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Extremism in the defense of liberty is no vice!


Moderation in the pursuit of justice is no virtue!


—BARRY GOLDWATER, 1964






 

Prologue

If the others knew what Abdal al-Fida was up to they would kill him. Not fast, not pleasantly, and not just to make him suffer. These people killed the way others tweeted, to let people know they weren’t happy. To discourage dissent.

To them he was simply a foot soldier, an expendable observer sent out to study the enemy, report, and await further instructions. Any deviation from that would be met with swift and brutal punishment.

But after three long weeks sitting in a cramped office cubicle doing routine computer repairs, Abdal was tired of waiting, tired of hoping the phone would ring. His beard was growing longer as the others busied themselves with endless debates and hand-wringing and second-guessing.

It’s all in the hands of Allah anyway, he thought. Why not be bold and trust in Him?

He didn’t want to believe it was a lack of nerve. That would be too discouraging. To have committed his life and energy to a cause, only to find out he was alone—

I refuse to believe that. But the thought was equally stubborn.

His mother once told him that he came into this world a squawking bird, violently flapping his spindly little wings as if his cage were too small to contain him. Maybe that was Allah sending a message as well, for he was no different now.

Abdal’s faith in Allah’s plan was absolute, and that was what gave him the courage to undertake what he was doing now. After that, proactivity became its own motor. Actions drove other actions and soon there was no changing course, no desire to reverse direction.

What would he tell them later? That contacting someone he knew here in America—someone who was well connected with the black market and was far under the radar—he had used his own money to procure the things he needed.

Building the device, as he’d been trained to do, had been simple. He was afraid he’d forget steps, have to improvise, but once he was focused everything came back to him. It was all he could do to keep his fingers from trembling with excitement as he dismantled the disposable cell phone he’d bought at a nearby Walgreens. He laid out the components, rewired connections, recalled with an almost rhapsodic joy the tart smell of the solder as he worked—

And as he sat in his small apartment he thought of Sara. He wondered if he should call her.

While he had no intention of taking his own life—unlike so many of his naïve brethren he was in no hurry to get to Paradise—he was aware that he might not survive the week. The only thing certain in war was that nothing was certain.

He smiled as he thought of the girl he had managed to grow so fond of. Not that he’d fought it. Every soldier needs a distraction, and they didn’t come prettier than this one. But then something happened. It wasn’t even part of his cover, an effort to blend in; it was genuine. Surprisingly, unexpectedly real. So real that he had broken other rules, had told her who he was and what he was about. She already knew what had happened to his family before he relocated from Karachi, and she understood the rage he carried with him every single moment of his life. Maybe that was one of the things he found so attractive: Sara shared much of that rage herself.

In the end, he decided it was best not to call her. Not until the deed was done. Not until she couldn’t do the one thing no one else on earth could possibly have done: talk him out of giving San Francisco its very own ground zero.
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Ride-Along
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San Francisco, California

“Pump two,” Leon said. “See it?”

“I see it,” Jamal Thomas replied.

It was just after sunset and the battered old Camry was parked down the block from the Arco station on Mission Street. Jamal squinted through the dirty windshield at a shiny gray Land Rover that had just pulled up to the pumps. The driver had climbed out and crossed to the minimart, wallet in hand. Arab, from the look of him. Not just the skin color but the arrogance, the strut. He reminded Jamal of the movies he’d seen on YouTube of blacks in the 1960s, flexing their new legal rights, amped up by the power of numbers, ready for payback after centuries of being second-class.

“Why that one?” Jamal asked. “Why not a Benz or a Beamer?”

Leon shot him a frown. “This ain’t about the car. It’s about—”

“I know what it’s about,” Jamal said. “But we might as well wait for a sweeter ride.”

Leon shook his head. Jamal continued to look out the window.

What this was about was Jamal and Leon trying to get the rest of the Sawyer Street crew to take Jamal seriously. Jamal was almost seventeen and even his brother, who was just three years older, still treated him like a wannabe. He’d spent two years selling apple jacks at school, but that wasn’t good enough for them. It was time to prove himself. Show them he had a pair that clanged.

Jamal’s hand was resting on his waistband, where he’d tucked the gun. Leon had given him a Glock 9mm for his birthday the week before, a bronze-colored beauty that came in a shipment smuggled from Vietnam, part of the old Ku gunrunning network. The weapon felt solid against Jamal’s belly—not the weight of it but the coiled power, the right it gave him to enforce his will on some rich boy or a chump who looked at him funny or a blonde he just wanted because he wanted that blonde.

“Like a terrorist, man,” Jamal said softly.

“What are you talkin’ about now?”

“I was just thinkin’ about how those guys feel when they know somethin’ big is going down while everybody else worries about their own shit. That’s got to be some heavy power trip.”

“Yeah, well, you only have to worry about that Land Rover and not some damn 9/11.”

“I’m on that,” Jamal said. “Just sayin’.”

Jamal was getting excited. Leon was right, but if power was the lesson of jacking a random car, he was ready to learn it.

They watched the Arab pump his gas, then get in and start the engine. The swarthy man fussed with the side-view mirror, adjusting it this way and that, then grabbed the wheel and rolled toward the exit.

Leon popped his transmission into gear, glanced at Jamal. “You ready?”

“I’m ready.”

Leon shifted his foot from the brake to the accelerator and eased after the Land Rover.

      *

They followed the Rover straight to the Loin—the part of the city that had long ago given itself over to liquor stores and strip clubs, where anything and everything was bought and sold, twenty-four/seven.

Jamal wondered what a well-off Arab was doing down here. If he was looking for action, all he had to do was pick up the phone. He didn’t have to cruise through wine country. Maybe he had holdings here, invested some of that oil money in hookers and crack dealers.

An’ the government tells us businessmen are responsible for everything that’s wrong, he thought.

“Next red light,” Leon said.

Leon’s voice was soft, steady. It pumped Jamal up, like the gun. He wanted to impress his brother, win his respect.

A few seconds later the car came to a stop at Eddy and Larkin. The red light burned like the devil’s own eye, fueling Jamal’s own sudden, intense focus on the moment, the gun, the target—

“Go!”

Leon’s voice broke through the near-hypnotic state. Jamal didn’t think. He pushed open the door and jumped out, ripping the Glock from his waistband as he went, holding it against the driver’s window, shouting, “Out of the car!”

The light turned and Leon roared past them, the Camry’s tires shedding rubber. The Arab looked at the gun in horrified disbelief. Jamal slammed the window with the heel of his other hand, angled the gun menacingly.

“I said out! Do it now or you’re a dead man!”

The Arab popped the lock and opened the door. He seemed resigned to losing his car. Jamal stepped back to let him out. Cars were beginning to pile up behind them. Jamal turned slightly so they wouldn’t have a good look at his face.

“Don’t shoot!” the Arab pleaded. “Take the car but don’t kill me!”

“Shut up!” Jamal snarled as he drew back his arm and pistol-whipped the Arab.

The man fell to the asphalt, his arms fluttering like bird wings, his white button-down shirt a coat of feathers. The Arab wasn’t so tough now, Jamal thought, however much money he might have. The young man sighted the gun on the man’s forehead, above his big, frightened eyes.

Jamal heard more horns as well as people shouting. He should have just shot him—no talk, no knock-down, no thinking. Now, too many people were watching. He heard a siren in the distance. Maybe it wasn’t for him, or maybe someone had already called the cops—

Jamal looked up the road, saw the Camry had pulled into an empty space curbside. It was too far to run. And he didn’t want to leave empty-handed.

Okay, you didn’t kill the guy but you can bounce with the car. He could still score points by leading the cops to the Embarcadero and putting the Rover in the bay, or maybe driving it into the hot new lounge of the Phoenix Hotel—

Shoving the gun back in his waistband, Jamal jumped into the Rover, slammed the door, and stomped on the gas. He shot through the intersection, unaware that the light had changed back, clipping a Prius and spinning it ninety degrees. Jamal caromed off into a double-parked yellow panel job with the words WONDER BREAD painted across the side. He saw the R and the B grow large and then the world got very loud as the sound of the impact, the screech of twisting metal, and Jamal’s own scream blended into a single roar. He felt himself flying against the windshield as the rear end of the Rover went airborne and the thing flipped.

Jamal threw his hands out, felt his arms go through the suddenly liquid glass, felt countless pinpricks as the shards raked his hands and face and scalp. It seemed to take forever for the Rover to crash to the ground and everything to go still. In the cottony quiet that followed, all Jamal could hear was his own strained, wheezing breath and the throbbing blood in his ears. He was lying on his back, half out of the Rover, his head resting on the blacktop. He was looking back toward the front seat, which was upside down. Peripherally, he could see people ducking, shifting, reaching into the tangled metal that shielded him from the outside world. He couldn’t move his head, couldn’t feel his body, so he continued to stare ahead.

There was blood in his right eye. It swirled the driver’s side in a ruddy haze, but his left eye was clear. That was how he saw the strange object that had been upended and was resting on the roof. It consisted of four … five … six two-liter bottles full of liquid and tied to one another with duct tape. They were anchored to a pair of propane tanks with more tape. Wires were strung from one of the tanks to a cell phone taped to its side.

A bomb. It was a bomb.
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“You feel it?” Drabinsky asked. “The rush?”

Freelance TV producer Jack Hatfield barely heard the man. As they blasted toward the crime scene, the former firebrand talk show host—defrocked by a fearful, powerful few—found himself thinking about those long-ago days in Baghdad, days that were little more than a distant wash of sounds and images. All he really had left of the place was the shrapnel in his right thigh and an instinctive reaction, a gut-tensing alertness, to any sign or image that had Arabic or Kurdish writing.

“I feel it,” Jack said in a dry monotone. It reeked of insincerity but Drabinsky didn’t seem to notice. He was in the moment, psyched and impatient. Jack understood; these were the times they’d trained for. For Drabinsky, it was a chance to test himself. For Jack it was part of a larger, frustrating picture of bailing water instead of being able to get to the source and stop the damn flood.

They were barreling along Mission Street in a white Chevy Tahoe, the siren blaring, Officer Tom Drabinsky at the wheel—a lean cowboy with a leathery, sunbaked face.

Drabinsky was commander of the SFPD bomb squad, part of the city’s Homeland Security Tactical Company, and Jack had been profiling the squad for nearly a week now. His time with them had been pretty uneventful so far—mostly interviews, each member of the team recounting past glories and talking him through the “what-if…” white papers they had studied.

“They’re kind of like role-playing games, y’know?” one man had told him about those scenarios. “They let you think about problems you might encounter and solve them before you have to.”

Sure, Jack thought. As long as you don’t factor in the stuff that hits you square in the face when you’re in the field: fear, pressure, the media watching you, and the fact that at the very least your job is on the line, at the most your life.…

Then just before dinner, Jack was putting together footage for the local CBS affiliate, something to help make the public aware of its role in watching and informing, when he got the call telling him it was time to saddle up.

“We’re on,” Drabinsky had said. “Where are you?”

Jack’s heart had kicked up a notch. “At the marina, editing footage.”

“A little out of my way but I don’t want you to miss this. Be at the lot in twenty.”

After he hung up, Jack immediately contacted his photographer Maxine and told her to meet them at the accident scene.

As Drabinsky maneuvered impatiently through traffic, Jack’s mind went back to the first time he had been rushing somewhere, that morning in Baghdad when everything went wrong.

He was remembering Riley’s face.

He saw that face in his sleep sometimes. The slack jaw, the glazed eyes, the dust-caked laugh lines around them. A dust that could neither be tamed nor conquered and had permeated every facet of their lives back then—two hotshot network news monkeys riding shotgun with the Second Marine Division, Riley always complaining that the desert was wreaking havoc on his video equipment.

Not that it mattered much.

Richard Edward Riley had the tragic distinction of being the second journalist killed during the early days of Operation Iraqi Freedom, and Jack had been right there when it happened. He could just as easily have been the third. One minute they were bumping along a deserted road and the next they were on the ground bleeding, their Humvee in pieces around them, Jack staring into the open, lifeless eyes of his best friend.

The details remained hazy, defensively isolated and contained by his mind, leaving the event with as much clarity as a half-remembered dream. Only the emotional and psychological pain were clear. Maybe that’s why his mind occasionally returned to it for no apparent reason, with no apparent trigger. It was his subconscious trying to remember, trying to hide the hurt among some cold facts. Like putting ice on a swollen eye.

Of course, the company he was keeping could have something to do with it. Drabinsky’s go-get-’em attitude reminded him of the marines who died that day. Tough, dedicated, counterintuitively marching into hell. Only the uniform was different. The SFPD bomb squad was full of that kind of men and women, the ones willing to risk their lives to keep Americans safe. And the people of San Francisco needed to know just how courageous they truly were. Instead, the rabid left wing harassed him endlessly.

Maybe they’d find out tonight. It was just too bad that a journalist’s dream was often indistinguishable from the stuff that nightmares were made of.

“You alive over there?”

Jack smiled. “Sorry, Tom. I was off in the woods.”

“Hunter or stag?”

“Hah. Good question.”

“Well, come back home, Jack. We’ve gotta stay focused, top of our game. If something goes wrong, you need to know right away.”

“Why? You ever see anyone outrun an explosion?”

“Of course not,” Drabinsky said. “The survivors are the ones who smell things before they go bad. Any dope can run when it’s too late.”

Jack nodded. The commander wasn’t talking out of his ass. In his nearly forty years, he had known soldiers, cops, pilots who had the Spidey sense he was talking about, an instinct for things that were slightly off center. During a visit to southern China, Jack had seen a demonstration in which a blindfolded Shaolin kung fu master defeated two much younger men because he felt what they were about to do. When Jack asked the sensei, through an interpreter, how he did that, the man replied with a smile, “The gray hair.”

Experience. There was nothing like it.

      *

As Drabinsky pulled up to the nearest barricade, Jack raised the Steiner Marine Binoculars he’d brought. It was an ugly, surreal, yet strangely tranquil sight.

Big flatbed-mounted spotlights towered twenty feet on either end of the street and illuminated the scene. The bread truck lay angled toward the sidewalk. It rested against a streetlight, half of one of its panels caved in. Bisecting it was an overturned Land Rover, its roof crumpled under its weight.

The street was empty, the cops maintaining a by-the-book two-block radius from the site. All the buildings and stores in a one-block radius had been evacuated, though most were empty already due to the hour.

Twenty-seven-year-old Maxine Cole showed up while her boss was still studying the scene. Her press pass was swung onto her back—where the camera wouldn’t hide it—and her video camera was already hoisted onto a shoulder, floodlight on. Of Somali descent, she was a tall, city-born triathlete and one of the best hose-n-go shooters Jack had ever known. She wet-kissed everything with her camera, missed nothing, and made editing a breeze.

“Sorry I’m late,” she said. “Cops at the outside barrier didn’t want to let me through. I tried calling you but couldn’t get a signal.”

Jack lowered the field glasses. “They’ve activated a cell phone jammer. Standard precaution.”

“Oh. Right. Duh,” she said as she shot.

Jack gestured toward the overturned vehicles nearly a block away. “The money shot is at the rear of that Land Rover. Can you manage it?”

“Not from this angle.”

He turned to Drabinsky. “Can we go closer?”

“Only if you’re suicidal. We’re sending in the BDR.”

As if on cue, the rear doors of a newly arrived van flew open and one of Drabinsky’s men climbed out, put down a ramp, and started playing with the joystick in his hands. Jack saw a bright white light, heard a soft electronic whir as the bomb disposal robot glided out of the van and down the ramp toward the blacktop, looking like a RoboCop prototype on steroids.

Max got some footage of it making its descent. “So what’s the story here? Somebody said something about a carjacking.”

“Carjacking that went a little south,” Jack told her.

“The perp?”

“Some fool EMTs went in and got him,” Drabinsky said. He had been pacing back and forth, eyeballing the crash. “They’ve got him at General. I don’t know anything else. One of the medics also tried to pull the tag number off the Rover, but it was buried in the bread truck.”

“They get anything at all from the car?” Max asked. Her questions weren’t just for her own information; she was running sound and the bites were often invaluable.

“You mean about the owner?” Drabinsky asked.

“That—or anything else.”

He shrugged. “If they have, no one’s told me. We’re just the garbage collectors. Last to know unless it blows, as we say.”

“Charming,” Max said.

Drabinsky gestured to a portable computer stand where a laptop had been set up. They walked over, Max following everything through the eye of her camera. The screen showed the view from a small video camera mounted on the robot.

“We use the robot to tell us what we’re up against. If it’s the real deal, we either blow it or I go in with the suit to disarm the thing.”

“What’s the deciding factor?”

“Size. We’d just as soon not take out half a city block if we can help it. If that thing is too big to blow, I have to break out my suit and get all Hurt Locker on it.”

Jack watched the bot—the remote-controlled robot—as it arced around and headed down the street, Max videotaping its progress. It moved at a leisurely pace, traveling about a block and a half before it came to a stop two feet away from the rear of the Land Rover. Jack glanced at the computer screen as the joystick operator adjusted the angle and focus, zeroing in on the two-liter bottles—which, it was quickly determined, were only the detonator. Under the upended dashboard were several bricks of plastic explosives, neatly bound together by det cord and at least half a dozen detonators.

Jack’s heart started to thump. This wasn’t one of the rusted-out IEDs the Explosive Ordnance Disposal units back in Iraq were tasked to deal with—the kind that had derailed Jack’s Humvee. This was military-grade C4 that looked as if it had come fresh out of the box.

Drabinsky said to his crew, “We got an eight-hundred-pound gorilla, boys. No avoiding it. Time to break out the demon.”

“You’re going in?” Max asked.

“No choice. Whoever was driving that car meant business.”

Jack’s heart kicked up another notch, but for an entirely different reason this time. It occurred to him that what had started out as a routine profile for a single night’s airing and then online archiving had blossomed into something much bigger. He was working freelance on this, paying Max out of his own pocket, and what he had here was a story that might be important enough to put him back on the national map. A potential terrorist attack in a major American city. And he and Max were the only news personnel who had been allowed inside the circle because Tom Drabinsky and he had hit it off, and that was the way the boss man wanted it.

But there was a downside. Because they’d hit it off, it was a friend who was walking into the hair-trigger kill zone, not some anonymous hero.

Jack watched as Drabinsky crossed to the Tahoe and threw the rear gate open. Two of his crew members joined him there and brought out a helmet and what Drabinsky had referred to as the “demon”—a personal armor suit made of thick padding, designed to withstand the force of an explosion. “In theory, at least,” Drabinsky had told him. They called it the demon because of the number of men who had died wearing one.

As Drabinsky suited up, Jack glanced to his right, toward a cluster of squad cars in the distance.

They had a person of interest in back of one of those cars. Not the bomber but someone who apparently knew the carjacker, had been trying to get to him immediately after the accident.

Jack turned to Max. He didn’t have to tell her to keep the camera on Drabinsky. “Be back in ten,” he said.

Max was surprised. “Where you going?”

“I want to try and find out who they’ve got in the car back there.”

“You sure you don’t want me there with you?”

Jack shook his head. “I want Tom to know he’s got a lady in the lists.”

“Sorry?”

“Jousts. Knights. Helped them focus. You didn’t want to be unhorsed if a pretty eye was on you.”

“Ah. Hey, do I get hazard pay for this?”

Jack smiled. “You’re a newsperson covering news. Be grateful for the privilege.”

      *

Jack got lucky. There was a rookie uniform watching the SFPD’s guest, as they called him. There’s a myth that rookies tend to follow regulations. What they follow is experience and authority. They don’t just give it up, though; most have to be wooed by guys who have been-there, seen-that.

Jack walked up, read the rookie’s name tag, showed his credentials.

“Sorry, Mr. Hatfield, but we’re not supposed to allow press near—”

“I’m not press, Officer Beckman, I’m a friend of Tom’s,” he said. Then he added pointedly, “Tom Drabinsky. The guy in the demon.”

“Yes, sir. I know who that is.”

Jack waved a hand toward the kid in the patrol car. “He give you any trouble when you took him into custody?”

“Nah. There were already a couple citizens keeping him in check.”

“You find the owner?”

Beckman started to speak, then hesitated.

“Don’t worry,” Jack said. “We’re off the record. I just want to know what’s going on.”

Beckman thought about it a moment then said, “Nothing on the owner.”

“Who’s this guy?” He indicated the kid in the car.

“Name’s Leon Thomas. His younger brother Jamal was the jacker. He told us this was just an initiation, no one was supposed to get hurt, and his brother was going to abandon the car after a joyride.”

“You believe him?”

“He’s got a Big Block tat on the back of his neck,” Beckman said. “Either he’s a member of the gang or a serious wannabe. Their initiation is blood, not a carjacking.”

“What did he say about the vic?”

“Only that he was an ‘Arab-lookin’ dude,’” Beckman said.

“Age? Clothing?”

“Twenties, well dressed.”

The kind of guy who would probably slip through spot-check profiling, which the SFPD said they didn’t do. The truth was, every metropolitan police department in the nation did it. Chances were pretty good that granny wouldn’t be blowing up a street car unless she was wearing a head scarf, and Josh or Tyler was less likely to take out a federal building than Muhammad or Omar.

Jack was about to ask if he could talk to the kid when three black SUVs pulled up to the perimeter. A moment later the area was flooded with men in suits, one of whom—a hefty six-footer with the clean, resolute look of a Mercury astronaut—approached Beckman. “Where’s the officer in charge?”

“Who are you?” Jack asked.

The suit reached into his jacket and brought out a set of credentials. Field Director Carl Forsyth, FBI. The agent in charge, by his manner. The man’s eyes were still on Beckman. “Are you gonna point me in the right direction or does this loser do all your talking?”

“Whoa,” Jack said. “What the hell is that supposed to—”

“You mean ‘loser’? I know who you are. You used to have that show on TV, Truth Tellers.”

Jack stiffened. “That’s right.”

“And you’re still working? I figured we’d seen the last of you.”

It was the kind of derision that Jack had gotten used to over the last couple years, but it had been a while since he’d encountered it. After losing his job at the network in a very public way—thanks to an orchestrated smear campaign that had pretty much destroyed his reputation and wrongfully painted him as a bigot—he had removed himself from the national stage, content to work in relative obscurity as a freelance news producer. He’d known he’d have to rebuild his reputation, brick by brick, and had spent the last few minutes feeling like he was back in the major leagues. But then a guy like Agent Forsyth came along and he sometimes wondered if it was worth it.

Beckman had caved, was pointing him in the direction of the MCC—the mobile command center—when someone near the bomb site shouted.

“Down! Everybody down!”

Without thinking, Jack grabbed the rookie and dove toward the blacktop as a massive explosion shook the ground, sending several tons of debris and human body parts rocketing in all directions.

      *

The shock wave blew over Jack, shattering car windows and taking down anyone who had been too slow to react. He heard a low grunt nearby and, through the haze of powdered debris, saw Beckman lying facedown a few feet ahead, bleeding from the base of his neck, a long gash having been ripped by a chunk of cement. Muffled by the thick dust, the roar of the explosion faded, leaving behind a low, steady buzz in Jack’s ears.

The whole world seemed to pause for a long moment, as if to take a deep breath, and he was once again assaulted by that morning in Baghdad, his best friend’s blank stare vivid in his mind’s eye. A vague sense of panic welled in his chest, brought on by the memory, his senses, and the unexpected chaos. But he himself seemed unhurt and he forced himself to remain calm and assess the damage around him.

One of the FBI agents was sprawled on the blacktop, out cold, his suit jacket askew, as the agent in charge and the two uniforms slowly staggered to their feet.

“My God,” one of them muttered.

And that about summed it up.

Beckman stirred, groaned.

Jack got to his feet, simultaneously pulling a handkerchief from his pants and slapping it over his mouth and nose. He checked the rookie’s wound. It didn’t seem life threatening. He turned the man over, placed his head on the block that had hit him. He wanted to keep the flow of blood down, away from the wound.

“You okay?” Jack asked.

The rookie blinked several times, looking dazed. “I think so.” He touched the side of his head, then the back. “I’m bleeding, aren’t I? Feels like I blew out an ear—”

“That’s just the concussion. You got clocked in the neck.”

Jack gave him a pat on the arm. As he was turning to look back to where he had left Max he saw the door of the cruiser fly open and Leon Thomas stumble out. He was covered with a thousand tiny pieces of shattered glass but that didn’t stop him from running into the man-made mist, his hands cuffed behind him.

“Hey!” somebody shouted—

—and Leon picked up speed.

He didn’t get far. Twenty yards away a uniform broadsided him, taking him down like a defensive tackle, two more piling on for good measure. A moment later they had him on his feet, roughly shoving him toward another cruiser. One of them swatted him across the back of the head as they threw the door open and pushed him inside.

Even before the show was over, Jack turned away, shifting his attention to the center of the blast. The dust was starting to settle and through the haze he saw a crater. Half the building behind it was in shreds, a hotel that had been abandoned and was ironically scheduled for demolition. Though the spotlights had been taken out in the blast patches of fire were rising from the building and the shop beside it, lighting the night. A water main had ruptured in the center of the street and was spitting an ineffectual fountain toward the crater. Rivulets followed cracks in the asphalt, creating an odd, shimmering effect.

There was no sign of Drabinsky, his suit, or the robot.

Feeling dread, Jack scanned the perimeter, searching for Maxine. With relief that brought tears to his eyes, he saw her climbing to her feet, staring down at her battered video camera in limp shock.

As if suddenly remembering she had a coworker, she froze halfway to her feet, turned suddenly, and peered along the street. She made eye contact with Jack and, as though she had completed a minichecklist—camera, partner—she collapsed.

Dodging flaming pieces of fabric and paper that were floating carelessly from above, Jack made his way toward ground zero.
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The line was picked up after three rings. The cell phones were encrypted using a Twofish algorithm and a 4096-bit Diffie-Hellman key exchange.

No one would be listening in.

“We have a problem,” the caller said. “There was an incident downtown.”

A pause. “The carjacking?”

“You heard about it.”

“It’s all over the news. Don’t tell me that was us.”

“The car was stolen from one of our assets, Abdal al-Fida. He decided to take a little trip off the reservation.”

“What’s our exposure?”

“He’s alive but he isn’t in custody, so I think we’re in the clear. He outsourced the supplies he used, but that’ll be taken care of by morning.”

“Where is he?”

“Still in the city. He’s been in contact and, to his credit, he seems remorseful. What would you like me to do with him?”

“What I’d like and what’s prudent are very different things. Can we rely on his cooperation?”

“I think so.”

“Good. I’d rather we not do this here. Wipe all trace of him and send him home. We’ll deal with him later.”

“Why not deal with him now?”

“He’s one of Zuabi’s recruits. Things could get sticky.”

“What about the investigation? The scrutiny could compromise our operation.”

“I’m aware of that, but it’s too late to pull the plug. Point Justice in another direction and hand them someone of interest. Make sure it’s homegrown. The White House will jump all over that.”

“How can you be sure?”

“It’s good PR. Better a few local crazies than some Islamic bogeyman.” A pause. “Maybe we can even work this to our advantage.”

“How?”

“Use it to tie up FBI resources while we do what has to be done. Zuabi says his man is already headed to Bulgaria to secure delivery.”

“Who did he send?”

“The one I told you about, Hassan Haddad. The imam says he’s his best soldier. Loyal, efficient, and deadly.”

“He better be right. We can’t afford any more mistakes.”

“I’m with you. If anything goes wrong, we’ll cut our losses and call it a day. Otherwise, we continue full steam and let the imam worry about this idiot al-Fida.”

“Can Zuabi be trusted?”

“A little late to be asking that question, isn’t it?”

“I wasn’t worried till now. You realize however we distract them, the feds will heighten security across the board.”

“They can trot out all the security they want,” the voice said. “They still won’t see us coming. No one will.”

      *

The woman in the security uniform smiled at him, but Abdal al-Fida had to wonder—was her smile genuine or was there something unspoken behind it? Something dangerous? Had someone at the terminal identified him, found something at the car, dug up a picture of him and sent it to every police department, every transportation center, every 7-Eleven?

He hadn’t expected this, the paranoia. And perhaps he wouldn’t feel it so strongly if the car hadn’t sat there so long, if he hadn’t screwed up. If he’d just done as he’d been instructed—

No, he admonished himself. It was a good plan.

He had intended to park the Land Rover in the underground lot of that absurd monstrosity of a federal building downtown, then wait for morning, when the place would be filled with enough infidels to send this fat, lazy nation a resounding message from Allah.

The afternoon before, Abdal had followed one of the blind fools who worked there to an apartment near Fisherman’s Wharf—an elderly woman who wore the beleaguered look of a capitalist slave. Breaking into her car had taken him no time at all, and he’d found her electronic key card tucked into a pocket of the visor above the driver’s seat. Stupid, trusting, and careless. It’s a miracle the nation functioned at all.

In a way, this theft was an act of mercy. If she could not gain access to the parking lot the following day, her life might be spared.

Of course, in the end they were all spared, weren’t they?

The black with the gun had seen to that.

Abdal cursed himself for allowing such an insignificant piece of trash to so easily take control of him. Finding the muzzle of a gun in his face as he waited for the light to change had been so unexpected that reason had fled. Ironically, his training had taken hold then: blend in. Don’t create a scene. It took time for him to get to the rooftop of an unguarded building within a thousand feet of the target, to obtain an unobstructed transmit line from his phone to the one strapped to the primer bomb.

Allah had spared him, and for that he was grateful, but he had to wonder why. He’d never had any interest in martyrdom, but the shame he felt for this failure was worse than any form of death. He knew that those he worked for, those who at this very moment were probably shocked by his impulsiveness, his impatience—his foolishness—would kill him. The methods were still too horrible to contemplate. Yet he resisted the impulse to disappear. He also resisted the urge to rally his wits, to take his own life in an improvised act of terror. Allah did not smile upon cowards, and willful suicide with a tacked-on purpose was still first and foremost a means to escape punishment.

Besides, if he were meant to die Abdal preferred to do it in London, where he had lived for nearly twenty of his twenty-two years, in the comfort of his own home.

Within an hour of the disaster, he sent his primary contact an encrypted text message confessing his sin and begging understanding, if not forgiveness. Several minutes later he received a reply, instructing him to fly home via Los Angeles, where a reservation had already been made in his name. He knew full well that they would consult with Hassan before deciding what to do with him. That was something, at least. Hassan might choose to spare his life so he could surrender it with dignity.

Whatever the decision, Abdal would use the time he had left to make peace with his God.

He didn’t want to risk stealing another vehicle, since the California Highway Patrol was particularly vigilant about watching for stolen cars. License-plate reading software gave them the ability to check over ninety percent of the vehicles on their freeway. So he booked bus passage down the California coast, arriving at Los Angeles International Airport at seven in the morning. He had no need for possessions but he had packed a small suitcase anyway, to avoid raising suspicion among the TSA profilers. Abdal kept a “ready bag” for that purpose, a carry-on stuffed with amenities, clothing, a nondescript novel, and a book of crossword puzzles.

A few minutes after his encounter with the security agent, Abdal was seated at the gate, his paranoia abated. If the woman had suspected anything he would never have gotten this far. She would have motioned one of the security guards over casually but with a hand gesture that indicated there was a problem, and Abdal would have been thrown to the floor, pinned there while another agent handcuffed him.

Instead, the woman went out of her way to be polite, to smile, to assure him she wasn’t profiling. And in that way she let a terrorist through her checkpoint.

But that was not his concern.

All Abdal could think about now was not his mistakes, nor his certain death, only getting home to the woman he loved.

Getting home to Sara.
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The FBI wasted no time instituting a media blackout.

They didn’t call it that, of course. At an impromptu press conference near the blast site that night, with particles of dust still visible in the floodlights, newly appointed Mayor Daniel Maywood announced that the city of San Francisco was cooperating fully with the FBI and Homeland Security. However, due to the sensitivity of the investigation all inquiries were being routed to the FBI’s press liaison—which Jack knew from experience was a deep black hole.

The public was assured that the federal government would spare no expense in finding out who was responsible for the blast, but until the investigation was complete, they would not engage in speculation.

Questions about Al Qaeda and other terrorist organizations were floated, but an FBI spokeswoman repeatedly explained that unless someone came forward to claim responsibility they may not know who was responsible for several days. At this point they didn’t even know who the driver was, who owned the car, or what his target had been.

Figuring that out didn’t take a Heritage Foundation think tank, Jack thought. The city’s civic center was only blocks away, the fattest target on the route. But the feds had no intention of fueling rumors or causing concern that the center, or any other public space, was not safe.

The mayor had no comment about the assertion that a person involved in the carjacking had identified the driver as an Arab. He didn’t want to speculate and create a reactionary spike against Muslim Americans.

When he heard that, Jack wished he had been there instead of riding in the back of an ambulance with Maxine. He would’ve gone on record as saying that he, for one, was tired of all the special-interest hyphenates and wished that any fill-in-the-blank Americans would be Americans first and something else second.

Even though that was the kind of thing that got you tossed off the air, he reflected. But it was worth it. People said he was insensitive and a racist. He said he was a patriot, which was different from most of the mainstream media who seemed to be happy watching the country perforate along ethnic borders like Spain or the former Soviet Union or Iraq.

Jack lived and worked on a fifty-nine-foot Grand Banks yacht in the Sausalito Marina where, as if reflecting the mood of the region, the wind and tides were making some pretty ugly chop. Still, he managed to snag a few hours’ sleep around dawn then watched as local and national law enforcement across the country were put on high alert and did everything they could to create the impression of ensuring the public’s safety. The President made an Oval Office speech the following morning, reminding the country of his commitment to keeping the citizens of the United States secure—and to raise his mortally wounded poll numbers—while politicos from both sides of the aisle clogged the cable news networks and talk radio with enough hot air to float a horseshoe. That bugged Jack the most. Despite the magnitude of what had happened, and the devastating scope of what had accidentally been avoided, the news coverage had no real depth to it, no dimension, no insight.

Only one thing resonated with him. At the center of the newscasts and speeches, the one piece that was never far from anyone’s mouth was that while debris and shrapnel had caused several minor injuries, there had been only one fatality: Officer Thomas Drabinsky of the SFPD bomb squad, whose attempt to defuse the device had ended as he was en route to the target. There was one thing about him that no one mentioned, however, probably because it was too bizarre a thought for anyone to process. It was something he heard from the marines in Iraq and air force personnel when fighter pilots went down.

Tragic as the loss was, Thomas Drabinsky accomplished something that not a lot of people got to do: he died with his boots on and he would not be forgotten.

Jack had seen enough forgotten soldiers in his time. He’d tried to rectify this when he was still on the air, had used the last two minutes of his show to honor the fallen in Iraq and Afghanistan, to put names and faces to these men and women he so admired. It was a reminder to his viewers that the enemy they fought wasn’t some abstract notion, but a real, living danger to the western world. Nine/eleven was a decade past, and too many of us were becoming complacent—including and especially our so-called representatives in Washington.

He had even started a fund, raising money for the kids of fallen vets, and for training guide dogs—by prison inmates, no less—to aid those who had left arms, legs, eyes, and ears in the Mesopotamian war zones.

Jack checked with the hospital at nine A.M. Max was sleeping and her injuries weren’t serious. She had a gash on the side of her head that took twenty-seven stitches to close, but there was no concussion—her camera had taken the hit for her. It thanked her with a smack to the temple that looked, to Jack, like the recoil of a .357 Holland & Holland Magnum. However, he was not surprised when she called early in the afternoon and told him that she wanted to get to recuperate at home. What she said, actually, was, “The deductible on the health coverage I was forced to buy is going to kill me faster than my injuries, so get me out of here.” She said she’d cleared it with her doctor, and calling a cab, Jack went and collected her.

After taking her home, putting her to bed, and making sure the nice old woman who rented her the attic space would look in on her, Jack went back to the boat and began editing the footage they’d shot over the last several days, retooling it to focus on Drabinsky himself. Nothing she had shot at the blast site had survived, but in the end it wasn’t needed. The money shot was not the explosion, it was the proud, smiling face of the fallen warrior.

It took Jack most of the day to assemble it, and when he was done he realized he had something special. He also knew he could make anywhere from fifty to a hundred grand with the package, but decided to offer it to the networks free of charge. His entire reason for becoming a journalist was not to sleep on silk but to sleep well, knowing he had done the right thing.

This was the right thing.

      *

Jack had known Tony Antiniori for a little over a year, but the moment he’d met the guy they’d felt an immediate kinship. And that was the kind of compliment he didn’t hand out often.

A former Green Beret paratrooper, Tony had done three tours in Vietnam, had cross-trained as both a medic and a rifleman, and was still active in the National Guard, teaching combat medicine to young recruits headed to Afghanistan.

He was sixty-nine and still teaching field medicine to the young recruits. Maybe that was part of what kept him young, having to shame the know-it-all out of kids less than half his age. The other part was staying in shape. He was solidly built, more muscle than fat, but at first glance you’d never know that he was career military. He looked like a fugitive from a Fellini movie, his thick head of shoe-polish-black movie-star hair framing a tanned, creased, bearded face and wise but playful eyes. He kept his lanky, six-foot-four-inch frame in shape with a brisk morning flurry of pushups, jumping jacks, and crunches every other day. Nothing high impact; just enough to get his heart rate up and help keep his cholesterol down. He dressed younger, too—casual, mostly turtlenecks and corduroys. And he dyed his white hair black, his one concession to vanity. If he squinted, he could still find and sometimes talk to the twenty-year-old who always wanted to be where he ended up.

That sense of accomplishment was the real reward, though sometimes there was unexpected blowback.

Tony had once told him the story of Beth Middleton, and how he was attracted to her the instant he saw her. The woman’s smile hooked him and her tight jeans held him. Her quick wit did its job, too. In that sense he was not unlike most men: it was lust at first sight.

Beth was thirty years younger than him but something about her was much older. When they finally got around to talking about something other than medicine, he learned that she had grown up in a military family, moving from base to base, though she had managed to stick around the Florida panhandle, near Panama City, long enough to go to high school. Maturity is something he found in a lot of army brats. Because they never really got to put down roots, because they rarely got to make friends for very long, their lives were spent on the outside, reading when they were alone, watching when they were with people.

Beth’s father had been a lieutenant colonel in the air force. He flew a hundred combat missions in Nam, in the F-4—a classy, long-range Mach-buster that was still being used in the Gulf War. The sky jocks always said that if you had to be away from home and honey, this was the baby you wanted to be with. Lieutenant Colonel Middleton apparently felt the same. He later became a flight instructor, keeping close to the Phantoms, married late, and had Beth even later.

She worshipped her father and craved his attention—which he obviously didn’t bestow as readily or happily as he did lectures on the range of his big silver bird. Beth didn’t have to say it for Tony to figure out that he was the reason she was attracted to older men. He didn’t imagine he was the first.

After college she earned her master’s in Arabic language studies from Texas A & M and, after hours, snagged a Ph.D. in MdS—Marquis de Sade. She liked to be dominated and humiliated, something Tony didn’t know till later.

Although it was against military rules and regs they fraternized in the most intimate way. At first in his car and later in motels near the base in Sacramento. As they came to know each other better, she became more open about her desires.

At first Tony went along with the “game,” as he called it, by tying her up and telling her she was a “dirty girl.” But he—and his anatomy—quickly tired of the sport because he wasn’t wired for it. He decided to self-prescribe Levitra. He took it with a Coke from the vending machine outside their favorite cheap motel. When they got back to the room, Tony slipped into the bathroom. As he undressed he looked at his old friend in the mirror and was shocked to see it standing at the same angle as his seventeen-year-old self. And he didn’t even have to squint.

In the months to come he would jokingly tell his friends about his experience, noting that, “I took that little orange tablet, looked at myself, and fell in love.” It never failed to get a laugh.

The Levitra worked all right, except where it counted most: inside his head. This wasn’t lovemaking, it was psychodrama. After a couple of months he found the sight and feel of the clothesline she carried in her bag to be a turnoff. It had the smell of the recent past but the less tangible odor of the distant past, a lack of attention from daddy. That was something he didn’t want to be a part of.

The night he told her wasn’t fun for either of them. Beth dropped her bag on the bed, crawled toward the pillows, and when he sat beside her she curled into a tight, fetuslike ball, covered her face with her hands, and began to sob, “Tell me I’m a bad girl … tell me I’m a whore!”

He gently lifted her hands and held them between his.

The light shone on her tears. The edge of the rope poked from the top of her bag like a fuse.

“Tie me up,” she demanded. “Make me feel like the dirty slut I am.”

“Not tonight, Beth,” he said softly, cradling her to him.

She seemed to recoil slightly before yielding. “You’ll be back?”

“Not tonight or ever again.”

Tony missed what she made him feel, but not how she made him feel. On the other hand, after nearly seven decades, it was good to feel challenged. More than anything, that was what life had to be about.

As soon as he got back to the city that night, he immediately went to Peter and Paul Church in North Beach and begged Jesus to forgive his sin. Like millions of lapsed Catholics, Tony loved Jesus, admired the Church less, and was no longer constrained by the sexual edicts of a corrupt priesthood.

      *

When Jack finished editing the footage of Drabinsky, Tony was the first person he showed it to.

“Damn if I don’t have tears in my eyes,” Tony Antiniori said.

“Thanks,” Jack said.

“I mean it, that’s a helluva tribute,” Tony said. “You think you’ll run into any resistance from the networks?”

Jack shrugged. “My name isn’t exactly welcome, but considering what I’ve got here and the price I’m asking, how can they refuse?”

“Because they’re kind of like reverse terrorists,” Tony said.

“I don’t follow.”

“They will blow up an entire network news division just to keep one guy from the spotlight.”

Jack smiled. That was as good an assessment of the network mind-set as he’d ever heard.

“They’re putzes,” Tony added for good measure.

“That’s what my grandfather used to call my old man.”

“Your mother’s father?”

Jack nodded.

“Because your dad wasn’t Jewish?”

Jack shook his head. “No, because he was hoping his daughter would marry up. In Granddad’s mind, watch repair didn’t quite cut it. Even though my dad loved it.”

They were sitting in the aft salon of Jack’s Aleutian 59 he’d dubbed the Sea Wrighter. He and Rachel had bought it during the real estate boom, with money she made from flipping houses. Jack had been a live-aboard for two years, since moving out of the house in Tiburon he’d shared with his ex-wife. He often marveled that his boat was almost double the size of Hemingway’s famous thirty-eight-foot Pilar. Named for his second wife, Pauline, whose nickname was Pilar, it was also the name of a pivotal character in For Whom the Bell Tolls. Built in Brooklyn, New York, in 1934 by the Wheeler Shipyard, it cost $7,455. Jack chuckled thinking about the 70-hp Chrysler Crown gasoline engine, which drove her at 8 knots with a top speed of 16 knots. Jack’s Aleutian had two 1000-hp Caterpillar diesels, which could drive his forty-ton beauty upwards of 22 knots. Jack also had a small apartment in town but he rarely spent time there, preferring life on the marina instead. There was a sense of community here, of shared purpose, that you didn’t get in the city.

Tony lived aboard the Tarangi, a thirty-two-foot Chey Lee clipper just three slips down—a slot he’d managed to score despite size restrictions when one of the larger boats pulled anchor. So a day wouldn’t be complete without Tony at least popping his head in, and more often than not he brought along a bottle of wine. Tony considered himself something of a budget connoisseur and liked to share.

Jack preferred beer or a single malt himself. His favorite combo was a few ’85 Glenrothes followed by a couple of cold Becks, but he indulged his friend’s passion and usually gave in when offered a glass. Tony’s selection tonight was an ’04 Gaja Sori San Lorenzo, which he’d received in exchange for his mechanical skills on an Atomic-4 engine. They toasted Officer Thomas Drabinsky at the top; it was the first time since the blast that Jack had choked up. Something about the finality of the gesture, the acknowledgment that a life was over, his story had been told, The End.

Tony picked up on it and gave him a tight-lipped smile.

The wine was damn good and it lifted his spirits from the first sip. It tasted unlike any other heavy red. He savored the understated layers of currant and black cherry, with a tinge of coffee. But even his relaxed mind wasn’t able to stray far from the events of the last twenty-four hours.

“Y’know, something’s bothering me about this whole thing,” Jack said.

“Talk to me.”

“I watched that press conference twice and I still don’t understand why the mayor and the FBI pushed aside the whole Arab connection.”

“A problem with the source?”

“Who, the carjacker?”

Tony shrugged. “Maybe the kid was lying. Or could be he got it wrong.”

Jack shook his head slowly. “They had to have pulled security video from the Arco station by now. If it’s not true, someone would have said so. Maintain good relations with the Arabs and all that.”

“So you’re saying that the absence of a denial is as good as a confession.”

“That is exactly what I’m saying.”

“I like it,” Tony said. “There’s something else I like, too.”

Jack looked at him. “What’s that?”

“It sounds like you’re finally getting your mojo back.”

Jack considered that as he sat back. He let the wine and the cool afternoon breeze and the fellowship of a good friend remind him how sweet and precious life was. Even so, as Drabinsky had shown, there were qualities and ideals far greater than that, the need to do the right thing, the honorable thing, whatever the cost.

If an Arab had set the bomb, Jack wanted to know who and why. He wanted to find out why the authorities were tiptoeing around the monster who was at the center of their investigation. He wanted to know where the bastard was now and if he intended to try again. Not because he was a racist or hated Muslims as his critics had said, but because the elusive son of a bitch was a murdering terrorist. Tracking him down and exposing him was the right thing to do, whoever it pissed off.

“Yeah,” Jack said at last. “The mojo is so back.”

      *

Jack Hatfield’s fall from grace had been swift and brutal, and had come when he could least afford it. Already in the midst of his divorce, he was a year into a new contract hosting Truth Tellers, one of the top-rated opinion shows on the GNT cable news network, when he was blindsided by accusations that he was an unrepentent Islamophobe.

The accusations were nonsense, of course. Jack had long been a champion of religious freedom and free speech and anyone who watched his show knew that. But the liberal media elite took it upon themselves to take his words out of context so they could twist and amplify them. They went after him like a starving jackal chasing an eastern cottontail.

As much as Jack believed in religious tolerance, he drew the line at murder. And whether his detractors liked it or not, Muslim extremists were the face of terror around the globe. Time and again they had demonstrated a willingness to kill in the name of Allah. Pointing out that simple fact, and suggesting oh-so-gently that a few more imams should be speaking against the killing instead of getting wound up stumping for a controversial mosque in the heart of San Francisco did not even begin to rise to the level of hate speech. The exact, very rational words that started the anti-Hatfield fatwa were, “Hell, if these guys did more of the first no one would ever complain about them wanting to do the second.”

Jack knew he wasn’t doing his career any favors by compounding that statement with reports that the mosque was being funded by a Saudi business consortium he believed had ties to a Wahhabi jihadist organization called the Hand of Allah. Several mosques funded by this same group had been built in London and throughout the United Kingdom, and Jack was convinced they were superficially mosques and fundamentally training facilities for Islamofascist sleeper agents. In the days that followed his initial remarks, Jack regularly took Prime Minister Griffiths to task for allowing these facilities to be built.

The last act of the drama occurred just ten days after it started, when he held a Truth Tellers panel debate on the topic, bringing in participants from across the political spectrum. The debate was civil until Jack asked a simple rhetorical question:

“How would you feel if Muslim extremists got hold of a nuclear weapon?”

There was a momentary chill in the air, then one of the panelists—a supercilious professor of legal studies named Aldrich—said, “You’re assuming that’s even likely.”

“You’re naïve if you think it isn’t,” Jack told him. “And let’s not forget what Abd al-Rahman al-Rashid told us. That while it’s true that not all Muslims are terrorists, the majority of terrorists are Muslim.”

“All right, but considering there are approximately one billion Muslims in the world, how exactly do you propose to stop them?”

“When you factor in the laissez-faire attitude of much of our country,” Jack said, “the odds against us aren’t good. But let’s say, for the sake of argument, that just ten percent of those one billion Muslims are fanatic haters who would kill all of us at the blink of an eye. A matter of us versus them.”

“And?”

“If it came down to it, would you rather see a hundred million of us killed, or kill a hundred million Muslims?”

Murmurs rose from the panel and Aldrich just stared at him with a self-satisfied grin. Within hours, a smear campaign was carefully orchestrated by a radical watchdog group called Media Wire, which spared no effort to grind Jack’s reputation into the dust beneath its jackbooted heel.

HOST OF TRUTH TELLERS WOULD KILL A HUNDRED MILLION MUSLIMS! was the headline tossed into the echo chamber, bolstered by an edited clip of the show that isolated his last words and removed all context. The distinction between true Muslims and those who perverted their faith to justify their violence—a distinction Jack always tried to make—was completely ignored by the media.

The man behind this campaign was a reclusive, Austrian-born billionaire named Lawrence Soren. The eighty-one-year-old had made his fortune by betting against national currencies. He profited almost a billion dollars on the British pound alone. Just after the catastrophic Japanese earthquake of March 2011 and the disasters in their nuclear power plants, he had shorted Tokyo Electric and made hundreds of millions on the tragedy. No government would stop this rapacious beast because he owned their leaders. He also had a controlling financial interest in several major news organizations in the U.S. and much of the world, including the recent acquisition of the company that controlled the majority of GNT’s stock. By the time Soren was done, Truth Tellers had not only lost half of its sponsors but Jack was being told by the network that he had to apologize on air to the Muslim community or face immediate termination.

Because he felt he was innocent, not because he was afraid, Jack reluctantly tried an on-air explanation. It was exactly fifteen words long:

“It was not my intention to discredit all Muslims,” he said, “only those who seek to harm us.”

Before the night was out—before the show was over, in fact—he found himself as jobless as if he’d eaten apple pie off a map of Mecca. Trapped in a contract that kept him from moving his show to another network. Time magazine listed this sudden fall as one of the twenty biggest blunders in television history—a massive chunk of hyperbole if there ever was one. Anyway, to Jack’s mind, standing up for his principles wasn’t a blunder at all. He would lose sight of that for a while afterward, as he looked for a place to put his key, but that’s the beauty about the truth: however long you turn away from it, it’s still the truth and still there.

The final twist of the knife came three weeks later, when the British Home Office released a list of terrorists and criminals who were banned from traveling to the United Kingdom. To Jack’s utter surprise his name was on that list. The home secretary hadn’t bothered to include Osama bin Laden, but right there, front and center, was John Samuel Hatfield, former combat journalist and network news commentator, whose “radical and provocative statements” were deemed “a threat to public security.”

Several weeks later, the London Daily News ran a story on the ban, revealing a series of illuminating e-mail exchanges between the Home Office and the PM. What the newspaper uncovered was a case of political cowardice in the extreme. Jack Hatfield was being used to make the British government’s bias against Muslims seem relatively tame and tolerant. This was the same government that many believed was instrumental in the concurrent release by Scottish officials of Abdelbaset al-Megrahi, a convicted terrorist who was responsible for the fiery deaths of two hundred seventy people on an airplane passing over Lockerbie.

Months later, it came out that the very home secretary who had banned Jack had been using government funds to support her husband’s porn viewing habit.

When a reporter from a London tabloid had asked Jack for a newspaper quote, he said, “Her politics are more pornographic than any sex scene. What can be more obscene than the government of the U.K. refusing to deport radical Muslims who preach the overthrow of England, demand the introduction of Sharia law, and chant ‘death to the queen,’ all the while refusing to lift the ban against Jack Hatfield? I am the only member of the American media prohibited from entering the U.K. because of the degenerate political minds of the home secretary and her cohorts.”

The hypocrisy of the U.K. and the weak-kneed sensibilities of his own nation were stunning, but with his credibility all but destroyed he was forced to surrender those battles, withdraw from the national scene, use his wits and skills and whatever closet supporters he had left—and thank God there were a bunch of them—to earn a living.

He did it alone, because his wife had withered under the scrutiny and catcalls, the burning bags of feces on the doorstep and the death threats on voice mail.

He made his deals in back rooms, wrote or produced anonymously because even his friends were afraid of Lawrence Soren, Muslim backlash, or both.

But he did it all, survived so he could get to this point.

Not to stroke his wounded pride, not to show a president or prime minster that by God he was right.

He did it for this one chance to help the nation save itself from itself.
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Sofia, Bulgaria

The moment Hassan Haddad stepped off the elevator, he knew he was being watched.

It was a weeknight, and across the lobby the hotel lounge and casino were full of European and American businessmen, either drunk or getting there, planning their schemes to rape and pillage the country’s economy as they gambled away their weekly salaries.

Both the hotel and casino were examples of the new Eastern capitalist vulgarity. Crowded craps tables, roulette wheels, and slot machines, surrounded by gold-inlaid walls and marble floors—all symbols of decadence and woeful immorality.

Then there were the Gypsy whores. Bulgaria didn’t hide its perversions any more than it hid its corruption, and these brown-skinned Roma girls knew where the gold was. Nothing could be easier than picking off a pasty American salesman whose wife was nearly five thousand miles away.

Haddad understood the temptation these men felt. He had felt it himself, many times. Most of the girls were quite attractive, wearing short sheer dresses that clung to their skin and suggested at the pleasures that lay beneath. Just last night he had succumbed to the charms of one sloe-eyed beauty, taking her to his room where she had let him do things few women would ever permit. She had received him with such enthusiasm, such passion, that he had to wonder if, unlike so many of the whores he had spent time with, her pleasure was genuine.

Haddad was so surprised and delighted by the girl that he considered inviting her to accompany him home. It was an absurd, blasphemous notion, though it hadn’t seemed so as she knelt over him.

After she was gone, he lay on the drenched bed sheets, thinking back to when he was a younger man, attending university in America. Like Bulgaria, there were no rules in the west, and the two girls across the hall from him, both as limber as gymnasts, had taught him how to please a woman. He often lay with them on their dorm room floor, watching them stroke and prod each other to a feverish frenzy—an education he wasn’t likely to forget.

Haddad had applied those lessons last night and had been rewarded in kind. But shortly after the girl was gone he remembered who he was and why he was here. Sending up a prayer, he asked for forgiveness, promising that he would never again allow himself to fall prey to such depravity.

It was a promise he wasn’t certain he could—or wanted—to keep. Nonetheless, women would not be a priority. There was something more important he needed to do.

      *

The lounge and casino weren’t the only sections of the hotel that were crowded. Several businessmen sat on chairs and sofas around the lobby itself, smiling and laughing, deep in conversations that didn’t interest Haddad.

What did interest him, however, was the lone man sitting near the window that looked out onto a busy street.

Turkish. Casually dressed in a sports jacket and jeans. Neatly trimmed beard, after the current style. Small but hard bodied, with a powerful frame that clothes couldn’t disguise.

Haddad had seen him the day before, amid the crowd of commuters and tourists on the train from Belgrade. They had not made eye contact, and at the time he had thought nothing of the man. Had not even considered that he was anything more than a weary traveler, anxious to get to his destination. The fact that he was staying at this very hotel had not been a concern.

Many people stayed here.

Yet now Haddad sensed that there was something about the Turk that wasn’t right. The way he kept his gaze focused on the newspaper, never looking up, never showing any sign of curiosity about what was going on around him. A beautiful woman walked by but he didn’t register even a flicker of interest.

So he was either a luti—a homosexual—or something else was going on.

Haddad knew quite well that surveillance was a skill that took cunning as well as patience. But the Turk was trying too hard to appear disinterested in his surroundings, and that was as much a giveaway as not trying hard enough.

That was how Haddad knew he was being watched. And this, unfortunately, was a problem.

Moving toward the lobby door, he checked the clock above the front desk. It was nearing eight P.M., and the man who called himself Chilikov would be expecting him soon. If he were late or arrived with an unwanted escort, Chilikov would disappear and that was unacceptable. These arrangements had to be concluded tonight or his schedule would be seriously compromised.

It had taken Haddad a considerable amount of time and money to cultivate a relationship with the Bulgarian, and he couldn’t afford to start over. Normally, he would have sent someone else to handle this task but there was too much at stake.

So he had a choice. Lose the Turk—or kill him.

The meeting place was less than a mile away, a fifteen-minute walk. Haddad knew he could quickly hail a taxi and be there in less than five minutes, but taxi drivers had eyes and ears, and while the chances of anything coming of such a casual encounter were nearly nonexistent, he had always been a cautious man who preferred to travel on foot whenever possible.

After receiving Chilikov’s text message this evening, Haddad had spent nearly an hour checking and rechecking the route to their meeting place using a portable GPS unit he’d picked up in Belgrade. He had found three possible routes to his destination and had memorized them all, certain that he would not be followed but prepared for the possibility.

Now that possibility was quite real.

Haddad stepped through the revolving door onto the sidewalk, paying no attention to the man as he passed but not overtly looking away as the Turk was doing. Because of that, Haddad was able to see, peripherally, what he needed to see.

Haddad moved with deliberation, never rushing. He was a tourist going out for a stroll, nothing more.

The Turk would know this was a lie, of course. But Haddad saw no reason to betray that he was aware of being watched. As he walked away from the hotel, he kept his gaze forward, never glancing back at that revolving lobby door but knowing that the Turk would soon emerge and head in his direction.

Haddad was relatively sure the man was working alone. The best surveillance is done in teams, the larger the better. The subject gets passed along like a baton, giving him less opportunity to make—or lose—a tail. But the modern spy tends to wear iPod earbuds or a Bluetooth, innocuous technology that keeps him plugged in to partners or HQ. Haddad’s cursory look as he passed the Turk revealed neither of these. Besides, he’d been in enough of these situations to trust his instincts and they told him that the Turk was working alone.

The question was, who was he working for?

The Americans?

Haddad knew the CIA had a file on him—most of it fiction—and he knew they had followed him on occasion, a bit of information that had come to light when members of his cell tortured and killed one of their agents. But this man was not skilled enough to be CIA. His trade craft did not rise to their level. Nor did it rise to the level of Mossad. Besides, Jew or Druze, Haddad could detect an Israeli the way a rat smells cheese. It was in his DNA, millennia-old and infallible.

So who was this man? Could he be working for Chilikov?

No. The Bulgarian’s loyalty had been bought and paid for, and it made no sense that he would jeopardize their arrangement. Chilikov was wise enough to know that should he ever betray Haddad, not only would he lose a large sum of cash but Haddad would slit his windpipe and leave him to die gasping in a river of his own blood.

But then, it didn’t really matter who the Turk worked for. He was simply an annoyance to be dealt with.

Continuing to take his time as he walked, Haddad stopped to look in the store windows that lined the street. A bakery with samples of its baklava and garash. A clothing store full of well-dressed mannequins. A tattoo parlor with a flickering neon light, the quiet buzz of the needle emanating from an open doorway. All the while Haddad felt the Turk behind him, at least smart enough to keep his distance.

A small grocery stood on the opposite corner. Haddad crossed to it and went inside, assaulted by the bright fluorescent lights that hung high overhead, illuminating rows of crowded shelves. Most Bulgarians preferred to buy their fruit from street vendors, but there was a small display on the left side of the store and Haddad went to it, taking his time as he inspected a neatly stacked pile of blue plums.

Selecting two firm pieces of the fruit, he moved to the register and glanced casually out at the street as the clerk rang up his purchase. The Turk was nowhere to be seen but Haddad assumed he was out there.

He paid in cash, and after the clerk gave him his change she went to place the fruit in a small paper bag.

He stopped her.

Reaching across the counter, he tore one of the larger plastic grocery bags from its stand and dropped the plums inside.

The clerk didn’t protest.

Thanking her in Bulgarian, Haddad pocketed his change then went outside. Still no sign of the Turk, but across the street was an unlit alleyway and Haddad was certain the man was waiting there.

Countersurveillance was a careful process that involved U-turns and double-backs, taking needlessly complicated routes to your destination. And given enough time, Haddad knew he could lose the Turk with relative ease. But that would only be a temporary solution to his problem. When he returned to the hotel his pursuer would be there again, feigning indifference behind a travel brochure or a magazine or a novel this time.

So Haddad decided to go with his second option.

Death.

Crossing the street, he moved toward the alleyway knowing that the Turk would be on his guard, worried that he’d been spotted. But Haddad gave nothing away, reaching casually into his bag as he passed the alley without a glance and continuing up the sidewalk.

Selecting one of the plums, he bit into it and tasted the sweet, tart nectar. The near sensual delight of it reminded him again of the Gypsy whore and the realm of the flesh. It seemed strange to him that one pleasure should be accepted and the other considered sinful, but that only reminded him of how little time he had spent in religious study. It was something he promised to rectify when this matter was concluded, inshallah—if it were the will of Allah.

Continuing at his casual pace, Haddad finished the first plum, flicked the seed into the street, then took the second from the bag and consumed it in three quick bites. He could feel the Turk’s presence now, matching his pace, so he picked up speed, widening the distance between them, then took a right onto an intersecting street.

There was less light here. One of the street lamps was broken, a bit of luck in his favor.

Moving even faster now, Haddad found his own alleyway and stepped inside, pressing his back against the brick wall as he quickly tied a knot in the bottom of the plastic bag.

A moment later the Turk came around the corner, his small form barely visible in the dim light. He stopped short when he saw no sign of his prey, swiveling his head to look up and down the street.

Haddad knew he had only seconds to do what needed to be done.

Stepping forward, he slipped through the shadows and moved in behind the Turk, then brought the knotted grocery bag up and over the smaller man’s head, pulling it taut around his neck.

The Turk gasped as Haddad yanked him backward into the alley. The victim began to scratch at the bag but Haddad held fast. Haddad knew, if the man did not, that it took five seconds of breathing exhaled air to reduce a man’s strength by half. The Turk gave up his attack on the bag and used what strength remained to swing his fists back, hitting and then clutching at Haddad’s shoulders and face, trying desperately to break free. But his blows were weak and as the seconds ticked by the struggling Turk was reduced to long, sucking, guttural breaths. By then, there was no air at all to be had. The plastic of the bag formed an ugly mask that clung to his open mouth and flared nostrils.

It was a death mask. After another moment he slumped to the alley floor—limp, listless.

Dead.

Haddad removed the bag, pressed two fingers against the man’s neck and felt no pulse. But something was wrong, here. The Turk’s skin was surprisingly smooth.

Too smooth.

Moving his hand upward, Haddad felt the jawline. There was no beard and the skin was far too soft.

Feminine.

With growing alarm he reached into the pocket of his own jacket, brought out the penlight he always carried with him. He flicked it on and shone it into the smaller man’s face.

It wasn’t the Turk at all.

