything else?”

      “That’s just fine.”

      Emma Martinez entered before the steward was done turning to leave. It was her job to anticipate his every whim, so the alacrity didn’t surprise Nash, though it pleased him nevertheless. Her hair was tied back in a neat bob, which had the secondary effect of tugging at the skin adjacent to her scalp. As a result, her forehead seemed smooth and free of wrinkles, but Nash suspected that it was a ploy to achieve just that effect. The hair itself seemed shinier than usual, he thought. Perhaps glossy from a fresh application of dye.

      The job was weighing on all of them, it seemed.

      And what the hell do you think she sees when she looks at you? he thought wryly before deciding that was one of those questions to which he didn’t really want an answer.

      “You managed to get some rest, sir?”

      “I suppose you could call it that.”

      Martinez began speaking before he was done. She placed several sheets of typed paper on his desk. “Interview requests from the press.”

      Nash flicked them back at her. “No press,” he said gruffly. “It’s not a fucking reelection jaunt. People have died.”

      His chief of staff shot him a withering stare. Perhaps it came with the title and the West Wing office adjacent to his own. The men and women – in fact, all men – who had filled the role before her were hard nuts to crack.

      To a man.

      They had to be. The job entailed being the president’s hatchet man, cutting down problems before they ever made it to the Resolute desk, and doing the dirty work so their boss didn’t have to. If they didn’t keep the blade sharp someone else would, and they’d be cut down in the process.

      And historically, so was the president who hired them.

      “I know that, Mr. President,” she replied acidly. “But thank you for the civics lecture. I’ll bear that in mind. But you know what? So will the American people. Give them some credit.”

      She paused for a second, as though contemplating whether to continue. “But you know what – this is politics. Everything you do is politics. The oil price is up almost a third. The NASDAQ’s down 30 percent. America needs to see her president. It doesn’t matter what the hell you say, just that you say it. Understood?”

      From almost any other individual, a monologue like that would have been rank insubordination. But not Emma. Her job was to tell him the hard truths that everyone else was too afraid to. Mission accomplished.

      Nash raised his palms in a gesture of peace. “Okay, I take the point, Emma. I’ll say a few words. But no interviews. Not with a smoldering fucking bomb site as the backdrop. I’m not using that place as a photo op, you understand?”

      Martinez arched a single eyebrow, and the look in her eyes suggested that she would prefer that he did.

      “What I understand, sir,” she said instead, “is that you’re a good man. Believe me, my job would be a whole lot easier if you weren’t.”
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        * * *

      

      The presidential motorcade came to a smooth halt a mile from the refinery in a bustling parking lot which had been commandeered by response units from every local, state and federal agency worth a damn. In the brief second of calm before the worries of the world settled back upon his shoulders, the president spoke to Martinez, who was sitting opposite. “When this is done, I want to speak to the DCI, understood?”

      A second later, after receiving the all clear from his Secret Service detail and agreement from his chief of staff, Nash stepped out of the Beast. He was immediately hit by the thick, acrid chemical taste of a smoldering refinery on the back of his tongue. It was a tainted, unholy sensation that in an earlier time might have warned off unwary trespassers.

      The press corps’ waiting cameras were at a distance along with their owners but easily close enough for a telephoto lens to snap a damning shot, so he masked the distasteful grimace that the stench beckoned forth.

      Cries of “Mr. President,” and “Any statement?” carried on the polluted breeze, but Nash kept going as though they were unheard.

      A shaven-headed man in his late 40s in a navy blue FEMA jacket stepped toward him, hand outstretched in greeting. There was no warmth in his eyes nor his lips, which were thin, white, and pressed tightly together. “Mr. President. Jake Humphreys with FEMA. I’m the site coordinator here.”

      Nash silently took in his counterpart’s demeanor, mentally cringing at the reaction. The US president couldn’t go anywhere without the full dog and pony show, and that was precisely the last thing that the first responders on scene needed.

      He pumped Humphreys’ hand twice. The man had an iron grip that paired well with his fearsome build. Ex-military, Nash judged. And a knuckle dragger to boot. “Nice to meet you, Jake. I’m sorry about the circumstances.”

      “That’s the job, Mr. President.” He showed Nash toward a hastily-erected command structure. “You mind?”

      Nash followed the man inside without a word, accompanied with employees from more three- and four-letter agencies than he could count, none complete without their stenciled windbreaker. Federal Emergency Management Agency representatives were a dime a dozen, but he also spied agents from Homeland Security, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, EPA, and the more esoteric GLA, which – when he got closer – Nash learned was the acronym for the Texas General Land Office.

      Whatever the hell one of those is.

      “Sir,” Humphreys began, “we believe we have now accounted for all of the dead. Fifteen in total, and twice that many casualties. Honestly, we got lucky. It was late, and most had already left the site.”

      “Sure doesn’t feel lucky,” Nash remarked grimly.

      “No, Mr. President. It sure doesn’t.”

      “Carry on, Jake.”

      “Thank you, Mr. President.” Humphreys glanced at an aide who had just entered the command post and was bouncing from foot to foot, and gestured that he’d be with him in a second.

      “It’s going to take years to put this facility back on an even keel,” he said. “The fires will be burning for weeks, and even after that inspection teams will have to pick the place clean to make sure there aren’t any pockets of hydrocarbons that could threaten the eventual cleanup.”

      The briefing went on for another ten minutes, and Nash felt buried in a tidal wave of grim statistics. The truth was they had gotten lucky. The Port Arthur refinery hadn’t been working at full capacity. The devastation was bad enough as it was, but it could’ve been a whole lot worse. Most of the damage had been effected by the fuel carried by the tanker, and not what was on the ground.

      But the whole thing left President Nash appreciating for the first time the true vulnerability of some of the hidden infrastructure that underpinned the American way of life. How could you possibly defend against an attack like this? And if the enemy could infiltrate even the ranks of the US military, what could be done about softer targets?

      What if the water system was next, or the natural gas network? The implications of the previous night’s attack made Nash positively queasy.

      When the briefing was over, Nash gripped the FEMA administrator by the elbow and took him to one side for a private word. “How can I help, Jake?”

      “Bluntly, Mr. President?”

      “Of course.”

      Humphreys nodded, dragged his tongue across the lower of his two thin lips, and seemed to make his mind up. “Two things: more warm bodies and…”

      “Spit it out, Jake,” Nash grunted, suspecting he knew what was coming. “I’m a big boy. I can take it.”

      “I need you and your hangers-on off my damn site,” Humphreys said flatly. “My people appreciate the visit. I appreciate the visit –”

      Nash wasn’t so sure, but remained quiet.

      “– But now we need you to give us the space to do the jobs we’re good at. Right now every time I try and back a fire truck up, I run over a damn Secret Service agent. I’ve got enough crap to deal with right now without the paperwork on that, too, if you know what I’m saying.”

      Finally, Humphreys fell silent, a pained grimace on his face indicating that he suspected that perhaps he had overstepped his bounds. “I’m sorry if I’ve offended you, sir. My momma would have rapped the back of my knuckles with a copper frying pan if she’d heard me talking to the president like that, rest her soul.”

      Nash shook his head and pressed out his hand for Humphreys to take.

      “I told you, Jake, I’m a big boy.” He glanced down at his belly, a wry smile playing on his lips. “Maybe a bit too big for my own good these days. Can I let you in on a little secret?”

      Humphreys was now standing at a loose interpretation of parade rest, chest puffed out, hands clasped behind his back, confirming Nash’s earlier supposition that he was retired military. He nodded.

      “I didn’t want to be here either. I can see a hole in the ground burning on TV all the way from DC. No need to come here to get eyes on it myself. But my people are good too, just like yours, and they said this is what I had to do, so this is where I am.”

      He grinned, letting the FEMA man in on the joke. “You know what it’s like when you’re the boss, Jake. Other people run your life, not you.”

      As Nash had expected it would, Humphreys’ posture stiffened – not with umbrage at the idea, but subconscious pride that the president of the United States had recognized that he was a man of status as well.

      “I understand, Mr. President. The country is hurting. I get that. We all are. I’m just gonna concentrate on doing what I can to put it back together, one brick at a time.”

      Nash stuck out his hand. “Thank you, Jake. That’s all I ask.”
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        * * *

      

      Emma Martinez was waiting for him outside. She fell in inside his detail as they walked their charge back to the waiting convoy.

      “You got Lawrence?” Nash barked.

      His chief of staff’s reply came in the guise of a sharp nod. “You want me in one of the chase cars, sir?”

      “No. I want you in on this. I trust your judgment, Emma.”

      She didn’t reply as the armored door of the presidential limousine thunked closed behind them, but then again, Nash hadn’t expected she would.

      “Mr. President.”

      This time, the voice belonged to Director Lawrence of the CIA, whose face was displayed on the monitor which dropped down from the roof of the limousine.

      “George,” Nash muttered as he buckled himself in. “How long you been staring at the leather?”

      “Just a minute, sir. I’ll survive.”

      “I imagine you’re a busy man right now,” Nash said. “So give it to me quick, and I’ll get out of your hair. What’s left of it, anyway. What’s your read on all this?”

      The DCI rolled his eyes at the good-natured jibe, but didn’t rise to it any further. “I’m sorry we didn’t see it coming, sir. Then again, I’m not sure the Lord himself could’ve anticipated this one.”

      Nash raised an eyebrow as the Beast’s engine grumbled into life, and the heavy vehicle began to move. “Oh? How so?”

      “As best we suspect, sir, this was a lone wolf attack. It required no assistance to carry out. The FBI entered the deceased’s living quarters while the worst of the flames were still raging. They found rudimentary filming equipment which was used to make the televised confession and a basic video editing program on the suspect’s laptop which was used to create the clip. There’s only one thing that has the Bureau stumped.”

      “Don’t play hard to get, George,” Nash grumbled. “It doesn’t suit you.”

      “Several hours after Lieutenant Al Saad perpetrated this attack, someone deposited $100,000 into his mother’s bank account.”

      “What? Who?”

      “The Bureau’s running that down now, Mr. President – and I’ve got my best people on it too. When we know, so will you,” Lawrence promised.

      “Break it down for me, George. Was this a lone wolf deal, or not? Because you’re telling me one thing, but this transaction suggests the opposite, wouldn’t you say?”

      “It’s too early to speculate, Mr. President, but I’ll go ahead and do it anyway. The deceased’s father died in a robbery gone wrong a few months ago. Heart attack. CCTV footage of that incident was found open on the lieutenant’s screen. The FBI think the incident flipped him. Opened up a path to online radicalization.”

      “Carry on…”

      “My working theory is that someone took advantage of this young lieutenant’s grief and used it to mold him into a weapon.”

      Nash frowned. “What about the money?”

      “Think of it like insurance, sir. Musaid would have known that the Air Force wouldn’t pay out death benefits to his mother after he intentionally murdered a dozen innocents and destroyed a twenty million dollar jet. I’m guessing whoever recruited him promised they would take care of his mom. I’m just surprised they came good.”
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      Trapp rode in the rearmost vehicle in the Saudi convoy, a situation that he didn’t much like but chose not to make a battle out of. The pristine white Range Rover SUVs had been switched out for black pickup trucks, clean when they rolled out of the vehicle pool at the Saudi Intelligence HQ but already dusted with a second skin of yellow sand.

      “Run me through who we’re hitting again,” Trapp said in English over the low rumble of road noise. Not that there was much of it. The blacktop in Riyadh was perfect. He suspected that instead of patching a pothole, they simply ripped up the road and started again.

      The uniformed Saudi to his right in the rear of the vehicle ignored the question and simply stared at the road ahead, studiously grasping his Heckler and Koch assault rifle. Only a slight flicker of the man’s eyes indicated that he had even heard the question.

      “Sorry,” the Saudi said in an almost mocking, singsong accent. “I no speak English.”

      Trapp seamlessly switched into his counterpart’s native Arabic. It wasn’t his favorite language, usually leaving his throat red raw, and he was a little rusty, but the words came easily to his lips. “No problem. But I’m guessing you speak Arabic.”

      The wince that decorated the man’s face as his weak deception was uncovered was no better concealed. He grimaced, sullenly rotating his neck left so that his dark eyes met Trapp’s. The American, for his part, left the gloating “you dumb fuck” to die on his tongue.

      Just.

      When he answered, the Saudi’s accent was thick, his tone contemptuous, which immediately left him regretting his decision. “Uncle. Cousins.”

      “Of the pilot? That’s who we’re taking down?” Trapp asked. Speaking to this prick was like drawing blood from a stone. Maybe even harder.

      His prize was a slow nod, and he cursed the fact that he’d been separated from Major Hussein. He didn’t truly trust the man, but he could at least work with him. Unlike this asshole.

      “Where? How long?”

      The pickup truck skidded to a halt as the rest of the convoy did the same, and the driver, along with his two Saudi passengers, leaped out. The last of the men, Trapp’s conversation partner – if you could call it that – looked back and shrugged.

      “Here,” he said before his boots thudded off after his men. He switched to English as he ran. “Now.”

      Trapp lingered for a second in the back of the now empty vehicle. All five of the pickup trucks ahead of him were deserted, every door open, the road behind blocked. He suspected that back home, the street would be alive with a song of car horns, but here it was deathly quiet. He glanced over his shoulder and saw a procession of cars and trucks reversing silently behind him. He saw an expression of stark terror on the face of the nearest driver, a man in his late 50s with a shock of thin white hair and a crevassed face.

      “What the fuck am I doing here?” he muttered, shaking his head.

      As he stepped out of the truck, taking care to close the rear door behind him, he instinctively checked the pistol behind his back. The black Glock had no safety switch, and he’d loaded it himself, but it was a habit, and probably a good one.

      The Saudi troops – whether they belonged to the Mahabith or the Interior Ministry he wasn’t sure – were half a block ahead of him, running toward a three-story apartment block with whitewashed walls. Most had their rifles clutched in just one hand, some even grasped by the barrel alone. Shock troops they were not. In truth, most looked barely out of breath, and not through any claim to superior fitness.

      Trapp caught up with them easily, wondering what god he’d pissed off in a former life to deserve this punishment. Either his Saudi hosts expected little resistance from today’s target, which was the charitable explanation, or they were as poorly trained and led as they looked.

      Probably a little from column A and a little from column B, he decided.

      The target building appeared to be the apartment complex on the street corner, behind which ran a dark alleyway. Several of the Saudi troops pressed themselves against the outer wall of the building as they prepared to make entry. Others – including the three that had ridden with him – simply stood in the middle of the street, ostensibly to block traffic on a road that was now eerily free of it.

      Trapp decided to hang back. Whatever prize lay behind that door wasn’t worth getting his balls blown off to see first.

      “Where the fuck is Hamza?” he asked the nearest Saudi, whose weapon was slung lazily over his shoulder, the safety catch most definitely in the off position.

      The man’s face scrunched into an expression of dumb incomprehension. Trapp switched to Arabic and repeated the question. This time, the Saudi merely shrugged.

      “Play stupid games, win stupid prizes,” Trapp muttered under his breath as he walked away, shaking his head.

      A cacophony of raised voices and clicking weapons was briefly muted by an enormous bang as the apartment building’s front door was knocked off its hinges by a large battering ram. It hung askew, still blocking the entrance way, until a second giant crash splinted the impact site and threw it to the ground. The Saudi troops charged headlong into the building, shouting and ululating. Trapp pitied whichever poor soul was first to meet them.

      Instead, he chose a different tack. He slipped around the side of the building, which was too narrow for cars and seemed designed mainly for the storage of large, wheeled trash cans, surely too big for any individual household. Mounted underneath almost every window on the rear of the apartment complex was an HVAC box, extremely necessary in a climate which often reached far north of a hundred degrees. The windows themselves were sealed.

      The sound of the assault was muted on this side of the building. Trapp kept his weapon where it was. He didn’t intend to shoot anyone on Saudi soil if he could help it. Too much paperwork.

      Another crash, a little closer, indicated that the front door of the target apartment now lay in splinters, and the Arabic shouts were clearer now, as one obstacle that lay in the path of the sound disappeared.

      About every 30 yards, an unpainted metal fire escape staircase led from each floor of the squat apartment complex down to ground level. It was an obvious escape route, and Trapp cursed the useless Saudi intelligence officers for not covering it. He considered calling out to some of the troops, but bit down on the impulse. He was better off alone.

      He kept his powerful frame pressed tight against the building’s wall and leaned his head out past a wheeled trash can to scan down the alleyway. A thin crack of light indicated that it opened up at the end of the block almost a hundred yards away. Other than that, there was no exit.

      At least…

      A sound caught his attention. The shivering groan of wood against wood. He froze, angling his neck to better pinpoint the source of the noise. He considered calling for help a second time, but again decided against it.

      In the event, he had no time. A pair of feet dangled into his line of sight, then the legs they belonged to, and finally the torso attached to that. The body parts hung in the air for a few seconds, feet flailing, until the entire package fell to the ground with a thump and an audible groan.

      Real smooth.

      The owner of the raining limbs rested face down on the sand-swept asphalt for a few seconds clutching his thigh before turning around and scanning the alleyway. In a scene that could’ve been taken from a B-movie, his dark, reddened eyes met Trapp’s and widened, at first slowly, and then all at once.

      Trapp’s fingers grazed his pistol, but he felt no immediate urge to draw it. The kid didn’t look a day over twenty, and both his light blue jeans and patterned T-shirt were too tight – and stretched over too voluminous a body – to conceal any kind of weapon.

      So instead, he did what any right-thinking intelligence operative would do when confronted with such a situation. He raised his right hand, smiled – and waved.

      The kid scrambled to his feet, the soles of his shoes kicking out stones as his arms rotated in their sockets like a cartoon character, his body spinning a one-eighty as he prepared to sprint down the alleyway.

      “Hey, buddy,” Trapp called out, his resigned tone indicating that he knew what was about to happen. “I had a long night. How about you do us both a favor and don’t run?”

      No such luck. There never was.

      Trapp loped into a gentle run, his longer stride and superior fitness easily eating up the yards on the overweight Saudi youth. If he could have placed a wager on it – though of course, in Saudi Arabia such an act was forbidden – he would have bet that the only exposure the kid currently running hell for leather away from him had to violence was playing Call of Duty on his Xbox.

      He quickly built up speed. Ten yards behind. Then five.

      Something slipped out of the rear pocket of the kid’s jeans, but before Trapp could make out what it was in his peripheral vision, his shoulder connected with the boy’s hip, his arms wrapped around in a perfect regulation tackle, and they both came clattering to the ground.

      The impact battered the breath from Trapp’s lungs, but it instantly beat the fight out of his captive. He rolled away, keeping a wary eye on the kid, and gingerly examined a minor scrape on his hand. “I told you not to run.”
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      ‘Ulaysha Prison, Central Riyadh

      

      Low apartment blocks and an international school were situated side by side with the squat, triangular concrete detention facility, which boasted four stories above ground and two below. Local residents and children alike speculated on the fates of those who entered the prison but never seemed to leave. To the rear of the brutalist building lay a small patch of bare desert. Rumors had swirled for decades that those who displeased the royal family ended up buried there in shallow graves. Unsurprisingly, no one had yet tested that thesis.

      At least, they hadn’t lived to tell the tale.

      The Mahabith guards hauled the prisoners beneath the surface, depriving them of the scant comfort of natural light and the sound of the city they had known all their lives. It was a crude tactic, and yet surprisingly effective, engendering a sense of isolation in a prisoner, a sensation that everyone they’d ever known and loved had already forgotten them.

      And that soon so too would the rest of the world.

      Trapp’s skin crawled.

      He hated places like this.

      It wasn’t just the lingering thought that one day he might run out of luck, play his cards wrong, and find himself in an orange jumpsuit, his own arms shackled behind his back, only given a few inches of movement, observed when he got his cock out to take a piss or squatted to do a shit, wasting away underneath a bare lightbulb that was never switched off. It was that tactics like this rarely produced optimal results.

      He glanced through the one-way window that opened up onto a small, bare interrogation room. “He doesn’t know shit.”

      “Perhaps,” Major Hussein allowed.

      The man’s occasionally plummy English accent had begun to grate on Trapp, and the confined observation room didn’t help. “But if that’s the case, then why did he run?”

      Trapp jerked his finger at a scuffed metal table top, and the item he’d seen fall from the suspect’s pocket. “That’s what, half an ounce of weed? What’s that worth around these parts?”

      “A hand, probably,” the Saudi shrugged – ironically – offhandedly.

      His American counterpart’s nose wrinkled in distaste. “You don’t think you might run?”

      Hamza rose and threw a dog-eared manila folder down onto the table beside Trapp, who peeled the cover back, only to see row after row of tightly-spaced Arabic text. Language comprehension was one thing. He could just about handle contorting his tongue into the right shapes to speak the damn words – but he couldn’t read a single one. Hell, he didn’t even know where they finished and the next began. “You’ll have to help me out.”

      “His father runs an export business. Dates, mainly. Owns a small warehouse in New York City.”

      Trapp’s eyebrow arched. “Dates?”

      The Saudi shrugged. “You know, dried fruit. There’s a big Arab population in New York. Good business.”

      “I know what dates are,” Trapp snorted. “Forget about it. Anyway, you’re saying what – that the import business is a front? A way of getting something into the States?”

      “I’m not saying anything,” Hamza replied. “But it’s possible.”

      “Let’s go talk to them,” Trapp decided.

      His ears had pricked up upon hearing of the import business, but something about this whole situation didn’t ring true. Wahhabi fundamentalists didn’t smoke pot – they were the assholes out there crucifying people for doing just that.

      Literally crucifying. Either the departed Lieutenant Musaid Al Saad’s uncle was cut from different cloth than his son, or they were wasting time running down a nothing lead. Either way, they wouldn’t figure it out sitting here.

      “The kid, or the father?”

      “Both.”

      Prison guards dragged Samir Al Saad into the cell alongside his own son and threw him roughly against another metal table. The sound of their harsh yells was muted by the door that still separated Trapp from the action, but not by much. The American operative watched as they yanked the elder man’s bound hands forward and shackled them next to his son’s.

      Trapp entered the interrogation room alongside the major. They both seated themselves across from the terrified captives.

      Hamza spoke first, addressing Samir. “My friend is interested in what you two have to say. If you tell the truth, I will allow you home tonight. You will sleep in your own beds. No harm will come to either your son or you.”

      He paused, spreading his hands. “But if I suspect that you are lying to me, then I will show no such mercy.”

      Trapp saw instantly that the two men opposite him were terrified. The chains that locked their handcuffed limbs together jangled against the metal table like a nightmarish wind chime. The sound filled him with disgust. He would leave this place and wash away the shame, but they would carry the trauma with them for the rest of their lives.

      And besides, he already knew there was nothing here. Neither father nor son displayed even a hint of defiance, whether overt or hidden. They might tell their interrogators what they thought they wanted to hear, but they knew nothing. And any confession squeezed out of them through threats of violence would be worthless, serving only to waste the time of the analysts back at Langley as they confirmed what Trapp already knew.

      He spoke softly, in Arabic, doing his best to put them at ease. “I apologize for the way you have been treated.”

      Neither the uncle nor the son said a word in reply. Both men simply stared nervously at the metal table in front of them, clearly calculating that any word they spoke could only serve to further implicate them in a conspiracy of which they knew nothing.

      “Samir,” Trapp said, addressing Musaid’s uncle. “I’m sorry if I am the first to bring you this news. Your nephew, Musaid, killed himself yesterday.”

      Instantly, the old man looked up, the chains jangling as he started with shock. His voice was hoarse with disuse. “What –?”

      The surprise was real, Trapp noted, further confirming what he already suspected. He nodded. “I’m sorry. He was a pilot, correct?”

      Samir agreed, his head unconsciously bobbing up and down as the shock dispelled his previous reticence to speak. “Yes. In the American Air Force. My brother was so proud. What happened?”

      Trapp winced at the realization that he had to deliver this news. The man opposite him knew nothing. Less than nothing. He was just an honest trader, dragged by ties of blood into world events beyond his comprehension. “He used his plane as a weapon.”

      Samir Al Saad’s mouth dropped open in pure horror. For a few seconds, his jaw moved as he attempted to speak, but no words came out. And then he stopped trying entirely. Trapp watched a sense of dread fill his eyes as they shifted from his own face to that of Major Hussein’s.

      He understood why, and the thought filled him with compassion. Like many of the Gulf states, Saudi Arabia was not a place which understood justice in the same way as the Western world. Its rulers thought nothing of locking up extended members of a single family, many of whom were guilty of nothing more than association.

      Samir expected the same was about to happen not just to him, but also his son.

      Trapp stood and beckoned for Hamza to follow him. As they reached the door, he spoke in a low voice – and in English – so as not to unduly embarrass the man.

      “This is your country, Major,” Trapp said. “But I’d consider it a personal favor if you could cut these two loose and see that nothing else happens to them.”

      Hamza grimaced, but acceded to his request. “Fine. I have something to attend to. I will send for you shortly.”
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      The security around the compound belonging to the Ritz-Carlton Hotel in Riyadh was tight and multi-layered, which caused Trapp’s convoy to snake through an S formation of cement blocks artfully disguised as flowerbeds and designed to slow a vehicular bomb down long enough for the Saudi troops at the guard post to fill it full of lead. Normally, any driver attempting to visit the hotel’s luxurious lobby was stopped for identification and their vehicle was searched for explosives beneath them. The same rule held whether you were driving a Rolls-Royce or a Hyundai, though the latter more usually entered by the service road.

      On this occasion, however, the procession of Mahabith SUVs barely slowed. The troops on duty knew better than to hinder their arrival and waved them through the security cordon from behind wraparound sunglasses.

      Besides, this was not the first such visit that night.

      Palm trees, limp flags and Victorian streetlights studded the long drive up to the hotel’s warmly lit front entrance, and Trapp’s SUV curved around an extravagant burbling water feature before it finally came to a halt. A white-coated doorman stepped out of the hotel and hurried to welcome the newest arrivals as though they were ordinary guests, studiously ignoring the fact that tonight, the Ritz-Carlton’s customary denizens were nowhere to be seen.

      A wave of heat rushed into the vehicle, instantly neutralizing the bubble of cool air inside, yet even so, a chill ran up Trapp’s spine. The contrast with the detention facility with which he had recently become acquainted was impossible to ignore, though the Saudis around him seemed to manage that feat capably. A spray of moisture from the fountain caught him on the face as his boots hit the ground, a welcome respite from the dry desert air. He allowed someone else to close the car door behind him.

      A Saudi intelligence officer wearing dark fatigues but no mark of name or rank met him in the lobby. “The major is waiting for you, sir.”

      Trapp merely grunted.

      The truth, he knew, was that his own country’s justice system was no paragon of virtue. A higher proportion of Americans wake up every morning behind bars than any other people on the planet, and outcomes are inescapably skewed by wealth. If the accused can afford a good lawyer, she can cut a better deal. Perhaps walk free entirely. The corollary is equally true.

      Even so, he’d never seen anything like this. Many of the Saudi security personnel stationed inside the luxurious hotel – now standing in as a gilded cage for the men Trapp was about to meet – wore balaclava-style masks, presumably to conceal their identity. It was a worthwhile precaution, for that night, the hotel’s guests were of a persuasion that was as powerful as it was vengeful.

      “Hamza,” Trapp said guardedly, extending his hand. “You think you’ve got something more for me this time?”

      The attempt at pressing the Saudi’s buttons was as crude as it was effective, though the man did not allow the flicker of irritation that crossed his face to enter his tone of voice as he replied.

      “We shall see,” he said simply.

      He dismissed his trailing subordinate with a flick of his wrist and gestured for Trapp to follow him down an ornate hallway wallpapered in gold leaf. Masked men stood at intervals, bearing weapons whose deadly simplicity stood in stark contrast to the building’s opulent grandeur.

      They stopped, and the Saudi major clicked his fingers, summoning an aide. They spoke brisk Arabic in a low tone. Trapp made no attempt to listen in. Hamza turned toward him as the other Saudi disappeared behind a door that appeared to open up on a hotel suite before it softly closed behind him.

      “Jason,” Hamza murmured. “I need you to understand that you are a guest in this country.”

      Trapp’s reply was emotionless. “Speak plainly, Hamza. What do you want?”

      The hotel door clicked open, and the major’s aide returned, though Trapp paid him no attention, keeping his eyes fixed on Hamza’s dark orbs. The man stood awkwardly to one side, visible only in Trapp’s peripheral vision and carrying something that he couldn’t quite make out as he stared the major down.

      Instead of answering, Hamza turned to the man and plucked the items out of his hand. “You wear a forty-four?”

      The meaning of the man’s unusual question became clear as he thrust a suit carrier into Trapp’s hands along with a pair of impeccably polished black Oxford shoes. English, Trapp knew immediately. Probably Crockett and Jones, the favored brand of the Saudi elite, though he didn’t intend to venture a guess whether that was because they valued the quality or merely the price tag.

      “What do you expect me to do with this?”

      The major grimaced. “Put it on. The individuals to whom I will be introducing you require a more… delicate touch.”

      Trapp stood in front of his Saudi counterpart clutching a pair of shoes in his left hand, the suit in his right, but made no move to don either. “There’s something you should know about me, my friend,” he said flatly.

      Hamza furrowed his brow, but proceeded with caution. “Oh?”

      “I’m very much in love.”

      The wrinkles on the Saudi’s brow only deepened. “I do not understand.”

      “What I’m saying, Hamza, is that if you want me to dress up and look pretty for you, I need to be sure I’m not about to get fucked.”

      Hamza’s head sank. “You don’t understand,” he mumbled with a pained expression.

      “Then help me out a bit.”

      The man’s eyes shut for two long seconds. When they opened, they crackled with both irritation and resignation, emotions that – like oil and water – don’t mix well. He summoned an aide from nearby. The man was holding a manila folder. Hamza grabbed it and retrieved two sheets of neatly spaced typed paper with his surprisingly slim and nimble fingers.

      He glanced at the documents, though clearly only for show. Whatever information was contained within them, he already knew it. “Names.”

      Trapp arched an eyebrow. He could play the monosyllabic game as well as anyone alive. “Of?”

      Hamza’s lips thinned, and Trapp suspected he knew what was going through the man’s head. Trapp’s boss’s boss was twisting the elbow of whoever played that role for the Saudi intelligence official, and now that river of shit was only flowing one way. Eventually, he began to speak – though his tone was slow and halting, as if the act of divulging state secrets physically pained him.

      “Sympathizers,” he mumbled before gaining steam and ticking a list off on his fingers. “Financiers. People known to have funded extremist organizations who might have an interest in harming your country, and those we suspect of the same, but cannot prove.”

      Trapp glanced around the exquisite hallway. Despite the overpowering heat outside, the space was perfectly cool. “This is a nice prison.”

      Hamza shrugged. “And these are well-connected individuals. I do what I must. In my position, perhaps you would do the same. Or perhaps not.”

      “Enough teasing,” Trapp said gruffly, holding out his hand. “Are you going to take me to third base or not?”

      The Saudi nodded curtly and handed Trapp the two sheets. His eyes widened as he scanned the list of names, and he let out a low whistle. The CTC would sacrifice a firstborn son to get a few minutes in the same room as the man at the bottom of the list, let alone the name at the top. He drew his cell phone from his pocket, snapped pictures of both pages, and sent a message to Langley, accompanied by a single question mark.

      He looked up. “You’ve got a set of balls on you, I’ll give you that, Major.”

      Hamza maintained a diplomatic silence.

      Trapp considered his position, but not for long. “Okay, you win.” He thrust his new outfit toward the Saudi major and said, “Hold these.”

      Without standing on ceremony, he kicked off his boots. First one, then the other. They clunked as they landed a few feet distant. Next his belt clinked as he undid the buckle.

      “There is a room!” Hamza squeaked, for the first time seeming truly startled, rather than merely restrained. “You do not have to –”

      “I know I don’t, Hamza,” Trapp replied, dropping his pants to the floor of the hallway and stepping out of them. His shirt joined the puddle of clothing next, until he was standing in the center of the long, wide, gold-leaf hallway in nothing more than a single pair of brilliant white boxer briefs.

      Hamza said nothing as Trapp retrieved the suit carrier, unzipped it, and dressed himself in an immaculate three-thousand-dollar Tom Ford suit that fit like a glove. Somehow, so did the Oxfords. Hell, it even felt like someone had already broken them in. Trapp grinned. “You need to introduce me to your tailor sometime.”

      The Saudi’s nostrils flared in the manner of a man attempting to conceal a smile despite himself. “You know, Jason – you never struck me as the suit-wearing type.”

      “Touché.”

      Hamza examined Trapp with a critical eye as the American shrugged on the dark blue wool suit jacket. A silk tie had been provided, looped around the coathanger, but remained stubbornly unworn. The oversight drew no comment. “You heard what I said?”

      “About what?” Trapp grinned, wanting to make the man sweat.

      The Saudi winced. “About your behavior.”

      Trapp bent over and fished his CIA-issue satellite phone from inside his pants pocket, as well as the pistol holstered in his belt. He carried the phone in his left hand as he returned to an upright position. “No one’s asked me that question since kindergarten.”

      “I need the pistol, Jason,” Hamza stated firmly.

      Trapp shook his head. “With respect, Major – that’s nonnegotiable. I’m under orders to go nowhere without personal protection.”

      That last bit wasn’t strictly speaking true, but it sounded good, and besides, he had no intention of surrendering his personal weapon. He just about trusted Hamza not to blow his brains out, but that trust didn’t extend to the major’s men. In his experience, fanatics in this part of the world had an uncomfortable habit of turning on you when you least expected it.

      Hamza made a noise that was somewhere between a grunt and a snarl and physically steeled himself before replying in a tone that was just the right side of courteous. “If it comes out –”

      “It won’t,” Trapp replied coolly.

      Unless I need it, he left unsaid.
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      The word interview sprang to Trapp’s mind rather than interrogation, because the first sit-down was at best a tepid affair.

      The subject was a middling bureaucrat in Aramco, the Saudi state oil company, and he was a little man whose belly was so swollen with ill-deserved self-importance that it seemed impossible that there was any space left over for his sizable gut. White-jacketed waiters danced in and out of the cavernous hotel suite that was standing in as an interrogation room, carrying entire tea sets on silver trays.

      Each time such an interruption was made, the flow of conversation necessarily died away. The forced politeness began to grate on Trapp’s mind. Actually, that wasn’t true either. It grated from the very first moment.

      Hamza sat with his hands clasped on his lap when he wasn’t sipping a steaming china cup of tea. He left the questions to one of his men, an individual who in Trapp’s judgment wasn’t cut out for the intelligence business.

      “And. Your. Bank records,” he said, stumbling over the question. “What about. The transaction. On the third of November?”

      Trapp let out an audible sigh, stood, and exited the room without waiting for a response. If this regional deputy VP, Logistics Division, or whatever the fuck he was, knew a damn thing, he’d have spilled it the moment he stepped into the hotel suite.

      Hamza followed him out and pulled the door closed softly behind him. Trapp blasted the Saudi with both barrels. “Are you trying to fucking play me?” he grunted without any preamble.

      “I don’t follow,” the major replied defensively.

      “This is bullshit. We could sit in that room until the next Ice Age, and we wouldn’t learn a thing. Nothing useful, anyway.”

      Hamza opened his mouth to reply, but his neck whipped around as a commotion engulfed the far end of the hallway. A man in a traditional white Arabic thoub robe physically thrust an armed Saudi military policeman aside, tossing him against the wall of the hallway with ease. It was a feat of mass, not muscle, but impressive nonetheless. He jabbed his thumb at the hapless policeman’s chest and yelled at him.

      The words were in Arabic, and Trapp only caught the tail end of the exclamation. “– dare you! My brother will have your head. In fact, fuck your head. I’ll take your balls.”

      As Hamza’s face fell with dismay, the expression on Trapp’s own could not have been more different. His mouth stretched wide in a wolfish grin and he thrust his hands in his pockets. “Prince Waleed, huh? I didn’t think you’d really go through with it.”

      For a second, the major’s attention snapped back to him. “I wish I hadn’t.”

      Trapp held back and watched Hamza somehow sweettalk the Saudi prince into entering a hotel suite. Not one on this floor, of course. A royal suite, fitting his status. He trailed behind, taking the next elevator, for the first was filled with the prince’s anxious-looking young retinue. Just before the suite door swung shut, he darted through and concealed himself toward the back of the enormous rectangular reception room. At the head of the giant space stood a single large chair, ahead of which sat an elegantly carved mahogany coffee table. Additional seating lay around the edges of the room. Most of the center remained empty.

      The royal treatment that had briefly calmed Prince Waleed quickly proved insufficient. The paunchy man leaned forward, slammed his clenched fist on the table in front of him, and bellowed, “Whiskey!”

      One of his aides duly disappeared to fulfill his master’s request, practically sprinting as he did so.

      The phone in Trapp’s pocket buzzed, and he noted an incoming message from Langley. He tapped the screen, and long before he was done reading, he wore an evil grin on his face. They had the bastard.

      This time Hamza took the lead. Whether that was because of the delicacy of the situation or simply a result of his subordinates refusing to fulfill the task wasn’t clear.

      “Prince,” he murmured in Arabic, testing Trapp’s ability to translate. “I apologize for the necessity of requesting your presence here today.”

      “Requesting –!” the prince bellowed, his eyes bulging with rage. “This is captivity, not a social call. When my brother hears of this –”

      “Your brother approved my request,” Hamza interjected firmly.

      The force and alacrity of the man’s response caused Trapp’s eyes to widen with approval. The major was clearly no shrinking violet. He almost regretted crushing the man’s thumbs in a vise a few moments before. Almost.

      “I don’t believe it. Let me speak to him.”

      The door to the suite opened and closed, and a young man poured the prince a hefty slug of whiskey. The label on the bottle was yellowed with age, and Trapp suspected that a set of the amber liquid would cost more than a month’s salary.

      “That can be arranged,” Hamza agreed amiably. “But first, I have a few questions.”

      Prince Waleed’s chubby hand reached out and jerkily drew the crystal tumbler toward him, spilling a quarter of the precious liquid on the thick carpet in the process. He hissed with dismay and wiped his hand on his robe.

      “No questions. Not until I speak with my brother.”

      His eyes flickered around the room for the first time, as the white intensity of his rage mellowed, and the embers of anger gave him the space to take in his surroundings. They passed across Trapp without stopping, but a second later, the Saudi Prince’s neck snapped back.

      He stabbed the finger of his free hand at the American operative. “Who is he?”

      Trapp kept his arms crossed over his barrel chest, but allowed Hamza to take the lead. Despite his desire to waterboard the notorious Saudi royal – and not just for the crime of spilling his whiskey – he was not a stupid man, and he understood the unusual delicacy of his present situation.

      “An American friend,” Hamza murmured soothingly before casting an imploring expression in Trapp’s direction.

      “You dare bring a kafir into my presence?” the prince spat. “I want him gone. Immediately.”

      Trapp bit his lip, already knowing he was fighting a losing battle against the irritation spiking within him.

      “That’s a funny word to use,” he said, speaking the prince’s native tongue in a form of peace offering.

      It was swiftly rejected.

      “I call you an unbeliever because that is what you are,” the prince growled, knocking the base of his crystal tumbler against the arm of his chair, and in the process spilling yet more of the priceless liquid. “Or am I wrong?”

      Trapp’s arms dropped to his sides, and he took a casual step forward. The major’s expression pleaded for him not to intervene, but the man said nothing. The prince’s assortment of aides looked to their boss, and then to Trapp and back again, not knowing what to do, and thus losing the ability to do anything at all.

      “You,” Trapp grunted, eyeing a smartly-suited young MBA with slicked-back hair who was seated nearest to the prince. “Move.”

      When the man did nothing, Trapp grabbed him by the shoulder and firmly lifted him from a seated position to a standing one, then dragged the silk-backed wooden chair towards the prince.

      “This,” Waleed blustered, “this is intolerable. Major – I demand you do something about this.”

      “Hamza,” Trapp said mildly. “I suggest you do no such thing. I think it’s time that the prince and I had a little chat.”

      He sat down and looked directly at Prince Waleed, displaying a countenance of complete confidence. To some degree it was an act. Whatever pressure Washington was applying on the Saudis had limits – and if he was ever going to bump up against them, it would probably be in sitting down face to face with the king’s own brother.

      So what would Hamza do?

      There was a rustle from behind him, and the squeak of a man’s body relaxing into a chair settled the issue.

      Trapp grinned. “My name, Mr. Waleed, is Jason Trapp. I probably shouldn’t tell you that, because the kind of people you do business with will probably attempt to kill me now.”

      Prince Waleed glanced at Hamza, as though expecting him to do something about Trapp’s impertinence. When the Mahabith officer made no move to intervene, the man’s frenetic bile kicked into overdrive.

      The crystal tumbler came down once more, his mouth opened wide to curse out those around him, and Trapp took the opportunity to strike, rising from his seat. “I think, Mr. Waleed, it’s about time someone saved you from yourself.”

      In the same movement, he plucked the whiskey from the undeserving prince’s fat fingers and returned immediately to his own seat.

      Waleed blinked, and his mouth fell agape before spluttering, “What the hell do you think you are doing?”

      “Are you the unbeliever, or am I?” Trapp asked, raising the tumbler to his nose, closing his eyes, and drinking in an intoxicating brew of sandalwood and oak, heather and brisk sea air. His eyes opened. “You see, I’ve never pretended to be anything I’m not. I drink. Not often, but sometimes too much. Usually nothing as expensive as this.” He took a sip. “You really do have fantastic taste.”

      “What do you want, Mr. Trapp?” the prince growled, paying meticulous attention to Trapp’s name – and making sure he knew it.

      Trapp made like a duck and washed the pressure right off. He relaxed into his chair and swilled his new prize, delighting in the way the lights overhead glinted. Perhaps he would take the bottle.

      “You know, Waleed – I can call you that, can’t I? – I’ve been wondering why someone would choose to attack an oil refinery. A stratotanker is a weapon of mass destruction with wings welded on. Why not dive it into NRG Stadium? Poof – there’s seventy thousand dead, just like that. Hell of a halftime show, don’t you think?”

      For the first time, a fact which did not escape Trapp’s notice, the prince remained silent. Save for a brief flaring of his eyes, he made no sign that he had even heard the accusation.

      Trapp twisted the knife. “Waleed, are you aware of a company called Kingdom Financial Group?”

      “Of course. I own it.”

      Trapp clapped his hands together. “Of course. How foolish of me.”

      He delved into his pocket for the satellite phone and keyed something into a web browser. He spun the screen so that it faced the prince but said nothing.

      The prince’s eyes flickered toward the phone, then back. “What is your point, Mr. Trapp?”

      “My point, Waleed, is that KFG has petrochemical investments in this very country, along with the UAE, Ghana, Morocco… The list goes on. You yourself receive a rather sizable share of Saudi oil revenues. Higher than the official books state, of course.”

      Waleed’s face wrinkled up. “You have nothing. I invest in oil, so what? We’re in the desert, you donkey. Should I put my money into rice paddies?”

      Trapp turned the phone around. “That’s quite a spike, isn’t it, Waleed? From sixty bucks a barrel to a hundred in less than two days. Who knows what riches tomorrow holds?”

      The prince shrugged. “The oil business is a risky one. This week we profit. Last week we didn’t. But that is the way of the world.”

      “I guess it is,” Trapp replied slowly. “Unless…”

      “Unless what?” Waleed growled.

      “You see, Waleed, my people tell me that KFG needs the price of oil to be above $62 just to break even. Last month it was at 47. Last quarter you lost almost a billion dollars.”

      “So what?” Waleed said, flicking his fingers dismissively. “It happens.”

      “It does.” Trapp nodded. “But a billion here, a billion there, pretty soon you’re talking real money.”

      Waleed gritted his teeth, and a second later his fists clenched involuntarily. “Are you accusing me of something, Mr. Trapp?”

      Trapp stood. “You know, I guess I am. I think you’ve been funneling money to terrorists to prop up the oil price. And I think you know I’m right.”

      The prince surged upward, which the analytical part of Trapp’s brain recognized as quite the feat, given the man’s not inconsiderable bulk. But he stood no chance. Trapp himself sprang forward and physically shoved Waleed back into his seat, a little too hard, in fact. The chair wobbled backward as the man collapsed at the knees and almost fell back entirely.

      “Jason!” Hamza yelled. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

      Trapp drew his pistol and pointed it at the quivering prince’s forehead. He left it aimed there, swiveled his neck to survey a room of stunned aides and Hamza himself, who now had his hand on his own weapon.

      “What I should’ve done already,” he grunted.

      “Major, order your men to take the American into custody,” Waleed mumbled in a voice that attempted to project strength but only signaled weakness.

      Trapp shook his head. He left his gaze on Hamza, not bothering to look at the two uniformed officers at the back of the large room, and instead addressing the prince. “Waleed, are you willing to bet your life that those half-baked excuses for soldiers over there can save your sorry ass before I pull this trigger?”

      “Major!” Waleed whimpered. “I insist –”

      “You’re done insisting,” Trapp replied mockingly, turning back to the prince. “Either you tell me what I want to know, or I’m going to put a bullet in your skull.”

      The man’s eyes bulged. He was clearly unused to being spoken to in this manner. “You wouldn’t dare. I am the king’s brother. His men would kill you the second you tried.”

      Trapp let loose a short, dismissive laugh that died as quickly as it began. “That’s right, Waleed. They’re his men, not yours. Remember that. And how many brothers does this king of yours have, anyway? Twenty? Fifty? Perhaps he would thank me for thinning out the herd.”

      Waleed glowered, but remained silent. Trapp took the opportunity to draw the sat phone from his pocket, provoking a nervous gulp from his victim.

      “And what if your king learned that his brother financed yesterday’s attack in Texas? What then, Waleed? You think maybe he’d start to think of you as an embarrassing liability? Maybe it would be better for everyone if you simply disappeared.”

      “I did nothing of the sort,” the prince protested, his voice noticeably less assured.

      “Oh, but you did,” Trapp said, waggling the screen in front of the man’s eyes. “And I have the receipts to prove it, Waleed. I can draw a direct line between you and the prick who blew up half of Port Arthur. Well, his mom anyway. And that’s good enough for me.”

      “You can’t,” Waleed moaned.

      Trapp took a pace forward, rested the muzzle of the pistol on the prince’s sweaty forehead, and leaned forward to whisper into his ear. His mouth wrinkled with distaste as he spoke. “Waleed, I’m going to give you a choice. I want to know who else you sent money to. Names. Amounts. Dates. If you tell me, I’ll let you go. You can spend the rest of your life doing whatever it is you rich fucks do for fun, as long as that doesn’t involve murdering American citizens. In fact – scratch that. I want you out of the murder business, period.”

      “I’ve done nothing!”

      “I’m about to start counting, Waleed. If I get to zero before you start talking, then I hope those seventy-two virgins were worth it. Three. Two –”

      Waleed let out a strangled shriek, and tears began coursing down his cheeks. “Stop. I’ll tell you everything.”
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      Teterboro Private Terminal, New Jersey.

      

      The Gulfstream touched down a little after nine in the morning after flying through the night with only one passenger.

      The gentle jolt as its wheels kissed the runway woke Trapp from a seated slumber, and he threw a scowl at the lie-flat sofa bed a few feet behind him as he massaged a crick out of his neck. There was no stewarding team on the CIA’s executive jet to provide a turndown service and point passengers to the nearest bed. At least, not when it carried mere operatives like the Hangman.

      The jet’s engines dropped power as it taxied to a remote section of the terminal. Trapp glanced out of the porthole-style windows and saw an SUV waiting for him on the asphalt, complete with government plates.

      The pilot neither announced the local time nor stepped foot outside the cockpit. Trapp unbuckled his seatbelt, grabbed his attaché case, and pilfered a small bottle of OJ from the minibar. It was the only breakfast he was likely to get, fast food notwithstanding, and at least this had vitamins. He glanced down at the bottle. Not fresh. Of course not. This was the Agency, not the Fortune 500.

      Okay, then at least it’s got sugar. Beggars can’t be choosers.

      He downed it in one before tossing the empty container into a trashcan and making for the exit. He unbolted the door, which swung open as though it weighed no more than a feather, in the process deploying a set of stairs to the ground. The second they kissed the turf, he took them two at a time and made straight for the waiting SUV.