In fact, it wasn’t even a man.

To Haddad’s surprise and horror he found himself staring into the glazed, lifeless eyes of the woman he had taken into his bed last night.

The Gypsy whore.

      *

Ten minutes later, Chilikov said in Bulgarian, “You seem a bit out of sorts. Is it something I should be concerned about?”

“Everything is fine,” Haddad assured him. “Let’s get on with this.”

Haddad spoke in Bulgarian as well—he knew six languages fluently—and had he spoken the truth, he would have admitted to being rattled by the night’s events. The Turk had not been working alone as he had thought. The Gypsy whore had been his accomplice. They had obviously tag-teamed him, and because of the Turk’s smaller stature Haddad had mistaken the woman for him.

It was the kind of mistake he shouldn’t make.

But worse, it also meant the Turk was still out there somewhere. And worse than that, it meant Haddad’s instincts had betrayed him. Whoever these people were, he had allowed himself to be fooled by them. He wondered if he had made any more mistakes.

Had he said anything to the girl last night? Had he shared any secrets with her?

No. Of course not. He was much too careful for that. But what might she have observed and reported back? He had paraded around his room, preening like a proud lion, showing off for the girl, eager to prove to her that he was somehow stronger, better, more desirable than any man she had ever been with. He had left her alone, unwatched, when he went to the bathroom. The door had been ajar but a skilled operative could have used that time to check cell phone numbers, examine a passport, look for airplane tickets, perform any number of quick-assessment observations.

For all Haddad knew the entire event may have been recorded. He hadn’t bothered to inspect her bag.

Careless, cocky, stupid! That, Haddad realized too late, was the difference between a woman and a plum.

After leaving the girl in the alleyway, Haddad had doubled back but saw no sign of the Turk. He had searched the pockets of the girl’s jacket and jeans and had removed her shoes, checked the heels, examined her bracelet and watch and belt, but found no transmitters of any kind. She carried only a small-caliber pistol and a disposable cell phone that showed no record of calls.

Their operation was obviously low-tech, even improvised, but that revelation did nothing to ease Haddad’s mind. If these people were to find out about his deal with Chilikov, there would be trouble indeed.

When he arrived at the meeting place—a car dealership seven blocks from the hotel—Haddad was three minutes late and saw no sign of the Bulgarian. But before he could curse himself again, a limousine pulled to the curb and its rear passenger window rolled down.

Chilikov’s smiling face looked out at him. “Traffic,” he apologized. “I’m glad you waited.”

Anton Chilikov was a Cold War veteran who had embraced Bulgaria’s transition from Communism to capitalism with enthusiasm. He had fingers in nearly every construction project in Sofia, and through his Russian friends, had control of an old Communist weapons dump, which was rumored to be a smorgasbord of Cold War–era military-grade artillery, much of it still functioning.

As the limousine idled, Haddad climbed inside and sat next to him. Opaque glass separated the driver from his passengers. Nothing happened for a long moment as the old man took stock of his companion in the near-darkness. Haddad knew that a skilled observer could tell a lot about someone in a seemingly casual encounter. Was he anxious, perspiring? Did he carelessly apply cologne that could be identified? If he was bearded, was it short in the style of a nationalist or full, suggesting a tribal affiliation? Did he look tired enough to make a mistake that could compromise them both, or did he appear well rested and alert?

Seemingly satisfied, the old man gestured to a small packing trunk sitting on the car seat opposite them.

“Ask and you shall receive,” he said.

Shifting in his seat, Haddad leaned toward the trunk, then stopped and turned to Chilikov. In his eagerness he had almost forgot protocol.

“May I?” he asked.

Chilikov smiled. “By all means.”

Haddad carefully flicked the latches, then lifted the trunk’s lid and stared at its contents. His heart was hammering against his chest. He’d had his doubts about the Bulgarian, but, praise Allah, the old man had come through. Brilliantly.

“You understand, of course, that this is merely a duplicate,” Chilikov cautioned.

Haddad regarded him unhappily. “I do not understand.”

“It’s proof that I’m a man of my word. The actual unit is en route.”

Haddad’s frown deepened. “It is the same?”

“Yes, but in order to meet your requirements I initiated shipping several days ago. I took it on faith that you’d make payment in a timely manner.”

“How soon can we expect delivery?” Haddad asked.

“When you go to retrieve it, the item will be waiting for you. I will give you the pertinent information when it is necessary.” He paused. “Now I believe you have something for me?”

Recovering from his disappointment, Haddad reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a folded slip of paper. He handed it to Chilikov. “The number of the account. I’m sure you will find the balance satisfactory.”

“I’m sure I will,” Chilikov said.

Less than a minute later Haddad was once again standing on the sidewalk, watching the limousine drive away. He was relieved that the process was well along, that it had all worked out despite his mistakes.

He expressed his deep gratitude that night by reading the Koran instead of taking another Gypsy whore to his bed. He didn’t need to make things easier for the Turk, though he was sure the man would try again.

And when he did, Hassan Haddad would not be merciful.
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San Francisco, California

In the week following the blast, Jack found himself between assignments. He spent much of that time trying to get information from the FBI press office about progress in the case, but they were as tight-lipped as always. So he kept himself busy with idle pursuits, drinking in the city he loved.

He enjoyed being downtown during the nine-to-five hustle. The buses, the rush to the underground BART tubes on Market. The girls hurrying to dates with their girlfriends in this gay-friendly town where straight men were as rare as eagles. He loved the loud twitter of the green parrots of Telegraph Hill as they alighted in tall trees near “bum park,” adjacent to the Embarcadero office towers, seeking shelter for the night.

Sometimes Jack would marvel like a schoolboy at the great flock that flew outside the apartment he kept by the bay, chattering in a mad formation, racing to their next stop. He was amazed by the large number of green parrots in the wild flock, said to have grown from a single pair that had escaped captivity some twenty years back—parrots from South America. They had taken to the trees of Telegraph Hill and dispersed into other sections of the city.

Each little bird had its own personality, displayed as they sought friendship, a mate, food, warmth, acceptance, and a branch to sleep on. He loved to watch them clustering in the tall eucalyptus trees, chattering as they each found their toehold for the long cold night ahead—except for the outcasts among the flock, who were rejected because of a mere color differential and forced to seek shelter on a separate tree, like those homeless bums Jack stepped around.

Life’s extras.

On Tuesday he went to visit Maxine to see how she holding up, and was surprised to find her anxious to get back to work. She had a couple of freelance jobs lined up for the following week but was hoping Jack had something for her as well. Jack admitted he hadn’t been able to think about much more than the blast lately and said there was nothing in the works for now.

“How are you going to survive?” she asked, showing genuine concern.

“I’ve got a little cushion,” he told her.

That was something he owed to his father. Not the money itself but the idea of saving. He used to tell his son, “You can always count on watches breaking. What you cannot rely on is people getting them fixed.” He watched his money carefully and the lesson wasn’t lost on Jack. That was another area where his former wife and he had disagreed. She liked to indulge in the fashions of the moment, from expensive clothes to fancy restaurants. Jack didn’t mind some of that, but as a treat, not a lifestyle. And it wasn’t just her. That sense of entitlement, of rampant decadence, was everywhere.

Driving over the Golden Gate Bridge one night, Jack wondered about the decline of America. He couldn’t believe that the entire bridge, this beautiful Art Deco structure, had been built in only two years. Such a feat would be impossible today. Considering the EEOC—the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission—the laws, the lawsuits, the regulations, the spotted owls, and the environment, construction would take forever. As with all those hypocrites the special interests had pumped up their own self-importance, inflated their own influence and resources, at the dearest price of all: the diminishing of America.

As he drove under the south tower, Jack looked up at the spires. He was one of the few civilians that knew there were elevators running inside of these spires, right to the top. An old bohemian friend from North Beach had been an iron worker on the bridge and once took Jack up to the top to see one of the most stupendous views in the world.

He’d felt as if he were only a step away from heaven.

On Friday, Jack and Tony walked to Pagliaci’s on the Wharf—one of their favorite restaurants—taking the long way, up Columbus Avenue. On the way, they saw an old familiar face—Johnny Evans, retired SFPD. They nodded hello as they passed.

“Married three times,” noted Jack when they were out of earshot.

“All brief wives,” muttered Tony.

“Brief wives once made the briefs rise,” Jack retorted. “Now they fill the court’s briefs with lies.”

Tony snorted a laugh. “A new mantra?”

“Not new,” Jack said. “Just haven’t thought about it for a while.”

“Well, go easy on the Rachel juice. You don’t want your ex-wife coming up on you.”

“True enough. It’s just that she’s been on my mind.”

“Because…?”

“I think it’s a default setting. Things come apart like they did the other day, it shoots me to my own blast zones—Iraq or Rachel.”

“Familiar turf, stuff you’ve already wrestled with. Lets you get your footing to process new trauma.”

“Something like that, I guess,” Jack said.

The more he thought about it, the more Jack realized Tony had a point. Any time something bad happened, he went to the evils he already knew. It made sense.

Columbus crested near a Chinese herb store where Tony bought a cure for prostatitis twenty years back. Small black pills. Took them for just four days. Never another ache. The instructions showed which herbs were in the pill and what each did in the body. The theory behind the cure was explained. The herbalist thought all prostatitis was first caused by an uncured venereal infection, a sort of latent gonorrhea. The pill contained a powerful antibacterial plant. It worked so well that Tony bought bottles for his friends, who were amazed by the results.

At the top of the hill, Jack and Tony both smiled inside at the view of the bay past Alcatraz to the green hills of Marin. It was one of those sunny but cool winter days where the water was “china blue,” as Tony often described it. This was one of the good touchstones, a place Jack visited to purge the negativity. It was like those old World War II newsreels, Why We Fight.

This was why. His home. It never failed to raise his spirits.

At the restaurant on Fisherman’s Wharf, where old-timers who still knew where to get the best seafood still ate despite the touristy nightmare they called the “redneck Riviera,” Tony and Jack enjoyed a quick lunch. After a few glasses of wine, Jack became loud. Pointing through the large picture windows, he almost shouted at Tony. “Look, see over there, in Ghirardelli Square—that clock tower. Most clock towers, even our famous tower at Berkeley, they’re all derived from Giotto’s Campanile.”

He went on while Tony stared at him. “Think about this, Tony. Built in the fourteenth century and how many thousands of structures have been derived from his genius design. What do we have now? Web designers, fake artists, no new music of any value. What will the derivatives be from this wasteland?”

Tony nodded as he devoured his scungilli. He was used to Jack’s enthusiasms, and although he agreed with most of them, he had long ago decided that living well was, in fact, the best revenge.

The rest of Jack’s nights were mostly spent kicking back on the Sea Wrighter, listening to the gulls in the harbor and the gentle lap of the bay. Tony always seemed to have a new wine sample. One night he brought a bottle and poured Jack a glass, saying, “Try this … tell me what you think.”

Jack was a sipper not a twirler. Dry. Tannic. Ruby red.

“Good,” he said. “Better than that other one—what was it, a Gaja? Did this one cost five hundred a bottle, too?”

“Thirty-five bucks with my BevMo discount,” Tony said with a wry smile.

“Amazing. What is it?”

“It’s French, from Bordeaux. St. Emilion. From the airplane manufacturer’s estate. Château Dassault, 2005.”

“How the hell do you find these?” Jack asked.

“Taste, my friend, taste. Gotta keep tryin’.”

Amen to that, Jack thought as a long week drew to a close.

      *

Nearly a week and a half after the blast, Jack was dreaming of a beautiful blue-eyed Czech woman he’d met at a bar in town, reliving in vivid detail the night they’d spent at her apartment in North Beach.

She was a stunning woman, with the longest legs Jack had ever seen close-up, and when she peeled off her dress, revealing that she had no tan lines whatsoever, he found himself instantly ready for her.

Jack had always been a proponent of the slow build but this woman had no interest in that. Before he could get his pants all the way off, she was reaching for him like a groupie with a rock star, pulling him to her bed, her body trembling, her breathing shallow, and a look in her eyes that said, You can do anything you want to me, but do it now.

Jack did, with fierce intensity as she clutched him to her, her breasts pressed against him, her nails digging into his back, her teeth scraping at his earlobe as she whispered softly to him.

The whispers were quickly replaced by moans that grew louder and more urgent with every passing moment—to the point where Jack thought he might be causing her pain. Finally she cried out, clutching him even tighter as her body stiffened, then shuddered in release. Jack soon followed, then collapsed against her, every nerve ending tingling. Then he rolled away from her and fell against the pillow, trying to catch his breath, and fell asleep.

He was awakened from his dream not by the rising sun but by a tongue licking his face.

Eddie. The eleven-pound bundle of trouble he’d inherited in the divorce.

When Jack realized what was going on he started to laugh. He had originally intended for Rachel to keep the little gray poodle, but after a series of nips, bites, and soiled rugs it turned out that Eddie was even less fond of her than he was and he happily retrieved the two-year-old dog. Ever since then Eddie had slept with Jack, always at his feet. Sometimes the little guy would moan in his sleep, sounding like a child having a bad dream, and Jack would only have to touch him gently with a toe to break the nightmare. Despite any macho posturing to the contrary, he always thought of Eddie as his guardian angel with fur.

Of course, a boat was no real home for an animal—even a ball of fluff not much bigger than a rabbit—but Eddie had adapted remarkably well, if you didn’t count the annoying habit of waking Jack up at six A.M. every morning.

Sure enough, when Jack gave him a scratch behind the ears and glanced at the digital clock next to his bed it read 5:59.

Uncanny.

Jack had to wonder if Tony Antiniori had somehow put the dog up to this. The two had taken to each other like fellow conspirators when they were first introduced, and Tony would often look after Eddie while Jack was working, teaching him little tricks to keep them both entertained. Tony’s father had been a dog handler in World War II, and had a Doberman during the Tarawa Campaign that had saved his life more times than he could remember. Those skills had been passed from father to son, so it wasn’t much of a stretch to think that Tony was behind this particular stunt.

Tony often protested that Eddie was more trouble than he was worth, but Jack knew this was merely the old guy’s way of proving that he was still a hard-ass. The truth was, they were both completely smitten with the shaggy little poodle, even if neither of them was willing to admit it out loud.

Dragging himself from bed, Jack adjusted the drawstring on his sweats, grabbed some change, then hooked Eddie to a leash and headed for the marina clubhouse. There was a patch of grass set aside specifically for this purpose, and it wasn’t unusual for Jack to find several of his neighbors walking their dogs every morning.

Eddie never failed to bring a smile to their faces.

This morning, however, the area was deserted, and Jack let the dog roam as he looked out at the morning sky and the bobbing boats on the marina.

Jack had always been awestruck by the morning sun on the bay. On calm days, when the water was flat, even a dim sun behind clouds and fog lit the surface in a light show unmatched by any digitally equipped house on earth. Here, or even in the cabin, as Jack peered out he inevitably found himself wondering about God, creation, the meaning of life, and all those grand, universal questions. In that sense he was a spiritual man. He knew that life did not end when we died—he had seen too many deaths in Iraq to take the NatGeo view of things.

No, the earth was not created from a ball of fire—God had created the earth and the heavens. No, we did not simply “expire” like a fly or seagull. We were judged by God and sent into the next world, judged for the things we did and the things we should not have done. Judged, too, for the things we did not do and should have done, for the things we said and should not have said, for the words we should have said and did not say. He was content to maintain his belief in an invisible God and conduct his life accordingly, and he was sustained by this faith. And while Jack himself steered clear of churches or temples, save the occasional wedding or funeral, he deeply admired those who regularly worshipped.

He believed that honorable houses of worship were the moral compass that kept society on the right track. Sure, he had met some “religious” people who were outright bastards. But, so what, he thought. Religion itself, God Himself, were the eternals. Some religious institutions had their share of shame and fraud but for Jack they were first and foremost the core of the family, the bricks of civilization.

And except for one religion they all seemed to preach tolerance for others. All religions had gone through their phases of crusade and persecution, but only Islam still openly preached conquest and conversion, especially the radical Wahhabi sect. They were antiwomen, antifreedom, anti-America—

Jack sighed, bringing his mind back to the morning as he walked Eddie back home.

It was a beautiful day, the air cool and crisp, and he was looking forward to his daily bicycle regimen. He was not a triathlete like Maxine—who was already back in training despite the stitches in her skull—but he was up to ten miles a day now, and enjoyed the feel of the wind and fog in his face and the burn in his muscles that told him he was alive.

Jack pulled on his running shoes and went back outside. He had always liked to stay in shape. Some of the best weeks of his life had been spent at a private boot camp in Florida, where he’d trained in hand-to-hand combat and tactical survival skills. The camp had been run by former Israeli commandos, teaching Krav Maga, a form of martial arts developed by the Israeli defense forces and involving grappling, wrestling, and ruthless striking techniques. It had none of the dancelike grace of kung fu, jujitsu, or some of the other styles Jack had seen. It was simply deadly, and that was good enough for him. There was a saying at the camp, that “a man who cannot protect his belongings owns nothing.” That was true, and there was no greater confidence-builder than knowing that if your home were threatened, or you were up against the wall, you could snap a man’s neck in a second or two. It was a skill Jack hoped he would never have to put to the test.

All of these thoughts instantly vacated his mind, however, as he wandered over to the battered newspaper racks that lined the sidewalk near the clubhouse. That was where he always did his stretching exercises, but he froze when he saw the Chronicle’s headline framed in one of the windows:

SUSPECTS ARRESTED IN STREET BOMBING

The news was a complete surprise. The day before, he’d heard the first rumors of possible movement in the investigation, but he hadn’t expected something so dramatic so soon. And as he scanned the column of words beneath the headline, he knew he’d been right to be bothered by this case.

Dropping his coins in the slot, he grabbed the paper, scooped up Eddie, then went back to the Sea Wrighter and quickly changed his clothes.

Fifteen minutes later he was driving toward the city.

      *

Jack had always thought that press conferences were about seventy percent public relations and thirty percent verifiable truth, but when all was said and done, this one didn’t even meet that narrow threshold.

Not that anyone noticed. Most of them were there to fill air time, column space, or blog pages. That wasn’t anything new. Jack had noticed mainstream media reporters becoming oddly incurious over the years. No one dug for information anymore. They simply regurgitated press releases or drummed up controversy in the hope of pleasing their employers, who were busy trying to woo back the viewers or readers they’d lost to the Internet and talk radio.

Real news was a rare commodity these days, and rarer still were real journalists. The image of the investigative reporter who let nothing stand between him and his pursuit of the truth was seen mostly in movies and episodic television shows.

The lobby of the federal courthouse was jammed with people who claimed to be real journalists, but Jack could only count on one hand the number of them who truly fit that definition. He considered himself among their number, but was sure there were plenty of his colleagues who would disagree.

The conference began in the usual manner. A mix of uniforms and suits, feds, cops, and politicians flanking a single podium crowded with microphones. The chief of police stepped up and waited as the room grew quiet except for the steady click of digital single-lens reflex cameras.

After a moment, the police chief said, “Before we get into the reason we’re here, I’d like to renew my condolences to the family of Officer Tom Drabinsky. His dedication to this city is unparalleled, and we’ll all miss his good humor and unwavering courage in the face of danger.”

A good start, Jack thought. The networks had all jumped at his tribute to Drabinsky, although most of them had edited the footage to fit their time slots, which wasn’t uncommon. As he expected, the name Jack Hatfield was never mentioned.

Several of the uniforms behind the chief were members of the SFPD bomb squad, and they lowered their heads in respect.

“A memorial service for Officer Drabinsky will be held at a later date, and the family has asked that the press allow them to mourn in private. I hope you’ll all respect those wishes.”

“Do you have that date?” a reporter asked.

The chief frowned. “I’ll let the family decide whether or not they want to release that information.” Several more reporters tried to jump in, but he ignored them and pressed on. “Now, I’d like to introduce Field Director Carl Forsyth, head of the FBI task force assigned to investigating this incident in conjunction with the Department of Homeland Security and the SFPD. He’ll give you a rundown of the facts. Agent Forsyth?”

Cameras flashed as one of the suits stepped forward. He had the crisp but slightly bland demeanor of a typical FBI agent. Jack immediately recognized him as the agent in charge from the night of the blast.

Forsyth expressed condolences to the Drabinsky family on behalf of the federal government, dispassionately listed the names of his team, and thanked each of them for their swift and decisive work.

Then he said, “You’ve all read the release sent out by our press office late last night, so you know that our agents conducted a raid yesterday evening of a compound in the northern California border town of Higgston. We took into custody several suspects we believe are responsible for the failed bombing attempt last week.”

The crowd erupted with shouted questions, but Forsyth held up a hand to silence them.

“Let me finish my statement and I’ll answer all your questions.” He paused as they settled again. “The compound is owned by a small paramilitary organization who call themselves the CDB or the Constitutional Defense Brigade, boasting about twenty-five members. As many of you may know, the leader of that group is under federal indictment for tax evasion and wire fraud and we believe the federal courthouse was the intended target of the bomber.”

“What evidence do you have of their involvement?” someone called out.

Before the crowd could get fired up again, Forsyth once again raised his hand to keep them quiet. “During the raid, we found a cache of firearms and several bricks of C4 explosives and detonators, similar to those used in the blast. We also found a file containing multiple photographs of the target, three city maps focusing on the downtown area, and a GPS unit with travel coordinates to the courthouse. A similar GPS unit was found in the wreckage of the Land Rover.

“But the real kicker is a witness by the name of William Clegg, a resident of Higgston, who earlier this year attempted to join the CDB and was turned away. He claims that the group has been planning this operation for weeks.” Another pause. “While it’s ultimately up to the courts to decide guilt or innocence, we feel confident that with the evidence we’ve gathered, and with Mr. Clegg’s testimony, each of our suspects will be spending a considerable time behind bars. I’ll now open the floor to—”

The roar erupted before he had a chance to finish his sentence. Forsyth calmed them down again and said he’d take their questions one at a time, then pointed to a sultry blond correspondent for FOX News.

“Have any of the suspects confessed?”

“They’re still undergoing interrogation,” Forsyth said, “so I can’t comment on that at the moment. Barring any legal restrictions, however, we’ll be providing you with progress reports.”

He pointed to a reporter from CBS.

“From the very beginning,” the reporter said, “there’ve been rumors that this attack could be related to Islamic fundamentalists. Are you saying this is strictly homegrown?”

Forsyth nodded. “I won’t deny that our first inclination was to look in that direction, but when Mr. Clegg came forward we quickly found out otherwise. This should probably serve as a lesson to us all not to prejudge such things. The world is full of dangerous people, and some of them are in our own backyard.”

Maybe so, Jack thought, but the evidence Forsyth had mentioned was circumstantial at best. And relying on a local witness who hadn’t been allowed on the inside, yet claimed to have inside information, strained credulity. Who was to say he didn’t have a grudge?

As far as the firearms were concerned, if the feds were to ever raid the apartment Jack owned near the Embarcadero they’d find enough legal weapons to equip a marine fire team—a collection he’d amassed over the last twenty years. Did that make him a terrorist?

The maps the feds had found could simply have been preparation for a trip to San Francisco to witness their leader’s trial, and there might even be a logical explanation for the presence of C4 at the compound. A licensed demolitions expert would have the right to possess it, and any number of reasons to use it out there from construction to rock removal to movie special effects work.

Whatever the case, Jack wasn’t willing to choke down any of this without a bit of resistance. Especially knowing what he knew about Leon Thomas’s statement.

More hands went in the air and Forsyth made his choice.

“What about the minor who hijacked the car?” a reporter for the Chronicle asked. “Is he being charged with anything?”

Forsyth shook his head. “Not on a federal level. His involvement had nothing to do with the conspiracy itself, so no charges are anticipated. He’s currently recovering from a busted arm and leg incurred in the crash and is in hospital room custody of the SFPD.”

“I understand his brother has been released,” the reporter said.

“He was arrested for allegedly aiding and abetting the carjack and has been released to the custody of his parents on $25,000 bail. We’ll leave it to the city prosecutor to sort out any crimes he may have committed.”

Jack listened patiently as several more questions were asked and answered, all of them centering on the CDB. He kept waiting for someone to mention what he considered to be the gorilla in the room, but maybe he was the only one who actually saw it.

He raised his hand, only to be passed over several times by Forsyth, and he felt for a moment as if he were the scrawny kid in phys ed who was the last to be chosen for flag football. Back in school, Jack was usually the guy who did the choosing, but he now had a sudden understanding and sympathy for what those poor kids must have gone through.

Finally, when Forsyth had no choice, he called on Jack, saying, “Well, Mr. Hatfield, it’s nice to see you’re still among the living. Professionally speaking, at least.”

The crowd laughed and Jack merely smiled. But it was nervous laughter, the kind you hear when a drunk uncle stands to toast the bride and groom at a wedding.

When they got it out of their collective system, Jack said, “I’m curious to know why there hasn’t been any mention of the Arab reportedly seen by Leon Thomas?”

The crowd buzzed at the remark and there was a subtle shift in Forsyth’s gaze. So subtle that most in the room had probably missed it, but Jack had been carefully watching for the man’s reaction.

“An Arab, Mr. Hatfield?”

“I spoke to one of the first responders at the scene. An Officer Harold Beckman. He told me the carjacker’s brother claimed the Land Rover was stolen from a man of Arabian descent.”

Forsyth smiled. “We have yet to definitively identify the original driver, but we have every reason to believe that he’s one of the men we just took into custody. And I assure you, there’s not an Arab in sight.”

“So you’re saying Beckman was lying?”

“As I recall, Officer Beckman suffered a minor head injury in the blast, so I’m afraid his recollection cannot be relied upon.”

Forsyth was about to call on another reporter when Jack interrupted. “Beckman told me this before the blast.”

More muttering. The FBI agent shifted his gaze back to Jack and Jack could plainly see that he was seething inside. This was not information Forsyth wanted asked about or shared.

“If I remember correctly, you were also knocked down by the explosion. Maybe you’re confused, as well.”

“I don’t think so,” Jack told him. “And my memory’s just fine.”

Forsyth smiled again. It took some effort. “Or maybe you’re just disappointed that our investigation hasn’t turned up any Muslims for you to kill?”

The shot went straight to the heart, and after a split second of stunned surprise, the reporters around Jack laughed uproariously, nodding and shaking their heads.

It was, Jack had to admit, the perfect response. It immediately branded him a crackpot who shouldn’t be taken seriously.

Jack thought of Tom Drabinsky and felt his own anger rising in his chest. He had a hard time believing the story this smug little jerk was selling, and he felt sick at the thought that Drabinsky’s sacrifice might be explained away by a lie.

Something Jack had learned quickly as a combat journalist was that anything the commanding officers had to say should be taken with a heavy dose of skepticism. The soldiers on the ground were the ones who knew the truth, and that’s who he needed to go to in order to find it.

He had no idea why the FBI would lie about this, but could only assume that they’d been unable to make any progress in the case and needed an easy scapegoat. Someone the President could point at to assure the public that the federal government was doing its job.

A quote from Isaiah came to mind: “As for my people, a babe is their master, and women rule over them.” It was to this state America had fallen.

A few more questions were asked, but Jack tuned out the rest of it, knowing that it was just more nonsense. And when the party broke up, he immediately moved toward the podium, approaching Vince McElroy, one of Drabinsky’s crew.

“Vince…” he said, keeping his voice low.

McElroy turned, not quite looking him in the eye. “Hey, Jack.”

“What’s going on here? Do you believe a word that guy said?”

McElroy gave him a halfhearted shrug. “We caught the bad guys. Isn’t that all that matters?”

He started to turn away and Jack grabbed the sleeve of his uniform. “Wait a minute—wait. Are you telling me you’re falling for this crap?”

“They’ve got the evidence, don’t they? Besides, like Tom always said, we’re just the garbage collectors. It doesn’t much matter what we think.”

Then he pulled himself free and walked away.

      *

Jack was headed back to his car when his cell phone rang. He dug it from his pocket and checked the screen: Tony Antiniori.

“That was a load of bull if I ever saw one,” Tony said. “And I’ve been around for a long, long time.”

“You watch from the boat?”

“Yes, and I didn’t much like what I saw. Wouldn’t mind taking that FBI strunze straight up to the drop zone and letting go.”

Jack smiled. “So what do you think we should do about it?”

“I’ve got an old pal who lives up in Higgston,” Tony said. “I already gave him a call and he had some interesting things to say about the government’s star witness.”

“Like what?” Jack asked.

“You up for an early lunch?”

“Sure.”

“Meet me at Pagliaci’s in half an hour. We’ll talk.”
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It was several months before Jack realized that Tony Antiniori had a limp. Only a keen eye could spot it, and when Jack finally did he wondered if it were a temporary thing.

They were strolling through North Beach at the time, doing the rounds of the local bars, when Jack noticed the hitch in Tony’s step and said, “You hurt yourself?”

Tony immediately corrected his walk, and the limp all but disappeared. But when Jack gave him a quizzical look, Tony said defensively, “You spend enough time doing twenty-foot jumps out of a Huey Slick with sixty pounds of gear on your back, you’d be walking funny, too.”

Jack didn’t know the extent of Tony’s injuries from his days in Vietnam and the Gulf, but based on the stories he’d told, the old guy had to be in constant pain. That he hid it all so well and still managed to maintain a relatively balanced disposition was a testament to pure will.

But that was Tony Antiniori.

Jack was sitting at his favorite booth at Pagliaci’s on the Wharf, looking out at the bay and sipping a cup of perfect, nonbitter espresso, when Tony walked in, Eddie tucked under his arm. His limp was more pronounced than usual—a sign that he was hot and bothered about something.

He weaved through the maze of white-clothed tables, struggled into the leather booth across from Jack, and sat Eddie between them. The Pescatori brothers didn’t normally allow dogs in their establishment, but for Tony they made an exception. The way Tony coddled Eddie, Jack sometimes wondered if what he was witnessing was a very slow, very deliberate dognapping.

Tony said, “The streets were packed with Euro-Peons. Did you order yet?”

Jack shook his head, then reached over and scratched Eddie under the chin. “Waiting for you two.”

“I’m so steamed up right now, I’m not sure I can eat.”

“Because of the press conference?”

Tony nodded. “Darleen spent the night, and we were in bed this morning when we watched it. Killed the mood the minute that FBI douchebag opened his mouth.”

Tony may have had his injuries, but that had never slowed him down when it came to the ladies. Darleen was a neighbor and his latest hookup. And if Tony Antiniori had passed up a morning liaison because of a routine press conference, that was saying something indeed.

“You know me,” Tony went on. “I may have my share of secrets, but I’m pretty much what you see. I didn’t spend years in the jungle so some federal strunzo, a piece of shit, could lie to my face. I wanted to reach through my TV set and throttle that son of a btich.”

“Imagine how I felt.”

“You ask me, the way he slapped you down only confirms he’s a spokesmouth for some scumbag plot. Good thing I wasn’t in that room.”

Jack smiled. “Easy, boy.”

“I mean it. I saw that video you made. Your friend Drabinsky reminded me of some of the men in my unit, and it just about kills me to see these people use his sacrifice to sell their fairy tale.”

“I thought exactly the same thing.”

“I’m not surprised.”

Jack took a sip of his espresso. “So what did you find out about the government’s star witness? Tell me about this friend of yours in Higgston.”

“Met him years ago, while I was stationed up at Fort Lewis. He’s Higgston born and raised and he’s known this Clegg character since he was six years old. Says he’s a drunk, a liar, and an idiot all rolled into one.”

“But why would Clegg lie?”

“Why else?” Tony rubbed his thumb back and forth across his fingertips.

“You think somebody paid him off?”

“Makes sense to me. According to my friend, the Constitutional Defense Brigade is just a bunch of middle-aged tax dodgers sitting around bitching about the new world order. The only thing they’ve ever organized is a Saturday-night beer party.”

“What about the C4 and the weapons?”

“My buddy says the guns are all legal and you and I both know the C4 could have been planted. And get this: William Clegg didn’t try to join the CDB until two days after the bombing.”

Jack immediately understood. “Someone manufactured a witness.”

“That would be my guess. Nobody in the CDB can stand the guy. What does that tell you?”

“The CDBers get angry just hearing his name,” Jack said. “On camera, it plays like they’re angry about something else.”

“Like having their ring busted up,” Tony said.

“So why would anyone fall for this nonsense?”

Tony shrugged. “Same reason they always do. Everybody wants to believe. You’ve had some experience with that.”

Jack nodded glumly, then took another sip of espresso. “I made a few phone calls, myself. Tried to get hold of Officer Beckman. Turns out he’s on medical leave in Florida.”

“That’s convenient.”

“No kidding. I saw his injury. Maxine took a bigger hit than he did and she’s already back to running ten miles a day.”

“So who else did you call?”

“Some of my old contacts at the FBI, but nobody seems to want to talk to me.”

Tony gave him an amused look.

“No, not just because it’s me.” Jack grinned.

“The wall’s gone up,” Tony said, once again serious. “All because some punk said he thought the car belonged to an Arab.”

“That’s about the size of it.”

Tony thought for a moment. “He had to tell them more than that.”

“What do you mean?”

Tony leaned closer. The restaurant wasn’t very crowded and he didn’t want his voice to carry. “The carjack victim could have been Egyptian, Druze, Bahraini, and no one would give a damn. Or flip that around. What kind of Arab would the government care about?”

“Off the top, Saudi, Iranian—”

“Stop right there,” Tony said. “That’s the entire list. One a supposed ally, one an enemy. No one else could put a scare into Washington. Suppose the guy is GIP.” Tony was referring to the General Intelligence Presidency, the Saudi spy network. “He goes rogue, plans an attack. The Saudis won’t want that to become public knowledge. Spoils their image as being oh-so-damned-concerned about our security.”

“Well, they are,” Jack said. “Who’s gonna bail them out when Iran goes nuclear.”

“Exactly. My point is, that’s one reason to hush things up. It would make the Saudis look bad. But that’s not what happened.”

“How do you know?”

“I made some calls. There has been no uptick in GIP activity here. Zero.”

“So the Saudis are not looking for this mysterious Arab,” Jack said.

“Right. And they would be—looking hard. Now, suppose the guy is Iranian. That would mean those bad boys aren’t just shuttling weapons into Iraq anymore. They’re active here and trying to blow a hole in one of our cities.”

Jack sat back. “Interesting theory. But the Arab could also be an independent operator, a radicalized student, any number of things.”

“Agreed, but that’s not the point. Americans go right to the worst possible scenario, and a bunch of mini-Ahmadinejads running loose on our shores is one of those.”

“I buy that. But what could this Leon kid have said that tipped them off?”

“Have you ever read any of the government white papers on Iran?”

“Not since I was stationed in the Gulf and they were part of the eyes-only press packets.”

“Profiling has gotten a lot better since then. You know—the kind of stuff we’re not supposed to be doing but are.”

Jack laughed.

“I won’t get into the psychology of it, but here’s the shout-out for the young Iranian male,” Tony said. “Neatly pressed button-down white shirt, long sleeved. Sunglasses, day and night. Beige or light-colored slacks. Loafers, no socks. Expensive gold wristwatch. Think you’d notice those things casing out a carjack?”

Jack nodded.

“That, my friend, is why the FBI thinks this guy is Iranian. Maybe they know more than that, maybe Leon’s report and the explosion dovetailed with something they already knew, someone they were already watching.”

“But it’s enough to trigger a good old-fashioned multiagency cover-up,” Jack said. “A bunch of local wackos seem a lot less threatening than an Islamic terrorist cell. And with only one man dead, people are bound to forget about this the minute some celebrity goes into rehab. It becomes a nonevent. And nonevents don’t threaten political careers unless someone wants them to.”

“Anybody ever tell you you’re a cynical bastard?”

Jack smiled and was about to respond when a voice rang out from across the dining room, calling Tony’s name.

They both looked up to see Danny Pescatori emerging from the kitchen with a grin on his face—a short, squat, powerful Sicilian who, along with his brother Carlo, had been running Pagliaci’s for over thirty years now, ever since their parents had retired.

Pagliaci’s on the Wharf was a San Francisco institution. It had been standing on this very same spot for nearly a century, serving Sicilian seafood that made your mouth water just thinking about it. It didn’t hurt that it boasted a view of two dozen bobbing fishing boats, Alcatraz Island, and the bay, stretching past the Golden Gate Bridge to the Headlands.

Jack had been coming here for longer than he could remember, and always found it difficult to say no to the shrimp. The Pescatoris made sure that he got the “A” shack supply, which was reserved for family and friends. Shrimp that always smacked of the sea. Briny, not slimy.

But it was Tony who was the mainstay here. He’d practically grown up in the place and the Pescatoris always treated him like a brother. He knew more about the wharf and wharf politics than anyone really should, and had once said to Jack, “If I told you even a third of what I know, I’d be in cement shoes before you could peel one of those shrimp you love.” In San Francisco, almost all Italians of a certain generation knew each other like extended family.

As Danny Pescatori emerged from the kitchen, he made a quick side trip to the front counter, then crossed the dining room toward them, waving a small card. “Hey, hey, Cousin, what did I tell you?”

Despite his mood, Tony’s eyes lit up. “The gala?”

Danny reached the table and dropped an invitation in front of him. “Next Saturday night, VIP entry.”

It was a black-tie dinner at the Legion of Honor that promised appearances by the governor, the mayor, two senators, a roster of movie and rock stars that would make Woodstock look like a block party—and the President of the United States himself. At $7500 a plate, only the top tier would be there.

Tony had been angling for this invitation for months. Not because he particularly cared about going—he wasn’t a fan of the current occupant of the White House—but because Darleen was hot to go and Tony knew he had to try to get them an invite.

Not surprisingly, Danny Pescatori had come through.

“I owe you, Cousin.”

“Shut up, you. The day you owe me anything is the day I retire.”

The sight of the invitation must have perked Tony up, because he suddenly declared that he was hungry.

As usual, they both ordered off the menu, Tony asking for Carlo’s special seafood sausages, while Jack decided to stick to the “A” shack shrimp, drenched in marinara. He also ordered the pup his usual hamburger.

The little guy actually licked his chops as if he knew exactly what was coming.

When Danny went to put in the order, Jack said, “So where were we?”

Tony sobered, pocketing his invitation. “Trying to pin down exactly what the FBI wants to cover up.”

“Well, whoever’s behind it is crazy if they think they’ve heard the last of it. We know their story’s bull, and if there’s any truth to Leon Thomas’s statement, I need to find out. I owe that much to Drabinsky.”

“And how exactly do you plan on doing that?”

“Same way I always have. Keep whacking at the piñata until it finally breaks.”

“You may not like what you find inside,” Tony told him. “Or worse yet, it may not like you.”

“I’ve never let that stop me.”

Tony nodded. “Fair enough. So what’s your next step?”

Jack thought about it a moment. Then he said, “I think it’s time to call Bob Copeland.”
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The Beat Café seemed like an odd place for a meet.

It was located next to a strip club in North Beach, and Jack thought of it as really nothing more than a hamburger joint with a gimmick. Done up like an old 1950s coffeehouse, its walls were adorned with huge photographs of beatniks, now long forgotten.

Pay a small fee and you could walk through the restaurant to the back, climb a set of wooden steps, and find yourself in a tiny “museum” full of more photographs, newspaper articles, and even furniture, all centering around the prehippie Beat Generation.

The museum had a kind of quiet, reverential charm, but was the last place Jack would have picked to rendezvous with a source. If anything, he would have chosen the Etna Café, which was just around the corner. At least you could get a decent drink there.

He checked his watch, a vintage Hamilton Gilbert he’d inherited from his father that could well have been part of this museum.

It was nearly nine P.M.

He stood staring at a stark, moody portrait of an attractive blonde when he felt a presence next to him.

Bob Copeland.

“It’s always about the girl, isn’t it?” asked the rough, smoky voice. “Carolyn Cassady. She was the real driving force, you know. Married to Neal Cassady and sleeping with Jack Kerouac.”

Copeland was a stout man with a bulldog face who had always reminded Jack of one of his heroes, Winston Churchill. Without the accent, of course.

“That must’ve made for an interesting home life,” Jack said.

Copeland waved an arm. “All this nonsense destroyed Kerouac. He was a true American literary giant who despised the so-called Beat Movement that hacks like Ginsberg ruthlessly promoted.” He looked at Jack. “Did you know Kerouac voted for Nixon?”

“I had no idea.”

Copeland shrugged. “It’s all ancient history. Which is what we’ll both be a few years down the line. Think anyone’ll ever erect a museum in our honor?”

“Doubtful,” Jack said.

A former Defense Department official, Vietnam combat veteran, and a leading proponent of cyberdefense, Copeland was a member of a conservative think tank who divided his time between Washington and San Francisco—Jack’s most reliable “anonymous” source back in the days of Truth Tellers. He had a direct line into the D.C. nerve center and Jack had been all too happy to mine that connection.

The man also had a love affair with clandestine theatrics, which was why he always chose their meeting places. That usually meant the Museum of Modern Art, or the Academy of Sciences, but maybe Copeland was looking for a change of pace these days.

Jack couldn’t be sure. He hadn’t seen or heard from the man in over two years.

“You’re looking pretty good, Jack. How you been?”

“Can’t complain.”

Copeland chuckled. “The hell you can’t. You still getting death threats?”

“Nothing I can’t handle.”

“At least you’ve still got the old self-confidence. That and a pocketful of cash is all a man really needs. Everything else is dead weight.” He shot Jack a glance. “Speaking of which, you see much of the ex these days?”

“Not really.”

Jack didn’t exactly think of Rachel as dead weight, but he had no interest in seeing her. Jack met her while doing a segment for one of his shows, The World of the Runway Model. She was tall, almost five foot nine, with raven hair and green eyes. After interviewing her for the program, he took her for a quick coffee at a local café in North Beach. She immediately struck him as more than just a body.

“What did you learn from your parents?” she asked him—out of nowhere, it seemed, but that was the way she was. Inquisitive in ways he never quite fathomed. And she was direct. There was nothing she would not ask.

They quickly became inseparable, joined in body and in mind. But they were also talkers, big-time, who hashed everything out—or talked it to death, whichever came first. In the end, they realized that neither of them was really listening to the other, two alphas competing for the same turf. At least he and Rachel had always had a wonderful time in bed, which is more than could be said for a lot of married couples. But they clashed just about everywhere else. After the divorce, he vowed never again to mistake an orgasm for a declaration of love.

“I hear she’s dating a tax attorney,” Copeland said. “That’s gotta be a helluva letdown after the turbulent world of Jack Hatfield.”

“What is this, Bob? This Is Your Life?”

“You’ve been underground for a while, my friend. I’m simply trying to get a feel for your state of mind.”

“I haven’t been under anything. Just making a living.”

“Pickup stories and character profiles for the local affiliates? Not exactly GNT, is it? Makes me wonder what you might do to get back into their good graces.”

As this was starting to sink in, Copeland moved to a glass display case that held a blue denim shirt. Reportedly Kerouac’s.

Jack stared at him. “Are you trying to tell me something, Bob? Or is this just your usual schtick?”

“Careful. I’m not the enemy, remember? I didn’t have to answer your call.”

“I know. So why did you?”

He raised a shoulder and let it drop. “Loyalty, I suppose. I’ve always felt bad about what Lawrence Soren and his hatchet squad did to you. You’re a man of integrity, and to see you attacked like that caused me considerable pain.”

“Yet you never bothered to call.”

Copeland smiled. “You know how it is in this business. Somebody slits your throat, everyone else is just trying to avoid the spray. It’s never anything personal.”

“Except to the guy who’s getting his throat slit. So how about you cut the small talk, Bob. You wouldn’t be here if you didn’t have information to share. Did you look into what we discussed?”

Copeland nodded. “I did, just as you asked, and I found out that you’re a tinfoil-hat-wearing lunatic who has no idea what he’s talking about.”

“Of course,” Jack said. “And is that what you believe?”

Copeland eyed him sharply. “Come on, Jack, give me a little credit. Nobody spews that kind of venom unless they’ve got something to hide. Character assassination and misdirection are standard operating procedure these days. On both sides of the aisle.”

“So you’re saying this goes back to Washington?”

Copeland shook his head. “I’m saying no such thing, because I don’t know. If there’s anything more to that blast than what you learned from the press conference this morning, nobody’s talking about it. And about all I could get out of one low-level administration lackey were a few choice words that would make my foulmouthed friend Dick Cheney proud.”

Jack frowned. “So then why are you here, Bob? If that’s all you’ve got, why agree to this meet?”

“Because I like you, Jack. I’ve missed doing business with you, and I think you may be right about this thing. And if you are, you deserve fair warning that you’re about to swim upstream in dangerous waters.”

“You know this for a fact?”

“No. Just a general feeling based on the reception I got when I started asking around about this alleged Iranian.”

“Did anyone deny he was Iranian?”

Copeland shook his head.

“Who did you ask?”

Copeland sighed. “Come on, you know I can’t answer that. You need to tread lightly, my friend. You already drew attention to yourself at that press conference. You didn’t back down when that federal mouthpiece started in on you, and you kept asking questions when you didn’t like his answers.”

“That’s my job,” Jack said.

Copeland chuckled again. “Right. Which is how you got your name on another list. When someone starts acting like an actual reporter, the people I know tend to get nervous. They don’t like real questions, hardball questions. They like reporters who get with the program. And I don’t care what you’re looking to find out. You start poking at a hornet’s nest, you’re bound to piss somebody off.”

“Tell me something I don’t know. Look, you’re giving me nothing but generalities. Help me out here. Who do I need to be looking at?”

“Anybody and everybody, would be my guess. Try throwing a rock and see who throws it back. But make sure you’re prepared to duck.”

“And what about you? You just gonna watch or—”

“Give me some credit, Jack,” Copeland said irritably. “I’ll keep digging, as discreetly as I can. I’m curious, too, but I’m not interested in a suicide mission.”

Jack nodded. “Thanks, Bob. I appreciate it.”

Copeland gestured to the portrait of Carolyn Cassady. “She was something, wasn’t she?”

Jack shrugged. “If you like the type.”

“Oh, I do. Hell, if I’d been around back then, I probably would’ve made a move on her myself.” He paused. “She wrote an autobiography, you know. I hear it’s pretty good.”

“Yeah?”

“I think Dark Nights still has a copy. You should grab it before somebody else does.” He gave Jack a curt nod, then walked to the stairs and turned. “It might just open your eyes.”

Then a moment later, he was gone.

Just Like Copeland to test a man, Jack thought.

Whenever someone’s actions puzzled Jack, he sought answers in the Bible. He had read and reread both Testaments, committing long passages to memory. And right now Job 18:2 came to mind, when Bildad said to his long-suffering friend: “When will you put an end to words? Reflect, and then we can have discussion.”

Jack grinned.

The roles were a good fit.

He would reflect, then they would talk.

      *

The Dark Nights bookstore was a San Francisco landmark, located just down the street.

The young woman at the cash register had so many tattoos and piercings that Jack had to wonder what had motivated her to mark and mutilate herself. Some fashion statements are permanent, and chances were pretty good that one day this girl would be a sixty-year-old grandmother wondering what the hell she’d been thinking.

Then Jack realized he sounded just like his old man, complaining about “kids these days…” It was the natural progression of things, he supposed.

He found the book Copeland had recommended, paid for it, then nodded good night and went outside and across the street to the Etna, where he found a table in back and ordered a single malt.

When it came down to it, this place was the real Beat Café. Kerouac had spent many a night here, getting polluted with Neal Cassady and the woman they shared. Jack honestly couldn’t care less about these people, but Bob Copeland’s suggestion that he buy a copy of Carolyn’s autobiography had not been unmotivated.

So, as he waited for his drink, he opened the book—which she’d titled Off the Road—and carefully leafed through the fragile, yellowing pages, scanning them one at a time.

He got his first hit on page 94.

Halfway down, in an excerpt of a letter from Neal Cassady to Kerouac, a word had been neatly underlined in pencil:

operation

Jack knew full well that this wasn’t some random marking, but was Copeland’s handiwork, the result of his love for cloak and dagger.

He found the next one on page 98, at the end of another excerpt:

road

Then there was nothing for a few pages until he reached page 109, where the last word of the first paragraph was underlined:

show

His drink came, and he let it sit as he continued on through the remaining pages, one after another, all 355 of them. There were no more pencil marks to be found.

When Jack was done, he quickly went through it again to make sure he hadn’t missed anything. Then he closed the book, knocked back his scotch, and felt its heat roll through him as he quietly contemplated Bob Copeland’s message.

Operation Roadshow.

Jack immediately thought of a PBS television series that Rachel used to watch, where people brought in ancient household items to be evaluated by antiques dealers, in hopes of striking it rich.

He was pretty sure that Copeland’s message had nothing at all to do with antiques.

Not even close.

But what, then, did it mean?

      *

Jack spent most of the night trying to find out.

He got on his laptop back at the boat and hit Google and his usual go-to databases, checking news sources, public records, legislative filings, reference materials, freedom of information archives.

All he found was a single notation in the footnotes of an article about World War II, referencing a little-known intelligence operation called Roadshow, in which British spies attempted to infiltrate the German government and take it down from the inside. The operation had been a complete failure.

And so, apparently, was this search.

A couple hours before dawn, Jack looked down at Eddie, who was curled next to him on the bed. “What do you think, fuzzy? Are we being played?”

Eddie cocked an ear and tilted his head as if puzzled by the question, and Jack gave him a pat.

“My thoughts exactly.”

Abandoning his task, Jack closed his laptop and then his eyes. He quickly fell asleep.

Before long, Jack was launched into a dream about Iraqi insurgents trying to steal his Humvee, which had a cache of explosives in back. His dead friend Richard Riley made an appearance—eyes as blank as ever—and so did Agent Forsyth, both of them coming and going as the dream shifted and morphed into a Truth Tellers panel discussion about Islamic fundamentalists and Beat Generation poetry.

He awoke at six A.M. with Eddie’s usual face lick, and found the little guy wiggling around like crazy—which meant only one thing:

Tony Antiniori was in the vicinity.

Jack pulled on some clothes and found his friend topside, sitting at the dining table across from the galley, sipping a cup of coffee and reading the paper. Eddie immediately jumped into Tony’s lap and let him scratch his ears.

“You look like hell,” Tony said to Jack.

“Thanks, pal. You look rested.”

“I had a good workout.” He winked.

“Good thing I’m a gentleman or I’d ask for details.”

Jack rubbed his face, trying to wake himself, then moved to the galley and poured a cup of coffee. Black, no sugar.

“How did things go with Bob Copeland?” Tony asked.

Jack took a long sip of his coffee. “He’s an enigma. I wish for once in his life he’d get to the point instead of circling it. You ever heard of something called Operation Roadshow?”

Tony thought for a moment. “Not that I remember. What is it? Some kind of black op?”

“No idea. And I’m not even sure Copeland knows. But he went to a lot of trouble to put that phrase in my head, so I figure it must mean something.”

“I can check around.”

“Good luck. I tried, and all I found was some obscure World War II reference. Either this is something so far under the radar that it’s out of our reach, or Copeland is playing mind games.”

“Which do you think it is?”

“He may be annoying sometimes, but that’s not usually his style.”

“And you think this has something to do with the cover-up?” Tony asked.

“What I think is that all we’ve got is a hunch, based on speculation and hearsay, and unless we can get some solid information we’re just spinning our wheels.”

“So why not go to the source?” Tony asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Jamal Thomas or his brother. Ask flat out if they’re sure about who was driving that car and whatever else they might remember.”

Jack shook his head. “The brother’s not talking and the cops have Jamal on lockdown. I tried talking to his brother’s public defender a few days ago and got rebuffed. No way I’ll ever get to those kids.”

“Don’t speak too soon,” Tony said, then folded the newspaper over and slid it across the table. “The story’s buried on the second page, but I think you’ll find it interesting.”

Jack put his cup on the counter and crossed to the table, staring down at a single column, headlined CARJACKING SUSPECT TO BE RELEASED.

“Jamal’s bail was set at 200K,” Tony said. “His folks could barely afford the 25K they paid for Leon. His attorney filed a motion to reduce bail and the judge granted it.”

“How much?”

“He’ll be putting up ten percent with the bondsman, twenty thousand dollars. They’re taking him home at the close of business tonight.”

“Hold on,” Jack said. “If his folks—”

“There’s just a mother.”

“Okay. If she was tapped out by Leon’s bail, where’s the twenty grand coming from?”

Tony tapped the tabletop. “Read the article. Says the bond is being put up by an organization called the Juvenile Defense Coalition.”

“Never heard of it,” Jack said.

“Apparently they’re dedicated to keeping troubled teens out of jail because the poor things might actually have to take responsibility for their actions.”

Jack nodded. “Better to have them out on the street where they can sell dope to school kids and break into their neighbors’ houses, right?”

“Or steal cars from potential terrorists,” Tony said.

Jack shook his head in disgust. He had no problem with the juvenile justice system treating kids like kids, but there was a point where you had to draw the line. Sure, some of them came from broken homes and had grown up in terrible environments, but that didn’t really excuse the choices they made. And when it came down to it, the law-abiding citizens of this country were usually the victims of those choices.

Jack had come to believe that some people were just born bad. These kids knew damn well that what they were doing was wrong and couldn’t care less.

So why should anyone else?

Of course, in this case the actions of a bunch of misguided do-gooders might actually work in Jack’s favor. If the kid was due to be released, that meant access, and Jack might finally be able to talk to the punk.

Juvenile court records were routinely kept confidential in California, but Jack had managed to use a back-channel source to get a name and address, and he knew the kid lived with his brother and mother at the Sunnydale projects.

He had tried contacting the mother—Juanita Thomas—shortly after the blast, but her line was a constant busy signal, and he had assumed that he wasn’t the only one looking to do a bedside interview with her son. But now that the focus of the investigation was a bunch of militia wannabes, most of Jack’s colleagues would be centering their attention on the Constitutional Defense Brigade. Which meant, if he was lucky, he might just have the carjacker all to himself.

He looked at Tony. “You interested in a trip to Sunnydale tonight?”

Tony shook his head. “I’m headed to Camp Parks to run a training session. Gotta be up at dawn.”

“So what—you’re leaving me out in the cold?”

“I’d just slow you down anyway. I’m a doddering old man.”

Jack stifled a laugh. “A doddering old man who thinks two hundred knuckle pushups on a hardwood floor are just a warm-up every morning.”

“Sorry, Jack, but duty calls. Besides, if you’re heading into Sunnydale, what you really need is a negotiator. Somebody who knows the area and is a helluva lot easier on the eyes.”

Jack took a moment to process this. “Are you talking about who I think you are?”

Tony grinned. “As a matter of fact, I am.”
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London, England

“Someone followed me to Sofia,” Haddad said.

He had waited for his imam for over an hour. It had taken some time to reach the decision to tell him about the Turk and the whore, but once Haddad had made up his mind he was anxious to be done with it.

When he first arrived, Imam Zuabi was away from the office and Haddad had grown more and more impatient with each passing minute. He had been to the Muslim Welfare Center and Mosque many times since the day it opened, but events of late were taking their toll on him and he felt little comfort within its walls.

When Zuabi returned, the sun had gone down and it was time for Maghrib—evening prayer. So the two went to the wudu room together and quietly washed their bodies before heading upstairs to kneel before Allah.

Afterward, they returned to Zuabi’s office, and after a few brief pleasantries Haddad broke the news.

“I think they may have traveled with me on the plane to Belgrade,” he said. “That is the only explanation I can think of for their being there. But I wasn’t aware of them until after I arrived in Sofia.”

Zuabi considered this. “Do you know who they were?”

Haddad shook his head. “A Turk and a woman, that’s all I can tell you. I thought she was a Gypsy, but now I’m not so certain.”

Haddad saw no point in mentioning their night together. The whore lingered in his memory as an effigy of dangerous lust and blind, stupid, dangerous trust. The pleasures he had enjoyed, and they were considerable, were swallowed in a swamp of disgust and self-reproach.

Zuabi frowned. “This is a concern, Hassan. If someone knows about our plans, they could destroy everything we’ve built. I assume you took care of the matter?”

“The woman,” Haddad said. “But the Turk got away. And I can’t be certain how much he knows.”

Zuabi’s frown deepened. “Our friends won’t be happy about this. They’ll want assurances that we haven’t been compromised. Our relationship is already on shaky ground after the incident with Abdal.”

Zuabi often spoke of their “friends,” but had never bothered to give Haddad details about who they were. The Hand of Allah had several sources of revenue, much of it funneled through charities around the world, but these particular friends—or benefactors—continued to remain anonymous to Haddad, an endless source of frustration for him. Did Zuabi not trust him? Was he not, after all, one of the Hand of Allah’s most dedicated soldiers?

But like any good soldier, he remained silent, not allowing himself to ask the questions that so plagued him.

Instead he said, “Is it necessary for them to know?”

Zuabi thought about this a moment. “I don’t suppose there’s any point in raising an alarm until we understand who we’re dealing with. You continue as before and I’ll look into the matter. If you see this Turk again, find out what you can and then kill him.”

“What about Abdal? Have you decided what to do with that fool?”

Haddad had only learned about the disaster in San Francisco upon his return to London, and had been relieved to hear that the Americans believed the incident had originated locally. Abdal al-Fida had recently returned to London himself, and if it had been up to Haddad he would have killed him within moments of his arrival.

But Zuabi was apparently leaning toward benevolence.

“He’s quite contrite about the whole incident,” the old cleric said. “He has promised to do anything he can to remain in our favor.”

“He’s a liability,” Haddad said. The words were softer than he had intended, since he himself had made a few bad calls of late.

Zuabi nodded. “But I see no reason to let him believe that. Fear has a way of loosening a man’s tongue. If he continues to believe he is safe with us, he’ll remain faithful to the cause.” He paused. “And he is the son of one of my dearest friends. I’ve known him since he was a boy.”

“Is it wise to let sentiment guide us?” Haddad pressed. “We could arrange an accident—”

Zaubi’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Do not worry. Abdal will be dealt with when the time is right.”

“And the woman he’s been seeing? Will she be dealt with, too?”

“We’re not savages, Haddad. Abdal may be impulsive, impatient, but he’s not stupid. The woman is a mere distraction. A Yemeni girl. I’ve looked into her and she knows nothing about us.”

“And if you are mistaken?”

Anger flashed in the man’s eyes. “Are you questioning my judgment?”

Haddad made it a habit to question everyone’s judgment, including his own, but he immediately backed down.

“No,” he said softly. “Of course not.”

The anger was gone as quickly as it had appeared, and Zuabi rose from behind his desk. “Then I believe we’re done here.” He gestured for Haddad to accompany him to the door. “There’s much to do before you travel, my brother. This Turk aside, I trust everything else is in order?”

“Yes. It’s all falling into place. I’ll be leaving again in a few days.”

“Good,” Zuabi said, then smiled. “I look forward to the moment we can stand here together and celebrate the defeat of the infidels.”

“As do I,” Haddad told him. “As do I.”

      *

He was waiting for his train when he thought he saw the Turk again.

Haddad stood close to the tracks at the Westminster Underground Station, listening to the voices of waiting passengers reverberate against the walls, when he caught a glimpse of movement at the far edge of the crowd.

Small. Dark hair. Flash of a beard.

Nothing particularly noteworthy, of course. There were at least half a dozen such people here. But the figure he saw had a way of carrying himself that reminded him of the man he’d spotted on the train from Belgrade and in that hotel lobby.

An instant later the man was gone, swallowed by the crowd, and Haddad wondered if his imagination were getting the better of him. He’d barely seen a face, and what he had seen could be anyone. Anyone at all.

But he didn’t think so.

His instincts may have failed him somewhat in Bulgaria, but he had the same feeling now that he had then: that he was once again being watched.

And he knew who the watcher was.

He didn’t take a second look, however, instead keeping his eyes on the tunnel, waiting for his train to arrive. If the Turk remained in that same general area he’d be entering just three cars down.

Haddad wasn’t foolish enough to make the same mistake twice. He assumed the Turk wasn’t working alone. The Gypsy whore had been replaced by someone new. Someone who would also be on this platform, a rooks-on-king move modeled after the game of chess: one rook could be blocked, lost, or avoided by the king but not without remaining vulnerable to the other.

The woman standing next to him, perhaps? The old man stooped over the water fountain? The curly-headed college student with an e-book reader?

It could be any of them. Or none. The only way to find out was to leave this place and see who followed.

But he didn’t leave immediately. Instead he waited several minutes until his train finally glided up to the platform, its brakes hissing. The doors opened and the crowd began pushing through them, anxious to find seats.

Haddad moved along with the other passengers, then hung back suddenly and turned, heading for the stairs.

He didn’t wait to see if he was followed.

      *

When he reached the street, Haddad immediately ducked into a nearby pub—the Old Town Brewery—and stood near the front window, watching the underground steps less than two hundred yards away.

A moment later a man emerged from the stairwell and bounded to the top of the steps, out of breath, his head swiveling, his eyes frantically searching the crowded sidewalk. There was no question about it now.

It was the Turk.

As the man’s gaze shifted to the pub, Haddad stepped back from the window to avoid being seen. The place was dimly lit and the shadows hid him well.

But the Turk must have had instincts, too. He knew that Haddad couldn’t have disappeared that fast unless he’d taken refuge in one of the nearby stores. And the darkness of the Old Town Brewery was the most likely candidate. Fixing his gaze on the front doorway, the Turk headed straight for it.

That was Haddad’s cue to move.

The pub was sparsely populated with ruddy-faced businessmen and their whorish companions. Haddad weaved his way through them to the back, counting the seconds it took, then ducked through a doorway marked TOILETS and found himself in a dim hallway lined with old black-and-white photographs of London.

The men’s room door was less than two meters away.

Haddad knew that the Turk would check back here. It made sense. He immediately flattened against the wall and waited, mentally calculating the time it would take his pursuer to step inside and cross to the back. It had taken Haddad about twenty seconds, and the Turk was moving as quickly, with purpose.

In less than fifteen seconds the Turk stepped into the hallway, apparently expecting his quarry to be in one of the rooms, behind a locked door, perhaps trying to get out through a window.

He wasn’t. Haddad was facing the hallway door.

As the door swung outward Haddad lunged, grabbing the Turk by the collar. Spinning the smaller man around, he shoved him to the left so that he crashed through the men’s room doorway. The Turk’s eyes went wide in the grimy white light as he stumbled back and slammed against a stall door. Haddad pinned him there with a forearm pressed hard across his exposed throat.