      The man leaning against it had a striking, unusual look. About as tall as Trapp, though not as bulky. He had a runner’s build. Track. Not long-distance. Four hundred meter, maybe – muscular and wiry, not thin and spindly. But it was his hair that drew Trapp’s attention. Thick and black, cut short, with a section the size of a man’s clenched fist on his left temple that was entirely white. His eyes were hazel.

      “You my driver?” he grunted.

      “Not exactly. But I do drive.” The man grinned, gesturing at the bag in Trapp’s hand. “You travel light.”

      Low blood sugar and several days of first crawling over Middle Eastern borders then soaring through multiple time zones combined into a wave of light-headedness that made Trapp’s head spin and did little to improve his famous congeniality.

      “Why don’t you cut the crap and tell me who the fuck you are,” he said, deploying a tone of voice that wasn’t angry, just matter-of-fact.

      Like It’s a matter of fact that if you don’t tell the truth, I’ll snap your spindly fucking neck.

      The man reached into the breast pocket of his suit jacket, causing Trapp to flinch. “Easy, tiger,” he said mildly. “I’m just getting my ID.”

      The hand came back out clutching a small leather case, which flicked open in turn to reveal an identity card on one side and the unmistakable eagle-headed badge that marked the man as a special agent belonging to the Federal Bureau of Investigation.

      “Nick Pope,” he said. “Nick’s just fine.”

      Trapp glanced at the photo on the identity card, then at the man holding it. They matched, but then again, that meant little. Replica badges were a dime a dozen even on the regular Internet, let alone the more nefarious markets that people like him were known to frequent. The accompanying identity card was harder to duplicate, but far from impossible.

      “Okay, Nick Pope,” he said, reaching for the man’s badge. “You mind?”

      For a second, both men’s fingers were touching it, neither willing to give way without a fight. Finally, Pope sighed and relinquished his grasp. “You do you, man. Whatever makes you happy.”

      Trapp studied it carefully and found no sign that it was a fake. But in truth, his mind was already made up. His spidey senses weren’t tingling. If anything, they were telling him that this guy was a fucking Boy Scout. He handed the badge back.

      “So what are you doing here?” he asked.

      Pope’s eyebrow kinked. “No one told you?”

      “I guess not,” Trapp remarked drily.

      The agent jerked his chin at his vehicle. “Get in. I’ll fill you in on the way.”

      Trapp climbed into the SUV, and once both sets of doors had thunked shut and both buckles plunged into their respective sockets, he looked expectantly at Pope. “How about now?”

      “So here’s the deal. While you were in the air, the CTC was hard at work running down those transactions you sent over. We’ve got a list of names and addresses, and we’ve got agents busting down doors across the country.”

      He glanced at Trapp, a smile dancing across his lips. “Not literally, don’t worry. We’re just watching. Seeing what shakes loose.”

      “Hold up,” Trapp said, frowning. “Take it from the top. You chased down these guys already?”

      “How long were you out, Sleeping Beauty?” Pope grinned, gesturing at Trapp’s rumpled clothes. “We work fast when we need to. We’re not local cops.”

      “How many guys we talking?”

      “Twenty. Twenty-five at the outside. They were still untangling a few of the transactions as I was driving over here.”

      “So you’re telling me,” Trapp said skeptically, grinding his knuckles against his temple in an attempt to distract from a growing headache behind his eyes, “that in the last twelve hours, you cracked the biggest ring of terrorist cells since 9/11. Not only that, but you printed out their names and addresses in a neatly typed fucking list? I don’t buy it.”

      A look of slight confusion decorated Pope’s face. He held his hands up defensively. “Hey – you’re the one who brought us the intel, right? This is your show.”

      “I sourced it, yeah. But you’re the guys who ran the leads down. Tell me what you found.”

      Pope ticked it off on his fingers. “All Saudi. Students, mainly. But some diaspora, some on work visas. All men under the age of thirty. Most of them are fresh, we’ve got nothing on them. A couple made it onto a watchlist, but never very high, and not for long. Certainly not long enough to merit a deep dive.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      “A bunch of angry Arabs running around with five million bucks of Saudi blood money,” Pope said, deadpan. “Me neither, buddy.”

      “Not that,” Trapp replied. He paused for a second, wondering how far he could trust this guy, and let his instincts do the talking.

      “It’s all too easy. Prince Waleed donates a few million to the cause. All that money immediately gets routed to operatives stateside. Kids with no experience, no track record in the game. Why no shell corporations? Dummy transfers? Why leave a trail of breadcrumbs in the first place? It’s all too…”

      Pope smiled, finishing Trapp’s thought for him. “Easy? You’ve been watching too many movies. In my experience, even the smart criminals are dumb as a bag of rocks. And then there’s the kind who think it’s a good idea to blow themselves up. That’s all I’m saying.”

      “Yeah, maybe…” Trapp muttered, not convinced. Something about the whole situation didn’t ring true to him; he just didn’t know what it was. “Okay, let’s table that for now. Door number two: why am I sitting in your car?”

      “Here’s the deal, Trapp. You know the law. The CIA can’t be running around the continental US kicking down doors and torturing people.”

      “Why?”

      “Which bit got you stumped – the first one, or the torture part?”

      “The first,” Trapp growled. “It’s not like I haven’t done it before.”

      Pope mockingly covered his ears. “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that. Anyway, the decision’s been made, way above my pay grade. I don’t know what you’re on, but I’m guessing you too.”

      “So you’re what – my babysitter?” Trapp said, unable to mask a contemptuous bite in the tone of his answer.

      “Hey, buddy,” Pope answered, pointedly not rising to the insult. “You said it, not me…”

      Trapp bit back the frustration building inside him. As much as he disliked the fact that the FBI was muscling in on his op, there was something he liked about Pope – the way he wasn’t afraid to give as good as he got. Jostling egos could be good sometimes, as long as the squabbling didn’t get out of hand. Maybe this was one of those times.

      “So who the hell are you, anyway?” he grumbled. It was as good a peace offering as the guy was gonna get.

      “I told you, the name’s –”

      “Think bigger, Nick. Gimme your vitals.”

      The FBI agent started the engine and put the big vehicle into drive. He rested his hands on the steering wheel and turned to Trapp. “Been with the Bureau about ten years. Law school before that, and three years as a beat cop way back in the mists of time.”

      “So you’re what, about my age?”

      “I guess. Carrying it better, though.” Pope smirked. “I work counter-intelligence mostly. California before, now the Big Apple.”

      Trapp’s brow furrowed as the SUV’s tires began to turn. “So who dragged you down here to follow me around? This is a terrorism gig, not counter-intel.”

      “You don’t say. I guess the Bureau’s a bit stretched, what with the NATO summit coming up, and now this new Saudi threat. Plus I worked a couple of Emirati cases a few years back. Picked up a bit of Arabic, too.”

      Trapp put the AC on full blast to wake him up, then let the thick leather seat envelop him. “You’ll do, I guess.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Pope said, ostentatiously glancing at the Gulfstream now receding in the rear mirror. “Hey, there a shower on that thing?”

      Trapp half-turned to look at it. “On that one? Nah.”

      “I didn’t think so.”
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      The logistics warehouse had survived the appliance factory it was built to serve, but not for long. Ten years prior, the company operating it had fallen into bankruptcy, and the building had sat unowned and unloved ever since.

      That was until six months ago, when it was purchased by an anonymously registered Wyoming LLC, itself funded by seed money transferred from an equally shadowy Nevada based corporation that birthed, lived and died for that sole purpose. Perhaps a team of dedicated financial analysts could, given sufficient time to peel back the layers of the onion, track down the progenitor of the funds. It was, however, unlikely – and besides, that man had met his end with a bullet in the back of his head.

      The aphorism ‘dead men tell no tales’ is trite, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t accurate.

      Hasan was the first to arrive.

      He pinned a laminated notice on the front entrance, which warned curious bystanders that a private group interview was scheduled for that evening – and that drop-ins were not welcome. They were given a phone number to call to register their interest, though it led only to a voicemail which wasn’t monitored.

      After tonight, the warehouse would never see use again. Perhaps curious town officials, believing the site might finally be revived, might query why it had not been. But that too was unlikely. And if things proceeded according to plan, there would be no trace left to lead back to tonight’s meeting.

      If they did not, well, there were contingencies for that eventuality.

      Next, he unlocked the side entrance, instinctively flinching as the rusted hinges squealed in protest, and stepped into a space he had entered only once before. The electrical systems had long since decayed from a lack of maintenance, and though the risk of a short leading to a fire leading to the arrival of emergency services was low, it was not non-existent.

      Instead, the assassin walked through the dark room, navigating by memory until his foot nudged against a large, bulky box. He bent down and started the generator, which hummed into life amiably enough. It was connected to several free-standing work lights, which immediately blinked into action, filling a portion of the cavernous warehouse, though not all of it. They dimly illuminated two plain-sided eighteen-wheeler trailers, unhooked from the trucks that had carried them here. He paid them no attention.

      He proceeded to set up a row of folding chairs. They had come with the warehouse, and so it seemed a waste not to use them. By the time he was finished, the scene that was set appeared no more sinister than a curiously industrial Alcoholics Anonymous chapter meeting. All that was missing was a plastic tray of cheap sandwiches and an urn of burned coffee.

      But then – what was a gathering like this supposed to look like?

      Then he waited, seated on one of the chairs with his hands clasped across his lap.

      The first of the men arrived just twenty minutes later, entering the vast space with a flashlight carried in a manner that suggested its bearer would prefer to be equipped with a pistol. He froze the second he saw Hasan, eyes anxiously flickering around the large, shadowy space, searching for threats. He radiated nervous tension, like a wild animal stumbling across a free lunch and suspecting a trap.

      Hasan looked up but did not move. The metal chair beneath him creaked, causing the newcomer to flinch.

      “Amir.” The Iranian smiled, his voice echoing in the cavernous space. “It is good to see you again.”

      Major Amir Nazeri, a senior battlefield commander with the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, was not a man easily shaken. On this occasion, however, as his eyes met those of his counterpart, his complexion drained of all color.

      “You,” Nazeri croaked. “It cannot be.”

      “And yet,” the Iranian said, “it is. I am.”

      “Alive,” Nazeri finished, his voice a broken whisper.

      His flashlight dropped to his side, as though all strength in his body had suddenly drained away. It stayed like that, casting a beam of glow into a murky corner of the empty room, the light quivering and flickering as Nazeri processed the truth that his eyes were communicating to a mind that could not yet believe.

      The flashlight jumped up, blinding Hasan, who raised his right hand to protect his vision and attempted to see through his fingers. Nazeri charged forward, legs infused with a manic strength, no longer enervated, but instead truly invigorated by rage.

      “Colonel,” he yelled, jabbing his finger at the seated Iranian operative. “I watched you die! I was there!”

      He stopped with his index finger outstretched no more than an inch from the man’s eyes, his lined face now flushed with blood.

      “Colonel,” the seated man mused in a dry, academic tone, as though observing the conversation from afar, rather than participating in it. “Colonel Hasan Zargari. It is a long time since anyone has referred to me by that name, my friend.”

      Nazeri’s reply was cold, devoid of all emotion, though the beam of the flashlight quivered, exposing his front as a lie. “I grieved for a man I knew by that name. A man who I served. You are no friend of mine.”

      Zargari felt no anger at his subordinate’s response. It was to be expected. He could still taste the dust from the explosion that had buried him, now almost three years in the past. Feel the agony of the burned skin that took weeks to sprout afresh, months to heal, and was never the same. Hear a ringing in his ears that had never truly faded.

      “I did what I had to do,” he said. “I saw an opportunity, and I took it.”

      “What opportunity?” Nazeri replied bitterly.

      “The opportunity to serve the revolution from the shadows,” Hasan Zargari said with his forked tongue. “To do things that I could not if I were still alive. To set this plan in motion, out of sight, out of mind.”

      “Was it all fake?” Nazeri spat. “Were you ever even there?”

      He was referring, of course, to that day in Yemen when Saudi airstrike had leveled the IRGC’s field headquarters near the border.

      Hasan pulled back the sleeves of his jacket, the material receding like an ocean tide to reveal to his old friend the scars that still marked his body. He said nothing.

      Nazeri dropped to his knees, his chin echoing the movement as it fell toward his chest. The flashlight in his fingers clattered against the filthy concrete floor and rolled away, its beam illuminating the wall, the generator, and then nothing.

      “You should have contacted me, Hasan,” he moaned. “I would have said nothing. You should have trusted me.”

      In truth, Hasan felt nothing for the man now kneeling in front of him. Loyalty was an emotion that the Iranian operative had always inspired in men, though it was one he cherished only in an entirely transactional manner. It was a reaction he simply expected, one he believed he deserved by divine right. And yet he was not so naïve as to allow those who served him to become aware of that fact.

      And so it was in that manner that he reached out to the man who had once called him friend and clasped him around the shoulders, allowing the man’s tears to wash away his grief. “It’s okay, Amir,” he whispered. “You never lost me.”

      The warehouse filled up faster after that, a dozen and a half men, all of a similar build and complexion, though their ages ranged from late 20s to early 40s. Some wore beards, though neatly trimmed in the American fashion. Most did not. Some had met one another before, though none were so foolish as to make that fact plain, except through the medium of shared furtive glances.

      Finally, the man who was once Colonel Hasan Zargari walked to the front of the small congregation. His boots scraped the concrete, deafening amid the rapt silence which filled the warehouse. He turned to face his men with a studied lack of haste. Better to make them wait.

      The eighteen men seemed anything but what they truly were – highly trained Quds Force intelligence operatives, each of whom had racked up kills on the battlefield in the service of their country, and each of whom had been vetted for their suitability by both General Suleimani and Zargari himself. Despite the paint-stained construction firm sweatshirts they wore, the plaid shirts or denim jeans ripped not for fashion, but through hard work, they were loyal to a fault. And they would not falter in the face of what he was about to ask them to accomplish.

      “My brothers,” Zargari said, speaking softly to force each man to pay full attention to his words. “I thank you for joining me here tonight.”

      A whisper passed from man to man, like wind kissing the topmost branches of a copse of trees. The sound was indistinct, but Zargari caught it nonetheless. “The Ghost,” they said.

      He waited for the sound to subside, knowing that the awe they now felt for him was boundless. He was indeed the Ghost, a figure of renown in Iranian intelligence circles as an operative whose feats were as incredible as they were disbelieved. But he was standing there before him as proof that the stories were true.

      “The time has come to strike a final blow against our country’s greatest enemy,” he said. “Over the next few days, each of you will be asked to put your life in jeopardy. If there is any man who does not feel able to meet that commitment, raise your hand now.”

      He paused, waiting for a volunteer that he already knew would never come. Still, he persisted, pricking the blade of a knife into each man’s ego as he did. “There is no shame in bowing out now. I will not hold it against you. Your superiors will never know. It is better to live the rest of your life in peace than risk the operation. So I ask again – do any of you wish to return home?”

      Zargari surveyed the faces arrayed before him, and liked what he saw: not fear, not trepidation or hesitation, but the flash of anger behind eighteen pairs of eyes. These were not cowardly men. They had fought and bled and killed for their country more times than any could count. That was why they had been chosen, after all.

      He nodded curtly. “Good.”

      He turned away, and a breath of wind followed him as each man exhaled collectively. He felt their eyes on the back of his head as he walked to the nearest of the two trailers. The clatter and squeak of metal filled the warehouse as he unlocked it and threw the door open. He grabbed the canvas satchel and carried it back, opening it as he walked. He pulled out a stack of numbered folders and handed them out to men whose faces he had memorized months before.

      “This folder contains your operational targets, parameters, exfiltration routes, secondary weapons caches and rendezvous locations, along with backups for each. You are not to strike a target at which you consider that there is even the slightest chance of being discovered. You are not to be captured alive. You are not to speak Farsi until you return home. You are not to attempt to contact friends or family. The only person you will speak to until you have completed your mission is me, and only when I say.” Zargari grinned. “Any questions?”

      The room was silent, barring the crinkle of paper as the operatives scanned their orders.

      “Good. Your mission packets are not to leave this building. You will be given time to memorize the contents, and then I will retrieve them personally.”

      A single hand raised from the crowd, cautiously at first, and then with purpose. Zargari nodded. “Speak.”

      “Thank you, Colonel,” the man said, grimacing slightly. “Forgive me. I do not wish it to seem as though I am questioning your judgment –”

      “But it seems you’re about to,” Zargari cut in, not missing the power play of the operative addressing him by his former rank, but smiling regardless. A patter of nervous laughter broke the tension, as he’d hoped.

      “Yes, sir,” came the reply, accompanied by a sheepish grin. “It’s only, my targets seem, as the infidels would say, minor-league.”

      Zargari closed his eyes and nodded slowly, allowing a silence to develop, knowing that as it filled, he commanded each man’s rapt attention. “You all know how this works. Each of you has a part to play. Each of you is tweaking the tail of the tiger. You cannot all be the one who finally causes it to lash out. But one of you will be. And when it does, its vengeance will be as swift as it is terrible. So do not worry about apportioning credit. Trust me when I tell you that there will be enough to share.”

      The man nodded gratefully. “Thank you, Colonel.”

      Hasan surveyed his audience. “Any more questions?”

      When none came, he returned to the trailer and removed two military style crates, which he set down in front of him with a heavy thud. He opened the clasps, then spun them round. As before, he waited just long enough for every eye in the room to be focused on his magic trick at the exclusion of all else.

      He drew back the lid on each crate. Each contained ten pistols.

      “This weapon is loaded with a single round. If the Americans find you, you are not to fire back. The bullet is for you. Eat it with the thanks of a grateful nation.”
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      The conference room was situated in the bowels of Mossad’s headquarters building, in a basement area more commonly used for file storage. The number on the front was edged in stenciled paint, not denoted by a brass plaque, and faded with time.

      But Director Uri Cohen knew Room 957 well. Over the years, the unassuming windowless room had played host to the planners of many of Israel’s most daring intelligence operations. Though it was impossible to access without passing through half a dozen layers of security – both visible and not – it was nevertheless swept for bugs twice daily.

      The story went that the employees who carried out that vital task were legally blind. It wasn’t true, of course, but it sounded good.

      The director leaned on his cane, which made a tap sound every time it came into contact with the hallway’s linoleum floor. Which was often, given the sadly diminished length of his stride these days, crippled first by war, then by age, and finally by the weight gain that had followed both. The noise attracted the attention of a uniformed security officer seated at a desk a few paces ahead of the only remaining doorway in the dead-end corridor.

      The man rose, unconsciously smoothing the creases from the front of his uniform, and rustled a crumpled sandwich paper in a desperate attempt to tidy his workstation. “Director,” he said. “I wasn’t expecting anybody.”

      Cohen smiled, resting on his cane, and said, “And you didn’t see me. Understood?”

      Indecision battled on the officer’s face. It disappeared, only to be replaced with a pained expression. “All the same, sir,” he said, “I will need to see your identification.”

      Except the remnants of the man’s lunch, the only other item on the desk in front of him was a laptop computer attached to a plug-in thumbprint scanner. Like most government equipment, it wasn’t exactly high-grade.

      Tap-tap-tap.

      Cohen limped the remaining few paces to the desk, then reached inside his professorial tweed jacket for the ID card that lay in his breast pocket. He allowed a smile of approval to decorate his carved jowls, but did not give voice to the thought. Even so, he silently made it plain that he endorsed the officer’s meticulousness. The man did his job, then opened the door and gestured him inside.

      Ariel Feinman greeted him, anxiously kneading his fingers. “Director. Thank you for coming.”

      “I got your message,” Cohen muttered, flipping his cane in his hand and using the hook end to grab a folding chair, which he drew toward him. He settled on it. “What do you have for me?”

      What lay behind Room 957’s discreet door was just as unassuming as its unheralded location suggested. If the Americans were running this operation, Cohen mused, it would be housed in a gleaming glass operations center. Dozens of fresh-faced intelligence officers would be glued to high-tech computer terminals, entire walls would be given over to display panels taller than most men.

      But that was not the Israeli way. His nation, born in his own lifetime, if only by a matter of hours, had scratched itself from the poor desert soil. She did not have the resources of other countries. But what she was blessed with in abundance was human ingenuity, an incomparable ability to squeeze blood from stone.

      So instead, the small room contained just Feinman and four other analysts, all wearing faces that were pallid from the lack of both natural sunlight and sleep.

      “We have something. Maybe,” the analyst said.

      “Do you, or don’t you?” Cohen wheezed, still suffering from the effects of his journey to the basement. His reconstructed knee still gave him pain, even four decades on, but it was his lungs that were beginning to give way now. The dry desert air helped, but not enough.

      Feinman nodded jerkily. “We definitely have something. We just don’t know what it is.”

      Cohen rapped his cane against the legs of his chair, causing the young, anxious analyst to flinch. “I’m an old man, Ariel. I don’t have long left. I don’t intend to spend what valuable time remains to me dragging this story out of you word by word.”

      “It’s the Challenger, sir,” the analyst said, relaxing into the detail. “It’s been three days since she went under, and we haven’t found a thing. No radio traffic, no debris. It’s like she just disappeared.”

      “I know all this,” Cohen said grumpily. “So what’s changed?”

      The young analyst gestured at one of his colleagues, who flipped around his computer screen. Again, Cohen thought of how the Americans would do it. A map displayed on the wall for all to see. Instead, he saw a depiction of the blue swath of the Pacific Ocean on a small section of the screen. And was that a red dot in the middle?

      He needed his glasses.

      “Two hours ago, a PLB registered to the Challenger pinged a COSPAS-SARSAT satellite over the pole –”

      Cohen held up his hand and closed his eyes. In turn, Feinman fell silent. “Hebrew, Ariel. I told you, I’m an old man.”

      His younger counterpart’s chin sank briefly to his chest. “Yes sir. A PLB is a personal locator beacon. It’s a radio beacon monitored by satellite, which transmits rough GPS coordinates of the unit.”

      “So a rescue beacon. You should have said.”

      “Yes, Director.”

      There was a hunger to Cohen’s voice now. A tremble in the knuckles gripping the handle of his cane. “And this beacon, it’s our man. It’s Effrayim?”

      Feinman shrugged. “There’s no way of knowing, sir. These devices are registered to the boat, not the crewman. It could be him, it could be another, it could be an error… or it could be a trap.”

      “Show me,” Cohen said gruffly, hoisting himself to his feet and pushing his old frame toward the map on the computer screen.

      “The beacon is pinging from roughly 160 miles from the Challenger’s last known location.”

      “And our vessel,” Cohen demanded. “Where is she?”

      “Chasing down a bad hunch 300 miles away,” Feinman admitted with a grimace. “But rescue units are already en route. If it’s him, they’ll get there first.”

      “Rescuers? Who?”

      “A container ship. We’re tracking its progress now. They’ll be there soon.”

      “And our boat – could it pick him up?”

      Feinman shook his head. “A US Navy search and rescue helicopter is already in the air. If the survivor is still alive, they’ll lift him off the freighter, stabilize him and get him to the nearest hospital.”

      Cohen’s knuckles went white at the mention of the US Navy. It was an unwelcome variable in what was already a pressure-cooker of an operation. “Which is where?”

      “Hawaii. Probably Tripler Army Medical Center in Honolulu.”

      “I need you there when he wakes up. Take a team.”

      Ariel blanched, his eyes widening as he contemplated his boss’s request. “Sir. I’m just an analyst. I have no field training. Surely there must be someone better suited to the task?”

      Cohen flicked his cane out at the remaining analysts in the small room. “What do you see, Ariel?” he whispered, his voice straining from the effort of speech. “When you look out into this room?”

      The eyes of the old man’s young protégé flickered with uncertainty, an unaccustomed emotion for an individual of his prodigious intelligence.

      “Ariel, six people are currently aware of this situation. Seven, if the boy Effrayim still breathes. All but him are in this very room. I haven’t even briefed the Prime Minister. That is for a very good reason – ask yourself what would happen if this secret leaked.”

      He waited for Ariel to do just that. The frown on the young man’s face relaxed, though it didn’t disappear entirely. It never had, and it never would. That was no great surprise to Cohen, for it was a fundamental pillar of the analyst’s temperament. That relentless hunger was what made him so damn effective.

      “I see. You wish not to broaden the circle.”

      “Precisely. Leave now. I’ll have a plane waiting on the runway by the time you get there. And a team also. From Kidon.”

      “Is that… entirely necessary, Director?” Feinman breathed softly.

      “If we know about the signal,” Cohen answered gravely, “so will they. Effrayim’s life may rest on us reacting faster than they do. And with greater resolve.”

      “Yes, Director,” Feinman said, bowing his head in appreciation of his master’s foresight. He prepared to leave.

      “And Ariel?” Cohen said. “Enjoy Hawaii. I hear it’s beautiful at this time of year.”
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      He knew he was alive when he woke, because everything hurt. Every nerve ending sent lances of electric agony arcing through his body, so that at first it was difficult to know not just who he was, but what.

      His lips announced themselves to his growing consciousness first, the bitter tang of salt a harsh reminder of the torment he had endured. They were chapped and broken by the sun, deep bloody channels carved into them by the twin evils of exposure and dehydration.

      There was the sound of a voice, at once close and far away. “Dr. Michaels, I think he’s waking up,” it said.

      Next came the gentle caress of human touch, fingers peeling back eyelids, pulling at eyelashes tangled with minerals and gunk. Then a flash of light that almost blinded him.

      A second voice this time. Softer, quieter. A woman. “Good pupil response. Pulse?”

      The blinding flash disappeared, only to return in his other eye. It hurt, but in a good way. It meant that he wasn’t blind. It meant that he had survived.

      “82 bpm. Blood pressure’s stable. A bit low still, but improving,” the first voice said.

      Who am I?

      “Can you hear me, sailor?” the woman asked.

      Her voice was soft and soothing, like a mother’s touch. What language was she speaking? English?

      The man attempted to speak, but his throat was too dry, and all that escaped was a whisper of air. The doctor pushed a straw between his parched lips, and before he had a chance to draw the precious liquid, a few drops bubbled into his mouth.

      “Drink that,” she crooned. “You’re going to be all right. Do you speak English?”

      The question crackled through his mind with the force of a lightning bolt, briefly masking his physical pain. Who was this woman? Why was she asking him these questions? He remembered who he was. Effrayim Levshin. An agent of the Mossad.

      But who was she? Was she truly a doctor, or was this all an Iranian trap? Perhaps they had fished him from the water. He’d been delirious by the end, barely able to distinguish the real world from his hallucinations. Perhaps this was an extension of those bizarre dreams, an elaborate charade designed to entrap him into revealing his true nature.

      Even if that was not the case, his mission was too important to reveal his true identity. The second he was able, his duty was to escape, to transmit the information to Tel Aviv. His country’s survival was on the line.

      But not yet. He was too weak. He needed to recover as much strength as he could. His time would come. Soon.

      “My name,” he whispered, speaking in Farsi. “My name is Adnan.”
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      Trapp awoke in the back of a surveillance van after two hours’ rest, though it felt like less. He’d volunteered for the night shift, observing the suspect’s motionless condo unit for hours through the night. Pope took over a little after dawn, but Trapp’s earlier journey through a dozen time zones rendered him almost unable to sleep.

      “What’s he up to?” Trapp croaked, his throat raw from neglect. He grabbed a plastic bottle of water and swigged from it, rinsing a thin film from his gums and tongue before he swallowed.

      “Not a whole lot,” Pope replied. “Same as all the rest.”

      He was sitting in front of a bank of thin LCD surveillance monitors attached to the interior wall of the van. The exterior branding marked the vehicle as belonging to New York’s Department of Environmental Protection, and both he and Trapp were clothed in blue coveralls with Velcro patches to match.

      The van itself was parked underneath a leafy canopy on Palisade Avenue, just up from Hudson Heights in Riverdale Park. The thick chocolatey muck of the Hudson itself wasn’t far away, though they couldn’t see it through the trees. Their present location was just about as close as they could get to the suspect, Youssef Attar, without drawing undue attention.

      The kid was 21, a student at NYU, and yet he lived in a six thousand dollar a month luxury condominium surrounded by trees, green spaces and fresh air. Trapp never had gone to college, but somehow he suspected that if he had, his lifestyle would have been a whole lot more Ramen noodle than the gourmet sushi their suspect had ordered the night before.

      Trapp rolled his neck up and down, then left and right. “Still just sitting on their hands?”

      “You bet,” Pope said, taking his cue and closing and massaging his eyelids with a faint sigh of relief. “It’s been what, twenty hours since you landed? We’ve had 23 suspects under round-the-clock surveillance for almost that long, and not one of them has so much as visited the gym.”

      “Under orders,” Trapp grunted, grabbing an energy bar from an already depleted wholesale box of them that was resting in one of the server racks. “I’m guessing they were told to sit tight. Same as being in the Army. A whole lot of hurry up and wait.”

      “Yeah, but wait for what?”

      Trapp ripped open the foil and broke half the bar off in one bite. He chewed a couple of times, swallowed, then finished off the other half, chasing it with the rest of the water. His teeth felt foul, his neck was stiff, and he hadn’t showered since leaving Camp Buehring almost 72 hours ago, and yet somehow he felt more alive than ever.

      “That’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it, bigshot?”

      Pope leaned forward, squinting at the bottom left of the four surveillance monitors, which depicted the feed from a wireless infrared camera that they had deployed in the woods, close to the target building. “You see that?”

      “See what?”

      The blinds covering the apartment’s large glass windows were drawn tight, obscuring whatever lay on the other side. Their only way of peeking in was through the IR camera, which painted what it saw in reds and blues and whites, according to their respective heat. Unfortunately, however, it wasn’t really sensitive enough to show much.

      Pope dragged his finger across the trackpad of the control terminal in front of him, winding back the footage a few seconds. “Take a look.”

      Trapp paid closer attention, and saw the same shadow moving across the screen that had attracted Pope’s attention a second before. “So Sleeping Beauty’s awake, huh?”

      “Looks like it.”

      “We get a warrant yet?”

      Pope tapped the dark screen of his cell phone. “Judge emailed it over while you slept. ‘Course, unless we want to announce to the whole world that we’re watching, it’s useless to us unless he leaves the fucking apartment.”

      Trapp grinned ruefully. “Shame. I was looking forward to seeing how you Boy Scouts would react if I busted down the door.”

      “Seen it all before, Trapp,” Pope said. “I’m not as squeaky clean as you seem to think. CIA doesn’t have a monopoly on getting shit done.”

      A secure Motorola radio handset sitting in a charging cradle to Pope’s right crackled. The volume was turned down low to avoid attracting any unnecessary attention, so Trapp reached for it and twiddled the knob.

      “Suspect’s on the move,” a voice belonging to another FBI agent said in a low tone. “He just entered the front lobby. He’s wearing a thick coat and carrying a backpack.”

      There was another surveillance team on the other side of the building, split into two vehicles with a third parked just off Henry Hudson Parkway, in case the suspect made a break for it. The news caused both Trapp and Pope to pay attention. This was the first time Attar had come up for air. Something had to be up.

      Or maybe he’s just heading for McDonald’s.

      That was the eternal dilemma of close surveillance. Trail too close, and the target might get wise. But stray too far, and you might lose them entirely.

      “Okay, he’s getting into a vehicle. It’s the Ford F-150,” the unseen agent reported.

      Pope glanced at Trapp questioningly. “You want to follow?”

      Trapp watched the feed from the other side of the apartment block coming to focus. Attar was young, wiry, and barely seemed to look up as he walked.

      “Nah,” he finally decided. “Let the others do it. I think it’s time we took a look around.”

      Pope communicated his decision to the chase team, and both men prepared themselves with the tools of the trade. They grabbed a plastic toolbox each, which contained a hidden compartment supplied with weapons and surveillance equipment, in addition to the more ordinary hammers and wrenches.

      They inserted earpieces and finally tore off the Department of Environmental Protection patches, and in replacing them, became employees of the New York Power Authority.

      Finally, they stepped out of the vehicle and headed through the trees toward the now empty target. It was a crisp morning, and not yet nine.

      “How long you think we got?” Pope asked.

      “Can’t say,” Trapp grunted, stopping at the tree line. One of the red brick building’s emergency exits was about 20 yards away, across the neatly trimmed – and open – lawn.

      He unhooked the cell phone from his belt and dialed the number for the condominium block’s front desk. After two rings, the concierge picked up. Trapp held up three fingers, and Pope nodded his understanding.

      “Oh, hi there,” Trapp said. “I’m staying in my brother’s place while he’s away on business, and he asked me to check if he had any mail. I guess he’s expecting something from the bank.”

      “Sure thing, sir,” the concierge replied. He was an African-American man with a thick Bronx accent. “Can I get a name and apartment number?”

      “I’m Frank,” Trapp said, dropping a finger. “But my brother’s name is Miles. Miles Kepler. Apartment 7J.”

      He heard the tapping of a keyboard and the concierge mumbling the man’s name, which caused another finger to fall. “Got it. Give me a couple of seconds, Mr. Kepler. I just need to run over to the boxes,” the concierge said, as Trapp had known he would.

      “No problem,” Trapp said. “I’ll hold.”

      He heard the clatter as the man set down the handset, waited two seconds, then jerked his head at the building. Pope understood immediately, and the two men walked quickly across the open space. No resident would think twice about the presence of a couple of utilities engineers, and the only person who might know something was amiss was the man who currently had his back turned to the exterior surveillance cameras.

      By the time he returned to the phone, Trapp and Pope had crossed the danger zone. “I’m sorry, Mr. Kepler. There’s a few pieces of junk mail, but nothing that looks like it’s from a bank.”

      “That’s just fine,” Trapp said. “Thanks for all your help.”

      As he killed the call, Pope looked up with a broad grin on his face. The electronic door lock made an audible click, and he said, “See… told you I know my way around the dark arts.”
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      North Dakota, 12:30 p.m.

      

      Hasan Zargari glanced at his wristwatch. Strictly speaking, he didn’t need to be here. Across the continental United States, his operatives were already in place, ready to sow death and destruction – and most importantly, fear.

      If anything, his presence was a risk. The chances of his capture were so infinitesimal to be almost nonexistent, but they were not actually zero. And since he was one of the few men on the face of the planet who knew the true extent of the plan – since after all, he was the one who’d devised it – most ordinary individuals would have considered it a risk not worth taking.

      But Hasan Zargari was far from ordinary. And he wanted to watch as another of his dominoes dropped into place.

      The Enbridge Mainline oil pipeline only traveled through the Peace Garden State for about 30 miles before it crossed into neighboring Minnesota. Nevertheless a pumping station had been built in an empty field just a few miles southeast from the small town of Pembina, not far from Route 29.

      By volume, the Mainline was far from the largest in the complex network of pipes that kept America supplied with oil each day. But it was significant nonetheless.

      And just as in a game of Jenga, when looking at the tower as it first stands it is impossible to make out which piece – when removed – will cause the whole latticework to fall, so it appeared now. Just a trio of brilliant white pipes appearing from the barren ground on either side of the pumping station.

      No, the Mainline was not significant. But if enough of the pieces fell, it might be.

      And anyway, he just wanted to watch it burn.
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      There were no security cameras on the inside of the condo building at 4454 Douglas Avenue, and the only resident they passed was lost in her smartphone bubble and didn’t even look up.

      They stopped outside Attar’s apartment, 3B. Like all of the other doors in the backlit hallway, it was painted in a mid-gray, with the apartment number stenciled in brass lettering on the wall just to the right, beneath the switch that operated the doorbell.

      Trapp knelt down in front of it, thanking the thickness of the carpet as it cushioned his knee, set his tool case down, and flicked open the clasps. He pulled out a flat, wide cable that looked a little like a ruler. He plugged it into his cell phone, selected an app, then slid it in the gap between the bottom of the door and the carpet.

      He wiggled it slowly left and right, searching for a trip wire, a camera, or any sign of something being used to monitor entrance to the apartment.

      “Okay, we’re clear,” he muttered.

      He tossed the camera and phone back in the case, retrieved his weapon, and by the time he was standing, Pope had already picked the lock to the door. The FBI agent pushed it open and stood aside, a shit-eating grin on his face. He said nothing.

      “Okay, okay,” Trapp grunted. “You’re all right. I’ll give you that.”

      The two men entered the room and closed the door softly behind them.

      Pope lifted his wrist and spoke quietly into a concealed microphone. “Chase team, report.”

      The reply came without delay and fed into Trapp’s earpiece also. “We’re on the Hudson Parkway, heading into Van Cortlandt Park,” an agent reported. “Hell if I know where he’s going.”

      “Copy that,” Pope replied. “If he turns around, make sure I know about it. Over.”

      “Roger that, boss,” the agent replied before signing off.

      Trapp glanced around the apartment, shaking his head in mild disbelief. There was a goddamn fireplace, if you could believe it, stacked with kindling and fresh logs, though it didn’t look like it had recently been burned. A baby grand piano sat near the glass windows, and the floor was a light hardwood, immaculately varnished. The whole place looked like it had fallen out of an interior design catalog.

      “He’s what, half our age?” Pope muttered with disgust. “Guess it’s all right for some.”

      Both men had pistols drawn, though Trapp detected no sign of life inside the beautiful yet sterile apartment. They cleared the kitchen, bathroom, and a guest bedroom with the bed made, and an origami dressing gown arranged on top. That left only the master bedroom, at least according to the apartment’s blueprint, and the door was closed.

      “This guy’s a real American Psycho, huh?” Trapp remarked dryly.

      He raised his weapon and indicated for Pope to open the door. He held up two fingers, then one, then Pope twisted the handle and Trapp drew back his leg and busted through, weapon drawn. He swept the room left to right with the muzzle of the pistol, his heart racing in anticipation of a hail of bullets flying the other way.

      But none came.

      “Holy shit,” Pope whispered as he entered the bedroom behind Trapp. “This is real bad.”

      “Real bad” was putting it mildly, Trapp thought. He let his pistol drop down by his side, since it was apparent that the room was empty, then replaced it in the shoulder holster beneath his coveralls.

      The bedroom stood in deranged contrast to the rest of the pristine apartment. Where the reception room, kitchen and guest bedroom looked like they had barely been entered, the master bedroom was a bomb site.

      Literally.

      It was a large room, with a king-size bed against one wall and a couch that had once presumably stood in the open space beside it, but which was now pushed flush against the floor-to-ceiling glass windows. The bed itself was made but strewn with cut electrical wire and brass ammunition rounds. The floor was littered with scraps of discarded black fabric, and tools from an open case were scattered everywhere.

      Pope rounded the bed, careful where he stood, so as not to disturb any evidence. He froze, then slowly turned his head to look at Trapp.

      “We got a problem,” he said. “He’s got explosives.”

      Trapp had figured that much out already. The place was a homebrew bomb factory. Probably a suicide vest, if he had to put money on it.

      “What kind?” he asked, hoping the answer would be an ammonium nitrate fuel oil mash up, but expecting the worst.

      “Plastic. Demolition variety. It’s got Cyrillic writing on it, but I can’t read it.”

      “Any left?”

      Pope shook his head. “Just the case.”

      “Chase team, I need a position report on our suspect, now!” Trapp snapped into the FBI net.

      The agent on the other end showed no sign of surprise that someone else was calling the shots. He replied in a cool, professional voice, “He just parked up on Jerome Avenue. I’m roping in Chase Two. Hold for a second.”

      Trapp ground his teeth together with frustration. Should he order them to take the suspect into custody? Or was it too soon? A thousand scenarios swam in his brain.

      “Okay, he just turned into Knox Place. He’s on foot, and he looks wary, so we dropped back a bit. Now he’s stopping outside a white building. Pale green door.”

      “Van, now,” Trapp grunted, grabbing his tool case and storming out of Attar’s apartment with Pope trailing in his wake. He pressed two fingers against his ear piece so that he could still make out the man’s voice.

      “Okay, it’s a mosque. Masjid Hamza. He’s about to go in. Want me to stop him?”

      Trapp chewed on his lip as he ran. What the hell was the right call here? Was Attar planning to blow up the mosque? If so, why? It didn’t fit.

      “It’s Friday,” he realized aloud.

      “Huh?”

      “Don’t make a move. We’re on our way. If he leaves before we get there, take him out, understood?”

      “Um,” the agent prevaricated. “On whose authority?”

      “He’s wearing a fucking suicide vest,” Trapp yelled as he threw himself down a flight of stairs three at a time. “That good enough for you?”

      The two men burst out of the block’s emergency exit, this time triggering the fire alarm, which began to wail behind them. They sprinted across the lawn, through the trees, and dived into the back of the DEP van.

      “I’ll drive,” Trapp growled, squeezing his oversized frame through the surveillance equipment and behind the wheel. “Get on the horn with your people. I’ve got a feeling that all the guys they are sitting on are about to go rogue.”
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        * * *

      

      The bulky surveillance van made the five-mile journey in eight minutes, screaming around the Henry Hudson Parkway at top speed and almost toppling over in the process. Trapp kept it on the road only through a combination of sheer will and unconscionably good luck, which extended all the way to picking a path that was miraculously unmolested by cops.

      Beside him, Pope was switching between bellowing orders into his cell phone and receiving updates from the FBI surveillance team. As Trapp heard – and already knew – it was Friday prayers, which meant the mosque on Knox Place was unusually busy.

      “SWAT teams are moving in on all our suspects now,” Pope reported as Trapp drew the van into park behind one of the FBI surveillance vehicles. “We might have gotten lucky. The rest of them are still buttoned up at home.”

      “What about Attar?” Trapp asked, pointedly glancing around and not noticing a squad of heavily armed – and armored – FBI agents.

      “NYPD’s sending us one of theirs, but they’re all positioned down by the Javits building for the NATO summit. They’re going to be at least twenty minutes.”

      “You’re the law enforcement guy,” Trapp replied as both men exited the vehicle.

      “So what’s the call? Because the second he leaves that mosque, he becomes a walking liability. If he’s wearing that suicide vest, we can’t have him wandering around the streets of New York City.”

      “I concur,” Pope replied grimly. “If he leaves before SWAT gets here, we have to take him out ourselves.”

      They met up with the other members of the FBI surveillance team. One of the vehicles was parked across the street from the mosque, with a small handheld camera pointed directly at the door. The footage was being played on a tablet screen. It was shaky, but otherwise clear.

      The team leader was freshfaced. He looked Ivy League, the kind of guy who wore chinos and button-downs in front of the TV at night. He was pale faced, still apparently shaken by the news that they were on the tail of a suicide bomber.

      “What’s the plan?” he asked, almost plaintively.

      Trapp let his FBI counterpart take the lead and swept his gaze up and down the street. Like those to the side of Knox Place, it was early twentieth century construction. Yellow brick apartment blocks, laced on the front with a black fire escape that zigzagged down to street level.

      “What weapons have you got?” Pope asked.

      “There’s an M4 in the trunk,” the team leader replied. “And another in the truck. Chase Two has a shotgun in the back, but it’ll be dicey getting to it. That’s the one parked across from the mosque.”

      Pope looked at Trapp. “I don’t want to overinflate your ego, Jason, but I’m guessing you’re the best shot. I want to get you up high, in one of the apartments overlooking the mosque’s entrance. If he attempts to leave before SWAT gets here, I’ll try and apprehend him on the ground. If he tries to run, we don’t have a shot, or any bystanders get in the way, then you can take him out before he gets a chance to detonate the vest.”

      Trapp nodded thoughtfully. It was almost certainly true, but he had another idea in mind. “Any of you guys smoke?”

      Ivy League looked almost dumbstruck by the concept. “Smoke?”

      “Yeah,” Trapp grumbled, conscious of every second that passed. “You know, cancer, death sticks, the whole shebang.”

      “Well, no,” the team leader mumbled. “I don’t really know anyone who does.”

      Trapp glanced up the street. There was a bodega about 50 yards away. “Go buy me a pack, now. And a lighter.”

      “What?”

      “Just do what the man says,” Pope snapped.

      Ivy League flinched, but did as he was instructed, damn near breaking into a sprint as he carried out his orders. As the man ran, Trapp pulled off his blue coveralls to reveal the clothes he’d worn all the way from Saudi Arabia.

      “How do I look?” he asked Pope.

      “Like shit,” the FBI agent replied, his face lined with worry creases. “What’s the play here, Jason, because I’m not seeing it.”

      “How’s your shooting, Nick?”

      “I do okay, I guess,” Pope replied. “For a fed…”

      Trapp grinned at his pointed self-deprecation. “Good. Let’s run your plan, just like you said. Except instead of me in the apartment, I want you there. If things go to shit, take the shot.”

      “Why the switch?”

      “When prayers end, dozens of innocent mosque-goers are going to spill out all at once. He wouldn’t have been wearing the vest while praying. At least, I don’t think so. But he might have it on him now. If you guys go in with your weapons out, things could get messy. I like my chances better. And if it all falls apart, I’m guessing you’re not half bad with a rifle.”

      Pope nodded slowly. “Okay. I hope you’re right.”

      Trapp clapped him on the shoulder. “Me too, buddy. Come on, let’s get set up. We don’t have long.”
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        * * *

      

      Trapp leaned against the hood of a silver Toyota Corolla that was parked along the street. He had an unlit cigarette bouncing off his lower lip and was twirling the lighter in his hands. His earpiece was mostly undetectable unless someone got real close, but transmitting was a separate question entirely. Unless he really needed to, he planned to avoid it.

      Butterflies danced in his stomach as he waited for the action to start. It was an old affliction, and one he’d never grown accustomed to.

      “I see movement through the window, Trapp,” Pope murmured from the commandeered apartment across the street.

      Trapp glanced over his shoulder, and could just about see the barrel of a rifle about a foot back from the frame of the open window. He considered informing the FBI agent, but decided not to risk it. If he didn’t know the weapon was there, he probably wouldn’t have spotted it. And from what they knew about Youssef Attar, he was no pro. He scratched his left temple to acknowledge the message.

      Right on cue, the door to the mosque opened. For a second, no one exited, and then half a dozen yelling kids charged out, all boys of about five years old. One of them had a soccer ball in his hand, which he tossed onto the sidewalk. They started kicking it around.

      “Crap,” Trapp murmured under his breath.

      “Hey, mister!” One of the kids yelled out. “You mind?”

      “I’m watching, Trapp,” Pope interjected through the headset. “Do what you need to do.”

      He bent down, grabbed the soccer ball from where it had squashed itself underneath the Corolla’s chassis, and tossed it back, ignoring the cries of thanks that followed.

      By the time he looked back to the mosque’s entrance, a steady stream of males, mostly dark complexioned, were flooding out. A crowd of men gathered around the doorway shaking hands, gossiping, and saying goodbye to each other.

      Not good, Trapp thought. He started to wonder whether he should have chosen the sniper option instead.

      “Okay, I got a possible,” Pope said, a note of excitement in his voice. “Right age, right height. Hood’s pulled down low.”

      Trapp lit the cigarette and puffed without inhaling, taking the opportunity to look up and scan the doorway intently as he did so. He saw the suspect Pope was talking about, but the man’s head was turned away from him. He pushed himself away from the parked car and stepped onto the sidewalk.

      “I can’t get a visual, Trapp,” Pope added.

      He didn’t bother acknowledging the communication. He stepped forward into the crowd, relying on the wafts of cigarette smoke as a disguise. No one paid him a second look. He fell in a few yards behind the suspect, noting the dark rucksack on the man’s shoulder. It matched the one they’d seen Attar carry out of his apartment.

      That was enough confirmation for Trapp.

      But not the FBI.

      Trapp tossed the cigarette aside and watched it spark against the sidewalk’s flagstones. He held out the lighter with his right hand, and reached out to tap the suspect on his shoulder. As the kid turned, he said, “Hey, buddy – you drop this?”

      The face matched the one Trapp had committed to memory. It was him, Attar. He looked down at the item Trapp was proffering him and frowned with confusion. He was just opening his mouth to reply when Trapp grabbed the back of his head and rammed it into the point of his knee.

      The crunch of the kid’s nose breaking was audible. In his ear, Pope shouted the words, “Move in!”

      Trapp didn’t stop to listen. He grabbed the backpack off the suspect’s shoulder and tossed it aside even as Attar’s limp, unconscious body fell to the ground. It collapsed with a thud.

      Cries of “FBI!” filled the background as Trapp patted Attar down, finding a pistol stuffed between the kid’s back and his belt. He let his head tip forward in relief.

      The vest was in the bag.
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      Emma Martinez looked up from her phone, responding to a signal that President Nash could not see. “He’s here, sir.”

      Nash nodded, showing no emotion as he steeled himself for the performance to come. “Send him in. Alone.”

      His chief of staff nodded and rose, the slight creak of her leather-backed chair breaking the expectant silence inside the White House situation room. Nash’s eyes followed his long-time aide as she crossed the few short feet to the mahogany-paneled entrance, passing several television monitors which normally displayed military and intelligence feeds from across the globe, all but one of which were now covered by pull-down privacy screens. A separate television in a corner had ATN News on mute, and was alternating between aerial shots of half a dozen smoking pipelines.

      Martinez disappeared from sight for a few short seconds, and all Nash could hear was a distant mumble of low voices. She reentered the room, gesturing for a man to follow. “Mr. President, please may I present His Excellency, Ambassador Ibrahim Sarraf of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.”

      “Mr. President,” the Saudi ambassador wheezed as he entered the room. He was a short man whose balding pate shone so brightly it appeared to be polished, and incongruously – given his appearance – his accent was upper-class and Ivy League, as befitted the hundreds of thousands of dollars spent on his Princeton education. “Please accept my country’s deepest condolences for the terrible tragedy America is currently experiencing. Be assured that she does not suffer alone.”

      Nash said nothing, simply allowing his eyes to drink in the Saudi’s overwrought appearance, the glint of gold-rimmed spectacles perched at the very end of a short, squat nose, and the subtle spiral pattern of a silk waistcoat that was half a size too small.

      Ambassador Sarraf gulped at the lack of response. Beads of sweat glistened on his forehead like stars in the night sky, and he fished for a handkerchief with which to mop it. The effort was an act to buy thinking time, and not a particularly subtle one. As the back of a hairy hand was drawn across his brow, dark eyes surveyed the other two men in the room, and then the blackened object on the center of the conference table in front of them.

      “Mr. President,” he mumbled when finally done, “is there something I am missing?”

      Nash spoke for the first time, gesturing at a chair at the opposite end of the table. “Please sit, Ambassador.”

      Sarraf did as he was requested, forgetting to replace the handkerchief, which he twisted anxiously beneath the table. His eyes darted to the blackened lump a few feet in front of him, but wisely he chose not to be the first to address the elephant in the room.

      “Ambassador,” Nash said, his voice polite but glowering eyes telling another story entirely, “before I get started, have you been introduced to everyone present?”

      “Director Rutger, of course,” Sarraf replied, his clipped voice an octave higher than usual as he glanced at the long-serving director of the FBI. “We have met many times. But I’m afraid, Admiral, that we have not yet become acquainted with one another.”

      Admiral Goldstein, commander of US Central Command, inclined his head. “My pleasure, Mr. Ambassador.”

      Sarraf’s Adam’s apple bobbed up and down as his eyes made another pass around the room, the mind behind them patently whirring as he contemplated his next move. He played it safe. “President Nash, my crown prince has instructed me to offer any assistance that the American people–”

      Nash cut him off. “Admiral?”

      Goldstein played his part in a prearranged ballet, punching a button on a small remote control in front of him. The single uncovered screen on the far side of the room blinked into life.

      “That, Ambassador Sarraf,” Nash said, stabbing his finger at the number now blinking in the center of the monitor, “was the oil price this morning. One hundred and sixty-seven dollars. Fifty bucks more expensive than this time yesterday. A hundred more than this time last week.”

      He fell silent, inviting a response.

      Sarraf blinked nervously but attempted to provide one. “I am advised that Aramco is currently diverting three supertankers from their previous customers. They will be with you within a week. Until the present crisis is over, we will supply your country with all the oil it needs – at last week’s prices.”

      Nash finally jabbed his thumb at the item on the conference table. “Do you know what that is, Ambassador?”

      Sarraf shook his head.

      “It’s part of a flap from a KC-135 Stratotanker. At least, that’s what the NTSB tells me. I really couldn’t make it out. Just looks like a hunk of burning scrap to me. What about you?”

      “I’m not an aviation expert, Mr. President.”

      Nash shook his head sarcastically. “I didn’t think so. Then perhaps instead you know why I invited Director Rutger to join us today, Ambassador?”

      “I have an idea,” Sarraf replied judiciously.

      “You have an idea.” Nash nodded. “I’m glad. Well, Ambassador, let me fill in the dots, just in case you missed anything that happened over the past eighteen hours. I’m going to ignore the foiled attacks on shopping malls and grocery stores and focus on the big picture. In addition to the attack that leveled the Port Arthur refining facility three days ago, three other smaller refineries just suffered damage that will put them out of commission for at least nine months.

      “On top of that, nine pipelines, including Keystone, Embridge and Trans-Northern, are now smoldering in half a dozen places. Each. You know what that means?”

      Sarraf shook his head.

      “It means, Ambassador, that the best part of this country’s shale production is now out of action for at least a year. Maybe longer. What we can drill, we can’t ship, and what we can ship, we barely have the capacity to refine.”

      “I see,” Sarraf croaked.

      “You see,” Nash repeated, not bothering any longer to apply even a thin veneer of respect to his tone. “I quite imagine that you do. Your country has rather a lot of experience with oil, doesn’t it?”

      “We do,” the man replied, already cringing in advance of the killing blow.

      Nash spread his palms, cufflinks scraping against the conference table as he did so. “Let me tell you what I think, Ambassador. I think that a close confidant of your crown prince funded an unprecedented series of attacks against critical US energy infrastructure in order to boost the oil price and dig himself out of a whole heap of debt. You following me so far?”

      “Prince Waleed –”

      “That was a rhetorical question,” Nash said coldly. “Ambassador, I really don’t give a fuck about whatever excuse you’re about to cook up. You want to know why I asked Admiral Goldstein to join us?”

      Sarraf settled back into his chair, yet somehow also held himself rigidly upright. “The question had occurred to me.”

      “Admiral,” Nash said, turning his attention away from the Saudi envoy, “please outline Retaliation Option Bravo for the ambassador.”

      Goldstein nodded curtly, rose to his feet, and walked toward the wall of covered displays. He leaned forward and released two of the screens covering them, which snapped back into their holders with a whir. He dragged his tongue across thin lips that sat like the edge of a crevasse upon a grizzled face. His voice was straight out of the Bronx, but modulated in the way of a man leaning more heavily on it the further he climbed the greasy pole of power.

      “Ambassador, the following information is not ordinarily intended for the eyes of foreigners. Particularly not representatives of foreign countries we are considering bombing. The president has graciously permitted me to relax that requirement for present company.”

      Sarraf cleared his throat. His complexion was pale, his demeanor beyond uneasy. “Thank you, Admiral.”

      “As you are no doubt aware, the US Air Force currently has several combat units inside Saudi territory, everything from B-1 bombers to F-22 fighter jets.”

      “I am. They provide the backbone to my country’s defense, and we thank you for it.”

      Goldstein tapped a button on the remote hidden in his palm, and a map of Saudi Arabia blazed into life on the screen behind him. A second touch superimposed several dozen red dots over the image, mainly situated in the east and along the coastline of the Persian Gulf.

      “Ambassador, do you recognize these locations?”

      Sarraf blanched at the sight of the country of his birth marked up like a woman waiting for a plastic surgeon’s knife. “What is this?” he spluttered.

      Goldstein indicated a cluster of red dots situated in the eastern part of the country. “This, Ambassador, is the Al-Ahsa aquifer. These”—he shifted his finger—“are your coastal desalination plants.”

      He tapped the remote a final time. His voice took on a harsh tone. “And these are the aircraft I intend to use to bleed your country dry.”

      Showing a hint of backbone for the first time, Sarraf sprang to his feet, his cheeks reddening. “President Nash, I must protest. What you are proposing is highly illegal. We have always been your country’s staunchest ally in the region. I –”

      “Ibrahim, sit the fuck down,” Nash grunted irritably. “You and I both know that isn’t true. You’ve spent the last two decades seeing how far you can push our patience. This time you crossed the line. I expect your full cooperation. I want every file your intelligence people have on any militant who’s ever attempted something more serious than egging a police station, you understand? If there’s the slightest chance someone on your books was involved, I expect to know about it. Okay?”

      “The crown prince will not stand for this,” Sarraf hissed.

      “The crown prince will do what I goddamn tell him,” Nash replied firmly. “Unless he wants to see the source of all his riches turned to ashes. I’ll do it, Ambassador. Just try me.”

      He watched as the expression on Sarraf’s face turned from rage to fear to understanding. Nash didn’t like wielding America’s big stick. He preferred the friendly approach. But that wasn’t always possible.

      And if he had to, he was prepared to go the other route.

      “I will request my government provides the information you ask for,” the ambassador said, bowing his head. “But I make no guarantees.”

      “That’s not good enough, Ibrahim,” Nash stated bluntly. “You’ll do exactly as I say. Emma – please show the ambassador out.”
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      The Saudi terrorist’s wrists were shackled tight to a bolt at the center of the metal interrogation table as Trapp and Pope entered the cramped room. It was a couple of degrees below comfortable, and the kid was trembling, though Trapp suspected the reaction was provoked more by shock at his present surroundings than cold. His nose was sealed by cotton buds, and his eyes were already dark and bruised, and would only get more so.

      “Youssef Attar,” Pope said, scraping a folding chair against the ground as he pulled it roughly back. “Twenty-one years old, studying electrical engineering at NYU. Ring a bell?”

      Trapp took a seat next to his FBI colleague, rested his hands on the table in front of him, and interlaced his fingers. He let Pope ask the questions.

      When no reply was forthcoming, Pope slid a takeout coffee cup across the table. The liquid inside was steaming, but only barely. If the kid somehow found enough slack in his restraints to toss it at his captors, it wouldn’t have any more effect than a lukewarm shower.

      “It’s hot chocolate,” he said with a half smile. “Drink up. It’ll help.”

      Trapp watched their suspect as he tried to work out how to react to the unexpected kindness. He was barely out of his teens but looked younger, with a boy’s thin frame and a complexion that was dark only as a result of heritage, rather than frequent exposure to natural light. A faint jangling sound filled the room as his wrists trembled, causing the links of the chain securing him to caress each other like a wind chime in a light breeze.

      Finally, Youssef reached forward and closed his hands around the cup. There was little give in the restraints, so he had to lean forward to sip at the liquid inside, which caused yet more metallic clinking.

      “How is that, Youssef?” Pope asked.

      The kid’s eyes flicked nervously back and forth between the two men opposite him before finally coming to rest on his question. Every now and again he directed an anxious glance at the larger, more imposing Trapp, perhaps remembering the result the last time the pair tangled.

      “Good,” he finally whispered. “A little cold.”

      “I’m sorry about that,” Pope replied. “I’ll see what I can do next time.”

      “It’s okay,” Youssef said softly. He slumped forward, his shoulders hunching, returning to the posture he’d assumed when they first entered the room, though Trapp noted that his shaking was beginning to fade.

      Pope opened a manila folder in front of him, glanced down, then slid a glossy photograph across the scratched surface of the table. Trapp didn’t bother glancing at it. He already knew what it showed: the explosive vest they’d recovered from Youssef’s bag.

      “Did you build this yourself, Youssef?” Pope asked.

      The Saudi remained silent.

      “It’s damn fine work,” Pope remarked, sounding truly impressed. “Dead man’s switch, redundant detonator set up, the whole works.”

      Still Youssef said nothing.

      “Listen, kid,” Pope said in a kindly voice. “I’m a federal agent. Been with the Bureau longer than I care to remember. But I still remember the oath I swore right at the very start. Oh yeah,” Pope said, waving his hand airily. “Support and defend the Constitution of the United States, yada yada. You know what that means?”

      Almost imperceptibly, Youssef shook his head. First left, then right.

      Pope smiled. “Atta boy. It means no cruel and unusual punishment. Waterboarding? That’s so 2002. Can’t even send you to Guantánamo anymore. Too much paperwork when you get there. Lawyers, huh.”

      “So what?” Youssef finally said, his tone at once uncertain yet dripping with distaste. “You have nothing. I was prepared to die. A few questions won’t break me.”

      Pope nodded thoughtfully. Almost as an afterthought, he glanced at Trapp. “Hey, remind me – did I introduce you to my friend here?”

      Youssef glowered back, but retreated back to the comfort of silence.

      “Say, Jason, where did you say you just got back from?”

      Trapp allowed an evil grin to stretch across his weathered face as he spoke, well aware of the weight of young terrorist’s nervous attention that was now upon him. The quiet lingered.

      He said two words. “’Ulaysha Prison.”

      Youssef’s features drained of blood.

      Pope slapped the table triumphantly. “That was it. Knew it was rattling around in there somewhere.” He glanced back toward their captive. “You heard of it, kid?”

      Attar seemed suddenly stricken with fear, so the FBI agent continued regardless. “You see, Youssef, my friend here never swore the oath I did. I’m guessing you can figure out who he works for. And believe me, if I ask him to, he won’t have any problem strapping you down to a table and clipping battery cables to your balls.”

      Youssef reacted instinctively, jerking backward, stopping only when his restraints yanked him back. “You can’t!”

      Trapp held his grin until his facial muscles began to ache. None of what Pope was saying was true, but it had a real ring to it. And besides, Attar didn’t know it. “I can. And I will, Youssef. Unless you tell me what I want to know.”

      Pope snapped his fingers, and Youssef’s attention flicked back to the man who wasn’t threatening to barbecue his testicles. It seemed like a relief. He was back to trembling. “Listen, kid, I didn’t get into this business to send young men off to be tortured. Not really my kind of game.”

      He paused, studying Youssef’s reaction. Trapp did the same and saw faint hope in the boy’s eyes.

      “But I’m sure you understand the predicament I’m in,” Pope continued, shrugging. “Targets to meet, terrorists to torture, that kind of thing. Make a man go crazy if he thought about it too much.”

      Trapp concealed an honest smile. Pope was a damn natural at this. He wondered if the man had any kids. God save them if they ever misbehaved.

      “So here’s the deal,” Pope said, leaning forward and placing his elbows on the table. “Youssef – you don’t strike me as the terrorist mastermind type. No offense.”

      The kid actually shook his head.

      Pope paused quizzically. “Just to confirm, are you agreeing with me or not?”

      “Not,” he choked. “I mean, no. I just did what I was instructed to. Please, I’ll tell you whatever you want. Just don’t –”

      “Don’t what, Youssef?”

      “Don’t send me home,” he said, breaking down into sobs. He glanced at Trapp. “And keep him away from me.”

      Pope frowned.

      “Sure, sure. That can be arranged,” he said, dragging the words out long enough that Youssef latched onto them like a drowning man does the lifeline. “But you have to give me something first.”

      “Anything!” Youssef half-shouted, his eyes widening with desperation.

      “Who recruited you?”

      “I don’t have a name. I promise you, he came to me. Always.”

      “A phone number, then?”

      Youssef shook his head manically. “Nothing like that. He contacts me. Blocked numbers. Coded emails sometimes, always from different addresses.”

      “You have to give me something, Youssef, otherwise I can’t help you.” Pope gestured subtly toward Trapp. “Don’t forget, there’s another way this can go.”

      “I don’t know anything!” he protested, eyes glistening, tears streaking his cheeks. “I’m just, just a –”

      “Just a kid, Youssef?” Pope growled. “Is that what you were about to say? Because I’ve got a kid, and believe me, I never caught her strapping a vest to her chest and getting ready to blow herself up.”

      Youssef froze, trapped in headlights. Pope let the silence stretch out. If there had been a clock in the room, the ticking would have felt interminable, a physical thud-thud-thud every time the second hand trembled.

      “So give me something, kid. Something I can use. An accent. A birthmark. It’s your choice.” Pope stopped and looked meaningfully at Trapp, then back at the terrorist in front of him.

      Youssef’s Adam’s apple bobbed at the implicit threat. “His forearm.”

      Trapp noted that Pope’s voice stayed entirely level as he spoke, betraying no trace of the excitement he was doubtless feeling. “What about it?”

      “It was scarred.”

      “Where?”

      “All over. He pulled his sleeve up when he caught me looking, but I saw. It was red, blistered. Like he was in a fire.”
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        * * *

      

      “You’re the quiet type, huh?” Pope remarked with a grin as they left the interrogation room behind.

      “Seemed like you had it under control,” Trapp said.

      “Yeah, I guess I did,” came the reply. “So what do you think?”

      “Something doesn’t add up.”

      Pope cocked his head. “Yeah? Like what?”

      Trapp suspected from the hungry expression on the Special Agent’s face that the man felt the exact same way he did. He jerked his thumb back toward the interrogation room.

      “He’s a real fucking Elon Musk, right?” he observed sardonically.

      “The vest was nice, if that’s what you’re saying.”

      “I’m not talking about the vest,” Trapp said dismissively. “You read the file on the pipeline attacks?”

      Pope’s forehead furrowed into canyons. “Yeah…”

      “They were taken out with military grade plastic explosive paired with Russian detonators. Not ammonium nitrate cooked up in someone’s backyard. Whoever took them out knew which sections to hit – pump stations and control junctions, not empty pipe.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Then the refinery attacks. What, three of them – all across the country? Give me a break. They found laser aiming systems next to the mortar tubes, if you can believe it. We barely had access to guided mortar shells when I was in Delta.”

      Pope nodded. “Some real heavy shit, right?”

      Trapp grimaced. “Right. You’re telling me Youssef and his buddies managed to get their hands on this stuff all by themselves? I’m not buying it.”

      “Yeah, me neither. Whoever planned this op is a real pro. And a real pro our boy Youssef sure ain’t.”

      “So what are we saying?” Trapp asked.

      “There were two types of attacks: Youssef and his buddies, and the strikes on our energy infrastructure. Two different methodologies. The first group are either in custody or dead. But the others…”

      “Gone with the wind,” Trapp finished.

      “So Youssef’s either cannon fodder –”

      Trapp cracked his knuckles grimly. “Or he’s bait.”
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      Hasan could still remember the scent of her hair and its silken touch. The way she’d smiled, thanked him for offering his hospitality. The way she’d offered her body to him.

      The way her pupils had narrowed with fear as she discovered his true nature. The whimper of fear as an ancient part of her brain calculated whether to run or fight, and in the end chose neither.

      If he closed his eyes and concentrated, he could remember the way her body struggled against him. Feel the sting as her lips bit into his palm in one last, desperate attempt to secure her freedom, or even just call for help.

      But it was futile.

      The whimpers and cries became low moans and pants as her lungs strained for oxygen. The fear in her eyes became dull, flashing one last time only when he wielded the knife.

      And then dead.

      Perhaps there will be time for another, he thought.

      In the days to come, many more would die by his hand, and as a result of the operation he had brought into being. But those deaths were not the same. They would not feel the same.

      The rush was still coursing through him even now, days after the girl’s death. Better than alcohol, better than an orgasm, more powerful than any drug yet conceived by man.

      “And I never had the chance to thank you, Cara,” he murmured aloud.

      Somewhere, deep inside, the Iranian understood that the desires he harbored were not healthy. They were not the urges of an ordinary man. But he did not hide from this truth. He never had. Instead, he embraced it. There were pleasures out there that most men would never, could never understand. Unable to free their minds from the chains of society’s laws, or unhook themselves from the tit from which they suckled at the approval of their fellow man, they could never see what he had.

      Feel what he felt.

      Do what he did.

      Yes. Perhaps there would be another. A challenge this time. Someone who could hurt him back.
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      The wheels of the United 737 didn’t so much kiss the runway of Honolulu’s Daniel K Inouye airport as crunch it, with all the finesse of a teenage boy in heat.

      The Mossad operative in seat 37 B had seen many harder landings, however, strapped into the back of an Israeli Air Force C-130. Instead he focused the majority of his irritation on the retired businessman squeezed into 37 A and his wife, who just had to sit by the window. Alon Zahavi had graciously given up his seat at the outset of the six-hour flight, recoiling from the man’s loud insistence that claustrophobia meant he simply could not sit in the middle seat, and dammit, what did it matter that he’d checked in too late to choose, with the natural distaste for attention shared by all intelligence operatives.

      Sadly, neither the man nor his wife had quieted throughout the long flight. Nor did they respect the unwritten convention that the occupant of the middle seat is entitled to both armrests. Six hours felt like a lot longer, especially with the unaccustomed length of the blond wig causing his forehead and temples to itch incessantly, and prosthetics positioned over his gums stimulating saliva production that made him swallow every few seconds.

      Stepping out of the plane into the humid caress of Hawaii’s late afternoon heat might have been uncomfortable for a man more used to the dry desert air of his home country, but on this occasion it felt like freedom.

      He reached passport control several minutes later and handed over a dog-eared, seemingly well-traveled German passport that had in fact been forged just a few months earlier.

      “Work or pleasure, sir?”

      “Pleasure.” Zahavi smiled, speaking perfect English but layering it with a hint of his supposed German roots. The man behind the counter barely looked up except to check that the face in front of him matched up with the one in the maroon-jacketed passport he was holding.

      “You traveling alone, or with family?”

      The Israeli operative knew better than to look around sarcastically at the empty line behind him and instead said, “Alone.”

      “Uh huh,” came the disinterested response from a man who wasn’t paid enough to care, and so didn’t. “Face in front of the camera, please.”

      Zahavi did as instructed, not particularly worried that the Americans would work out his true identity. They no doubt possessed a photograph of him somewhere, snapped surreptitiously on a joint training exercise, or hacked from the Israeli Defense Force’s personnel databases many years before. But contrary to popular belief, even the best facial recognition algorithms required multiple images taken from several different angles, and the Department of Homeland Security certainly didn’t pay for the best.

      The agent behind the counter brushed a few crumbs from his shirt, tapped a couple of commands into his keyboard, and then grunted with satisfaction. “Got it.”

      He pointed at the fingerprint scanner. “Left hand please, sir.”

      Again, Zahavi did as instructed. His cover identity was perfect in a way that street documents rarely were, and the fingerprints 3-D printed on to silicon molds that now covered his real fingerprints were already embedded in security databases the world over, courtesy of a dozen flights and border crossings carried out for that exact purpose.

      “Just roll them left and right, sir,” the agent intoned, staring intently at his computer screen.

      The Israeli resisted shaking his head with disgust, but only just. The Americans were good friends and better allies, but they had long ago placed their trust in technology, and she was a heartless mistress who offered only an illusion of security, not the real thing. In a world where data is rare, it is a valuable thing indeed. But when it is everywhere, it becomes like a thundercloud blocking out the sun. In such a world it is easy for single raindrop to slip through the maelstrom without detection, all by showing the machine exactly what it expects to see.

      Good people were more difficult to fool. Not impossible, just more of a challenge. And not one that had presented itself today.

      “Okay. You’re good to go, sir,” the border agent said as he handed back Zahavi’s forged passport, breaking out a half smile only when his eyes drifted away from the Israeli’s face and onto that of a clock on the opposite wall. “Enjoy your trip.”

      Zahavi gave a thin, Germanic smile, accompanied with a businesslike nod of his head. “Thank you, I will.”

      Still, as Zahavi walked toward the baggage claim belts, he couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief. In the intelligence game, there was no such thing as perfect. The smallest mistakes could, and often did, carry the weightiest consequences. Every operative knew that this mission could be their last.

      Operating on US soil wasn’t nearly so dangerous. Officially, at least, Israel didn’t spy on the United States, and the favor was repaid in reverse. Unofficially, of course, Tel Aviv was awash with American spies, and Washington a fly trap for their Israeli counterparts. So if he was caught, the only repercussions would be a ticket on the next flight home and a stern lecture from his boss.

      Still, the rush of adrenaline was the same every time.
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      The FBI’s Honolulu Field Office was a dead end for a career that had started so brightly, thought Special Agent Devon Stiles glumly as he stared out into the glorious hues of yet another tropical sunset. He was supposed to be in Washington by now, catching spies and working his way up the floors of the Hoover Building.

      It just hadn’t worked out that way.

      Hawaii had been the center of the counterintelligence game once, but the 1940s was a long time ago, and the war in the Pacific a distant memory, even in the minds of those who had fought in it. And there were few enough of those left.

      Stiles had been sold on a dream of catching Chinese operatives with palm trees swaying lazily overhead. There were lots of the latter, but not many of the former, and two years into his posting, he was desperately searching for a way to make himself relevant again.

      Still, there were perks, like hitting the beach twenty minutes after clocking off work, and the cool kiss of condensation on his fingers from the neck of a bottle of beer as his toes luxuriated in the sand and surf.

      And maybe this life wasn’t such a bad one, he thought, the morose expression on his face giving the lie to that thought to anyone who cared to look. Perhaps there was more to life than a career he had always wanted.

      After all, he had his bike, a steady government salary, and was becoming a hell of a surfer. Add that to blond hair that was a little longer than regulation suggested and piercing blue eyes, and he wasn’t exactly unfamiliar with the island’s female residents, or the tourists who flocked to her pearly white beaches.

      His secure Bureau cell phone chirped discordantly, drawing irritated glances from the office workers and vacationers still soaking up the last rays of sun on North Beach, and startling him from a mordant train of thought that had played out in his mind a dozen times just that week.

      “Stiles,” he grunted, pressing it to his ear.

      “Devon, I’m sorry to do this,” said Jack Weiss in his boss’s typically gravelly voice, “but I need your weekend.”

      “Sure. You mind if I ask why?”

      “I just got a ping from Homeland. They picked up an Israeli traveling on a German passport. Landed about three hours ago.”

      “Israeli? What the fuck is he doing here?”

      “The hell if I know,” Weiss replied. “But I’d like you to find out. Washington’s in a frenzy, and they want to know whether there’s any connection with these attacks back home. I’m guessing not, but it can’t hurt to make sure.”

      “You got it, boss,” Stiles muttered, feeling a thrill of anticipation dance its way down his spine at the prospect of a real case. “You mind me asking how we picked him up, sir?”

      “Voice print analysis,” Weiss replied, his beard scratching the microphone on his side of the phone line. “They’re running some kind of trial down at the airport. Mics embedded in the immigration counters or something. They tell me it’s more accurate than scanning fingerprints, and way harder to spoof. But you know how these things go. Chances are it’s actually just some German tourist, and Homeland’s chasing its own tail.”

      Stiles grinned. “Understood. I’ll run it down, see what shakes free of the bushes. Anyone else working the case?”

      “You’re on your own on this one, Devon. If it heats up, then we can talk.”

      The line went dead.

      “Have a good weekend to you too, boss,” Stiles murmured, momentarily lost in thought.

      He turned away from the horizon and began picking his way out of the surf, leaning over and plucking his shoes from the water’s edge. Before braving the heat of the day’s sun on his bare feet, he flipped the still-full bottle of beer over and watched the bubbles drain into the foaming surf.

      Perhaps all hope wasn’t lost after all. Hunting down an Israeli spy was an infinitely more appealing prospect than another weekend spent chasing tail. And if he played his cards right, perhaps there was a way off this damn island after all.
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      The diner wasn’t actually a relic of the 1950s, though it was trying hard to appear that way. The waitresses – because they were all female – all wore their hair pinned up, and Americana coated the walls. The only concession to modernity was a small television mounted just over the long breakfast bar, tuned to ESPN and showing basketball highlights.

      “What can I get you two?”

      “Coffee, black,” Trapp muttered, his mind still turning over the problem which had driven him out of the creativity-stifling environs of the federal lockup in search of fresh air and caffeine.

      “I’ll take the same,” Pope added. He slid the sugar dispenser across the burnished steel surface of the booth’s table. “And this needs a refill.”

      “Sure thing, honey.” The waitress smiled, twirling a non-existent strand of hair like a high school girl, not a woman nearing sixty years of age. “Anyone tell you you’re a real cutie? You dye your hair like that?”

      The FBI agent’s fingers jumped self-consciously to the streak of white above his left temple, though he disguised the reaction by running them through his hair. “Glad you think so,” he said.

      Trapp grinned as she turned away, walking with a spring in her step. “Looks like you got yourself an admirer.”

      “Kiss my ass,” Pope replied. “She’s twice my age.”

      “She was once,” Trapp agreed, his eyes twinkling. The phone in his pocket buzzed, and he pulled it out, frowning as he saw the name that flashed up on its display. “Hold up, I gotta take this.”

      Pope slouched back. “Saved by the bell, huh?”

      Trapp accepted the call and put the phone to his ear. The voice on the other end, clipped and well spoken, dispensed with any formal greeting. “Jason, I think I have something that may interest you.”

      “Go on.”

      Hamza continued, though he sounded a little put out at Trapp’s lack of overt curiosity. “We got a match on the fingerprint you gave us.”

      “What the hell took so long?”

      A prolonged silence was the only reply.

      “I see,” Trapp mused. “It didn’t take long. You’ve been sitting on it.”

      More silence.

      The waitress dropped off two steaming cups of filter coffee, spilling a few drops on the steel top and wiping them up with a cloth stored in the front of her apron. She disappeared with a final longing look at Pope, who rolled his eyes at Trapp the second he was presented with the safety of her departing back. There was a hint of intrigue in the man’s eyes, but he was professional enough not to raise it while Trapp was still occupied.

      “I’ll presume whatever it is, it’s something you didn’t want us to know. Ipso facto, it’s something that makes you look bad. How am I doing so far?” Trapp asked.

      The sound of the Saudi intelligence officer’s teeth grinding together as Trapp needled his pride wasn’t actually audible, but it might as well have been. “You’re on the right track,” he said.

      Trapp chewed his lip, then nodded as it came to him. “I get it. He was one of yours, wasn’t he?”

      “It’s not that simple, Jason,” Hamza replied, sounding strained for the first time.

      “It never is.”

      “Can I rely on your discretion on this matter?” Hamza asked. “Please, you must understand that what I am about to tell you can never see the light of day. It would be disastrous.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that.”

      “I’ll trust your professionalism then, Jason,” Hamza replied. “He was known to us as Hasan Fayed.”

      “I take it that wasn’t his real name?”

      “It was not. We believe he may truly have been called Hasan Zargari, but we’re not certain. I’m sending you his personnel file now, but I don’t suspect it will be of much use. Everything inside it was fabricated.”

      “So who was he? And how did he arrive on your radar?”

      “He was a mercenary. Turned up with two hundred men, all battle tested in Syria, Libya and Iraq, and offered his services in assisting with our Houthi problem.”

      “That’s one way of putting it,” Trapp grunted.

      Hamza continued as though uninterrupted. “His men were good. Shiites, mostly, but they took our money anyway; they usually do. We used them as special forces. Hasan, or whoever he really is, led by example. From what I’ve been told, he was a hell of a fighter.”

      “What’s the catch?”

      “He was passing intelligence to the Iranian-backed rebels. In fact, not just intelligence; he was coordinating entire assaults on our positions. Allowing shipments of arms and munitions to slip through the blockade and organizing attacks on our supply convoys. As much as anyone, this Hasan is responsible for the stalemate across the border. He bogged us down, dragged us into a mire of his own making.”

      “So how did you figure it out? Who he really was, I mean,” Trapp asked.

      “There was a girl,” Hamza replied, his tone strangely muted.

      “There always is.”

      “Not like that. This one was Pakistani, a domestic servant. Hasan’s brigade was pulled off the line and sent back over the border to recuperate, to a town called Najran. The police found the girl the first morning, cut from her belly to her throat. The knife was –”

      “Still inside her…” Trapp breathed, putting it together and picturing a man who had died in the Iraqi dirt.

      “Exactly. As commander, Hasan was the only one allowed off base the first night. We put him under surveillance after that.”

      “Since when did you guys get so big on human rights?” Trapp enquired.

      He’d never been to Yemen, but he’d seen the pictures on the nightly news just like everybody else. Starving children with distended bellies. Shellshocked civilians not so much fleeing from towns and villages ruined by artillery as stumbling, still smothered in dust.

      “War is a dirty business, Jason. That is something you Americans know as well as we do. Abu Ghraib was blood on your hands. There is plenty more to go around. So as it says in your Bible, let he who is without sin –”

      “Point taken,” Trapp replied brusquely. “But why not just arrest him?”

      An embarrassed silence followed.

      “Because you needed him,” Trapp said.

      “He was a good fighter, and we had no proof,” Hamza replied, giving an accurate but not particularly full throated defense of the decision. “Anyway, that was when we caught him funneling intelligence to the rebels. Before we could take him, he ran across the border. After that, he took control of the Quds Force’s operation in Yemen. We believe he holds the rank of colonel.”

      “He was a plant all along,” Trapp muttered.

      “It seems so.”

      “Must’ve been embarrassing for your bosses,” Trapp said, feeling a pang of sympathy for whoever’s head had no doubt toppled off the chopping block in the search for someone to blame. Getting played like that was every intelligence officer’s worst nightmare.

      Best practice was to never look a gift horse in the mouth, because they were probably about to kick you in the head.

      “It was. They devoted a significant effort to eliminating him. He escaped drone strikes twice by a matter of minutes. We thought we took him out a third time. Brought an apartment building down on his head, then laid down white phosphorus to burn anything left alive.”

      “That’s illegal,” Trapp remarked.

      “Perhaps,” Hamza allowed. “But effective.”

      “Apparently not.”

      There was a short pause before Hamza replied, “I’m sending you everything I have on him. Please, Jason, I implore you to be cautious about what you do with this information. If it gets out…”

      “I don’t make promises I can’t be sure to keep,” Trapp said gruffly, then killed the call.

      “So you gonna tell me what that was all about?” Pope asked, setting his now empty coffee cup back on the table. “I’ve been dying to find out.”

      “It’s classified.”

      “It usually is,” Pope replied, his eyebrows dancing knowingly. “But is it going to be useful in cracking this case?”

      Trapp took a swig of his now cold cup of joe, wincing at the brackish taste as he mulled over the problem in his mind. “If I asked you to put the word out to be on watch for any sign of unusual Iranian activity, could you do it?”

      “Quietly, I’m guessing?” Pope frowned.

      “Yeah.”

      “I can do it.”

      “Good,” Trapp replied, motioning for the check. “Do it, because I think I’ve got a lead.”
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      MV North Star

      Beaufort Sea

      

      Lieutenant Farid Radan winced as a chill wind battered his face. It was spring, but this close to the Arctic, seasons carried with them different meanings. He thrust his hands deeper into the pockets of his fur-lined technical jacket in search of warmth and continued walking the deck, in search of anything that could betray the true purpose of their journey to a stranger’s eye.

      Not that they had encountered any such strangers over the past two days, since passing through the most treacherous part of the journey – the narrow section of the Bering Strait that separated the great continents of Eurasia and North America. For a short time, both Alaska and Siberia had been visible from the deck of the North Star, though they had braved the crossing itself under the cover of darkness.

      Radan suspected that they might not encounter another vessel before entering Baffin Bay, off the coast of Greenland. Even then, it was unlikely to be anything more concerning than an Arctic fishing vessel, trawling for the shoals of oil-rich krill that thrived in this part of the world.

      Still, he knew better than to succumb to complacency. Amir had entrusted him with a task of critical importance, and he’d vowed not to let his old mentor down. It was a great responsibility to place in the hands of one as young as he, but then he’d fought by his mentor’s side on battlefields from Syria to Palestine, and never once flinched. So yes, it was an honor, but he’d earned this right too.

      Where are you now? he wondered.

      It was a question he knew would never be answered. He had his role to play. He checked the satellite phone religiously, every six hours, in case there were new orders. So far, there had been none.

      He finished his inspection of the deck and climbed the exterior staircase that led to the small freighter’s bridge, two stories above. A small electric heater blasted the enclosed space with heat, causing him to unzip his jacket and pull off his gloves.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” the captain murmured, his Farsi low and reverent as he scanned the Alaskan coastline in the distance. The upper reaches were still scarred with frost, but green shoots had begun to eat away at the edges of the frozen expanse. “I will never tire of this sight, so long as I may live.”

      Radan had been born in Tehran, a city of almost 9 million souls. He was accustomed to the endless tooting of car horns, the grumbling of thick, soupy diesel engines and the endless sounds of a city whose residents were packed into teeming tenements that blocked out the sight of the sky above. So for him, the solitude was almost overpowering – an almost physical assault on the senses.

      Both men watched as a large ice floe, measuring hundreds of yards in any given direction, drifted past a half mile to the starboard side. Radan searched for reassurance from his compatriot. “We won’t be troubled by the ice?”

      The captain shook his head. He had been chosen precisely for his experience in these conditions. “Not as long as we’re careful. I have a watch posted at all times. The sea ice melted early this year, opening up the passage on which we are now traveling. I’ve seen this route impassable as late as May.”

      “Double the watch at night,” Radan commanded. “I don’t want to take any risks.”

      The experienced captain nodded without question. He knew only too well where the real power lay on his vessel. His role was to ensure that the North Star reached her proscribed destination at the proscribed time. Everything else was the lieutenant’s responsibility.

      “I’m going below,” Radan muttered.

      He descended through the bridge superstructure down to the main deck, and then below. He passed a sailor who nodded with respect, but also shrank away from his very presence.

      Two guards were stationed at the entrance to the main hold on B-deck, both armed with holstered pistols. Radan and Nazeri had hand-picked the crew for the North Star’s final voyage themselves, so he considered that the chance of betrayal was so low to be almost nonexistent. Still, it paid to be certain.

      Neither man bothered checking his ID. The steel bulkhead door swung open, and he stepped inside. The hold was both vast, yet also cramped by the low ceiling overhead. The left-hand side of the space was segmented off by a huge section of opaque plastic sheeting, which Radan knew was several layers thick. A glow came from high-power electric lamps on the other side, making it look like an abstract modern art installation.

      In the center of the space was a fifty foot long cylinder, over which was draped tarpaulin. It stood 10 feet off the deck, mounted on a metallic, mechanical structure that was technically known as a Transporter-Erector-Launcher frame. Several men were laboring over the device, pointedly not glancing in his direction.

      “Mustafa,” Radan called out, attracting the attention of one of them, Dr. Mustafa Tabasi. He was the expert, and the technicians around him deferred automatically. He was a slight, bespectacled man, with only a halo of graying hair left around the crown of his head. He was clean-shaven, and the hold’s dim lighting threw dark shadows onto the deep bags underneath his eyes.

      Tabasi looked up and was unable to hide the slight flinch of distaste, or fear, that automatically assailed him. “Lieutenant. How may I help you?”

      Radan cast his eyes from one end of the long missile to the other, almost salivating at the thought of the destruction it would reap. “How goes your work?”

      “I need sleep,” the missile engineer replied, rubbing his eyes.

      “I trust I need not remind you of the consequences of defying me?” Radan hissed.

      Tabasi raised his palms defensively. “Of course not. We have a week until we arrive. The missile is almost ready. I’ve already uploaded the targeting package. We’re testing it now. But tired men make mistakes. We have enough time. All I ask is that you allow us to do this right.”

      The lieutenant considered the engineer’s suggestion. It was, he realized, wise. A launch failure would be disastrous. “Your request is granted. At the end of this shift, all of your men are to take eighteen hours of rest before they return to work.”

      “Thank you,” Tabasi sighed gratefully.

      Radan’s torso turned slightly, and he glanced at the section of the hold that was sealed off by plastic sheeting. Even he could not hide his fear of the evil that lay behind. “And the payload?”

      “The warhead will be complete by the week’s end,” Tabasi replied. “You have my word.”
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      The Daniel K Inouye airport building was a brutalist chessboard, dark windows peeking out of an expanse of light gray concrete and mounted on top by the gloomy, alien edifice of the control tower. It wasn’t exactly the gleaming gates to Paradise it represented for so many millions of excited tourists it greeted every year, Special Agent Devon Stiles thought wryly.

      He pulled off his motorcycle helmet, shaped his blond hair into a style that was halfway presentable, and rode his badge through to the guts of the airport to the endless dull office rooms and corridors that ordinary travelers don’t get to see.

      Stiles flashed his credentials one last time, in front of the dull eyes of the border patrol agent he’d just roused from a nap, head lolling on a chest that was dusted by the remnants of a bag of cookies.

      “You’re Billy?” he asked.

      “That’s what my parents told me,” Billy allowed, looking somewhat nervous. He had dull, lifeless eyes that didn’t speak to great reserves of innate intelligence. “You the guy who wanted to speak to me?”

      “I guess I am,” Stiles replied amiably. He brought up a picture of the supposed Israeli agent on his phone, snapped as the man had passed underneath a surveillance camera just after stepping off the plane. “You recognize this man?”

      Billy shook his head. “Should I?”

      “You let him in to the country about five hours ago. Seems like a reasonable thing to ask.”

      “Buddy, I process twenty tourists an hour, every hour, and I just got off a ten-hour shift for the sixth day in a row. You wanna do the math?”

      I’m guessing you couldn’t, Stiles politely refrained from saying.

      He passed the sleepy CBP agent a business card and told him to call if he remembered anything, knowing the card would find a home at the bottom of a trash can the second Billy left his sight.

      He checked in with the airport’s security office next, where he was pleasantly surprised to discover an operation that was considerably more on top of its game. The airport’s head of security was a gruff former Marine with a full head of brilliant white hair and a handshake that fractured Stiles’s knuckles. An import to the island, no doubt, one of the countless teens shipped over by the Big Green Machine who just never left.

      Devon winced and massaged his hand as Jackie turned to face the bank of screens on the far wall and caught a sympathetic glance from one of the techs monitoring the surveillance feeds around the airport.

      “The system’s old, you see,” Jackie barked, hands at parade rest, back ramrod straight as his eyes flickered over his domain. “I keep requesting an upgrade, but they return the letters without opening them. Ever since we got friendly with the Japs, I guess Washington figures we’re untouchable out here. And maybe they’re right. Then again, maybe they’re not.”

      Devon ignored the old man’s lack of political correctness, correctly judging that it was a battle that wasn’t worth fighting. He’d used the term as a descriptor and without malice. Probably didn’t even know he was doing it, and didn’t mean anything by it if he did.

      “Believe me, Jackie,” he quipped, “we’re fighting the same fight.”

      The technician punched the air in satisfaction, drawing the attention of both men. “Got ‘im, boss.”

      “Nice work, kid,” Jackie said with a smile of grizzled approval. “Bring it up on the big screen.”

      He turned back to Devon. “Like I was saying, our system was out of date the second it rolled off the line. Or fell out of the oven, however these computer chips are made. DHS flew me out to Los Angeles a couple years ago. Gave me a tour of LAX. Real proud of it, they were – and rightly so. Those Angelenos can drop a pin on a perp and the system does the rest, following them from camera to camera.”

      A video clip flashed up on the screen, showing the man they believed to be Alon Zahavi, shot from a camera positioned overhead and slightly to the man’s rear. He was dressed in a white polo shirt and khakis and pulling a small wheeled suitcase behind him. His long blond hair wasn’t too dissimilar from Devon’s own. In truth, the man on the screen looked nothing like the shot in Zahavi’s FBI file, a fact which gave Devon a second’s pause.

      “That’s him?”

      The tech nodded. “Same guy. I followed him timestamp to timestamp. Stake my house on it.”

      Devon shot the man a thumbs-up, watching as the suspect stepped through a set of sliding glass doors and exited the airport. “Good job. Can you show me where he went?”

      “I’ll bet he picked up a rental. Direction fits.”

      The camera view switched to an exterior shot and skipped into fast forward. As expected, Zahavi entered the Thrifty Car Rental office. The tech didn’t have access to the cameras inside, which made Devon jumpy, but assured him that there was only one way in and out. About fifteen minutes later, no doubt after the rental agent attempted to upsell a gold-plated insurance package, Zahavi stepped out and waded into the endless rows of identical sedans.

      “Okay, can you zoom in and get me a shot of his plates?” Devon asked, peering at the screen as though it would improve his vision. “Looks like a Toyota Corolla, black.”

      “Way ahead of you,” the man said, tapping a key in front of him and causing a printer to chatter into life, wheezing and groaning as it spat out an image taken from yet another camera, this one positioned at waist height, presumably at the exit of the parking lot, and snapped as Zahavi drove out.

      “My idea,” the tech said as Devon snatched it up, committing the license plate to memory in an instant. “Installed the camera last year.”

      “Jackie, you better give this guy a raise,” Devon remarked. “Stop me pinching him from you. We could use a guy like that at the Bureau.”

      “Huh,” was Jackie’s only reply, accompanied by an indistinct grumble that emanated from the base of his throat. Whether it was at the prospect of finding space in his budget for a raise or losing his best tech entirely wasn’t clear.

      “Okay,” Devon said, folding the license plate shot and sticking it in his back pocket. “Any chance you can show me where he went?”

      The tech was already fast forwarding through timestamped video feeds from cameras positioned over the road that hugged the side of the airport. A prideful red dusting was already fading from his face as he squinted at the screen in front of him in surprise. “This doesn’t make sense.”

      “What doesn’t?”

      “He’s heading to arrivals.”

      All three men watched as the Corolla looped through arrivals once without stopping, then pulled up a second time and went into idle.

      “Checking for a tail,” Jackie murmured.

      “Hold up, slow it down,” Devon barked, his eyes widening. He watched as a man stepped out of the crowd, his face shielded by a baseball cap from the cameras overhead, and climbed into the passenger seat.

      His phone leaped to his ear to put the Honolulu PD on the lookout for the Corolla – with strict instructions only to call in its location rather than approach. As it did, a second man, shorter, somehow anxious, even through the blurred medium of the CCTV picture, jumped into the rear seat, and the vehicle pulled smoothly into traffic.

      Devon froze as the police operator barked something into his ear, his mind whirring. He had no doubt that something was up. The only question was what the hell he was supposed to do about it.
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      “Turn around.”

      Noah Arens, the third operative in the small Mossad team, kept his hands on the wheel but glanced at his more senior partner, Alon Zahavi, in the passenger seat. Zahavi shook his head and said, “Keep driving.”

      “I said turn around!” Ariel Feinman repeated, encircling the index finger of his left hand with the digits on his right and tugging anxiously. “I just need a few seconds to –”

      “Ariel, calm yourself,” Zahavi muttered, twisting in his seat and ignoring the checkpoint leading into Tripler Army Medical Center, the vast medical facility that sat on Moanalua Heights, overlooking the 201. The two coral-painted booths were three truck-lengths ahead and staffed by military policeman who were still too far away to notice the minor commotion taking place inside the Corolla.

      “Something’s wrong,” Ariel insisted, a sheen of sweat breaking out on his forehead. “I’m telling you. We need to get out of here.”

      The analyst couldn’t miss the flash of irritation that crossed Zahavi’s face. Perhaps that was why the more experienced Mossad operative allowed it to appear in the first place. Perhaps he was just overthinking things.

      “It’s just a checkpoint,” Zahavi insisted. He looked over his shoulder and up the slight incline leading to the hospital. “And a quiet one, at that. Trust me, I’ve done this a hundred times before. Just keep quiet and let me handle things, okay?”

      Ariel gulped, pushing down on the rising sense of panic that was threatening to overwhelm him. He wasn’t supposed to be here, not out in the field. Why had the old man sent him here? He was going to fuck things up, he knew it.

      He sent you because he trusts you, a voice in the back of his head insisted, only for another to add: Or was it because there was no one else?

      “Okay,” he muttered as the Corolla nudged forward a car’s length before slowly gliding to a stop. “I’m good, I promise.”

      “You sure?” Zahavi asked.

      Ariel nodded.

      “Good. If you think you can’t handle things, just put your head in your hands and start crying. It’ll work with your cover. I’ll deal with the rest.”

      “I’ll be fine,” Ariel said, clenching his jaw.

      He might be on the verge of panic, but he would be damned before he let it overwhelm him entirely. Not in front of the two operatives in this car. Analysts got little enough respect from field operators as it was. Although that judgment seemed entirely justified given his present reaction, he didn’t plan to throw any more fuel on that particular fire.

      “Stop right there, sir,” a military policeman dressed in woodland fatigues called out, holding out a flat palm. A pistol sat holstered on the man’s hip, but he showed no sign of nerves as he walked toward the driver’s window.

      “License and registration please, gentlemen.”

      Noah reached for the glove compartment as Alon and Ariel opened their wallets and handed over identity cards, which Noah collected and passed to the MP.

      “What’s your purpose at Tripler today, sirs?”

      “My colleague and I are from Orion International Logistics,” Noah replied as the MP scanned the documents, speaking in a neutral Midwestern accent. “We lost a boat this week. One of the crew was fished out and brought here.” He jerked his thumb into the rear of the car. “That’s his brother.”

      “Damn,” the MP remarked as his eyes fell on Ariel. “That’s real shitty. Are the docs expecting you?”