“Who are you?” Haddad demanded in Turkish. “Why are you following me?”

The Turk made a sound in his throat but nothing came out. Haddad released the pressure and the man spat at him. Haddad spun him around again and shoved him hard against the door. The Turk couldn’t get out and now no one—including his partner—could come in. With one fluid motion, Haddad pulled a butterfly knife from his back pocket and flicked it open. The two metal pieces that sheathed the double-edged blade rotated around their pivot pins and snapped together, forming the hilt.

He pressed it to the Turk’s Adam’s apple. “Answer me or you’ll bleed out on a dirty bathroom floor. Who are you working for?”

“N-no one,” the Turk sputtered. “I—I wasn’t following you, I only came here to use the—”

Haddad pushed the knife into the soft flesh of the man’s throat. Blood began to trickle around the steel blade.

“You think I’m a fool?” Haddad hissed. “I saw you in Sofia, sitting in the hotel lobby. And on the train before that. How do you think your whore wound up with a plastic bag over her head?”

“I—I don’t know what you’re talking about!”

“Stop insulting me with lies!”

Haddad withdrew the knife, grabbed him by the collar again, and jerked him onto his knees. The Turk cried in pain as his kneecaps slammed into the bathroom tile. Haddad again put the knife to his throat.

“I won’t ask again,” Haddad said. “Who are you and why are you following me?”

But the Turk said nothing and that was the wrong strategy to employ. Haddad had no qualms about making good on his threat. The only question was how much of his head would still be attached to his body when Haddad was done.

“You’ve made your choice,” Haddad said under his breath. He put a thumb and index finger into the man’s eyes, pressed back so his head was against the door and his throat was exposed, then pressed the blade to flesh.

The Turk stiffened. “Wait! Wait!”

Haddad stopped. Waited.

The Turk’s voice trembled. “I was telling the truth. I … I don’t work for anyone. I was following you because I want to join you.”

That surprised Haddad. “What are you talking about?”

“I want to join your cause.”

“Why didn’t you say so back in the hotel? Why did you hesitate with a knife to your throat?”

“I wanted to be sure in Sofia. Here, I wanted you to see I had courage.”

Haddad laughed. “And what about the woman in Sofia? Did she want to join me, as well?”

“She was no one. A simple whore. I saw her go to your room so I hired her to follow you from the hotel.”

“More lies,” Haddad said.

“No … no, I’m telling the truth! I know all about the Hand of Allah. I know all about your operation.”

Haddad hesitated. “And what operation would that be?”

The Turk paused a moment, lowering his voice almost reverentially as he suddenly spoke English. “Roadshow.”

Haddad stared at him for a long moment. He had no idea what the Turk was talking about. He had his orders, but he knew of no operation by that name.

But what startled him was that he’d heard the word before. Spoken by Imam Zuabi during a telephone conversation several weeks ago as Haddad had waited outside his doorway. He could remember nothing else about what had been said; it hadn’t seemed important. But that word—now that he’d heard it again—came back to him with clarity. And it troubled him.

Was this something else Zuabi was keeping from him?

He looked at the Turk. “This is nonsense. There is no Operation Roadshow.”

“Why would I lie? You have my life in your hands.”

Haddad pressed the knife against the Turk’s throat again as if to prove that point. “Then where did you hear about it?”

“I … I don’t remember. On the street. People talk…”

“What people?”

“I told you, I don’t remember.”

“And I don’t believe you,” Haddad said. “Tell me now or I swear to Allah—”

Suddenly, the Turk brought his left elbow up hard, digging it into Haddad’s chin. Pain tunneled through Haddad as he stumbled back, loosening his grip on the knife. Before he could recover, the Turk jumped to his feet and shot a hand out, grabbing hold of the bigger man’s wrist, twisting so that the joint was bent with the force of the Turk on one side, the weight of Haddad’s body on the other. It was a basic combat technique, simple and debilitating.

The nerves inside Haddad’s arm caught fire and the knife fell free, clattering on the floor.

The Turk may have been small, but that was an advantage in the confined space. Throwing another elbow, he connected with Haddad’s temple, causing both ears to ring. Then he squirmed around him, kicked Haddad from behind—sending him belly-down on the floor—and made a mistake. Instead of running out the door, the Turk looked for the knife.

It was under Haddad.

Scooping it up and scrambling to his feet, Haddad spun and tackled the Turk by the legs, taking him down just short of the door. Rolling the Turk over, he straddled the man, pinning his arms with his knees as he pressed the knife against the smaller man’s jugular.

“Why were you following me?”

“Die in hell!” the Turk spat, struggling beneath him.

Haddad smacked him across the face. “You first! Tell me who you work for!”

Suddenly, to Haddad’s surprise, the Turk stopped fighting. There was a quiet rage in his eyes and Haddad knew he would get nothing from him.

Nothing at all.

The Turk said softly, “May Allah condemn you for what you are about to—”

Haddad didn’t let him finish the sentence.

He uttered a prayer as he thrust the knife into the man’s throat, dragging it deeply along the jawline.




10

San Francisco, California

“So what is this, Jack? Some kind of black thing?”

Maxine no longer had stitches in the side of her face, but the mark they’d left behind still looked raw and painful. She was driving at a fairly good clip, headed south on Van Ness, Jack in the passenger seat.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“You think because I look like everyone else in the hood, I’ve got the key to the kingdom?”

Jack could tell by the tone of her voice that she was only half serious, but now that she’d put it out there he had to respond.

“Correct me if I’m wrong,” he said, “but you did grow up in the Dale, right?”

Max stopped at a red light. “Fourteen years of hell before my mom got a job that paid her enough money to move us out of that dung heap.”

“So what’s the problem? This is more about knowing the territory than anything else. Although you have to admit this Jamal kid is more likely to talk to you than me.”

She gestured to the side of her face. “You almost got me killed once. Isn’t that enough?”

Jack smiled. “We run into any trouble, I figure they’ll be too mesmerized by your beauty to do anything stupid.”

“They call that a bulletproof marshmallow,” she said.

“Say again?”

“Someone soft and tasty that they’re not going to hurt.”

“I like that,” Jack said. “Besides, you know how to handle yourself.”

Max had proven that more than once. Most recently, when she was shooting footage of the dock workers’ strike, one of the union apes had threatened to hurt her and break her camera. The moment the goon made his move, Max sidestepped him and drove the ridge side of her hand into his exposed Adam’s apple without skipping a beat—or losing a frame.

She shot Jack a look. “You’re on crack, you know that? Have you ever even been to Sunnydale?”

“It’s not part of my usual routine, no.”

“So you really have no idea what you’re asking me to do here.”

Jack had to admit he didn’t. He’d heard stories about the place. But he’d also spent time on the streets of Baghdad so how bad could it really be?

“Besides, what makes you think the kid will be up and about?” she asked. “Hasn’t he got a couple of busted limbs?”

“Yes, and that’s why he’ll be out struttin’.”

“I’ll bite. How do you figure that?”

“The kid was obviously trying to impress a gang,” Jack said. “He blew it, totaled the jacked car and didn’t waste the owner. Two strikes. So how does he save face?”

“By sucking up the pain and showing off his injuries.”

“Exactly,” Jack said.

Max shook her head. Jack didn’t know if she admired his thinking or just thought he was crazy.

“You didn’t have to come along, you know,” he reminded her. “You could’ve stayed home.”

Max sighed. “Somebody’s gotta protect you from yourself. And when have I ever told you no?”

“I can think of a couple times.”

The light turned green and Jack saw a flicker of a smile on Max’s lips as she rolled her eyes, then faced forward and hit the gas. “You’re lucky I did, Casanova. You wouldn’t know how to handle me.”

Jack grinned. “Neither will the gangstas in Sunnydale.”

      *

It was less than half an hour before sunset when Max turned onto Sunnydale Avenue. Jack immediately understood her trepidation and started having second thoughts about asking her to come along.

The place was a lot worse than he had expected.

The Sunnydale Projects were built during the Second World War as military housing—a square mile of sturdy new cinder-block buildings sandwiched between the McLaren Park golf course and the Cow Palace, home to the Grand National Rodeo.

The place was turned into low-income housing in the 1970s, but the buildings were never renovated. By the time Max was born, what was left were several blocks full of decrepit, tumbledown hovels with peeling paint, bad plumbing, worse electricity, and enough rats and roaches to keep a fleet of exterminators busy for a dozen years.

Now, despite promises by government officials to clean the place up, the Dale was considered one of the top ten areas to avoid in the city, where murders were frequent and muggings were an everyday occurrence. Over sixteen hundred people were crammed into these neighborhoods, many of them for generations. And most of them wouldn’t be leaving anytime soon.

By day the place was pretty much a typical ghetto, with mothers or grandparents watching young children who amused themselves with whatever was handy, younger teens hanging out against cars or on stoops after school; by night it was hell on earth. Bus drivers and cabbies routinely avoided it, and even the cops were scarce.

Jack suddenly understood why.

The moment they made the turn he felt tension in the air—a lot of it coming from Max herself, whose body seemed to have stiffened as she gripped the wheel.

He knew her mind was flooding with bad memories.

“I must be outta my head,” she muttered, her tone different now. The reality of the place weighed her down.

Jack looked out at the rows of dilapidated buildings, the graffiti, the bars on the windows, the laundry hanging in the yards, the sidewalks and streets eerily empty.

No kids. No couples out for an evening stroll. Even the dogs had stayed inside.

The only sign of life was a handful of teens clustered around a muscle car in a distant parking lot, their gazes on the street, as if keeping watch over their territory. This was a neighborhood under siege.

“You’re right,” Jack said. “I never should’ve asked you to come along. If you want to turn around I won’t hold it against you.”

“How magnanimous of you.”

“I mean it, Max. Turn the car around. I’ll do this alone.”

“You really are on crack. You go in by yourself, you might not walk out.”

“It’s gotta be done,” he said.

“Why? Is talking to this kid really that important?”

“I told you, I need to know exactly what he saw.” He gestured. “If I can’t get you to turn around, at least pull over and I’ll walk from here. And if I’m not back in twenty minutes, or you run into any trouble, get to safer ground and call the cavalry.”

“You’re assuming they’d come,” Max said.

She pulled to the curb across from the Little Village Market and let the engine idle, glancing at that cluster of gangbangers, who were now less than a block away.

“I can’t let you do this, Jack. It’s not worth it.”

“Don’t worry,” he said, “I brought protection.”

Lifting his shirt, he reached to the holster resting against his right hip and pulled out a Smith & Wesson Magnum .357 AirLite. Because he was a celebrity who was known to have fielded a substantial number of death threats, he’d long ago been granted a conceal and carry permit by the Marin County sheriff.

The AirLite was compact yet deadly.

Max’s eyes widened slightly at the sight of it. “Just because you spend time at a shooting range, doesn’t mean you’re a badass. You pull that thing, you better be ready to use it or you’re likely to get five more stuck in your face. These boys don’t fool around.”

“Neither do I,” Jack said, then tucked the gun back into its holster and popped open his door.

      *

Jamal Thomas lived with his mother and brother in a small apartment on Sawyer Street.

Jack consulted the GPS map on his cell phone and saw that he had two blocks to travel from where Max had parked her car. Unfortunately, the only way to get there was to go straight past the kids in the parking lot, and he had a feeling that the moment Max pulled to the curb they’d noted the intrusion on their turf.

Max is right. You are on crack, he thought.

But Tom Drabinksy’s face kept drifting through his mind, and Jack knew the only way he’d make any headway with this story was to talk to Jamal. He might come away from the encounter with nothing to show for it, but at least he had to try.

He walked up the street, heading straight for the parking lot. He decided to try the open and friendly approach. It probably wouldn’t work, but neither would ignoring them or coming in hot.

The kids—some of them no older than sixteen—had been laughing and chattering until Jack stepped into the lot.

The oldest of the kids came forward. Jack recognized him.

“You and your girlfriend make a wrong turn, homey?” He laughed. It was more of a statement than a question. The kid was trying to see into Maxine’s car as he approached but the dark window showed only a vague silhouette.

Jack slowly reached into his shirt pocket and brought out a set of credentials. His old GNT identification card, which had expired two years ago. He didn’t expect these kids to recognize him, but they’d surely recognize the network he once worked for.

“I’m with GNT News,” he said.

The kid gave the card a cursory glance, then looked back down the block toward Maxine’s car. “I don’t see no camera truck. How you gonna put me on Tee Vee?”

“The cameras come later,” Jack said. “I’m what they call an advance man. I’m here to set up an interview with a kid named Jamal Thomas, lives on Sawyer Street. You know him?”

The kid stiffened. “Nah.”

That was it? Jack thought. No negotiation, no shakedown?

“You sure?” Jack pressed.

That seemed to trigger something in the kid.

“Man, why don’t you jus’ turn ’round and go back to where you from?”

“Why?” Jack asked. He spoke in a voice that was loud enough for the others to hear. “What are you scared of, Leon?”

The kid snapped forward like he was a shooting guard for the Warriors. He was in Jack’s face almost as fast as Jack’s hand was on the .357. The move did not escape the kid’s notice. If he had a piece he wouldn’t be able to get it in time, and it was too dark here for the rest of the gang to see.

“How do you know me?” Leon asked.

“I saw you in the car the day of the explosion,” Jack said. “I was the guy talking to Officer Beckman.”

Leon nodded, drew back. “I ain’t scared,” he said defiantly.

“Not of me, no,” Jack said, offering him a bone. His hand moved from under his shirt. “What happened? Did someone do something to Jamal?”

“Like you don’t know.”

“I don’t,” Jack said. “Jesus, man, I’m trying to help him.”

“Right.”

“What else would I be doing here with just my associate in the middle of the goddamn night?”

Leon considered this.

“Tell me what happened. Please.”

The kid spat to the side to show the others that he was okay, that he was in charge and unafraid. “What happened? Jamal was outta the hospital for what, not even half an hour, when they came to see him.”

“Who did?”

“I don’t know who,” he said. “They come off Bay Shore in a big black Escalade, poundin’ on the door and—”

He was cut off by the shriek of a siren as an ambulance blasted up the avenue and streaked past them, making a left turn on Sawyer. The kids whipped their heads in its direction then started piling into the muscle car.

One of them shouted, “Come on, man, let’s check this out.”

Leon glanced in the direction of the ambulance. The glow of a distant streetlight, one that wasn’t broken, showed he was wearing a funny expression, something between anger and concern. He ran to the car and jumped inside, its tires squealing as it tore out of the parking lot.

Jack waited until it was around the corner, then started out after it.
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“My baby! They killed my baby!”

By the time Jack reached the muscle car it was parked out in front of one of the tenement houses. The ambulance sat in the middle of the street, its red strobe flickering, curious neighbors spilling from their homes to see what the commotion was.

The paramedics were already rolling a gurney out a doorway, the small body on it covered with a sheet.

Jack checked the address. It was Jamal Thomas’s apartment.

An emaciated but not unattractive woman in her early forties stood on the sidewalk, her arms stretched toward the gurney, her face twisted in agony as Leon held her back.

“My baby!” she cried, her high, shrill voice full of raw emotion. “Why did they kill my baby?”

She tried to wriggle away but Leon held tight, his own face slack with shock and grief as he stared at the gurney, tears running down his cheeks. The other kids stood around him, open-mouthed, looking much more like children than gangstas, their bravado overwhelmed by the tragedy of the moment.

Jack quickly assessed the scene, and as the paramedics reached the rear of the ambulance he approached the one nearest the doors and showed him his GNT credentials. “What happened here?”

The paramedic waved him away. “Stay clear.”

“Have the police been notified?”

“Soon as we got the call.”

“What’s the C-O-D? Was he shot?”

The guy hesitated, as though sizing Jack up; he seemed to decide it might not be a bad idea to keep a potential ally on hand.

The EMT shook his head. “Overdose.”

“Like hell!” Leon shouted, gently passing the crying woman into the arms of one of his friends. “I already told you, Jamal wasn’t no junkie!”

“Okay, man, take it easy,” the paramedic said.

“Yo, man, that’s not good enough,” Leon snarled. He drew a Glock from the back of his waistband and crossed the sidewalk. “You take it back! You apologize to my mother!”

“I’m sorry!” the young man said. “I take it back!”

The other EMT had stopped moving the gurney. He edged behind the ambulance. Jack positioned himself between Leon and the other paramedic.

“Leon, listen to me—put away the gun,” Jack said. “I want to find out who did this but we need to talk.”

“The cops did this. That’s who killed my brother.”

“How do you know? Do you have any names, descriptions? Are there any witnesses?”

Jack couldn’t make a grab for the Glock. Leon’s finger was on the trigger, and though they were backing off, moving behind cars, there were too many people standing around to risk an accidental discharge. Instead, Jack ignored the gun. He’d had weapons pointed at him before, and they were never the threat. The man holding it was. If Jack stayed calm, chances were fifty-fifty he could talk Leon down. Or at least delay him until his mother realized what was happening.

Jack looked into Leon’s eyes and held them. They were bloodred in the flashing light of the ambulance, still clouded with tears.

“Talk to me, Leon,” he said calmly.

“The cops,” he said, sobbing but still pointing the gun. “They came in our house and put Jamal down like a dyin’ dog.”

“If we’re going to prove that, I need details,” Jack said.

“Man, you need to go away!” one of the kids shouted.

“Me, too?” came a voice from the middle of the street.

They all looked over as Maxine came walking from out of the darkness. If she wasn’t exactly an angel, she was the closest thing Jack had ever seen.

“This is my associate Maxine,” Jack said. “You saw her in the car. Remember?”

Leon kept the gun on Jack while he looked at Max. “Yeah.”

“Leon, if you want to show your brother respect, then let the paramedics do their job while we go inside and have a nice calm conversation,” she said. “Think you can manage that?”

Leon looked at her. Then, choking back a sob, he wiped tears from his eyes with the back of his gun hand. He nodded.

“Great,” she said.

      *

The apartment was a cluttered, two-bedroom disaster in serious need of a handyman. Cracked ceiling. Dents and scuff marks on the walls. A battered oven in the small kitchenette with its door hanging lopsided, probably unused for months.

From the looks of things, Juanita Thomas wasn’t much of a housekeeper, and judging by the drug paraphernalia scattered across the worn coffee table, she wasn’t much of a mother, either.

Jack and Maxine exchanged looks the moment they entered the place. Max’s expression said, See, I warned you. Jack’s replied, Did I say I doubted you?

But he wasn’t here to judge anyone, just to get information. It took Max a little more persuasion to get Leon to sit down with them—minus his gang—but the kid finally came around. In fact, now that his rage had given way to sadness, now that he didn’t have to put on a tough-guy show for the gang, he seemed grateful to have someone to talk to.

As they entered, Leon escorted his mother into the bedroom and closed the door behind him. Jack and Max were silent as they waited, Jack feeling the walls of this depressing dump close in on him. He caught Max flash a look at the water stain on the ceiling, the dark, mildewed rot around it.

“You made it out,” Jack said in a voice barely above a whisper. “This isn’t your life anymore.”

“But it’s theirs,” she said sadly.

There was no disputing that. Jack was trying to imagine where Mrs. Thomas got Leon’s bail money. Either she had the cash on hand for drugs, got it from selling drugs, or went into hock with a pusher who would have her on her back till it was paid back with interest. Or maybe Leon would knock over a 7-Eleven. Roll some tourists on Market Street. There were all kinds of opportunities for people who had nothing to lose.

A moment later Leon came back out. “I gave her medicine to calm her down,” he said. “She needs to sleep.”

They didn’t ask what he had given her. They didn’t have to.

“What about you?” Max asked. “You feeling any calmer now?”

Leon dropped into a threadbare armchair and lowered his head slightly, trying to hide the tears that were forming again.

These guys are always different when you get them alone, away from their posse, Jack thought. The tough talk, the gestures—it was all for show, like a peacock fanning its tail feathers to seem bigger.

“He was just a stupid runt,” Leon said. “Never hurt anybody. Not even—”

Leon stopped himself.

“Not even the guy he was supposed to pop on the Tenderloin?” Jack asked.

Leon looked up sharply. “A dude gotta know how to survive,” he said. “Off this block, another thug’s turf, you choke, you dead.”

“Did you see what happened that night?” Jack asked.

Leon didn’t answer.

“You stopped at a light,” Jack prompted. “That’s how it’s done, right?”

“Yeah.”

“What happened then?” Max asked.

Leon took a tremulous breath. “Jamal got out and I drove ahead. I looked back an’ the Arab dude was gone and Jamal was swervin’ through traffic. I saw him hit—wham, wham—an’ I went back. But I couldn’t get him out. Next thing up, I was bein’ hustled into a cop car.”

“You never saw the Arab again?”

Leon shook his head.

“What about today?” Jack asked. He moved around the coffee table and sat on the sofa. “Tell me about the cops in the Escalade.”

Leon took another breath. “I picked Jamal up when we got the okay. He was all smilin’ even though he was in a wheelchair and me an’ a nurse had to carry him into the car.” He smiled. “Banged him up, tryin’ to fit him an’ crutches.” The smile faded. “Then, ’bout an hour before you guys showed up, some cops come poundin’ on the door.”

“You saw this?”

“I heard ’em when Mom let ’em in. I was in the bedroom with Jamal. He was talkin’ about wantin’ to go to the lot, show his badass casts, an’ I told him I’d think about it. I took off out the window.”

“Why?” Jack asked.

“’Cause I heard them ask where I was.”

“Really?” Jack said. “Leon, I need to ask you something. Were you ever picked up on a gun charge?”

“What that got to do with anything?”

“Humor me.”

“Yeah, sure, once, two years ago,” Leon said. “They couldn’t prove shit.”

No, Jack thought, but it would show up on your rap sheet. If they were coming for Jamal they’d want to know where his pistol-packing brother was.

“How do you know they were driving an Escalade?” Maxine asked.

“Saw it parked out front, one of ’em standing next to it. I called Mom on the cell, but she said they went into the bedroom and closed the door. Tol’ her they had to ask Jamal a few questions. Jus’ like you.”

“And you’re sure they were cops?”

“What else?”

“Were they in uniform?”

“Suits, man,” Leon said. “Black. Plainclothes. I know the law and they was it.”

“No, Leon,” Jack said. “They were bigger than cops.”

Leon made a face. “What the hell that s’posed to mean?”

“The EMT said they phoned in the OD. That was at least a half hour ago. The Tenderloin Station is, what, five minutes from here? You’ve got the largest concentration of parolees in the city with nonstop patrols. Don’t you think they’d be here by now?”

“They don’t give a damn ’bout us, and Jamal was already dead—”

“‘Officers shall investigate and complete Juvenile Disposition Report Form 8716,’ I think it is, ‘and get a statement from the parents and/or guardian in the event of a suicide or accidental death of a person or persons under the age of eighteen,’” Jack said. “They didn’t always come to bail out my ass, either, so I memorized the codes.”

Leon and Max both looked at him.

“This is not a situation someone would slough off unless someone high up told them to do it,” Jack said, adding pointedly: “Someone high up told them to stay away. What happened when you got to the lot?”

“After a while I called Mom again and she said they was gone and Jamal was resting,” Leon said. “I figgered he just pass out, y’know what I’m sayin’?” His manner was different now, cooperative and even contrite. “Next thing I know, you two show up and there’s an ambulance.” He averted his gaze again, sniffed back tears. “I get here an’ paramedics are already about, ‘Jamal OD’d’ and Mom is screamin’ that the cops kilt him. She said she came into the bedroom and found a needle lyin’ on the bed beside his mouth.” Leon glared into space. “My kid brother stuck himself under the tongue, right, ’cause his arm was in a cast? Is that real? We kept drugs on the nightstand so we could shoot up before bed! That’s bullshit, man!”

“Isn’t that how you put your mother to sleep?” Maxine asked.

Leon shifted uneasily.

Jack leaned forward. “Are you sure Jamal didn’t take drugs?”

“I told you, man, that kid was clean. Maybe smoked some weed, but that was it.”

They were all silent a moment. There were a lot of pieces now, but they still didn’t fit. Try throwing a rock and see who throws it back, Bob Copeland had told Jack. What kind of target did they have?

“The guy standing next to the Escalade,” he said to Leon. “Did you get a good look at him?”

The kid shrugged. “Good enough, I guess.”

“Can you describe him for me?”

Leon dug a hand into his pants pocket. “Don’t need to.”

He brought his cell phone out, pressed a few buttons, then handed it to Jack.

A video started playing.

Maxine moved around next to him and they watched together, a dark, shaky shot of the tenement house from about half a block down, a tall, muscular guy in sunglasses standing near the hood of the SUV, looking off toward Jamal’s apartment.

Professional, Jack thought. But definitely not a cop, from the looks of him—local or federal.

So who was he?

The video cut to black and Jack punched a button to play it again.

“What do you think?” Jack asked as the image replayed.

“I think it’s amazing what you can shoot on a cell phone these days. That’s HD quality. Maybe I should chuck the vidcam.”

He made a face but he let it pass. That was Max’s way of blowing off tension; she’d earned the right tonight.

“Why, what do you think?” she asked.

“If I had to guess I’d say private security.”

Max squinted slightly, concentrating. “Y’know, there may be a way we can find out.”

“How?”

She pointed at the Escalade. “We don’t have a view of the license plate, but you see that little rectangle in the corner of the driver’s window?”

Jack looked, nodded. “Parking sticker.”

“Right. And I bet if I dump this video into my system at home, I’ll be able to enhance it enough to get a fix on that sticker. At least tell us where they park their car.”

“It’s a start,” Jack said, then shifted his gaze to Leon. “Is there some way you can transfer this video to Max?”

He shrugged. “E-mail.”

Jack nodded. “Good. I don’t know who’s behind all this, Leon, but I’m gonna do everything I can to find out.”

“Why?” the kid said. “Why do you even care?”

Jack studied him grimly. “Because that’s just who I am.”
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After they left Leon, Jack and Maxine walked along the street unassaulted and climbed into her car. Two of the gang members had been watching it for them. The kids left wordlessly when they arrived.

They both needed a drink so they made their way to the nearest bar, found a booth, and ordered the best scotch the place had to offer. Jack liked Glenrothes single malt scotch but it was hard to find. He usually settled for Jameson 12, Irish whiskey.

Jack was working on his third when his cell phone vibrated against his thigh, telling him he had a text message. He pulled it from his pocket, glanced at the screen, and saw that the sender was Bob Copeland.

The message was short and simple:


1600 hrs MOMA

Jack did not bother to reply. Copeland wouldn’t expect or even want one. He knew that Jack would be waiting for him at the Museum of Modern Art at four P.M. tomorrow, so there was nothing else to be said. But Jack was happy to hear from him. Copeland would only be requesting another meet because he had new information.

“Who’s that?” Max said, glancing at the screen as he put away his phone. “One of your many conquests?”

Jack looked at her and grinned. “You know I only have eyes for you.”

“And for some reason they keep staring at my chest. Men are so predictable.”

“Well, you know how I feel about sex, Max, don’t you? ‘The position is ridiculous, the relief momentary, and the results catastrophic.’”

She laughed. “Yeah, I’ve read Chesterfield, Jack. But I think that’s probably the scotch talking, Don Juan. Or maybe you’re just turned on by the fact that I saved your hide tonight.”

“Not that I don’t appreciate it,” Jack said, “but I had the situation under control.”

Max cocked an eyebrow, giving him a playful look. After working together with her for the past few months, Jack recognized it as the expression she wore when she was having fun with him.

“What you had,” she said, “was a near-death experience. If I hadn’t come along when I did, you would’ve been riding in the back of that ambulance with Jamal Thomas.”

Jack played along, not bothering to mention that he could have taken Leon with a Krav Maga move—step in, push the gun arm to his chest with your own perpendicular forearm, hold it there while you take a second step behind him, then snake that arm up and across his throat and put him in a chokehold. The way they were standing, however, the EMT would probably have taken a slug or two in the chest.

“Are you purposely trying to deflate my sense of masculinity?” he asked.

“I don’t think that’s possible. Let’s just call it a dose of reality.”

Jack was about to respond when they heard a beeping sound. It was Maxine’s turn to grab her cell phone. She checked the screen and suddenly got serious. “Leon finally sent me the video.”

“Good. You really think you can blow it up?”

“Blowing it up isn’t the problem,” she said. “It’s the resolution I’m concerned about. Even though it’s HD, there’s no telling what we’ll have once the image is triple its size.”

“So it’s a crap shoot.”

“I’ve got a few high-end tools I can use to fill in some of the pixels, but no guarantees.”

Jack nodded. “You have an ETA?”

She smiled. “I could be working on it right now if you weren’t busy trying to get me drunk and figure out how to take advantage of me.”

Jack grinned again. “A man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do. Sometime tomorrow then?”

“I’m working another shoot in the morning, but I’m pretty sure I can have a yea or nay for you by the time you get back from that little rendezvous with your hottie. I’ll call you the minute I do.”

      *

Max dropped him off at his boat around eleven P.M.

After a halfhearted attempt to invite her in—an attempt that went down in flames, as he knew it would—Jack bid her farewell and climbed aboard the Sea Wrighter. He wasn’t two steps on deck before he abruptly sobered.

Someone had been here.

Boaters tend to have a kind of sixth sense when it comes to knowing their space has been invaded—maybe because there’s often so little of it—and Jack had no doubt in his mind that he’d had a visitor tonight.

Tony?

Not likely. He would have left for Camp Parks hours ago.

Carlos Rodriguez, the kid Jack had hired to wash his boat? Carlos was an illegal and Jack had been trying to help him gain citizenship—although he was convinced that the illegal problem, coupled with corporate welfare, were two things that were surely and swiftly sinking this country.

But Jack wasn’t without his sympathies, especially toward a young man he knew wasn’t afraid of hard work. His own grandfather, a Russian immigrant, had taken a similar path, working long, backbreaking hours to raise his family, and had spent many years living in poverty on New York’s Lower East Side. Jack saw the same thing in Carlos that he saw in his own family and people. A sense of pride and a willingness to make sacrifices.

But Carlos only came to wash the boat on Tuesdays, and wasn’t due again until next week. So, if not him, and not Tony, who was the intruder?

And, more importantly, was he still here?

Jack glanced up toward the flybridge but saw no sign of movement up there. As a precaution, he pulled his .357 from its holster then quietly unlocked the starboard pilothouse door and slipped inside, carefully surveying the room. He left the lights off, leaving only the pale moonlight to guide him, but as far as he could tell, there was nothing out of place.

Yet that feeling of invasion persisted.

What was worse, Eddie would usually be leaping at his feet by now, over and over until Jack caught him in his arms. But there was no sign of him.

Jack’s gut tightened and a fresh wave of uneasiness rolled through him. He was tempted to call out to the little guy but he remained silent. If anyone was in here, there was no point in announcing himself.

Instead, he stepped past the helm to the port door.

It was unlocked.

Jack never left his doors unlocked. Not while he was gone.

For a moment he considered backing out completely and waiting in the darkness on the dock for someone to emerge. But an unlocked door was merely proof that someone had been here, not that they’d stuck around. And he was worried about Eddie.

Turning, he checked the salon, watching the darkness for any sign of movement, listening for any sounds of breathing, but there was a stillness in the air that told him it was empty. He moved down the short set of steps and crossed through to the aft cabin, which was also empty.

Taking his cell phone from his pocket, he hit the flashlight app and the screen glowed. He shone the beam up the spiraled wooden stairway and cautiously climbed the steps to the flybridge, but there was no sign of anything amiss. A moment later he was back inside the pilothouse and headed down to the lower deck. He took the steps cautiously, keeping the .357 at the ready. He had no qualms about doing whatever was necessary to protect himself.

When he reached the companionway he stood very still, listening. The boat gently rocked and the only sound was the quiet lapping of the bay against the hull. No sign of Eddie down here, either.

So where was he?

Dread washing through him, Jack used his cell phone flashlight again, keeping the beam low as he worked his way around to the guest stateroom, bracing himself for a surprise attack. But the cabin was clear—no bogeymen in the shadows, no sign of a disturbance.

Turning, he was about to check the second guest stateroom when he noticed that the door to the head was ajar. He supposed it could have come loose somehow, but he doubted it, and he wasn’t prone to leaving the door unlatched.

Tightening his grip on the .357, he approached the head carefully, half expecting to find someone hiding in there. But when he gently pushed the door open and shone the light inside, he discovered the small bathroom and shower stall empty.

But his instincts had been right. Someone had been in here.

In the light of his cell phone he saw a noose hanging from the shower head.

An empty noose that had been fashioned from Eddie’s leash.

      *

Tony was half asleep when Jack called.

“Do you have any idea what time it is?” he groaned. “I got training in the morning. I’m trying to get some shut-eye.”

“Sorry, man, but is Eddie up there with you?”

“Up here?” Tony said groggily. “What the hell are you talking about? Why would I bring him up here?”

“You two seem to be attached at the hip lately, so I was hoping you took him along for the ride.”

The grogginess in Tony’s voice abruptly disappeared. “Jack, what’s going on?”

“Someone broke into the boat and Eddie’s gone. And I’m not sure I want to tell you what I found in the head.”

“You think they took him?”

“Or worse. He’s nowhere around.” The dread Jack had felt earlier was rolling around in his belly like a bad stew. “I’ve tried calling him but he doesn’t come.”

“Wait a minute,” Tony told him. “Hold on—”

“What—?”

“Go into your stateroom.”

“What? Why?”

“Just do what I tell you. This is something me and Eddie wanted to surprise you with.”

“What the hell are you—”

“Just do it, Jack. Trust me.”

Jack hesitated a moment, still battling his rage, then did as he was told. He had already turned on all the lights, in hopes of spotting the little guy cowering in a corner, but grew more and more alarmed when he couldn’t find him.

“You in there yet?”

“I’m here,” Jack said.

“All right. Now say, ‘FIDO.’”

“What?”

“FIDO,” Tony told him. “It’s an old military acronym. ‘Fuck It and Drive On.’ Trust me, just say it. And say it loud.”

Jack hesitated, wondering what Tony was up to. “All right.… FIDO.”

The moment the word was out of his mouth he heard Eddie’s familiar outsized growl coming from somewhere near the bed. The one he normally reserved for strangers. It was muffled, but clear, and Jack moved quickly to a low, narrow cabinet on the port side.

When he opened the cabinet door, he found Eddie lying prone inside the tiny space, stretched out flat like a platypus.

“You’ve gotta be kidding me,” Jack said, relief washing through him.

“A little self-preservation measure, in case someone ever broke in. I noticed the door on that cabinet was spring-loaded, so I started working with him about three weeks ago.”

“Thank God you did,” Jack said. He tucked the phone under his chin and pulled Eddie into his arms, letting his friend lick at his face. “I was worried sick about him.”

“No kidding. You ready to tell me what you found in the head now?”

Jack gave the dog a quick back scratch, above the tail, then set him on the bed. “A noose made out of Eddie’s leash.”

“What the hell? Did you call the cops?”

“For what? They’ll just file a report and call it a day.” Jack sighed. “I’m used to death threats but this is a little too close to home. And I’m not entirely convinced it’s the work of one of my garden-variety stalkers.”

“Then who?”

“Good question. Bob Copeland told me I should watch my back, and after what happened to Jamal Thomas tonight—”

“What happened?”

Jack gave him the rundown on the trip to Sunnydale, Jamal’s overdose, and the men in the black Escalade. “The kid’s brother got one of them on his cell camera and Maxine’s gonna see if she can identify the parking sticker on the car.”

“Jesus,” Tony muttered. “Sounds like we got this thing right. You and Eddie better not sleep on that boat tonight.”

“This was just a warning, Tony. If somebody wanted me dead, they would’ve stuck around instead of playing games.”

“Okay, but humor me. Get the hell out of there. Go to a hotel or hit up Maxine. Or your ex. She’s got plenty of room in that big house you left her.”

“I don’t think the tax guy she’s been dating would approve,” Jack said.

“Do you care?”

Tony was right. About all of it.

“Okay. I’ll make sure we get to safer ground. When are you due back?”

“Sometime tomorrow night.”

“Good,” Jack said. “See you then. Now get back to sleep.”

“Keep your powder dry.”

Jack nodded. “I always do.”
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Jack thought of his apartment on Union Street as his Fortress of Solitude. The only people who knew he owned it were his real estate broker, the bank, and his former wife—and he wanted to keep it that way.

He hadn’t even told Tony. Jack kept it separate from his everyday life, a place where he could seek refuge, to reflect and reminisce.

A twenty-two-story sixties-era complex right off the Embarcadero, it was just a block from the bay. The beauty of the building was that there were four or five entrances and exits on various floors, and he sometimes marveled at how difficult it would be for any of the “progressives” who had threatened him over the years to stalk him here.

You could elude a rampaging army in this place.

He inwardly thought of the complex as a mini-UN. It was populated by a variety of people of various nationalities, and riding the elevator to the twentieth floor was often an education in cultural diversity. One day he’d be smiling and winking at a Norwegian child in a stroller and the next he’d be chatting with a businessman from Tokyo.

The view from his window was spectacular. Facing north, it looked out across the bay. And just beyond the Richmond Bridge, you could see the East Brother Light Station, a small island lighthouse that had been in operation for over a hundred and thirty-three years.

Jack had spent part of his honeymoon on that island, staying at the bed-and-breakfast there. And while he had found the place charming, Rachel had complained that they were too isolated to have any fun—beyond the bedroom, that is. Jack loved and could enjoy the birds, the bay, even the winds. That contrast in their attitudes was one of the many reasons they were no longer married.

As with many marriages, Jack and Rachel stopped sleeping together years before the sex stopped. They had side-by-side separate beds, and later they slept in separate bedrooms.

He liked to watch movies on TV, she liked to read. He went to bed early, she read until after midnight. He got up at first light, she slept until eleven. He was obsessed with politics and TV news, she found this too predictable. “What’s the point of getting excited,” she used to say to him, “they’re all liars and you can’t change a damn thing.”

The sex between them had been great for years, endless and heated. But Jack wasn’t made for marriage. It was a strain on his nature. He couldn’t conform to another person’s needs and wants.

The only interest he really had was his own ego. He believed he could make the world a better place. She was cynical about “the good guys winning.”

But she was loyal and faithful. That kept them together. Nothing entered her life that she did not want to be there. She had an iron will.

Jack both admired her for that and was repelled by it. Being married to a Margaret Thatcher was no picnic, he would say, while admiring the iron lady’s strength. Her love for him blinded her to what she considered his egotism and his other flaws and quirks.

His father had warned him, “Two rules, Jackie boy, never, ever agree with a friend who leaves his girlfriend and puts her down. They’ll get back together and blame you. And one other thing: never touch another guy’s girlfriend. Ever.” He never cheated on her and he never put her down. Even after the divorce.

But Rachel ignored Jack’s work. She rarely commented on any of his broadcasts or even his columns. This was her way of hurting him. When at first she did not leave him because of his habit of withdrawing into himself she left him in a more fundamental way, abandoning him where it hurt the most. Ignoring the things he was proudest of.

Eventually, they both wanted more than a memory of how things were.

Much of Jack’s past was here in this apartment. After the divorce, boxes that had been stored in his garage in Tiburon had been dragged out and sifted through, yielding a collection of mementos he had gathered over the years:

Some of his childhood toys made of metal, his favorite a vintage 1940s Indie 500 racing car, number 54. It had a real gas engine that he still liked to inspect, marveling at how his country had gone from leading the world in technology to becoming a nation of Web designers and welfare recipients—all in his own lifetime. Another toy was a model airplane gas engine. “The drone” still had the same wooden propeller he had cranked as a small boy. Sometimes he wound it just to hear the sucking sound of the piston gasping for air.

Then there was the set of encyclopedias that his mother had scrimped and saved to purchase for him when he was ten years old. The track and football trophies from high school. His college diplomas. His journalism and broadcasting awards.

And, of course, the battered helmet he’d worn on assignment in Iraq, reminding him just how close he had come to dying there.

He kept them all neatly on display, for his eyes only. Because when it came down to it, who else really cared? Rachel hadn’t. His parents were no longer alive. And while Tony and Maxine had turned out to be great friends, Jack wasn’t yet ready to share this part of his life with them.

The truth was, Jack Hatfield was something of a loner. He missed some of the friends he’d made at GNT—friends who had largely abandoned him out of concern for their own careers—but he had never had much trouble spending time with himself.

Just as Tony Antiniori hid his limp, for fear it might signify weakness, Jack did his best to disguise what really amounted to a mild case of Asperger’s syndrome—an aversion to social interaction. He craved order in the world. Anyone with a keen eye would notice this.

When he was a child he would line his shoes up under his bed, only to become upset if he ever found them out of place. He kept weekly journals of his activities, developing skills that served him well in his older years as a reporter. And taking on a career as a war correspondent was his own personal version of therapy, plunging him into a world of chaos in hopes that he might somehow make sense of it and find a way to rid himself of this demon.

Over the years this desire for order had dissipated somewhat, but every so often it flared up again, as it had tonight when he thought Eddie was missing, or a week ago when Tom Drabinsky met his fate, or two years ago when the life he’d built came crashing down around him. Jack’s orderly world had been disturbed, and Tony had been right when he’d suggested that he get away from the boat for the night.

Because here, in his Fortress of Solitude, surrounded by the comforts of his past, he could shut out the noise and finally breathe free. He had often felt Isaiah applied to his life as it did to so much else: “He was despised, and forsaken of men, a man of pains, and acquainted with disease, and as one from whom men hide their face; he was despised, and we esteemed him not.”

      *

Across from Jack’s bedroom was the room in which he kept his gun collection. He locked them in a huge gun safe that had taken four men to muscle into his apartment.

He preferred weapons that were precise and reliable, like the Colt Combat Commander .45 automatic, with its sheer stopping power and deadly accuracy at short range; the SIG-Sauer .380, a precisely machined German pistol known for its smoothness of operation; and, as a final back-up “shoe gun,” he relied on his Kel-Tec Crimson Trace, which was the size of a pack of cigarettes and weighed only a few ounces. This little tiger held a six-round clip and fired a .380 round. Big enough to save your life, small enough to slip into a shirt pocket.

Then there were the rifles and shotguns. A 12-gauge Model 870 Remington Express Magnum; a Colt AR-15, which shot the .223 rounds first deployed in Vietnam as a fully automatic; and a Ruger Mini 14, .223.

Next to the display case was his father’s old worktable. His old man had been an horologist who made a living fixing rich men’s watches, and had passed much of his knowledge on to Jack. The hours spent learning about winding wheels and barrel bridges and balance screws and regulators had been some of the best of his childhood. There is nothing like watching a master at work, and nothing like the pride from knowing that master is your dad.

Over the years, Jack’s interests had expanded from watches to clocks. His father said he’d moved backward, because clocks were larger and easier to repair, but Jack loved the sound of the bells when they struck on the half and on the hour.

Winding one particular wall clock seemed to reset his mind. It was his favorite, a walnut German Berliner made by Kienzle in 1880. The brass face was embossed with a winged angel, the pendulum driven by an eight-day spring-wound movement that played the Westminster chimes on the half hour. Jack often smiled at the irony of being banned from entering Britain as he listened to the harmonious gongs.

He kept that clock in his living room now, and made sure to rewind it every time he came here. Like a diligent child, he listened attentively, counting the rings each and every time, careful not to overwind or run past the stops.

And every time he reset it, he thought about the internal clocks inside each of us. A clock for the heart. Another for the mind. And the final chime—was it set by fate or by circumstance?

After his father died, Jack had taken custody of the old man’s worktable and tools. The day he moved into this apartment, he’d brought them here as a kind of shrine to his old man.

Nights like this were rare, but when he had them he always found comfort sitting here in this darkened room under the glow of his father’s magnifying lamp, Eddie curled at his feet, as he quietly worked on the Hamilton “Gilbert” he’d inherited.

Like the Berliner, it was an exquisite timepiece, circa 1952, with a rectangular face and a solid fourteen-karat yellow gold case with nineteen jewels. He always kept it serviced, cleaning and replacing parts as necessary, and in all the years he’d owned it, he’d never once let it wind down.

Jack’s relationship with his father had been a difficult one, but he’d loved the man fiercely and this was the only way he knew to keep his spirit alive.

He sat at that worktable for several hours, laboring quietly as he thought about the events of the past week. He was carefully buffing out a small scratch in the watch’s crystal when his cell phone rang.

It was nearly three A.M. and the sound startled him.

Who would be calling him at this time of morning?

Setting the watch down, Jack fumbled the phone from his pocket, checked the screen, and saw that the number was blocked. He pressed the receive button, put it on speaker, and placed the phone on the desk. “Hello?”

There was static on the line, followed by a moment of silence, then a slurred but familiar voice said, “… Hatfield? ‘Sat you?”

Bob Copeland. He sounded as if he might be drunk.

“… Hatfield?… You there?”

It was unusual for Copeland to be calling him directly like this. With his penchant for secrecy, their normal mode of communication was a text message—like earlier tonight—and Jack had no doubt that those messages went through half a dozen encryption filters before they reached his phone.

“Yeah, Bob, it’s me. What’s going on? Are you okay?”

“… What?”

The static flared up again and if Copeland said anything more, Jack missed it. “Bob? Did you hear me?”

“… Can’t find my other shoe … Where the hell is my shoe?”

Definitely drunk, or even drugged—although Copeland had never struck Jack as a big fan of pharmaceuticals.

“Listen to me, Bob. Tell me where you are. Are you at home?”

More static.

“Bob?”

“Upstream, Jackie boy … Definitely upstream … Gotta get out of here … Gotta look after the twins…”

Jack had no idea what Copeland was talking about, but if he wasn’t at home, he definitely shouldn’t be driving.

“Whatever you do,” Jack told him, “don’t get behind the wheel. You hear me? Leave your car where it is and call yourself a cab.”

“… What?”

“Call a cab, Bob. I mean it. Promise me you won’t drive.”

“… No driving,” Copeland murmured, his voice sounding distant, as if he’d lowered the phone. “… Can’t find my goddamn shoe…”

Jack was about to insist he let him pick him up, when the line clicked and the phone went dead.

Damn.

Jack sighed. He knew Copeland had a reputation as a hard drinker, but had always thought of him as a man in control. And a drunken phone call at three in the morning was completely out of character.

He tried to think of who he might call to get Copeland some help—family or something—but when it came down to it, Jack really didn’t know all that much about him. Especially after two years of no contact.

As he racked his brain trying to figure out who he might call, the phone rang again.

He clicked it on. “Bob? Is that you?”

No static this time, but no response, either.

“Bob?”

Several seconds ticked by, then the line went dead, and Jack silently cursed again, wishing there was some way to find out where Copeland was. Maybe call the police to make sure he didn’t wind up in a gutter somewhere.

But what would he tell them?

Where would they start looking?

Then it struck Jack. What if there was more to this than a night of simple overindulgence? After what he’d found hanging in his shower, he had to wonder if it was possible that this was some kind of a cry for help.

Could Copeland be in a different kind of trouble?

But when Jack thought it through, that didn’t make much sense. If Bob Copeland were in danger, why would he be calling in a drunken stupor? And there were plenty of people he could call besides Jack. The guy had once worked for the Pentagon, for God’s sake.

This was a simple case of drunk dialing, is all. And there’s nothing worse than a drunk dialer.

Maybe Jack wasn’t the only one who had demons to contend with. He just hoped the guy got home safely and was sober enough to make their meeting tomorrow.

They had a lot to talk about.




14

Jack went back to the Sea Wrighter the next morning. When he stepped onto the deck, he discovered he’d had another visitor in the night. He found a package about the size of a shirt box, wrapped in brown paper and tucked against the starboard pilothouse door. There was no name, no address, no writing of any kind.

Odd, he thought. What the hell was this all about?

He raised it slightly, feeling with his fingers for a minelike depression plate underneath. Nothing. He kept it level as he raised it. There was no lopsided weight to indicate packed explosives, no faint chemical smell, no ticking, no wires that he could see under the wrapping. Snatching it up, he let himself in, then moved into the galley and laid it on the table. He tore away the brown paper. All he found inside was a briefcase containing a swath of papers. Government authorization forms, from the looks of them, generated by the Department of Defense.

Jack paused when he saw them.

Was this something he should be looking at?

The authorization involved a special transport mission. On August 20 of this year, a shipment of highly classified experimental hydrazine-based rocket fuel was to be carried from a facility Jack wasn’t even aware of, designated by number only. For security reasons, the fuel would be traveling by tanker truck rather than the usual rail transportation.

According to the timetable, part of that journey would involve passing over the Golden Gate Bridge at approximately 2200 hours that night, and Jack got the impression that the Bridge Authority had not been notified of this shipment. The truck itself would be marked as a milk tanker.

In other words, this was a so-called black shipment. Okay; Jack had no doubt that happened all the time.

The question was, why had this package been left on his deck, and who had left it?

Searching through the package again, Jack found a business card for a Linda Hodgkins of the Department of Defense. After mulling it over, Jack flipped open his cell phone and called the number.

It was picked up after three rings. “Yes?”

“Is this Linda Hodgkins with the Department of Defense?”

A hesitation. “Yes, who is this?”

“Ms. Hodgkins, my name is Jack Hatfield and it seems a package of yours has been left on my boat. Would you know anything about that?”

A longer hesitation. “Copeland said you can be trusted.”

“You know Bob Copeland?”

“Yes, I wanted him to take the briefcase but he told me to leave it on your boat.”

“Maybe you’d better back up a bit and tell me what this is about.”

She hesitated again, as if trying to gather her courage, then she said, “Yesterday afternoon my colleagues and I went to lunch at Fisherman’s Wharf and we left some sensitive materials in the back of our van. Somebody broke in and took everything except that briefcase, including a classified laptop computer.”

“Okay,” Jack said. “So what does this have to do with Copeland?”

“We’ve already been burned and are looking at some serious disciplinary action. I went to Bob for help and he suggested I stash the briefcase and documents in case I ever need to use them for leverage.”

“And he told you to give them to me?”

“Yes. He said he was too hot to be hanging on to them for now and that you’re the most trustworthy person he knows. But when I went to your boat you weren’t there, so I left them by the door.”

“Something that sensitive,” he said. “You just leave it like a UPS package.”

“That’s exactly right,” she replied. “It’s called a Poe Drop, after Edgar Allan. From ‘The Purloined Letter.’ Hide what people are looking for in plain sight and they’ll never see it.”

“If you say so. What are you expecting me to do with them?”

“Just keep them safe until Bob can take possession of them. That’s all I ask.”

“Okay,” Jack said. “I think I can manage that.”

“Thank you. Now, I really have to go. I don’t want to be on this line any longer than necessary.”

Then she abruptly hung up.

Jack stared at the phone for a moment, wondering how this played into everything that had happened so far, but couldn’t for the life of him make a connection.

Just another typical bit of Bob Copeland cloak and dagger, he supposed.

Taking the papers from the briefcase, he stuffed them into a manila envelope and put them in the safe in his cabin.

Yet another question to ask Copeland when he saw him this afternoon.

      *

At ten past four, Hatfield stood in the central atrium of the Museum of Modern Art wondering if Copeland would ever show.

After the events of this morning and that bizarre phone call last night, he was concerned about the guy. Shortly after the second call, he’d remembered that Copeland had a house in San Mateo, and before going to bed, he’d called every number listed in the book. But all he’d succeeded in doing was pissing off a bunch of half-asleep strangers.

Jack sent his friend several text messages during the day, using their usual contact number, but so far there had been no response. Not that this was all that unusual. It often took Copeland a while to get back to him. And based on the guy’s behavior this morning, Jack wouldn’t be surprised if he was still passed out somewhere, in an alcohol-induced coma.

But none of this made him feel any better. He liked Copeland and hated to think of him that way. There were, of course, other matters to consider. Copeland wouldn’t have requested this meeting if he didn’t have information, and Jack was curious to know what that information was.

Like the building itself, the atrium of the Museum of Modern Art was a thing of beauty. Jack had always had a soft spot for great architecture, even if his knowledge about what was stored inside this place was limited. Fine art was more Rachel’s territory, and in their ten years of marriage they’d come here several times to see various exhibits.

The place had been a San Francisco icon for nearly two decades, and still had that edgy, modernistic look that made it stand out in a crowded urban environment. The atrium was cavernous, boasting a huge, tubular skylight, and you couldn’t help having a feeling of awe every time you entered the place.

Unless you had other things on your mind.

Jack checked his watch. Four-twenty, still no Copeland.

He stood there wondering if he should stick around a while longer or call it a day. Maybe check in with Maxine, see how the video was coming. Just as he made up his mind, his cell phone rang.

It was Tony.

Jack clicked it on. “Hey, Tony, I can’t really talk right now. I’m in the middle of—”

“You’ll want to talk about this,” Tony said. “Are you near a TV?”

“No, why?”

“Your friend Bob Copeland is all over the news.”

Jack’s gut tightened. “What do you mean? We’re supposed to be meeting right now. I’m standing here waiting for him.”

“Yeah, well, you’ll be waiting forever,” Tony said. “Copeland’s dead.”
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It didn’t take long for the smear job to start.

Bob Copeland himself had said it best: “Nobody spews that kind of venom unless they’ve got something to hide.”

His body was found in a landfill in Oakland, when the driver of a garbage truck dumped his load for the afternoon. Copeland came tumbling out like an oversized rag doll, his three-piece suit stained and askew, one of his shoes missing, and enough bruises on his body to suggest he’d been beaten pretty badly.

The part about the shoe hit Jack hard. He couldn’t purge his friend’s slurred voice from his head, talking about the shoe, and he kept second-guessing himself, wondering what he could have done to prevent this from happening.

“Don’t start the blame game,” Tony told him.

But the truth was, if Jack hadn’t contacted Copeland in the first place the man might still be alive.

The initial reports on Copeland’s death were sketchy, but as the night wore on more and more sordid details came to light, and the more Jack heard, the more he wanted to break his TV.

Those initial reports had told of Copeland’s service in Vietnam, his work with the think tank, the Pentagon, and the two Bush administrations, his dedication to cybersecurity, and his regular appointment to the board of trustees for the San Francisco War Memorial and Performing Arts Center.

In other words, Bob Copeland was a patriot, through and through. An outstanding human being on just about every level.

But once the news had gotten that part out, they were done with it and quickly moved on to the more salacious details, half of which seemed to have been cooked up by a bad mystery writer.

Every time you changed the channel there was a slightly different version of events. But as far as Jack was concerned they’d all gotten it wrong. This was, the news insisted, the story of a man who had had a mental breakdown, distraught over a lawsuit, a dispute with his neighbor about the building of an addition to the house across the street from his home in San Mateo.

According to police, several incendiary devices—smoke bombs, it turned out—had been set off at the construction site shortly after midnight, and they claimed they’d found Copeland’s cell phone buried under some construction debris.

Early the next morning Copeland was caught on video wandering the aisles of an Oakland convenience store, walking with a limp and missing that shoe. The proprietor said he was so drunk and disoriented he’d taken him for a homeless guy and had kicked him out.

There were conflicting reports on whether or not the police believed Copeland was murdered or his death had merely been an accident.

Some department spokesmouth—who seemed to have come from nowhere, and had no forensics credibility whatsoever—publicly made the claim that Copeland’s bruises were consistent with a fall. But the cops soon realized that nobody believed that a guy Copeland’s size—no matter how drunk he might have been—could accidentally fall into a chest-high Dumpster, and his death was officially ruled a homicide.

The question was, who had done it and why? The police weren’t talking, but according to reports, they were working on the theory that Copeland had gotten drunk and run into a gang of muggers or drug addicts who robbed and killed him before hastily disposing of the body.

The story was ludicrous, of course, but all the news channels seemed to be eating it up. The Big Bad City and all that. Stay in your homes and lock your doors. Derelicts and gangbangers want your wallets. Oh, and don’t forget to stock up on breakfast cereal and toilet paper.

Jack had contacted the Oakland Police about the phone call from Copeland this morning, but their interest in his story was minimal-bordering-on-nonexistent and Jack doubted there would ever be a follow-up.

The only ones making any real noise about the whole thing were the talk radio hosts and their listeners. Many of them were convinced that there was a cover-up afoot, and Jack certainly couldn’t disagree. But all they had were theories, from a mob hit to an SEC investigation conspiracy—and Jack knew the truth.

Bob Copeland had been killed by the very same people who had killed Jamal Thomas. The same people who had broken into his boat and put that noose in his shower stall. The very same people who were behind William Clegg and his ridiculous charge against the Constitutional Defense Brigade.

The way Jack saw it, those smoke bombs had been used as a distraction while Copeland was kidnapped from his home. He’d been drugged and interrogated and somehow managed to escape before he was found again and promptly eliminated.

Now three people were dead, and Jack was convinced it was all because of the message Copeland had left for him in Carolyn Cassady’s autobiography.

All because of Operation Roadshow.

      *

“So here’s what I started with,” Maxine said.

Jack had phoned Tony and asked his friend to meet him at Max’s place. He didn’t tell him why and Tony was hooked. The two were looking over her shoulder as she punched a key on her computer. The large rectangular monitor on the wall came alive with the video that Leon shot with his cell phone. The image seemed less shaky than before, and on the big screen the guy with the sunglasses was easier to distinguish. About forty or so, with a muscular frame and a military bearing. And to Hatfield’s mind, there was something off about the guy. Call him crazy, but the man didn’t strike him as American.

South African, maybe?

“He looks private,” Tony said, confirming Jack’s earlier assessment. “Definitely no amateur.”

They were all sitting in task chairs, surrounding Max’s desk in her video editing booth, which was really nothing more than a spare apartment bedroom jammed full of specialized electronic equipment.

“This is normal HD resolution,” she said. “I applied a stabilizing filter to steady the image and try to cut down on Leon’s crappy camerawork. If he’d been thinking, he would’ve included the Escalade’s license plate and saved us all a lot of trouble.”

“If wishes were horses,” Tony murmured …

Max looked at him as if she had no idea what he was talking about, then pointed to a corner of the screen.

“That right there is our target,” she told them. “Looks like a standard parking sticker, about half the size of a playing card. It’s hard to tell from this distance, but I’d say that that black-and-white blob is probably a logo of some kind. And that’s what I went to work on.”

Jack clucked in disgust. “I still can’t believe how ballsy these guys are. Broad daylight and they don’t give a damn who sees them.”

“I already told you,” Max said. “People in that neighborhood make a habit of not seeing things. And even if someone picked up the telephone, who would listen? A teenage kid died of an overdose. Case closed.”

Jack felt the rage building inside of him again and wanted very badly to put his fist through a piece of Max’s equipment. He knew that the same thing would eventually be said about Bob Copeland’s death. In the end it would be blamed on misadventure in the City by the Bay, a drunk wandering off the beaten path, then everyone would forget about the guy.

Case closed.

“Anyway,” Max said, “back to our parking sticker.”

She stabbed a key and the video image froze. Shifting her hand to a small dial next to her keyboard, she carefully rotated it and stepped backward through several frames until she found the cleanest—and clearest—of the lot.

“So then I doubled the magnification,” she said, punching another key.

The image doubled in size and Max adjusted the frame, centering the Escalade’s windshield on the screen. Everything was bigger, all right, but it was also a lot fuzzier, and it still wasn’t big enough to make out what was printed on the parking sticker.

“Anyone feel the sudden need for Lasik surgery?” Tony asked.

“Like I said to Jack last night, real life isn’t like the cop shows on TV. We can’t just zoom in on a pin head and read the inscription written across it. There’s a little thing called pixilation that gets in the way. The more we magnify the image, the worse it gets. Especially when it originates on video.”

Jack nodded. “Video shot on a cell phone, no less.”

She punched another key and the image zoomed in even closer, now centering the parking sticker in the middle of the screen. All Jack could see was an unidentifiable black-and-white mass that could have been just about anything.

“So,” he said to her, “is that your not-so-subtle way of telling us this is a bust?”

Max shook her head. “I didn’t call you here to waste your time. We’re fortunate enough to live in a day and age when there are a lot of technical geniuses out there, doing what they can to fix problems like this.”

“Meaning what?” Tony asked.

“Meaning I have software that can help. We’ll never be able to get this sticker to the point it can be read, but we can do a lot better than this.”

Jack huffed impatiently. “How about we get to the bottom line already? Do you have something solid or not?”

Max arched an eyebrow at him. “No need to get snippy, Mr. Hatfield. I know you’re hurting, but believe it or not, I’m trying to help.”

Jack sighed. “Sorry, Max. I just want to know who these assholes are.”

“We all do,” Max said, then punched another key.

The screen went blank for a moment, then the image returned, the black blobs starting to shift a bit and take on shape. They gradually grew sharper, but even if he squinted at it, Jack still felt as if he were looking at a Rorschach ink blot behind a wall of pebbled glass.

Tony said, “Looks to me like your technowizards need another trip to the drawing board.”

“Be patient,” Max told him. “I’m not done yet.”

She hit a few more keys, typed in some numbers, and the image continued to shift, taking on more form and substance. When she was done, they were still blobs, but the blobs were defined enough to make a bit more sense out of them. A few nearly discernible numbers, the letters B and C, and—

“Is that some kind of animal?” Tony asked, pointing to the left side of the screen.

“That was my thought,” Max told him. “And I’m afraid this is about the best we’re gonna get out of this image.”

“So it is a bust,” Jack said. “We’ve got nothing.”

Max sighed. “Is that what I have to look forward to when I grow up? Zero optimism?”

“Honey, I hate to break it to you,” Tony said with a suggestive leer, “but you’re already grown-up.”

Max rolled her eyes. “Oh my God, there are two of you.” She looked at him. “You know, you’re supposed to call a doctor if that thing lasts longer than four hours.”

Tony’s jaw dropped slightly. A man without a comeback. He wasn’t used to Max’s quick wit.

Despite himself, Jack laughed as Max gestured to the screen.

“Here’s the thing,” she said. “That may not look like much to us, but a computer looks at it differently than we do. I’m pretty sure there’s enough here for an image recognition program to find a match.”

“Pretty sure?” Jack said.

“As sure as I can be about this stuff. I took the liberty of sending a copy of this to a friend of mine, an MIT grad who has some state-of-the-art recognition software—stuff he’s developing himself—and he’s promised to e-mail me the minute he finds something.”

“So how does this software work?”

“Without pounding you over the head with a lot of technical details, it interprets the pixels as numerical data, looks for patterns and sequences, then scours the Internet and several image databases, searching for the same or similar data.”