      “No, sir,” Noah replied. “We didn’t know where the hell this guy ended up. Just touched down a few hours ago, and came straight here.”

      “Okay, that’s fine, but I’m gonna need to arrange an escort,” the MP said, handing back the thin sheaf of documents.

      “Of course.”

      Another MP climbed in the remaining seat and directed them up to the hospital’s reception, not leaving until the party of three was face to face with the attending physician, Dr. Susan Michaels.

      “So you’re the family?”

      “He is,” Alon Zahavi – now Alan Fields – said, pointing at Ariel, whose head was hanging low like a beaten dog. “The brother. My colleague and I are with Orion International. It was our boat that went down.”

      Dr. Michaels’ face furrowed with suspicion. She beckoned for Alon to follow and spoke low enough that Ariel had to strain to listen. “How do you know his brother survived? I wasn’t informed the authorities had released any information about my patient.”

      It was a question they had prepared for, to the extent of doctoring evidence and uploading it to the Internet, just in case.

      “Someone snapped a pic,” Alon murmured, jerking his head at the devastated-looking Ariel. “As they fished him out the ocean. Poor guy saw the damn thing on Twitter. Didn’t know whether his brother was alive or dead.”

      Michaels’ face softened, and her hand jumped to her mouth. “Oh, how awful.”

      “At least the kid’s alive.” Alon nodded. “It looks like he’s the only one.”

      Michaels retained enough suspicion to ask, “You mind if I see some documentation? Just need to make sure everything’s above board.” She blanched. “So to speak.”

      Zahavi handed over a copy of a Turkish identity card made out in the name of Adnan Moshiri, along with a printout of the sailor’s supposed employment contract. “Will this do?”

      Michaels nodded. “That’s just fine. It’s just hospital policy.”

      She beckoned for Ariel, her face comporting itself into a caring smile. “Mr. Moshiri, my name is Dr. Susan Michaels. Please come with me.”

      She led the three men to a hospital room but allowed only Ariel in, closing the door softly behind them and leaving the two Mossad operatives outside.

      Ariel stumbled forward on numbed legs, his eyes zeroing in on Effrayim’s chapped lips, spotted with white antiseptic, and his burned, raw face. A heart rate monitor chirruped in the background, and bags of saline and IV medicine hung from a tree, thin tubes snaking down to a cannula inserted just beneath the patient’s elbow crease.

      His voice, tense with anxiety, sounded like choked-up grief. “My brother, is he –?”

      “Alive? Yes, barely. Your brother is one tough cookie,” she replied. “He should make a full recovery. But he’ll need your help.”

      “I need to speak to him,” Ariel said.

      Dr. Michaels frowned. “What’s so urgent? Your brother has survived an ordeal, Mr. Moshiri. He’s very weak. Besides, he’s been sedated. He’ll be under for at least another twelve hours. At least.”

      Ariel nodded quickly. “Of course. I’m sorry. It’s just I thought he was –”

      The doctor reached forward and grasped his upper arm. “It’s okay. Grief affects us all in different ways. The important thing is that he’s alive. He made it.”

      “Can I stay with him?” Ariel asked, thinking fast. If Effrayim was only to be awake for short bursts, then he needed to be by the agent’s side during one of them.

      “You can,” Michaels replied. “But not the two men from the company. They’ll have to wait outside. My ward is family only. Normally I’d only allow you here during visiting hours, but right now your brother’s my only patient, so”—she shrugged—“I’m willing to bend the rules.”

      “Thank you,” Ariel said, meaning it. “I just need to make a call. My mother is worried sick. I need to tell her the good news.”
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      “Sir, I think I’ve got something here. Something big,” Devon Stiles said the second his boss answered the phone.

      “Go on,” Jack Weiss said.

      “Yesterday evening I clocked three suspects leaving the airport in a rental car. The one we think we’ve identified as Alon Zahavi and two others.”

      “All Israeli?”

      “Seems like a reasonable guess. I called an old friend in Washington and sent him pictures of all three. One of them’s still unknown, but I’m about 99 percent confident about the identity of the third – an analyst called Ariel Feinman.”

      “Who the hell is that?”

      “A rising star in the Mossad, apparently. In Director Cohen’s inner circle.”

      “Curiouser and curiouser,” Weiss murmured. “What are they doing here?”

      “I’m not exactly sure, Jack,” Stiles admitted. “About an hour ago, a police cruiser spotted their Corolla entering Tripler Army Medical Center, with all three of them inside –”

      “The Tripler Center?” Weiss said urgently. “It’s just a hospital, right? No research institutes, nothing like that?”

      “I don’t think they’re here to steal something, boss. I think there’s someone they came to see.”

      Stiles filled his superior in on what he knew about the crewman pulled out of the Pacific and currently undergoing treatment at the Tripler Center, which wasn’t much. Not even enough to be dangerous.

      “Sounds like this swimmer’s the key to whatever’s going on here. Maybe it’s time you brought the Israelis in for a chat. I don’t like the idea of them prowling around a military installation. Feels like a powder keg just waiting to blow up in my face.”

      “I’ve got another idea. I need you to authorize a surveillance team. We need to get eyes and ears on that hospital ward. If they get up to anything they’re not supposed to, I’ll step in immediately. You have my word.”

      There was a pause on the other end of the phone line as Weiss mulled over his subordinate’s suggestion. He expelled a sharp breath, triggering a rush of expectant dopamine in Stiles’ brain. “Okay. I’ll call Judge Buehler and get the wheels spinning on a FISA warrant. Get a team moving, but wait for my go. And Devon –?”

      Stiles caught himself halfway through punching the air with satisfaction and waited for Weiss to deliver some unexpected bad news.

      “Yeah, boss?”

      “Good job.”
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        * * *

      

      The door to Effrayim’s hospital room opened, followed by a series of low, scraping thunks that startled Ariel from a fitful, restless nap. He bolted upright in the uncomfortable chair that sat next to the unconscious agent’s bedside, and his eyes darted toward the unexpected disturbance.

      Had something happened to Noah and Alon? They were supposed to be standing guard outside, but then, they hadn’t risked carrying weapons onto an army base, so they were unarmed.

      Perhaps that was a mistake, Ariel thought. Had the Iranians worked out they had missed a man? Were they here to finish the job?

      He gulped, wondering if he was now the last line of defense between a man he had sent into harm’s way – to whom he now owed a great debt – and an unknown terror. If it really was the Iranians, then what could he do about it? He searched for a weapon, finding only a ballpoint pen on Effrayim’s bedside table, which he palmed.

      The lights were turned down low to allow the patient to rest, and it took Ariel’s eyes a couple of seconds to adjust. He peered at the doorway, his heart pounding, but was relieved to see that it was only a woman, a nurse, wearing light blue scrubs.

      She was peering over her shoulder and dragging something behind her. He stood, feeling foolish as he glanced down and saw the almost-weapon in his fingers and said, “Can I help?”

      “It’s okay,” the nurse grunted, maneuvering a wheeled cart into the room and pushing it against an empty section of wall. “All done.”

      Ariel’s eyes passed across the unexpected addition to the hospital room. They widened as he realized what it was: a crash cart. “Is everything okay? My brother –?”

      “Is fine,” the nurse smiled, raising her hands in a placatory fashion. “It’s just a precaution.”

      “Are you sure? Because it seems like a fairly serious one. You’re sure there’s not something you’re not telling me?”

      “Dr. Michaels noticed some irregularities in your brother’s cardiac rhythm, that’s all. It’s not unusual in cases of severe dehydration like this. The electrolyte balance can take weeks to return to baseline, and that has cascading effects throughout the body.”

      Ariel squinted. He was an intelligent man, but biology had never been his strong suit. “But he’s going to be okay? He’ll wake up?”

      “Absolutely.” The nurse nodded, smiling broadly. “But I can send Dr. Michaels in if you want? I’m sure she’d be happy to explain it to you. She’s doing some paperwork right now, but –”

      Ariel shook his head. “No, no, it’s fine. My heart was racing, that’s all. I’ve been so worried.”

      “That’s perfectly understandable.” The nurse smiled. “But you can relax. You’re in good hands here.”

      “I know,” Ariel whispered, his eyes drifting back toward the unconscious form of his supposed brother. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll leave you alone,” the nurse said quietly.

      Ariel gripped Effrayim’s hand. His voice barely rose above a whisper, catching in his grief-strained throat. The pain was real, even if the cause was affected. “I need you to wake up, my friend. Whatever you saw might yet save us all…”
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        * * *

      

      The good thing about army bases, Stiles thought, was that the people who worked in them were used to following orders. The FBI team had commandeered an unused supply closet on the floor beneath the ward in question the second Weiss gave the go-ahead. Though it still smelled faintly of spilled bleach, it was now home to a fully-fledged surveillance team, and as of a few seconds ago, they were plugged into the hospital’s security network.

      A surveillance technician, his ears clamped tight between two enormous headphone cans, clenched his fist with satisfaction. “Got it. Loud and clear.”

      “What happens if they scan for bugs?” Stiles asked anxiously.

      This was easily the most exciting thing that had happened to him since he’d arrived on the island almost three years before, and it was beginning to hit home that if he screwed this operation up – whatever the hell it was supposed to be – he wasn’t going to get a second shot at making his reputation.

      The other thing that had occurred to him was that the Mossad had the reputation as the best of the best. If anyone was going to give him the opportunity to trip over his own feet, it would be them. He resolved not just to cover his bases, but to encase them in bunker walls fifteen feet thick.

      “Shouldn’t be a problem,” the tech assured him. “The cart’s broadcasting on a regular Wi-Fi network. I’ve configured it to look just like one of Tripler’s own boxes. Even if they see it, there’s no reason for them to suspect anything’s amiss.”

      “You’re sure about that?”

      “As my granddaddy used to say, sure as the day is long.”

      “Good. You mind if I listen?”

      The tech handed over a spare headphone rig, which Stiles donned. His ears were immediately greeted by the steady, rhythmic beat of a heart rate monitor.

      “Be my guest.” He shrugged. “But it sounds like our patient’s still fast asleep. We could be here a while.”
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      White House Press Room

      

      “Ladies and gentlemen, the President of the United States,” came the cue that Charles Nash had been waiting for. He stepped out into a maelstrom, camera shutters clattering like hailstones, a dozen questions rolling toward him like thunder, each reporter a tropical cyclone desperate to blow his presidency off course.

      And what course is that, Charles? he thought dryly, offering up a silent prayer to the patron saint of leaders who never stood a chance in the face of events, dear boy, events.

      His press secretary, Naomi Miles, leaned into the microphone on top of the podium and stated that the president would be taking several questions, and asked for respect. Neither she nor her boss expected that it would be given, but it was all part of the game.

      Nash stood behind the lectern, grasping it on either side, and looked out into the press room. Every now and again, a camera shutter fell, less frequently now that his initial entrance had been dispensed with, but not far enough apart to lull him into a sense of security. They were out there, like sharks, just waiting for a drop of blood in the water. The second they had it, they would pounce.

      He was on thin ice already.

      “Everyone, thank you for coming,” he said, selecting from the quiver of smiles he kept on hand for every occasion. Broad, yet tempered by circumstance, suitable for his ten seconds on the nightly news. “I’m sorry to keep you waiting. I’ll try and keep this brief.”

      He peered out into the crowd, as if searching for a suitable question amidst the thicket of raised hands, many holding dictaphones aloft to capture his words as if they were pronouncements from heaven. It was all stage-managed, of course. Naomi had briefed him on who to pick and what they would say.

      “Charlie, how about you,” he said, pointing at the reporter from the Times. The forest of arms swayed, as if blown by unseen wind. A few fell entirely, toppled by the storm, but most righted themselves soon enough.

      “Thank you, Mr. President. Charlie Stone from the New York Times. Can you describe to our readers the measures the federal government is taking in response to this most recent wave of attacks?”

      A softball.

      Exactly what the doctor ordered. Part of Nash hated playing the media game. But, love them or hate them, a vibrant press was what the Republic was built on. Pulling reporters’ strings like a puppeteer on high, trading favors in grubby backroom deals, none of it seemed like what the founders would have intended.

      Then again, they didn’t have 24/7 cable news or social media to contend with, Nash reminded himself. Two hundred years before, it would’ve taken weeks to whip the entire country into a paranoid frenzy. Back then, rumors could only travel as fast as the horses that carried them.

      He flashed Stone a smile from the same make and year. “Thanks, Charlie. Homeland Security will be giving a full briefing after I’m done here, but as you can imagine, we’ll do whatever it takes to bring the present crisis to a halt. I’ve authorized the directors of every relevant agency to call in all the resources needed to bring these terrorists to justice. Overtime and any increased operational costs will of course be met by the federal government from contingency funds set aside for precisely this purpose.

      “On top of that, we’re opening up the taps on the strategic oil reserve, and I’m sending in the Army Corps of Engineers to assist the private sector in repairing refineries and pipelines across the country. The oil price has peaked, and my advisors tell me that the broader economic impact should be limited. Does that about cover it, Charlie?”

      “That’s all I need, Mr. President. I’m sure our readers will be very reassured.”

      Suck-up.

      “Glad to hear it.”

      Nash batted back a couple more easy questions on the terror threat level and enhanced vetting on international visitors before he made the mistake. The CNN interviewer he was expecting to call on was distracted by something on his phone. Instead, he picked the new redhead working for ATN.

      “Thank you, Mr. President. Ciara Olsen, ATN. Sir, can you comment on an allegation that Prince Waleed Al Saud, the brother of the king of Saudi Arabia, personally funded and directed this week’s attacks?”

      The question hit the press room like a bombshell, momentarily stunning even Nash himself. For a second he was a deer in the headlights, sweaty fingers gripping the lectern in front of him for support, but only succeeding in sliding down it.

      The smile briefly faltered before he turned it back up to full wattage. “Where did you hear that, Ms. Olsen? You know I can’t comment on an ongoing investigation. What I can say is that the Saudi government has been of every assistance.”

      A wall of sound billowed forth as every mouth in the room opened up and yelled a question at him. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Naomi stepping up. He gladly gave way at the lectern as his press secretary warned the assorted reporters about indulging in speculation and quickly ushered him off stage.

      “How the fuck did she get that, Naomi?” Nash growled, cursing himself as he replayed his initial reaction over and over again in his mind. “Did you know what she was sitting on?”

      “Of course not, Mr. President,” Naomi replied, rushing at his side, ashen-faced. “If I’d known–”

      Nash stopped dead, startling his press secretary, who kept going a few steps before turning in time to see her boss thump his fist against the West Wing wallpaper. “There’s no keeping it quiet now. We’re fucked.”
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        * * *

      

      “Well, that went well…” Trapp remarked dryly.

      ATN cable news was playing on every screen in sight on the 26th floor of New York City’s Jacob K Javits Federal Building, which wasn’t many, since the Counterintelligence Division was partitioned off from the main office floor with an opaque glass wall. Trapp and Pope had commandeered a conference suite which they’d turned into a war room. So far, however, they didn’t know what enemy they were supposed to be fighting.

      Pope’s gaze remained steady as an ATN graphic flashed across the screen, and the camera zoomed in on the face of a news anchor.

      “As you just saw, President Nash refused to either confirm or deny our reporter’s allegations of high-level Saudi government involvement in this week’s attacks on our nation’s critical energy infrastructure. However, ATN News can exclusively reveal –”

      The anchor glanced down and flicked a page on a yellow legal pad on the desk in front of her. She paused for an inordinately long period of time, until Trapp was almost certain she was doing it intentionally, to ramp up the tension.

      “– that we are in possession of a cache of documents, bank records and voice recordings that demonstrate beyond a shadow of a doubt the involvement of Saudi Arabia’s Prince Waleed Al Saud in both funding and directing terrorist attacks on American soil. ATN has verified the prince’s voiceprint against a keynote speech he delivered at last year’s Gulf Investment Summit. We’re going to play you one of those recordings now.”

      The screen split, showing a photo of the fat prince on the left and an empty space on the right, which quickly filled with writing, a real-time written translation of the audio file that began playing a second later. That too was translated, dubbed over by a narrator who couldn’t sound more out of place – more akin to a Californian surfer dude than a billionaire Saudi royal.

      “Five million?” the narrator said, as the real prince guffawed in the background audio. “It’s not enough. Not for what you are promising.”

      “It is, my Prince,” a second voice said. “Inshallah it will be more than enough. I have the martyrs in place already. They are willing to give their lives for the cause.”

      “Of course, the cause,” Prince Waleed said, his tone insincere even in the original Arabic. “And how long will it take for the Americans to recover?”

      “Months. Years.” A rustle of clothing as though the second man was shrugging. “Who can say? Long enough to save your company?”

      “This isn’t about –”

      Harsh laughter was all that could be heard for several seconds, before the second man continued. Trapp’s skin prickled as he realized the identity of who he was listening to – Hasan Zargari, the assassin he’d chased from the Iraqi desert all the way home. It had to be. He had no proof, just a gut feeling, but it had rarely failed him before.

      “Of course it is, my Prince. You aren’t a true believer. You never have been. You consort with Western whores. You drink, you BLEEP. Perhaps it is Allah’s will. Or perhaps you will burn in hell. Maybe this money is what will save you. But if so, then so be it.”

      Trapp pictured Prince Waleed’s face coloring with rage. He expected an explosion and was surprised when one did not arise. “Fine. You will get your money. See that I receive the return I’m expecting. Or there will be consequences.”

      “We’re being played,” Trapp said as the news network cut to a commercial break.

      He reached for a half empty can of Red Bull, drained the remaining contents, and grimaced as the acrid warm liquid burned his throat. “The whole thing’s too perfect, too believable. No one who’s ever met Waleed would believe he gave two fucks about Allah and virgins and all that shit. But a plot to juice the oil price to save his company? Jackpot.”

      “Maybe so.” Pope shrugged before slumping back into his seat. “But can we prove it? Until we can, we’re a couple of cranks shaking our fists at clouds. We need something solid.”

      Trapp glanced hopefully at his new partner. “You heard anything from your contacts?”

      Pope shook his head. “Nothing. The team here in New York told me their UN delegation’s been battened down all week. Maybe it’s got something to do with the NATO meeting. Their new president’s supposed to be showing his face. I guess maybe their spooks have been warned off from causing any problems.”

      Trapp frowned. “It doesn’t fit. The Revolutionary Guard hates President Khorasani. He’s a moderate, not a true believer. They should be trying to blow this summit up, not –”

      Pope looked up quizzically as Trapp fell silent. “Not what?”

      “What if that’s it?” Trapp muttered, staring at the ceiling as his mind struggled to process the thought that had just occurred to him. “Literally.”

      “You’re not making any sense, Jason.”

      “I mean, what if the IRGC are literally trying to blow this summit up? Think about it, it’s the perfect crime. Take out Nash, along with heads of state from the UK, France, Germany and most of Europe, take a domestic enemy off the chessboard, and frame the whole thing on their bitter rivals, the Saudis.”

      “It’s a stretch…” Pope said, rising from his seat, walking to the window and looking down on the street below.

      “You’ve seen it down there. With all the security for the summit, Manhattan’s got to be about the most secure patch of dirt on the planet right now. Every police officer for 50 miles is working double shifts. Then there’s the Secret Service, the Bureau, DHS, probably the goddamn postal inspector for all I know.”

      “Sure, it’s a stretch,” Trapp said, standing and walking over to Pope.

      The street underneath was barricaded off to vehicle traffic, meaning tourists and locals had flooded into the road, looking no bigger than insects so far below. A police cruiser, blue lights flashing silently, slowly maneuvered through the infestation.

      “But it fits, doesn’t it?”

      “Yeah,” Pope murmured, allowing his head to fall forward until it thudded against the glass. “It fits.”

      Both men fell silent as they appreciated the scale of their problem. More than twenty heads of state would be heading to New York City in the next three days to attend the upcoming NATO summit, along with each country’s most senior military leaders. If the Iranians really did plan to attack, and they were somehow able to pull it off, it would be the most successful decapitation strike in history.

      And yet wheels were in motion that would be almost impossible to slow, let alone stop. They couldn’t cancel an international summit just because Trapp had a funny feeling, no matter how often he’d been right in the past. They needed solid gold proof, and enough of it to plate one of Waleed’s toilets.

      And they had fewer than 72 hours to find it.

      Trapp’s phone chirped, and he brought it to his ear without checking the screen. “Yeah?”

      “Jason, it’s Greaves. I think I’ve got something for you.”
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      The supply closet-cum surveillance suite was feeling a whole lot more like the former than the latter right now, Stiles thought. The patient’s sedative was supposed to have worn off in twelve hours, but they’d just passed the fifteen mark, and he hadn’t so much as coughed.

      The FBI had found a Hebrew translator somewhere on the island – not a Bureau employee, just some college kid who’d at first displayed puppyish enthusiasm for the unusual adventure, but who was now slumped against the wall of the closet, arms around his knees, head buried between them.

      Welcome to your first stakeout, kid, Stiles thought. He got the feeling that the Bureau hadn’t picked up a new recruit. Not long-term, anyway.

      A small LCD screen broadcasted a live feed pirated from one of the hospital’s security cameras. The shot was blurry and showed little more detail through the hospital room’s glass window than the vaguest outline of a man lying in bed. Stiles could just about make out the tubes feeding liquid and drugs into the man’s arm, but only because he knew they were there.

      The two members of the Israeli security team who had accompanied Ariel Feinman to Hawaii were depicted in a little more detail. They were sitting on folding chairs next to the entrance to Adnan Moshiri’s room, not that Stiles believed for even a moment that the name on the patient’s chart was his real identity.

      He’d grappled with the idea of installing additional cameras, both inside Moshiri’s hospital room and in the hallway outside, but eventually decided against it. If the Mossad team realized what was going on, the whole operation would be blown. Better seventy percent of the picture than a hundred percent of nothing.

      In short, the juice wasn’t worth the squeeze.

      “Hold up,” the tech murmured, pressing his palm against his headphones and squinting as he concentrated. “I think I’ve got something.”

      “What?”

      “He might be waking up. I’m not sure. There’s definitely a change in the sound of his heart rate monitor. It just went into overdrive. Either that or he’s about to kick the bucket.”

      “Kid,” Stiles growled, reaching over and shaking the translator’s arm. “Look alive.”

      “Huh? What’s going on?”

      Stiles placed a finger over his lips, then pointed at the surveillance feed before grabbing a spare pair of headphone cans and handing them over. He picked up a set and covered one ear so that he could drink in the atmosphere, which at the present seemed mainly to consist of the frantic scream of a heart rate monitor. He had no idea how the technician had stayed sane listening to that sound hour after hour, let alone fresh, but he was glad of the man’s professionalism.

      A voice spoke softly in a language that Stiles presumed was Hebrew. He stared meaningfully at the translator, who was blinking rapidly as his brain properly woke up.

      “Um…” the kid said, half-shouting over the sound in his ears. “I can’t hear what he’s saying. Can you turn it up?”

      You sure that’s a good idea, buddy? Stiles wondered, though he kept the thought to himself.

      “Okay,” the translator yelled. “The guy on the left is asking if the patient is all right. He’s asking if he’s awake.”

      Stiles listened intently into his headphones. He heard a second voice, just a whisper, and the chime of the heart rate monitor sped up distinctly.

      “Um, the other guy’s asking for water, I think. He’s real quiet.”

      Devon watched through the blurry feed as Ariel held a cup with a straw to the patient’s lips. The man’s head raised as he drank greedily before sinking back against the pillow. Ariel spoke again.

      “He’s asking if the patient knows where he is. Wait –”

      Stiles looked up expectantly and saw the kid squinting in confusion, one eye half-closed as he processed the scene on the floor above.

      “Okay, he’s saying a name. I think it’s… It’s Effrayim.”

      So that’s your real name, Adnan, Stiles thought. Now tell me who the hell you are, and what you’ve been up to.

      “Where am I? What am I doing here?” The translator glanced up. “That’s this Effrayim guy, by the way. He’s the one speaking.”

      “Yeah, I get it, kid. Just translate, okay?”

      “You were in an accident, Effrayim. At sea. Do you remember?”

      Onscreen, Effrayim reached out and grasped Ariel’s forearm, clutching tightly. His heart rate spiked, sounding like a cartoon bomb ready to explode. “Do you know?”

      “Do I know what? Relax, Effrayim. You’re safe. It’s going to be fine,” Ariel said, soothingly stroking the patient’s arm with his free hand as the surveillance team looked on, entranced. Even the college kid seemed interested now.

      “We found it, the sub. It was as we thought. Everything.”

      The pitch of Ariel’s tone heightened, even in the original Hebrew. “You mean –?”

      “They knew exactly where it was,” Effrayim croaked through the translator. “Down to the exact grid square. It took us a month to raise it. Every day, working double shifts. Triple, sometimes. And then they killed them. All of them.”

      Through Stiles’ headphone, he could hear the pain in the frail Mossad agent’s voice as clear as day. For a second the emotion gave even Ariel pause, but there was a fascinated, horrified hunger to the Israeli analyst’s voice when it returned, like a prisoner being led to the slaughter, yet unable to prevent himself asking how his sentence would be carried out.

      “And the payload, Effrayim. This is important. Was it –?”

      Instead of translating, the kid’s face scrunched up, his eyeballs flickering in their sockets. “Um, that can’t be right. I thought he said –”

      Suddenly the translator blanched, and he searched for Stiles’ gaze like a lost child looking for its mother. He spoke slowly, as though he couldn’t believe the truth of his own words. “He did. He said it was nuclear.”

      Several things happened at once. Devon slumped back in his chair, still holding the headphone to his left ear, but barely able to process the cacophony of sounds now playing through it. This was the kind of break that every agent dreamed of when they went to bed at night. The kind of case that wouldn’t just make a career, but turbocharge it.

      And yet the reality wasn’t exciting – it was terrifying.

      Slowly, the insistent screaming of the heart rate monitor made itself known. His eyes fell upon the monitor, and saw medical personnel streaming into the hospital room.

      “He’s seizing,” one yelled, perfectly audible through the surveillance gear.

      But Stiles’ attention was on Ariel Feinman. The Israeli analyst was stumbling out of the room, pulling a cell phone from his pants and bringing it to his ear. Stiles had no time to think. He had to act. He reached for a walkie-talkie sitting on the opposite side of the crowded desk in front of him, numbed fingers clumsy as he pushed down on the transmit button.

      “Crash the ward,” he yelled, scrambling to his feet. “Go, go, go.”
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      Ariel thrust his way past both Noah and Alon, who looked up at him with inquiring, worried expressions on their faces. The guilt he felt at departing Effrayim’s side as the man tangled with possible death felt almost physical, like he was tied to the undercover agent with elastic rope. But he had a duty to perform.

      “Director, it’s Ariel. He’s awake.”

      Cohen’s aged, wheezing voice belied the sharpness of the wily Israeli spy’s mind. “Is this line secure?”

      “Not fully.”

      There was a short pause as Cohen calculated the risk. It was always the same in the intelligence business: a trade-off between speed and security. Sometimes the former won out. This was one of those times. “Understood. Proceed.”

      “It is as we feared. A missile boat. The –” Feinman caught himself before saying the word on an open line. “They knew where to look.”

      “Of course they did,” Cohen wheezed. “They sunk it. It’s the only explanation.”

      The sound of shouting filled the hospital ward. Not the frenetic yet professional cries of medical staff responding to the latest of an endless series of crises, but guttural, aggressive yells. All from male throats, accompanied by the thud of leather soles on linoleum flooring and the clattering of doors thrust against walls in indecent haste.

      “FBI!” a squat man with cauliflower ears yelled, the business end of a 9 mm pointed directly at the spot between Ariel’s eyes. “Get down on the ground, hands on the back of your head. Do it, do it now!”

      The cacophony of screaming stunned the neophyte field operative. Even after graduating the Mossad’s training program, Feinman’s relationship with firearms was more abstract than practical, a failing that was excused only to accommodate a mind of his prodigious sharpness. But all the intelligence in the world could not prepare him for the sheer terror of being faced with imminent death.

      “Director –” he stammered over the wall of sound closing in on him. “I have to go.”

      An instant later, Ariel’s cheek met the hard ground as a second FBI agent swept his legs from under him, stamping a knee on his back to hold him in place even as a flash of white pain ripped through the analyst’s field of vision.

      A tooth jarred loose, spattering the white-clean floor with blood. Behind him a doctor yelled in shock, or horror, or both.

      And through it all, Ariel Feinman heard only the frantic chiming of Effrayim’s heartbeats bleeding together as a tear rolled down his cheek.
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      Uri Cohen replaced his desk phone on the cradle in front of him and sat in perfect silence for several long seconds that were punctuated only by the ticking of the grandfather clock on the opposite side of his office suite.

      So it was true.

      After all he had sacrificed, all those years spent – and they were spent, like drops of blood wrung out of his own veins – Israel’s very existence now hung in the balance.

      His keen mind considered the options that lay in front of him, discarding those that were entirely unworkable before they even surfaced to his conscious mind. It was clear that the problem was now too large to handle alone. Somewhere out there, a ship was plying its way through the ocean carrying a cargo of unimaginable horror.

      The Chinese boats carried twelve nuclear weapons. The warheads themselves could not have survived their immersion. At that depth, the water pressure would have punctured the submarine’s hull in a dozen places, flooding the missile room and turning the million-dollar weapons to nothing more than once high-tech paperweights.

      The nuclear cores, though? The fissile material, as the engineers called it. That would survive a very long time indeed. If the Iranians were smart, they would already have built warheads of their own, just waiting. The physics was child’s play. Acquiring the nuclear material was the hard part.

      At least it was supposed to be.

      But what could be done? Could Israel’s tiny naval arm blockade the entire Iranian coast, from Bandar Mahshahr in the east to Chabahar in the west?

      Impossible.

      There was only one option. The Americans would have to be made aware. Uri closed his eyes, knowing that it was a decision that would cost him what remained of his career. He had failed. And Israel was now vulnerable.

      But he could not give in. Not yet. He had one last task to accomplish. He leaned forward, pressing the intercom button that signaled his waiting assistant. As usual, the woman’s response was instantaneous.

      “Director?”

      “Deborah, you’re still here. Where is the prime minister?”

      The reply came almost immediately, as though she’d memorized the man’s daily schedule. Uri almost smiled. Knowing Deborah, she had, just on the off-chance that her boss might ask. “In the car, director. Heading for Ben-Gurion airport.”

      “Destination?” Cohen asked, though he already knew.

      “New York. He’s giving the keynote speech at an AIPAC dinner tomorrow night, just before the start of the NATO summit. There’s a copy of his speech in your in-tray, Director. Do you want me to get him on the phone?”

      Cohen paused, thinking sadly that although she did not yet know it, and through no fault of her own, Deborah’s days in her job were now numbered. His assistant was almost a part of the furniture now, aging at the same rate he did and unwilling to retire for the very same reason: the fear that after this, what else was left but a slow, withering decline into irrelevance.

      There would be a new director soon. At least, if the country survived his mistake.

      “Sir?”

      “Deborah, please inform the prime minister’s staff that I will be joining them on their trip.”

      “Director, the plane’s scheduled to take off in just over half an hour.”

      Uri reached for his cane, his old, bent body protesting as he forced it to stand one last time. “Tell them to hold it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            38

          

        

      

    

    
      Pope’s Chrysler had federal plates, so the uniformed cops outside the Midland Plaza Hotel on Park Lane didn’t blink as he abandoned it by the curb. He popped the trunk and grabbed a pair of FBI windbreakers from the duffel bag, thrusting one at Trapp. “Here, put this on.”

      “Feels kind of dirty,” Trapp muttered, doing as he was told.

      “How do you think it makes me feel?” Pope retorted.

      They didn’t pass the police tape until they hit the elevator. A uniformed rookie was standing in front of it, hands fastened across his waist, just like he’d probably seen in the movies. His attention was focused on a group of slack-jawed Asian tourists, complete with the requisite Nikon SLR on straps around their necks.

      Trapp clicked his fingers. “Hey, kid – you mind giving us a ride?”

      “I’m sorry sir,” the cop replied apologetically, bringing his eyes front and center. “Guests –”

      Pope flashed his badge. “How about now?”

      The kid’s eyes widened at the sight of a hunk of FBI gold, but he didn’t budge. “I’ll have to radio upstairs.”

      “What floor’s the crime scene on?” Pope cut in.

      “Twelfth.”

      “Great.” Trapp grinned, reaching around the young uniform’s belt and punching the elevator call button. “How about you call ahead, and we’ll see your boss up there.”

      A ping sounded, and the elevator’s doors slid open. The cop spun around, but by the time the poor guy was done working out which policy he was supposed to follow in a scenario like this, it was already too late. Pope and Trapp departed the first floor to the crackle of an anxious voice over the radio.

      “You figure we just threw him in a whole river of shit?”

      “Head first.” Pope grinned back, raising his voice slightly over the whir of the lift cables. “But he’ll learn. You let a junkie push you around like we just did, you won’t last long on the streets, believe me. He got off easy.”

      “Twenty bucks says he doesn’t feel the same way right now.”

      “You’re probably right.”

      The elevator slowed, pinged, and Pope stepped out, arm outstretched, an ingratiating smile beginning to form on his face. “Detective…”

      “Nelson. Steve Nelson,” said a whippet-thin, shaven-headed cop standing in front of them, arms folded over his chest, making absolutely no attempt to get out of Pope’s way. His nose, once aquiline, was now slightly wonky, and Trapp wondered who had gotten the better of that fight.

      “You mind filling me in on who the hell you are, and what the hell you’re doing on my crime scene? Because I’m not above throwing a couple of feds into lockup for a few hours.”

      Pope glanced at Trapp with an expression on his face that said, “Let me do the talking.” Trapp was only too happy to oblige. Jurisdictional cockfights weren’t exactly his style.

      “Special Agent Nicholas Pope,” he said. “FBI.”

      “I got that much,” Nelson grunted, his eyes flickering toward Trapp. “And your friend?”

      “He’s…” Pope said, searching for a suitable description. “Consulting on a couple of cases for us.”

      “You mind telling me what interest the Bureau has in a dead 23-year-old?”

      The elevator doors attempted to close, encountered Pope’s frame, and retreated with a chime of electronic dissatisfaction. Pope glared meaningfully at Nelson. “How about you let us out, then we can talk. Call it a professional courtesy.”

      Trapp studied the detective’s reaction, wondering what had bitten him on the ass that morning. Maybe things weren’t going so smooth at home. An argument with the wife perhaps. Or a teenage son experimenting with dope and playing hooky, and using Daddy’s name to skip out on any trouble that resulted.

      Or maybe he was just an asshole.

      Grudgingly, Nelson gave way. Pope stepped into the hallway, and Trapp followed behind, setting eyes on half a dozen cops in latex booties and gloves and a two-man team from the Medical Examiner’s office entirely kitted out in pearl white forensic spacesuits, both entering the open door of a hotel room. The whole place was infected by a faint, cloying, sickly-sweet odor that Trapp knew only too well.

      “Look, Detective,” Pope said, his body language more accommodating than aggressive, “I think you’ve got the wrong end of the stick. We’re not here to piss all over your case. We just want to take a look, okay?”

      Nelson’s gaze narrowed. “What department did you say you were in?”

      “Counterintelligence. Like I said –”

      The detective cut him off with a short, sharp cough of a laugh, as gravelly as a seal’s bark. “Agent Pope, I think you’re the one who’s got the wrong end of the stick. But hell, if you want to take a look, be my guest. I’m overworked and underpaid as it is.”

      One of the uniforms stopped them at the door to the hotel suite and handed over two sets of gloves and booties. Trapp felt faintly ridiculous putting them on. He was usually the cause of a scene like this, not the guy handling cleanup on aisle three, but he did as he was instructed.

      The cop offered up a small tin of VapoRub next, accompanied by a knowing shrug. “Smells pretty gnarly in there, you know.”

      Trapp shook his head, but Pope took the man up on his offer, already looking a bit green. “I ain’t too proud. Bodies, man…”

      The cause of death was apparent the moment they stepped into the hotel room. The hilt of the knife rose from the girl’s naked chest like an obelisk from the desert floor, at a slight angle due to the position the body had adopted as she breathed her last. Strangely, though, the scent wasn’t as bad in here. Still that sweetness, like rotting fruit, but masked by a harsh chemical odor.

      A sequined dress lay discarded on the floor, a record of how the night had started. Trapp grimaced, sure this was every woman’s nightmare.

      A camera shutter clattered on the other side of the room, and one of the space-suited medical examiners glanced up from the viewfinder, a quizzical expression on her face. “Can I help you two gentlemen?”

      “We’ll stay out of your way,” Pope said, his tone at once placatory and faintly annoyed, as though he couldn’t be bothered to go through the whole charade all over again. “Just here to take a look.”

      The woman nodded. “Don’t touch, okay? If you want to see something, just ask.”

      “You got it,” Pope said, shooting a thumbs-up in her direction. “Found any prints?”

      The ME shook her head. “Nothing. The knife’s clean, as far as we can tell. Won’t know for sure till we get the body back to the lab. But there’s bleach everywhere. On the body, the sheets, the couch. Whoever did this even dumped it down the sink. I’m not holding my breath.”

      “It’s him,” Trapp murmured softly.

      He closed his eyes, picturing the body he’d found in the tent that night, just a few days earlier. The memory was bracketed by the glow of flames in the darkness and the acrid scent of burning canvas, but the positioning of the knife was a close facsimile. A singer playing his greatest hits: a slightly different riff on a familiar tune.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I’ve seen this before. It’s his calling card.”

      “This guy we’re chasing –” Pope started. “We think we’re chasing, anyway. Why would he leave us a piece of evidence like this? We’ve got nothing. No proof, no witnesses, nothing to tie this murder to the refinery attacks, or the lone wolf terrorists, or any of it. So why help us out? Why give us a fighting chance?”

      “That’s exactly why. He thinks he’s ten steps ahead of us. Maybe he’s trying to make it interesting. Maybe he just has no idea we’re after him.”

      “Are we?”

      Trapp frowned. “Are we what?”

      “After him. We’ve been chasing scraps on the wind this entire time. Even now, what proof do we really have? Maybe you’re just seeing what you’re hoping to see. Anyone could have killed this girl. Why him?”

      Trapp shrugged. “Yeah, maybe you’re right. But what else do we have? You said it yourself, we’re chasing scraps. Waiting until he screws up again.”

      “So how does this help us anyway?” Pope asked, still not seeming convinced.

      Trapp’s head bobbed forward unconsciously. He’d been asking himself the same question. “It tells us about him; speaks to his state of mind. Up until now I figured whoever was capable of pulling this off was cold, rational, single-minded. But he isn’t. The Saudis were right. He’s a psychopath. He kills because he has to, just to feel alive. And if we’re lucky, that’s how we’ll get him.”

      “What are you suggesting?” Pope asked, still frowning.

      “Let’s turn the heat up on this asshole. We have the personnel file the Saudis sent over, right? It’s time we released his photo to the press.”
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      President Nash sat in the White House situation room flanked by DCI Lawrence and Admiral Goldstein. One of the Air Force duty officers flashed up three fingers, then two, then pointed at the teleconference screen on the wall.

      It flashed into life, resolving instantly and showing two men sitting side by side at a narrow, glossy hardwood table. Pinpricks of light flooded through the cabin-style windows of an airplane behind them, and the droning buzz of high-altitude jet engines filled the room. The words “Wings of Zion” appeared on the bottom left of the screen, along with the time and date. It was the name of the Israeli prime minister’s personal aircraft.

      “I’m going to dispense with the pleasantries, Mr. Prime Minister,” Nash hissed. “What the hell were your people doing operating on American soil?”

      The Israeli prime minister, a former McKinsey consultant in his late 40s with an eye for a fine tailor and remarkably bushy eyebrows, looked taken aback by the intensity of Nash’s opening gambit.

      The man next to him, hunched over a silver-handled cane, despite the fact that he was seated, leaned toward the mic. “That’s the wrong question, Mr. President.”

      “Uri –” the prime minister attempted to interject before Nash rode roughshod over him.

      “Perhaps, Mr. Cohen, you will enlighten me as to the right one,” he replied icily.

      “As I’m sure you know, Mr. President, the correct question isn’t what we were doing, it’s why.”

      The elderly Mossad director dragged in a lungful of air, leaving Nash a second to analyze the situation. Cohen was off his leash, yet the PM was doing nothing about it. The younger man looked stricken, a deer in the headlights, entirely paralyzed by the events now toying with his life. By contrast, Uri Cohen looked entirely composed. Though his face was cranky with age and his eyes increasingly rheumy, they burned with not just intelligence, but a fierce, unshakable conviction.

      For the first time, Nash started to wonder if the reports from Hawaii could really be true. Surely the talk of nuclear weaponry and Chinese submarines were just the ravings of a deranged mind dragged from the ocean. Maybe he simply hadn’t wanted them to be true. Perhaps his mind had attempted to shield him from the harsh reality of the world he now found himself cast adrift in.

      Because if what the Israelis said was real, then the world had fundamentally changed. On his watch. He had allowed it to happen. And future generations would deservedly curse his name.

      “Carry on…” Nash muttered, keeping his voice controlled.

      Cohen’s reply was equally measured, though Nash sensed that it was not an act. The Mossad director brought to mind one of those aging rabbis, the kind of man who through time immemorial have led their people from peril to salvation through sheer force of will alone.

      It was as though the old man was a descendent of Moses himself, and Nash was held spellbound by his performance – a speech marred by his occasional need to snatch a lungful of air or the hiss of a pressurized aircraft cabin, and yet no less powerful for it.

      “The man your military doctors are caring for, an act for which will forever have the gratitude of the people of Israel, his name is Effrayim Levshin. He comes from a family of Iranian Jews who fled to Jerusalem shortly before the revolution.”

      He took a breath. “Nine months ago, we placed him aboard a deep-sea recovery vessel, the MV Challenger, at great personal risk. We had heard rumors that the Iranians had sunk a Chinese Type 094 nuclear missile submarine. Just stories, really. But I decided to take no chances.”

      “That can’t be possible,” Nash murmured. “Can it?”

      “President Nash, have you heard of a ship called the Glomar Explorer?”

      He shook his head. Ordinarily, he might have been irritated that he hadn’t been briefed, but the situation increasingly seemed too grave to harbor such a petty concern. To his right, George Lawrence let out a sigh of understanding.

      “It was a deep-sea recovery ship very similar to the Challenger, built by your very own Central Intelligence Agency almost fifty years ago. I suspect that it was what gave the Iranians the idea.”

      “For what purpose?” Nash asked.

      “To raise a Soviet missile boat from its resting place at the bottom of the Pacific. Not for the bombs, but the codebooks.”

      “Did it succeed?”

      For the first moment since the start of the charged conversation, a ghost of a smile advanced at the corners of Cohen’s lips. “You would have to ask Director Lawrence, Mr. President. The CIA’s official history suggests not. But I have my doubts.”

      Nash glanced to his right and saw Lawrence sitting bolt upright. He chose not to probe further. “So you’re saying all this is possible? It can be done?”

      “It was possible fifty years ago, President Nash. Technology has moved a very long way since then.”

      Nash drummed his fingernails on the surface of the conference table. “Why are you bringing this to us?”

      “Mr. President,” Cohen wheezed. “I am an old man. My days in this job are surely numbered. The only remaining question that we are left to answer is whether my time on this earth will be equally short.”

      Nash barely resisted the desire to roll his eyes. “So you want our help. There’s a surprise.”

      “No, Mr. President. I want you to help yourself. We are approaching an inflection point. The Islamic Republic of Iran is currently in possession of as many as twelve 1 megaton nuclear weapons. The detonation of just one in downtown Tel Aviv would kill six hundred thousand of my fellow citizens and leave a third of our coastline uninhabitable for generations.

      “In Washington half a million might die. A million in London. Perhaps twice that in New York. And then there are the casualties. Tens of thousands blinded. Several times that burned by the flames or sickened by the radioactive dust the wind will carry in its wake. Trillions of dollars’ worth of real estate will be rendered uninhabitable for generations.”

      Cohen reached for a glass of water and took a sip, pausing just long enough for the list of statistics to buffet Nash’s mind like strikes from a champion boxer. He felt punchdrunk, dizzy with dread.

      He suspected – hell, knew – that Cohen was playing him, but what made it all the worse was that the wily old spy was telling the truth.

      For years, the CIA, MI6 and the Mossad had engaged in running battles to prevent the Iranians from acquiring a nuclear weapon just a tenth the size of the city killers that were now apparently in play. They had infected Iranian centrifuges with artfully created computer viruses designed to burn the expensive yet finicky machines to a crisp.

      They had introduced sabotaged parts to the murky underground supply chain that fed the Iranian attempt to build the Bomb, assassinated nuclear physicists, and kidnapped others, all to gum up the wheels of the Iranian operation.

      The Tehran Project.

      And we thought we had won, Nash thought. That they’d given up.

      Nothing could have been further from the truth. They’d simply adapted. Gone underground. Attracted their enemies to the left, and laid wait on the right.

      “You say they have them?” he asked insistently, his mouth suddenly parched. “Nuclear weapons. You’re certain of it?”

      Cohen spread his arms, brushing his prime minister’s hand and causing the younger man to flinch involuntarily. Nash could almost taste the Mossad director’s disappointment in his boss, though no words were spoken, no recriminations shared.

      “My operative,” he wheezed, “what is his condition?”

      Nash glanced at Lawrence, who consulted a sheet of paper in front of him and said, “Unconscious. The doctors expect him to come around anytime now. No guarantees on whether he’s lucid, though. The kid’s been through hell.”

      “A fate I fear we will all suffer if he does not awake soon,” Cohen murmured chillingly.

      “God dammit, Uri,” Admiral Goldstein snarled, forty years of military authority spilling out of him in one curse, “stop playing games. Where’s the Challenger? The clock is ticking.”

      “Gone,” came the simple reply.

      “Whaddya mean, gone?”

      Nash reflected that Goldstein was born out of his time. He pictured the grizzled flag officer as he might have been a century before, chewing on the stub of a cigar and pounding his fist against the table. Instead the man, for all his considerable talents, seemed somehow neutered by modernity.

      “We had a tracking device on board the vessel. It stopped transmitting several days ago.”

      “They found it?” Nash asked.

      “I believe they sank the Challenger after first murdering the crew. They would have known to leave no witnesses.”

      “My God,” he whispered, picturing the chatter of automatic weapons and the slaughter of innocent men.

      “So they cross shipped the nukes?” Goldstein asked.

      “It seems plausible,” Cohen replied.

      “Where?”

      The Mossad director rested his chin on the handle of his cane, suddenly sagging and seeming a decade older. “Until Effrayim wakes up,” he whispered, “that is the million-dollar question.”

      Nash looked between the two men sitting next to him. “What are my options, gentlemen?”

      The admiral’s face was scrunched up in concentration, as though he smelled some particularly noxious scent in his close vicinity. His jaw had a mind of its own, chewing on an imaginary stick of gum, but both Nash and Lawrence had their eyes fixed on him, more in hope than expectation.

      “If I was a betting man,” he finally grunted, “I figure they’ll pass Singapore any day now. It’s one of the busiest shipping lanes in the world. Hell of a good place to get yourself lost, if you catch my meaning.”

      “Can you find them?”

      Goldstein shook his head immediately. “Not until we know what boat the bombs are on. Or boats,” he added ominously. “Until then we’re sailing blind.”

      Nash made a decision, knowing that it might be fruitless, but deciding that it would be better to die on his feet. “Admiral, put your ships to sea. Every last one you’ve got.”

      He looked up at the screen, fixing his gaze on Uri Cohen. “Let’s hope this boy of yours wakes up. Or we’re all screwed.”
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      The house was about 5 miles north of Panther Lake, on the edges of New York’s Klondike State Forest, and was attached to an abandoned towing yard.

      A faded sign that read “RACHEL’s TOWING” drooped low over the track, almost grazing Hasan’s truck as he drove underneath it. The chassis of his vehicle vibrated as he drove over the metal bars of a cattle grid before the tires bit back down on the road.

      Several vehicles were already parked in the yard, neatly pulled up next to rusting tractors and long-degraded farm equipment. Hasan tapped the brakes, preparing to do the same, and as he did, a man stepped out of the house, holding his left hand over his eyes to shield them from the sun and his right in the air, palm facing outward.

      Hasan pumped the horn once and brought his truck to a halt. He was careful to keep his hands clearly visible from the outside, not wanting a jumpy operator to fill the cabin with lead. Not after traveling so far. Not after coming this close.

      He opened the door and stepped out, spreading his arms wide in greeting. “Amir, are you happy to see me?”

      “It’s you,” Nazeri said, obvious relief written on his face as his right arm dropped back down to his side.

      “Expecting someone else?”

      “Every second of every day,” the older man spat. “Tell me, Hasan, when can we leave this place? I want to go home.”

      A different emotion graced his face now, battling the earlier relief like a cloud speeding across a changeable sky. It was darker, perhaps even fearful. Hasan understood what was driving it. Not just fear of the unknown, but of an evil against which man had no defenses. An unseen killer that would soon reach out and visit this place, carried by the wind.

      “All in good time, my friend,” he said, stepping forward and clapping Nazeri on his shoulder. The broad smile on his lips was a lie. There was no such warmth in his heart. “Shall we go inside?”

      Nazeri lifted his fingers to his lips and let loose a vicious wolf whistle that startled a flock of sparrows into the air. The resulting cacophony of nervous tweets and squeaks wasn’t quite as unnerving as it might have sounded from a larger bird, but it was unsettling enough. As it began to fade away, Hasan picked up the low hum of a diesel generator behind the house.

      A second later, two younger men stepped out of the pine trees, their boots barely rustling the fallen leaves and the underbrush below. Each carried an M4 rifle, both barrels pointed at the ground, but it was clear that they shared Nazeri’s tension. Relief blazed on their faces when they registered the identity of their visitor,

      A thin growth of stubble decorated each man’s chin, a fact that grated on Hasan. Their primary mission might have been over, but the standing orders remained the same: to be clean-shaven at all times. It was a little thing, but the success or failure of operations often rested on the most fleeting of details.

      “Come on,” Hasan snapped, riled by his discovery. “Let us go inside. We have much to discuss.”

      He glanced at Nazeri. “Is anyone else on watch?”

      “No,” Nazeri said, accompanied by an abrupt shake of the head. “Just the two. Shall I post–?”

      “No need. I want to speak to all of you.”

      They proceeded inside, where Hasan was greeted by three more operatives. Like the two outside, all three had been at the meeting in the staging warehouse several days before. None of the three were armed, but the inside of the decrepit house was a veritable armory. Assault rifles hugged peeling floral wallpaper, and pistols sat in puddles of dust on every flat surface.

      An electricity cable fed through the window on the far side of the room, providing power for several lamps and a television, on the face of which flickered images from a live broadcast of ATN cable news. A chyron sped along the bottom of the screen, though it was impossible to make out the words at this distance, and the camera focused on a blond female news anchor, her head uncovered, in the American fashion. The volume was turned down too low to make out whatever she was saying.

      The younger operatives, most of whom had never set foot on American soil before this operation, and now certainly would never do so again, formed a loose semicircle around the man whose plan had brought them all to this very juncture. They stared expectantly at him, no doubt waiting for the next phase of the operation to be shared with them.

      He drew out the silence until the tension in the room was almost unbearable. When he finally spoke, he did so softly, so that they had to strain to make out his words.

      “You have done well, my friends,” Hasan Zargari said. “Better than your country had any right to expect. Will you do me one last service before I share the final details of my plan with you?”

      Five heads nodded, the expressions on their faces proud and resolute.

      “Gather the weapons,” Hasan said, gesturing around the room. “All of them. Even your personal firearms. Dig a hole in the yard, burn them, then bury them.”

      “Why?” Nazeri asked on behalf of the group, whose faces bore traces of a similar curiosity, though they were too junior to ask.

      “You know, Amir,” Hasan said with a kindly smile. “We can leave no traces behind. Tomorrow we will board a plane and begin the first leg of our journey home. The weapons will be no use to us there.”

      “We will do as you say,” one of the group said.

      They began gathering the firearms and left the derelict house to proceed with their orders. As the door was closing, Hasan heard Nazeri curse, then the thump of a boot on the wooden planks as he stepped forward.

      He turned and watched quizzically as Nazeri grabbed the remote control for the television and increased its volume. “What are you –?”

      Then his eyes widened, drawn by the images on the television.

      “The images you’re seeing,” the news anchor said, reading from her Teleprompter, “were taken this morning by an ATN affiliate in Hawaii. They show almost the entire Pacific Fleet putting to sea, in what some are calling the biggest deployment of US naval forces since the Second World War. The Pentagon claims –”

      The video clip on screen showed a succession of shots, the USS Bunker Hill being towed out of Pearl Harbor by a tug before its enormous engines ground into life, churning the sea into wash behind it. Then a helicopter shot of the entire USS Carl Vincent carrier strike group putting to sea and charging out into the open ocean at what seemed like a breakneck pace.

      “– that what you’re saying is a long-planned readiness exercise, but as you can imagine, Jim, conspiracy theorists across the Internet are already linking this to –”

      “They know,” Nazeri said flatly. “It’s over.”

      “Is the boy aboard? Lieutenant Radan?”

      “Farid? Yes. Why?”

      “And you can contact him?” Hasan pressed.

      Nazeri frowned. “I can – but to what end? The mission is blown. If we strike the Americans now, they will return the blow a thousand-fold, and it won’t be our mortal enemies who suffer the fate, it will be our cities and our sons.”

      His face softened. “It was a good plan, Hasan. But we lost. And yet we still have one last card to play. The Americans may learn we still have one of the Chinese bombs under our control, but they can’t possibly know where. It’s not the total victory you desired. But it’s not defeat either. If we get that bomb home, we will have assured the safety of the Revolution for generations to come. And your name will go down in history as a hero of the Republic.”

      “I understand that,” Hasan hissed – lied. In truth, his pride had been pricked by Nazeri alluding to it as a factor in his decision making.

      “Then why have me contact Farid?” Nazeri asked, puzzled. “He has his orders. If he does not receive launch authorization, he will make his own way home. Slow and safe. Just like you planned.”

      “I never thought the Americans would learn what we had found at the bottom of the ocean,” Hasan said.

      “Certainly not this soon. So now the fate of the Islamic Republic lies in the hands of a twenty-three-year-old navigating the package 12,000 miles home without the Americans discovering him. You can be assured they already know what we have, and they will leave no stone unturned in their desire to recover it. Does that sound wise to you?”

      “Farid is a good boy,” Nazeri replied instantly.

      “I have known many good men,” Hasan said harshly. “And most of them are dead. Do you wish that fate for your golden boy?”

      Nazeri’s resolve quavered, and Hasan detested him even more for not possessing the courage to stick with his convictions. Finally, his head slumped forward. “Okay. I will do as you ask. What would you have me say?”

      “Thank you, my friend,” Hasan said, instantly sounding calm and reasonable. The trick was inherent to his character, and perhaps even he did not realize when he was deploying it. “Inform Lieutenant Radan our communications have been compromised. Order him to destroy all comms equipment and throw it overboard. Then proceed to the launch position as planned. You and I will rendezvous with him there.”

      Major Nazeri looked up, a ghost of suspicion crossing his face. “We cannot continue, Hasan. As you said, the Americans know. All this work, all your planning, it was to convince them to turn their wrath on the Saudis. Do you not remember?”

      Hasan grimaced. “Of course I do.”

      “Then I implore you, my old friend, desist from this madness.”

      “Do you think I am a fool, Amir?” Hasan growled, showing a glint of steel once more.

      “Of course not!”

      “I told you, the operation is over. All that matters now is escaping without a trace. Let the Americans suspect what we planned, so long as they never know for sure. I trust Lieutenant Radan. But I would feel a whole lot more comfortable if you and I were by his side.”

      Indecision battled on Nazeri’s face for several long seconds before he finally stepped toward a battered dining table and picked up a satellite phone. He powered it on, and then typed in a number, but refrained from pressing the call button.

      Hasan knew better than to stare at the major. He sensed that there was a part of the man that understood what was really going on, even if his mind wasn’t prepared to accept it. But he also knew that Nazeri’s urge to protect his protégé would win out, so long as he gave him time.

      Instead he looked away, walked to the window, and watched the younger operatives toss a lighter into a hole at their feet before recoiling as it flared with heat and flame.

      Behind him, he heard a low murmur as Nazeri spoke into the handset of the satellite phone.

      Shortly after, the major approached, his expression drawn. “It is done,” he said.

      “Thank you, Amir.”

      The door opened, and boots scraped against wooden planks as the four younger men entered, their task done. “The weapons are gone?” he inquired, just to be sure.

      They nodded.

      “All of them?”

      “Yes,” one replied.

      “Good,” Hasan said. He punched the air with frustration, writing the emotion onto his face, then tipped his head back theatrically and said, “I’m sorry. Not all.”

      With the fingers of his left hand, he beckoned the nearest of the young operatives toward him as he pulled a pistol from the small of his back with the right.

      He held it out to him, smiling. “Will you dispose of this?”

      The man flinched as he saw the weapon, though the tension faded as he saw the expression on his superior’s face. He opened his mouth, and started to say, “Of course –”

      But it was too late.

      Hasan raised the weapon and fired a single shot into the operative’s forehead. He was able to shift his aim and jerk the trigger twice more, each time aiming for center mass, before anyone in the room had a chance to react.

      The weapon barked again and again, and finally it was only Nazeri standing, dread and shock glowing from the older man’s eyes.

      Hasan turned to him and grinned with malevolent joy at the stink of blood and the adrenaline surging in his veins. “I’m sorry, old friend. But sometimes sacrifices have to be made.”

      He pulled the trigger.

      Nothing happened. The gun jammed.

      And Nazeri reacted fastest.

      The older man moved with a speed that Hasan didn’t expect. He flung himself forward, closing the distance between the two men before he had a chance to clear the jam. At the same time, he drew a hidden knife from his belt and slashed, forcing Hasan back.

      His boot caught on a loose floorboard, tripping him and sending him toppling backward. Nazeri threw himself on his assassin, no doubt understanding that his only chance of survival lay in ending the fight quickly. Hasan was both younger and fitter. If the fight dragged on, that stamina would win out in the end.

      Hasan knew it too.

      He let the jammed pistol fall from his right hand as the left broke his fall. The drop was an awkward one, and he collapsed at an angle that made it difficult to instantly lever himself back up. The gun was out of play, and it skittered a few feet away, useless even if he could retrieve it.

      “Traitor!” Nazeri hissed, hurling himself onto Hasan’s chest. His knee landed with an impact that forced the breath from the assassin’s lungs. If he’d had time, he’d have cursed himself for allowing this situation to develop.

      But he didn’t.

      The older man’s full weight was on him now. He had his own knife, but it was in his boot, and with Zargari’s weight pinning him down, it was impossible to access.

      Besides, he had more pressing concerns to deal with.

      Like staying alive.

      Nazeri reversed the knife and stabbed downward with full force. Hasan didn’t bother attempting to grab his arms, but chopped his forearm to the right in a desperate attempt to divert the force of the blow. At the same time, he twisted his body leftward, and the combination of his mass tumbling in one direction and his foundation heading in the other toppled him over. The point of the knife stuck fast in a floorboard as Hasan dragged himself back.

      The pain in his rib as he moved was excruciating. It must have been cracked. But he didn’t have time to think. Nazeri pulled the knife free and threw himself at his old friend a second time, the point of the weapon outstretched, and aimed directly at his foe’s gut.

      Hasan kicked out, catching the older man in the side of the temple. It stunned him but didn’t drop him instantly, and with a final, vicious slash, Nazeri caught the him in the leg with the point of the knife. It slashed down and to the left as Nazeri fell, cutting a deep gash in Hasan’s thigh that instantly welled with blood.

      As the blow to his head took effect, the knife dropped from Nazeri’s numb hands and fell to the floor with a thud. Hasan grabbed for it, ignoring his own wound as he batted away the other man’s probing, useless fingers.

      “Hasan, please,” Nazeri begged, his eyes drunk with concussion, breath whistling through his teeth as he hissed with effort. “You can’t go ahead with this. The Americans know our plan. It’s over.”

      Hasan grabbed his thigh to stem the flow of blood and limped over until he was standing over his one-time mentor. He lowered his face and sneered at the half-stunned man. “Fuck the plan,” he hissed. “This was never about Iran, old man. It’s about me.”

      He cut once, twice, a third time, slashing with furious abandon as Nazeri attempted to defend himself, succeeding only in opening up a dozen cuts on his hands and arms. Each flushed with blood, mixing with Hasan’s own as it rained down from above.

      Hasan’s eyes passed over the pistol lying a few feet away. He grabbed for it, dragging his injured leg behind, and cleared the jam before pressing the muzzle against Nazeri’s left temple.

      “Go and see your god,” he growled, feeling drunk himself on the pain. “And tell him I sent you.”

      He pulled the trigger. And this time, Nazeri’s skull did the decent thing and exploded.
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      The ocean gray U.S. Navy P-8 Poseidon maritime patrol aircraft had lifted off from Singapore’s Changi Naval Base seven hours earlier, and Tactical Coordinator Sgt. Mike Hawes’ eyes felt heavy as the small jet aircraft entered a lazy banking turn which pointed the nose toward the shipping lanes to the southwest of the small peninsular nation.

      He blinked twice and cracked his neck before his eyes refocused on the two high-definition LCD screens in front of him. The topmost screen carried a live feed from a camera in a sensor pod in the aircraft’s belly, and on the lower was a depiction of the sea lanes several thousand feet below them, over which were superimposed green icons that represented the hundreds of ships currently in their radar range. Most of them were concentrated in a ghostly green rope that hugged the tip of the Singaporean Peninsula before heading northwest up the Malacca Straits.

      The route was one of the busiest shipping lanes in Asia, and the chances were high that the vessel they were searching for would choose this path. The only problem was, the experienced sergeant mused, that they didn’t yet know what boat they were supposed to be searching for.

      Or what was on it.

      Or whether they were already too late, and the vessel had slipped through the Straits and was already deep into the Indian Ocean.

      Or perhaps the boat had taken the road less traveled and ghosted past Jakarta instead. A longer route, to be sure, but well away from his Poseidon’s search grids.

      Okay, so that was four problems. But maybe someone upstairs knew what the hell was going on and just wasn’t telling him. He hoped so, anyway.

      He contemplated skipping the hot shower and simply diving straight into his rack, knowing that he only had eight hours before repeating the process all over again. He didn’t know precisely what had gotten PACCOM’s panties in a bunch, but whatever it was had to be serious. Fleet command had already relaxed crew rest requirements, and he wasn’t convinced they wouldn’t do it again.

      They had a real bug up their ass about something, that was for sure.

      “We’ve got about an hour’s flight time remaining. Bingo fuel in fifteen mikes. Let’s get this last grid square checked out, and then I’m calling it,” came the pilot’s voice over the internal comms system.

      “Copy that, captain,” Hawes said into the radio before taking his thumb off the transmit button.

      He squinted at the screen, rubbed his eyes, and almost looked away before noticing a small green dot at the border of his screen.

      “Hold up, captain. You mind taking heading 285 for a couple minutes? I got a possible target, way out where it’s not supposed to be.”

      “Your call, Mike,” came the reply. “But after this one, we’re done.”

      “Roger that.”

      Hawes slaved the nose camera to follow the newfound target and waited for the boat to come into focus. The Poseidon was doing a couple hundred knots, so it didn’t take long.

      “Size fits parameters,” Hawes murmured. “Whatever the hell they’re supposed to be…”

      “You got something, Mike?” one of the sensor operators asked.

      “Hell if I know,” the long-suffering sergeant grumbled. “Can you make out the name on the bow? My eyes ain’t what they used to be.”

      “Sure thing, Sarge.”

      The technician – kid, really – pulled up the camera feed on his own workstation. In the venerable P-3 Orions on which Hawes had been trained, now starting to be drummed out of service, he would have had to physically stand up and lean over Hawes’ shoulder.

      Not anymore. It was all digital these days. Anyone could see what the right hand was doing. Hawes guessed it made things more efficient, but hell if it didn’t make him feel old. These kids practically came out of the womb with their fingers glued to a smart phone.

      “Think it says…” the technician murmured, “TRIUMPH. Yeah, that’s it. The MV TRIUMPH. Flagged outta, um. Is that Cyprus?”

      “Like I said, kid,” Hawes laughed, “your eyes are better than mine. Mark the position, take a screen grab, then let’s get the hell out of here. Not like we got any idea what we’re looking for, anyway.”
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      Hasan drove the ten-mile journey to Camden, New York, through gritted teeth and with his palm clamped down on the burning wound. He cursed his overconfidence. Nazeri had been old, but no man’s fool, even to the very end. A couple inches to the left, and his femoral artery would have been savaged. There would be no coming back from that.

      He pulled up in a parking lot across from a steel and glass 1970s retail unit, with signage for Kinsey’s Drug Store just above a concrete overhang that was scarred with rust streaks. It was the dead of the afternoon, after the lunchtime rush and before the kids spilled out of school – though how many of either category existed in this sleepy little village, he wasn’t sure. Either way, there was almost nobody about, and certainly no one looking in his direction.

      Hasan glanced down. His jeans were already dark, but a patch had spread across the thigh on his left leg, and he knew the sight and smell would suck attention toward his wound like a black hole. He risked lifting his palm and releasing the pressure on the cut, but the second he did a fresh wave of blood spilled forth.

      “Shit.” He glowered, thumping the dashboard with his fist. It stung, but not as bad as his damaged leg. If anything, it was a pleasant respite.

      A 30 ounce cup of long-abandoned gas station Gatorade sat in the drinks holder, and he lifted it, discarding the plastic lid. The cup was around half full and contained a soup of melted ice and corn syrup. He dumped the whole thing on his leg, watching as blue mingled with red and then dripped off him onto the seat underneath. A sickly sweet sugar smell filled the cabin, but at least it was better than the instantly recognizable, metallic stink of spilled blood.

      Next, he loosened his belt and pulled it off, tying it as a tourniquet around the wound. His hand was painted with blood, both dry and fresh, and he wiped it on the damp car seat beneath him before tucking the loose end of the belt within the loop.

      He eyed his handiwork before stepping out of the safety of his truck. It wasn’t even in the same ZIP code as perfect, but at least it would attract less attention than hobbling over to the store with his hand clamped on his thigh. The wound itself pulsated with lancing pain, but he filtered out that extraneous information. It was easy enough. He had years of practice.

      He conducted a 360° sweep of his immediate surroundings and confirmed that Camden was just as empty as it had been when he’d started his impromptu wound care. He opened the door, thrust his legs out, and jumped to the ground.

      The door to the drugstore tinkled as Hasan stepped inside – a mechanical rather than electronic chime that fitted the place well. It smelled more like a farmyard than he’d expected—not that he’d expected it to smell like a farmyard at all. The source of the scent instantly presented itself in the form of a pile of neatly stacked bales of straw, the centerpiece of an installation upon which rested a crudely drawn sign that read For Pets.

      Hasan spirited himself behind it before the elderly store owner looked up, belatedly becoming aware of his presence.

      “Anyone back there?” the old man called out, his voice a little tremulous but otherwise perfectly audible.

      “Yeah, all good,” Hasan replied. “Just picking up a few things.”

      “Well, just holler if you need me,” came the reply. “The place doesn’t look like much, but it’s a bit of a warren, that’s for sure.”

      “You got it.”

      Warren was putting it mildly, Hasan thought. Mr. Kinsey, if the old man’s name matched the one over the door, had certainly put his faith in diversification. Rows of drinks coolers covered the far wall, and random sections were given over to trinkets of every size and stripe.

      The pharmacy section was clear enough, though – large and well-stocked. He reached it and grabbed a brown bottle of antiseptic, several tubes of bandages and some medical tape. His eyes scanned up and down the neatly ordered shelves, searching for the one item that predictably wasn’t available.

      Was it down low? Hasan attempted to squat, momentarily forgetting the cut that now scarred his leg, and audibly swore as he was forced back upright, killing his toes in an attempt to block out a fresh tsunami of pain.

      “Everything okay back there, son?”

      “I’m fine. Cut myself on a fence while I was hiking, that’s all.”

      “You should have said something, boy. Hold up, let me grab my cane. I’ll be right with you.”

      “Don’t bother. I’m coming out,” Hasan said quickly, hoping to avoid a situation in which Mr. Kinsey might get a good view of his leg. It would be better to hide the wound behind the store counter. No sense in leaving a breadcrumb trail for the cops to follow.

      He shuffled toward the front of the store, clutching the medical supplies to his chest. His left leg dragged slightly, ignoring his brain’s instructions, but he reassured himself that it didn’t seem too noticeable.

      The old guy’s attention was glued to his television screen as Hasan walked up to the counter, his offer of help clearly already long-forgotten.

      “– and authorities have released this image of a person of interest they are looking for in relation to a brutal murder in New York City. The victim –”

      Hasan knew he had to act fast. “Hey, buddy – you got any suture thread?”

      The question caught Kinsey’s attention, but not quickly enough. His eyes were still locked on the screen even as his head began to jerk automatically toward his customer.

      “Like I said,” Hasan said loudly, still hoping to shift the sequence of events before it settled on a path that would be impossible to return from. “I cut myself. No insurance right now, you know how it is, but I was a medic in the Army, so I figure –”

      “Well, why didn’t you say something?” Mr. Kinsey immediately said, finally dragging his attention away from his television screen.

      He tapped his cap, upon which a patch was embroidered in gold thread. “What unit? I did two tours in Viet –”

      The second the old man looked up, his expression signed his death warrant. Hasan instantly recognized the tiny widening of the man’s pupils, and the ashen complexion on his face as it drained of blood.

      In the stunned quiet, the only sound was that of the news anchor on a screen that Hasan could not see.

      “– the body was found in a suite at the Midland Hotel on Park Avenue. The woman’s family have now been informed.”

      “Cable news, huh?” the Iranian murmured as his fingers snaked into his jacket. “It’s a real killer.”

      His own blood was still not yet dry on Nazeri’s blade as the steel flashed into the open and buried itself in Mr. Kinsey’s neck, right in the center of the old man’s carotid artery. For a fraction of a second, his legs still supported him before the sudden drop in blood pressure to the brain caused them to collapse, his weight pulling down on the knife and punching through gossamer-thin skin and flesh.

      He was dead before the blood stopped pumping.

      An orgasmic rush filled Hasan’s mind, the released dopamine instantly washing away any lingering traces of pain. An audible sigh hissed through his teeth as Hasan savored the afterglow, his right arm still supporting most of the new corpse’s weight as it sagged off his blade.

      He shook his head and slowly lowered the pharmacist’s body to the countertop, where he let it rest. The gesture was almost tender.

      Almost.

      “Us veterans,” he murmured to the empty store. “We gotta stick together. It’s a real cruel world out there…”

      He let go of the handle of the knife and surveyed Mr. Kinsey’s slumped body. Enough of the corpse’s weight was on the countertop that it simply hung there as gravity coaxed out the last few drops of blood.

      “Now where were we?” Hasan said gaily, the body his only audience. “Sutures. That was it. Where would you keep those?”

      A dispassionate examination of his present mental state would correctly have identified delusions of both power and grandeur and growing belief in his own invincibility. But then again, Hasan was in no fit condition to perform such an analysis, and there wasn’t anyone else around.

      He rounded the counter, grabbing his injured leg and dragging it up several steps to a raised pharmacy area that in ordinary times was presumably reserved for Mr. Kinsey alone. He was gone, however, and he wasn’t coming back, so Hasan decided to take things into his own hands.

      He grabbed a box of sutures, another of clean needles, some antibiotics and after a little searching, a packet of painkillers. Nothing too strong, since the real stuff was locked up.

      That was when he saw it. An electronic eye, complete with some stupid brand name like EyeLash or BlinkBox. A wireless-enabled security camera, probably purchased off the Internet and installed in a spot that had seen the whole thing.

      “Fuck,” Hasan spat, his euphoria fading into unbridled rage.

      He wheeled around and focused the intensity of his anger on Mr. Kinsey’s corpse. “Did your grandkids set that up, you dumb piece of shit? Where’s your computer?”

      When no response was immediately forthcoming, Hasan dragged himself back down to the main section of the store, tossed his newfound supplies alongside the old ones, and then shuffled over to the door. He flicked the sign from Open to Closed and then turned back and began systematically tearing apart the store in search of the old man’s computer.

      The first sixty seconds yielded nothing, as did all the seconds that followed, and the realization quickly dawned on the Iranian that there was nothing there to find. The old guy probably had no idea how the system worked. One of his kids would have set it up, just in case. The video was now sitting in some Silicon Valley server farm, well out of reach. There was nothing he could do about it, save tear the whole damn town apart, and he sure as shit didn’t have time for that.

      He didn’t have time to deal with his wound either. That too would have to wait until he was someplace safer.

      Hasan glanced at the parking lot outside, searching for any sign that the activity had been noticed, but saw nothing. He knew it wouldn’t last. Someone would pop in to buy a can of soda, or just to say hi to the old man behind the counter, and then he’d be fucked.

      No, he had to move.

      He unfastened Mr. Kinsey’s keychain from the corpse’s belt, grabbed a plastic bag and shoved the medical supplies inside it. The cash from the register followed. It wasn’t much, and he didn’t really need it, but it was a spite thing, a poke in the eye for the asshole whose death had caused him all this trouble.

      Finally, he shoved the body unceremoniously off the counter and out of sight, leaving the knife still quivering in its neck.

      And then he simply sauntered out, locking the door behind him and tossing the keychain into an open trashcan.

      Someone would find the old man’s body – that outcome was not in doubt. But maybe he could buy himself time to get away. Twenty minutes was the same as a lifetime in this neck of the woods. It would take the cops time just to respond to the call, longer still to work out what the hell had happened. With luck, it would be hours before they linked the murder at the Midland to what had just happened in Kinsey’s Drug Store.

      Hasan intended to make use of every second.
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      “Mr. President, thank you for joining us.”

      The voice belonged to some admiral or other, though in Nash’s sleep-befuddled state, he couldn’t remember the name. This one liked to boast that he was born under the dome of the Nebraska State House, so how the hell he ended up piloting a Navy tugboat, Nash had no idea. Now he was in charge of Pacific Command, which meant whatever his name was, he was a man who was to be listened to.

      “Thank you, Admiral.” Nash nodded at the other military men around the situation room conference table, as well as those on live screens from around the globe. “Gentlemen, I don’t intend to take up too much of your time. Just give me an update on how the search is progressing, and I’ll let you get back to doing what you do best. If there’s anything standing in your way, I want to know about it. If I can twist a president’s arm or sweettalk a prime minister into doing what we want, I’m game.”

      “Mr. President, the USS Carl Vinson carrier group is steaming from Pearl Harbor right now, headed for Malaysia. She’s making best speed, and her forward aviation units, as well as those deployed from bases around the region, are already blanketing the sea lanes. If anything’s out there, we’ll find it,” said the Nebraska admiral.

      “In addition, we’ve moved the Abraham Lincoln from the Persian Gulf. She’s now headed into the Indian Ocean, from where she’ll be able to interdict all traffic heading toward her, and by extension, Iran.”

      A representation of the Indian Ocean, with Malaysia to the east and the Bay of Bengal at the top, appeared on a large screen in the situation room.

      “This is the big board,” the admiral grunted, zooming in on the Strait of Malacca and turning a group of ghostly green dots into much larger triangles, each identified with a name and a number. “We’re marking the name, location and course of every boat larger than a canoe for a thousand miles in every direction. Anything that puts in to port in a friendly nation gets taken off the list. Everything else gets tracked. But bluntly, sir, until we know what ship we’re looking for, all this ain’t worth an umbrella in a hurricane.”

      “Understood, Admiral,” Nash replied, making a note to check the officer’s name with Martinez. By the time a man made it to a flag office, he was probably a bit beyond the need for Dale Carnegie’s pop psychology, but it was a point of pride regardless.

      He shifted his gaze away from the screen on the opposite wall and toward a man of rather greater corporeal form – the director of the FBI.

      “Director Rutger,” he said, raising his eyebrows. “How are we doing on that front?”

      Rutger’s hair was still as thick as it had been when he rowed crew in college, though it was now a shock of brilliant white, and if anything his chest had grown even broader over the interim years. His voice was a deep baritone, and – Nash thought – goddamn reassuring. Unfortunately, the effect was only one of tone, and not content.

      “The men we took into custody were indeed Mossad, but we’ve interrogated them, and they don’t know anything more than they’ve already told us.”

      “You believe them?” Nash fired back.

      “Don’t see we have a reason not to. Uri,” he said, referring to the director of the Mossad, “instructed them to hold nothing back. I have attempted to construct a scenario in which they are playing us to achieve some grander gambit, and I have failed. I’m going with Occam’s razor on this one, Mr. President.”

      Nash grimaced, his fist clenching underneath the surface of the table like a monster in the deep. Somehow, he resisted the urge to slam it down and wake everyone in the room from the stillness of complacency. “The swimmer, then. What about him?”

      “Still unconscious. I spoke to the attending personally. She said he could wake up in an hour, or three days from now. There’s just no way of knowing.”

      The president closed his eyes and pictured a scene that he figured each of his predecessors going back all the way to FDR had probably thought about at one time or another: a mushroom cloud billowing over an American city. Hundreds of thousands dead. Many times more than that burned or sickened by clouds of invisible poison that would linger for generations into the future.

      His stomach turned as he spoke the words. “Do it. Wake him up.”

      They weren’t why he’d entered politics. It wasn’t what he’d imagined doing when he ran for the highest office in the land. And yet when you stripped it down to the barest of essentials, this was what the job entailed. Making the hard choices that others either would not, or could not.

      The question of what this command would do to his soul was for another day. He unclenched his fist and said, “Maybe it’s about time we sped things up.”

      The expression in Rutger’s eyes was impossible to read, and yet their blackness spoke volumes. “I’ll see what I can do, Mr. President.”
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      Trapp wasn’t just asleep on the couch when Pope bust through the door of the empty office in the FBI’s New York City headquarters building; he was passed out. Rest seemed like the only thing worth doing at that present moment, since in every waking moment he felt like a caged tiger, all wound up with nowhere to go. Diving into an absolute blackness was a welcome relief.

      The clatter of the door bouncing off the wall broke the spell, and Pope finished the job by shaking his shoulder. “Wake up, sleepyhead. We’ve got a lead.”

      Trapp sat bolt upright.

      Two blinks and a swig of the brackish, sugary liquid that was all that was left of the contents of the can of energy drink next to the couch and he was good to go. Which was a good thing, since Pope’s ass was already disappearing back into the hallway, his heels following just behind.

      Trapp’s limbs felt stiff as he jogged behind the hyperactive FBI agent, but the sensation passed quickly. They hopped an elevator down, during which Trapp buckled up his questions as Pope barked orders into a cell phone glued to his ear and stared manically into another, held in his palm.

      The elevator pinged and kicked them out in an underground parking garage that was painted by red and blue shadows thrown by the lights hidden under the grilles of two unmarked FBI SUVs. The pair of them climbed in to the rearmost vehicle, and before the doors slammed shut, the wheels were already spinning.

      “You gonna tell me what this is all about?” Trapp asked, picking the sleep from his left eye. He rotated his chin in a small circle, then his neck, working out the kinks caused by forcing his 6 foot three frame into a couch which had been made for an office worker a third of his size.

      Pope tossed his cell phone into the air, and Trapp plucked it out.

      “Why him?”

      “Just bad timing, I guess.”

      The SUV bucked as it climbed the ramp up to the street, and then threw both passengers against each other as it swung into a hard left. It was only a mile to the helipad on the East River, but Manhattan traffic could easily make that an hour’s drive.

      On this occasion, though, they got lucky. The rotors were already turning on the McDonnell Douglas MD 902 Explorer when they arrived, and both SUVs drove close enough for Trapp to wonder if they were about to be chopped up into scrap. The trunk on the vehicle they’d chased through the streets popped open, and several men wearing FBI windbreakers grabbed hard black plastic weapons cases and piled them into the chopper.

      Trapp’s nostrils caught the acrid stink of aviation fuel before the rotors swept away. He ran toward the open rear door with his head ducked and his hands clamped over his ears. Even so, the noise was deafening – and it didn’t improve much once he was inside.

      “Put these on!” Pope yelled, handing him a set of headphones plugged into an internal communications network. “I’ll brief you en route.”
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      The FBI pilot pushed every needle into the red, which meant a 75-minute flight time from downtown Manhattan to the leafy environs of the Klondike State Park. If it wasn’t a world record, then it was damn close.

      The man, of whom all Trapp could make out was the rear of his buzz cut and the twin rails of his aviator shades, was bleeding off altitude as he prepared to land in the middle of the street of a town called Camden, when the helicopter started gaining altitude and entered a banking turn. Trapp half-glanced around, searching for a threat, though in truth it was more out of habit than any real thought that they might be under attack.

      “Local cops just found something,” Pope yelled into his headset by way of explanation.

      “What?”

      The FBI agent shrugged expressively. “Hell if I know.”

      The what in question revealed itself a little later. It was a clearing in the forest, not far from a small lake that glowed an ebony black in the reflection of the slate gray sky, studded with a derelict building and choked with over a dozen police cruisers, all complete with lights flashing. What the need for that was, Trapp had no idea – but combined with the roar of the helicopter rotors, it was giving him a migraine.

      If the pilot wasn’t a former member of the elite Special Operations Aviation Regiment – and Trapp couldn’t be certain, at least not from the back of the man’s head – then he should have been. He placed the chopper down on a speck of green about the size of a torn postage stamp and made it look easy.

      Pope jumped out a second behind Trapp, and was flashing his badge at a local cop by the time his boots hit the ground. Trapp didn’t know how he knew who was in charge, but figured it must be some kind of law enforcement sixth sense. Or maybe it was the way the cop had a handlebar mustache, what looked like shelves for the arms planted permanently on his hips, and a 2 x 4 jammed up his ass.

      “Who the fuck are you guys?” the cop said, his voice raised over the dying grumble of the helicopter’s engine. The sound of a dog yapping caught Trapp’s attention, and he walked away as Pope did his thing.

      It was some kind of spaniel cross, with a terrier, maybe. A working dog – no-frills or graces. Its owner had his palm on one ear and was pressing the other against his thigh, doing his best to calm the poor animal down. The man was a hunter, at least judging by the giveaway neon vest. He was stick thin with wispy sideburns and a few days’ growth on his face. There was no weapon aside, but Trapp figured that one of the dozens of officers doing their best to stamp any last vestige of forensic evidence into the dust had probably relieved him of it.

      Pope walked over, the senior cop now in tow, and appropriately cowed. “He’s the one that called it in?”

      “Yup. Name’s Billy Gates. Nothing like his namesake. Guess his parents hoped different,” the cop said.

      When the jibe didn’t merit a response, he continued. “Guess he was out with Rusty, there. The dog, I mean. Drinkin’ a little, too, if I’m not mistaken. Told me he saw a black truck roll past on the access road, driving like a bat outta hell. Rusty skipped out on him, sprinting in the opposite direction, and that’s when he came across the house.”

      Trapp cast his eye over Billy Gates’ thousand yard stare and figured that for the time being, no one was getting anything useful out of the man. At least not until he had a hot, sugary drink. And probably not even then.

      He turned to the cop, his eyes taking in the name on the badge on the man’s chest without his brain doing the legwork of actually registering it. Since he didn’t want to tread on anyone’s toes, he thought he might as well ask, “You mind if we take a look?”

      “Be my guest.” The cop shrugged.

      “We got forensic coming in, but then”–he paused, his eyes narrowing, and taking on an almost scheming expression, no doubt working out that he would be able to shift the cost of the current commotion off his own budget and onto the feds—“I’m guessing you’ll want to bring your own people?”

      “Not my zoo, not my koalas.” Trapp shrugged, walking away and leaving a thoroughly discombobulated officer in his wake.

      The decaying wooden structure – he was loath to call it a house – stank of iron. It wasn’t too hot out, and the building was shaded most of the day by the mix of maple and pine trees in the surrounding forest, so the bodies hadn’t yet begun to turn.

      The cops had mostly stayed outside, some residual instinct in their lizard brains thankfully warning them that forensic evidence didn’t stand up well to the wrong side of a muddy boot, so the inside of the charnel house was mostly untouched. Trapp grabbed a pair of blue latex shoe coverings from a nearby officer and joined Pope, who was already inside and similarly attired.

      “What are we looking at?” he asked softly.

      Speaking too loudly somehow seemed irreverent, an insult to the dead. Perhaps it was a holdover from a time when men looked up at the clouds and saw traces of spirits, but Trapp had a seasoned operator’s healthy respect for superstition.

      The cop from earlier with the handlebar mustache announced his presence with the thumping of studded boots on the wooden floorboards. “Six dead Middle Easterners. Killed execution style.”

      “Not Middle Eastern,” Trapp murmured. “Persian.”

      Mustache shrugged. “Yeah? Same difference.”

      Trapp turned and gave the man a look that could fry an egg. “You mind waiting outside?”

      He held up his palms and backed away. “Sure thing. Just holler if you need me.”

      Yeah, Trapp thought sourly. Don’t hold your breath.

      Pope, still on his haunches, spoke as though he hadn’t noticed the commotion. “So there’s a fight. Arms deal gone wrong, maybe? Then our guy hightails it out of here,” he said, rising, spinning, and pointing at the trail of drying blood that led to the door and out of it.

      “So he hits the pharmacy in Camden. Things get messy. He’s on the run, but he’ll have to stop and patch himself up.”

      Trapp moved slowly into the body of the room, ignoring the floorboards creaking beneath him. They felt half-rotted, like they could give way under his bulk at any second, but since they haven’t yet, he put it out of his mind. Something about the positioning of the bodies was bugging him. And the composition, too.

      “It wasn’t a fight,” he said.

      Pope squinted. “Yeah? How’d you figure that?”

      Trapp indicated the five younger men, all recently clean-shaven, though with a couple of days of growth, and dressed in attire that could have been purchased in any suburban mall. “They knew their killer. Look, they were facing him. Respected him, even. This wasn’t a fight; it was an execution. He was tying up loose ends.”

      He squatted down next to the stiff closest to the door. The guy’s skull was shattered. He glanced up at Pope. “This one took a bullet between the eyes. Didn’t see it coming.”

      Trapp rose, pointing at the next four in turn. “Another guy hit in the head. Not so clean, now the adrenaline’s started flowing. Then he switches to center mass. Bang. Bang. Bang.”

      “What about the old guy? I’m guessing it was in a case of wrong place, wrong time.”

      A single accusatory eyebrow jerked upward on Trapp’s face. “He’s maybe fifteen years older than me, asshole.”

      “Same difference.” Pope laughed, his expression then turning contemplative. “Hey, I’m not getting any younger either.”

      Trapp turned his attention back to the body of the sixth man. His fingers and forearms were stained dark with blood, both from defensive wounds that had carved deep furrows into his palms, and from someone else entirely. A half dozen more cuts marked the man’s torso, but the real coup de grace was the chunk that had been blown out of his left temple.

      He closed his eyes and pictured the scene. Put himself in the shoes of the killer they were chasing. Dropped each of the kids in turn, watching as their faces turned from confusion to shock to horror, then nothing at all.

      What’s missing from this picture?

      “You think he got the jump on the kids?” Pope asked, breaking his train of thought.

      “Yeah, but the old guy was too fast,” Trapp murmured.

      Pope shrugged. “Didn’t help him much, did it?”

      “I guess you’re right. But at least he took his pound of flesh. And hell, maybe this is what breaks the whole thing open.”

      “The real question is,” Pope asked, “what the hell was he doing way out here?”

      Trapp glanced at him. “We’re what, eighty miles from Canada?”

      “Thereabouts. Depends on the route – could be a little less.”

      “Then dollars to doughnuts, that’s where he’s heading.”
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      Though the sun was setting in New York State, it was barely past lunch in the last state to join the Union as Devon Stiles grabbed Mossad analyst Ariel Feinman from a hospital room now serving as a temporary holding pen.

      Each of the three Israelis was wrapped in an intricate series of restraints: wrists bound together by covered handcuffs, then chained to the waist, legs shackled together, and all constructed so that it was impossible to manipulate the body in an attempt to affect an escape. As a precautionary backup, each detainee also wore an electric stun belt, fashioned like a climbing harness and fastened from the back – in short, the exact opposite of a get out of jail free card.

      Stiles pointed at Feinman and jerked his head at a nearby agent from one of the FBI’s SWAT teams. The man was armed only with the remote for the stun belts and a rubberized baton, but he looked like his idea of fun lay somewhere in between swimming out into the ocean and picking a fight with one of the tiger sharks that prowled the coastline, or simply headbutting the nearest brick wall. Devon knew that he wasn’t exactly a shrinking violet himself, and though he had his father’s pretty boy looks, he still came equipped with a frame that would frighten off most men.

      But not this guy.

      “Leave the belt on,” he said. “But he’s coming with me.”

      The agent grunted, tossed him a spare remote control, then moved to free Feinman. He wasn’t exactly gentle in his ministrations, and the Israeli flinched every time he heard the click of a lock.

      Good, Stiles thought, though his stomach was turning at the prospect of carrying out the order he had been charged with. It will work better if he’s scared.

      “I’ve told you everything I know,” Ariel said as he was hoisted upward and shoved toward Stiles. “I promise. Director Cohen ordered us to hold nothing back.”

      Devon spoke roughly, masking his own unease. Somehow settling into a pattern of faceless bureaucratic evil seemed to help quell his own concerns, and that was a whole other problem in itself.

      For now, he put it out of his mind. “We’re going to wake up your friend. If you don’t know shit, then it’s time I spoke to someone who does.”

      He frog-marched the Mossad analyst through the bowels of the emptied hospital wing, past several FBI agents wearing CDC windbreakers and on to a ward that presently contained only a single patient: one Effrayim Levshin.

      The presence of the fake Centers for Disease Control officials was to assist with the cover story: that a shipwreck survivor with a suspected infectious disease was being treated. Like all the best such covers, it concealed a grain of the truth. It wouldn’t hold forever, but hopefully long enough.

      Stiles left Feinman by Levshin’s hospital room door under the unblinking eye of another agent. Then he searched for a nearby nurse and found one behind the ward’s reception desk. She was blond, wearing fresh pink scrubs, and just his type. All of which only contributed to making what he had to do next that much harder.

      “Sarah?” he said, taking the name from the badge on her chest.

      “Can I help you, agent –?”

      “Stiles,” he supplied, stretching out his hand. “But Devon’s fine.”

      Sarah smiled sweetly, but said nothing.

      The smile fell off her face as Stiles filled the silence. “I need you to wake up the patient.”

      “That’s out of the question,” the nurse snapped. “He’s been in critical condition for days, and he had a serious cardiac event less than twenty-four hours ago. Waking him up right now could kill him.”

      “Be that as it may,” Stiles said, somehow without choking on the words escaping his own mouth, “I have my orders.”

      “Well, Agent Stiles,” Sarah practically spat. “My duty is to my patient, not you.”

      She signaled to another nurse standing nearby, who had overheard the conversation and continued to harangue Stiles as this new addition disappeared out of his sight. Devon felt himself sinking into the wipe-clean linoleum floor as every word landed like a blow.

      “I can see you don’t want to do this, Devon,” Sarah finished, masterfully shifting her tone into one of caring appeal to his conscience. “So don’t. You can say no. Whatever happens, it can’t be worth this. A man’s life is on the line.”

      Stiles had no time to respond.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing in my hospital, Agent Stiles?” a woman’s voice hissed from behind him.

      He turned to see the familiar face of Levshin’s physician, Dr. Susan Michaels.

      Well, the face was familiar, but the expression on it was anything but. The woman’s knuckles were bone-white, due to the fact that they were clenched into fists, what little was left of her neatly trimmed nails biting into her palms. But that was nothing compared with the look of pure, unadulterated rage on Michaels’ face. It crackled like a storm on the surface of the sun, and not for the first time, Devon Stiles wished he was anywhere but here.

      This case had gone from an opportunity to turbocharge a stagnating career to a potential minefield in all of about sixty seconds.

      Stiles gritted his teeth. Did this woman think he wanted to do this? Did she understand what was at stake? Not just the life of one man – but those of hundreds of thousands. Perhaps more.

      “Doctor Michaels,” he said, swallowing in order to coax a little moisture into a suddenly dry mouth. “Believe me, I hate to make you do this, but I need to speak with your patient. Immediately. You cannot possibly understand what is at stake.”

      Michaels stood, silently fulminating for a long second, her gaze searing Stiles’ face. Then she grabbed him by the lapel of his suit and bodily dragged him toward the window that looked into Levshin’s hotel room. “I will tell you what is at stake, Agent Stiles. This man will only wake up when he is capable of doing so. Neither you, nor I, nor God himself – for all I know – can do anything to hurry him along without costing his life. Now do you understand that?”

      “Dr. Michaels. Susan –”

      “There’s nothing you can say, Devon,” Michaels said, cutting him off at the pass. “You would need an order from the president himself –”

      Even Stiles struggled to appreciate the full absurdity of the situation as he said, “That can be arranged.”

      The doctor didn’t skip a beat. Devon had to hand it to her. She leaned forward, jutting her chin out at him with rage even as he towered over her by at least a foot in height. He almost flinched, though the ghost of Hoover intervened just in time.

      “Special Agent Stiles, beyond the inconvenient fact that I swore an oath to protect my patient, so did you. To defend and obey the Constitution, if I am not mistaken. And what you are asking me to do violates both of those in more ways than one.”

      Stiles’ countenance showed none of the frustration that had built inside him since Director Rutger had called him personally less than an hour earlier. This couldn’t be a choice. It had to be done, no matter the consequences.

      Even if he would have to live with those for the rest of his life. He rested his fingers gently on the grip of the pistol holstered at his hip. Michaels’ eyes darted down to the weapon, widened, then returned defiantly. “Doctor, you misunderstand me. I’m not asking.”

      The doctor crossed her arms. “Then shoot me. But I’m telling you, I won’t do it.”

      Stiles looked around the hospital’s still hallways, only to find the eyes of every law enforcement officer and medical professional on him. What the hell was he supposed to do now? Army doctor or not, he couldn’t literally pull his gun out and start shooting.

      “Agent?” Ariel Feinman muttered, his attention stolen by something happening in Levshin’s hospital room. He must have been the only one.

      Stiles ignored him.

      “Agent!”

      “What is it?” Stiles hissed, turning his fury on the impertinent spy as he spun his neck around.

      The anger dissipated instantly as Feinman said, “I think he’s waking up…”

      Devon grabbed onto the lifeline, turning around and instantly dropping his arm as though his pistol was made of molten lava. As the tension broke around him, a streak of pink dashed into the hospital room. The nurse, Sarah, followed closely by Dr. Michaels.

      Stiles breathed a sigh of relief. The hospital’s disinfectant stench tasted as sweet as any fresh meadow breeze. He whispered a prayer of thanks to whoever was watching out from up there, because he’d almost walked a path from which there could be no redemption.

      He grabbed Feinman’s shoulder – not hard, but with just enough intensity to convey his strength of feeling. “You know what I want?”

      The Mossad analyst nodded, seeming to grow in confidence now that he had a goal. “The name of the ship. If he has it.”

      “He’ll trust you.”

      The second part was left unsaid, except in Devon’s own mind.

      And he won’t trust me.

      Both men locked eyes for several long seconds as Stiles weighed up a decision he knew he had to make. And then made it. First he disabled the stun belt’s anti-tamper mechanism, then freed him from his restraints entirely.

      Feinman nodded his thanks and entered Levshin’s room, leaving Stiles to stew outside.

      Alone.
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      Lieutenant Mitchell ‘Nero’ Quinn’s SEALs had started the day on one aircraft carrier and were ending it on another, and yet the job hadn’t even begun. In between, they’d hopscotched over a vast expanse of empty ocean, in the belly of a procession of Grumman C-2 Greyhounds.

      The small propeller driven aircraft were the Navy’s logistics workhorses and had been ferrying men, mail and materiel to and from flattops for more than half a century. Quinn had been in the back of a Greyhound more times than he could remember, and he didn’t need this latest journey to remind him that they were no more comfortable than their namesakes back home.

      Hell, if it was up to him he’d choose a coast-to-coast bus ride over one more carrier landing. At least the Greyhounds back in the States didn’t go from a hundred miles an hour to a dead stop in the blink of an eye as they caught the arresting wires. Of course, it wasn’t up to him. When he’d signed that contract, he gave the U.S. Navy the permission to send him halfway across the world when they wanted, how they wanted, and not to bother telling him why.