“I think I’ll stick to boat repairs,” Tony said.

“It’s not as complicated as it sounds.”

“When I was your age, young lady, we barely had ATMs. And I still haven’t gotten used to those.”

Jack laughed again, but he knew Tony was only half kidding. It was a miracle the guy had a cell phone, considering his aversion to anything you couldn’t fix with a torque wrench.

Max was about to respond when her computer dinged and a pop-up with a winged envelope appeared on-screen.

“Speak of the devil,” she said, then clicked on the envelope and quickly scanned the e-mail. “Looks like we’re in business, gentlemen. He found a match.”

She clicked again, opening the e-mail attachment, and a new image filled the screen. Jack frowned, thinking there must be some mistake.

“This can’t be right,” he said quietly.

It was a black-and-white rendering of a lion and a unicorn flanking a coat of arms. The lion was wearing a crown.

The image was one that Jack was all too familiar with.

It was the seal of the British embassy.
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Jack stared at the two images side by side—the blowup and the e-mail attachment—and the only conclusion he could draw from this was that the parking sticker had come from the local British consulate. And that raised more questions than it answered.

“How accurate is your friend’s software?” he asked.

Max gestured toward the screen. “Pretty damn accurate, I’d say.”

Tony nodded. “That’s definitely a match.”

“So whoever drives that Escalade works for the San Francisco BC?”

“Unless it was stolen,” Max said.

Jack shook his head. “I doubt it. And judging by the guy in the sunglasses, we aren’t talking about office drones.” He looked at Tony. “What do you think? Consulate security?”

“Hard to say. Could be full-on Security Services. MI6 or special ops. I trained with some of those guys in the eighties and I can tell you firsthand they mean business.”

“This doesn’t make any sense,” Jack said. “Why would the Brits be involved in this?”

“Maybe these guys are freelancing, borrowed the company car,” Tony suggested.

Jack thought about this, then looked at Max. “How are your friend’s hacking skills?”

“Nonexistent,” she told him. “He’s strictly a software tech.”

“What about that guy you said you dated a few years ago? Made a living hacking college transcripts.”

“Dave Karras? Genius and loser, all rolled into one. Why do you think I dumped him?”

“You still have his number?”

It took Max a moment to realize what Jack was asking of her, and her expression soured. “Uh-uh, no way. Not gonna happen.”

“Come on, Max, I want to see what we can find out about these guys.”

She shook her head. “Forget it, Jack. I’m not contacting that freak.”

“Not even for me?”

Max turned to Tony. “You want to help me out here, stud?”

“Are you kidding?” Tony said. “I’m on his side.”

      *

From all appearances, Dave Karras was a freak.

He came to the door wearing a ratty bathrobe and boxer shorts, with three days’ worth of stubble on his chin and unruly black hair in serious need of a shampoo and rinse.

The cramped apartment behind him was barely a step above Juanita Thomas’s, and Jack thought if he ever saw the guy on the street, he’d be carrying a cardboard sign: WILL HACK FOR FOOD.

Karras was what Max had described as a grad school dalliance, memorable for all the wrong reasons. And Jack had a difficult time picturing the two of them together.

Maybe he’d been a little more presentable back then.

“Where’s Maxie?” Karras asked, looking crestfallen when he didn’t see her standing in the hallway with them.

Max had finally agreed to set up the meet but had declined to be part of it. She’d told Jack she wasn’t interested in taking a trip down memory lane and had wished them luck.

“She sends her regards,” Jack said, then pushed his way into the apartment, Tony at his heels.

“Okay. Fair enough. Whatever.” Karras stepped aside, a small frown on his face. “Make yourself at home.”

The words were laced with mild sarcasm, but even if they’d been genuine Jack couldn’t imagine how anyone would ever manage it. This was not exactly a homey environment. There was little furniture to speak of, and the center of the room was dominated by a large, cluttered computer desk sporting three monitors, one of which was open to a Web site featuring several busty women playing topless beach volleyball.

In their brief phone conversation, Jack had learned that Karras was now making the bulk of his living hacking gambling sites and giving himself modest winnings at Texas Hold’em. Judging by Karras’s environment, Jack felt he should give himself a few more royal flushes. That, Karras explained, would raise automatic red flags. Which might explain why he’d agreed to meet with them.

Jack and Tony surveyed the room for a place to sit, but the old, deflated bean bag chairs didn’t look particularly inviting so they both opted to stand.

After closing the door behind them, Karras got straight to the point. “Max says you’ve got a job offer.”

“That’s right,” Jack said.

“My services start at two grand, cash only, and I don’t do banks, military defense, or intelligence agencies. Too much of a risk. That work for you?”

The fee was less than what Jack had been expecting, but Karras obviously wasn’t a greedy man. According to Max, he had the ability to make himself a millionaire at the stroke of a key but he avoided temptation. Why he chose to live like this was anyone’s guess.

“I think that works,” Jack said. “Although scrounging up cash at this time of night could be difficult.”

Karras shrugged. “Don’t worry about it. You’re a friend of Maxie’s, I’ll trust you. I’ll even give you a discount, you get her to deliver it to me.”

No chance in hell that would ever happen, but Jack smiled and nodded. “I’m sure she’ll be happy to.”

The prospect seemed to make Karras’s day.

“Good,” he said, crossing to the chair at his computer station. He sank into it and stabbed a key, making the porn site go away. “So what’s our target?”

“I need to look at some personnel records.”

“Corporate?”

Jack shook his head. “Government.”

“Hmm,” Karras said. “That gets tricky. Foreign or domestic?”

“The local British Consulate.”

Karras’s eyebrows went up and for a moment Jack thought he was about to refuse. But he had only been thinking, apparently, for an instant later he shrugged it off. “Easy as making white rice.”

Jack was surprised. “How do you know? You been in there before?”

“I’ve made a few exploratory trips.”

“Why?”

Karras shrugged. “Why not? I like challenges, so I go looking for them.”

Jack regarded him critically. “But why the British Consulate?”

“The U.K.’s Terrorism Act of 2000 made hacking an act of terrorism,” he said. “I keep checking to make sure I’m not on any of their watch lists.”

“By committing the very act that would put you on the list,” Jack said.

“Yeah. How else?”

Jack held up his hands. “Beats me. I’m already on that list, so I’m not one to judge. You were saying, about challenges?”

“Right. The BC’s firewalls are state-of-the-art, but the biggest vulnerability of any organization is people and training. No matter how many times you pound it into an employee’s head to create strong passwords and keep them secure, there’s always some fool who doesn’t listen. It’s an IT manager’s nightmare.”

“Which you use to your advantage.”

“Little social engineering and I’m in. And once I’m in, that sucker is mine.” He jabbed a key with his index finger and the screen on his right came to life with a list of files. “I think I have a password that’s current.”

Tony, who had been looking disappointed ever since the porn site was banished from view, said, “You keep this stuff on file? What if you get raided?”

“Kill switch,” Karras told him as he scrolled through the files. “I can fry every single one of my hard drives in about thirty seconds flat. You’d need a forensics miracle worker to figure out what was on them.” He found what he was looking for and opened the file. “Here it is. Hermione10.”

“Hermione?”

“Yeah, daughter. Women tend to use their kids’ names, pet’s name, or mother’s name for their password, in that order. God bless Facebook, it’s like a big, fat password directory.”

“Pretty scary when you think about it,” Jack said.

“Best not to,” Tony suggested.

Karras typed something and a network portal blossomed on his center screen showing the British embassy logo. The lion and the unicorn.

Navigating to the local consulate’s page, he called up the log-in box, typed in the name, Winterbottom, Jane, the password, Hermoine10, then punched the enter button and waited.

“Let’s hope she hasn’t changed it,” he said.

Jack almost hoped she had, simply because he couldn’t believe how lax people were about their security. There were office towers in the city that changed their elevator passwords every twenty-four hours, but during that time handed them out to every pizza delivery man and overnight delivery service that came by. Unless he was honest or a complete moron, that gave potential intruders a full day to get in and out of so-called high-security buildings.

A moment later Karras was inside the network and zipping around it like a bee on a hillside. Opening a command window, he started typing again. It all looked like gibberish to Jack, so he just waited as Karras did his thing.

Tony said, “You got something to drink? This looks like it could take a while.”

Karras gestured. “Beer in the fridge. Make it two.”

“Three,” Jack said.

Tony disappeared around a corner, made some noise, then brought the beers and went back for a couple of dinette stools to sit on. They drank and watched as Karras typed, Jack trying not to think about how much jail time they’d all be facing if he got caught.

Karras seemed to read his mind.

“Don’t worry,” he said, “I’m covering my tracks as I go. They’ll never even know we were in here.”

“Famous last words.”

“An expression coined, I’m guessing, by someone who wasn’t very good at what he did,” Karras said.

A moment later Karras jabbed a key and a list of names filled the screen. “Gentlemen, I give you the employees of the San Francisco British consulate. You interested in anyone in particular?”

“Security staff,” Jack said. “I was hoping for ID photos.”

“I think I can arrange that.” Karras typed in a few key words and hit enter, then a dozen names and faces popped up. “There you have it. The SFBC security staff.”

Jack and Tony leaned forward, studying the photos. Jack didn’t see anyone who looked even remotely like the guy in sunglasses.

“You see him?” he asked Tony.

Tony shook his head then sipped his beer.

“Okay, so he’s not security. Let’s go through the rest of the staff, department by department. All the males.”

“Your wish is my command,” Karras said.

They spent the next few minutes going through each of the employee photos, working their way from the lowliest maintenance worker to the consul general himself.

Still no sign of Sunglasses.

“I guess we got it wrong,” Jack said to Tony.

“Or they’re MI6, which means they wouldn’t be in this system.” He turned to Karras. “Any chance you can hack into the British security services?”

Karras balked. “What did I say when we started—”

“That you like money and challenges. Another grand?”

Karras still didn’t bite. “You got a couple weeks and a safe house in Brazil? Those people have firewalls on top of firewalls and enough booby traps to discourage even the most aggressive attack. Getting past them would take a lot more than social engineering and, like I told you, I don’t do intelligence networks.”

Jack sighed. “So we’re at an impasse.”

“Not necessarily. This guy you’re looking for—what made you think he works for the consulate in the first place?”

“Long story.”

Karras took a sip of beer and nodded. “Sure, sure—need to know. But just because his file isn’t here today, doesn’t mean it wasn’t here yesterday or a week ago. Could be he quit or got fired.”

Jack immediately understood. “Archives.”

“Most organizations keep their employee files for years. I could go back a couple months, look for recent terminations.”

“Do it,” Jack told him.

Karras called up another command screen and went to work. A few moments later, he said, “Looks like there’s only been three terminations processed in the last year and a half. All female. But there is something a little strange here.”

“What?”

“Some data remnants that look like they were purged from the personnel database a little over a week ago. Could be an employee record and it might be your guy.”

“Can you access it?”

“Data only completely disappears when you nuke the drive. So, yeah, I’m pretty sure I can pull something up. But give me a few minutes.”

He went at it, working the keyboard furiously, all of his concentration focused on that center screen. Jack and Tony were about halfway through their second beers when he finally came up for air.

“Success,” he said. “It’s only a partial, but at least I’ve got a name and a photo for you.”

He stabbed a key and the file opened up on-screen.

The employee was male, but it wasn’t Sunglasses. Not even close. However, the photo stirred something inside Jack and he felt his heart kick up a notch.

“You say this was purged about a week ago?”

“Give or take.”

Jack stared at the screen. Could it really be who he thought it was?

“What’s wrong?” Tony asked. “You know this guy?”

“No, but I know someone who might.” He looked at Karras. “Can you download this photo and send it to a cell phone?”

He was already maximizing a snip program to copy the photo without leaving a fingerprint.

“Just give me the number.”

Jack did, then dug out his phone and dialed the number himself. After three rings the line picked up and he said, “This is Jack Hatfield. I’m gonna send you a photo. I want you to take a careful look and call me back, okay?”

He got the answer he was hoping for then clicked off.

“Jack, what’s going on?”

“I’ll explain in a minute,” he said, staring intently at the computer screen as he waited for his phone to ring. A moment later it did, and he answered quickly. “Is that the guy? The one you and your brother saw at the Arco station?”

“It’s him,” Leon replied.

“You’re absolutely sure?”

“I’m sure,” Leon said.

Jack thanked him then clicked off, turning to Tony. He gestured to the face on the screen. Dark, Middle Eastern descent. The name next to it read ABDAL AL-FIDA and listed him as a computer maintenance technician.

“He’s the one,” Jack said. “The reason for the cover-up.”

“The Iranian guy?”

Jack nodded. “That’s why they wiped him from the database.” He paused, not quite believing what he was about to say. “The bomber was working for the Brits.”
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“This has to be a mistake,” Tony said, staring at the screen.

As much as Jack wanted to believe that, the proof was right in front of them. Abdal al-Fida was an employee of the British government. And his previously deleted personnel file had been flagged to indicate that he’d been living here on a G-2 diplomatic visa. He lived at an address in Newham, London, and had arrived in the U.S. less than a month before the carjacking.

“I wish it was a mistake,” Jack said. “But what we have here is a major embarrassment to the Brits, and they’re doing whatever it takes to make it go away. Could you imagine the shit storm they’d see if it came out they had a terrorist on the books?”

“They couldn’t have known what he was up to.”

“Which makes it even more embarrassing. The guy was obviously a mole and that means they’ve had a serious security breach. Not something they’d want made public.”

Tony looked doubtful. “So they send in MI6 to clean up? There’s gotta be more to it than that. They killed a teenager, for God’s sake. And what about Bob Copeland?”

Jack was a strong believer in Occam’s razor, that the most obvious explanation was usually the best one. But Tony had a point. Had Copeland been killed simply because he’d discovered a security breach? Or was there another reason altogether?

Like Operation Roadshow, he thought.

The Home Office was overly sensitive to criticism, but would they go this far to protect themselves?

“Um, what exactly are you guys getting me into here?” Karras said, suddenly looking very nervous. “Maxie never mentioned anything about bombers and dead teenagers. Maybe you two should leave.”

Jack ignored him and got to his feet, started pacing. He needed to think about this.

Tony gestured to the screen. “Whatever the case, this guy’s probably buried in somebody’s backyard by now. And without him, what do we have?”

“More speculation,” Jack said.

“Exactly.”

“Guys—” Karras said.

Jack didn’t seem to hear him.

What if this al-Fida guy isn’t dead? What if he immediately fled for home after botching the bombing? It didn’t seem likely, but Jack would be stupid not to check into it.

Karras got to his feet now. “I mean it,” he insisted. “I don’t want anything to do with whatever you’re into. You need to get out of here.”

Jack stopped pacing and turned to him. “Fine, but one last thing. Would you be able to hack into an airline and pull up their flight manifests for the last week or so?”

“Sure, but that doesn’t mean I want to.”

“I’ll triple your fee.”

“Hey, money isn’t every—”

“What about some intel about Maxine?”

Karras hesitated. “What kind of intel?”

“Coming to you was her idea,” Jack lied. “She has all kinds of regrets and if she finds out you went that extra mile for us she’d probably be real appreciative.”

“Really?”

“Haircut and a shave and—who knows?”

He could see that the prospect excited Karras. The guy hesitated a moment longer then sat back down. “Quadruple the fee.”

“Done.”

“What airline do you want to start with?”

“What else?” Jack told him. “British Airways.”

      *

It took Karras a while to find what Jack was looking for, but his instincts had proven right and they didn’t have to leave the British Airways network to prove it.

There was a flight out of LAX to London the day after the carjacking, and Abdal al-Fida was one of the first class passengers. The ticket had been charged to the British embassy’s travel account. This didn’t mean al-Fida was still alive, but the possibility existed and that was enough for Jack to hang his hopes on.

Twenty minutes later he dropped Tony off at his car outside Maxine’s with promises that they’d reconvene at the Sea Wrighter after he’d picked up Eddie. But as he drove toward his apartment he decided to take a detour to the Arco station on Mission, the place where Jamal and Leon had first seen al-Fida. It was nighttime; the same attendant might be on duty.

The guy at the register was nodding off, a travel magazine in his lap, open to a story about Amsterdam.

Jack rapped on the countertop and he came awake with a start. “Uh?”

“GNT News,” Jack said, showing him his expired credentials. “Were you working here the night of the bombing?”

The counterman blinked a couple times to clear the cobwebs, then hastily set the magazine aside. “Uh, yeah. Yeah, I was here. Why?”

Jack brought out a copy of al-Fida’s personnel photo that Karras had printed out. “Do you remember this man? He would’ve stopped for gas shortly before midnight.”

The counterman squinted at it. “Do you know how many people come in here every night? I guess I coulda seen him but I don’t remember.”

“What about surveillance video?”

The man looked up like he was Eddie asking for more spaghetti. Jack had expected that. He flipped a twenty onto the counter. The man laid a hand on it and swept it off like a croupier.

“It’s on a forty-eight-hour cycle. It would’ve been erased by now.” He paused. “But it’s funny you ask, because the feds were in here looking for it last night, right after my shift started.”

Jack was surprised. “Did they say why?”

“Just that they were looking for a suspect in a bank robbery. But they didn’t show me any pictures or anything. They made me play the video back, like they thought I was lying.”

“And you’re sure they were FBI?”

He looked at Jack blankly. “The head guy flashed a badge.”

“Did you look at it closely?”

His expression told Jack it was obvious he hadn’t.

Typical.

“What did they look like?”

He shrugged. “Like feds. What are they supposed to look like?”

“Did you see what kind of car they were driving?”

“I think it was an SUV of some kind.”

“An Escalade, maybe? Black?”

He shrugged again. “Could be. Don’t quote me.”

“I won’t,” Jack promised. “Thanks for your time.”

He pocketed the photo then went back to his car and sat for a while. He had been hoping to get confirmation that the man Jamal and Leon had seen really was Abdal al-Fida, but he’d known it was a long shot. Leon had sounded sure on the phone, but Jack wasn’t completely comfortable hanging an entire theory—as thin as it might be—on the word of a grieving teenage carjacker. Any good attorney would tell you that eyewitness testimony is rarely reliable, even though a shocking number of people have gone to jail because of it.

But then why else would the British consulate delete al-Fida’s file? Why not just archive it like the others? And why fly him out of the country immediately after the blast?

Jack started his car and pulled out of the gas station, easing into the flow of traffic.

Too many questions, he thought. Too many questions and not nearly enough answers.

      *

Jack had traveled only a few blocks when he saw the Escalade in his rearview mirror.

A little less than a block behind him, it was hidden by several other cars. The darkness and the shining headlights made it difficult to see, but every once in a while they’d pass through a brightly lit area, illuminating the SUV as if it were standing on a showroom floor.

Jack knew there were bound to be other Escalades on the road, that this could be nothing more than paranoia at work, but it looked just like the car in the video—and he had a very strong feeling there was a Brit behind the wheel. There was something about the way he was maneuvering, the slightest hesitation, as though he were consciously trying to remember which side of the road he had to be on.

They weren’t trying very hard to conceal themselves, but there was no reason they should. They didn’t know about Leon’s video, so they couldn’t know that Jack was on to them. He wasn’t sure when or where they had picked him up, but if they saw him coming out of the Arco station they had a right to be curious.

Hitting the accelerator, he quickly changed lanes, cutting in front of a Nissan Sentra and getting an angry blast of horn for his trouble. Glancing in his mirror, he saw that the Escalade hadn’t reacted. It kept a steady pace about six cars behind him.

Could he be wrong? There was one way to find out.

At the next intersection, Jack made an abrupt left turn and picked up speed, dividing his attention between the road ahead and his rearview mirror. Several seconds ticked by and no sign of the Escalade, but just as he was about to chalk this up to an overactive imagination, the car came barreling through the intersection in hot pursuit.

The driver was handling the vehicle more aggressively now, and Jack knew without a doubt that he was in trouble. Tightening his grip on the wheel, he punched the accelerator and weaved between two cars, hearing more horns in his wake.

He took a sharp right at the next intersection, and again picked up speed, blasting past several more cars. He was half a block in when he saw the Escalade again, tearing around the corner behind him.

But as he continued up the street, it suddenly occurred to him that he was making a mistake. He shouldn’t be running from these people at all. This was his chance to find out what was going on.

Sure, it could be dangerous, but part of the reason he’d gone to his apartment last night was to prepare for just such a possibility. Unless you were a theater critic or society reporter, journalism was a dangerous racket.

Zipping past several parked cars, he screeched to a halt under a pool of light at the corner, cut the engine, and snagged the trunk lever as he jumped out. He moved quickly to the rear of the car and threw open the lid, then popped the latches on the rifle case inside and took out his Remington shotgun, which was loaded with 12-gauge rounds designed to mince a deer.

It was overkill, but that was the point.

By the time he turned around, the Escalade was on top of him.

Jack perched himself on the lip of the trunk and laid the rifle across his forearm, making it clear that it wouldn’t take much for him to swing it into action.

The Escalade came to an abrupt halt about twenty yards away and sat idling for a moment. Jack squinted, trying to make out the faces behind the windshield, but the car’s headlights prevented it. Several seconds ticked by, and he kept his gaze steady, doing his best to hide the effects of the adrenaline pounding through his veins.

Then the passenger door opened, and a man of about forty climbed out. He wasn’t wearing sunglasses, but Jack recognized him just the same. He closed the door then slowly moved forward and stopped in front of the Escalade’s bumper, spreading his hands to show they were empty.

“The weapon isn’t necessary, Mr. Hatfield.” His accent, not surprisingly, was decidedly British. “All we want to do is talk.”

“All I want is to stay alive,” Jack said. “And answers to a few questions. I figure I’ve got a better chance at both if I’m heavily armed.”

“Spoken like a true American.”

“Thanks,” Jack replied.

He hadn’t meant it as a compliment and Jack’s proud response caused him to start visibly, as if he weren’t so sure the “American” wouldn’t pull the trigger.

“So?” Jack said. “How about those answers?”

“I’m not quite certain what it is you think is going on here, but whatever it is you’re mistaken,” the man said.

“Is that why you’re following me?”

“We mean you no harm.”

Jack stifled a laugh. “I know of at least two dead people who would disagree.”

“You think that has something to do with us?”

“Not ‘think,’” Jack said.

“And who might these people be?”

Jack sighed. “Don’t waste my time, all right? I know you’re MI6 or special ops, and I know you were at Jamal Thomas’s house yesterday. So why don’t we cut through the bull. You can start by telling your name.”

“Adam Swain,” he said.

Jack had no idea if the name was real—somehow he doubted it—but it would do for now.

“And you’re right,” Swain continued. “We are MI6.”

“Okay, Adam. Now what’s so important to the Home Office that you had to execute a fifteen-year-old kid?”

Swain’s eyebrows went up. “Execute? Hardly. We’re not in the child-killing business. From what I’ve been told, the poor little bastard died of an overdose.”

“Helped along by you.”

Swain smiled. “You watch too many television shows, Mr. Hatfield. All we did was talk to the boy. Nothing more. Just as we’re talking to you. If you want to blame anyone for his death, blame that frightful mother of his and that filthy sty she raised him in. It’s a wonder he survived this long.”

“He had a busted arm and a limited radius,” Jack said.

“He was also in a lot of pain,” Swain replied. “Maybe his mother wanted to ease it. Or maybe she just didn’t want to deal with it.”

Partly true, but Swain’s condescension rankled Jack. “What about Bob Copeland? Do we blame that on his mother?”

“I have no idea who you’re talking about.”

“I told you not to waste my time.”

“And I don’t intend to,” Swain said. “But I don’t know anyone named Copeland.”

“You don’t watch the news?”

“BBC America, and this Mr. Copeland didn’t turn up there.”

Also possible, Jack had to admit.

“I’m not a big fan of fiction, Mr. Hatfield. But I did catch that press conference two days ago, and I heard the questions you asked. If you’re as good at what you do as I’ve been told you are, then you’ve undoubtedly discovered our friend Abdal al-Fida by now.”

Jack was surprised. He had been holding al-Fida as one of his trump cards and hadn’t expected Swain to bring him up.

Swain must have seen this in his expression because he smiled again, saying, “Yes, that’s right. I have no problem admitting—off the record, of course—that Mr. al-Fida was driving that Land Rover. And I have no problem telling you that we fed a cover story to the FBI and the local police. But we had good reason for that. al-Fida is not what you seem to believe he is.”

“And what would that be?”

“A terrorist.”

Jack couldn’t stifle the laugh this time. “So he was driving around in a car full of C4 just for the hell of it?”

Swain was silent for a moment. Then he said, “What I’m about to tell you is highly classified.”

“I’m sure it is.”

“Which means I have to be able to trust you, Mr. Hatfield. I need assurances that you’ll keep it to yourself.”

Jack considered his options and how little information he actually had. This Swain could be lying, of course. But if he wasn’t—

“All right,” Jack told him. “You have my promise.”

“Nothing gets written, aired, or anonymously blogged. Your word.”

“Cross my heart,” Jack said.

Swain studied him for what must have been at least thirty seconds, as if weighing whether he should continue or simply turn around and leave.

Jack waited patiently. More than anything, the man’s hesitation gave this the veneer of truth. But only the veneer. This kind of hesitation was Intelligence 101, the act of pretending to let someone in on a big secret. That was half the battle in convincing them the information was accurate.

Swain finally said, “Abdal al-Fida is an MI6 asset. For the last two years he’s been working for us as a deep cover mole, infiltrating one of the most ruthless Islamic extremist organizations in the world.”

“Which is?”

“I’m not at liberty to say more than that. But that carjacking was an unfortunate incident that essentially put him—and us—out of business for the time being.”

“I’m not sure I understand,” Jack said. “Why was he driving a car full of C4?”

“He had just taken delivery of it and was headed for a rendezvous with members of his cell. If we hadn’t rushed him out of the country when we did, they would have executed him for his—let’s call it initiative.”

“You mean launching an attack on his own.”

“Just so. That particular cover story was hatched to prevent the cell from knowing that we were on to them.”

“But the whole thing about the hicks up north, the Constitutional Defense Brigade. Wouldn’t that whole thing signal the enemy that something was being covered up? They know who was driving that Land Rover … I know who was driving that Land Rover … they’d have to figure the FBI knew it, too.”

Swain smiled again. “The CDB arrests merely confirm their faith in the investigative incompetence of American law enforcement. They have, after all, been operating here with impunity for nearly two years.”

Jack considered that, and on the surface the story seemed at least semiplausible. And if he were a trained seal like so many of his colleagues, he might have taken Swain’s word for it and called it a day.

But Jack wasn’t in this for the fish. And Swain’s version of events left too many questions unanswered—not the least of which was, if the driver of the Land Rover was merely making a supply run, why had those explosives been fully wired for detonation?

Abdal al-Fida wasn’t headed to a rendezvous, and that fact alone was enough to put Swain’s story in the “doubtful” category.

How stupid did this guy think he was? It was time to play his second trump card.

Tightening his grip on the Remington, Jack said, “So tell me something.”

“Haven’t I already told you enough?”

“Yeah, well, I’m hoping for something that resembles the truth, this time.” He paused. “What does any of this have to do with Operation Roadshow?”

There was a shift in Swain’s gaze, a nearly imperceptible widening of the eyes that told Jack he’d struck a nerve, just as he expected he would. And Jack couldn’t help but enjoy the surge of satisfaction he got from catching the man off guard. Not just because he had surprised Mr. “Swain,” but because it validated the impression that this guy was not truly a big boy.

The smugness that had permeated the entire conversation abruptly disappeared. Swain’s expression went flat, and his next words were clipped and passionless, as if he were prepping for a kill.

“Tread carefully, Mr. Hatfield. This line of inquiry will get you nothing except, perhaps, an early grave.”

Start throwing stones and see who throws one back.

Jack’s palms were sweating. He shifted the Remington in his hands to reassert his grip. “Is that what you told Bob Copeland?”

“I should warn you,” Swain said, “that at this very moment there’s a sniper crouched in the back of our truck pointing an extremely accurate weapon at your head.” He gestured to Jack’s shotgun. “All it takes is my signal and before you can squeeze off a single shot your brains will be splattered all over the boot of your car.”

Jack’s throat tightened. Was this a bluff? A shooter would have to aim a little high to account for the downward deflection of the bullet caused by the Escalade’s windshield, but a basic armor-piercing round would certainly do the trick.

Bye-bye Jack Hatfield.

“So why am I still standing?” he said.

“Two reasons,” Swain told him. “First, we have no real desire to clean up another mess in a less than optimal location. Not here, not now. And second, as sad as this may be, you don’t really pose all that much of a threat to us.”

“Meaning what?”

“Despite what my own prime minister might think, you have no credibility, Mr. Hatfield. I think that was proven by the derision at that press conference. No one took you seriously then, and there’s no reason they would now.”

“Yet here we stand,” Jack said.

“Because I want you to understand the gravity of the situation in which you’ve found yourself. Trust me, if you continue to pursue this line of inquiry we will consider you a genuine problem and react accordingly. Is that understood?”

Jack stared at the Escalade’s windshield and considered calling Swain’s bluff. But he decided not to push his luck. The man was right about one thing: not here, not now.

“Understood,” Jack said tersely.

Swain smiled again, but there was no humor in it. “Excellent. I’m glad we could come to this agreement.”

Then he turned, went back to the Escalade and climbed in. A moment later, the SUV shot backward, quickly turned around in an empty space, and disappeared up the street.

It was only then that Jack realized he was trembling.

Returning the Remington to its case, he closed the trunk, then climbed back behind the wheel.

Contrary to what he’d told Swain, he had no intention whatsoever of adhering to their so-called agreement. And he knew Swain wouldn’t, either. When the time and environment were right, those men would strike again and Jack could only assume that he’d be the victim of a sudden heart attack or a tragic accident.

Worst of all, he still knew nothing about Operation Roadshow. And with Bob Copeland dead, there was little chance of him learning anything more.

He halfway considered calling the one man who had stuck by him during the Truth Tellers debacle—Senator Harold Wickham—but if Wickham were to start digging like Copeland had, who was to say he wouldn’t wind up suffering the same fate? Jack couldn’t have that on his conscience.

As he started the engine, he pulled his cell phone out and hit speed dial. A moment later, Tony Antiniori answered.

“I was getting worried,” his friend said. “Where the hell are you?”

It was amazing how reassuring it was just to hear Tony’s voice. Part of it was the fact that it was Tony himself, but part of it was having a friend on deck with him during a blow. Someone watching his back.

“I got sidetracked,” Jack told him. “I think it’s time for me to get a little more proactive with this story.”

“What does that mean?”

There was only one way Jack knew to make any leeway here and hopefully get the information he needed.

“I’m going to London,” he announced.

To which Tony replied, “I don’t think so, Jack.”
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London, England

Ever since his return from the United States, Abdal al-Fida knew he had been living on borrowed time.

His contact in San Francisco had been vague about what might happen to him, and it would be up to the imam to decide whether he was to live or to die for his transgression. Abdal had received this news with trepidation, of course, but his meetings with his imam had given him hope. They had prayed together, and in the light of day he felt optimistic about his fate. He had sworn his undying allegiance to the Hand of Allah and begged for forgiveness, promising that he would never again fall prey to his impatience, and his own self-interest.

But with each night’s darkness came uncertainty. He would lie in his bed with Sara pressed against him, feeling the Newham cold seep in through his bedroom window, and anxiety would burrow into the pit of his stomach, the feeling that he would not be alive much longer.

Abdal would never have survived such torment if it had not been for Sara. She knew exactly who he was and what he believed, and what he was willing to do to further those beliefs. But she had not asked questions when he returned. She had only soothed him when he needed soothing, giving him pleasure while asking little in return. The Koran gave sexual freedom to men, saying, “Women are your fields: go, then, into your fields whence you please.” He had not known another Muslim woman like her, devout in her beliefs yet willing to love. But there must be others. In the Muslim world, the surgical restoration of virginity was a thriving business.

And if she were a sinner, the sin they shared was so sweet and exhilarating that Abdal could not imagine why Allah would condemn it. Surely they would be forgiven once they married.

Assuming he lived to see that happen.

Abdal had not told Sara about his mistake in America, how he had jeopardized months of planning with his impulsiveness. He couldn’t let her know that he was a failure, a disgrace, even though he was certain she would not think less of him for it. She knew what had been done to his family and she understood his pain. But he could not risk seeing even a hint of disappointment in her eyes—not judgment, but simple regret for his inability to exact vengeance against those who had harmed them.

Abdal felt her warmth in the darkness, her life. He had fallen in love with Sara the instant he saw her and he remembered that moment with great clarity.

It was late afternoon just six months ago, and he was in the tube, headed home after work. The train had pulled into the Charing Cross Station and the doors opened, letting in a rush of commuters. With them came what he could only believe was an apparition—a woman too beautiful to be real.

Yet she was real. And as she timidly pushed her way through the crowd, moving in his direction in search of a place to sit, Abdal jumped to his feet, gesturing for her to take his place.

She had smiled at him then, a smile like a warm breeze, and Abdal had stared at her so long and so hard that she finally looked away in discomfort.

He had cursed himself for making her feel that way. No one should—ever.

Abdal had never been awkward around women, but there was something about this one that both unnerved and fascinated him, and he could not bring himself to speak to her. To apologize for his rudeness.

Still, he wanted to ride past his stop, just to be near her a bit longer, and it had taken all his will to leave that train when he arrived at his station in Newham.

He saw her the next day. And the next. He didn’t know whether it was coincidence or the work of Allah, but they somehow managed to share the same car for nearly a week. On the fifth day, after he had once again surrendered his seat to her, she was the one to speak.

“My name is Sara,” she said softly, once again offering him that warm smile. “Since you’ve been so kind to me, I thought you should know.”

Names had never meant much to Abdal. They were merely labels used to identify people. But Sara’s name was like a song to him. The sound of it, as it was released from those beautiful lips, washed over him as if it were sent from heaven. A message from Allah that there was something special about this woman. Something beyond her beauty.

Sara. Sara Ghadah.

Abdal’s own name caught in his throat as he struggled to respond, but he finally managed to get it out, and what followed was a flood of words he had no memory of. Whatever he said to her, it made her laugh and that could only be good.

For the next several days they sought each other out on the train until Abdal finally found the courage to ask her to dinner. They went as soon as they left the train, and only then did Abdal realize that Sara was just as eager to know him as he was to know her.

They ate at a small café near Hyde Park, a meal that lasted much longer than it should have. It was a traditional halal meal, which was more and more common in London, offered by merchants who prized profit over indignation toward the Muslim population. They had lamb with a white bean and risotto mix on the side, finishing with fruit. While the food was mediocre, every bite seemed exquisite because he was sharing it with her.

Afterward, they walked in the park, talking. Abdal told her about his job repairing computers in a small government office, but he didn’t mention the strings that had been pulled to get him that job, nor the parts of his background that had been carefully erased and rewritten.

Sara worked in a small office at the College of Islam, processing applications for new enrollees. She had immigrated from Yemen when she was nineteen after tragedy struck her family. Her brother—a young man who had given so much to her—died in an explosion, an innocent victim. Her desire to come here was fueled by the fact that it was the new battleground for their faith. The city, awash with Muslims, was sometimes referred to as Londonistan. It was meant as a pejorative, but both Abdal and Sara found it inspiring, proof that they had a home here and that there were those who feared their presence.

You do not wait for the enemy to come to you, Abdal believed.

It was not until they shared their first night in bed that Abdal confessed there was much more to him than a simple computer repairman. That he was one of Allah’s chosen who had killed in His name.

And would surely do so again.

But Abdal did not tell Sara about the Hand of Allah. He had been sworn to secrecy by those who had recruited him, and he told her that the trip to America was for business. She suspected he had ties to a group of freedom fighters, but she didn’t push for details—not then. She merely told him how proud she was of the work he did, calling him her aswas jundi.

Her brave solider.

But Abdal didn’t feel very brave these days. In the week since he had returned to Newham, he spent most of his time praying, hoping that Allah—and Imam Zuabi—would spare him. He didn’t want this for himself only. As much as he had come to depend on Sara, he knew that she needed him as well.

And then he discovered the dark side of that need, and of keeping his secret.

Abdal went to her flat after she’d failed to answer her cell. It was the longest, most agonizing journey of his life. He had knocked on her door, again and again, and was ready to force it open when she finally let him in. She was wearing nothing but a bed shirt, her face pallid, her beautiful brown eyes puffy from crying.

“What is it?” he said with alarm. “What happened?”

Sara fell into his arms and sobbed against his chest, and Abdal stood there feeling helpless, wondering what terrible thing could have happened. When she finally calmed down, they sat on her sofa and she told him that a student at the college—a student she had helped enroll—had been found stabbed to death. A young man from Lebanon who had wanted nothing more than to further himself. A young man who had reminded her of her brother … and of Abdal. She said she couldn’t stop thinking about what it would be like to lose him. She had looked directly into his eyes as she said this, and Abdal fought to keep from looking away, afraid she might see the truth behind them.

“I’m not going anywhere,” he told her.

But as the lie escaped his lips he felt ashamed for deceiving her, for his inability to tell her that his future was uncertain at best …

She had kissed him, then. Brought those beautiful lips to his, and as if trying to bury one emotion with another, she kissed him harder, letting him know that she needed to be loved. She lay back on the sofa, pulling him toward her, unbuckling his belt as he slipped his hands beneath her bed shirt, sliding them along her ribs.

He felt her excitement, her hand gently squeezing him, as the other hand pushed his pants to his knees.

Getting to his feet, Abdal quickly shed his clothes, then grabbed the bed shirt and pulled it over her head, exposing her flawless flesh. He had never seen a body more perfect. Had never known a woman who enchanted and possessed him so completely.

And as he guided her down to the carpet he wondered, Is this our last time? Would there even be a grave for her to stand over, or would he simply disappear?

Concentrating on the sound of Sara’s moans, the feel of her hands gripping his back as their bodies moved together, he tried to drive these thoughts from his mind.

She was getting close. She ran her hands up behind his neck and pulled him toward her, kissing him hungrily as her muscles tightened. Her breathing stopped as she squeezed her eyes shut then let go, a long, guttural moan filling his ears. Then Abdal joined her, pulling her close as he released himself.

A moment later they lay still on the carpet, their breath labored, Abdal still struggling with his dark thoughts.

Before he could stop himself, he said, “I didn’t go to America on business.”

“I know,” she said softly.

Abdal was surprised. “But how?”

“I’m not stupid, Abdal. I know what you believe in, and I know you’re working with people who believe the same. You’ve been planning something together for several weeks now.”

He must have looked dumbfounded.

“You never tell me about the texts you receive,” she explained. “You do not speak to friends, do not appear to have any. You scan a restaurant, a park, the underground when we first arrive as though looking for someone—someone you hope not to find. You are not just a private man, Abdal, you work at it. You cultivate anonymity.”

He was stunned. She was better at this than he was. Abdal had never suspected she was studying him.

“Can’t you see that’s why this student’s death upset me so?”

“Yes,” Abdal said. “Yes, of course.”

“I don’t understand why you feel the need to keep it hidden from me,” she went on. “We both want the same thing. As the Koran tells us, ‘A life for a life, an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, and for wounds … retaliation.’ We both want retaliation.”

He nodded. She had obviously spent a lot of time considering this.

“I want to help you, Abdal. I want to be part of what you’re part of. To be one with you, just as we are when we make love. And if you’re to die, I want to die alongside you.”

These last words struck like a dagger. He had been on the verge of telling her everything but stopped himself, hard. It was one thing to risk his own life. He wouldn’t risk hers as well.

“I only hide these things to protect you, Sara.”

“You think I need protection?” she said sharply.

“It isn’t that,” he said. “I can’t bear the thought of anything happening to you. I won’t take that chance.”

“That is my decision to make.”

“Sometimes we are too close to our feelings to think rationally—”

“That too is Allah’s way. He will guide me. He knows that what we seek is right.”

Abdal was quiet for a moment. Then he said, “I’m sorry, Sara. I won’t. I can’t.”

She said nothing. Not with words. She just got to her feet, grabbed her bed shirt and disappeared into the bathroom.

Abdal waited several minutes, then pulled his clothes back on, went to the door, and knocked.

She didn’t answer, even after he called out her name.

A moment later the shower started and he knew she wanted nothing to do with him for the rest of the night.

She was, he thought, preparing herself for the inevitable.

Perhaps she was wiser than he.

Perhaps he should prepare himself as well.

      *

Hassan Haddad stood in the shadow of a large oak tree, watching the woman’s window. It was dark up there, though he had an idea what was going on. He had seen Abdal’s woman enter the place two hours earlier. Sara Ghadah. He had followed her from the College of Islam where she worked, and he could only assume that they weren’t playing backgammon. He had seen Abdal arrive an hour later. He stayed for an hour more and had just left.

Alone.

Haddad was leaving the country soon, and there were things to be done, but this was the second night in a row he had come here. The second night in a row he had followed the woman. The second night in a row he had seen that fool Iranian come and go.

The first time he saw Ghadah, Haddad felt she was possibly the most alluring woman he had ever seen. It struck him as odd that she would be attracted to the likes of a weakling like Abdal. What could he possibly offer a woman like this?

It was then that Haddad became suspicious of her. He had decided that there must be another explanation for her presence in Abdal’s life. Yet when he had checked into her background he discovered nothing unusual. She had been born and raised in Sanaa, Yemen, and for nearly nineteen of her years she was a good Shia girl. All of that changed when her brother was killed by a pair of Sunni radicals in a small flourish of sectarian violence.

After immigrating to London nine years ago, Ghadah had held a number of jobs, finally settling as an enrollment counselor at the college a few months before Abdal became part of her life.

Despite this, Haddad couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something wrong about her. He had tried to tell this to Imam Zuabi a few nights ago, but the old man had dismissed him, just as he had dismissed Haddad’s pleas to handle the Abdal matter itself in an efficient and expeditious manner.

Zuabi’s reluctance to deal with an old friend’s son was understandable but ultimately reckless. Abdal had not only brought shame to the Hand of Allah, he had jeopardized their entire mission. At least Haddad had cleaned up his own mess, with the Turk. Actions such as the failed attack in San Francisco should not—must not—go unpunished.

It was times like these that Haddad wondered about his imam. Did Zuabi no longer possess the strength it took to be a leader? Haddad had known the old man for many years, had studied under him since he was a boy, and it pained his heart to think that his imam may have outlived his usefulness.

But no, he told himself. Zuabi was in charge, and Haddad had a task to complete.

Even so, before he left for America he knew that he would have to learn more about this woman, and to do what Zuabi had so far failed to do: bring honor back to the Hand of Allah. The only questions that remained were how to do it. Where to do it.

And to whom.




19

Tel Aviv, Israel

“Welcome to the city that never sleeps,” the Reb said, as they exited the highway.

Traffic was light on the new express lane into Tel Aviv and the drive in from Ben Gurion International Airport had taken them only twenty minutes. Rabbi Mel Neershum had come in from San Francisco on an earlier flight—to make the appropriate arrangements for Jack’s arrival—and had picked up his friend in an old family heirloom: a ’66 Ford Anglia he’d borrowed from his cousin Ohad.

Jack had known Neershum for many years now. They’d met through a mutual acquaintance, Bill Hicks, a private detective. Hicks and Hatfield frequented the same restaurant, a place on Columbus, the North Beach Restaurant, where they both liked to eat at the bar as they watched the crowd coming and going while they talked what they called “the unholy trinity”: sports and politics and religion. The city’s ruling elite still ate there. Pelosi, Brown, the former mayor. All the known and hidden power brokers.

One night Hatfield brought up his disenchantment with the Catholic church (echoing his father’s own discontent), and complained that it had lost its edge and become too pacifist—no fire, no brimstone.

“If you’re looking for fire and brimstone,” Hicks said, “you should check out my old friend Rabbi Neershum. Toughest Jew I know.”

The more he heard about this “rebellious rebbe”—hence, the Reb—the more curious Jack got. Although he’d been raised Catholic, he’d always been attracted to his mother’s history and culture, so a few days later he set up a meet with Neershum, discovered a kindred soul, and the two became instant friends. And when the Reb found out Hatfield had Jewish blood, he insisted Jack join him and his friends on Friday nights for prayer, vodka, and a home-cooked meal—an invitation Jack had accepted more than once.

Hicks had been right. Neershum was a tough old Jew.

The product of an Orthodox day school, the Reb had fallen out of love with Judaism in his late teens and, much to his parents’ dismay, decided to rebel.

He was a hippie in the sixties. Later a boxer. Then, in his middle years, he rediscovered his roots with a fierce passion and spent five years studying Jewish law at a rabbinical seminary in New York. This was followed by a year in Israel, before returning to San Francisco as an ordained rabbi. He soon married the love of his life, Miriam, and fathered two sons and three daughters, all now grown.

The Reb was a “black hat,” a Chabad-Lubavitch Chasid, who often spent weeks at a time in Tel Aviv.

Jack himself hadn’t been here in years. The last trip was with his mother, who was seventy years old at the time, and they’d come to visit family that Jack hadn’t even known existed—and hadn’t spoken to since.

The first thing he noticed now was how much the place had grown. Comparisons to New York were no longer as laughable as they’d once been. Tel Aviv was a thriving metropolis perched on the edge of the Mediterranean, and everything about it screamed big city.

“So where are we headed?” he asked Neershum as they took the exit.

“First, we do something about those clothes.” Jack was wearing jeans and a suede leather jacket. “You want to blend in with us, you’ll have to look the part.”

The Reb himself was wearing a traditional dark suit and black felt fedora, although he’d substituted a more manageable suit coat for the kapote. The longer coats were reserved for Shabbat, the day of rest and reflection.

Hatfield had once asked him why Chasidic Jews always wore dark clothing, and Neershum explained they were more concerned with what was on the inside rather than what was fashionable. In fact, these Chasids wore nineteenth-century Polish business garb. They were stuck in a fashion time warp.

“I’m not so sure about blending in,” Jack said. “If I dress like you, I’ll probably look more Johnny Cash than Menachem Schneerson.”

The rabbi smiled. “Bring a guitar, you’ll get all the girls.”

      *

Jack’s decision to come to Tel Aviv had grown out of necessity.

Logically, as he told Tony, he should have followed the trail to London. But Tony had brought up the obvious sticking point.

“How do you plan on doing that, genius? Last I heard, you were still on the home secretary’s hit list.”

“Rules are meant to be broken,” Jack told him.

“And why London?” Tony asked. “I understand about the consulate connection—”

“It’s more than that,” Jack said. “This guy Swain had MI6 all over him.”

“And you know that how?” Tony asked.

“Those boys worked the Gulf War,” Jack told him. “I saw a lot of them. They’ve got big personalities because they’ve got the international beat. They’re not like MI5, quietly and discreetly keeping eyes and ears on the home front. MI6 has to bully their way into places where they might not be welcome.”

“Fair enough. That still doesn’t explain why you need to go there.”

“Whether Swain is British intelligence or an independent contractor, whoever got to him and his team is back there. I need to follow the trail. Lift the rocks. There isn’t time to wait for them to come to me. Besides, I’d love to find the one honest person in the Home Office who had the courage to say I wasn’t a terrorist, that I never incited violence, and that the whole banning thing could backfire.”

“Who said that?”

“I don’t know,” Jack said. “It was in an e-mail my London solicitor uncovered. Written anonymously by someone in the Brown government. I’d like to find that person to prove I’m innocent of the charges.”

“I’m sure,” Tony said. “But it’s still moot. The minute you step on British soil they’ll deport you.”

“That might not be a problem,” Jack said. “What if John Samuel Hatfield never goes anywhere near England?”

“I’m confused.”

“What if Hatfield takes a vacation in Israel and Jacob Samuel Heshowitz makes the trip to London instead? Flies right out of Ben Gurion International?”

Tony was silent a moment. “You have a way of arranging that?”

“I’m pretty sure I know someone who does.”

It hadn’t taken much convincing to get Rabbi Neershum involved. The Reb was rumored to have connections to both Mossad and the Israeli mafia, and while he wasn’t a violent man he’d never shied from a good fight. He was also known to quote Rabbi Meir Kahane, the founder of the radical Jewish Defense League who was assassinated in a Manhattan hotel room in 1990 by persons unknown.

“Every Jew a twenty-two,” the Reb had said more than once.

A staunch proponent of the Second Amendment, the Reb had always supported a well-armed citizenry, which he believed was the only way to keep another Castro or Stalin or Hitler or Chavez from rising in America.

“The one thing that stops an evil government from seizing total power,” he once told Jack, “is fear of millions of armed citizens. The Brits learned that lesson a couple hundred years ago.”

Yet despite this tough talk, the Reb was genuinely a kind and friendly man. He acted as a missionary to fallen Jews he met in the streets of San Francisco, trying to bring them back to God. He’d saved many a drugged-out soul over the years, and they loved him for throwing them a spiritual life preserver when they were drowning.

In some ways, Jack was in need of a life preserver himself. And once he told his story, the Reb was all too happy to help.

      *

“Try to look more serious,” the man behind the camera told him. “When was the last time you saw someone smile in a passport photo?”

Jack put on his best poker face. Hadn’t even realized he was smiling. He certainly didn’t feel much like it, standing there stiffly in his new suit with a black fedora perched atop his head. It didn’t help that the Reb had supplied him with a fake beard made by a wigmaker so that Jack could blend in with the rest of the Lubavitchers. The beard was surprisingly realistic, using human hair woven into a special netting, but the glue they’d used to secure it with was itching his skin like crazy.

He thought of Bob Copeland and the man’s love of cloak and dagger. Jack did not share that love.

The flash went off, Jack certain he looked appropriately dazed, then the man behind the camera—a Russian Jew named Falkovsky—popped out the data card and crossed the small room to a computer station.

“Your timing is good,” he told them. “Two years from now, who knows if I’m still in business?”

“Why is that?” the Reb asked.

Falkovsky, who worked out of a camera store, was an old-school documents forger who found the advent of computer technology a godsend. What had once taken him hours of precise work using special inks and printing presses could now be handled by a standard PC in about a third of the time.

“Biometrics,” he said. “The government is pushing for biometric passports and working on a slow roll-out to establish a database over the next couple years. There’s no final decision on whether they’ll implement, but some intelligence experts are worried that if they do, it’ll compromise their ability to operate. And I don’t need to tell you what it will do to me.”

Jack had heard about this. The “e-passport,” as it was called, used smart card technology to store standardized biometric information, including facial, fingerprint, and iris recognition. And intelligence agencies had a right to be worried. If these types of passports were adopted universally, they’d not only be virtually impossible to forge, but any leaks of biometric data could potentially put an agent traveling under a false identity in danger of being discovered by the enemy. All the phony beards in the world wouldn’t disguise them.

Fortunately, this wasn’t a concern for Jack right now. Jacob Samuel Heshowitz would be traveling with what, to the naked eye, looked like a standard-issue Israeli passport, properly distressed and carrying several travel stamps.

His cover story was simple. Heshowitz was a Borough Park Lubavitcher who had moved to Tel Aviv a year ago and sought citizenship under the Law of Return. A frequent traveler, he applied for and received an Israeli passport shortly after his arrival in the country.

The Reb had assured Jack that the passport would be flawless. Falkovsky—whom he’d met through one of his Mossad contacts—was very good at what he did.

The Russian pushed the camera’s data chip into a slot on his computer, then sat down.

“Give me about two hours,” he said, and waved them away.

      *

Several hours later, after dinner had been served and the dishes cleared away, Jack and the Reb sat at Cousin Ohad’s dining table, admiring Falkovsky’s handiwork, Jack happy to be rid of the beard for the time being.

“What did I tell you?” Neershum said. “The man’s an artist.”

“He should be, for the price I paid. You sure you don’t have any qualms about all of this?”

The Reb gave him the look he always gave when Jack asked stupid questions. “Do you?”

“Not really, no.”

“Good. We’re at war, my friend. It may not feel that way sometimes and that in itself can be a problem, but it’s real, and real people die as a consequence—something you know better than most.”

“I can’t argue with that,” Jack said.

“This man you seek, I can assure you he has no qualms about breaking laws to further his goals. He’d just as soon see people like you and me buried under a pile of rubble.” The Reb absently stroked his beard. “No matter what a man’s ideology or religion may be, when he’s faced by a fanatic with a knife in his hand he should cut him down. No amount of reasoning will dissuade the true believer.”

“There are people who would disagree.”

The Reb leaned forward in his chair now, his gaze intense. “Then they deserve to die. They look at terrorists and genocide as abstract notions, lessons in history that fall on their ears like some ancient melody that no longer has any relevance. They comfort themselves with trivial entertainments, but how do you think they’d feel if that knife was pressed to their throats?”

“Ready to fight back.”

“Yes, then. Then, when it’s too late.” The Reb paused, leaned back again. “So I think God will forgive us for breaking a few rules for the greater good.”

He got to his feet, grabbed his glass from the table and drained the last of his potato vodka from the Ukraine. Clean. No hangover.

He let loose a satisfied sigh as he set the glass down again. “To bed,” he told Jack. “Tomorrow is a big day and you need rest. I only wish I were going with you.”

Jack finished his own glass. “You still can.”

The Reb shook his head. “This is a one-man job. I’d only be in your way.”

“I doubt that,” Jack said, getting to his feet. “But I understand. Are you heading back to San Francisco tomorrow?”

“Ohad has invited me to stay a while. I think I’ll stick around, enjoy the family.” He smiled. “Thank you for the holiday, my friend.”

Jack nodded and shook his hand. “Good night, Rabbi.”

“Lailah tov.”

      *

Jack traveled with a group of ten, all Lubavitchers who were flying to Bristol, U.K., for a week-long sojourn—friends of the Reb who were happy to have Jacob Heshowitz’s company, no questions asked.

Despite knowing that he blended in, Jack felt conspicuous. The fake beard didn’t help, especially since it was itching twice as much as the day before. He caught a glimpse of his reflection as he moved with the others past a phalanx of armed guards to the airport terminal doors, and what he saw made him feel naked, like a high-school kid in the halls without pants.

He half expected one of the guards to pull him away and interrogate him, but they merely glared. That was the first line of security: to look intimidating and see who started to perspire. Jack couldn’t afford to; the spirit gum holding his beard would come loose. Fortunately, to them, Jack was part of a group of men no different from a thousand other such groups that would pass through these doors in the coming weeks. They dismissed him as harmless.

The group’s flight wasn’t scheduled to depart for three hours. Jack had been warned that airport security measures at Ben Gurion International were quite different than they were in the U.S., and he and the Reb had spent much of the previous night going over how Jack should act and what he should say.

As they moved into the checkin line, Jack was approached by a pleasant-looking woman in uniform. The Israelis called this second line of security, somewhat jokingly, “the Fisher of Men.” The surly-faced guards made you uneasy. This was the one who reeled you in.

She spoke Hebrew. “Passport and ticket, please.”

Jack’s facility with the language was limited to a few brief phrases he’d learned from his mother and grandfather, and a couple the Reb had taught him last night. But he’d been assured that Tel Aviv was a melting pot, that most Israelis spoke English, and a relocated American with limited knowledge of the native tongue wouldn’t raise too much of a red flag. He could easily be a drifter who had only recently rediscovered his faith.

Taking his ticket and the forged passport from his inner coat pocket, he handed them to her, telling her he preferred to speak English.

She glanced at his suitcase, carry-on, and passport, then directly at him. “Where did you live before you moved to Tel Aviv, Mr. Heshowitz?”

“Brooklyn,” he said. “Borough Park.”

“I have family there. What area did you live in?”

“Near Eighteenth Avenue,” he told her. “Although I only spent about three years there. I was raised in California.”

As he spoke, she didn’t stop looking into his eyes. He knew he was being profiled, that she was trained to search for any signs of distress, and he did his best not to show her any.

His biggest concern was the beard. The wigmaker’s artistry was nearly as flawless as Falkovsky’s, but he couldn’t help worrying that this woman could see right through it. He just hoped his concern wasn’t showing in his eyes.

“Are you traveling alone?” she asked.

He gestured to the other Lubavitchers around him, grateful for the momentary break from her gaze. “We’re all together.”

She gave the others a cursory glance, then looked at his ticket and said, “I see you’re flying to Bristol today.”

“Yes,” he said.

Back to his eyes again. “And the reason for your travel?”

“Worship. We’ll be visiting the Bristol Chabad.”

Her gaze was unwavering, as if she wanted to find something suspicious—was just looking for an excuse to pull him into a back room somewhere and have him more thoroughly interrogated.

“And your luggage. Has it left your side today?”

“No.”

She stared at him a moment longer, Jack imagining the worst, then she suddenly handed him his documents.

“Have a pleasant trip,” she said with a warm smile.

When she moved on to the next person in line, Jack felt relief wash through him. There was still baggage screening and other checkpoints to get through, but the toughest test had been passed.

Now, if only he could get his chin to stop itching.
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London, England

The flight to Bristol was mercifully uneventful.

Except for a moment prior to takeoff, when his fellow Lubavitchers started to pray together, there was nothing unusual about it. Jack had been warned of this and had joined in as instructed. As he genuflected and bobbed in prayer with the others, he felt out of place, like a conservative at Harvard.

After they landed, the group sailed through customs and immigration without a snag. Jack bid his escorts farewell, then traded dollars for pounds at the airport exchange and caught a cab to the Bristol Temple Meads railway station. He had a flashback to a story he’d once reported on about an undercover cop in San Francisco posing as a Chasid. The guy was spying on Israelis who were spying on us when he was assaulted by skinheads in a hate crime. His beard came off and his attackers were so stunned he was able to take them out with ease. There was no avoiding the publicity, which the SFPD used to its advantage: they said the guy was working to secure the safety of the Jewish community. He even got a citation from the Israeli ambassador.

In the men’s room, Jack stuffed the hat and the beard in his small carry-on, happy to finally wash the residue of the glue off his face, then smoothed back his hair, went to the ticket window, and bought passage to London.

Three hours later, as the train rolled into Westminster, Jack’s mind flashed memories of his week here with Rachel. They both thought they were in love at the time—who knows, maybe they were—and had wandered the streets of central London for hours, absorbing the sights and sounds, hitting all the usual tourist spots: Westminster Abbey, Buckingham Palace, and of course, Trafalgar Square, with its beautiful fountains and majestic mid-nineteenth-century architecture. London had a unique vibrancy to it that was exhilarating, and it pained Jack to know that he was no longer welcome here.

Jack hired a cab and took a short ride to the Beresford Hotel. As they rumbled along Rochester Row, Jack looked up at Big Ben towering over the city and marveled at its overpowering beauty. Its movement was famous for its reliability, but when he checked it against the Hamilton Gilbert on his wrist—which he flawlessly maintained—he was surprised to discover that the great clock was off by a minute.

Jack suddenly felt uneasy. It was strange how psychological triggers worked. The need for order flared up inside him, and he realized he had been so focused on his mission, so alert, that he had neglected to maintain balance. He should have grabbed some sleep on the train. He should have given himself some downtime. Being so deep in something made you question the instincts you were trusting, made you second-guess your actions, made you wonder if you’d thought the whole thing through enough.

He had been so thoroughly guided by Bob Copeland’s sensible one-line mantra that he never thought that the trip to London might be too impulsive.

Listening to the hum of the engine, he closed his eyes and imagined the perfect mechanism of the watch on his wrist, or the Berliner on the wall in his apartment, letting the tick-tick-tick in his mind center him. It had been a long and stressful day and his first order of business had to be to get some rest.

The Beresford Hotel was an old redbrick monstrosity that had once been a school dormitory and looked it. Jack knew he wouldn’t be spending much time here, but he needed a base of operations that would take cash for a couple nights and ask no questions.

The room he rented wasn’t much bigger than a walk-in closet, with a lumpy twin bed and a rattling radiator, and the only plumbing available in the room itself was a dingy sink with rusty fixtures.

Throwing his suitcase on the bed, he peeled off his clothes, wrapped a large but rather gray-looking towel around his waist, then went down the hall to the communal bath and took a scalding hot shower to wash away the day.

Fifteen minutes later, he climbed onto the bed and slid between the sheets, letting the last of the tension drain from his body, the tick-tick-tick still in his mind as he fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.

      *

It was dark outside when Jack hired another cab to take him across the Thames to East London. According to Abdal al-Fida’s personnel file, he lived in the Forest Gate section of the borough of Newham, an area known for its ethnic diversity and high concentration of Muslims.

Isaiah once again came to mind: “They come from a far country, from the end of Heaven … to destroy the whole Earth.…”

Jack had no way of knowing if al-Fida still lived there, or was even alive at this point. This entire enterprise was a huge gamble. But he had to try, for the sake of Bob Copeland. And Tom Drabinsky. And Jamal Thomas.

But most of all, he was here for his own sake. For that burning need-to-know that had consumed him ever since Drabinsky went up in that blast.

Jack hadn’t called his show Truth Tellers simply because it sounded good. Truth was the fire that fueled him. He’d spent his entire career cutting through the layers of horse manure that people often used to hide or deflect responsibility for their actions, always searching for the truth they were trying to hide. His interviewing style was direct and sometimes confrontational, but never without empathy, and he often thought of himself as “good cop/bad cop” rolled up into one. He believed truth was liberty’s Siamese twin, not her cousin. When truth was absent, liberty followed.

Jack suspected that Adam Swain’s cover story about al-Fida being an MI6 mole was yet another layer he had to cut through. And the only way he knew to do that was to confront al-Fida himself.

He had the cab driver drop him off in front of a small pub on St. George Road, which was sandwiched between a Laundromat and a Classic Kitchens store. He went inside and ordered a pale lager, taking a few minutes to again center himself and weigh his options.

According to Google Maps, al-Fida’s flat was located about two blocks down, in a modest Victorian-style building across from St. Angela’s Ursuline School. Deciding the direct approach was probably best—just knock on the door and start asking questions—Jack drank his lager in three quick gulps, then threw some money on the table and went back outside.

As he stepped onto the sidewalk, he nearly collided with an olive-skinned man with a wispy goatee. The man was moving briskly, obviously in too much of a hurry to see Jack coming. For a moment Jack thought it might be al-Fida himself.

But no—this man’s face was older and more angular than the one in the personnel photograph, and Jack dismissed him as just another resident of the area. He muttered a quick apology that got no response, then crossed the street and headed in the direction the man had just come from.

Less than five minutes later he found al-Fida’s building and stood in the shadow of a large oak tree, next to the beige brick wall that bordered St. Angela’s.