      “Real crazy bastards, aren’t they,” Nero said to nobody in particular as he flipped the pilot a thankful salute. He got a thumbs-up back from the woman sitting in the cockpit as she finished up with her post-flight checks, and shook his head at the wonder of the whole thing. Who the hell ever dreamed up a thing like a carrier landing?

      And why?

      “You know, boss,” Tim ‘Homer’ DiMaggio drawled from just over his left shoulder, about the only place he could stand on the entire deck and still be able to hear the lieutenant’s words over the roar of aircraft engines, “I’m guessing she might say the same about us…”

      Nero rubbed his chest where his harness had caught him as the Greyhound crashed to a dead stop.

      “Say, Lieutenant,” Santiago ‘Santa’ Reyes called out as he grabbed his pack, hoisting it over his shoulder. “You got any idea what the hell we’re doing here?”

      He shrugged. “Ours is not to reason why, Santa.”

      The Latino petty officer strode past him, shaking his head in mock disbelief. “Yeah, yeah, we just do and die. Always said you were a real optimist, Lieutenant.”

      “That’s why they pay me the big bucks,” Nero muttered under his breath, grabbing his own pack and following after.

      The truth was, he had no better idea what either he or the enlisted men under his command were doing on the USS Abraham Lincoln than Reyes did. It wasn’t as though he wasn’t curious; he just knew better than to ask.

      The U.S. Navy did a lot of things for no discernible purpose. But flying thirty SEALs – and their gear – to the deck of the carrier in the Indian Ocean usually wasn’t one of them. Something was going on, all right.

      And anyway, he figured he was about to find out what it was.
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        * * *

      

      Nero got his platoon squared away below decks in record time and reported with his sailors to the ready room of the VAW-116 Sun Kings, whoever the hell they were. They had names like ‘Bucky’ and ‘Toto’ stenciled on a wooden board on the right-hand wall.

      The ready room – essentially a pilot’s briefing room – was decked out with about twenty comfortable red leather-backed chairs, complete with yellow and white striped sashes. Most of the seats were already taken, and Nero prefer to stand anyway, so he picked an empty spot at the back of the room, crossed his arms, and waited.

      It didn’t take long before the already small space became cramped through overcrowding, and the smell of fighting men – a foul combination of gun oil, body odor and the ever-present stench of Navy mess-induced flatulence – shifted from a minor inconvenience to an OSHA level workplace hazard.

      “Okay, gentlemen,” bellowed an officer who Nero recognized, Commander Kelly Hitch. He was African American, of average height, and a decidedly impressive physique. “Eyes front.”

      The room was packed with two full platoons of assaulters – Navy SEALs whom Quinn assumed were about to enter the crucible of combat. His own platoon had the primary occupational specialty of operating SEAL Delivery Vehicles, the slow-moving underwater chariots that pulled his silent killers through the watery depths of the ocean, allowing them to strike at targets well outside of a normal swimmer’s range – flippers or no flippers.

      But Nero suspected that whatever he was about to be briefed on had nothing to do with operating the Pig. The other platoon was ordinarily based out of Coronado, but had been rotating through Hawaii on a long-planned exercise alongside his boys. They were only underwater specialists in the way that every SEAL was.

      Commander Hitch growled at a sailor to close the bulkhead door and lock them in. The ready room was silent except for the rustling of men’s uniforms and the faraway hum of the Lincoln’s nuclear-powered engines. The second the door swung shut, he gripped the side of the podium at the front of the room, bowed his head briefly, and began.

      “This,” he said, pressing a button on the remote in front of him, “is the MV Triumph. Twenty years old, built out of Guangzhou, China.”

      An image of a blue-hulled container ship, overlaid with a watermark from a brokerage firm, flashed up on the projector behind him. The vessel didn’t look particularly well cared for – streaks of rust graced the sides, and it didn’t look to have had a lick of paint since the day it first set to sea.

      “As you can see, she’s a rust bucket. She went missing after a change of ownership a year ago, not that anyone was looking. No known cargoes, no known crew.”

      A couple more shots of the Triumph flashed through the projector in quick succession. Nothing close up, nothing particularly detailed, but Quinn made out two large cranes at the bow and a five-story bridge sitting on top of an island at the rear of the vessel, strewn with a forest of radio antennae and radar masts.

      Hitch paused before delivering the punch line, surveying the room with dark brown eyes that seemed to pick out each one of his SEALs in turn. Quinn knew that he was a hell of a fighter, with a reputation for bloodlust that was matched only by his desire to do right by the men under his command. He was the kind of officer that Nero himself tried to emulate.

      “Our intelligence suggests that the Triumph is currently under the command of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps, and carrying twelve one-megaton Chinese nukes, bound for Iran.”

      Navy SEALs have a well-earned reputation for taking almost every situation in their stride. It’s kind of a prerequisite, given that an ordinary day’s work involves blowing the doors off a building and charging in without any real idea of who or what might be about to shoot back.

      On this occasion, however, just about every shooter in the room erupted in some variation on the theme of stunned amazement. Quinn himself just fell back against the ready room’s hard steel wall, and while he wasn’t the only one, almost everyone else jumped to their feet.

      For his part, Commander Hitch just stood there like a lighthouse being battered by a winter’s storm, and rode out the initial wave of disbelief.

      “Are you shittin’ us, Commander?” Homer yelled out as the maelstrom began to die down – as so often the first to react under pressure. “Because it ain’t funny, and that’s a fact.”

      “This is no joke,” Hitch replied. “But, Petty Officer, I wish it was. Because I don’t have to tell you that we are facing perhaps the greatest foreign policy nightmare this country has seen since the Cuban missile crisis.”

      A second wave of questions followed – and as before, Hitch allowed the room to work out its nervous energy before he raised his voice again. It happened a little quicker this time, and Quinn realized that having fought through the initial shock, the fighters around him now wore expressions of determination. They were prepared to go into battle.

      Hitch raised his hands to quiet what remained of the noise. “We don’t know how many Iranians are on board. We do not know where the weapons are stowed. We do not know how they are protected. In short, you will be going in blind.” He paused. “If there’s anyone who’s not okay with that, tell me now.”

      Quinn didn’t bother looking around. He didn’t need to: he knew what he would see. Because despite the fact that they were all about to face immense danger, no one became a special operator without wanting to face this kind of mission.

      “Good. I’d like to introduce you to the commander of the Lincoln’s Helicopter Sea Combat Squadron. He’s the guy who’s going to be carrying you into battle.”

      All eyes instantly turned on the outsider – a man with a basketball player’s physique, sandy brown hair, and a jawline that could cut glass. He stepped toward the podium, and Hitch gave way.

      One of the unusual things about the Navy SEALs was that, despite the fact that they were the US military’s largest unit of tier 1 operators, they usually rode into battle on choppers provided by either the Army or the Air Force. The Navy itself had no special aviation regiment comparable to the Army’s Nightstalkers. Of course, that wasn’t always possible. And it seemed that this mission was one of those times.

      Quinn unconsciously leaned forward, paying special attention to the new guy. You can tell a lot about a unit’s competence from the demeanor of its commander. So far, he liked what he saw.

      “Pleased to meet you, gentlemen. I’m Commander Randall Spear, and I’m HS-5’s OIC. We operate six MH-60S Knighthawks, and I’m happy to report that you boys got lucky. All of them are in good working order and ready to fly.”

      Commander Hitch jumped into a pause, and turned his gaze on Nero. “Lieutenant Quinn, you will be leading the assault, along with your entire platoon. Lieutenant Miles, eight of your men will deploy with Quinn and his boys.”

      Lieutenant Miles, a slight Bostonian who Nero was acquainted with, but not well, concealed his disappointment. “What about me, Commander?”

      “As Commander Spear will explain, the assault team is going in on four of his birds, leaving you and seven of your guys in the air as a quick response unit. You’ll be commanding it from the air.”

      “The plan is to load up each of the assault Knighthawks with six SEALs,” Spear outlined. He grabbed the remote and ratcheted back through half a dozen planning slides before the first image of the Triumph appeared on screen.

      “As you can see, we’re going to have to put you down amidships. The cranes here”—he pointed at the bow—“and the masts on the bridge make both of those a no-go. We’ll fly low and fast and put the choppers in thirty seconds apart, so you can fast rope down.”

      Lieutenant Quinn grimaced, studying the image of the ship with renewed interest now that he knew he was leading the assault. In a perfect world, he would have put two helicopters on the stern and two on the bow – both close to the access hatches that led into the boat.

      As usual, however, this operation was shaping up to be anything but perfect.

      “The other two birds will come in a few seconds after the main assault to provide air support and act as combat search and rescue.” He paused and grinned. “Although I’m guessing you boys can swim. So – any questions?”

      Nero stepped forward. “I don’t like the plan,” he said bluntly.

      Hitch gestured at him to continue. “Which part, Lieutenant?”

      He stepped toward the front of the room, studying the photograph of the Triumph intently. He spoke without turning. “These Revolutionary Guard pricks are supposed to be the best of the best, right?”

      Hitch nodded. “Right.”

      “And you can bet that with an operation like this at stake, whoever’s on board will be their tier 1 guys.”

      “What are you suggesting, Lieutenant Quinn?”

      Nero didn’t reply directly. “What’s our confidence interval on the intel?”

      “High.”

      He shrugged. “Good enough for me. Take the QRF birds and send them in first, thirty seconds ahead of the main assault. Turn the bridge into scrap metal with the M60s, and then we go in. Don’t give them a chance to breathe. If it was me on that boat I’d have guys with MANPADS in at least two locations, working four-hour shifts. What time are we going in?”

      “0300.”

      “Even so, a couple lucky shots and the whole operation goes to shit. At that range they can’t miss. We lose a dozen SEALs in the opening salvo, plus the element of surprise, and you can kiss our chances of success goodbye.”

      Commander Hitch scratched his chin. Judging by the expression on his face, he welcomed his subordinate’s input, if not the problem it now posed him. What Quinn was suggesting was a whole different operation.

      “And if the intelligence is flawed?” he finally asked. “We’d be sending a crew of innocent sailors to a watery grave. Cause an international incident, for a start. You’d probably lose your commission in the blame game, and we’d both sit out the rest of our contracts in the brig.”

      Nero turned back to face his superior officer for almost the first time, and was surprised to find the rapt attention of an entire room of hard-boiled killers focused on him. “Good thing the decision’s above my pay grade then, Commander.”
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      Trapp entered the Command & Tactical Operations Center at the FBI’s Buffalo Field Office in Nick Pope’s wake and did his best to blend into the scenery.

      Unlike the Agency’s vast NASA-style counterterrorism command center at Langley, and the equivalent Bureau facility in DC, the Buffalo CTOC was an altogether more prosaic affair. It was a large space, with an open-plan central working area enclosed by a half dozen glass-walled conference rooms. Ordinarily, the CTOC was a sleepy place, and the conference rooms were used as just that.

      Today, however, they had been commandeered. The open doorway to the room on Trapp’s right had a hand-scrawled sign on it that read “SWAT,” and several men in olive-green FBI tactical gear sat behind computer monitors, wearing headsets into which they spoke constantly. Each was in impeccably good physical condition, with perfect buzz cuts that looked no more than a day old. They weren’t currently packing anything more troubling than the Glocks holstered by their side, but Trapp had spied an arsenal of hardware waiting in a staging area outside.

      “Gordon Perrin,” a gruff linebacker-esque agent grunted in greeting, stretching out his hand as they approached. “I’m the Counter-Terrorism SAC here in Buffalo.”

      Pope introduced himself in a suitably deferential fashion, and Trapp followed. “Name’s Jason Trapp,” he said. “I’m with the Agency.”

      “Son, do you take me for a fool? I clocked that at 30 yards. You cowboys all have that same stink about you,” Perrin growled before a skeptical eyebrow, hiked impossibly high, began a slow descent. His tune changed slightly, from outright irritated to mildly curious. “Trapp – now where have I heard that name before?”

      Trapp grinned to defuse the tension, and said, “I’m not sure, sir, but I’d prefer you didn’t remember it.”

      “Uh huh,” Perrin replied doubtfully. “Well, I’m under strict instructions from Washington to provide you gentlemen with whatever assistance you require.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Pope said. “I appreciate it. If you can spare a few seconds, I’d love a briefing on how your operation is taking shape.”

      Perrin nodded in a businesslike fashion. He stretched out his arm and indicated several different workstations in turn. “We are linked into Border Patrol’s electronic surveillance fence. It runs the length and breadth of the border, from Washington to Maine, and everything they can see, so can we.”

      “Is the whole thing operational?” Trapp asked skeptically. Politicians liked to put a lot of faith in expensive, high-tech sounding security systems, but in his experience, there wasn’t an electronic eye that couldn’t be beat by good old-fashioned human ingenuity. If there was, he’d be out of a job, and since he was standing in an FBI control room, that clearly wasn’t the case.

      “No,” Perrin conceded. “But I’ve got surveillance teams digging in at every break in the line within 100 miles of Camden. Soon as DC sends me more manpower, I’ll increase the perimeter.”

      He pointed at a group of analysts next. “Those guys are monitoring every local, state and federal law enforcement radio channel. If they flag up anything of interest, it goes directly to me.”

      “What happens then?”

      “Homeland has two Predator drones on station at all times, and if they are needed, DOD can give us access to several more. If the boys on the scanners say we need to take a look at something, we can do that pretty much anywhere on the border within fifteen minutes.”

      Trapp nodded his approval. “And that’s where SWAT comes in, I take it?”

      “Precisely,” Perrin agreed. “Buffalo’s a perfectly situated staging post. I’ve got birds on the ground keeping their engines warm. The second we get credible intelligence that this Zargari prick is anywhere nearby, I’ll send them out. And my guys are real pissed right now. They know what happened to that old guy in Camden.”

      “I’m sure your men are good, Agent Perrin,” Trapp said. “But believe me, Zargari is better. I suggest that you treat him with extreme prejudice. If it looks like he’s surrendering, I’d put two bullets into his skull just to make sure. But that’s just me.”

      Perrin shrugged callously. “I wasn’t planning on taking him alive.”

      “Good.”

      Trapp glanced up and became aware of a man standing nearby. Unlike Perrin’s agents, who were mostly attired in rolled-up shirt sleeves or navy blue windbreakers, this guy was wearing a slim, neatly tailored charcoal gray suit without a tie. Horn-rimmed glasses adorned his face.

      He lowered his voice, gesturing subtly. “He one of yours?”

      Perrin raised his eyes and shook his head. “No. He’s our liaison with…”

      “Sir, Jason here has a higher security clearance than either of us. His mandate comes from the very top,” Pope interjected.

      The Special-Agent-In-Charge set his jaw in a fashion that firmly indicated where he stood on the matter of delegated chains of command, but kept his evident opinion to himself. “His name’s Douglas Pearl. He’s with the Canadian Security & Intelligence Service.”

      “You mind introducing us?” Trapp requested.

      Perrin did the honors, then dipped his head and addressed Pope and Trapp in a low voice. “Listen, I’ve showed you my cards. Now I think it’s about time you return the favor.”

      The two men shared a significant glance. Only the uppermost echelons of the American intelligence, decision-making and law enforcement organs had been briefed on the true gravity of the threat. If the nuclear angle leaked out, the entire country would very probably lose its head. The attacks on the country’s oil infrastructure already had people on edge, but the leaked news that the FBI had foiled a wave of suicide attacks several days earlier had at least restored most people’s faith in their government.

      The revelation that an arsenal of nuclear weapons was loose would shatter that trust irrevocably.

      “In private,” Trapp said gruffly.

      Perrin cleared a conference room, and the three men entered. At the last moment, Trapp gestured for the Canadian, Pearl, to join them.

      “You sure that’s wise, Jason?” Pope asked quietly as they cloistered themselves away.

      “He’ll keep his mouth shut,” Trapp replied. “It’s what guys like him were born to do.”

      He had an ulterior motive that went beyond neighborly good manners. The current investigation straddled the Canada/US border. If Zargari crossed it, Trapp wanted to go after him without any legal niceties getting in the way. And he sensed that bringing Pearl in was the quickest way to smooth over any bureaucratic holdups.

      Trapp didn’t bother sitting behind the conference table. None of them did.

      “What I’m about to tell you,” he started, “cannot leave the confines of this room. Your teams are not to know what’s going on. Do I have your word, gentlemen?”

      Perrin frowned. “I don’t see how I can agree to those terms without –”

      “It’s a simple question,” Trapp stated calmly. “Yes or no. This is a courtesy, Agent Perrin. I can and will go over your head if I need to. But I would rather not cross that particular Rubicon if I can help it.”

      “Fine,” Perrin grunted. “You have my word. But I sure as hell don’t like your attitude, Mr. Trapp.”

      “I get that a lot.” He grinned remorsefully as his gaze moved to the Canadian. “But sometimes you have to be an asshole when you’re in my line of work.”

      “And mine,” Pearl said without pushback. What the Canadian spook’s word was worth was another question entirely, but he thought it was unlikely that the Canadians would dare leak information this vital.

      Trapp nodded his thanks. “Gentlemen, at this moment US special forces are preparing to mount an assault on a vessel that we have credible intelligence to suggest is carrying several nuclear warheads. That vessel is under the control of Iran’s Revolutionary Guard, and en route to the Gulf.”

      Perrin sucked air through his teeth. “You can’t be serious?”

      “Deadly,” Pope replied.

      Trapp was glad of the interruption. It was better for the confirmation to come from another FBI man.

      By contrast, Douglas Pearl barely reacted. He simply nodded as though the information was of no more consequence than a passing comment on the weather. “Do you have any idea what they plan to do with these weapons?”

      “This is just a personal theory I’ve been kicking around,” he replied. “But I’m guessing if they intend to use one, it will be to strike the NATO summit in New York City. It’s the obvious target. But at this stage, we have no reason to believe that outcome is likely.”

      “I see…” Pearl replied.

      Trapp fixed him with a deadly stare. “Zargari’s behind all of this. If he slips across the border, I want to go after him. Is that going to be a problem?”

      Pearl considered the request for several long seconds. The silence was punctuated by the howl of telephones on the other side of the conference room’s glass wall.

      “No,” he murmured. “If one of those weapons was to detonate tonight, twenty million of my fellow citizens would wake up breathing radioactive fallout tomorrow morning. So no, I don’t anticipate any problems with your request whatsoever.”
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      LOCAL TIME, USS CARL VINSON, INDIAN OCEAN – 0245 hrs.

      LOCAL TIME, WHITE HOUSE, WASHINGTON DC – 1345 hrs.

      

      Charles Nash sat on a polished mahogany chair in the president’s dining room, smiled a rictus grin, and wondered at the absurdity of it all. The bespectacled Iranian president, Ashkan Khorasani, had his fingers clasped and resting on the table in front of him, but seemed more obviously startled by the rapacity of the White House press pack.

      In the center of the hardwood dining table between the two leaders sat a large platter of thick cut sandwiches – pastrami on rye – and a few bowls of potato chips, plus a large jug of water. The food would be conspicuously located in the center of all the photographers’ shots, and hopefully the photo up would find itself on the front cover of newspapers across the nation the next morning, underneath a headline like BREAKING BREAD.

      “Okay, guys, last couple of shots,” a deputy press secretary called out, catching sight of Nash’s eyebrow trembling in an amused question.

      The command provoked a renewed wave of clattering camera shutters, and the increasingly desperate attempts of a visiting Iranian photographer to attract Nash’s attention. He did not succeed.

      Finally, the press were ushered out, leaving only a Secret Service agent at the door, two Iranian aides, and the presidents themselves in the room.

      Nash clapped his hands together. “Sorry about all that. We find it’s easier to feed the beast. They’re going to make a mess on the carpet either way. May as well control what they’re eating.”

      President Khorasani shrugged, his elegant charcoal suit hugging every shift in posture as though he was sewn into it. A ghost of a smile danced at the corners of his mouth. “In my country, we chop down the tallest poppy. The others learn quickly not to grow in the wrong places.”

      Nash laughed out loud, surprising himself at the genuineness of the emotion. The smile on Khorasani’s face broadened, indicating that the comment was indeed intended as a joke.

      The president considered himself a relatively good judge of character – and at the very least, a practiced one, given the vast parade line of characters he interacted with on any given day. His first impression of the Iranian president was a good one. The man had a sense of humor, which was always a plus. He still shivered at the memory of a four-hour breakfast meeting with the Swedish prime minister, whose company made ritual self-sacrifice sound appealing by contrast.

      “Please,” he said, gesturing at the sandwiches, “let’s eat. The mess went to all the trouble of putting all this together, so I’d hate to see it go to waste.”

      President Khorasani glanced at the table, his gaze taking in the presence of only two bone china plates. He looked up questioningly.

      Nash beckoned to the Secret Service agent by the door, who played his assigned role perfectly. The man stepped forward and positioned himself just behind the two Iranian aides, saying nothing, and yet with his towering presence, also rather a lot.

      “I thought it would be good for the two of us to eat in private,” Nash said. “After all, we have a lot to discuss.”

      One of the waiting Iranians noticeably bristled at the president’s suggestion, and the tension in the room – previously nonexistent – instantly thickened. He leaned down, attempting to whisper something into his own boss’s ear, but President Khorasani cut him off with a peremptory wave of the finger. The aide grimaced but forced himself back upright, though his arms unconsciously folded over his chest.

      “Frank, if you don’t mind,” Nash said, gesturing toward the door with his head.

      The Secret Service agent cleared his throat, and the two Iranians seemingly noticed his presence for the first time.

      “I can have the mess send a couple of cold ones up, no problem,” Nash smiled, though his brow simultaneously folded into knots. “I wasn’t aware you consumed alcohol.”

      “There’s rather a lot your country misunderstands, President Nash,” Khorasani replied.

      Not “misunderstands about mine,” Nash thought, but simply “misunderstands.”

      It was an elegantly constructed barb, and Nash respected the man for having the guts to deploy it while swaddled by all the trappings of American power. Since his election, Nash had hosted dozens of foreign leaders, from countries both large and small, and had constructed an ironclad hypothesis. Nash’s Law, you could call it.

      No matter what country they hailed from, foreign leaders inevitably reacted in one of two ways to his presence. Either they shriveled up, or they were intoxicated by their proximity to power.

      Nash wondered if he might have to revise his law. President Khorasani seemed to be choosing the as yet untrodden third option – actually having a bit of goddamn backbone. It was a nice change.

      He looked up at the clock on the far wall, noting that it was now five minutes before the hour. He still had a little time to kill, so leaned back and asked, “Why don’t you enlighten me?”

      President Khorasani pushed his chair back, stood, and fired a thousand-watt smile in his counterpart’s direction. He walked around the table, and once in front of the selection of sandwiches, rubbed his hands together in anticipation.

      “American beef,” he said, selecting a sandwich and setting it on a plate. “You know they say it’s the finest in the world.”

      Nash rolled his eyes. “If there’s one thing we’re good at over here, it’s marketing. Although don’t let the farming lobby hear me tell you that.”

      “My lips are sealed,” Khorasani replied, dusting some chips onto his plate and returning to his seat. “You know – I’ve never tasted it.”

      Nash’s eyes flicked back up to the clock, then down. “Tasted what?”

      “American beef…” the Iranian president replied, as if the question was obvious. “You want to know why?”

      The president’s chair creaked as he shifted his weight. “I think I have an idea.”

      “As I’m sure you know, President Nash, day after day, week after week, my country languishes under the crushing weight of sanctions pressed on it by yours. We have your boot on our neck, and until that situation changes, I fear we can never be friends.”

      “President Khorasani, I’m more than man enough to admit that my country isn’t perfect, and perhaps even that we have wronged you. I hear the echo of history in our relationship every day. But let me ask you – are you willing to do what it takes to change things?”

      Khorasani squinted and repositioned his oval glasses on his nose. He seemed a little confused by the question. “I wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t,” he said.

      Nash stood, walked to a cabinet on the opposite side of the room – and conveniently far away from the unwanted attention of the press pack – and picked up a thick binder, jacketed in navy blue but without any visible markings on the cover.

      He opened it, unclipped the thick sheaf of paper within and walked over to his Iranian counterpart, setting the binder down before he reached him. He showed Khorasani the cover of the document, which was marked with a sea of classification codewords, everything from TOP SECRET to NOFORN and the even more exclusive VRK.

      Also clearly visible was the name ASHKAN KHORASANI.

      “Mr. President, do you want to know what your CIA file says about you?” Nash asked, knowing that he had to be cruel to be kind.

      Khorasani frowned, as though wondering where the catch lay. “Why would you share such a thing?”

      Nash replied simply, “To save your life.”

      He reached for his own glasses case, opened it, and put them on. They were a relatively new addition to his routine, likely occasioned by hours of reading reports late into the night, and he was far too politically savvy to wear them in public.

      Nash cleared his throat and began reading. “A sincere, honest politician catapulted into a position of authority he never expected, after last year’s moderate wave election.”

      He looked up, studying Khorasani’s blank expression. “Accurate so far?”

      Silence.

      He traced his finger down the page until it found the highlighted section. “Ah yes, here it is. Inexperienced and exceptionally vulnerable to hard-line elements in the regime who control access to both resources and information. How about that?”

      “What are you trying to say, President Nash?” Khorasani seethed.

      “I’m trying to help you, Ashkan. Your aide, the one from before. He’s with the Revolutionary Guard, isn’t he?”

      Khorasani said nothing, but he was unable to prevent his eyes widening with surprise. Nash took that as a yes.

      “My people believe you are at risk. Your rise was a complication the hardliners never expected, and it took them by surprise. However, the Agency informs me they’ve finally decided to make their move. Either they’ll try and force you out, or they’ll simply kill you.”

      For several long seconds, a heavy silence filled the air between the two men. Nash said nothing, knowing that his piece was in the open now. Either Khorasani would listen or he wouldn’t, and there was nothing that he could do about it now.

      Well, almost nothing.

      “You misunderstand my country, President –” Khorasani began.

      A double knock sounded at the door to the small dining room, and before Nash had a chance to respond, it opened, cutting the Iranian’s response off before it had a chance to get going.

      Martinez entered. Her eyes met her boss’s, and she nodded once.

      Nash rose. “Perhaps you’ll accompany me, President Khorasani. There’s something I want you to see.”

      He led the Iranian through a succession of narrow West Wing back hallways, instantly trailed by a double detail of Secret Service agents, men and women who were institutionally distrustful of anyone who came within fifty feet of their boss.

      The route had been specifically chosen to avoid any possible contact with Khorasani’s own aides, and though he cast several long, anxious glances over his shoulder, he didn’t say a word as Nash led him into an elevator, down three floors, and out into the White House basement.

      The floor was still carpeted, but the décor was coarser, since visiting dignitaries weren’t supposed to access this level. Sixty seconds later, they arrived at the entrance to the White House situation room. A pair of Marine guards stared directly forward, expressions blank, no doubt wondering what the hell had possessed their president, yet knowing better than to ask.

      They turned, pushed open the double doors, and ushered the two leaders inside. The room was packed. Screens displayed the locations of dozens of ships, and inscrutable, endless streams of data danced across them.

      “What is this, Charles?” a nervous Khorasani asked, dropping the earlier charade of titles and formality. He glanced around the situation room, his eyes taking in the presence of generals and admirals, most of whom were treating the interloper with studied indifference.

      Nash wasn’t surprised. They’d counseled against allowing him into this inner sanctum, but he’d overruled them, sensing he had an opportunity to reshape the region’s power dynamics for generations to come. Perhaps it was simply the siren song of hubris calling, but it was a chance he simply couldn’t bring himself to pass up.

      President Nash gritted his teeth. “I suggest you take a seat, Mr. President. You’re about to find out.”
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      Lieutenant Mitchell Quinn stepped out onto the flight deck of the USS Abraham Lincoln. It was the middle of the night, yet the wind coming off the surface of the Indian Ocean was warm. It was gentle, too, he noted with approval.

      The Lincoln’s resident meteorological team had briefed him that would be the case, but Nero knew better than to trust anything other than the evidence provided by his own senses, especially this far out to sea.

      The deck itself was a hive of activity. They were eighty miles away from the target, well over the horizon, so there was no need for light discipline, though they were working with minimal electric lighting anyway, to allow their eyes to start adapting to the darkness. As he strode toward the gaggle of special operators preparing to head into battle, he saw the distant navigation lights of the Lincoln’s escorts bobbing on the calm surface of the ocean.

      The second the six CANVAS – Helicopter Squadron Five’s callsign – choppers went wheels up, the Abraham Lincoln and her entire strike group would proceed at full speed in the Triumph’s direction, cutting several minutes from their return journey. Once the initial SEAL strike team had roped down to the deck of the target vessel, the choppers would return, refuel, and pick up the Marines.

      “How you doing, Runner?” Quinn asked as he reached the first member of his platoon.

      Runner, or to give him his full title, Kieran ‘Runner’ Minsky, was a second-generation Polish immigrant and Quinn’s radio operator. His role in the mission was to secure a base of operations, and coordinate with UNION, the USS Lincoln, the CANVAS choppers, and the two VICTORY F/A 18 strike aircraft that would be circling well out of both eye and earshot, but easily close enough to scuttle the Triumph as a last resort.

      But Quinn dearly hoped that scenario wouldn’t play out tonight. Because if it did, that meant not only had he failed – but that he’d be calling the airstrike down on his own head.

      Runner was the youngest and greenest of Quinn’s operators, which was why the lieutenant had decided to place him as far as possible out of harm’s way. He was also pale as a full moon and came complete with a prematurely balding head, so every square inch of his face and dome was coated with camo paint three layers thick.

      “I’m okay, Lieutenant,” he replied from his position kneeling in front of his radio set, where he was performing a few last-minute checks. “Gear looks A-OK.”

      “Never in doubt, Petty Officer,” Quinn replied, patting his sailor on the back. He didn’t linger any longer. Runner was better at dealing with shit on his own time. Quiet and deadly, just the way the lieutenant liked them. Having an officer standing over his shoulder would only make the kid second-guess everything.

      He walked toward Homer and Santa, together as usual.

      “Hey, Lieutenant,” Santa called out, his teeth flashing white in the darkness, “Homer here was just asking if you were getting cold feet. I told him ‘Nah, bro. Lieutenant likes a scrap just like the rest of us.’ Glad I was right.”

      Homer punched his friend in the shoulder. “Fuck off, Reyes. I didn’t say no such thing, asshole.”

      “You didn’t say any such thing,” Reyes corrected, dropping his earlier – and equally exaggerated – hoodrat slang for a mocking Ivy League drawl.

      Quinn just shook his head, grabbed an energy gel pack from a crate on the floor, and started squeezing the contents into his mouth. It was enamel-strippingly sweet and loaded with more caffeine than he cared to think about, but for the next few hours, he needed to be at peak condition. He could worry about the effects on his cardiovascular system when the Navy mustered him out.

      Farther out onto the flight deck, almost exactly in sync, the rotors of the six CANVAS choppers started turning, slowly at first, still visible in the gloom, then just streaks of wash and engine heat in the night sky.

      Quinn felt the iron grip of nerves twisting his stomach. It was always the same. It wasn’t concern for his own life that truly bothered him, but those of the men under his command. The men relying on him to make not just the right decisions, but fast ones. A second’s hesitation tonight could be the difference between life and death for all of them.

      “It’s time to mount up, guys,” he yelled over the engine noise beginning to echo out over the calm surface of the waves. A succession of thumbs-up and A-OK signs greeted him, but the expressions on the equally darkened faces were grim and thoughtful. The earlier jocular bonhomie was gone now, and in its place had risen up a cool, calm determination to get the job done.

      Homer, Santa, Runner and all the rest were the best their country had to offer. They knew the stakes resting on the successful completion of tonight’s operation, and the consequences of failure. If the former was possible, there were no other men whom he would trust more to get it done.

      On the opposite side of the flight deck, the Marine captain flashed the departing SEALs a calm, crisp, respectful salute before letting his arm drop back down to his side. Quinn returned the compliment, knowing that if the shit hit the fan tonight, it was the Marines over there who would be risking their lives to save his.

      And then he followed his men into the back of the Knighthawk, each heading to their assigned bird. All six of the choppers lifted into the air a couple of minutes later, splitting into two groups the second they were free of the carrier. Nero watched out the open side of his chopper as the two birds in the fire support group killed their navigation lights and disappeared into the darkness.

      Then the lights on the birds in his own group blinked off, and the lieutenant’s eyes returned to the faces of his own men. Each of them was in their own world now, lost in their own superstitious routine. He knew better than to interrupt them now.

      All except one.

      “VICTORY 05, VICTORY 06, how copy?” Runner yelled into his radio set, practically screaming over the tailbone-rattling roar of the helicopter engines. “Say again, VICTORY 05, VICTORY –”

      Nero momentarily closed his eyes, doing his best to block out Minsky’s voice and everything it entailed. He offered up a silent prayer that he would do right by his guys that night.

      The chopper banked, and the engine noise ratcheted up into high gear as it approached cruising speed. As it did, Lieutenant Quinn heard the explosive cough of the two fighter jets and watched as two streaks of blue exhaust scuttled along the horizon before they too were gone.

      Runner flashed him a thumbs-up. The nuclear option was standing by.

      Literally.
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      Nero couldn’t hear the heavy machine gun fire over the roar of the chopper engines.

      But he could see it.

      The Triumph was an ocean of electric light compared to the blackness of the seas around it, though both were painted various shades of white and green through his night vision goggles. The boat was way off the shipping lanes, far away from any prying eyes. But one by one, those lights were being smashed into shards of broken glass and sparking cables.

      Red tracer fire lanced out the lead Knighthawks, chewing the freighter’s bridge into dust. Occasionally a tracer round would glance off the ship’s hull and ricochet into the night, pinging almost vertically upward until it disappeared out of sight.

      But mostly they landed where they were meant to, chewing through glass and metal alike. From a range of only fifty feet or so, firing armor piercing rounds to punch through the Triumph’s steel structure, the helicopter gunners simply couldn’t miss.

      Nero almost pitied the men they were shooting at.

      Almost.

      But the cold, hard truth of the matter was that every Iranian skewered by one of those bullets was one fewer that his own men would have to face.

      And before he thought possible, even that consideration was forced from his mind by the adrenaline rush of oncoming combat. The two strike choppers broke left and right, opening up space for his own bird to hover directly over the Triumph.

      Instantly, his men pushed long, thick nylon ropes out to either side, and the Navy chief screamed, “Go, go, go!”

      Nero and Runner were last out, since both he and the communications gear were too valuable to lose. Friction warmed his inner thighs as the thick plastic rope rattled between them, rotor wash beating down from above, though the heat was barely noticeable through two layers of gloves. By the time his boots hit the ship’s deck, his men had already pushed out and created an initial perimeter.

      Several gunshots rang out from below him as his men shot out every source of electric light inside. Darkness was their friend and, paired with surprise, their greatest advantage. Lamp after lamp winked out until darkness fell like an oil spill.

      The second Nero was down, the first Knighthawk dipped forward and moved off station, opening up a gap of the head for the next chopper to set down its precious cargo. All four birds had their SEALs down on the Triumph’s deck in under sixty seconds, practically before the lieutenant stripped off his protective outer gloves and dropped them to the deck.

      Once the helicopters disappeared from overhead, the wind died away, only leaving a gentle breeze from the Triumph’s forward motion through the waves. There was still a gentle buzz from the two fire support birds hovering low over the water a few hundred yards away, close enough to make out any missile threat, and far enough to do something about it. Mostly, though, a strange silence had descended over the boat now that the first wave of gunfire had died away.

      “Let’s go!” Nero yelled unnecessarily as his men split up into three squads of two four-man fire teams and sprinted for their assigned assaulting points. One group headed for the bow of the vessel and two to the stern.

      His own group headed for the now darkened bridge at the rear of the vessel and went up, when the other team went down. Nero’s goal was to secure the bridge, the comms gear, and the ship’s controls. The remaining sixteen SEALs were to push into the bowels of the Triumph from either end and squeeze the Iranians into a vise.

      A bulkhead door leading into the five-story superstructure lay half open ahead of them, and Homer yelled a warning and tossed in a fragmentation grenade. Just three seconds passed between pulling the pin and the Composition B explosive core turning from a harmless solid into a destructive ball of heat and gas that flung thousands of tiny chunks of steel ahead of it.

      Nero took shelter, then followed Runner’s back into the maelstrom of smoke, his nostrils burning from the chemical tang. He, like all his men, had chosen to forgo protective gear. The intelligence wonks had said the nuclear material – if it was really on board – would be contained in a lead casing, so they’d each judged that the CBRN suits would be more of a hindrance than a help.

      He hoped they were right.

      The Triumph’s blueprints were imprinted so deeply into Nero’s mind after hours of studying them that he could picture the layout of the bridge superstructure practically with his eyes closed, complete with descriptive Mandarin characters. It was impossible to see the state of disrepair the Chinese ship had fallen into after two decades of life at sea, but the smell of rust and mildew was evident even over the lingering scent of explosives.

      From far away, somewhere in the belly of the ship, the rumble of an explosion was born, and then almost instantly snuffed out. The assault team’s radio net was almost silent, with each team member relying mostly on shouted commands and hand signals for the present. Nero had to force himself to keep breathing, his primal instinct constricting his throat in a vise as he waited for the inevitable vacation of a casualty.

      Or worse.

      Homer’s innate calmness with evident even as he shouted out, “Clear!”

      The structure was built around a central metal staircase with several office and recreation rooms arrayed around it. Several more SEALs yelled out, confirming that their section of the floor was clear of tangos.

      One story down, four to go.

      All eight waited at the entrance to the staircase. It was open, with no lockable door, and no one was firing out at them, which Nero took as a good sign.

      Don’t get overconfident, he warned himself.

      “Shotgun,” he ordered.

      One of his men unhooked a weapon from sling over his shoulder, strode forward, and fired several thunderous blasts into the dark space.

      Before they even finished rolling away, Homer charged into the space, his body simply an extension of the Heckler and Koch assault rifle leading the way. The clang of boots on corrugated iron rang out over the ringing in Nero’s ears.

      “Contact!”

      The cry chilled the blood in his veins, but he wasted no time in reacting. Homer’s weapon spat a blaze of fire, single shots that flared bright in Nero’s night vision. He gripped his own weapon harder, but by the time he rounded the corner, the tango was down, three bullets to the chest and a Kalashnikov scattered harmlessly on the floor.

      An operator just ahead of him fired a single security round into the man’s skull, shattering it and turning the contents inside into jelly. A spray of gray matter coated the lieutenant’s boots, but he didn’t spare a second thought. War wasn’t a pretty business. And these were the bits that never got written up on a medal citation.

      The next two floors were empty, leaving only one away from the bridge. A distinct smoldering scent permeated the superstructure, getting stronger the higher they climbed. Nero assumed it was the aftereffects of the heavy machine gun fire that had kicked off the assault. Could anyone else possibly have survived that tidal wave of ordnance?

      They paused for a brief second in the short hallway that led out of the stairwell, catching their breath and preparing to rejoin the attack.

      “Fuck, take cover!” Homer yelled, a tension entering his voice for the first time and answering Nero’s question.

      The distinctive high-pitched crack-crack-crack of an assault rifle firing three-shot bursts from around the corner filled Nero’s ears, then the zipping hiss of a half-spent round zipping past his left temple. His heart thundered in his chest, a dump of adrenaline reminding him of how close he’d come.

      The entire team flattened their bodies against the walls but kept advancing, knowing that to be caught with their heels up in a hallway would be akin to entering a funnel of death. As below, two rooms lay ahead of them, two behind.

      “Don’t stop,” he yelled.

      “Fire in the hole!” Homer said, pulling the pins from two grenades, holding them for a beat, and tossing them left and right. Nero let his weapon fall, held by the clip to his ballistic vest, and pressed his palms hard against his ears to protect what was left of his hearing.

      Both grenades detonated, and as before, all eight of the operators surged forward, taking advantage of the chaos. One fire team hooked left, one right, acting as a hammer and anvil. They crunched the shooter between them, and in the glow of muzzle flash that filled the structure, Nero had no fucking idea who fired the final shot.

      But it sure as hell wasn’t him.

      The bridge itself was an anticlimax. It was a smoldering, destroyed wreck. The body of a man sat, limbs askew, behind the console on the left-hand side, sightless eyes looking out into a dark, endless ocean. Another lay on the floor, equally deceased, and it was harder to work out which parts of his body hadn’t been chewed into mush than those that had.

      Acting on a combination of instinct and long years of hard training, Nero traced the outline of the entire room with the muzzle of his weapon, double-checking that there was no one left who could pose a risk.

      He watched Homer use the stock of his rifle to clean the glass from the smashed window frame, then clamber out, weapon first, to ensure that wasn’t a nasty surprise waiting for them up top. He was pretty sure that one of the hovering fire support choppers would have warned them, but as the old saying went, when you assume something, you get a bullet through your ass and knee.

      “All clear up here, boss,” the experienced operator called out before his boots swung back in.

      Nero finally let the barrel of his weapon fall and noticed with approval that Runner was already squinting at the radio equipment.

      “Could they have gotten a message out?” he demanded.

      Runner examined the smoking shell of the bridge controls. He crouched down, shining a flashlight on a piece of equipment to gain a closer look, then shook his head. “Not from up here, Skipper. Looks like this thing got fried the second the birds started shooting. Have to be one brave sumbitch willing to take a lead shower, if you know what I mean.”

      He nodded.

      “Bravo, Charlie,” Nero said tersely, depressing the transmit switch for his squad radio. “How things looking down there?”

      “Bit toasty, Lieutenant,” crackled the first reply. “If y’all are sitting on your hands up there, we could use a little help.”
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      Nero left two of his SEALs babysitting the new kid, Runner, along with the communications gear. He kept both Homer and Santa with him, along with two other operators. The five men sprinted into the Triumph’s belly, keeping a tight formation. A weapon covered every possible firing angle at all times, and each man let out a constant, terse stream of updates.

      “Clear,” Nero called, as they dropped down another deck.

      The noise of the choppers circling overhead was dulled now by the Triumph’s thick steel hull. It was a sort of comfort, Quinn thought, that another half dozen pissed-off Navy SEALs was circling overhead, backed up by several thousand rounds a minute worth of machine-gun lead. He had brothers up there watching with eagle eyes for any sign of movement. He could think of no one he’d rather have watching his six.

      But down here, the rattle and thud of bullets and explosives was almost constant. The other two squads of SEALs were fighting a hell of a battle for supremacy over the rusted freighter. The level of the resistance left no doubt in Quinn’s mind as to the veracity of the intelligence that had led them here.

      This wasn’t his first maritime takedown. Usually it was coked-up drug smugglers waving Kalashnikovs they didn’t know how to use sober, let alone high. It was clear that the Triumph’s defenders were made of different stuff entirely.

      The worrying truth, he knew, of the twenty-year-long Global War on Terror was that US special forces had gotten incredibly good at locating and eliminating men who allowed themselves to die. By and large, your average Arab fundamentalist was neither well-armed, well-trained, or well-led. Even the best of them shared only one or two of those characteristics, and up against men who practiced every single day like Nero’s SEALs, they were lambs to the slaughter.

      But these Iranians were both well-prepared and well-armed, and the very fact they were giving his assault team heartburn suggested that whoever was leading them was no slouch.

      “Where are you guys, Nero?” A call crackled through his radio headset.

      “Twenty seconds,” Nero replied, basing his estimate on the last position report the team he was coming to support had given. “We’re coming up behind you. Don’t light us up.”

      “Roger,” came the succinct reply, accompanied by a rapid growl of semiautomatic gunfire that echoed first through Nero’s headset, then down the hallway.

      In all of a few seconds, Nero paused, outlined the situation to his team, and started running again. They came up behind the beleaguered squad of operators, which was split between two cabins on either side of the hallway somewhere in the center of the Triumph’s belly.

      “Covering fire!” Nero yelled.

      The SEALs up ahead laid down a barrage of fire. The noise was deafening, but created a brief lull in the return fire as the Iranians hid from the hot lead coming their way. Nero took full advantage of it, joining his fellow operators.

      “They’re kicking ten shades of shit out of us, Lieutenant,” one of the SEALs called out, though in a studiously world-weary rather than panicked manner. “Glad you could join us.”

      “Casualties?”

      “O’Rourke took a through and through to his left thigh,” the operator reported before squeezing the trigger of his MP-5 three times, each time loosing a round that sparked and ricocheted against the bulkhead at the end of the hallway. “Other than that, we’re gravy.”

      “What are we dealing with?” Nero asked.

      The operator pointed at the deck, and Nero followed his lead, crouching and sticking his head out of the cabin into the hallway. Bullets zipped overhead, and Nero was left with the distinct impression that if he continued with this foolhardy stunt longer than a few seconds, it would be the last thing he ever did. That realization provoked a flood of adrenaline to flow into his veins, sharpening his senses and providing at least the effect the time itself had slowed.

      “Bravo’s got them pinned down on the other side. Far as we can tell from the blueprints, there’s some kind of hold in between here and there. I’m guessing that’s where they stashed the nukes,” the operator yelled. It was the only way to make himself heard over the roar of battle. “Which makes this some kind of heroic last stand.”

      Nero gestured back into the cabin. He thrust his body-armored vest against the steel wall and was grateful for the painful thump that told him he was still alive.

      He squeezed his eyes shut and attempted to block out the relentless thunder of gunfire that was doing its best to thrust all conscious thought from his mind. The situation they found themselves in was decidedly sub-optimal. His SEALs only had the weapons and ammunition they’d carried in on their own backs.

      A combination of surprise and aggression had carried them this far, but now they’d reached the end of that particular line. The Iranians were dug in, that much was clear, and defending an entrenched position was a whole heck of a lot easier than assaulting one. The primary reason for that was that defenders were usually better supplied. The lieutenant himself was still carrying most of the ammunition he’d fast-roped down with, but judging by the forest of spent magazines by his feet, that was far from a universal rule.

      “Runner,” Nero growled into his headset. “Give me a position check on those Marines.”

      “Still 25 mikes out, Lieutenant,” came the reply.

      “Shit.”

      “Don’t want none of them Marines thinking they ever pulled our bacon out of the fire, boss,” Homer yelled gaily, pulling the pin from a fragmentation grenade, holding it for two seconds, then throwing it down the hallway.

      The thrump as it detonated gave Nero an idea. Through his night vision goggles, he searched the interior of the cabin. The exterior wall looked out onto the ocean, though all he could see right now was the ghostly inclines of portholes cut into the steel. Each was about double the size of a man’s head, and made of glass. Not big enough for one of his operators to squeeze through, as he’d hoped – but maybe there was another way…

      “CANVAS 01, CANVAS 02, how copy?”

      “Loud and clear, Nero. We are standing by,” came a calm, professional aviator’s reply.

      “We’re absolutely certain the nukes can’t detonate accidentally, right?”

      “That’s what the eggheads say,” one of the pilots replied. “’Course, they’ve never walked a mile with your assault rifle, I’m guessing.”

      Nero grabbed the Triumph’s blueprint from inside his ballistic vest, flicked up his night vision goggles, and pulled out a pen light. The white glow opened up a level of detail that the ghostly green simply didn’t permit. He traced his path through the vessel until his finger stopped on the cabin he was currently occupying.

      Then it shifted half an inch forward.

      He called out a position, and spoke into his headset, “Mark that spot. I want you to drop the reserve squad onto the deck, and get them set up to rappel down the hull. When they’re ready, open up every porthole from that point onwards with the big guns.”

      “Can do. You mind telling us why?”

      “The second the sixties stop cranking, I want SEALs on ropes dumping grenades through those portholes fast as they can throw them. Understood?”

      “You got it, Lieutenant.”

      There was nothing subtle about Nero’s plan. But in his mind, subtlety was overrated. In a situation like this you needed pure, unadulterated aggression. The beautiful thing about fragmentation grenades inside a confined space like a ship’s hold is that once the metal fragments start bouncing, they tend not to stop until they find something soft to bury themselves in.

      The timbre of the helicopter engine noise overhead changed as the two birds dropped the reserve team of operators onto the main deck.

      “Twenty seconds,” CANVAS 01 reported.

      “Ten.”

      Nero prepared his men, but it wasn’t up to him to give the order. All he could do was wait and hope the Knighthawk door gunners didn’t accidentally paint the wrong cabin. Because if they did, a few hundred rounds of lead was going to do battle with half a dozen Navy SEALs, and there would only be one victor.

      The first few rounds from the heavy machine guns were distinct and audible, and then the chatter blended into one continuous drone, like a chainsaw starting up on a Saturday morning. Nero sighed with relief as he heard the hot metal impact a few yards down the Triumph’s hull.

      “Stay sharp, gentlemen,” he muttered.

      Muffled thuds were audible the second the door guns stopped blasting, as the SEALs on the top deck threw himself backward into the darkness, and abseiled down the Triumph’s side. A few scattered gunshots rattled down the hallway as the Iranians started firing again after the shock of the unexpected assault from above.

      But it didn’t last long. A wave of dull explosions rippled from the holes 20 yards down the hallway, and the second the first one popped off, Nero sprinted into action, behind both Homer and Santa. Both operators were fresh, fully loaded, and looking for blood.

      They soon found it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            52

          

        

      

    

    
      “Devil Dogs are ten minutes out, Lieutenant,” Runner informed him, a certain cocky confidence leaking into his Miami Beach drawl now that the fight was over.

      Nero nodded his acknowledgment. He was pretty certain that every last Iranian was either dead or lying trussed on the deck in front of him, but a few more sets of hands and eyes wouldn’t go amiss, that was for sure. He still had operators downstairs sweeping for tangos, but the Triumph was big, dark, and there were plenty of places to hide. A few dozen Marines were exactly what the doctor ordered.

      “And UNION wants an update on the packages,” Runner added.

      Packages was the radio friendly euphemism for the possible presence of Chinese nuclear weapons, just in case some ham radio operator in the Philippines – or more likely the Chinese themselves – were listening in.

      Nero noticed one of his SEALs approaching and remarked, “Looks like I’m about to find out.”

      “Skipper,” Homer started, the tiny Geiger counter hanging loose on a string loop around his wrist, “we’ve got a real big fucking problem.”

      “What is it, DiMaggio?” Nero asked, instantly picking up on the fact that even through the thick dark camouflage paint on his face, the normally live-and-let-live operator looked distinctly on edge.

      Homer jerked his head toward the nearest stairwell. “Come see.”

      The lieutenant followed him back down into the belly of the decrepit old ship, pulling a flashlight from his vest and clicking it on. Two beams played out into the darkness, occasionally revealing a spray of blood against the wall or a drying trail on the steel floor where a corpse had been dragged topside.

      Brass casings bounced off his boots, tinkling against the walls, and the faint stink of explosives and gunfire permeated every inhalation, stinging the nostrils or coating the back of the tongue with a thin chemical film.

      “Where are we going, Homer?” Nero finally growled, irritated by his man’s enigmatic silence.

      They rounded the corner into the main hold of the vessel, which was currently lit by several battery-powered lamps that provided enough visibility that the flashlights weren’t strictly speaking necessary, but not nearly enough to banish most of the shadows that swallowed up the huge space.

      The operator gestured toward several more SEALs and said, “Here.”

      Nero’s eyes adjusted to the darkness as he followed Homer for a few more steps before they stopped by several thin, conical casings supported on heavy-duty metal stands. “What the hell am I looking at?”

      Before anyone could enlighten him, he peered forward, noticing for the first time the Chinese characters inscribed on the brushed metal devices in front of him.

      “Holy shit,” he muttered. “Are these what I think they are?”

      “Sure are, Lieutenant,” Homer replied. “But that ain’t the real problem.”

      “So what is?”

      “’Sposed to be a full dozen of the things, right? That’s the complement on one of them Chinese subs.”

      “Yeah…” Nero replied, not liking where this was going.

      “Well, that’s just it. I only count eleven.”
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      CTOC, Buffalo Field Office

      

      The sun was streaming through the window of the cramped conference room that Trapp and Nick Pope were sitting in, washing out the screen of the tablet computer resting on the table in front of them. It showed a live feed of the operation in the Indian Ocean, shot from a helicopter now circling the Triumph.

      “Say again, UNION,” the tablet’s tinny speakers crackled. “We count eleven packages, not twelve. Over.”

      Trapp’s head fell back and thumped against the headrest. “You have got to be kidding me,” he murmured.

      “Could be they only managed to retrieve eleven of them?” Pope offered weakly. “Maybe one of them got dislodged as they hauled up the sub.”

      “Yeah, could be,” Trapp said doubtfully, his eyes squeezed shut as he considered what the hell to do next. “But it’s a hell of a risk.”

      “What are you thinking?”

      “Hell if I know,” Trapp admitted. “You got any bright ideas? Because I’m all out.”

      Pope winced. “I was hoping you wouldn’t ask that. This is your area of expertise, not mine.”

      “Quit with the modesty already,” Trapp said. “You know the drill – no stupid ideas and all that.”

      Pope spoke like a man who had his own theory, but wanted to test it first. “Okay. Let’s say they retrieved all twelve of the Chinese nukes. Why would they have separated them?”

      “Makes sense, right?” Trapp grunted. “You split them up, you double your chances of getting at least one lot of them back home.”

      “Right. But if that’s the plan, why not split them up 50-50? Why keep all your eggs in one basket? It doesn’t make sense.”

      “Huh,” Trapp said, chewing his lip. “I guess you’ve got a point there.”

      “The way I see it, the only reason for offloading just one of them like this is because you plan to use it…”

      A gnawing sense of unease captured Trapp’s stomach, the tension ratcheting up the more he considered Pope’s theory.

      Could this have been the Iranian strategy all along? To conduct a series of relatively low-level attacks on American soil, all with the intention of pointing the finger of blame at the Saudis – and then in a final coup de grace, detonate a nuclear weapon in a major American city?

      It had to be New York, and the upcoming NATO summit.

      If it was real, then the ambition of the plan was staggering. It was almost perfect. The Revolutionary Guard would have eliminated three birds with one stone. First, with President Khorasani out of the picture, they would have no internal rival for power. Next, the United States would not just be plunged into turmoil, but looking for revenge.

      Which just left Saudi Arabia.

      The true masterpiece of the plan was that – if successful – it would turn Iran’s two greatest rivals against each other. With America’s largest city a radioactive ruin, President Nash would have no choice but to lash out against Riyadh.

      Leaving Iran alone to reap the rewards.

      Trapp reached for his cell phone and dialed the number for an extremely exclusive CIA switchboard. After confirming his identity, with Pope looking on in confusion, he said, “I need you to patch me through to the USS Abraham Lincoln.”
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      “Hey Lieutenant,” Runner called out. “There’s a guy asking for you on the horn. Calls himself Hangman. You know him?”

      Nero’s mind instantly flashed back to a night not so unlike this one, several months before, when he’d first met the CIA operative who they called the Hangman. He shouldn’t have been surprised that Trapp was neck deep in this mess. That man was drawn to danger like a pig to muck.

      “Oh, I know him,” he murmured in reply, catching Homer’s eye as he grabbed the radio handset from Runner’s outstretched arm.

      “This is Nero, over,” he said.

      The reply took a few seconds coming as it bounced through several satellites, and finally down a radio link from the Abraham Lincoln.

      “Lieutenant Quinn,” a gruff, familiar voice said when it finally emerged from the speaker. “Nice to hear from you again.”

      “Likewise, Jason,” Nero replied, shouting to be heard over the noise of the helicopter circling overhead. “I should have guessed that you had something to do with this.”

      “Believe me, I wish I didn’t,” Trapp said. “Listen, Mitchell – we don’t have much time. In a few minutes, the brass are going to stop panicking and start issuing orders, and if that happens, we’re all fucked. We can’t afford to let this get bogged down in a bureaucratic swamp.”

      “Copy that, Hangman,” Nero said, depressing the transmit button. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Someone on that boat knows where the missing bomb is. I need you to find out who it is, and what they know. Whatever it takes.”

      Nero paused before replying. Like most special forces operators, he was highly intelligent, and understood exactly what Trapp wanted of him. He also knew that Trapp was moving too fast to have gone through the proper channels, which meant that anything that happened from now was unauthorized, unsanctioned, and could cost him his career.

      He shielded the microphone and spoke quietly into it. “You know what you’re asking me to do, Jason?”

      “I do, Mitchell,” came the reply. “If one of those weapons is missing, it could be on American soil any day now. I don’t have to walk you through the ramifications of allowing that to happen.”

      He did not.

      Nero was a member of an elite brotherhood of warriors who put their lives on the line every single day to keep America safe. He thought nothing of putting himself in the way of a bullet, if doing so might save the life of one of his men. And he also knew that Jason Trapp was a man of honor, a man who was cut from the same cloth as he was. And he wouldn’t be asking if it wasn’t serious.

      He grimaced. “I’ll do what I can. No promises.”

      “That’s all I ask, Lieutenant,” Trapp replied. “Godspeed.”

      Of the survivors of the brutal assault on the Triumph, two were fighters, and four crew. As he tossed the radio handset back to Runner, his mind worked on the problem.

      The two shooters were from the Revolutionary Guard. They would be true believers in spreading Iran’s fiery brand of Shiite extremism, otherwise they would not have been selected for an operation of such sensitivity. That meant they would never break, and certainly not in the limited time that was available to him.

      Nero removed his pistol from its holster. It hung by his side, seeming to weigh twice what it normally did.

      “Stevens,” he yelled, summoning the only one of his men who spoke anything more than a scrap of Farsi.

      Petty Officer Mickey Stevens appeared at his side a second later. “You need a hand, Lieutenant?”

      “I need you to trust me. Can you do that?”

      “To the bitter end, Skipper,” Stevens replied without thinking.

      “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” Nero replied grimly.

      He pointed at the two captured shooters and ordered his men to grab them and drag them to the other side of the deck, and out of the direct line of sight of the four remaining bound crewmembers.

      “Tell those four to keep their eyes on the deck,” he told Stevens.

      The SEAL carried out his instructions without question. Nero watched, his eyes darting between them, searching for a weak link.

      He motioned at Stevens to translate his words. “There is one missing nuclear weapon. I know one of you knows what happened to it. Tell me who that is, and I won’t start shooting. Lie to me, and you die.”

      Stevens’ gaze narrowed, and he studied his commanding officer for two heartbeats before beginning to translate. One of the four men on the deck let out a loud wail the second he was done. Nero focused his gaze on him. There was a dark patch on his coveralls where the man’s bladder had already given out.

      “Nothing, boss,” Stevens said, shaking his head.

      “Translate every word I say,” Nero said softly, garnering a confused nod of acquiescence in response.

      “Homer, Santa, grab those two and face them up against that container,” he yelled out loud, pointing at the two Revolutionary Guard troopers, one of whom had a length of bloodied bandage wrapped around his left thigh.

      The two SEALs did as they were instructed. Nero checked to make sure the four crew members couldn’t see what was going on behind them. Three of them had their eyes focused directly on the steel deck, but the fourth – the man with the urine-soaked britches – was straining his neck, quivering with desperation. Still, the entire pantomime was out of his view, just as Nero wanted it.

      The two shooters stood in front of the container, each under the watchful eye of either Homer or Santa.

      “I’m going to give you five seconds,” Nero called out loudly, waiting half a beat for Stevens to translate. “Before I start shooting. Five.”

      A moan of fear transmitted through the four crew members. The one whom Nero suspected might break bashed his head against the deck, but said nothing.

      “Four.”

      “Three.”

      “Two.”

      Nero paused, stretching out the silence, and willing one of the Iranians to break so that he didn’t have to go through with it. But no matter how long he lingered, it didn’t happen.

      “One…”

      He fired.

      The bullet blasted free from the barrel of his pistol and grazed the injured Iranian’s leg, causing him to bellow with fear and pain and drop to one knee, collapsing forward against the container as the wrists bound behind his back desperately, and unsuccessfully, tried to grab the wound. A slow but steady trickle of blood began leaking onto the deck.

      “I’m not fucking around,” Nero growled. “The next shot kills.”

      “Please,” the terrified crew member yelled out in heavily-accented English. “Stop this!”

      Nero gestured at one of his men to grab the prisoner. “Tell me what I need to know and all this goes away,” he said, his voice at once a threat and promising salvation.

      “I can’t…” the prisoner whimpered, sagging onto his knees between two SEALs holding him up from either side.

      Nero didn’t have time to play games.

      He dragged the man toward the container in front of which the other two Iranians were standing, and left him on his knees on the short side of the box. He was just a few feet away from the two shooters, but couldn’t see them.

      Stevens stood alongside as Nero said, “I’m going to put a bullet in your friend’s head. The next one has your name on it.”

      “He’s not my friend! I’m not even supposed to be here,” the prisoner moaned.

      “So what are you doing here?” Nero asked gruffly.

      “My name is Razi Mubaraki. I’m a physicist. A nuclear physicist. Until two months ago, I worked at the University of Tehran, in the physics lab.”

      When the Iranian said “nuclear physicist,” neurons started firing in Nero’s brain like the winning line on a Vegas slot machine. He holstered his pistol, making sure Razi could see. “Keep talking.”

      “They came for me in my office. Three men from the Revolutionary Guard. They drove me to my apartment, told me to say goodbye to my wife and daughter and to pack a bag. Then we drove to a military base in the country. I don’t know where; they blindfolded me.”

      “Why did they come for you?”

      “I’ve done consulting work for them before. They approached me at a conference and asked me to work with them.”

      Nero frowned. “So you’re one of them?”

      “No!” Razi insisted, his voice rising a full octave. “I did what I had to. In my country, the authorities do not offer you a choice whether or not to cooperate with them. Either you do, or you die. I have a wife and a daughter. So I chose to live.”

      Nero accepted the man’s explanation. Either he was a hell of a liar, or he was telling the truth. “Fine. Tell me what you know about the missing nuke.”

      Razi audibly gulped. He started quivering, and Nero watched as the man dug his nails into his palm in an effort to distract himself. “I can’t do that.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      “I need you to do something for me first,” Razi said, almost hyperventilating as he made his demand.

      “It doesn’t feel like you’re in any position to make demands, Mr. Mubaraki.”

      An honest to God smile crossed Razi’s lips at that. “On the contrary, I have…” He paused, searching for the word. “I think you call it leverage.”

      Nero ground his fists into balls, lifted his eyes to the starry sky overhead, and let out an audible moan.

      Am I seriously being strong-armed by a damn captive? he thought.

      The problem was, Razi was right. This wasn’t a card game, but if it was, then he had the winning hand. Nero needed whatever was inside his head, and he didn’t have time to work for it.

      “What is it you want?” he said through gritted teeth.

      “Before I left Tehran, I told my wife to take our daughter and go to her parents’ farm. After all this, I can never go home. So I want you to get my wife and daughter and her parents. Bring them to me and I will tell you everything I know.”

      Nero shook his head. “No can do. We’re not just going to invade Iran –”

      Razi cut him off. “They live in a village called Nil Shahr. It’s 30 miles from the border with Afghanistan. You have the most powerful military on the planet, Officer. Don’t tell me you can’t drive 30 miles.”

      The Navy lieutenant closed his eyes. What Razi was asking for was doable. That didn’t mean it was likely to get authorization, but it could at least be done – and most importantly, done fast. “I need something from you first. Something I can run up the chain of command.”

      The Iranian nuclear scientist nodded as if he’d expected the ask. “When the Revolutionary Guard took me to the base, I wasn’t the only one. I met a man there, Dr. Mustafa Tabasi. He was a missile engineer. A rocket scientist, I guess you would say.”

      “I don’t get it.” Nero squinted. “What are you saying?”

      “It’s just a theory, officer, but this has been a long voyage, and I’ve had a lot of time to think. They moved one of the nuclear cores onto another ship. I remember its name. And something else too.”

      “What?” Nero growled.

      Razi smiled sadly. “I told you, my friend. Bring me my wife and daughter, and I will tell you everything.”
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      Fair Haven’s marina was as sleepy a place as the village from which it had adopted its name. It was situated in Little Sodus Bay, a crystalline natural inlet capped by two parallel man-made wave breaks.

      In a couple of hours, a steady stream of daysailers and even more diminutive outboards would start passing out of the mouth of the sheltered harbor and onto the still waters of the lake itself. Perhaps kids on jet skis would disrupt the intoxicating morning quiet, raising the ire of the retirees just as they did their own parents, but not yet.

      A little mist hung on the surface of the water, but the day looked to dawn fine and bright. That carried with it peril and opportunity in equal measure – more water traffic to hide in, yet also more prying eyes.

      Hasan parked his truck in an overflow parking lot within view of Lake Ontario that before long would be humming with weekend traffic from nearby Syracuse and Rochester. It wouldn’t stick out until the weekenders departed their lakeside holiday cabins a couple days from now, and with luck, not even then. He grabbed a baseball cap from the top of the dashboard, pulled it over his head, and locked the truck before walking down to the beach.

      He gave a friendly wave to a woman in her late 60s passing the other way. She was speedwalking, complete with pink running shorts and a tennis headband on her forehead. She repaid the favor, and then she was gone, leaving only the sound of heavy breathing in her wake.

      The kayak was where it was supposed to be, a paddle dangling at the top of it at a drunken angle and a lifejacket wedged inside it. He grabbed the orange vest and shrugged it over his shoulders. It was a tight fit, so he didn’t bother doing it up. He crouched down, surreptitiously shifting his loaded pistol from the rear of his jeans to the front, and make sure that it was impossible to make out.

      The weapon was an insurance policy, and one he hoped he didn’t have to invoke. The weather was practically becalmed, and the sound of a shot would carry a long way over the still water with nothing to stand in its way. There would be enough hunters and fishers out on the lake today for it to be unlikely that such an act would go unnoticed.

      It would be better to use the knife. Quick and quiet, and he was surrounded by trillions of gallons of Niagara-frothed lake water with which to wash himself clean.

      He dragged the battered kayak down to the lake’s edge, carrying the paddle in his other hand, climbed in, and pushed himself away from the rocky shore. The little boat wobbled before he found his balance, and then without a look back at the shoreline, he made for the open water, driving the paddle into the still, reflective surface with clean, powerful strokes.

      The nearest landing point on the Canadian side of the border was forty miles away. Fourteen hours of relentless paddling, without a single break. It didn’t take long before Hasan worked up a sweat, though the droplets on his brow quickly dried in the face of the breeze he was generating.

      But instead of heading straight across the water, Hasan turned east and hugged the lake line for several miles, at a distance of about a mile from the water’s edge. He judged that was far enough away that even the most eagle-eyed law enforcement officer, equipped with the best binoculars money could buy, would be unable to make out the color of his hair, let alone the details of his face.

      The orange lifejacket was first to go. It started rubbing about a mile in and didn’t get much better from there. The muzzle of his pistol macerated his hipbone every time he twisted his body for a left-hand drive with the kayak paddle, but he judged it probably wasn’t worth tossing that into the lake, too.

      The water started filling up a couple hours later, by which time Hasan’s limbs were beginning to quiver – not so much from the effort, but from the use of muscles with which he’d never before been acquainted.

      He spotted the daysailer about twenty minutes later, as he took a short break a few miles from the marina at Oswego. The little yacht only had one man aboard, a guy in his late 50s or early 60s, with fraying white hair and a pair of wraparound Oakley sunglasses pressed flush against his eyes. He had a retiree’s deep tan, and even from thirty yards away, the kind of teeth that spoke to many hours spent in the hygienist’s chair.

      Hasan raised his arm and hailed the vessel.

      “Howdy,” he called out genially. “You mind if I trouble you for a splash of water? I guess I forgot to pack a bottle, and I’m well past parched.”

      The sailboat was perhaps a twenty-five footer, with a sail and an engine, and a little cabin with dark windows that peeked out just above the waterline. It was impeccably clean, and from the way the sailor handled her, Hasan guessed that she was his pride and joy.

      “Going to be a hot day,” the man called out. “Where you out from?”

      “Fair Haven,” Hasan replied, dunking and holding the paddle on his left hand side, and slowing and turning his kayak all in one. “I wasn’t planning on being out this long, you know? But it’s such a beautiful morning…”

      The sailboat – christened Delilah – slowed, until the only sound that could be heard was the faint cry of songbirds far overhead and the lapping of water against its hull.

      “Sure is,” the sailor replied, eyeing up Hasan’s attire with a doubtful eye.

      He reached down to a cool box just in front of him, lifted the lid, and the Iranian heard the rustling of ice cubes as he pulled out a bottle of chilled mineral water. “Catch.”

      Hasan did as instructed, plucked the bottle of water from the air, and twisted off the cap. He raised it to his lips and sighed with genuine appreciation as the cool liquid sluiced down the back of his tongue.

      The two vessels, little and large, bobbed on the surface of the lake a few feet from each other. Hasan set the bottle down between his legs and said, “You mind if I pull alongside for a second?”

      The sailor grinned and pulled out a well-worn joke. “Whatever floats your boat. Name’s Raymond Dalglish. But you can call me Ray. Nice to meet you.”

      Hasan dipped the paddle into the water and pushed himself closer to the Delilah. He reached out and grasped it, and the two boats scraped together amiably enough. He leaned forward, reaching out his hand to shake Ray’s outstretched arm, when he glanced down at it and said, “Hold up, it’s all wet.”

      He made as though to dry it on his shirt, seeing that the sailor’s eyes were locked on his own, and not what his hand was doing. He pulled out his pistol and leveled it at Ray’s forehead.

      “Sit the fuck down,” he said in a calm, unhurried tone.

      Ray’s expression blanched, his eyes widening till they threatened to jump completely out of their sockets. He blinked several times, as if struggling to process the sudden change in his fortunes. The presence of a deadly weapon on a day like this seemed somehow impossible to comprehend.

      And yet it was real.

      “I said sit down,” Hasan repeated, adding a hint of steel as he slowly, gently started rising out of the kayak, one hand on the Delilah, the other aiming the pistol. “I need your boat for a few hours. Play your cards right, sit on your hands, and you’ll get out of this without a scratch. But fuck with me, and it will be the very last thing you do. Do we have an understanding?”

      Again, Ray blinked. “But my wife –”

      “When is she expecting you back?” Hasan asked pleasantly as he stepped onto the Delilah, causing the larger boat to rock gently before settling.

      “Midafternoon. We’re going to –”

      “I don’t really care. That’s long enough. Drag the kayak on board.”

      Ray frowned, adrenaline dulling whatever higher cognitive function had allowed him to retire so young, and in such delightful comfort. “What? Why?”

      “What do you think will happen if someone finds an empty kayak floating on the surface of Lake Ontario, Ray?” Hasan asked, a throaty growl giving bite to the question. “You think they’ll just shrug, or do you reckon maybe they’ll go looking for whoever fell out?”

      The older sailor gulped, somehow seeming to realize the true nature of his plight for the first time. “Okay, okay. I’ll do whatever you ask. Just let me go home to my –”

      “If you do exactly what I tell you, when I tell you, how I tell you, Ray”—Hasan smiled—“you will see your wife this evening. You’ll be a bit shaken, I grant you that, but you’ll be alive. That’s what matters, right?”

      The man nodded shakily, his breath catching in his throat. “Right.”

      “Good.” Hasan smiled grimly, seeking himself opposite his new captive. “Now, let’s take a trip to Canada, shall we?”
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      “It is a very strange feeling,” President Khorasani murmured, “to watch what amounts to an invasion of your own country, let alone to cheer it on.”

      The Iranian had his elbows on the conference room table and was resting his chin on his clasped hands. He looked strained and tired, but had demanded he be allowed to stay. His handlers, Martinez said, were hopping mad and making all kinds of threats, but much to the military’s relief, Khorasani hadn’t asked to see them.

      If he had, given everything that was going on, Nash wasn’t sure what they would have done. In order not to blow the unfolding extraction of the Iranian nuclear scientist’s family, it would probably have come down to ordering the Secret Service to restrain a visiting head of state. Kidnapping a foreign president was one way to ensure his name was recorded in the history books, Nash thought wryly.

      Thankfully it hadn’t come to that. Khorasani understood the gravity of the situation his country faced. Until every last one of those nukes was secured, Iran’s very future hung on a knife edge. Because if a nuclear weapon was detonated on American soil, Nash would have no choice but to bomb his country back into the Stone Age. And for once, that phrase would be no exaggeration. The American people would not be satisfied until Iran suffered to the point it would not pose any future threat for a dozen generations.

      “I won’t lie to you and say that I understand what you’re going through, Mr. President,” Nash replied. “But I appreciate it nonetheless.”

      He supposed that there were a hundred generals, both current and former, who would be spitting mad at even the suggestion that their president would make such a foolhardy decision. Perhaps they were right.

      In truth, though, the situation room itself was just that – a room, and nothing more.

      Khorasani tore his gaze away from the map of Afghanistan’s Herat province that was currently displayed on the bank of screens that lined the walls of the conference room. Three green dots moved in a tight pattern, depicting Blackhawk helicopters carrying a hurriedly assembled team of Green Beret commandos.

      “It is the right thing to do,” he observed, his English typically perfect. “And yet I do not see that I have any other choice.”

      “The strike team just crossed the border, Mr. President,” Admiral Goldstein reported, shielding the bottom of his telephone handset with a meaty palm. “They’ll be on station in six minutes.”

      “How long till our people are safe, Admiral?” Nash asked, glancing up as DCI Lawrence entered the room.

      “If the target is an isolated farmhouse as reported,” Goldstein said, “then my boys will be in and out in under sixty seconds. If things go to plan, that family will be in our custody and across the border in a quarter hour.”

      “You have a translator on board?”

      Goldstein nodded curtly. “For all the good it’ll do. Until those choppers are wheels down again, we won’t be able to hear shit from inside them. But I’ve got a lieutenant with a satellite phone in the back ready to shoot a proof of life video and send it directly to the Triumph.”

      “Thank you, Admiral.”

      Nash watched the green dots in silence, blocking out the low murmur of updates streaming into the situation room. He had realized long ago that all the information in the world offered only the illusion of control. He could do nothing from inside this room that would affect the situation on the ground, save giving the order to pull back.

      It was better to sit tight, shut up, and let the young warriors in those helicopters do their job without interference.

      “Sixty seconds,” Goldstein said.

      Nash had sat through operations in this room many times before. He’d seen American commandos mount rescue missions and Air Force drones wipe out buildings on the other side of the world. Usually, there was a surveillance feed overhead, shot from the drone, or another aircraft loitering overhead.

      Not today. The risk of the Iranians detecting the additional intrusion into the airspace was too great.

      “Choppers are down,” Goldstein reported, again shielding the telephone handset.

      His voice was terse, betraying that he was under the same strain as his boss. The phone’s speaker was glued to his right ear, his eyes to the screens on the opposite side of the room.

      Nash thought about asking him to put the radio chatter on speaker, but decided against it.

      “We got them, Mr. President. All four. Extracting now.”
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      “They’re alive, Mr. Mubaraki, just like you asked,” Nero said as the live feed of four terrified Iranians filled the screen of Runner’s small tactical laptop.

      The image was shaky and dark, only a thin beam of a penlight allowed to show inside the helicopters while they were still in Iranian airspace. It snaked around a tight, cramped helicopter cabin, occasionally glancing off the dark-painted faces of Army commandos before alighting on the faces of an elderly couple and a mother clutching her young daughter.

      “It’s them,” Razi whispered, a tear leaking from the corner of his eye. “They are safe. Please, I need to speak to them. I need to know for–”

      “That can be arranged, Mr. Mubaraki,” Nero said sternly, cutting the Iranian nuclear physicist off in mid-flow. “They’ll be on an American air base in an hour. We’ll give them whatever the hell they ask for. Now it’s time you gave us what you promised.”

      “I need to speak with them first,” Razi insisted. “Once I know they are safe, I will tell you everything.”

      “No, Mr. Mubaraki, you’ll tell me now. All it takes is for me to make one phone call, and those helicopters will turn around and drop your wife and daughter off in a field somewhere. Then someone from the CIA will call your embassy and tell them exactly what just happened. Now tell me, how the hell do you think that’ll go down in Tehran?”

      Nero was making every word of it up as he went along, but Razi didn’t know that. The idea that the Green Berets would stop hauling ass back home in order to send a mother and her baby daughter to their untimely deaths was simply laughable.

      It was, however – and however much he hated himself for making it – a useful threat.

      Razi went white with fear, realizing that he had overplayed his hand. He folded. “Please, no. I’ll tell you everything.”

      “Be my guest.”

      “Dr. Tabasi was an engineer on the Shahab-3 program. Every day they took him to a warehouse on the opposite side of the base. They never told us what happened there, but he did. There was a mockup of the missile. They practiced fueling it, loading the warhead, everything. Every day, the same.”

      Nero clicked his fingers at Santa, who was standing nearby and already scribbling down the information. “Shahab-3? You’re sure of that?”

      The Iranian scientist’s head bobbed up and down in his newfound eagerness to please.

      “What else?”

      Razi gulped, and his eyes blinked shut. “The ship. She looked new. A little smaller than this one.”

      “I need a name, Razi.”

      “The North Star.”

      “Do you remember anything else?” Nero pressed. “Anything, Razi. It could be important, even if it doesn’t appear that way.”

      The scientist shook his head slowly, then it jerked upward and his eyes searched for Quinn’s. “There’s one more thing!”

      “What?”

      Razi smacked his thigh. “I almost forgot. They had winter gear. I remember because it was so incongruous. It was 90 degrees in the Pacific, but the soldiers made Tabasi and me move the nuclear core. They didn’t want to get close. So I boarded the North Star. That’s where I saw it. Crates of cold weather clothing. Jackets, gloves, everything…”
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      “Dear Lord in heaven,” Goldstein whispered, covering his face with his palms the second Lieutenant Mitchell Quinn signed off after delivering what could only be described as a bombshell.

      At the president’s side, Director Lawrence picked up a telephone, punched in a number, and whispered several hurried commands before replacing it in its cradle.

      “Talk to me, Admiral,” Nash said tersely. “What did I just hear?”

      “Sir, if that scientist is telling the truth, then we have a real problem on our hands,” Goldstein said. “Until now, we assumed the Iranian plan was to land a makeshift weapon somewhere on the coast and drive it to a population center. If that’s no longer the case, then…”

      Nash looked up as Goldstein tailed off. “Then what, Admiral?”

      “Then, sir, we’re fucked.”

      “Dammit!” Nash growled, slamming his clenched fist down on the conference table, and causing the assorted telephone handsets nearby to jump a half inch.

      “Mr. President,” Lawrence interjected. “If I may?”

      “Please, George,” Nash said through gritted teeth.

      “I’m going to proceed on the assumption that the Iranian scientist was telling us the truth,” Lawrence said. “And since we have his family, that seems like a logical conclusion.”

      Nash gestured at the DCI to continue.

      “If he’s right, then the IRGC have mounted a Shahab-3 ballistic missile onto a container vessel, basically turning it into a floating ballistic missile launch platform. It further stands to reason that they intend to use the salvaged nuclear core in a warhead of their own design.”

      “You can fire one of these things off a ship?” Nash asked, his face wrinkling with surprise. “Don’t you need, I dunno, a silo or something? That’s how we do it, right?”

      “Correct, sir. Our Minuteman IIIs are mostly deployed in the Dakotas, Wyoming and Missouri. They have a range of over 12,000 km, so from there they can more or less strike any point on Earth. And to ensure that we have a second strike capability, we also maintain a submarine-launched ballistic missile fleet. But technically speaking, there’s nothing stopping us from mounting a missile on board a ship.”

      “So why don’t we?”

      “Ships are easy to kill, sir,” Goldstein interrupted. “If you can see them, you can sink them. It’s just a question of how much ordnance you deploy. It’s the same with submarines, but they are a hell of a lot harder to find. Our Ohio class SSBNs are basically undetectable under 10 knots. But fundamentally, a ship-based ballistic missile launch platform is a cheap, workable solution. The Indians have been exploring it.”

      “Sir, equipped with a nuclear warhead, my people estimate that a Shahab-3 would have a maximum range of around 700 km,” Lawrence said. “That means we’re talking about millions of square miles of ocean to search.”

      Goldstein shook his head. “We can’t look for it.”

      “Why the hell not?” Nash exploded.

      “Mr. President, think about it. If whoever’s on board that vessel figures out we are looking for them, the game’s up. It’ll turn into a foot race – can we sink them before they can launch the missile? If the answer’s only a maybe, then that’s a hell of a risk.”

      “Then why is it a maybe, Admiral?” Nash hissed.

      “We can’t risk using the surface fleet, or any unarmed patrol aircraft, because it opens a window where they can launch before we can sink them. That means we can only search with strike aircraft and submarines. Searching for one ship in the ocean just ain’t the right role for the subs. It’s not like World War II, when any convoy would do. We have to find the right one. That basically leaves the fighter jet fleet. But even that’s a risk. It just takes one tired pilot to miss the name on the back of the ship, and our goose is cooked.”

      Lawrence nodded grimly, his right hand unconsciously stroking his beard. “The admiral’s right, sir. But we do have one thing going for us.”

      Nash gritted his teeth. “Which is?”

      “The logical target is New York City –”

      “That doesn’t sound very positive, George,” Nash interrupted. “New York’s my home. But even if it wasn’t, it’s the most populous city in the entire country. It’s the nightmare scenario.”

      “I know that, Mr. President. What I was saying was that the NATO summit is the logical target. It starts in”—he glanced at the watch on his left wrist—“about thirty-six hours. That’s when the leaders of all 28 other NATO countries are scheduled to be in one place. Plus you and President Khorasani here. The Revolutionary Guard want him dead as bad as they want you, sir. My apologies, Mr. President.”

      “No need,” murmured a shaken Khorasani.

      “Okay, but what good is that information?” Nash asked. “That just delays the inevitable.”

      “I was coming to that, sir. I suggest that we brief the press that you have invited all the world leaders to a drinks reception tomorrow at Camp David. It’s 50 miles from DC. If the Iranians decide to strike early, then maybe they’ll end up blasting an empty field in Maryland instead of Times Square. It could be the difference between a few thousand and a million dead.”

      “Do it,” Nash ordered. “But what about the boat?”

      Lawrence inhaled sharply through his teeth. “Give me a few hours, Mr. President. We’ll work something out.”

      “Gentlemen,” Nash said grimly, his palms face down on the conference table. “Right now there is a nuclear missile floating somewhere off the East Coast of the United States of America, and you’re telling me we can’t even fucking look for it. I suggest someone works out how we square this circle in the next thirty-six hours, or this country will never forgive us.”
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      It was not yet dusk, which was still several hours hence, but a thick blanket of cloud had scuttled across the horizon and now sat over the increasingly choppy waters of Lake Ontario. Hasan Zargari was sitting on the deck of the daysailer Delilah, his frame mostly shielded from view by the hull of the small vessel.

      Ray’s charts were open on his thighs, and the older man was watching intently as Hasan traced a path with his finger between two islands. “You see this inlet, just past Amherst and Simcoe? Take us through there, and under the Kingston LaSalle Causeway. Can you do that for me?”

      The sailor’s leg was jittering up and down with nervous energy, his leather heel beating time on the polished deck. Every few seconds, his tongue flicked anxiously to wet his lower lip. He opened his mouth to say something, but Hasan cut him off.

      “You play poker, Ray?”

      “Huh? No – why?”

      Hasan masked a smile. “I suggest you don’t start. Is there something you want to ask me, Ray?”

      The sailor’s complexion drained of color as he was forced to confront the question he’d been attempting to build himself up to asking for the past half hour. Finally he started, and the words tumbled out of him like a storm overflow.

      “What happens when this is over?” he stammered. “To me, I mean. Listen, I won’t tell anybody about this, you have my word. Just let me go home. My wife, she’ll be worried sick.”

      Hasan raised his hand, and Ray slowly fell silent, his eyes wide with the fear of the condemned. “Do I look like a killer, Ray?”

      Ray gulped, and Hasan watched with fascination as the man immediately recognized the question for the trap it was.

      “You’re right. I’m not.” He grinned, turning his mouth into a gaping cave of malevolent menace. “Don’t mistake me, I have killed. But only people who truly earned that fate. Are you planning on doing anything to deserve to die, Ray?”

      “No, trust me. I’ll do whatever it takes.”

      Hasan grabbed the sailor’s thigh, since it was the only part of the man that he could reach while Ray piloted the yacht. With his free hand, he waved the pistol that had fired the shot that shafted Amir Nazeri’s skull.

      “That’s what I want to hear. I’ll make you a promise, Ray. Get me where I want to go, and you can watch me toss this pistol overboard.” He squeezed hard, causing Ray to gasp. “But you fuck with me, Ray, and it will be the last thing you ever do. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” Ray whimpered, his eyes widening as he spotted something in the distance. “Wait –”

      “What is it?” Hasan said, instantly releasing his grip as he recognized the change in the man. He slid down onto the deck, ensuring he was out of sight.

      “Coast Guard,” Ray said over the rumble of the Delilah’s engine.

      “Are they heading for us?”

      “No.”

      “Do as I say, Ray. Change your course, just a few inches. Pilot away from the islands for now. We can double back later.”

      Ray did as he was instructed, moving the wheel a few inches. The course change was almost imperceptible at the low speed they were traveling, but Hasan knew that after a few minutes passed, the effect would be enormous. He could hear the powerful growl of the Coast Guard vessel, though he couldn’t yet see it from his recessed position. And then, ominously, the sound changed.

      “What was that, Ray?” he snapped.

      “They’re turning…”

      “Coming this way?”

      “No… Wait – yes.”

      Hasan cursed under his breath. “Talk to me, Ray. Do you see a deck gun on top?”

      “A what?”

      “A machine gun.”

      “No,” Ray said, his voice tight with fear. “Nothing like that. I see two guys in the cabin. No, three. And one on the forward deck. They’re coming right for us. I think two of them have guns. Rifles or something. They look like Mounties.”

      “Mounties?”

      “Canadian cops,” Ray explained simply.

      “If you want to live, Ray, you will do exactly as I say,” Hasan hissed. “When they come alongside, act normally. Be friendly. Ask them how they are doing. Get rid of them. And if you do anything that makes me think you’re trying to pass along a message, I’ll put two bullets in your forehead. Do you understand?”

      Ray nodded vigorously.

      Hasan crawled into the small yacht’s cabin and hid himself in the cramped head, crouched low, his head in line with the top of a narrow chemical toilet. He was only a few feet from Ray, and he left the cabin’s outer door open so he could hear everything that happened on deck.

      If Ray was smart, he would signal to the police officers. But Hasan was banking on him being too scared to be smart.

      The cry of the Coast Guard vessel’s engine grew and grew before it was clear that it was right alongside. A voice cried out, friendly, though the hue of the accent left no doubt as to its owner’s origin. “You’re in Canadian waters, sir. Got your papers?”

      Rope thudded against the deck, echoing through the small cabin as the Coast Guard boat tied itself fast.

      “Sure thing,” Ray replied. His voice sounded croaky, but as far as Hasan could tell there was no sign he was being played. He heard a scrape, then the squeal of unoiled hinges. He filled in the rustle of paper with his mind.

      The other engine grumbled at idle, occasionally knocking at the smaller Delilah, and causing Hasan to sway. Without the view of the lake and the horizon to calm him, he began to feel slightly seasick. The chemical stink of the toilet didn’t help. It was clean and unnatural, all at once.

      “All looks good,” the man’s voice rang out. “I’m going to need to search your vessel. You don’t mind, do you, sir?”

      “Is that really necessary?” Ray’s strained voice rang out.

      Hasan stiffened, taking in a deep, slow breath and flooding his lungs with oxygen. Silently, he thrust the pistol into his belt and removed the knife that had spilled his own blood.

      It was always likely to come down to this. And so it proved. A man’s boots collided with the deck a few feet away. Just one.

      Don’t screw me now, Ray, he prayed.

      He stopped breathing, relying on the oxygenated rush of red blood cells flowing through his veins to feed him through the next few moments. He needed silence. He needed to listen. He heard the scrape of the officer’s boot against the deck, an impossibly loud clatter as the man’s weapon bumped against the wall, now just a few inches away. He could hear the man breathing, turning, readying himself to open the door to the head.

      Hasan moved first, silently dragging the door open and surging out, the blade of the knife dragging the rest of his body behind. He buried it in the base of the Mountie’s chin before the man even registered his presence. With his free hand, he grabbed the carbine from the officer’s dying fingers, ensuring that an untimely twitch wouldn’t warn the man’s comrades.

      He laid him gently on the floor, then covered the man’s mouth with his palm to silence the death rattle.

      “Everything all right in there, Jax?” a voice called out, lilting upward in the Canadian fashion just at the end.

      All that mattered now was speed. He grabbed the weapon, flicked off the safety, and sprinted out of the cabin. He ignored Ray, whose eyes widened at the sight of the blood that once again stained his fingers. Instead he searched for a target. There were three men on the Coast Guard boat – which was not much more than a lifeboat, truly.

      Two were Coast Guard employees, wearing no armor, just dark blue coveralls adorned with unit patches. The third was a cop, carrying a carbine of his own.

      He was too slow to react. Hasan searched for him first, putting three bullets in his chest, and then firing a second burst into his skull. If the man’s ballistic vest stopped any of the former, nothing could save him from the second.

      To his left, Hasan heard a splash, and caught Ray diving off the boat and into the frigid water of the great lake. He ignored him, aiming the muzzle of the carbine at the two men behind the glass of the lifeboat’s small control cabin. He squeezed the trigger, and the glass spidered with cracks. Blood sprayed inside, and both men fell instantly.

      Adrenaline surged inside Hasan’s veins. Logically he understood that time was now of the essence. They were just half a mile from the edge of the lake, and though many recreational boaters had fled the second the cloud cover appeared overhead, many more had not.

      But he still had one last debt to pay.

      He strode to the edge of the Delilah, the carbine’s stock pressed against his shoulder, but the barrel aimed only at the waters of Lake Ontario. Ahead of him, just 15 yards away, Ray’s heavy, clothed arms flapped hopelessly in the water like a dying fish.

      Hasan raised the weapon, lining its iron sights with the older man’s back. “I told you, Ray,” he snarled. “I’m not a killer.”

      He squeezed the trigger.

      The splashing stopped.
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      Buffalo Field Office CTOC, 5:15 p.m.

      

      Trapp put the significance of it all together quickest. The nuclear warhead. The cold weather gear. The Iranian missile engineer.

      He’d always figured the Iranian hardliners would try something at the NATO summit. The possibility of striking a blow against three of their greatest enemies at once was simply too elegant a proposition for any spy to resist. He didn’t figure the Revolutionary Guard was any different, when you stripped away the religion and the rhetoric.

      Trapp could never personally countenance murdering so many innocents to fulfill a goal. But he doubted that his enemies shared the same compunction. If anything, they would probably see it as a plus. With so many Americans dead, and New York City lying in smoldering, radioactive ruin, no president would be able to resist the call to strike back against the putative perpetrators: Saudi Arabia.

      As much as he despised it, even he had to admit the plan was brilliant. If he was right, then the Iranians had sailed their launch platform from the Pacific through the Arctic, and all the way over Alaska. It could be sitting off of Liberty Island right now, and no one would be any the wiser.

      “He’s going for the boat,” he murmured aloud.

      “Who?” Pope asked, pushing his laptop away and closing the lid. He rubbed his fingers against tired eyes and reached for a couple of coffee that had long ago grown stale. The two men presently occupied an empty conference room adjacent to the Buffalo CTOC.

      Through the glass, they could see everything that was going on, which was currently very little. Since discovering the bodies at Rachel’s Tow Yard the previous morning, no law enforcement agency had turned up so much as a sniff that pointed to Zargari’s location. He’d either gone to ground, or was already across the border in Canada, and home free.

      “Zargari. He has to be.”

      “I’m not seeing it, Jason. The simplest explanation is usually the best one, and right now that rule’s telling me he’s on the run. There doesn’t need to be any greater significance to it. There usually isn’t.”

      Trapp shook his head vehemently. “The guy we’re looking for is a psychopath. He doesn’t just kill to achieve his goals, he does it because he enjoys it. Any professional military would have drummed this guy out the second they realized what he was about. Don’t get me wrong, he’s brilliant. He’s been one step ahead of us this entire way. But professionals don’t give in to their urges like he does. They don’t leave a trail behind. He did.”

      “Maybe he did it to throw us off?” Pope posited logically. “Make us second-guess ourselves, throw us off the trail. Like you said – Zargari is brilliant. Maybe he’s two steps ahead of us on this as well.”

      “No,” Trapp replied, squeezing his eyes shut and picturing the girl’s body. The sequined dress on the floor. The bruises on her pale skin, and the way that gentle canvas was soaked with dried blood from the violence with which the knife had been plunged in. “You were there. You saw her.”

      “I was.”

      “Zargari didn’t just kill that girl. There are a hundred ways a man like him could use to end her life without leaving a mess. He didn’t choose any of them. He killed her just like he did that bodyguard in the desert, and just like the old guy we found in the tow yard near Camden. It wasn’t just a demonstration of power, and it wasn’t just a release of rage, it was both of those things. Either he never expected anyone to put it together, or he’s just so damn arrogant he didn’t think it would matter. But I’m telling you, Nick – he’s a psychopath. This is how we get him.”

      Pope squinted with confusion. “I’m too tired to play games, Jason. Just cut to the chase already.”

      “We need to find a boat we can’t search for, right?” Trapp asked semi-rhetorically. “And the clock’s ticking. But if we don’t hunt it down, then we’re practically condemning hundreds of thousands of innocent New Yorkers to death.”

      “Right…”

      Trapp dragged his fingers through hair that hadn’t been washed in longer than he cared to remember. “I’m either losing my mind, or I think I’ve figured out a way out of this mess that doesn’t involve barbecuing the Big Apple.”

      “I’m dying to hear it.”

      Trapp grinned. “I think Zargari’s going to lead us there himself…”

      “Jason,” Pope began, “I think you’ve been in here too long. Because if I’m not very much mistaken, the whole problem is that we have no fucking clue where Hasan Zargari is, let alone where he’s heading. And if we want to follow him somewhere, then not knowing his current location is a real big problem.”

      Trapp let his head fall against the conference room table and hissed out a sigh. “Well, yeah. That’s an obvious drawback. But what I’m saying is, if we get a bead on this asshole, we can’t bring him in, and we sure as hell can’t put a bullet in the back of his head, much as I want to.”

      “You’re the one who told Perrin to waste him,” Pope pointed out.

      “Believe me,” Trapp grimaced, raising only his eyes from the table in front of him. “If there was any other way to find the North Star, I wouldn’t be suggesting this. But unless the Navy can magic up some stealth patrol planes in the next few hours, I don’t see we have any other choice.”

      Pope pushed his chair back, then let it fall forward again. He stood and said, “Hold that thought. I need a fresh cup of coffee if I’m going to entertain this madness.”

      Trapp rose as well. “If you’re buying, I’m drinking.”

      The two men left the glass box and walked into the CTOC itself. SAC Perrin was slumped in a folding chair with his head in his hands. As far as Trapp knew, the man hadn’t had an hour’s sleep since the manhunt began. Douglas Pearl was still in the CTOC, too. Unlike the bedraggled SAC, he was still impeccably turned out. The man’s look was striking – not head-turning, but he had a quiet presence about him.

      Trapp thought about tapping Perrin on the shoulder and asking if he wanted a cup of joe as well, but decided against it. As he was turning away, he saw one of the analysts in the radio-monitoring section raise her hand above her head and wave it wildly.

      “Nick, hold up,” he murmured.

      The muted vibe of the CTOC changed instantly to one of restrained excitement, as all the nearby agents swiveled in their seats to find out what all the activity was about. Perrin shook himself to life, presumably subconsciously picking up on the change in the room’s atmosphere.

      “What have you got, Katie?” his voice boomed out.

      “Ontario Provincial Police just scrambled a chopper, sir. It’s in the air already, heading out over the lake.”

      “Why?” Perrin asked impatiently.

      The young, blond agent gulped, realizing she’d buried the lede. “Sorry sir. They are responding to multiple reports of a shooting on the water. Could be a Coast Guard boat, but it’s not really clear yet.”

      Trapp leaned toward Pope and whispered, “This could be the break we’ve been looking for. We haven’t got time to argue about whether I’m right or not. If we’re going to make a move, we’ve got to do it now.”

      “Right about what?” Perrin said, spinning and growling in one move.

      “Sir, I need your assistance, and I know you’re not going to like it,” Trapp said, fronting up to the senior agent. The Canadian spook looked on with quiet interest, but said nothing.

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” Perrin asked.

      “Do you remember what we discussed in confidence?”

      “How the hell could I forget?”

      “Sir, I need you to get me in the air right away. Whatever bird you’ve got with its rotors turning, I’ll take it.”