He knew that al-Fida lived in Unit 2, which faced the street, but the window was dark now and it looked as if no one were home.

Jack tilted his watch toward the light of a street lamp and checked the time.

Nearly nine P.M.

Too early to go to bed, he thought, unless al-Fida was an early riser. Tucking his hands in his pockets, he leaned back against the wall and waited, hoping a car would come along at any moment and deposit al-Fida at his front door.

He was still waiting forty minutes later, increasingly convinced his target was either out for a late-night rendezvous or wasn’t coming home at all.

Jack was betting on the latter.

So what should he do? Abandon this whole crazy idea or ratchet it up a notch? He may have been without a witness—or suspect—to interview, but there was no telling what the man’s flat might reveal. Jack hadn’t scooped up a handful of paper clips at the business center for nothing. Plan B had been in the back of his mind all night.

He didn’t fancy himself a burglar, but he’d assisted in a few breakins as a kid, when he and his friends got their kicks rummaging around in homes, raiding refrigerators and purposely rearranging furniture. They were harmless pranks, but Jack wasn’t particularly proud of that time in his life. His father hadn’t been too thrilled when he found out about it, either, and Jack could still vividly see the disappointment in his old man’s expression, and the verbal tirade he had to endure because of it.

His dad wasn’t likely to approve now, but the Reb’s words about the greater good kept circling through Jack’s mind. After waiting another half hour, as windows went dark up and down the street, he checked for any unwanted eyes then crossed to al-Fida’s building and went to work on the entryway door.

      *

Getting into the flat was easier than he expected. Picking a lock wasn’t exactly like riding a bicycle, but with patience he was able to make do with a couple of the unfolded paper clips. The main parts of this type of lock are small pins. All he had to do was simultaneously push the ones on top up and the ones on the bottom down and the lock popped open. He credited his work with watch mechanisms for his success. Fortunately, he hadn’t encountered any curious neighbors from across the hall in the process.

Pushing the door open, he listened carefully for any sounds of activity, but didn’t hear any. Stepping inside, he quietly closed the door behind him and looked around at what appeared to be a modest one-bedroom flat. There was enough light from the street lamps outside to reveal that al-Fida had decent taste in furniture, but the place had a kind of stark, spare coldness to it that didn’t particularly appeal to Jack.

Not that it mattered.

The living room was to his right, and a small uncluttered kitchen to the left, and beyond that was a narrow hallway that undoubtedly led to the bedroom. He was hoping to find a computer desk out here, but no such luck.

Jack crossed to the hall and stopped, listening carefully for any sounds of breathing or soft snores that might indicate that al-Fida was at home and asleep.

Nothing.

The bedroom was at the far end of the hall. As he worked his way toward it, he stopped at a door that hung ajar about halfway there. He carefully pushed the door open and checked inside. It was too dark to see much, so he fumbled for a light switch and flicked it on.

It was a walk-in closet but there was nothing hanging inside. No shelves or storage boxes. The closet was completely empty except for a compass and a mat on the floor. Set in a round brass frame about the size of a pocket watch, the compass was a qibla indicator, pointing the user toward Mecca. It lay in a corner of the closet, with a prayer mat carefully placed in proper alignment behind it. The order displayed impressed Jack. He could see how the simplicity and order of the Islamic faith appealed to so many.

This was al-Fida’s prayer room. A small, clean space free of distraction that he undoubtedly used several times a day.

The compass was compact enough to be used for travel, and its presence here led Jack to believe that al-Fida hadn’t left London. Which meant if he wasn’t dead, he might walk through his front door at any moment.

Flicking off the light, Jack continued down the hall to the bedroom. There was another window back here that opened onto an alleyway with very little light coming in. He didn’t want to turn on the overhead for fear someone might take notice, but he could hear the hum of a computer and was able to make out the edges of a monitor sitting atop what looked like a small desk in the corner of the room.

Stepping past the neatly made bed, he moved over to the desk, nudged the mouse with his finger, and an iMac screen came to life. He was hoping to do a thorough search of al-Fida’s desk drawers and hard drive, but what he saw on the screen stopped him cold.

It was open to a word processing application. And typed at the very top of the page were two simple words:

Forgive me

Jack’s jaw tensed.

This looked suspiciously like a suicide note.

His heart racing, he spun around, looking past a closet slider to a closed door that was now illuminated by the light from the computer screen.

A bathroom, no doubt.

And then he saw it—a tiny sliver of light coming from the crack beneath the door.

Someone was in there. And he doubted they were using the facilities.

Grabbing a lamp as a weapon and moving away from the desk, Jack hurried to the bathroom and yanked open the door, freezing in motion at the horrific sight inside.

The tub was full, and Abdal al-Fida lay chest-deep in the bloodied water, his eyes staring blankly at the ceiling—eyes that reminded Jack of his old friend Riley after their Humvee was ambushed. His dark skin had a pale cast. Both arms were concealed in the murky red water and there was no visible wound that Jack could see.

Jack took in a sharp breath but didn’t rush forward to check his neck for a pulse. There was no point. Al-Fida was dead.

There was nothing to be done for him now. Jack also knew that he needed to get out of here but there was something he wanted to check first. He was about to go back to the desk when he heard a sound from the living room—the rattle of keys and the front door being pushed open.

“Abdal?” a voice said. “Abdal, are you home?”

It was a woman. She sounded concerned.

Then a moment later she was inside and moving down the hall.
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“Abdal?” she said again.

British accent, but not quite. Something else in there.

By the time she stepped into the bedroom, Jack was already cramped inside al-Fida’s slider, nestled amid the hangers full of clothes, the door open just a sliver so he could see what he was dealing with.

She flicked the light switch, saying, “Abdal? I’ve been calling all night! Why didn’t you answer your—”

She halted, leaving the question unfinished when she saw that the bed was empty and neatly made.

She glanced around the room. “Abdal?”

Like many Muslim women, she wore a hijab on her head, a scarf that covered her hair, ears, and neck and shoulders. She had a regal look about her, with flawless skin, an angular, almost perfectly sculpted face, and large brown eyes. Her dress was modest and loose-fitting and hid her body, but Jack had no doubt she was exquisitely proportioned. Despite his predicament—and what he’d just seen in that bathroom—Jack found her beauty mesmerizing. There was a faint smell of aloe—hand lotion, he guessed—which only added to her exotic appeal.

As she moved farther into the room and turned toward the bathroom, Jack wanted to call out to her, to protect her, warn her away, keep her from seeing that horrifying tableau inside. But he hesitated and then it was too late. Her eyes widened slightly as she took in the bloody tile and al-Fida’s body, frozen in death.

To Jack’s surprise, she didn’t break down. Didn’t even utter a sound. She just stared at al-Fida for a long moment, then reached into her purse and took out a cell phone.

She didn’t use it immediately. Instead she stood there quietly, still staring at al-Fida, looking more disappointed than bereaved. Jack had no idea what her relationship was to the dead man, but the fact that she’d had keys to his flat seemed to indicate that they were close.

Yet there was no sign of tears in her eyes.

Was she in shock?

Keeping her gaze on the body, she took a deep breath and shifted her shoulders as if preparing for something. Then she punched in a number, a short one, and put the phone to her ear.

Jack could hear it ringing even in the closet. And when the line was picked up, the woman began to cry—so abruptly it startled him.

Her voice choked with emotion, she said, “Please … please … you have to help me. My boyfriend—I think he … I think he’s killed himself.”

Jack watched in astonishment as she answered a few questions between sobs, trembling uncontrollably as she gave al-Fida’s address to the person on the line.

Then she hung up—and the moment she did, her demeanor abruptly changed again, the tears vanishing, her expression blank and unmoved by what lay before her.

Dropping the cell phone into her purse, she crossed to the bedroom doorway, flicked off the light, and went back out to the living room.

      *

By the time the police and ambulance arrived, Jack was back outside.

After the woman left the bedroom, he climbed out the window then moved down the alley to the adjoining street and worked his way back around to the front of the building.

Waiting in the shadows under the oak tree, he watched the drama unfold. Neighbors awakened at the screech of approaching sirens and the flashing of lights against windowpanes. Soon the street was filled with people, and as the police and paramedics rushed in through the building’s entrance, Jack couldn’t help but think about the scene outside Jamal Thomas’s apartment.

The window was lit now and he saw the woman crying again as she pointed them toward the hallway.

She had called al-Fida her boyfriend, but her initial reaction to his death seemed to belie that. As much as Jack would have liked to attribute her behavior to shock, the changes in her demeanor were simply too abrupt to be believed.

She was acting. And doing a very good job of it.

So who the hell was she?

Jack had assumed that with al-Fida dead, his search for answers had come to a hard stop. But this woman’s puzzling reaction raised new questions, and her association with al-Fida, whatever it might be, was bound to be significant in some way.

Was it possible that Swain had been telling the truth? That al-Fida was an MI6 mole and this woman was part of the cell he’d infiltrated?

No. That explanation didn’t make any more sense now than it did before.

Jack knew he needed to talk to her.

He stayed in the shadows, unnoticed by the police or the neighbors. If anyone were to notice, they’d only look at him as yet another rubbernecker—or whatever the British equivalent of that was. As they carted al-Fida’s body out on a stretcher and loaded him into the back of the ambulance, Jack saw the woman standing in the window again, watching as they closed the doors.

A uniformed police officer was questioning her now, notepad in hand, and the woman played her part to perfection. He couldn’t hear what she was saying, but he didn’t doubt that her words were halting, filled with just the right amount of emotion, as she told them about al-Fida’s depression and the loss of his job, or whatever story made sense of the note that was left on his computer, and what they’d found in that bathroom.

But Jack knew this wasn’t suicide. He was convinced that, just like Copeland and Thomas—and just as Swain had threatened to do to him—Abdal al-Fida had been disposed of for the sake of expediency. He was a liability that had to be silenced.

Jack felt no love lost for a man who could very well have been planning to kill thousands of Americans, but the thought of yet another death rankled him.

When would these people stop?

And what the hell were they hiding? No matter how many times Jack ran the chain of events through his mind, however often he stopped to reexamine an event or a fact or even a half-cocked assumption, he still couldn’t make any sense of it.

By the time the ambulance left and the police finished taking the woman’s statement and started wrapping things up, the neighborhood crowd had already lost interest and people had wandered back into their homes. From the shrugs and brief conversations and lack of anything approaching shock or sorry, Jack gathered that not many people had known al-Fida.

Before long, the woman was back at the window, watching the last of the police cars drive away. Jack decided to give her a few minutes before he crossed the street and knocked on the door. But to his surprise, when the lights of the last police car had faded, she immediately doused the light and a few moments later emerged from the entryway of the building. She stepped out to the sidewalk, stopped, and once again pulled the cell phone from her purse.

Jack quickly stepped backward, moving deeper into the shadows beneath the oak tree, hoping she didn’t look his way. But she seemed intensely preoccupied as she put the phone to her ear.

Despite the distance between them, he could clearly hear her when the line was answered and she said, “There’s a problem. We need to talk.”

She listened for a moment, then hung up, dropping the phone back into her purse as she started up the sidewalk in the direction of the pub.

Jack waited until she was about half a block away, then started out after her.
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The woman caught a train at the Upton Park underground station. She took the Hammersmith and City Line toward Liverpool Street. It was nearly half past midnight as she boarded a car along with a handful of others.

Jack had to run to get in before the doors closed. He took a seat, careful not to glance in her direction as she headed for the opposite end of the car and sat.

He kept his gaze forward, trying to catch his breath as he puzzled over who this woman was and what she was up to.

“There’s a problem. We need to talk.”

She was certainly no girlfriend—although he couldn’t be sure her alleged boyfriend knew this. They had obviously been intimate enough for her to feel comfortable walking into that flat, and Jack had a feeling al-Fida would have been just as surprised by her reaction to his death as he was.

But she also didn’t seem to be aligned with Swain and MI6, or whoever had killed the terrorist. Otherwise, why would she have shown up at the flat at all? Why would she have notified the police and made that phone call when she left?

What was the problem?

Who did she need to talk to?

Jack sat there through stop after stop—West Ham, Bow Road, Mile End, Stepney Green—running various scenarios through his mind. Once again, none of them fit. Too many missing pieces. It was starting to agitate him.

About fifteen minutes into the ride, the woman got up from her seat as they approached Whitechapel Station. Watching with peripheral vision, Jack waited for her to pass as she moved to the doors in preparation for the stop. Chancing a glance as she walked by, he noticed that she was no longer wearing the hijab. She had removed it in the train, revealing a head of luxurious dark hair that only enhanced her beauty, and he once again felt that tug of attraction, a stirring of feelings he was hard-pressed to describe. Some women just had a certain thing, a star quality, and she had it in spades.

As she waited for the train to slow, he casually got to his feet behind her—just another passenger anxious to get home.

The train pulled into the station, its brakes hissing, then finally eased to a stop and opened its doors.

The woman and three other passengers stepped through to the platform and Jack followed, moving with the group toward a flight of stairs, but lagging behind slightly to put some distance between them.

A few minutes later he was outside the station and on the street, the woman several yards ahead of him, walking through an empty car park toward a narrow road flanked by blocky brick factory buildings the color of sandalwood.

The road was dimly lit and sparsely populated, and judging by the graffiti Jack saw scrawled across a Wholesale Fabrics building to his left, it was one of the poorest of East London neighborhoods.

The only thing he knew about Whitechapel were stories of Jack the Ripper, who had used this area as his hunting ground over a three-year period in the late nineteenth century. The streets the Ripper had roamed were very different than these, but you couldn’t walk along here without thinking about his brutal butchery and the hysteria surrounding it.

The woman didn’t seem bothered, however. She kept moving at a steady pace until she reached the end of the block and turned left.

Jack hurried to catch up, slowing again as he made the turn and saw her about forty yards ahead. She moved past a darkened dry cleaning store, then a low wall—which he soon discovered offered a view of the train tracks—then crossed to her right at the intersection and turned down Whitechapel Road.

Again he sped up. He wasn’t in the habit of stalking women, but that’s exactly what he was doing right now.

He thought of Jack the Ripper again and shuddered.

When he finally did turn the corner, she walked briskly past a row of closed shops—a kebab house, a stereo store, a real estate agency—

Near the middle of the block she took a sharp left, moving into an alleyway. Jack crossed to her side of the street, but again he held back. He knew that stepping into that alley might alert her to the fact that she was being followed, and he didn’t want to tip his hand. Or find her waiting for him with a .45.

Waiting what he hoped was enough time, he continued toward the alley and made the turn. It was short and narrow and came to a dead end at a graffiti-scarred wall.

The woman was nowhere in sight.

Where the hell has she gone?

In the wall to his right was a dilapidated metal door marked EXIT ONLY. Jack moved to it, checked the knob.

Unlocked.

He stood there a moment, thinking about what he might be getting himself into, wishing he had his .357.

Well, you don’t, he thought. How badly do you want more pieces of the puzzle?

He took a calming breath then pulled the door open.

When he got inside he heard music. The steady thump-thump-thump of a bass drum. A short set of cement steps led downward toward a narrow hallway, lit by a flickering fluorescent light.

Jack navigated the steps and headed toward the end of the hall, its walls and ceiling adorned with enough Day-Glo graffiti to trigger an epileptic seizure. There was an adjoining hallway to the right. He took it.

At the far end was another metal door, a large skinhead in a muscle shirt sitting on a wooden stool next to it, his beefy face expressionless. He was the kind of “soccer thug” whose ancestors had exploited the world and built Britain. Now the government hated and suppressed his breed, permitting Muslim thuggery to reign. A nation that attacked itself this way was a nation with a political autoimmune disease.

The skinhead’s face didn’t change as Jack approached. He merely extended a hand, palm up, and said, “Twenty quid.”

“Did a woman just go in here? Beautiful. Dark hair.”

“Twenty quid or sod off,” the guy told him.

Jack took a twenty-pound note from his jacket pocket and handed it to him. The guy inspected it in the dim light then got off his stool, stuffed the bill into his back pocket, and wordlessly reached for the doorknob.

“Take your pick,” he said.

As the door swung open, Jack was accosted by a wall of sound, the music slamming into him like a living force, so loud that his eardrums immediately began to throb in pain.

Beyond the doorway was a small brick warehouse filled with flashing lights and writhing bodies, moving to the beat of the music. Most of the dancers wore typical street clothes, but some of the woman had skirts so short with necklines so low they flirted with public indecency.

Not that Jack was complaining.

It was a good old-fashioned rave, and for a moment he wondered if he’d made a mistake. Surely this couldn’t be where the woman had gone—no good Muslim girl would be caught dead in a place like this.

But then, based on what he’d seen so far, Jack wasn’t entirely sure she was a good Muslim girl. And what was the alternative? There was no place else for her to have gone.

Jack moved inside, pushed past a couple in a clinch, then stepped onto the main floor and scanned the sea of bobbing heads for any sign of her. He was too jet-lagged to make more than a poor stab at dancing, doing only as much as it took to blend in. The strobe lights didn’t help much, and after a full minute of searching, he was convinced he’d lost her.

Had he missed something in the alleyway? Another door, maybe?

His question was answered a moment later. At the far side of the warehouse, on a raised platform that looked like an old loading dock, the woman emerged from a doorway. A cardboard sign marked TOILETS hung above it.

No longer wearing the shapeless dress she’d worn at al-Fida’s flat, she now sported clothes that could easily have been hiding beneath that dress—a dark pullover sweater and a pair of blue jeans. He had been right about the woman. Her body was spectacular.

She eased up to a rail along the edge of the loading platform and looked down at the dance floor. It was hard to see her face clearly in the intermittent light, but judging from the way she carried herself—no bobbing head, no shake of the shoulders to match the beat—Jack figured she had as much interest being in this place as he did.

She’d been standing there for less than a minute when a slender, curly-headed white guy sidled up next to her and smiled, making his best play.

Who could blame him? She was a knockout. She was also way out of his league.

Jack watched them, thinking he was about to see the guy go down in flames. But to his surprise the woman leaned toward Curly and whispered something into his ear.

Did she know him?

“There’s a problem. We need to talk.”

Curly’s smile disappeared as he listened attentively. Then he nodded and whispered back, gesturing toward another hallway at the back of the warehouse.

When he was done, the woman gave him a dismissive push then shoved away from the rail without another word. Curly lost himself in the crowd. She headed toward that hallway.

Jack didn’t waste any time. Threading his way through the crowd of dancers, he moved in her direction, reaching the far edge of the dance floor just as she disappeared from sight. He glanced toward the loading platform to see if Curly was still there, but the guy was long gone.

Then someone grabbed Jack’s arm.

He spun around, expecting to see Curly, but was surprised to find an attractive blonde in a black bustier and fishnet stockings smiling at him. The bustier barely contained her, and her eyes had the glassy, faraway look of the perpetually stoned.

“Hey, luv, where you going? Let’s dance.”

“Some other time,” he said, and pulled his arm free.

This time it was Jeremiah that came to mind: “For my people are foolish, they know me not; they are wise to do evil, but to do good they have no knowledge.”

Then he was up a short set of steps and heading into the hallway, which was dark because of a broken light fixture.

There was movement to his left and he hesitated when he saw two dark figures—then realized it was the clinching couple from the dance floor. They hadn’t bothered to find a motel room, their silhouettes moving rhythmically to the music.

He hurried past them and saw a door marked EXIT.

Pushing through, he found himself in another alley that ran the length of the building and then some, opening out to streets on either side. But there was no sign of the woman, and Jack was quickly coming to the conclusion that he wasn’t very good at this stalking thing.

Which way had she gone?

Making his choice—there was a faint floral scent in the air, possibly the hand lotion he had smelled earlier?—he went to his right and hurried toward the street, not slowing this time as he reached the mouth of the alley. Moving onto the sidewalk, he swiveled his head, glancing both ways, and was relieved to find her walking about a quarter of a block away to his left.

Dry skin, he thought gratefully. A woman’s vanity can be dangerously second nature.

As he moved out after her, she crossed the street again and disappeared into yet another alley.

What the hell was she up to?

Jack waited for a couple cars to pass, then followed. The way the alley was situated, there was very little light in there and he hesitated, once again wishing he had his .357 on his hip. Those years as an embedded reporter in Iraq had made firearms seem like part of a man. More often than not he was allowed to carry weapons in hairy situations. It was against the regs, but so was a lot of what happened in war. His third arm was an M249 light machine gun, fussy with sand but it took care of them; a Beretta M9 was his fourth hand, making up for a lack of stopping power with smooth, semiautomatic action that put a lot of those little balls into an enemy. Being unarmed felt like an unnatural state of being.

Plunging forward, he walked briskly, looking toward the other end of the alley. Jack didn’t see the woman. That was the first inkling he had that she was the cat and he was the mouse. But he had gone this far—

Halfway through, the building to his right gave way to a small car park—probably an employee lot. It was empty and lit only by a single incandescent bulb that burned over the building’s rear door. A faded sign under the bulb read CG & SONS FINE GARMENTS.

Had she gone in there?

Jack was about to move toward the door when a figure stepped from the shadows next to him and pressed the muzzle of a Browning Hi-Power 9mm to the side of his head.

He froze. Slowly, he shifted his gaze to her.

There was a gun at his skull, the safety probably off, an anxious and unsentimental finger on a hair trigger, yet he couldn’t help thinking she was even more mesmerizing up close and personal.

Ridiculous, but there it was.

Her face was a mask. Hardened. Unflinching. In these kinds of situations, it was best to let the person with the firepower do all the talking.

“Why are you following me?”

“I saw you at the club and—”

Gunmetal and perspiration produce a distinctive odor. It was in the air now and it overpowered the fading smell of aloe. The smart-aleck act was not going to buy him anything.

She pressed harder. She knew what she was doing. She didn’t lean into the gun like an angry street thug. She knew he would feel the increased pressure against his skin, understand that it meant her center of gravity was off, realize that if he were willing to risk it he could step from the line of fire, pivot, grab her wrist, and hurl her off-balanced self against the wall. It was basic self-defense.

So much for the stuff you can’t do, he thought.

“Who do you work for and what do you want?” she demanded.

She was getting impatient but she wasn’t quite there. He had a little wiggle room. He hoped so; he was betting his life on it.

“I could ask you the same thing,” Jack said.

“Except you’re the one following me, remember? Although you’re not very good at it. I spotted you back at the train station.”

“That shows what you know.”

“What do you mean?”

“I had you way before that,” he said. “I was in Abdal al-Fida’s flat when you found him.”

That caught her off guard. Her dark eyes widened. “That’s impossible.”

“I was hiding in his closet. I saw that show you put on when you called the police. Pretty good performance as a grieving girlfriend.”

She pressed the Hi-Power against his temple—hard, like it was a drill bit. He’d pricked her pride. Now she was off balance.

“Did you kill him?”

Jack frowned. “Hell, no. I wanted to talk to the guy.”

“Why?”

“Because of what happened in San Francisco. I know al-Fida was behind it and I’m trying to find out who he works for.”

She considered this. “You’re a Yank.”

“Through and through.”

“Who are you?”

“A reporter,” Jack told her, just as squealing tires announced the arrival of a dark SUV in the alley. Its headlights washed across them. The woman flinched and Jack took his shot. He stepped sideways, simultaneously grabbing her wrist and twisting it away from her. Only she didn’t release her hold on the gun as he’d expected. She yelped and swung a fist toward him, landing a blow to the side of his head.

He stumbled sideways, caught off guard by her power.

Another SUV roared in from the opposite side, and the alley was soon flooded with men, automatic weapons in hand, heading straight for Jack and the woman. More surprised than hurt by her punch, Jack kicked her legs out from under her, grabbed the Browning with his right hand, then spun toward one of the approaching gunmen. He slammed the heel of his left hand into the gunman’s nose and the guy howled and went down as Jack raised the Browning. But before he could make use of it, three more men were grabbing hold of him. The butt of a rifle slammed into the back of his head and his cranium exploded in pain. The world went red and he stumbled as the men started pulling him exactly where he didn’t want to go—to the ground, where his chances of survival were nearly nil. You can’t grapple with men who are beating you.

He tried to fight, but there were too many of them. Then the rifle butt slammed him again, and the next thing Jack knew he was spiraling down a long black hole.
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Jack awoke to the sound of screaming.

A woman’s screams of pain, the kind of pain that comes from teeth being extracted without Novocain, or fingers being cut off with wire clippers. Her high-pitched wails echoed mournfully down a long hallway.

Then they stopped, abruptly, followed by the sound of her sobs as she gasped for air.

Jack had a bag over his head—burlap, from the smell of it—and he had no idea where he was. He was sitting in a chair with a sagging wicker seat, his wrists tied to the slats that comprised the seatback. The chair was not bolted to the floor but even if he could hop it around, where would he go? His mouth tasted of blood, and his tongue was sore, which meant he’d managed to bite it during the struggle in the alleyway.

Worse yet, his head was throbbing and the room seemed to be spinning slowly. Around and around, like a Ferris wheel. He thought he might throw up.

But at least he was alive.

For now.

Listening to the woman sob. And he knew she wasn’t acting this time, a turn of events that surprised him.

Back in the alley he had thought she was with the gunmen—had attacked her because of it—but he’d obviously been wrong. And now that he knew better, this knowledge begged yet another question:

Had those gunmen been after him or her?

Someone said something to her—it sounded like English, but with the accent and echo he couldn’t be sure—and she responded. Her words were slurred and unintelligible from this distance. She sounded defiant, however, as if she were refusing to give in. Jack had no idea what they were doing to her, but he had a pretty good imagination and a very strong feeling he’d find out soon enough.

But before he could start feeling sorry for himself, the woman’s screams rang out again as she endured another round. Her wails increased in pitch and intensity and Jack strained against his bonds, wanting desperately to break free. He thought about those dark eyes filled with anguish, with pain. He didn’t know anything about her yet he wanted to help.

Her screams went on almost too long to bear—then suddenly she was silent. Eerily so. No sobs this time. No defiant words. Jack knew she had either passed out or was dead.

As he considered this, a metal door clanged down the hallway, opening, hitting a wall, then closing. Whoever had thrown it open wasn’t happy. Voices drifted toward him as two pairs of footsteps reverberated against the walls, moving in his direction. He wrestled with his bonds again, trying to loosen them, the rope cutting into his flesh, rubbing his wrists raw. There was nothing in the Krav Maga training manual to deal with this, except for the rubber-encased, bite-activated potassium cyanide pill that Mossad operatives carried between cheek and jaw like chewing tobacco. Which he didn’t have.

Then a door in front of him clanged open and a voice said, “Your girlfriend is a stubborn little tart, Mr. Hatfield. I’ve seen men twice her size break under half the stress.”

Jack would know that smarmy voice anywhere. It was Adam Swain.

A hand grabbed the burlap bag and yanked it from his head. Swain stood near the door and another man, an ape Jack recognized from the attack in the alley, tossed the bag aside. He stepped back, standing to Jack’s right. He was carrying a black baton.

They were in a cell of some kind, the cement floor filthy, a tattered mattress atop a rusty bed frame against one wall. The walls were mottled with peeling green paint, the room illuminated by a single work light attached to a portable battery.

Jack guessed that they were in an abandoned hospital of some kind. Judging by the reinforced doors, it was probably a psychiatric facility.

He felt gutted and he was scared. Not Iraq-scared, where the enemy just wanted to kill you. This was semipersonal. They were going to want him to talk. It was a strange sensation: a strange calm settled over him as he literally felt his ego and id go to opposite sides of his head, the first curious to see if the other would break. He felt his id manning up.

“Is she dead?” Jack asked.

Swain ignored the question. “You don’t look surprised to see me. You assumed we’d keep an eye on you?”

“Of course. I’m not stupid.”

“You almost fooled us in Tel Aviv with your little black hat routine. Very clever.”

“Apparently not,” Jack said.

Swain was flipping through the Israeli passport Jack had been carrying. He dropped it and smiled. “Don’t be too hard on yourself. We’re professionals, after all, and at least you tried.” He waved a hand. “And you’re here, aren’t you? In England. Which I’m sure the home secretary would be delighted to know.”

“What can I say? I like a challenge.”

“So I see,” Swain said. “But what about our agreement? I told you what would happen if you broke it.”

“Yeah, and I feel bad about that. I probably should’ve stuck around San Francisco so you could arrange a Dumpster death, or maybe toss me in a bathtub and slit my wrists.”

Swain’s eyebrows went up. “You’re assuming that was us?”

“Who else?”

“I just found out about al-Fida myself. Terrible way to go. Not that I really give a toss.”

“I thought you said he was an asset. Was that a lie?”

Swain didn’t answer.

Jack pushed. “So, if you didn’t kill him, who did?”

Swain smiled again. “Not everything is black-and-white, Jack. There are politics to consider. Protocol. There’s a very delicate balance at work here, and a lot of people involved. Dealing with a mongrel like al-Fida is below my pay grade.”

“Should I be flattered?”

Swain shrugged. “I don’t give a damn.”

“What about Bob Copeland? Was he flattered?”

“He made the mistake of associating with the wrong people, just as you have.”

“So why don’t you kill me. Get it over with.”

Swain huffed a dry chuckle. “I’d think you would have figured it out by now, considering what you just heard. My job isn’t simply to eliminate a problem but to extract information and respond accordingly.”

He nodded to the other man, who tucked the baton into a loop on his belt and disappeared into the darkness behind the work light. Jack flexed his wrists again, trying to pull a Houdini, stretch the ropes just enough to slip free. He heard the voice of his deceased father admonishing him, “Don’t be a jack of all trades, Jack, and a master of none. Learn something well.” One thing Jack knew well was the art of the long struggle, the art of war.

Swain pointed a Glock at him. “You see, old boy, killing you quickly would defeat the whole purpose of this exercise.”

Jack’s heart started to accelerate. The show was over. Ego and id were merging again. He had no idea what they were about to do to him, but he had the feeling the next screams he heard would be his own.

The thug came back carrying a bucket full of water, and Jack felt dread sluice through him.

“Look,” he said to Swain, his heart about ready to burst through his chest. “I don’t know what kind of information you’re hoping to extract from me, but I’ve got nothing. I only came here on a hunch.”

His wrists were burning, but he didn’t stop flexing, relaxing, flexing, relaxing. The rope was starting to loosen. Not much, but it was a start.

“That may be true,” Swain said, “but I have to be certain, Jack. Especially considering the company you’ve been keeping.”

“The girl? Just another hunch. I don’t even know her name.”

“Yet the moment I walked into this room, the first thing you did was ask about her. I could hear the concern in your voice.”

“She was screaming, for God’s sake! She’s a human being.”

“An attractive one,” he said. “Though not for much longer. We’re just resting her for act two. Your capacity for empathy is admirable, but you can understand why I have to find out if there’s more to it than that. And then, of course, there’s Operation Roadshow. That’s a very sensitive subject in my world.”

“What does the woman have to do with it?” Jack asked. Despite what was about to happen, he couldn’t help himself.

Swain was surprised as well. “You amaze me. Here you are about to feel more pain than I’d wish on any human being—well, almost any—yet you keep asking me questions. At what point do you stop being a reporter?”

“When I know the truth.”

Swain nodded. “All right, then. Here’s your truth.”

He gestured and the thug swung his arms, throwing the bucketful of water, drenching Jack’s hair, his jacket, his shirt, his pants. Then the thug pulled the baton free and flicked a switch in the base. It was an electroshock device. The click was the loudest, most terrible sound Jack had heard since the explosion in Iraq. It even beat the bomb back home because it was all about him.

He’d heard of the Chinese using these batons against practitioners of Falun Gong, jamming them into their prisoners’ mouths and letting loose as much as 250,000 volts of electricity. It was the torturer’s preferred method because it reportedly didn’t leave telltale marks.

He worked his wrists urgently, trying to loosen the damn rope. Ironically, the blood from the wounds that caused was helping to soften them. The wriggling was subtle, would look to the other men like anxiety, like panic—if they bothered to look. The room was poorly lit and their eyes were on his face, his pain. It helped that the chair was worn from repeated sessions like this one. Jack guessed that people had fallen over, taking the chair with them. The wood was slightly splintered, the armrests rough, providing an abrasive surface for his purposes. Whether it would be enough to cut through in time, or at all, was another matter.

“Here’s something that might interest you,” Swain said. “Something you learn by trial and error. You know why we tied you to the armrests?”

“To keep me from punching you in the balls?”

“That, yes,” Swain said. “We found that when we tied peoples’ hands behind the chair, they arched their backs and fell over. This way, they kind of crumple in on themselves.”

“Thanks for sharing…”

“You’re welcome.”

“… but you’re wasting your time,” he said to Swain, panic rising in his chest. His rapid breathing helped to cover the tactical back-and-forth, side-to-side motion of his wrists. “I swear to you, I don’t know any—”

The ape touched the tip of the baton to Jack’s abdomen, letting loose a wave of agony that swept through every bone, every muscle, every blood vessel and nerve ending in his body. It caused his legs to twitch, not kick, an involuntary muscular reaction. He had no control over them, over his bowels, over anything. The closest he had ever come to feeling anything like this was when he accidentally touched the exposed prongs of a plug in the wall. But that had only been an instant of pain. This didn’t stop. This burned every piece of him without letup.

He gritted his teeth against it; that lasted no more than a second or two.

Then he began to scream.
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The ape withdrew the baton and Jack’s body went slack, the relief so sweet he wanted to kiss the guy for being merciful.

He felt strangely weightless. He could barely breathe and his abdomen throbbed. He felt as if a hole had been burned right through it.

“Operation Roadshow,” Swain said. “Tell me what you know.”

“… Nothing,” Jack managed, spewing strings of saliva. “Just the name…”

“You’ll have to do better than that. I’m told Mr. Copeland called you the morning he died. And I can imagine he was quite talkative.”

Jack shook his head. “He was drunk … drugged … He wasn’t making any sense … talked about a shoe.”

He added any useless information he could remember, trying to buy time.

Swain nodded, but clearly didn’t believe him. “Who else did you tell about it? Who are you working with?”

“No one…”

“Not even your friend from the yacht harbor? Or the black bird with the nice big neddies? You spend a lot of time with those two. Not that I can blame you in her case.”

Jack thought of Tony and Max and felt panic rising. “… They’re just friends,” he murmured. “She takes video … he watches my dog … they don’t know anything…”

“I really wish you’d be more forthcoming.”

Swain flicked two fingers at the thug and the baton touched Jack’s belly again. Jack wailed, pride gone, dignity evaporated, his body stiffening against the pain as it raced through him. And just when he thought his skin might rupture, the ape pulled the baton away, well-being immediately flowing through him.

Jack didn’t know how much more of this he could take. Two hits and he was about ready to sign over all of his real estate. His body ached from head to toe, his muscles twitching uncontrollably. He’d completely forgotten about loosening the ropes at his wrists.

He thought about that poor woman in the other cell, how this was a strangely bonding experience. He realized that if she wasn’t dead, it was a miracle.

“Anything else you want to share?” Swain asked.

“I swear to you…” he wheezed, “I don’t know anything.…” Jack didn’t even recognize his own damn voice.

“Then what are you doing in England, Jack?”

“A fishing expedition … That’s all … I was … I was…” He thought for a moment he was going to pass out.

“You were—”

“Following al-Fida…”

Swain nodded then flicked his fingers again. Jack tried to brace himself for the impact but there was no preparing for something like this. The baton touched his neck now, and a whole new level of pain shot through him. Flaming fingers reached into his brain, his lungs, rammed down to his stomach. He swore he could feel the shape of his own navel, ringed by fire. He felt himself slipping into darkness, running away to escape this agony.

Then it was done and a hand slapped his face, keeping him from passing out. He jerked his eyes open and, through the smear of tears, found Swain crouched in front of him.

“Not as easy as you thought, is it? Playing the crusading journalist. You’d think all those years, working all those wars, would’ve toughened you for this. But all I’m seeing is a weak little wanker about to piss his trousers.”

“I think … I already … did.…” Jack gasped.

His arms felt like putty but the cockiness of this son of a bitch pushed the right button. Jack rallied himself and started working his wrists again. If he could just get a hand free, he’d slap this prick so hard it would take a brain surgeon to repair the damage.

“Last chance, Jack,” Swain said. “Tell me what you know and who you’re working with or my associate here will see to it that your last hour of life on this planet is filled with more pain than you can possibly imagine.”

“I already told you … I don’t know anything…”

“I wish I could believe you,” Swain said. “Truly. But I suppose there’s one way to find out.” He paused. “Do you ever watch films, Jack? Go to the cinema?”

The question was so random that Jack didn’t have a response, but Swain didn’t seem to expect one.

“When I was a child,” he continued, “I saw a little English film on the telly about a man who hunted witches. Vincent Price roaming the countryside in search of demonic evil. Very traumatizing for a six-year-old. Witchfinder General, it was called.”

“Is that you?” Jack asked, trying to buy more time as he worked the ropes. “Shouldn’t that … be … Spookfinder General?”

“Cute,” Swain said. “I’ll always remember a scene where Price trussed up a woman who vehemently denied practicing witchcraft, and unceremoniously threw her into the river. Told his men, if she survives, she’s a witch. If she drowns, we’ll know she’s telling the truth.” He paused. “Typical British irony, don’t you think?”

“That’s not the word I’d use,” Jack replied.

Swain stood, smiling down at him. “No matter. I’m going to take a page from Price’s book. I’m going to stand here, and let my associate do what he does best. And if you die without telling me exactly what I need to know, I’ll have to assume you aren’t a liar after all. So apologies in advance if I’m mistaken. But if I’m not, do be sure to let me know.”

He stepped back now, leaning against the wall as he nodded to the ape. But then a cell phone rang and Swain put up a finger, stopping him. After all, he couldn’t let Jack’s screams interrupt his call.

Swain took the phone from his pocket and answered it. “Yes?”

He listened a moment, then murmured a response and clicked off.

“Seems I’m being called away,” he told Jack. “Which is a shame, because I felt we were about to come to an understanding. If nothing else, I would have enjoyed the show.”

He turned to his man and gestured, and the two of them moved to the door and spoke quietly. Jack kept working on the ropes, ignoring the burn in his wrists, and finally, thankfully, felt them give again, offering him even more room. Whether or not it was enough to get a hand free was another question.

As he continued to work, the two men broke from their huddle and the ape stepped over to him again. With a self-satisfied look, Swain was out the door and gone.

“Looks like it’s just you and me, mate,” said the ape. “And I’m not nearly as agreeable as Mr. Swain.”

He flicked the switch on the baton.

“They say these things never leave marks, but if you know how to use them you can cause quite a lot of painful scarring.” His smile widened. “I think most people are put off by the smell of burning flesh, but I’ve always found it invigorating.”

Events happened quickly. As the baton was lowered toward his crotch this time, Jack screamed and pulled and managed to rip his right wrist free of the rope. His arm swung up, slamming the thug in the side of the head. His muscle coordination was a mess and the blow didn’t land with nearly the power he hoped. But it was enough to throw the guy momentarily off balance.

Jack was still tied to one of the armrests. That worked in his favor. He got up and swung the chair around hard, and the ape went down like a sack of grain. He lost the baton when he hit the concrete floor. Jack raised the chair high and smashed it down on the bastard’s shoulder, shattering it and freeing his other arm. While the man lay there moaning, Jack recovered the baton.

He stopped himself from using it. The baton was the ape’s way, it was Swain’s way. He didn’t want to be like them. He threw it down, kicked the ape in the head to make sure he would stay put—that was Jack’s way. Then he crouched and went through the thug’s pockets. He found car keys, a handkerchief, a cell phone, his Hamilton Gilbert, and a wad of folded pound notes—his money, no doubt, taken from him along with the watch while he was passed out. There was no wallet or ID, a sign that someone didn’t want to be identified. If these people really were MI6, Jack had the feeling they were working off the grid.

There was also no gun, which puzzled Jack. He’d expect a guy like this to carry one, but maybe he preferred his trusty magic wand.

Jack picked up the passport where Swain had dropped it. He pocketed the watch, phone, bills, and keys. He tore the handkerchief in half and wrapped it loosely around his bloody wrists. He looked for something to tie the ape’s hands, but there was only the man’s shirt. He decided that the time it took to bind and gag the guy was better spent getting the hell out. He gave the ape a parting kick in the ribs and moved to the doorway.

His escape hadn’t brought anyone coming, and Jack guessed that no one was nearby. He carefully peered into the hall.

It was too dark to see much of anything.

Taking the cell phone out, Jack turned it on and shone the beam down the hallway. There were several doors with windows dotting each side and he knew he’d been right, that this was once the psychiatric ward of a hospital. From the rundown look of it, the place had been abandoned at least a couple of decades ago. At the far end was an elevator, a stairwell next to it. A straight line and he’d be down those stairs and out the door, assuming none of Swain’s men tried to block his path.

But he couldn’t leave without checking on the woman. If she was alive, he needed to get her out of here.

He moved from door to door, shining the light through the windows, and finally found her in the cell nearest the stairwell. She was tied to a chair, her head hanging forward and canted to one side, her dark hair wet and stringy. Her sweater, shirt, and bra had been stripped away, exposing her naked torso.

Jack thought he saw movement there, the subtle rise and fall of her bare chest.

Throwing the door open, he stepped inside, quickly untied her and slapped at her face. “Wake up,” he whispered. “Come on…”

She didn’t respond.

He slapped her again, giving it more force than he would have liked, but she finally stirred and blinked up at him with dull, nearly lifeless eyes, not really registering who he was or what he wanted from her.

Searching the floor, he found her sweater, snatched it up, and quickly pushed it down over her head. Then he shoved her arms into it and pulled her to her feet. “Can you walk?”

She seemed to understand but her legs were trembling and she stumbled, losing her footing. She fell against him and he held her steady, but his own legs weren’t quite back to normal yet and they swayed together, like a pair of saplings in a storm, her face falling against his neck.

He felt the heat of her breath. “… Who…?” she croaked. “Who … are you…?”

“The guy who was following you. Remember?”

She stiffened slightly, but he pulled her close in the hope of reassuring her. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m not one of them. I’m a friend.”

He had no way of knowing if that was true. She could well be a terrorist sympathizer or an extremist herself. But right now she was simply a human being who needed his help, and Jack decided they’d sort out the rest later.

She started to straighten now, as if she were regaining strength, and he shifted her around, supporting her by the armpits. “We need to get out of here. Can you walk?”

“I … I think so.…”

They took a step together toward the door and she stumbled again, but Jack steadied her and kept moving them forward. Then they were out the door and headed toward the stairwell, Jack once again using the cell phone as a weak flashlight. Now that her legs were moving the woman seemed to be regaining even more strength.

“This probably isn’t the time for introductions,” he said quietly, “but I need to call you something. What’s your name?”

“Sara,” she told him.

“Nice to meet you, Sara. My name is—”

A roar of anger reverberated off the walls as the ape crashed into the hallway behind them. Jack spun around and saw the quick flash of a muzzle—

The world exploded in gunfire.
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“Down!” Jack shouted, pushing her forward.

Sara didn’t need any encouragement. She dove toward the stairwell before Jack had managed to douse the cell phone light.

The good news: the ape was firing crazily into near darkness, making no attempt to aim—which wasn’t surprising, if he felt anything close to the way Jack did. The guy was running on rage and adrenaline.

The bad news: he had a gun and Jack didn’t. And a stray bullet didn’t discriminate. Jack had no idea where the gun had come from, but that didn’t really matter much at this point. He also guessed he should have tied the bastard up.

Hindsight.

Sara was on her belly and clambering down the stairs, Jack close behind her. As they tumbled onto the landing, he jumped to his feet and pulled her up. They took off running as fast as their wobbly legs could carry them. They hurried down several more flights, occasionally gripping the rusty metal rail, struggling not to fall as the ape thundered down the stairwell after them, shouting in fury.

One floor, two floors, three floors, four floors—

—and then they were at the bottom and Sara lost her footing and yelped as her legs flew out from under her. She went sprawling, grunting in pain as she skidded across the dilapidated tile.

Jack ran after her and pulled her to her feet. “You okay?”

“I’ll live,” she told him. “Which is more than I could say an hour ago.”

He thought he detected the faintest hint of gratitude in that remark; it gave his stamina a much-needed shot.

They heard the ape no more than two floors above. Jack glanced around, trying to get his bearings. It was marginally lighter down here, moonlight coming in through broken windows, and he saw they were in the hospital lobby, about twenty yards behind the reception counter. The place looked as if it had been hit by a hurricane, trash and debris strewn across the floors, the walls and ceiling battered by years of neglect and bad weather.

The main entrance was twenty yards to the left of the reception counter, at right angles. The doors that once filled the double-wide frame were missing, leaving behind a gaping rectangle, the floor in front of it littered with broken glass. Outside, punctuated by distant street lamps, the pale moonlight shone down on a gravel drive, three cars parked haphazardly near the entrance—two of which he recognized from the attack in the alley.

Three cars.

The ape wasn’t alone.

As if on cue they heard a crash in the long hallway behind them, light spilling through an open doorway as more of Swain’s men emerged from the room beyond. Glancing at the cars again, Jack remembered the keys he’d taken off the ape, then grabbed Sara’s hand.

“Come on!”

They stumbled toward the main entrance, Jack pulling her along, using momentum more than anything else to carry him. They passed the reception counter, ducking low to use it as a shield, just as a shot cracked, splintering wood. Sara yelped and Jack jerked her sideways, then started zigzagging, trying to make them as difficult a target as possible. He stayed close to the benches in the waiting area as they afforded some protection from the gunmen.

Shots gouged the seatbacks, causing the chairs to rattle on their metal bases. Their shoes crunched glass and then they were outside and headed for the cars—two SUVs and a BMW behind them. Jack yanked the keys from his pocket as they ran. He jabbed at the buttons on one of the keys and the BMW chirp-chirped as its doors unlocked.

Swain’s men were shouting behind them. More shots pinged off the asphalt and the SUVs as Jack instinctively darted toward the left side of the vehicle, then suddenly remembered he was in England. Swearing, he pulled open the rear door and shoved Sara in, then got into the front seat and scrambled across it. He got behind the wheel and jammed the key into the ignition.

A shot shattered the rear window and Sara yelped again, glass showering around her, as Jack started the engine and stomped on the accelerator.

He had no idea where they were. A wooded area, surrounded by thick trees that looked malevolent in the moonlight. From the outside the hospital looked old, very old. It was a majestic, neglected relic from another century, from the shameful era of the Bethlem Royal Hospital, also known as Bedlam.

But where he was didn’t matter. There was a driveway ahead of them, and a road beyond and Jack drove as fast as he could to get to them.

Checking his rearview mirror, he saw Swain’s men spilling from the hospital entrance and running toward the remaining cars. But he already had a fairly good lead on them and it wasn’t likely they’d catch him.

Shooting out to the road, he picked up speed then blasted past a row of old country houses and disappeared down a tree-lined street into the early morning darkness.

      *

The sun was coming up by the time they reached Central London.

Jack had used the GPS on the cell phone to chart the course, then memorized the route and tossed the phone into the street as they rolled through a suburban neighborhood. If these guys really were MI6, he had no doubt they’d be able to track the thing.

So be it. Even if the spook patrol found them they would probably give Jack some space, the way Swain did in San Francisco. Intelligence ops were like vampires: they preferred the night, the shadows. Especially now, when anyone with a cell phone could be a journalist.

Sara hadn’t said a word during the drive, and when he turned to check on her he found her flopped across the seat, passed out. He didn’t blame her. He was halfway there himself. He wondered for a moment if she had been hit by a bullet or a piece of shrapnel kicked up by the gunfire, but he saw no sign of blood. When they stopped at a light he reached back and touched her neck, found a steady pulse.

So he drove, too exhausted to think about much more than the mechanics of his journey—left turn, right turn, brake, gas, brake, check the mirror for any sign of hostiles.… It took special concentration because he wasn’t used to driving on the opposite side of the road.

When they got to central London he didn’t go back to the Beresford Hotel. Although he had checked in under a false name, he couldn’t risk Swain showing up there, so he headed into Paddington and found a place that made the Beresford look like Buckingham Palace.

He left Sara in the car as he checked in, then woke her enough to get her into the rickety elevator.

“’Ard night?” the round, scruffy concierge chuckled.

“The girl likes her scotch,” Jack said, affecting a British accent. He didn’t want to make the same mistake he did with Sara, tipping his nationality. Just in case anyone asked.

Jack got her into the room and onto the bed, its springs groaning noisily as she sank onto it. Then he went back to the car, drove for several blocks, and abandoned it in the car park of another, much larger hotel. That would keep the bastards busy for a while.

When Jack got back to the room, Sara was out again—which didn’t surprise him—so he drew the curtains to mute the morning sun, then sank into the threadbare armchair across from her and allowed himself to doze.

A couple hours later he heard her stir and opened his eyes. She still had her head on the pillow, but she was staring at him.

“We were interrupted,” she said. “You were about to tell me your name?”

Jack smiled. “Jack Hatfield. Nice to meet you.”

She haltingly pulled herself upright, as though testing her stamina each step of the way. Without a shirt or a bra, her sweater clung to her in a way that made it difficult for Jack not to look. The room was a little cold and it showed, but he was a gentleman and averted his gaze. He couldn’t help but wonder what kind of danger, what kind of physical duress, it would take for a man not to think about sex. Obviously, he hadn’t reached that threshold.

“You ready to talk?” he asked. “I’m sure you have as many questions as I do.”

“I don’t know if anything I have to say would make much sense at the moment.”

“You seem fine to me.”

“Thanks to you,” she said. “And I mean that. Thank you. You could have left me with those sadists but you didn’t.”

“Not part of my DNA,” he said. “And you’re welcome.”

She offered him a wan, fragile smile. A grateful smile. It was restorative, not like the hardened mask he’d seen in al-Fida’s flat and in that alley.

But, he reminded himself, he still didn’t know what she was about and who she worked with.

Sara’s smile faltered as she stared at him with those dark, vulnerable eyes. “Why do I feel like I’ve seen you before?”

Over the years, Jack had got that a lot, though mostly in the States. People seeing him on television and remembering his face but not quite able to place him.

“I told you, I’m a reporter. I used to have a show on GNT, although I don’t think there’s much chance you’d ever see me on this side of the Atlantic.”

Something shifted in her expression as a memory came to the surface. “Hatfield,” she said. “Of course. Brendan told me about you.”

“Brendan?”

“A colleague. He showed me one of your videos on YouTube. You’re the one the Home Office banned from traveling here, one of Copeland’s friends.”

The name landed like a depth charge in Jack’s brain. He sat upright. “How do you know Bob Copeland?”

She must have sensed a threat from him, because she put her hands up as if to reassure him. “He was a friend,” she said. “When we heard about what happened to him, we were devastated.”

“We?” Jack had no idea what to make of this. “Sara, I think you’d better explain.”

“I don’t know how much I can tell you,” she said. “We’ve already been compromised, and if you were to report anything about—”

“Report anything? Are you serious?” Heat rose in Jack’s chest. “This isn’t about my job. I don’t have a clue what’s going on here yet it’s cost me two friends and nearly my own life—”

“You’re not the only one who has lost friends and nearly his life,” she said.

Right, he thought. He remembered her half dead in the chair. He sheathed his claws.

“A man who was like a brother to me was found dead in a pub toilet, his throat slit. And a woman I was close to was suffocated in Bulgaria.”

“I’m sorry,” Jack said. “That still doesn’t tell me how you know Bob Copeland. What do you mean, he was a friend?”

She lowered her head a moment as if to gather her thoughts. Probably trying to decide how much she should tell him. “You may have a hard time believing this, but I’m a field agent for Interpol.”

He looked at her as if she had said she was one of Santa’s elves. Not because there weren’t women agents but because the FBI and MI6 were already folded into this thing. Now Interpol?

“Okay,” he said. “You’re Interpol. And?”

“For the last two years I’ve been working with a small, international task force, trying to gather information about an extremist Muslim group called the Hand of Allah.”

Jack knew the name well and his reaction made it obvious.

“I see you’ve heard of them.”

“An offshoot of Al Qaeda, way under the radar. I used to talk about them on my TV show, but I wasn’t sure anyone was listening. People wanted to believe we had this stuff under control.”

She nodded. “A lot we do … some we do not. The Hand of Allah is among the latter. Their leader is a nasty piece of work named Faakhir Zuabi, who reportedly used to rub shoulders with Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, bin Laden’s chief of operations.

“After Mohammed was taken into custody, Zuabi went out on his own. Since then he’s had his fingers in more death and destruction around the globe than we can track, all the while sitting comfortably in a mosque in East London—not that the British authorities want to believe this. He’s spent the last several years getting cozy with the elites in this country, financing campaigns of people who are sympathetic to Muslims.”

“You have people like that here?”

Sara made a face.

Jack realized he’d stepped in it.

“Not all Muslims want to be witness to the downfall of Western Civilization,” she said. “Some of us are quite fond of it, in fact.”

“Sorry,” Jack said, though he wasn’t sure he meant it.

Her expression relaxed. “But it goes much deeper than political influence.”

“What do you mean?”

“Abdal al-Fida was one of Zuabi’s followers, but he also worked for the British government. My job was to gather information from him about the Hand of Allah.”

Jack looked at her, thinking she must have had a very powerful motivation beyond a sense of duty to voluntarily lie down with a known terrorist. He imagined she’d had to take many long, hot showers after their time in bed to wash away the taint. Her stone-cold reaction to al-Fida’s so-called suicide suddenly made all the sense in the world.

“What kind of information were you hoping to get?”

“Names, places, anything actionable. But he was also a computer technician and we thought he might be our back door into the government’s counterintelligence network.”

Jack frowned. “Why would you want access to that?”

“To explore. We think that over the last several years, helped by the politicians who were in their pocket, the Hand of Allah has been slowly infiltrating the British government with hadist sleeper agents like al-Fida. Particularly the Home and Foreign Offices. All the way to the top. Which means they’d have access to and control of the counterterrorist branches, like MI5 and—”

“MI6,” Jack said. “Adam Swain.”

She nodded. “He and his gang of thugs may not look like your average Muslim radicals, but they are sympathizers. We believe they were bought off by some very deep pockets.”

“And you think Zuabi’s behind all this?”

“Without a doubt,” Sara said. “But he’s very clever about it. He keeps everything on a need-to-know basis. I don’t think even his own men—the true believers—are aware of how far this reaches. Even though al-Fida worked for the government, I never got the impression he knew anything about Swain and the others. Zuabi likes things fragmented so that it’s not so easy to connect the dots.”

“That still doesn’t tell me about Copeland. How did he fit?”

“Copeland was working with us,” she said, “a clandestine consultant, I’d guess you’d say.”

Jack nodded. Typical Bob. “So he knew about al-Fida all along.”

“Al-Fida—and several others.”

“What kind of ‘others’?” That didn’t sound good.

“When Abdal left for California a few weeks ago, he didn’t say anything to me about his real purpose in going there because that would have betrayed his oath to Zuabi. But I knew that his trip wasn’t for consulate business, so we started taking a closer look. We discovered that the Home Office had sent several employees to San Francisco over the last two years, all Muslims, all traveling on diplomatic passports.”

“A sleeper cell?”

She nodded. “We think they’re planning something in the U.S. That exploding Land Rover was a good indication that we’re right. Al-Fida was like a child, no impulse control and a desire to be patted on the head—I can certainly attest to that. When he went off the rails, the Hand of Allah had to scramble to cover their tracks. They couldn’t afford for him to expose them and interfere with their real objective.”

“So why didn’t they just kill him?”

“I suppose Zuabi had his reasons,” Sara said. “Perhaps he wished to allow a loyal follower to make peace with God or take his own life. That would have been honorable. Either way, after Abdal returned to London he was very subdued. If not for me, for wanting to spend more time together, I believe he would have died by his own hand.”

“Not that I believe Swain, but he told me that killing al-Fida was not on his to-do list.”

“That may be true,” she said. “I think Abdal was killed by a man who is devoted to Zuabi, another true believer.”

Jack suddenly remembered the guy he nearly bumped into last night as he left the pub near al-Fida’s house, a dark, angular-faced man with a wispy black goatee who had seemed to be in a hurry. Jack had thought the man was just another Muslim resident of the neighborhood, but maybe he was wrong.

“You have a name?” he asked.

Sara hesitated.

“Maybe I know him,” Jack prodded.

“Hassan Haddad,” she said. “He’s one of the Hand of Allah’s top soldiers, recruited when he was a child by Zuabi himself. Very skilled, quite ruthless. We picked him up on a cell phone call, tailed him for several days, followed him to Bulgaria where we think he may have been in contact with an arms merchant named Anton Chilikov. We don’t know if any purchases were made, but Haddad killed one of our agents to prevent us from finding out.”

“The girl who was suffocated?”

“Yes,” Sara said. “Someone I recruited.” A faraway look crept into her eyes and Jack knew the loss must have been difficult for her.

“So where is this Haddad guy now?”

She quickly refocused. “We’re not sure. We lost him here in London, after he killed another one of our agents.”

“Jeez. The guy sounds like a one-man jihad.”

“Well said. That’s why we think he’s the point man on whatever Zuabi’s planning in San Francisco, and we’re assuming he’ll be headed there soon.”

“On a diplomatic passport, no doubt.”

She nodded. “Bob Copeland was our man on the ground over there, but with him gone we’re not sure who we can trust.”

Jack wondered why Copeland hadn’t been more forthcoming. Then again, the way things were looking back in San Francisco, Sara was right. If Zuabi’s people had managed to infiltrate the British government, who was to say they weren’t working on the Americans as well. So Copeland had to play it sly, as he always did.

As if reading his thoughts, Sara said, “He told us about you. Copeland.”

“It would have been nice if he’d told me about you.”

“We instructed him to be cautious,” she replied. “You’re a journalist. We did not know whether you would put a story, a scoop, above a principle.”

“I remember when those two went hand in hand, when members of my profession kept D-day a secret and hit the beaches with the first wave,” Jack said.

“That’s the reason I’m telling you all this now. Copeland insisted that you might be a valuable asset down the line.”

“Down to the wire, you mean.”

“That, too. And it may not be far off.” She eased herself forward wearing a grave expression. It was as though she were telling herself she had rested enough. More than anything, that gesture told Jack how little time might be left. “Abdal al-Fida thought I was just like him, a die-hard extremist. He may not have told me much, but he once said that the infidels would soon see destruction that would dwarf 9/11.”

“You’re talking nukes.”

“I am. You’re aware of the recent leak of diplomatic documents revealing that al Qaeda was sourcing nuclear materials and hiring scientists to build dirty bombs for use against Americans. Jack, al Qaeda isn’t nearly as well connected and well funded as the Hand of Allah.”

“Operation Roadshow,” Jack said ominously.

She nodded. “Coming to a city near you.”
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Eurostar, London to France

It was late afternoon and they were aboard the Eurostar, a high-speed train that connected London to Paris through the Channel Tunnel.

Once they’d gathered their strength and left the hotel, Sara had taken Jack to an old boxing gym near the Tower Bridge where the task force kept private lockers—both men’s and women’s—in case of an emergency.

The men’s locker contained identification documents, money, and prepaid cell phones, along with a toiletry kit and several changes of clothes. The IDs were useless to Jack—he still had his Israeli passport with him, and it would have to do. He found a pair of slacks and a shirt that fit, and a suede leather jacket that was much like the one he’d left with Rabbi Neershum in Tel Aviv.

He also found a small theatrical makeup kit, a savvy addition to the provisions. There was a passable beard inside. That would save him having to explain why his passport showed him with a beard while he had just a stubble. He would put it on at the terminal; it wasn’t something he just wanted to spring on Sara.

After a hot shower, he put on the new clothes then retrieved his father’s watch from his old pants pocket and strapped it to his wrist.

He found Sara in the gym, watching a couple of over-the-hill boxers jab at each other in the ring. She had also showered and changed, now wearing dark jeans, a tight gray T-shirt, and a black leather jacket, her hair pulled back in a neat ponytail—every bit the modern woman.

The gym was crowded and several of the men were staring at her. As Jack approached her, he didn’t need them to remind him how stunning she was, and it was difficult for him to look at her without wanting her. Especially now that he knew she was on the right side of this fight. He wasn’t sure if he was imagining it, or it was just wishful thinking, but she seemed to appreciate what she saw in front of her as well.

She continued to be all business, however. After they left the gym, she called Brendan Lapworth to let him know she was still alive.

“Who?” Jack asked as they took a cab to the terminal.

She quietly explained that the man Jack had seen Sara talking to at the rave—Curly—was a hardened former Central Scotland Police constable named Brendan Lapworth who had been working antiterror for at least a dozen years. He was Sara’s task force leader, and had been on the other end of the line when she made her call outside of al-Fida’s flat.

“There’s a problem. We need to talk.”

“When I realized I was being followed,” she told Jack, “I knew I had to warn him off. Too many of us have been getting ourselves killed. We were supposed to rendezvous again after I either lost you or took care of the situation. But that obviously didn’t happen.”

Jack raised an eyebrow. “Took care of the situation? You mean shoot me?”

“If it came to that, yes.”

His brain didn’t know if that should excite him or be a deal-breaker. Fortunately, his body didn’t give a damn.

“When you said you were in Abdal’s flat I thought you might be working for Zuabi,” she told him. “A homegrown terrorist. Of course, I didn’t know who you were, then.”

“Believe me, I didn’t know what to make of you, either. That little crying act was quite a show. You were very convincing.”

“I’ve had a lot of practice,” she said softly.

Without having said a word, Sara and Jack adopted the roles of lovers on holiday. They boarded the Eurostar to Paris and spent the nearly three-hour ride trying to get as much sleep as possible. They both still felt the lingering effects of the ape’s magic wand, and Jack only wished he’d been a little more thorough with the guy and put him out for good.

Maybe that’s the difference between us and them, he thought. People like us were raised to be empathetic and understanding, to use violence as a last option, always looking for reasons not to kill. But mercenaries like Swain and his men, or extremists like Zuabi, looked at people as nothing more than a way to earn a buck, gain power, make a political point, or achieve some false religious nirvana that really had nothing to do with God at all. They used greed and faith as weapons, their concern for humanity never stretching beyond the limits of their own selfish interests.

Jack remembered what the Reb had said about al-Fida at Cousin Ohad’s dining table.

“He’d just as soon see people like you and me buried under a pile of rubble.”

Thugs like Swain and Zuabi and al-Fida and Haddad had no qualms about killing. Why, Jack thought, should he?

Because that’s one of the only things that separates human beings from animals, he reminded himself. And if that didn’t matter, then the bad guys had already won.

As it said in Jeremiah, “In truth, in justice, and in righteousness; then shall the nations bless themselves by him.…”

Paris, France

“Good to see your bonnie face again,” Lapworth said to Sara, with only a hint of the rolled rs that signaled a Scottish burr. “We were afraid we lost you.”

“You nearly did,” she told him. “If it weren’t for Jack, I’d be rotting in a chair right now.”

Brendan Lapworth had picked them up at the Paris train station, the Gare du Nord, in a battered Citroën Berlingo panel van. Up close, Jack noted that the curly hair was flecked with gray, and there were lines in Lapworth’s ruddy face—the roadmap of a hard life. But his eyes were clear and blue and unflinching.

Jack sat in the backseat, watching the sun drop below the horizon as he absently wound his watch. Ironically, his last visit to Paris had been for a story, when the city was plagued by Muslim riots. It occurred to him that, except for the trip to London with Rachel, most of his world travel had been accompanied by war or political upheaval.

At some point in his life he’d have to take a real vacation, assuming the world would still be around when he was ready for one. Considering what was going on these days, the machinations of Islamic extremists, the anger back home, the turmoil in the Middle East, it sometimes seemed to Jack as if we were already in World War III and losing.

These thoughts aside, Jack had always loved Paris. From the iron-lattice splendor of the Eiffel Tower to the street side cafés and the Gothic majesty of Notre Dame Cathedral, the city hummed a romantic, old-world European tune, while managing to feel modern and vibrant and alive. As they drove through the traffic-clogged streets, he allowed himself to fantasize about an alternate life. A life in which he took a small apartment and spent his evenings at the Café de Flore, drinking real Chablis as he watched the carefree young French women stroll by.

As Lapworth drove, he said, “Good to meet you, Hatfield. You did real good by Sara. Bob Copeland told me you’re one of the good guys.”

“So was Bob,” Jack said, shaking off his reverie. “How did you meet him?”

“He was a consultant on a cybersecurity case I handled when I was still a constable,” Lapworth replied. “We found we had mutual interests and stayed in touch. You can’t know how much his death angers me.”

“I think I can imagine.”

Lapworth nodded. “’Tis good to have you with us. What we lack in number, we make up for with passion.”

An odd statement, considering the size and scope of Interpol.

“And hopefully we’ll take down a few terrorists in the process,” Jack said.

“More than a few. I look forward to the day when every one of these bastards is either dead or wasting away in prison.”

“That’s a pretty tall order.”

Lapworth shrugged. “I’ve always dreamed large.”

It suddenly struck Jack that, like Sara, Lapworth seemed to have reasons for his work that went deeper than a sense of duty. There was a forcefulness to his words that spoke of an underlying rage, anger that had probably been cultivated by some tragedy in his past. Jack understood the sentiment, but he sometimes wondered if such feelings clouded one’s judgment.

“Where are we headed?” Jack asked.

“To our command station,” Sara said. “We’re in an apartment complex that was scheduled to be gutted and renovated until the investors backed out. Now it’s just sitting there. We had to tap a neighboring building for power, but it works well for us.”

That also struck Jack as a little strange. Why would an organization with a fifty-million-dollar annual budget put its agents up in a building scheduled for demolition, especially with their main headquarters not that far away? Then again, from what he’d heard so far, this task force sounded like a ragtag operation trying to remain as invisible as possible. Maybe the fewer ties they had to the mother ship, the better.

Interpol wasn’t a policing body. It was primarily a communications liaison between law enforcement agencies around the world, but Jack was well aware that some of the “advisors” they contracted did a lot more than give advice.

Lapworth made a turn down a desolate cobblestone street and pulled to the side of the road in front of a five-story limestone building that was fronted by a high chain-link fence. Sara popped open her door and got out, gesturing for Jack to follow. When Jack closed his door, Lapworth hit the gas and headed down the street.

“Where’s he going?” Jack said.

“To a garage down the block. He’ll be along in a minute.”

She gestured for him to follow again and they moved to a gate secured by a chain and padlock. She punched in the combination then unhooked the lock and swung the gate open, ushering him inside.

The sun was all but down now, and with little light to guide them they walked along a short stone path toward the building entrance. When they got close to the lobby doors, a hard, sinewy man emerged, an HK IAR slung over his shoulder.

“It’s all right, Ethan, it’s me,” Sara said.

The man named Ethan relaxed, nodded. “Good to see you back. We thought you were dead.” He shifted a hard gaze in Jack’s direction. “Who’s this?”

“The reason I’m not,” she told him.

Ethan quickly patted Jack down, then pulled a radio from his belt and spoke into it, saying, “Two coming up.”

As it squawked in response, Sara pushed the lobby doors open and Jack moved with her.

“An Infantry Automatic Rifle,” Jack observed.

“Sorry?”

“That’s what your friend Ethan was carrying,” Jack said. “I don’t believe that’s standard Interpol issue.”

“As I’ve said, this is not a standard Interpol operation.”

They continued down a dingy hallway to a set of wooden steps, Jack once again wondering why the unit was housed here. Nothing about this struck him as part of a sanctioned operation, Interpol or otherwise, and he was beginning to wonder if he’d been too quick to trust these people.

They started up the stairs, but as they reached the third-floor landing, Jack abruptly stopped.

“We’re on the fifth,” Sara said, gesturing him upward.

“I think I’ve gone far enough.”

“What’s wrong?”

Jack stared at her. “You’ve been lying to me, haven’t you? You people don’t have a thing to do with Interpol.”

She didn’t have to respond. Her face said everything.

Jack turned, looking down the stairwell toward the first floor, where Ethan now stood, staring up at him suspiciously, his hands on the weapon.

Sara touched Jack’s arm, squeezing it. “It’s all right, Jack. You’re safe here.”

“Then why did you lie to me?”

“Because I wanted you to trust me. Take me seriously. I was with Interpol, but I left the agency some time ago.”

“Then who the hell are you people?”

“Survivors,” she said.

“Of what?”

“Each one of us has a different story. Brendan lost his wife in the London subway bombing and Ethan lost both his children to a suicide strike in Israel.”

“And you?”

Her eyes clouded. “Not now,” she said.

Jack decided not to push. He saw real pain in those eyes and backed off. “So you’re vigilantes.”

“In a sense. But I wouldn’t put it like that. We’re all former law enforcement, counterterrorism specialists. We became unhappy with the red tape and the shifting politics and the inability of our governments to handle this crisis. These fanatics need to be stopped, so we’re doing what we can on our own.”

“How many of you are there?”

“Two years ago there were over twenty of us. Now there are twelve. Life expectancy isn’t one of our strong suits, as you well know.”

“So how the hell do you expect to accomplish anything?”

“We have hundreds of contacts all over the world. People in law enforcement who are sympathetic to our cause. People like Bob Copeland who are willing to help.” She squeezed his arm again. “People like you.”

“People who hate terrorists, sociopaths, and flat-out liars, you mean?”

She was silent.

He looked down at her hand. Soft. Delicate. A hand that should be painting a picture, or playing the piano. But her grip was firm, and he knew from experience she was capable of striking a solid blow.

He looked into her eyes again. “You should have told me all this from the start.”

“I know,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

She was a very good actress, he knew that from experience, too. But there was a sincerity in her expression that was tough to fake.

“The fifth floor, you said?”

She nodded. Without saying another word, they continued up the steps.

As they reached their destination, Jack heard voices and saw another man standing guard in the hall, his cold eyes assessing them as they emerged from the stairwell.

He nodded to Sara. “Welcome home.”

Sara smiled at him and patted his shoulder as she passed, then took hold of Jack’s arm again and pulled him toward a lighted doorway.

They stepped into what had once been a decent-sized Parisian apartment, but was now a fully functioning antiterrorist command center. There was a large white board to Jack’s right, with the words HAND OF ALLAH written across it in red marker.

Several photographs were taped below this. Surveillance shots of Adam Swain, Abdal al-Fida, an older Middle Eastern man standing outside a mosque—Faakhir Zuabi, no doubt—and assorted other Arab faces, including one Jack recognized: the man with the wispy goatee he’d nearly bumped into outside the pub.

Hassan Haddad.

He was angry that he hadn’t known who Haddad was at the time. If he had, there might be one less terrorist in the world.

There were multiple computer stations scattered about the room with men and women manning them. One screen showed night-vision security video of the front, back, and sides of the building, while another was open to a screen that Jack remembered from his own explorations—the British embassy personnel files.

Another screen was open to what looked like an Arabic-language chat group, and the guy sitting in front of it—a squat, swarthy man with biceps the size of grapefruits—was typing away furiously.

The other people in the room were an eclectic mix of ethnicities and nationalities, all deeply focused on their tasks. A woman with short-cropped red hair, a spray of freckles, and startling blue eyes glanced up, offering Sara a relieved smile as she got out of her chair and pulled her into a hug.

“Thank the Lord,” she said in a heavy Irish accent. “Brendan told us you called and I’ve been praying ever since.”

Now others turned, greeting Sara with a smile or a quick hello before giving Jack a slow, suspicious stare. Sara introduced him to the group, rattling off names to fit the faces, but all he got from them were a few grudging nods. He felt like the new kid at school that everyone was curious about but no one wanted to commit to.

A man with a graying beard and horn-rimmed glasses—Alain, if Jack remembered correctly—looked up from his station and called across the room.

“Sara, your intel on Abdal was excellent. I was able to get into the home secretary’s internal network and I think I may have found something of value.”

“What?” she asked.

He tossed a small object to her and she looked down at it in her palm—a USB data key. “Encrypted e-mails from one of Zuabi’s moles, sent over the last week.”

“Encrypted? That’s unusual.”

“Oui,” Alain said. “This is why they caught my attention. And even more unusual is that the e-mails were sent to an employee of an American firm called Allied Harbor Associates.”

“Which is?”

“They handle port operations in our country,” Jack told her. “They took over the contract after the Dubai controversy a few years ago.”

The redhead frowned. “Dubai controversy?”

“Yeah. I blew the lid on it when I had my TV show back in the States.” He saw the blank stares. “That’s what I used to do—hosted a talk show that held the powers that be accountable.

“The contract was originally handled by a British firm called P & O, but when they sold all their assets to Dubai Ports World, concern about port security in our country became a political football. Most people thought handing control to a UAE-based company was extremely risky, if not outright idiotic. Including me.”

Sara nodded. “So Allied took over.”

“Right,” Jack said. The others were listening as well. This seemed to be earning him points. “The political pressure forced DP to sell all their U.S. assets to a company called American International. They, in turn, quietly sold it to Allied.”

Anyone who was paying attention knew that port security in the U.S. was a joke, even after the SAFE Port Act was passed by Congress. There were far too many shipping containers moving in and out of the country, and no workable method of keeping track of them all.

“And who owns Allied?” Sara asked.

“That’s where it gets interesting,” Jack said. “The majority stockholder is an old friend of mine. A naturalized citizen named Lawrence Soren. Originally from Austria. The guy’s a billionaire and a propagandist extraordinaire, and has definite Marxist leanings.”

“And he’s a friend of yours?”

“I was being facetious. The guy destroyed my career.” He gestured to the USB key. “I’ll be curious to see what’s in those e-mails. They could be confirmation that Zuabi’s moles aren’t limited to the British government. Soren may have a traitor in his midst, which wouldn’t surprise me. His extremism has made him enemies.”

“It will take some time to find out what is in them,” Alain told him. “As I said, they are encrypted, and it may be hours before I break the—”

A harsh voice cut him off. “What’s going on here? Who is this man?”

They turned to find a brutish-looking German with a crew cut standing in the doorway, frowning at Jack.

Jack held out a hand, about to introduce himself, but the guy ignored him. “Did anyone sweep them?”

“Relax, Reinhardt,” Alain said.

“Relax? That’s how errors are made.” The man came into the room now, looking like an angry bulldog. “How many times do I have to tell you, we sweep everyone. No exceptions.” He scooped a security wand from a nearby table then gestured to Jack and Sara. “Against the wall.”

Sara gave Jack a look that said, What can you do? But considering the number of people they’d lost over the last two years, Jack couldn’t blame the guy. He moved to the wall, placed his palms against it, and spread his legs.

Reinhardt flicked a switch on the wand and started with Jack’s shoes, slowly moving up the inside of each leg, the torso, the neck and shoulders, then up each arm.

When he waved it over Jack’s right wrist—over his Hamilton Gilbert—the wand began to beep. Loudly.

The entire room went quiet, heads turning in reaction to the sound. Without missing a beat, Reinhardt produced a gun and pressed it against Jack’s head.

“The watch,” he demanded. “Take it off.”

Sara just stood there looking stunned and Jack was flabbergasted.

With horror, he thought:

Swain. While I was out, he had my watch. Has he been tracking us all this time?

“Take it off!” the bulldog roared.

But before Jack could comply a radio squawked nearby. Brendan Lapworth’s frantic voice came over the airwaves—

“Shut her down! We’re under attack!”

As one, all eyes shifted to the computer screen showing the infrared security cameras as a team of black-suited commandos spilled from a van then crashed through the chain-link gate—

—and shot Ethan and Brendan down in cold blood.
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Chaos.

That was the only word to describe it.

The room erupted in shouts and scrambling bodies. Alain quickly moved from computer to computer to shut them down, as people hurried toward windows and doors. Reinhardt’s expression was pure fury. He slammed Jack across the back of the head with his gun, then stepped back and was about to pull the trigger when Sara shouted.

“No!”

She smashed into their leader, knocking him against the white board. He went down with a crash and she grabbed Jack’s arm, pulling him toward the doorway.

“Run!”

Jack’s head was throbbing as they flew through the hallway, shouts echoing around them. The commandos were inside the building and storming up the stairs, firing indiscriminately at any movement they saw.

A bullet gouged plaster above Jack’s head and Sara steered him through a doorway into another apartment, pulling him into the bathroom.

She pointed toward the ceiling. “Up there. Open it!”

Gunfire echoed in the hall as Jack jumped onto the toilet, unlatched a square hatch above it—an air vent—and threw it open. The space was just big enough for him to fit through.

“Go!” she said.

Jack hoisted himself up and through to a slanted slate rooftop. He turned and reached back inside and Sara got onto the toilet and grabbed hold of his hands. He pulled her up, paused just long enough to drop his beloved watch through the opening, then quickly closed the hatch.

Down in the street, several more vans and French police cars screeched to a stop in front of the building, uniformed officers piling out, weapons at the ready. Whatever lie they had been told—undoubtedly by MI6—they had swallowed it whole.

The rooftops of Paris were like no place else on earth. For as far as Jack could see in the moonlight there were no flat surfaces, just a maze of slants and protrusions, gullies and pipes and television antennas—visual disorder but beautiful, as if the city had been designed by a mad genius.

Sara got to her feet and started across the slanted roof, gesturing for Jack to follow. But that was easier said than done. She seemed to have a path mapped out, grabbing onto landmarks along the way—a pipe here, a chimney there, the occasional satellite dish—and Jack could only stumble along after her, his head throbbing, trying his best not to slip and fall.

When they were halfway across, the hatch popped open behind them and they heard a shout, the voice familiar—

“Sara! Sara!”

Coming to a stop, they turned and saw Alain climbing from the hatch as he called to her.

“I had to wipe all the computers,” he said. “The key—tell me you still have the key!”

She patted her pocket. “Yes, yes. Now hurry!”

Alain started forward as a shot rang out behind him. His spine split in a burst of blood, the impact pitching him onto the slanted rooftop. He threw his hands out, scrambling for purchase—more twitching reflex than anything, Jack knew—but then his face went blank and his body flopped and rolled, tumbling over the side of the building into the darkness below.

Sara screamed, moonlit tears filling her eyes—genuine tears—as one of the commandos hoisted himself through the hatch.

Jack put his hands on her shoulders and gently nudged her forward.

“Go! Go!”

Sara didn’t need further prompting. She turned and continued toward the edge of the rooftop, picking up speed. Jack did his best to keep up with her.

The adjoining building was only four stories high, but Sara didn’t let that slow her down. She leaped onto it without hesitation, grabbing a fat ventilation pipe as she landed. Jack followed, his shoes slipping from under him as he hit the second rooftop. He fell onto his side and nearly went tumbling, but managed to grab Sara’s extended hand, got hold of the pipe, and steadied himself.

Another shot cracked, the bullet ricocheting wildly. Pulling himself upright, Jack got back to his feet and hurried after Sara as she yanked open the roof-access door of the building and disappeared inside. A moment later they were on the stairs, spiraling quickly toward the ground floor. When they reached it, breathing heavily, Sara cautiously opened a squeaking door into a narrow, cobblestone alleyway. She looked, then exited. As Jack followed her outside, she stopped and turned, her eyes still full of tears.

“Give me that bloody watch,” she said, still trying to catch her breath.

“I left it in the bathroom so they couldn’t track us,” he said.

She looked at him suspiciously.

“They were shooting at me, too!” he reminded her.

“Alain was one of my dearest friends,” she said.

“I’m truly sorry,” Jack told her. “But I didn’t set you up, if that’s what you’re thinking. You think I want to see another 9/11? I was had, Sara, just like your agents who died in the bathroom, in the alley. Like you were when they killed Abdal. It happens.”

She looked at him with angry eyes but didn’t seem to have a response. She gestured toward the roof. “They’ll be across soon. There’s a garage around the corner, where Brendan left the van. Let’s hope they haven’t found it.”

She turned and hurried through the alley.

Jack followed her, unable to fathom how any religion, any philosophy, any political goal, was worth what this had already cost.

And it was still just the opening salvo.

      *

They were blasting through the streets of Paris in the Citroën, Sara behind the wheel. She’d found the key in a small magnetic box under the rear bumper, and so far the journey had been uneventful, no sign of anyone in pursuit.

Sara was angry and heartbroken, but had that slightly shell-shocked look that Jack had gotten so used to seeing during his days in Iraq.

“They’re dead,” she said. “Probably every last one of them. All because of that bloody watch. All because I brought you there.”

“Believe me, Sara, I didn’t know about the tracker. How could I? You think they strapped me in that chair for the fun of it? You must have heard my screams.”

“I was out. I didn’t hear anything.”

“Then you’ll just have to trust me.”

“Why should I?”

“The same reason I trusted you, even when you were lying,” he said.

She suddenly crushed the brake, pulling to the side of the road. “Get out of the car!”

“Sara, you’ve got to look past this.”

“Out!”

It killed him to see her in such pain. He sat there a moment, just staring at her, wanting her to change her mind, but she didn’t say another word. Angrily, he opened his door and got out.

She hit the gas even before he had closed the door, blasting down the street on squealing tires, as Jack watched in dismay. But as she approached the intersection she abruptly stopped, the van’s brake lights glowing in the darkness. The horn let out a short, angry blast and then she just sat there, the engine idling.

Jack jogged unsteadily to the van, still not quite having found his land legs after their across-the-rooftop run. He opened the passenger door to find her just sitting there, her eyes clouded, trying her best to keep from crying. One death can produce an anesthetic reaction that allows someone to function through a short period of mourning. But multiple deaths are like a landslide: it controls you. The hardened façade she usually presented was starting to crack and it took everything she had to hold back.

“It’s okay,” he said. “It will be okay if we don’t give up.”

“I don’t know if I can do this anymore.”

“I know,” he said.

“It’s what you said. Every time one of us falls I feel it all over again. The loss, the self-doubt, the questioning, wondering what I might have done to foresee this, to prevent it.”

“You’re not a professional. Neither am I. We’re making this up as we go along. Those guys.” He indicated the enemy with a backward jerk of his head. “They have years of training, limitless resources, and vastly superior numbers. It’s amazing you’ve gotten this far.”

His words seemed to cut through the grief and remind her why they were here. She wiped her eyes. The gesture was transformative: he saw the old Sara return.

He didn’t want to intrude on her sorrow but he knew they couldn’t stay here much longer. They needed to get rid of the van. The alert would have gone out and the police would be searching for them. Terrorists on the run, that’s the story MI6 likely fed them. Dangerous extremists who needed to be shot dead on sight.

Still, he sat there saying nothing, suddenly aware that despite knowing her for less than twenty-four hours he’d never felt this way about a woman. Not about Rachel or any of the one-nighters he picked up since the divorce.

And then the sadness seemed to pass. She put her hands back on the wheel.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I know this wasn’t your fault. You couldn’t have known what they’d do. But I should have anticipated it.”

“Shoulda, woulda, coulda. This is where we are. Do we sit here or do we go and get those sons of bitches.”

“I’m trying to figure out how,” she said. “The team is gone, the computers. All we have is the USB key, and even if we manage to get the information off of it, it could be worthless.”

“You ever hear of the wasp strategy?” Jack asked.

“The wasp? Like the insect?”

“Yeah. How do you kill eighty people and destroy fourteen tons of hardware with something that weighs a fraction of a pound?”

She nodded. “Set a wasp loose in the cabin.”

“Exactly. We have to be wasps,” Jack said. “You said you have contacts around the world.”

“Yes, but we kept all our information on our hard drives. That’s why Alain wiped them.”

“You told him you have the key—”

“But I have no idea where he kept the backups,” she said. “I was a field operative, not a techie. I wouldn’t even know where to start.”

“We still have the encrypted e-mails Alain gave you,” Jack said.

“Right. But the key word is encrypted. Do you know anyone we can go to?”

Jack thought about the Reb, wondered if he should call him. But most of his people were in Tel Aviv, and getting there would take too long. Encrypted or not, he didn’t want to chance sending data over the Internet.

“Not in Europe,” he told her.

She paused, a sudden light in her eyes.

“What?”

“I work at the College of Islam. That was my cover. There’s a student there—a young man who’s brilliant with computers. In fact, if I remember correctly, he’s even done some work with codes. Maybe he can help us. He’s Muslim and he’s very religious, but he’s not like Zuabi. He’s a good man.”

“Can he be trusted?”

“I think so. What choice do we have?”

“None, at this point,” Jack said grimly. “Let’s just hope he agrees to help.”

“He will,” Sara said.

Jack didn’t know whether she was alluding to the flirtatious stick or ballistic carrot approach. Not that it mattered.

Right now, nothing mattered but stopping Zuabi.
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London, England

It was a cardinal rule of intelligence work that Sara had learned: if your cover has been compromised, either go deep undercover or hide in plain sight.

Going to ground was not an option.

Fortunately, Sara and Jack looked a mess and stank of perspiration from the torture, their flight, days without a shower. Any description MI6 might have sent out barely applied to the dirty, disheveled couple who showed up for the train ride back to London. They had taken the precaution of having a drink so their breath suggested a night of heavy partying. And they acted the part as they purchased tickets with the cash Jack had been carrying.

They reached London without a hitch and cabbed to the school.

The young man’s name was Faisal al-Jubeir.

He couldn’t have been more than twenty-six years old, and was an inch taller than Jack, with dark skin and a thick black beard. He seemed a bit irritated as he opened the door at nearly one in the morning. The moment he saw Sara his annoyance evaporated. He didn’t even seem to see Jack, not at first.

“Ms. Ghadah,” he said in surprise. “Sara. What are you doing here?”

“I’m sorry if we woke you, Faisal.”

“Actually, no. I was studying for—” He paused, frowning at her. Like everyone else, he saw and was mesmerized by Sara’s face in those first moments. “Your clothes, your hijab … where are they? Why are you dressed like that?”

“It’s a long story,” she told him.

“Are you all right?”

“I’m fine, but I desperately need your help.”

He looked confused. “My help?”

“May we come in?”

He hesitated, glancing at Jack as though seeing him for the first time. Then he stepped back and opened the door wide. “Of course,” he said. “Come in.”

“Thank you, Faisal.”

They stepped into a clean but modest flat full of furniture that looked as if it had come with the rental. Cheap but functional. There was a small kitchenette with a dining table in front of it, the table cluttered with books and spiral binders, illuminated by a reading lamp. It was like being in a neat version of Max’s hacker friend Dave Karras’s place, with one exception: among the books was Fundamentals of Islamic Philosophy. Jack felt his gut tighten ever so slightly.

Amid the clutter was a laptop computer with a screensaver showing photographs of an attractive Arab woman and a small boy.

“Faisal, this is my friend Jack.”

“Assalamu alaikum,” Faisal said, and they shook hands, each man assessing the other, Jack wanting to trust him and fighting the sense that he shouldn’t. He supposed it all boiled down to whether or not this young man’s idea of Islamic philosophy was similar to al-Fida’s and included killing in the name of Allah.

Sara had assured Jack that Faisal wasn’t a radical, but then Sara herself had spent nearly a year pretending to be something she wasn’t, as had Abdal and God knew how many others. Jack was still trying to adjust to the fact that there was a president of the United States with a middle name Hussein. Who was to say this guy wasn’t pretending as well?

Faisal gestured to the sofa. “Sit. Please.”

They sat and Faisal took a chair opposite them.

Sara leaned forward. “I know it’s late. And I know you’re not used to seeing me like this. I could probably give you some excuse as to why we’re here and look the way we do, but you’ve always struck me as a man of principle so I think it’s best to be truthful.”

“Yes, of course. Islam teaches us to strive always to excel in virtue and truth. But you’re starting to frighten me.”

“It’s a frightening world,” Jack said unhelpfully. But it had to be said. Everyone was a soldier for one side or the other, whether they liked it or not.

Sara reached into her pocket and pulled out the USB key. “This,” she told him. “There are some encrypted e-mails on it that I’m hoping you can crack.”

“Me?”

“I know how talented you are, Faisal. I know you’ve helped some of the teachers with their computers. Other students. And I know codes are one of your hobbies. I remember it from the essay in your application packet.”

He shrugged. “I know a few things.” He looked at the key suspiciously. “Who do these e-mails belong to?”

Sara fixed those beautiful but firm eyes on the young man. “Have you ever heard of a group called the Hand of Allah?”

His expression became restless, anxious. It was obvious he had. “Now you truly are frightening me. What are you involved in?”

“Trying to stop them,” she said frankly.

Jack was watching the young man’s face carefully. Nothing changed. That was a good sign. There was no, “Aha! I’ve got you! You’ve fallen into a Hand of Allah trap!”

“We believe the e-mails come from a member of that group,” Sara went on. “Someone high within the home secretary’s office.”

“What?” Faisal exclaimed. “That’s absurd! And why would you have them?”

That was sincere, Jack decided. He was beginning to feel better about this guy. Now all they had to do was get him to cooperate, to risk his life.

Sara was quiet a moment, as if looking for a way to explain it all. “Faisal, I’m not exactly who I seem to be,” she said. “You think of me as the quiet Muslim girl who works in the office, the girl you sometimes talk to during your lunch hour, but I only took that job as a cover.”

“Cover?” He looked nonplussed. “Cover for what?”

“I’m part of a counterterrorism unit. Or at least I was until tonight. The Hand of Allah hit us hard, in Paris. Jack and I made it out with just this key.”

“This is incredible,” Faisal said. He smirked. “Surely this is a joke. A prank. And I’ve fallen for—”

“Believe me, I wish it were,” she said.

“So you’re not Muslim?”

“I am Muslim, but this isn’t about religion. Religion is just an excuse these radicals use. You are part of our community. You should know that.”

“Of course,” he said. It was almost an apology.

Jack thought of all the heartache the U.S. Congress got for its radicalization hearings of American Muslims. Dammit—a lot of ordinary folks did know more than they let on.

“Look,” Sara told him, “I’m sorry to spring this on you but we really do need your help.” She waved the key in front of his face. “Will you try to decrypt this, or not?”

He looked at the floor, at a photograph on his desk, at the floor again, then at Sara. He took a long, slow breath. “If I do as you ask, who’s to say that the next knock on my door won’t be the Hand of Allah? I have a wife and young boy back home.”

“No one knows we’ve come here, and there’s no reason they should. You have my promise that this will remain between us. You, Jack, and me.”

Still, he hesitated.

“We really do need your help, Faisal,” she went on. “The Hand of Allah is planning an attack. A massive one, and that can only be bad for all of us.”

“Not just Muslims,” Jack added. “We’re talking about the future of Western Civilization here. Your own son’s future.”

Faisal still looked torn. Jack wasn’t sure whether he’d help or kick them out. Apparently, Faisal wasn’t sure, either. But then he took the USB key from Sara and got to his feet, moved to his laptop on the table.

He pushed the key into a slot and waited for the file system to recognize it. Then he called up the e-mails and studied them.

Time crawled. Jack was tired and he felt sleep encroaching, his eyes shutting. He may even have drowsed off. He didn’t know how much later it was when Faisal finally spoke.

“This is very sophisticated,” the young man said. “I have some code decryption software that might help, but even with that it could take hours to break this.”

“But it’s possible?” Sara asked.

“If the software can ferret out the proper keys, yes. But I offer no guarantees.” He paused. “You swear to me no one knows you’re here?”

“In the name of Allah,” she said.

He studied her carefully, as if weighing her sincerity. Then he slowly nodded. “You may as well make yourselves comfortable. We are in for a long night.”

      *

Sara was asleep on the sofa, Jack slumped in the armchair across from her, only half awake, when Faisal said, “I know who you are, you know.”

That got Jack’s attention. He pulled himself upright unsure what to expect.

Faisal sat at the dining table, reading one of his textbooks. A clock on the wall said it was approaching two A.M. The decryption software had been running on the laptop for close to an hour, numbers and symbols skittering across its screen.

Faisal looked up from his book. “It took me a while to remember you. I saw your photograph in the newspapers some time ago. There was an article about the home secretary banning you from travel to this country. You’re an American television host.”

Jack shrugged. “Close enough.”

“I remember because we talked about you at the college. About the things you’ve said, your hatred of Muslims. Your desire to kill a hundred million of us.”

Jack didn’t like the direction this was heading. “That was taken completely out of context. I don’t hate all Muslims.”

“Just a few, then?” It was an accusation, not a question. “I saw the mistrust in your eyes when you first looked at me.”

“You have to understand my perspective,” Jack said. “There are a lot of radicals out there. Like the Hand of Allah. People who want to destroy America.”

“Yes, and that’s why I agreed to help you and Sara. But don’t you see that when you say such hateful things, it makes men like me feel as if you’re talking about us as well.”

“I understand, but it’s a very delicate balance. And I’m sure you have even more to fear from radicals than I do.”

“You’re a hundred percent right about that.”

He was quiet a moment as he closed his book and stared at the laptop, watching the software do its magic. Then he said, “But it isn’t just the radicals. My mother is Indian, and my father is Pakistani, and our extended family is a mix of many different beliefs. Some are liberal Muslims, and they may well be the worst curse there is.”

“Worse than those who want to kill people? Bomb them?”

“I don’t condone such actions, and I never will. But the liberals are nearly as dangerous in their own way. People who think that pornography and degeneracy and gay marriage are normal, acceptable. To my mind, that’s a bigger threat to the stability of Pakistan and the world than anyone can imagine.”

Jack relaxed a bit and had to stifle a smile. He almost felt as if he were in a bar back home, talking American politics with Tony or the Reb.

“When I’m not at school,” Faisal said, “I work in a mobile phone store. There’s another man who works there, a fundamentalist Christian, and we’ve had many conversations about our beliefs. And when it comes to social values, family values, we’re in total accord. We agree on almost everything with regard to how life should be led.”

The laptop beeped and he checked the screen, then typed in a quick entry and started it running again.

“The point I’m trying to make to you,” he said, “is that there are many varieties of Muslim, just as there are Catholics or Jews. There are Muslims who are not religious, yet use Islam as a political weapon. They have no interest in following the teachings, yet they’re willing to kill for their own self-advancement. Do you realize that in some of our Muslim schools—right here in England—they’re teaching young students how to properly chop off the hands of thieves?”

“You’re kidding me.”

“I wish I were. It’s right there in their textbooks.” He paused, clearly disturbed by the thought. “But there are other Muslims, like me, who are very religious yet have no taste for violence, no desire to harm anyone. While I may detest what the liberals believe, and think that their view of society is dangerous, I don’t want to hurt or convert them, I simply want to be left alone. There are many of us who feel that way.”

“And how do you feel when one of these radicals sets off a bomb?”

“Just as frightened as you do. Just as terrified.” He paused. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Point taken,” Jack said.

“What I want to stress to you is that when you go on television and speak of Muslims, you should be very careful to separate us, not lump us all together.”

“That’s true, but this isn’t one sided, you know. How do you think it feels when Americans are all seen as infidels?”

“Those who say such things aren’t speaking for me,” Faisal told him. “All I really want is peace throughout the world. That’s all any true Muslim wants. We believe in the blessed words of all of the prophets, from Moses to Jesus. We respect others and their religions, and all we ask is that they do the same in return.”

Jack knew all of this, of course. But it didn’t hurt to have a face to attach to it. He had stereotyped Faisal, mistrusted him, the moment he’d walked in the door. And he regretted that.

“That’s good to hear,” Jack said. “And you’re right. I will be more careful.”

Faisal nodded, satisfied to have had his say. He rose from his chair and gestured to the laptop. “This will take some time and I need to sleep. I’ll check its progress in the morning.”

“Thank you, Faisal. I know you didn’t have to help us, and I appreciate what you’re doing.”

Faisal gestured to Sara stretched out on the sofa. “She looks comfortable there, but you can’t sleep in that chair. I have a spare bedroom for when my family arrives. There’s a bed. You are free to use it.”

Then he stepped into the hallway and disappeared.
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Exhausted as he was, Jack couldn’t sleep.

It was nice to be on a mattress again, and have the warmth of a working radiator, but he spent the next two hours unable to stop thinking.

There were big thoughts. He was unable to put aside the pieces of the puzzle, the disaster waiting for so many people if he failed. His tired brain told him to drop the whole thing in the lap of the FBI or the CIA but he didn’t dare. For one thing, they probably wouldn’t believe that “wacko” alarmist Jack Hatfield. For another, by the time that machine got into motion and up to speed, the event could well be in their rearview mirror.

There were smaller thoughts. He wept inside for his watch, violated by Swain and necessarily discarded like so many other parts of his life. He kept telling himself that it was only a watch, that he’d always have his memories, the good and the bad. It was like death. Be happy for the time you were together, the memories you built, rather than mourn the future that was never guaranteed.

Yet that watch had brought him comfort so many times over the years. A sense of calm. There was nothing that could ever replace it, and he cursed Swain for using him, for knowing instinctively that Jack would never leave something so valuable behind and using that knowledge against him.

Against all of them.

He remembered the violence and death that had descended on that apartment house and was overwhelmed by survivor’s syndrome. He took no solace in his own relative comfort and security. Despite his admonitions that Sara not blame herself for what had happened, Jack couldn’t fight off his own guilt. People had died because of his failure to realize he’d been used. And it was quite possible that many more would die before they saw an end to this.

“Stop it,” Jack finally said through his teeth. “You’re going to save lives!”

It was a tragic corruption of his comment about preferring the death of a hundred million Muslims to a hundred million non-Muslims. The lives of dozens of people had to be surrendered in the hope of sparing millions more.

That was the math of modern-day antiterror activities. It was only a waste if he failed. That kept returning him to the biggest thought of all:

“The infidels will soon see destruction that will make 9/11 seem like child’s play.”

Operation Roadshow, coming to a city near you.

When? How? That question had yet to be answered.

Jack was finally starting to drift off when he heard the faint flush of a toilet down the hall. A moment later a silhouette appeared in the bedroom doorway—Sara, barely visible in the light from the window.

“You left me alone,” she said softly.

“You looked peaceful. I didn’t want to disturb you.”

“Probably happy to be rid of me for a while.”

“Never,” he told her.

She came into the room. “I said some terrible things to you last night. Sometimes I speak without thinking.”

“You’ve already apologized for that, even though you didn’t need to. You had a right to be upset. We both did. Nobody should ever have to see what we saw.”

She closed the door behind her now, then moved to a small television in the corner and turned it on, tuning it to an Arab station, which was playing only Arabic music at the moment. Jack wasn’t sure what she was up to but he didn’t protest when she came over to the bed and lit the scented candle that was sitting on the nightstand. Her long brown hair was highlighted against the window and he saw a light snow falling outside.

He didn’t know if he should trust this, or her motives. It didn’t matter. He instantly felt himself stirring.

“I don’t want to be alone right now,” she said, then reached a hand under the back of her T-shirt and unfastened her bra, dropping it to the floor. Her breasts shifted, reacting instantly to the brush of the fabric.

He didn’t look away this time. “Neither do I.”

“I want to forget for a while, Jack. Can you help me do that?”

“You have no idea how much I’d like to try.”

He hadn’t bothered to take off his clothes before lying on top of the bed, and she came to him, reaching for his belt and unbuckling it. She unfastened his pants and pulled them away, freeing him, then took him in her hand, gently kneading him as she leaned forward and kissed his lips.

Then she pulled away, whispering softly against his cheek. “Make me forget, Jack. Please make me forget.”

As he drew her nearer and removed her T-shirt and panties, she began to moan deeply and loudly. Loudly and deeply. In the midst of their heat, such a state of abandon was reached that the normally voyeuristic Jack, who liked to watch himself make love, actually fell from the bed onto the hot radiator. But, like the Indian fakirs who can be on a bed of nails without later showing puncture marks, Jack did not scorch or burn, nothing visible remaining except a small soreness days later.

Once he was inside her, she began to cry and shudder in a series of small convulsions. He had never been with a woman who reacted like this and was both surprised and excited by her abandon.

Her cries became veritable screams as she moaned, and her eyes became glassy with passion. As Jack continued to bring Sara to an increasingly greater state of tension and release, tension—a violent begging for release and then the convulsive wave—her screaming became threatening.

He tried to quiet her by putting his hand over her mouth while continuing to stroke with his loins and lips.

“Quiet, quiet,” he tried to command hoarsely. “Faisal will hear you.”

He reached for her T-shirt and couldn’t believe himself as he pressed it over her mouth, holding it down hard against her lips by pressing it against the sheets, one hand on each side of her face.

Their hips were in perfect synchrony and she continued her cries and screams, now muffled beneath the shirt, as Jack made love to her as he had never made love before. Sara bucked and arched and was in a world he could never see.

Then it was over and they collapsed onto the bed, sweating, chests heaving. Sara rolled toward him and snaked a hand across his chest as she nuzzled his neck.

“Thank you,” she murmured.

“You don’t know how long I’ve been wanting to do that.”

She smiled, kissed his neck. “It couldn’t have been that long. We barely know each other.”

“This’ll sound crazy,” he said. “But I think I’ve wanted you most of my life. Even before I knew who you were.”

“Well, I’m here now,” she said, then moved atop him, reaching a hand down to take hold of him again. He put his arms around her, running his own hand along her spine, brushing his fingertips across her flawless skin—

—until he felt something there and suddenly stopped: the long thin puckered flesh of a scar, just above her right hip. He hadn’t seen or felt it before, had somehow missed it in the darkness and the heat of the moment.

“What’s this?” he said, before he realized the words were out of his mouth.

She stiffened against him now and he knew he’d made a mistake. She rolled away from him and stared at the dark ceiling, as all of his efforts to make her forget vanished in that instant.

She seemed to go away for a while, lost in a memory, then said, “You asked what happened to me. What made me join Brendan and the others.”

“I’m sorry, Sara. Really. You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

She turned toward him and ran her hand along the side of his face. “I do want to tell you. I want you to know everything there is to know about me.”

He studied her. “I’m listening.”

It took her a moment to gather herself. “When I was a young girl in Yemen, I was just like Abdal al-Fida. A true believer. I think that’s why it was so easy for me to convince him that we were kindred spirits. I knew that fervor, that hatred. It was a hatred that had been nurtured in me by my own father.” She paused. “But I was female, and sickly, and when my brother Kafir was born all of my father’s hopes for a great soldier of Allah landed on him.

“But Kafir was an unusual child. Intelligent, very wise for his age. And he was a disappointment to my father because he didn’t share our passion. He was always questioning us. Why did we believe the things we did, when a careful reading of the Koran showed that it clearly preached peace?”

Tears filled her eyes now. “My father beat him, but Kafir never gave in. Never compromised his own beliefs. And I found myself coming to admire him for it.

“When I turned seventeen,” she continued, “I got very sick. One of my kidneys failed and the other required regular dialysis, and it was clear to the doctors that I needed a transplant. Neither my father nor my mother were a match, and the thought of going to a thirteen-year-old boy seemed wrong somehow. But Kafir volunteered—insisted on taking the test—and when the results came back it turned out that he was the perfect donor.

“Two weeks later I had this scar, this gift from my brother. Without him, I wouldn’t be here.”

She paused again, as she wiped her tears with her forearm. “A year went by and both of us had grown strong again, bound together not just by blood, but by flesh as well. Then, on a warm afternoon, Kafir left school early one day. Call it fate or coincidence or simply bad luck, but as he walked past a synagogue a car parked in front of it exploded, taking half the building and my brother along with it.”

“My God,” Jack said.

“No,” Sara told him. “Not God. Not Allah. This was simply the work of men, men like my father whose hatred was so strong that it took the life of an innocent young boy. A boy who had more potential, more nobility, in his small body than any of them would ever understand.”

Jack held her as she sobbed. Her tears were warm and dear against his chest. As much as their lovemaking, that gift of trust was precious.

“Did they find the bombers?” he asked.

Sara collected herself. “No. And that is the sickness of it. It could have been anyone. Rogue Muslims of the same branch or a different branch … Not knowing who had attacked him made me realize that their hatred was my hatred. It didn’t matter who held it. It was wrong.”

“That was a pretty big thought for a teenager to grasp.”

“It wasn’t just a ‘thought,’ Jack. It was a vision—from Allah. What you Christians call an epiphany. I could not shake it.

“My mother had a breakdown and had to be hospitalized. My father was inconsolable, and within the year I knew I had to get away from there.” She paused. “So I moved to London and vowed that I would do whatever I could to keep another Kafir from being lost to the world.”

She was silent then. Jack could feel the emotion draining away, her shoulders relaxing. He wanted to respond, to find the perfect words to soothe her.

But before he could speak, they heard a loud, steady beep coming from the living room.

Faisal’s laptop.

      *

They had to scramble to get dressed before the beeping woke Faisal. They just made it to the living room when he stumbled in and plopped in front of his laptop, punching a key to cut the notifier and examine the results.

It didn’t look as though their lovemaking had bothered him. Jack and Sara shared a secret smile.

That felt good, too.

“There’s another level of encryption,” Faisal said. He was still half asleep and yawning, staring at the computer screen with bleary eyes. “Whoever sent these e-mails didn’t want people like us getting nosy.”

“So Alain was right,” Sara said to Jack. “This could be significant information.”

There were five open e-mails stacked on the screen, each sent to tdl@alliedharborassoc.net, and each with a single line of text. The lines, however, were a jumble of letters and numbers that made no sense:

EFDH3054383
gjvaf
Nhthfg gjragl
Gjragl Uhaqerq UEF
uggc://ovg.yl/umfLZ3

Jack looked from the hash to Faisal. “I thought that program was supposed to translate all this stuff.”

“That was the second level of encryption,” Faisal said. “The difficult one. But not to worry, these all look like simple ROT-13 cyphers.”

Jack was clueless. “What’s that?”

“It’s a rudimentary form of code based on the old Caesar cypher. A lot of gamers use it to hide cheat codes and spoilers on Internet forums. They’re extremely easy to crack, which is why the sender used that second level of encryption.”

“So how does it work?” Jack asked.

“You replace each letter by the one located thirteen letters after it in the alphabet. For example, an A becomes an N. I have the lookup table here.”

He punched a key and a small window popped up, showing:

ABCDEFGHIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZ abcdefghijklmnopqrstuvwxyz
NOPQRSTUVWXYZABCDEFGHIJKLM nopqrstuvwxyzabcdefghijklm

“Decryption is a fairly mindless task at this point,” he went on. “The numbers will remain the same. All we need do is transpose the letters and we’ll know what these messages say.”

Faisal had already gone to work, using another computer application to quickly translate the lines. When it was done, he stacked the decryptions on the screen:

RSQU3054383
twins
August twenty
Twenty Hundred HRS
http://bit.ly/hzsYM3

Nobody spoke for a long moment. Jack felt his heart begin to race. “I think we’ve just hit pay dirt,” he said to Sara. “You realize what this is, don’t you?”

“I’m not sure what the first two lines are all about,” Sara said, “but that last one’s an Internet address. So I’m guessing these are the date, time, and target of an attack.”

Jack nodded. “The first one looks like a serial number of some kind. Or maybe the ISO number for a shipping container.”

“Could be a shipment from Chilikov, if Haddad was successful.”

“That’s what I was thinking,” Jack said. “But what about this ‘twins’ line? You think it’s a reference to the twin towers? A reminder of their last big hit?”

“The infidels will soon see destruction that will make 9/11 seem like child’s play.”

“It could be that,” Sara said. “It could also be two prongs of an attack, two cells, matching automobiles being used for smuggling—anything. But whatever it means, August twentieth is only three days from now. Saturday night.”

Jack gestured to Faisal. “Can you paste that URL into a browser? I want to see what they have in mind.” He added as an afterthought, “Please?”

Faisal did as he was asked. When he clicked the address, Google Maps came to life on screen, showing a satellite image of San Francisco. Flagged in the middle of it by a big letter A, was one of the city’s best-known landmarks.

The California Palace of the Legion of Honor.

Jack’s mind suddenly flashed on that afternoon at Pagliaci’s, when Danny Pescatori gave Tony a VIP invitation to the museum gala. He’d forgotten about it until now.

And it was scheduled for this Saturday night.

“My God,” he said, his heart kicking up a notch as the realization sank in like a depth charge to the brain. “They’re going after the President.”
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San Francisco, California

Talia “Tally” Griffin was convinced that this time she’d struck gold.

After years of dating all the wrong guys, winding up in relationships that went absolutely nowhere, she was certain that she had finally found her Prince Charming.

His name was Victor Massri.

Tall. Handsome. With deep, dark eyes, smooth brown skin, and that exotic, wispy little black goatee.

Tally didn’t normally go for men with beards, but Victor was the exception to the rule, and from the right angle he reminded her of Johnny Depp.

He was Egyptian, he’d told her, born and raised in London, and ever since they’d started corresponding online—through the SF Singles Hotline dating service—she knew she’d found someone very special.

Until this moment, the only contact they’d had were e-mails and text messages, a few photos they’d exchanged, and several prolonged phone calls, but seeing him walk out of that airline terminal flashing those beautiful white teeth was everything she’d hoped for, and more.

He greeted her with a platonic hug. She wanted more but she also didn’t want to scare him. The man was not one of her local jerks, he was foreign. She didn’t know what his customs were.

“Just the one suitcase?” she asked.

“I always travel light,” he told her, tossing the bag into the backseat.

They stood there awkwardly for a moment until Tally said, “I can’t believe you’re finally here.”

“Nor can I,” he told her.

It wasn’t just Victor’s dark good looks, however, that got Tally’s engine running hot. The two had clicked the moment she answered his request for an online meet. He told her that he’d seen her photo and thought she was “lovely,” and was doubly pleased when he read her profile and discovered she was an urban explorer. Her exact words to him were, “I love all old buildings, especially ones that have all the original furniture and fixtures.”

Victor told her he was an architect who had a great love for history, and had done quite a bit of exploring himself. He said he’d been to many abandoned sites around the world, from the eerie, fortresslike apartments of Battleship Island, Japan, to the decrepit unused underground railway stations right in his own hometown.

“You’re even more lovely in person,” he told her, and Tally knew she had to get this guy alone, real soon. Whatever cultural reserve he might have, she was determined to bridge it.

They climbed into her Toyota and she took him straight to her apartment.

This was going to be a night to remember.

      *

Hassan Haddad had never forgotten just how disturbingly aggressive American women could be. But if he were to judge by this one, he’d say they’d gotten even worse over the last decade.

The moment he set foot in her apartment and dropped his suitcase, this althletic blond, blue-eyed ex-hippie with the ridiculous name and the wild curly hair was already pulling his jacket away and, when he didn’t object—indeed, he forced himself to smile with encouragement—starting on the buttons on his shirt.

Before she had even finished that task, Tally was kissing his chest and somehow unbuckling his pants at the same time as the trail of her kisses moved down toward his abdomen. Then she was on her knees and had him in her mouth and, aggressive or not, Haddad found himself unable to resist.

He was suddenly swept back to those nights at Berkeley, when his two dorm mates would tend to him as if they were his personal sex slaves, their enthusiasm matched by their skills—which were considerable. He had a hard time now remembering their names. Sabrina … and Jennifer?

Yes, that was it.

They were wild women, almost as wild as this one, and they had been more than willing to share themselves with Haddad. While he preferred women who obeyed men and acted in the way Allah had intended, he found himself unable to resist the charms of Sabrina and Jennifer.

Most of the students and professors he encountered in those days were far to the left of the average American, and he had difficulty hiding his contempt for them. In fact, he despised everything about them but pretended to share their views in order to get to know them and understand their thinking. Most of these radical leftists were Jews, which reconfirmed his inherent beliefs about all Jews: they were “chosen” by God to spread disorder across the globe.

On occasion, however, he would notice the ultrareligious Lubavitch Chasidic Jews as they walked to prayer with their children on Saturdays. He couldn’t help but admire their family solidarity, their piety, but most significantly their dignity.

He hated to admit, even to himself, that they reminded him of his own people, especially the most pious. He could not afford to feel charity toward a people who were oppressing so many Muslims. He rejected the argument that the Jews were just protecting their homeland. All they had to do was return to the Diaspora that God had intended and all would be well—

He remembered the Friday night when his life’s work crystallized. Sabrina (or was it Jennifer?) took him to the Chabad house near the campus. She kept telling him how much he was going to love the people there because they reminded her of him.

How stupid could these American girls be, comparing him, a son of Allah, with these pathetic children of Yahweh? But he needed to play his role so he went. As he entered the room he was enveloped within the loud singing. He noticed the women were on one side of the room and on the other there was a large circle of men dancing, with one hand on the shoulder of the man in front. Some had their small children with their legs around their necks, riding their shoulders.

Haddad was stunned when a very tall man with red hair and a full red beard reached from the circle and pulled him in. He recalled the man’s piercing blue eyes as he was drawn into the whirl of dancing men. He was momentarily swept up in the intoxicating mixture of the loud voices singing in unison in the cousin-language of Hebrew, the feel of the old wooden floors swaying beneath his feet.

For a fleeting instant he felt he was back in Pakistan, among his own kind.

And then he remembered who he was, and who they were. He felt revulsion by their proximity, by their smiles, by their revelry. He wanted to transform it all to still, bloody sorrow. He endured their presence so he could study their weaknesses. So he could protect those Muslims in Pakistan and elsewhere whom these “Chosen People” had chosen to persecute.

Haddad felt that same hatred now. For the Jews, for their American allies, for the sluts like Tally who corrupted all of womanhood.

She wanted to be used? Haddad would oblige. When the time was right he would show this aggressive bitch what few American men would ever dare. She would be tamed and dominated. She would understand what true aggression was.

But he had no time for such things right now. He needed her to be fully on his side until he got from her the information he needed, so he let her have her way with him, right there on her living room floor.

It wasn’t, he supposed, the worst compromise he could make.

      *

“You read all the newspaper columns I wrote,” Tally said, “but they really only touch on the surface of San Francisco’s underground.”

“I am eager to hear more,” Haddad told her truthfully.

“I’m so glad!” she enthused. “So few people know about it, even those who live here. But there’s an entire secret history beneath the city that’s largely ignored or forgotten.”

It was the next day, and they were driving in Tally’s Toyota. Her aggressiveness behind the wheel matched her sexual aggressiveness.

“Educate me,” he said, as he watched the road. It would be absurd for him to die in a car crash after all the effort it had taken to get to this point.

“Well, first there’s Chinatown,” she told him. “During the gold rush, hundreds of thousands of Chinese immigrants came to the city and were forced to live in slums. By the late eighteen hundreds that area was a network of underground sewer tunnels and passageways topped by crowded tenement buildings. It was one of the most dangerous places in San Francisco.”

Haddad laughed inside. He had seen his share of slums in his time, and knew quite well how dangerous they could be.

“Most of the immigrants were destitute, and many of them were sold as slaves to work in kitchens and laundries. Young girls would be forced into prostitution, and those who tried to protect them used the underground tunnels to hide them away.”

Heathen behavior, Haddad thought, but typical of a country run by infidels whose greed and base interests knew no bounds.

She babbled on. But it wasn’t that part of the city’s underground that he was interested in. He had done enough research on his own to know that there was something far more useful to him than a Chinese history lesson. Bloggers had announced the general area of the entrance; she had saved him having to search for it. Fault line maps created by the U.S. Geological Survey—charts showing dip, azimuth, depth, and other data used by San Andreas Geophysical Operations for threat assessment—had unwittingly delineated the tunnels themselves. The route for the assault was planned. Haddad merely had to see the tunnels for himself, make sure they were clear.

Finally, trying not to show his impatience, he directed her towards his needs.

“What about the bunker you referred to in one of your articles?”

“Ah,” she said. “Even fewer people know about that, maybe some old-timers and a handful of urban explorers like me.”

“When were they built?”

“During the Second World War,” she said. “San Francisco was considered a very vulnerable target if the war were ever to come to our shores, so the military built a massive underground bunker in preparation for an attack.”

“How could people not know about this?”

“Because it was a military secret to begin with. After the war ended the place was completely sealed up so that nobody would find it.”

“That seems a waste. Surely they’ve utilized it—say, for storage?”

She shook her head. “Some cities did things like that. New York, for instance. Stocked them with canned goods in case of a nuclear attack. It scared people so they stopped. It was easier just to pretend the bunkers didn’t exist.”

“And you’ve managed to find a way inside the bunker?”

She smiled. “Yep.”

“And it truly leads to this place you told me about?”

She gave him a sly smile.

Haddad felt a sudden flash of anger and wanted to slap the smile from her face. Why couldn’t she just answer the question? He did not have time for games.

“When can we go there?” he asked. “This—this is too exciting.”

The smile widened. “That’s where we’re headed right now. Normally, I’d have to blindfold you.”

“Are you serious?”

“Sort of,” she admitted. “Only a few people know about this spot and we don’t want it to become common knowledge. But I can trust you, right?”

“Of course,” Haddad said. “With your life.”

      *

They took a gently winding road along the bay.

Haddad looked out at its clear blue waters, marveling at its beauty as he watched the distant sailboats bob along its surface. He had always loved this view, with the Cliff House Restaurant, the Marin coastline beyond, and the tattered sea-swept ruins of the Sutro Baths on the shore below—which had once been the world’s largest indoor swimming establishment until it burned down before Haddad was even born.

And yet, it was soon to be so different.

By his hand.

There were times when he wished that he could simply go back to his college days, when life was less complicated. When he could hate without having to rein that in, so he could carefully engineer an expression of that loathing. And to be honest, though he had been here to learn and to study the ways of the infidels, there were times he envied them their blissful obliviousness to the world and its dangers. He wondered what life would be like without a larger goal than making money and raising infidel children. He wondered if, in his lifetime, he would ever know the peace and contentment of a Sharia world.

They drove around a bend along Point Lobos Avenue, until they came to a large car park on their left, near the Sutro Baths. Tally pulled in and found a spot, then shut off the engine and turned to Haddad.

“Okay,” she said. “Almost there. We’re in a national park so we have to be aware of other visitors and watchful eyes.”

“I’ll trust you to guide me without incident,” Haddad told her.

She smiled again. “You are just so damn cute, you know that?”

She parked, then leaned over and kissed him, making it very clear that she enjoyed his company. He managed to keep from recoiling and actually returned her smile.

“Shall we?” she said, as she popped open her door.

“Indeed.”

They found their way to Lands End Trail, which was far from rustic and perfectly maintained, surrounded by lush green foliage. They followed a winding path, feeling the wind in their faces, enjoying the quiet—which seemed so unusual considering that they were still in the city.

As they passed the USS San Francisco memorial—little more than a flagpole and plaque surrounded by a few large gunmetal-gray pieces of an old warship that, to Haddad, looked like giant Dumpsters—Tally glanced about, then grabbed his arm and steered him toward the edge of the cliff.

“This way,” she said.

The cliff looked quite steep, but they were both wearing clothes for climbing—jeans, flannel shirts, rugged shoes—so Haddad followed her down through the rocks and trees, until they were very close to the water. He could feel the ocean spray on his face as she led him around a small outcropping, then upward again until they found a secluded patch of land just below the cliffside, full of dirt and rock and grass and surrounded by thick green trees.

Glancing around again for prying eyes, Tally moved up to a large grouping of stones gathered near the base of one of the trees. Taking hold of the largest stone, she said, “Help me with this.”

Haddad grabbed on and they huffed and struggled a few moments until they rolled it aside to reveal a crevice just wide enough to squeeze through. The crevice was formed in a slab of cement, rather than earth, and Haddad could see that it was an exposed portion of a larger structure that had somehow been dislodged, possibly in an earthquake.

“This is it?” Haddad asked. “This is the entrance?”

“Only the brave know for sure,” she said, casting a look around to make sure they had not been observed. “You want me to go first?”

Not one to back down from a challenge, especially coming from a ridiculous female, Haddad waved her away then studied the crevice, looking for the best way to proceed. Deciding to go feet first, he sat down and stuck his feet into the opening, then lay on his back and slowly wormed his way downward, shimmying into the hole.

As his feet penetrated the darkness, he felt the ground suddenly give way beneath them, nothing but open air below.

Catching hold of the edge of the slab, he said, “How far is the drop?”

“Not far,” she told him. “Just let yourself go and be mindful how you land.”

Haddad steeled himself and let go of the slab, working his way downward until his legs were dangling in open air. Then, turning his head to the side, he squeezed through and let himself drop.

He landed hard, but on his feet, the sound of the impact echoing against cement walls. Pulling a small flashlight out of his shirt pocket, he flicked it on and found himself inside a narrow concrete shaft. To his left was another shaft with a built-in rusted rebar ladder that led deeper into the earth.

“Watch out,” Tally said, “here I come.”

He shifted his flashlight beam upward as she shimmied through the hole, having a much easier time of it thanks to her smaller size. As he stepped back she dropped down beside him, faltering only slightly as she landed.

Pulling her own flashlight out, she flicked it on and gestured to the second shaft. “What are you waiting for, slowpoke? Let’s do this.”

She stepped onto the rebar ladder and started down.

Haddad followed her, perturbed by her familiar manner. In a way, that was more annoying than her purely biological need for sex. This behavior was learned.

When he got to the bottom of the ladder he saw only her flashlight shining into the darkness. What he saw was a marvel. A long, wide tunnel—big enough to fit a truck through—made of reinforced concrete. There was occasional graffiti spray-painted on the walls, names of other explorers and when they’d been here. Most of it dated several decades ago, which Haddad assumed meant that the place was only rarely frequented these days. Rusted remnants of a rail system with narrow-gauge tracks ran along the ceiling and he could clearly tell that this had indeed been a military bunker. He had seen this kind of setup before, in Egyptian coal mines in the north Sinai. It maximized space by allowing workers to walk under the cars.

The tunnel seemed to go on forever into the darkness.

“Pretty amazing, isn’t it?” Tally asked.

“More than I imagined,” Haddad said, thinking that if this tunnel led where he believed it did, the final piece of Allah’s plan was indeed in place. “How far does it go?”

“It branches in different directions,” Tally told him. “Some of the old-timers say there are at least eighty-seven thousand square feet down here.” She gestured. “But if you follow this tunnel right here without deviating from the path, it’ll take you straight to the Golden Gate Bridge.”

“Amazing,” Haddad said. “And it also leads to the place we spoke about?”

She nodded. “Come on, I’ll show you.”

She took the lead, working her way through the tunnel with the confidence of a regular visitor. They walked through the dark tunnel for quite some time. As they turned to their right, moving into another tunnel, Haddad saw that it opened out into a space that could have been a bunkhouse or a storage supply. They continued past it, took another turn, and the floor began to rise, getting steeper with every step. They crested the rise and made another turn into a tunnel on their right, where it opened into a single rectangular room. There was another narrow shaft at the far side, a rebar ladder leading upward into darkness.

“This is it,” Tally said, stopping.

“You’re absolutely certain?”

“Oh, I’m sure. It’s right over your beautiful Egyptian head.”

Haddad’s lips parted in a smile and Tally came toward him with a seductive look on her face. “Happy?”

“Better than you will ever know,” Haddad told her as he grabbed her by the throat and shoved her into the cement wall, her eyes going wide as she slammed against it.

He ripped at her flannel shirt, breaking away the buttons, then gripped her exposed left breast and squeezed as hard as he could, enjoying the look of pain and terror in her eyes.

This was how all infidel whores should be treated, Haddad thought as the woman squirmed under his grip, her features contorted. They needed to be taught their place in the world.

When he was done here, there would be one less pig inhabiting the earth.

Thanks to her, countless others would soon follow.
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Jack and Sara flew from London on a private charter, a Gulfstream G550 courtesy of Senator Harold Wickham.

Although Jack had been reluctant to get the senator involved before, he knew he had no choice now but to bring him into this mess.

Harold Wickham was a Texas oilman, a hard-line hawk who always put country first and politics last. Jack had met him several years before, when he and two fellow senators were visiting Iraq’s green zone while the search for WMDs was still ongoing. Jack had interviewed Wickham for GNT. Wickham had assured him that the weapons were out there somewhere and it was only a matter of time before they were found.

Off the record, however, Wickham confessed to Jack over a beer that he wasn’t all that confident that they ever would find the weapons. He had become convinced that the U.S. was either victim to sloppy intelligence or—more likely—that the WMDs had been quietly smuggled into Iran.

Neither scenario made the senator happy.

Over the years, Jack had interviewed Wickham many times, and during the days of Truth Tellers, the Texan became a regular panelist who always had insightful observations about the news and politics of the day. The senator leaned heavily right, but had an independent streak that sometimes rankled his fellow Republicans when he refused to vote the party line.

It was a trait that Jack had always admired. But what had sealed the deal was Wickham’s unwavering support after the public relations fiasco that had destroyed Jack’s career. Wickham had even made the rounds on the news show circuit, trying to rehabilitate Jack’s reputation, but the tone had already been set and the senator was drowned out by the braying of the crowd.

So when Jack saw the message in those encrypted e-mails he immediately got on the phone to Wickham and laid it all out for him, from beginning to end. If either phone was tapped and someone was listening, they were welcome to the information. It was too late to be overly cautious.