      Perrin squinted. “Done. Is that it?”

      Trapp shook his head. “This is the bit you’re not gonna like. I need you to call off the dogs. You too, Mr. Pearl. Give chase, but make it look like you have no idea where the suspect is or where he’s heading.”

      “And why would I do that?” Pearl asked flatly. All around, Trapp saw, the agents staffing the CTOC were paying close attention to every word they were exchanging and attempting unsuccessfully to pretend otherwise. “If this is Hasan Zargari, then he may well have just murdered Canadian law enforcement personnel. My government can’t just turn a blind eye to something like that. And certainly not without a darn good reason.”

      That was the Canadian way, Trapp knew, of expressing vehement disagreement with his proposed course of action. He gestured at the small gaggle of people who mattered, and led them away from the listening crowd.

      “Listen. We know there’s a missing nuke. We know the Iranians put it on a ship, and we know that ship was prepared for cold weather conditions. I’m betting it went up through the Bering Strait, over the top of Alaska, and is right about now sitting somewhere off the coast of Newfoundland. That’s where Zargari is heading. And we need to let him get there.”

      “Why?” Perrin demanded. “Let’s take him out before he has a chance to do any more damage. I don’t need to remind you about the stakes we’re playing with, Mr. Trapp. We’re talking about playing games with hundreds of thousands of lives here.”

      “Dammit,” Trapp hissed, feeling frustration beginning to overtake him. He reined it back with great difficulty. “Listen to me! The only way we’re finding that nuke is by letting Zargari lead us there. We have a window of opportunity that could close any second now, and it’s probably the only one we are going to get.”

      Help arrived from an unexpected direction.

      “He’s right,” Pearl said. “If he’s heading for this vessel, we don’t even need to allow him to board. We can let him lead us there, and then sink it at the last second. But I don’t see we have any other choice.”

      “Okay,” Perrin murmured with a doubtful shake of his head. “I’ll back your play for now. Until I get a decision from DC either way, I won’t prejudice your operation. But if they overrule your plan, I will follow their lead.”

      Trapp bowed his head and began turning to leave. “That’s all I ask, Agent. And thank you.”

      “We’ve got a temporary helipad set up in Emerson Young Park,” Perrin said, beckoning to one of his underlings. “It’s a couple of hundred yards away. You can be in the air in ten minutes. I’ll get things moving. And Jason?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Good luck.”

      “I’ll get some gear together,” Pope said, shaking his head doubtfully. “But you better be right about this one, Trapp. It’s one hell of a gamble.”
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      “If it’s really Zargari, then we got ‘im,” Pope yelled into his headset, practically screaming over the rotor noise overhead. “Homeland had a drone overhead just at the right time. Didn’t see the incident itself, but turned in time to see a twenty-five footer hightailing it out of there like there’s no tomorrow.”

      “What about the attack itself? Anyone on scene yet?” Trapp asked, concentrating his gaze on the waters of Lake Ontario beneath them. They were still at least 20 miles from the site of Zargari’s potential emergence, but he was still seriously on edge.

      He couldn’t get the image of the dead girl’s body out of his mind. She shared nothing in common with the woman he loved and yet every time he called up the image, his mind superimposed Ikeda’s face. He was filled with a burning desire to end this madness. Not to save all those lives in New York, but to provide justice for an innocent life that was cut short far too soon.

      “Yeah. Ontario Police just confirmed it. At least three dead bodies on the Coast Guard vessel, and one floating in the water a few hundred yards away.”

      “It has to be him,” Trapp mused.

      For most of his career, when the topic of America’s borders rose to his attention at all, it was in the context of the crossing into Mexico, not the one with her northerly neighbor. The stereotype that Canadians were friendly people was probably more than a little overstated, but as far as he knew, serious violence was almost unheard of on the Canadian border.

      “I’m inclined to agree,” Pope shouted. “Sounds like the president’s given us the green light, but Jason – what’s the plan? I can’t help you unless you tell me what you’re thinking.”

      Trapp rolled his neck left and right, limbering up for whatever was to come. The truth was that the word plan was an ambitious description for what he had in mind, which was an altogether more fluid concept entirely.

      He thrust out his hand. “Show me the bugs.”

      Pope handed over a zipped canvas case with semi-structured sides. He’d requisitioned the contents from the Buffalo Field Office. Trapp opened it and examined the tracking gear inside. It contained an assortment of surveillance devices, from units designed to be attached to a power source within a vehicle itself to tiny devices that could be planted directly on to a suspect. The drawback with those was the short battery life, just a couple of days. The advantage, obviously, was that they were incredibly easy to hide.

      The kit, Trapp immediately saw, was a far cry from the stuff that the CIA was experimenting with these days. But necessity was the mother of invention, and this was all they had, so it would have to do. He pocketed several of the smaller tracking devices on his person, and indicated for Pope to do the same.

      “The plan is there is no plan,” Trapp called out over the howl of the wind battering the nose of the helicopter. “I’m making this up as I go along. We need to get close enough to Zargari to plant one of these on him, or at worst, his vehicle. Whatever happens, do not fucking kill him, understand?”

      Pope’s eyes widened, and his face went the color of the shock of gray on his left temple. Maybe he’d anticipated something like this was on the cards the moment he climbed on board the chopper, but actually hearing it brought the whole situation home. Law enforcement personnel were trained to put a threat down without risking friendly lives.

      Trapp’s own training was pretty similar, but a decade with the Agency had filed off any expectation that things would ever go to plan.

      “How the hell do you expect to achieve that?” the FBI agent asked.

      Trapp shrugged, displaying a cocky insouciance he didn’t really feel. “Let’s cross that bridge when we come to it.”

      Pope shot him a sarcastic thumbs-up, and shook his head muttering something that Trapp didn’t quite catch.

      The pilot’s voice played through each man’s headset, diverting their attention. “Coming up on the boat now, gentlemen,” he said.

      Each looked out the window, eyes searching for whatever lay in the waters below. As expected, a helicopter operated by the Ontario Police was hovering a couple hundred feet away from the dead vessel, at a sufficient altitude to minimize any evidence interference from the rotor wash. As they passed overhead, the outline of a body on an orange deck made itself immediately evident.

      You poor bastard, Trapp thought. Judging by the angry set of Pope’s jaw, he was experiencing exactly the same emotion – probably heightened for him, since the dead man was most likely law enforcement. Canadian or American didn’t matter. It was one fraternity, and one that Trapp would probably never truly understand.

      However, they didn’t linger.

      Pope directed the pilots on a heading that looked like it would take them directly over Wolfe Island, a small outcropping of land on the northern end of Lake Ontario. He kept glancing down to a tablet computer on his lap, which was relaying information directly from the surveillance drone’s command station.

      They kept flying for a few more minutes, constantly adjusting speed and heading, until Pope grabbed Trapp’s arm and squeezed hard. “We’re coming up on him now. About thirty seconds’ flight time and we’ll be all over him. What do you want to do?”

      Trapp closed his eyes and simulated the situation in his mind. The smart move was to let Zargari know they were on to him, without entirely revealing their hand. Jumpy men made bad decisions, and that was about all the advantage they were likely to get.

      He glanced down at the tablet, and saw a crystal-clear image of a boat called the Delilah heading into a wide inlet. Its speed was obvious from the bright white wake it left behind. He wondered if Zargari would be able to hear them yet over the sound of his own engine.

      He made up his mind. “Ride his ass for a few seconds, then break off. Let’s see what he does.”

      Just a few heartbeats later, the helicopter roared over the small yacht just as it slipped under the Kingston LaSalle Causeway. The light was beginning to die, and a few hundred commuters down there probably just had a heart attack, Trapp thought.

      “Crap,” Pope cursed, looking up from the tablet. “The Predator’s bingo for fuel. It was heading back to base when this whole mess blew up. Homeland’s rerouting another one, and DOD’s getting one into the air, but neither will be on station inside the next half hour.”

      Trapp waved to attract the co-pilot’s attention, careful not to distract the woman actually flying the chopper. Aviation was just about the safest method of transport known to man. Except helicopters, of course, which were deadly things best avoided by anyone who had a choice in the matter.

      Which he never did.

      “Keep us in sight of the suspect, but make it look like you don’t know what you’re looking for, okay?” he yelled.

      The guy shot him a thumbs-up and relayed the instruction to the pilot, who immediately instigated a banking turn, circling the causeway and waiting for the boat to come out the other side. Both Trapp and Pope craned their necks searching.

      But it didn’t reappear.
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      Even putting the Delilah’s engines into full reverse a few seconds before slipping under the bridge wasn’t enough to bring the stricken boat to a complete stop before she sideswiped one of the huge concrete stanchions that held the causeway up.

      Hasan was flung from his feet and hit the deck hard. The impact drove the wind from his lungs and caused his already injured thigh to cry out in agony. He cursed, clenched his jaw together, and pulled himself back upright. Spray from the churning surface of the lake coated his face and clothes, and a second wave splashed against the brick pillars and rebounded over the Delilah’s deck.

      “Dammit,” Hasan hissed, the sound of the blood rushing in his ears almost overpowering as the adrenaline spiked in his system. He cast his gaze out over the open expanse of the quickly darkening lake, searching for the helicopter that had just passed over him.

      The throaty growl of the engine seemed to be everywhere all at once, but it was impossible to narrow down a location over the roar of the traffic passing just 20 foot overhead. The water beneath the causeway began to settle, and as it did, Hasan noticed a stream of bubbles emanating from the water line at the bow of the small daysailer. One of the panels that made up the hull must have been damaged in the impact, and the Delilah was taking on water.

      The realization crystallized the Iranian assassin’s decision. He had to move fast, before the boat was dead in the water, and his only chance at a distraction sank beneath him. He spun the boat’s steering wheel, turning it in a tight circle so the bow faced back out into the main body of the lake. All the time his eyes scanned what little he could see on either side.

      He maneuvered the Delilah until it floated right next to the nearest of the massive stanchions, the base of which jutted out of the water about 5 feet higher than Hasan’s head. He scanned his surroundings one last time, straightened the wheel, and jammed the throttle all the way down. The boat’s nose instantly jumped out of the water as the engines built their way up to full power. Hasan didn’t hesitate. As the Delilah started cutting through the water, he ran in the opposite direction down the deck, dragging his injured leg behind him, and threw himself through the air against the stanchion’s base.

      His brain expected more of a leap than his injured body could provide, so instead of landing neatly on top of the concrete structure, his torso collided with it, hands scrabbling desperately for a hold. He slid back several inches before he found it, and his feet dropped into the lake itself before he stopped falling backward.

      Keep moving, he urged himself as the Delilah departed the cover of the causeway overhead. He levered himself up, dipping into reserves of willpower he hadn’t used since surviving the airstrike in Yemen by sheer force of personality alone.

      His hands and his front were covered with dried, flaky bird shit, which smeared off in long white streaks against his clothes as he wiped them clean. But he didn’t stop. A ladder composed of iron rungs ran up the stanchion’s filthy concrete surface, and Hasan climbed it with the speed and agility of a tree monkey. He knew that the Delilah would only buy him a short window of opportunity. Maybe just a few minutes with which to affect an escape.

      He cursed himself for not arranging an emergency channel of communication with Lieutenant Radan on the North Star. But all that was in the past. What mattered in the present was speed.

      He reached the top of the ladder and found himself on a metal service walkway that ran the length of the causeway. On impulse, he turned right and ignored his leg’s protestations of agony as he ran. Thick bundles of electric cabling accompanied him on either side, as did the occasional yellow caution sign.

      The walkway ended just after the final stanchion, but didn’t make it all the way to land. He cursed, turned back, and took the rungs on the way down two at a time. His lungs were burning, palms clammy with sweat, but the rungs were covered in powdered shit and rust, which stood in for chalk and ensured he didn’t slip. His soaked shoes squelched as they dropped onto the base of the final pillar, and then again as he lowered himself down the concrete onto an uneven arrangement of huge, cube-shaped stone erosion defenses piled around it. He jumped from rock to rock until he found himself at long last back on firm ground.

      He kept low as he headed up to the road. The water kept on down the St. Lawrence River to his left, and along the river’s bank was a small collection of large, white warehouse-like buildings that stood just before a thick copse of trees. To his right, he saw signage for the Royal Military College of Canada, and made the instant decision that it was a place to be avoided. Young men invariably saw themselves as heroes, and he had enough problems to contend with already.

      Hasan paused, searching the sky for the helicopter. He could hear it, but not see it. It sounded too loud to have chased after the Delilah, but sound carried further over water. He grimaced and decided he had to chance it. The police would be en route already, and right now every second counted.

      He started moving, walking at a fast but natural pace as he emerged from the cover of the bridge. He turned down a side road marked Navy Way and kept his eyes front, resisting the urge to search the skies one last time. A few yards to his right was a large, mostly empty parking lot.

      The stink of pollution thrown off by the cars on the causeway started to fade as he approached the buildings, which housed a swimming pool and fitness center for the nearby military college. Evening was fast approaching, and though a couple cars passed him as their occupants sped out to start their journey home, no one gave him a second look.

      He passed through the sports campus and breathed a sigh of relief as he hit the tree line. He finally turned and saw that the helicopter was now only a speck in the distance, its navigation lights glowing like sapphires in the last rays of the evening sun.

      Hasan didn’t allow himself to stop and crow. His leg burned, and he glanced down to see the stitches had torn, and a trickle of blood was now soaking his pants leg. He could fix that later. Now that he was out of sight of anything circling overhead, he gritted his teeth and picked up the pace, breaking into a run for about a hundred yards.

      He found himself in an overflow parking lot, not much more than a clearing of trees and a scattering of gray gravel.

      An old sign just before the water line, its paint faded and peeling, marked the place as Green Bay. Only three cars were parked there, all Nissans. From left to right there was a black SUV and two silver sedans that were each at least ten years old. The truck and the sedan on the left were both empty and dark, but low chimes of music emanated from the third car, along with the faintest whiff of marijuana smoke.

      Jackpot.

      He crept up on the hotbox, lifting his pistol out of his belt as he moved. Guns tended to frighten the uninitiated more than knives, though in Hasan’s opinion the latter could be wielded to far more devastating effect. He crouched and prepared to drag the vehicle’s single occupant out of the passenger seat and onto the ground.

      Before he had a chance, a voice rang out behind him, gruff and professional. “Drop the weapon, Zargari. You’re done.”
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      Zargari froze, and as Trapp leveled his pistol at the assassin’s back, he could almost hear the thoughts racing through the man’s mind. In the Iranian’s shoes, he’d be replaying the comment and looking in the sedan’s rear window, using both pieces of information to determine how far away the unexpected threat was. It was probably too dark for his weapon to be clearly visible in the reflection, so the smart move would be to assume it was a firearm.

      The Iranian didn’t attempt to deny his identity, which only strengthened Trapp’s belief that he had gone rogue. The original plan only worked if America believed the Saudis were responsible for the nuclear detonation on US soil. That Zargari hadn’t immediately dissembled was pretty strong evidence that he was freelancing, in Trapp’s book.

      “I’m afraid we haven’t met,” the Iranian murmured. He kept his voice low, which Trapp suspected was an attempt to coax him closer.

      “Drop the weapon,” Trapp repeated. “Drop the weapon and kick it away. Now!”

      “I’m sure you can appreciate my predicament,” Zargari replied calmly. “And that really doesn’t work for me.”

      Trapp saw the man tensing, and sensed he was about to spin a second before he did so. As Zargari turned, bringing up his own pistol, Trapp fired a single shot, which kicked up a puff of dust on the gravel barely an inch from the Iranian’s right foot. He froze in place.

      “Nice shooting,” Zargari remarked, his tone of voice still barely betraying an ounce of concern. In the sedan behind him, the music stopped, a window rolled down and a man stuck out his head, which slowly emerged behind a cloud of thick white smoke.

      “Holy shit, dude,” the clearly spaced-out occupant of the Nissan said. “Weed’s legal now, right? I swear, I didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “Get the fuck out of here,” Trapp growled, his voice taut. “Hug the river and get lost.”

      Zargari was only a few yards away from the hapless stoner, which added an unpredictable variable into an already fluid equation. He could easily attempt to take the man hostage, and try to bargain his way out of his present predicament. And if he did, Trapp knew that he could not allow himself place the life of one man above those of thousands.

      The passenger door burst open, letting out another blast of smoke, and then the driver stumbled out. He stared at Trapp’s weapon through terrified eyes, and then broke into a loping run. His sense of balance looked impaired, and he wobbled left and right, but thankfully whatever spark of intelligence was left in his conscious mind made the decision that moving away from a gun was better than heading toward it, which had the convenient side effect of taking him away from Zargari.

      The whole time, Trapp kept his eyes glued on the assassin. The way the next few seconds unfolded was vital. Whatever happened, Zargari couldn’t realize he was being played. Even if the price was paid in Trapp’s own life. He thought of Ikeda, and wished that he’d had one last chance to say goodbye.

      Just in case.

      Then he hardened his mind. He couldn’t afford the distraction.

      Trapp took a step toward Zargari, who still had not shifted an inch since the warning gunshot. The Iranian’s eyes widened with satisfaction, though almost as soon as it showed, the expression was gone.

      “Place your weapon on the ground and kick it away,” Trapp said again. He took another step toward Zargari, bringing him within 15 feet of the assassin.

      “You’ll kill me if I do,” Zargari said. Still, he lowered the barrel of the pistol a few inches, as if he was preparing to comply with the instruction.

      “That’s not how this works, Mr. Zargari,” Trapp lied. “I’m FBI. As long as you play straight with me, you’ll live. But you’re going away for a very long time.”

      “We’re in Canada,” Zargari countered. “You have no jurisdiction here.”

      Trapp allowed a smirk to cross his face, as if prematurely reveling in his victory. He took another step. “I’m sure our Canadian cousins will cut me some slack. Especially after what you just did out on the water.”

      “Give me your word,” Zargari said, introducing a pleading note to his voice that immediately rang hollow in Trapp’s mind.

      “I’m a federal agent, Mr. Zargari,” Trapp snapped. “The law is my word. So don’t give me a reason to pull this trigger, and I’m guessing you’ll be just fine. Now put your weapon on the damn ground.”

      He watched as Zargari relented. It was a masterful performance. First the man’s spine stiffened, as if with internal resistance, then he folded over.

      “Fine,” he whispered. “You win.”

      As the Iranian started bending down, Trapp said, “Do exactly as I say. Put it on the ground, then stand up and kick it toward me.”

      As the pistol grazed the gravel, Zargari replied, “The safety’s off.”

      “I’ll take my chances,” Trapp said. He hoped the encroaching darkness obscured the fact that he was vibrating with nervous energy. This section was vital.

      Zargari’s fingers stayed on the pistol just a few seconds longer than he was comfortable with before the man stood up.

      “Now kick it,” Trapp growled. He kept the barrel of his own weapon trained on the spot between the Iranian’s eyes, and was careful not to succumb to the brain’s natural inclination to look for movement as Zargari drew his foot back.

      It connected, and the pistol skittered toward Trapp. It stopped about two thirds of the way to him, a fact which he suspected owed little to chance. But it served his purposes well enough. He moved to the weapon, bent down, and picked it up with his left hand before momentarily stowing it in his belt.

      Next he switched his own pistol to his left, saying, “Don’t get any ideas. I shoot just fine with both.”

      “Noted,” Zargari murmured, tracing every step with his own inscrutable dark eyes.

      Trapp hefted Zargari’s pistol in his right hand, limbered the arm back, and threw it into the darkness. Two tense heartbeats drifted past before an attendant splash confirmed that it now lay somewhere on the watery side of the bank of the St. Lawrence River. He switched his own pistol back to his dominant hand.

      Zargari hiked an eyebrow. “Aren’t you supposed to preserve evidence?”

      Good question.

      Trapp thought fast. “I’m guessing after I bring you in, the brass will cut me some slack. Now – down on the ground.”

      He took a step forward as the Iranian began to slowly comply, and then another, until he was only a couple of yards away from the dangerous assassin. “Hands on the back of your head,” he said, injecting a hint of eagerness into his voice.

      Again, Zargari acted on the instruction. Trapp pulled a pair of handcuffs from his right hand pants leg and spun them through.

      He took another step forward.

      He allowed the barrel of his pistol to drift away from Zargari’s prone body. He took a knee as he prepared to cuff the assassin.

      And Zargari lashed out, in an instant both rising to his knees and striking out with his left arm, which he used to topple Trapp off-balance. As he fell, Trapp tossed his own pistol a few yards away and swore. The adrenaline that was pumping through his veins was very real, even if not every element of his performance was.

      The next few seconds would be a dangerous tightrope walk between life and death.

      Especially as he hadn’t anticipated the knife.

      Gravel dug into Trapp’s palm as his arms instinctively flew out to break his fall. He rolled with the momentum, pushing himself backwards, which probably saved him. The next time he looked up, Zargari had the blade of a knife in his right hand.

      The Iranian assassin didn’t instantly go on the attack. Now that he was close, Trapp could see that the man’s leg was clearly injured, the cloth around his thigh dark and wet with blood. He feinted forward with the blade, causing Trapp to flinch backward. The second time, his eyes searched the darkness around them for the fallen pistol.

      Trapp guessed that Zargari wouldn’t attack him with the knife. Even though he was unarmed, he had a couple of inches and at least 40 pounds on the smaller assassin, and that was before the slash to the Iranian’s thigh came into play. He would be cautious, and that played right into Trapp’s hands.

      “Drop it, Zargari,” he yelled, bringing up his palms into a fighting stance. He didn’t ball his fists, so as not to close off his options.

      “Fuck off,” Zargari snarled.

      Trapp could see the battle of emotions in the Iranian’s eyes. The man was unhinged. He clearly wanted to slit his opponent’s throat, and hang the consequences, but some vestige of common sense was holding him back. He threw his head backward and searched for the fallen pistol a second time.

      He danced forward, drawing a wild slash from the point of Zargari’s knife that sent him instantly retreating in the opposite direction. The second Trapp reversed his momentum, the Iranian took the opportunity to go for the gun.

      Trapp did the only thing he could do; the thing he had come this far to do. He sprinted into the illusion of safety offered by the darkness of the tree line. He didn’t bother zigzagging, just concentrated on raw speed. His life now hung in the balance of whether he could reach cover before Zargari picked up the pistol.

      A gunshot echoed out over the clearing. A chunk of bark exploded from a tree no more than a few inches from Trapp’s left ear.

      He threw himself to the ground, scrambling to find cover.

      And a second later, as the engine of the silver sedan grumbled into life, as the tires spun, kicking out gravel behind them – Trapp smiled.
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      Gulf of St Lawrence

      Three days later.

      

      A wave of motion sickness overcame Hasan Zargari as he stood on the deck of an ancient fishing boat.

      The motor chugged along, propelling the craft at a steady nine knots, which its former owner had assured him was its most efficient speed. It was just about fast enough for the boat to bounce from the crests of one wave to another, but not enough to outrun the deeply ingrained stink of rotten fish carcasses that haunted Hasan’s nostrils day and night. The boat had cost him just two thousand dollars, a full tank of fuel another thousand on top of that. He paid with the last of his cash, all in American notes, which the grizzled fisherman had accepted without either comment or question.

      The boat ride was just the second half of his long journey up to Newfoundland.

      First, he’d stolen a 1980s Mercedes from a retirement community not far away from Kingston. It wasn’t fast, and it certainly wasn’t comfortable, but he had hoped that at least it would not be missed. And judging by the fact that the police hadn’t pulled him over at any point on the long thousand mile journey down Québec’s Route 138, he figured that the former owner simply hadn’t noticed it was gone.

      The highway died in a small fishing village called Kegashka. It was a sleepy place with a post office, a curving stone beach and a single hotel that didn’t see much custom. He’d left there about thirty hours ago, and hadn’t slept since.

      Hour after hour without rest had tipped Zargari into something of a delirious fugue state as he pushed forward, following a set of GPS coordinates that led to an uncertain destination. He had caught a few hours’ sleep in rest areas and services along the endless 138, but not often and never enough. Radio reports of a manhunt in Ontario Province had convinced him that speed was his most powerful ally.

      And now he was here.

      There was little traffic out on the choppy ocean, and what little Hasan did pass paid the old fishing boat no attention. He guided it between the craggy coast of Newfoundland, and the rocky, sparsely populated island of St. Pierre & Miquelon without seeing more than a single soul.

      That was three hours ago. His boat was out on the open ocean now, riding the huge waves that rolled across the endless expanse of blue. It would be dark in a few hours, but he should reach the North Star by then.

      If it was still there.

      If it was ever there in the first place…

      For the first time, it occurred to Zargari that Nazeri might have played him. What if the wily old spy had only pretended to contact his young protégé, and had instead spun him a story?

      No, he decided. It wasn’t possible. There had been real fear in the man’s eyes when he died. Not fear of the blackness he was about to join, but terror about what Zargari was planning to do.

      But what if he did?

      Zargari fingered the pistol he’d taken from the FBI agent all those days before. He closed his eyes and decided that if he arrived an hour from now and the North Star was nowhere to be found, he would simply end it himself.
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        * * *

      

      CIA Counter Terrorism Center, Command Ops.

      Langley, Virginia.

      

      Trapp sat alongside Pope, his knee bouncing up and down incessantly. He pushed his chair back, stood, and started pacing to relieve the tension. It had been three days of this, just watching, waiting and following while the White House breathed down everyone’s neck looking for results.

      But it seemed as though the climax to the whole affair was finally at hand. Trapp was glad of it. He couldn’t take much more of this.

      CIA director George Lawrence was also in the room, which was a smaller annex of the main CTC control room, since the circle of individuals read in on the true extent of the present crisis was extremely small. Still, the space was equipped just like its big brother next door.

      The “big board” on the wall, actually nine large LCD screens running as one, synthesized information from dozens of channels. Right now, it displayed a map of the Canadian coast. The landmass was displayed as a thin green outline on a dark black background. The primary source of data was an Air Force AWACS electronic surveillance plane circling high above the Labrador Sea. The giant radar disk on top of the ungainly plane could see through clouds for hundreds of miles in any direction, and every single ship, boat and aircraft in its field of view had been catalogued.

      Most were instantly discarded.

      A lucky few were escalated for further inspection. But most of them befell the same fate.

      Now only a few icons blinked their positions on the large screen. Two U.S. Navy F-18 fighter jets, equipped with wing-mounted fuel tanks, were within ten minutes flight time of all three of the ships that stood even the slightest chance of being the North Star.

      The icon that was standing in for Hasan Zargari’s boat was the only one indicated in red. The AWACS was currently feeding its location on to the big board, but for most of the past few days, they’d tracked him through the bug Trapp had implanted in his pistol grip. Its battery died a little before Zargari reached the end of Route 138, but since at least two drones had been tasked to follow him at all times, that hurdle was surmounted easily.

      And for the last thirty hours, they’d watched as Zargari drove his fishing boat through a growing, early-spring North Atlantic storm. The true weight of the weather pattern hadn’t yet hit, but it was only hours away from doing so.

      That unwelcome fact was driving Trapp’s indigestion into overdrive. He wished he had won the battle with Lawrence and the president for them to have allowed him to be the one who ended this. But rightly or wrongly – and it was probably the former, he’d finally conceded – they decided that it would be safer to end this thing from the air.

      The only problem was, within a few hours the storm threatened to get so bad that grounding all those expensive aircraft was becoming a distinct possibility. As it was, the MQ-4C Triton drone, the lightest and most susceptible of the airframes, was already being pushed close to its flight parameters.

      “That’s the one,” an analyst announced, tapping a key on the computer in front of him, and highlighting the ship that was furthest out to sea. “Has to be. It’s the only vessel on that course and heading for 50 miles.”

      Trapp squinted up at the big screen. Zargari’s boat was about 5 miles from the highlighted ship and traveling on a heading that precluded either of the others from being his chosen destination. Was it his imagination, or was the assassin’s boat moving faster now, too?

      Director Lawrence nodded grimly. “The president has given the go order. The second we have confirmation that is the correct ship, you have my authorization to sink it.”
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        * * *

      

      MV North Star

      

      The weather had picked up in the last few minutes, Hasan realized as a gust of wind threw thick, pregnant raindrops in a way that collided with his face.

      Didn’t that fisherman say something about a storm?

      He shook off the worry. The rain was having the unintended but beneficial consequence of cutting through his exhaustion, and although his visibility was now down to under a mile, he felt alive again as he hadn’t in days. He glanced down at the GPS unit and started when he saw he was just a half mile away from his target destination.

      So where the hell was it?

      He grabbed a pair of field glasses from the fishing boat’s decrepit control console and wiped the lenses against his soaked jacket. He scanned the horizon, searching for any sight of the North Star. He picked an arc that led from a mile to the east to a mile to the west of the boat’s supposed location, and scanned in one unbroken movement.

      It all looked the damn same. And with the deck underneath him bucking like a carnival bronco, it was impossible to keep the binoculars steady anyway. He spat out a curse, which was immediately whipped away by the fierce winds. He shielded his eyes with his hands and did another sweep, this time relying only on the power of his eyes alone.

      East to west. Nothing.

      West to east. Nothing.

      Wait.

      Zargari’s gaze snapped to a point about a mile in the distance. It was the ship. It had to be. No other vessel had any right to be out here, not in this weather, not this far from port. It was a container ship, about the right size and dimensions.

      He thrust the throttle down and gunned the old boat’s engines as fast as they would travel, heading directly for it. Reality set in, and he realized that if he didn’t make it to the North Star in the next few minutes, he wouldn’t have to place the muzzle of his pistol against his temple and pull the trigger.

      Nature would take that decision out if his hands. The old fishing boat was already creaking, and for the first time in many years, Hasan Zargari felt true fear. He was nothing in the face of the waves now crashing against the old boat’s bow. Just one of them could snap him into pieces, and they were rolling through the sea with increasing frequency.

      His fingers clenched around the boat’s steering wheel, and he drove it hard, barely blinking as he guided it toward the container ship. He reached it about ten minutes later, and desperately pulled out a large, powerful flashlight, tapping the power switch in a prearranged sequence of pulses.

      There was no response.

      He tried again, but still nothing.

      Dammit. Wasn’t there supposed to be someone on the bridge at all times? How could they not see him?

      He looked up at the smooth, slick sides of the container ship, and realized that there was no way of climbing them. He could ram the boat, but even without the storm thundering outside the hull, the effect would be akin to a fly bouncing off the hide of a rhinoceros. Unless someone up there noticed him, he was fucked.

      Zargari let out an inchoate howl of rage. How could he have come this far, only to be foiled at the final hurdle? It wasn’t fair. He couldn’t die here, like this. What a waste of a life that deserved so much more.

      His head dropped forward against his chest, and he began to sob.

      And then he saw it. A blinking series of lights.

      The next few minutes proceeded as if in a dream. Several crew members, dressed head to toe in bright yellow waterproofs, gestured at him to bring the fishing boat alongside. They threw down a rope ladder, and he climbed up it like a Marine in the Pacific campaign all those decades before. Twice, he almost fell to a fate that would have been certain death.

      Somehow, he managed to cling on. And climb, inch by sodden inch.

      When he reached the top, he slipped over the railings without assistance and collapsed to his knees. Two men greeted him with rifles aimed at his head. They neither moved nor spoke. They did not offer him a blanket to warm his frozen body, or even assistance away from the howling storm.

      At long last, after he had finally regained his strength, he looked up and willed his frozen limbs to stand. “Where is Lieutenant Radan?”

      A third man stepped out from behind a pillar and into view. Unlike the two other men, he was unprotected from the storm, and unarmed. “Who’s asking?”

      Zargari recognized him immediately. The two men had never met, but he could recall every word in the young officer’s personnel file. He went with an appeal to the heart. “Farad, Amir Nazeri is dead. I am deeply sorry to be the one to bring you this news.”

      “What?” Lieutenant Radan gasped, his hand rising to cover his open mouth. “How?”

      “Please, Lieutenant, we don’t have time,” Zargari hissed.

      “I suggest you make it, then,” Radan replied. The assassin could not tell whether the water at the corners of his eyes was a result of the storm, or instead tears of grief. “I don’t know who you are or what you want. Why should I not just tip you overboard, and let Allah decide your fate?”

      “Amir died so that I might get here,” Hasan lied. “Do you wish to cast that memory aside so easily?”

      The young lieutenant blanched as his loyalty to his former mentor was called into question, just as the assassin had known he would. “Do the Americans know?” he whispered.

      Zargari disguised a smile and displayed instead an expression of grief that mirrored Radan’s own. “No. That was Amir’s parting gift. They still believe the Saudis are behind everything. But I fear if we linger too long, they will find us, and there will be no hiding then.”

      Radan nodded resolutely, evidently finding comfort in thoughts of revenge. “So we launch?”

      “Indeed.”

      “The storm won’t pass for three days.”

      “We launch now,” Zargari commanded harshly. “Fuel the missile. You have your orders.”
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        * * *

      

      CIA Counter Terrorism Center, Command Ops.

      

      The footage from the Navy’s Triton drone played on the big board. It was choppy, as the small aircraft battled against winds it wasn’t designed to fly in. The images were grayscale, but high resolution. A set of crosshairs marked the center of the screen, though the drone itself was unarmed.

      On the main deck, they watched as crewmen in bright waterproofs raised containers on forklifts and started dumping them into the ocean. Several times, one of the workers slipped and almost fell after them, but recovered at the last second.

      “What the hell are they doing?” Lawrence asked the room at large, his voice tinged with confusion.

      Trapp made an educated guess. “They’re preparing to launch.”

      “In this weather?” Lawrence said doubtfully.

      “You got a better idea?”

      The DCI shook his head. He turned to the nearest analyst. “Where’s the jet?”

      “Two minutes out, sir. The Navy moved them closer. The sound of the storm should reduce any chance of their detection.”

      “Tell them to launch,” Lawrence said, stabbing at the drone footage with his finger. “Do it now!”

      The analyst communicated the instruction to a Navy control room by phone, and they listened to the communications with the jets themselves through speakers arranged on the walls. The exchange was cool and professional, and belied the gravity of what was about to happen.

      “SUNSHINE flight, you are weapons free. Say again SUNSHINE, you are weapons free.”

      The reply was instant. “Bruiser one away,” said the voice of the first pilot.

      “Bruiser two away,” a second added.

      Trapp’s eyes were drawn to the tracks of two air-to-ship missiles. He counted just twenty seconds between the pilot’s acknowledgment that the rockets were in the air to when the icons merged with that of the North Star. It barely felt real, more like a computer game than war.

      He shifted his gaze to the drone footage just in time. He didn’t see either missile hit, but the effect was unmistakable. The screen flared white, and for a few seconds nothing at all was visible. When the feed finally resolved, they watched as a shockwave emanated out from the crippled, quickly sinking vessel, pushing waves and rain ahead of it until it died a few hundred yards from the patch of ocean that had once played host to a freighter named the North Star.

      Pope was the first to react. His tone was dry and humorless. “Rocket fuel’s a real bitch, huh?”
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      Baghdad International Airport

      One month later.

      

      Not even the woman he loved would have recognized the man who sat behind the wheel of the Toyota pickup truck, decorated in the livery of the Iraqi National Police. His tanned, weathered skin was bronzed beyond the ability of even the sun through the liberal application of dark makeup. A salt-and-pepper mustache sat astride his top lip.

      Even his trademark, wraithlike unequal irises were concealed behind a pair of brown contact lenses. The man behind the wheel was now an aged captain in the national police. His powerful frame was hunched over and obscured by the dusty digital blue fatigues of an oversized uniform, complete with gold unit and rank patches, etched in gold-colored thread.

      It was past eleven in the evening, and the engines of the final few commercial flights with permission to land that night tore the air apart as they passed overhead. The truck was parked on a slipway not far from the razor wire topped blast wall that surrounded the runway, so the massive jumbo jets passed just a few dozen feet overhead, their wake gently rocking the vehicle on its suspension.

      If Jason Trapp had been so inclined, he could have acquired even a relatively basic shoulder-fired surface to air missile system and plucked a commercial jetliner from the sky. At that range, the huge, fuel-guzzling and unshielded engines would have painted a target that was too enticing to miss.

      But he was not a killer of innocent men and women.

      His target that night was indeed aboard a commercial flight, wearing a disguise and under an assumed name. Only one bodyguard had traveled with him on the flight itself, though several others were due to meet him after he landed. The man made regular journeys into Iraq, sometimes flying into Baghdad International as tonight, or else landing at Al Najaf International. On other occasions he drove through Diyala, or flew into Kurdistan before completing his journey by car.

      The only method of transport he never availed himself of was flying by private jet, for that was a false convenience whose true price would be paid not in gold but blood. He always flew commercial, on busy planes. He knew that to travel without innocent lives to shield him was to open him up to attack, and in his long career, he had made enemies across the Middle East and beyond.

      No enemy was more deadly, though, than the one he called the Great Satan.

      And yet for so long, a succession of American leaders had restrained themselves from cutting off the head of the snake. In response to the bombing of an American convoy, they might authorize an airstrike against an Iranian proxy in Lebanon, or the assassination of a bomb maker in Syria.

      To be truthful, the consequences of escalation by either side would be severe. Though it was cruel to the families of those involved, each nation could tolerate the deaths of a few soldiers here, or an attack on an ally there. Those were the stakes of the game, and all involved accepted what they were playing for. There was no sense in raising the blinds, not when there was so much profit in the status quo.

      General Qassem Suleimani had allowed himself to grow lazy in that assumption. He thought himself almost as safe in Iraq as he did at home.

      Indeed, that was true.

      He was almost as safe.

      The device was about the same size and shape as a home movie projector. Indeed, this particular unit had been encased in a lightweight plastic sheath and branded with a SONY logo. It even came complete with cardboard packaging, and an invoice from Al Manzil Electronics, the largest electronic goods retailer in Iraq. It probably wouldn’t survive a detailed cross-examination from someone who knew what they were looking at, but it would do fine in the face of a cursory inspection.

      It was actually an AN/PED-2 Lightweight Laser Designator Rangefinder, a tool commonly employed by US special forces to locate and paint enemy targets. It emitted a coded series of laser pulses that could be detected by a laser-guided munition fired by a US aircraft in the skies overhead. And if everything went to plan, it would be doing exactly that just a few minutes from now.

      The truck rocked once again as a jet passed overhead. At first, Trapp found it difficult to make out the decoration on the aircraft’s tail. It wasn’t until it touched down and started to slow on the top of the floodlit runway that the silhouette of an eagle in a dark gold background came into view.

      Trapp glanced down and confirmed what he already knew. Cham Wings flight 502 had just touched down, seven minutes ahead of schedule. The jet had lifted off from Damascus fewer than ninety minutes earlier, and its most notorious passenger wasn’t even on the flight manifest.

      He never was.

      Further confirmation of the jet’s unusual cargo presented itself when the jet did not continue taxiing to the terminal building. Instead, it rolled to a halt sixty seconds after landing, and stayed perfectly stationary for another half minute. A tug pulled up alongside, towing a single set of stairs which it pushed level with the forward exit on the side opposite from Trapp.

      The American special operator was not concerned by this development. As far as he was concerned, the unusual arrangement unfolding on the runway was proof enough that the Israeli-provided intelligence was on the money. At worst, another unsavory character might have found themselves mixed up in the wrong kind of business. He would shed no tears if they died in Suleimani’s place.

      It would make the general’s later assassination even more difficult, but whatever it took, Trapp would get the job done.

      Still, he considered that outcome unlikely.

      As he watched, two dark SUVs sped onto the runway. Their headlights glinted, but seemed altogether unnecessary given the powerful overhead lighting that flooded out across the asphalt. He swallowed, feeling that familiar tug of anxiety that assailed him before every engagement. It wouldn’t take much to go wrong tonight before he found himself on the run in a foreign land, on the wrong side of some very pissed-off individuals.

      But it was a hazard of the job. He didn’t attempt to hide from the fear; he embraced it, using it to sharpen his natural instincts.

      He was ready.

      The SUVs rounded the aircraft’s nose and pulled up on its far side, and were out of Trapp’s sight for approximately twenty seconds. During that time, he presumed, they were stopping to pick up a single VIP, one General Qassem Suleimani.

      Calmly, Trapp took the opportunity to twist to his side and retrieve one of two items that sat on the frayed leather passenger seat – the laser designator. The other was an old but well-maintained and recently cleaned and oiled Kalashnikov assault rifle. The magazine was loaded with thirty rounds, of which one was in the chamber. The safety was still on. He had several more magazines on his person, though he hoped not to need them.

      He powered up the laser designator, hearing a familiar high-pitched whine as power fed through the unit’s circuits. A few heartbeats later, a single low beep indicated that it was ready for use.

      Trapp did not breathe for several long, tense seconds, during which he questioned whether the intelligence they had been fed was accurate.

      Finally, the SUVs emerged from behind Cham Wings 502. They built up to a top speed that wasn’t much lower than the jet itself had been traveling when it landed. A deep sigh seeped from Trapp’s lips. As expected, they were coming right for him.

      The pickup truck’s window was already rolled down, and the stink of his own sweat mixed with the acrid tang of burned jet fuel hung heavy on the still, warm air. Spring was coming to the desert. In an hour’s time, the temperature would dip below sixty degrees, but for now it was still shirtsleeves weather.

      Trapp’s vehicle was sitting at the very end of the slipway, just before he joined up with the main road leading into Baghdad itself. The two SUVs would travel in his direction for almost 200 yards after exiting the runway. He rested the laser designator on the ledge of the truck’s window and dropped his eyes to the viewfinder slot.

      And then he waited.

      The SUVs dipped out of his sight for a second time as they passed behind the runway’s blast wall. He heard them before he saw them reemerge, the engine noise indicating they were doing at least 70 miles an hour, and perhaps a little more.

      Trapp raised his wrist to his mouth and spoke in a barely audible tone. “REAPER, this is Hangman. We are a go. Say again, we are a go. Hangman out.”

      He neither waited for, nor expected a response. He couldn’t hear the drone lingering overhead either, but that was kind of the point. If he couldn’t hear it, then neither could the bastards it was sent to kill.

      His heartbeat thudded once more before the SUVs emerged on the slipway. He blinked with relief as he realized they were heading right for him, then focused. Through the viewfinder, he could see the green beam of the laser – invisible to the naked eye – as clear as day. He rested it on the lead vehicle’s hood and waited.

      The SUV burned up fifty of the 200 yards in a heartbeat. Then another fifty. Another twenty. Another ten.

      And then he saw it.

      A flare of brightness in the dark night sky. Just a pinprick of light.

      A second later, the lead vehicle simply disintegrated. One moment it was there, the next in a blinding flash of light, a Hellfire missile did exactly as the name promised, and rained down hell from the sky.

      Cutting it a little close there, flyboy.

      The second SUV seemed to burst through the burning debris of the first. Trapp wondered if the driver even had time to react before the second missile appeared in the sky. Maybe, because it appeared to jink on the road at the precise moment of the next explosion.

      This time, the missile flipped the SUV instead of outright destroying it. Trapp tossed the designator to one side, grabbed a pair of field binoculars from between his thighs, and scanned the wreckage. Half the SUV’s chassis was simply gone, like a tin can peeled back. A body lay inside, not moving. Through the smoke, it was impossible to make an identification.

      Trapp dipped his head a second time and said, “REAPER, hold fire. Performing BDA. Out.”

      “BDA” stood for Battle Damage Assessment, and was strictly unnecessary. The drone’s payload was four Hellfire missiles. Only two of those had been expended so far. The smart move would have been to instruct the drone pilot to rain down hell. But on a mission like this, the man on the ground was God.

      And tonight, Hangman was playing that role.

      Trapp felt a strange compulsion to end this himself. He started the truck’s engine and covered the 70 yards to the circle of burning wreckage in just a few seconds. He threw open the door, grabbed the Kalashnikov, and jumped out.

      Everyone in the first SUV was dead. He barely had to look to confirm that. Nothing was left of it.

      But someone was moving in the back of the second. Through the smoke, it was impossible to make out an identity. And in truth, he didn’t really want to know. Trapp raised the Soviet-designed rifle to his shoulder, flicked off the safety and pumped every single last round into the smoldering chassis.

      It was over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear reader,

      

      Thank you for making it to the end of yet another Jason Trapp book! I’ll be honest with you, this one took way longer to finish than I expected. I hope it was worth the wait!

      I had the idea for this book whilst watching a “documentary” on YouTube about the Glomar Explorer expedition, and the CIA’s Project Azorian, which really did aim to raise a Soviet missile submarine from the depths of the ocean in order to retrieve its codebooks. Supposedly the operation was a failure, but then, isn’t that exactly what they would want us to believe?

      I’m joking. Or am I…

      The highly classified project cost $800 million in 1974 money, which is closing on $5 billion today. To put that into context, it was equivalent to about a third of the CIA’s entire annual budget!

      It occurred to me that the Soviet boat K-129 wasn’t the only nuclear submarine that has been lost at sea since the Cold War. What if the Iranians got sick of us foiling their attempts to manufacture enriched uranium, and decided to steal it instead? This book is essentially the conclusion of that what-if scenario playing out in my mind. It’s obviously incredibly far-fetched, but hey, if I can think outside of the box, then why can’t they?

      As far as I can tell from my research, there is no technical impediment to firing a ballistic missile from a ship-based platform, either. I think I mentioned in the book, but the Indian Navy have deployed one already. It’s obviously not the best technical solution – submarines are – but security through obscurity is a real thing.

      The other obvious point to make is that this is the first book that references a real, if now deceased, person: General Qassem Suleimani. I started writing this book at the very start of November 2019, when it had him in it, no problem. He was a larger than life character, a real-life movie evil genius.

      Imagine my surprise when less than two months later he was killed in a drone strike on the grounds of Baghdad Airport! I had already written up Trapp disposing of him in an entirely separate fashion, but I couldn’t resist melding fact with fiction, even if it did result in a hefty rewriting job over the next few weeks.

      The other thing that struck me, after having written Flash Point just a few months before, about the whole scenario was that yet again, a commercial airliner was shot down. Not exactly the same situation as in the previous book, but not too far off. The reality of those deaths is considerably more chastening when it actually happens, and it would serve me well to remember that.

      Before I get a few dozen emails about it, Eliza Ikeda will be returning in the next book. I think Jason missed having her around in Depth Charge, and I’d love to know whether or not you agree. And frankly from my perspective, it was sad not to have her around!

      Nick Pope will definitely be a recurring character as well. I really enjoyed writing him, and I’m even toying with the idea of giving him a series of his own. I’ve got a killer plot line that just doesn’t work for Jason, but it’s one I think he would handle admirably on his own…

      Nero and his SEALs also made a cameo in this book. You guys might remember them from False Flag. Again, if I need special forces assistance in the future, I’ll probably call on Nero.

      So – what lies in store for Jason?

      The next release will be a prequel novella. I started writing it months ago, and it has expanded into something I didn’t expect. It shows Trapp in his 20s, before he joined Delta, and long before the CIA got their claws into him. His old partner, Ryan Price, also makes an appearance. Since I never really got to write anything with Ryan, it’s been really enjoyable to find out what kind of guy he could’ve been.

      I think it will help fill out some character development for Jason, too. As we know from Deep State, he had a hell of a childhood. The Army helped give him structure, home and a family, but nobody ends up in the line of work he does in this series without experiencing some really dark days in their life. The novella helps round out how he turns from a hard-drinking, hard-fighting soldier in his early days to the man he becomes later on. I hope you enjoy it.

      After that, I’m working on the fifth book, which is tentatively titled The Apparatus. It’s a slight departure in naming structure, which is probably of interest to no one except me! It’s been really fun planning it and starting to get some words down. It’s got kind of a Deep State conspiracy vibe to it, but I won’t say more.

      As always, if you enjoyed Depth Charge, I would really appreciate it if you could leave a review. I read all of them, and they really do help me improve my craft and hopefully make these books better and better for you guys.

      Finally, because this is my prerogative as a writer, I’m going to dedicate a book for the very first time. This one, though she can never read it, is for my pup, who passed away a few weeks ago after almost 14 very happy years. I miss you.

      

      Thanks again for reading,

      

      Jack

      

      P.S.

      

      If you haven’t joined already, then why not head to www.Jack-Slater.com/updates to sign up to my mailing list. I won’t be emailing you every other day, or even every other week, only when I have a new release—mainly because I’m too lazy and introverted to want to bother doing it any more frequently than that!
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