Wickham had never been prone to alarm, but Jack heard a slight rise in his voice. “Goddamn it, Jack, are you sure about this?”

“As sure as I can be, Senator.”

“You’re talking about the British government, for God’s sake! How far up the chain do you think this thing goes?”

“It’s hard to say. Possibly all the way to the top. The group I told you about, the one that Copeland was involved with, has been shut down, and all of their databases are fried.”

“So you’ve got no evidence.”

“Just the USB key. But if I’m interpreting those messages correctly, there’s gonna be big trouble at the Legion of Honor on Saturday night.”

“With the President smack in the middle,” Wickham muttered.

“I know it all sounds crazy, Senator, but I think we have a major crisis on our hands. The first thing you need to do is to find out who these e-mails went to. The initials are TDL, which doesn’t help much. It could be a throwaway account. But it’s someone at Allied, which leads me to believe they’ve got a shipment coming in.”

Wickham sighed heavily. “I’m bowled over, Jack. Completely bowled over. If this thing is as pervasive as you seem to think it is, I’ll have to go into stealth mode and tread very lightly.”

“But quickly,” Jack urged. “From what I’ve learned, the Hand of Allah isn’t an organization you want to underestimate. I’m pretty sure their top soldier is already in San Francisco, doing God knows what. A guy named Hassan Haddad. Somebody has to find him and stop him.”

Wickham was silent a moment, then said, “All right, Jack. I’m gonna trust you on this one. Never had any reason not to.”

“Thank you, Senator. Even if I’m wrong, it’s like my father always told me: better to look inside the watch than wait till it stops ticking.”

“Damn straight,” Wickham said. “Now, what I need you to do is get on a jet and get back to the U.S. as fast as possible. I’ll arrange to have a friend’s plane fly you out here to San Francisco.”

“San Francisco? What are you doing there?”

“The Legion of Honor dinner.”

“You, too?”

“The President’s in a nonpartisan mood and invited me to the gala on Saturday night. I decided I’d throw him a bone and make an appearance. So I’ve got personal reasons to hope you’re wrong.” He paused. “Now get on that jet and bring the woman with you. We’re gonna want to hear what she has to say, too.”

The knot of anxiety that had been plaguing Jack ever since he saw those messages was finally starting to dissipate. Wickham wouldn’t let him down.

Jack asked him if he could have some clothes brought aboard. Nothing fancy, just clean. The senator said he’d do what he could.

An hour later, Jack and Sara boarded their flight. It was a Gulfstream 550 that Jack and Sara had all to themselves, attended by a lone flight attendant. The young attendant explained that they had a choice of four separate living areas, each with its own climate control. There was a wireless broadband network and satellite communications should they require it. Abundant sunlight streamed through the fourteen oval windows, illuminating the deep leather seats, each with its own DVD player. With brawny Rolls-Royce turbofan engines, this flying carpet had a range of 6,750 nautical miles and flew at 51,000 feet.

Jack and Sara just wanted to shower and change. There were a stack of boxes from Harrods onboard. Jack slipped into slacks, a button-down shirt, and a black blazer. Sara snuggled into a pantsuit. Jack was pleased that he’d guessed right when he gave the senator her size. She looked like a runway model, only more radiant.

Two of the boxes contained formal wear: a tuxedo for Jack and a gown for Sara. Obviously, the senator intended for them to go to the dinner.

Unlike commercial aircraft, the air was one hundred percent fresh, the sound levels were extremely low, and no sooner had they sat opposite one another on the sofas in the rear cabin than they were asleep. They slept for more than half the flight then enjoyed a leisurely meal from one of London’s best restaurants. The ultralong-range jet took them directly to a private terminal adjacent to San Francisco International. They arrived in the late afternoon and found a limousine waiting for them at the bottom of the steps, a chauffeur standing with the rear passenger door open.

“Welcome back, Mr. Hatfield. Senator Wickham is looking forward to seeing you.”

Jack looked at Sara then glanced into the rear of the limo. “He’s not here?”

“He had another engagement,” the driver said. “You’ll be meeting him there.”

“Where?”

The driver smiled. “At the dog show.”

      *

Jack had been to the Cow Palace many times in his life. Built on sixty acres of land in 1941 as a livestock pavilion, it was a San Francisco institution—although the only piece of it that actually stood on city land was a corner of the parking lot. The bulk of the property was in Daly City.

A large, indoor arena, the palace had been host over the years to the San Francisco Warriors, the San Jose Sharks, numerous rock concerts, wrestling events, two Republican national conventions, and a number of livestock exhibitions, including the Horse & Stock Show and the Grand National Rodeo.

Jack vividly remembered one trip here as a boy, when the palace was hosting an antiques exhibition. His father had known that a number of watch and clock collectors would be participating, and had brought Jack to show him some of their priceless wonders. They saw glass cases lined with watches from Rolex, Tudor, Lord Elgin, and Girard-Perrigaux, exhibit booths displaying grandfather clocks, Victorians, porcelains, cuckoo clocks, steeple clocks, and a variety of others, the rhythm of their ticking giving great comfort to young Jack.

It was a day he’d never forget.

The Cow Palace was an unimposing gray building from the outside, but once you set foot through the doors and moved past the concourse into the main arena, you were amazed by its size. A large oval, surrounded by high walls with satin curtains and gold and yellow seats, it boasted a capacity of up to sixteen thousand patrons, and often filled every single chair. Lights shone down from a maze of metal rafters overhead, reminding Jack of an alien craft hovering above the earth.

When they entered, Jack and Sara were guided by an usher toward a section near the arena floor. On the floor itself, men in blazers and women in conservative suits led dogs on leashes around a cordoned-off area, as the judges carefully eyeballed them, and the audience applauded. This was an all-breed conformation show, and there were a variety of purebreds in competition, including poodles, Irish wolfhounds, Boykin spaniels, German wirehaired pointers, Great Danes, mastiffs, Rottweilers—from large to small, fluffy to nearly hairless, all magnificent in their own way, the best of the best on display. An Irish wolfhound caught Jack’s attention—a breed he had always admired for its beauty and fearlessness. They were known to hunt wolves in packs. There were also Turkish sheepdogs, their gigantic, spiked iron antiwolf collars displayed beside them as they got to their feet. These Anatolian shepherd dogs hid among the sheep, giving an attacking wolf a huge surprise when they bit into their iron collars.

Jack had long been a dog lover, and seeing a gray poodle parade proudly across the floor made him instantly miss Eddie. But he knew the little guy was in good hands with Tony, and he’d be home soon enough to greet him.

He hoped, he prayed, it wasn’t to say good-bye. That was the thought that had haunted him from the moment they landed—that this city he loved, his home, would be harmed, possibly destroyed, by some lunatic with no regard for anything but his own, sick zealotry.

The usher led them to a pair of seats that were just a few yards from the arena floor. As they approached, Senator Harold Wickham rose from his chair and held out a hand. The men shook warmly. From the corner of his eye, Jack saw Wickham’s bodyguard—an athletic, powerfully built guy in a dark suit—watching them closely.

“Good to see you, Jack,” Wickham said. “Even if it’s under such pressing circumstances.”

Jack was immediately comfortable in his presence. “Good to see you, too, Senator.”

Wickham was trim and well built, with thinning silvery hair that framed an angular, green-eyed face. He wore an expensive charcoal-gray suit, and carried himself with what could only be called Republican charm—warm, fatherly, with a quiet twinkle in his eyes. The gentle Texas accent completed the picture.

Wickham’s gaze shifted to Sara in the way that most men seemed to look at her when she entered a room—with sudden great interest.

“I take it you’re Ms. Ghadah?”

Sara shook his hand and smiled. “Sara.”

“Well, Sara, it’s a great, great pleasure to meet you. I’m sorry you’ve found yourself caught up in this mess.”

“Completely by choice,” she said. She added quietly, “I want to stop these madmen as badly as you do.”

Wickham smiled. “That’s good to hear.” He gestured. “Have a seat. Both of you.”

Jack glanced at Wickham’s bodyguard, who didn’t seem to approve of either of them. In a way it was fitting. Jack just found out what it was like to be a Muslim under suspicion. Jack noted, curiously, that the bodyguard had what looked like a laser pointer clipped to the breast pocket of his jacket and wondered what it was for. Did he use it as some kind of defensive weapon? Jack certainly couldn’t imagine the guy giving PowerPoint presentations.

All of this vacated Jack’s mind as he and Sara sank into the two chairs next to Wickham. The senator was quiet for a moment, staring out at the show in progress, applauding as others applauded.

Then he said, “Such noble creatures, don’t you think?”

Jack nodded. “Definitely.”

“Look at that Newfoundland, for example. That thick black coat. The way he sits so straight and tall, waiting for his master’s command.”

“He’s beautiful,” Sara said.

“Did you know that a Newfoundland once saved Napoleon Bonaparte from drowning when he fell off a ship? Napoleon didn’t know how to swim, but Newfoundlands are notorious for their affinity with water. After the rescue, Napoleon himself is supposed to have said, ‘Here, gentlemen, a dog teaches us a lesson in humanity.’” Wickham chuckled. “Indeed.

“Loyalty,” Wickham went on, “that’s what it’s all about. You know the story about Greyfriars Bobby, don’t you, Jack?”

Jack nodded, but the senator pointed to a waiting group of Skye terriers and continued. “Greyfriars became famous in nineteenth-century Edinburgh after reportedly spending fourteen years guarding over the grave of his owner, John Gray. A year after this loyal little dog died himself, in 1873, a statue and fountain were built in the Scottish capital to remember him.”

“I know the story well,” Jack said with a nod. “From the 1961 Disney film about that angel with fur called Greyfriars Bobby.”

Wickham smiled warmly. “Saw it as a boy. Made me what I am today. I don’t just mean the dog lover. I mean the concept of loyalty, dedication, no matter the inconvenience or cost. Without it, you’re nothing.”

Jack was enjoying the conversation, but had more pressing matters on his mind. “Senator, we need to talk about the Hand of Allah.”

Wickham quickly glanced around as if hoping no one had heard, a tiny bit of paranoia that seemed out of character. Then he leaned toward them, keeping his voice low. “Not to worry, son. Thanks to you and Ms. Ghadah here, we’ve got it all under control.”

“You found the guy from Allied?”

“We did indeed. It took some careful maneuvering with people I knew I could trust, but right now he’s in the middle of a sit-down with a contact of mine from Homeland Security.”

“Who is he?”

“A young Saudi kid who went to work for Allied about a year ago. We’re still checking whether or not he’s legal, but I’m guessing he isn’t. Which means our illustrious friend Mr. Soren may be in a bit of trouble—although I doubt he’d see much more than a fine. It isn’t likely he knew what was going on under his nose. Not many would.”

“What about the shipping container? Did you find it?”

Wickham nodded. “We did. But it was clean. So either the device has already been taken or it never existed at all.”

The “already been taken” part caused Jack some distress. “Has the President been apprised?”

“Yes, but he’s playing it cautiously. He doesn’t want to jump until we have concrete evidence. That USB key will help. Do you have it on you?”

Sara took it from her pocket and handed it across to him.

Wickham turned it in his fingers. “Amazing how much the world has changed, isn’t it? In my day it would have been a simple slip of paper left at a designated drop zone. Now we can transfer all the world’s secrets with the touch of a key. Something that WikiLeaks bastard learned to our great detriment.”

“What about Hassan Haddad?” Jack asked. “Have you located him?”

“We have evidence he came into the city a couple days ago on a diplomatic visa, but we haven’t been able to find him so far.”

That was a second bit of bad news.

“Senator,” Jack said, “with Haddad on the loose and an empty container, shouldn’t they be thinking of canceling the gala tomorrow night?”

Wickham scoffed. “Not a chance.”

“But—”

“I know what you’re gonna say, Jack, but I don’t think you understand the magnitude of the situation. The Legion of Honor is having a black-tie gala to celebrate the art of Islam.”

“How touching,” Jack said.

“You see the problem,” Wickham said. “It’s open only to high-end museum patrons and the whole damn point of the exercise is to demonstrate solidarity and acceptance among people of all cultures, to put all this anti-Muslim sentiment behind us. If we jump the gun and accuse the Hand of Allah of a terrorist plot that doesn’t exist, we’ll have more PR damage than we’ll know what to do with.”

“And if it does exist, we may have more real damage than we know what to do with, including a dead President.”

“Not gonna happen,” Wickham said. “That place will be sealed up tight. No way anyone who even smells of trouble will make it through those doors without being fully scanned. Even the big museum patrons and politicians.”

Jack still didn’t like it. His gut told him they were thinking too small, too locally. And there was still the unexplained reference to the “twins.” “What about the British government? Any progress on that front?”

Wickham balked. “Come on, Jack, this is a very delicate matter. We have to move slowly and with deliberation before we can determine who’s friend or foe over there. Trust me, we’ll be looking into this Zuabi character and any ties he might have to MI6 or the Home Office. It’ll all come out in the wash.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“I think our first concern,” Wickham said, “is finding Hassan Haddad. Even if the legion is secure, I’m not particularly comfortable with him running around in the wild.”

“I agree with that. So what’s the plan?”

“My man in Homeland Security is trying to get something out of Allied about this character, but he’s playing by the rules so who knows how much luck he’s having? In the meantime, I’ve put together a small team to look at this thing. People who can be trusted. We’ve taken over the bed-and-breakfast at a little island lighthouse station for the night to work out a strategy. Sent the caretakers on a short vacation so we can talk freely.” He looked at Jack and Sara. “I’d like you two to join us. I’m sure the others would love your input. Especially you, Sara, since you seem to know the most about who and what we’re up against.”

Jack and Sara exchanged a glance, then Sara said, “Absolutely. Count us in.”

Senator Wickham smiled that charming Texas smile of his, then took a fond, parting look at the arena and got to his feet. “Glad to hear it,” he said. “Why don’t we head on out there now?”
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The East Brother light station was practically unknown outside of the Richmond–San Rafael area. Established in 1874, it was located just off Point San Pablo in the northern part of the bay, perched atop one of the tiny islands called the Brothers. Ships making their way to Sacramento, through the strait between the San Francisco and San Pablo bays, had to negotiate numerous small islands and indented coastline that were treacherous at night or in fog. The lighthouse was the solution. East Brother Island was dominated by a large two-story beige Victorian-style bed-and-breakfast, fronted by the rectangular tower of the lighthouse itself. Despite being only a quarter mile from the shore, the island was isolated and quiet, except for the occasional bray of a foghorn.

It was the perfect place to get work done without interruption.

When Jack spent time in his apartment off the Embarcadero, he often looked toward the Richmond Bridge from his bay window, thinking about the night he’d spent at the light station with Rachel. He had fallen in love with the place back then—at least that love was real—but all these years later he had yet to repeat the experience.

Wickham’s driver took them down a desolate, rutted access road that threatened to destroy the limousine’s suspension. After about twenty thumping minutes they reached an old, dilapidated pier.

The light station stood just across the water, the windows of the house lit up, the lighthouse beacon shining like a large star in the night sky. It was a foggy night, but the light broke through the fog in dispersed rays.

There was a twenty-eight-foot open Chris-Craft waiting for them, its pilot nodding to them politely as Jack, Sara, Wickham, and his bodyguard stepped aboard. The sun was down and the air had grown chilly, the sea breeze whipping at their clothes and hair as they found seats and sat down.

Wickham and his bodyguard sat in back, and the senator took a cigar from his pocket, lighting it under a cupped hand as the pilot started the engine. Then, as they pulled from the dock, he contentedly tilted his head back and blew smoke into the air.

“Gorgeous foggy night,” he said over the whine of the motor. “Nights like this make it hard for me to go back to Texas. Or worse yet, D.C.”

“There’s no place else on earth like the bay,” Jack said.

Sara’s jacket apparently wasn’t doing its job, because she sidled up next to Jack, trying to use his body to buffer the cold wind. As the boat rumbled, skimming the surface of the water, he put an arm around her and pulled her close, thinking about their brief encounter back in Faisal’s apartment. As corny as it might sound, he felt as if he’d finally found his soul mate, the one woman in this world he would ever want or need.

A Muslim woman, if that didn’t beat all.

She nestled her head against his shoulder and murmured softly. “Who are these people we’re meeting?”

“Friends of the senator. Probably upper-echelon law enforcement and government types. People he thinks he can trust.”

“Why out here? The isolation?”

Jack nodded. “Barely a smudge on the map. They want to stay as far off the radar grid as possible. Just like—”

He stopped himself but it was too late.

“Brendan and Alain and the others?” she said.

“Sorry,” he said. “I really am.”

“No need,” she said. “It is like our headquarters in Paris. That is a tribute to my fallen comrades.”

She pulled him closer and kissed his cheek and for a moment he managed to forget what they’d been through, and tried to think about what was to come.

The key was stopping Hassan Haddad, wherever he might be. If he was out there in the wild with some kind of explosive, they all needed to be very worried.

Jack thought again about nearly bumping into the man outside that pub near al-Fida’s flat.

If only he had known.

If only.

After several minutes they pulled up to a long dock and boathouse that extended from the side of the island. There were already two boats moored side by side there, a thirty-eight-foot Downeast cruiser with an open cockpit and an older, smaller Luhrs. Two rubber dinghies with outboard motors bumped up against the dock on the opposite side. Beyond them was a fast Novurania rigid inflatable. Jack guessed it was used by a caretaker to speed over to the shore for provisions. He probably came and went in a larger vessel, better equipped to handle bigger loads from the mainland.

The pilot maneuvered their small boat into an empty space next to a ladder, then tied the boat down and gestured for everyone to disembark. They all climbed up and stepped onto the dock, then moved up a short ramp that led under an umbrella of trees onto the island itself. They continued along a small cement concourse past the old wooden fog signal building—which was little more than a large wooden shed with two pneumatic foghorns mounted on its roof—and moved toward the Victorian bed-and-breakfast on the far side of the island.

West Brother Island was visible just beyond this, a dry, elongated chunk of earth that was crowded with cormorants, gulls, and other bay birds sharing the bare, steep rock. Nesting pelicans had taken over the entire grassy area of the island. Just as with humans, the strongest birds had the best real estate. Off to their left, about one mile across the bay, was the Richmond–San Rafael Bridge, its iron cross-work frame obscured by the fog.

“It’s beautiful here,” Sara said.

“Tell that to my ex-wife.”

She looked at him. “What?”

He shook his head. “Actually, forget I said that. It’s not worth talking about.”

Poking up from the center of the concourse was the large rounded surface of a cistern. Jack knew that there were no water lines out here and the island had been specially designed to collect rain. Water was so scarce, in fact, that the night he and Rachel visited, they hadn’t been allowed to shower before bed. Such a privilege was granted only to visitors on extended stays.

They moved past the cistern toward the main house, and the closer they got, the more reticent Jack began to feel. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it but he suddenly felt as if something were off, his fight-or-flight instinct quietly kicking into gear.

He glanced at Wickham’s bodyguard, Mr. Laser Pointer, who was standing just to his right, then turned to Wickham himself as they approached the house.

“Senator, who exactly are we meeting with?” Jack asked.

“I already told you,” Wickham said. “People we can trust. Probably the only people we can trust.”

Then they passed under a set of white stairs that led to the second floor and moved onto the small porch fronting the first-floor entrance.

The interior of the house matched its exterior—old, quaint, with a Victorian-style flavor, all the way down to the furniture. The foyer walls were lined with framed black-and-white photos of the light station in years gone by, along with old photos of Richmond and San Francisco and the bay.

As they stepped inside, Jack could hear voices.

“It’s just past dinnertime,” Wickham said, “so they’re probably all in the dining room to your left. Let’s go in and make introductions.”

It sounded more like a command than a request, but Jack and Sara turned to their left, moving through a doorway into a narrow room dominated by a long white-clothed dining table.

Everyone stopped talking when they entered.

Seven men sat at the table, dirty dishes and drinks and ashtrays in front of them, cigars in hand, the sickly-sweet smell of their smoke hanging in the air. Jack recognized a few of the men immediately, all of them old-timers like Wickham—Senator Mitch Tomlinson, a Democrat from Maine; William Arland, a high-powered financial consultant and former chairman of the Federal Reserve; James Featherstone, an undersecretary at the British Home Office; and Clyde Parkinson, former assistant director of the FBI. The others were undoubtedly movers and shakers of the same caliber, but their faces weren’t familiar to Jack.

Except one.

At the far end of the table sat a man who always got his blood pumping. A man he had hated with such ferocity for the last two years that he felt like leaping across the table and strangling him. It was the man responsible for the smear campaign that had destroyed his career.

He spoke directly to Jack with a distinct Austrian accent. “Have a seat, why don’t you, Mr. Hatfield.”

It was billionaire Lawrence Soren.
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“What the hell is this?” Jack said, turning to Wickham. “What’s going on?”

“I think you should do as he says. Sit.”

It was like a command to one of his dogs.

Sara looked completely deflated. Jack grabbed her arm and started to back from the table, but Wickham’s bodyguard got up behind them in the doorway and Jack felt the muzzle of a gun against his lower back.

This wasn’t good.

“You and your girlfriend are looking as shy as mail-order brides,” Wickham said with a smile. “Nothing to be afraid of here. We’re the good guys.”

“Is that why I’ve got a gun at my back?”

Now Lawrence Soren smiled. He was about seventy-six years old, with thin blond hair, a pasty-white complexion, and large bulbous blue eyes. Jack had always thought he looked like a former SS officer.

“We have to be cautious,” Soren said. “You’re an unpredictable sort. You’ve certainly proven that over the last several days—if not your entire career. So do be seated. Or, contrary to what the senator says, there will be something to fear.”

Another man stepped in through a doorway behind Soren. He was carrying a Glock 9mm.

Jack and Sara exchanged glances, but what choice did they have? They pulled out chairs and sat, Jack feeling his chest grow tight with tension.

“You need to relax,” Soren said, correctly reading his expression. “All this hatred you hold for me is not healthy. Perhaps if we took the time to discuss the world, we might find we have more in common than you think.”

“I doubt it,” Jack said.

“Oh?” Soren’s thick white brows went up. “Look around you. Here you have a room full of men from all ends of the political spectrum, yet we’ve managed to put aside our differences and come together for a common cause.”

“And what cause is that?”

“Restoring sanity to the world. Surely you can appreciate such a sentiment.”

“Depends on your definition of sanity. Yours no doubt has something to do with preserving the sanctity of your fascist agenda, along with your all-important pocketbook.”

Soren nodded in acquiescence. “There are always concerns about money, of course. We here are men of privilege who have no interest in losing what we’ve earned. Which is why we’ve learned, over the years, to back the winning horses.”

“Meaning what?”

Soren leaned back in his chair. “I think anyone who looks at the world today can clearly see that the Zionists are the cause for all the unrest in the Middle East.”

“That big lie? You gotta be kidding me.”

“The policies of Israel and the United States are strangling Israel’s neighbors. And it’s obvious to anyone with any intelligence that the Jews rule the world by proxy. Right now, as we speak, preparations are being made to ship plutonium to the Jewish state, out of our very own ports. Here we are, helping the Israelis build their nuclear arsenal while we treat the countries around them, Muslim countries”—he made a point of glancing at Sara—“with complete disrespect, telling their leaders that they’re too unruly and immature to have such weapons of their own.”

“Israel is a democracy and our only ally—”

“And you talk of big lies?” Soren interrupted with a dismissive laugh. “But that discussion is for another time, assuming you have another time. What I’ve just told you is why we, a consortium of concerned citizens, have decided to back the underdog in this race. We’ve begun channeling money and resources into the Hand of Allah in the hope of putting an end to this Zionist stranglehold.”

Jack rose from his chair. “What is wrong with you people?” He turned to Wickham. “Hal, tell me you’re not falling for this racist crap?”

“You’re one to talk about racism,” Soren remarked.

Jack wanted to punch him. Again. He ignored the SOB, continued to stare at Wickham.

The senator shrugged and took a puff off his cigar. “I’m a businessman first, Jack, you know that. These people have control of resources I need. I figure it’s better to make friends with them than to kick ’em in the ass and try to steal it.”

“And commit treason in the process?”

Wickham frowned. “One man’s treason is another man’s revolution.”

“So you lied to me,” Jack said. “You didn’t do a thing with that information we gave you. Haddad and his crew are still out there planning their assault on the Legion of Honor as we speak.”

Wickham said nothing and the gun touched Jack’s back again as a hand on his shoulder forced him down into the chair.

“True regime change is rarely peaceful,” Soren said with affected regret. “We may manage it here in America every four years or so without bloodshed, but all we get for our trouble are the same Zionist puppets with the same policies that are destroying this country and the world. As you know, I had high hopes for our current President, but he’s turned out to be quite a disappointment to all of us on many different levels. So if we’re to succeed in bringing our own vision to fruition, we need to shake things up a bit. The Hand of Allah will help us do that. It’s 1933 all over again. You end the Depression in Germany by firing up the masses, having them reclaim their wealth from the Jews. You end the threat to America’s homeland by scaring the masses, assuring them they will be safe from future attacks if they restore Arab land taken by the Jews.”

“Helluva role model you’ve chosen,” Jack remarked.

“You’re missing the point.”

“No, I’ve got it. Scapegoating works. I experienced that firsthand.”

“This is not scapegoating,” Soren said. “It’s about forging a strategic alliance with someone who can control hundreds of millions of people and billions of dollars in resources. If you took just a moment to listen to him, you’d realize that Faakhir Zuabi is a great visionary and a great leader. And I think our partnership with him will be of benefit to all of us. Including you.”

Jack balked. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“You’re a wonderful communicator, Jack. You have a friendly, trustworthy manner about you, but you can be a bulldog when you need to and people respond to it.”

“That’s all in the past, thanks to you.”

“Something that can be easily remedied. What if, in the face of devastation, you were to become the spokesperson for America? Our spokesperson.”

“Wait—you want me to join you?”

Soren shrugged. “It’s either that or die.”

Sara stood now, her eyes blazing. “You wanks are certifiably insane.”

Hearing that expression come from Sara’s mouth shocked Jack nearly as much as anything else he’d heard here.

Soren offered her a patient smile as the bodyguard nudged her back into the chair. “We’re merely pragmatists, my dear. You cannot blame anyone for that.” He looked at Jack again. “So what do you say, my friend. Are you with us or no?”

Jack stared at him, the urge to leap across the table still burning in his gut. “Up yours.”

Soren sighed. “I expected as much. But I had to try.” He rose from his chair and gestured. “Gentlemen, shall we adjourn to the parlor upstairs? I believe Mr. Hatfield and his lovely friend here have an appointment.”

Chairs scraped back around the table, the men all glancing at Jack and Sara as they filed out past the thug with the Glock and disappeared from sight.

Soren, however, stopped just shy of the doorway and turned. “It’s a shame, Jack. You and I have been at odds for so long. Imagine what we could do if we were to come together for a common cause.”

Jack reiterated his earlier words by raising a fist and showing Soren his middle finger.

Soren stood there for a moment, smiling almost sadly, then stepped out of sight.

Now Jack turned his head toward the bodyguard behind him. “Real nice people you associate with. So what now?”

“I believe I can answer that,” a familiar voice said from across the room.

Jack jerked his head around as Adam Swain stepped in through the opposite doorway, accompanied by two more of his men, including the ape with his magic wand, who grinned at Jack as he walked into the room.

Wonderful.

Jack reached under the table and gently squeezed Sara’s hand. It was a signal for her to wait for his move. He had no idea if she’d gotten the message, but she squeezed back firmly and that was good enough.

She hadn’t even flinched when Swain entered.

Good girl, he thought.

Swain said, “It looks as if we’ll be playing another round of touch my pole, old boy. You understand. As a precaution?” He smiled. “But not to worry, we’ll be gentle this time.”

“Now why do I doubt that?” Jack said.

“True enough, but perhaps you’ll be more forthcoming this time. Shall we adjourn to the fog signal building? We’ll have more privacy there.”

Jack and Sara didn’t move.

Swain frowned now, then took his own Glock from under his jacket and waved it at them. “I’m not very good at begging.”

The two slowly got to their feet. Jack had no way of signaling Sara again, so he hoped she was ready for what he was about to do.

The senator’s bodyguard was still behind him and shoved the gun into his back again.

“Move.”

Jack did as he was asked. As soon as he was clear of the chair he kicked back and down, a low Krav Maga blow to the bodyguard’s kneecap. The man grunted but did not go down; Jack hadn’t wanted him to. As the foot came down he was literally standing beside the bodyguard. That brought him right beside the gun—another Glock 9mm. Helped by the momentum of his backward step, Jack ripped it from the bodyguard’s hand by twisting his hand outward, a painful pronating wristlock.

At the same moment, Sara took hold of the edge of the dining table and, with a loud grunt and a heave, flipped it sideways, sending dishes and whiskey glasses and ashtrays flying.

Swain and his men ducked the debris as Swain fired a shot in Sara’s direction. But the bullet went wild and she dove to the floor, behind the table. Meanwhile, Jack had continued turning the man’s wrist until he was on the floor, on his back. Jack stomped on his face and ripped the laser pointer from the bodyguard’s breast pocket.

Another shot flew past Sara, who snatched one of the ashtrays from the floor. She stood and hurled it hard at the gunman’s head. It hit his mouth hard and he fell back against the wall, spitting blood.

Flicking the laser pointer on, Jack shone its penetrating red beam directly into Swain’s eyes, blinding him, then squeezed off two quick shots as he grabbed hold of Sara’s forearm and spun her toward the door. “Go! Let’s go!”

They moved together into the foyer and burst through the main doorway onto the concourse and into the cold night air.

“The boats,” Jack said. “We have to get to the boats.”

They took off running, but the dock was on the other side of the concourse and they had several yards of cement to traverse before they’d reach it.

Halfway across they heard a shot, a bullet scorching the cement behind them. Jack jerked Sara sideways and glanced over his shoulder. The shot seemed to have come from on high, and as he looked up toward the lighthouse, he saw shadowy movement; one of Swain’s thugs was stationed up there.

The thug squeezed off shot after shot but the fog made it difficult for him to see. Jack and Sara dropped behind the cistern in the center of the concourse, using it for cover. They kept their heads low as bullets pinged around them mercilessly.

“You all right?” Jack asked.

She nodded.

The foghorn building stood several feet behind them. “I’m gonna give you cover,” Jack said. “Get into that shack as quickly as you can. I think there’s a door on the other side that’ll lead down to the dock. Get to the white Novurania next to the dinghies, and get it started.”

“What about you?”

“If I’m not along in about thirty seconds or so, get the hell back to shore and contact a friend of mine at the Shoreside Marina. Tony Antiniori. Can you remember that?”

“Yes, yes. Who is he?”

“The only one I can trust at this point.”

Another shot echoed through the fog. They ducked as the front door of the Victorian flew open and Swain and two of his men strode purposefully onto the concourse.

“There’s nowhere to go, Jack! You spend five minutes in that water and we’ll be carving an ice sculpture out of you just for the fun of it. You might as well give it up.”

“On the count of three,” Jack whispered to Sara. “One, two, three—”

Jack and Sara jumped to their feet simultaneously, Sara zigzagging for the shack behind them, Jack flashing the laser pointer again and opening fire, taking down one of the thugs as Swain and another gunman dove for low ground.

The guy in the lighthouse tower started firing again, and Jack returned several shots before ducking back behind the cistern.

Sara slammed through the door behind him.

Jack checked his magazine, saw that he had just a few more rounds, then mentally counted to three again and jumped to his feet. He headed for the foghorn building, firing indiscriminately as he ran. Just as he reached the door, a bullet clipped his shoulder and he stumbled forward.

Shots splintered wood above him as Jack gripped the door frame and yanked himself inside, pulling the door shut behind him as he grasped his shoulder and collapsed onto one knee.

“Could’ve been worse,” he said, feeling the edges of the wound through his torn shirt.

The room was full of machinery, pneumatic pumps that once powered the foghorns. Now that the system was electronic, they were no longer needed.

Still clutching his shoulder Jack called out. “Sara?”

No answer. But the door on the opposite side of the shack was hanging open and that was a good sign. She was probably down to the dock by now, and that was where Jack needed to be.

Wincing against the pain, he grabbed a piece of machinery and pushed himself to his feet, the room swaying slightly as he stood. He knew that Swain and his goons would be bursting through that door any second now, so he steeled himself and worked his way around the maze of machinery to the rear, moving as quickly as his body would carry him.

He heard the rip of an outboard motor and knew that Sara had made it to the RIB.

He was picking up speed as Sara’s scream ripped the air. He crashed through the doorway, running toward the white picket railing that overlooked the dock.

By the time he reached it, one of Swain’s thugs had dragged Sara to the dock and was pulling her toward the Luhrs, the ugly black barrel of a gun pressed against her head.
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Jack forgot about his shoulder and ran, heading straight for the ramp, raising the Glock as he approached them.

“Let her go!” he commanded.

But now Swain and his other men were emerging from the foghorn building and moving in his direction.

“Give it up, Hatfield,” Swain called back. “You gave us a good fight but now it’s over.” He snickered. “Think of the environment, Jack. All this gunfire can’t be good for the gulls and seals.”

Jack froze and looked at Sara and her gaze locked on his.

Even through the mist he could see that her eyes had gone cold, all vulnerability gone. He knew this was her game face. She wasn’t Sara the victim but Sara the hardened ex-Interpol agent.

“Leave me, Jack!” she said. “If they take us both, it’s over.”

It was a ridiculous notion. “No way.”

“You have to! I would if the situation were—”

“Shut up,” the thug spat, rapping the gun barrel hard against her head.

“As much as I’m enjoying this, get her the hell out of here,” Swain snarled.

The gunman backed Sara closer to the Luhrs.

Jack momentarily forgot the mission. There was only Sara—Sara, who was a captive and needed his help.

He shone the laser pointer in the thug’s eyes. “Let her go, you son of a bitch!”

The thug squinted.

Swain turned to Sara. “Turn that off or I’ll kill her right now! Do it!”

Jack didn’t hesitate. He lowered the light.

Sara said, “Go, Jack.”

Jack looked at her, his heart breaking, not wanting to do as she asked. There had to be a way out for both of them.

But even as he thought that, he knew he had no choice. Time seemed to suspend for a moment. The watch repairman’s son needed a tick tick tick to spur him to action.

Swain gave it to him by drawing closer, raising his gun as he approached. There would be no more talk. Jack guessed that the only reason Swain held his fire was proximity: he wanted to see Jack’s face clearly, through the fog, as he took everything from him. Not just his life but his love.

Jack gave Sara one last mournful glance then swung around, once again shining the beam of the laser pointer into Swain’s eyes. As Swain recoiled, Jack jumped from the ramp, ignoring the pain in his shoulder as he hit the Novurania.

While Swain and his men struggled to get a bead on him in the thick darkness, Jack threw off the line, shots gouging the dock above him. The forty-horse power Yamaha outboard roared defiantly and Jack took off, more shots punching the water behind him, Swain’s shouts in his wake.

“Go! After him!”

But Jack was already out of reach. The acceleration of the Novurania was flawless. There was no hesitation in the slightly choppy waters as the boat responded easily to the throttle control.

The shore was only a quarter mile away but there was nothing there save for desolation, no sign of civilization. Jack knew they would catch him on the two-mile run to the nearest roadway, especially with him losing blood. He had a better idea. Maxing out the engine, he steered toward the Richmond–San Rafael Bridge, trying to squeeze as much speed from the RIB as he could.

Jack heard a motor fire up behind him and turned to see that two of Swain’s thugs had commandeered one of the boats from the other side of the dock and were already headed in his direction.

Good luck, he thought gravely. The boats were bigger but they were also slower. They didn’t have a chance in hell of catching him.

That didn’t keep them from shooting, however. The muffled sounds of gunfire punched through the night, bullets whizzing past Jack’s head. They probably sounded closer than they were though Jack couldn’t take that chance. He ducked and returned fire until his ammo was spent.

He kept goosing the throttle, heading for one of the towers of the bridge. He could see the lights of the bridge through the fog—dim, beautiful beacons on top of the main towers used to warn away low-flying aircraft. Having boated by the area hundreds of times, he remembered the built-in maintenance ladders that led toward the roadway above. He could hear the bridge as he saw it, the bounce of his own engine coming back at him as it struck the stanchion.

Covered by the fog, Jack tied a rope to the Novurania’s engine and climbed out. He had sent the boat toward Tiburon, some four miles to the west, then he clambered onto the landing where the workers’ ladders began.

More shots were fired—at the boat, not him—as he grabbed hold of the ladder and worked his way upward, slowly, painfully, rung by rung. Jack was halfway up when he heard his pursuer’s boat roar by, headed in the direction of the RIB.

As he reached the top of the bridge, Jack paused to slip off his belt and use it as a tourniquet. Then he threw a hand up trying to flag someone down, but all he got were squealing tires and angry horn blasts in return. The bright red blood staining his shirt wasn’t exactly a stoplight and the gun in his hand didn’t help much, either.

There wasn’t time to walk. A carjacking? Bring the damn thing full circle?

Then he remembered something else. He recalled seeing workers on bicycles up here. Maintenance personnel used them to move around on the roadway. He needed to find where they kept them.

He took off down the bridge roadway, looking left, right, and ahead as he shambled along. He found the bikes chained to a rail near the end of the bridge. The chain was held in place by a padlock—an old Wilson Bohannan, brass case, brass shackle. He’d finally caught a break.

Jack knelt beside the bikes, not caring whether anyone saw him or not. Let someone call the cops; at least Jack would get a phone call and he could let Tony know what was going on.

Holding the laser pointer in his mouth, Jack focused it on the Glock. The slide stop lever was set in a ridge in the trigger pin. He pushed on the trigger pin as he wiggled the slide stop lever. That enabled him to push the trigger pin and the upper pin free. Using the gun parts as a lock pick, he went to work. In less than a minute the chain was off. Sliding the pieces of the Glock into his pants pocket, he sat on an old two-wheeler that was badly rusted by the sea breeze. It worked fine, if noisily, and he churned down the road to the Richmond side, to the railroad yards he remembered there. Up ahead he saw several long rows of sleek train cars silhouetted in the darkness, idle for the night.

That would be his second stop. First, there was something he needed to find.

Jack got off the bike and reassembled the Glock as he walked. He didn’t need it to work, only look like it would. He moved quickly through the solemn darkness of the yards, a graveyard for the relics of a passing era. The cars afforded some relief from the cold, blocking the wind and releasing some of the baking heat they’d stored during the day. One of the trains—the only one that appeared to have any activity—smelled of livestock. Jack was looking for a light, any light, that would suggest a night watchman, a security shack … a phone.

He didn’t find one. What he did find—bless its antique self—was a pay phone. It was housed inside a green booth with a door that folded in the middle. Jack staggered toward it, legs aching from the bike ride. The light bulb was long dead but Jack didn’t need it. He lifted the receiver, holding his breath, and caught his second break of the night as he heard a dial tone. He exhaled, thanking God for technology that wasn’t designed to be so disposable.

He dialed—actually dialed—the O and placed a collect call. The operator actually sounded surprised as she put it through.

Jack waited, still running the night’s play through his head, wishing to Christ he hadn’t left Sara behind.

But what else could he have done?

She had wanted him to go because she knew he was their only chance of stopping this thing, and she was willing to sacrifice herself for the greater good. Still, he couldn’t help feeling as if leaving her had been a mistake, and he knew he had to divorce himself from his feelings—just as Sara had. He needed to forget that he’d fallen in love with her and concentrate on doing what had to be done.

What had to be done was that Jack needed to build a small army. Fast. And there was only one person who could do that.

A moment later a familiar voice came across the line.

“Hello?”

Tony Antiniori.

Jack struggled to speak, then finally got the words out. “I need you to gather the troops and come get me.”

“Jack—where the hell are you?”

“I’m at the rail yards in Richmond, but I can’t stay here—meet me at the north end of the Oakland yards in about two hours,” he said.

“Okay—”

“And get some manpower. We’ve got a war to wage.”

“What kind of manpower?”

“MARSOC,” Jack said. “Bare-bones assault.”

Jack had asked for a Marine Special Operations Command. Tony would understand he wanted three or four good men. If he had other questions—and Jack was sure he did—Tony didn’t bother to ask them. Jack hung up and hurried back to the train where he’d smelled livestock. The door was partly ajar for ventilation and he confirmed what his nose had suspected: the car was loaded with goats bound for the slaughterhouse. From there, no doubt, many of the carcasses would be sent to the halal market.

“Hope you don’t mind if I ride with you,” Jack said as he painfully pulled himself in, his arm aching and his legs wobbly from the unaccustomed bike ride. He nestled himself in a corner, beside a water tank that fed a plastic hose into the pen. “I promise that at least one of us is going to give those guys indigestion before lunchtime.”
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By the time Jack and his team hit the island, everyone was gone.

They came at it hard, at three in the morning, Tony Antiniori commandeering the Sea Wrighter as three of their friends—all ex-military, faces painted, weapons in hand—jumped onto the now empty dock and charged up the ramp toward the concourse.

Despite Jack’s loss of blood, Tony had used his skills as a medic to do a quick patch job and get him back on his feet. But as he headed out after the others, Tony held him back.

“I don’t think so, buddy. Leave this to us.”

“Try and stop me,” Jack said.

Tony sighed and backed off.

Then Jack was off the boat and pounding up the ramp, a borrowed Colt AR-15 assault rifle in hand, moving with the others like commandos on a village raid. Even though Jack knew the exercise was probably futile he had to try, had to see if by some miracle Sara was still here, maybe tied up in a room somewhere, maybe in the foghorn building.

They covered the entire compound in less than ten minutes, crashing through doors, moving from room to room in the old Victorian, finding nothing but the mess left behind by Soren and his band of madmen, and the remnants of the fight in the dining room.

Jack took the winding stairs up to the lighthouse and scanned the concourse below, then the bay itself, looking for any signs of a body on the surface. His wound opened again but he didn’t care. His heart was stuck in his throat as his light played across the water. He was relieved when he saw nothing but the black water lit by the sinking moon.

Tony clambered up the stairs behind him. He stared out as well.

“They probably took her to use as a hostage,” Tony said. “You’ve proved pretty resilient—and they know you got away.”

“Yeah,” Jack said.

He hoped that Tony was right.

“Come on,” Tony said, urging him back down the stairs.

Jack followed docilely.

Jack thought about that last look she’d given him, that cold, unflinching gaze, the one that said she was prepared to deal with whatever came next, that she could take care of herself. But try as he might, he could not quite forgive himself for doing as she’d asked.

A mix of dread and anger sluiced through his body as he walked back past the lighthouse tower, clutching the AR-15. The woman he loved, the city he cherished, both at risk thanks to a man he loathed. It was an emotional cocktail that sharpened his focus to a razor edge.

As they exited the lighthouse they encountered a wiry former Navy SEAL who came jogging toward them.

“It’s all clear,” said Jonah Goldman. “Nobody on-site.”

Tony nodded. Jack was looking out at the bay.

“She’s not out there,” he said. “You’ve got to believe that.”

Jack sucked down a long, slow, tremulous breath.

“Now it’s time to go,” Tony said.

They hustled back to the boat, Jack lagging, Tony running watchfully at his side. The long night and loss of blood were conspiring against him.

The world turned and he dropped straight down as they reached the dock.

      *

When Jack woke the sun was shining through a porthole. He was lying in his cabin, Eddie snuggled next to him.

Jack was instantly alert—and angry. He had passed out and they’d let him stay passed out. He swiveled his head and found Maxine sitting in a chair across from the bed. He was surprised to see her.

“How long have I been out?” he asked.

“Couple of hours,” she said. “They kept you sedated so they could deal with this.”

She held up a small bottle containing a nugget of metal—the bullet Tony had dug out of Jack’s shoulder sometime in the middle of the night. “No permanent damage, but it seems you’ve gotten yourself in pretty deep.”

“You don’t know the half of it.” Jack sighed.

“So tell me.”

He did as he tried to overcome the lingering effects of whatever they’d pumped into his veins. He told her about the trip to Tel Aviv, the tense moment at Ben Gurion International, the near-miss with Hassan Haddad, breaking into Abdal al-Fida’s apartment, the encounter with Swain and his magic wand, the deaths of Brendan and the others, the e-mails Alain had discovered, Lawrence Soren and the firefight on the island.… But mostly he talked about Sara, because it was his only way of hanging on to her right now.

“I shouldn’t have left her on that island,” he said.

“What choice did you have?”

“The one I didn’t take.”

“The one where you wind up dead?”

“Might be better than this,” he said bitterly.

“Uh-huh,” Max said. “And if this Swain guy is using her for leverage, then it seems to me you may have saved both of your lives by getting away.” She paused. “But more importantly, we are facing very organized, very powerful, very well connected megalomaniacs who are planning something bad. Stopping them is more important than anything else.”

“What are you saying?”

She leaned toward him now, her expression intense. “I want to help you, Jack. We all want to help you find Sara. But even more, we want to help our country. That gala starts in a little less than six hours and we need to do everything in our power to keep those bastards from blowing the place up.”

“And how are we supposed to do that?”

“Teamwork,” Max said. “Teamwork and a whole hell of a lot of luck.”

      *

They had turned the salon and pilothouse of the Sea Wrighter into a makeshift command center, reminding Jack of the apartment house in Paris. The Sea Wrighter itself was anchored in the middle of the bay, away from prying eyes and ears, and who knew what else. If they were going to make some kind of move, it had to be done with the greatest of stealth.

Three of Tony’s buddies were here, the same three who had helped them assault the island. Jack had met them over the months in various bars that he and Tony frequented around town, old hardened war vets who still remembered what it meant to fight for your country. Back in the days when the bad guys were easier to spot and you knew who your friends were by the uniform they wore.

Now those uniforms had been replaced by street clothes, and you never knew who might be hiding behind a simple T-shirt and a pair of jeans. And thanks to fascists like Lawrence Soren and the people he bankrolled, there was no way to know when a look of concern or surprise was genuine, or merely a façade designed to manipulate and deceive.

But like Tony himself, his buddies were old-school, the kind of guys you could rely on in a pinch.

There was Mike Abernathy, a steel-eyed sixty-five-year-old former army combat commando badass, who looked as limber as a kid out of high school. Mike had done four tours in Vietnam, earned a chest full of medals, and at one time was even on the short list for a Medal of Honor.

Then there was Jonah Goldman, a fifty-year-old former Navy SEAL whose search-and-rescue missions around the globe were legendary, a guy who looked like a young Arnold Schwarzenegger.

And finally, Doc Matson, former medic and paratrooper who had trained Tony himself. Grizzled, white haired, Doc was the oldest of the bunch, and possibly the toughest, and the others sometimes kidded that he’d fought alongside Ulysses S. Grant.

It was a motley crew, all right, but these men were as tough as they came and had the mental and physical prowess to best any twenty-year-old coming out of the box.

But the biggest surprise here was Dave Karras, Max’s old flame and computer hacker extraordinaire. After that night in his apartment Jack figured he’d never see the guy again, especially in the same zip code as Max herself. Yet here he was, with a shave and a haircut, commandeering three laptop computers that projected their images onto Jack’s sixty-inch television screen.

Jack shot Max a quizzical look and she just shrugged and said, “What can I tell you? I’m a sucker for men who grovel.”

Jack still couldn’t picture them as a couple, but he’d given up on trying to figure out the ways of the heart a long time ago.

“Okay, guys,” Karras said. “I found it.”

He punched a button on one of the laptops and the television screen came to life with a building blueprint.

The California Palace of the Legion of Honor.

The Legion of Honor was a revered part of San Francisco’s history, a common destination for tourists and locals alike. Built in 1924, it was a smaller, multicolumned replica of France’s Palais de la Légion d’Honneur, which sits on the west bank of the river Seine.

San Francisco’s palace stood on a small hill in Lincoln Park, surrounded by a golf course and beautiful ocean vista, looking out toward the Golden Gate Bridge. Jack had always thought its architecture was reminiscent of the buildings in Washington, D.C., and Thomas Jefferson himself had used the original French palace as inspiration for Monticello, his estate in Virginia.

The Legion of Honor had served as a museum since its doors first opened, and had one of the finest collections of ancient and European art in the world.

Jack had been there many times, but looking at it in the form of a blueprint was a new experience for him.

“All right, folks,” Tony said, stepping over to the TV screen. “If Jack’s intelligence is correct, we’re looking at a possible terrorist assault on the museum at twenty-one hundred hours.” He looked at Max and Karras and winked. “That’s nine o’clock for the civilians in the crowd.”

Max raised an eyebrow. “Thanks for clearing that up.”

“Happy to oblige,” Tony said, then turned to the rest of them. “We have to assume they’re not going to call off the operation. Jack’s escape leaves them potentially exposed. They have nothing to lose by finishing what they’ve started, though I guarantee the thin black line is going to be even more vigilant now.”

“Thin black line?” Max asked.

“An enemy police action, blended into the shadows by using homegrown operatives,” Tony explained. “The question is how they’re going to pull this off. With the President’s appearance there, security will be locked so tight the chances of bringing in some kind of explosive device are remote, if not impossible.”

“What about the X factor?” Jack asked. “Harold Wickham.”

“Do you think he’ll show?” Tony asked. “I mean, if they’re going to blow the place up—”

“He may put in a token appearance and leave,” Jack said. “But he has clout. He’ll have full access.”

“What about the Secret Service?” Max said.

“They got to MI6, didn’t they?” Jack said. “Who knows how far this reaches.”

“Inside man or not,” Mike Abernathy said, “anyone who enters that place will have to go through a security scanner, a pat down, and a dog sniff, so a simple walk-on isn’t likely.”

“Right,” Tony said. His voice and his expression flattened. “That’s the problem. Me and Mike and Jonah here spent the morning trying to come up with potential alternative scenarios that might make the impossible possible, but we came up blank. Especially with Haddad as a wild card.”

“So we’re wasting our time,” Karras said.

“No,” Jack told him. “This function is the target, even if it’s not ground zero. They made no bones about letting me and Sara know that.”

“Then how the hell are they gonna hit it?” Max asked.

“That’s where Doc here comes in,” Tony said. He gestured to Doc, who was sprawled on Jack’s sofa, picking at his teeth with the corner of a matchbook. “He was downstairs grabbing a nap when the discussion started, but once he decided to get his ass outta the sack he already knew the answer to your question. Which is why I always have to remind myself he’s older than God.”

“You kiddin’ me?” Doc said. “Who do you think raised the Almighty?”

“So what’s the answer?” Jack asked impatiently.

Doc stopped picking his teeth, dropped the matchbook into his shirt pocket, and got to his feet.

“I started thinking about that little headquarters they appropriated in the bay,” he said. “Wickham told you they picked it because it was isolated.”

“Yeah. So?” Jack said.

“Plenty of places in the city are isolated, secure, convenient,” he said. “That thing’s a pain in the ass to get to, and there’s always the chance a Coast Guard patrol will stop you, especially with the President coming to town—”

“Cold son of a bitch, too,” Goldman observed.

“No,” Doc went on. “There had to be another reason they picked it.”

“What reason?” Max asked.

Doc replied, “Location, location, location.” He waited a moment to let that sink in. “I called a buddy at the National Reconnaissance Office. They’ve got a MATS—Maritime Anomalous Traffic Satellite—that flags divergence from normal patterns in the nation’s major waterways. Sort of like NORAD for shipping. All that stuff we’re supposedly not doing to protect our ports? We are.”

“Draw your enemy out by pretending not to be watching,” Jack said.

“Exactly,” Doc told him. “I had him look at the images from that region. He said there’s been very limited nighttime activity along the mainland coast near the island. The infrared images did not raise any alarms at the NRO because it failed to fit any standard danger profiles: it wasn’t adjacent to a populated center, only small vessels came and went, and it stopped.”

“Someone knew what they could get away with,” Jack suggested.

“Obviously,” Doc said. “But it got me poking around that region. And I remembered something. After the Japs struck Pearl Harbor, California was considered a prime target. Not only that, our armed forces relied heavily on munitions and other cargo being shipped out of the bay, so a lot of the existing bunkers along our coastline were fortified and several new facilities were built. Some of those newer bunkers were located under park land.”

“Lincoln Park?” Max asked.

Doc nodded. “Officially, nobody knows the exact locations. This was all very top secret. But years after the war was over, several of these installations were discovered and explored by thrill seekers, until the government went to considerable expense and trouble in the seventies to seal them all off once and for all.”

“I’m a San Francisco native,” Karras said. “So why don’t I know about this?”

“Because you aren’t supposed to. Nobody is. The military has been operating on the theory that they never know when these bunkers might be of use again, so they’ve kept a lid on their existence. After the tunnels were sealed off and the decades went by they became an urban legend.”

“Only this one turns out to be true,” Tony said.

Doc nodded. “A few years back, a small group of urban explorers discovered a way into the Lincoln Park bunker, purely by accident. Nature has a way of shifting the earth and one of them found a hole in the ground and got curious.”

“And they might not be the only ones who know about it,” Max said.

“You know how things travel on the Internet these days,” Tony said. “If some enterprising terrorist wanted to explore the situation, he might—for love or money—find someone willing to show him one of our city’s biggest secrets.”

“Hassan Haddad,” Jack said.

“And you’re sure there’s one of these underground bunkers in Lincoln Park?” Karras asked.

“Absolutely,” Doc told him. “And a section of it that leads straight to the Legion of Honor.”

“How do you know all this?” Max asked.

Doc grinned. “Because, my dear, I’ve seen it firsthand. I used to work in those tunnels.”

“You’re kidding me.”

“It was my first deployment, straight out of boot camp, about a year before they closed the whole operation down. That’s why I stayed here—fell in love with the city. I must’ve traveled the length of those bunkers a thousand times. And I can tell you, they aren’t just limited to Lincoln Park and the Legion of Honor.”

“What do you mean?” Jack asked.

“They run all the way to the Golden Gate Bridge. It’s like an express highway system down there, but without the traffic.”

“Okay, so we know of a possible way into the building,” Jack said.

“Not possible,” Doc told him. “Probable. The Legion of Honor was built back in nineteen twenty-four.” He gestured to Karass and pointed to the blueprint on-screen. “Show me the subbasement on that thing.”

Karass did as he was told and the blueprint came up on the screen. Doc pointed to it. “Back in my day, there was a way into the tunnels by an elevator located in this subbasement right about here. They sealed that off after the tunnels were closed but there was a special hatch built close by, in case the elevator wasn’t working.” He shifted his finger to point out the location of the hatch. “It’s a few years since I’ve been down in that basement, but the last time I saw that hatch it was secured by a simple chain and padlock.”

“Wouldn’t the Secret Service know about this?” Tony asked.

“No doubt they would and they’d have a man guarding it,” Doc said. “But if these savages have a friend on the inside, who’s to say he couldn’t neutralize the agent and open the hatch?”

“Jesus,” Max said. “Can’t we just call in a bomb scare?”

“With what proof?” Jack said. “They get a hundred of those a day, and they undoubtedly do routine sweeps.”

“So what’s the solution?” Karras asked.

Tony said, “A two-pronged attack. Doc has a friend he thinks can give him a pretty good idea where the exterior entry point to the bunkers is. I say we wait for cover of darkness then go and see what we find.”

“And what’s the second prong?” Jack asked.

“You and me,” Tony said, then reached into his pocket and took out the VIP invitation to the gala that Danny Pescatori had snagged for him. “Better break out your tuxedo, brother. We’re gonna be rubbing shoulders with the President tonight.”
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Hassan Haddad sat at a corner table in the Bilal café, savoring some of the best meat and potato curry he’d had in months, when the man he was waiting for finally arrived.

It was well past the hour of their appointment, and Haddad had considered a number of times simply getting up and walking away. But as he waited, quietly sipping hot tea, the spicy smell of the curry kept wafting in from the kitchen and he knew he couldn’t leave this place until he’d at least sampled it.

He wasn’t disappointed.

This meeting had not been Haddad’s idea. He had been going about his business these last two days, making preparations as needed, procuring Chilikov’s device from the shipping yards, and selecting seven men out of a field of twenty who he thought would best serve Allah.

Many of Allah’s soldiers showed great confidence when a mission was proposed, but the moment it became a reality some found their confidence start to wane, and Haddad had to know who he could and could not rely on to carry out his orders. The last thing he needed was another Abdal al-Fida on his hands.

Haddad had interviewed each of the twenty, looking for any signs of regret or weakness or fear, and had relied on his instincts to choose the men he needed. All of his preparations had been made and his men were now in position, and everything was going as planned—until he received an unexpected phone call that morning on his pay-as-you-go cell phone.

Only one person knew its number.

“Assalamu
alaikum, my friend,” the familiar old voice said.

Imam Zuabi.

Haddad expressed surprise at the sound of his voice. Had something gone wrong? Was this a call to tell him to abort? Such a thought sickened Haddad after all he had gone through to make this moment a reality.

But his imam gave him assurances that all was well.

“I am merely calling to wish you the blessings of the Prophet, my friend. Allah is smiling on you every moment of every day. He knows that what you do to avenge us is not without sacrifice, and He thanks you for your efforts. As do I.”

“There is no need to thank me,” Haddad said. “I am His servant. I do as He asks without question.”

“Excellent, my friend. Excellent. Because there is someone I would like you to meet. Someone who has been helping us carry out Allah’s plan.”

Haddad frowned. “I do not understand. I have all the men I need. They are ready and committed to the cause.”

“Yet you have asked many times about our benefactors, no? The people who have helped us these last years, procuring for us the things we need. Helping us smooth the way.”

“Yes, of course,” Haddad said. “I’ve been curious, but—”

“Today that curiosity will be sated,” Zuabi informed him.

Haddad didn’t understand. “What are you asking of me, Faakhir?”

“That you go to the Bilal restaurant at one P.M. today and order tea. A man will be there shortly and present himself to you. He is your final key to gaining entry to the place you seek. It is important that you meet him so that you may form a bond of trust.”

Haddad knew it would be unwise to refuse this request, so he agreed—as Zuabi knew he would.

Haddad sat in the restaurant just long enough to get hungry as he waited for this man to arrive—a man he had known nothing about until the imam’s phone call. He was deeply disturbed by this turn of events.

He did not like surprises.

Twenty minutes into the hour, the bell over the door jangled and a tall, muscular-looking man with a crew cut and sunglasses entered the restaurant and walked without hesitation to Haddad’s table.

He gestured to the chair opposite Haddad. “May I?”

“By all means,” Haddad told him, recognizing a British accent, not unlike his own. The man looked very dangerous and Haddad did not know what to make of him. Was he not Muslim? And if not, how could he possibly have a role in what they were about to do?

But even more disturbing was the thought that Imam Zuabi would associate with someone like this. If this man worked for one of their benefactors, what did these benefactors want for the money they’d given to Zuabi? Whose agenda was Haddad being asked to carry out? That of Allah or some unseen entity?

The man pulled out a chair, sat, and removed his sunglasses. The eyes behind them were like ice. “Good afternoon, Mr. Haddad. I’ve heard many great things about you.”

“I wish I could say the same of you,” Haddad answered. “Shall I order you tea, Mr…?”

“Swain,” the man said. “Adam Swain.” He showed Haddad a set of credentials. “I’m with MI6.”

Haddad’s eyes widened but the man held up a hand to reassure him. “Take it easy, mate. We’re on the same side.”

It wasn’t for that reason Haddad was aghast. He knew that Imam Zuabi had been working with certain people within the British government to help—which is why Haddad had traveled here on a diplomatic visa—but he had no idea how deeply Zuabi’s network went.

Did the Hand of Allah truly have MI6 in their control? Or was it the other way around?

“I assume you have everything in order,” Swain said. “Your men will all be in place at the proper time?”

“Yes,” Haddad said, still trying to recover. “Yes, of course.”

“All right,” Swain told him. “The big man’s speech is scheduled to begin at twenty-one hundred hours and they’re usually pretty punctual about these things. Someone on the inside will slip away well before then, and the door to the kingdom will be open and waiting for you.”

Haddad considered this and nodded.

“I assume you know your way around those tunnels?” Swain asked.

“I have been through them personally,” Haddad said. “There will be no mistakes.”

“Good. That’s what we like to hear.”

We? Haddad thought. Was he speaking of Zuabi or someone else entirely?

Haddad was becoming uneasy.

A waitress came over, asking Swain if he wanted something to eat, but he waved her away. Rather rudely, Haddad thought, as if she were somehow beneath him.

Not a promising sign, and not a good way to stay unnoticed.

“There’s just one last thing,” he said to Haddad. “A slight change in plans.”

Haddad’s discomfort grew. “Oh?”

“We’re going to need your full commitment on this mission.”

“Of course,” Haddad said. “As always.”

Swain shook his head. “I don’t think you understand. Your full commitment.”

It took Haddad a moment to realize what he was saying. The request was surprising to him, considering what a valuable soldier he had been over the years, but if this was Allah’s will, then he would give himself without question.

He did, however, have to wonder.

Why now?

Was it because of what happened in Sofia? Or what he’d done to Abdal al-Fida in London? Had the imam deduced that the fool’s death wasn’t a suicide and felt he had to punish Haddad for going against orders?

Haddad did not think Zuabi could be so small-minded, but the imam had been showing signs of weakness lately. His willingness to consort with infidel outsiders like Swain was ample proof of this.

But Haddad knew that whatever happened truly was Allah’s will. And if he was to die tonight to help bring about the fall of the infidel, then so be it. He would sacrifice himself a thousand times if he could.

He looked at Swain. “I give whatever Allah requires of me.”

“Good,” Swain said, then checked his watch. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m in a bit of a hurry. I have a plane to catch. But I’ve brought a gift for you.”

One of Haddad’s eyebrows went up. “What sort of gift?”

“You’ll find out soon enough.”

Getting the message, Haddad pushed his plate aside then dropped some bills on the table and stood.

“Show me,” he said.

Swain grinned then got to his feet and gestured for Haddad to follow. A moment later they were outside and walking down the street. They turned together into a narrow alley where a van was parked.

Haddad wondered if he had been too quick to accept this man as an ally, yet he sensed no threat in Swain’s demeanor. He did not think this man was capable of subtlety. If he meant you harm, it would be telegraphed.

Moving around to the back of the van, Swain took out a key and unlocked the doors. He gestured for Haddad to open it.

“Another new martyr for the cause,” he said. “We want her with you when you pull the trigger.”

Haddad studied him quizzically then reached forward and pulled the van doors open.

Inside was a woman, bound and gagged, her large eyes staring up at them—a woman Haddad recognized immediately.

It was al-Fida’s girlfriend.

Sara Ghadah.
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Legion of Honor, San Francisco

“Invitation, please?”

The woman at the reception dais was young, beautiful, and not the least bit impressed by two old guys in their finest evening attire.

Jack hated tuxedos with a passion, especially the way this one tugged at his still tender shoulder—and Tony didn’t seem all that enamored with them either as he dug around in his inner jacket pocket and produced the oversized invitation Danny Pescatori had scored for him. It had taken them nearly twenty minutes to get to the front of the line, which started just outside the Roman triumphal arch entrance to the Legion of Honor and ran all the way down the long stone ramp toward the shimmering blue pool of the circular fountain that fronted the palace. It was dark out, and the ramp was lit on either side by small glowing globes placed low to the ground.

Whenever Jack visited the palace he felt as if he’d stepped into another part of history, back to a grander time, when our nation was still young and buildings like this were symbols of our greatness. A massive, magnificent neoclassical structure, it had been an Armistice Day gift from Alma de Bretteville Spreckels, who wanted to honor California’s fallen soldiers of World War I with a world-class museum. If it weren’t for the moon-dappled bay beyond, with views of the Marin headlands and the brightly lit Golden Gate Bridge, you might mistake it for one of the many ancient buildings of Rome or Athens.

The woman took the invitation from Tony. “Your names?”

“Anthony Antiniori and Jack Hatfield,” he said.

She passed the information along to an assistant who carefully ran a ruler down a reservations list and checked them off.

Now she was all smiles. “Welcome to the Legion of Honor, gentlemen. Enjoy your evening.”

Tony doffed an imaginary cap, then the two men moved into yet another line, queuing up for the body scanners just inside the entrance.

Jack knew that the Secret Service would have done a background check when Tony RSVPed, but it would have been a cursory one. Jack was banned from the U.K. but that wouldn’t show up on a level-one scan, designed to make sure that domestic felons and watch-list terrorists weren’t trying to get in. Given the many events a President attended, it was the quickest filter available to his security team. The thinking was that no one would have an invitation that the White House did not want here.

A large banner spanning the archway read CELEBRATE THE ART OF ISLAM!, which Jack still thought a bit ironic, considering the circumstances. He didn’t think tonight’s celebration would be exactly what the museum curator had in mind. Another irony, thought Jack, was the French motto sculpted above the stone entrance, “Honneur et Patrie.” “‘Honor and Nation,’” sneered Jack, “yeah, right.”

The security line, like the line to the dais, was full of San Francisco dignitaries, all dressed as if they were going to the Oscars. The capacity of the museum was fifteen hundred people, and there had to be close to that many tuxedos and black evening gowns in evidence, movers and shakers from all over California, from movie stars to politicians. This was one of the biggest tickets of the year. Of course, the room was also packed with the poseurs, those Pacific Heights inheritance cases whose inheritances had long been diminished or had disappeared entirely. Like most provincials they strutted and displayed their fake jewels most dramatically.

The mayor and his wife stood not three feet away, and Jack was pleased to see that even he hadn’t been spared the security check. Just beyond the line, Jack saw the new governor talking with his predecessor, both of them laughing over some unheard joke.

The crowd was too dense to know for sure, but Jack doubted that Senator Harold Wickham or Lawrence Soren or Swain or any of the other men he’d met on that island were present. He’d have caught a glimpse of one of them by now. He imagined they were all far away by now, in transit or already relaxing in their homes, waiting to read about the success of their treachery in tomorrow’s newspapers. That was further indication that whatever they were planning was still a go. Otherwise, those men would be here.

Cowards, every single one of them. Leaving the dirty work to the fanatics they’d snookered into believing it was the will of Allah.

As Tony and Jack waited their turn, a uniformed officer moved along the security line with a bomb-sniffing German shepherd on a leash.

Jack checked his watch, a spare Rolex he always kept in the drawer by his bed. It would never replace his father’s Hamilton, but it was accurate and that was good enough for now.

The time was nearing half past eight.

The President wasn’t due to make his remarks until nine P.M., and no sign of his motorcade had been in evidence. As usual, he’d make a last-minute entrance, give his speech, then let the Secret Service whisk him back to Air Force One for the flight back to D.C.

Assuming he was still alive.

As they moved to the front of the security line, Jack and Tony took their keys from their pockets and deposited them into a tray provided by a uniformed guard. Tony went through the scanner first and got through clean. But as Jack stepped through the beeper went wild and his heart kicked up a notch. The security guard stopped him, gesturing to the Rolex, and Jack quickly removed it, laying it in the tray. He went through the scanner again and managed not to set off any more alarms. He was glad, then, he was wearing a vest and jacket. His shirt was miserably damp with perspiration.

He moved with Tony to retrieve their belongings.

Hurdle one taken care of.

Just past the security station was the museum’s Court of Honor, a large, rectangular courtyard surrounded on all sides by lighted Ionic marble columns. A gigantic bronze cast of Rodin’s masterpiece The Thinker sat on a high pedestal near the front of the courtyard, and just beyond this, rising up from the floor, was a blue glass pyramidal skylight.

Placed in strategic viewing positions all about the courtyard were roped-off glass display cases, each featuring a work of Islamic art—a thirteenth-century Syrian glass beaker with an ornate design running through it, a piece of carved Egyptian ivory depicting men at war, a Kashan wall tile featuring a fire-breathing dragon, a Mughal dagger with a hilt made of gold, rubies, and emeralds.…

People were everywhere, browsing the displays, laughing, talking, drinking white wine and champagne and sampling hors d’oeuvres offered on trays by waiters in crisp white jackets. A string quartet of lovely young women played a gentle classical tune—Beethoven, String Quartet No. 1 in F major, Opus 18. He and Tony moved together, working their way from display to display.

Exchanging glances, they each reached into their pockets and worked at unscrewing the miniature flashlights attached to their key chains. These were really nothing more than hollowed-out tubes. Inside each tube was an earbud transmitter-receiver that Mike Abernathy had scored through his black market contacts. They connected wirelessly to plastic microphones in their ties—the kinds that wouldn’t upset metal detectors—and were activated by a depression switch inside a cuff link. They were military grade and set to a seldom-used frequency that the Secret Service wasn’t likely to detect.

That was the theory anyway.

Each man glanced around for prying eyes, but the other patrons were too rapt in their own small talk to pay attention to them. Pretending to scratch his head, each man nonchalantly popped the device into his right ear. It was small enough that it sat snugly inside the ear canal and was nearly invisible to the naked eye.

When Jack had his in place he activated it and said softly, “Can you hear me?”

Maxine Cole’s voice immediately came alive in his ear. “I hear you, Jack.”

Max and Dave Karras were out in a far corner of the museum parking lot, sitting in a small Chevy van they’d rented for the occasion. Karras had brought along a laptop and was busy trying to hack into the museum’s network.

“We’re also reading you loud and clear,” another voice said.

It was Doc Matson, who was exiting a battered Jeep Roadster, along with Mike Abernathy and Jonah Goldman. They were parked in the roadside parking lot of the Cliff House restaurant down the hill, which overlooked the ruins of the Sutro bathhouse.

Doc had paid a visit to one of his urban explorer friends, who drew him a map to the approximate location of the one known entrance to the Lincoln Park bunkers, which was located just beyond the cliffside. Their plan was to scope the area out to try to determine if anyone had made entry.

“Excellent,” Jack said. “Tony, are you reading me?”

“I’m standing right next to you, genius.”

Jack shot him a frown. “Is your com unit working or not?”

Tony smiled. “Loud and clear, brother.”

Jack’s heart was thumping like crazy and he was sweating like mad. And while he knew what they were about to attempt might prevent a major catastrophe, he couldn’t stop thinking about Sara. Wondering what they had done to her.

Wondering what they would do to her if she were still alive.

You’ve got to stop thinking about her, he told himself. He needed to focus on the task at hand or untold millions would die. Sara would understand that. Hopefully, one day, so would he.

“Okay,” he said to Tony. “Let’s split up and do our best to blend in. I figure we’ve got about fifteen, twenty minutes before the show starts. Dave, have you hacked into their security cameras yet?”

“Still working on it.”

“Come on, man, the clock is ticking.”

“Take it easy, Jack. These custom jobs take a little extra time. I’ll let you know as soon as I’m in.”

“All right,” Jack sighed, then turned to Tony. “Shall we join the party?”

Tony nodded, and they moved to the nearest waiter. Each grabbed a glass of plain soda water, to stay sharp, before heading in opposite directions.

As Jack walked, smiled, mingled, he let his mind work on something else that still bothered him, something he hadn’t been able to figure out. Something from the encrypted e-mail.

The reference to “twins.”

      *

The men had spent the night in the tunnels, coming in under cover of darkness when the park was deserted and no eyes were watching. They had slept and prayed on coarse mats they kept rolled up in their satchels, and ate crackers and drank bottled water for sustenance.

They were all good soldiers of Allah, ready to give their lives in his honor, but only one of them would be chosen tonight and the hour was almost upon them. Their leader, Hassan Haddad, was one of the Hand of Allah’s great soldiers and they were privileged to be serving under his command.

Haddad ordered them to stand at attention in a line against the wall, then slowly moved from man to man, carefully studying the eyes of each as he asked, “Are you ready to give your life for the eternal glory of Allah?”

“Yes,” each man replied in turn.

When Haddad made his choice—a slender twenty-year-old named Rashid—he pulled the young man out of line and they all prayed together, asking Allah to watch over his mission and his immortal soul.

Then the others followed as he led Rashid through the tunnel and into the small rectangular room that stood directly beneath the basement of the palace. They took the vest they had prepared during the night and quietly slipped it over Rashid’s head and arms and belted it around him.

It held enough explosives to level the museum.

The young man’s breathing increased visibly, audibly. Haddad held his cheeks and looked into his eyes and smiled. After a moment, the young man relaxed. Haddad then set the timer and an LED readout rapidly began counting off the seconds. It was set to go off in exactly thirty-five minutes.

Right in the middle of the President’s speech.

Haddad gestured toward the rebar ladder that led up through a narrow shaft in the corner of the room. “Your destiny awaits you up there, my son. When the time is right, Allah will show you the way. Are you ready?”

“Yes,” Rashid said quietly.

Haddad looked at the other men. “And if Rashid should suffer a failure of strength, or if others should prevent him from achieving his goal, who among you will step forward in his place?”

“I will!” the others said in unison.

Haddad smiled. His work here was done.

Bidding them all assalamu alaikum, he went back into the tunnel and disappeared into the darkness.

      *

“Okay, Jack, I’m finally in and I’ve got visuals,” Dave Karras said. “This place is massive.”

No kidding, Jack thought. There was four thousand years’ worth of art stored inside the Legion of Honor and at least twenty-four huge rooms split between two floors dedicated to displaying it. A third floor below was the archive basement, where works that weren’t currently on display were stored. That left the subbasement, another elevator stop down.

After parting company, Jack and Tony had circulated through the building, moving room to room, each looking for a way to get down to the subbasement. But every stairwell that Jack encountered was being guarded, and the public elevators had been locked off to restrict travel to only the main two floors. Tony reported that he’d discovered the same thing.

The good news was the Secret Service seemed to be concentrating on the main courtyard, where the President would be making his appearance, leaving the museum security staff to handle the rest. Not that these men and women weren’t capable, but Jack felt more comfortable running up against a museum guard than he did a trained Secret Service agent.

That said, the place was still sewn up tight and the clock was counting down. The President would be arriving at any moment.

Jack needed to get down to that subbasement.

He was standing in the main foyer now, looking out toward the courtyard. “Tell me you’ve got something for me,” he said to Karras.

“The main concern of the video network is protection of the artwork,” Karras said. “Each exhibit room is equipped with a camera mounted high in the corner with a wide-angle lens. Unfortunately, it looks like nearly every corridor in the place has something on display, and even the stairwells themselves are equipped with video. You try to make a move, they’ll be on you like piranha.”

“Maybe you should just walk up to one of these guys and tell them there’s a bomb in the building,” Max suggested.

“You forget,” Jack told her, “we don’t know who we can and can’t trust. And how exactly am I supposed to convince them I’m not just some kind of wack-job?” He paused and said, “What about the basement, Dave? Any cameras in there?”

“Not a one, as far as I can tell. And—hold on. I think I may have a way to get you down there.”

“Tell me.”

“You have a problem with small spaces?”

“I live on a boat, remember?”

“I’m talking laundry-chute small.”

“Spit it out, Dave, or I’ll have Maxine smack you around a little.”

Karras paused, as if considering the benefits of hesitating, then said, “According to these blueprints, in the far right corner of the building on the terrace level there’s a small room near the café with a laundry chute. It’s probably where they dump all their soiled linen.”

“I can confirm that,” Tony piped in. “I saw one of the white coats pushing a cart in there just five minutes ago.”

“Right,” Karras said. “I’ve checked all the cameras and there’s none in the corridor that leads to that room. It’s a complete dead spot. Apparently wine-stained tablecloths aren’t a security priority.”

“So the laundry chute is our way in,” Jack said.

“That’s the long and short of it.”

Outside in the courtyard the string quartet suddenly stopped playing, then launched into a rousing rendition of “Hail to the Chief,” as a caravan of limousines pulled up to the palace entrance. The crowd of gawkers outside grew visibly excited and started migrating toward the cars as Secret Service men gestured them back.

“All right,” Jack said, checking his watch. “We don’t have much time. Tony, meet me in that corridor in three minutes.”

“Will do,” Tony acknowledged.

Jack turned to head back toward the rotunda. As he did, a voice sang out behind him.

“Well, well, if it isn’t the illustrious Mr. Hatfield.”

Jack turned to find Special Agent Carl Forsyth approaching him from the courtyard—the agent who had tried very hard to humiliate him at that FBI press conference several days ago.

Forsyth gestured to the courtyard behind him. “The President’s this way, Jack. Aren’t you headed in the wrong direction?”

Jack hesitated. “Bathroom break.”

Forsyth smiled. “Come on now, hotshot, we both know that isn’t true. You know what I think? I think you’re here to stir up trouble.”

Forsyth’s smile faded as two more special agents stepped up behind him, reaching into their jackets.

They didn’t look like they were there for the wine.
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Even with the map it took Doc Matson a while to find the entry point.

Doc’s friend had only been able to give them a vague location and a couple of signposts. He’d told Doc that the real expert on the bunker was a woman named Tally Griffin, but she’d been out with a new boyfriend the last couple days and no one had seen or heard from her.

That didn’t sound good to Doc. A hunch told him the bad guys had found out about Tally, used her to get in, and didn’t want anyone to know.

So Doc did his best, using what little information he had, to lead Abernathy and Goldman down the cliff toward the water, and around an outcropping of rocks. The full moon helped, but finding the precise tree with the precise grouping of stones had not been easy, and Doc cursed the thought that this entire half-baked enterprise might be derailed by a tree that some piss-sniffing dog could find.

Now that he had time to think, he was probably crazy doing this in the first place. They all were. But Doc and Tony Antiniori went back a long way, and if you couldn’t count on your friends when your back was against the wall, who could you rely on? Besides, it had been a while since Doc had gotten an adrenaline shot like the last twenty-four hours, and a guy his age needed as much excitement as he could find.

They were a ragtag crew, the three of them, no question about it, and Doc kinda felt as if he were a refugee from some Sylvester Stallone movie. Only this was real life, and if they were right about what was going on in those tunnels they wouldn’t be facing Hollywood special effects but real, honest-to-God Muslim fanatics, with real, honest-to-God firepower.

But Doc had lived a long, fruitful life and had fought many wars in the defense of his country. If today was the day he finally gave his life for that cause, so be it. His only real family was Tony and these two guys, so he couldn’t think of better company to do it in.

After further exploration they found the tree with the three stones in front of it. The largest stone had already been moved, and there, under the beam of Doc’s Mini Maglite, was a crevice in the ground that left no doubt that they’d found what they were looking for.

Time to get to it.

They had decided to travel light for easy maneuverability, so they each carried only handguns—Abernathy with his SIG 9 mil, Goldman sporting a Smith & Wesson .45, and Doc carrying his usual Beretta 92FS SemiAuto 9mm.

Doc shimmied in through the crevice first, taking a short drop into the darkness and landing on a cement floor. He stood there for a moment, listening for any sounds, but the place was as silent as a tomb. Flashing his light toward the opening, he waited as Abernathy and Goldman shimmied through and dropped, then shone his beam toward the rebar ladder that led down a shaft to their right.

Goldman took the lead this time, hopping onto the ladder and working his way down, and a moment later they were all standing in one of the massive corridors that Doc had called home as a naïve, eager eighteen-year-old, for the first six months of his military career. Except for a smattering of graffiti the place hadn’t changed much. He could remember the personnel moving through here as carrier cars moved along on the overhead rails carrying equipment barged to the shore. All these years later he still knew exactly where he was.

“This way,” he said to the others.

Using their Mini Maglites sparingly, they worked their way up the tunnel and turned right, moving into another tunnel, which opened out into a space on the left that Doc remembered had once been a bunkhouse. It was one of several that had been integrated into the place. His own assigned bunk had been closer to the Golden Gate Bridge side of the tunnel, which was where he spent most of his duty hours as well.

Doc was about to continue on when he caught a glimpse of something in his flashlight beam. Swinging it back into the bunkhouse again, he froze as dread chilled his spine.

“Holy crap,” Abernathy murmured directly behind him.

They moved quickly to a figure lying prone on the cement floor, a blond, life-sized Raggedy Ann, a flannel shirt tossed carelessly over her naked body, looking as if she’d been discarded like a used tissue.

Her face was mottled with bruises. There were black-and-blue marks under her ears.

Doc felt for a pulse and got exactly what he was expecting—nothing. He also had a pretty good idea who this was. He told the others it was probably Tally Griffin, the bunker expert.

This thing was suddenly more real than it had ever been. He activated his ear com and said, “Tony, Jack, do you read me?”

All he got was static.

“Tony?”

More static.

“Damn,” he said to the others. “Coms aren’t working down here. The walls must be interfering with the frequency.”

“Screw it,” Abernathy said, his voice tight with anger. “Let’s find the bastards who did this.”

      *

Tony Antiniori heard the last strains of “Hail to the Chief” being played as he worked his way down the corridor to the room where he’d seen the white-coated server with the laundry cart disappear earlier.

He’d waited several minutes for Jack. Obviously something was holding him up, and with the music signaling the arrival of the President, Tony didn’t have time to wait anymore.

Just as he reached the room he heard voices and several of the white coats came around the corner. He held his hand to his ear, as if he had a cell phone, and pretended to talk into it. The men walked by chattering to one another, eyeing Tony indifferently as they passed. He waited until they were gone then moved to the door and checked the knob.

Unlocked.

Taking one last glance around he slipped inside, closed the door behind him, and flicked on the light. It was a large square room with several canvas laundry carts inside, and shelves along one wall stacked with napkins, tablecloths, towels, and other linens. On the far wall, behind one of the laundry carts, was the chute Karras had told them about. It was nothing more than a square hole in the wall with plastic flaps in front of it.

He studied it warily and activated his com line. “Hey, Karras, I’m in the linen room. You sure I won’t break my neck going down this thing?”

“No guarantees,” Karras said. “Hell, my grandpa broke his neck stepping into the bathtub.”

“You callin’ me ‘grandpa’?” The kid didn’t know him well enough to be talking to him like this.

“No offense,” Karras said, “but those older bones of yours might be fragile.”

“Yeah?” Tony fumed. “Remind me to kick your fat behind next time I see you. Then we’ll talk about bones.”

That shut the kid up, but he thought he heard Max laughing under her breath.

Pushing back the flaps, he checked the chute more closely. The angle wasn’t too severe, so he figured the speed of his trajectory would be manageable. Hell, he couldn’t count the number of free falls he’d done at twenty-five thousand feet, so this should be a piece of cake—assuming there was something down there to buffer his landing.

Removing his tuxedo jacket and cummerbund, he tossed them into a nearby bin then grabbed the lip of the chute and climbed inside, positioning his legs in front of him.

He said a quiet prayer and let go.

The ride was short but exhilarating, a ten-second rush of adrenaline that ended with Tony flat on his back in an industrial-sized laundry bin that was already half full of dirty linen. Sitting up, he peeked over the top and scanned the area.

Typical commercial building subbasement, from what he could see, all cement, with ducts and pipes and fluorescent light fixtures, a couple of big industrial-sized sinks; quite a contrast to the beauty of the museum above. But this was only one room in a massive floor plan, with doors leading to other rooms, and Tony had no idea which way to go. Fortunately, the place seemed deserted, no white-coated servers or maintenance workers moving about.

Climbing from the bin, Tony grabbed a napkin and walked toward the sink.

“Okay, that was fun. And no broken bones, thank you very much. Where do I go from here?”

“You’re actually pretty close,” Karras told him. “Depending on how you’re positioned, there should be a door to your left, followed by a long corridor that eventually opens out into an old boiler room. You’ll find the sealed-off elevator to your right with the auxiliary hatch to the left of it. If anyone’s coming up, that’s where you’ll find them.”

“What’s going on upstairs in the courtyard?” Tony asked as he ran the napkin under water.

“The Prez is shaking hands and making small talk, but he’s making his way inside.”

Minutes mattered now.

Seconds.

“Is that running water I hear?” Max asked.

“Yeah. I’m wetting a napkin so I can wring it real tight. Makes a helluva whip if you crack a guy across the eyes with it.”

“Sweet,” Karras said.

“Yeah, if I don’t run across more than a rogue or two. Either of you heard from Jack?”

“Not a peep,” Max told him.

“Wonderful.”

What the hell is he up to?

Tony wrung out the napkin, twisted it tight, and looped it in his hand, ready to use if necessary. He located the door on his left and made his way to it. He turned the knob, opening it just a crack.

The corridor beyond was dimly lit, the ceiling and one wall lined with huge round plumbing pipes. As Tony moved into it, he wished they had figured some way to smuggle weapons into the place. He’d hate to run into a small army of terrorists while carrying nothing more than a wet napkin.

Quietly closing the door behind him, he worked his way down the corridor, following it as it curved slightly to the left. As he approached the mouth of the corridor, which opened onto the old boiler room, he heard the faint sound of a radio playing. An easy-listening station.

Someone was down here.

Edging to his right, Tony took cover behind a large plumbing duct and peered into the dimly lit room.

What he saw froze his heart.

A uniformed museum guard lay on the floor next to an old cage-style elevator. The doors to the cage were shut and secured with a thick chain and padlock. And just to the left of this was a small hatch in the floor. It had also been secured by a chain and padlock, but they lay discarded next to it and the hatch was hanging open.

This was not good.

Scanning the room and seeing no sign of a threat, Tony stepped from behind the duct and quickly moved to the guard. Crouching down, he grabbed the young man’s wrist and felt a faint throbbing.

Still alive.

Activating his com line, Tony said, “Jack, if you’re out there, we have a serious—”

Before he could finish, something solid hit him across the back of the head and he spiraled into darkness.

      *

“We were warned you might show up here,” Forsyth said.

They had taken Jack through a hallway just off the museum foyer and sat him in a small square room with stiff-backed chairs and an interview table. One wall had a large window that looked into a room full of security monitors, two uniformed guards manning them. The two special agents hovered nearby, eyeballing Jack as Forsyth took a seat across the table from him.

“Warned by who?” Jack asked, although he had a pretty good idea.

“It was one of those trickle-down situations,” Forsyth said. “When I heard your name, I got very interested.

“We saw you arrive, watched you work your way from room to room, but the funny thing is, you seem more interested in casing the place than admiring any of the artwork.”

Jack didn’t explain. Not yet. “What’s the FBI doing here?” he asked.

“Everyone’s a little touchy after what happened downtown, Jack. You understand. And since the President refused to cancel this trip, the Secret Service asked us to lend a hand. So here we are.” He paused. “But the real question is, why are you here?”

Jack studied him carefully. He hadn’t liked Forsyth from the minute he met him at the bomb site nearly two weeks ago. He was an arrogant SOB, and after that press conference Jack knew the guy had participated in a cover-up. The question was, how deep did his involvement go?

Jack glanced at one of the security monitors and saw the President shaking hands with guests in the courtyard.

Time was running out.

“Nothing to tell me?” Forsyth asked.

“Not yet,” Jack said. He was still trying to decide if he could trust this man and, if so, what he should tell him. Tony and the others were still out there and he didn’t want to compromise what they were doing.

Forsyth shook his head. “I keep racking my brain, trying to figure you out. Considering your affection for Muslims, it makes some kind of crazy sense that you’re here to disrupt the evening’s proceedings. But I can’t imagine exactly what you were hoping to accomplish.”

“What do you think?”

“I honestly don’t know, Jack.”

Jack had been studying him closely. The man truly did seem confused. Jack decided to test him.

“You know why I’m here,” he said. “You know what’s going on. Hell, you’re part of it.”

Forsyth frowned. “Am I? That’s news to me. What am I a part of?”

“You’re working with Soren, Swain, and the others—”

The frown deepened. “What?”

Jack had one more stone to throw.

“And you’ve got Sara. What did you do with her?”

Now the frown turned into a look of complete incredulity. “Sara? Who the hell is Sara? You’re talking like a crazy man, Hatfield. Are you nuts? Has that been your problem from the get-go?”

Jack was beginning to think that maybe Forsyth was clean. Back at the press conference, he seemed to know—or at least, not want to know—that they were scapegoating the Constitutional Defense Brigade. He had to play along with that one, let the justice system work its magic.

But killing a President?

Jack glanced at the security monitors and saw that the President was moving toward a podium on a small stage as the guests applauded enthusiastically.

Returning his gaze to Forsyth, Jack studied him carefully, studied his eyes, then decided to take a leap of faith.

“All right,” Jack said, “listen to me very carefully. The President and everyone in this place is in danger.”

Forsyth’s expression went cold as he leaned forward in his chair. “Meaning what, exactly?”

“A group called the Hand of Allah is smuggling a bomb into the building. It may already be here. I think they’re planning to set it off in the middle of the President’s speech.”

“In here. With all the security.”

“The security’s been compromised. You can thank Senator Wickham for that.”

Forsyth sat back as he considered what Jack had told him.

“You know,” the agent said thoughtfully, “I was right about you. You are crazy.”

      *

Doc, Goldman, and Abernathy worked their way through the dark tunnel with quiet deliberation, staying low to the ground, using their flashlight beams sparingly.

Doc continued on point and allowed his memory to guide them. It had killed him to leave that woman lying naked in the bunk room, but there was no helping her now. He had vowed to her that he would return, and he would. Right now, they had other business to take care of.

Moving close to the wall, Doc remembered a right turn up ahead. He flashed his Mini Maglite, indicating the turn, then led the team around the corner.

The floor began to slant upward, getting steeper with every step. As they crested the rise, they saw faint light spilling out from another bunk room up ahead, voices echoing faintly—

—Arab voices.

Doc motioned the others to stop then listened carefully. No question about it.

The sound of the language wrapped itself around Doc’s chest and squeezed, heat and anger boiling up inside as he thought again about that poor woman.

None of the three men spoke. They seemed to be working together telepathically as they each did a quick weapons check in the dark.

Tension crept into Doc’s shoulders and he did a couple neck rolls to try to loosen it. Judging by the voices, the three of them were outnumbered. All they had was surprise.

They’d have to do this kamikaze style and hope for the best.

Bracing himself, he turned slightly and whispered, “On three,” then quietly counted off.

They made the turn into the room running, not waiting for a reaction before they opened fire.

The room erupted in shouts and cries. There were at least seven of the bastards, all young and very, very quick as they jumped for cover and came up again with weapons in hand, the room exploding in gunfire.

Doc hammered one between the eyes and he flew back against the wall, dead before he hit it. But then one of his buddies swung toward him with an automatic rifle and opened fire.

Doc dropped and rolled back toward the bend in the tunnel to regroup. He felt pain sting his right calf and then another shot hit his arm and his Beretta went spinning.

The shouts and ugly flashes of gunfire continued, steady and deafening. He had no idea where Abernathy and Goldman were, but after several seconds of complete chaos, the tunnel suddenly went silent.

The only sounds were muffled, ragged breaths. A quiet moan.

Doc hugged the darkness, dread washing through him as he heard the Arab voices pick up again, sounding as stunned as he felt.

At least three of them were left.

Mustering his strength, he crawled back toward the room, peering into it from the darkness. He saw Goldman crumpled in a corner and Abernathy on his back, blood seeping from a wound in his neck.

He would mourn his brave friends later. There was still a mission to complete.

The three remaining Arabs hurriedly checked the others. They obviously hadn’t seen how many men rushed them, didn’t look to see if there were any more. They were young and inexperienced, but Doc guessed they were also on a timetable. This firefight had set them behind.

They chattered shakily as they quickly slipped into white coats—servant’s coats. One of them was strapped with enough C4 to take out a city block. There was blood on his chest, just below the right shoulder, but Doc couldn’t tell if he’d been hit or if it was someone else’s. The little rat didn’t seem to be affected by it. He was a slender man—a boy really—and when he buttoned the coat over the vest only a seasoned eye would know there was anything off about it.

The three men moved together to a narrow shaft in the corner of the room, glancing briefly at the carnage behind and using fingers to try and unclog their firefight-clouded ears before climbing the rebar ladder and disappearing into the darkness above.

Doc pulled himself upright, wincing against the pain in his arm and calf. He didn’t have time to check on his friends, to see if they were dead or alive. Not now. Retrieving Abernathy’s SIG 9 mil and his own Beretta, he tried activating his com unit again. All he got was static.

He didn’t know how he’d manage it, but he knew he had to get up that ladder and send out a warning call before it was too late.

      *

Jack glanced at the security monitors and saw that the President was being introduced by the museum curator.

“Look,” he said, his desperation growing, “I’m telling you the truth. If we don’t act now, we’re gonna have one helluva disaster on our hands. Not that any of us will be alive to see it.”

But Forsyth wasn’t buying it.

“That’s a nice story, Jack, but you want to tell me how anyone could get a bomb into this place? We’re isolated. This museum has been sniffed fifty ways to Sunday. You’d be lucky to get nail clippers past that security—”

“Through the tunnels,” Jack told him.

Forsyth studied him a moment and sighed. “The tunnels? You’re talking about the old Second World War bunkers?”

“They lead straight to the basement.”

“We’re aware of that. That’s why we put a security man down there. But those things were locked down years ago, and even if someone managed to get inside, there’s no possible way—”

Jack’s earpiece suddenly came alive. “Jack? Max? Does anyone read me?”

It was Doc Matson.

Jack immediately responded. “Here, Doc. What’s going on?”

Forsyth and his two companions all jerked back. They gave Jack a quizzical look.

“The hatch is open and Tony’s down,” Doc said. “They got through, three of them in white coats. All Arab. They’re posing as servants and one of them is strapped to explode.”

Jack felt the bottom drop from his stomach. “Is Tony alive?”

“Yeah, he’s coming around.”

Forsyth frowned. “Hatfield?”

“Doc, get him into that tunnel and get the hell away from here,” Jack said. “Max, Karras? You two get out of here as—”

“Who the hell are you talking to?” Forsyth demanded.

One of the other agents saw the small device in Jack’s ear. He pointed it out to Forsyth.

“Are you completely out of your mind?” Forsyth demanded.

Jack got to his feet. “I told you, we don’t have time to argue about this! The bombers are here. They’re posing as—”

“Sit down, goddamn it! This interview isn’t over until I say it’s—”

“We don’t have time!” Jack shouted, then suddenly swung his arm straight out. He clotheslined one of the special agents as he ran forward, then flipped the other as he tried to grab Jack from behind. The agent went over his wounded shoulder, but that only pissed Jack off. He was out the door and running before Forsyth could reach his shoulder holster, headed through the foyer toward the courtyard. He came to a stop at the museum entrance and stared out at the crowd.

The place was packed. The glitterati had gathered around the podium and were still applauding as the President put his hands up to silence them. Jack scanned the courtyard desperately, looking for white jackets, but they seemed to be everywhere and there was no way of knowing who might be their guy.

Would it be Hassan Haddad?

As the applause died down, the President said, “I want to thank you all for coming here tonight to this important event. A gathering of people of all political persuasions, who have joined to celebrate the art of a religion and culture that has given the world so much, yet has come under great scrutiny these last several years, much of it negative.”

“Given the world so much,” Jack thought bitterly as he heard footsteps pounding behind him. He didn’t have to look back to know it was Forsyth and his men racing down the hall. They would have radioed other agents, the Secret Service. Operatives would be peeling off, converging on this spot. He stepped into the courtyard and started threading his way through the crowd, searching it desperately, looking for Arab faces to match the white jackets.

Looking for a man with a wispy goatee.

“Hatred takes many forms,” the President continued, “and much of that hatred stems from our lack of knowledge about those we hate. We form ideas about others based on stereotypes, and those stereotypes, while sometimes grounded in a sliver of reality, do not tell us about the whole person. The whole culture.”

As he continued to search, Jack noted movement around him, agents with earpieces wending toward him from all sides. He ignored them, shifting his gaze from white jacket to white jacket.

“So tonight, thanks to the work of the California Palace of the Legion of Honor, we have a chance to see a side of the Islamic culture that we don’t often see. A glimpse into the artistry and passion that helps to define a people.”

Then Jack saw it. Not a face. Not the sign he expected, but there it was—a red stain spreading across the shoulder of one of those white jackets, and he sure as hell didn’t think the guy had cut himself in the kitchen.

Not in the chest he hadn’t.

Jack shot forward, shoving people aside, moving toward that red-stained jacket as it weaved in and out of the crowd, getting closer to the podium. Jack suddenly felt hands grabbing him, roughly pulling him aside—Forsyth and his two men, with two Secret Service agents getting into the act.

“Not me, him!” Jack told them, trying to point toward the jacket with the red stain.

A ripple went through the crowd, caused by the commotion in their midst. Several Secret Service agents assigned directly to the President sensed something wrong and started toward the podium, first at a fast walk and then at a trot.

Just ten yards from the podium, the man with the red-stained jacket realized this was as far as he’d get. He stopped and shouted, “Allah Akbar!” as he ripped open his jacket, spinning around to show the crowd a vest full of C4 with an LED timer attached—

—the timer ticking down from ten seconds.

Jack stared. It wasn’t Hassan Haddad at all. It was a twentysomething-year-old kid.

“Allah Akbar!” the man cried again, his face turned toward the heavens, as the entire place descended into pandemonium.

Jack struggled with the men who had grabbed him, their grip loosening as they began to see that he wasn’t the problem. Wrenching free, Jack jumped toward the Arab as the President was rushed from the venue and guests screamed in terror as they scrambled for the exit.

Jack was fighting against a human tide as he watched the timer tick down—

—eight, seven, six, five, four—

A shot cracked, tearing a bloody hole in the side of the bomber’s head. Brain splattered on the guests as the force of the impact spun him around.

—three, two, one—

The kid dropped to the floor, lost in the panicked mob, and Jack knew it was too late, knew that nothing could be done to stop it as—

—nothing happened.
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Everything seemed to be moving in slow motion.

Jack felt his heart thumping in his ears, as the crowd continued to rush for the doors, most of them unaware of what had just transpired. Jack himself wasn’t quite sure as he joined Forsyth and his men and a handful of Secret Service agents as they pushed through the thinning crowd to the bomber.

Sirens blew in the distance and Jack knew that half the city’s law enforcement and emergency services were already speeding in their direction.

One of the agents shouted, “Stay back! This thing could still blow.”

The agent crouched over the dead man. He ran his fingers over the C4-laden vest with the confidence of a man who knew exactly what he was doing. Then an odd, almost comically quizzical look crossed his face.

“What the hell?” he said, then looked up at the others. “This thing is a fake. It’s a goddamn fake.”

Forsyth pushed toward him, Jack right behind him.

“What are you talking about?” Forsyth asked.

“These detonators aren’t even wired. This thing was never meant to go off.”

“Are you sure?” Jack asked.

“Positive,” he said.

They all looked at one another, trying to comprehend this new information, when suddenly, without warning, the LED counter beeped loudly and the words PRAISE ALLAH scrolled across it in bright red letters.

They all fell back, waited for something, then looked at one another in complete surprise.

“What is this, Hatfield?” Forsyth demanded. “Some kind of sick goddamn joke?”

“What are you talking about? This isn’t me. I didn’t have anything to do with it!”

Jack was still trying to process the moment because it made absolutely no sense. No sense at all.

“You were the one screaming about a bomb, and now we’ve got a dead man wearing a goddamn joke. The way I see it, this is all on you.”

Jack’s head was spinning. The emergency sirens were drawing closer, their shrill whine swirling through his brain like an invading army.

“Don’t be an idiot,” Jack said. “Do you think I’d set a man up to be killed to make a joke?”

Forsyth didn’t answer. His boss was on the radio and the agent was trying to talk to him as the Secret Service moved in to take charge of the dead man.

Jack backed away slowly, sinking in confusion. Why would Soren and Zuabi and Swain and Hassan Haddad go to all this trouble, all this planning, just to have it end like this? Jack thought about everything he’d been through, the threats, the torture, the deaths—Copeland in that Dumpster, al-Fida dead in that bathtub, Sara being dragged away by an MI6 thug—all because of some sick joke whose symbolism escaped him?

No.

Soren and his extremist friends wouldn’t have avoided the bash if they knew how this was going to play out. Besides, the way they were talking they were after something else, a major statement. One that would chill the world, send it scurrying in terror, so that they could seize power from men whom they considered weak and rule by fear and intimidation. No matter how you parsed it, what had happened here simply made no sense.

Unless—

The sirens continued to wail as a tidal wave of thoughts rolled through Jack’s mind, things remembered from the last few days—

Al-Fida’s promise to Sara: “The infidels will soon see destruction that will make 9/11 seem like child’s play—”

Copeland babbling on the phone: “Gotta get out of here … Gotta look after the twins.…”

The word twins in one of those e-mails. Still bothering him, its meaning still undeciphered.

Lawrence Soren smugly telling Jack about regime change and puppets and power.

Why? Soren didn’t care about this President. He had no need to assassinate the man. One resident of the White House was the same as the next as far as he was concerned, merely there to be controlled and manipulated by whoever managed to grab power.

And then Jack remembered the papers Copeland had left in that package on his boat. The Department of Defense papers that spoke of a clandestine transport of a tanker full of experimental solid rocket fuel.

Operation Roadshow?

As the sirens continued to grow closer, it suddenly struck Jack that this wasn’t just some sick joke. It was far, far more than that.

Forsyth had finished with his call, the room had pretty much emptied, and a fresh set of suits grabbed hold of him.

“Listen to me, Forsyth,” Jack said as they tried to walk him out. “You’ve got to listen to me carefully.”

“We’ve heard enough from you. Get him out—”

“Think, goddamn it. If I had anything to do with this, why would I have warned you there was a bomb in the building?”

“How the hell should I know? You miss the attention? You’re out of your friggin’ mind.”

“No,” Jack said. “No. This is just a footnote to what’s really going on.”

“Get him out of my sight.”

Forsyth’s men started to drag him away but Jack struggled against them. “You hear those sirens?” he said. “That’s half the city’s emergency personnel headed in our direction because they think the President’s in danger. But don’t you get it? This is a goddamn decoy.”

“For what?” Forsyth called after him.

“I’ve spent the last week trying to track these people down—been to Europe and back trying to figure out what the hell they’re up to. This all goes back to the bombing downtown. Agent Forsyth, do you seriously think that was the work of a bunch of disgruntled yahoos?”

Jack saw a shift in Forsyth’s eyes. The same shift he’d seen when he’d confronted him at that press conference. Forsyth knew that was all a cover story. He knew the whole setup wasn’t kosher.

“Come on,” Jack said. “If you know anything about me at all, you know I’m a goddamn patriot. I’d never do anything to harm this country. I’m telling you the truth.”

Forsyth mulled that over for a moment and Jack thought he saw another subtle shift in his expression. He gestured for the men to release Jack. They stepped away but stayed close.

“Okay, let’s pretend for a minute I believe you,” Forsyth said. “What do you think the real target is?”

“I figure they’re looking to make a major statement here. I think they’re going after San Francisco’s twin towers.”

“What?”

“I’ve been too damn busy following the trail they laid out, thinking they’d converge. But they don’t. This was designed to keep us distracted.”

“A decoy?”

“Yeah. There’s a top soldier for the Hand of Allah named Hassan Haddad who’s been running point on this whole operation. Smart son of a bitch. I’m guessing he was also in those tunnels tonight, and if you follow them to their farthest point, where do you think they lead?”

Forsyth thought about this for a long moment. And all at once he seemed to get it.

“Christ,” he said. “The twin towers. The Golden Gate Bridge.”

      *

They took off in a caravan, Jack riding shotgun with Forsyth, his two agents in back—the ones Jack had hurt, and who didn’t look like they forgave him. A police cruiser and a Secret Service car followed, their sirens screaming. Forsyth was on the radio shouting for support—fire department, bomb squad, SFPD, sky patrol—as he wound along Lincoln Boulevard, crossing the double yellow line to bypass cars, moving at speeds that sometimes threatened to send them off the road, down the steep cliff to the dark waters below. They raced through the old Presidio army base, past Pershing and Stillwell roads. Named for military commanders who knew how to defeat the enemy, not placate the media and foreign lobbyists.

“If you’re wrong, Hatfield, I’ve just kissed my career good-bye.”

“I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life,” Jack told him. “Isn’t this what we both signed on for? Uncovering truth and upholding liberty?”

Forsyth clearly wasn’t comfortable being in the same vehicle as Jack, let alone in the same philosophical arena. But he didn’t argue the point.

A trip that would normally take ten minutes was cut down to five, and soon they were looping under the roadway and then around onto the bridge itself, more police cruisers joining in behind them.

The Golden Gate Bridge is one of the longest suspension bridges in the world, boasting two five-hundred-foot-high suspension towers, the first of which—the south tower—now loomed in front of them, its orange-red majesty lit up against the night sky.

Behind them the cruisers began to slow, moving in a serpentine formation to keep more civilian cars from rolling onto the bridge. Then Forsyth cut his siren and brought the SUV to a halt, the other vehicles in the caravan pulling up next to them. They all jumped out, Forsyth pointing a pair of Bushnell Night Vision field glasses toward the top beam of the south tower, which spanned the width of the bridge. He squinted against the magnified brilliance of the lights on top of the bridge.

“Holy shit,” he said. “There are two people up there and one of them is a woman.”

“What?” Jack reached for the field glasses.

Forsyth handed them over. His heart slamming hard, Jack aimed them toward the top beam.

It was Sara.

He was torn with emotion. She was up there and she was alive, standing 746 feet above the bay, against the protective railing. Hassan Haddad was holding her by the bare upper arms. They were both standing spread-eagled against the wind gusts, their position precarious at best.

Jack knew that this was Swain’s last little “up yours,” and it had nothing to do with holding Sara hostage or waiting for Jack to arrive before hurling her to her death. In fact, Jack no longer had any doubts about the game plan. He was convinced that what he saw strapped to Sara’s back was the device Haddad had procured from Chilikov in Bulgaria.

It was a backpack nuke.




40

It was quite possibly the most beautiful sight Haddad had ever seen.

The only sound he could hear was the wind, and he felt as if he were only a step away from Janna—from Paradise—where he would soon have a home. Where he would feel no pain, suffer no sickness, experience no sadness. Where Allah would look after him and he would find true peace in his arms.

The peace he couldn’t find in this life.

Here he stood at the very top of the infidel world, on a narrow catwalk, pressed against the rail, looking down at the bowing suspension cables of the bridge, following their lines all the way down through the darkness to the road where the cars looked no bigger than beetles, moving silently between the white dotted lines.

He saw the ineffectual police cars with their flashing lights, but they were far too late to stop him now.

The wind was strong but he did not feel cold. Allah was insulating him from its sting. And in a few moments he would feel nothing but the embrace of death followed by his feet on the pathway to the Garden.

The woman was trembling, however. As he gripped her arm, her flesh felt icy.

She was disavowing the inevitable. She could not accept the fact that she was about to die.

When he had first seen her in the back of Swain’s van, her hands tied, her mouth gagged, he was surprised. He had long suspected that she was exploiting al-Fida, but he had not known the depth of her betrayal to her faith and to her people. He had not known that she was in league with the Turk and the Gypsy whore, and many others who fought to destroy the Hand of Allah.

Swain had told him many things about this woman, and Haddad at first felt anger. He wanted to use his hands on her as he had on the whorish blonde when she was no longer of any use to him.

But soon his anger gave way to pity. Pity that one of their own had lost her way, had forsaken her faith in Allah and his word.

So he had agreed to do as Swain had asked. To martyr her in the Lord’s name, just as he was about to martyr himself.

“You don’t have to do this,” she said suddenly. She was yelling so he could hear her above the sound of the wind.

He tore his gaze from the view and looked at her. He remembered thinking that she was beautiful, but the ugliness in her soul clouded that beauty now.

“I do as Allah commands,” he said.

“Allah would never command such a thing. You are about to take the lives of innocent people. Women. Children. Countless Muslims.”

“These people are not innocent. They live their lives in ignorance of their god. They elect leaders who kill our Muslim brothers and sisters.”

“And how are they any different from the men who control you?”

He scowled at her. “I answer only to Allah.”

“And Imam Zuabi.”

“Zuabi is a great leader. The Lord sometimes speaks through him. He has counseled me since I was a child.”

“And what about Swain? Does the Lord speak through him as well? He and the people he works for are no different than those you wish to—”

“Be silent!” Haddad snapped.

Haddad no longer wished to listen to this woman. She had been subverted by Western ways and she was trying to trick him, to keep him from doing what he had come to do here at the top of the world.

He turned from her, returning his gaze to the road below, using a pair of field glasses to look toward the north side of the bridge now, waiting for his signal that the time was near. That the moment was upon them.

And then he saw it, little more than a crawling bug in the distance.

The tanker truck was rolling onto the bridge.

      *

Jack’s gut was on fire.

He needed to get to Sara. If they were all going to die, he wanted to die with her.

Emergency personnel were swarming onto the bridge behind them—a lot of sound and fury but not much else at this point. What could they do?

Jack turned to Forsyth. “We’ve gotta get up there.”

“And do what? We go rushing up there, he’ll pull the trigger and you can kiss this bridge and everything on it good-bye.”

“He’s gonna pull that trigger anyway,” Jack told him. “And if that tanker truck I told you about is anywhere in the vicinity, it’ll be a lot more than this bridge that goes up. If it ignites, the smoke and ash will carry lethal doses of radiation across Northern California.”

“The bridge authority is moving to close it down as we speak. As soon as the southbound traffic has cleared, it’ll be deserted.”

“Great. That’s a terrific plan. We’ve still got a madman up there with a nuke.”

“We don’t know that it’s a PTND,” Forsyth said.

Jack shook his head ruefully. A Portable Tactical Nuclear Device. The FBI made everything seem so sterile—manageable because it had a classification.

“Look, I’m sorry about before,” Forsyth said, “and I understand you’re upset about the girl. But we’ve got to wait for the negotiating team. If we can try to reason with the guy—”

“Reason with him!” Jack shouted. “Do you know who this man is? The only way to reason with him is to put a bullet in his head.”

“If it comes to that we will. We’ve got a chopper headed this way with a sniper on board.”

They’re doing it by the book, Jack thought. That’s all these people know—and one day it would be their downfall.

Probably today, in fact.

But Jack wasn’t part of their team and he’d make his own rules, as he’d done since this damn thing started.

What was it the Reb always said about Israeli negotiating tactics? “Every Jew a twenty-two—”

Jack gestured to Forsyth. “Give me your gun.”

“What?”

Jack moved toward him. “Give me your damn gun!”

“Back off, Hatfield, that’s not gonna—”

Jack lunged, thrusting his hand inside Forsyth’s jacket and ripping the Glock from his holster. Forsyth grabbed him but Jack wrenched free with a furious tug and ran, heading across three lanes of highway toward the pedestrian walkway.

“Stop him!” Forsyth shouted as he took off after him, several of the others joining in the chase.

“Shoot?” someone called back.

“Negative!” Forsyth said with something that sounded like regret. “Just freakin’ stop him!” He started running, joined by four other agents.

Jack leaped over the rail and hit the sidewalk, running for all he was worth, heading for the right flank of the tower. He heard shouts behind him but ignored them as he covered the last several yards to the base of the spire. Few people knew that there was a door built into the design, but Jack was one of those few and he reached for the handle, finding it locked.

His pursuers were closing in fast.

Stepping back, he raised the Glock and fired, shattering the latch and nearly clipping himself with the ricochet. He wrenched the door open and went inside.

The interior of the tower reminded Jack of an old World War II submarine. A short, narrow corridor led to a small, rickety elevator with steel-mesh sides, looking like something you’d find in a mine shaft.

Voices and footsteps were closing in from behind. Jack quickly shut himself inside the elevator as Forsyth reached the doorway. Jack looked back, saw a face full of desperation and fury.

“Hatfield! You’re gonna blow this!”

Maybe—but he hadn’t so far.

He jammed the elevator into motion and the car began to rise, rattling its way toward the top of the tower.

No, Jack and his team had carried the ball farther than he could have hoped, could ever have imagined. God—his God, a just God—wouldn’t let him fail. Not now.

Jack refused to think about it. All he could think about was getting to Sara.

The elevator came to a stop at the lower part of the tower beam. Jack threw the door open and stepped into a small vestibule, then over to a worn steel ladder that led up through a narrow hatch.

Tucking the Glock in his waistband, he grabbed hold of a rung and started up, not quite sure what he’d do once he reached the top. He had no plan here. Was running purely on blind instinct, but if he didn’t do something, he knew that this bridge—and Sara—were doomed.

He stopped as he reached the hatch door. Sucking in a breath, he pushed a hand against it and lifted it only a crack, peering out at the catwalk that stretched across the bridge.

It was several feet long and slightly over three feet wide, guarded by a rail on either side. Sara and Haddad stood at the far end, against a rail, Sara’s hands bound in front of her. Haddad had her by the arm and was looking down toward the road with a pair of field glasses, probably waiting for the tanker to arrive. And if it was already on the bridge, Jack knew he had only minutes to spare before Haddad set off the bomb that was strapped to Sara’s back.

Except for the wind, it was so quiet up here it felt surreal.

Jack knew he might be able to use the Glock and take Haddad down from this distance but decided against it. He was no sharpshooter, like the guy who took the kid down near the podium. Besides, the bastard had Sara as a shield. And if he happened to hit the backpack, God knows what would happen to the bomb.

He couldn’t take those risks, any of them.

He had to assume that Haddad’s mind would be in a thousand different places right now, concentrating on the tanker, thinking about his fate. So Jack made a choice. The tower was lit but, hoping there was enough darkness for cover, he carefully raised the hatch door and pulled himself through.

He tried not to look at the view below, at the moonlit waters of the bay, the lights of the city—they were a haunting, dizzying distraction. Instead, he took the Glock from his waistband and concentrated on his target, slowly inching down a short set of stairs. He stepped onto the catwalk and moved toward Haddad and Sara.

Haddad was looking toward the north, through his field glasses, and it was Sara who saw him first. Her eyes widened slightly as she realized who it was. She seemed to be warning him off with her gaze but he shook his head once, slowly, and kept creeping forward, trying to close the gap between them.

Then suddenly Haddad lowered the binoculars and turned, following Sara’s gaze and looking at Jack without surprise.

“Please stop where you are,” he said with the calmness of a man who had accepted his fate. Dropping the field glasses against his chest, he reached into his pocket and held up a small cell phone, his thumb hovering over the keypad.

A remote detonator.

“Another step and I’ll hit speed dial. I’m sure you can imagine what will happen then.”

Eerily, the winds died just then. Jack stopped where he was and looked past Haddad.

“Are you all right, Sara?”

“My hands are tied and I have a nuke strapped to my back. Other than that—”

“I should never have left you on that island,” he said mournfully.

Smart girl, letting him know she was tied up. The way she was standing, he couldn’t be sure.

Haddad frowned, studying Jack carefully. “You must be the man Swain told me about. The Jew. It’s very resourceful of you to show up here. I was expecting the FBI.”

“They’re waiting on the negotiators. They have this crazy idea that they can reason with you.”

Haddad smiled, gesturing to the Glock. “I see you don’t share that belief.”

“Not for a minute,” Jack said.

“Still, I’d advise you to put the weapon down or I’ll be forced to make my call prematurely.”

“Or I could just shoot you.”

Haddad’s smile widened. “You’d have to be a very precise shot to keep me from pressing this key.”

“Worth a try,” Jack said, starting to raise it.

Haddad’s smile vanished and he raised his arm menacingly.

“Moments are like a lifetime as death nears. You still have a little time to spend with each other as long as you put the weapon down and kick it to me.”

Jack hesitated, looked at that long, cruel thumb poised over the keypad, then slowly crouched. He laid the Glock on the catwalk floor and kicked it toward Haddad.

“Thank you,” Haddad said.

At least he was a polite lunatic.

Jack shot a glance at Sara and noticed at once that she had her game face on. She obviously had a plan of some kind, something that had occurred to her while he and Haddad were talking.

That meant, keep Haddad talking.

“So what’s the plan?” Jack asked. “You do realize they’re closing the bridge. So if you’re waiting on that tanker—”

“It’s already here, and right on schedule,” Haddad said. “They won’t turn any cars back. They’ll have to wait until they’ve cleared the bridge before they can seal it off.”

“Oh?” Jack said, looking over the rail toward the road below. “Because it looks to me like they’re already escorting the tanker back the way it came.”

Haddad frowned and swiveled his head, looking at the road. It took him a moment to realize his mistake, but by then it was too late. Sara made her move, swinging her bound hands at his face, knocking him sideways.

He fumbled the cell phone and it landed at his feet. But Jack was already in motion, leaping across the catwalk, grabbing for it. He felt it brush his fingers as his momentum knocked it spinning toward the rail.

Haddad lunged for it, but Sara threw her hands over his head and, with a grunt, yanked him toward her using her bonds as a garrote. His expression ferocious, Haddad snapped his head back, butting her face. Sara stumbled back, dazed, and he slipped from her grasp. He reached for the cell phone again but Jack was on his feet. He kicked it, sent it spinning to the opposite side of the catwalk. Haddad raced forward as it clattered against the steps.

Roaring, Haddad set out after it. Jack looked frantically for the Glock, couldn’t see it in the dark, and lunged after Haddad. He hit shoulder first. Jack had forgotten about his wound; the impact was a forceful reminder as his nerve endings exploded, sending pain down his arm and torso.

Jack couldn’t let that stop him. He dug in and continued to press the man forward, slamming Haddad into the rail. But Haddad was not an amateur. He turned as he went back, facing Jack, and brought a knee into his groin. Jack stumbled backward toward the opposite rail. The tower was slick with mist and he lost his footing. Sara screamed as Jack fell against the rail, hitting his head. Her cry kept him from losing consciousness.

Sara needed him.

But his body had had enough. It didn’t want to move.

Now Haddad was on his feet and moving toward him with feral eyes. Before he could reach Jack, Sara blindsided him, shoving him to the floor. The backpack and her bonds made it difficult for her to move and Haddad threw her off effortlessly. Then he was on his feet again, kicking her mercilessly in the head and stomach.

“Jack…”

Sara needs me.

Marshaling every scrap of his strength, Jack used the rail to pull himself up and he ran at Haddad.

Blinded by fury, by pain, Jack hit the man like a linebacker. They both went down. Climbing to his knees, Jack punched down, blow after blow, driving the man’s head against the metal of the bridge. Haddad’s hands came up defensively but Jack yelled and swatted them aside, continuing to slam his fists at that evil face, fueled by hatred for everything the man had done, everything he stood for. Ignoring the pain in his shoulder, Jack thought only about Sara and Copeland and Drabinsky and Jamal, thought about the havoc people like this brought to the world, used his fists to turn thought into action.

And then Haddad stopped struggling, his breath coming in bloody gurgles, his face raw and torn. But if he somehow expected Jack to be merciful, he’d picked the wrong night. Without a second thought, Jack grabbed hold of the man’s shirt and dragged him back against the rail, flopped him against it, stared at the pulped flesh and bloody wisp of a beard.

“Enjoy the virgins, asshole.”

Jack slammed his open hands hard against Haddad’s chest, the terrorist’s battered eyelids going wide with horror as he sailed over the side of the tower to the pavement five hundred feet below, his terrified screams rising into the night sky.

The fall took just three seconds. It ended with ugly abruptness.

A moment later, the wind kicked up again.

Once more, the city could breathe.

Jack staggered, dropping to one knee, and grabbed the rail for support. He heard Sara moan, and crawled over to her. Using what little energy he had left, he ripped the bonds from her wrists and unstrapped the backpack, laid it aside. He noted the location of the cell phone.

He’d get it later. Or someone would.

Right now, all he wanted to do was pull Sara into his arms and hold her as if he’d never let her go.
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In the months that followed, the world did not miraculously change.

The good guys had won, but that didn’t necessarily mean the bad guys would be punished. Not in the way that Jack would have liked, with handcuffs and trials and lifetime-without-parole.

Instead, the rich and powerful managed to prevail, as they often do.

Despite Jack’s statements to the FBI and Homeland Security and the twenty other law enforcement agencies that seemed to be involved in the investigation, there was no hard proof to put Lawrence Soren and his cronies behind bars. And no real proof that MI6 or the British Home Office had ever been involved.

The island in the bay had been scrubbed, sanitized. The boats the men had used were MIA. Abdal al-Fida was a suicide, Bob Copeland was listed as an “accidental death,” and Jamal Thomas was an OD. There were no e-mails, no enhanced photos, there was nothing even remotely incriminating on the computers of Dave Karras or Faisal al-Jubeir. Someone had gotten to the machines and washed them, too. Bribes had been paid to the right officials.

There was only the word of Jack and Sara.

And that, unfortunately, was not enough.

The only good news was that the San Francisco District Attorney dropped the charges against the Constitutional Defense Brigade, citing “lack of evidence.” In time—enough time for the FBI to save face—the car bomb was added to the charges against the small band of Muslim extremists, led by Hassan Haddad, who had tried and failed to blow up the Golden Gate Bridge.

There was no mention of the tanker and the hydrazine-based rocket fuel that would have been used as an accelerant. Jack hadn’t told Forsyth the worst of it. The destruction of the bridge was a visual symbol to show the world, to encourage other terrorists to strike. On the ground, though—that was where the real disaster would have occurred. He and Tony had done some rough calculations: given the speed and direction of the wind, the heat from that fire would have risen high enough to blanket all of the San Francisco and Oakland regions with lethal levels of radiation from the exploded nuke. There would have been thousands of deaths within days, tens of thousands within weeks, over a million within a month—many of those among people who would have been needed to keep the infrastructure from collapsing. Doctors, police, workers at power plants and sewage centers. The environment would have become so toxic that rescue workers couldn’t have gotten into the area, and poisoned food and water would have added exponentially to the death toll. Airdrops of fresh supplies would have led to riots, more death. Silicon Valley would have been ravaged, all but destroying the U.S. computer industry.

Fortunately, Tony, Doc, and the other members of the team survived their wounds. After calling Jack, Doc had phoned in a 911 then gone back to the bunker to minister to the others. He stopped the bleeding as best he could and propped them in such a way as to limit the flow of blood toward the wounds. Given everything else that was going on it was morning before help arrived; Doc had gone back out the tunnel to wait for them.

They were all tough old birds, and Jack had figured it would take more than a firefight with a gang of fanatic Muslim murderers to put them down.

Maxine went back to doing what she did best, and found herself inundated with work when her own role in the counterespionage activities hit the press—courtesy of Jack, who tipped off a few colleagues. Max and Karras even managed to maintain something that resembled a relationship.

At least there was also some justice in the world.

Two months after the attempt, Senator Harold Wickham was caught in a compromising situation with one of his office staff members and was forced to resign his seat. He insisted that he had been set up, that he didn’t even know any hookers from Bulgaria, but video doesn’t lie.

Especially when the person at the other end of the fiberoptic cable is Maxine Cole.

Several of the other men in that bed-and-breakfast dining room also left their jobs, suddenly and surprisingly, citing the need to spend time with their families.

Lawrence Soren himself was caught in a financial scandal that threatened to destroy a good portion of his media empire, when some enterprising reporters at GNT rival Flux News found out about the profit he’d earned from his hedge fund that had made millions shorting Tokyo Electric the same day as the massive earthquake and tsunami hit Fukushima. Even the most rapacious investors don’t want so-called BBFs—Body Bag Funds—as a line item in their annual reports. Still, Jack did not doubt that Soren and the others would be back. These were not the type of men who give up easily.

The press called Jack and Sara heroes, and while he found the hypocrisy mildly offensive—these were some of the same reporters who had called him a traitor to American ideals—Jack was gratified to find himself fielding phone calls regarding job offers from all the major networks, including his old friends at GNT.

He let most of those calls pile up on voice mail.

As he and Sara recovered emotionally as well as physically, they spent many of their days at sea, lounging on the Sea Wrighter, letting the sun and the salty ocean air work their natural healing effects. Their nights were spent in the harbor, drinking wine with Tony, with Eddie curled up at their feet.

Despite his disappointments, despite the lumps he took to get here, Jack couldn’t imagine a better life.

He was in the city he cherished, close to people he cared for and who cared for him, with all the material things he needed—and what, after all, could matter more than that?

Well, there was one thing. And he vowed to do something about that.

      *

Six months after the showdown on the bridge, on a cold Friday night in London, the body of Adam Swain was found by a girlfriend in his apartment near Westminster. He had been strapped to a chair by an unknown assailant, his body covered with burns that were determined to have been made by the application of an electric baton.

For several hours, according to the Office of the Chief Medical Examiner.

Coincidentally, on that same night, the imam of a local mosque, Faakhir Zuabi, was found dead in his office, a .22 caliber bullet hole in his forehead.

Neither of the murders was ever solved.

The following day, two men boarded a plane at Heathrow and flew into Ben Gurion International with a group of their fellow Chabad-Lubavitcher Chasids.

Their names were Rabbi Mel Neershum and Jacob Samuel Heshowitz.

They spent the next few days visiting with the Reb’s cousin Ohad before returning to San Francisco. But before they left, Jack and Sara and Reb, each at the same time, went to his own church or mosque or temple and prayed.

All of them prayed to God.

To the same God.
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